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Odyssey on the Orient Express: From St. Pancras to Sirkeci 

    On October 4th, 1883, a locomotive lugging sleeping cars steamed out of Paris and into legend. 

The brainchild of visionary Georges Nagelmackers, the world’s most groundbreaking train- 

dubbed the Orient Express by the press- connected two ends of the European continent, linking 

Paris and Constantinople via 1500 miles of rails. This unprecedented rail journey became the 

stuff of traveling legend, exemplifying the romance of fin de siècle travel with the pinnacle of 

industrial engineering. Thanks to Graham Greene, Ian Fleming, and most of all Agatha Christie, 

the Orient Express has become symbol of the golden age of travel. 

    Though the original route became obsolete in the age of air travel and is now defunct, modern 

trains still ply the Orient Express’ routes that connect the capitals of Europe. Though the Golden 

Age of Travel is bygone, I want to explore the history of this era by retracing the itinerary of one 

of the world’s most beautiful rail routes from embarkation to terminus. 

    First, let me define the route I will take. There have been several iterations of the Orient 

Express in its century-long history. For instance, few realize that Murder On The Orient Express 

doesn’t actually take place on the actual Orient Express- it actually follows the southern route of 

the train, known as the Simplon Express, which passes through Belgrade and Venice. I propose 

retracing the mainline route of the original Orient Express, which goes as follows:  

Paris – Munich – Vienna – Budapest – Bucharest – Istanbul 

     In addition to these main cities, I will visit smaller towns and villages along the route, visiting 

cultural sites and historic landmarks. My goal is to learn from these locations, analyzing their 

history and how they relate to their respective cultures. Most of all though, I want to comprehend 

how one train route can pass through such distinct locations and reflect the many cultures of 

Europe. The proposed itinerary is as follows: 

ITINERARY – Tentative Dates: Mid-July to Mid-August 2022 

DAY 1: Depart London’s St. Pancras Station on the Eurostar train to Paris via the Channel 

Tunnel. Arrive at Gare du Nord Station in Paris. I’ll be spending several days here, but my 

sightseeing here could hardly be considered conventional. After all, most tourists tend to make 

their first stop the Eiffel Tower, and not a comic book store. This is Rue Dante, a hidden gem of 

a street in the Latin Quarter that hosts several shops featuring bandes dessinees- Francophone 

comic books. Moving west through the Latin Quarter, the main attraction of the afternoon is the 

Musee de Moyen Age, a museum renowned for its medieval tapestries including the iconic 

“Lady and the Unicorn.” The only snag here is that I may have to drop my Tintin merchandise at 

coat check.  

DAYS 2-3: The activities and attractions on these days are interchangeable. There are two 

unorthodox activities I’d like to try. First is a visit to the Salle d’Armes Coudurier, one of Paris’ 

oldest gentlemen fencing clubs. A brief introductory lesson is in order to experience this belle 

epoque shrine to the art of sword fighting. Another sport I’d like to sample is parkour, the art of  
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agility and running across rooftops and other obstacles. The sport, which entered public 

consciousness through an amazing action scene in Casino Royale, was born in Paris. Besides 

these things, I want to visit the Musee Orangerie, Catacombs, and the quarters of Clemenceau, 

known affectionately as “The Tiger,” who led France during WWI. This last museum is also 

located near the apartment of my friend Ugo, who is a student at the nearby Dauphine 

University. 

DAYS 4-5: Day 4 is mostly a travel day, where I pick up the route of the Orient Express on its 

first leg to Munich. I will leave by train, crossing the Rhine at Strasbourg and switching carriages 

at Stuttgart. Munich warrants a day and a half, and my visit includes a two-pronged assault. I 

intend to visit several pinakotheks (picture galleries). These museums hold the world’s largest 

collection of Rubens, as well as sizable displays of Van Dyck, Van Gogh, and Da Vinci. The 

second location of interest, the Deutsches Museum is the world’s oldest science and technology 

museum. It holds items of incredible historical importance: Germany’s first submarine, launched 

in 1906, the bench where the atom was split, and the first Benz automobile, dated from 1886. 

