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Traveling as a Temporary Local


Little, mountainous, efficient Switzerland is one of Europe’s most appealing destinations. Wedged neatly between Germany, Austria, France, and Italy, Switzerland melds the best of all worlds—and adds a healthy dose of chocolate, cowbells, and cable cars. Fiercely independent and decidedly high-tech, the Swiss stubbornly hold on to their quaint traditions, too. Join cheesemakers in a high valley, try to call the shepherds on an alphorn, and hike through some of the world’s most stunning mountain scenery.


This book breaks Switzerland into its top big-city, small-town, and rural attractions. It gives you all the information and suggestions necessary to wring the maximum value out of your limited time and money. If you plan three weeks or less in Switzerland, this lean and mean little book has all the information you need...unless you’re a skier. (This is a fair-weather book—it focuses on the highlights of summertime fun—but for basic info for a winter visit, see the Switzerland in Winter chapter.)
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Experiencing Europe’s culture, people, and natural wonders economically and hassle-free has been my goal throughout three decades of traveling, tour guiding, and writing. With this guidebook, I pass on to you the lessons I’ve learned.


The book includes a balance of cities and villages, mountaintop hikes and lake cruises, thought-provoking museums and sky-high gondola rides. It covers the predictable biggies while mixing in a healthy dose of Back Door intimacy. Along with Luzern, the Matterhorn, and the Glacier Express, you’ll experience windswept Roman ruins and ramble through traffic-free alpine towns. I’ve been selective, including only the top destinations. For example, the country is dotted with alpine villages—but Gimmelwald is a cut above.
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Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.


The best is, of course, only my opinion. But after spending much of my life exploring and researching Europe, I’ve developed a sixth sense for what travelers enjoy. Just thinking about the places featured in this book makes me want to yodel.


[image: image]


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Rick Steves Switzerland is a personal tour guide in your pocket. This book is organized by destinations. Each is a minivacation on its own, filled with exciting sights, strollable neighborhoods, affordable places to stay, and memorable places to eat. In the following chapters, you’ll find these sections:


Planning Your Time suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.


Orientation has specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information.


Sights describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.


Self-Guided Walks take you through interesting neighborhoods, pointing out sights and fun stops.


Sleeping describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.


Eating serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive Stübli to fancy restaurants.


Connections outlines your options for traveling to destinations by train and bus. In car-friendly regions, I’ve also included route tips for drivers.




Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated regularly—but things change. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.


Abbreviations and Times


I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:










	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about







Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. To categorize accommodations, I use a Sleep Code (described on here).


Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).


When giving opening times, I include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour and the journey lasts an hour and a half.





The Switzerland in Winter chapter provides tips for enjoying the Alps in snow, and describes some uniquely Swiss holiday traditions.


The Switzerland: Past and Present chapter introduces you to some key people and events in this nation’s complicated past, making your sightseeing that much more meaningful.


Practicalities is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best tips about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation (trains, buses, car rentals, driving, and flights).


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holiday and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and survival phrases in German, French, and Italian.


Browse through this book, choose your favorite destinations, and link them up. Then have a great trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most of every mile, minute, and dollar. And, as you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Swiss people.



Planning



This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRAVEL SMART


Your trip to Switzerland is like a complex play—it’s easier to follow and really appreciate on a second viewing. While no one does the same trip twice to gain that advantage, reading this book in its entirety before your trip accomplishes much the same thing.


Design an itinerary that enables you to visit sights at the best possible times. Note festivals, holidays, specifics on sights, and days when sights are closed. To connect the dots smoothly, read the tips in Practicalities on taking trains, buses, and boats, or renting a car and driving. Designing a smart trip is a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.


Make your itinerary a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. To maximize rootedness, minimize one-night stands. It’s worth taking a long drive after dinner (or a train ride with a dinner picnic) to get settled in a town for two nights. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Perhaps more than anywhere else in Europe, weather plays a huge factor in your sightseeing in Switzerland. The mountains are stunning—when it’s not raining. But bad weather needn’t ruin a trip. Switzerland has plenty of rainy-weather options. And it’s so small and has such a speedy train network that you can even consider doubling back later to visit the mountaintop hideaway that was clouded over your first time through.


Reread this book as you travel, and visit local tourist information offices (abbreviated as TI in this book). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure by confirming the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Even with the best-planned itinerary, you’ll need to be flexible. Update your plans as you travel. For maximum spontaneity, consider traveling without room reservations (realizing that this comes with some risk). For example, you might plan on three days split between the city of Bern and the mountainous Berner Oberland region. If it’s raining as you approach the area, head for Bern. If it’s sunny, make a beeline for the mountains, then hit Bern on your way out of the area. To help decide, tune in to websites and TV stations that show the weather in various parts of the country. Many high-altitude observation decks have 24-hour online cameras that pan slowly back and forth, showing you exactly what you’ll see when you get up top (for example, www.swisspanorama.com for the Berner Oberland, www.zermatt.ch for Zermatt).


To make travel plans, get online or call ahead to double-check tourist information, learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, and so on), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, and research transportation connections.


Enjoy the friendliness of the Swiss people. Connect with the culture. Set up your own quest for the richest hot chocolate, cheeriest window box, biggest cowbell, or most densely packed stack of firewood. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for noting directions, organizing your thoughts, and confirming prices. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.


TRIP COSTS


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare, surface transportation, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Zürich can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). If Switzerland is part of a longer trip, consider saving time and money in Europe by flying into one city and out of another; for instance, into Zürich and out of Paris. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Surface Transportation: For a two-week whirlwind trip of most of my recommended destinations by public transportation, allow $650 per person. This covers a second-class, 15-consecutive-day Swiss Saver Pass, plus high-mountain trains and lifts, and reservation fees for scenic trains. If you’ll be renting a car, allow at least $230 per week, not including tolls, gas, and supplemental insurance; figure on an additional $250 for mountain lifts sans car. If you’ll be keeping the car for three weeks or more, look into leasing, which can save you money on insurance and taxes for trips of this length. Car rentals and leases are cheapest if arranged from the US. You can purchase a Swiss rail pass before you leave home, or wait until you arrive in Switzerland—most of the passes are sold at Swiss train stations. Swiss rail passes come in such a wide selection that many travelers save money with a pass, even for short visits. Don’t hesitate to consider flying, as budget airlines are often cheaper than taking the train (check www.skyscanner.com for intra-European flights). For more on public transportation and car rental, see “Transportation” in Practicalities.




Budget Tips


Switzerland is pricey, but there are ways to stretch your dollars. For example, you can cut down on restaurant costs by having scenic picnics or seeking out self-service cafeterias (often attached to department or grocery stores), which offer good food at a fraction of the cost of dining out.


Many expensive alpine lifts offer discounted “early bird” tickets for the first (and sometimes last) trip of the day. Train trips get cheaper when you choose the right rail pass (for help, see here); the Swiss Travel Pass is a swinging deal for most travelers, covering more than just trains.


Save on Sightseeing with the Swiss Travel Pass


The Swiss Travel Pass—offering consecutive-day or flexipass coverage of Switzerland’s trains, boats, and buses, and a 50 percent discount on lifts—also doubles as a Swiss Museum Pass (which otherwise costs 166 SF) to cover admission to more than 400 museums. While the Museum Pass is good for a year, the Travel Pass only covers museums during its validity period (which you choose when you purchase it). If you have a flexipass, visiting a museum starts the use of a day of your pass. To get the most out of a flexipass, use it to visit a museum either on the same day you arrive at that destination or on the day you depart. Unlike flexipasses for most other countries, a Swiss flexipass is valid through your last used-up travel day; for more information, see here.


The following sights, described in this book, are free with the Swiss Travel Pass and the Swiss Museum Pass (for a full list, see www.museumspass.ch):


Zürich—Swiss National Museum and Rietberg Museum


Luzern—Rosengart Collection, Depot History Museum, Bourbaki Panorama, Glacier Garden, Richard Wagner Museum, Museum of Art Luzern, Museum of Natural History, and the Alpineum, plus Fortress Fürigen Museum nearby in Stansstad (Swiss Transport Museum is 50 percent off with the pass.)


