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HUR — It was a typical outing on a pleasant Sunday
afternoon in Chur, the oldest city in Switzerland
and the capital of its largest canton, Graubünden.
Friends and I took a cable car and gondola up Bram-
brüesch Mountain and then hiked across a hillside
for several hours, following meandering routes
through fields of heidelberries and along ridges

with sweeping views of the Alps. The clinking of cowbells rang out
across the valley and the spicy scent of alpine herbs hung in the air. 

After a refreshing drink in a mountain hamlet accessible only by
foot or chairlift, we ended the excursion with a high-speed toboggan
run (on a metal track) down to a village in the valley and caught a
public bus back to the city, a total loop of about 15 miles. 

Not every hike ends with a 1.9-mile plunge down a mountain on
what is considered the world’s longest toboggan run, where you drop
1,500 feet in just seven to 10 minutes. One of the most extensive
signposted trail networks in the world made it possible for us to do it
without getting lost.

The SwitzerlandMobility program, launched last year, has incor-
porated standardized, easy-to-read signposts throughout the country
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Signposts take walkers
everywhere and deter

other modes of transport Hiking to the Heidelberger Hütte near the Swiss-Austrian border.
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BRASSTOWN — We needed a name.
There were eight of us in the band, and
we were staring down a recital in five

days, when
we would

play an instrument we barely knew
how to hold, let alone coax pretty
sounds from.

We were a sight, all right. The lone
New Englander, I was also the only
male among six Southern women —
most of them in their 60s, in varying
shades of gray and L’Oreal — with a
kooky Alaskan woman thrown in for
good measure. I turned 31 that week.

It was April, and we were tucked
away at the John C. Campbell Folk
School in this pastoral blip on the map
about two hours from Asheville, Knox-
ville, Tenn., and Atlanta. We were here
for a beginning autoharp class, and at
the end of the week, we would be on-
stage facing an audience of 100 as part
of a student exhibition. The pressure
was on. Was ‘‘Amazing Grace’’ beyond

our grasp? Definitely. But first, a name
for this ragtag group.

I called it early on: James and the
Golden Girls, a charming reference
that played well to our aging demo-
graphic and reflected that most of these
nurturing women reminded me of my
late Grandma Hazel. (Besides, I figured
Jimmy and the Hellcat Grannies would
never fly.)

The notion of attending an Appa-
lachian folk school, especially for city
slickers, conjures plenty of punch lines:
campfire sing-alongs, toothless locals,
patchouli-scented hippies, and senior
discounts. My friends, of course, gave
me all sorts of grief for the class I chose.
‘‘Autoharp?’’ someone said, eyebrows
arched. ‘‘Oh, yeah. Like they play in the
movie ‘A Mighty Wind,’ right?’’ 

OK, when you’re at a camp to learn
to play a stringed instrument you hold
close to your cheek to relish its vibra-
tions, that’s a fair ribbing. But I was
wildly attracted to the idea of acquiring
a skill that the rest of society probably KEATHER WEIDEMAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

The author puts in practice time outside school.

An Appalachian adventure
requiring . . . an autoharp?
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for local, regional, and national
routes. The network covers more
than 12,000 miles of land and
water routes: 3,914 miles of trails
for hikers; 5,281 miles for road
bikers; 2,050 miles for mountain
bikers; 683.5 miles for inline
skaters; and 250 miles for canoe-
ists. Routes are typically num-
bered and color-coded based on
the sport — green for hiking, red
for mountain biking, and so on —
with the exception of some local
routes that use red-and-white
striped markers.

‘‘We developed Switzerland-
Mobility for three reasons,’’ Fredi
von Gunten, chief executive offi-
cer of the organization, ex-
plained. ‘‘To advance the idea of
human-powered mobility as an
important contribution to [peo-
ple’s] health, to show people the
most beautiful places in Switzer-
land without motorized vehicles,
and, last but not least, to protect
the environment.’’

These trails are linked to
thousands of miles of public
transportation options, from
electric trains to fuel-efficient
buses and other green alterna-
tives. All of these routes existed,
but outdoors enthusiasts had to
consult many guidebooks, web-
sites, or visitors bureaus to piece
together route information. Now,
information for all of the net-
work’s routes is posted on Switz-
erlandMobility’s new website,
SwitzerlandMobility.ch. Choose
your sport and you can look up
routes in any of the country’s 26
cantons, selecting day or multi-
day trips and picking your pre-
ferred conditions (easy, medium,
difficult, or ‘‘unimportant’’). 

