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SOW: The Swiss Six Days 

Peter Ross 

Eating one's egg and bacon in the Walliserhof Hotel, plumb in the middle of 
Zermatt, one couldn't help look out the window and notice an intermittent 
procession of orienteers punching the control across the yard. They looked wet 
and bedraggled. The rain was heavier than it looked. Certainly made sense to 
continue with some excellent bread and jam. So I did. Jillyan had another bowl of 
muesli. 

It was still raining, but not too bad actually, when it became our turn to run the 
Zermatt urban. Half way round Jillyan spotted a cunning route choice involving 
running down some stairs. A bit of a problem when she discovered a set of steel 
doors at the top, and a bit of a bloody miracle when they opened automatically for 
her - as did a similar set of doors at the bottom.  

Day two was to be our first taste of the mountains. It was drizzling down in the 
valley in Zermatt. We took the cable car up high to the assembly area above the 
clouds. Sadly the start was actually below us and back in the cloud, as indeed 
was the finish and the rest of the course. I messed about for a long while in said 
cloud before getting to the first control, Jillyan did much better in what was an 
excellent complex area. Very grateful for the mint tea and energy bar supplied at 
download. 

The third day was a poser for the organisers: the event planned for the day was 
to be at a very high altitude. The weather forecast however was dreadful so day 
three was swapped for day five which was merely at a medium altitude. We had 
8.30 ish starts which meant catching the 7.00am cog railway from Zermatt. Come 
the day it was raining and cold. The obvious thing to do was call in a sickie but we 
caught the train anyway. It was packed. We broke through one layer of cloud as 
we got to the top so the rain reduced to drizzle and the visibility became fair to 
middling. Even better, there was a restaurant serving tea and coffee. We saw 
hundreds making their way to the start. No escape then. It turned out that the 
terrain wasn't too complex and the planner was overly kind - the controls 
appeared on the top of hills and on the friendly side of knolls. Very grateful for the 
complimentary hibiscus tea and energy bar at the finish all the same. 

Crawling back to the hotel we couldn't help but notice that the church bells in 
Zermatt chimed the first line of "three blind mice" each quarter hour, but they 
never continued to "see how they run" despite the number of orienteers in town. 
(Make mental note: remind organisers of Swiss 2016 to sort their clocks out). 

Looking at yesterday's results it seemed that the winner spent less time doing all 
the controls than I lost on my errors. 10 minutes less actually. Something to aim 
for in the future I guess. And no, I wasn't last. 

Rest day, and alleluia it wasn't raining. The Matterhorn was visible and not a 
cloud in the sky. We took the tunnel train - the whole thing is built at sixty degrees 
to the vertical - up high. We then took the ski lift higher, and then the gondola up 
higher still. It was so high that some people ran off the edge at the top and 
paraglided all the way down to Zermatt. One big danger they faced were the 
helicopters and their huge dangling buckets of ready mix concrete they were 
carrying up to the construction sites on the mountainside. It would jolly well hurt 
bumping into one of them I can tell you. 



We walked down rather than flew. It was a garden of alpine flowers. Beautiful. 
Half way through the afternoon there was thunder and lightning and more rain. 

Day four. Raining again. The assembly area could be accessed either by a train 
and a forty minute walk or the tunnel train followed by two ski lifts and a twenty 
minute walk. We went for the latter, and arrived with just 10 nail biting minutes to 
spare. The area was complex and very steep. I nearly bumped into a roaming 
paramedic with a hi-vis jacket and a first aid box. That would have been a stupid 
injury. Someone else had to be taken off by helicopter. Perhaps he or she had 
collided into a first aid man. More likely, judging from the PA which began urging 
us not to step on a slippy rocks, the poor unfortunate probably stepped on a 
slippy rock. By then, of course, the only real means of avoiding slippy rocks had 
flown off to Zermatt A&E with a slippy rock victim. 

The event was classed as middle distance but most people finished on empty. 
Turns out the climb was understated by 30/40 percent, but the rain had cleared 
up. You can't have everything. Very grateful for the mint tea and energy bar. 
Especially the energy bar. I had a closer look - it was made by Farmers and was 
citron flavoured. 

There was excitement at the cable car jump-on point on the way back involving a 
mum with a large carry cot complete with small baby. The cable cars were tiny 
and by the time the mum manoeuvred the carry cot through the narrow doors it 
seemed that she hadn't given herself enough time or space to get inside too. A 
huge queue was forced to contemplate the thought of a tiny infant in its cot being 
whisked up into the skies all alone. Abandoned, as if some sacrifice to the god of 
steel cables and immensely powerful 3 phase electric motors. But phew, the mum 
jumped in just as the doors shut. But then horror returned to the queue as we 
watched her looking helplessly out the back window as the next logistical heart 
stopper unfurled, this time 
starring her elder daughter, a 
very young sister and a large 
wheel chair. They made it, 
and we all shuffled forward 
as if nothing had happened. 

Day five. Now this was the 
one. The sun was shining 
and the event, dominated by 
the Matterhorn, was at an 
altitude of 3,000 metres. The 
terrain had only just emerged 
from beneath a glacier. No 
plants at all except for a very 
few startlingly blue gentians, 
and there were large patches 
of snow to run through. I had 
a very nice cafe milch in the 
restaurant and a terrible run. Jillyan had a Lipton's tea and a flier. Just goes to 
show. 

The sun was still shining but the preferred cable car conked out for the return 
journey leaving us a choice of (a) an extended cable car route with a two hour 



queue or (b) a couple of short cable car rides plus a hike with a 700m drop but no 
queue. We decide to go for option (b) and a piece of chocolate and an energy 
bar. What's not to like? 

There was a problem with day six. In order to make our flight back to Manchester 
we would have had to start our run at 8.00am having caught the 6.00am cable 
car, then trust for an error free run, and a problem free homeward bound cable 
car. The second option was a nine o'clock breakfast and every chance of making 
our train connections to Zurich. We chose the breakfast option. And eating one's 
egg and bacon in the Walliserhof one couldn't help but notice that outside it was 
raining heavily. 

Whatever the weather, and I'm pretty sure that we were unlucky, the event 
provided every competitor with exciting terrain in daring locations, and the Swiss 
organisers and helpers worked hard to look after us and make us feel welcome. 
So, for example, there were always water/first aid stations in the competition 
area, there was a standby emergency helicopter, a restaurant at assembly, and 
the equivalent of tea and a biscuit at download. Not bad really. The next SOW will 
be in 2016 and well worth considering. 
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