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When it’s not hosting global political leaders, Davos in 
Switzerland makes the ideal starting point for this stunning 
ride that tackles two spectacularly contrasting climbs
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pencil-thin clock towers and cobbled town squares. It’s 
here, in the village of Brail, where we stop for lunch on 
a restaurant terrace overlooking a deep gorge and the 
River Inn. The Albulapass is behind us, our waitresses 
are wearing sunny smiles and traditional milkmaid’s 
costumes, and all seems well with the world. But then  
two things happen to threaten the mood. 

First, my co-rider and local MTB instructor Michael  
has ordered a plate of Brennesselspätzli, and neither he  
nor our support driver Nuot can adequately explain what  
it is beyond ‘something between pasta and potato’.  
We seek clarification from the restaurant’s only English-
language menu, but this doesn’t elaborate any further than: 
‘Homemade Spätzli’. I order the prawn rigatoni instead.

The second thing is when I ask about the Flüelapass, 
and can tell instantly from Michael’s furrowed brow that 
it is going to be a different tectonic kettle of fish from the 
Albula. ‘It’s steep at the bottom, then goes on forever,’  

Left: The final hairpins 
on the descent of the 
Albulapass lead to 
the River Inn and the 
Engadin valley

Previous pages: 
Approaching the top 
of the Albulapass. 
The railway line that 
shadows the route 
has taken the easy, 
subterranean option

I ask my co-rider 
about the Flüelapass. 
He says, ‘It’s steep at 
the bottom, then goes  
on forever. Then it  
gets steep again. And 
just goes on and on’ 

ompared with the picture postcard 
scenery of the Albulapass, the nearby 
Flüelapass is its no-nonsense, get-to-
the-point cousin. It’s not ugly exactly, 
but it’s more Mickey Rourke than Johnny 
Depp – rugged, uncompromising and 
not an encounter you’re likely to forget 
in a hurry.

They are barely 20km apart and  
both rise to over 2,300m in a far-flung 
corner of Switzerland famous for winter 

sports and celebrity visitors. Halfway up the first, electric 
trains criss-cross fast-flowing rivers on 100-year-old stone 
viaducts. Halfway up the second, a distant glacier glints  
in the late afternoon sunshine, promising visual treasure 
that never quite materialises. 

They are linked by the Engadin valley, where forests  
of fir and larch trees look down upon a raging river,  
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Tour de Toblerone
Sink your teeth into Cyclist’s Swiss ride
From Davos take the Funtauna road to Wiesen and then Alvaneu, where the climbing 
begins. Head to Filisur, through Bergün and prepare for the Albulapass. Once down the 
other side, turn left at La Punt Chamues-ch towards Zernez and on to Susch and the 
Flüelapass. Davos is now in your sights. (See tinyurl.com/pe46p8k to download the map)

Total distance: 
114km

Total elevation: 
2,800m

he offers between mouthfuls of spätzli (which I’m  
still no nearer to identifying). ‘Then it gets steep  
again. And just goes on and on.’ 

I try to find a morsel of comfort by asking how  
long the climb is. He and Nuot confer before he  
answers: ‘About 15 kilometres. With a vertical  
climb of 900 metres.’ He spits out this final detail  
with unconcealed disgust. Suddenly I’ve gone off  
the idea of dessert. I order a double espresso instead. 

‘We had some journalists doing a similar ride last 
month, and some of them got the train back to Davos  
from here,’ says Nuot. I don’t know whether this is  
a thinly veiled taunt or kindly invitation. Nuot is a  
hulking, 1.92 metre-tall part-time ski instructor who  
is the head of media for the local tourist office. His 
nonchalantly disdainful manner reminds me of a less 
sweary Malcolm Tucker from The Thick Of It. I know  
he’ll regard me as a cat-loving aromatherapist who  
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smells of fennel if I opt for the train. I’ve already been 
pedalling on eggshells since he told me last night: ‘You 
journalists ask stupid questions sometimes. You always 
ask, “How many tourists will visit here next week?”  
That’s not a story, that’s statistics.’ 

