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Orient Express 982
 
T (S BECOMING Cl.EAR that we live at the dawn of 
a new age of the train. Rail is generally cheaper 
and less polluting than air travel. Moreover, 

getting on and off trains is quick aud easy, and this, 
combined with (he fact that the terrniJli nre generally 
bang in the centre of town. means that the tortoise 
train often delivers you to a European destination 
more swiftly than the hare-ing jet. 

Above all, tHIVeliers are rediscovering a truth lhat 
was obvious to everyone in the days before the 
airliner. Namely. that tue getting-there is half the fun 
of any foreign jaunt. To watch the landscape spool 
by before yom eyes like an illuminated scroll is the 
very essence of foreign travel. or at least it should be. 

When the Venice Simplon-Orient-Express was 
launched in 1982, it looked like a kind of protest 
against the soullessness of late-20tll-century travel. 
TIle VSOE \Vas the brainchild of US shipping mogul 
James B Sherwood. who in IlJ77 bought some old 
wagon$-lit~ al an auction in Monte C'lr!o. His dream 
was to rek indle the glamour of the pre-war Orient 
Express. the long-distance service that was the 
'Stamboul Train' of Grahlllll Greene's novel. and 
also the mobile murder selme in Agrltha Christie's 
lI1os1 (amoll!; whodunnit. So he spent five years and 

£11 million restoring his antique rolling stock, making 
it ready to carry fare-paying passengers again. 

The origiual Orient Express ran overland Crom 
Paris to Constantinople. The reinvented VSOE 
covered a different and shorter route - from London 
Victoria to Venice - and involved a rather lUlllldane 
ferry crossing from Dover. So it was no! really an 
ex.press and it went nowhere neflr the Orient. but 
it was a fabulous trip nevertheless. The on-board 
w<liters wore old-fashioned livery (tht' passengers 
were encouraged to turn up in period dress. too): 
exclUSivity was guara.nteed by the sky-high £250 
price tag Oil each upholslcreclleather seat; and 
Champagne was sure [0 be flowing before the train 
got as far as the prim back gardens of Bromley. 

These days. thrilling rail travel need not involve 
bubbly or (<lllcy dress. The Eurostar. Britain's 
upgraded \Vesl Coast line. the upcoming Gotthard 
llUlnt:lunder the Alps - these and other projects are 
all part of a railway renaissance. It is no coincidence 
that Bm'ack Obam3, heading to Washington for his 
first day in the Oval OfIke. travelled in a Slow-rolling 
Pullman rather than a high-flying US Air Force jet. 
cIlle road to the future. it seems certain, is overlaid 
with parallel steel tracks. JONATHAN BASTABLE 

A 1982 publicity shot for 

the Venice Simplon-Orient­

Express. evoking the heyday 

of the original service 
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