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Edited byEXPLORE

Andrew Eames hops 
on a PostBus to make 
his way through the 
spectacular Swiss Alps

Zig-a-zig-ah...

CLIMBER

LET’S
 TWIST
 AGAIN
Grimsel 

Pass

They breed a special kind of bus driver 
in the Swiss Alps, drivers with nerves 
of steel. It must be all that fresh air 
and cheese. As our PostBus navigated 

the succession of switchbacks and hairpins 
of Grimsel Pass, superbikes and sports cars 
buzzed around us like impatient wasps, 
looking for the moment to strike. 

For them, this high-altitude roller coaster 
of a road was a racetrack, and our 
 distinctive yellow bus was a slow-moving 
nuisance. For our driver Marcus, it was just 
another day at the office. 

He ignored the feeding frenzy of 
expensive machinery, and exuded an air of 

zen-like calm, as if he was taking a party of 
seniors on a day out to the beach. Mind you, 
there was nothing even remotely like a beach to 
be found among this tapestry of peaks.

Marcus was at the wheel of the longest public 
transport journey in Switzerland, a nine-hour 
l f h Al h ff d b

lasso of the Alps that sets off every day, between 
June and October, from the transport hub of 
Meiringen. En route, the bus clambers over four 
key passes, Grimsel, Nufenen, Gotthard and 
Susten, before returning to Meiringen again.

Swiss trains may grab headlines for their 
efficiency and their awe-inspiring engineering, 
but it is PostBuses like these that are the 
champions of the high valleys. Each of the 

network’s 2,500 vehicles is equipped with a 
distinctive three-note horn to announce its 
impending arrival, the three tones based on the 
hunting horn that was blown by carriage 
drivers when the service was still horse-drawn.

These days, PostBuses carry a mixture of 
hikers, bikers, tourists, military personnel and 
workers for hydropower stations up into 
Switzerland’s hard-to-reach corners, of which 
there are many. The morning I joined the Four 
Passes route, it was so busy a second bus had to 
tag along behind.

It was a fresh, bright day, the sort of 
di i f i d f h i
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 conditions you get after a period of heavy rain 
has taken all the Instagram filters and turned 

CLIMBER
Reliable 
mellow 
yellow 
PostBus
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 49

them up to max. As we climbed up the 
Grimsel Pass, we were to witness a 
slow undressing that was to be 
repeated several times through the 
journey. That initial shedding of 
urbanisation was soon followed by a 
gradual striptease of trees, unveiling 
wispy alpine meadows studded with 
wooden huts on stilts, mostly vintage 
and a bit weak at the knees. 

Cable cars started to strafe the 
slopes like slow-motion artillery, and 
the hills responded by lobbing back 
the occasional giant rock, deeply 
embedded among the wildflowers.

Above the meadows, the mountains 
struggled free of any vestigial 
clothing, swapping thongs of 
green for stained blotches 
of snow. And then, just 
before Grimsel itself, a 
b f d d

brace of dams drew 
modesty curtains 
across the highest 
valleys.

On Grimsel’s top, 
at 7,100ft, we 
stopped to look 
down on milky-
green lakes of 
snowmelt. The last 
time I crossed a 
Swiss pass on my 
own set of wheels 
was decades ago, on a 
Harley-Davidson 
whose brake fluid 
boiled on the descent. 

I shared this 
 reminiscence with two British 
bikers, father and son Pete and Ben 
Hearst, resting in the Grimsel car park. 

They told me they were on the third 
of seven passes that day, so I said I 
h d h ’ i h Al

hoped they weren’t treating the Alps as 
a racetrack. 

Ben said they let the locals go first, 
but that his dad, who was 70, was just 
as quick as any of the younger bikers.

Heading down the other side of 
Grimsel, into the Furka valley, was like 
stepping back a century or so. Here the 
village houses were all made of wood, 
and as we descended, we passed a 
steam locomotive, seemingly 
marooned half way up a hill, hissing 
gently while it got its breath back.

These days, most of Switzerland’s 
heavy transport goes straight through 
the mountains rather than over them, 
and that particularly applied to our 
third pass that day, the Gotthard, a 
major route connecting Switzerland 
with Italy. 

