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Home of the Matterhorn,
this traffic-free ski town –
a winter holiday favorite
– is even more popular as
a summer resort
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the curious
traveler

by Jerry Camarillo Dunn, Jr.

Award-winning travel writer Jerry Camarillo Dunn’s latest book, published
by National Geographic, is “My Favorite Place on Earth: Celebrated People
Share Their Travel Discoveries” (www.myfavoriteplacenatgeo.com)

Zermatt: Cool and Hot

H

ere’s a travel secret: When
you arrive in a new place
and want to learn the inside
scoop, speak with the town librarian.
So it was that on my first afternoon in
the Swiss alpine resort of Zermatt, I
popped into the public library, across
from the parish church. Behind the
desk sat Irene Inderbinen, who was
born in Zermatt back when it was
a village, not the bustling moneyed
resort of today.
I had walked from the train station,
enjoying the unaccustomed silence.
Motor vehicles have been banned in
Zermatt since 1947, and as a trafficweary Southern Californian, I loved
the quiet and the crisp, smog-free
skies. Taxi drivers, deliverymen, even
policemen zip around town in electric
carts.
Although the town of Zermatt is
small – stretching only a mile and a
half, with just a few streets – it ranks as
a world-class resort. There are elegant
restaurants and hotels with renowned
Swiss service. Store windows glitter

with luxury-brand Swiss watches:
Patek Philippe and Jaeger-LeCoultre,
Omega and Tissot. Visitors can ski
year round (thanks to the snow on
a high glacier) and hike 250 miles of
trails all summer, which is Zermatt’s
busiest season.
Given the town’s thronged walking streets and Alpine “theme” – carriages pulled by clopping horses, chalets whose balconies are draped with
red and pink geraniums – at first
glance Zermatt looks something like
Disneyland (it even comes complete
with the real Matterhorn).
At peak times, the town’s 5,600 residents are buried under an avalanche
of 20,000 visitors. But I wanted to
see past the tourist bustle to the old,
essential Zermatt, the village bordered
by green meadows that I remembered
from visiting as a college student forty
years ago. But how?
Easy: I asked the town librarian.
Irene looked me in the eye and spoke
just three words: “Go up-up!”
Her advice made perfect sense: Irene

Lounge Bar at the family-run
Hotel Alex blends plush comfort,
Swiss tradition, and artsy touches

was raised at the foot of Alpine peaks,
and her father had been the world’s
oldest mountain guide, the legendary Ulrich Inderbinen, who at age 90
climbed the Matterhorn for the 370th
time. Revered as a wise man of the
mountains for his inspiring, simple
life, he died at 104, having never seen
the inside of a hospital. Mountains
breed hardy people. But I recognized
Irene as a simpatico spirit when she
confessed that she had never been up
the Matterhorn herself. “I cannot look
down!” she winced.
Following Irene’s tip, my wife,
Merry, and I rode the Gornergratbahn,
a 112-year-old cog railway that climbs

the mountain slopes above town,
winding through stands of stone pines
and larches until it emerges above timberline amid bare rock and ice. We got
off at the top station. Above us, peaks
soared into the heavens. Zermatt is
surrounded by about one-third of the
Alps’ supply of 4,000-meter mountains (about 13,000 feet). Glaciers tumbled timelessly through rock gorges,
like the rivers of ice they are. We had
entered a frozen kingdom.
Although herds of senior citizens
seemed to be bounding up and down
the hiking trails like mountain goats,
here in the thin air above 10,000 feet,
Merry and I felt woozy. Mists swirled

AN OUTSTANDING ON SITE
ESTATE AUCTION IN MONTECITO
The Estate of the Late Robert Weltz Jnr.
415 Hot Springs Road (at Pepper Lane) Montecito.
(Exit 101 @ Olive Mill and go ¼ mile towards mountains)
Over 250 quality items including paintings, prints, silver, rare books, bronzes, porcelain, glassware, furniture, wine,
oriental carpets, and art objects. Exceptional lots include: paintings by Leroy Neiman, Jimmy Swinnerton, Michele
Cascella and others; 7 piece 1890 Tiffany Tea & Coffee silver service; set of 12 Georgian silver plates dated 1770 by
Parker & Wakelin; Georgian style mahogany dining table, 13 ft. extended; George IV mahogany wine cooler; vintage
wines, including Grand Vin de Chateau Latour ’62; rare books including an intriguing collection of erotica and
prurience; Persian Meshed medallion carpet 28’ x 12,’ and much more.

Auction to be held on Sunday, December 5, 2010 @ 1 pm.

