
Do the locomotive The Orient-Express makes its stately way through a 'landscape so 
green and hilly and idyllic, I suspected it had been specially built and painted for our benefit' 

~--~n case we might be in any doubt as to where we were, the music on the 
platform always gave us a clue. As we climbed on to the Orient-Express to begin 
our journey, we were fanfared by trumpeters in Renaissance tabards: this was 
Venice. Next stop: 19th-century martial music and waltzes. This must be Vienna. 
Further east, and it was men in slouch hats blowing themselves red in the face 
with alpenhorns. This was Banska Bystrica, near the Tatras Mountains in Slovakia. 
Peasant dances on the platform - welcome to Krak6w. 

The Orient-Express had never done a full central European journey before and 
was malting, even by its standards, a thing of it. As this was my first visit to the 
countries involved, except Italy, I now have a gloriously false impression of 
them all. Everywhere, I now believe, one is greeted by music, dance and song, 
and by huge crowds. 

From the moment we crossed the Austrian-Slovak border, we started to feel like 
monarchs or dictators in black-and-white newsreels from before the war. We 
seemed to be malting a triumphal progress through grateful nations. In landscape 
so green and hilly and idyllic I suspected it had been specially built and painted for 
our benefit, people lined the route, smiling, clapping, incessantly photographing 
the train, Do not travel on the Orient-Express if you wish to be inconspicuous. 

Our slow and stately journey, we later discovered, was reported on the local 
radio, giving time for the population to turn out for us. Television crews lay in wait 
at each station. There were welcoming ceremonies, applause, speeches. Tourists 
are usually little noticed by the places they visit: it is they that do the loolting. But 
in this case, just as hard as we looked out, the locals looked in. 

It is easy to see why. The train, except for the locomotive itself, which is 
modern and has to change with each new country we enter, is a superb 
reassembly of coaches from between the wars - British Pullmans and Continental 
wagons-lits. Every detail is neat - the curved doors that conceal the washbasin in 
each cabin, the reading lights with their retractable brass hats, even the switches. 
And some things are truly beautiful - the Lalique figures that dance nal{edly but 
decorously round the glass of one dining car, the careful Boral marquetry in 
another. In this sense, the Orient-Express gives you an authentic experience of 
the past. What you get is elegance, rather than comfort. There is a difference ­
even a trade-off - between the two. 

Comfort would rip out original fittings to put in the latest electricalltit, and 
carve out room for baths. It would probably lay on frozen or packaged food so that 
meals could be produced faster. It would certainly install air conditioning. But 
elegance says no. Elegance says enjoy the cunning whereby a cabin in which you 
would not even try to swing a cat is magically transfonned into a bedroom by the 
steward assigned to each car. Elegance says admire the way the steward manages 
to load up the little stoves with the coke that heats the water without getting smuts 
on himself. Elegance says change for dinner, presided over by a maitre d'hotel 
with a superb cut-away coat, and tal{e plenty of time to eat it. And dinner is (I 
quote the menu of our last night somewhere near the Polish-Czech border): 
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