Bern—Museum of Fine Arts and Paul Klee Center


Near Murten—Roman Museum in Avenches


Interlaken—Museum of Tourism


Near Interlaken—Ballenberg Open-Air Folk Museum in Brienz


Zermatt—Matterhorn Museum


Appenzell Region—Appenzell Museum and Appenzell’s two modern art museums, and folk museums in Stein and Urnäsch


Lausanne—Collection de l’Art Brut, Olympic Museum, and City History Museum


Lake Geneva Region—Château de Chillon


French Swiss Countryside—Gruyères Castle, H. R. Giger Museum, and Tibet Museum





Room and Board: You can manage comfortably in Switzerland on $170 a day per person for room and board (more in big cities). This allows $25 for lunch, $40 for dinner, $5 for chocolate, and $100 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $200 double room that includes breakfast). Students and tightwads can enjoy Switzerland for as little as $70 a day ($40 for a hostel bed, $30 for supermarket meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Figure about $10-15 per sight, and about $80 for each major alpine lift. Though hiking is free, lifts to some of the best high-altitude trails aren’t. An overall average of $50 a day works for most. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Switzerland.


Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $5 per coffee, beer, and ice-cream cone. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.



SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES



So much to see, so little time. How to choose? Depending on the length of your trip, and taking geographic proximity into account, here are my recommended priorities:










	3 days:

	Berner Oberland






	5 days, add:

	Luzern and Central Switzerland






	7 days, add:

	Bern and Lake Geneva area, connecting them with Golden Pass scenic rail journey






	10 days, add:

	Zermatt and Appenzell, linking them with the Glacier Express train






	14 days, add:

	Lugano and Pontresina area, connecting with Bernina Express and William Tell Express train rides






	16 days, add:

	Zürich and Murten






	21 days, add:

	More day trips (French Swiss countryside), more hikes, and time to slow down









This includes nearly everything on the map on here and the two-week itinerary on here, plus modifications for a longer or shorter trip. If you don’t have time to see it all, prioritize according to your interests. The “Switzerland at a Glance” sidebar can help you decide where to go (see here).
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My Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy to download audio content to enhance your trip. This includes my audio tours of many of Europe’s top destinations, as well as a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe—including many of the places in this book. The app and all of its content are entirely free. You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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WHEN TO GO


The summer “tourist season” runs roughly from May through September, though in mountainous areas, it doesn’t start until sometime in June. High summer (July-Aug) has its advantages: the best weather, snow-free alpine trails, very long days (light until after 21:00), and the busiest schedule of tourist fun. In late May, June, September, and early October, travelers enjoy fewer crowds, mild weather, and the ability to grab a room almost whenever and wherever they like.


During the Zwischenzeit (“between time”—that is, between summer and ski seasons, roughly April, early May, late Oct, and Nov), the cities are pleasantly uncrowded, but mountain resort towns such as Zermatt and Mürren are completely dead (most hotels and restaurants are closed, and the weather is iffy).


During ski season (Dec-March), mountain resorts are crowded and expensive, while cities are quieter (some accommodations and sights are either closed or run on a limited schedule). The weather can be cold and dreary, and nighttime will draw the shades on your sightseeing before dinner. But Christmastime traditions (such as colorful markets and special holiday foods) can warm up your trip at this chilly time of year.


Pack warm clothing for the Alps, no matter when you go—the weather can change suddenly.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.


You need a passport—but no visa or shots—to travel in Switzerland. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within three months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports, see www.travel.state.gov). Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.




Switzerland at a Glance


▲▲Zürich Bustling cosmopolitan city—Switzerland’s largest by far—with upscale shops and a charming riverside old-town quarter full of pointy church spires and pealing bells.





▲▲Luzern and Central Switzerland Touristy yet worthwhile town of historic wooden bridges, picturesque streets, and vintage steamships that ply lovely Lake Luzern, ringed by mountains with stunning vistas accessible by high-altitude lifts.





▲▲▲Bern Cozy capital of Switzerland tucked in a sharp river bend, with arcaded shopping promenades, medieval clock towers, and museums devoted to Albert Einstein and artist Paul Klee.





▲▲Murten Quaint, small, walled town sitting right next to the German/French linguistic fault line, with nearby Roman ruins and museum in Avenches.





▲▲▲Gimmelwald and the Berner Oberland Rustic village spectacularly perched on a cliff in this mountainous region—popular for its alpine towns and scenic hikes, lifts, and train rides. Touristy Interlaken is the gateway.





▲Zermatt and the Matterhorn Glitzy ski resort that sports some traditional old-fashioned touches, in a valley at the foot of the famous Matterhorn.





▲▲Appenzell The most traditional Swiss region, known for pastoral scenery, small towns, cows, folk museums, and, just a cable-car ride away, a rustic cliffside retreat at Ebenalp.





▲▲Lake Geneva and French Switzerland Small-but-sophisticated lakeside city of Lausanne, Switzerland’s best castle experience at Château de Chillon, the cute cheesemaking center of Gruyères, and pleasant scenery in the surrounding countryside.





▲Lugano Leading city of Italian-speaking Switzerland, with a tidy if dull urban core, scenic boat trips on Lake Lugano, and mountain lifts to lakeside peaks.





▲Pontresina, Samedan, and St. Moritz Romansh-speaking mountain resort region, anchored by three towns: touristy Pontresina, humble Samedan, and swanky St. Moritz.





▲▲Scenic Rail Journeys Four famous train rides, each offering panoramic views and crisscrossing the country.







Switzerland’s Best Two-Week Trip by Train












	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in






	1

	Arrive Zürich Airport, head to Appenzell

	Appenzell or Ebenalp






	2

	All day for Appenzell and Ebenalp

	Appenzell or Ebenalp






	3

	Leave early for Luzern

	Luzern






	4

	Luzern

	Luzern






	5

	Boat, then train to Lugano along William Tell Express route

	Lugano






	6

	Bernina Express to Pontresina area

	Pontresina






	7

	Pontresina area (with St. Moritz and Samedan)

	Pontresina






	8

	Take Glacier Express; if weather’s good, head for Zermatt; if weather’s bad, consider going straight to Lausanne (see below)

	Zermatt






	9

	Zermatt and hikes, Matterhorn-view lifts

	Zermatt






	10

	If weather’s good, spend more time in Zermatt and go late to Lausanne; if weather’s bad, leave early for Lausanne

	Lausanne






	11

	Take the Golden Pass to the Berner Oberland. If weather’s good, go early; if weather’s bad, linger in Lausanne / Lake Geneva area and leave late

	Berner Oberland (Gimmelwald or Mürren)






	12

	All day for lifts and hikes in the Berner Oberland

	Gimmelwald or Mürren






	13

	More time in the Berner Oberland

	Gimmelwald or Mürren






	14

	Early to Bern, then on to Zürich

	Zürich






	15

	More time in Zürich, or fly home

	 







Notes


Zermatt isn’t worth the trip in bad weather. If your reservations are flexible, consider skipping that leg and going straight to Lausanne (take the Glacier Express only to Brig, then change for Lausanne).


To connect Luzern and Lugano, follow the William Tell Express route, but don’t spend extra for the official tourist package-trip.


If you have extra time in Switzerland, I’d suggest spending it in (listed in order of priority): Murten and Bern, Zürich, Lausanne and the Lake Geneva area, Lugano (relaxing) or the Luzern area (day trips). For a short trip of a week or so, I’d just focus on the Berner Oberland, Luzern, and Bern. (If you’re trying to decide between focusing on the Berner Oberland or the more famous Zermatt/Matterhorn region, see the sidebar on here.)


Rail Pass: The best rail pass for this itinerary is a Swiss Travel Pass, specifically for 15 consecutive days ($485 second class, $775 first class, prices are per adult age 26 or older, confirm latest prices at www.ricksteves.com/rail; figure an additional $155 total in reservation fees for all the scenic rail journeys). This pass doesn’t cover mountain lifts, but it does earn you a 50 percent discount on most of them.
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By Car: Although this itinerary is designed for public transportation, it can be done by car with a few modifications. Obviously, you won’t take the scenic rail trips. Instead, drive from Appenzell straight to the Pontresina area, then continue through Tirano and on to Lugano (via Lake Como in Italy). From Lugano, drive to Zermatt (crossing again through Italy) and resume the above itinerary, visiting Luzern at the end before returning to Zürich. The French Swiss countryside and the area around Murten merit more time if you have a car.


Beyond Switzerland: Switzerland, right in the middle of Western Europe, splices neatly into a multicountry trip by car or train. For instance, the Appenzell region is a likely gateway to Germany’s Bavaria or Austria’s Tirol. Italy’s Lake Como is a stone’s throw from Lugano (in fact, the Bernina Express bus drives right alongside it)—and Milan is not much farther. If you’re in Lausanne, you’re literally looking at France (across Lake Geneva), and a handy train ride whisks you to Lyon or Chamonix. And big Swiss cities are efficiently connected by night trains and fast day trains to destinations in all of these countries and beyond.







