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Thematic excursion chtour 

 

Neuchâtel and the queer Val de Travers 

Wonders of nature, absinthe and Prussian Swiss  

Departure at 9.00 from Berne, return to Berne at about 19.00. Registration requested. Saturdays and Sundays. 

For the same tour on a weekday please register six weeks in advance.  

A queer decision: The Vienna Congress in 1815 confirmed that the Canton and Principality of Neuchâtel 

belonged both to the Swiss confederation and to Prussia. An exhibition in the Museum for Art and History in 

Neuchâtel recently presented the 150 years during which Neuchâtel belonged to Prussia. The issue led to an 

internal conflict in 1856 (Royalist coup and victory of Republicans) and to an international crisis that was only 

solved thanks to international mediation when Prussia unconditionally yielded to its claims in June 1857. 

The situation of the Val de Travers can also be described as queer. Most valleys in the Jura Mountains are 

parallel to the Jura chains, or cut them perpendicularly while the Val de Travers, at least in its lower part, cuts 

the Jura in an oblique angle. Finally, there are queer stories about absinthe, the alcoholic beverage that is 

traditionally produced in the valley and that was forbidden between 1910 and 2004. 

The excursion starts with a ride from Bern to the old towns of Aarberg (founded by the count of Neuchâtel) and 

Le Landeron, then along Lake Neuchâtel, and goes up the mountain to the spectacular rocky hemicycle Creux 

du Van towering the entry to the Val de Travers. A ten minutes walk brings the visitors to the edge of the abyss. 
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From the Creux du Van, we drive down to the Val de Travers and have lunch, if the weather is good on the 

terrace of a restaurant with a great view of the Val de Travers (left side). We then visit the former asphalt 

mines of La Presta. During centuries, the Val de Travers exported natural asphalt to the big cities of Europe and 

America. The production ended in 1986. 

 

Continuation in the afternoon – two variants: 

First variant: Absinth tasting in a small brewery at Couvet. The formerly illegal and strong drink (55% alcohol) is 

diluted with ice-cold water, not poured over ice. A walk to a view point over the Areuse canyon follows.  

Second variant, each first Sunday of the month: No asphalt and no absinth. Instead, we visit the millenary city 

of Neuchâtel, its cathedral and its Museum of Art and History that presents the history of the city and the 

canton and recently showed a temporary exhibition about the 150 years when Neuchâtel belonged to Prussia. 

A highlight of the visit is the demonstration of programmable robots that were developed by the Jacquet-Droz 

brothers during four years and presented to the public in 1774. These androids can write, draw and play 

melodies on a piano. The demonstration provides all the explanations about the exact functioning of these 

advanced works of the outstanding watchmakers. 

   

Absinth tasting in a basement in Couvet, early robots in Neuchâtel 


