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The Nightjet from Paris to Vienna
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At 18.58 the Nightjet service from Paris to Vienna glides out from Gare de l’Est, embarking on a fifteen-hour journey through Strasbourg, Munich and Salzburg. On a Sunday night at the end of January, I should have been tucked up on board. Instead, I was shivering on a replacement TGV, eyeing a student watching porn on his phone. The high-speed train was crowded, the windows steaming up from the heat of compacted bodies. Those fortunate enough to bag a seat were sleeping face down on the tables or scrolling on their phones and sighing. Others were sitting on suitcases in the aisles, leaning against each other’s shoulders and fidgeting in frustration as the train swept east past rows of Haussmannian apartments, attic rooms warmly lit. It was an inauspicious start to my grand adventure.

The Orient Express, the world’s most famous train, was marking its 140th anniversary and it felt fitting to embark upon my journey into the world of sleeper trains by retracing its original route. Contrary to popular myth, the Express d’Orient – its original title – was far from a single luxury train. Launched in 1883 by a Belgian businessman, the fabulously named Georges Nagelmackers, it was a regular passenger service and for the first six years the journey between Paris and Constantinople (now Istanbul) was undertaken using a sequence of trains and ferries and several sets of rolling stock (or carriages). Trains departed Paris for Vienna via Strasbourg and Munich, then ran through Budapest and Bucharest to the southern Romanian city of Giurgiu. From there passengers were transported by ferry across the Danube to the Bulgarian city of Ruse, where a final train transferred them to Varna on the Black Sea coast, ending with a steamer to Istanbul. I felt tired just thinking about it. In 1889, however, the entire railway line was completed, and in June that year the first direct train departed Paris taking passengers all the way to Istanbul’s Sirkeci station. Two years later the service was officially renamed the Orient Express.

That afternoon I’d arrived by Eurostar into Gare du Nord and, in the bright winter sun, walked the hour-long route towards the Left Bank, past pollarded plane trees, their flaking bark patched like camouflage. The aroma of caramelised almonds warmed the air around the burned-out beauty of Notre Dame, where I’d watched couples sharing macarons on benches, whippets in couture coats quivering at their feet. Vendors in fingerless gloves folded hot crêpes, and with one in hand, I’d picked my way between tourists cycling in the wrong direction and crossed over the road to the bookshop Shakespeare and Company, where I located a copy of Murder on the Orient Express. It had a striking cover featuring a vintage table lamp with the train running across a bridge at sunset. Now, two hours from Strasbourg, I thumbed through to where I’d left off in the story. For Hercule Poirot it had been a snowdrift that had disrupted his journey, bringing the Simplon-Orient-Express to a halt ‘between Vincovi and Brod’. For me it had been an arson attack at Gare de l’Est. The fire had begun under an area of track by a signal point. No one was injured but the blaze had damaged around fifty cables and disrupted services in and out of the station. I’d turned up in good time, full of beans and eager to board, only to discover that the NJ 469 to Vienna was no longer departing from Paris, but five hours later from Strasbourg. At least the train wasn’t cancelled and – on the upside – it had given me time to find a bistro for crisp confit de canard and a glass of Pinot noir. However, at 10 p.m., when I boarded the connection to Strasbourg, the wind had turned nasty, the air sharp with ice as we crowded onto the concourse, tensions high, moods low, limp toddlers hoisted over shoulders and everyone shoving to get on. I remembered then how much of night-train travel involves killing time: reading in cafés; loitering in hotel bars and lobbies; praying for no delays. And yet, sleeper trains were well and truly enjoying a renaissance.

After the Covid lockdowns trains found their way back onto travellers’ radars – much to my delight. Many people were nervous to fly, booking private compartments and taking the time to explore closer to home. In 2022 Interrail had a record year of sales – and then I saw it, one line at a time, sleeper trains inching back out of the darkness, headlamps ablaze. A decade ago, the romance of night-train journeys had fizzled out around Europe, a mass cull of sleeper trains giving way to budget airlines and high-speed rail. But who knew the world was going to shut down? The change of pace and perspectives, along with the added reality of climate change, was undeniable and passengers were increasingly concerned about their carbon footprints, keener than ever to rekindle the flames of night-time travel. Private companies like the Belgian–Dutch collective European Sleeper and the French start-up Midnight Trains were popping up with ambitious plans to launch new sleeper services across Europe, and existing operators like Sweden’s Snälltåget wanted to extend routes, encouraged by campaign groups such as ‘Back on Track’ and ‘Oui au train de Nuit!’

