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The Jungfrau railway – from the vision to the masterpiece 
 
27 August 1893. The 54-year-old business tycoon and financial policy-maker Adolf Guyer-
Zeller is on a walk with his daughter from Schilthorn to Mürren. Suddenly, he stops and says: 
“Now I've found it!” Because upon seeing the train of Wengernalp railway travelling up the 
Kleine Scheidegg, he makes the decision to build a railway to the top of the Jungfrau. That 
night, he records the layout of the line on paper. This shows the three peaks of the Eiger, 
Mönch and Jungfrau, and the planned route of the Jungfrau railway line. He attaches such 
great significance to this pencil sketch that he writes the following remark on it: “11:00 p.m. - 
1:30 at night, room no. 42, Kurhaus, 27/28 August 1893. G.-Z.” 
 
First ideas for a Jungfrau railway 
A text dating back to 1577/78 about the 4,158 metre-high peak reads: “The Jungfrau is a 
very high, imposing mountain covered in endless snow and ice and therefore completely 
inaccessible.” This however was disproved on 3 August 1811 with the first ascent by the 
Meyer brothers. Perhaps that act of reaching the summit is what triggers the fascination for 
building a railway to the Jungfrau summit. This fascination makes real headway at the end of 
the 19th century. “Mountain railway fever” is rife across Switzerland, and a whole series of 
cog railways appear. But the culmination of the construction frenzy is personified by the 
Jungfrau railway. On 16 October 1889, Zurich engineer Maurice Köchlin submits a project to 
the Federal Council of Switzerland for a railway on the Jungfrau summit. It is envisioned as 
an electrically-driven, staggered railway with five sections. Six days later, the Aargau 
engineer Alexander Trautweiler presents a plan to the Federal Council for four cable cars, 
each independent of one another, which lead to the summit. Since the Federal Council only 
intends to grant one building permit, it first attempts to get the two applicants to agree, yet to 
no avail. In early summer of 1891, the Köchlin project is awarded the permit. However, the 
implementation fails when it comes to financing. The same fate is dealt to the project for a 
tunnel cog railway on the Eiger summit.  
 
From the drawing board to the final item 
On 20 December 1893, just under four months after his Sunday walk in August, Guyer-Zeller 
submits his licence application to the Federal Council. The application states that the 
Jungfrau summit station will be reached four years after starting construction. His sudden 
inspiration he had recorded in sketch form in his diary forms the basis for the final design. In 
addition to this, he combines earlier Jungfrau railway and Eiger railway projects with one 
another. The new element to his idea is that the building of the Jungfrau railway will not be 
starting in Lauterbrunnen, but on the Kleine Scheidegg. The electric cog railway is to run 
overground up to the first station, the Eigergletscher. The railway then continues in a tunnel. 
It is to stop at three stations on the way to the Jungfrau summit. Each of these stations is to 
be a unique attraction, thanks to the changing views, and to be a tourist destination in its own 
right, making it possible for the railway to be opened in stages.  
 
A divided population 
The response to the project is split. Members of the Swiss Alpine Club are concerned about 
free access for mountaineers. A member makes a complaint in an open letter: “In a few 
years, the Jungfrau will have droves of people on its summit. Where previously solemn 
peace reined, there will be whistling and noise.” Some club members even want to submit a 
petition against the building of the Jungfrau railway, and are calling for a national protest 
movement. In the media, too, journalists are describing the build as “preying on the heart of 
the Alps”. But the criticism meets with little reaction. The inhabitants of the valley plainly see 
the future potential of the Jungfrau railway, which will guarantee the highland tourism forever, 
and support the Jungfrau railway project. Parliament also backs the idea. On 21 December  
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1894, Guyer-Zeller receives the permit. He uses a significant part of his private assets and 
promises to install a meteorological observatory on the Jungfraujoch. In the same year, he 
also founds the Guyerzeller bank in Zurich. This initially helps with the direct financing of the 
Jungfrau railway. After 1898, it deals predominantly with issuing and trading shares in the 
Jungfrau region railways. 
 
