
Connecting St. Moritz and Zermatt, the Glacier Express 
o� ers the most spectacular journey into and out of town. 
This year, it elevated its service further by adding the 
Excellence Class to its � rst-class o� ering. We booked 

tickets to be the � rst to ride the rails
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The locomotive’s cogwheel kicks in with 
a faint clatter as it makes the ascent 
over the  Oberalp Pass. Locked into a 
toothed rack rail, the train slowly hauls 
uphill. A snowglobe version of Switzer-
land glides past the windows, the blan-
ket of white thickening as the signs of 
civilisation thin out. Lulled by the scenic 
serenity and the train’s gentle sway, you 
barely register the waiters balancing 
trays as they move through the carriage. 
Once on the table, crystal glassware and 
a carefully plated lunch are held � rmly 
in place by indents in the table, while 
power-adjusted seating allows for an 
upright position during meals (and a 
snoozier incline afterwards). On the 
Glacier Express Excellence Class, com-
fort is akin what you might � nd at a 
grand mountain hotel but with an 
ever-changing panoramic backdrop. 

By the time the main course has 
been eaten, we’re at the top of the pass 
in a shimmering snowscape. It’s 2,033 
metres above sea level and the highest 
point of the journey, the onboard con-
cierge tells me. This is not a typical 
train. While the term “express” might 
imply speed and directness, journeying 
aboard the Glacier Express means slow-
ing down. The eight-hour scenic ride 
from St. Moritz to  Zermatt takes pas-
sengers across 291 bridges and through 
91 tunnels, past lakes, rivers, gorges, 
forests, viaducts and sleepy villages. 
There are more direct routes connect-
ing the two ski resorts but none o� er 
quite the same immersion into Swiss 
geography, engineering – and food. 

The Glacier Express has been run-
ning since 1930, and even though the 
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 SAMEDAN�–�ALT. 1,721 M  BERGÜN�–�ALT. 1,372 M  FILISUR�–�ALT. 1,032 MST. MORITZ�–�ALT. 1,775 M  DAVOS�–�ALT. 1,540 M

 .STADLER RAIL. 

The panoramic carriages on 
the Glacier Express are produced by 
Swiss company Stadler Rail, which 
supplies high-end trains across most of 
Switzerland, much of Europe and other 
locations worldwide. If you like to travel 
by rail (and who doesn’t?) you’ve likely 
interacted with Stadler technology. 

Smooth ride 
Established in 1942 and family-owned, 
Stadler Rail is the world’s leading 
manufacturer of rack railways, used for 
steep grades. Its lightweight vehicles 
are capable of crossing extreme terrain 
and steep gradients, thanks to its 
variety of rack systems, drive systems 
and track gauges.

Beautiful inside and out
On top of enjoying panoramic views 
of unspoiled mountain landscapes, 
passengers can choose to tune in 
via headsets to commentary about 
signi� cant sites they are travelling 
through. Further Stadler innovations 
inside the carriages include a central 
lighting strip that guarantees a pleasant 
distribution of light, HVAC units that 
ensure a year-round temperate interior 
climate, and pneumatic suspension 
for a quiet ride.
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1
Combined leather and fabric seats 

in glacial shades are designed by 
Czech manufacturer Borcad

2
The bar’s gilded compass dome 
recalls the golden era of travel

 THUSIS�–�ALT. 697 M CHUR�–�ALT. 585 M
LOWEST POINT

 TIEFENCASTEL�–�ALT. 884 M  DISENTIS/MUSTÉR�–�ALT. 1,130 M

 .THE LOWDOWN. 

Thomas Wyer and David Wiegratz 
are project managers in rolling stock 
engineering at Matterhorn Gotthard 
Railway (MGBahn) and Rhaetian 
Railway (RhB), the operators that 
formed the Glacier Express.

How was the Excellence Class built?
Both railway companies contributed a 
second-class Glacier Express carriage 
each, which were upgraded in RhB’s 
Landquart workshop in just 18 months. 
The team was expanded to meet the 
designers’ high-end speci� cations – 
external experts installed the compass 
dome and the table lamps. 

Did the new carriages have to be made 
compatible with the historic railway?
All Glacier Express trains are built for 
operation on Switzerland’s narrow-
gauge tracks and are equipped with 
cogwheel brakes, without which the 
ascents of up to 128 per cent couldn’t 
be made. Apart from the additional gold 
stripes on the Excellence Class carriage 
livery, it has been an interior design job. 

What’s next for the Glacier Express? 
By 2021 we’d like to re� t all carriages 
with similar materials, such as natural 
wood, to add “Swissness” throughout.
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Albula track is now Unesco-protected, 
it isn’t a historical train. Modern Swiss-
made rolling stock operates on the 
291km line and, since March this year, 
a premium class enhances both the � rst- 
and second-class o� ers.

As citizens of a nation with trains 
and mountains inscribed in its DNA, the 
Swiss don’t shy away from innovative 
ways of combining both. Railway tun-
nels have been drilled through high 
mountain passes from the Furka to the 
Gotthard Base Tunnel (the world’s long-
est and deepest). The Excellence Class 
is testimony to Switzerland’s love a� air 
with Alpine rail travel. From the out-
side, there is little to di� erentiate the 
carriage from the other members of the 
Swiss-cross-liveried Glacier Express 
� eet, but it is on the inside where the 
train’s upmarket makeover shines. 

“Alpine motifs and highest-quality 
materials were incorporated to elevate 
the experience of each individual 
guest,” says Christian Harbeke, partner 
at Nose Design Experience, the Zürich-
based agency in charge of interior 
design. “Designing the Excellence Class 
carriage was as complex as designing an 
entire train.” The process involved using 
two existing carriages, stripping them 
completely and rethinking every detail 
to root the car in its mountain setting. 
The designers took what passengers see 

on the journey and transplanted it inside 
the carriage. The outcome is captivat-
ing; it’s as though you’re in a miniature 
version of the vastness unfolding out-
side. A Rhine Valley quartzite bar coun-
ter nods to the canyons of the Rhine 
gorge, walnut tables to the expansive 
forests, the cool colour palette to the 
glaciers above. Cream leather seats and 
blue-and-grey textiles installed in the 
individual lounge compartments are 
complemented by warm backlighting 
and gold-plated mountain silhouette 
friezes. Perhaps the most striking ele-
ment is a giant gilded compass adorning 
the dome above the bar area; its needle 
always points north, even when we are 
in the depths of the Furka Tunnel, 
which stretches for 15km. 

On the other side of the tunnel, the 
Glacier Express emerges into a di� er-
ent world, marked by a milder climate. 
We criss-cross patchwork � elds, dotted 
with picture-postcard hamlets basking 
under the sun. It isn’t until the � nal leg 
from Brig to Zermatt that the snow gets 
deeper again. Mountains are towering 
above us and the iconic shape of the 
Matterhorn appears. Marking the end of 
our journey, the majestic peak serves as 
a humbling reminder of how the ancient, 
immovable mountains have always 
acted as signposts for travellers carving 
their trails through the Alps. 

1
Savoury snacks and refreshing 

drinks are served on board

2
When time allows, 

the Glacier Express sometimes 
stops at Nätschen for a quick 

photo op

3
Expert service aboard despite 

unpredictable train movements

 ANDERMATT�–�ALT. 1,435 M  BRIG�–�ALT. 670 MOBERALP PASS�–�ALT. 2,033 M
HIGHEST POINT

ZERMATT�–�ALT. 1,604 M
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