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Introduction

Switzerland, so often associated with immaculate cities, iconic chocolates, and
panoramic train journeys, holds a quieter magic nestled beneath its towering Alpine
peaks. Beyond the international vibrance of Zurich, Geneva, and Lucerne, a different
Switzerland—ancient, intimate, and richly textured—awaits in its secluded villages and
mountain hamlets. It is here, far from ticket booths and bustling promenades, that the
rhythms of tradition set the tempo for daily life, and where culinary creativity
blossoms from the humble bounty of alpine meadows and woodland valleys.

This book, Beneath the Swiss Peaks: A Cultural and Culinary Journey Through
Switzerland’s Hidden Villages, invites you into the heart of these lesser-known places.
It is a journey shaped by narrow cobblestone streets, sun-faded wooden chalets, and
the hush of cowbells on distant pastures. Each village holds its own living tapestry of
rituals, dialects, recipes, and crafts—a Switzerland rarely glimpsed in the pages of
mainstream travel guides. Here, families gather around tables to share stories and
meals prepared from ingredients gathered, raised, or foraged just steps from their
doors, creating a gastronomic heritage that is both regional and deeply personal.

Structured region by region, each chapter offers a doorway into a unique community
or theme, blending storytelling with on-the-ground research, interviews with villagers,
and practical insights. You will meet cheesemakers who rise with the sunrise to tend to
their dairy wheels as their ancestors did, bakers shaping bread with flour milled locally
for centuries, and artisans whose skilled hands keep alive crafts honed over
generations. We'll walk through seasonal festivals that echo with yodeling and alphorn
calls, share in crisp autumn air tinged with the aroma of roasting chestnuts, and sit
beside grandmothers whose kitchens are the repositories of forgotten recipes.

Yet more than a catalogue of traditions, this book is an immersion—a sensory
invitation to experience rural Switzerland as it truly is. Vivid descriptions recreate the
taste of capuns melting in creamy sauce, the texture of freshly cut Téte de Moine, and
the warmth of a grotti lunch on a Ticino terrace. Local dialects and proverbs sprinkle
the text, offering glimpses into how language shapes community and worldview.
Throughout, you’ll find authentic recipes, guides to regional specialties, and tips for
travelers seeking to approach these places with respect and curiosity.

The Switzerland chronicled here is grounded in sustainability and continuity, where the
preservation of landscape and tradition go hand in hand. These villages stand as
guardians of inheritance—celebrating festivals whose origins are lost to time,
practicing crafts threatened by extinction, and inviting guests to join not as mere
tourists, but as temporary neighbors. If you yearn for connection—to nature, to
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culture, to the simple joys of slow travel and honest food—these hidden villages have
secrets to share.

Let this book be your companion as you venture beneath the famous peaks. Whether
you travel by train, bus, or armchair, | hope its pages will transport you—through
taste, sight, sound, and story—to the heart of Switzerland’s most cherished, yet least

discovered, corners. The journey begins here.
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CHAPTER ONE: Appenzell: Alpine Pastures and Living
Traditions

The journey into Switzerland's hidden villages begins in Appenzell, a region tucked
away in the northeastern corner of the country, almost entirely encircled by the
canton of St. Gallen. It's a place where time feels less like a river rushing to the sea
and more like a gentle, meandering stream. Appenzell is, in fact, two half-cantons:
Appenzell Innerrhoden, predominantly agricultural and Catholic, and Appenzell
Ausserrhoden, with a more industrial and Protestant character. Despite this division,
both share a profound commitment to preserving a way of life deeply rooted in
tradition.

Stepping into the village of Appenzell, the capital of Innerrhoden, is like walking into a
vibrant painting. The car-free town center is a kaleidoscope of color, with houses
boasting brightly painted facades and intricately forged signs that seem to tell stories
of generations past. Traditional wooden chalets with long balconies are common, while
some older plaster-covered stone houses, particularly those in the Engadine Valley,
are adorned with sgraffito, a decorative technique where designs are scratched into
plaster to reveal a different color underneath. This visual feast is more than just
pretty; it's a testament to the region's enduring artistic heritage and a reflection of a
community that proudly wears its history on its sleeve.

The people of Appenzell, often regarded by other Swiss as delightfully traditional, have
a fierce independence that has helped them cling to their unique cultural elements.
Their loyalty to tradition is evident in everything from their ornate ceremonial
costumes to their distinctive folk music and culinary specialties. One of the most
cherished and visible traditions is alpine farming, an integral part of village life. This
pastoral rhythm is most famously observed during the annual Alpabzug (or Désalpe),
the procession of cattle moving from the high summer pastures back to the valley in
late summer, typically from mid-August to the end of September.

