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Introduction

Holidays, adventures and travel make us who we are, keep us sane and broaden our horizons. However, we are waking up to the realisation that a fast-paced lifestyle isn’t necessarily better for our minds, or for the planet. Gone are the days when frantically ticking off the overpopulated hotspots of the world would be considered a relaxing, restorative break. Instead mindful, sustainable travel is what we now crave. Travelling by train gives us the chance to awaken our senses to a new place, the time to get a feel for its ebb and flow and the space to quieten the bustle of our busy minds. It also restores the balance between tourist and local, environment and economy, conservation and community.

Separated into thirty themed routes, the information in these pages provides a guiding light to help you plan your next adventure. From finding a different side to European capitals to discovering more unusual destinations (such as a Norwegian mountain only accessible by train), and whether you have a long weekend or a few weeks to spare, this book will help you to enjoy and explore Europe in a way that is good for the planet – and all while keeping you well away from stressful airports!

Most routes are circular, so you can choose to start and end your adventure anywhere you like along the way. Some explore one country in depth, others straddle several borders and cultures. There are tips scattered throughout to help you extend your trip should you want to, or use the index at the back to make up your own route.

Most of the stops on each route are via train, but there are a couple of bus journeys thrown in to mix it up a little. All journey times are correct at the time of writing, but we recommend double-checking when plotting your adventure, especially if travelling at weekends or late at night.

As well as cutting down on your carbon emissions (hurrah!), you’ll also be helping to spread the tourism burden. Overtourism is killing some destinations (most major European cities, for example), so by choosing to visit off-season and exploring lesser-known alternatives, you will not only help to boost local economies where they need it most, but also to thin out the crowds of tourists dragging their wheeled suitcases across the capital cities.

Each destination’s themed mini-guide picks up things to do and see, with a fantastic mix of cultural experiences, as well as outdoor activities – including walks, parks and picnic spots – so that you can enjoy it like a local and stay away from the queues outside the ‘main attractions’. Rediscover the joy of travel, and steer clear of the clichéd online bucket lists. Soak up the sounds, sights and smells of each place and then, best of all, get back on the train and let it all seep into your soul.
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Essential Eco-conscious Travel Tips

Unless you walk everywhere, camp under the stars and forage for your food, no matter how you travel, it will always have an impact on the planet. But you can reduce that impact drastically by becoming a much more sustainable traveller.

ECO-HOTELS

You might be hostelling it, renting apartments or living it up in a series of five-star hotels, but whatever your accommodation plans, there will be eco-friendly options. There is a lot of greenwashing among hotels but a truly ‘eco-friendly’ hotel needs to do more than offer to wash your towels less often and eradicate plastic water bottles. It needs to demonstrate what it is doing to reduce its carbon emissions and waste, tell you how it’s getting its electricity, how it’s helping the local community and how it employs its staff. There are some fabulously pioneering eco-hotels in Europe, and more and more booking platforms dedicated to them.

[image: photograph of Parisian hotel]
Parisian Hotel; Huang Zheng/Shutterstock.com




CONSERVATION

Part of being a sustainable traveller is making sure you’re giving back to the place you’re visiting in one form or another. This doesn’t just mean contributing to the local economy or donating to charity, but also weaving experiences into your trip which directly support local conservation. From visiting nature reserves to booking wildlife or other tours that employ local guides, your holiday can leave a positive impact in so many ways. As always, the key is research and if you’re not sure, ask questions! Also, share what you’re doing to help to start the conversations that will lead to a greener planet.

[image: photograph of gondolas, Venice]
Gondolas, Venice; Arthur C.C. Hsieh/Shutterstock.com


OVER- AND UNDERTOURISM

Throughout this book we talk about overtourism, which is the flooding of tourists into particular destinations, so that they outnumber local residents and unfavourably impact the local economy and community. Venice, Bruges, Amsterdam and Barcelona are all overtourism hotspots, and while they are not avoided completely in this book, you will be guided away from the same old must-do listicles that add to the problem. It also helps to go to these places off-season to spread the love all year round and to make sure the money you spend is going into the local economy (for example, by not just staying in global chain hotels and shopping at international brands).

Undertourism is the opposite of overtourism. It relates to destinations that aren’t well known to tourists – secondary and tertiary cities that have plenty to offer travellers and, arguably, give you a much more authentic local experience. There are lots of these stops in this book, as this is my favourite way to travel. There are no queues for museums or attractions and I like to spend time lingering in cafés and bars imagining what life is like here.



TRAVELLING PLASTIC FREE

Even the most eco-aware of us tend to leave our plastic-free credentials at home when we go on holiday. But with a bit of simple planning there’s no need to add to another country’s plastic problem. Here are the go-to packing essentials to make sure you don’t have to reach for single-use products when you’re away.

BAGS Pack a variety of lightweight tote bags, so you don’t get caught out at any shops or markets and find yourself needing a single-use carrier bag for all your lovely trinkets.

REUSABLE BOTTLE Not only is this essential because it stops you picking up (and paying for) single-use plastic bottles of water, it will come into its own if you’re spending time on the beach or going for a picnic. The stainless-steel vacuum ones keep your cold drinks cold for twenty-four hours and hot drinks hot (perfect for a long train journey) for twelve hours.

