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INTRODUCTION

                                        

We didn’t get off to the most encouraging start. Railways got a mention in the first column of the front page of the Daily Telegraph & Courier, as it then was, on its first appearance on 29 June 1855. Among the late despatches from the seat of war (the Crimean) and the invitations to try Worth’s Patent Razor Strop and Dr Locock’s Pulmonic Wafers was this advertisement:


RAILWAY ACCIDENT INSURANCE

£16,221 5s has already been paid as compensation for fatal and other railway accidents, by the RAILWAY PASSENGERS’ ASSURANCE COMPANY.



EXAMPLES

£200 was paid to the daughter of J.H., killed on 24 October 1854, secured by a payment of 1d.

£50 was paid to E.A.S., who was severely injured on 22 November 1854, secured by the payment of 2d.

£52 10s was paid to S.P., who was severely injured on 25 January 1854, secured by a payment of 3d.



Twenty-five years on from the start of the first regular passenger service, the Liverpool & Manchester Railway, when the MP William Huskisson had died under the wheels of the engine, the train was still a scary enough beast to be a source of premiums. But it was also, as the insurers acknowledged, a source of pleasure. The advertisement went on to quote rates not only for single and return journeys but for the sort of outing that was already synonymous with the name Thomas Cook: the excursion.

Cook had chartered his first train, to take 500 people to a temperance fete, in 1840. As he himself wrote, he carried his customers ‘the enormous distance of eleven miles and back for 1s, children half price. We carried music with us, and music met us at the Loughborough station. The people crowded the streets, filled windows, covered housetops and cheered us all along the line with the heartiest welcome … All went off in the best style and in perfect safety we returned to Leicester; and thus was struck the keynote of my excursions, and the social idea grew on me.’

It grew on others, too. By the year the Daily Telegraph & Courier launched, Cook, his profit margins squeezed as the British railway companies went into direct competition with tour operators, was looking farther afield, and took thousands of visitors to the Paris Exhibition. By the early 1860s he was starting tours to Geneva and Mont Blanc, and it was advertisements from the railway companies themselves, rather than the insurers, that caught the eye on our pages. On 2 June 1862, with what were then called the Whitsuntide Holidays coming up, they were all over the front:


MIDLAND RAILWAY – EPSOM RACES and the GREAT INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITION



PARIS in ELEVEN HOURS AND A HALF by the BRIGHTON RAILWAY – DAILY TIDAL EXPRESS SERVICE from London Bridge and Victoria



THE RHINE, GERMANY, and HOLLAND – the cheapest and most direct route is via ROTTERDAM, and thence by DUTCH RHENISH RAILWAY



PORTSMOUTH or Southampton (for the Isle of Wight), Salisbury, Winchester, by SOUTH WESTERN RAILWAY. WHITSUNTIDE HOLIDAYS – On SATURDAY, 7 June, a SPECIAL EXCURSION TRAIN will leave Waterloo Bridge station at 1.45 p.m.



That last advertisement carried this footnote: ‘A small carpet bag or port-manteau only allowed as luggage.’ Reading that line in a photographed newspaper on screen, in the windowless Telegraph archive room above Victoria station, I was catapulted from the excursion train of 1862 on to the bag-measuring, no-frills airline of 2009. It was as if I had switched the microfilm machine to full speed and run through not just one tape but a whole century-and-a-half’s worth of reporting on the railways. Off I went, not with the ‘shriek, and a roar, and a rattle’ of Dickens’s steam train, but with the wooomph! of a levitating maglev, away through the tunnel of time: Metropolitan Railway and Flying Scotsman, Pullman and sleeping car, Settle-to-Carlisle and Darjeeling Steam Tramway, Orient Express and Canadian Pacific, Lunatic Line and Trans-Siberian, Burlington Pioneer Zephyr and Mallard, Palace on Wheels and Eastern & Oriental, tilting, coffee-spilling APT and ear-popping, Channel-crossing, aircraft-conquering Eurostar.

As recently as 1961, a writer in the Daily Telegraph began an article thus: ‘Lovers of trains – and how few of us keep faith in this fevered age of flight …’ The train, it seemed then, was destined to go the way of the stagecoach, and with little more lamentation. That, of course, was a decade before the launch in France of the TGV; before there was a need for the coinage ‘crowded skies’; before global warming and the realisation of the growing contribution being made to it by aircraft emissions; before 9/11 and the short-term fear and long-term misery it brought to flying; and it was before the opening – in 2007 – of the fast route from London to the Channel Tunnel (13 years behind the French and only 205 years after an under-sea link had first been proposed).

Much more convincingly than in the 1980s, when Jimmy Savile was paid for his cigar-chomping sloganeering on behalf of the InterCity 125, it can be argued that this is the age of the train. Even close to home, as that great transport analyst Christian Wolmar pointed out in the Daily Telegraph in June 2009, ‘people are rediscovering the joys of train travel. The days of slam-door trains and smoky carriages are long gone. Britain boasts a modern fleet of trains and, in many cases, stations to match … Record numbers of passengers are using the network, and punctuality has improved, with fewer than one in ten trains running significantly late. It is all a far cry from the nadir of the Beeching era and its aftermath, when whole swathes of the system were closed for reasons that, even discounting the benefit of hindsight, failed to take account of future transport needs.’

The High Speed 1 link from St Pancras to the Channel Tunnel has plugged Britain into the Continent’s super-fast railway network, making flight-free travel quick, comfortable and easy. It’s not quite as simple to book a train journey as it is to book a no-frills flight, but enthusiasts such as Mark Smith, the former station manager better known as the Man in Seat 61 (after his favourite seat on Eurostar), are doing their best to remedy that. His website (www.seat61.com) has recently spawned a book, one of a growing number of practical guides to seeing Britain and the world by rail.

This book is not one of those. It might be a bit of a let-down to the train-spotters; to men like Mr Peto who, on reading Edward Thomas’s ‘Adlestrop’, expressed his disappointment that the poet had not taken the opportunity to note the name and number of the engine. It is not a history of train travel, nor even a history of the Telegraph’s coverage of train travel (though it does record a few milestones along the way). It is a selection of some of the best writing we have published on railway journeys and railways – on everything from the Trans-Siberian to the curling B.R. sandwich. It concentrates on the second half of the 20th century and the start of the 21st, because that is when narrative travel writing about trains came into its own, and when the Telegraph’s Saturday and Sunday magazines, and later its travel sections (plump, prosperous and pre-internet), had the space to do it justice.

Paul Theroux, whose The Old Patagonian Express was serialised in the Sunday Telegraph on its publication in 1979, was an inspiration for many. Reviewing the book in that paper, Colin Thubron welcomed it in these terms: ‘A new type of travel book has arrived. Its ancestors are not H.V. Morton or Lawrence Durrell, but Mark Twain and Alexander Kinglake, and its author, most typically, attempts less to immerse himself in a foreign culture than to submit to chance experiences and insights as he moves along his (usually harassed) way.’ David Holloway, reviewing Theroux for the Daily Telegraph, argued that ‘it would be quite wrong to call The Old Patagonian Express a travel book. Even more than his earlier success, The Great Railway Bazaar, it is a travelling book.’

The same is true, on a smaller scale, of many of the contributions to this book: they are not travel articles so much as travelling articles. The trip, rather than its end, is the thing, with the opportunities it affords to ‘submit to chance experiences and insights along the way’. As Paul Mansfield (of whom more later) puts it, having taken five days to travel from London to Lisbon: ‘I could have made this journey by plane in about two hours – and missed everything.’

I wonder, though, whether ‘submission’ quite sums up the attitude of some of the writers whose work appears on these pages. It hardly applies to Sean Hignett, who wasn’t exactly ordered to climb on to the roof of the South Orient Express in Mexico just as it was about to enter a tunnel. Nor does it apply to Jonathan Routh (the prankster of Candid Camera) who, embarking on a long trip with his wife, and forced to share a compartment with two American women, makes plain his determination to have the pair of them do his bidding.

Routh, from whose lengthy magazine article I have taken only a short extract, was on the Trans-Siberian, which is indisputably one of the world’s great train journeys. It features here a couple of times: in its own right in a piece by Sophie Campbell (vodka-sozzled, but far from submissive towards an amorous chef) and as just one stretch in an epic journey by Peter Hughes – all the way from Wick, in Scotland, to Vladivostok.

What is a ‘great railway journey’? This compilation offers a liberal interpretation of the phrase. It can be great in length and duration – three weeks, seven countries, ten time zones – and great again in the telling, as with Peter Hughes’s. It can be great as in fabled, as in the Orient Express crossing Europe, promising lust, murder, revolution and intrigue – but not much in the way of breakfast or dinner, as Lee Langley discovered in its dying days. (That was before James Sherwood, in 1982, having bought some of the original coaches, started the private luxury train known as the Venice Simplon-Orient-Express.)

A journey can be great, too, in the qualities it reveals among the passengers: on the one hand, the small-scale rebellion by Janet Daley and her fellow commuters against what she calls ‘thuglets’ on the London Underground; on the other, the heroism of Necdet Kent, who, while Turkish consul general in Marseilles in 1943, risked his life by boarding a train that was taking more that eighty Jews to the concentration camps and refusing to leave it until they had been freed.

It can be great in its delays, frustrations and stoppages, and then great again in the humour or anger with which those are recounted, whether by Craig Brown, in a skit on ‘The Night Train’ ‘re-re-re-crossing the border’, or by Boris Johnson, prevented by Midland Mainline from keeping an appointment in a television studio, and giving way to his ‘internal John McEnroe’.

Boris Johnson wanted only to get from A to B as quickly and comfortably as possible. The average railway traveller, even while on holiday, has similar ambitions, though he will put up with a few signal failures if there is something interesting to look at along the way. The travel writer, however, is not the average railway traveller. He or she has a vested interest in things going wrong. (As, nearer home, does the transport correspondent – at least these days. It’s instructive to compare the schoolboyish enthusiasm with which we greeted in the 1800s the London Metropolitan Railway, the world’s first underground, and the City & South London, the world’s first deep-level electric railway, with our pratfall-anticipating reports of the APT, the Chunnel and Eurostar.) The great travel writer Norman Lewis, in an interview with the Daily Telegraph looking back on his career, said that he had been drawn to countries only if they were ‘a bit horrific’. So it is with train journeys: a little horror, when you have copy to write, can be helpful.

I travelled in May this year from London to San Sebastian in Spain by train, a distance of about 820 miles through three countries. It was quick – about twelve hours, centre to centre – clean, comfortable and dull. More than a decade ago, I travelled by ‘fast’ train in Cuba from Havana to Santiago, the length of one island, and it took 18 hours to cover the 535 miles. It didn’t stir until ninety minutes after departure time, which is roughly when the air-conditioning kicked in. There was no running water in the loo, nothing to eat or drink, and when I tried to sleep I discovered that my seat was the only one in the carriage that didn’t recline. What’s more, my bottle of water was in my suitcase, and my suitcase was above the head of a policeman who was already snoring and might not take kindly to being roused …

I had only myself to blame. The Cubans had tried to talk me out of it, just as the Sicilians once tried to talk Paul Mansfield out of it: ‘No one had understood why I wanted to take a train around Sicily. No one in Sicily, that is. “Slow”, “unreliable” and “dirty” were the epithets used by the locals to describe their railway network. I put it down to the twin Italian obsessions with the motor car and speed. Take a car away from a Sicilian and he’s like a centaur who has lost his body.’

