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BUILDINGS AT RISK

In this latest contribution to the Buildings at Risk series of articles, Simon Artymiuk delves into the fascinating links between the island and Switzerland

Let’s hope there will forever be a
little bit of Switzerland in Mann

Nrecent months we
have seen Isle of Man
Transport officials
travelling to Switzer-
land to seek out new
braking systems for Snaefell
trams, and ‘Paradise Papers’
journalists and broadcast-
ers trying to draw parallels
between the Manx finance in-
dustry and the secretive world
of Swiss banks.
There have even been time-
ly falls of snow on the Manx
hills - though not quite the
6ft deep kind that marooned
13,000 people in the traffic-
free Swiss town of Zermatt,
in Canton Valais, this month.

There are parallels which
could be drawn between the
Isle of Man and Switzerland,
such ascomparing the annual
open-air meeting of Tynwald
with the ‘Landsgemeinde’
open-airparliamentsstillheld
eachyearinthe Swiss cantons
of Glarus and Appenzeller In-
nerrhoden - though those
areheld onwooden stagingin
town squares, with the elec-
torate actually able to vote on
proposed laws with a show of
hands or, for a few men, up-
raised swords.

By contrast, those two can-
tonswerealsoamong the most
recent places in Europe to al-
low women avote (in 1971 and
1991respectively), ratherthan
being the first as was the case
ofthe Isle of Man (1881).

Whatever the parallels,
for a number of decades in
the late 19th and early 20th
centuries there was actually
anareaoftheisland knownas
‘the Manx Switzerland’ - and
it wasn't the upmarket group
of properties known as ‘Little
Switzerland’ in Douglas, or
even Switzerland Terrace and
the Edelweiss Hotel directly
below at promenade level.

Instead it wasthe nameap-
plied by wagonette and char-
abanc tour promoters, tour
guide writers and railway
companies to Sulby Glen at
the height of the island’s ‘visi-
torindustry’ boom.

Interestingly this boom
began during the 1860s, at
the time of Governor Henry
Loch’s promotion of greater
democracy and self-sufficien-
cy for the island - and it was
in the very same decade that
Swiss tourism for ‘the masses’
was invented thanks to Der-
byshire tea-totaller Thomas
Cookrunninghisfirst tour for
British Victorianmiddle class
customers to Switzerland in
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1863 using the first railwaysto
reachthe country.Inthelatter
half of the 19th century both
the little crown dependency
inthelrish Seaandthefiercely
independent republic in the
heart of the Alps saw visitors
from industrialised Britain
flooding in with their cash to
revolutionise theiruptillthen
subsistence rural economies
and transform their towns
and villages with new hotels,
railwaysand tourist facilities.

It was even 19th century
British adventurerswhowere
the first to scale many of the
highest Swiss peaks.

LUCY WALKER

Asearly as1871 Lucy Walk-
er,raisedin Liverpool, became
the first woman to reach the
14,692ft summit of that most
‘Toblerone profile’ of moun-

e

tains, the Matterhorn. Hear-
ing of such feats other, less
adventurous Brits wanted to
get a bit of - gentler - moun-
tain-climbing action too.

Diccon Brewes, a British
travel writer now resident in
Switzerland, has written of
theerainhisrecent book Slow
Train to Switzerland: ‘While
[in the early 19th century]
writers like Byron, Turner,
Dickens and Wordsworth all
madelengthy and inspiration-
al visits to Switzerland, such
a trip was beyond the aspira-
tions of most British people,
simply because it was too ex-
pensive.

‘That all changed in 1863,
thanks to the British middle
class and their appetite for
adventure... their peaceful
invasion provided the finan-
cialand social meansfor turn-

ing rags into riches. Tourism
made Switzerland into the
Cinderella of Europe... Ho-
tels were built, souvenirs cre-
ated and railways raced up
mountains. Without the Brit-
ish Switzerland might never
have developedinto one ofthe
world’s richest countries’.

Of course, Alpine tour-
ism was still the preserve of
the wealthier British mid-
dle class - those lower down
the social scale could read
the poems and travelogues,
view the paintings, etchings
and photos and then head to
somewhere closer to home
with mountains, gushing
steams and narrow, rocky
valleys that gave them anidea
of what Switzerland might be
like - which is where the glen
and mountain sceneryin plac-
eslikethelsle of Man camein.

he earliest exam-

ple ofaManx glen

being given an

Alpine ‘look’ was

at Glen Helen,
which, perhaps surprisingly
for us today, was one of the
most visited glensin the Victo-
rian and Edwardian eras.

In 1874 Jenkinsons Guide
told visitors: ‘It is a pleasant
drive through the narrow, se-
cludedglen, but thereisnoth-
ingofspecialinterest until the
beautiful miniature suspen-
sion bridge and Swiss Cottage
are reached. Here the setting
is remarkably beautiful, hills
covered with foliage rise on
every hand, and the crystal
stream winds pleasantly at
their feet.

