


here’s a Chinese
proverb that says
‘the journey is
the rewatd’ — not
always easy to
appreciate in these time-poor,
speedy boarding, no-frills airline
days. But let the train take
the strain and you'll rediscover
the art of cravel.

Synonymous with rail
travel to Venice is, of course,
the Orient-Express, Agatha
Christie and her famous
moustachioed Belgian detective
Hercule Poirot. He may be a
fictitious character but there
has been an Orient-Express
train service since 1883 — the
historic route from Paris
to Istanbul. Founded by (a
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real life) Belgian, Georges
Nagelmackers in 1876, La
Compagnie Internationale des
Wagons-Lits provided a luxury
sleeping and dining car service
throughoat Earope, using the
track, stations and locomotives

of the various national railway
companies en route. A complex
timetable crossing borders

and linking the various

stops and changeovers took
Nagelmacker's flagship service
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the ‘Express d'Ortient’ twice a
week from the Garte d’Est in
Paris to Istanbul. The service
continued with a hiacus for The
Great War, and in 1919 the
Simplon-Orient-Express started
running with a more southerly

route to Istanbul by way of
Lausanne, the Simplon Pass,
Milan and Venice.

With more twists and turns
than an Agatha Christie novel,
the Orient-Express service

continued to tun, gradually
reducing from the Europe-wide
timetable of its heyday to ics last
ever journey on 12 December
2009, on the much-shortened
remaining route from Strasbourg
to Vienna, after which the
(original) Orient-Express reached
the end of the line forever.

So what exactly is the Venice
Simplon-Orient-Express? Well,
it is a privately-run train service
of restored vintage sleeping and
dining coaches, with a once-a-
week service from London to
Paris and on to Venice between
March and November, The
sleeping-cars have one- and two-
bed compartments that convert
to private sicting rooms fot
daytime use. Authentic petiod




features like Lalique crystal and
Chinese art decorate the dining
cars. There's also a bar, complete
with grand piano for a touch of
nostalgic elegance. And for the
ultimate in luxury travel, you
could even book a night in the
famed Hotel Cipriani (see our
feature on page 52) when you
arrive in Venice, also owned by
the Orient-Express company.

In spite of its name, the
Venice Simplon-Orient-Express
no longer uses the Simplon
Tunnel between Switzerland
and Italy, but is routed
overnight from Paris via Basel
to Zurich, then through the
Arlberg Pass to Innsbruck,
through rhe Brenner Pass to
Verona and on to Venice. You'll

probably wake up after Zurich,
with breathtaking views of
the Swiss Lakes outside your
window, as breakfast is served
in your compartment. The
train cuts across a few miles of
Lichtenstein before crossing

into Austria via the scenic
Arlberg Pass. The railway

hugs the valley wall, snaking
along the mountain sides. After
Innsbruck, the train turns south
through the equally scenic
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Brenner Pass from Austria inco
Iraly to reach Verona. Turning
east again, the train reaches
Mestre on the shore of the
lagoon, then rumbles slowly
across the bridge over the water
to Venice to finally arrive at the

Venice Santa Lucia terminus
on the very edge of the Grand
Canal, just walking distance
from the Rialto Bridge and
St Mark’s Square, where your
adventure really begins... @
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With thanks to Mark Smith at www.seat61.com



