
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      

      
      Philip Nolan was born in Dublin in 1963. An award-winning travel writer, he has also worked for most Irish national newspapers,
         including the Sunday World, Sunday Press, Sunday Tribune and Evening Herald, and was deputy editor of Ireland on Sunday. He now works as a freelance travel writer, motoring columnist and current-affairs commentator for the Irish Daily Mail and Irish Mail on Sunday. He is married to Sharon Plunkett and divides his time between Dublin and County Wexford.
      

      
   
      
      
      [image: image]

      
      A NO-FRILLS ODYSSEY ACROSS 
THE NEW EUROPE

      
      PHILIP NOLAN

      [image: image]

      
   


Copyright © 2007, Philip Nolan

First published in 2007 by Hodder Headline Ireland

1

The right of Philip Nolan to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978 1444 74365 4

Cover and text design by Anú Design, Tara

Hodder Headline Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Castleknock

Dublin 15

Ireland

www.hhireland.ie

A division of Hachette Livre, 338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH, England


      
      
      

      
      For Sharon

      
   
      
      
      Introduction – 
Welcome to Ryanland

      
      The propeller plane is weaving through a violent sky, the drone of its engines rising and falling as it battles through the
         murk. Suddenly, there is a break in the cloud, and, in the strong moonlight, I can tell we are maybe 10,000 feet up. Off to
         my right, I see a huge fire. Suddenly, I clock a flare making its way towards us, then another. Within minutes, for as far
         as the eye can see, shells are being lobbed into the sky, exploding in great, angry arcs of flame. Each seems to come closer
         than the previous one, and as the plane races to gain altitude, there is a loud bang, followed by a series of smaller explosions.
         My heart races, my mouth dries. There’s only one thing for it.
      

      
      I ring the call bell and buy another Heineken…

      
      It is 5 November 1987, Guy Fawkes Night, and this is my first experience of a budget airline. Virgin Atlantic has started
         a route from Dublin to Luton and though it is billed as no-frills, I wasn’t expecting to find myself on a Vickers Viscount, a plane they stopped building in 1962. The aircraft I’m sitting in is at least a year, and maybe
         as much as a decade, older than I am. This would be a sobering thought at the best of times, but even more so when I am flying
         over England on a night when the country is ablaze with bonfires and fireworks.
      

      
      What’s even worse is that my contraband cargo is exploding. There are two things every Irish emigrant craves above all else
         – Kimberley biscuits and Tayto crisps. I am ferrying twelve packets of cheese ’n’ onion to my sister in Watford but, because
         the Viscount is not pressurised like a jet, the air pressure inside the bags is greater than the pressure in the cabin. I
         have been watching in alarm as each has gradually expanded to the size of a football; now they have started to pop, and the
         bangs are drawing stares from fellow passengers. By the time one of them sends slivers of potato three rows in every direction,
         I am expecting to be wrestled to the ground and then locked in the loo for the rest of the flight.
      

      
      Virgin is the second airline on the Luton route. The first is a maverick little carrier called Ryanair, named after its founder,
         Tony Ryan. At one point, he also owned a large stake in the newspaper I worked for in the early 1990s, the Sunday Tribune. The editor at the time, Vincent Browne, who had some legendary run-ins with staff, was fond of joking that Ryan bought into
         the paper instead of Aer Lingus because the Sunday Tribune carried more passengers.
      

      
      Ryanair began operations in 1985 from Waterford, in southeast Ireland, to London Gatwick, with a fifteen-seater Embraer Bandeirante
         turboprop and a cabin crew who couldn’t be taller than five feet two inches or they wouldn’t have been able to walk up and
         down the aisle. A year later, with bigger planes, it started flying from Dublin to Luton, an airport then almost exclusively
         used for charter flights. Most Irish people had heard of it only because it became famous in a Campari commercial when Cockney model Loraine Chase was asked by a Mediterranean playboy, ‘Were you wafted here from paradise?’, at which point
         she looked at him dismissively and said, ‘Nah, Luton Airport.’
      

      
      Ryanair arrived at a time when air travel was still very much the preserve of the wealthy. I was fifteen when I first flew,
         on a school tour to Barcelona, and that happened only because we got a special rate (the flight stopped at Lourdes to decant
         pilgrims – we had it almost to ourselves from there to Spain). My family holidays were taken in Leeds in the north of England,
         and that meant taking the car-ferry from Dún Laoghaire to Holyhead and a drive over the Pennines in a Ford Anglia estate.
         Because there were four kids, and it was long before MPVs or SUVs arrived, I spent all those drives travelling backwards,
         sitting on rugs and cushions in the boot. Put it this way – no-frills travel holds few terrors for me.
      

      
      The high fares that flag-carrier airlines like Aer Lingus and British Airways used to charge (IR£209 return from Dublin to
         London – that’s €265 converted, but well over €500 adjusted for inflation) meant few working-class families ever flew, except
         perhaps on once-a-year charters to the Costas or the Algarve. You could track down advance-purchase tickets, so-called APEX
         fares, but you usually had to book them a month in advance, stay a Saturday night and observe dozens of other conditions,
         some of which involved fasting, self-mortification or the sale of a sibling into slavery.
      

