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Odyssey

Travels On A Bucket List

 

 

 

 

Odyssey. (noun) /’ödd.is.ē/

1. A Greek hexameter epic poem traditionally ascribed to Homer, describing the travels of Odysseus.

2. (Colloquial). Long journeys, especially when filled with adventure and fuelled by Guinness and whisky.
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Introduction

Odysseus travelled for ten years before being able to lend his name to the notion of an ‘odyssey’. Well, mine took fewer years and was much less random but, like Odysseus, it brought me back home, for a while anyway. 

They say that travel broadens the mind. Well, so goes the old adage. Mark Twain also reckoned that ‘travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness’; and as an unprejudiced, liberal, Glasgow-born man, those sentiments don’t apply to me in the slightest - except when I visit Edinburgh.

Travel for most of my adult life has been of immeasurable pleasure and has sated my need to attend my curiosity about cultures other than my own. I love travel. Like Henry David Thoreau once remarked, ‘I do not seek merely safely to reach death only to discover that I had not lived’.

You need only open a newspaper or watch the evening news to be fully aware of the horrors and depredations of modern society, but we also live in a wonderful world that is full of beauty, charm and adventure and it has never been enough for me merely to set foot on the turf of another country. I’ve always been keen to enjoy the food, understand the customs, religion and the people of anywhere I’ve visited - whether the far-flung jungles of Vietnam or the closer villages of Scotland. Finding myself with the time and resources to visit places I’d always wanted to see, I took the opportunity and set about devising a bucket list of countries and cities I intended visiting. Occasionally in company but more often on my own, I set off and made good on the promise to myself that I’d visit every last destination on my list. 

Rudyard Kipling said that the first condition of understanding a foreign country was to smell it and I think I know what he was getting at. It’s not uncommon to visit a country for the first time but to so ensconce oneself in the trappings of home that the experience becomes neutered, dulled and familiar. Travelling, in my view, forces us to trust strangers, leave behind the familiar comforts of home and to place ourselves slightly off-kilter. Not that I eschew comfort when travelling. I don’t feel the need to sleep overnight in a bus station when there’s an alternative but also when travelling I don’t feel the need to sip cocktails in sumptuous surroundings - except in Ho Chi Minh City where, as I recount later, I let myself down badly. 

In this book, I’ve only included visits to places where I wrote contemporaneously. That is to say, my writings reflected the happenings of the day recorded shortly upon their having taken place. This provides a diaried flavour and content that would be denied the reader if I captured events some time afterwards. Consequently, I’ve not mentioned my argument with armed security guards in Moscow’s Kremlin, being stood up by Vice-President Dan Quayle in Washington D.C. the day I was scheduled to meet him for a one-on-one chat about local economic development in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building located next to the West Wing on the White House premises, standing on the Great Wall of China, meeting Fidel Castro in Havana, being shown round the safe house used by Stalin and Lenin in St Petersburg before the Russian Revolution (something to this day denied the Russian people), being flown over the rooftops of Paris in a Police helicopter because the pilot liked the Scots, having my ear set on fire by a barber in Istanbul, being held at gunpoint in Palestine by three Israeli soldiers when I crossed the border illegally and sitting in the Flight Director’s chair in Johnson Space Centre during a joint American/Russian space mission and saying in my best cod-American accent the words, “Houston, we hevv a praablem,” only to be told by a stern-faced older man standing nearby, “Son, I heard those words for real!”.

These stories and more can only be prised from my lips if over a beer in a decent bar somewhere. And where I have reminisced, my words are based upon notes or writings I made at the time.

My own travel-writing inspirations, Bill Bryson, Stephen Fry and Michael Palin, have tended to write about journeys which have a beginning, middle and an end. There’s cohesion to their perambulations. Not me. Not here. I tend to take an interest in a place on the bucket list, consult my diary and take off. It has allowed me to find reason to journey to Tromsø in the Arctic Circle and then swan off to New Delhi and Kathmandu, visit Jerusalem then take an interest in Country and Western music in Nashville; the only cohesive feature being my interest in somewhere. I’ve found it fascinating, met lots of lovely people and had great fun. I hope I’ve communicated as much in these pages

Having commenced this introduction with an old adage, it seems appropriate to end with one; a Scottish one. ‘We’re a’ Jock Thomson’s bairns’...which attempts to suggest that we’re all the same under the sun and that Abraham Maslow had a point when he suggested that wherever we hail from, all humankind seeks clean air, healthy food, unpolluted water, shelter, warmth, sex, sleep, protection from the elements, security, order, stability, freedom from fear, friendship, intimacy, trust, acceptance, love, independence, self-respect and personal growth. Certainly when on my travels whether in the Arctic Circle or in a desert, I’ve found humanity to be humanity and that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs are well-founded if slightly deficient in ignoring the need of a decent glass of whisky now and again.

*Some of the words that follow have appeared in the columns of the Big Issue magazine.
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An Atheist Goes To Lourdes

Bordeaux, Lourdes

Most husbands have a wife who would be somewhat irked at the prospect of their other half regularly heading off for a distant shore. Mine helped me pack and drove me at speed to the airport! I’m personally convinced that these generous acts were to do with her empathic understanding of my innate wanderlust although I did often notice collections of new handbags and high-heeled shoes upon my return.

Anyway, finding myself with the time and resources to travel to places on the globe I’d always sought to visit, I made a list; north beyond Iceland deep into the Arctic Circle, west to the Pacific Ocean, east to the South China Sea and south to Africa at the Indian Ocean below the equator. I’d made a list of places all over the world that I’d love to visit along with a second list of small locations mostly in Scotland that I wanted better to understand…and I wanted to write about my experiences. I love my nation of Scotland, but first, I decided to pay a visit to the other member of ‘the Auld Alliance’, France. 

I rose early to catch the 6.30am train to Euston and thence to Bordeaux which I’ll use as a base for my visit to Lourdes on which town I’m writing an article for The Big Issue. Upon arrival in London, I was delighted to see an earlier Big Issue article I’d written on Sir Alex Ferguson who featured on the front cover, being waved about by vendors on street corners in London. Nice to think my efforts will be read by a goodly number of readers across the UK and generate sales to address the issue of homelessness – although the Big Issue seller whose neck was warmed by an Arsenal scarf may have been waving the magazine less enthusiastically than others. 

An uneventful journey south, although Eurostar, the hi-speed channel train disappointed in comparison to the earlier Virgin Pendolino from Glasgow. Practical and bland, it just made ‘serviceable’ standard. Once underway, I found myself irritated in the on-train cafe when buying a coffee. The coach had been commandeered by around a dozen ‘Hooray Henrys’ all drinking Champagne at a pace that suggested that they’d just been informed that an asteroid was speeding towards earth. One of them behaved as if a Keith Moon impersonator out on a bender and being pretty raucous and silly. Nothing outrageous but small children in Glasgow are taught whilst still in the cradle to narrow their eyes, manufacture a level stare and in an enhanced Glasgow accent, make their requirements known. I began formulating some words something along the lines of, “Make way, you bunch of raggabrash scobberlotchers or somesuch taunt understandable only by Old Etonians before returning to my seat. However, I worried there’d be a future Chancellor among them who’d have been scarred by the confrontation and who might have messed about with the Barnet Formula so I desisted.

The cross-Paris Metro trip from Gare du Nord to Montparnasse railway stations was undertaken with ease despite earlier dire on-line warnings about its complexity and physical test. I’d been so looking forward to my Bordeaux wine–tasting but while awaiting the train, a visit to the station café bar saw me reduced to a spluttering hapless as I was served up what can only be described as a glass of sweetish, warmish vinegar. As I looked around to confer with anyone who might catch my eye, I noticed that all the regulars were each sipping at a small glass of local beer. It’s easy to be wise after the event. 