So I’m not going to let the honourable tradition of 
British journalism down. I’m not going to give in to  
my inner trainspotter, no matter how enticing those 
whistling, bright-red Swiss mountain trains are. And  
I’m definitely not going to ask how old that church tower  
is or how long this valley is. I’m going to tell a story. And  
it begins several hours earlier back in Davos…

City in the sky
Davos looks modern and ugly without a blanket of 
snow covering it, but it has several claims to fame. Its 
population of 13,000 makes it, by Swiss criteria, a city and, 
at 1,560m above sea level, that makes it the highest city 
in Europe. Its convention centre hosts the annual World 

‘Wiggle Honda were training 
here last month and there 
was almost a problem when a 
Porsche driver got impatient’

Cyclist tackles the 
lower ramps of 
the climb to the 
Albulapass, where  
the pine and larch  
scent is good for  
burning lungs
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Economic Forum, which attracts leading politicians and 
businessmen. ‘Bill Clinton arrived by train,’ recalls Nuot 
matter-of-factly. In 1933, the first stage of the inaugural 
Tour de Suisse finished here. And in September, a new  
high-end sportive called the Etape Suisse will take place  
on the very roads we will be riding.

‘That will be interesting,’ says Nuot. ‘Bunch riding  
is illegal in Switzerland without a permit from the police. 
Team Wiggle Honda were out here training last month  
and there was almost a problem when a Porsche driver  
got rather impatient.’

Fortunately, there will be only Michael and me on 
today’s ride, so we shouldn’t have to worry about being 
arrested for blocking Switzerland’s sportscar drivers. 
However, I might have to worry about keeping up with 
Michael when I learn he is due to host a training course  
for 17 elite mountain bike instructors at the weekend.

The rider’s ride
Giant Defy 1, £999, giant-bicycles.com
Not the usual top-end steed  
for a Cyclist ride, but the local 
bike hire store didn’t have the 
promised Specialized Roubaix 
in my size, so they improvised 
with this chunky, triple-ring 
workhorse. To be fair, when 
you tip the scales at 90kg 
following three bowls of 
muesli at breakfast, you’ve  
no right to complain about  
the aluminium frame and 
entry-level wheelset being 
slightly on the heavy side,  
nor it having one more 
chainring than necessary. 

The bike did its job well 
enough, and what it lacked in 
stiffness it made up for with  
a comfortable, road-softening 
ride. However, the wheels 
made it feel as if I was riding 
through treacle on the sections 
of flat where I struggled to 
keep up with Mike’s fierce 
pace. I was aware every time  
I stood up to stamp down  
some power that I wasn’t  
being propelled forward  
with the same velocity I’ve 
become accustomed to  
from high-end carbon bikes.

Right: The climb up to 
the Albulapass heads 
under a succession of 
UNESCO-protected 
stone railway viaducts

Below: Cyclist and 
co-rider Michael go for 
the intermediate sprint 
points on the cobbled 
streets of Bergün

The road surface turns 
to cobbles and slants 
upwards through a 
warren of stone and 
timber buildings

We head out of town – sorry, the ‘city’ – on a fast,  
wide road that follows a railway line and river down  
into the Landwasser valley. It’s an easy, exhilarating  
warm-up that takes us into the 2.7km Landwasser  
tunnel (well illuminated unlike many of its French  
and Italian counterparts) and through pretty villages  
full of flower-bedecked balconies, pastel-coloured  
shutters and ornate clock towers. 

In the distance, the snowy peak of the Tinzenhorn 
reminds us there’s some serious climbing to come, but for 
the next 20km we have an opportunity to stretch our legs 
and gulp down lungfuls of pure Alpine air. We then turn 
left onto a well-surfaced but narrow lane that plunges 
steeply down to the railway and river before starting its 
almost imperceptible climb towards the Albulapass. 

By the time the valley walls have closed in on us, the 
gradient has asserted itself and I’m out of the saddle. 
Another river is crashing through the gorge to our  
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right, though its roaring subsides as the road snakes 
upwards towards a distant chink in the wall of rock 
above us. Once through this gap, a whole new panorama 
of rolling pastures, dense forests and rugged peaks is 
revealed. In the middle of this natural amphitheatre is  
the village of Bergün, where the road surface turns to 
cobbles and slants upwards through a warren of stone  
and timber buildings. 