      
      I started flying on business in 1983, when I was sent to London to conduct a hugely important interview (oh, OK, then – it
         was the kids from Fame). Nursing my shattered dream of becoming an award-winning war correspondent, I spent the flight home as I would spend so
         many more in the 1980s, reclining at 35,000 feet above Europe on half-full planes chatting amiably across the aisle with other
         passengers. There would be champagne and a difficult choice between the beef or salmon, served by a woman freshly scraped from the cover of Vogue. I would have a Silk Cut ready the very second the sign was switched off, and chain-smoke my way home; I once managed nine
         cigarettes in fifty minutes between Heathrow and Dublin. It was bliss, but it was mad. It had to change.
      

      
      I first flew with Ryanair in 1988, by which stage it had replaced the original forty-six-seater BAE 748 prop jobs that flew
         the Luton route with BAC One-Elevens owned by the Romanian airline, Tarom. The aircraft were on what is known as a ‘wet’ lease,
         which meant they came with Romanian pilots too. Those of us who flew during that period have had less difficulty deciphering
         the in-flight announcements of more recent times.
      

      
      Over the years, Ryanair expanded its route network, and passenger numbers rose – from 592,000 in 1988 to its first million-plus
         year in 1993, to its first million-plus month in August 2001 to its first 2-million-plus month in July 2003. Driving this extraordinary growth was a man called Michael
         O’Leary, who joined the board of Ryanair in 1988, became deputy chief executive in 1991, and chief executive three years later.
         O’Leary famously studied the Southwest Airlines model in the US and returned with the zeal of the converted, paring the product
         back to its most basic element, moving as many people as possible between one location and another in the fastest possible
         time.
      

      
      The frequent-flier scheme was discontinued (the biggest single catchment area for members was around Knock Airport in the
         west of Ireland, which was served by no other airline, so fliers had no option but to be loyal). A brief flirtation with business
         class came to an end – so did free newspapers, and complimentary meals and drinks. Seat allocation was ended, and once you
         hit the tarmac, it was every man for himself. There were no jet bridges; if it was squalling rain, you still had to make a
         dash in the open air for the terminal.
      

      
      Over the years, the model was refined and refined again. Suppliers who didn’t play ball were dumped – for a time, you couldn’t even get ice on a Ryanair flight because there was a dispute with
         the ice-making firm. The famous twenty-minute turnarounds kept planes in the best place for them to make money – the air –
         but were also contingent on the passengers themselves cleaning the plane. Even that worked – we had, after all, been trained
         for it in McDonald’s.
      

      
      Airports were miles from the cities they served. The legacy of the Cold War was hundreds of now obsolete NATO and Warsaw Pact
         airfields, and O’Leary identified them as prime civil aviation sites. Sometimes, his geography was hilariously elastic; when
         he started flying to Hahn Airport in Germany, the long-time home of the United States Air Force 50th Fighter Wing, he billed
         it as ‘Frankfurt’, which is 126 kilometres distant. Lufthansa, the German national carrier, was outraged, but the fuss it
         made handed Ryanair an invaluable awareness boost.
      

      
      Fares tumbled, even when compared with Ryanair’s own recent past; after all, its Dublin–Luton launch fare was £99. A clever
         marketing stroke that made rivals levitate with anger saw the airline stripping out the price of the ‘flight’ and listing
         taxes and charges separately – indeed, it wasn’t long before flights were advertised for ‘free’. By the time the company discovered
         the internet and removed travel agents and proper tickets from the equation, the world was tech-savvy enough to book a flight
         for itself. Within months, ryanair.com was the busiest travel website in Europe, and it still is.
      

      
      The only fly in the ointment was that no one really liked Ryanair very much. If you were to list sentences you knew for sure
         you would never hear, then ‘I’m really looking forward to my Ryanair flight’ would have to be in the Top Three. No other business
         that does things so well gets quite such a bad press. After all, check-in is usually brisk and efficient. Because of its tight
         schedule, the airline is almost always the most punctual on every route it flies. It loses fewer bags than any other carrier
         (mostly, I suspect, because so many of us cram everything we need into the 10kg carry-on allowance). It never bumps anyone
         from a flight because, unlike other airlines, it does not routinely overbook them in the hope that a few passengers either
         miss connections or simply don’t show up. It never charges fuel supplements, even when oil has doubled in price from the cost-per-barrel
         rate it hedged at six months ago.
      

      
      So what’s the problem? Well, the issue seems to be the perception that Ryanair is a fair-weather friend. There is no flexibility
         built into the business model – when something goes wrong, passengers are left to fend for themselves. Over the years, there
         have been countless stories in the papers about scout groups and school tours and pregnant women sleeping on far-flung floors
         and waiting days to get a flight home when weather or technical problems force cancellations.
      

      
      Whether it is fair or not, the corporate culture of the company is inevitably intertwined in most people’s eyes with their
         perception of Michael O’Leary. Many people love him, and believe him to be an iconoclast who took on a protectionist cartel,
         sat it on a mound of Semtex and stood well back. Others detest him for turning flying, once the most civilised form of travel,
         into something nasty and dispiriting. He has driven demand to levels airports cannot cope with, and many have become overcrowded,
         nasty, stressful places, with endless security queues and the sort of facilities you thought had disappeared with 1950s bus
         stations.
      

