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f you travel in Switzerland in autumn, you’ll l ikely see or hear about the best known of Swiss mountain traditions —
the alpine cattle descent. When the cows come down from high summer meadows to valley farms, the seasonal trek
becomes a festive parade in many villages. Called “le desalpe” in French and “alpabzug” in Swiss-German,
the event celebrates the farmers and timeless cheese-making traditions, often with folk music, food and
craft markets.

Dressed in traditional costume, the
farmers and their families lead the cows
and usually a few goats through village
streets. The procession soon becomes a
noisy, colorful event as the first cows ap-
proach, wearing huge bells attached by
embroidered leather collars and flowered
headdresses made of evergreen branches,
dahlias, roses and chrysanthemums.
Shouts of “Bravo, bravo!” resonate as vil-
lagers lean into the parade to shake hands
or hug their farmer friends.

A Cultural and Culinary Fest
I recently watched a small but lively

alpine descent in the village of Eggiwil in
the Emmental valley, where the Schenk
family farmers come down from Alp Ra-
misgummen with their herd of about 40
cattle and some goats.

Seemingly the only tourist in the crowd,
I was in the company of Swiss friends
from nearby Bern, and we met Marcel
Schenk and his brother, who have partici-
pated in the alpine descent for about 15
years. They described the early morning
scene of family members and farmhands
who bathe, groom and decorate the cows
for their glorified trek; and their tradition
of resting the animals in a grassy area
while all the family enjoys lunch at a vil-
lage restaurant. After a typical country
meal of sausages, potatoes and salad, they
continue to herd the animals through the
village to their farm.

I learned about the summer cheese
made on the alp by the Schenk family and
sampled from three rounds that had been
aged differently, along with some of their
goat cheese. Named for the alp, Ramis-
gummen, the seasonal alp cheese is sold
throughout Switzerland.

Moving on to another favorite cheese-
producing region, I traveled to the
French-speaking part of Switzerland to
the quaint village of Gruyeres, which
lends its name to both the region and
the famous cheese. The next morning, I
boarded a packed regional train for one of
the largest and most traditional desalpes,
the Foire d’Albeuve.

The event program listed names of 10
troupeaux, or family herds, each descend-
ing the alpine pastures with about 50
cows, and some with goats. This would be
nearly an all-day parade! Thankfully, in
between the cow processions, there’s time
to browse the market stalls and sample
typical alpine cuisine, including fondue
and the farmers’ soupe de chalet.

“This is our 31st annual and though it
attracts several thousand people, many
are from nearby villages and towns,” ex-
plained Lucie Kaufmann, an organization
committee member and former village
resident. “You’ll see many locals dressed
in the traditional clothing.”

Lucie introduced me to a farmer’s wife,
Nathalie Kolly, who described her family’s
summer sojourn on the alp: “It’s constant
hard work — milking the cows twice
daily and making cheese with no mod-
ern mechanisms. It can get a bit lonely
up there but they love doing it. So now,
they’re very happy to come home with the
cows!” she exclaimed with a smile.

Cheese-Lovers Delight
Alpine cheese (also known as alp

cheese) is made only in summer, repre-
senting a very small percent of Switzer-
land’s total annual cheese production.
The artisan tradition endures for two
reasons: as the cows are milked daily,
transporting vats of fresh milk down a
rugged mountain trail would be impracti-
cal; and equally important, the summer
grasses give cow’s milk additional aromas
of herbs and flowers, enhancing the taste
of the cheese.

The farmers set up shop in their moun-
tain chalet to make alp cheese the old
fashioned way — in a copper kettle over
a wood fire. They use a wooden mold and
mechanical press. We watched a cheese-
making demonstration in Albeuve as the
farmer was boiling and stirring raw milk
in a large cauldron, checking the mixture
for coagulation. Once the texture is right,
he dips his arms in cold water before low-
ering the cheesecloth into the hot milk to
skim the cheese curds and set it to mold.
He carefully arranges the mass before
placing the mold in a press. After the
round is pressed, it is ready for daily salt
baths and maturing in a cellar.

The world-famous Swiss cheeses in-
cluding Emmentaler and Gruyere, are
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EDITOR’S NOTE: Kingsport
resident Ann Yungmeyer writes
about Switzerland in a two-part
series.

In this first installment she
experiences the traditional alpine
cattle descent and culinary festi-
vals in the famous cheesemaking
regions.

Next week, she tells how her fam-
ily’s love for pinnacle peaks and
alpine vistas takes them from
the Appalachians to the Alps on a
bucket list family adventure.

Switzerland Autumn
traditions

A child in traditional costume
examines a cow bell at a festival
exhibit.

» For information on alpine festi-
vals and cheese tours, visit
https://www.myswitzerland.com/
en-us/service-updates/events.
html?strubrik=2312.

Alphorn players provide traditional folk music for the alpine descent of Eggiwil.

Alpine cheese is made in a copper
cauldron over an open fire.

A cheesemaker sells his wares at
Foire d’Albeuve.

Cows bedecked with large bells and flowers parade through the village.

Boys in traditional dress of the region lead herds of goats at the Albeuve festival.

made year-round at village dairies,
where fresh milk is delivered daily from
local farms. The cheeses are made ac-
cording each region’s traditional recipe
and protected with the appellation
mark of authenticity (AOP). Visitors can

watch master cheesemakers at work at
demonstration dairies open for tours.

Emmental Show Dairy showcases “the
king of Swiss cheeses,” produced in the
canton of Bern since the 13th century.
Set on a hilltop in Affoltern overlook-

ing the lush Emmental valley, the
village-like complex features a
1750’s “kaserei” dairy and typical
farmhouse. Visitors learn about the
characteristic holes of Emmentaler
AOP, formed naturally during fer-
mentation and carefully controlled
by turning the rounds. Local prod-
ucts and cheese specialties can
be sampled at the terrace garden
restaurant, gift shop and adjacent
bakery.

Step off the train at Gruyeres de-
pot and you’ve arrived at Maison du
Gruyère

Gruyere demonstration cheese-
dairy, where up to 48 wheels of
Gruyere AOP are made each day.
Produced since the 12th century,
authentic Gruyere cheese does not
have holes, although some tiny
holes can appear. In addition to the
exhibitions and audio tour, visitors
can enjoy a tasting, gift shop and
café.
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