As it powered muscularly through the night at colossal speed, the TGV served up a wonderfully elegant, chilled Viognier which I drained rather too quickly to persuade fellow travellers that I was a connoisseur. You can take the man out of Glasgow...

It did rather occur to me as a consequence of an article I was reading on the train about the travails, the illnesses, the weather and the threat of robbery experienced by travellers who made their way slowly south from Paris in days of yore that my sole discomfort was trying to secure a second glass of Viognier as I sped towards Bordeaux in cushioned comfort! 

One surprise was that the much vaunted French TGV - and it deserves its status as a first class rail experience - didn’t have ticket barriers at Montparnasse. Nor were there station guards in evidence on the open platform. I’d read that all tickets had to be authenticated through having them verified by scanning them in a yellow machine before boarding the train or a fine would be levied. I’d sweated buckets over making sure I’d remember to do this and did so...but if there was a ticket collector on board, he didn’t trouble me. I could have made the entire journey through France free! But I got pretty edgy when everyone - and I do mean everyone - got up and prepared to detrain leaving me the only person on the coach. Could this be Bordeaux half an hour early? It turned out to be a place called Libourne...a popular place called Libourne in northern Aquitaine, given that most people on the train had travelled the length of France to get there! I could determine no reason why this should be so. 

I arrived at Bordeaux bang on time and in no little comfort. That changed immediately when my overconfidence saw me walk in circles for an hour and in darkness to find my accommodation which was actually only yards from the station. Eegit! 

I slept very poorly as a consequence I guess, of the interminable cups of strong coffee consumed on the day’s fleet of trains. Invariably I take decaffeinated everything but having accepted on the trains what had been on offer, I lay awake staring wide-eyed at the ceiling most of the night. As might then have been predicted, I fell asleep approaching 6.00am and was half an hour late for my 8.00am breakfast. 

Out at 9.00am to take the measure of Bordeaux in weak spring sunshine; a handsome city, obviously wealthy although populated by a higher number of Eastern European-looking beggars than I’d have anticipated. I walked towards the old city. The French have an old saying, ‘If you step in dog shit with your left foot, it’s lucky. If you step in dog shit with your right foot, it’s unlucky.’...Now there’s an old French saying that merits review! Cursing and wrinkling my nose, I prodded and scooped at my left shoe with a stick as best I could and soldiered on. 

Their transport system is simply marvellous. A combination of a first class integrated metro system; trams, buses, river-taxis, bicycles (as a consequence of being as flat as Amsterdam) acres of underground parking and lots of pedestrianisation results in a city centre largely free from traffic jams and pollution. I enjoyed a brief trip to the small Stade Chaban Delmas, home of Bordeaux FC and emailed a photograph to my youngest sons who have an abiding interest in all things football.

I’d a bit of trouble working out how to catch Le Bateaux de Cub - the Bordeaux river-taxi - but the Tourist Office sorted me out and most impressive it was. Despite this being intended as a trip to some cold and windswept destination I ventured that my wife would abhor, Bordeaux was bathed in warm sunshine all afternoon. As I sat sunning myself at the rear of the good ship l’Hirondelle, it occurred to me that I’d better not return with a tan or my wife would never again believe my protestations of great hardships on my adventures.

Sur le bateaux, a man in his late sixties with a beer gut that threatened to knock over unwary passengers as he turned, was photographing a tall, leather-clad, red-headed young lady whom I’d initially imagined must be his niece. Not classically pretty enough to be a model, she was nevertheless dressed alluringly. His prowess behind the camera was either questionable or excellent as he continually shot her with the sun directly behind her. Perhaps he thought her too ugly to view properly. Whatever their relationship, she was obviously a very affectionate niece! 

The boat made easy work of the chocolate coloured, swift-flowing River Garonne that lies at the heart of Bordeaux’s success as a city, permitting as it has done for centuries, the export of the now world famous Bordeaux wine. I read that per annum, average vintages produce over 700 million bottles of Bordeaux wine, made by more than 8,500 châteaux ranging from large quantities of everyday table wine, to some of the most expensive and prestigious wines in the world. However, the wine industry in Bordeaux has been experiencing economic problems in the face of strong international competition from New World wines and a reduction in French consumption. Over-production now threatens the industry and there are plans to uproot 17,000 hectares of the 124,000 hectares of vineyards in Bordeaux. Bugger! I was beginning to imagine good Claret at thirty bob a pop!

I headed off to Lourdes this morning in my rented car but turned on to the wrong motorway and ended up in Biarritz - only some one hundred and five miles in the wrong direction. My intended article: ‘An Atheist Goes To Lourdes’ was under threat. An article entitled ‘An Atheist Goes To Biarritz And Has A Chilled Glass Of Wine On The Beach,’ doesn’t have quite the same ring to it! 

I wandered the streets of the very pretty, up-market town of Biarritz before returning to my hired car. I headed along a road that ran in the shadow of the mountains for most of the journey and eventually, in mid-afternoon, drove into the town at which I’d meant to arrive some five hours earlier.

Hugging tight to the tree-lined foothills of the Pyrenees, there is at first nothing remarkable about the small commune of Lourdes in the Hautes-Pyrénées Departmént of South-west France. Despite a couple of forgotten Christmas lights hanging from lampposts and snow-capped mountains looming over the village, it was quite warm despite winter beginning to acknowledge the arrival of spring and with it, Easter...and with Easter, pilgrims.

On entering Lourdes, I was guided helpfully by a large McDonalds’ sign which directed the hungry to their fast-foods and the pious to the Grotto at Massabielle; an area of the township that was more commercialised than I’d imagined. Stalls selling all manner of religious bric-a-brac crowded the sidewalk. 

Not unprepossessing, Lourdes might otherwise be indistinguishable from any other French ville were it not for the majestic castle that dominates its skyline - and an international reputation claimed back in 1858 when over a period of twelve weeks, a fourteen year old local girl, Bernadette Soubirous claimed to have seen some eighteen separate apparitions of a woman in a white dress. Although the spectre was invisible to older persons who were standing nearby, Bernadette told how it wore a blue waistband and had a yellow rose on each foot. On the sixteenth visit of the apparition, in front of ever-increasing crowds, it allegedly spoke and said in the local Bigourdan dialect, “Que soy era immaculada concepciou.” (I am the Immaculate Conception.) Now at this point, rationalists like me would reach for a book on psychology and turn to the chapter on the neuro-psychological theory of hypnotic suggestion; but I suppose that it should also be born in mind that at that time in 19th Century France, there was a culture of popular piety that was common throughout the Pyrenean region. In the years leading up to 1858, there were reports of several children in small local villages who claimed to see apparitions. 

However, to the faithful, the events alleged to have taken place in the grotto were very real and after water began to flow and has purportedly surged from the Grotto ever since Bernadette had dug in the earth, healings began to be claimed and the shrine began to earn a national and international reputation for therapeutic powers. 

Over the years, countless miracle cures have been claimed but only a total of sixty-seven miraculous healings have been recognised by the church. However, it would appear that miracles are nowadays less frequent, having become somewhat more difficult to authenticate. Back in 2008, Monsignor Jacques Perrier, the Bishop of Tarbes and Lourdes, announced that there would be a new approach taken that would take account of the advances of modern science. So nowadays, there are some significant hurdles to be overcome as Vatican rules now demand that the illness healed must have been incurable and that the healing must be sudden, instantaneous, complete, without any subsequent relapse and without the benefit of earlier medication.