Paul Mansfield liked a challenge (he felt he couldn’t honestly cover the bull running in Pamplona without taking part), but he hated planes, which is one reason why there are six articles with his byline in this anthology. There could have been many more, but I thought it only fair to give a few other writers a look-in. Paul died of cancer in February 2009, aged fifty-three, before I had really begun to trawl the archives. He would have enjoyed disputing, over a bottle of Rioja, what was and wasn’t worthy of its place here.

He had been writing for Telegraph Travel for years before I moved on to the desk (in 1994), so I knew even before I started that I would find a few pieces of his on train journeys. There were many more than I expected, and they are among the best things he ever did for us. Those I have chosen include one on the Marrakesh Express, in which two of his great loves, trains and music, came together; and one on the Sunset Limited, in which, en route from New Orleans to Los Angeles, he found himself in the company of a Walter Mitty character known only as Texas Bob – the sort of fellow traveller Paul could always be relied on to fall in with. I am indebted to his wife, Judy, for permission to use Paul’s work again here.

Shortly before his death, Paul told a friend and colleague: ‘Look, mate, let’s face it: you and I are dinosaurs. No one’s interested any more in what we do [travel writing], and no one’s prepared to pay for it.’

I think he was wrong on the first point and that this book will prove it. It’s harder to argue with him on the second, certainly in the short term. Newspapers (or, these days, media organisations) are finding advertising harder to come by. Budgets have been cut, there is less money to pay travel writers, and so little incentive to take long train journeys. Why spend more than a week researching one article on the Trans-Siberian when in the same space of time you could make a couple of hops by no-frills airline to the Continent to pen some undemanding city-break pieces – assuming, that is, you can secure a commission even to do the city-break pieces?

This is a tough time to be a freelance writer, and tougher still for freelance writers whose job entails being away from home for long, uneconomic stretches on the road or on the rails – the sort of people whose work provides the heart of this book. Had I been forced to confine my choice to the work of staff writers, this would have been a thinner anthology in more senses than one, so I would like to say thank you again here to all those who said I could consider their work for inclusion, whether it made the final edit or not. Many were friends, whom I have been commissioning for years, but there were plenty who have written for sections other than travel, whom I was encountering for the first time and who had no reason to go out of their way, as they did, to help me. And a big thank you, too, to my staff colleagues, bylined and anonymous, living and dead. It may be my choice, but it’s their work. I hope it will give readers as much pleasure as I have had compiling it – and I look forward to seeing noses buried in it on the train.

Stoneleigh, Surrey

August 2009




A NOTE ON THE CONTRIBUTIONS

                                        

Most articles appear in this anthology at much the same length as they did in the Daily Telegraph or the Sunday Telegraph (which began publishing in 1961) or in its supplements. Here and there I have made cuts and tweaks. Where I have used an article at much shorter length than the original, I have marked it as ‘Extract’.

For readers unfamiliar with the Telegraph and its ways, it might be useful to know a couple of things about our diary columns. In the Daily Telegraph, ‘London Day by Day’ was originally signed ‘Peterborough’, which later became its title, so for simplicity I have labelled all contributions drawn from it as ‘Peterborough’. The diary is now entitled ‘Mandrake’ – a name originally given to the diary in the Sunday Telegraph and still in use in that paper.




CHAPTER 1

EUROPE

                                        

15 NOVEMBER 1974

SHATTERED WAGON-LIT DREAM

LEE LANGLEY FINDS REALITY TRUMPING FANTASY ON THE ORIENT EXPRESS

Writers have drawn on the Orient Express like priests quarrying the Bible for their weekly sermons: for almost a century its history, its mystery, its glamour, its splendours and disasters, have provided them with the jumping-off point for another book, another adventure, another literary daydream to feed the ones we all secretly drift into at the very mention of its name: kings, queens, diplomats, millionaires, svelte creatures swathed in furs and hinting at scandal; seductions in the sleeping car, eroticism rampant.

There may be people, clodlike creatures, whose imagination remains unstirred, pulse unquickened, spirits unmoved by the words ‘Orient Express’. I suspect they are few and have no wish to meet them. For the rest of us, resigned to acquiring in other areas the painful maturity that comes with disillusioning experience, we still cling to one innocent dream: the great express rushing through the night, long corridors swaying, deserted; the secretive, closed doors of the wagons-lits, sheltering a mysterious elite of polyglot travellers. In our minds we have been there already, we know the whistle of the steam locomotive (though it’s all electric and diesel these days) … the madonna of the sleeping cars looking for adventure (now more likely to wear a haversack than a mink on her back) … the spies (in reality either second-class seedy chaps out in the cold or ex-public school defectors already safe in Moscow) … the Queen’s messengers (who take their pouches by air now) … the luxury, the crisp white sheets of the wagons-lits; the hand bell of the steward, tinkling down the train as he announces ‘premier service!’, summoning us to dinner in the restaurant car. Eating on such a train must be a special experience – the glinting silver, sparkling glasses and spotless cloths; the stylish waiters. The breakfast of hot coffee and croissants on a silver tray to be enjoyed, blearily, in the cosy intimacy of the sleeper … and above all, the possibilities, the endless possibilities, of three days cut off from the world, thundering across Europe, with who knows what in store.

‘Then it seems,’ said Poirot slowly, ‘as though we must look for our murderer on the Istanbul-Calais coach … the murderer is with us – on the train now … ‘Agatha Christie, Murder on the Orient Express.

Legend and history, myth and reality, where does one end and the other begin? So many books, so many films (even a tune, a foxtrot) inspired by the Orient Express: Sleeping Car to Trieste; Stamboul Train; From Russia with Love; Orient Express; The Lady Vanishes; Victoria, Four-Thirty; Madonna of the Sleeping Cars; Night Train to Munich … and of course, Agatha Christie’s exquisitely fashioned whodunnit, Murder on the Orient Express, which, having baffled readers for forty years, is now being filmed. And perhaps this is a particularly good moment for it to appear, a gloriously unreal slice of high life, a bravura exercise in elegant escapism at a time when everyday life is offering all too little in the way of treats.

The line separating truth from invention is a shaky one; difficult sometimes to distinguish between the two. Is it fact or fiction that a bunch of wild musicians once invaded the Orient Express at some remote station, filling the restaurant car with whirling colours and pulsating rhythms while the train sped through the Balkan countryside? Fact and fiction. It actually happened, on the inaugural trip. But the incident also appeared in a film, Orient Express, the screen version of Graham Greene’s novel Stamboul Train.

And the fateful snowstorm in Murder on the Orient Express. That too had its roots in fact: in February 1929, the Simplon-Orient Express was blocked by a snowdrift at Tcherkeskeny for eleven days. Nor is violence confined to the fiction shelves: in 1949, Eugene Karp, a U.S. naval attaché, fell to his death from the same train under circumstances which have never been satisfactorily cleared up.

The present Turkish ambassador to London remembers using the Orient Express as a young student in the 1930s: ‘Some people wore gloves when they went into the corridors so that they should not dirty their hands on the dusty windows.’ The passengers learned from the waiters little tricks of trainmanship like how to pour their wine without spilling it (‘you lift both glass and bottle off the table’).

The Orient Express was the brainchild of a Belgian engineer, Georges Nagelmackers, who saw on a brief trip to America the shape of railways to come, and decided to do something about it. He managed to get his first contract signed, for the Paris-Vienna section, in 1872, and in 1876 founded the Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits et des Grands Express Européens, with help from an American railway expert, Colonel Mann. The Paris-Constantinople service opened on 4 October 1883. Once established, the Orient Express had three ‘arms’, one to Warsaw, one to Bucharest, and one – the Simplon-Orient – to Istanbul. Today that train, now known as the Direct Orient, is the principal means of rail communication between western Europe and Istanbul, with a daily connecting service.

Miss Christie’s characters travelled this route, meeting death and nemesis on the Calais coach. It is a journey I have dreamed of, and am now to experience. The tickets are bought, the carriage reserved, and one of those sleeping cars to Istanbul is mine.

Victoria Station, Wednesday 3.30 p.m.: It begins well – almost too well. Beneath the sign saying Orient Express, the intriguing words ‘Agent’s Special’. I have a momentary vision of a group outing of Bonds … a package of Poirots … do they travel in gangs now, the men of mystery?

Calais, and there at the platform – the two Calais coaches of the Orient Express, those for Trieste and Belgrade. I gaze round the cosy dining car with a feeling of warm anticipation. Little do I know that this is to be my last proper meal for three days.

Paris, 11.50 p.m.: My travelling companion and I (I love the slightly dated, risqué connotations of that phrase. Actually it’s my husband, but one must try to keep up improper appearances on the Orient Express) investigate the two-berth wagon-lit compartment. The beds are made up, white sheets gleaming against warm, red-checked blankets. The decor is not inspiring. The compartment is so tiny it is like making your home in a public convenience cubicle. Perhaps this lack of space has something to do with the sleeping car’s reputation for amorous activity, literally throwing people together? Propinquity can have its advantages. Well, we shall see.

The French wagons-lits conductor in the trim brown uniform hands us customs forms to fill in, and I ask about breakfast. The conductor’s smile falters. He is, it seems, not too sure about breakfast. The most he is committing himself to is that he will ‘do his best’. Do his best?

It is at this moment that reality for the first time clashes with my fantasy image of the journey: I had pictured leisurely meals, skilfully mixed cocktails and the odd late-night liqueur sipped in the company of fascinating fellow travellers. But not only is there no elegance, there is not even a restaurant car.

Like Hercule Poirot before me, I request a mineral water and retire for the night.

Some things at least have not changed: the short, heavy chain on each compartment door is still lagged with soft leather to prevent any disturbing rattle; the coat-hangers still have rubber stoppers to stop them clattering. The deep blue night-light still glows softly above the door, turning the cramped compartment into a shadowy, mysterious cave. And, as always, the steady, rhythmical movement of the train casts its spell: rocking, easing tension, soothing, lulling … the intimacy of the sleeping car, like no other.

Thursday, 8a.m.: The conductor’s smile is cautious. There is, he regrets, no breakfast. ‘The train is not what it used to be.’ Swiss countryside slides past: laundry-neat landscapes, each field folded and pressed just so. Little houses with pointed roofs. Each, no doubt, with a kitchen where they are all sitting down to huge Swiss breakfasts. The Byronic romanticism of Chillon Castle takes my mind off my stomach for a minute or two. We rush into the Simplon Tunnel: cold, with a smell of wet stone. Blackness. The warm red blankets are comforting.

Domodossola, 9.49 a.m.: The train stops here for eighteen minutes and our conductor decides to retrieve the honour of the company. ‘Follow me!’ he mutters, locking our sleeper door with his curious cylindrical key. We leap off the train and head for the station buffet across the tracks. Large, clean room; foaming cappuccino, freshly filled cheese rolls. God bless the Italians.

Already the train is taking on the personality of its different sections: at one end are the Yugoslavs, with lots of headscarves and bunchy skirts. Families asleep in untidy heaps, legs and arms flung out, relaxed. A smell of oranges. The Turkish coach overflows with curly-haired, black-eyed, brigandish-looking young men. These are the euphemistically named ‘guest-workers’ going home on holiday after a year working in Switzerland or Germany. There is a spicy smell, and pungent tobacco fumes.

The Italian coaches bound for Milan and Venice have a well-groomed, stylish air; the passengers are uncrumpled, coiffures unruffled, even on those who have sat up all night. They talk rapidly and confidently, and their coaches are perfumed headily with aftershave lotion, cologne and fragrant Italian cigarettes.