I placed a bookmark between the pages of my Agatha Christie and looked out to where a river gleamed like spilt ink beneath the street lights, feeling the thrill of being on the move again at night. Looking back over fifteen years of train travel – more than 200 journeys packed with everything from political chats and poker games to jam sessions, counselling sessions, history lessons, wonderful views, weirdos and copious cups of tea – I remembered how the sleeper trains were the ones that had enveloped me whole. Each departure seemed staged for a tryst: passengers boarded after sunset and left before sunrise, slipping in and out of compartments unseen. Others were there for the long haul, pulling on bed socks and laying out books, glasses, and packets of sweet-smelling cheese. They’d make me sandwiches, offload their woes and offer advice while I revelled in the cosiness of newfound friendship, the intimacy electric. After blinds were pulled down and lights flipped off, I’d wait for the sound of even breathing before climbing down from my berth and tiptoeing into the corridor where I’d come upon the glow of noctilucent clouds, mists moving through forests like ghosts, and the alchemy of the moon turning water to silver thread.

Outside Europe, night trains remained safe from extinction, at least for the time being. Many passengers simply couldn’t afford to pay premium fares for high-speed rail, and tourists kept them going, often choosing to make the journey the destination – saving on hotels and turning the ride into a mobile camping trip with friends and family. But I was curious how the resurgence in Europe was going to play out. There was little rolling stock available, and unless someone took it upon themselves to build a brand-new batch specifically for sleeper trains, fitted with berths, I couldn’t see how it could work. It also felt like the right time for me personally to explore the continent’s railways. In 2015, when I travelled 45,000 miles around the world for my last book, I’d hotfooted across Europe in a month. An intensive itinerary that centred on major journeys – such as the Trans-Mongolian from Moscow to Beijing, the Canadian from Vancouver to Toronto and the Qinghai–Tibet railway from Xining to Lhasa – meant that Europe had barely got a look-in. At the time there were hardly any sleeper trains left, so I’d skimmed around with a Eurail pass and made my way out pretty sharpish. Now European railways had my full attention and I wanted to know what motivated those passengers drifting back towards night trains. Were they commuters looking to save time and money? Old romantics in search of nostalgia? Or was climate change at the forefront of Europeans rethinking how they travelled?

My own motivation was a combination of all three, but ultimately my love for night trains stemmed from the way in which they allowed me to slow down. Once on board I could relax, knowing I had the whole night ahead of me to read, gossip in a warm dining car, or simply lie in my berth, listening to the beat of the train through the darkness. At times I’d sit in solitude making notes or mulling over troubling thoughts – most of which would fade by the time we drew into a new city, and I nudged up the blind, intrigued to see what lay outside. There were plenty of railway routes to discover but since my last adventure around the world I now had two young daughters, so taking off for a stretch of several months was not an option. Travelling took place in sporadic bursts and around school holidays, sometimes with my elder daughter, Ariel, in tow. Perhaps it was genetic, but she was already showing a strong predilection for railways and had recently ridden along with me on the Night Riviera from Paddington to Penzance and the sleeper from Nice to Paris, a perky little Passepartout in striped pyjamas.

Now, to my relief, I saw that the TGV was slowing into Strasbourg, and I peered out to find the Nightjet waiting on the next platform. It was Sunday night. I had a week of travel ahead. If all went to plan, I’d have four more trains to catch before pulling into Istanbul in the early hours of Friday morning.
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A harassed-looking woman greeted me on board the Nightjet and handed me a keycard to my compartment, along with a small, warm bottle of Sekt, the last thing I wanted to drink at midnight.

‘Wait, don’t go to sleep yet, I need to bring you something,’ she said, disappearing up the corridor.