The Gotthard is riddled like a Swiss 
cheese: three tunnels have been dug 
through it, the earliest completed back 
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in 1872, and the longest and most 
recent, the 35 mile Gotthard Base 
Tunnel, opening as recently as 2016.

These tunnels all emerge in Airolo, 
at the foot of the pass, and it was here 

that bus driver Marcus called a 
halt to our journey, for an hour’s 

lunchbreak. There wasn’t much to 
do except eat: the town seemed 
comatose, and there was little to 
see unless you’ve got a thing about 
vehicles emerging from tunnels.

Airolo’s main landmark is its 
monument to Louis Favre, the 
engineer contracted to oversee the 
very first Gotthard tunnel. 

The whole project was so 
stressful, especially when the 
excavations from either end 
started to near each other, deep 
underground, that Favre, worried 
that the two wouldn’t meet, had a 
fatal heart attack. The monument 
shows him being removed from 
the tunnel on a stretcher.

Once Marcus was suitably 
refreshed, he drove us to the top of 
the pass and I said my farewells to 
him and fellow passengers. 

I wanted to do more than just 
gaze out of the window at one of 
the most famous Alpine 
 crossings in Europe, so I’d 
booked myself into Gotthard’s 
basic albergo to have a 
proper look around.

There’s nothing pretty 
about architecture on 
exposed mountainsides. 
Brutal weather requires 
brutal buildings, and the 

p
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Gotthard hamlet is thick-walled 
and clumsy. But what I hadn’t been 
prepared for was the extent of the 
secret underground fortifications 
also created up here, whose 
existence was only revealed to the 
public 20 years ago. 

In its day, from 1941 to 1999, 
Sasso San Gottardo was home to 
some 400-500 soldiers. Not that 
you would have seen any of them, 
for they were all underground in a 
labyrinth of tunnels 
and man-made caves, 
so big they needed an 
underground train to 
stitch bits of it together.

Although 
Switzerland remained 
neutral during the 
Second World 
War, the 
Swiss 

government took threats made by 
their neighbour Mussolini 
seriously, installing massive gun 
batteries to defend the pass. 

That artillery is still in place in 
the Sasso, as are most of the 
fixtures and fittings of the 
 underground citadel. 

It is a fascinating attraction if 
you’re interested in military history, 
and its interiors are spacious and 
well lit, but this is not for anyone 

uncomfortable with the 
idea of being deep 
underground. 

Mind you, when the 
weather on the pass cuts 
up rough, as it did on my 
overnight, there was no 
better place to be  

(sasso-sangottardo.ch from £17.35). 
Once I’d seen the Sasso, I hunkered 
down in one of Gotthard’s coffee 
stops to wait for the bus to come 
round again.

Then the PostBus picked me up, 
perfectly on time, and I set off on 
the last leg of the journey back 
to  Meiringen. 

As we descended towards 
Andermatt, and a river opened up 
in the valley, I found myself 
pondering an imponderable. 

Given that the Gotthard is such a 
crucial watershed, on the high spot 
of Europe, which way had my 
bathwater gone that morning? 
North or South? North Sea, or 
Mediterranean? 

I doubt I will ever find out.

GET THERE 
SWISS flies from 
Birmingham, Edinburgh, 
Gatwick, Heathrow, 
London City and 
Manchester to Zurich from 
£76 one-way; Geneva from 
£54. Includes 23kg 
baggage and hand 
luggage. swiss.com BOOK 
IT The Swiss Travel Pass 
offers unlimited travel on 
consecutive days 
throughout the rail, bus 

and boat network plus 
trams and buses in around 
90 towns and cities. Also 
includes free entrance to 
500 museums and 
exhibitions. From £186 for 
a three-day second-class 
ticket. mystsnet.com/
areaofvalidity 

 ■For more on PostBus see 
postauto.ch/en 

MORE INFO 
myswitzerland.com 

‘‘The Gotthard 
is riddled like 
a Swiss 
cheese: three 
tunnels have 
been dug

AWESOME
Gotthard 
Pass and its 
curvy road
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BENDY
Grimsel 
Pass is 
a true 
wonder

BROODING
Furka 
Pass in  
Canton 
Valais
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HEAVENLY

Sunburst 
over 

Susten 
Pass
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