For each route, you typically
will find a trail description and
difficulty rating, a printable topo-
graphic map, a timetable for lo-
cal transportation options, lodg-
ing recommendations, signpost
information, notable facts about
towns or sites along the route,
and even a trail profile, which
shows elevation loss and gain ov-
er the miles. Bike routes include
information on rentals and
shops, and canoe routes list local
canoe clubs and rental informa-
tion, if available.

Or, you can use an interactive
map that gives a big-picture, at-a-
glance look at the trails nation-
wide, with short route descrip-
tions and overviews. This helped
me narrow the field and choose a
particular region to visit. 

I headed for Chur (pro-
nounced coor), a city I had

passed through on previous visits
but had never explored. It serves
as the ideal base camp, sitting at
the crossroads of several big mo-
torways and train junctions, and
offering easy access to world-re-
nowned ski and outdoor havens
like Davos, St. Moritz, and Klos-
ters. The stunning Lenzerheide
Valley, where I had gone on the
hiking and tobogganing loop,
was just south of the city and of-
fered miles of hiking and moun-
tain biking trails.

My second day in Chur, two
friends and I rented bikes from
the train station, took a PostBus
20 minutes up the valley (virtual-
ly all buses in Switzerland have
bike racks on the back), and did a
20-mile bicycle loop from the vil-
lage of Valbella to the sleepy,
white-washed village of Lain. En
route, we pedaled on wide dirt
roads along mountainsides,
down paved bike paths beside
Lake Heidsee, and through small
villages and residential areas, fol-
lowing the number 602 bike
route and other numbered mark-
ers along the way. 

Although the routes were well
marked, we had a little trouble
staying on track because we
didn’t understand an important
trail-marker rule: If you’re fol-
lowing a mountain bike route,
like the 602, you will not find a
marker at every intersection,
junction, or bend in the road.
When you see a sign, you follow

it and continue in the same direc-
tion until you come upon an-
other signpost later in the route. 

Several bikers on a PostBus
the next day persuaded me that
navigating the bike routes wasn’t
as tricky as I thought. Robert and
Margaret Bauneister, in their late
50s, were biking from their home
in Basel in north-central Switzer-
land to Venice, a journey of about
620 miles that they planned to
complete in three weeks. 

‘‘The bike trails are all marked
and very easy to follow,’’ said
Robert Bauneister, who
confirmed that you stick to the

same route until a sign tells you
to change direction. 

Thankfully, the signposting
was never unclear on our next
adventure which took us into the
remote area of eastern Switzer-
land near the borders of Austria
and Italy. On this two-day trip,
we hiked from the village of Sam-
naun to an alpine hut a day’s
walk away and then back down
into another valley on the other
side of a mountain ridge, a total
of about 16 miles.

Only one road leads to Sam-
naun. It is narrow and often lit-
tered with pebbles and rocks,

and it has hairpin turns and
views of plunging drop-offs to the
valleys below. Bus drivers-in-
training on this hair-raising
route must observe an experi-
enced driver for three to six
months before getting behind the
wheel. When you pass through
one rocky, chiseled-out tunnel en
route, you understand why: The
bus must come to a stop inside
the tunnel and then inch its way
around a 90-degree turn to make
it through.

By the time you reach the tiny
village of Samnaun, you feel like
you have landed in another coun-
try: Residents speak a unique
German dialect, there are no
chain hotels, and it’s so removed
from the rest of Switzerland, it’s
had tax-free status since 1892.
Despite its far-flung location, the
area has more than 150 miles of
hiking trails and 50 miles of
mountain bike routes, all of
which have the standardized
SwitzerlandMobility markers.

For our final adventure, we
followed the green number 23
markers and crossed several
8,000-foot passes, dipping briefly
into Austria. The route took us
through open fields with goats

and stands of larch trees and
across barren scree fields on dirt-
packed trails. At each trail junc-
tion and pass, we found an as-
sortment of SwitzerlandMobility
signs that kept us on track.

We spent the night at the Hei-
delberger Hütte, an alpine lodge
that sits in a valley overshadowed
by jagged ridges and 10,000-foot
peaks and where the chef served
a mouthwatering meat fondue.

We continued on Route 23 the
next day, climbing out of the Fim-
bertal Valley and over a 7,800-
foot pass and then dropping
down into a lush green valley still
being carved out by a river thou-
sands of feet below. After a steady
descent that took us through the
hamlet of Griosch, we left Route
23 behind and followed local
trails to our end point, a Dutch-
run lodge with a welcoming cafe.

‘‘Some more wishes you
have?’’ the waiter said, as I took a
sip of Rivella, a popular Swiss
carbonated drink that’s sweet
and syrupy.

‘‘Only that I could stay here
longer,’’ I replied.

Kari Bodnarchuk can be reached
at travelwriter@karib.us.