The scenery rolls past like an endless holiday snap: brightly coloured lakes, Como, Maggiore; the islands, the curving waterside, the little lakeside houses and terraces, boats. The sun sparkles on every bright surface.

Milan, noon: The conductor suddenly becomes vague about lunch. There may, after all, be no lunch. Perhaps we should stock up at Milan. Just to be on the safe side. We buy plastic-wrapped rolls, and oranges at about 25p each. Outrageous, but time is short. In the buffet, we spy bottles of Valpolicella clustered darkly on a shelf. We buy Valpolicella and some jolly-looking bars of chocolate.

As we pull out of the station, two young men in overalls, looking like mechanics, appear in the corridor flogging plastic trays of food – ‘Plateaux Express’. Hardly haute cuisine but at least food. For lunch we eat the hors d’oeuvres (bean salad with vinaigrette in a plastic bag) and save the bit of cold chicken. Shortage makes hoarders of us all.

Venice: We say goodbye to our French conductor, who is replaced by a Yugoslav. Venice station must be the best sited in the world: down the steps and straight on to the Grand Canal, with the Palazzo Foscari across the water and the Rialto just round the corner to the left. We are late, and no one knows quite when we leave, but they must change the engine, take on Yugoslav personnel and disconnect the Venice coaches. Forty minutes later we leave Venice behind. We could have bought food there, the town was one vast delicatessen counter, but too late we found ourselves without Italian currency.

The first-class coach is fairly international: a Canadian and his wife, bound for Istanbul; a Turkish lady professor; a Yugoslav bureaucrat returning from holiday; an Armenian businessman who looks like Elgar and has six suitcases of samples; a bright-eyed Yugoslav lady; a Bulgarian lady; and a slender blonde who gazes out of the window and doesn’t talk to anyone (aha!). There is also Ahmet, a plumping young Turk of immense charm and assurance who wanders the corridors in his Yves Saint Laurent casuals (the only passenger to keep up the old appearances) with a cache of Horniman’s teabags and a pocketful of pistachio nuts.

Trieste, 8 p.m.: We are now running nearly two hours late and the rumour is we will have only nine minutes here. The conductor, as usual, knows nothing. We all hang out of the windows gazing longingly at the dimly lit station buffet, thick with smoke and humanity happily stuffing themselves with food. There is only one vendor on the platform and he refuses to look our way. The nine minutes drag on to twenty and the mood is turning ugly. ‘Why don’t they tell us how long we’ll be at stations?’

After Trieste, any pretence that we are aboard a great express is abandoned. The train potters along at about 20mph, often coming to a halt completely in the middle of the countryside for long stretches. At last, Zezena brings the Yugoslav police aboard for passport control.

The conductor stokes up his little range and sits back for the night. Our sheets are supposed to be changed each day and beds freshly made, but no one has touched ours for twenty-four hours. We chunter along through the darkness, dawdling, stopping at deserted little stations where steam locomotives are shunting goods trains, their steam white against the night sky. The lighting is dim and sparse, small electric bulbs seeming almost to emphasise the gloom they cannot dispel.

I wander up the corridor and mutter a request for some tea in three languages before the conductor gets my drift. A mere forty minutes later he appears with two plastic jugs looking suspiciously like those containers for urine specimens they hand you in hospital. The liquid inside is pale yellow and evil-looking, with two tea bags floating sadly on the surface.

Friday, 6.30 a.m.: A wonderful night’s sleep, rocked gently by the lullaby of track and train. I balance on the edge of the unmade bunk, banging my head against the upper berth, and munch biscuits and gulp tea from a plastic mug with the undemanding acceptance of the long-term prisoner. We are crawling along past shabby Yugoslav stations and rundown-looking houses. In the fields, people working do not look up as we pass. We are all in the corridor by now – it is our promenade, our high street, our local. Those who have supplies eat or drink, sharing with those who have nothing.

Belgrade, 9.20 a.m.: Once again, no one knows how long we will be here. The train is shunted between platforms and again they change engine and personnel, taking off the Belgrade and Athens coaches and joining on an Istanbul section. Taking a photograph of the railway station, we find ourselves being marched silently into the police station. We wait nervously while the uniformed policeman solemnly describes our misdemeanour. The officer at the desk listens wearily, eyes half-closed. Then, bored, he irritably waves us out.

Everyone from the train is rushing about the open station yard to try to buy something to eat. I find some weird cheese pastries, huge, flabby and still warm from the oven. They look like squares of heavy-duty blanket. At the next counter are fat, crusty rolls almost as big as a loaf of bread. Our Italian wine is finished and the new conductor, a Bulgarian, has a flinty, unresponsive face that offers no great promise of consumer delights. On the platform a vendor whose trolley is stacked high with slivovic suddenly finds he has an eager horde of buyers.

By this time, two days out from London, we know most of the people up and down the train who are going all the way to journey’s end. In one coach there are two New Zealand girls bound for Istanbul ‘because it sounded interesting’; a German boy heading for India and meditation; two ex-student teachers from London who intend to keep travelling until their money runs out. In another compartment, a couple from London; he has been working in the box office of the Odeon Leicester Square, she on the switchboard. They may go on to Cyprus. There are others, with haversacks and a vague mental picture of a world map in their heads.

We leave Belgrade. Ladies in headscarves and thick black stockings sweep through the train corridors bent double, wielding old-fashioned hand brushes, gaily hurling empty bottles out of the windows, just above the notices forbidding bottles to be thrown from windows.

Kreveni-Krsc, 2.15 p.m.: No platforms at this station; the tracks are laid on broken stone and shingle over which the locals stumble and crunch their way to and from the train, pushing cardboard boxes through the windows, hauling themselves up the steep iron steps.

For Muslims, Friday is the most sacred day of the week, and in one crowded second-class compartment, Turkish workers are listening intently to a cassette recording of a religious service.

Dimitrovgrad: Very dim indeed. Narrow platforms, usual dingy station buffet. When the train stops, people try to get off to buy food, but the police push them back brusquely. Only local passengers can alight. We are sealed off from the outside world. Now panic becomes acute as everyone gesticulates from windows, desperately trying to catch the eye of the stolid trolley man.

Just by our window, a second little trolley materialises. A peasant woman in a headscarf sells us the inevitable rolls, some hardboiled eggs, which she fishes out of a large black leather handbag, and bottled beer. Rates of exchange become irrelevant at such a time. People are waving notes of all sizes, just hoping she will accept them. Outside the buffet across the track, a white-coated waiter watches idly. Someone finds out the Croatian for ‘cheese’ and we all shout it hopefully at him. He reappears, carrying a huge lump of hard, mouldy cheese wrapped in crumpled paper. It looks very nasty. ‘Buy it all,’ the Canadian urges.

The rotten lump of cheese is unbelievably expensive and we all turn out our pockets to pay for it, in dinars. As the train leaves, we see that the waiter and the vendors are smiling. Later we share the cheese with the Canadians and Ahmet, whose pistachio nuts and tea bags are running low.

The Bulgarian police inspect our passports and say we have no transit visas. We had checked, twice, with the Bulgarian authorities in London before leaving and had been assured no transit visas were needed. The local chaps are unimpressed by this news. ‘You need visas! You pay!’ one of them screams at us, storm-trooper fashion, eyes blazing with fury. ‘You pay!’ He flings the passports on the bunks and waits, his uniformed figure blocking the door. Since failure to pay will presumably mean being detained in Bulgaria, and since being detained in Bulgaria constitutes about the worst punishment I can think of, we pay. The visas cost £2 each. In London the same visas, when needed, can be had for 43p.

The police enter the next compartment. Pause. Shouts and protests. ‘You pay!’ the words reverberate down the corridor. ‘You pay!’ The Bulgarian countryside, as though trying to make up for its beastly policemen, is ravishing. Green and gold and gently curving. At Mnitniza we move our watches on two hours. East European time. The Bulgarian conductor makes no move to do the beds or attend to our compartment, which by this time is something of a slum on wheels.

Sofia, 7.45 p.m.: A small, neglected-looking station with a trolley of fairly revolting-looking hot dogs selling (to Orient Express passengers, anyway) at around 50p each. A sudden influx of locals: they surge through the train, filling each compartment to bursting point. The new conductor is a Turk. He looks like Genghis Khan, with high cheekbones and slant eyes that glitter. Impassive, remote, silent.

In second class, Cesar the Turkish Cypriot and his friends are feeling the pinch: they have no drinking water, which apparently ran out hours ago, and Cesar even had to pay for a mug of water to shave in. ‘You get nothing free on this train,’ he says, grinning ruefully. But at least in second class you can get real coffee, sweet, hot and Turkish, in tiny china cups.

The lavatories throughout the train are in appalling condition, clearly untended since Paris. All are littered with discarded paper towels, fragments of toilet paper, cartons. The basins are filthy. In second class they are also awash, scummy water slopping two inches deep on the floor. The stench is lethal.

Supper: Bulgarian rolls, sour cheese and slivovic. I remember the meal the 1883 passengers were given in Turkey – a meal that ended with peaches decorated with almonds and glazed in rose-scented syrup. What will the morning bring?

Woken after 3 a.m. Passport control. Very noisy progress of police down the train. This, thank the Lord, is the last of Bulgaria.

Saturday, 8.30 a.m.: No dining car. No breakfast. Outside, countryside is undistinguished, rather flat, not remotely Oriental-looking. But workers sitting on tractors wave at us and smile; shepherds wave. Children wave. In Bulgaria nobody waved. At last, a minaret! A small one, but still, a minaret.

We bribe our way to another Turkish coffee in second class, and share the last of our now rock-like rolls and cheese with our Turkish friends. We are now running four hours late. The train crawls through the suburbs, stopping every few minutes for local commuters. Gradually, Istanbul approaches; Ahmet, eyes bright with anticipation, does a running commentary: ‘Over here! Look, the Blue Mosque! And here, St Sofia! Topkapi is over there.’ The mosques grow out of the huddle of houses as if someone were blowing bubbles underground. They sit on the skyline, rounded, massive, graceful. Someone once coined the word ‘Bosphorescence!’ for Istanbul’s special glitter. The light has an extraordinary quality, sharp sunlight fracturing itself against the smog so that the air seems to shimmer.

Sirkecy station, Istanbul, 1.45 p.m.: After three days it seems almost brutal to be going our separate ways so abruptly. Handshakes, hugs, warm good-byes, addresses and phone numbers exchanged. Porters invade the train like termites, stripping it bare of luggage in seconds. Suddenly the train is empty, silent, the carriages strewn with the debris of the long journey. Out of the cool, dark customs hall into sudden blinding sunlight. The station, small and pink and grey, is as lively as a marketplace: police with truncheons almost absentmindedly beat off taxi drivers who descend on passengers like wolves on the fold.

It’s over. The journey is at an end. Crumpled, dishevelled – and distended, after a three-day diet of bread and wine – we sever the curious bond with the train. Dusty, streaked with mud, a long, dark green iron monster whose forerunners carried crowned heads. The captains of industry and the kings have departed, victims of egalitarianism and tight schedules, and with them the glory has drained away from the great train de luxe of yesterday. But despite everything there was a weird sort of enjoyment about it all: that marvellous, cradle-rock of the bunk through the night; the way you could feel one country taking over from another as you pottered across frontiers. The warmth between passengers that no jet could supply.

