


senger. Robert Baden-Powell,
founder of the Scouts, travelled
on it while on spying missions.
His cover was that he was a
butterfly collector.

It did not run during the First
World War but on the eleventh
hour of the eleventh day of the
eleventh month in 1918, restau-
rant car 2419 was hauled to a
wooded clearing and became the
extraordinary location for the
German surrender.

But the train has also experi-
enced a chequered history. In
1931, it plunged into a ravine
after a bomb planted by a Hun-
garian fascist destroyed a sec-
tion of the Biotobargy viaduct
near Bucharest. Twenty people
were killed. Among the survivors
was glamorous dancer Josephine
Baker, who sang patriotic songs
as she waited to be rescued.

When Adolf Hitler invaded
France in 1940, he extracted his
revenge for the First World War
by removing the 1918 Armistice
carriage from its museum and
forcing the French to surrender
in that same dining car.

Later, as Germany headed
towards defeat, Hitler had it
destroyed to avoid his own
humiliation in the same carriage.
He also had another carriage
requisitioned and used it as a
brothel for his officers in occu-
pied France.

After the Second World War,
the Orient Express resumed its
service but it was a shadow of its
former self. The exclusivity of
the train was out of kilter with
the austere times.

The Cold War closed the old
routes through eastern Europe
and competition from cheap air
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travel later made the train
uneconomic. In May 1977, a
shabby train left Paris for Istan-
bul for the last time. That year,
in Monte Carlo, old carriages
were auctioned off - an event
lent some glamour by the attend-
ance of Princess Grace.

In the crowd was a wealthy rail
enthusiast called James Sher-
wood. His dream was to restore
the old rolling stock and run a
private service across Europe.
He bought his first two carriages
and five years later the Venice
Simplon Orient Express was
running. This is the company
that still exists today.

Back in the glory days, Agatha
Christie herself travelled on the
Orient Express many times as
she headed east to undertake
archaeological digs with her sec-
ond husband, Max Mallowan.
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Compartments have everything
a guest in the Twenties would

©  have needed, such as a hook

. on which to hang a fob watch

She drew on a number of actual
incidents for the plot of Murder
On The Orient Express, which
gives the novel a hard edge.

In 1929, the train was trapped
in a snowdrift for ten days, 60
miles from Istanbul. The story
became front-page news and
captured the imagination of
Christie and gave her the start-
ing point for her novel, pub-
lished five years later. In the
book, the train is halted by a
snowdrift and the victim, 13 sus-
pects and Poirot are trapped
inside a carriage.

I sometimes forget how extra-
ordinarily popular the Poirot
films are. Although T won an
Emmy in 2008 for my portrayal
of the newspaper tycoon Robert
Maxwell in the BBC drama Max-
well, and I enjoy a wonderful
career in theatre, radio and film,
the number of people who have
seen or heard any of this work
is a fraction of the 700million
people worldwide who have seen
the Poirot dramas.

I recently sent photographs to
eight-year-old twins who told
me they come home from school
and make their mother put on
Poirot. In the same month I sent
a box of chocolates to a 94-year-
old fan who lives in a home for
the elderly. There are almost
nine decades between them and
yet they both enjoy the same
programme.

As I joined the train at Calais
for my recent trip, most of the
other 160 passengers were some-
what surprised — alarmed even
—to find ‘Poirot’ on board.

One lady actually let out a little
scream when she saw me, and I
lost count of the number of pas-
sengers who said: ‘I hope there
isn’t going to be a murder.’ I
pointed out that it would be a
jolly good thing to have Poirot on
board if there were.

One chap made me laugh when
he said: ‘We enjoyed Albert
Finney very much,’ referring to
the actor who played Poirot in a
1974 film version of Murder On
The Orient Express, beforiadd-

ing hastily: ‘Of course, he was
my second favourite!’

Today’s Orient Express is
almost a quarter of a mile long
and you can build up an appetite
just walking from your cabin to
the restaurant car. The train
comprises three restaurants, a
cocktail bar and 12 lengthy
sleeping cars with individual
compartments.

ach cabin, measuring

a snug S5ft by 8ft, has

everything a discern-

ing traveller from the

Twenties would have

needed, including a
special hook on which to hang
your fob watch. And hot water in
the sleeping cars is still provided
by a coal-fired boiler.

Some things have changed
though. In the old days, candles
were used in holders in the
carriage corridors, and the wax
used to drip on the carpet.
Clearly that was something of a
fire hazard so they had to go.

I don't think anyone should go
on the Orient Express for a com-
fortable journey. There are no
showers or en suite bathrooms
in the cabins. Instead, there is a
fold-up basin that doubles as a
table. It is proof of Christie's
attention to detail that, in her
novel, she mentions the clicking
sound that the basin makes when
opened and closed.

The staff on the Orient Express
are recruited from grand hotels
and they include some of
Europe's finest chefs and the
most discreet cabin stewards.