This isn't just a practical movement of livestock; it's a vibrant celebration, a spectacle
of color and sound. The cows, well-fed and contented from their summer grazing on
lush alpine meadows, are adorned with magnificent floral headdresses, enormous
bells, and colorful ribbons. Leading the procession are the Appenzeller goats, often
supervised by children, followed by the majestic bell cows. The herdsmen, dressed in
their traditional festive costumes—brown wool trousers, embroidered white shirts, and
red waistcoats with silver buttons—walk with pride, their golden snake-shaped
earrings glinting in the sun.
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The air is filled with the rhythmic clang of cowbells and the haunting, wordless
melodies of Rugguusseli, a form of natural yodeling sung by the herdsmen. These
yodeling songs, a form of long-distance communication in the mountains, are a
hallmark of Appenzell’s folk music. The Alpabzug is a social occasion too; as the
procession winds its way down, refreshment is often offered at inns along the route,
adding to the convivial atmosphere. It’s a day of shared joy, a moment to mark the
changing seasons and the enduring bond between the people, their land, and their
animals.

The Appenzell region is also renowned for its distinctive folk music, often heard at
events like the Alpstobede, a festival of traditional folk music and dancing. The sound
of Appenzell music is distinctive, with the hammered dulcimer playing a central role,
providing rhythm and sparkling cascades of sound. The classic Appenzell string
quintet, established as the standard ensemble in 1892, typically features two violins, a
cello, a hammered dulcimer, and a double bass. This traditional music, encompassing
waltzes, schottisches, polkas, and marches, is a living art form, with new generations
of musicians keeping it vibrant through both traditional performances and innovative
fusions of styles.

Appenzell’s cultural richness extends to its artisanal crafts, which have been honed
over centuries. The residents express their love for their homeland through the
creation of beautiful objects, shaped by the life and work of the region. Woodcarving is
a prominent craft, with artisans creating everything from religious figures to intricate
wooden toys. Delicate lace and fine embroidery are also traditional textile arts found
here. Another unique craft, particularly in Appenzell, is Sgraffito, the decorative
plasterwork seen on many house facades. This involves scratching patterns into damp
plaster to reveal a darker layer underneath, resulting in beautiful and intricate
ornamentation.

The Appenzell Museum in the village offers a deeper dive into the region's history,
culture, and traditions, providing context for the vibrant daily life encountered on its
streets. The meticulously preserved Fassler Haus, built in 1560, stands as a testament
to traditional Swiss architecture, showcasing intricate wooden carvings and vibrant
paintings that reflect local traditions and craftsmanship. Stepping inside is like a
journey back in time, with each room telling a story of the past through antique
furniture and household items.

Of course, no journey through Appenzell would be complete without savoring its
culinary specialties. The region is famous for its namesake Appenzeller cheese, a semi-
hard cheese made from raw cow's milk and aged for at least three months. This
cheese boasts a strong, spicy, and nutty flavor, attributed to a closely guarded secret
brine. This special concoction, which includes a blend of 25 different herbs, roots,
leaves, petals, seeds, and bark, along with yeast from local wines, is rubbed onto the
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cheese rind during the aging process, imparting its distinctive aroma and taste. While
the exact recipe remains a secret, its unique flavor has been appreciated for over 700
years.

Visiting a cheese dairy, such as the Appenzell Schaukaserei (show cheese dairy) in
Stein, offers a fascinating glimpse into the traditional cheese-making process. You can
witness the stages of production, from heating and acidifying the milk to cutting the
curds, pressing, salting, and finally, the meticulous aging and surface rubbing. Beyond
the famous cheese, Appenzell's cuisine offers other hearty delights. Alplermagronen, a
comforting dish of pasta, potatoes, cheese, cream, and roasted onions, often served
with applesauce, is a staple of alpine comfort food.

Local culinary tours often feature Biberli, a traditional gingerbread pressed into a
wooden mold to create a picture. Another must-try is Appenzeller Alpenbitter, a herbal
liqueur made from 42 different herbs, a long-standing tradition in the region. Many
traditional hostelries and family-run inns offer typical regional lunches, where you can
sample dishes like Rosti (potato cakes) or the hearty Appenzeller Siedwdrste (boiled
sausage). These dishes embody the simple, honest flavors derived from the land, a
true taste of alpine authenticity.

The landscapes of Appenzell are equally captivating, with rolling hills, lush meadows,
and dramatic rock formations that seem to rise unexpectedly from the ground. The
Alpstein massif, with its iconic peaks like Santis, offers breathtaking panoramic views
and numerous hiking trails for all levels. Lake Seealpsee, an idyllic mountain lake
surrounded by green meadows and imposing rock walls, provides a serene setting for
relaxation or a picnic. Whether exploring the vibrant village center, witnessing age-old
traditions, or indulging in the region's culinary treasures, Appenzell offers an authentic
and enriching experience of Swiss rural life.
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