Just Like the Intricate Parts of Fine Watches

Switzerland has Hidden Charms at Every Turn  
By David Yawn

Switzerland, a picture-postcard nation traditionally associated with its watches, chocolate, well-stocked bank vaults and the Alps, has for decades served as a cozy retreat for skiers, mountain hikers, boating enthusiasts or just sightseers devoted to experiencing  unspoiled vistas. Winding through its almost storybook, mountain-skirted valleys and great lakes makes any Swiss vacation much too short.

Getting there is facile. The country features three international airports, in Basel, Geneva and Zurich, and about 50 more landing sites for domestic flights. The Swiss rail service is intricate and connects even the smallest cities. There is also the option of going afloat down the picturesque Rhine River. 
The country of merely 7 million people has many homegrown industries such as Roche, Ciba, Nestle, Schindler, and Credit Suisse. American companies are well represented there too, and include Johnson & Johnson, Medtronic, 3M, DuPont, Hewlett Packard, John Deere, Motorola, Procter & Gamble and many more.
The country is composed of three major linguistic regions: French-speaking on the west side, German toward the east and Italian in the south. Biel is one of those select cities in the midsection which is interestingly bilingual. I visited the country on a tour of U.S. company operations and found that there was little crossover of language in these two major sections I toured. The French dialect was more readily understandable to me than the French spoken in parts of France, though the German spoken in the German section is a dialect distinctly different from the language spoken in either Germany or Austria. My flash cards to refresh my rudimentary German of years past, therefore, gave me little assistance except for reading signage. 

The encouraging relief, though, is that many Swiss speak English as a second language and the hospitality industry, as in many countries today, comes complete with a welcoming English accent.

I’ve always advocated visiting the smaller cities of Europe and Switzerland is no exception. On this trip, I spent time in Zurich and Geneva, but also toured Lausanne,  Schaffhausen, Biel/Bienne, Bern, Zug, and Neuchatel. I would visit any of these again, but want to definitely add Fribourg, Basel, St. Gallen,  Lugano, Lucarno, and Berne for my next trip, judging from what other travelers have shared. Another one of my favorites on an earlier trip is Lucerne/Luzern, located not far from Zurich, a must for any visitor – as much so as Bruges is for those seeing Belgium. The sightseeing is not complete, though without getting out on the lakes and hiking in the countryside.  
Tradition is a central part of European life and so it is here. Various traditional events such as Chropftimeh, where groups of singers and musicians serenade newlyweds or colorful fireworks on the large lakes are draws, as are carnival processions at different times of the year.

In Zurich, the railroad station is the starting point for seeing the Swiss National Museum, where one could fill a day looking at ancient clocks, globes and other devices with painstaking detail employed in each part. Other Zurich attractions include its many twin-tiered cathedrals, opulent opera house and attractive waterfront. Lausanne sports the Olympic Museum on the quayside part of the town. Up the funicular ride and a few blocks more, you will find a warren of interesting streets and buildings in the old city center, including an ornate bulding called the Palais de Rumine that now houses natural history exhibits. Schaffhausen, extremely close to the German border, is a well preserved ancient town with the spectacular Rhinefall waterfalls at its entryway. Neuchatel, situated alongside a steep hillside, is perhaps best known for its impressive castle and courtyard dating to the 1200s. Geneva, long an international city of few equals, remains the same today with scores of global organizations. Its scenery is not lost amid the myriad of international buildings, among them the original League of Nations building.

Rail service is both omnipresent and on-time in the country, even in the smallest hamlets. You can set your watch to the time the train is scheduled to leave. 

Zurich International Airport is home to some 71 scheduled airlines and 61 charters. Together, these fly to 17 North American cities and 92 European cities, in addition to Asia, Africa and South American points. Flight times between Zurich and Frankfurt or Brussels are merely 70 to 75 minutes. Flying from London? Just add half an hour. Zurich is the busier of the two primary international airports in this mountainous nation.  
Some 42 airlines operate at Geneva International Airport. The airport recently obtained Intra European Customs Clearance status. This means there are no more obligations on Swiss goods passing customs clearance at destinations in any EU country. 

Not all watch companies operating in Switzerland are of Swiss origin, however. At least one prominent company making watches there is based in the U.S. Movado Group, a watchmaker in Biel, finds needed access to four airports, rail and highway systems, said Benedikt Schlegel, senior vice president of supply chain Europe. “Intercontinental flights and the fast trains are important in product launches and distribution of our precision manufacturing,” he added. The New York-based brand handles Coach and Tommy Hilfiger lines, as well. It has five launches of new product per year and relies heavily on its catalog sales. Altogether, it uses 60 international vendors and has five assembly operations in Switzerland to gain the “Swiss movement” moniker on the dials.
In summation, many have found more than watches to take away from this fabled land of Heidi. The memories are plenty for those who have found the Alps to be no insurmountable wall for visiting this unspoiled and meticulously manicured nation.
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