I stop at a fountain in the shadow of one of the region’s 
thin church spires and top up my bidon. From source 
to point of consumption is probably just a few hundred 
metres, which explains why it tastes more refreshing than 
any other water I’ve ever drunk. 

When it snows the 
whole 6km route 
is turned into one 
big, floodlit sledge 
run. I decide 
I’d like to come 
back here for my 
winter holidays

The top of the 
Albulapass is  
just around this  
corner, or is it…?

Peak of engineering
The road continues up with its ever-present companion 
– a river – tumbling alongside it in the opposite direction. 
We are also rejoined by the Swiss mountain railway, and a 
feat of engineering so daring it’s been listed as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site. It’s a series of soaring stone viaducts 
and curving tunnels that allow the railway to defeat the 
mountain’s steepness by spiralling upwards in 360° circles 
like a corkscrew. ‘It can be confusing for the passengers,’ 
says Michael. ‘You go into a tunnel with a view on one side, 
only to come out and find it’s now on the other side.’

And the railway isn’t just some quaint, once-a-day 
tourist attraction. It’s a fully functioning transport link  
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for the remote villages in this part of Switzerland.  
In winter, the Alpine snow means it’s the only link. 

Meanwhile, another mode of transport is causing us 
some anxiety. ‘Trottinets!’ scowls Michael as a succession 
of teenagers go flying downhill. He’s referring to the 
‘kick bikes’ – or scooters – they are riding. They look like 
skateboards with two 16-inch wheels attached and an 
upturned broom handle for steering. Like me, he’s a little 
nervous every time one of the adolescent pilots takes  
a hand off the ‘broom handle’ to wave at us. But the  
stream of teenagers is endless. ‘Trottinetting’ is a popular 
summer activity here, with the train being used to ferry 
riders and machines up the mountain.

‘It’s different in winter,’ says Michael. ‘Then the road is 
closed and it’s the turn of the Schlitten’ – or toboggan. The 
whole 6km route is turned into one big, floodlit sledge run. 
I decide I’d like to come back here for my winter holidays.

At Preda, the road flattens briefly as the railway vanishes 
into a tunnel for the rest of its journey to distant towns 
on the Swiss-Italian border. We, however, must continue 
climbing. The road goes on for another 10km to the pass. 
The valley has opened up again, displaying its forests, lakes 
and lofty crags. As we round one final bend, we spot some 
familiar but faded exhortations on the asphalt, ‘Go Fabu!’ 
and ‘Alba!’, referring to Switzerland’s most famous current 
riders, Fabian Cancellara and Michael Albasini. This route 
is a regular fixture in the Tour de Suisse. 

From the gasthaus at the summit the road flattens  
out and threads its way past lakes and through fields of 

My riding partner has 
ridden the length of 
the Andes, and yet he’s 
still nervous about  
the climb to come

Far left: The descent 
from the Albulapass  
is fast and traffic free

Left and above: Cyclist 
jostles for position at 
the start of the steep 
climb to the Flüelapass, 
with the town of Susch 
in the background

The Flüelapass
Forewarned is forearmed, and all that…
The fearsome Flüelapass can be tackled either from Davos or Susch. We rode from  
the Susch side and from here it wastes no time ramping up to the steep side of 10% and 
remains cruelly consistent for the 13km duration. An initial succession of steep hairpins 
gives way to a long, exposed traverse with the Grialetsch glacier emerging on the left 
and an almost ever-present headwind. Regularly featured in the Tour de Suisse, the 
Flüelapass has also cropped up in the Giro d’Italia roadbook.

wild flowers where cows raise a lazy eye in our direction 
but continue their idle chewing. A succession of steep 
hairpins takes us down to the valley floor and the town  
of La Punt, where we make a left turn and follow the  
course of the river Inn. 

Clocks, churches, lunch
By now I’m hoping each pretty little village we pass 
through will be our lunch stop, but there’s no sign of Nuot 
and photographer Juan, who have driven ahead of us, so 
we keep on pedalling. Despite my gnawing calorific deficit, 
I manage to take some photographs of the decorative 
symbols adorning many of the buildings we pass. I hope 
Michael or Nuot will be able to decipher them over lunch. 