And the feeling of serenity, the lack of tension you sense after three nights on the train.



29 JUNE 1977

Ronald Hastings

It hardly needs to be said that you do not get the best photographic likeness at a post-mortem, but this seemed to be the aim of James Cameron in Death of the Orient Express (BBC 1). Three-and-a-half days in the presence of Mr Cameron going to bed, getting up, shaving, lying in bed, standing in the corridor and leaning out of the window is no one’s idea of how to remember this most celebrated train.

The Orient Express, as he said, became synonymous with romance, intrigue, murder and espionage, and for the life of me I can’t see how this was commemorated by the sight of Mr Cameron’s shaving soap. By the time he travelled the great train had been reduced to two slip coaches and on arrival in Istanbul there were even goods wagons attached.

Smilingly complaining, Mr Cameron covered the subject like a lean, wary chicken picking over an unsavoury rubbish dump and none too sure where it was safe to put its feet.



14 APRIL 2007

CHECK EVERYTHING – WITH A NATIVE

THERE IS AN ART TO TAKING RAILWAY JOURNEYS IN ITALY THAT, ONCE MASTERED, PROVIDES AN ENDLESS SOURCE OF PLEASURE, SAYS TIM PARKS. BUT FIRST YOU HAVE TO LEARN HOW TO SECURE A SEAT …

‘Mi scusi, signore, questi posti sono prenotati.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

Imagine the scene. It’s Milano Centrale. You have just settled down in your compartment on the Milan-Rome Intercity, the Michelangelo, no less. You have arrived a little early and taken time to admire the monumental entrance to this most monumental of European railway stations with its weird central inscription NELL ANNO MCMXXXI DELL ERA CRISTIANA (in the year 1931 of the Christian era), a sly allusion to the fact that, back then, the Italians were building another era that they hoped would last just as long: it was year ten of the era fascista.

Keeping half an eye on your watch, you have ridden the escalator up the great marble-and-granite ticket hall, peering at mosaics of mythical warriors and 1930s bas-reliefs of aeroplanes and ocean liners, all half hidden, alas, between vast banners of steamy underwear advertisements. It’s a very Italian mix.

Up at platform level, remembering that in Italy you have to stamp your ticket before boarding, you have pushed back and forth through the commuter crowds, until finally you have found one of the little yellow stamping machines that is actually in servizio, even though the date and time it has printed on your ticket are quite illegible.

There’s a considerable satisfaction in learning the ropes in a foreign country, isn’t there? It feels good. And you still have fifteen minutes before the train starts! Time to listen as you wander up the platform to the wonderful combination of jerky mechanical voice announcements and romantic train names: ‘Intercity – sei – zero – otto – ugo foscolo! – diprimaesecondaclasse – delle ore – seidici – e – zero – cinque – conserviziodiristoranteeminibar – per – Venezia Santa Lucia!’

Somehow even the computerised drone communicates a heart-swelling national pride when it reaches the big names: Intercity Vivaldi! The volume goes up a couple of notches. Intercity Tiepolo! Giorgione! Leonardo da Vinci! Here is a country that promises culture galore, even if the TV screens placed every 10m all along the platform are simply showing more and more ads for underwear.

Finally, a carriage that looks fairly empty. You have boarded, enjoyed the old-fashioned business of walking along a corridor and squinting into compartments, seeing how people spread clothes and luggage around to discourage company, or even draw the sickly yellow curtains across the glass door so that you can’t know if anyone’s in there or not. Never mind. Here’s a free one. The little plaque for posting reservation information is reassuringly blank. It’s all yours.

So, you’ve settled, relaxed, pulled out your Italian phrasebook for further study, when along comes this polite little man with his neat moustache and smart grey suit. ‘Mi scusi, signore, questi posti sono prenotati.’ Ominously, behind him, a group of adolescents can be seen pressing against the glass window of the compartment, transmitting the hubbub you expect of chickens in a battery farm. The guy’s a teacher.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Prenotati,’ he repeats. He pulls a ticket from his tailored pocket and shows you. The faintly printed figures and abbreviations might as well be hieroglyphics, but at last the word prenotati clicks. That was in the phrase-book: reserved! How can that be? I checked. ‘Tutti prenotati, signore.’

The kids are already piling in, with their fluorescent pink backpacks, infectious giggles, personalised ring tones. One phone is buzzing the triumphal march from Aida as you beat your retreat.

Yes, two years ago Italian railways stopped bothering to indicate if seats were reserved or not. Where does it say this on the train? Nowhere. They didn’t bother to remove the reservation plaques, either. But then they have also left heat-control switches now overridden by central heating, the image of the burning cigarette where it is absolutely forbidden to smoke, warnings not to lean out of windows that can no longer be opened. The past is always present in Italy, like the fascist frieze behind the underwear ads in the station.

So, on this six-hour journey to Rome you change seats five times. You just cannot know if the place you’ve sat in is already reserved or not. People are polite but firm. ‘Questo è mio posto. Ecco il biglietto.’ Finally, a bespectacled intellectual reading the pink pages of the Gazzetta dello Sport informs you in Oxford English that the seats in compartments seven and eight of every Intercity carriage are always left unreserved. By now those places are taken, of course. If only you’d known. You arrived early enough. In the end, you wait until Bologna and, in the general mill of people getting on and off, manage to grab a seat in compartment seven. Relief.

Except as the train rushes in and out of the tunnels to Florence, a general unease develops. The two businessmen with their busy laptops, the woman with so much to talk about on the phone, the boy with his loud music tinkling under glossy black hair, all are glancing with growing concern at the old lady slumbering by the window. In her eighties, she has raffishly dyed blonde hair under a red hat and brick-bright lipstick. Given the growing heaviness of the atmosphere in the compartment, it also appears that she has recently devoured about half a pound of raw garlic. She is sighing garlic, snoring garlic, sneezing garlic. The air-conditioner fan makes sure her breath is evenly distributed among the six travellers.

Outside, postcards of picturesque Tuscany fling by, pretty campanili and vineyards and stuccoed farmhouses; inside, a toxic gas accumulates. The odour intensifies. Now you understand why garlic is considered a protection against evil spirits. Shortly after Prato, feeling evil, you opt to return to the roulette of empty seats in vulnerable compartments. At least you can try out your phrasebook on the people showing you their reservations.

Or imagine the reverse situation. Imagine you’ve learnt your lesson now. You know that on Italian Intercity trains it’s essential to reserve a seat. And here you are standing, let’s say, on the platform at Verona waiting for the train to Milan, early Sunday evening. ‘Coincidenza,’ announces an urgent voice, ‘l’Intercity Francesco Sforza arriva e parte dal binario sei!’ Fancy that. It arrives and departs from the same platform. But you’ve got used to these charming non sequiturs by now. ‘In ritardo,’ the voice adds. Late. Well, who cares about a little ritardo. I have my place.

But when you climb on board, the carriage is crammed. The corridor is so packed you can hardly get through. You hadn’t realised it was carnival in Venice today. The masked Milanesi are returning home. When you’ve fought your way through harlequins, sheiks and supermen to your compartment, it is to find that your seat is already taken by an exhausted little fairy, half asleep on an ageing witch’s knee. The grandmother, perhaps. So do you, with your limited Italian, have the heart, the courage, to start explaining to these good people that actually that’s your seat? Look, it says so here on my ticket!

Nope. You don’t. So get set for an hour and a half on your feet among the painted faces and the mobile trills. And yet, and yet … I’m going to try to convince you that the train is really the only way to travel in the Bel Paese. It really is.

Take your car any distance in this country and you’re sure to regret it: the petrol cartel at the pumps, the rush into sweltering log jams on the autostrada, the prices at crowded tollbooths, even the difficulty of picking up anything decent on the radio, make any long car journey a purgatory. There are times when you feel the circonvallazione round Milan or, worse still, Rome’s Grande Raccordo Anulare were designed with the circles of Dante’s Inferno in mind. You’re not supposed to arrive. And when you do there will be nowhere to park.

Nor is the plane an alternative; unless you’re on expenses. So long as the Italian government is still the majority shareholder in Alitalia, the policy will be to keep domestic flight prices high. Air-traffic control is ever poised to strike; taxi drivers do their best to ensure this is a prohibitive means of transport; the catering at Malpensa and Fiumicino will not give you the impression it was worth it after all.

But these are not the real reasons why you should be using the train.

The fact is that, as one condemned to travel about 300 miles a week with Trenitalia, I can assure you that it really is a wonderful way to travel, once you know how to use it. And in the process of learning you’ll be obliged to acquire a precious insight into the Italian mindset.

Once you’ve figured out the difference between a EuroCity, an Intercity Plus, an Intercity and a CIT, once you’ve grasped why there are people standing in a Eurostar when it’s a reserved-seat-only train, once you have gone through the rigmarole of the ticket machines, once you’ve seen how those who have ‘forgotten’ to stamp their ticket enter into complex negotiations with the inspectors rather than coughing up the fine, then you’ll be a bit closer to appreciating how this fascinating country works.

Why, for example, did Trenitalia decide to remove those reservation indicators? Think. Ticket prices here are the lowest among the big western European countries. Only semi-privatised as it is, Trenitalia is not allowed to raise prices without government approval. Overmanned, it cannot lay off staff without this becoming a political issue. Desperate for cash, someone comes up with this wheeze: removing the reservation information obliges anybody who really needs a seat to book. And booking costs €3 (£2) a head.

The more people who book, the more everybody else has to book. And since the information no longer has to be posted on the train, the computers can take bookings right up to the last second. The remarkable thing is how little the Italians complain. Instinctively, the rulings of perverse officialdom are accepted as blows of fate, impervious to retaliation.

So how should I use the trains? Two things must be borne in mind. Italians are great commuters. They love to live in their home-town, regardless of how far away they work. If they can’t actually live there, they will certainly return home at the weekend, quite probably with a large bundle of laundry for mother’s washing machine. Not for nothing all those underwear ads.

So Sunday and Friday evenings, Monday and Saturday mornings are to be avoided at all costs, as is any sort of festa, or any political election (everybody gets the day off to go home and vote).

Fares, however, bear no relation to peak and off-peak periods. Social policy demands that commuter and local trains be cheap and be seen to be so. But to understand what to expect from a train, use of English is a good rule of thumb. If a train has an international-sounding denomination – Intercity, Eurostar, EuroCity – it will stop less often and cost about 50 per cent more than those with Italian names – the Regionale, Interregionale or the now rare Espresso. But in the end, they’re all a bargain.

My advice. Trapped inside their respective regions, crawling doggedly from one watering hole to the next, the Regionale trains are a good idea only if your destination is of a size not to be found on maps of ordinary scale, the kind of station where you buy your ticket with a glass of wine from the girl in the café and a charming bell wakes the locals from sleep to warn them that a train might soon be arriving. Connoisseurs of ancient rolling stock might want to hurry before the old brown dinosaurs on some of these lines finally grind into extinction. Here you sit with your knees jammed against those of the person opposite (or even interlocked, as it were), shivering together in winter, mingling your sweat in summer.

For daytime travel, use the super-cheap Interregionali, but at off-peak hours. They rattle and bang about, as a real train should. There is no pretence of style, they are not for international inspection, but heating and air-conditioning are good, you can open the big windows and blow the garlic away if need be, you can sit where you like and stay there (there are no bookings), and over, say, a three-hour journey, which is about the maximum distance these trains go, they are only twenty minutes slower than an Intercity.