How Was Your Trip?


Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? If you’d like to share your tips, concerns, and discoveries, please fill out the survey at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit my travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. I value your feedback. Thanks in advance.





Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during peak season (July and August) or any major holidays or festivals (see here).


Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, request your PIN code (it will be mailed to you), and more (see here).


Do your homework if you want to buy travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Also, check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


Consider buying a rail pass—a particularly good idea for Switzerland—after researching your options (see here and www.ricksteves.com/rail for all of the specifics).


To take one of the popular scenic trains during high season (July-Aug), you may want to reserve ahead. See here for details and advice.


If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


If you’re bringing a mobile device, consider signing up for an international plan for cheaper calls, texts, and data (see here). Download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as translators, maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see here).


Traveling as a Temporary Local


We travel all the way to Switzerland to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths that we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, “the customer is king,” and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of Swiss hospitality.
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Europeans generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to the Swiss image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.


My Swiss friends (and Europeans in general) place a high value on speaking quietly in restaurants and on trains. Listen while on the bus or in a restaurant—the place can be packed, but the decibel level is low. Try to adjust your volume accordingly to show respect for their culture.


While the Swiss look bemusedly at some of our Yankee excesses—and worriedly at others—they nearly always afford us individual travelers all the warmth we deserve.


Judging from all the happy feedback I receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Thanks, and happy travels—gute Reise!
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Back Door Travel Philosophy


From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“through the Back Door.”


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but, with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!








SWITZERLAND



Switzerland is one of Europe’s richest, best organized, most expensive countries. Like the Boy Scouts, the Swiss count cleanliness, neatness, punctuality, tolerance, independence, thrift, and hard work as virtues...and they love pocketknives. The country is an enjoyable mix of bucolic peace and daring adventure. Around every alpine turn, you feel you could get a glimpse of Heidi milking a cow or James Bond schussing past on skis.
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Nearly half of Switzerland—Europe’s most mountainous country—consists of uninhabitable rocks and rugged Alps. It seems that any flat land (and quite a bit of hilly land) is cultivated into tidy little farms. While landlocked, Switzerland has more than its share of clear rivers and big, beautiful lakes with a striking mountain backdrop (such as Lake Geneva, Lake Murten, Lake Luzern, and Lake Lugano—all covered in this book).
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Despite the country’s small size, Switzerland is unusually diverse. Its wild geography has kept people apart historically, helping its many regions maintain their distinct cultural differences. Switzerland has four official languages: German, French, Italian, and Romansh.
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The abbreviation for Swiss Federal Railways—in German, French, and Italian





And yet, regardless of which language is spoken, the entire country is unmistakably Swiss. Everyday things like the post office, train station, or familiar products have the same signage and logos, but in different languages. And everywhere you go, you’ll notice a dedication to order and organization that distinguishes Swiss culture. It’s refreshing to visit a predictable place where, once you’ve got the gist of things in one city, you generally know what to expect in the next.


That sort of orderliness doesn’t happen by itself. The Swiss jealously guard their way of life. If you accidentally drop a scrap of paper on the ground, someone might cross the street to be sure you pick it up. As if belonging to an exclusive club that’s careful about admitting new members, the Swiss strike some visitors as a bit standoffish—polite but not gregarious, welcoming but perhaps a bit suspicious. If you find the Swiss to be a little buttoned-down, remember that the payoff is a beautiful country where the trains run on time, the streets are clean, and every flower petal is perfectly in place.


While it’s one of Europe’s most progressive “big-government” countries—with high taxation, ample social services, and liberal drug policies—Switzerland also has a sometimes surprising conservative streak. Traditional mind-sets persist in the remote mountain hamlets—for example, women weren’t guaranteed the right to vote in federal elections until 1971 (and, were still barred from local elections in one region until 1990).


Historically, Switzerland is one of Europe’s oldest democracies. Born when three states (cantons) united in 1291, over time the Swiss Confederation grew to the 26 cantons of today. The “CH” decal on cars doesn’t stand for chocolate...but for “Confoederatio Helvetica,” the country’s official title (using the Latin name avoids linguistic controversy). The country is named for the Celtic Helvetii tribe that lived here back in Roman times. (Stamp collectors know to identify a Swiss stamp by looking for the word Helvetia.) The confederation’s government is decentralized, and cantonal loyalty is very strong.


Similar to US states, each canton is semi-independent. Just as we debate “states’ rights,” the Swiss wrangle with just how much autonomy to allow cantons. Considering that each comes with not only its own political concerns, but also its own dialect and cultural heritage, cantonal independence is particularly important and delicate.


With the exception of the Protestant Reformation (see sidebar on here) and an almost bloodless civil war in 1847, Swiss history has been pretty quiet...and that’s just how the Swiss like it. They’re happy to be high and dry in the mountains, watching from above the fray as the tides of history swirl around them (for an overview, see the Switzerland: Past and Present chapter). Stubbornly independent, or maybe just smart, Switzerland loves its neutrality and stayed out of both world wars. But it’s far from lax when it comes to national defense—on the contrary, the Swiss are legendary for their military readiness. A vast reserve army and a countryside embedded with hidden fortresses have earned Switzerland its unique ability to preserve its right to self-determination well into the 21st century, even though it’s surrounded by bigger, stronger nations. Through the tumult of the 20th century, no foreign invaders dared to try cracking this nut.




Switzerland: Western Europe’s Linguistic Crossroads


You’d be forgiven for thinking of Switzerland as a “German” country. The heart of Switzerland, with about three-fifths of the population and most of the famous cities and sights, is linguistically (as well as culturally) Germanic. But even here, Germans and Austrians don’t feel quite at home. As if keeping alive an archaic code for insiders, the Swiss speak to each other in the lilting, fun-to-listen-to Swiss German, a.k.a. Schwyzertütsch, then switch seamlessly to standard German (or English) when interacting with outsiders.
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Surrounding the German-speaking core is a more colorful Romance language-speaking fringe—French (to the west), Italian (to the south), and Romansh (tucked in the southeastern mountains). Switzerland’s biggest canton, officially trilingual, is its linguistic melting pot: the southeastern region called Graubünden (in German), Grigioni (in Italian), and Grischun (in Romansh).


Subtle differences in cuisine, climate, and landscape seem to match the linguistic boundaries. German-speaking Switzerland enjoys a vigorous efficiency reminiscent of Germany’s. The pace in genteel French-speaking Switzerland is a bit mellower, the cuisine and lifestyle more refined, resembling France’s. And the relatively balmy Italian-speaking canton of Ticino comes with a touch of chaos and lust for life that’s not far removed from Italy proper (which surrounds it on three sides). You can spend a week in Switzerland and feel almost as if you’ve traveled from Paris to Munich to Rome...without ever crossing a border.





Even so, for more than a century and a half, a different kind of invasion—of tourists—has descended on Switzerland each summer (for hiking season, all summer long but busiest July-Aug) and each winter (for ski season, roughly Christmas through Easter). You’ll share the trails and lifts with a deluge of international visitors—from Europe, the US, and the rest of the world. Partly because several Bollywood movies have used the Swiss Alps as a stand-in for Kashmir, Switzerland is popular with tourists from India. And Middle Eastern visitors flock here to escape the heat. Locals report a spike in Middle Eastern tourists in the weeks leading up to the sacred, month-long observance of Ramadan...when their numbers drop to virtually zero, as Muslims go back home to spend time with their families.




Switzerland Almanac


Official Name: The Confoederatio Helvetica, or Switzerland, has a different name in each of its four official languages: Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft (German), Confédération Suisse (French), Confederazione Svizzera (Italian), and Confederaziun Svizra (Romansh). Locals shorten those to “die Schweiz,” “la Suisse,” “la Svizzera,” and “la Svizra.”


Population: Switzerland has 8.2 million people (similar to the population of Virginia); 65 percent speak German as their main language, 23 percent speak French, 8 percent speak Italian, and about 1 percent speak Romansh. About 22 percent of Swiss residents are not Swiss citizens; these range from EU businesspeople to immigrant workers. The populace is 38 percent Catholic, 27 percent Protestant, 6 percent other Christian, 5 percent Muslim, and 24 percent other or unspecified.


Latitude and Longitude: 47°N and 8°E, similar latitude to Quebec, Canada.


Area: 16,000 square miles; twice the size of New Jersey, or half the size of South Carolina.