I’m also curious about all the clock and church towers 
that come in a wide variety of sizes and girths – ranging 
from tall and slender to square and squat – and are topped 
with either pointed spires or bulbous domes. My intrigue  
is dampened slightly by the cobbles we are riding over  

Starting point: Susch 
Distance: 13km 
Elevation gain: 957m 
Summit height: 2,383m 
Average gradient: 7.4%
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that render my photographs smudgy blurs and the  
worry that Nuot will find my questions stupid anyway.

In fact, he doesn’t. Over his plate of the mysterious 
Spätzli at our lunch stop, he expertly dissects the three 
symbols I’d noticed above the doorways of many houses 
we’d passed. The cross is from the flag of the region we 
are in; the animal – a goat – represents the valley; and the 
scary-looking bearded figure wearing a loin cloth and 
carrying a recently uprooted tree is the Wildmannli – ‘Wild 
man of the forest’ – whose main purpose appears to be to 
ensure none of the local children get a restful night’s sleep.

‘So what about the clock towers?’ I ask. ‘Why are  
some of them so thin?’ Nuot lets out a weary sigh and  
says, ‘We don’t have as much money as you Brits to  
build a Big Ben in every town.’

I suspect I may have strayed into the territory of being  
a nosey journalist so turn my attention to Michael instead.  
His distressing description of what awaits us after lunch  
is especially disheartening coming from him. He and his 
wife once cycled the length of the Chilean Andes on a 
tandem, taking blizzards, rainstorms, altitude sickness  
and even a volcanic eruption in their stride. And yet here 
he is looking cowed at the prospect of a summer’s day 

Why are the clock towers so 
thin? Nuot sighs. ‘We don’t 
have as much money as you to 
build a Big Ben in every town’

Above: The road 
snaking into the  
valley below gives just  
a hint of the steepness
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ride in the Alps. When I ask why, he merely shrugs  
his shoulders and says, ‘You’ll see.’

There’s still 10km to go before we arrive at the foot of the 
Flüelapass, and I selfishly spend most of these on Michael’s 
wheel. The suspense is killing me, and I’m preparing for 
the worst by conserving as much energy as possible. 

By the time we arrive at the village of Susch, the  
valley has been reduced to a narrow strip hemmed in  
by soaring sentinels of rock. Disconcertingly, the steep 
rock face blotting out the sky to our left appears to have  
a road zig-zagging up it. This is the start of the climb,  
an abrupt jolt to the senses and digestive system as the  
road rears up in a succession of 10% and 12% ramps.

At one point there isn’t enough mountainside to 
accommodate the curve and gradient of the road, so those 
dastardly Swiss engineers have built what is effectively 
a horseshoe-shaped motorway flyover in the middle of 
the Alpine forest. It seems that there’s no natural obstacle 
that can’t be conquered by the ingenuity of Switzerland’s 

graffiti I spot appears to be the illegible, unfinished scrawl 
of a long-lost touring cyclist who ran out of hope.

Eventually I lever myself out of the saddle, feeling the 
full force of the wind against my body, and grind through 
the gears. Michael latches on to my wheel and soon we 
reach the hut that marks the summit. 

A load of spätzli
I’m freezing now, my extra layers are in the car with Nuot, 
and he’s nowhere to be seen. I’m not relishing the prospect 
of a 10km descent without my gilet and armwarmers. 

2,800
metres climbed

114
kilometres cycled

5
railway viaducts encountered

 12
trains spotted

1,560
altitude in metres of Davos, 
the highest ‘city’ in Europe

23
suicidal scooter riders coming 
down the Albulapass

By the 
numbers
Every stat tells a story

advice on disc versus rim brakes.’ There is, he says,  
only one kilometre to go. 