String four or five such trips together and you’ve got the perfect way to go up and down the country. Italy, after all, has a beautiful city centre about every thirty miles, if not less. Just think of the Venice-Milan line. A string of gems. Padova, Vicenza, Verona, Peschiera, Desenzano, Brescia. Price one way: €12.90. If you don’t fancy staying a whole night at Desenzano, you can simply get off the train and walk down to Lake Garda for a swim.

And for long trips, forget the Eurostar. Use the Night Espresso. To make it possible for southerners to work up north and still get home with the regularity mamma demands, these most efficient of all trains (because they have so much time to kill) are kept in operation at prices no one could ever complain about. They’ll take you the whole length of the peninsula (and remember it is long) stretched out in a comfortable couchette.

No serious Italophile should be ignorant of the splendid seafront at Reggio Calabria, of the sugar-white stone of medieval Lecce. Amazingly, the much-maligned Trenitalia makes these distant cities easy. Travel light and you can even walk to almost any centre from the train station. Just check that you’re not riding the night before a big football match. In fact, check everything – with a native. Italy is a country for initiates.
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SICILY ON THE SLOW TRACK

DEFYING THE WARNINGS OF LOCALS, PAUL MANSFIELD BOARDS THE ‘DIRETTO’ AND ‘REGIONALE’ TRAINS, AND MEANDERS THROUGH HUMBLE VILLAGES AND BEAUTIFUL VALLEYS

Mid-afternoon in Sicily. The heat quivered on the fields; there was no sound but the whirring of cicadas, and the tiny station of Enna was deserted as I stepped off the train. High on a ridge, three miles away, I could see the grey stone clusters of the town itself. How to get there?

The hiss of a Gaggia machine announced that the station bar was open. Inside, a barman with several days’ worth of stubble poured me an espresso and announced that a taxi was expected soon. I waited outside, where a three-legged dog hopped across the empty platform to make my acquaintance.

I already had the feeling that someone from the Sicilian equivalent of Central Casting had made arrangements for my reception, and this was confirmed by the arrival of the taxi driver, a thick-set individual with fists like hams and a spiv’s leather jacket. Wrap-around shades completed the effect. We set off up the hill, twisting and weaving on the narrow roads, before pulling up in Enna’s town square with a squeal of brakes. Now that, I thought, was the way to arrive in small-town Sicily.

No one had understood why I wanted to take a train around Sicily. No one in Sicily, that is. ‘Slow’, ‘unreliable’ and ‘dirty’ were the epithets used by the locals to describe their railway network. I put it down to the twin Italian obsessions with the motor car and speed. Take a car away from a Sicilian and he’s like a centaur who has lost his body.

On the taxi ride to the stazione centrale in Palermo, we had hooted, lurched and swerved through the gridlocked traffic, as the driver’s temperature rose faster than that of the sweltering streets. The Sicilians have an expression for this situation: ‘che camurria’, which translates into ‘I can’t stand it! Let’s get moving!’

I couldn’t stand it, either. I entered the station bar with relief, to be enveloped in the familiar Italian fug of coffee fumes and cigarette smoke. Outside, in a tiny chapel on the concourse, Mass was being said. Bright shafts of sunlight traversed the tracks, and a railway worker was hanging destination plates on the carriages of the 12.05 ‘diretto’ to Enna. We left on time.

The three-carriage train, covered with graffiti outside but clean and comfortable within, ran alongside the sparkling waters of the coast and then turned inland. We climbed up through rolling hills, the fields carpeted with wild flowers. My travelling companions were a clutch of schoolchildren, two peasant women dressed in black and a singular gentleman opposite with a pencil moustache, trilby, white gloves and the air of a theatrical impresario.

He saw me tucking into my station-bought panini and red wine, and asked if I liked fish. He produced a bag of calamari and passed it over, politely refusing my offer of wine. ‘I am afraid I drank more than enough wine last night, signore.’ He disappeared at the next station, doffing his hat. I had been on the Sicilian rails less than an hour and already felt I was among friends.

Enna is a mountain town, with a remote, frontier feel. Livy described it as ‘inexpugnabilis’, and for centuries its primary function was as bastion of defence for and against the many invading armies – Greek, Roman, Saracen, Norman – that have tussled over Sicily’s territory. The 13th-century Castello di Lombardia dominates the town, with spectacular views over the rugged, windswept countryside and the lake, Lago di Pergusa, where Hades abducted Persephone into the underworld.

I took a room at Enna’s only hotel, the Grande Albergo di Sicilia. It had an ugly modern façade, giving way to a charming art nouveau lobby. I fell asleep to the sound of church bells in the clear mountain air – and was promptly awoken by the amorous adventures of the couple next door. At breakfast they were easy to identify: they both had that unmistakable air of being married – but not to each other. From the edge of town, the snow-capped cone of Mount Etna, which last erupted in 1992, was visible, serene and majestic in the distance.

Later I saw Etna close up, from the Circumetnea Railway. This ancient train rattles around Europe’s biggest volcano, from the shambolic suburbs of Catania – passing buildings so closely you could almost reach out and touch them – to the open spaces of Etna’s lower slopes. Here, citrus plantations, vines and nut trees add splashes of colour to the black lava.

The train (as always) was crowded with the kind of locals unable to afford other forms of transport. A young mother sat with her baby on her lap, with the expression of a renaissance madonna; opposite me, a thin, tragical Arab-looking teenager studied a computing magazine. Just when I thought I might catch up on some sleep after Enna, what sounded like two competing foghorns started up at the end of the carriage. Two grizzled old boys from a mountain village had joined the train. They sat opposite each other, bellowing and cackling in that peculiar Sicilian dialect that adds a granitelike edge to vowels and slurs everything else. When we reached the coast at Riposto I was as wide awake as I’ve ever been, and my ears were ringing.

At Taormina I discovered the disadvantages of train travel in Sicily. The station is situated on the coast below the town and, with no taxis to be seen, it was a forty-five-minute slog in the midday heat up to Sicily’s most famous tourist resort. Perhaps that is why I did not care for Taormina. After the humble villages of the interior, it seemed too sanitised; a pretty enough place with a justly celebrated Greek amphitheatre, but largely dedicated to tourism, trading on its historical associations (D.H. Lawrence the best known) and all too artificial after life as viewed from a Sicilian train. I left after a few hours, rattling down the coast to Syracuse.

If Taormina has lost caste due to mass tourism, it is safe to say that Syracuse went permanently out of fashion nearly 2,000 years ago. In 500 BC this was the most important city in the western world, but centuries of misrule and military adventurism destroyed its power, leaving it a peaceful, sun-baked backwater. In the late afternoon the Ortygia – the small peninsula where the oldest buildings are – was deserted.

I sat contemplating the Duomo – which began life as a Doric temple, and is now a masterpiece of cream-and-white Baroque statuary – and watched a wedding party arrive at the gates. The bride’s voluminous veil caught in the wind and nearly asphyxiated her father; country boys in too-big suits lounged around, cracking jokes; an irascible, bow-tied photographer struggled to organise the party in the late afternoon sun. After a while, like most people who have come to Syracuse in the past 2,000 years, I moved on.

Heading inland, the train passed through villages of astonishing beauty, many of them overlooked by tourists. It was a ‘regionale’ train, the slowest of the slow, stopping every five minutes, and had grimy compartments hung with black-and-white prints of the Italian Riviera. By mid-morning we were in Noto, with its yellow baroque churches covered in scaff olding. After years of neglect, the Duomo collapsed last year, and finally prompted the city fathers into action to save their town’s exquisite architecture.

At noon we had reached Modica, where, in a trattoria near the station, I indulged in a Sicilian lunch of stupendous proportions. Baked aubergines, pasta con sarde e finocchio (pasta with sardines and fennel), involtini di carne (ham and cheese wrapped in breaded veal), salad, fruit and cheese. Ten quid the lot. Wine was local vino sfuso, ruby-red and strong. I toiled up the hill to the station, caught the next passing diretto and promptly fell asleep.

When I awoke the train was running through a deep valley, and there, perched high above, were the old and new towns of Ragusa. The ‘new’ town, dating from the 17th century, was handsome enough; but the old medieval quarter – hewn out of rock and clinging to the sides of a steep ravine – was wonderful. Best of all were the public gardens, cool and shady, hung with acacia, with glorious views across the ravine. On a bench someone had contributed some lyrical graffiti: ‘In questo giardino pieno di misteri, sono morto e rinato’ – ‘dead and reborn in a garden full of mystery’. My feelings exactly.

From Ragusa the train dropped down to the coast, through a landscape of olives, vineyards and great swathes of corn. We rolled through industrial Gela and on towards Agrigento. Here, three magnificent Doric temples stand on a bluff overlooking the sea. The first sight of them was almost hallucinatory; well removed from the town itself, unfenced and mercifully devoid of tourists, they stood, noble, dramatic and serene – the finest ruins of their kind outside Greece.

Time for the long haul back to Palermo. Another diretto, another mobile lunch of panini and wine, and another chance encounter – this time with Lucia, a graphic designer who had lived in Paris and London. She was an odd mixture: deeply traditional and proud of it, yet in other respects – her designer jeans and skimpy T-shirt – thoroughly modern. She talked about Sicily with that blend of resignation and optimism I had come to recognise as typical.

‘Things change very slowly here,’ she said. There were enormous problems with corruption and bureaucracy; even the recent ‘super-trials’, which put several hundred mafiosi behind bars in Palermo, would make very little difference. But despite all this, she had chosen to return to her island and live there. ‘I am Sicilian,’ said Lucia. ‘Not European; not even Italian. I can’t be happy anywhere else.’

We reached Palermo in the afternoon rush-hour. The city centre was an immobile mass of honking, overheating cars. Even the train was caught up in it, at an unmanned level-crossing blocked by an impatient truck. I watched the trucker and another driver engage in a heated argument, while I finished my lunch in leisurely fashion. ‘Che camurria, indeed,’ I thought. They don’t know what they’re missing.



6 JULY 1996

TRAIL OF THE LONESOME PINE

DISASTROUS RAINS SAVED A SMALL FRENCH RAILWAY FROM CLOSING

Erica Brown

The train slowed as it approached the bridge, finished just days before by engineers from the French Foreign Legion. A patter of polite applause wafted from a group of teenagers behind us.

There are prettier sights in the south of France than this gun-metal-grey steel bridge, slung across a gash in a landscape that will take nature years to heal. But for the people of this corner of Haute Provence, the bridge signified that, after eighteen months, life was back to normal.

In November 1994, after a week of heavy rain, the River Var overflowed and swept away roads, houses and several miles of railway track. The military set about repairing the damage, but it wasn’t until May this year that the bridge between the villages of Entrevaux and Annot was completed and the narrow-gauge railway could resume.

The Chemins de Fer de la Provence, nicknamed the Pine Cone Line, has its own station in the centre of Nice and runs ninety miles north and west, and mostly uphill, to Digne-les-Bains. Built between 1891 and 1911, the line was a vital link between otherwise almost inaccessible villages in the Alpes Maritimes and Haute Provence.

By the 1990s, however, the N202 road, which follows its route, had taken most of the traffic from the privately owned railway and its future was in doubt. The 1994 floods threatened to close it completely. But the disaster was to prove the line’s saviour.

Locals who had taken it for granted suddenly realised how much they needed it. The original, grand 19th-century station in Nice was sold to raise funds and the government lent soldiers from the army and Foreign Legion to repair the track and replace the bridge.