Geography: Switzerland sits at the crossroads between northern and southern Europe. The Alps are Europe’s high point and continental divide, from which the major rivers flow—Rhine, Rhône, Danube, and Po. Switzerland’s highest point is the 15,200-foot Monte Rosa (specifically, the summit called Dufourspitze), along the Italian border. Though Switzerland is mostly mountainous, the center of the country consists of rolling hills and large lakes.


Biggest Cities: One in seven Swiss lives in or near Zürich (pop. 380,000 in the city; 1.4 million in the metropolitan area). Geneva has 194,000 people, and Basel has 169,000. The capital is Bern (pop. 130,000).


Economy: Like a fine watch, Switzerland’s economy just keeps on ticking. The gross domestic product is $473 billion. Its per-capita GDP of $55,200 is among Europe’s highest (about equal to the US). The franc is strong, workers are highly skilled, and unemployment is less than half the European Union average. Blessed with hydropower and using nuclear technology, Switzerland generates 99 percent of its electricity with virtually no oil.


Currency: 1 Swiss franc (SF) = 100 rappen/centimes = about $1.10.


Government: Founded in 1291 as a confederation of cantons, the country is still a model of federalism, balancing the needs of its different linguistic/ethnic groups. No single political party (or two or even three parties) dominates. The president, chosen by the legislature, serves for just one calendar year. The two-house Federal Assembly consists of the 46-seat Council of States and the 200-seat National Council, elected for four-year terms.
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Flag: Switzerland’s white cross on a distinctively square red background may have been the inspiration for the red-on-white symbol of the International Red Cross. It’s one of only two recognized flags that are perfect squares (the other being the flag of Vatican City).


The Average Swiss: He or she has 1.5 children and will live to be 82. A typical Swiss man serves at least 260 days of compulsory service in the military. The average woman earns almost 20 percent less than her similar male counterparts, and often doesn’t return to the workforce after having children. He or she travels about 1,400 miles a year on a train, the equivalent of crossing the country six times. Every month, the average Swiss drinks almost a quart of alcohol and more than a pound and a half of chocolate.





Though not a European Union member—in part because its agricultural lobby doesn’t want competition from more efficiently produced EU products—Switzerland conforms to EU standards to be able to conduct business easily. Major Swiss moneymakers include banking, insurance, watches (from top-of-the-line pieces to inexpensive Swatches), chemicals and pharmaceuticals, chocolate (Nestlé is the biggest producer), tourism, and precision instruments. Swiss-made equipment helps produce everything from clothing to ballpoint-pen tips to parts for the Mars Exploration Rover. Swiss ingenuity is nowhere more apparent than in the famous Swiss Army knives, which come in sizes big and small, with as many—or as few—tools as any armchair MacGyver could need.


Perhaps owing to its financial strength, Switzerland is one of Europe’s most expensive countries. A night on the town can be a major splurge. Locals call sitting on the pavement around a bottle of wine “going out.” Double rooms with bath for less than $175 are rare. Even dormitory beds are expensive. If your budget is tight, be sure to chase down hostels (many have private rooms for couples and families), and keep your eyes peeled for Matratzenlagers (“mattress dorms”). Hiking is free, though most major alpine lifts cost at least $50.




Understanding the Alps


Switzerland’s snowy, rugged mountains are its claim to fame—and most likely a main reason for your visit. Fortunately, you don’t have to be a mountain climber to see the Alps up close, as the Swiss transportation system is as remarkable as its mountains. Its cog railways, gondolas, and cable cars whisk you up into the type of scenery that’s only accessible in some countries by ropes, pitons, and crampons.


The Alps were formed by the collision of two continents. About 100 million years ago, the African plate began pushing north against the stable plates of Europe and Asia. In the process, the sediments of the ancient Tethys Ocean (which once occupied the general real estate of the modern Mediterranean) became smooshed between the landmasses. Shoving all this material together made the rocks and sediments fold, shatter, and pile on top of each other; over millennia this growing jumble built itself up into today’s Alps. Up in the mountains, look for folds and faults in the rocks that hint at this immense compression, which is still happening today: The Alps continue to rise by at least a millimeter each year (while erosion wears them down at about the same rate).


The current shape of the mountains and valleys is the handiwork of at least five ice ages over the last two million years. Glaciers flowed down the mountain valleys, scooped out Switzerland’s beautiful alpine lakes, and carried rocks far away from where they had formed. The Alps were the first mountains extensively studied by geologists, and many of the geological terms that describe mountains originated here. Once you learn how to recognize a few of the landforms shaped by glaciers, you can easily spot these features when you visit other alpine areas. Study glacier exhibits to train your eye to recognize what you’re seeing.
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Glaciers are big and blunt, so they make simple, large-scale marks on the landscape. If a valley is U-shaped (with steep sides and a rounded base), it likely was scoured out by a glacier. Switzerland’s Lauterbrunnen Valley and California’s Yosemite Valley are classic examples.


A cirque (French for “circus”) is the amphitheater-like depression carved out at the upper part of a valley by a glacier. If two adjacent cirques erode close to each other, a sharp steep-sided ridge forms, called an arête (French for “fishbone”). Cirques and arêtes are common in mountains with glaciers. More rarely, when three or more cirques erode toward one another, a pyramidal peak is created, called a horn. The Matterhorn is the world’s most famous example. Glaciers flowed down all sides of this mountain, scooping material away and creating the distinctive sharp peak.
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A common feature left behind by retreating glaciers is a moraine, a pile of dirt and rocks carried along on the glacier as it advanced, then dumped as the glacier melted. The Lindenhof in Zürich, a hilltop square once crowned with forts to defend the town, perches on a moraine.


Alpine glaciers can only originate above the snowline, so if you see any of these landforms (U-shaped valleys, cirques, horns, or moraines) in lower elevations, you know that the climate there used to be colder. The warming climate has profoundly affected the glaciers of Switzerland, which have lost at least a third of their volume since the 1950s. Some studies project that at that rate most glaciers in Switzerland could virtually disappear by the end of the century, affecting water storage and hydroelectric power generation.


In higher elevations, mountainsides have become less stable due to the melting of permafrost. A heat wave in 2003 caused several rockfalls on the Matterhorn, resulting in trail closures and the evacuation of dozens of climbers trapped on the summit. The ski resort of Pontresina built a dam in 2002 to protect the town from a potential landslide from its nearby mountain.


Another consequence of the warming climate is that winter weather no longer reliably produces snow at altitudes that it did in the past—which is bad news for Switzerland’s huge ski industry. Seeing a future of ever-warmer winters, the Swiss are putting their ingenuity to the test. This goes beyond snow machines: Many resorts are investing hugely in new spas, convention centers, and other attractions that don’t require snow.


With their acute awareness of their alpine climate’s fragility, the Swiss are especially keen to explore green technology—even high up in the Alps. Now when they build mountain refuges, the favored design isn’t necessarily a rustic stone-hut chalet, but a high-tech building that depends on solar power. Switzerland’s technological innovation can help keep its mountains white and its valleys green.





Switzerland has more than its share of cosmopolitan cities. My favorites—Zürich, Luzern, Bern, Lausanne, and Lugano—are covered in this book. Each one offers an enticing, I-could-live-here glimpse of the appealing and uniquely Swiss urban quality of life: efficient trams and buses gliding around town, manicured pedestrian zones teeming with locals enjoying their cities, crystal-clear rivers and lakes made accessible by scenic cruise boats, eclectic restaurants offering a tasty range of both Swiss and international cuisine, and low-key but generally compelling museums. While Switzerland lacks a world-class metropolis on par with Paris or Rome, all of these cities are engaging—especially if bad weather keeps you from heading for the hills.
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But let’s face it: Travelers don’t flock to Switzerland for its cities. Spend most of your time getting high in the Alps. You can climb onto a train in one of Switzerland’s most bustling stations and, within an hour or two, step off into an idyllic time-warp world where traditional culture still thrives. Alpine villages (such as Gimmelwald) and towns (such as Appenzell) give you a taste of rural Switzerland, and are the perfect base for pastoral countryside hikes or riding lifts to dramatic cut-glass alpine panoramas.
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If you’re in the countryside on a Sunday, you’ll most likely enjoy traditional music, clothing, and culture. At the end of a day of hiking, you can retreat to a village enclave preserving a colorful, rustic, rural way of life. Because the Swiss have chosen (at great cost) to protect their agricultural sector against competition from imports, the government subsidizes families who raise cows and make cheese the old-fashioned way. In the spring and again in the fall, you might be lucky enough to see a parade of cows on their way up to or back down from the high-mountain pastures. For the whole story, see the sidebar on here.