Lists can be examined that detail the various cures that have occurred which have matched these criteria - but it is populated with examples of people who have been restored having been diagnosed with pulmonary tuberculosis, peritonitis, rheumatic mitral valvular heart disease, abdominal tumour and the like - but with not a re-grown severed limb among the sixty-seven miracles. Perhaps that looks a bit too unambiguous a wonder to behold! 

Since 1858, some two hundred million people have made the pilgrimage to Lourdes and the church has claimed that sixty-seven have been cured of their ailment; that’s a success rate of something like one in three million. I’d wager that at least the same proportion might make a similar claim of Irn Bru or Red Bull (other miracle curative drinks are available). And scientists who have analysed the miracle waters of Lourdes have determined that there can be shown to be no scientific or medicinal properties in its peculiarity although you can purchase an entire litre of the stuff from one of the local vendors for only one hundred Euros....that’s one hundred Euros!

Nevertheless, the faithful return and return again. In Lourdes there are around fifteen thousand residents but this number is inflated each year as some five million pilgrims and tourists swell its footways. However, with just under three hundred hotels, the commune has the greatest number of hotels, apartments, bed & breakfast establishments and guest houses per square mile in France after its capital city and is well prepared to cope with the numbers that crowd its streets each year. 

However, many remain sceptical about Lourdes and its alleged healing power. Some argue that the health improvements claimed by those visiting the Grotto at Massabielle are little other than as a consequence of the placebo effect. Moreover, they dismiss the ‘Catholic Disneyland’ experience as little more than faith-healing. But in the commune of Lourdes, the faithful; the believers in the story of Bernadette Soubirous and her apparition, would certainly demur - although it has to be said that the phenomenon that is Lourdes brings sufficiently substantial tourist Euros to the town to provide a mild vested interest in them maintaining pilgrim visiting numbers.

So is there any substance to the Lourdes apparition? Well, two hundred million people can’t be wrong, can they? But I’ll say this about apparitions. They’re not daft; they seem to prefer a warm welcome. You don’t see many Catholic apparitions appearing in Mecca or Amritsar, just in places where the faithful might doff their cap like Knock in Ireland, Fátima in Portugal, Garabandal in Spain or Guadalupe in Mexico. 

There are people who believe that Elvis is still alive and that’s fine by me so long as I’m not required to believe similarly. So, if there are those who take comfort from the story told by Bernadette Soubirous, that’s equally fine by me. I merely regret the impact that belief in the supernatural has over science and logic. As I left Lourdes in my rental car, I reminded myself of the comment made by Belgian philosopher Etienne Vermeersch who averred that of the numbers who have visited and who have claimed to have been cured, a greater proportion must have been killed or injured on the way to or returning from the township. I decided to use my mirrors, obey speed limits and drive carefully rather than ask St Christopher to bless my journey. 

Although I spent more time than I’d anticipated on the French motorway system and although it cost a small fortune at each péage, thoughtfully situated at what seemed like one hundred yard intervals, the roads were uncongested and lined by beautifully scented pine trees. The sun was out and behind me, making driving a pleasure - even at the brisk and assertive pace at which I drove.

Returning me home, the TGV, leaving Bordeaux half an hour late, headed north under a greying sky. I subdued my disappointment in the absence of a clear blue heaven due to my Glaswegian roots, as a ‘greying sky’ is usually a precursor of cries to fire up the barbecue in consequence of such fine weather! The train was very agreeable and commodious, in direct proportion to the subsequent discomfort of boarding the Metro from Montparnasse to Gare du Nord once I’d arrived in Paris. It was as if passengers had been packed in like sardines - other than the fact that we were upright and not horizontal, not dressed in brine and didn’t smell of fish...although the gentleman standing next to me...

The complex convolutions required of travellers between stations caused me to reflect upon my current poor assessment of the ability of my youngest boys, Conor and Ciaran, to plan ahead. There was no way I’d have been able to travel between Bordeaux and my home station of Williamwood without choreographing the journey down to the finest detail. As I shook my head in regret, hoping that maturity and the years would be kind to them in this regard, I noticed that the zip on the compartment in my bag containing all of my tickets and my passport lay wide open to the elements...so make that choreographing the journey down to the finest detail and not being an eegit!

I had an hour and a half to spare at Gare du Nord and decided upon a lunch of Croque Monsieur and a quatre carafe de Beaujolais Nouveaux in a pavement café close by in order to speed me on my way from Paris. I’d my mouth shaped for a cheeky wee glass of chilled white wine when I became the day’s entertainment as having been delivered of a glass container of red wine, I protested that I’d ordered white. Who knew Beaujolais Nouveaux was red? Much merriment from the waiting staff. Fortunately, I overheard myself described as l’Anglais”. Much further merriment from me, however, when I discovered that as a consequence of my poor schoolboy French, I’d inadvertently ordered and consumed a half-carafe instead of a quarter-carafe. Unsteadily, I made my way to Eurostar across the road. 

Upon arrival at Euston Station, my heart sank as I joined a queue to negotiate the fact that I’d appeared to have lost my rail ticket and couldn’t produce it in time for the 16.30 train to Glasgow. My thoughts turned to the earlier open pouch in my rucksack containing my tickets. As I neared the front of the queue, my strategy of producing all of the supporting documentation proving I’d bought the ticket ebbed in persuasiveness as I began to appreciate that they’d charge the full fare given that it would have been a simple task for a bad man to give the correct ticket to a pal in order that both might claim boarding rights with the twin documentation. I was correct in my presumption and had to cough up a further £101 to travel home. I resigned myself to my fate and decided to be honest when later recounting the sorry tale to my youngest sons, whom I’d often accuse of carelessness and having no understanding of the value of money! Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea máxima culpa.

I sat back in my seat, relaxed and headed northwards contemplating the world as I sipped at a Gin & Tonic that had been poured by a steward as one drink from a can...a can! They’ll call it progress and I suppose it is but when they start offering me Guinness in tablet form, I’m arming myself. Some welcome rest and recuperation beckoned and I made the most of it as, my appetite whetted, I prepared for my next trip – this time, a longer rail journey through Europe.

		
	


A European Rail Trip

Brussels, Cologne, Warsaw, Krakow, Auschwitz, Vienna, Bratislava, Budapest

How’s this for serendipity?

I was invited to take part in an exercise to review a new fleet of sleeping carriages to be brought into use by the Caledonian Rail Sleeper which would travel between Glasgow and London in 2017. For some reason the mock-up carriages were concealed in a disguised warehouse in darkest Broxburn near Livingston in Scotland, protected by armed guards and machine gun turrets at each corner of the compound. (I made that bit up about the armed guards…and the turrets.)

I was of particular interest to my hosts as I had to leave the meeting at 8.00pm sharp because I was bound for the real Caledonian Sleeper departing Glasgow at 11.40pm and would be travelling thereafter through seven different countries on mainland Europe where I’d be able to compare train interiors at first hand. ‘Could they contact me upon my return?’ I was asked. 

I found the New Caledonian Sleeper mock-up compartments frustratingly modern, worryingly efficient and deeply unlovely. Space had been tightened; the fabric instead of faded leather seemed to be a type of Harris Tweed whose complex, multi-lined design strobed wildly, threatening an epileptic fit to all who viewed it. It would be like sitting inside a very long, very fast caravan. I offered my opinions over a two hour interrogation and drove home. I showered in anticipation of having to go without one for two days before my wife, Jean drove me to Central Station in Glasgow where I boarded the train early in order to dine prior to taking to my solo cabin and sleep. 