DAYS 6-8: On Day 6, I move from Munich to Vienna, Austria. Here I focus on Rococo 

architecture and café culture. I’ll try a Wiener Melange and a Sacher Torte. A goal of mine is to 

survey the works of Austrian painter Gustav Klimt at Schloss Belvedere, and to see 

Kunsthistoriches Museum, home to Hunters in the Snow. The Hofburg Palace is also high on my 

list, but most of all I want to visit the Prater amusement park. Here, the Riesenrad Ferris Wheel 

is a local landmark and a filming location for one of my favorite Bond films, 1987’s The Living 

Daylights.  

DAYS 9-10: The Danube River flows through four capital cities, more than any other river in the 

world. Therefore, a brief river cruise is warranted to experience the river that so fascinated 

Herodotus. After spending most of Day 9 in Vienna, I will depart the city at 5:30 for the brief 

ferry downriver to Bratislava. One of Central Europe’s least-visited cities, Slovakia’s capital is 

home to a preserved city center and a beautiful church. Most exciting of all is Bratislava Castle, 

situated on a hilltop that has been fortified since Celtic and Roman times. With these attractions 

and several small museums, I would love to understand the history of this oft-overlooked city 

stuffed between two more famous capitals. 

DAY 11-14: Today will be an early start to catch the early train to Budapest. The grandest stop 

along the Orient Express route, this city started out as two towns on separate sides of the Danube 

that united in 1873 and since then were occupied by Germany and the USSR. As a boy, I 

watched Anthony Bourdain visit landmarks with the famous cinematographer Vilmos Zsigmod 

and describe the ten-day Hungarian uprising in 1956, which was brutally crushed by Soviet 

tanks. Hearing about this sparked an interest in visiting the sites of this revolution and learning 

about the repression of Soviet authorities. Therefore, a priority in Budapest is undoubtedly the 

House of Terror, a museum devoted to the horrors of occupation housed in the headquarters of 

the secret police. Enemies of the state were tortured in the basement and the walls are lined with 

civilians who entered here and never came out. 
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     While thought-provoking, Budapest is filled with lighter but still enriching activities. 

Budapest is famous for thermal baths, the domed Parliament building, and the Danube River 

itself. The biggest draw here will be Castle Hill, a compound of museums, galleries, the national 

gallery, and the Hospital in the Rock, a wartime hospital and nuclear bunker inside a network of 

medieval tunnels beneath the city. 

DAYS 15-21: The penultimate leg of the trip is through Romania, leaving the rails to visit the 

picturesque countryside of the Carpathian foothills by car. The north of this country is idyllic and 

rich in the last of rustic European culture. Here, one can visit painted churches, horse-drawn 

carriages, and water wells that operate on a counterweight system. A highlight would be the 

“Merry Cemetery,” a Romanian graveyard unique due to its painted tombstones that display 

humorous tableaux of the residents’ lives: weaving, biking, dealing with annoying in-laws. After 

this trip to the far north, I’ll visit Peles and Bran Castles… the latter of which is associated with 

the Dracula myth! And after this, I’ll wrap up in Bucharest, and to simulate the last leg of the 

Orient Express, I will embark on a night train to Istanbul.  

DAYS 22-27: The Orient Express ends at Sirkeci Station in Istanbul, a destination as exotic as 

the journey itself at the threshold of the Orient. The Byzantine and Ottoman attractions are many: 

the Hagia Sophia, Topkapi Palace, and Galata Tower. There are many sights for James Bond 

buffs, too: there’s Maiden’s Tower for Brosnan fans, or if you’re a fan of the classics, the 

Basilica Cistern from Connery’s From Russia With Love, which coincidentally also took place 

on the Simplon-Orient Express. Just outside of town is the beachhead of Gallipoli and the 

Princes’ Islands, a car-free archipelago. But perhaps the most profound visit in the city is to the 

Pera Palace Hotel. Passengers arriving from the Orient Express found this establishment the 

height of luxury. The founder of modern Turkey, Kemal Ataturk, stayed here, as well as Mata 

Hari, Ernest Hemingway, and… of course… Agatha Christie. In fact, legend has it that in Room 

411 she wrote Murder on the Orient Express. 

DAY 28: Fly IST to DFW or IAH 

 ESTIMATED BUDGET: *Note: Eastern Europe is generally cheaper* 

                                          Return Flight - $700 

                                           Eurail Pass - $350 

                                         Romania Tour - $500 

                                     Lodging - $15 x 27 = $410 

                                       Food - $20 x 27 = $410 

                               Attractions - $300 

        Danube Ferry - $30 

Estimated Total:        $2840 

Minus Personal Savings:        $900 

Final Cost:                              $1940 