Swiss point the way to go on foot, not fuel
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Hikers ascend from the village of Samnaun, and may meet a stranger or three on their way
south to the village of Griosch, in that part of Switzerland bordered by Austria and Italy.

What to do
Pradaschier Rodelbahn 
(toboggan)
011-41-0-81-356-2207 
postauto.ch (search for 
‘‘Rodelkombi Pradaschier’’)
The Swiss bus system offers a
‘‘Rodelkombi’’ ticket that in-
cludes the cable car ride, tobog-
gan run, and PostBus ride back
to Chur. Adults $28, children
$18. 
Rent A Bike
Rent-a-bike.ch (German, French)
mct.sbb.ch/mct/en/reisemarkt/
services/mobilitaet/mietvelo
.htm (English)
Rents road, mountain, and chil-
dren’s bikes at 80 train stations
across the country, including
Chur. Half day $22.50, full $30,
includes helmet. 
Free bike rental
In Zurich, Bern, and Geneva, you
can rent a city bike (or skate-
board) for free with a refundable
deposit of 20 Swiss francs, or
$18 per day, 8 a.m.-9:30 p.m.
year-round. 
Swiss Trails
011-41-0-44-450-24-34

swisstrails.ch
Organizes personalized tours on
any SwitzerlandMobility route. 
Where to stay
Chasa Nova
Südstrasse 20, Samnaun-Dorf
011-41-818-618340
chasa-nova.ch (in German)
samnaun.ch (under Holiday Apart-
ments on Accommodations page
search for ‘‘Chasa Nova’’)
A charming and contemporary
mountain lodge a block from the
main street, $81.50. 
Heidelberger Hütte 
Gronda Valley
011-43-664-425-3070
heidelbergerhuette.com/index
_eng.htm
Cozy mountain hut with incredible
fondue dinners. Dorm, private
rooms $14.50/$18, room only;
$28/$32 with breakfast, $42-
$45 with breakfast and dinner. 
Romantik Hotel Stern
Reichsgasse 11, Chur
011-41-81-258-5757
stern-chur.ch
Small, comfortable rooms; excel-
lent restaurant; $136-$263,
including buffet breakfast. 

If you go . . .

would not appreciate, or value.
Sure, I could have enrolled in a
computer class or something
beneficial to my job skills (not a
bad idea for someone who works
at a newspaper), but the more
plugged-in our culture becomes,
the more I feel myself pulling
away from it lately. I’ll gladly take
analog over digital these days. I
savored the thought of lifting my
hands from a keyboard and
putting them on 36 strings that,
when strummed, sounded like
the opening notes of a fantasy se-
quence you see in the movies.

So I headed for the hills.
Steeped in the Blue Ridge Moun-
tains, on 300 rolling acres, the
John C. Campbell is approaching
85 years of teaching students tra-
ditional folk arts ranging from
blacksmithing and basketry to
quilting, storytelling, Southern
cooking, and various music
courses (up next: building my
own fretless banjo). Geared to-
ward adults and offered year-
round, most classes last six days,
with intensive weekend courses
and day trips also available.

Even though it was built to
educate the local mountain com-
munity, the school has an indeli-
ble link to Massachusetts. Olive
Dame Campbell, who cofounded
the school in 1925 and chris-
tened it after her late husband,
grew up in West Medford and
met her spouse while he was
studying theology and education
in New England.

Everyone at camp wanted to
know why I chose the autoharp,
and I never gave a good answer. I
grew up around bluegrass musi-
cians in southern Illinois, but I
never heard the instrument until
I stumbled on some YouTube
clips of Mother Maybelle Carter,
of the fabled Carter Family, play-
ing old-time standards like
‘‘Wildwood Flower.’’ I fell in love
with the sound, but also with the

prospect of playing an instru-
ment most of my peers can’t even
visualize.

Everyone else wants to know
the same thing about my Folk
School experience: Was it all old
people? (I certainly anticipated
that would be the case when I
called to enroll and the recep-
tionist asked, for lodging pur-
poses, if I could make it up
stairs.) My particular class was
indeed mostly retired folks who
had the time and money to be
there for a week to master the
arts of wood turning, painting
floor cloths, enameling, and ka-
leidoscope-making. Many of
them were repeat customers, too,
telling me stories of how they
had taken dozens of other classes
over the years. They kept calling
it a learning vacation, and they
were right. 

You really get to know your
fellow students, starting with the

optional nature walk at 7:15
a.m., followed by MorningSong,
the daily storytelling segment full
of music and history lessons.
Breakfast, on the nose at 8:15 to
the sound of a ringing bell, is one
of three square meals served
family-style in a dining room
where you are encouraged to
meet people. Before you eat,
though, there’s a sing-along with
homespun messages like ‘‘Make
new friends, but keep the old.
One is silver, and the other gold.’’
(Like in ‘‘A Mighty Wind,’’ right?)