The lounge car was comprised of leather sofas and tables and chairs that were not affixed to the floor...the only such arrangement permitted these days by UK rail authorities where Health and Safety regulations otherwise require furnishings nailed to the floor. It reeked of the faded glory of days gone by. I enjoyed a small plate of haggis and a brandy before retiring to my comfortable cabin where I opened my small travel wallet within which were all of the rail tickets that would take me variously to London, Brussels, Cologne, Warsaw, Krakow, Auschwitz, Bratislava and finally Budapest: a European Rail Journey and one I’d been thinking of, if not actively planning, for years. 

The small sleeping compartment was comfortable, the bed warm and I was soon lulled to sleep by the train’s movements; the clickety-clack of yesteryear now gone as a consequence of longer, smoother, welded track. Awakened upon arrival at Euston by a most attentive steward who proffered a tray containing a coffee and bacon roll, I consumed these, left and walked the short distance to 140 Gower Street wherein used to be located MI5, now given over to student accommodation. I was using the trip inter alia to put more colour on my then almost completed historical fiction ‘Alba: Who Killed Willie McRae?’ and wanted to be able to describe accurately the former spy chief’s office block referenced in the book.

Upon my arrival at St. Pancras for my train to Brussels, I visited a currency exchange outlet to ask if they’d be good enough to exchange £100 in Scottish notes. I’d fondly imagined they’d merely do a quick swap as a favour to a traveller but the cashier looked at the Clydesdale Bank notes as if they were Monopoly money, inspecting me just as suspiciously as if attempting to establish if I was Butch Cassidy before eventually telling me there’d be a £2.50 charge for their inconvenience. I took a beat but accepted since I knew I’d have problems exchanging them on the continent. When I looked at the receipt it stated ‘Soiled Notes Exchange. £2.50!’ Saor Alba!

London was sticky and humid even at seven-thirty in the morning but my short detour caused me to be slightly late for my connection to Brussels on Eurostar. I’d a few anxious moments as a large clock in front of me showed thirty-five minutes before departure and beneath it was a sign in several languages insisting that the gate would close thirty minutes before departure time. The queue moved worryingly slowly; first through the ticketing gate then Security and finally Passport Control. My mood wasn’t helped by Security being staffed by two disinterested men who took their time, soporifically checking hand luggage, and passport control staff who insisted on using an automated electronic system which was so confusing they had to intervene in almost every case, doubling the time needed to get through. Finally I emerged into open space and made my way to my train seat with five minutes to spare. Phew!

I settled in to my window seat but a crying French wean one row in front of me saw me plug my ears and listen to loud music on my iPad; (‘Runrig’, if you must know).

As the train emerged from the Channel Tunnel at Calais, I looked around for the ‘Jungle’, the refugee camp which is currently the cause of much media controversy but at 150 miles per hour, the countryside was a blur and I saw nothing of import. 

I’d visited Brussels many times before, to meet colleagues in The European Parliament. It’s a pleasant city but as a consequence of my near miss at St. Pancras station, I stayed around the vicinity of Brussels Midi and waited for my Inter Continental Express (ICE) train to Cologne in Germany. I was tempted to visit the station’s management team to point out that Intercontinental is actually one word, or is at least hyphenated and that the trains should be re-designated ‘IE’ trains but I decided they’d probably go with the existing sexy acronym rather than accept the accuracy I’d insist upon if I was King of the World.

I spent an hour and a half under a canopy in a Brussels’ thoroughfare sipping at a Belgian beer, people-watching and avoiding the mild drizzle. Depressingly, some of the people I watched were soldiers and police officers, all armed as if they were about to invade a small nation, parading the streets following an ISIS attack on their city some weeks earlier. People went about their business but there was the merest whiff of lockdown on the streets. 

Taking advantage of the much reduced fares available on the continent, I made the ICE train early and took my seat in the first class compartment while the brute of a train still smouldered at the platform awaiting release. The toilet looked much more like the thing. A normal door lock is employed whereby it’s obvious from the inside that the door is secured - unlike the British Rail model which has wedded itself to the notion that toilets should have press-button, air-locked doors which slowly reveal the occupant to the world as if a prize in a TV game show. My dismay at these modern devices when on Virgin Rail isn’t eased by the jocular tones of a pre-recorded announcer who prevails on users mid-pee not to place ‘sanitary products, nappies or goldfish’ down the toilet. Unfortunately, although secure, this high-tech WC failed to show any evidence of how to flush the toilet or dry one’s hands. I left, wiping my hands on my trousers and used my constant companion, pocket alcohol-based hand sanitiser to do what a well-signed plumbing system should have taken care of.

The entire first class carriage on the Brussels-Cologne train seemed to be occupied by elderly English travellers who seemed to delight in talking loudly about the virtues of Brexit, the recent and unexpected vote by the UK to leave the European Community. I’d expected no less than traditional Scottish (when sober) reticence from all world-wide travellers. One Home Counties country squire who was clearly used to traveling on this particular ICE train stood intermittently in the aisle and pronounced loudly to the entire carriage blethering on about how borders must be protected and how the UK was making a pig’s ear of it before announcing that he now lives in Hanover. It was as if I’d joined the occupants of a well-to-do care home for retired members of the right-wing 1922 Committee who’d been let out without matron on a day trip. I took refuge in my ear-plugs once more.

A brief snooze then a rail tour through a sunny Belgium and Germany. Blue skies all the way. Jesus, these countries look wealthy. Even the graffiti looked charming…‘Je Suis Charlie!’ shouted one gable end...but it was the only graffito, it was paint-sprayed beautifully in italics and was completely picturesque. Litter I saw none. The cities through which we passed, Ans, Liege and Aachen looked both elegant and effortlessly rich. Expensive public realm surrounded soaring buildings and houses without crumbling plasterwork or uncut grass. They seemed to want for nothing. But does this environment produce good footballers? I found myself wondering before remembering the recent drubbings handed Scotland in competition.

The only word I can find to describe German farms along the rail route is ‘tidy’. In Scotland, fields tend to follow the contours of the land, resulting in fields the shape if not the size of Australia but in Germany it was as if a higher authority had determined that all German farmers should have farms composed of land shaped as if football pitches. ‘This football pitch shall be for potatoes’. ‘This football pitch shall be for wheat.’ This football pitch shall be for barley.’ Tidy! Golf courses I saw none. What kind of people live here?

I found myself initially somewhat disconcerted - although I recovered – when, having been asked by a stewardess if I’d like something to drink on board the train, responded, ‘Do you have any wine?” before being asked to suggest a particular grape. I queried further whether they’d any Sauvignon Blanc and was rewarded by a complimentary half-bottle delivered to my plush leather seat with astonishing leg-room and upon which I benefitted from excellent air-conditioning. I’d been expecting but a glass although I managed to deal with my disappointment.

I’ve been used to travelling on Scotrail and British Rail where, on those few occasions where the track parallels a motorway, now and again one can witness speedy cars overtaking the train. Famously, German autobahns do not have any speed limits but the ICE train screamed past any and all carbon powered vehicles as if they were stationary. I hesitate to estimate the speed of the ICE train but it must have been close to a million miles per hour! Deutschland uber alles!

