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​​​Chapter 1: Glimpses of Austria with Sample Itinerary 
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Introduction:

Austria is a land where grand imperial history encounters the rough splendour of the Alps. It was a former centre of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and it still shows the past through ornate palaces and charming medieval towns, while serving today as a modern, peaceful heart of Europe known for its love of art and music.

Liechtenstein, Switzerland, Germany, Italy, Slovenia, Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic surround Austria. Some well-known day-trip destinations include Berchtesgaden and Konigsee near Salzburg; Munich from Salzburg; Bled or Ljubljana from Graz; Vaduz from Liechtenstein; Lucerne from Switzerland; Bolzano from Innsbruck; and Bratislava and Budapest from Vienna.

Austria's geography is incredibly diverse. Over 60% of the land is covered by the Alps, which are filled with high, snow-covered peaks, sparkling glaciers, and lush green valleys. To the east, these mountains give way to plains into the fertile Danube River Valley and the open plains of the Vienna Basin. This varied landscape leads to two distinct climates:

The Alpine regions undergo a mountain climate, with cool, crisp summers and long, snowy winters that turn the mountains into a white, wintry paradise. The eastern regions, including areas around Vienna, have a milder climate, offering warmer, drier summers that make them ideal for exploring historic cities year-round.

Our trip through this beautiful country starts in Vienna, a city famous for its music, where the mellow light of the "Golden Hour" makes the streets look like a dreamlike scene. From Vienna, we travel west to visit some of Austria's most iconic spots:

Salzburg: Known as the "Rome of the North," this city is defined by its beautiful Baroque architecture, the impressive Hohensalzburg Fortress, and its strong connection to Mozart. It follows as a key stop on our westward route.

Hallstatt: Perhaps the most famous lakeside village in the world, where old salt-mining traditions blend with picturesque, timber-framed houses. It comes next as a scenic stop on the journey.

Innsbruck & Wattens: Known as the "Capital of the Alps," Innsbruck is surrounded by majestic mountain peaks. Nearby in Wattens, we will visit the magical, sparkling Swarovski Crystal Worlds before continuing our route.

Through photography, we hope to capture not only the famous sights, but also the quiet, special moments—such as mist rolling over a mountain lake, the fine details of local craftsmanship, and the lasting elegance of a country which feels both timeless and ever-changing.

The map of our travel through Austria is given below:
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Austria My Map: Courtesy of Google Maps
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Places to be visited in Austria: Courtesy of Google Maps

Transport:

Rail Transport:

Austria has one of Europe’s best rail systems, run mainly by ÖBB (Austrian Federal Railways). They are fast and punctual, and pass through scenic alpine routes. These trains are comfortable, even in 2nd class, and offer easy access to city stations. The Eurail Austria Pass is a good option for tourists from outside Europe and is available in flexible options, such as 3, 4, 5, 6, or 8 travel days within 1 month.

Approximate prices for 2nd-class adults are as follows:

4 days: ~€244, 6 days: ~€307, 8 days: ~€363.

For a 15- to 20-day trip in Austria, buy an 8-day Eurail Austria Pass and use it on major travel days; stay several nights in each city and buy local transport tickets separately. Seat reservations (€3–10 typical) are required on some routes.

If your itinerary is fixed, Point-to-Point ÖBB Tickets are cheapest when booked early. For example, typical advance fares are: Vienna to Salzburg: €20–40; Salzburg to Innsbruck: €20–35; and Vienna to Graz: €15–30.

City Public Transport:

City Public Transport in Austria is excellent in Vienna, Salzburg, Innsbruck, and Graz, and includes the U-Bahn, trams, and buses. The typical costs are as follows:

Salzburg/Innsbruck:

Day passes: €5–8

Regional Buses:

To move around the Hallstatt region, Alpine villages, lakes, and national parks, regional buses are essential. For example: Hallstatt to and from Gosausee, Salzburg to and from Berchtesgaden, and Innsbruck to and from the Stubai Valley, with costs usually €3–15 per route and most often integrated with train tickets.

Accommodation:

One can choose hotels, homestays, B&Bs, or apartments to stay in Austria's cities and towns. Since we are taking the train, we tried to book accommodation near the station so we can walk to the hotel or apartment.

I prefer the following websites for booking accommodation online:

1.           https://www.trivago.com/ (For comparison of rents)

2.           https://www.booking.com/

3.           https://www.makemytrip.com/

​Chapter 2: Vienna: A Winter Wonderland: The Magic of Christmas.

Visiting Vienna in the winter is like entering a dreamland. As the nights lengthen and the temperatures drop, the city is decorated with festive Christmas illuminations. The crown jewel of the season, however, remains its historic Christmas markets—a cherished tradition dating back to 1296.

Today, many squares around the city—such as the area in front of the grand City Hall (Rathausplatz) and the beautiful courtyard of Schönbrunn Palace—become lively little villages full of wooden stalls. The air smells wonderful, filled with the scents of hot mulled wine, roasted chestnuts, and gingerbread. Visitors can spend their time browsing handmade ornaments, local crafts, and wood carvings, or enjoying the festive sounds of brass bands and holiday singing.