The cows have also had a big impact on Swiss cuisine—especially cheese. Two of the most revered Swiss cheeses are the smooth Gruyère (from the town of Gruyères) and the stinky Appenzeller (from the region of Appenzell). In these areas, you can watch the cheese being made—just as it has been for centuries...or at modern facilities using technology to carry out the same age-old processes (including robots that tenderly rub and flip each aging wheel of cheese). Cheese shops (Käserei in German) sell a fragrant festival of mold, perfect for picnicking or for making two famous Swiss culinary specialties: fondue (a pot of cheese melted into wine) or raclette (cheese melted over potatoes and other vegetables). But after a few days of cheese plates for breakfast, cheese sandwiches for lunch, and cheese specialties for dinner, even the biggest cheese-lovers might find they need a dairy detox. For more on Swiss cuisine, see here.
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Switzerland’s public transportation system is tops, whether you want to go across the country or straight up into the mountains. The country is crisscrossed with fine autobahns and arguably Europe’s most efficient rail system. Boats ply the tranquil waters of the country’s many lakes, and PostBuses (operated by the post office) pick you up in the rare situations that trains let you down. You can even go through the mountains, thanks to long tunnels (but you’ll miss the views). Try the variety of fun cogwheel trains, funiculars, and cable cars that deliver you—no matter the season—from sunny valleys up to dizzying heights and snowy vistas. For a rundown of your options—from cable cars to gondolas to funiculars—see the sidebar on here.


Switzerland’s best attraction might just be hiding between the cities and the villages: In this land of dramatic mountains and picture-perfect farms, perhaps more than anywhere else in Europe, the journey is the destination. The Swiss Railway markets several scenic journeys that run along the country’s prettiest routes, many with special panoramic trains designed to maximize views (for details, see the Scenic Rail Journeys chapter). But don’t let the tourist hype give you tunnel vision. A sunny day spent on a train just about anywhere in Switzerland can rank as a memorable trip-capper.


From its famous efficiency, to its unique mingling of the modern and the traditional, to its flat-out spectacular scenery, Switzerland delights the Swiss...and their visitors.
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Zürich is one of those cities that tourists tend to skip right through. Since it’s a transportation hub, people fly in or change trains here, but don’t give stopping a serious thought. The local graffiti jokes: Zürich = zu reich, zu ruhig (“too rich, too quiet”). But even though you won’t find a hint of Swiss Miss in Switzerland’s leading city, Zürich is comfortable and enjoyable.
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In prehistoric times, people lived on pilings near the shores of Lake Zürich. Later, the Romans founded a city here as a customs post. Roman Turicum eventually became Zürich. It gained city status in the 10th century, and by the 19th century it was a leading European financial and economic center. Today, thanks largely to Switzerland’s long-term economic and political stability, Zürich is a major hub of international banking. Assuming you’ve got the money to enjoy it, Zürich is by many measures the world’s most livable city. Its 380,000 people (1.4 million in greater Zürich) are known for their wealth and hard work. Zürich is the only place in Switzerland where you’ll see men in ties running in the streets.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


While Luzern and Bern provide more charming urban experiences, Zürich is worth a quick look. With two weeks in Switzerland, I’d spend a day here. Begin by visiting the impressive Swiss National Museum, then wander along the river, using my self-guided walk, and take a river/lake cruise. With less time, do only the walk; with more time, take your pick of the many museums.



Orientation to Zürich



Zürich is draped around the northern tip of the long, skinny Lake Zürich (Zürichsee). The grand Bahnhofstrasse cuts through the city’s glitzy shopping center, connecting the train station with the lakefront (a 15-minute walk away). Across the Limmat River is the Niederdorf neighborhood—a vibrant, cobbled, Old World zone of colorful little shops, cafés, and restaurants.


TOURIST INFORMATION


The helpful TI is off the great hall of the train station (near the fat blue angel; May-Oct Mon-Sat 8:00-20:30, Sun 8:30-18:30; Nov-April Mon-Sat 8:30-19:00, Sun 9:00-18:00; tel. 044-215-4000, www.zuerich.com). Pick up their city guide and map, and ask about their daily walking tours.


For a whirlwind visit, consider the TI’s ZürichCARD, which covers transportation by train, tram, bus, and boat (including trips to the airport and up to the Uetliberg viewpoint); admission to most of the city’s museums (usually permanent exhibits only); half off the city walking tour; and freebies in many restaurants (24 SF/24 hours, 48 SF/72 hours, sold at TI). The one-day card will pay for itself if you do the walking tour and at least one museum.


Tours: You can see Zürich on the TI’s two-hour guided walk (similar to the self-guided walk in this chapter; 25 SF, 12.50 SF with ZürichCARD; leaves from TI April-Oct daily at 15:00, Sat-Sun also at 11:00; Nov-March Wed and Sat-Sun at 11:00, Sat also at 15:00). If you’d rather ride than walk, consider the trolley tour with headphone commentary (2 hours, 34 SF; daily at 9:45, 12:00, and 14:00 year-round; leaves from bus lot behind train station, tel. 044-383-7878, www.meiertours.ch).


ARRIVAL IN ZÜRICH


The slick train station is at the north end of downtown. Many platforms are underground; to orient yourself, follow signs for tracks 3-17, which dead-end at the great hall of the station. In the hall, the ticket office is to your left (Mon-Fri 7:00-20:30, Sat-Sun 8:00-19:30); the TI is also just ahead to your left. Exiting through the front doors—straight ahead—brings you to the river (cross it to reach many recommended hotels). The right-hand doors of the hall lead to tram stops and Bahnhofstrasse, while the left-hand doors lead toward the Swiss National Museum and free bikes. Head down the escalators opposite track 11 for lockers and a pricey pay WC (go on the train) with showers. A Migros supermarket with long hours is in the maze-like shopping mall one level farther down.


If arriving by plane at Zürich Airport, see here.



GETTING AROUND ZÜRICH



Trams, buses, boats, and the Polybahn funicular are all covered by the same tickets and passes. A Kurzstrecke ticket good for just a few stops costs 2.60 SF, a ticket good for one hour costs 4.30 SF, and a 24-hour transit pass (Tageskarte) is 8.60 SF. Journeys to the Uetliberg viewpoint and to the airport, as well as lake cruises, are part of the same system, but cost extra as they’re outside the central zone. You can’t buy tickets on board, except on boats. Get them at ticket machines (at most stops and at the train station) and at public-transit booths (marked ZVV). You’ll be fined 100 SF if you’re caught without one. The Swiss Travel Pass and ZürichCARD, described earlier, cover all local transportation. For transit information, visit www.zvv.ch or call 0848-988-988.


HELPFUL HINTS


Medical Help: The Permanence drop-in clinic on the main floor of the train station offers on-the-spot medical aid (daily 7:00-22:00, Bahnhofplatz 15, tel. 044-215-4444, www.permanence.ch). A dentist is on the lower level.


Internet Access: Every hotel listed in this section has a guest computer and free Wi-Fi. Many cafés and the recommended Manora cafeteria have free Wi-Fi (to log in, you may need a mobile phone that can receive texts).


Laundry: Expresswäscherei Selfservice, next to the Kinkelstrasse stop of trams #9 and #10, is a short ride from downtown (about 15 SF/load, daily 7:00-22:00, Wintherthurstrasse 62, mobile 079-346-4032 or 076-305-1111).


Bikes: A city program called “Züri rollt” allows you to borrow a bike for free during the day (must show passport and leave 20-SF deposit, daily 8:00-21:30, overnight rental costs 10 SF, tel. 044-415-6767, www.zuerirollt.ch). The main location is across from train station, next to the Swiss National Museum. Popular bike paths line the lake from Zürich.


Parking: The Central parking garage, on Seilergraben close to downtown, costs 34 SF/day (more info at www.pls-zh.ch).


Updates to This Book: For the latest, see www.ricksteves.com/update.



Zürich Walk
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(See “Zurich” map, here.)