Of course, this final kilometre drags on and on. The 
sky has clouded over and the dense forests of fir and larch 
trees have given way to bare rock and threadbare patches 
of grass. The road twists back and forth and the wind is 
unrelenting. In an attempt to distract my brain from the 
abuse being sent to it by my neurotransmitters, I scan the 
road for traces of graffiti. The Flüelapass has previously 
featured in the Giro, most memorably in 1995 when Swiss 
rider Tony Rominger went on to top the GC. But the only 

There isn’t enough mountainside to accommodate 
the road, so those dastardly Swiss engineers have 
built a motorway flyover in the middle of the forest

Above and above right: 
The Flüelapass in all its 
rugged, desolate glory

transport planners, and I’m not sure whether I should  
be celebrating or bemoaning this fact. 

After these initial steep switchbacks, and exactly as 
Michael had described, the road straightens and wriggles 
off up the side of the mountain for as far as the eye can see. 
And exactly as he had warned, it appears to go on forever. 

Its gradient is manageable and constant at least, though 
the sudden advent of a stiff headwind does nothing to 
ease our efforts. There’s a deepening valley to our left, and 
a patch of white glinting in the distance – the Grialetsch 
glacier. Just when we think it’s finally within touching 
distance, our trajectory veers right into another sequence 
of steep hairpins. These take us away from the glacier 
and up into a new valley, this one even more barren and 
desolate looking than the one we’ve just left. 

The wind has really whipped up now and we take  
turns at the front. As I let Michael through after one  
heart-busting stint, he mutters a phrase only marginally 
less wonderful than ‘Scarlett Johansson wants your  
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Damn Herr Tücker – is this some sort of  revenge for my 
question about the clock towers? Or maybe it’s all the fuss 
about the spätzli? I should have just kept my mouth shut 
and called it gnocchi.

A bit further on is the support car, Juan having wanted 
to recce a location further down the road. I’m shivering, 
and pull on every bit of clothing I can find. I also find an 
uneaten Swiss snack in my back pocket. Its name perfectly 
sums up how I’m feeling: ‘Knäckebrot’.

It’s a long, sweeping plunge down to Davos. The final 
couple of kilometres take us past a golf course, luxury 
hotels, the city’s convention centre, which has been  
graced by presidents and prime ministers, and a branch 
of Aldi. The contrast between opulence and thrift is as 
striking as the difference between the mountain passes  
we have just conquered.
Trevor Ward is a freelance journalist who remains in 
contact with the Swiss Malcolm Tucker in a bid to solve 
the mystery of spätzli once and for all

How we got there
Planes, trains and bicycles for hire

TRAvEL
The nearest airport is Zurich. 
There are regular trains from 
the airport to Davos (change  
at Zurich Hauptbahnhof and 
Landquart), and bikes are 
permitted on trains. 
Information and timetables  
at sbb.ch. It’s worth buying  
a Swiss Transfer Ticket from 
the Switzerland Travel Centre 
(myswitzerland.com) in 
advance, as this can save you 
money on a long distance 
transfer such as Zurich–Davos.

AccommoDATIoN
We stayed at the Hotel Grischa 
(hotelgrischa.ch), which is 
directly opposite Davos Platz 
railway station. Bed and 
breakfast for two starts at 
CHF220 (approx £145) per 
night. The hotel has bike 
storage, serves an extensive 
buffet breakfast and washes 
bike kit for free. The more 

expensive half-board option  
is good value, including an 
excellent four-course dinner. 
Or there’s a Spar supermarket 
selling sandwiches on your 
right just past the train station.

BIkES
If you’d rather not take your 
own bike, road bikes are 
available for hire from the 
Specialized Concept store  
at Ivans Velo Sport, 22 
Talstrasse, Davos. Email:  
info@ivs-davos.ch

ThANkS
Thanks to Nuot Lietha of 
Davos-Klosters Tourism 
(davos.ch), Michael Wild  
of Davos Bike Academy 
(bike-academy.ch) and the 
organisers of the Etape Suisse 
(etapesuisse.com) for their 
help in organising our trip.  
The next Etape Suisse takes 
place in September 2015.
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I find an uneaten Swiss  
snack in my back pocket. Its 
name perfectly sums up how 
I’m feeling: ‘Knäckebrot’

Below: Halfway up  
the Flüelapass climb 
and the day’s work  
is nearly over

Right: One of the 
typical Swiss clock 
towers Cyclist was  
scared of asking our 
tour guide about
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