REUSABLE CUP Similarly, think of how many to-go morning coffees you might get through on your adventure across Europe. You can avoid all that single-use-cup nonsense with a reusable one. There are even collapsible styles if space is an issue.

REUSABLE CUTLERY SET There are plenty of these out there – made from metal or bamboo, they come in a convenient roll, often with a reusable straw as well. From grabbing a quick lunch at a train station to heading out on a picnic, once you add this to your bag, it will become a daily essential.

PLASTIC-FREE HAIR/SKINCARE Space in the suitcase is always an issue, right? But you can skip the need for using plastic hotel miniatures or lugging your own full-size toiletries across Europe by swapping to shampoo, shaving and shower bars. There are so many brands offering these now, especially vegan-friendly or chemical-free ones. Invest in metal tins to store them in, and you’re good to go, whether you’re camping or cosying up in a posh hotel. Similarly, there are plastic-free deodorants and sun-cream options available, too.

[image: photograph of eco-friendly utensils]
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1. Eat, Drink & Be Merry
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Wine-fuelled Wanders

Chocolate, Cheese & Carb Delights

New Nordic Delicacies
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Wine-fuelled Wanders
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The train makes it easy to tick off the big culinary tickets of France and the Basque country, all washed down with delicious local wine. From feasting on belly-warming dinners to nibbling on endlessly inventive pintxos (hot and cold bar snacks), this trip is a must for curious and classic foodies.



PARIS

Paris itself needs no introduction, but the last few years have seen a resurgence of the city’s humble French bistro (often reimagined in Scandi-minimal tones) and some incredible cocktail and bio wine bars. From Gare du Nord, head south-east and wander the cobbled streets of Belleville, La Pigelle and Le Marais for vin méthode nature (natural wine), seasonal sharing plates and plenty of café-culture-meets-craft-brew vibes. Frenchie was one of the catalysts for this new bistro appreciation, but don’t miss old-school hidden gems like Juveniles, for unpretentious but brilliant plats du jour, alongside its famous wine list. Make like a real Parisian and shake off the night before with locally roasted coffee from Ten Belles and a finger-licking patisserie from one of the gorgeous boulangeries in Canal Saint-Martin.

[image: photograph of gourmet food]
Gourmet food; Vera Prokhorova/Shutterstock.com
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TOULOUSE

5 hrs 30 mins

Often overlooked for the Dordogne to the north or the coast to the south, Toulouse is a secondary city worth a stop. Tick off La Ville Rose’s (named after all the red brick) major attractions with a two-hour walking tour, and work up an appetite for its famous cassoulet (a hearty sausage and bean stew). Vegans might struggle here because everything is drenched in butter, cream, cheese and chocolate, but if you’re ok with that, you’re going to love this compact city. Kick off the day with warm chocolatines (pains au chocolat, to you and me), then pick up cheese, saucisson, pork rillettes and head to the Jardin Japonais for a pretty picnic. Come the evening, it’s all about the duck confit (foie gras is still big business here, too).

[image: photograph of food]
Toulouse sausage cassoulet; Simon Dack/Alamy Stock Photo
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Jardin Japonais, Toulouse; Tibor Bognar/Alamy Stock Photo




SAN SEBASTIAN

5 hrs 58 mins

There’s no better way to arrive in San Sebastian than by train, having picked up a good bottle of wine in Toulouse. This tiny beach town on the Basque coast has Michelin stars by the bucketload, but some of its best food can be sampled by bar hopping and trying the pintxos. Don’t be put off by unassuming façades – hit Calle Peña y Goñi in Gros and the tiny streets of the Old Town for super-fresh seasonal veg, salted cod, cured sardines on toast and Spanish ham and cheese-based delights.


TIP

Don’t miss kicking off every evening with la hora del vermut (Vermouth hour). Seriously, it’s a thing.
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BILBAO

1 hr 38 mins

Bilbao is known for its modern art and architecture, but the Basque capital doesn’t disappoint in the food stakes either. Head for Casco Viejo and Plaza Nueva in Bilbao la Vieja for hip bars, yet more pintxos (baby squid in ink are a city speciality) and restaurants for every budget. Dine in family institutions from the Twenties, retro Fifties’ diners or txakoli, which serve rustic food and lashings of local white wine. Don’t miss the city’s unique underwater wine cellar, where you can tasteon land or at sea and the huge 1920s Art Deco covered food market, Mercado de la Ribera, once Europe’s largest.

[image: photograph of Bilbao]
Bilbao, Spain; Trabantos, Shutterstock.com
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BORDEAUX

5 hrs 15 mins

The wine capital of France has had a makeover. The Cité du Vin runs workshops and talks, while the tourist board has created an Urban Wine Trail, where you can discover the huge array of producers across the city’s best wine bars. If you have time, spend a couple of days on vineyard tours – there are thousands of châteaux to pick from. But it’s not all about the wine here. Borrow a bike (Bordeaux is very bike friendly), grab some freshly prepared oysters at the Marché des Quais, take in the famous Water Mirror and the neoclassical Place de la Bourse and finish off with the city’s iconic canelé (a rich, dark rum cake). Journey time back to Paris: 2 hrs
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