If you’re blitzing Zürich from the train station, this self-guided walk is a great way to connect the city center’s main sights. It crisscrosses the river en route to the boat dock for a lazy lake-cruise finale (or a quick tram ride back to the station). Allow about an hour.
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Step inside the main concourse of this major European hub. It handles 2,000 trains a day, including InterCity expresses to many major capitals. Built in 1870, its vast main hall was once lined with tracks. Today, it hosts a community hall—busy with concerts, exhibitions, and even “beach” volleyball—and a farmers market (Wed 10:00-20:00). The station sits above a modern, underground shopping mall (Mon-Fri until 21:00, Sat-Sun until 20:00).
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Above you, find the fat blue angel, Zürich’s “Guardian Angel,” protecting all travelers. The angel (sculpted by French-American artist Niki de St. Phalle) was placed here in 1997 to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the Swiss rail system. Crossing the street to the angel’s right would bring you to the Swiss National Museum (Schweizerisches Nationalmuseum). It’s the best museum in town, offering an essential introduction to Swiss history (described later, under “Sights in Zürich”). Consider touring this museum before starting the walk.


• From the station hall, follow the six white lines that lead to Bahnhofplatz (also well-signed). The station fronts Zürich’s main shopping boulevard, the...


[image: image] Bahnhofstrasse


Mile-long Bahnhofstrasse, stretching from the train station to the lake, is lined with all the big-name shops (though it’s become a bit “hamburgerized”). Cross the street (watch for silent trams), but before heading on down, look back at the station.
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The facade of the station is a huge triumphal arch, built in 1871 to symbolize the triumph of industry. In the Industrial Age, Zürich emerged as Switzerland’s leading city. Sitting atop the arch and presiding over all this triumph is Helvetia, the personification of Switzerland (she’s waving a Swiss flag). The Helvetii were the Celtic tribe that the Romans defeated in 58 B.C. to gain control of what is now Switzerland. Romans described them as “very good warriors with an affinity for bright and shiny metal.” In the 1700s, French writers started to use the adjective helvétique to refer to Switzerland, and eventually the allegorical female figure of Helvetia emerged along the same lines as France’s Marianne (the flag-waving heroine of Eugène Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People). Helvetia was adopted as a symbol of the Swiss confederation in 1848, when the diverse cantons that banded together to create Switzerland needed some symbol of unity to transcend all their linguistic and regional differences. The same word was put to use in the Latin name for the new federal state (Confoederatio Helvetica). Today, this neutral name is used when there’s a need to avoid favoring any of the country’s four languages—thus the “CH” on Swiss license plates, in web addresses, and in the abbreviation for the country’s currency (CHF).
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Helvetia is flanked by allegories of river travel (the goddess sitting on the boat) and rail travel (another goddess sitting on a train), reminding us that Zürich has long been a transportation hub. Zürich’s river, the Limmat, starts from the lake and eventually flows into the Rhine and then (in Rotterdam) out to sea.


The statue in the foreground honors Alfred Escher, the Swiss politician who, in the mid-19th century, spearheaded the creation of the infrastructure—railways, universities, and banks—that allowed Switzerland to function efficiently within its mountains and connected this country with the rest of Europe. Without Escher, it’s quite possible Switzerland would never have become such an economic powerhouse.


• Start strolling down Bahnhofstrasse. In two blocks (on the right), you’ll see...
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The only park along this pedestrian-and tram-only boulevard is dedicated to a famous Swiss educational reformer, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827). He promoted the then-radical notions that good education should focus on the whole child (not just on specific skills) and should be available to everyone (not only the sons of rich families). Parks like this are rare in central Zürich because of sky-high property values—Swiss real estate is among the most expensive in the world.




Switzerland’s Clear-Headed Drug Policy
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Like many of its neighbors, Switzerland has a progressive drug policy that aims to reduce the overall harm to its society, rather than focus on punishing users. Even by European standards, the country’s approaches to soft and hard drugs are unusually pragmatic.


In 2002, Switzerland legalized marijuana use. When polls showed that more than 30 percent of Swiss people had used marijuana, the parliament decided to decriminalize the drug, rather than criminalize a third of its population. But, while not wanting to clog its prisons with petty pot smokers, the country doesn’t want to be known as another Holland, either. So the laws, which vary between cantons, remain a bit ambiguous: The Swiss can possess and use pot, but they can’t sell it. Each spring, there’s a push for stricter control. Word gets out that Switzerland is no haven for pot, and then things ease up.


Unlike marijuana, hard drugs remain absolutely illegal. Still, Swiss laws treat addicts as people needing medical help, rather than as criminals. Even in classy Zürich, you can see evidence of this policy. For instance, across the river from the station, on the far side of the Walche-Brücke bridge, there’s a big, yellow, nondescript vending machine selling safe, government-subsidized syringes to heroin junkies. Go ahead, buy a box—it’s about the cheapest souvenir you can purchase in Zürich.





In the park’s far corner gurgles a green, Parisian-style fountain. Good luck getting a drink from here, unless you have a very small head. Seriously, though, more than 1,200 fun and fresh fountains are sprinkled around town, many easier to drink from and spouting water that’s as good as bottled mineral water (the city regularly checks its quality). This is a blessing in a town where restaurants charge for a glass of tap water. Tourist brochures brag that Zürich is Europe’s most “fountainous” city.


• From the green fountain, head left a couple of blocks, passing through Werdmühleplatz and following white Stadtpolizei signs. Circle around to the riverside of the grand building facing the water, Zürich’s...
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Enter the big police building at Bahnhofquai 3 for a free peek at a fine example of Swiss Art Nouveau (called Jugendstil in German): an amazing wall and ceiling painting by Swiss artist Augusto Giacometti covering the arched vaults of the building’s entry hall. Awash in vibrant orange and red, with flowery motifs, the hall was painted in the mid-1920s and reflects the relief and joy the artist felt when World War I ended. (Augusto’s nephew, Alberto, is the more famous Giacometti, well-known for his tall, skinny statues.)
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Cost and Hours: Free, daily 9:00-11:00 & 14:00-16:00, closed occasionally due to special events. You may be asked to show ID. No photos are allowed.


• From the door of the police building, head to the right, upstream along the river. Without crossing the river, cross Uraniastrasse just where it becomes Rudolf-Brun-Brücke (glance to your left to see a piece of the old city ramparts). Take the stairs down to the boardwalk below the Schweitzer Heimatwerk folk-crafts shop, and walk along the street called...
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Back when the city’s trade depended on boat traffic, this small riverside street was Zürich’s harbor. Today it retains its old river-merchant ambience. You’ll pass a fun waterfront eatery (the recommended Restaurant Schipfe 16) and an arcade.


• Twenty yards before the ugliest bridge in Switzerland, head up the stairs for two blocks, and then climb to the right up Pfalzgasse. You’ll enjoy a great view from another park...


[image: image] Lindenhof


Important forts and strategic buildings stood on this square—perched atop a mound of glacial debris—from Roman times through the ninth-century Carolingian era. The statue commemorates the local women who cleverly defended the town in 1292. Their men were engaged in another battle when the Habsburgs encircled the city. The women put on armor and made like a big, rowdy army, tricking the Habsburgs into thinking the whole city was prepared to attack.


In the early 13th century, Zürich became a free city of the Holy Roman Empire, meaning it was relatively autonomous and self-ruling. The townspeople destroyed the fort here and established a law forbidding any new construction. The citizens realized that whoever lived on this hill would control the city—and they didn’t want any more such rulers. Today, this is a people’s square, where locals relax under linden trees (for which the square is named) and enjoy the commanding city view.


Look out and survey Zürich. The university (behind the green spire) is the largest in Switzerland, with 25,000 students. Left of that is Zürich’s renowned technical college, the ETH (Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule—the Federal Institute of Technology), with 15,000 students. The ETH has graduated 25 Nobel Prize winners, including Albert Einstein and Wilhelm Röntgen (who discovered X-rays). The ETH terrace offers a great city viewpoint (which you can visit later by riding the little Polybahn funicular). Lining the opposite side of the river, the Niederdorf is a lively district of restaurants, cafés, and bars. On a clear day, you can see the Alps behind the twin domes of the Grossmünster.


• Take the stairs at the back of the park, just left of the chess players, down to Strehlgasse, and go left on Glockengasse, around the golden bell. Continue down tiny Robert-Walser-Gasse toward St. Peterhofstatt. You’ll pass a characteristic eatery, Reblaube Gaststube, made famous by visits from Goethe in 1779. He’d meet here for long, wine-fueled discussions with the minister of...


[image: image]


[image: image] St. Peter’s Church (St. Peterskirche)


Founded in the seventh century, this church—Zürich’s oldest—has one of Europe’s largest clock faces (28 feet in diameter). The town watchman used to live above the clock. If he spotted a fire, he would ring the alarm and hang a flag out of the window facing the blaze. This system seems to have worked—Zürich never suffered a devastating fire. In the 18th century, this church’s preacher, Johann Kaspar Lavater (1741-1801), was so well loved that people would reserve their seats for Sunday Mass.


