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Local tip

The most lavish celebration
during Carnivale, a ten-day
festival that precedes Lent, is
Il Ballo Del Doge. The next
avent is on February 18, 2012,
Antonia Sautter (pictured)
spends all year creating
exquisite costumes from
scrateh. ‘It's for anyone who
wants to escape reality,' she
says. Visitors can gain access
- for a hefty fee - via the tour
guide www.liaisonsabroad.corm
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Dress to impress: Passengers
aboard the Orient Express are
encouraged to dress formally for
dinner and take in cocktails in the
bar car afterwards
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Edited by Lisa Scott travel@ukmetro.co.uk

f you're reading this on your

morming commute, jammed into

your neighbour's armpit and

sweltering in an airless carriage, let

me share a vision of how train travel

can be. Of luxury and elegance, of
walnut-panelled walls and Lalique
glasswork, of liveried butlers and
Michelin-starred chefs.

This month. | travelled to Italy by the
Venice Simplon-Orient-Express. The
name is misleading. It doesn’t go to the
Orient and, at 31 hours’ travelling time,
it's certainly not express. But it's one of
the few journeys after which, no matter
how beautiful the destination, you're
almost disappointed to arrive.

The best thing you can say about the
fare, which starts at an eye-watering
£1,690 for a single, is that it makes your
season ticket seem almost reasonable.
And yet the train is full. All quarter of a
mile of it. And as recession-era Brits turn
increasingly to the past for their leisure
and fashion inspiration, with steampunk
and Victoriana club nights springing up
everywhere, so too we hanker for the
golden age of rail.

The pampering starts at Victoria station,
where the Orient Express has its own
reception room. The service is almost too
slick: my suitcase has been whisked off
by a uniformed porter before ['ve had
time to realise I left my passport inside.
I’s retrieved in double-quick time but
I"'m still flustered. By the time my boxers

The Venice Simplon-Orient-
Express: The fabled train
journey is every bit the vision
of walnut-panelled luxury and
elegance you would expect

BY DOMINIC WELLS

and socks are strewn across platform one,
and I've finally remembered that | put the
passport in my jacket pocket after all,

I begin to think that maybe I don’t quite
belong in this world of elegance.

It embraces me all the same. A leisurely
champagne brunch on the British
Pullman gets me back in the mood. At
Folkestone, we are greeted by a jazz band
in silk waistcoats — a charming touch that
doesn’t quite make up for the jarringly
modern coach we are herded on to for the
dreary Eurotunnel crossing.

And then, in Calais, the real trip begins.
Before us is the fabled Orient Express,
reconstituted at vast expense in the 1980s
by a millionaire who pieced together the
lost carriages. One had been used as a
hotel in Lyon; another as a brothel.

You can only hope they used wider
beds. The cabins are ingenious, with
folding washbasins to maximise space
and seats that convert into bunk beds, but
romance would be tricky for all but the
skinniest couples. And even if you were
thin before you boarded, you wouldn't be
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The average cabin steward walks >The art of travelling

22km on the Orient Express during
the 31-hour journey Venice is stuffed with artistic treasures but it's not all Tintorettos and Titians
W The world'’s biggest celebration of 7 2

modern art, the Venice Biennale,
continues untit November 27 and
takes over huge swathes of the city.
But the best bit is in the Arsenale.
The old shipyards are now full of
dripping wax sculptures, butterfly-
covered electric chairs and other
delights. www.labiennale.org

W The Westin Europa Regina hotel
does a special tasting menu for £60
that ties in with the exhibition In
Praise of Doubt, which takes place
just across the Great Canal from the
dining terrace. Each of the seven
wildly inventive tapas-sized courses
is inspired by a different artwork,
but is really a work of art in itself. The
hotel will also run special menus

for the Venice Film Festival in
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vodafone

early September, and the Carnivale
in February. www.westineurop
areginavenice.com/en/forms/in-
praise-of-taste

a new journey, Renaissance Rivals:
Leonardo and Michelangelo. Starting
in May 2012, it will go from London
to Milan to Florence, taking in three
nights at Villa San Michele (pictured),
a former monastery whose facade is
attributed to Michelangelo.
www.villasanmichele.corri

W The Venice Simplon-Orient-
Express has just teamed up
with the National Gallery to offer

SIM only from just
£105° a month

Switch your phone to a network you can depend on

after the sumptuous meals (black tie
recommended), after which one retires
for cocktails, darling, in a bar car

. complete with resident pianist.

One cocktail is named the Agatha
Christie and was created for David
Suchet, the definitive Poirot, when he
travelled in 2009. It has 12 ingredients,
one for each country the train passes
through on its various trips (it still goes
to Istanbul once a year); what exactly
they are is, suitably, a mystery.

It's more than a little peculiar to keep

A being reminded of Murder On The Orient

Express. The gift shop has a leather-
bound edition. The British Pullman offers
a Murder Mystery Lunch. Should they
really be trading on death and disaster?
You wouldn’t find posters of Kate Winslet
and Leo DiCaprio plastered all over a
ferry, or Airplane as an in-flight movie.
No matter. The next morning, what
with the fine wine at dinner and the
Agatha Christies, the whole night before
turns into a whodunnit. The chocolate-
box houses and pine-clad Swiss Alps
soon blow away the cobwebs. Scenically,
this is the most enjoyable part of the
trip. The lakes and mountains scroll
across the cabin window like some
dreamily plotless, artily shot European
film. The touch of a button summons
continental breakfast from a crisply
uniformed steward. And to think, this
time last week., 1 too was on the
commuter cattle truck.

High life: The famous Orient Express transports
its passengers back to a more luxuriant era of
travel - at a hefty price

London to Venice
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Sadly, this beautiful period drama

has to end, 31 hours after it began.

It’s the afternoon rush hour now:

back to commuter-land. Then again,

this particular commute is into La
Serenissima, the peerlessly beautiful city
of Venice, and the vehicle of choice is a
waler taxi coasting past the palazzos and
gondolas of the Grand Canal. If only all
journeys could be this way.

Dorninic Wells travelled with Kuoni

(Tel: 01306 747008. www.kuoni,co.uk).

It offers four nights on a tailor-made holiday
to ltaly, travelling on the Venice Simplon-
Orient-Express and with return flights

with British Airways, from £2,423.

Liaisons Abroad (Tel: 020 7808 7330.
www.liaisonsalbroad.com) offer opera
tickets, guided walking tours and off-the-
beaten-track restaurant bookings for
Verona, Venice or any European city.
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