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THE TIMELESS ALLURE OF TRAVEL ON THE ORIENT
EXPRESS

There is perhaps no train journey in the world that captures the
human imagination quite like travel on the Orient Express. It is a
name that conjures images of opulent carriages, clinking
champagne glasses, and a golden era of travel where the journey
itself was the destination. For over a century, this legendary train
has woven its way through the heart of Europe, becoming a
symbol of luxury, mystery, and romance. In a modern world of
budget airlines and high-speed rails, the Orient Express stands as
a defiant monument to the art of slow, beautiful travel. This
article will take you on a deep dive into the world of this iconic
train, exploring its rich history, the modern experience, the
breathtaking routes, and what makes it a bucket-list adventure
for discerning travelers.

To understand the magic of travel on the Orient Express, one
must first step back in time. The original train was the brainchild
of a Belgian entrepreneur named Georges Nagelmackers.
Inspired by the luxurious sleeping cars he saw in America,
Nagelmackers founded the Compagnie Internationale des
Wagons-Lits. His grand vision was to create a railway service that
would connect Paris to Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul),
offering unparalleled comfort, exquisite cuisine, and meticulous
service. On October 4, 1883, the first train departed from Paris’s
Gare de I'Est, marking the beginning of a legend. This was not
simply a mode of transport; it was a palace on wheels, designed
for the elite, the royalty, and the adventurers of the Belle Epoque.

A HISTORY STEEPED IN ELEGANCE AND INTRIGUE

The Birth of a Legend

The original route of the Orient Express was a feat of engineering
and logistical brilliance. Passengers would travel from Paris to
Strasbourg, then on to Munich, Vienna, Budapest, and Bucharest
before finally reaching the shores of the Bosphorus. The final leg
from Romania to Istanbul required a ferry crossing, a detail that
added to the sense of exotic adventure. The train quickly became
the preferred method of travel for the wealthy and powerful,
including kings, diplomats, industrialists, and artists. The
carriages were masterpieces of craftsmanship, featuring intricate
woodwork, plush velvet upholstery, crystal chandeliers, and fine
linens. Dining on the train was a formal affair, with multiple
courses served on Limoges china with silver cutlery. Travel on the
Orient Express was a statement of status and sophistication.

Spies, Royals, and Mystery
Writers

The reputation of the Orient Express grew beyond its luxury. It
became a silent witness to some of the most significant historical
events of the 20th century. During World War I, the service was
interrupted, but it resumed with a vengeance in the Roaring
Twenties. This was the true golden age of the train. It was a

moving stage for high society, but also a hidden corridor for spies
and diplomats. It was on this train that Agatha Christie found her
inspiration for one of the best-selling mystery novels of all time,
Murder on the Orient Express. The train’s enclosed, intimate, and
glamorous yet claustrophobic environment was the perfect
setting for a locked-room mystery. Other famous passengers
included Marlene Dietrich, Ernest Hemingway, and Grace Kelly.
The train even played a role in the end of World War I, as the
armistice with Germany was signed in a carriage that was once
part of the Orient Express fleet.

THE MODERN ORIENT EXPRESS EXPERIENCE

Venice Simplon-Orient-
Express: The Heir to the
Throne

Today, the name "Orient Express" is most famously associated
with the Venice Simplon-Orient-Express (VSOE), operated by
Belmond. This is not a reproduction; it is a painstakingly restored
collection of original 1920s and 1930s carriages. Owning a ticket
on this train is like holding a key to a time capsule. From the
moment you step onto the platform at London’s Victoria Station
(or Paris’s Gare de I'Est), you are transported. The staff, dressed
in period-appropriate uniforms, greet you with a warm welcome.
The carriages, with their Art Deco marquetry, gleaming brass
fixtures, and deep-buttoned armchairs, are immaculate. There
are no modern distractions; there are no TVs, no Wi-Fi, and no
business centers. The focus is entirely on conversation,
contemplation, and the ever-changing landscape outside your
window.

The Art of Dining on Rails

A central pillar of any travel on the Orient Express experience is
the dining. The cuisine is a celebration of European culinary
tradition, prepared fresh on board by expert chefs. Meals are
served in three beautifully appointed dining cars: Cote d'Azur,
L'Oriental, and Etoile du Nord. Breakfast is a relaxed affair with
fresh pastries and coffee, but lunch and dinner are grand events.
Menus change with the seasons and the route, often featuring
local specialties. Imagine dining on roasted duck with a berry
glaze or a delicate fillet of sea bass while the Swiss Alps slide
silently past your window. The sommelier will pair your meal with
exquisite wines and champagnes. It is a gastronomic
performance that rivals any Michelin-starred restaurant. After
dinner, guests retire to the Bar Car, "3674," where a live pianist
plays soft melodies. Evening attire is formal, and the atmosphere
is one of pure, unadulterated glamour.

ICONIC ROUTES FOR UNFORGETTABLE JOURNEYS

While the Venice Simplon-Orient-Express is the most famous,
several other trains offer a taste of the Orient Express legacy.
The choice of route is crucial to planning your perfect trip.
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The Classic: London to
Venice

This is the most popular and iconic journey. The trip typically
takes just over 24 hours. You board in London early in the
morning, traveling through the English countryside to the coast. A
short coach transfer takes you through the Channel Tunnel to
Calais, where you re-board the original Pullman carriages. Then
begins the breathtaking journey through the French and Swiss
Alps. The highlight is the climb over the Alps, where the train
passes through snow-capped peaks, tiny mountain villages, and
deep valleys. Arriving into Venice’s Santa Lucia station the
following afternoon is a dramatic entrance. You step out of the
train directly onto the Grand Canal, completing a truly magical
transition from Northern Europe to the romantic heart of Italy.