[image: Image]


• Continue past the church on Schlüsselgasse and take the first left, down the narrow Thermengasse (“Bath Lane”). Look under your feet through the grid at the lit-up excavations of a Roman bath, discovered by accident in 1984. You’re standing over studs that elevated the floor, which was heated from below.


The lane empties out on...



[image: image] Weinplatz



This pleasant spot was a wine market in centuries past (notice the grape picker on the fine little fountain). A wall mural inside the Barchetta bar (facing the river) shows the medieval river action circa 1570, including a mill on the bridge that raised drinking water to pipes that led to nearby buildings. Note the dock here for the riverboat-bus (described later, under “Sights in Zürich”; this stop is called Storchen).


The city’s oldest bridge, the [image: image] Rathausbrücke, goes back to Roman times, but now looks more like a concrete pier.


• Cross the bridge, passing the 17th-century, Renaissance-style City Hall (which faces a fancy Neoclassical police station), cross the tram tracks carefully, and walk a block straight uphill along Marktgasse, which brings you into the bustling...


▲▲Niederdorf


A district of colorful streets, fun shopping, restaurants, and nightlife, the Niederdorf neighborhood continues to the left along narrow Niederdorfstrasse, which was the leading commercial street before the old city wall was torn down to create Bahnhofstrasse. The Starbucks a block down from here faces a charming square. You can explore this area now...or, better yet, tonight (you’ll find some dining suggestions later, under “Eating in Zürich”).


To continue our walk, go in the opposite direction (right), heading up Münstergasse. Art enthusiasts know that, in 1916, the “anti-art” Dada movement was started at the Cabaret Voltaire (#26) by a group of rebellious young artists and writers. Although the Dada movement picked up steam, the cabaret itself lasted only until 1917: Complaints about excessive nightly noise forced its closure. At #19, pop into Schwarzenbach, a specialty grocery store that’s been operating here for more than 100 years. They still sell things the old-fashioned way (in loose bags, by weight). Inhale. Pick up 100 grams of dried bananas from Togo or some Thai sticks...of coconut, of course. Across the street, Zürich’s popular [image: image] Conditorei Schober, a riot of silk flowers, serves famously good (and expensive) hot chocolate and champagne truffles.


[image: Image]


• Farther up the street is the...


[image: image] Grossmünster


Literally the “big cathedral,” this ▲ church is where Huldrych Zwingli—whose angry religious fervor made Martin Luther seem mellow—sparked the Reformation in German-speaking Switzerland. The domes of its towers (early examples of Neo-Gothic) are symbols of Zürich. They were rebuilt following a 1781 fire, and after much civic discussion, were left a plain stone color.


Cost and Hours: Free; March-Oct Mon-Sat 10:00-18:00, Sun 12:30-18:00; Nov-Feb until 17:00; pick up English story of the Swiss Reformation, www.grossmuenster.ch.


Visiting the Church: Step inside and sit down. Let the strength and purity of the 12th-century Romanesque architecture have its way with you. The simple round arches seem strong, and the wide triumphal arch separating the nave from the altar makes you feel like a winner. The impact of the architecture is made stronger because it’s uncluttered—Zwingli’s reforms led to a clean sweep of Catholic decor in 1519.


In the front are three choir windows by Augusto Giacometti (c. 1933). Mary and the Baby Jesus (at her feet) meet two of the three kings bearing their gifts, while angels hover above with offerings of flowers. In the crypt (stairs below altar), you’ll see an original 15th-century statue of Charlemagne (a copy now fills its niche on the river side of the church exterior). For a sweeping city view, climb the 187 steps to the top of the Karlsturm, one of the church’s twin towers (4 SF, Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 12:30-17:00, Nov-Feb until 16:00).


Leaving the church, go right and into the corner, where a door leads to a fine Romanesque cloister ringed with fanciful 12th-century carvings (free, Mon-Fri 10:00-17:00, closed Sat-Sun). Upon entering, take 10 steps to the left and meet the sculptor (self-portrait on the highest arch).


• Cross back over the river to the tall-steepled church with “1732” on the tower.


[image: image] Fraumünster


This ▲▲ church was founded along with a convent in 853, when Zürich was little more than a village. The current building, which sits on the same footprint as its predecessor, dates from 1250. With the Reformation of Zwingli, the church was taken by the Zürich town council in 1524 and—you know the drill—gutted to fit Zwingli’s taste. Today, it’s famous for its windows by Chagall.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Sat 10:00-18:00, Sun 12:30-18:00, Nov-March until 16:00, occasional evening concerts, www.fraumuenster.ch.


Visiting the Church: Enter the Fraumünster for a look at its claim to fame—a collection of 30-foot-tall stained-glass windows by Marc Chagall (1887-1985), the Russian-born French artist. Zürich’s art museum hosted a Chagall retrospective in 1967. It so impressed the Fraumünster’s pastor that he offered the world-famous artist a commission. To his surprise, the 80-year-old Chagall accepted. Chagall designed the windows to stand in the church’s spacious choir zone behind the altar—a space where he intuitively felt his unique mix of religious themes could flourish.


For the next three years, Chagall threw his heart and soul into the project, making the sketches at his home on the French Riviera, then working in close collaboration with a glassmaking factory in Reims, France. After the colored panes were made, Chagall outlined the figures in black, which were then baked into the glass. Chagall spent weeks in Zürich overseeing the installation, completed in 1970.


Chagall’s inimitable painting style—deep colors, simple figures, and shard-like Cubism—is perfectly suited to the medium of stained glass. Blending Jewish and Christian traditions, Chagall created a work that can make people of many faiths comfortable.


The five windows depict Bible scenes, culminating in the central image of the crucified Christ. From left to right, they are as follows:


The Prophets (red): The prophet Elisha (bottom) looks up to watch a horse-drawn chariot carry his mentor Elijah off to heaven. Farther up, Jeremiah (blue in color and mood) puts his hand to his head and ponders the destruction of wicked Jerusalem. Up in heaven (top), a multicolored, multifaceted God spins out his creation, sending fiery beams down to inspire his prophets on earth. This window is artificially lit, as it’s built into an interior wall.


Jacob (blue—Chagall’s favorite color): Jacob (bottom, in deep purple amid deep blue) dreams of a ladder that snakes up to heaven, with red-tinged angels ascending and descending, symbolizing the connection between God above and Jacob’s descendants (the Children of Israel) below.


Christ (green): The middle, and biggest, window depicts the central figure in God’s plan of salvation—Jesus Christ, who, as the Messiah, fulfills the promises of the Old Testament prophets. Mother Mary suckles baby Jesus (bottom) amid the leafy family tree of Jesus’ Old Testament roots. The central area is an indistinct jumble of events from Christ’s life, leading up to his Crucifixion. The life-size ascendant Christ is crucified in a traditional medieval pose, but he’s surrounded by a circle that seems to be bearing him, resurrected, to heaven. Chagall signed and dated the work (1970).


Zion (yellow): King David (bottom right) strums his harp and sings a psalm, while behind him stands his mistress Bathsheba, who gave birth to Solomon, the builder of Jerusalem’s temple. At the end of history, an angel (top) blows a ram’s horn, announcing the establishment of a glorious New Jerusalem, which descends (center), featuring rust-colored, yellow, and green walls, domes, and towers.




Switzerland’s Zwingli Reformation


Today’s Evangelical Reformed Church of Switzerland was founded by Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531), who preached in Zürich from 1519 through 1531. A follower of the humanist philosopher Erasmus of Rotterdam, Zwingli believed that the Holy Scriptures should be preached freely—in the people’s language, rather than in Latin. In 1522, most of German-speaking Switzerland embraced Zwingli’s ideas...and that required leaving the Roman Catholic Church.


In 1517, when Zwingli was 33, German church reformer Martin Luther posted his revolutionary 95 Theses (which questioned the practice of selling forgiveness, salvation, church offices, and so on). Within two years, sellers of indulgences were refused entry to Zürich. As the Reformation swept Switzerland, things heated up. In 1523, rioters were storming churches, and authorities called for an orderly removal of all images in Zürich houses of worship (except stained-glass windows, which were destroyed).


The new, reformed Swiss church let priests marry. (Zwingli, like Luther, promptly took advantage of this freedom.) Fancy Masses were replaced by simple services. At Zürich’s main church, the Grossmünster, preachers studied Latin, Greek, and Hebrew in order to translate the Bible into the people’s German. In 1531, the Zwingli Bible, a complete translation into Swiss German, was published. It’s still used today (like the King James Bible is in English).