The places in Vienna we will visit are given in the map below:
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Vienna Map: Courtesy of Google Maps
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Places to be visited in Vienna: Courtesy of Google Maps

The Imperial Backdrops are the baroque elegance of the Belvedere Palace or the central, bustling charm of Stephansplatz beneath the shadow of St. Stephen’s Cathedral, where the city’s stunning imperial architecture frames every market.

The Christmas markets, evenings, and late nights are an excellent time. Let’s start with Belvedere Palace.

––––––––
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Belvedere Palace:

The Belvedere Palace in Vienna is a stunning piece of 18th-century architecture, first built as a summer home for Prince Eugene of Savoy. Now, it is one of Austria's most important cultural treasures, serving as a museum for a world-class art collection.

Every winter, the palace grounds host the Belvedere Christmas Village. Compared to the busier markets in the city centre, this one feels quieter, more romantic, and more upscale. Because it is located right in front of the Upper Belvedere, the palace provides a grand, royal backdrop that makes this market feel truly special. The exceptional scenery of this destination offers a tranquil escape for travellers. The market is full of vendors, presenting a selection of premium Austrian craftsmanship—ranging from intricate, handmade glass ornaments and artisan jewellery to elegant seasonal decorations. One can warm up with traditional mulled wine and roasted chestnuts, or indulge in local favourites such as Kaiserschmarrn (shredded pancakes) and a variety of savoury Alpine snacks. The market is at its best after the sun goes down. When evening arrives, the palace is lit up, casting a soft, golden light over its historic stone front. For the best photo opportunity, head to the edge of the pond in front of the palace; you can see the sparkling building reflected perfectly in the water, framed by the twinkling lights of the market stalls. It is the perfect picture of a Viennese Christmas.

The atmosphere feels truly magical. It is a place where art, history, and holiday spirit come together to create a lasting memory of imperial elegance.
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Belvedere Palace at night and the pool in front, Vienna
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Belvedere Palace at night 
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Christmas Market, Belvedere Palace
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Christmas Market, Belvedere Palace
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Festive scene at the Christmas Market at Belvedere Palace

Vienna State Opera: 

The Vienna State Opera is a true centrepiece of the city’s long musical history and is recognised worldwide as one of the world's most elite opera houses. It first opened its doors in 1869 with a staging of Mozart’s Don Giovanni. With its beautiful Renaissance Revival design, it has since become an international icon of the classical arts, presenting nearly 300 ballet and opera performances every year.

Though the building suffered severe damage during World War II, it was carefully rebuilt and reopened in 1955. The restoration successfully preserved the space's original luxury while adding the high-tech stage and sound equipment needed for modern performances. These days, the venue is known just as much for its world-class orchestra—whose members also make up the famous Vienna Philharmonic—as for its unique standing-room tickets and the annual Vienna Opera Ball, which remains one of the most stylish and prestigious social gatherings in the city.

[image: ]

Vienna State Opera
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Vienna State Opera
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Vienna State Opera

Palais Equitable:

The Palais Equitable is an architectural landmark at Stock-im-Eisen-Platz in central Vienna. Built in 1891 by architect Andreas Streit and commissioned by the American insurance firm The Equitable Life Assurance Society, the office building is known for its Neo-Renaissance exterior, intricate stone carvings, and two statues representing “Industry” and “Agriculture” near the front door.

The building is best known as the home of the Stock-im-Eisen (the “Staff in Iron”). This ancient spruce trunk, covered with thousands of iron nails, is protected in a corner niche on the building’s facade. The Palais Equitable also serves as a clear example of Vienna’s Ringstrasse building boom, blending classic architectural style with the practical needs of a modern office space.
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Palais Equitable

St. Stephen's Cathedral:

St. Stephen’s Cathedral, or Stephansdom as locals say, is in the heart of Vienna. Its towering neo-Gothic spires and a striking roof decorated with bright tiles are hard to miss. This roof, an artistic feat, features over 230,000 glazed tiles arranged in intricate patterns, including the Austrian eagle and symbols representing the city and the nation. The interior of the Cathedral is just as impressive, presenting a peaceful atmosphere. The stunning side chapels, the elaborate stone pulpit created by Anton Pilgram, or the famous Pummerin bell cannot be missed.
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St. Stephen's Cathedral
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Interior of St. Stephen's Cathedral
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Interior of St. Stephen's Cathedral

For visitors, the true highlight is the ascent to the top of the South Tower; after climbing its 343 steps, one is rewarded with breathtaking, panoramic views that sweep across the entire historic centre of Vienna, offering an unparalleled vantage point to admire the city's architectural skyline as it stretches out toward the Vienna Woods.
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The Tiled Roof and a Tower of St. Stephen's Cathedral
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Mosaic in St. Stephen's Cathedral
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Vienna from St. Stephen's Cathedral Tower
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Vienna from St. Stephen's Cathedral Tower

Stephansplatz: 

Right in the centre of Vienna, the Christmas market at Stephansplatz feels magical, mostly because it is tucked right against the stunning backdrop of St. Stephen’s Cathedral. With the cathedral’s tall Gothic spire and famous tiled roof rising above you, the square takes on a classic, historic feel that is hard to
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