Austrian Federal Railways (ÖBB) was playing a major role in resuscitating Europe’s night trains. Austria’s central location meant that it was ideally placed as a continental crossroads and towards the end of 2016 ÖBB had invested €40 million into acquiring almost sixty sleeping and couchette cars from Deutsche Bahn after Germany officially terminated its own sleeper trains. These cars had been used to launch ÖBB’s Nightjet network on twenty routes around Europe. The sleeping cars contained pre-made beds; the couchette cars made up from padded berths that fold down into seats during the day.

I slid the keycard in, and the door swung open to reveal a tatty carpet, scuffed walls and chipped paint. It reminded me of my university halls of residence, minus the stench of fags and WKD Blue. I sat down on the bed and looked around the dimly lit compartment. The offer of sparkling wine made sense now. Still, we were on the move towards the German border. I immediately set to work rattle-proofing the room, laying bottles between clothes, removing coat hangers from the wall and turning down the volume for announcements, the knob coming off in my hand. Although drained and desperate to turn in, I had to wait for the train manager to return. Twice I stepped out to look for her, but she was nowhere to be seen. As I closed the door, a chunk of paint fell off. The compartment was in need of a damn good overhaul. I went online to torture myself with images of Nightjet’s brand new fleet of carriages, which was due to launch in the autumn – not a moment too soon. Someone sniffed. I heard it again, followed by a zip being undone, and I realised the walls were thinner than my patience. At that moment a knock at the door announced the manager, Elisabeth, looking far less harassed. Everyone was now checked off her list. She handed me a breakfast menu.

‘You tick six items and leave it outside the door,’ she said, bidding me goodnight.

After doing as instructed, I rummaged around my washbag for my earplugs and eye mask. Warming the silicone between my palms, I pressed in the plugs, slid beneath the musty covers and switched off the main light. Still, a neon-blue bulb glowed overhead. Although I knew the tiny light would fracture my sleep, I couldn’t bring myself to put on my eye mask. I had a strange relationship with darkness; at once unnerving and intriguing; a place I wanted both to flee and explore. Sleeping in pitch-black was too creepy. Travelling by myself meant being suspended in a state of hypervigilance. I needed my faculties to not feel vulnerable, while still relaxing enough to fall asleep. My choice of reading material did little to help, and I was now lying with my eyes wide open thinking about Edward Ratchett being stabbed to death in his compartment.

Shuffling over towards the window, I took solace from the lights of passing farmhouses, but they soon vanished as we neared the edge of the Black Forest whose folklore was rooted in darkness and the supernatural. I had spent my life trying to reshape how darkness had appeared to me as a child, nervously watching shadows from my bed, and I wondered now if that was why I was drawn to travelling by night train. Perhaps I was trying to reconcile my relationship with darkness or attempting to discover what cast those shadows. I checked my phone: 2 a.m. and the train was approaching the old Baden capital of Karlsruhe. With a final glance, I pulled down the blind and crawled back up to my pillow, tossing my mask to one side.
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That night I slept like an actual baby – waking every hour or so, cold then hot then thirsty and occasionally on the verge of tears. The train was bumpy, slinging me around, braking and creaking throughout the night. I stared at the ceiling wondering if it had been so long since I’d regularly ridden trains that I was simply out of practice. Through sheer exhaustion I dozed off, only to wake to footsteps thudding up the corridor close behind my head. Moving to the foot of the berth, I raised the blind in time to see that we were crossing the Saalach river, over the border into Austria. My phone buzzed with a welcome message. Drifting through Salzburg Mülln-Altstadt station, we crossed over a second river, snow piled up its banks, the softness of pastel shades colouring the pre-dawn light. The Northern Limestone Alps glowed in the distance, their scalps turning neon pink in the rising sun. Farms and field scenes flitted past. A family of four deer eating hay. Forests packed with pencil-thin larch.

Elisabeth arrived with my breakfast, and over coffee and a salami roll, I watched curtains opening and lights coming on, catching the eye of commuters clearing snow from their cars. It was this moment that made the journey: when most passengers were still asleep and the outside world yawned and stretched awake, the skies breaking open to let in the first light. My tiredness vanished, replaced by the unmistakable feeling of coming home.