The Continental: Paris to
Istanbul

For the ultimate historical pilgrimage, the journey from Paris to
Istanbul is the holy grail. This is a longer trip, usually spanning
three nights. It retraces the original route of the 1883 train.
Departing from Paris's Gare de I'Est, the journey takes you
through Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria before arriving in
Turkey. The landscapes are diverse, from the vineyards of France
to the plains of Hungary and the wild beauty of the Balkans. The
final approach into Istanbul, crossing the Bosphorus, is a
breathtaking moment. This route is less frequent than the
London-Venice journey, making it even more exclusive and
special. It is a true transcontinental adventure, connecting
Europe and Asia on a single track of ultimate luxury.

Other Notable Journeys and
Variations

Belmond also offers other seasonal routes, including a trip
between Venice and Prague, and journeys to the French Riviera.
There is also the British Pullman, a sister train that offers day
excursions and shorter journeys within the UK. These trips are
often themed, such as the famous "Murder Mystery" lunches or
the "Golden Age of Travel" dinners. Additionally, there is the
Accelerated Orient Express, a separate, privately owned train
that operates on various routes in Germany, Austria, and
Switzerland. While less famous than the Belmond train, it offers a
similar old-world charm and is often more affordable. For those
seeking the ultimate in luxury, the Grand Suites on the VSOE
offer private bathrooms, a rarity on the classic train, providing
even more privacy and space.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

Booking and Cost

Let's be clear: travel on the Orient Express is a significant
financial commitment. Prices for a one-way journey from London
to Venice start in the thousands of euros per person. The cost
varies based on the cabin type (from the classic double cabin to
the Grand Suite), the season, and the route. The ticket includes
all meals, fine wines, champagne, soft drinks, afternoon tea, and
the services of a dedicated cabin steward. Booking is typically

done through Belmond’s website or a specialized luxury travel
agent. It is advisable to book many months in advance,
sometimes up to a year, as seats sell out quickly, especially for
popular routes and dates.

What to Pack

Packing for the Orient Express is part of the fun. The dress code
is formal in the evenings. Men should wear dinner suits or
tuxedos. Women are expected to wear cocktail dresses, gowns,
or elegant separates. During the day, smart-casual attire is
appropriate. Think tailored trousers, blazers, dresses, and stylish
sweaters. Good shoes are essential, as you will be walking
through stations and exploring the cities at your stops. Don't
forget a good book, a camera, and a sense of wonder. There are
no power outlets in the classic cabins (they are in the suites), so
a portable charger for your phone is wise.

The Service

The service on the Orient Express is legendary. The stewards are
highly trained professionals who remember your name, your
drink of choice, and your preferences. They are attentive without
being intrusive. The ratio of staff to guests is very high, ensuring
that every need is met. This level of personal service is what
transforms a train ride into a truly unforgettable experience. It is
the difference between staying in a five-star hotel and staying in
a friend's immaculate villa.

BEYOND THE LUXURY: THE DEEPER APPEAL

Why do people still choose to spend a significant amount of
money and time on a train journey, when a flight might take only
a fraction of the time? The answer lies in the experience of travel
itself. Travel on the Orient Express is a rebellion against the
urgency of modern life. It is an invitation to slow down, to savor
the moment, and to engage with the world in a way that is
becoming increasingly rare. The train is a moving sanctuary. It
offers a unique kind of solitude that is both public and private.
You can sit in your cabin and watch the world go by, lost in your
own thoughts. Then, a few minutes later, you can join your fellow
passengers for a drink in the bar car and engage in fascinating
conversations with people from all over the world.

The journey also fosters a genuine connection to the landscape.
You see the backyards of Europe, the forgotten stations, the
rivers, and the mountains. You witness the subtle changes in
architecture and culture as you cross borders. It is a geography
lesson, a history lesson, and a social experience all rolled into
one. For couples, it is the ultimate romantic escape. For solo
travelers, it is an opportunity for deep reflection and meeting
like-minded people. And for families, it is a multi-generational
adventure that creates stories that will be told for years. The train
is a stage, and every passenger is a character in their own story.

THE FUTURE OF THE ORIENT EXPRESS

In 2025 and beyond, the legend of the Orient Express continues
to evolve. Accor Group, the owner of the "Orient Express" brand,
is planning a modern reincarnation of the train for the 2020s. This
new train, expected to launch in the coming years, aims to
combine the heritage of the past with contemporary design and
sustainability. There are also rumors of new routes and
partnerships. The challenge for any new iteration is to capture
the essence of the original—the romance, the mystery, and the
sense of adventure—while appealing to a modern, more diverse
audience. The Belmond train, however, remains the gold
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standard for purists. As long as there are people who value
elegance, history, and the art of slow travel, the Orient Express
will continue to roll on.

CONCLUSION: MORE THAN A TRAIN

To book travel on the Orient Express is to purchase a ticket to a
bygone era, but also to invest in a profound present experience.
It is not merely a means to get from one city to another; it is a
destination in itself. From the historic carriages and the exquisite

dining to the spellbinding landscapes and the impeccable service,
every element is designed to create a memory that will last a
lifetime. Whether you are tracing the original 1883 route to
Istanbul, crossing the Alps into Venice, or simply enjoying a day
trip on the British Pullman, you are participating in a living
legend. The Orient Express is a testament to the fact that
sometimes, the best way to move forward is to travel in style,
with a nod to the elegance of the past. It is a dream made steel
and velvet, and it remains one