Adolf Guyer-Zeller, the king of the railways 
Adolf Guyer-Zeller is born on 1 May 1839 in Neuthal in the Zurich uplands, where his father 
successfully operates the oldest cotton spinning company in Switzerland. As the only son, he 
is appointed to take this over and expand it. For this reason, he attends the polytechnic in 
Zurich and the Geneva Academy. In addition to the subjects necessary for a career as a 
textile businessman, he also attends lectures in geology, which are fundamental for the 
construction of railways – to the chagrin of his father. After all, what he wanted was a 
capable industrialist and not a learned scholar, as he explains in an open letter. Despite this, 
he supports his son when he stops working in the spinning company at the age of 21 to 
travel the world. This leads him to places such as France, England, North America and 
Egypt. He aims to collect as many impressions, mementos and knowledge of spinning 
companies and railways as possible. Using unconventional methods, he tries to look behind 
the scenes of successful companies. “I invited twelve men to an evening meal; the event cost 
a lot of money, but now all doors are open to me and I have access to all the office secrets.” 
When he has time for a more in-depth tour, he lets nothing pass him by. This includes great 
projects like the Suez Canal. At the construction site, he notes down correlations between 
workers, wages, careers, origins and personnel structure. After 18 months of travelling, he 
returns to his father's business with plans for its expansion and with concrete plans for the 
construction of railways. At first, he has little time for the latter in his life – the cotton spinning 
company and his political career as a Zurich Cantonal Councillor take priority. In 1866 he 
becomes partner in the cotton spinning company in Neuthal and, three years later, founds a 
textile export business in Zurich. From 1880, Guyer-Zeller begins to increasingly devote his 
passions to the construction of railways. He believes in the future of the method of transport 
and displays a pronounced business sense in doing so. He buys stocks and shares, classed 
as worthless, in the Gotthard railways when the project runs into financial difficulty during the 
build. When the tunnel opens, the value of the investment had quadrupled and Guyer-Zeller 
is labelled the “King of the Railways”. In 1892, he is voted onto the administrative board of 
the Nordost railway – thus getting another step closer to the Jungfrau railway. 
 
1896 – Ground-breaking ceremony 
On 27 July 1896, the time has come: The secretary of the Jungfrau railway, Dr. Friedrich 
Wrubel, breaks the ground and construction begins. Construction initially concentrates on the 
open stretch between Kleine Schneidegg and the Eigergletscher station. The two kilometre-
long section is accomplished without the help of machinery. The only tools are shovels, picks 
and muscle power. It comes as no surprise that the construction time of three months 
planned by Guyer-Zeller cannot be met. After more than two years of painstaking manual 
labour, the first part of the stretch is brought into operation. On the day before, Guyer-Zeller 
carries out an opening ceremony at great cost. He invites 450 guests of distinction who are 
able to enjoy a festival, specially put together for this event only. A short while later, in an 
appeal for the foundation of a Jungfrau railway company, Guyer-Zeller determines that “this 
railway will gain first place out of all previous mountain railways and will remain so. It is to be 
a memorable keystone in the development of the railways which started in the first quarter of 
this century.” This appeal convinces investors. Within 18 months, 4,000 shares are 
subscribed so that on 17 December 1898, the inaugural meeting of the company can take 
place.  
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The largest blow to hit the construction of the Jungfrau railway 
Adolf Guyer-Zeller's optimism, ambition and tenacity incite him to make bold plans. His 
intention is to develop one more station each year and to build as quickly as possible. At his 
panel address at the first section, he announces that the last section of the Jungfrau railway 
would be completed in 1904. His optimism at first appears to be well-founded. The 
construction of the tunnel continues at a good pace and, in 1899, the rock face to the 
temporary Rostock station is breached at an altitude of 2,530 metres. However, this is the 
final success that Guyer-Zeller is able to experience because, barely a month later, the 
construction phase is dealt its biggest blow. On 3 April 1899, at the age of 60, Adolf Guyer-
Zeller succumbs to a lung infection in Zurich. His death calls further construction into 
question. However, after a short interruption, his heirs continue to persevere with the work. 
But because of the uncertain funding, the works only make slow progress, the company 
existing, so to speak, hand to mouth. It is only short-notice bank loans that make it possible 
to continue with the construction.  
 