      
      He has forced other airlines to follow him in the death spiral downmarket. Aer Lingus killed off its business-class service
         in Europe, it charges €12 for the snipes of champagne that once came free, and there has been a marked depreciation in the
         quality of service. Its most famous advertising campaign, launched in the 1980s, showed passengers being tucked in under their
         blankets and virtually having bedtime stories read to them by elegantly coiffed hostesses. It carried the tagline ‘You’re
         Home’. If that is still true, we have definitely moved to a less salubrious part of town.
      

      
      None of this seems to matter. For all that we grumble about no-frills service, we really don’t care. The more prosperous we
         get, the more we seem to love cheap flights, and we have driven Ryanair to record profits. Over 42 million of us, more than
         the population of Poland (actually, probably the population of Poland, and a few Brits and Irish thrown in) flew with the
         airline in 2006, on 454 routes between twenty-four countries. In that time, the fares have been lower than ever before, but
         the other charges rise all the time.
      

      
      Free when it was introduced, online check-in now costs €3, and is automatically billed to your ticket unless you deselect
         it. They try this with holiday insurance too – negotiating the site is like walking through a dark alley late at night, trying
         to avoid being mugged. When Ryanair started charging for checked baggage (‘checked’ as in handed in, not Burberry suitcases)
         early in 2006, you paid €3.50 per sector, so it was €7 for a return flight. By early 2007, that had gone up to €6, and €12
         return. S&M novices could scarcely be so frequently tested on how much pain they could endure.
      

      
      The key to Ryanair’s success is endless expansion. Europe is still an underdeveloped aviation market, and rising prosperity
         in the eastern half of the continent will drive demand, while continued migration will mean an increasing number of flights
         will be taken by commuters rather than leisure travellers.
      

      
      All of this is changing for ever the way we fly. Without Ryanair, it is impossible to imagine a Europe where a man from Galway
         and a man from Glasgow can live side by side at their summer homes in Alicante, or where a Latvian émigré can work all week
         at a factory in Limerick and still enjoy a few beers with his mates in Riga once a month. Europe has been redrawn as Ryanland,
         as airports clamour to attract the airline. It has opened up places we have never heard of, and brought us back in our millions to places we last
         visited long ago.
      

      
      A Mexican student who was staying with us came home one day and told us she was off for a week to see Paris, Milan, Rome and
         Berlin. When we were her age, we slung backpacks over our shoulders and bought Inter-Rail tickets, sleeping on overnight trains
         to avoid accommodation costs and living on baguettes and cheese, and I asked if the itinerary wasn’t a little ambitious.
      

      
      ‘The train?’ Jimena asked incredulously. ‘No, we’re flying with Ryanair.’ She and her friends had put the trip together on
         the net. It had cost them buttons, and allowed them to see quarter of a continent in a week instead of a month.
      

      
      Intrigued, I logged on myself and a plan formed. Before I knew it, I was on an odyssey of my own, revisiting places I hadn’t
         been to for years, making first visits to many of the most recent EU accession states, often fetching up at airports with
         nothing planned and letting whimsy guide me to destinations I had never before considered.
      

      
      By the time I was done, I had taken sixty-one Ryanair flights and a few with other airlines to fill in the gaps. On some,
         I paid to check in a bag, on others I didn’t. But here’s the thing – all of those flights combined cost just €2,064.29 (or
         £1,405.06 sterling). That’s an average of just €33.84 (£26.44) per sector, which I find astonishing. For that sort of money,
         I can tolerate an awful lot of crap.
      

      
      It is important, though, also to bear in mind that I immediately paid as much as €20 return to continue by bus or train to
         the city I wished to visit; and on at least three occasions (Oslo Torp, Paris Beauvais and Frankfurt Hahn), this leg of the
         journey took longer than the flight. Car hire at the destinations, combined with taxi fares, totalled more than the airfares.
         Hotel accommodation made up the bulk of my expenses; I started out modestly, but the one place I do like a few frills is in a hotel room and, as my travels progressed, the hotels got more and more upmarket. At my second destination, Beauvais
         in France, I stayed in a €49 two-star hotel; by the time I reached Venice, six months later, I treated myself to a room in
         a world-famous palazzo for €215.
      

      
      It’s important to mention that I paid for every flight, except in about three instances where I combined work with travel
         and someone else bought the ticket. All tickets were bought at standard internet rates; Ryanair itself did not know about
         this book and had absolutely no involvement with it whatsoever.
      

      
      And so it was that, on an early summer’s day in 2006, I crawled out of my pinstripe suit and into my jeans, ditched the briefcase
         and pulled out the rucksack (rather quickly replaced by a wheelie case – my back isn’t what it used to be) and set out to
         take a snapshot of eight months in the life of a continent – a sprawling, historic, wild, beautiful, lively hotchpotch of
         lifestyles, religions and cultures.
      

      
      Welcome to Ryanland.
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      GOTHENBURG CITY– 
STOCKHOLM SKAVSTA

      
      FR952
      

      
      Dublin (DUB) to Gothenburg City (GSE)

      
      1,240 km

      
      €73.13

      
      It is an inauspicious start. I can tell from here, twenty-seven rows back, that the three Swedish boys wandering down the
         aisle wearing green, 40-centimetre-high, plush-velvet leprechaun hats will occupy the row in front of me and drive me mad
         for the entire flight. They appear unconcerned that the hats are stripping them of the aura of cool they have otherwise accrued
         by dressing in that modern slacker uniform of baggy cargo pants and oversized Billabong T-shirts, while adopting such a glazed,
         remote, Bill-and-Ted look that the collective noun for them is most likely a perplexity of Swedes.
      