Railway buffs may be disappointed that steam engines have not been used for many years (except on short stretches a few times each summer), and that the nondescript carriages look like trams. But there’s no denying it’s an engineering tour de force: twenty-six tunnels blasted through mountains (one is two miles long); sixteen viaducts and fifteen bridges built across deep valleys; and a track rising from sea level to three thousand feet.

Its sheer romance won me over. The train, Provence’s own TGV – ‘train à grandes vibrations’ – rattled out of Nice at 9 a.m., across main roads clogged with rush-hour traffic and closed for our approach. We started to climb along the left bank of the Var. This first forty-five minutes is commuting territory, the least-interesting part of the trip. Then, at La Vesubie, the line turns west, briefly sandwiched by the two sides of the N202 dual carriageway, and the landscape becomes mountainous.

Twenty minutes later, we pulled in to Villars-sur-Var, where the station contained an inviting restaurant complete with terrace, fresh pasta, a 65-franc menu and resident artisan chocolatier. But it was too early for lunch.

Towards Entrevaux there are completely different landscapes either side of the train. To the east, sheer cliffs and mountains, some terraced with olives; to the west a valley, softly green with orchards, salad crops and vines. The first sight of Entrevaux was its citadel perched on top of an almost vertical hill.

Entrevaux was once an important border defence between France and Savoy and as such was heavily fortified in the 1690s by Vauban, Louis XIV’s military architect. The small town, a hotchpotch of medieval houses, sits at the foot of the hill in a U-turn of the Var that forms a natural moat. You enter it across a drawbridge, through one of three gatehouses. It looks impregnable, so it’s difficult to understand why Vauban went to town the way he did, ringing the place with ramparts.

From here, it was fifteen minutes to Annot, a pretty, small town with a renaissance heart. Here, if the train is on time, there is a five-minute stop at the newly rebuilt station (a chunk of hillside fell on it during the rains). If the driver gets off, you know there’s time for a coffee in the station buffet – he’ll be having one, too.

Beyond Annot, the track winds in a series of giant S-bends that climb more than three hundred feet in two miles, then passes through a tunnel to St-André-les-Alpes, a popular spot for hang-gliders, windsurfers and whitewater rafters. Now we were in true Alpine scenery – meadows lush with fresh grass and pink, blue and yellow wild flowers; orchards; woodland and mountains, forested for most of their height but still with snow on top. ‘Does the train run all year?’ I asked the conductor.

‘Oh, yes, madame,’ he replied, recognising I was English. ‘We don’t have the wrong kind of snow here.’ But the Pine Cone train does have something in common with British Rail. We arrived in Digne seven minutes late.



7 SEPTEMBER 2002

THE RAIL WAY TO SEE THE CONTINENT

PAUL MANSFIELD COULD HAVE FLOWN TO PORTUGAL IN TWO HOURS. INSTEAD, HE MEANDERED THROUGH FOUR COUNTRIES IN FIVE DAYS

To lunch, as a warrior unto battle. Casa Botin in Madrid is the oldest restaurant in the world (1725), and features in several books including Hemingway’s Fiesta (‘We lunched upstairs at Botin’s. It is one of the best restaurants in the world’).

All of which leads you to assume the place will be an overpriced tourist trap.

But what you get is a venerable building with creaking stairs, ancient furniture and tiled walls. At 3 p.m. it was just beginning to fill with locals. The house speciality is suckling pig: a plate so huge that you feel you probably couldn’t pick it up, let alone eat it. As Hemingway observed, you have to drink plenty of wine to get it all down – in his case, a preposterous five bottles. I managed a creditable two of house Valdepeñas. Flushed with success, I stumbled towards the station like a wine cask on legs.

Travelling across Europe by train you notice cultural changes in a way that you don’t when travelling by plane – and especially when it comes to food. The farther south I got, the heavier the ingredients became, and the greater the air of excess attending meals.

I’d left London a few days earlier on Eurostar, with a leisurely five days to reach Lisbon. It’s a lovely way to travel. We rolled through the south London suburbs, peering into windows an arm’s length from the track, and soon were running through the Kent countryside, warm and golden on a sunny afternoon.

My immediate neighbour was an elderly gentleman who spent the journey angrily ripping out pages from his newspaper and summoning the train steward to ask stupid questions. (‘How can you tell which is the window seat?’ was one). Eventually the old boy fell asleep. At six we were rolling into the Gare du Nord, the heart of Paris, with washing hanging from windows and that unmistakable Parisian smell of Gauloises and drains. I took a taxi across the river.

For years Parisian hotels came in just two categories: palace or flea-pit. That has changed. The Bel Ami in St Germain des Prés is a bright, savvy hotel with a modern interior; computer workstations in the lobby and a stylish cocktail bar. From my room on the first floor I looked out over the crowded streets of shops, cafés and restaurants. As dusk fell I sipped pastis, people-watching on the terrace of Les Deux Magots. Perfect.

Even when they go for a blow-out, the French are careful to retain a sense of proportion. At Chez Paul, an antique bistro in the Bastille with a smoke-darkened interior, I lunched on pot-roast lamb and vegetables. The portions were just right, the cheeseboard varied without being excessive, the half-bottle of St-Emilion strong but not overpowering. The French savour their food, but they don’t linger over it for hours. By three, Chez Paul was emptying as its regular customers headed back to work.

Leaving the Bel Ami, I was struck by another advantage of train travel. At airports you become passive; checked in and ordered about. Travelling by train you take a cab to the Gare d’Austerlitz, then sit at the terrace bar with a beer until you feel like boarding the waiting overnight express to Madrid.

The train itself was a Talgo ‘trainhotel’, the Francisco de Goya. You could see immediately this was a Spanish train. As I settled into my single berth, the steward arrived with a choice of dinner sittings: eight or ten o’clock? Ten? ‘Spanish hours,’ he said with a smile.

And in the dining car that slight formality between waiters and their customers (which in France seems appropriate) was entirely absent. Here the waiters were kindly, middle-aged men, warm and approachable. Would señor care for a glass of Jerez? Señor certainly would. Señor was travelling alone? Bueno. Information was exchanged: about the weather in Spain, about homes and families. The meal was enormous: Mediterranean asparagus, each strip thick as a finger; a huge plate of lamb; vegetables, salad, cheese, an apple tart. I sipped ruby-red Rioja and watched the neat fields and hedgerows of Bordeaux flash by.

In the bar two shaven-headed men talked in excited tones about how dull Paris was compared with Madrid, and dropped the names of several fashionable Madrileños as proof. A pony-tailed fellow with leathery skin said he was a musician in a gypsy band and acted the part, leaning into the bar and tipping back draughts of Johnny Walker with a shudder.

Perched on stools were two fresh-faced American backpackers who had managed to get the attention of a beautiful bilingual Spanish girl. She sat chatting to them as they ogled her longingly. Eventually she excused herself, made for the bar – and immediately fell into conversation with the Scotch-drinking musician.

At 3 a.m. I was jolted awake in my bunk. We had reached the Spanish border just before San Sebastian, where the change of gauge between railway networks takes place automatically. Even so, the effortlessly smooth ride of the French side had gone. We bumped and tilted through the rest of the night.

The sun came up on another world; the bare, denuded hills of Castile y León, with their outcrops of rock and pine and air of windswept grandeur. Over coffee I gazed at the walls of Avila, one of the most complete medieval cities in the world, rising like an apparition in the distance. A few miles later it was the Escorial, Philip II’s vast monastery-palace, with its sculpted towers and austere, abandoned air.

‘Nine months winter, three months hell,’ say the people of Castile y León of their climate. Sure enough, we pulled into a Madrid caught in the middle of a heatwave. The city seemed dazed; deserted during the day, with people returning to the streets and parks only at night when it was cool enough to walk around or sit at an open-air cafe. At the Hotel Villa Real near the Prado, I slunk inside, grateful for the air-conditioning.

Arrival at a Spanish hotel is always an event. It’s the decorousness – in this case the Villa Real’s imposing, stained-wood lobby – mixed with the warmth of the staff. They inquire after your journey, help you settle in in small ways – procuring a table at the ever-busy Botin’s, for example. At the Villa Real, as elsewhere in Spain, everything is personal.

Two days later, Portugal proved different again. On the Talgo Express from Madrid we dropped down into the plains of western Spain. It was a scorching day, with hawks wheeling in the clear sky and the fields quivering in a heat haze. The train stopped at village stations decorated with blue tiles. In the dining car the barman was taciturn, and the other passengers – a young businessman and a smartly dressed woman, who smiled demurely like royalty – kept themselves to themselves. Like the French, the Portuguese are happiest keeping a distance.

Lunch was in the station café at Badajoz, near the Portuguese border. The air-conditioning was roaring as the waiter read out the ‘menu’ (scribbled on his cigarette packet): pasta with chorizo; garlic chicken and salad. A bottle of rusty-tasting red wine was brought from the fridge. The other diners – mostly local workmen – finished their meals, lit up cigarettes as one, then pushed back their chairs and left. I’d come a long way from the leisurely indulgence of lunch in Paris and Madrid.

At six in the evening the train coasted down the banks of the River Tagus, past the 10.5-mile-long Vasco da Gama Bridge, into Lisbon. Five days, four countries, 1,250 miles of track.

Time for one last meal – fiery chicken peri-peri in a Mozambican place below the castle, with washing hanging in the courtyard and children scampering in and out. Then a slow meander back to my hotel, reflecting that, had I wanted, I could have made this journey by plane in about two hours. And missed everything.



19 JULY 1997

YOU’RE ONLY YOUNG TWICE

FUELLED BY A DESIRE TO REPEAT A JOURNEY OF HIS YOUTH, PAUL MANSFIELD BOARDS THE TRAIN IN LONDON BOUND FOR ATHENS

Three in the morning: the train has stopped, it is pitch-black outside, and someone is tapping on my compartment door. Then thumping. Then kicking.

Oh, God. Struggling into my jeans, fumbling for passport; fumbling with the padlock on the door … Enter three burly Serbian immigration officials, with revolvers and nightsticks, who proceed to go through my bag and papers. Questions are barked, replies met with unfriendly grunts. Pavel, the Hungarian conductor, stands behind them impassively. When they leave, he produces a bottle of brandy, shaking his head in derision. ‘It is as I said. Balkans. Bal-kans!’ The next checkpoint, he says, will be in half an hour. We clink glasses, and forget about sleeping. It is going to be a long night.

I decided to travel from London to Athens by train for nostalgic reasons. Twenty years ago I’d made the same trip as a teenage InterRailer, and I wanted to rekindle some old memories. But just as the map of Europe has been redrawn, railway networks, too, have been re-organised. It came as a shock to discover that some versions of the current InterRail ticket are not recognised in France – which tends to detract from the ‘go-anywhere’ spirit of the old days. Perhaps more significantly, for someone engaged in revisiting the scenes of his youth, my ticket also fell into a new and unsettling category: InterRail 26-Plus.

More changes, too, leaving London; setting off not by boat train from Victoria but on Eurostar from Waterloo, 186mph on the way to Paris. I had come to Paris with my wife, and we spent a happy weekend prowling around the sights. But when we said goodbye on Monday – she heading back to London, and me south to Greece – my mood plunged.

In a café opposite the Gare de l’Est, surrounded by backpackers, I sat over a beer feeling anxious and depressed. Anxious, because a rail journey of 3,000 miles – through eight countries and across fourteen borders – allows plenty of opportunities for things to go wrong. I had a visa for the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, but was unsure if it was valid for Serbia. Macedonia, another new country, at constant loggerheads with neighbouring Greece, presented another problem.