Work and life on the Eiger Glacier 
Since the construction site is not situated in the immediate vicinity of a town, the Jungfrau 
railway has to make provisions to accommodate the workers, initially numbering around 100. 
The living conditions for the workers, mainly originating from Italy, at the beginning of the 
construction are precarious. The works begin without any houses on the Eiger Glacier. 
Guyer-Zeller therefore has tents erected on the Kleine Scheidegg. However, the thin-walled 
cellulose rooms provide insufficient protection against cold nights and snowy weather. These 
conditions change in the summer of 1896 with the construction of workers' huts on the Kleine 
Scheidegg and at the Eigergletscher station. But the accommodation space soon runs out 
due to the growing number of workers. In the summer of 1901, up to three men were having 
to share a bed. Doctors also criticised the hygienic conditions in the huts on the Eiger 
Glacier. The administrative board committee then insists that more accommodations be built 
in time for autumn. Although these huts improve the living conditions of the workers, 
financially it is hardly worth taking on the hard work in the tunnel. A handyman earns 5.20 
Swiss francs a day, a miner 5.60 Swiss francs and a construction supervisor 25 Swiss 
francs. The railway company pays for accommodation but not food. An average of 2.30 
Swiss francs of the already meagre wages need to be spent on food. According to a report 
by a worker, these meals turn out to be very modest: coffee and milk in the morning, a little 
pasta for lunch and coffee and milk in the evening. This angers the workers, as they have to 
pay for additional food from the shop themselves. Meagre and expensive food, 
overcrowding, low wages and hard physical labour are also factors which lead to tensions 
and opposition against the company. The dissatisfaction increases to the extent that the 
workers strike a total of six times. Each time, the site management reacts quickly and 
relentlessly. The rebellious workers are sacked without notice. However, the demand for 
work is  
so high that the workforce is quickly at full capacity once more. During the 16 years that it 
takes to build the railway, Guyer-Zeller and his heirs place great importance on the safety of 
their workers. Together with the site management, they issue a range of safety instructions. 
Despite this, the construction workers are not spared from accidents. Dynamite explosions 
are most common, followed by transportation accidents and electric shock. The most 
momentous disaster occurs on 26 February 1899. In a dynamite explosion, six Italian 
workers lose their lives. The cause of the accident is never explained, as the bodies of the 
victims are completely disfigured. As a consequence of this accident, the site management 
tightens up regulations on the use of explosives and the storage of dynamite. Despite these 
regulations, 1908 sees the most spectacular accident in the history of the Jungfrau railway. 
30 tons of dynamite explode in a magazine. The detonation can be heard in neighbouring 
cantons and bordering countries. There are no deaths to report, but a considerable loss of 
property is incurred. 
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Jungfraujoch terminus 
On 28 June 1903, the Eigerwand station (2,865-metre altitude) is inaugurated, where 
travellers can have a view over the precipice from the Eiger north face. Two years later, the 
stretch up to the Eismeer station at 3,160 metres is brought into operation. A tourist centre 
runs at this station until the completion of the railway. Before construction continues, the 
company needs to find more funds. Adolf Guyer-Zeller's original plans are also amended by 
the site management. They decide to make the Jungfraujoch at 3,454 metres the terminus, 
instead of the originally planned Jungfrau summit. Construction of the final 3.6 kilometres is 
seen as easy to accomplish. Nevertheless, unexpected obstacles crop up. The rock provides 
resistance, in summer the profitable passenger traffic takes centre stage, and in winter the 
water, which generates electricity for the railway and machinery, dries up from time to time. 
Furthermore, the hard working conditions deplete the strength of the workers. 21 February 
1912 is different. The workers in the shift due to change over do not want to leave their 
workplace. The shift that finds the light at the end of the tunnel is to be awarded a special 
prize. This incentive leads to risk-taking. The workers use as much dynamite as possible and 
more than permitted in order to guarantee a breakthrough. At 5:35, they make it. The shift 
looks through the hole at the Jungfraujoch to the morning sky. The Neue Zürcher Zeitung 
announces: “Amazing work, a triumph of modern feats of engineering is achieved on 21 
February 1912. At 5:35 in the morning came the final blast. The joyful shouts of 'through' 
reverberated against the mighty walls and, with deep emotion, the colleagues fell into each 
other's arms”.  
On 29 July, the Federal Council grants the operation permit for the Jungfrau railway up to the 
Jungfraujoch, after Federal President Ludwig Forrer and the Federal Councillors Arthur 
Hoffmann and Louis Perrier have visited the Jungfraujoch. On 1 August 1912, shortly before 
midday, 16 years after construction began, the first festively decorated train full of guests 
travels the 9.34 kilometre stretch. Arriving at the Jungfraujoch, the guests walk through a two 
hundred metre-long gallery. The final metres are through endless ice. Celebrations take 
place on the Jungfrau plateau and the Swiss flag is hoisted. 
 
