
HigH in tHe SwiSS AlpS, 
almost 15,000 feet above sea level,  
the wind never ceases and the sun is 
unrelenting. In this cold, barren 
world, it would take a miracle for 
anything without layers of fleece and 
Gore-Tex to survive. But there’s a 
flowering plant called purple saxifrage 
that thrives here, and I’ve heard it’s  
a potent antiager when applied 
topically. Based on this intel, I’ve 
developed a plan: I will go to Switzer-
land, climb a mountain, find the 
flowers, roll around in them, sniff 
them, eat them, rub them all over my 
face and body, and never, ever get old.

Dr. Daniel Stangl, the head of 
innovation for Swiss skincare 
company La Prairie, does not approve 
of my plan. When I meet him in the 
alpine village of Interlaken, he tells 
me that he and his team have been 
studying purple saxifrage for the past 
few years, and they’ve discovered a 
much more effective way to use it, in 
combination with a red snow algae 
and the alpine snowbell, another 
high-altitude flower. These plants, 
perhaps because they’ve evolved to 
survive in extreme environments, are 
all rich in protective polyphenols that 
make them great at fighting oxidation, 
a cause of skin aging. “We’re still 
studying the exact mechanism by 
which this complex of ingredients 
works, but it’s proven extremely 

helpful in protecting against signs of 
sun damage, like spots and wrinkles,” he 
says. Turns out, the complex is also much 
easier for mere mortals to find than the 
flowers, as it’s the basis of La Prairie’s 
two newest products, the Cellular Swiss 
Ice Crystal Cream and Dry Oil.

Since I’m already here, I figure the 
least I can do is lay eyes on the source of 
all this flower power. So I set off on a 
hiking path that leaves from the north 
end of town. The signs read Harder 
Kulm, which seems like German for 
Harder Climb. I hike up—and trust me, 
it’s not easy—but the route tops out at a 
measly 4,337 feet, where things seem far 
too hospitable. Birds chirp, fir trees sway 
in the breeze, and it’s all very Hills-Are-
Alive. I still need to gain another 10,000 
feet in elevation. But how?

Reader, I will take a helicopter. I will 
hire a handsome Swiss pilot, and we will 
fly off on a glorious, sunny day to visit 
majestic, snow-topped peaks where 
there will be acres and acres of purple 
flowers, all for me.

Or not. When I arrive at the heliport, 
the sky is gray and overcast and my 
handsome pilot is mumbling something 
about a weather front. But we take off 
anyway, heading for the Jungfrau, 
Mönch, and Eiger peaks—purple 
saxifrage, here I come!—and a glacier 
nestled among them where we can land. 
We swoop past the famous north face of 
the Eiger, a treacherous climbing route, 
and just as the glacier comes into view, 
the helicopter starts to rumble and rock 
back and forth. The pilot fiddles with 
his controls and says it’s too windy to 
land. Fat snowflakes begin to stream 
toward the windshield and the helicop-
ter drops alarmingly. A storm is moving 
in, so we have to retreat. 

As the helicopter turns around, I 
press my face to the window, scanning 
the barren landscape below for a hint of 
violet. No luck. If I want to experience 
the wonders of purple saxifrage, I guess 
I’ll have to do it like everyone else: by 
dipping into a jar. 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP 
CENTER: Red snow algae 
that grows in the Alps; purple  
saxifrage in an icy bed; alpine 
snowbell; the writer’s ride. 

No summit’s too high when you’re 
in search of younger skin. Jennifer 

goldstein braves freezing temps in 
Switzerland to fight wrinkles

la prairie  
switzerland 
Cellular Swiss Ice 

Crystal Cream and 
Dry Oil, $300 each; 

laprairie.com. 

field guide : SWitzerlANd

mountain 
of youth

The Alps, 
famous for the 
Von Trapp family 
and antiaging 
secrets galore.
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