
When people try to distinguish themselves from 
other tourists, they say, 'Oh, but we want to see 
the real ItalylIndia/Mexico.' But what I like 
about the Orient Express is that it specialises in 
the unreal. Last summer' first Orient Express 
journey to Poland was thoroughly unreal, which 
is what dreams should be. 

First there was the train itself Except for the 
locomotive, which is modern, the Orient Express 
is pre-war. Every detail - the liveries, the mar­
quetry, the concealed ba ins in each cabin, the 
coke stoves that heat the water- is either original, 
or a faithful restoration. It is hard to exaggerate 
how elegant is the effe t of the Lalique naked 
ladies that adorn the walls of one dining cal; or 
the japanned woodwork in anothel~ 

Part of the unreality comes from luxury engi­
neered in such small spaces. At night, your 
steward - one per car - waits until you arc at 
dinner and then tran forms your cabin into a 
bedroom. The chef; Christian Bodiguel, who 
has kept his temper throughout 23 years' service 
with the company, produces four or five courses 
for 90 people in a kitchen that feels little longer 
and considerably narrower than a people car­
rier. (The food alone justifies the trip.) 

The unreality intensified along the way. 
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Starting in Venice, pausing in Vienna, and then 
going east, we were welcomed and sen t off by a 
band at every stop. About half the nights were 
spent on the train and half in good hotels, so the 
bands became an almost daily part of life. 

""hen we crossed the Austrian border into 
Slovakia, we noticed that pectators were lining 
the track in to the stations. By the time we reached 
Banska BysLriea on the edge of the Tatra Moun­
tains, the waving crowd at the station was four 
deep and stretched along embankments and 
platforms for half a mile. Children in folkloric 
costumes presented us with bread and salt; men 
witl1 alpenhorns blew energetically. I began to 
understand what strange impressions royals 
must collect as they arrive to such welcomes. 

We would look out at the idyllic landscape ­
the horses which still, in some villages, ted tl1e 
hay in the fields, the beehive hayricks which 
stand guard along the rivers. And the inhabit­
ants, in unnaturally large numbers, would look 
back at us. 

One evening, we were moving very slowly 
through the foothills of Slovakia. As r struggled 
into my dress shirt for dinner - another pleasing 
touch of the unreal - I was disconcerted. East­
ern Europe has retained overemployment in the 

public sector, and a delightful consequence of 
this is tl1at even tl1e smallest stop seems to ha\'e a 
stationmaster with a cottage built on stilts beside 
the ·track. From these windows - and fi'01TI the 
surrounding countlyside - came flash afi.er flash 
as the stationmaster's friends and relations 
photographed the scene. What tl1ey sought to 
record was not my pale torso, but the words 
'Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits et 
des Grands Express Europeens' emblazoned 
on each carriage. Even the plastic electric train 
that ferried children very slowly round Bansk:t 
Bystrica's handsome SNP Square was called 
Junior Orient Express. 

The former Communist bloc is changing 
fast, for good (more freedom and prosperity) 
and for bad (more tourist-shop uniformity). But 
the real charm of its difference from the \\'est 
lies in a way of life, cemented by opposition to 
Communism, which is not yet swamped by 
consumer-led boredom. 

In Banska Bystrica, for example, we came 
across an entrancing puppet show, run for 
generations by the Anderle family, which has a 
full cast of traditional characters - a Turk, a 
Prussian officer, a young fellow called Gasparko 
to whom, like Tintin, adventures happen. You 

wouldn't find anything so d: 
public space today. 

And in Cracow, the mo 
in the journey, you have a 
unavailable in the West, e> 
world city and a focus of 112 

the chief animating factor is 
The late Pope John Paul 
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