Hospitality at 3,545 metres above sea level 
The construction of the Jungfrau railway cost roughly 16 million Swiss francs, while Guyer-
Zeller had reckoned with 8 million francs. From the start, the construction costs factored in 
the pubs and restaurants for the visitors. With the opening of the railway in 1912, the 
temporary “tourist building” is inaugurated with the highest restaurant in Europe. This tourist 
building soon gives way to the legendary “Berghaus Jungfraujoch”. The mountain lodge with 
its gabled roof is built into the rock face, which is why it is known as “the house above the 
clouds”. On the ground floor are a roomy waiting room with underfloor heating, station and 
postal counters and a bazaar. What stands out especially is the “Walliserstube”, which 
maintains a special character with its Swiss pine wood panelling and use of natural stone. 
The dining hall in art nouveau style and the large foyer is reminiscent of a grand hotel. 
Guests from all over the world stay overnight in one of 18 cosy wood-panelled bedrooms with 
wash basin and jugs on the bedside table. At the viewing arbour, one stands at the start of 
the longest and largest continuous glacier in the Alps, the Aletsch Glacier. 
 
 
The 1972 fire 
A drastic event occurs in the night of 21 October 1972. Shortly after 2:30 in the morning, a 
member of staff discovers a fire in the mountain lodge. The numerous corridors and shafts 
turn into chimneys and fuel the fire. The fire spreads quickly. Ten men are on the 
Jungfraujoch at the time. They try to fight the ferocious fire until the fire brigade arrives, 
which has to start out from Kleine Scheidegg, Grindelwald, Wengen and Lauterbrunnen with 
an extra train and don't make it there until four in the morning. By the time they arrive, they 
are faced with a scene of destruction. Only the station office, the platform facilities in the  
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back rock cavern and the research station could be saved from the fire. The clean-up 
operations cause the tourist business to come to a stop for nine days. During this time, the 
Jungfrau railway erects a temporary hostel and begins planning the new build. As part of this, 
the Jungfrau railway invites three architects to compete for the contract. The winner is Ernst 
E. Anderegg, with his “Top of Europe” incorporated into the mountainside. After five years of 
construction, the building is inaugurated on 01 August 1987 for the 75th anniversary 
celebrations.  
 
The Sphinx – emblem of the Jungfraujoch 
Guyer-Zeller's planned erection of an observatory and a meteorological research station is 
realised: In 1931, the laboratories and rock home for 13 researchers are inaugurated and the 
Sphinx observatory is moved into in 1937. In 1950, the observatory receives its dome for 
astronomical observations, which has since then always been adapted to meet the latest 
scientific requirements. The building, which is accessed by a 111.4 metre-long lift, serves not 
only meteorologists, radiation researchers and astronomers but, for many visitors, is also the 
real symbol of the Jungfraujoch. Since, on a clear day, the viewing platform provides a view 
as far as neighbouring France, Germany and Italy, it attracts hundreds of visitors every day, 
leading to overcrowding. The space on the Sphinx viewing terrace and access via the lift, 
now showing its age, is therefore being adapted to the growing number of visitors. Three 
years of construction on the spectacular building are necessary to finalise the work to give 
the Sphinx the fastest lift system in Switzerland, a glazed viewing hall and a terrace which 
encompasses the whole building. Since 01 July 1996, whatever the weather, guests have 
been able to enjoy a 360-degree panoramic view in comfort from the Sphinx at an altitude of 
3571 metres, even amid large crowds. 
 
