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Mountains of Switzerland: The Rigi 
Rack railway and Nagelfluh 
 

 
14:30 minutes 

 

  00:27 Eric Gauthier, engine driver for Rigi Railways, is assembling 
his train on the turntable. The first rack railway in Europe transports 
600'000 passengers annually. The trip to the summit, up a gradient 

as steep as 25 percent, lasts 30 minutes. The Rigi is part of the pre-
Alps, in central Switzerland. Its characteristics are slanting bands of 
rock, the «Riginen». They can be seen especially well just below Rigi 

Kulm.  
02:15 In the Schwandentunnel, the train crosses one of the typical 
bands of rock. On the Felsenweg, a so-called outcrop, geologist Jürg 

Meyer investigates the rock. Here pebbles and stones have been 
compacted to a conglomerate called Nagelfluh. Fossils and stones in 
it offer valuable clues to the climate, flora and fauna of millions of 

years ago.  
06:20 The summit frequently offers fantastic views of large seas of 
fog.  

06:53 Over 130 years ago Niklaus Riggenbach built the first rack 
railway in Europe. To this day, the old steam locomotives have re-
mained in operation. Together with engine driver Sepp Küttel, Eric 

heats up an old locomotive. Their nostalgic train rides evoke memo-
ries of the Belle Epoque.  
Rail technology is continually evolving, making operation easier and 

travelling faster. Railway Director Peter Pfenniger and Eric inspect a 
novel, flexible, switch system. Its maintenance will be cheaper than 
that of a conventional one.  

11:52 30 million years ago, erosion in the Alps was in full swing, 
forming huge layers of debris – the molasse. Africa pushed the Alps 
powerfully northward. In the process, they compacted the molasse 

into Nagelfluh, buried it, then slid over or pushed it forward and up-
wards into mountains. This is how the Rigi, with its slanting rock 
bands, was formed. Such Nagelfluh ledges can also be seen on 

other mountains - the Speer in the canton of St. Gallen or Mont Pel-
erin in western Switzerland. If the Alps keep pushing further north, 
the Rigi will be tilted even more steeply and will continue to gain in 

altitude.  
13:14 Eric has covered the same stretch on the Rigi countless times, 
but he never finds it boring. He hasn't lost any of his initial fascination 

for the «queen of the mountains».  
   

 


