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Map of the valleys
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Mountain safety
Every mountain walk has its dangers, and those described in this 
guidebook are no exception. All who walk or climb in the mountains should 
recognise this and take responsibility for themselves and their companions 
along the way. The author and publisher have made every e�ort to ensure that 
the information contained in this guide was correct when it went to press, but, 
except for any liability that cannot be excluded by law, they cannot accept 
responsibility for any loss, injury or inconvenience sustained by any person 
using this book. 

International distress signal (emergency only)
Six blasts on a whistle (and flashes with a torch after dark) spaced evenly for one 
minute, followed by a minute’s pause. Repeat until an answer is received. The 
response is three signals per minute followed by a minute’s pause. 

Helicopter rescue
The following signals are used to communicate with a helicopter:

Emergency telephone numbers
If telephoning from the UK the dialling code is: 0041
Switzerland: OCVS (Organisation Cantonale Valaisanne de Secours): tel 144

Weather reports
Switzerland: tel 162 (in French, German or Italian), www.meteoschweiz.ch/en

Mountain rescue can be very expensive – be adequately insured.   

Help not needed:
raise one arm
above head, extend 
other arm downward

Help needed:
raise both arms
above head to 
form a ‘Y’
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Walking in Zermatt and Saas-Fee

Zermatt – big, bold and brash; fast, 
loose and overt. One of the capitals of 
world mountaineering. Surrounded by 
many of Europe’s highest mountains, 
with the Matterhorn rising high in the 
southern sky, it is an international 
centre attracting visitors from all over 
the world.

Saas-Fee – smaller, mellower, 
slower perhaps, discrete. Also sur-
rounded by large mountains, it is only 
slightly less famous – but a world 
apart – from its cousin less than 10km 
away.

Ever since the tragic first ascent 
by Whymper’s party in 1865, the 
Matterhorn has been the iconic 

symbol of mountains. From children’s 
paintings to biscuit boxes, it is written 
into the consciousness of mountain 
lovers and, indeed, most people. The 
Mischabel wall above Saas-Fee, how-
ever, loses nothing in comparison: 
four vast mountains linked by a tenu-
ous ridge, which fill the skyline from 
every viewpoint.

Zermatt and Saas-Fee are the 
twin poles of this guide; poles apart 
maybe, but united in the mountains 
that surround them and the quality 
of the walking opportunities. United 
too in the absence of cars, which are 
confined to large car parks outside the 
resorts. Numerous lifts and mountain 

Entering Zmutt village (Walk 4)

 
INTRODUCTION

Flower meadows high above the Saas valley
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Walk 1 – The Trift gorge and Hotel du Trift

 
WALK 1

The Trift gorge and Hotel du Trift

From the church in the centre of Zermatt turn south and 
after 100 metres turn right onto Schälpmattgasse. After a 
further 150 metres turn right again onto a path leading 
out of the village and across pastures. After 15min turn 
right again towards the Trift gorge, and after 30min you 
will reach a path junction at 1800m just above a bridge 
(where the alternative ascent joins) crossing from the 
other side of the Triftbach stream.3

Alternatively, this point on the route can be accessed 
from the main street nearer the station. Find the small 
street called Chrum, 150 metres north of the church. This 
turns into Triftweg and climbs past chalets. After 15min 

Start/finish	 Zermatt, 1620m
Distance	 8km
Total ascent/descent	 720m
Grade	 2
Time	 4hr
Max altitude	 Trift, 2337m
Refreshments	 Edelweiss restaurant and hotel at Alterhaupt, Hotel du 

Trift

The ascent of the Trift gorge with its two mountain restaurants is one of the 
classic walks from Zermatt, and it is accessible directly from the centre of 
the town. The gorge carries the Triftbach stream down in a series of cascades 
from its origins in the Triftgletscher high above, while the welcoming 
berghotel at Trift stands within a beautiful grassy hanging valley surrounded 
by a bowl of higher peaks. The route is accessed from the middle of town 
and works its way up the always-interesting gorge with ever-grander views 
emerging as height is gained.

The main descent described here reverses the outward route 
(recommended after a long lunch). Or if you prefer, you can take one of the 
alternative but harder paths to make a circular route.

From here on 
the climb passes 

through the gorge.

you leave the town and the path climbs to the bridge over 
the Triftbach and joins the main route at the 1800m path 
junction (30min).

Climb steadily, but steeply, as the path threads 
among large rocks, sometimes close to the stream, to 
reach Alterhaupt and the Edelweiss restaurant (1961m, 
1hr 5min).

In summer 2019 a raging torrent of water and mud 
rushed down the gorge causing significant dam-
age and alarm in the town. It was caused by the 
sudden outflow of an underground lake that had 
formed beneath the Trift glacier following several 

The path climbs 
alongside the 
Triftbach in the gorge
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hot months. Such deluges are becoming increas-
ingly common and dangerous in mountain regions 
throughout the world. In this case the route was 
quickly repaired, but it is likely that the path will 
require further work in the future.