My steward, Rupert, wearing a
splendid blue uniform, showed
me around my cabin and drew
my attention to a call button
positioned at the head of the bed.
It used to be operated by a flick
switch, he said, but had now been
changed to a flat push button.

“The alarm would go off by acci-
dent a lot of times,” he said, giv-
ing me look as if to say, ‘You
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understand?’ I'm afraid I didn't.
‘Sometimes we have honeymooners,
young couples... he said, gesturing
towards the bed and to the button’s
proximity, ‘And they’re making a lot
of movement..." Now I understood.

Another steward, Mario, who has
worked on the train for 22 years,
calls the Orient Express ‘the love
train'. He told me: ‘If the walls could
talk they would have so many things
to say. And most of the stories are
concerning love and sex.’'

It is a notion Christie picks up on
in the novel when she has one of her
characters points out to Poirot that
the train ‘lends itself to romance,
my friend. All around us are people
of all classes, of all nationalities, of
all ages. For three days these peo-
ple, these strangers to one another,
are brought together. They sleep
and eat under one roof, they cannot
get away from each other. At the
end of three days they part, they go
their separate ways, never perhaps,
to see each other again.’

The beds, at less than a yard wide,
are certainly conducive to intimacy.
But although the conditions are
cramped, I cannot think of a more
pleasant environment in which to
be confined.

I was told that the stunning glass
decoration in the restaurant car was
original Lalique. And the lustre of
the varnished Art Deco wood panel-
ling is so deep that you can literally
see the colour of your eyes in it.

The food on board is magnificent.
The small kitchen serves 3301b of
caviar a year and 22,000 bottles of

champagne are consumed by guests.
Staff cook in temperatures reaching
34C and perform miracles, I ate the
finest souffle I have ever tasted.

One of the most extraordinary
experiences was getting ready for
dinner. It was the first time I had
been on a train and worn a black tie
—but at least I've had plenty of prac-
tice when it comes to bow ties.

When I was a young unemployed
actor, I worked in the formal wear
department at Moss Bros. I learned
how to tie bow ties because when
I showed customers how to do
it, I would receive a tip. I became
adept at it

The surroundings on board the
train seemed to demand dressing
for dinner. Everybody went to great
lengths to look elegant — the women

TRANSYLVANIA S N THE EU
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PROBLEM

in their beautiful gowns and the men
in their dinner suits. There was even
one woman in a tiara and it didn’t
look out of place. She positively
glowed and told me tha t it was won-
derful to feel so feminine.

When I was growing up in the Six-
ties, if ever I went to a restaurant it
was considered de rigueur to wear a
jacket and tie. I'm not convinced
that the loss of that sense of formal-
ity is such a good thing. Poirot, a
man who is fastidious about his
clothes, would never have dreamed
of dressing casually.

Due to the train's cramped condi-
tions, you find that everyone social-
ises with one another. The cocktail
bar has its own pianist and Walter,
the barman, will serve cocktails all
day and night if you want him to. On
one journey, he told me, he didn't
sleep for 36 hours.

But the highlight of my journey
was undoubtedly being allowed to
drive this incredible train. I was
waiting on the platform at Innsbruck
(where the engine was changed, as it
is at every border crossing), when [
was asked if I would like to ride in
the cabin and take the controls. I felt
both humbled and excited.

No one outside the crew had ever
been granted such a privilege before
and, I am told, no one else ever will
be. Rather naively, I was expecting
to see a roaring coal fire and huge
brass levers and a cord to pull the
whistle but, of course, the cabin is
very high-tech these days.

As we drew out of the station, the
driver, Wolfgang Grassebner, said:
‘I've been doing this for 25 years
and I still think it’s cool.’

Indeed it was. I was in charge of a

10,000-horsepower engine, pulling
1,000 tons of train uphill. We
climbed 2,500ft through the south-
ern Alps and I had an unparalleled
view of the S0-mile journey to the
Italian border.

As we rounded one curve, Wolf-
gang suggested I look out of the win-
dow -1 could see the whole length of
the train behind us.

It is certainly a bracing experi-
ence to see another train racing
towards you, missing you by what
seems like inches, but I got the
train safely to the Italian border
where Wolfgang left us and an Ital-
ian locomotive joined us for the trip
to Venice.

Later, as we crossed the Czech
border on our way to Prague, our
final destination, it occurred to me
that this was a journey only possible
again since the fall of the Iron Cur-
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tain. It reminded me of something
else the steward Mario had told me:
‘This is a train of love but also of
freedom because the train breaks
the borders, the frontiers. If there is
no democracy, this train cannot run.’
Democracy, passion, intrigue — it is
a heady brew.

By the time I reached Prague I had
travelled 2,000 miles across six
countries within two days in an opu-
lent, private world in which stran-
gers become friends as they quietly
pass through frontiers.

The Orient Express is the proof of
the old adage that it is better to
travel than to arrive.

David Suchet On The Orient
Express and Murder On The Orient
Express will both be screened on
ITV1 over Christmas.