The palace in eternal ice 
Another emblem of the Jungfraujoch is the Ice Palace. In the 1930s, two mountain guides 
start cutting an enormous hall out of the glacial ice. All by hand, using ice picks and saws, 
they create a 1,000 square-metre hall. Crystalline-like sculptures transform the grotto into an 
unrivalled attraction. The work, begun in 1934, is never complete. The perspiration from the 
thousands of visitors means that the grotto needs to be artificially kept at -3 degrees. The 
ceilings and the vaulting in the corridors need to be renewed on a regular basis. In 1992, the 
ice palace receives a new entrance and, since 2002, it is accessed via the Ice Gateway.  
 
The idea of the Jungfrau railway, originating from the notes of Guyer-Zeller, who realised the 
project with his perseverance and wealth, attracts visitors from all over the world. On lovely 
summer days, up to 5,000 visitors come to the Jungfraujoch – Top of Europe. The trains 
leave the Kleine Scheidegg station every half hour, bound for the Jungfraujoch. After 35 
minutes and a 1,393 metre climb in altitude, the train reaches the highest train station in 
Europe. The Eigerwand and Eismeer offer viewpoints along the way, as always an 
unforgettable panorama into a world of rock and ice. No sooner have the guests left the 
carriages at the Jungfraujoch station, they are met by a plaque to commemorate Adolf 
Guyer-Zeller, the “Creator of the Jungfrau railway”. 
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Chronicle 
 
03/08/1811 First ascent of the Jungfrau 
20/06/1893 Wengernalp railway opens for operation (up to the Kleine Scheidegg) 
27-28/08/1893 Idea and sketch for the cog railway on the Jungfraujoch by Adolf Guyer-

Zeller 
20/12/1893 Application for a licence for an electric cog railway 
21/12/1894 Construction licence granted by parliament 
27/07/1896 Ground-breaking ceremony 
19/09/1898 Kleine Scheidegg - Eiger Glacier brought into operation 
03/04/1899 Death of Adolf Guyer-Zeller – his successors continue with construction 
02/08/1899 Opening and operation of the Rotstock station 
28/06/1903 Operation up to the Eigerwand station 
28/07/1905 Operation up to the Eismeer station (temporary terminus) 
21/02/1912 Breakthrough into the Jungfraujoch terminus 
29/07/1912 Operation of Kleine Scheidegg – Jungfraujoch approved 
01/08/1912 Opening of the Jungfraujoch station and “tourist building” 
14/09/1924 Inauguration of the “Berghaus Jungfraujoch” 
          1931 Opening of the research station 
          1934 Construction of the Ice Palace begins 
          1937 Opening of the Sphinx observatory 
21/10/1972 Mountain lodge and tourist building on the Jungfraujoch burn to the ground  

. 
01/08/1987 Opening of the new “Top of Europe” mountain lodge 
          1992 Opening of a station concourse and exit to the Aletsch Glacier on the 

Jungfraujoch 
01/07/1996 Opening of the covered Sphinx viewing terrace, reached by the fastest lift in 

Switzerland 
28/12/1997 For the first time, more than half a million people visit the Jungfraujoch 
01/06/2000 8,148 visitors on the Jungfraujoch – a record 
19/04/2002 Opening of the Ice Gateway 
30/03/2012 
01/05/2014 
 
16/07/2014 
30/12/2015 
31/12/2019 
 
14/03/2020 
 
 
05/12/2020 

Opening of the Alpine Sensation tunnel tour 
Reopening of the Eiger & Bollywood restaurants after a good ten-month 
renovation 
Opening of the Lindt Swiss Chocolate Heaven by Roger Federer 
For the first time, more than a million people visit the Jungfraujoch 
For the fourth time in five years, over one million guests visited the 
Jungfraujoch - Top of Europe 
The Jungfraujoch - Top of Europe will be closed for the first time for an 
extended period, 83 days to be precise. This is on official orders due to 
coronavirus. 
Opening of the V-Cableway, including the Eiger Express and Grindelwald 
terminal. Thanks to the V-Cableway with its direct connection to the public 
transport system and direct transfer to the Jungfrau Railway at the new 
Eiger Glacier mountain station, guests can reach the Jungfraujoch - Top of 
Europe - 47 minutes faster than before. 
 

 