But I was depressed for a different reason. The sight of those cheerful, fresh-faced travellers – bearing nylon packs, clutching plastic bottles of water like athletes on a round-Europe relay – confirmed a simple fact: if not actually old, or even barely middle-aged, I am certainly no longer young.

The EuroCity left on time at 2 p.m., a sleek, comfortable train with a decor of cream and orange. Wandering through the corridor in search of the buffet I was enveloped by a cloud of marijuana fumes. A young black guy, with shades and Walkman, was leaning on the end of a compartment, smoking. Some avuncular advice seemed called for.

‘Prenez garde, M’sieu. L’aroma, c’est formidable.’

‘Je suis toujours en garde, mon ami.’ He gave a crocodile smile, and offered me the joint.

In my compartment was a French diplomat en route to Strasbourg, full of anecdotes about the recent French elections; and a retired German couple, Dieter and Ursula. With her bobbed blonde hair and blue eyes, Ursula bore an uncanny resemblance to Doris Day. She reminisced about her first European train journeys, as a child during the Second World War. ‘It was terrible. We had to move home five times to escape the bombing. It was such a bad time. But over forever now, I think, thank God.’

We rolled through the green heart of France, and crossed the border into Germany near Baden-Baden. At 10 p.m. the train reached Munich, to horrible scenes on the concourse. A gang of moody, belligerent drunks milled around the bar, alternately slapping each other’s backs, arguing and sulking with each other. One of them, a woman, slid slowly down to her knees and on to the floor. When the station police arrived, the other drinkers abused them. The woman, incredibly, made it to her feet and resumed drinking. I left in a hurry and found my berth. Sleeping through stops at Salzburg and Vienna, I woke once to a cold blast of mountain air coming through the open window. I’d forgotten how high we were.

Budapest was damp and chilly under a misty dawn. But Keleti station – in Communist days a dour, lifeless place – was a revelation. Here was the free market in full swing, in the form of lively bars and cafés, shops, food stalls, innumerable private ‘travel agents’ and money changers.

No showers here, but at least the chance to wash and shave for 10p in the gents’. I had a cappuccino, surrounded by a group of characters drinking Scotch for breakfast with the collars of their leather jackets turned up against the cold. An old man wandered through the crowd, half-heartedly shouting, ‘Polis! Polis!’ No one paid any attention to him.

The Danube was grey and sluggish in the morning light. I stocked up on groceries at a supermarket: thick Hungarian bread, salami and cheese, fruit and wine. No one had been able to provide any information – let alone currency – for Serbia, the next stop, and I was taking no chances. Back at the station, the Hellas Express for Thessaloniki was ready for departure at 11 a.m.

For ‘express’, read ‘ghost train’. The half-dozen rickety old carriages, blue and cream in colour, and with grimy brown banquettes, were almost empty. The only other occupants of my wagon-lit car were a young Greek couple who introduced themselves and then withdrew into their compartment. Sitting alone in a six-seat compartment with barred windows, the train rattling through Budapest’s suburbs and out into fields of wheat, felt oddly like occupying a mobile cell.

But then Pavel arrived. He poured coffee and introduced what was to become a familiar theme. Travelling through the Balkans, he said, was a difficult business. ‘At every stop they make trouble. They are crazy. You will see.’

At the Serbian border town of Subotica, the first of many men in uniforms clambered on to the train. Trouble. My InterRail ticket was deemed invalid within Yugoslavia. Pavel, looking momentarily worried, took the inspector off for a chat, and returned smiling: apparently I could stay on the train. A £10 bribe, negotiated down from £20 by Pavel, had done the trick.

We rolled across lush countryside, passing clusters of grey-stone villages and women in headscarves bent double in the fields, and by early evening we were in Belgrade.

Outside the station the atmosphere resembled a tawdry back-street market. Men in cheap suits approached offering black-market cigarettes; there were stalls selling food, tatty clothes and magazines, and odd, sinuous folk music blasting from speakers. I tried to buy a hot meal but was rebuffed: large-denomination Deutschmarks only – with a sackful of worthless dinars off ered as ‘change’. Back to the train, then, for another picnic meal and a few glasses of wine.

Though the wagon-lit remained deserted, the other carriages were now overflowing with locals, some sleeping in their seats, others dozing or lounging in the corridors. Many were peasants on their way home from the capital, and personal hygiene was evidently not high on their list of priorities. I abandoned a walk through the train when the odour of sweat became too strong. At dusk Pavel arrived with a padlock and chain. ‘Keep the door locked and your money out of sight. Any problems, I’ll deal with them.’

Which he did. What a timeless night that was; rumbling and crashing through the invisible Serbian countryside, with stop after stop for customs, immigration and ticket inspection. Serbian at Presevo; Macedonian at Tabanovci; another exit stop at Gevgelija … Teams of officials lumbered on and off the train, peering into the compartments with torches. At Tabanovci, the Greek couple were taken off and made to pay a fine for some irregularity with their visas. Pavel watched until they were back on board. Dawn was breaking over the black hills, and from far off we heard the drone of the muezzin.

I woke with a start near the Greek border. The train was following a river through a limestone ravine, with blue sky above and glorious translucent light flooding the compartment. We’d left the gloom of eastern Europe behind and were now, unmistakably, in the south. At the border crossing of Idomeni, there were duty-free shops, bars, even a bureau de change. It was as if Greece was demonstrating to the world her superiority over her upstart Macedonian neighbour. But (this being Greece) most of the facilities were closed.

Thessaloniki brought sad goodbyes to Pavel (who nobly kissed the hand of the departing Greek girl); my first hot meal for forty-eight hours; and the appalling realisation that the rank and grimy smell I’d come to associate with the train was now emanating from me.

Perhaps that’s why I had two seats to myself on the Intercity to Athens: a long, hot afternoon running through Greece’s central mountains, dropping finally down to the plains, with my neighbours engaged in the familiar Greek pastimes of smoking, arguing and puzzling over quiz magazines.

At 8 p.m. we rumbled into Larissis station. The Greek capital was being dug up for its new metro system, a refuse strike had left the streets piled high with rubbish and the cabbie ripped me off grievously for the short ride to my hotel.

None of this mattered. After fifty-four hours on the train, I felt hugely pleased with myself – though desperately in need of a shower. I also, I noted as I stepped under the hot water, suddenly no longer felt old.



14 JUNE 2008

THE ALPS WITHOUT ROPES AND PITONS

ANTHONY PEREGRINE TAKES TO THE HILLS IN FRANCE

There are three keys to a successful rail holiday. The first is to travel light – ideally with just a wristwatch (to check how long it is until, say, 13:27) and a slim paperback. If this seems impractical, then take only one bag and make it the smallest you can. You will be grateful beyond words when you are haring along a platform having discovered that it is already 13:26.

Second, if you must have a companion – by no means obligatory – choose the less-talkative sort. Though often quite full of people, trains are strangely unconducive to conversation.

Third, pick a period during which the entire rail system of your chosen destination will not be going on strike. This is harder to do in France than in most other countries. Last October, setting off from my home in the south of the country, I failed.

With the rail network at a full-stop, Marseilles St Charles station – rarely a relaxing spot at the happiest of times – had become a refugee camp. Desperate mothers, stranded for twelve hours or more, were offering up children for adoption. Senior citizens were being barged past as marginally fitter folk careered after the few trains still operating (my apologies). Meanwhile, smart ladies in blue SNCF uniforms fielded formidable abuse from men in suits unable to accept that they were not going to Paris tonight or, indeed, any time soon.

So, strikes are best avoided. So, too, are chatterboxes and heavy luggage. Then you’ll have a ball. Outside Marseilles, I did. Mainly.

DAY ONE

Lyon Part-Dieu station, my starting point for this shunt round the Alps, is a symphony of stainless steel and glass, butty bars and noticeboards. And people. The trouble with public transport, it occurs to me, is the public. They are everywhere, and disorientated or dashing.

Announcements compound the tension. Pitched at a volume just below the readily audible, they always start with the five-figure train number, which only the demented ever recognise or care two hoots about. They then inform me that the front of my train will be going to Geneva, the middle to Evian and the rear to somewhere I don’t catch. Sounds like Milwaukee, though this seems improbable. Aaargh. My car never does this to me.

But the build-up of anxiety is vital to the rail experience. Without it, there would not be that flood of relief when one finally finds a seat in the right bit of the right train. Bag stowed, your responsibilities are entirely over. All you have to do is relax, travel – quite often backwards – through the landscape and hope that no one comes to sit next to you. It is most liberating.

The experience is enhanced by the other-worldly politeness of SNCF staff. The ticket inspector, on seeing my British-issue InterRail pass, conducts our exchange in English, gives me useful tips on changes and wishes me ‘a very good voyage’. When I do change, at La Roche-sur-Foron, the chap behind the station desk answers further questions as a deputy headmaster might dispense careers advice. These people aren’t just rail employees; they are self-consciously custodians of a public service, itself an expression of the gravitas of the French state. Stations we have passed have often been roughly the same size as the villages they serve. They bear the stamp of authority.

Surely, then, this splendid organisation and its admirable servants won’t be shutting up shop in a couple of days? Oh yes, they will. A serious public service has serious ups, but serious downs, too.

By now, we are in the Alps proper, mountains towering above comely valleys dotted variously with chalets and cows. My first overnight stop is Annecy, its lake setting off surrounding mountains splendidly. Lakes and mountains do go well together, and Annecy quite fits the frame. An atmospheric squeeze of waterways, venerable buildings and arcades in the old centre opens to elegant acres of greensward and trees by the lake. Here one should meet Jane Austen heroines discussing suitors.

Instead, there are joggers. Dozens of them. To escape, I climb to the basilica dominating the town. This is the last resting place of St François de Sales – patron saint of journalists (and also, interestingly enough, of the deaf and dumb). His remains are in a copper reliquary, before which I ask for a meeting with Lord Lucan and, as usual on such occasions, a little divine indulgence for my expenses claims.

DAY TWO

To St Gervais. Here, I switch to the Mont Blanc Express, a snappy little train in the Savoy colours of red and white, for a fabulous, sunlit, single-track journey into the power of the mountains and an upward haul to Chamonix. It climbs through woodland, along gorges and past settlements scattered across more hospitable stretches. Story-book chalets abound. In their gardens are woodpiles, tomato plants, chickens and children’s play equipment. A Wendy house doesn’t half give a different perspective to the Mont Blanc massif.

At the village of Servoz, a passenger gets on wearing the beatific smile of one who is thanking the Lord for all this spectacular beauty and is keen to share his joy. He sits next to me and does just that. It is with some pleasure that I leave him for dead on the Chamonix platform.

Chamonix – you’ll have heard of the place: Alpine capital overseen by Mont Blanc and other bulky items. It exists essentially to send people up mountains and then feed them tartiflette when they return. This is commendable, but the town does take the job a little too seriously, given that mountain activities are, like darts and hopscotch, essentially leisure pursuits. There is an uncomfortable air of earnestness, what with all those guides, shops full of equipment (sticks, picks, boots, maps, backpacks, goggles) and streets full of people toting it – bearing the grim mien of those about to undergo surgery rather than have fun.