Viewing: Friday, December 3, from 3 – 7 pm, Saturday, December 4, from 10 am – 5 pm,
and the morning of the auction, from 10 am – 12 noon.
For further information contact: Richard Nathan (Auctioneer)
(805) 451-1551 nathanrichard@hotmail.com
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With no cars allowed in Zermatt, strollers can enjoy the main street, where shops
offer sports gear, Swiss watches, and luxury items (photo credit Alex Buschor)

around us. Were those snowflakes in
the air or just the last molecules of
oxygen disappearing with a pop?
Discreetly gasping for air, we decided to return to the valley below. The
cog railway began to clack downhill
at 1:07 pm, precisely on schedule. It’s
said that you can set your watch by a
Swiss train, and I did.
Old Zermatt
In the village, Merry and I went to
lunch. Apparently, Swiss law requires
that all meals must involve cheese –
which luckily is scrumptious and varied – so we sampled two local specialties. Rosti, the Swiss national dish, is
made with rough-grated potato fried
in a pancake and topped with melted cheese. Raclette involves cutting a
large wheel of cheese in half, melting
it over an open flame, and scraping it
onto a plate, to be served with small
potatoes and garnished with pickled
onions and gherkins. This communal
platter makes for a sociable meal. We
plowed right in.
Fueled-up and warm, we headed off

to explore the town. Zermatt’s main
street, the eponymous Bahnhofstrasse,
begins at the train station. It leads to
shops and restaurants, as well as the
great hotels of the resort’s early days:
the Monte Rosa (founded in 1838 with
three beds) and the 1879 Grand Hotel
Zermatterhof, which looked a bit formal for its setting. These days Zermatt
has 124 hotels and thousands of rental
apartments.
On a back street, I was glad to
discover “old Zermatt” – again following a tip from Irene at the library.
Preserved buildings of brown logs
and weathered stone recreated the
Alpine scene I remembered from four
decades ago. Each house rested on
posts topped with stone slabs to discourage mice from climbing up to
pilfer food. Windows were small to
preserve the heat inside. Local families once lived in such houses for six
months of winter while their children
attended school in town; then they
moved to the mountains to tend their
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Santa Barbara Lights

Entrepreneurial Investors
Our Mission is to preserve and enhance the wealth of our clients through a
disciplined and entrepreneurial approach to investing. Founded in 2000, West Coast
Asset Management’s (WCAM) unique entrepreneurial investing style brings a
business owner’s sense of focus, opportunity and involvement to the art of investing.
WCAM provides exclusive equity and alternative asset management to high net
worth individuals, institutions and charitable foundations.

Specializing in restored
European/American chandeliers,
wall sconces and architectural fixtures
circa 1870-1930

509 Chapala Street
Santa Barbara
805-884-0535
www.SantaBarbaraLights.com

For inquiries on West Coast Asset Management
please contact 805.653.5333 or email info@wcam.com
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1205 Coast Village Road, Montecito, California 93108
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Don’t cry because it’s over; smile because it happened – Theodor Geisel
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Winter wonderland: Ski lodges dot a
valley at the foot of the 14,692-foot
Matterhorn (photo credit Toni Mohr)

cows in summer pastures.
At the heart of town stood the
Roman Catholic St. Mauritius Church,
with its clock tower and richly gilded
interior. Behind it we explored the
mountaineers’ cemetery, whose headstones memorialize climbers who
fell from the Matterhorn, often on
the way down. (In 1865, four of the
first seven men to conquer the peak
also tragically fell on the descent.)
I noticed that many lost climbers

were under age thirty, some under
twenty. From the nearby bridge we
had a clear view of the Matterhorn,
now regarding it with both awe and
sadness.
As for me, I wasn’t about to climb
the famous peak. The ascent requires
superior fitness, serious mountaineering chops, and a casual ease at seeing thousands of feet of empty space
below you. Instead, Merry and I rode
the cable car up the north face of the

A Doctor Who Listens
Special Interest
in Women’s Health
“Dr. Cynthia Bowers is an ‘old
school’ caring and personal doctor.
She takes the time to listen to me,
examines me thoroughly and always
follows through.”

Klein Matterhorn, another inspiring
peak. (Ferrying the building materials
for this transport system at the top of
the world required 15,000 helicopter
flights. File this fact away for future
use.) Taking the gondola ride is as
close as most of us will ever come to
Alpine mountaineering.
At last we reached the loftiest sightseeing perch in the Alps, a platform
at 12,740 feet. In the rarified air we
moved slowly, then stood transfixed
in the subzero air. Out there in panoramic array lay the Swiss, Italian,
and French Alps – not to mention the
jagged pyramid of the Matterhorn
itself.
With silent thanks, I remembered
the words of Zermatt’s town librarian,
Irene, who had urged: “Go up-up!”
How right she was.