Zwingli gave the Swiss church an unusual austerity: no altar, no pictures, and for a while, not even any music. Church services focused on preaching. Holy Communion was celebrated only on holidays. This puritanical simplicity permeated Swiss society in general. Zwingli was no fan of the “separation of church and state.” Pushing for a theocracy, he established an ironclad city law: The government’s duty was to oversee public worship, and only preaching that was true to the Bible was to be tolerated.


But Zwingli’s reforms were by no means universally supported. The Reformation was a messy process. The Protestant movement split over the proper role of baptism. Luther and Zwingli split over the Eucharist (is Christ’s body really in the bread, or there only in a spiritual sense?). And, as old-school Catholics predicted, putting the Bible into the hands of regular people brought chaos—enabling every Tom, Dick, and Hans to “carve his own path to hell.” Switzerland became embroiled in a religious civil war, as Protestant cantons fought Catholic ones. In 1531, while fighting as a “citizen soldier,” Zwingli was killed in battle. His friend and partner Heinrich Bullinger succeeded him as the leader of German-speaking Swiss Protestantism.


Bullinger collaborated with John Calvin as Swiss Protestantism matured. The Protestant focus on preaching promoted the translation and interpretation of the Bible. Everyone was reading the Bible directly, which promoted literacy. The Reformation provided a basis for the autonomous community spirit, strong work ethic, and high literacy of a prosperous Switzerland for the future. The Swiss church became a place where equals would meet and worship God. As in other Protestant countries, Zwingli’s heritage included transferring the notion of social charity from a church phenomenon to the responsibility of any self-respecting modern state. The foundations of Swiss democracy and its present social policies are rooted in Zwingli’s teaching. And these Swiss reformers planted the seeds of what became the Presbyterian Church in the United States.





The Law (blue): Moses, with horns of light and the ten commandments (top), looks sternly down on lawbreaking warriors on horseback wreaking havoc. At the bottom, an angel (in red) embraces the prophet Isaiah (very bottom) and inspires him to foretell the coming of the messiah (in red, above the angel).


Everyone comes away with a different interpretation of this complex work, which combines images from throughout the Bible. Some feel that the tall, skinny windows seem to emphasize the vertical connection between heaven above and earth below, both bathed in the same colored light. Some think Chagall used colors symbolically: Blue and green represent the earth; red and yellow, heavenly radiance. But all recognize that the jumble of images—evoking the complexity of God’s universe—reaches its Point Omega in the central window, celebrating the idea of salvation through Christ’s Crucifixion.


• From the church, veer left into the square (away from the river), and head toward the blue building (Restaurant Zunfthaus zur Waag). Follow the small lane to its left, passing the recommended Zeughauskeller restaurant as you round the corner into busy...


[image: image]


[image: image] Paradeplatz


Survey the scene: The train station is a 10-minute walk to your right up Bahnhofstrasse, and the lake is a few minutes to your left, down the classiest stretch of Bahnhofstrasse. On the square is Sprüngli, Zürich’s top café for the past century. Its “Luxemburgerli” macarons—little cream-filled, one-inch macaron-meringue hamburgers—are a local favorite (you can buy just a couple; if you buy 100 grams, you’ll get a selection of 12). Sprüngli also sells elegant finger-sandwich lunches, either in its café (upstairs/outside) or to go (perfect for a lakeside snack). Across the square is Credit Suisse, with a luxurious ground floor full of fancy shops worth a look. If you like, detour a block back up Bahnhofstrasse to #31 and visit the fine little Beyer Clock and Watch Museum, in the basement of the elegant Beyer watch shop (8 SF, ZürichCARD valid but not Swiss Travel Pass, Mon-Fri 14:00-18:00, closed Sat-Sun, tel. 043-344-6363, www.beyer-ch.com).


• Turning left, follow Bahnhofstrasse to the boats and riverside terrace at Bürkliplatz. We’ll finish this walk at...


[image: image] Lake Zürich (Zürichsee)


Lake Zürich is 17 miles long, 2.5 miles wide, and—because it’s relatively shallow—warm enough for swimming in the summer. From here, you can enjoy the lakeside promenade (a fine strolling path 3 miles in either direction; left is sunnier and more interesting) or a short cruise. To go back to the station, catch tram #11 (from the inland side, across the street) or the Limmat riverboat. Both cruise and riverboat options are described next.


[image: image]


Sights in Zürich


Cruises on Limmat River and Lake Zürich


You have two basic boat-ride options: 1) small, low-floating bus-boats that take commuters and joy-riding visitors up and down the river and to points nearby on the lake; and 2) big, romantic ships taking tourists on longer rides around Lake Zürich. All boats converge at Bürkliplatz (lake end of Bahnhofstrasse) and are run by the same company (ZSG, tel. 044-487-1333, www.zsg.ch). You’ll ride free with a Swiss Travel Pass or Eurail pass (but a cruise costs a flexi-day, which is no problem if you’re already using that day for a train trip to or from Zürich). None of the boats comes with commentary.


The low-to-the-water riverboat-buses (designed to squeeze under the bridges) start by the train station and Swiss National Museum, head down the river to Bürkliplatz, and then make a quick loop around the Zürich end of the lake before returning to their starting point in about an hour. They can be handy for connecting the lake and the museum (use regular 4.30 SF public-transit ticket for any ride, short or long, can buy ticket on boat, also covered by 24-hour transit pass and ZürichCARD; April-mid-Oct daily 2/hour, first boat generally at 13:00 Mon-Fri but at 10:00 Sat-Sun and daily July-Aug; last boat generally at 18:00 but May-Sept at 21:00, boats depart from pier 6 at Bürkliplatz).


The big, touristy, lake-only boats start at Bürkliplatz and go farther down the lake. The basic 1.5-hour “short round trip” goes as far as Erlenbach (8.60 SF, free with ZürichCARD; April-Oct daily 2/hour 9:10-19:10, May-Sept until 19:40; Nov-March daily at 12:40 and 14:10 plus Sat-Sun at 9:40, 11:10, 15:40, and 17:10). They also offer longer trips and jazz and dinner cruises, and more. The ticket kiosk is near pier 3; boats can depart from any of piers 1 through 6.


▲▲Swiss National Museum (Schweizerisches Nationalmuseum)


This massive and interesting museum, in a Neo-Gothic castle next to the train station, provides a solid background on Swiss history and identity. If Zürich is your first stop in Switzerland, visiting here for a primer on all things Swiss can help put the rest of your trip in context. Even if you’re not staying the night in Zürich, the museum can be a worthwhile rainy-day excursion from Luzern, Appenzell, Bern, or even Interlaken (especially if you have a rail pass).


By the late 19th century, it was clear that the world was changing, and the Swiss wanted to protect their unique heritage. A national competition was held, and Zürich (promising to provide a piece of land, pay for construction, and donate an impressive collection) won the privilege of hosting the country’s national museum. The building is often called the Landesmuseum, its original name.


Cost and Hours: 10 SF, covered by Swiss Travel Pass and ZürichCARD, Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, Thu until 19:00, closed Mon, audioguide-5 SF, mandatory bag check in free lockers, Museumstrasse 2, café in courtyard, tel. 044-218-6511, www.nationalmuseum.ch.


[image: image] Self-Guided Tour: Up on the first floor, after you’ve left your things in a locker, weave your way through the building by following the Rundgang signs. Everything is well-explained in English, either on wall labels or information sheets in each room.


The museum’s main exhibits are organized thematically. The historical section kicks off with an exhibit on immigrants (Zugewanderte) that shows photos of people, famous in Swiss history, who were born abroad. The exhibit’s implication that there’s no such thing as a native Swiss is a controversial claim in a nation perennially concerned with what right-wing parties call Überfremdung—“over-foreignization” (see the wall of anti-immigration political posters, some from the present day).


From here, follow Swiss history through the Reformation and the humanist movement into the Enlightenment, then step into the grand main hall, which recounts and celebrates Swiss unity (with a gigantic clock-like wheel holding a bit of every Swiss cliché, from chocolate to holey cheese). In the grand hall, press the buttons on the model of the Battle of Murten (see here). The parts describing the nation’s 20th-century history are surprisingly interesting, with pictures documenting the waaaay late-in-the-game movement for women’s suffrage (not fully achieved until 1990) and videos featuring interviews with those who lived through World War II (the exhibit openly admits that “neutral” Switzerland traded mostly with Axis powers, clamped down on the press, and didn’t recognize Jews as refugees).
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