      
      Of course, maybe they’re just incredibly cunning. Given Ryanair’s carry-on baggage allowance (if it’s over 10 kilograms, it
         goes in the cargo hold), perhaps they just have extra luggage under the hats. Or alcohol, secreted away for their parents,
         since booze is so dear in Scandinavia. What a simple ruse – just put your excess baggage on your head, stick on your leprechaun
         hat and pay nothing extra. Instead of weighing all my underwear to find the lightest (a pair of chain-store boxers; Calvins
         are a full 20 grams heavier), I could simply have decanted the entire drawer into a baseball cap and fetched up looking like
         a Conehead. If I’d borrowed a hat from a Smurf, I could have brought a set of golf clubs with me.
      

      
      The families are already on board, after smugly brushing past us (‘Look! We had sex and bunked the queue!’), but instead of
         congregating in a way that would be considerate to other passengers, they spread themselves around the plane like masts offering
         optimum coverage for a mobile-phone network, with squealing replacing ringtones. It is bedlam.
      

      
      Today, there’s a gurgling infant in 8D. In 11B, there’s an evil three-year-old with ringlets, who smiles at her parents but,
         the moment they turn away, fixes me with a lopsided, Omen-like smirk that intimates the sacred daggers of Megiddo are about to lunge from the slot usually occupied by the oxygen mask
         and fillet my cerebral cortex like sushi. Back in 19E, an eight-year-old boy detached for just fifteen minutes from his Sony
         PSP has started to kick the seat in front of him – and across the aisle in 26C is an obese girl in a Playboy-logo crop-top
         who already looks faintly green and who, at cruising altitude, reminds us with some force that she had three packets of Hula-Hoops
         and a gallon of Fanta for breakfast.
      

      
      Unsettled by the staring girl, I nurse a single can of Amstel all the way to Gothenburg City Airport. Landvetter is the city’s
         main hub and the one still used by the airlines that give you an assigned seat and a free newspaper that really costs you ninety quid. But City is nearer to town, the landing fees are lower, the staff (I think his
         name was Ingmar) are much nicer – and it’s a classic example of the Ryanair effect. Before the airline commenced operations
         here in 2001, the airport handled about 9,000 passengers a year, mostly people arriving on private jets. Now, 500,000 passengers
         and two more airlines (Wizzair and Germanwings) pass through, and there are flights to Dublin, Stansted, Glasgow, Frankfurt-Hahn,
         Cologne, Budapest and Warsaw.
      

      
      Like so many such airports, the quirkiness is charming. At the end of the runway, there is a Wild West-style riding school,
         boasting a paddock filled with horses that whinny and bolt as the plane touches down. One wing of the terminal seems to be
         made from a B&Q party tent, but the practical side of not having to negotiate a big airport – nowadays, they’re department
         stores with departure gates – is that we’re off the plane, onto the Flygbussarna bus, into the central station and checked
         into our hotel within fifty minutes. It is amazingly quick, given that some Ryanair destinations, such as Vienna, are served
         by airports in different countries (Bratislava in next-door Slovakia), never mind within the same municipality.
      

      
      The hotel, the First G at the train station, is the usual Swedish mix of blond wood, crisp cotton and dramatic accent prints
         and, with a full buffet breakfast, costs just €113 for a double room. I need a double because, as this is the first nervous
         footstep on my trek across Ryanland, Sharon, my wife, has selflessly volunteered to come along for moral support. Gothenburg
         is a delight and also turns out to be the McDonald’s capital of the world – the golden arches pop up everywhere. In the giant
         Nordstan Shopping Centre alone, there are three, occupying prime sites on the cruciform crosswalks. We sadly succumb, piling
         in some ballast, because our next stop is an Irish pub.
      

      
      Munster is playing Biarritz in the final of the Heineken European Cup, so we dash to the Auld Dubliner on Ostra Hamngatan where the RTÉ coverage is being shown. There, we find dozens of fans
         wearing sweaty red nylon-and-Spandex shirts that are too tight for them, knocking back half the annual output of the Guinness
         brewery and cheering their vocal cords raw for the Irish side – and, in a corner, two Frenchmen in their early twenties, dressed
         in shirts with button-down collars, crisply creased trousers and Gucci-style loafers, urging on their own heroes. They look
         like two bankers who have accidentally called in at the Ballinasloe Horse Fair.
      

      
      Within three minutes, Biarritz upset the script and score a try. The French boys celebrate so noisily, a man leans over to
         me and says, ‘Fuckers! Could they not find a French pub?’ But later, Munster come good and, after a nail-biting series of
         counter-attacks is convincingly repelled, they are champions of Europe. Leinster is my home province, but such a win by any
         Irish team means a night of celebration, so we move to O’Leary’s Irish Bar and Restaurant, where the Eurovision Song Contest
         pops up on the screens.
      