Dinner conversations often
included overheard gems like
this: ‘‘The great thrill of my life
was getting to meet Bob Hope!’’
But I also befriended some peo-
ple my own age and met some
real characters. Like the instruc-
tor who heard my birthday was
approaching, disappeared for a
minute, and returned with a
glass of homemade moonshine.
‘‘Tastes like grappa!’’ I enthused,
letting my Cambridge years show
a bit too much.

Jan Davidson, the Folk
School’s director, might be the

most interesting character of all.
A quintessential Southern gentle-
man with a doctorate in folklore,
history, and museum studies
from Boston University, he’s a
scholar on Appalachian history
and plays a pretty mean banjo.
Davidson says the school’s at-
tendance, battered by the econ-
omy, is down 10 percent this year
and most students are older. He
realizes the school has to attract a
younger audience, and it has in
recent years, sometimes at the
expense of lingering stereotypes.

‘‘We get every kind of miscon-
ception,’’ Davidson says, from the
locals thinking the school is a
hippie retreat to visitors suspect-
ing it’s practically a retirement
community. ‘‘Some people think
we’re historical and we dress up,
and it’s like going to Williams-
burg. The one thing that’s almost
always true is that, unless some-
body has been here, they’ll get it
wrong. They won’t quite get it be-
cause it’s not easily understood.’’

I admit even I was guilty of
that. I didn’t expect my class to

be so noncompetitive and incred-
ibly enlightening. To my surprise,
I took to the autoharp with relish
and spent most of my nights
practicing, sometimes strapping
on my instrument and heading
into the nearby woods to perfect
my pinch-and-strum pattern. 

By 9 a.m., I was in class and
tuning up alongside my fellow
’harpies (as I called them, never
to their faces), ready to learn
from our instructor, John Hol-
landsworth, a superb player with
the patience of a saint and a
soothing Virginia accent. With a
few breaks, we’d go until noon,
break for lunch, then return for
three more hours of instruction. 

Come sundown, there wasn’t
a lot to do on campus, aside from
strolling the walking paths illu-
minated by moonglow and flood-
lights. Cellphone reception was
patchy, and the Wi-Fi access was
useful only if you had brought
your laptop. There was no com-
puter room. Restless and em-
boldened by a GPS in my rental
car, I took off for late-night drives
on winding roads that made me
queasy. (Beware the townies who
zip along these country roads at
50 miles per hour; they could
take Beantown cabbies for a

ride.)
By the end of the week, if I

may crow, my class and I had
made remarkable progress. With
autoharps perched at just the
right angles, we had about six
songs in our repertoire, two of
which we aced at the closing ex-
hibition. After our big perform-
ance, we all dispersed, exchang-
ing hugs and e-mail addresses
and floating the prospect of a re-
union(!) at someone’s summer
beach house. 

My camp days didn’t end that
night, though. Back in my Cam-
bridge apartment, I wake up ear-
ly these days — not for a morning
stroll through the woods, but to
practice my autoharp, without
fingerpicks so as not to disturb
my neighbors. On my fridge is a
photo of me and my classmates,
all of us clutching our instru-
ments and smiling as if we’re the
next hot young things in the
autoharp world. I secretly hope
that they’re practicing, too, be-
cause I have a little fantasy. May-
be someday James and the Gold-
en Girls will take their act out of
Appalachia and on the road.

James Reed can be reached at
jreed@globe.com.

With James and the Golden Girls 

PICK YOUR WAY
James Reed shows his

pluck with an autoharp at
www.boston.com/travel.
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The author with his classmates and teacher at the John C. Campbell Folk School in Brasstown. 

John C. Campbell Folk School
1 Folk School Road
Brasstown, N.C.
800-365-5724
www.folkschool.org
Offers year-round classes in 48
subject areas, with average
tuition about $500 for a week-
long course. Six nights of lodging
and meals range from $402-
$630, depending on the type of
room. Less-expensive camp-
ground site is also available.
Where to shop
Kelischek Music
199 Waldroup Road, Brasstown
828-837-5833
www.susato.com
A variety of traditional folk in-

struments, from hurdy-gurdies to
dulcimers.
Where to eat and drink
Doyle’s Cedar Hill Restaurant
925 Andrews Road
Murphy, N.C.
828-837-3400
The patio bar gets busy on the
weekends and features local
roots bands.
Where to see the view
Crane Creek Vineyards
916 Crane Creek Road
Young Harris, Ga.
706-379-1236
www.cranecreekvineyards.com
Ten miles across the Georgia
border, this family-run winery is
a scenic day trip. 

If you go . . .
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