
Zermatt – Matterhorn – May 19th
I woke up at 03:00 in Zermatt. I guess it was the noise of the rain that woke me. My immediate 

thought was that the rain would probably wipe out the train ride up the mountain. I went back to 

sleep.

The light woke me again at 07:00 and I looked out to see that the rain had changed to snow. The 

temperature was obviously quite warm as the snow was melting as soon as it hit the ground. I took a 

photo for the record.

Then I weighed myself and found that my belt tightening was starting to take effect.

Breakfast ran from 07:00 to 09:30 so there was no great panic. At 09:30 the Tour Manager would 

make the decision as to whether an ascent of the Gornergrat was feasible. We were to report to him 

at 09:30 dressed in layers ready to go out into the wilderness.

I tried to have breakfast, but the staff people were far too efficient. I ordered coffee and then went to 

pick up items for a continental breakfast. When I returned my untouched place setting had been 

cleared away, including the cup for my coffee. We had to hit the reset button to feed me.

Fearing the worst, I had learned from many ski trips that layers and a back pack are the only way to 

survive in the mountains. So, I wore my T-shirt from Utah, my Tilley beige long-sleeved shirt, and 

my recently acquired beige pullover from Salisbury. Over that went my ‘Voyages of Discovery’ blue 

outer jacket that is thick enough to stop bullets. The Collette back pack had water and some cheese 

for sustenance, and Bucky and Barnaby jumped in for a free ride. At first it was cool enough that the 

added insulation was just right. As we got higher and the sun came out in full force, the pullover 

went into the back pack.

At 09:30 it was raining, but we wanted to give it a go. So we marched down to the train station 

under our umbrellas. We waited about 30 minute. There were no ticket takers at the gate. The ticket 

had an RFID built in and it opened the gate for each passenger. I had done my homework so I raced 

for a window seat on the right side. Of course, if the rain continued it would not make much 

difference.

The base altitude at Zermatt is 1,604 metres and the top of the Gornergrat is 3,089 metres. From the 

top, looking to the right you see the Kleine Matterhorn at 3,883 metres the real Matterhorn at 4,478 

metres. To the left of the Kleine Matterhorn is a cousin, the Dufourspitze at 4,634 metres.

From the outset I would have given us a one in ten chance that we would even see the Matterhorn, 

let alone get a perfect view. I guess we all ate all of our dinner last night as the weather suddenly 

broke and it was absolutely stunning.

Those who have been at altitude have seen that azure blue and those chiselled mountain peaks. Well 

that was the way it was at first. As an alpine veteran I knew that good things don’t last so I took 

photos as quickly as possible. About 20 minutes after we arrived the landscape went into total cloud 



and we could see nothing. It kept doing that on and off until we went down again at 12:19 hrs.

The packed snow was very treacherous. The temperature was right at the freeze/thaw mark and I 

did a 360 pirouette at one point, but stayed on my feet. My shoes have soft rubber soles that work 

well on wet surfaces but are useless on packed snow-ice.

I took photos of Bucky and Barnaby and bestowed upon them their 10,000 foot medals.

Just before we left a work train with a snow blower came up and demonstrated the machinery for 

my camera.

Then as we tried to depart the turnstile I was lined up against refused to honour my ticket. I was not 

alone and soon a supervisor appeared to wave his magic wand to let us through. I failed to see the 

logic in this exercise. If you had paid to get all the way up, and the ticket was needed at the end of 

the ascent, why would you need a ticket to get down? At the bottom I found out that an adult return 

ticket cost an eye-watering 82 francs, which is about $Cdn 94. Let there be no doubt that if the Tour 

Manager had not paid that, David never would have.

Within five minutes of the down trip I spotted a marmot poking his head out to examine the train. 

He looked just like his Whistler and Vancouver Island cousins. I got the photo.

A bit further down, in the tree line, I got a shot of a goat-like animal that might have been a 

Steinbok. Mr Photoshop will be required to make him or her recognisable.

After the cog railway I wandered in the town. It was about 5 Celsius and sort of sunny. Zermatt is 

almost totally pedestrian with electric cabs. Consequently, it is quiet and a pleasure to walk.

I browsed the souvenir shops. I found the prices horrific. Switzerland was always expensive, but it 

seems that the flight to the Swiss franc has really boosted prices. A .33 Litre bottle of water at the 

train station was $6. A normal fridge magnet cost $9 – in your dreams. It could be a combination of 

tourist trap Zermatt and the high value of the Swiss franc.

A friend showed me a unique cemetery where the price of entry was falling to your death off a 

mountain. Most were killed on the Matterhorn, but there was one marker for a death at Chamonix, 

France.

I took a bunch of stock photos as I wound my way back to the Hotel Sonne.

For lunch the local McDonald’s had wanted $12 for that which costs $7 in Toronto. So, I passed and 

relied on my stash in my room.

After a lunch of Knaeckerbrot und Kaese, washed down with Valser mineral water, I took a number 

of close up photos from the brochures I had been collecting. I could not afford the weight in the 

suitcase, so it was digitize and trash.

Then it was the old routine of photo backups, blogging and battery charging.

The only other time constraint on this Sunday day of leisure was a 19:00 dinner date. I quite 

welcomed some quality time to myself after a week on the road.
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