TRAVEL

learned long ago that the harder itis to arrive at

one’s destination, the better the resort. Gstaad

is one of the few ultra-chic winter playgrounds

where big jets cannot land. Which means that
vulgar Russian crooks, horribly mannered sons of the
desert and other such riff-raff need to make their way
up in cars from Berne or Geneva. The spirit of rug-
ged capitalist individualism that says that the common
good is advanced through the struggle of selfish indi-
viduals is a theory that finds many disciples among the
Gstaad residents. It wasn’t always like this. Fifty-five
years ago I made my way up there during a snowstorm
just before Christmas. Upon detraining, [ thought
I had interrupted a movie being filmed. There were
horse-driven taxis, men in lederhosen smoking pipes,
and the village was permeated by silence and stillness.
High up on a hill lay the large chocolate cake of a cas-
tle-hotel, favoured by mad King Ludwig of Bavaria.
This was and is the Palace hotel, a place I have spent
most of my youth, middle and old age in. Even higher
up, unseen at night, lies the Eagle Club, a private club
which is very inclusive — too inclusive for my taste —
and which was started in 1957 by the Earl of Warwick
and some friends. The Eagle, it is said, lies on top of
the Wassengrat mountain because its members have
reached the top of society.

If you’re looking for danger and adventure in the
slopes, Gstaad is not the place for you. It has some very
good runs but also a lot of easy ones. Its strength is its
architecture, the wooden chalets that all houses must
adhere to, with no high risers, glass or cement permit-
ted. Gstaad’s other attraction is that the village has
grown enormously, but still remains under 4,000 peo-
ple during the high season. Its main street is car-free,
its nightlife centred around the Palace, and the great-
est threat to its way of life are the ghastly nouveau riche
who are slowly but surely discovering the place.

Once upon a time the shops that lined the streets of
Gstaad were butchers, cheese-makers, fruit markets,
hardware stores and peasant cafés and restaurants.
No longer. Only luxury goods are sold and every shop
is top of the line. Jewellery stores lead the way. I pre-
dict that one day soon there will only be shops selling
gold and silver trinkets and that we’ll have to travel
to Berne or Geneva to find food. Russian and Arab
women, however, will love it.

GLORIOUS GSTAAD

The super-rich haven't ruined it — yet

accommodation, but Hotel Chesa Grischuna offers
some of the most traditional Swiss décor — it was built
by local craftsmen. If you're after massages and sau-
nas, the smartest hotel is the Hotel Vereina.

For young ’uns who want to party hard by night
and ski even harder by day, Verbier is the place. It has
retained its reputation for great skiing while develop-
ing a vibrant apres-ski culture. If you want to stick to
the pistes, Verbier probably isn’t for you, but boarders
and more experienced skiers will love the challenging
couloirs and moguls. On the other hand, if you fancy
the challenge of heading off the beaten track for the
first time, it’s a great place to start, with helpful classes
from several independent ski schools. Try the Warren
Smith Ski Academy for your first off-piste experience,
or Powder Extreme to step things up a notch.

After a hard day on the slopes, head to Pub Mont
Fort for the biggest and best apres-ski, which serves
(relatively) well-priced beer, and hosts all the big par-
ties. The Hotel Farinet bar is another option, guaran-
teed to be packed and messy any night of the week.
When you’ve had enough, check out Verbier’s first
pop-up restaurant, the Pot Luck Club, which will be
open from December until next April. After that, if
you’ve still got the energy, head either to the Casbah,
where most apres-skiers tend to end up, or the Farm
Club, which, despite its prices, has queues around the
block on Friday and Saturday nights. A new addition
to the scene, opened last season, is an outpost of Chel-
sea’s infamous club Public. The London version has
closed, but the Swiss one is still going strong.

Although accommodation is mostly catered chalets,
if you're after a hotel, you can’t do better than the Hotel
Nevai. With its modern, fresh interiors and sushi res-
taurant, it’s a world away from chalet-style kitsch. This
year, the Nevai will be opening a sister hotel, the Hotel
Cordée des Alpes, which promises a state-of-the-art
spa and a ‘boot-room concierge’ who will ensure that
you get the perfect fit before hitting the slopes.

The latest addition to the Swiss ski scene is Ander-
matt, nestled in the heart of the Alps and easily acces-
sible from Lucerne and Zurich. A buzzing resort in
the Forties and Fifties, it seemed to lose out to larger
resorts in the decades that followed, but has retained a
number of loyal fans — many of them Swiss city-dwell-
ers up for a weekend on the slopes — who think of
Andermatt as something of a hidden gem. Change is
afoot in this quiet resort, because an ambitious devel-
opment is in the works. Six new four- and five-star hotel
and apartment properties are being built, the first of
which will be the Chedi Andermatt, which opens in
December next year.

Andermatt has the goods to be the next major
resort — the Gemsstock mountain offers fantastic off-
piste skiing, large snowfalls and some of the best views
in the Alps, making it a resort to keep an eye on.
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