Cologne was very pleasant. Immediately outside the station stands the magnificent Hohe Domkirche St. Petru Cathedral; Cologne Cathedral which can accommodate some forty thousand worshippers. That’s about the same capacity as Stamford Bridge, home of Chelsea Football Club although I gather that chants of ‘What a load of rubbish’ sounds better when intoned in Latin by monks rather than drunken oiks from London. I’d earlier read that eighty-five per cent of Cologne had been destroyed by Allied bombing during WW2 and couldn’t for the life of me understand how it could be that the cathedral, an absolutely beautiful example of ancient Gothic architecture (it’s the largest Gothic construction in Europe) could have escaped untouched. As I emerged from its internal gloom, I noticed photographs of the site after the war. The cathedral had been pummelled by high explosives and had been reduced to rubble. It had taken fourteen direct hits. The twin spires had been an easily recognisable navigational landmark for Allied aircraft bombing. Only one spire had survived...but the good people of Cologne had rebuilt it and I swear had I not seen the proof, I’d have argued all day long that it was in its original state. Quite remarkable. It looked like it had been rooted there untouched since construction began in 1248.

The information Office in Cologne was not untypical of any other similar facility in any other similar city. From operatives standing outside its portals I accepted proffered leaflets announcing river cruises, affordable restaurants and hotels...and one which matter-of-factly offered information about Pascha, the largest legal brothel in Europe. I sat in an outdoor café and read the leaflet. It transpires that prostitution is legal in Germany and that just outside the city is located an old converted twelve storey hotel wherein each room along each corridor is occupied by a lady of the night. The brochure intimated that a five Euro admission charge would provide access to the building and customers should thereafter negotiate all other details with their host or hostess. Apparently all tastes are catered for. There are gentlemen for ladies and gentlemen, ladies for gentlemen and ladies, transsexuals for...I suppose...other transsexuals, ladies with whips and probably laddies with whips for all I know. Every vice seems to be catered for other than bestiality, paedophilia and Radio Two disc jockeys. What impressed me about the leaflet was the Teutonic and frankly practical approach taken. There’s no forced exploitation of ladies, there’s free health care, they each pay tax and they all have security and somewhere to live. I well understand the arguments on the other side and I’m not looking for a matronly ‘tut’ or a feminist slap on the side of my head but the German approach does seem to have some merit when you consider the dangerous disbenefits to exploited ladies of streetwalking under railway bridges in darker parts of the city. 

As I read the leaflets, I noticed I’d been handed one alerting visitors to a ‘Hop-on, Hop-off’ service for tour buses. I thought immediately that this might be a better description of the facilities available at Pascha; a more engaging strapline.

In Cologne, the music and the musak were all American, the taxi drivers Turkish and every second restaurant Italian but somehow it was all essentially Germanic. My fancy wristwatch which measures all of my waking and sleeping activity told me that I’d already walked for ten miles today and had climbed the equivalent of thirty-four floors. I was rank! It was hot and I was sweating. Because I enjoy eating local delicacies when I travel, I’d decided that I must eat Wiener schnitzel and have a German Weiss bier outside to cool down and walked until I found an establishment that fitted the bill. Unfortunately I was now some way distant from Cologne’s Hauptbahnhof and decided that given my inability to shower until tomorrow given tonight’s second consecutive overnight train journey, I’d better invest in some scented aftershave, paid what I felt was an extravagant amount of money and doused myself liberally hoping to disguise any malodorous effect of my continuing meanderings sans ablutions.

Cologne Railway Station, Hauptbahnhof, is massive as befits the region’s largest city. It has a wonderful left-luggage facility. Small pop-up units are located all over the station. You thumb a Euro coin into a slot, a grill slides up inviting you to place your case or rucksack inside; it closes, gives you a receipt and whisks your luggage away to a bat cave somewhere near middle earth, returning it to any of the many units that populate the station when you re-enter your receipt. Brilliant! Deposit and retrieval each worked in seconds...like three or four seconds. It was as if Penn and Teller had had a hand in the backstage magic!

As night fell, I ventured out of the rear of the station looking for a coffee shop and wandered into a darker, litter-strewn space where loud drunks howled at the moon. Ah! This was the area which had been the focus of the 2015 New Year’s Eve sexual assaults, with over 500 women reporting that they had been sexually assaulted by persons of African and Arab appearance. The incident had made headline news all over the world as it fed into the refugee crisis on the shores of Europe. It made the place seem a bit more like a normal city actually...not because of the sexual attacks... but because of the drunks. It was later alleged that this was an example of ‘fake news’ and had been fabricated. Who knows? 

Ten minutes before 23.13 hrs as scheduled, the Jan Kiepura ICE sleeper train arrived and chaos ensued. Many of the coaches were sleepers and the designers had saved space by narrowing the corridor on each one. In consequence the long corridor in each wagon could take only one person going in one direction. Given that many people were converging on their cabin from both directions there was a lot of frustrated reversing going on. 

I found my cabin and accessed it quite easily. It was roomier than the Caledonian Sleeper and very functional with sink, wardrobe, seat and bed all most acceptable. The male steward didn’t speak a word of English and I couldn’t communicate in German so we did a lot of smiling and miming but we both seemed to have managed to have all our questions answered.

Wow! I awoke to blue skies over Berlin as the Jan Kiepura powered towards Warsaw. I hadn’t appreciated how hard was my mattress until I laid me down to sleep around midnight. My wife, Jean had phoned late on saying that my youngest son, Ciaran seemed to have enjoyed his second day in a row at university having commenced his criminology degree the day before so reassured and tired, l pulled the duvet over me before realising that I seemed to be sleeping on one of those absurdly named IKEA ironing boards called Glimp or Skall or something. I like a firm mattress but this was concrete. However I was soon able to ignore the absence of comfort as the chassis of the train seemed anxious to part from its shell at any moment. The noise was tremendous as metal pulled and ground against metal. Every turn in the solum seemed to threaten a parting of the ways midst much metallic squealing, groaning and creaking. I made it through to morning albeit now with what I anticipate will be lifelong spinal problems.

With Teutonic efficiency, my personal steward arrived precisely at 8.00am with coffee as he’d mimed the previous night. He folded my bed away and in doing so turned the cabin into a very comfortable and spacious office-cum-conservatory as seating sprang from the wall. I opened the accompanying food parcel he’d brought with interest but it turned out to be a small, hard loaf of sliced black bread which had the look and consistency of a discoloured half-brick. I tried a slice with some cheese but consigned it all to the dustbin. As I did so I noticed we’d pulled into a station called Rzepin before stopping again at Świebodzin. Ah, we’re now in Poland. 

Station platforms now exhibited weeds. Graffiti was harsher. Street lights were atop crumbling concrete pillars instead of polished and elegant steel spires and advertising hoardings were hand-painted. There were even manned (I appreciate these days I should refer to these as ‘staffed’...but these were all manned) signal boxes. The land was as flat as an ironing board; no major rivers to cross other than the narrow Warta River at Poznan which helped me understand why Hitler’s tanks could roll speedily across the plain to invade Poland so comprehensively at the commencement of WW2. A Polish police officer at a station where the train paused en route wore all-black garb, a baseball cap instead of a hat and wore his pistol low on his thigh giving the impression of a western marshal in a frontier town in Wyoming just waiting for the James Gang to attempt to spring Jesse from the town jail.

Poland still looked picturesque but looked a wee but rougher round the edges than its more prosperous and confident neighbour to the west. Mostly arable farming here. I think I noticed only one field whereupon cattle grazed. 

I noticed also that along the length of the rail track there were no fences to keep animals or people from wandering on to the line. Even in the cities: kids can just walk off the playing field to retrieve their ball on the rail line from beneath oncoming steel wheels as an Intercontinental Express barrels towards them! Instantly I realised why British Commandos had been so successful at blowing up Axis railways during WW2 whereas on mainland Britain, not one rail line was ever destroyed by sabotage. When the Germans invaded Poland and other European nations, they omitted to erect four feet high wire fences along the sides of rail tracks as was the case in the UK. Had they done so, this single act would doubtless have foxed and confounded both the Commandos and the partisans. 