I’m not a mountain-climbing person; I have the head for heights of a chrysanthemum. So my reserve is probably explained by the fact that I’m intimidated by Chamonix and all it stands for, including the Aiguille du Midi cable car. Laughably, this wants to whisk me 12,000ft up to a viewing platform in a Christmas tree bauble. No, thank you; sitting on a café terrace, drinking a beer and staring mildly transfixed up at Mont Blanc quite fulfils my mountaineering needs.

DAY THREE

Chamonix to Chambéry involves a bit of backtracking. We are, after all, in the Alps. You can’t just go directly where you want. It also involves the invasion of my carriage by a posse of adolescents intent on shattering my calm.

Other passengers always cause a problem. This is the central irony of rail travel. We all want trains to keep running, be successful, save the planet, etc. But we also want as few people as possible in our particular carriage. In public, we become excessively private.

Teenagers are ill-equipped to grasp this dynamic – or, it seems, to sit normally in seats. But the scenery remains astounding, there is the essentially masculine pleasure of noting the trains leaving exactly on time (11:47, 15:02: bonkers but deeply rewarding) and, as the youngsters later quit the train they all – and without apparent sarcasm – wish me ‘Au revoir, Monsieur’. I feel bad and sad about my ungenerous thoughts. It takes a train trip to make me realise I’m a buffer.

Never mind. Upward and onward to Chambéry and another great advantage of rail travel that I have not yet mentioned: no need to park or worry that the car will attract the attention of the criminal classes. Just walk to the hotel, dump the bag and the town is yours. And Chambéry is an especially appealing town to have – all tree-lined boulevards, comely squares and that aura of deep-rooted self-sufficiency worn by the classier French provincial capitals.

I wander all over the place – up to the street-blocker of a chateau once occupied by the dukes of Savoy, back through the rich wriggle of little streets at its base and to the elliptical, Italianate place St Léger to join the rest of the town for aperitifs. At the next terrace table is an attractive lady drinking wine and reading Le Monde, while her two infant daughters romp in the traffic-free square in front. Wherever the heart of civilisation might be, it cannot be far away.

DAY FOUR

National strike day. I had expected pandemonium at the station, but it’s as calm as a Sunday, peopled by non-striking SNCF staff on hand to counsel travellers. They have clearly taken vows of patience and courtesy. In place of very many trains, they have rustled up a few buses (despite the fact that most of the country’s bus network is also on strike).

I jump on one to Grenoble and a second to Sisteron. This is another brilliant upland journey, with mountains, passes and valleys now more companionably arranged. Through the sentinel rocks guarding Sisteron and we are in Provence. Thirty minutes later, we are in Digne – one of my favourite Provençal towns, precisely because it has not a single air or grace.

The setting is grandiose (mountains all around, river round the edge) but the tight-packed old centre remains a place of loaded washing lines, tripe shops and children on bikes rather than potters and Parisian television producers. Shop-fronts from the 1960s announce ‘Modern Fashions’ and the bar is full of blokes with uncertain cardigans, ill-disciplined bellies and their eyes on the racing on TV. Civilisation takes many forms.

DAY FIVE

Here’s a treat. Le Train des Pignes is a privately run single carriage that scuttles through the southern Alps from Digne to Nice. The first of the day is at 7.29 a.m. and rattles down slopes like a bobsleigh. At this hour, the mountains are black masses silhouetted against the lightening blue-black background.

Gradually, the sky clears, turning the clouds an unlikely shade of pink. Mountains and gorges shake off the night, coming up fresh. It is grandiose. One expects God to appear briefly, booming: ‘How about that, then?’

Scurrying along ridges and through forests, the train stops at places that aren’t places at all, just clearings in the woodland. At one, a family with four children get on. They are obviously on holiday from some unknown country where communication is by screeching. Just as I’m opting for mass murder, they get off at an equally remote outpost.

Back to contemplation. There is something satisfying about rolling through the mountainscape and linking its doughty villages without damaging them. Rail can do that as road cannot. Many of the stations – one platform, one little building – have chefs-de-gare, dignified chaps who come out for a chat with our train driver. Imagine that: a stationmaster for a station with eight small trains a day. It is a career move I could warm to.

This is a happy train. This has been a happy trip. I’m smiling as we zip through the Var gorges and into Nice. I’m still smiling on the SNCF train along the coast to Marseilles. Where I stop smiling. The national one-day strike has been extended here. The port city is living up to its reputation for excess (or perhaps you’ve never eaten bouillabaisse?).

In the mayhem, I find a vaguely relevant train. I just manage to hurl myself on as it makes to leave. And – here’s the thing – the feeling of triumph against insuperable odds is terrific. I’ve never had that with a car.
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TO THE ORIENT, BY THE NOT-QUITE EXPRESS

NICHOLAS CRANE REPORTS ON DR ZHIVAGO, THE FIGHTING POLICEMAN, AND THE REST OF THE COLOURFUL CAST ON THE SLOW TRAIN TO ISTANBUL

Taking the stopping train to Istanbul is the kind of ‘good idea’ best acted upon before there is time to consider the implications. Quips such as ‘You’ll probably spend Christmas in a Romanian railway siding’ can come true. So we left at short notice with a rucksack full of books and two tickets to Vienna.

While the 11.40 from Victoria to Dover Western Docks loped through countryside the colour of a pub carpet, I turned to our Thomas Cook European Rail Timetable. Besides providing the timings of 50,000 trains, this 512-page paperback offers even the nuttiest of train-brains a lifetime of lip-licking perusal.

For less than the cost of two Awaydays to Dorking, it will, for example, tell you that the 21:56 from Helsinki to Joensuu has a buffet-car but stops at Savolinna on Mondays and Saturdays only.

I had already calculated, using the book, that our route from London to Vienna, with a detour to Prague and then on to Budapest, Bucharest, Sofia and Istanbul and then back to London via the safe bit of Yugoslavia, added up to 7,546km and 125 hours of train travel. As a railway novitiate, I clung to our red paperback convinced that its loss would be as fatal as losing one’s trousers on top of Everest.

At the far end of a Channel storm we tottered along the platform at Ostende to board a Quink-blue carriage decorated in gold script with the words ‘wagons-lits’. Each of our bunks was fitted with a press-button lamp and a tiny elasticated mesh pocket for the bits and bobs you’re left with at lights-out, such as spectacles and false teeth. There was also a little hook just above face-level for hanging a wristwatch.

Minutes after we had moved in, an attendant arrived to inquire whether we would prefer tea or coffee in the morning. He took our passports to avoid disturbing us during the night-time border crossings.

We woke in a snow-covered plain. Solid-looking farmhouses slid by, locked to the steppe by a grid of frozen dykes and roads. We converged on a pewter-grey river, broad and sluggish, with heavy black barges and banks lined with frozen poplars as still as stalagmites. Thomas Cook told us that this was the Danube. The track curled around Melk, crowned by the massive monastery that had encouraged Patrick Leigh Fermor as he crossed the plain on his pre-war walk from the Channel to Constantinople.

Vienna’s cobbled streets and coffeehouses tinkled with tram bells and laughter. But three hours down the Danube, the capital of Hungary was showing few signs of having come in from the cold. Freezing fog wreathed gravestone-grey buildings and the precinct of Matthias Church on Buda’s hill was deep in snow. We found the 19:45 night train to Bucharest waiting in the dark by an empty platform. A man wearing a fur hat, splendid serge overcoat, leather gloves and a face like Omar Sharif’s unlocked the door of the only couchette carriage.

Inside, visibility was less than six feet; the dark corridor was so thick with steam that we had to grope our way forward, passing on the way a 10ft-long section of ceiling that had fallen in. We used our torch to find our numbered compartment. Doctor Zhivago lurched out of the swirling mist and unlocked the door to reveal two clammy plastic seats and a floor puddled with condensation. ‘At least we’re only here for eighteen hours,’ said Annabel, whipping the cork from a bottle of 1981 Hungarian Tokaji.

I woke in Transylvania with a terrible hangover. We were near the top of a bleak pass in the Carpathian mountains, crawling through a blizzard. The compartment was as hot as a sauna. I was beginning to understand why Graham Greene chose to write Stamboul Train by staying in his Cotswold cottage playing Honegger’s Pacific 231 on the gramophone.

Bucharest station seethed with people. Arriving passengers staggered under the weight of cardboard boxes done up with string. An amputee dragged himself along a platform, his bare stumps scraping in the snow. In the waiting room, a policeman and a gypsy were locked in a tug-of-war, the policeman’s boots scrabbling on the wet floor as the gypsy, his grimy, scabbed face snarling abuse, braced his legs against the door-jamb.

We found the station’s small accommodation bureau, where a smiling young man who spoke fluent English made a phone call and handed us an address. Mrs Dobrin was waiting on the pavement for our taxi and, after shaking our hands, she hurried us into the block of flats beside the Odeon Theatre. Five floors up she showed us into a room slightly larger than its double bed. It wasn’t until the following morning, as we ate a breakfast of salami and boiled eggs in the living room, that we saw the blanket on the sofa and realised that Mrs Dobrin had given us her own bed. It was Christmas Day.

Bucharest looked like a building site on a Sunday. Every street seemed to have its quota of half-finished buildings, the legacy of a dictator who demolished 9,000 houses as part of his masterplan to create the ultimate socialist city. That night we walked to Ceausescu’s House of the People, sullen upon its artificial hill at the end of a boulevard twice as big as the Champs-Elysées. Above the columns and pediment a pathetic dot of light shone from one of hundreds of blank windows in a building of staggering mass which sucked in sixteen billion lei and occupied twenty thousand workers and four hundred architects for six years.

We bought tickets for the 513km ride from Bucharest to Sofia for 4,437 lei, about £11. Bargains in Bucharest for those lucky enough to have hard currency are to be appreciated privately. For Romanians, turbo-charged inflation is making life miserable. Mrs Dobrin received a monthly pension of 4,000 lei, enough to buy a pair of the cheapest shoes.

We left Bucharest on the ‘Sofia Express’ which, according to Thomas Cook, would do the trip to Bulgaria’s capital in 13 hours, an average speed of 40kmph – slower than a bicycle freewheeling down a steep hill. Going to the lavatory was made more hazardous by the carriage door, which flapped open during the entire journey, allowing a slippery snowdrift to block the corridor. When we arrived at Sofia at 9 p.m. the temperature had fallen to –17°C. The following morning the trams were full as they headed for the southern suburbs and the mountain called the White Lungs of Sofia. Vitosha, rising 6,600ft above the city, was sparkling like cut glass under a blue sky.

Half of Bulgaria seemed to have taken to the summits: families with toboggans, lovers giggling as they slithered on ice, school parties of skiers and threesomes of white-haired men with metal spikes strapped to the soles of their leather boots.

The last leg of our journey was a mere fifteen-hour trundle on the ‘Balkan Express’, down the valley of the Maritsa through Plovdiv to the neck of land squeezed between the Aegean and the Black Sea. We were in a Polish couchette carriage this time, warm, dry and charmingly administered by an attendant from Warsaw called Mark. After daybreak we crossed to Turkey, and the first minaret broke the rolling, muddy horizon north of the Sea of Marmara.

Carriages from Russia, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and Turkey were now joined as our slovenly centipede of multinational rolling-stock rattled and rocked towards Istanbul. Shanties wobbled by, then packed commuter platforms, before we glimpsed the sea.

Nine days after leaving London Victoria, we slithered beneath the walls of the Topkapi Palace and into Istanbul station. I patted the red paperback; we’d need it for the journey home.
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