The morning took shape with the Türnitz Alps rising into view. Passengers threw open doors, going back and forth to use the loos. As we passed through the wine region of Traisental, its vineyards covered with protection from the cold, the train slowed. At the Austrian city of St Pölten, a number of people disembarked, and I got talking to Elisabeth. Presumptuous, I’d expected everyone on board to be travelling from one capital to the next, but she shook her head furiously.

‘No, there are many passengers who take the train because it is so much easier for them to get home. If you fly to Vienna you have to figure out how to get back to your home town, sometimes at bad hours.’

‘Are there more people using the train now since the pandemic?’

‘For sure. I’ve been working on this train for seven years and people are really bothered about climate change. They could fly for cheaper, but they don’t want to.’

I asked Elisabeth if she had regulars on board and she explained that it was a popular route owing to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, the same few lawyers frequently coming through. I mentioned how stressed I thought she’d looked the night before and she started to laugh. ‘People travelling for work are often angry, especially when there are delays, but families and others, they are relaxed,’ she said. ‘The arson did not help.’

We pressed ourselves against the wall as a passenger squeezed by and Elisabeth raised a finger as she remembered something she wanted to say.

‘I have one woman: she is a cellist. She plays with the orchestra in Paris a lot and she can’t take her cello on the aeroplane without buying another seat, so she takes the train. And there is also a dad from Romania whose ex-wife lives outside Versailles with the child. He takes the night train from Bucharest to Vienna and then to Paris to see him.’

‘I’m taking the train to Bucharest tonight,’ I said.

‘The Dacia? That’s a terrible train – it’s so long. And it’s a Romanian train. Watch out for your things, yes?’

Beckoned by a colleague, Elisabeth disappeared. I went back to my compartment to pack my bag, caught off guard by the casual racism, but suddenly nervous about the next leg of my journey.

Just after 10 a.m. we drew into Vienna, where powdery snow danced in the cold. This was the brilliance of sleeper trains: the entire day stretched out ahead of me. I had the urge to seek out every highlight of the city, but I took stock. Vienna was only a couple of train rides from London, and I could always return. Instead, I looked up the location of the Belvedere Museum and within twenty minutes of stepping off the night train I was standing in front of Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss for the first time, welling up at the sight of my favourite painting in all its gold-leafed glory. Paintings were usually smaller than I’d imagined but The Kiss was a grand affair, filling a wall, the figures life-sized as they embraced beneath their shimmering shawls. As visitors posed in front of the painting, taking selfies and blocking everyone’s view, I found a seat in the centre of the room, and waited for a lull when I could steal a few precious minutes to take in the richness and tenderness of the work, for ever in awe of the power of art to bring peace.

By the time I walked down the Belvedere’s baroque gardens towards the heart of the city, the snow turned to sleet, and then rain. As much as I wanted to explore, poor weather presented the perfect opportunity to seek out a café, cut into a slice of Sachertorte and pick up from where I’d left Monsieur Poirot on the train. In a corner of the Demel café, enjoying the din of groups of friends chattering over hot chocolate while the rain hammered down, I foraged around in my bag. The book was nowhere to be found. With a sigh, I realised that I had indeed left Monsieur Poirot on the train.

Opening up my diary, and pulling up a map of Europe on my laptop, I started to compile a bucket list of sleeper trains. After arriving in Istanbul I was booked onto the Ankara Express to the capital and then another, the Doğu Express, from Ankara to Kars in the north-east of Türkiye. That made a total of five sleepers by the end of the week. I zoomed in and out of the map, realising I’d never travelled around the Nordic region even though it was home to a number of fabulous night trains: the Dovre railway from Oslo to Trondheim; the Nordland line from Trondheim to Bodø; the Norrland Night Train from Stockholm to Narvik; and last but certainly not least, the Santa Claus Express in Finland. Italy had also fallen off my radar and there was an infamous journey from Rome to Palermo that involved transporting the train onto a ferry. A few years ago, I’d taken the Caledonian Sleeper from Glasgow to London in its former guise, but it had since had a revamp, and I wrote it in beneath the quartet of Nordic routes routes. If European Sleeper – a Belgian–Dutch cooperative – succeeded with its plans to cobble together enough carriages, there would soon be a new service from Brussels to Berlin called The Good Night Train, so I added that in in brackets.