I ventured out from my cabin to visit the toilet. Outside a man stood in the corridor looking out of the window. He looked suspicious. He even wore a black and white thin striped vest. He may as well have been wearing a beret and carrying a bag over his shoulder marked ‘Swag’. The doors of the sleeping cabins don’t lock from the outside so there was nothing to prevent this obvious sneak-thief from emptying my cabin during my brief absence. I couldn’t pee fast enough. I returned to see him standing at an exit door, a bulging suitcase beside him. The train slowed as it approached Poznan Gorkzwyn (I can see I’m going to have problems with the Polish language). I threw open the door to my cabin but my room contents were untouched. I returned my sneak-thief’s smile and settled back down with my book, content that I’d foiled a master criminal by the simple trick of enhancing the velocity of my pee.

Aye, the old Jan Kiepura ICE was showing its age. Around ten o’clock, having checked that the coast was clear, and satisfied that no one saw me leave my cabin unattended, I wandered down several carriages to the restaurant wagon, more for something to do on this twelve hour train ride than because I was hungry for breakfast. Interestingly, each carriage seemed to have a different configuration from all others. They also had different ways to open the doors between coaches. Some required a push button while others stated ‘automatic’ but needed a handle to be pulled. Some swung open freely on hinges while others claimed automation but were clearly welded shut and required superhuman strength to prise them apart. 

I managed to order a coffee but the Polish menu flummoxed me. I had to use photographs of the foodstuffs available and almost pointed to a scrumptious looking Kielbasa Bala z Boczkiem before reading the small print translation which told me that this delight was in fact raw sausage with horseradish and bread. I went instead for the photograph of scrambled egg. 

Warsaw was bathed in warm sunlight when I arrived. I felt good about the city as soon as I arrived only to be let down when a large bejowled and unshaven taxi driver took me ‘close to’ my apartment. “Thurr”...he pointed…“Von hoontret maytres...Thurr”. He pointed again. Had he worn a crumpled sailor’s cap he’d have been the very image of Bluto, Popeye’s nemesis. He pointed a third time. I lugged my travel bag from his boot and set off on what was both a voyage of discovery and a gruelling route march through Market Square until - some half a kilometre away at the bottom of a hill in Warsaw’s old town - I found my apartment; an apartment whose front door he could have taken me to if he’d been bothered to circumnavigate the pedestrianised old town. My thighs were burning by the time I reached the fourth floor of the apartment block but the place was modern, clean and fit for purpose. No reception, just earlier e-mailed instructions containing eight figure codes. They all worked perfectly.

After an afternoon walk round the old town, lovingly and wonderfully restored after the Nazis had used it to imprison the city’s Jewry before exterminating them and flattening their homes and businesses, I had a much-needed shower and shave, a snooze and ventured forth again in the evening to enjoy some typical Polish cuisine.

I found a beautiful restaurant called Polka Magda Gessler just off Market Square which must earlier have been the home of a highly successful merchant or a small hotel; lots of large, dimly lit rooms fixed with dining tables. The menu was a mystery. Some Polish words I can interpret: Gazeta for newspaper, paszport for passport, kalendarz for calendar. Had the menu shown Daugz Bollokz, I could have made a stab at it but I ordered Pomidorowa Domowa which turned out to be a type of tomato soup which allowed the spoon to stand unsupported and erect as if a steel lighthouse in the middle of the dish. Tasty but very filling. I could (and should) have stopped there but I was intrigued by Kazanka na okrãglo z pieca podiana z musem z jablek i musztardy which, upon reading the small print, turned out to be black pudding. It came in a small, cast iron skillet which itself had been placed on a wooden platter. 

“Verr haat! Verr, verr haat,” explained my flaxen-haired waitress urgently. I’d assumed she’d meant the food and grasped the iron handle to manoeuvre the pan. Clearly the blacksmith working alongside the chef in the kitchen had just allowed the metal handle to cool from the red hot stage of manufacture and my hand blistered and seared immediately. I permitted myself a small yelp and placed my pained hand in a nearby ice-bucket to keep my whimpering at a low ebb so as not to alarm fellow diners.

The black pudding was tasty but it wasn’t the world renowned Stornoway Black Pudding I was used to. No, sir! More a flavoursome mince served inside a sausage skin. What I’d assumed were wedge potatoes were in fact apples which improved the dish immeasurably. One surprising addition was the placement on top of the dish of what looked like a small mound of the shaved remains of the pubic hair of a young lady who’d undergone what I understand is called a ‘Brazilian’...but who’d earlier had the collection died purple. I could see no earthly reason why I might be persuaded to eat this delicacy and moved it carefully to one side. 

Unlike some, I have no problem dining alone being, after all, an experienced and self-possessed traveller. Usually I take a book and tonight I had with me my trusty Kindle Fire on which I was re-reading Bill Bryson’s first book in which he wrote about some of the places I was to visit. Unfortunately, he wrote so hysterically about his European adventures, I continually threatened to cough projectile Pomidorowa Domowa over nearby tables in suppressed laughter so I wiped my eyes and eventually had to start reading Graham Greene’s ‘Our Man In Havana’ to calm down and permit my chortling convulsions to ease. 

Home to an early bed. As all of the television programmes were unintelligibly Polish, I watched an inspiring documentary on my iPad about Glen Campbell’s uneven fight with Alzheimer’s. He is a remarkable musician but has to use a teleprompter to recall all of his lyrics when performing his standards like ‘Rhinestone Cowboy’ and ‘Galveston’, songs he must have sung a thousand times. When he came to the instrumental part of the song he was singing, he read out the words on the teleprompter, ‘Glen plays long guitar solo here,’ before realising his mistake and launching into a note-perfect series of riffs and licks that would have tested Eric Clapton. 

It reminded me of an incident some years ago when I was flown in a small plane from Glasgow to Barrow-in-Furnace by a company called BAE Systems in order to have a look inside a nuclear submarine they were building (don’t ask). There were only four seats in the cabin of the tiny aircraft; two pairs facing each other. Between them was a table which was employed only when needed at which time it was drawn upwards and out between the seats. As coffee was being served, one of my hosts, eager to reassure me that BAE Systems was not a spendthrift company, remarked that it was a second-hand plane and had been bought from some American Country and Western singer whose name was beyond his recall. As the table was put in place, I noticed that etched over its surface was a map of America with all of the states and major cities outlined. A large star, the only one on the map, depicted the position of Wichita in Kansas. “Did you buy it from Glen Campbell?” I asked. My host almost spat his coffee back into the cup. “We did! How on earth did you figure that?” He was clearly a man with an imprecise knowledge of the Glen Campbell songbook.

The following morning I stepped out on my journey around Warsaw. I walked down from the heights of the old town to the River Vistula, a slow moving body of water, hemmed in on one side by a modern quayside whilst on the other was a sandy bank, populated by the occasional fisherman. Trees grew in profusion there. I walked down to the river via the Royal Palace. Poland has a Royal Palace, I thought? Subsequent research in a local bar taught me that they have one no longer but that there are many dukes and princes, one of whom, Polish Prince John Zylinski challenged British Member of the European Parliament and leader of UKIP, Nigel Farage to a sword duel following his comments that it was Polish immigrants who caused traffic jams in London. Farage demurred.