      
      Over the coming weeks and months, I will visit most of the countries competing here. The contest simply serves to fill me
         with trepidation, reminding me that Europe can also be a scary place, full of men with mullets and wearing sleeveless T-shirts
         bought for about €6 in Lidl.
      

      
      Middle-aged men from Lithuania, sharply dressed like the cast of Reservoir Dogs, sing, ‘ We are the winners of Eurovision, vote for us’ – Ireland later does just that, giving them its maximum twelve points,
         mostly because all of Lithuania, excepting the six on stage, now actually lives in Ireland and hijacked the phone vote.
      

      
      A cheer goes up in the pub for Carola, the Swedish entrant, who won once before, fifteen years ago, with a song called ‘Sturmwind’,
         the Swedish for Stormwind. I remember her – she was a cracker then but I fear she’s been at the smorgasbord ever since and
         spent too much time at the bread end of the trestle table and not enough at the fish. She has big, highlighted hair and her make-up is too dark.
         I ask the people at the next table how old she is and they say they think she’s forty. ‘She looks well on it,’ I lie. Christ,
         she could play Aslan in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.
      

      
      A stag party arrives and all the men are dressed as women. Not in that vampish, drag-queen way, but in frocks that haven’t
         seen the light of day since, well, since Carola was in kindergarten. As I stand at the urinal, one of these grannies comes
         in, lifts her skirt and what appears to be a petticoat (and a petticoat, I think, crosses the fine line between fun and transvestism),
         and is just about to go about her business when she falls over backwards and, after muttering in a language I don’t recognise,
         passes out cold. The view, briefly, is like The Crying Game remade by geriatrics. Two other grannies pick her up and take her out to play pool, where she manages to fall over again.
         A New Zealander who looks like Miss Marple laughs and says, ‘Bloody Hungarians – can’t take their drink!’ and the granny is
         carried by two of her mates into the Gothenburg night.
      

      
      Finland wins the Eurovision. A band called Lordi, dressed as cadavers, sings of ‘Hard Rock Hallelujah’. We have come a long
         way since an eighteen-year-old Dana sat on a stool and sang about ‘All Kinds of Everything’ – and I imagine Lordi’s definition
         of all kinds of everything is slightly more catholic than Dana’s, who served a term as an MEP at the European parliament and
         showed herself to be Catholic with a C as big as the one that used to be on the Eiffel Tower when it bore a neon sign that spelled out Citroën.
      

      
      The things that made Dana think of her sweetheart were wishing wells, wedding bells and early-morning dew. Next morning, Sharon
         and I are up early enough to actually see the early-morning dew as we take a boat tour of Gothenburg, which reveals itself
         as a very handsome city. The boat, wide and very low, with an open top, is called a paddan, so now I know a second Swedish word – toad. At one bridge, nicknamed the Cheese Slicer, the clearance is mere centimetres
         and we all have to lie on the ground to pass beneath, an unnervingly claustrophobic experience. We tour what was once the
         city moat and I decide I like it all so much I will return. ‘You’re going to dozens of cities,’ Sharon cautions. ‘You can’t
         like them all.’
      

      
      I put her on the bus back to City Airport while I take the train to Stockholm, almost 500 kilometres away. And I think, she’s
         right, isn’t she? I can’t possibly like them all. Because even though I don’t plan to be there for months yet, I already have
         a bad feeling about Luton…
      

      
      Soon, I am reclining in my chair, surfing the internet wirelessly on my laptop and listening to a Hôtel Costes compilation
         on my iPod. I am on the Plateau of Chilled. In the distance, I am vaguely aware of a ringing noise. Suddenly, at least eight
         people are staring at me. Actually, wrong word – they’re glaring at me. One of them leans into my face. ‘This is a quiet zone,’
         he says rather loudly in perfect English. ‘You must switch off your phone.’
      

      
      Welcome to the X2000, Sweden’s high-speed train, which travels at 200 kilometres per hour, tilts quite alarmingly as it rounds
         corners, and doesn’t dare emit so much as a clickety-clack in case the passengers stop it and beat the living shit out of
         it. I bought an hour’s worth of wi-fi ‘internet ombord’ but am now too terrified to continue using it, in case hitting the
         laptop keys has me reported to the quiet-zone police. What I can’t quite understand is why quiet on the train is so important.
         Sweden is quiet anyway. Look out the window and all you see are fir trees and lakes. Not noisy, lots-of-jet-skis lakes either
         – just endless stretches of tranquil water. It is incredibly tedious, like spending three hours in the picture on a jigsaw
         puzzle, looking for the fern that completes the forest.
      

      
      If I were a Swede travelling regularly to Stockholm from Gothenburg, I’d want a disco train, with thumping house music and
         glitter balls in every carriage, gun turrets on every railcar so I could shoot at trees and bother wildlife, and rocket launchers
         to lob ordnance at lakes. Instead, I see a reindeer, a field of Shetland ponies, a lot of wooden houses painted red and then
         the whole lot again in a different order.
      

      
      I have taken the train because while I must fly either into or from Ryanland airports, my own rules of engagement do not compel
         me to do both. In fact, my own rules of engagement are just that – mine – and therefore are as flexible as I want to be. But
         here, the train is so expensive – over €90 for this one-way trip – that I could have saved money by flying from Gothenburg
         to Stansted and back to Skavsta. It would have been more scenic too.
      

