
the world today | february & march 2013 | 15

Railways 

Top 10 train journeys
Davos, Switzerland – Tirano, Italy  
At 20km per hour, the Bernina Express 
navigates 196 bridges, 55 mountain 
tunnels and climbs to 2253 metres over 
the Albula pass to St. Moritz. 
Journey time: 4 hours
From £56 one way

Pretoria – Cape Town, South Africa
The Blue Train, with its marble-tiled, 
gold-plumbed bathrooms and personal 
butlers, goes past sunflower farms, 
waterfalls, desert and diamond mines
Journey time: 27 hours
From £886 one way

Adelaide – Darwin, Australia 
Named after the Afghan camel trains 
that pioneered routes through the 
outback, the Ghan travels 2,980 
kilometres across desert, vineyards, 
mountains and gorges.
Journey time: 50 hours
From £1,020

Cuzco – Machu Picchu, Peru 
Along the 80km route you plunge from 
one of the world’s highest cities into 
the sacred valley and then follow 
the Urubamba river along the canyon. 
You can slum it on the backpacker 
train, or take the Hiram Bingham, 
a copy of the 1920s Pullman carriages 
with fine dining.
Backpacker journey time: 80 minutes. 
From £22.50
Hiram Bingham journey time: 12 hours. 
From £240 one way 

Seattle – Los Angeles, USA 
The double-decker Coast Starlight 
offers views across the West Coast’s 
spectacular scenery, while dishing 
up gourmet meals.
Journey time: 35 hours
From £80

Beijing – Lhasa, Tibet 
The Lhasa Express climbs 5,000 metres 
on its 4,064-km trek, and temperatures 
plummet so drastically that the water 
in the lavatories is heated to stop it 
freezing. The world’s highest track, 
with much of it lain over permafrost.
Journey time: 47 hours
From £30

Glasgow – Mallaig, Scotland 
The train goes along Loch Lomond’s 
banks and Ben Nevis before crossing 
the 30-metre high viaduct that the 
Hogwart’s Express made famous anew. 
Rannoch Moor is so inhospitable that 
no roads cross it and track had to be 
balanced on tree roots, earth and ashes. 
Journey time: 5 hours 15 minutes
From £15.70 one way

Siliguri – Darjeeling, India 
The steam train chugs along this line 
that is now a World Heritage Site. 
Views en route are of the Himalayas, 
tea gardens, teak forests and the world’s 
third highest peak, Kanchenjunga.
Journey time: 7 hours
From £40 1st class

Bangkok, Thailand – Singapore  
The Eastern & Oriental Express 
travels through Bangkok to Malaysia 
before crossing the causeway over the 
Straits of Johor to Singapore. The train 
has cherry wood-panelled cabins with 
a veranda-style observation deck.
Journey time: 3 nights
From £1,560 

Rocky Mountains, Canada 
There are three routes: Kicking Horse, 
Yellowhead and Fraser Discovery. 
Dome-car day trains, hotels at night.
Journey time: 11 days
From £570  

there is still some growth, particularly in 
rural areas ill-served by public transport. 
Nevertheless, the overall effect has been 
an unprecedented rise in rail use. 

However, not all is rosy. While these 
explain some of the growth, much is unac-
counted for and railway managers fear it 
could end abruptly. That would throw the 
railway’s economics into chaos since in-
vestment plans, as ministers and rail man-
agers emphasize with great frequency, are 
the biggest since Victorian times, and any 
slowing down could put them in doubt. 

Indeed, while these are good times 
for the railways, there is an underlying 
problem which is the very high cost of  
operating them. Concern in the Depar-
tment for Transport about the level of 
costs led to the commissioning of a report 
by the former head of Short Brothers, Sir 
Roy McNulty, into the economics of the 
industry. He found that despite the steady 
and continued growth, the unit cost of 
running the railway has barely changed 
during this period, suggesting a pattern of 
underlying rising costs. Moreover, since 
the break-up of British Rail and privatiza-
tion, the subsidy to the industry has more 
than doubled, despite the huge rise in pas-
senger numbers which should have offset 
the expense of providing extra trains.  
McNulty suggested that this was because 
the industry is structurally inefficient and 
argued that savings of 30 per cent could 
be made by the end of the decade. Many 
rail insiders are sceptical that such drastic 
reductions are possible, arguing that 
much of the extra cost of the railway has 
been invested in order to cater for the  
extra passengers and future growth. 

Network Rail announced in January 
what would be its biggest improve- 
ment programme ever, seeking to spend 
£37 billion over five years from April 2014. 
That is predicated on continued growth 
and maintaining the same level of above-
inflation fares increases, as well as making 
considerable savings in line with the Mc-
Nulty report. In other words, delivering 
increased services and better reliability at 
a lower cost, a happy confluence that may 
not be achievable in reality. And if that 
investment is not forthcoming, there will 
be plenty of passengers in overcrowded 
trains who will be complaining even more 
vociferously than usual.

Christian Wolmar’s book on rail 
privatization, ‘On the Wrong Line’, 
has just become available as an e-book g
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