I started back towards the old town through an underpass that was well-lit, graffiti-free and felt completely safe. I then had to trudge back up some twenty flights of stairs to find a coffee shop and stood, breathless and dizzy outside a Caffé Nero trying to remember whether, before patronising it, it was one of the coffee chains that didn’t pay its taxes in the UK. However, I surrendered to my drouth and stood in a queue behind three burly men dressed as if labourers. They each ordered a bottle of beer (it was ten o’clock in the morning for heaven’s sake) and a pastry. As they each left to sit outside and enjoy their repast. I was about to order when the first labourer returned to ask if his pastry could be heated. The harassed female barista looked at him evenly for ten clear seconds, obviously calculating whether to tell him to stick his Danish up his arse before she acceded to his request. Just as she began to heat the offending pastry, a second man appeared and made the same request. Now growling could be discerned but she snatched his croissant angrily and headed towards the microwave. As I began to order a smoothie and my own unheated croissant, the third man appeared, oblivious to the rising temper of the hard-pressed barista. He also asked that it be heated. I wanted to shout out, “This called for a bit of leadership, boys! A bit of forward planning...some collaboration, eh?” but restrained myself and after they’d been dispatched, took my smoothie and cold pastry from a still simmering waitress outside into the sunshine. 

I sat in the warmth of the sun and enjoyed the peace and quiet which was broken when a group of Japanese tourists came along. Unnoticed by me, there was on the other side of the small green hedge marking the boundary of the caffé, a marble bench which, when sat upon, played Chopin’s Prelude No. 4 (Opus 28 according to the legend on the seat). As the delighted tourists took turns to sit only for a few seconds, shouting with unalloyed joy that their arse could make music, the opening bars were repeated many times making me feel as if I was drinking my coffee next to a classical ice-cream van. 

I started my long walk in the sun into the city centre and was now sweating copiously. I walked too far, inadvertently passed the city centre and had to return in a ‘J’ manoeuvre. I was knackered, needed a cool beer in a dark bar and found one (it was noon, for heaven’s sake!). Opposite were located side by side, two shops; one boasting a banner above its door which said only ‘Burgery’. Next to it was a second shop which advertised itself as ‘Butchery and Wine’, never good advice where sharp knives are in play. As I left, I passed an off-license which in Poland bears the generic name ‘Alkohole’, a term I use to describe my mouth.

Attempting to cross the wide boulevard to the Tourist Information Office, across from Warszawa Centralna, the city’s primary railway station, queues had formed on four corners of the intersection; perhaps upwards of thirty people on each corner. The cars and buses all stopped so I strode briskly across the road as fast as my now leaden legs would carry me. Back on the pavement no one moved. Women grasped at their necklaces in shock; men dropped briefcases in horror. The green walk-light hadn’t yet come on. I read later that in Poland if such adventurism was witnessed by police, the offender would be instantly carted off to a local police cell where a wire would be attached to electrodes and an alligator clip applied painfully to a body part. However, Poland is a signatory to the European Human Rights Act, the one which currently the UK intends getting rid of. So the good news is that in Poland at present, they can attach an electrode only to one testicle at a time. 

After a lunchtime beer to substitute for food, I crossed the road and jumped aboard the ‘Hop-on, Hop-off’ tourist bus. Unfortunately the earpieces they offered for purposes of information translation were so large they’d have tested Shrek. I held them as close to my too-small ears as possible and listened to the automated commentary. Between the (frankly) bland bletherings I was equally calmed and irritated by the constant murmurings and hummings of Enya. 

I took my leave of the bus at the Polish Army Museum where I was greeted in reception by a woman with a five o’clock shadow on her chin and the scowling demeanour of a Les Dawson in drag. Towering above me, she’d obviously been allocated the job by Stalin once she’d completed her deployment as a tank commander during the period when Poland was an associate member of the Red Army. She was completely frightening and insisted that I buy a ticket (I was going to buy a ticket) and deposit my small rucksack in return for a token lest I smuggle one of their WW2 machine guns out in a side pocket. Other similarly crabbit women sat in silence in each of the rooms, arms folded, eyeing me suspiciously when I entered. I almost apologised for the noise of my footsteps so reverential was the atmosphere. I couldn’t leave quickly enough. 

Everywhere there were swords. The Poles are big on swords. Long swords, short words, curved swords, serrated swords...every statue in the city displays a man or woman wielding a sword. Even the statue of the sainted Pope and ex-goalkeeper John Paul II, humbly born Karol Józef Wojtyła in Wadowice, wielded a sword. Okay, he didn’t, but everyone else did. The Tongs, Fleet, Crew and Cumbie gang members of my Glasgow youth would have loved it here! 

I was reminded that in the Battle of Britain in 1940, twenty per cent of the airmen were Polish, flying in out-of-date aeroplanes, a fact I knew. That they also shot down fifty per cent of the enemy aircraft during that battle? Well, that I didn’t know. Now, UKIP and the Tories would have their countrymen and women return home to Poland. How soon they forget! And these nationals have great skills in the plumbing and associated wet trades’ areas in addition to aerial combat. 

I walked back towards the old town and to the Chopin Museum. Arriving, I viewed the substantial staircase reaching upwards and upwards again to its front door and calculated whether I really wanted to experience all it had to offer. Wearily I climbed the stairs only to be met at the door by a large man dressed completely in black and wearing a Madonna microphone.

“Hi,” he said cheerily. Things were looking up. “Has you teecket?”

“No,” I replied.

“Then you mast go beck downstezz to street and buy one from teecket ouffice.”

Head-butting for some in Glasgow is a common enough method of expressing frustration and I almost allowed my weegieness to overcome me but I did as he asked and trudged down, then back up the stairs whereupon Madonna greeted me once more. I was overheating and was about to grump but as I entered I was also met by a blast of chill air that could have come directly from the Arctic. I almost fell before him and grasped at his knees, pleading to be allowed entrance. 

The museum was modern and used loads of new technology to help me understand the genius of the man; Fryderyk Chopin, that is, not Madonna the tour guide. I was much taken by authentic bill posters of the day which advertised a recital in Warsaw by ‘Fred Chopin’. Somehow it made me feel he was more a man of the people offering a right good piano knees-up down the pub. If only Giuseppe Verdi had been known simply as Joe Green perhaps more people would have appreciated ‘Rigoletto’, ‘Il Trovatore’ and ‘La Traviata’. 

In one room a young man named Dmitry Shishkin played a televised and recorded rendition of Chopin’s Nocturne No. 2. It was a masterful performance but as the camera caught his fizzog in close-up, it was clear that behind Mr. Shishkin, someone had quietly inserted a red hot poker up his bum setting his face in agony. In the next musical passage, once he’d overcome his poker problem, his eyebrows fled towards his hairline, his eyes narrowed and lips pursed as if someone had had him chew on raw onions and a lemon. This boy took his piano playing seriously. 

After a refreshing shower and a snooze I walked into an area of the old town I hadn’t visited before. My real purpose was to find a taxi rank for the following day’s trip to the station as the old town is largely pedestrianised. I found one and just along from it, a very nice Polish restaurant advertising fish dishes. I was shown to a very comfortable table and armchair which nevertheless enabled food to be eaten without too much landing in one’s lap and ordered king prawns to start and perch as a main dish. When the prawns were delivered to my table, the ceramic dish which held them crackled and spat as if it contained molten magma. I wasn’t about to be fooled again and avoided the furnace in front of me, reaching instead for a bread roll, separately delivered. I swear I could hear the chef guffawing in the kitchen as my fingertips melted when I clutched the bread; straight from the baker’s oven, it was searing hot. I left everything for ten minutes and concentrated on my reading at which point the fare had reduced merely to scalding hot and didn’t melt the steel cutlery when I employed a fork. The perch was delicious but was again served with purple pubic hair atop. “Vas ist das?” I asked my Polish waitress, throwing my feeble German vocabulary at her on the basis that I was trying to be helpful and because Germany is closer to Poland than is Scotland. 