      
      I love the cities but, otherwise, Sweden is jaw-slackeningly dull. Stare out the window for too long and drool drips from
         your chin, like an old person plonked in a wheelchair in the conservatory of a nursing home, contemplating the world beyond.
         On the Ryanair website, one of the package holidays on offer is described thus: ‘Six Days Tour of Historical Mining and Metal
         Production in Sweden. Thematic tour including visits to Sala silver mine, Avesta twentieth-century iron works, Norberg medieval
         mining area and the world heritages of Engelsberg Ironworks and Stora Kopparberget copper-mining area.’ I would sooner invite
         Kathy Bates around with two blocks of wood and a lump hammer.
      

      
      I arrive in Stockholm and check into the Rica Hotel Kungsgatan. I booked the room on hotels.com and, to save money, clicked
         yes to one without a window. The downside is that I now feel hemmed in; the upside that there is no danger of having to look
         at more trees.
      

      
      Out on the street, what is remarkable is that Swedes in Sweden don’t look like Swedes on the Costa del Sol in the summer.
         There, they have skin the colour of Ryvita and are enviably blonde; here, they look just like we do. Perhaps only the top 10 per cent of very fit Swedes – ‘fit’ in the modern sense – are allowed leave the country
         while the rest spend June, July and August counting Shetland ponies beside glassy lakes in the middle of nowhere and saying
         ssshhhh! to each other.
      

      
      After a long walk, what should I happen upon but another Dubliner bar, the sister, it turns out, of the one in Gothenburg.
         I have two pints of Eriksberg beer, which I discover to my cost is 5.3 per cent alcohol by volume. On a big screen, Sweden
         are playing the Czech Republic in the final of the World Ice Hockey Championship. I’m not a hockey fan so I decide this might
         be a good time to eat and settle myself at the bar of TGI Friday’s across the road, where the game also holds everyone rapt.
      

      
      I order fajitas – ‘when in Rome’, I say to myself for no reason, and start giggling uncontrollably. The Eriksberg is doing
         its job. As a couple of pints of Carlsberg follow and Sweden go 2¯0 up, life has become very pleasant. As the third goes in,
         hockey is my new favourite sport and I join the rest of the bar in a round of applause and order another beer. When they score
         a fourth, I hear a basso-profundo roar that turns into a girlish shriek, and realise to my horror I have made the noise myself…
      

      
      ‘Where’s this taking place?’ I ask.

      
      ‘White Russia,’ says the barman.

      
      ‘Ah, Belaroosh,’ I say, astonished that I am now slurring.

      
      ‘Actually, where’s Riga?’ he asks, a hint of hesitation creeping into his voice.

      
      ‘Latvia.’

      
      ‘Well, it’s there then.’

      
      Now forgive me, but when the Soviet Union fragmented, the future of Europe was far from assured and Sweden’s proximity to
         the Baltic states might have left it imperilled. Yet its young people still don’t know the difference between Belarus and
         Latvia? I wouldn’t trust them with a vote in Eurovision.
      

      
      Soon, Sweden has won the hockey. Jönsson is hugging Samuelsson, Lunqvist is high-fiving Holmqvist, and the restaurant empties
         in seconds – all that noise has them sprinting for their quiet zones.
      

      
      I should go home but I remember the Berns Hotel is around the corner. I was last here in 2000 as a guest at the after-party
         following the MTV Europe Music Awards. Back then, we were greeted by fire-eaters and trapeze artists, and we were amused by
         the irony of dancing in the grand salon to the Abba tribute band, Björn Again, in the country that gave us the original. Tonight,
         the hotel is quiet. Built by Heinrich Berns, it opened in 1863 and enjoyed mixed fortunes until it was fully restored in the
         1990s under the watchful eye of Habitat guru Terence Conran. It is effortlessly elegant in an overblown, gilded, rococo kind
         of way, a hybrid of chandeliered opulence and sleek irony.
      

      
      On the first-floor balcony, a DJ is playing at the outdoor bar. There is only one stool and it is already occupied, so I stand
         and have a Spendrup’s. And another. And again. I worried that I might not be tolerated in jeans, but as more people drift
         in from Berzelii Park, they are progressively scruffier; I suspect they have spent a lot of money dressing down, paying other
         people to scuff their hems for them. I’m tired of standing and beginning to feel the effects of all that beer. My eyes light
         on two chrome and leather stools in the distance, but as I make a bolt for one of them, the meaty forearm of a bouncer blocks
         my path.
      

      
      ‘Where are you going?’ he asks.

      
      ‘To get one of thosh schtools.’

      
      He looks at his pal and they crack up laughing.

      
      ‘Those stools, Sir, are ice buckets.’

      
      My shame is palpable. In Sweden’s best-known designer hotel, a stopping-off point for Europe’s new celebrity royalty, I have
         been exposed as an unsophisticated arriviste who can’t identify a designer ice bucket at 20 metres. Head hung, I slink back to my windowless, lifeless, airless, joyless room and lapse into a drunken coma.
      

      
      Next morning, I take the bus to Djurgården, to visit the Vasamuseet, my favourite museum in the world. The Vasa was a wooden warship commissioned by King Gustavus II Adolphus and designed to send terror straight to the aortas of Sweden’s
         arch-enemies (like, doh, Latvia and White Russia, dude). But on 10 August 1628, just 1,300 metres after it left its moorings
         on its maiden voyage, a gust of wind blew the ship over and it sank with the loss of fifty lives. We are not talking about
         the high-point of maritime engineering here.
      

