Christmas in Switzerland 2007
With no family commitments for the Christmas period, Gerald and I decided a holiday away in the snow would be a good idea. We booked with Great Rail Journeys for their Christmas Glacier Express leaving St Pancras on Friday 21 December.

Pulling one suitcase on wheels and armed each with a digital camera (my present to Gerald, his first!) we arrived to amaze at the newly refurbished St Pancras station. We had seen most of the programme on tv, documenting its transformation and were eager to witness the result. Most of the shops were open and we could see the champagne bar upstairs. We had a coffee then booked in and left our cases as we were going to Bruxelles on the Eurostar.

We had seats in a four with Tom and Jane who were chatty and friendly. Lunch, champagne and much wine later we arrived in Belgium and changed to an ICE train for Cologne. Our hotel for the night was Four Points near to the station and the Cathedral where we had time to visit the Christmas Market before dinner at the hotel. The decorated market was great: everyone milling around drinking Glühwein and eating wurst and chestnuts and buying late gifts at the varied colourful stalls. Our Glühwein was delicious and came in a pretty blue patterned mug on which there was a deposit or you could keep it as a souvenir. Next morning we went for a walk down to the river Rhine where we saw excursion boats getting ready then coming back into the town, we were able to see inside the Cathedral before we left but the light was not good enough for photos. It was frosty but the sun came out later.
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We had a good night’s sleep, after a bath, even though many of the others had not and were ready for the next EuroCity train journey to Chur in Switzerland. We had bought rolls for lunch at the station and taken the free drinks from our bedroom. We travelled the Rhine Gorge for some way and saw a few castles and vineyards. It was frosty, dull and a bit foggy. At Chur we arrived at the Romantik Hotel Stern to be greeted with a glass of wine. Our room was ‘woody’ and warm with a large shower. Meals were varied and were taken in a separate ‘masonic’ type room at long tables which did not appeal to all. Later we went for a walk in the old town near us and admired the decorations.
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Sunday 23 December, armed with our Swiss Rail Pass for two, most of us took the narrow gauge Rhaetian Railway over the Bernina Pass to Poschiavo in the Italian speaking part of Switzerland. The Bernina Pass was spectacular with frozen lakes, plenty of snow and glaciers below the mountain peaks and several areas where there were skiers. We wandered round the village and enjoyed a delicious flavoured hot chocolate at a bar. We had our packed lunch (ill-gotten gains from breakfast – I was chastised by the waitress!) on the way back then after changing trains at Pontresina we had a short break in 
St Moritz. We walked up the hill via the car park and escalator then looked at the expensive shops and people walking around. Going back down again we walked along the frozen lake for a while then made our way back to the station.
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On Christmas Eve we had a great day going up on a mountain railway to the ski resort of Arosa, not far from Chur, Klosters and Davos. Here we continued upwards for two stages of cable car and arrived at the peak along with all the skiers, snowboarders and tobogganists. After a hot chocolate and a short wander we went down the first cable car then set out along marked routes to walk down to Arosa. Before we had left that morning we had bought me some new après ski boots – fur lined and non slip soles. I wore them straightaway and they were very comfortable. We may have taken a wrong turning lower down where the signposting was not so good but we made it. We had a pizza late afternoon and returned to Chur for Glühwein, local recipe fruit cake and carol singing outside in the hotel garden which was great fun (we were well wrapped up). Once all the Glühwein had been drunk we went in for a good dinner with more wine. Later we walked up the road to the non-catholic church and stayed for about half of the service which was taken by a lady. They lit up the Christmas tree with candles which took some time as a few would not ignite. There was a good choir who sang a carol in English – ‘The First Nowell’.
Next day, Christmas Day, was the big event – the Glacier Express to Brig. Our luggage went ahead on an earlier train as there was no room for cases on the panoramic train. We were well attended by young ladies providing food and drink and the scenery was again spectacular. I loved seeing the frosty trees. We snaked up the Oberalppass passing Andermatt, where the Gotthard pass is, then descended, via a long tunnel initially, to the Rhône Valley and Brig.