Five months earlier, a EuroNight sleeper train had started running between Hamburg and Stockholm, but there were rumours that it might extend to Berlin. If that happened, I was going to try and ride it back with The Good Night Train. More than anything I couldn’t wait for Nightjet’s new-generation fleet which was slated to go into service on the Vienna–Hamburg route, but this plan was getting hairy. Some of these trains didn’t exist yet. They were nothing more than proposals, and I could only hope they would come to fruition.

In the past my rail adventures had involved tight itineraries, allowing for little more than a meal and a cursory glance around the cities of boarding and arrival. This time I wanted to slow down, explore the surroundings for a few days and learn more about the people as well as the places. Scraping up the last crumbs of torte, I looked down the list, wondering what was left to add – perhaps beyond Europe. In 2010 I’d spent four months travelling the length and breadth of India for my first book, and I hadn’t been on an Indian sleeper train since then. Indian Railways had thrived in that time, and I was keen to go back and see how things had progressed, maybe squeezing in a rickety sleeper for old times’ sake. There was also the Silver Meteor, an Amtrak service that ran from Miami up to New York City. I’d been unable to take it when I had last travelled around the US, and it had recently received an upgrade and returned to the tracks after a hiatus.

The list was taking shape nicely. But one train was missing. I went to write it in, then paused. Not in a million years could I make that happen. Asking for the bill, I closed my diary, gathering my things before flipping it open again and adding my ultimate sleeper train with a flourish. After all, a girl could dream.
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The Dacia
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Out of breath and bent double at the top of the escalator, I was relieved – and a little concerned – that the train to Bucharest was yet to arrive. I’d remembered at the last minute that it was wise to keep cash on board in case the card machines were down and had got stuck in a queue to withdraw notes. With only ten minutes to departure, the evening crowd at Vienna Hauptbahnhof was thin. Small groups paced around, propping up rucksacks and glancing up the tracks, but this didn’t look like it would be a busy train. As I sized up my fellow passengers, a trio of headlamps appeared, and a blue engine hummed into view. Written across the front were the words ‘Planet Budapest 21’ – a reference to the four-day summit that had taken place at the end of 2021 for Visegrád countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia) to address issues of the pandemic, climate change, water security and sustainable transport. I looked at my e-ticket which informed me that I was saving 224.4 kilograms of carbon dioxide emissions travelling by train instead of driving, which was satisfying to say the least. I could have flown to Bucharest in ninety minutes, but as I scanned the brightly lit compartments sailing past, I looked forward to my home for the next nineteen hours.

After lockdown lifted, many holiday-makers came to the conclusion that it was more ethical to get pissed-up on a cider trail in Herefordshire than on a Tui tour to Faliraki, and I attributed some of this shift in attitudes to Greta Thunberg, who had popularised the Swedish concept of flygskam, or ‘flight shame’. There was no way I’d do it myself, but I was still inspired by the courage of a then sixteen-year-old with two plaits sailing on a zero-carbon yacht from the UK to a climate summit in New York, as part of a drive towards climate-friendly travel. In turn, flygskam had sparked another trend known as tågskryt, or ‘train bragging’, whereby those who gave up flying took to social media to post train-filled content that I watched in bed like porn.

Flying didn’t fill me with dread as much as airports. Over time I’d grown ever more irritated at having to arrive hours before departure only to remove shoes, unbuckle belts, collapse buggies, forget laptops, crawl in queues, pay extra for bags, pay extra for seats, pay extra for boarding – and cram my make-up into sandwich bags. I didn’t take kindly to being touched by strangers, least of all by security staff running hands along my inner leg and underwire before foraging through stacks of knickers and shaking out tampons, in the hunt for what usually turned out to be an inhaler.

Having children, too, had turned the experience into a circus. On a return flight from Malta, my toddler had charged through the dividing curtain and knocked a passenger’s mini bottle of champagne across her table where
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