      
      It stayed on the seabed for 300 years before it was located and raised, and it now sits in a darkened, humid, harbourside
         museum. It is pulse-quickeningly impressive and evocative – you can practically smell the gunpowder. Do yourselves a favour;
         if you have kids, postpone Disneyland in Paris and bring them here instead. No pirate of the Caribbean could compete with
         the awe you feel looking at a real ghost ship.
      

      
      Across the road is Skansen, founded by Artur Hazelius in 1891. It’s an outdoor museum that charts the history of the country
         through genuine period homes and public buildings transported from all over Sweden and Norway. Bringing lots of different
         house styles together and displaying them in one place? It’s no wonder a Swede invented IKEA.
      

      
      I was in Skansen before, in mid-winter, and found it deserted and spooky. There are bears and wolves in the park. What, I
         worried, if they escaped their enclosures and stalked me, playfully passing my extremities between them like the batons in
         a relay race? I ran from the place and vowed to return some distant summer – and today, it is as it should be, dappled with
         May sunshine, full of laughing children and adoring parents. And the bears I once feared are timid to the point of torpor,
         in a pen that’s too small for them and betraying signs of stereotypical behaviour.
      

      
      Strangely saddened, I leave for Skavsta, like so many Ryanair outposts it’s a former military airbase that is actually 100
         kilometres from the city it serves. On the eighty-minute bus journey, all I can see are more bloody trees, except for one
         small slip-up when we flash past something that looks suspiciously like a farm. I am doubly perplexed. Why did the bin in
         my hotel room have three sections for recycling when there is enough wood here to gift-wrap Jupiter…? After a row over the
         weight of my bag (if a woman’s handbag doesn’t count, neither should my laptop), I bid Sweden goodbye. Changing cultures like
         a pair of socks, I am off to the bosom of la douce France.
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      PARIS BEAUVAIS

      
      FR9503
      

      
      Stockholm Skavsta (NYO) to Paris Beauvais (BVA)

      
      1,410 km

      
      €43.01

      
      I first flew to Beauvais with Ryanair in 1999. Later, when I bought a holiday home in Normandy, it became my local airport,
         in the way most Ryanair airports are local – which is to say it was 160 kilometres from where I would have liked it to have
         been. I see from my flight log (rather sadly, I meticulously have kept this since that first flight to Barcelona) that I have
         passed through Beauvais Airport, whether arriving or leaving, forty-two times, yet I have always driven straight past the
         town. Usually a toutes directions kind of guy, tonight I’m off to the centre ville…
      

      
      This proves not to be a good time for wandering, though. It is chucking it down with rain, a virtually permanent state of
         affairs in northern France, so I take refuge in a clean if unimaginative two-star hotel, Le Cygne – a snip at €47 – and am
         told that the best place still open for food at nine o’clock on a Monday night is yet another Irish bar, imaginatively called
         l’Irlandais. I ask for a pizza and a seize, and the big surprise is that a 20-centimetre goat’s cheese pizza, a massive side salad and, ultimately, two pints of Kronenbourg
         1664 (seize, or sixteen, for short), cost just €14. You’d pay more than that holding on the phone for a reservation in Dublin or London.
      

      
      A Frenchman at the bar starts talking to me – there are just the two of us there. When asked, I say, ‘Je suis irlandais’,
         but, like most French, he thinks I have said hollandais – because I can’t make that phlegmy ‘errrr’ sound in irlandais convincingly unless I run out of Benylin – and starts asking about Amsterdam. Once I clear up the confusion, he gets very
         animated. He used to work in Dublin and loved it but cannot remember where he lived. As we chat, it becomes obvious he can’t,
         in fact, remember anything about the city at all, in a way that suggests he actually was never there. More pertinently, he
         is also now looking at me in an unnerving way.
      

      
      ‘Vous êtes de Beauvais?’ I venture, unsurprised to note a slight wobble in my voice.

      
      ‘Non,’ he says, ‘Paris.’

      
      ‘Ah, mais vous travaillez ici, peut-être?’

      
      ‘Non.’

      
      We sit in silence but still he smiles at me with the unembarrassed enthusiasm of a child regarding a puppy; if he peeled back
         his lapel to unveil an ‘I’m a serial killer’ badge, I couldn’t be less surprised. Even the Kronenbourg is not anaesthetising
         me to the fact that peril is in the air.
      

      
      After making a series of grand gestures – dramatically pulling back the cuff of my sweater, deliberately widening my eyes
         as I look at my watch, muttering something about it being trop tard, in short, everything a pantomime Frenchman would do short of bellowing, ‘Mon Dieu, est-ce que c’ést l’heure?!’ – I bid him bonne nuit and he says à bientôt but, as far as I’m concerned, there won’t be a next time.
      