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We stayed at the Hotel Simplon in Brig which was right in the centre of the town by the winter skating rink and a short walk from the castle. Our room (with bath) was at the top of the building so we took the lift up and walked down. We had an excellent evening Christmas meal in a room with round tables which was friendlier. I wore a new pale pink top and skirt and my flashing angel earrings! The turkey was not as we know it but the Christmas pudding was quite good along with plenty of wine. 
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Boxing Day was our excursion on a mountain railway up to Zermatt (the last leg of the Glacier Express route which starts near St Moritz), a car-free delightful town. It had snowed everywhere about three weeks previously so more snow would have been welcome to freshen it up. From here we took the cog connected mountain railway up to Gornergrat and views of the Matterhorn (just a little cloud at the top). There were fantastic views of the mountains and glaciers and plenty of skiers. Lunch tempted us at the hotel at the top – Gerald had a large Bratwurst and chips and I had some tasty potato gratin. Back in Zermatt we wandered around, bought gifts and found some very old chalets.
On Thursday 27 December we had intended to go to Interlaken and on to see the Jungfraujoch but it proved to be such a long day that we decided to set off on our own for a short train journey north to Kandersteg (I believe I had been here on my school trip many years ago which was based at Interlaken). Here I was able to crunch through deep snow (and test my boots) from the village to the chairlift which was packed with skiers going up for the day. I obtained half-price return tickets with our pass and with a blanket over our knees we rose up the mountain. After a hot chocolate (yes another one) we found the walking route to Ochinensee, a frozen lake further along the valley, which took us across the piste and through several drag lifts for the skiers. We made a circular route back to the restaurant by which time the sun was full on it and we sat in the sun and watched all the comings and goings around lunchtime before descending again on the chairlift and the train back to Brig along the valley edge. We had a walk then Glühwein and bought a cake each once back in Brig near our hotel.
Locarno on Lake Maggiore was our destination on the Centovalli Railway on Friday. We began the trip on an express train to Domodossola (Italy) where we changed to a smaller, rather grim train where the windows misted up and we could not see out. It was not much warmer in Locarno by the lake but we walked a while then looked round the town with its expensive shops. We had lunch in a help yourself restaurant where the food was cooked quickly for you as you waited. For our return we were in the new panoramic cars (2 swiss francs extra) and had great views of valleys with frozen or part frozen waterfalls and rivers along the route.
Saturday was time to pack for our journey towards home. We had a fun land train round the interesting old town of Naters before being dropped at the station. We took a fast train to Lausanne via Montreux then onto Dijon with a packed lunch on the train. We had a good room at the Mercure Dijon Clémenceau (a bath again) so after we had settled in, Geoff (our great tour manager) took us into town and the market each armed with a map to get back! Again it was great fun wandering around and buying Dijon mustard at a stall and seeing old buildings. The map led us back to the hotel for dinner – round tables again and our last friendly and enjoyable meal together for the last time.
Sunday we took the TGV to Paris and had a coach between Gare de Lyon and Gare du Nord passing through the Place de la Bastille. On the Eurostar, which was late leaving because of engineering works, we had a another good meal (quail, duck magret and fois gras, then guinea fowl with a chocolate log for dessert) plus champagne and lots of rosé wine. We took pictures of our friends and all agreed we had had a great holiday together.[image: image7.jpg]



Things that were wrong!

There was no water on our Eurostar carriage going to Bruxelles for the loo and basin.

On the German train the heel of my old boot came apart so I had to change into my laceups.

The vegetable curry in a vol au vent was a disaster at Chur. It was cold and even after reheating not many people bothered to eat it.

The descent from Andermatt (on the Glacier Express) caused me a lot of pain in my left ear, I had started a cold which probably did not help, so that I had a couple of hours just waiting to get down low enough to clear the pressure.

The room and landings at the Brig Hotel smelled of tobacco smoke which was unpleasant so we had the balcony window open as much as possible which improved things a bit.

My ears hurt again from Brig to Lausanne where they cleared a bit then more discomfort all the way to Dijon.
After all the sun and snow Gerald and I now want to try skiing (or snowboarding or tobogganing) again.

I was not happy with the mauve case I had taken and will purchase another harder one for our next holiday.

Finally, the holiday came to an end!
Happy New Year to you all

Best wishes from

Rosalind and Gerald

For my webpage and more photos see http://www.dcmorgan.co.uk/Switzerland2007.html