From the Edelweiss Restaurant continue up, at first 
on a gentle incline, through a lightly wooded area that 
becomes steeper, keeping close to the stream for a while. 
Climb away from the stream to surmount a large rock, 
then return to the stream to pass water flow control instal-
lations and cross the Triftbach to climb onto the north 
bank. About 100m below the berghotel, you will spot the 
Swiss flag encouraging you onwards and upwards before 
you arrive at the Hotel du Trift (2337m, 2hr 15min).

The Hotel du Trift (2337m) was built in 1900 in the 
same style as an earlier hotel that was destroyed by 
a huge avalanche in 1898. It has changed little over 
the years. It has space for 19 in rooms and 30 in 
the dormitory. It’s a classic example of the old-style 

mountain inns developed for the tourists of the 
Victorian era, but it now serves a modern clientele 
with elegance and wit. Lunch and an overnight stay 
are recommended.

To return to Zermatt reverse the ascent path, which 
takes 1hr 45min into Zermatt, after taking the opportu-
nity to refuel at the Edelweiss restaurant.

Other options from Trift
There are several options from Trift; these routes are 
Grade 3 walks involving long descents on steep moun-
tainside paths.

The welcoming 
Trift hotel
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•	 Descend via the Triftwang–Spiss path into Zermatt 
(2hr 30min)

•	 Climb to Höhbalmen and return to Edelweiss on a 
steep path before dropping into Zermatt (3hr)

•	 Make an excursion to climb the Wisshorn, 2936m 
(3hr out and back from Trift, plus the descent)
For the Triftwang–Spiss descent, walk past the hotel, 

turning right and then right again after 5min. The path 
climbs and then turns east along the hillside, with tre-
mendous views, climbing gradually to a high point and 
junction at 2503m. Descend through avalanche pro-
tection to reach the open mountainside. Traverse north 
towards the Luegelbach stream and descend alongside 
it before turning towards Zermatt and entering the town 
near the Spiss area, passing above the station and con-
tinuing into Zermatt town centre through the backstreets 
(2hr 30min).

For the Höhbalmen–Alterhaupt (Edelweiss) route, 
climb left from the hotel to the Höhbalmen ‘ledge’, 
which has extensive views of all the Zermatt peaks, espe-
cially the Matterhorn. At the Höhbalmen path junction 
(2665m, 1hr 10min) turn left and descend a good but 
steep path back to the Edelweiss (2hr 20min) and then 
reverse the initial ascent route into Zermatt (3hr).

For the Wisshorn route, follow signs for the 
Mettelhorn. After climbing for 1hr, turn right at a path 
junction at about 2700m and traverse for 500 metres. 
Take a left turn and climb to two small buildings (one for 
sheep, the other presumably for their handlers). At this 
point the route to the 2936m Wisshorn summit is clear, 
passing up a broad ridge with some serious avalanche 
protection on either side. It’s a strange place and steeper 
than it looks. The summit views are excellent. You can 
descend the same way you came up, or at the two build-
ings turn left and drop down through a line of avalanche 
protection to join the Spiss descent near the 2503m junc-
tion. The direct descent to Zermatt via the hotel is pref-
erable (3hr round trip to the Wisshorn plus 1hr 40min 
descent to Zermatt).

 
WALK 2

Ascent of the Mettelhorn and Platthorn from Trift

Start	 Trift, 2337m
Alternative start	 Zermatt, 1620m
Finish	 Zermatt, 1620m
Distance	 14.5km (18.5km from Zermatt)
Total ascent	 1280m (2000m from Zermatt)
Total descent	 2000m
Grade	 4
Time	 7hr 30min (9hr 45min from Zermatt)
Max altitude	 Mettelhorn summit, 3406m; Platthorn, 3345m
Refreshments	 Hotel du Trift, Edelweiss restaurant at Alterhaupt on the 

descent
Warning	 The short névé and glacier section requires crampons 

all season. If there is snow on the glacier and summit 
sections of the route, an ice axe will be needed – check 
with the Hotel du Trift.

This is certainly the best summit walk in the Zermatt region: a fine day out 
that takes walking as far as it can go without becoming mountaineering. The 
summit of the Mettelhorn is a magnificent viewpoint over the entire valley, 
taking in the sharp ridges of the nearby 4506m Weisshorn and across to the 
Dom and Täschhorn and north to the Bernese Oberland. The Zinalrothorn 
and Ober Gabelhorn are close by to the west.

This long, high walk has three sections that require care: a scree 
approach to the Furggji col; a short section higher on the glacier approach 
to the Mettelhorn, which is likely to be icy; and the final steep pull to 
Mettelhorn’s sharp, rocky summit.

The route also climbs the Platthorn, which needs no special equipment, 
although the final climb to the summit may be an even steeper climb than 
that of the Mettelhorn. The full route described here climbs both peaks – if 
the Mettelhorn is omitted the route will be 1hr shorter.

The route starts from the Hotel du Trift, saving the 2hr climb from Zermatt 
and allowing an overnight in this famous mountain hotel. It is possible to do 
the full route from Zermatt in a single day – but at around 10hr walking with 
2000m of ascent and descent, this would be only for the very tough walker.