‘The suspension bridge is
a very pretty object. It spans
the river and leads to the

slate quarries, which were
gained five years ago, and
are now extensively worked.
These quarries and also the
lovely Swiss-like cottage and
groundsaround, belongto Mr
R Bell, a Glasgow merchant.
The slate is a deep blue col-
our... the Kirk Braddan new
church and other important
buildings are covered with
it, and occasionally there are
consignmentsto Glasgowand
other places...

‘The Swiss cottage was
built about 20 years ago, as
a private residence, by a Mr
Marsden of Liverpool.

Itstandsonasmallrivulet,
inwhich fish may occasionally
be caught by holding aline out
of one of the windows.

JOHN MARSDEN
John A Marsden was a
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Personally conducted tour of Manx Switzerland - ‘magnificentinits splendour’

brush manufacturer from
Liscard in Cheshire - though
why herenamed Glen Rhenass
(meaning either ‘Waterfall
ridge’ or ‘Divided waterfall’)
Glen Helen is unclear, as it
would appearthatastory that
he named it after his daugh-
ter is not true, as there is no
record ofaHelenin hisfamily.

Whatever the reason, it
was Marsden who had the
walkslaid out around the glen
and who is credited for plant-
ing thousands of trees along
it - Jenkins Guide says a mil-
lion, which must be an exag-
geration, though he adds the
detailsthat Marsden received
a premium from the Woods
and Forests Department in
England to do so and that the
species of tree included scots
fir, larch, sycamore, ash, oak,
hazel and chestnut.

Thewriter oftheguidealso
addstheimportant detail that
at that time there was a gen-
eral noticeable lack of trees
in the island and so he hoped
other landowners would fol-
low this lead ‘not only for its
scenic effects, but also as a
commercial speculation’ and
to ‘beautify other glens, so as
to vie with this most lovely
spot’.

It is a message worth not-
ing at this time when tree
diseaseslikelarch and ashdie-

backaretakingtheirtollinthe
island - plans should be made
toreplacethosewhicharelost
inthe glens.

After Marsden’s death the
glen had various owners but
by the 1870s was being run by
the Glen Helen Hotel and Es-
tate Company and laid out as
pleasure grounds, with new
bridges, summerhouses and
rustic seats, with paths and
bridges also built around and
over the Rhenass Falls.

A large chalet-style ‘Swiss
building’ with thatched roof
was built near the entrance
to the glen, according to Pe-
ter Kelly built in 1876 and de-
signed by James Cowle, and
part of the agenda was to pro-
vide tee-total entertainment
inspired by Congregational
church leanings of the own-
ers.

Visitors made their way to
the glen by wagonettes either
direct from Douglas or from St
John’s station, which by 1879
was on both the Isle of Man
and Manx Northern Railways.

GROUNDS

The grounds had orna-
mental shubberies, aviaries,
amonkey house and even live
seals in the river. An old saw-
mill shelter was made into a
bowling alley.

These facilities continued

Caught by the camerain Manxland

to be popular right up until
the1950s-anditisinteresting
that Thomasthe Tank Engine
author the Rev W Awdry, hav-
ing sited his train characters
on a fictional island of Sodor
between the Isle of Man and
the Lake District after visiting
Ellan Vannin in 1950, named
one of his engine characters
Rheneas, a form of Rhenass.
At one time there had been a
plan to build a branch of the
Isle of Man Railway to the falls
but it never happened.
In1958the Forestry, Mines
and Lands Board purchased
Glen Helen and Pleasure

CHAMONIX- MARTIGNY

Holidays and toursin Switzerland really took off thanks to the British

Grounds for £4,300.

It was the eighth glen to be
purchased for the Manx na-
tion and included the Swiss
chaletrestaurant, playground
and buildings but not the pub
and ballroom. A house at the
entrancetotheglen waseven-
tually purchasedandusedasa
restaurant seating 300 people.
Demolition of the old hotel
and conversion of the siteinto
acarparkinthelate196oshad
unexpected consequences 20
yearslater whenalorrydriver
parked his vehicle to spend a
penny and found the ground
opening up around him. The

The SW|ss Ch.alet atGlen Helen

whole carparkfellinto the old
hotel basement soon after. By
that time, too, the original
Swiss chalet had burnt down
in 1983 (the same year as the
Tholt-y-Will chalet hotel). The
replacement builtin1984 has
a convincing Swiss chalet ap-
pearance and won an award
forbeingafitting replacement
forthebuilding that had been
lost.

Sadly now things are very
different. The Swiss House
Restaurant refurbished and
reopened to much fanfare in
2012 has not been open on a
regular basis since the end of

2015, with difficulty of recruit-
ing staff at one time cited as a
reason. Meanwhile the near-
by pub has been bought by a
glamping company which has
branded the building a ‘white
elephant’ and wants to de-
molish it and replace it with
glamping pods and a single-
storey visitor centre.

There is therefore a dan-
ger that the site’s Alpine style
charm may belost - but surely
more effective promotion of
theglen’snatural beauty tovis-
itors would have drawn more
customers to keep the cater-
ing businesses going?