Where to Stay
Hotel Alex: The choice of a hotel
makes a big difference in your enjoy-

ment of a place. Ours was the elegant
but cozy Hotel Alex, a sprawling,
family-run lodge with many pluses.
First, it’s a two-minute walk from the
train station, where visitors arrive.
Second, in a town that can be icy, it
offers warmth and color. Third, it has
spirit. The hotel was founded 50 years
ago by Alex Perren, descendant of a
guide on the first Matterhorn ascent,
and his creative wife, Gisela. She filled
the hotel’s gathering spots with fascinating objects: huge rose quartz crystals (chosen for their good aura by the
spiritually inclined Gisela); an antique
travel trunk used as a table; stained
glass windows; plush, overstuffed
furniture.
Our room was “Olde Swiss” style
with wood paneling, but also a touch
of mad rose wallpaper and leopard
upholstery with swags of burgundy
silk. The bed was topped with a comfy
down duvet; the bathroom had double sinks and a Jacuzzi tub. A private
balcony gave us a place to enjoy the
fresh mountain air.
The Alex offers some surprising
amenities – a vast indoor pool decorated with a mural, an airtight
smokers’ room serving fine cigars
and whiskey – along with a wine
bar, several dining options, and a
spa. A new young generation of
Perren hoteliers offers unstinting
but relaxed service. (www.hotela
lexzermatt.com/en/home.html;
from $300)
Other lodging: The Omnia (trendy
rooms and suites, stunning location
high above town; www.the-omnia.
com; from $270).

Where to Eat
Unique among mountain resorts,
Zermatt has more than 50 restaurants scattered on the slopes. Chez
Vrony is an Alpine classic, serving
Swiss “comfort food” (raclette, rosti)
and stylish dishes based on organic meats and vegetables. Nearby is
the highly-rated Findlerhof, serving
creative Italian and Swiss dishes
and excellent local wines. Both have
Matterhorn views; reservations are
essential.
In town, try the Restaurant Romantik
Hotel Julen. The downstairs section
showcases lamb – no surprise, seeing
as owner Paul Julen tends his own
sheep in the mountains.
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every 20 minutes. The dry, high-altitude setting offers 300 days of sunshine a year.
Money: Switzerland is expensive. (A
dishwasher earns $40,000 a year!) The
Swiss do not use the euro (although
they will gladly accept yours) but the
Swiss franc, worth about one dollar.
My advice: On arrival, simply allow
border officials to turn you upside
down and shake until your pockets
empty out.
Alpine Museum: Don’t miss this
fine museum in central Zermatt, featuring a “street” of old wooden houses filled with informative exhibits; a
model of the Matterhorn with climbing routes marked in lights; and the
broken rope that led to the tragic fall
of four climbers on the first ascent in
1865.
•MJ

Gondolas bring
summer travelers
dazzling views once
reserved only for
Alpine mountaineers
(photo credit Zermatt
Bergbahnen)

Travelers’ Tips
Visitor info: Website: www.zermatt.
ch/en.
Location: Zermatt is located in
southwest Switzerland; at 5,315 feet,

the town is nearly surrounded by the
Pennine Alps. It’s a three-hour train
ride from Geneva or Milan. Motorists
park in nearby Tasch and take a shuttle train to the car-free town, running
Snowshoes and crosscountry skis open
paths for visitors who
like high-country
adventure (photo
credit Thomas
Andenmatten)

Matterhorn: Fun Facts
• On days with good weather, as many as 200
people reach the 14,692-foot summit. The
top can accommodate 40 people at a time,
and sometimes there’s a queue. Despite the
numbers, the climb isn’t easy, and about a
dozen mountaineers die on the mountain each
year – more than 500 since 1865. The ascent
and descent each take five hours. Dogs, bears,
and even monkeys have made it to the top.
• Walt Disney visited Zermatt in 1959 on vacation
while the studio was filming “Third Man on the
Mountain.” He fell in love with the Matterhorn,
and guess what this led to? Disneyland’s version
is a 1:100 scale replica, rising 147 feet high and
featuring a bobsled ride.
• To see the Matterhorn up close, take a helicopter
flight around the summit.
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Unquestionably, there is progress; the average American now pays out twice as much in taxes as he formerly got in wages – H. L. Mencken
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