      
      As I walk back to the hotel (that’s actually a lie – I break several records in the inexplicably deleted Olympic discipline
         of Covering 200 Metres On A Deserted Street While Looking Backwards Over Your Shoulder), I bemoan the fact that the French
         work fewer hours than anyone in Europe yet seem to go to bed earlier than everyone excepting two-year-olds on Christmas Eve.
         If the nuclear reactor up the road at Paluel had just issued a red alert, the place couldn’t be any more eerily devoid of
         what the rest of western Europe broadly categorises as normal human life. Of course, they’re all inside, eating six-course
         meals, drinking Haut-Médoc and peering occasionally through the shutters for long enough to report to the rest of the family
         that another foreigner is hurtling down the street backwards – ‘Champagne, maman,’ a voice will say, ‘ze looper has found
         eemself anothayre victeem.’
      

      
      Oh well, at least my heart rate has gone so high it sluices the cholesterol, caffeine and alcohol from every artery in my
         body and I sleep soundly. I am up at seven and back at Beauvais-Tillé Airport just twelve hours after arriving. As ever, it
         is chaotic. The terminal is a large marquee with four departure flaps; leaving it is like running away from the circus. No one ever tells you which flap to queue at, so when a plane lands, there is always a stampede.
      

      
      Though we are supposed to board in sequence – 1¯90 first, then 91¯189 – it all looks like the Maginot Line the day after the
         Germans snuck around it. The gate personnel affect a collective shrug that suggests they would prefer to be harvesting organs
         from live children instead of directing the uncivilised hordes to a plane. I take a deep breath and patiently stand my turn.
         It is time to go to Porto.
      

   
      
      3

      
      PORTO

      
      FR9134
      

      
      Paris Beauvais (BVA) to Porto (OPO)

      
      1,240 km

      
      €132.36

      
      I am curled up in seat 29A (well, contorted would be a better word – Ryanair’s non-reclining seats are the very opposite of
         comfortable), finishing the most fascinating book, Citizen Coors by Dan Baum. It’s the story of the American brewing family, their almost perverse resistance to modern marketing and their
         slavish fondness for a brand of conservatism that saw them boycotted by just about every minority imaginable – African-Americans,
         trade unionists, gay men and registered Democrats (though on Planet Coors, the latter two categories seem to have been taken
         as synonymous). All of this is hugely diverting, though it has nothing to do with my journey – it’s just that the book has been on five holidays with me already and I can no longer justify
         its drain on my baggage allowance.
      

      
      As I read the last line, I look out the window and see Porto unfold before me. Ribeiro, the old town, sits lazily in the shadow
         of Téophile Seyrig’s Dom Luís I steel bridge. Downriver, the white Arrábida Bridge, the last one before the Douro joins the
         Atlantic, glints in strong sunshine. But, soon after we overfly Boavista’s football stadium and line up for landing, there
         is a roar and we are gaining altitude again. For five minutes, no one says a word – they are too busy counting each other’s
         new grey hairs. My hands look like they’re attached to a pneumatic drill; this whole project is, in retrospect, utterly perverse
         when undertaken by a man who is terrified of flying.
      

      
      The captain finally comes on the blower. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, as you may have noticed, we are making what we call a go-around.
         We were within 500 feet of the runway when an unusually large flock of birds flew across, so we will attempt to land again.’
         I have had maybe six go-arounds in twenty-eight years of flying (memorably, in Copenhagen in 1988, the captain couldn’t be
         sure if the landing gear was up or down and we had to fly past the control tower so they could perform a visual – my, what
         fun that was), yet this is my second in a month. Just three weeks ago, on a Qantas flight from Sydney to Melbourne, we shot skyward
         and were told by the first officer that an earlier flight had, I swear to God, ‘hit a rabbit’ and ‘we’re just going round
         while they clean it off the runway’.
      

      
      What a preposterous excuse. My eight-year-old Saab could hit a deer and reduce it to a thin film of fur on the hard shoulder,
         yet I’m expected to believe an Airbus 330 couldn’t vaporise two buck teeth, one set of big ears and a bobbly tail? For Christ’s
         sake, by 1910, Australia had built three rabbit-proof fences that ran for 3,256 kilometres, and you tell me that, a whole century later, they can’t isolate the runway in Melbourne with a bit of chicken wire? Imagine if these
         people had been in charge of fencing off the paddocks at the riding school in Gothenburg – we probably would have hit a horse.
      

      
      I contemplate all of this as we bank sharply over the sea and line up again. Téophile Seyrig’s two-tier masterwork looks as
         lovely as ever, the Arrábida Bridge still thrums with reflective energy, the BFC pattern on the stadium seating alerts me
         to the fact that we are over Boavista once again. I am humming ‘I Got You Babe’ and thinking Groundhog Day when a chilling thought hits me. What if the birds are still there? What if the evil little bastards are waiting for us? What if one has rounded up all the others and is asking, right, when the big one comes round again, which of you
         is man enough to take her? I close my eyes in terror and open them only when a gentle bump says we are back on the ground.
      

      
      Porto Airport is light, modern and airy. The European Under-21 Football Championship kicks off today in this northern region
         of Portugal, and huge infrastructure has been put in place. Sadly, the Metro line to the city is still a week away from completion
         and I am ready to sneer until I remind myself that Dublin’s millennium project, the Spire – a 120-metre stainless-steel needle
         in the middle of O’Connell Street, only mildly ironic in the city that was once the heroin capital of Europe – wasn’t completed
         until 2003. At least on the Iberian peninsula, they were sufficiently energised to actually put a name on mañana.
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