“Watercress,” she answered in impeccable English. So there you have it. Purple watercress is all the rage in Poland...and all over the world for all I know. However, once again I moved it carefully to the side of my plate, this time solely on the basis that she might have been lying to me.

I awoke early morning the following day and inspected the big toe on my right foot. It’d been playing up and had developed a nasty looking sore on its tip which was being aggravated when I walked. I deduced that it was pre-gangrenous and would probably require amputation (even my gynaecologist thinks I’m a hypochondriac). Still, after a shower and a clean pair of socks it didn’t impede my perambulations and I walked to the taxi rank and headed for Warszawa Centralna. 

When I’d earlier left the train upon arrival in Warsaw, the steward who’d been looking after me had handed me back my ticket and proffered another document which was clearly of importance. He seemed to make great play of its significance and I nodded and accepted it without having a clue as to its purpose. On the basis that it might have been the winning ticket in the Polish lottery, I asked what it was at a couple of generic information booths but they each directed me to the Intercity Bureau in the station. This morning on arrival it was just opening and some twenty people barged their way towards its doors, all clamouring for attention. I decided to go for a coffee instead of collecting my millions of Zlotys. 

I’m just defeated by the Polish language. It’s as if many hundreds of years ago, some drunk ruler of Poland gathered his courtiers around him and decided it would be a great laugh if they could concoct a language that only used letters K,V,W,Z,X,Y,L and. K again. I can just imagine one of this group adding, “Hey, and why not put a diagonal stroke through the letter ‘l’? That would really mess them up! They’ll think it’s a ’t’”. 

The beer almost came down Wojtek’s nose but he recovered and countered with, “Great idea, Jareczek. And while we’re at it, why not insist that we require a small 5 below an ‘e’” He looked around nervously at the group each of whom returned his gaze, stony-faced. “That is...if we ever use an ‘e’, eh?” 

Enter Bronisław. 

“But to really take the biscuit, how about we extend the right leg of a capital ‘A’ and stick a small ‘c’ on as a tail? He drew a shape on the table.” The drunken courtiers laughed long into the night and agreed the proposals. 

I’d love to have a glass of whatever they were drinking that night. I’ve had obvious problems in Arab countries, Asian countries and those using the Cyrillic alphabet like Russia but here in the heart of Europe, where words occasionally suggest the merest acknowledgment of the roots of the English language, it still beats me all ends up. 

Warszawa Centralna from the outside looks like a concrete manifestation of the Soviet era; a huge, grey, lumpy piece of unattractive real estate. However on the inside it was sleek and functional. Excellent illuminated signage made it hard not to find the right platform, all of which were broad and capacious. Idiosyncratically, because each platform (Peron) had on each side, a track (tor), passengers were directed to Peron 3, Tor 2. Once understood it was easy but as a first time Polish traveller it had me for a moment. The ICE bullet train arrived bang on time and whisked us from Warsaw onwards towards Kraków. It was modern, clean, had great viewing windows and was quiet, speedy and smooth. All of which counted for nothing as the air conditioning had obviously been set to deal with passengers in a stationary train, at noon in Death Valley, Nevada. It blasted a constant gale of freezing air upon my head requiring me to open my case and don the hoodie I’d carried for circumstances just like these. I think of everything! I settled back just as a light frost threatened to form on what’s left of my hair.

Another sunny day. As a Scotsman, this remarkable phenomenon has to be remarked on whenever it’s observed. The train route south to Kraków was pleasant, the scenery much as earlier when taking the western route from Cologne. Some of the more rural platforms we passed were grassed.

Pretty villages popped up from time to time as did stern blocks of rectangular housing, now tired, broken and depressing; their purpose in existing long gone. Mostly rural, the route nevertheless passed by one or two conurbations and zipped over a motorway. I noticed with interest that the motorway, unlike the rail tracks, had stout fences around it presumably on the basis that it’d have been funded by the European Community whose humourless Dutch officials (they’re always humourless Dutch guys) would have set out exactly the conditions under which the motorway had to be built. 

Somewhat worryingly, I noticed that as we zoomed across the rural landscape, a number of small sandy roads crossed the line at grade. Each had an automated barrier to stop vehicles progressing when a train was due. At each one however, it was clear by the desire paths formed by cars that these barriers were routinely ignored and cars merely steered around them. Because there are no fences, the yellow arm across the road could just be gone round! And it seemed to be common practice that this was so. I crossed my fingers and hoped that none of the local farmers felt lucky today. 

Again I was taken by the apparent absence of dairy farms. In Poland there must be battery cattle ranches somewhere up north where all cows are fed and watered, milked and slaughtered in one huge shed, hidden from the public.

Halfway towards Kraków, at a small station, a young lady prepared to board the train with a snack trolley. There was no boarding ramp provided and she’d to manoeuvre and lift this thing up three steps onto the train. Given that this device contained not only foodstuffs but also an urn of boiling water, it looked as if this might be beyond her. I rose to assist but she’d obviously done this in many stations several times that day and lifted it aboard dismissing my offer of help. I walked the few paces to her trolley but was returned by her to my seat as she held up her hand and said, “Noh! Yoh seet! I vill drive eet toh yoh.” 

In heavily accented English she identified the snacks available to me. I ordered coffee and a small salami baguette. As the train gained speed and bounced giddily along the track, she handed me the coffee in an open topped cardboard container. I looked at her askance. In Glasgow’s Central Station once, as I was preparing to pay a visit to Ayr Races with friends, I’d asked for a similar coffee on the concourse...on the concourse! The young lady serving insisted on placing the plastic cap on the cup and securing it before sliding it six inches towards me despite me saying I wanted to put sweeteners in it. “Health and safety,” she murmured as I protested. Six stationary inches! Here, on a bouncing and heaving train I was handed boiling water in a cup filled so full the liquid was almost convex. There are no pussies in Poland let me tell you.

Some twenty-five minutes out from my destination, Kraków, I began to organise myself for departure, packing away my technologies and stuffing my hoodie back in the case. The Train Gods must have noticed this as the train immediately stopped at an isolated station for a full hour, and then for further periods at each subsequent station as we closed on Kraków. Eventually, the high speed, bullet-nosed intercontinental express limped in about two hours late. 

I almost found my hotel in Krakow without much difficulty although to double check I was in the correct neighbourhood, I proffered my Google Map to a passing traffic warden and pointed at the address. He scratched his head several times and announced himself bemused. Shrugging his shoulders, he disappeared, presumably to lose himself in streets he walked every day. I looked up and saw that I’d been asking directions from the pavement beneath the portals of my hotel, the Matejko. Feeling both stupid and relieved, I got myself organised. A small, basic room met my every need.

After checking in, I crossed the road again to the railway station and looked for any information or directions for the car rental outlet from which I was to hire a car at 6.00pm. It was now 5.00pm but being early couldn’t do any harm, eh? In the event it turned out to be the most cumbersome arrangement possible. It became evident that there were no car rental facilities at the station; instead I’d to phone a number which was answered in AMERICA! They then invited me to wait a while and phoned someone in Kraków Airport who called me and said they’d be out to the railway station by 6.00pm which of course they weren’t. A few irritated calls later and a shamefaced young man clambered out of the small Ford and apologised. Some protracted paperwork later, I drove out of the station car park and into bedlam. It was now dusk. 

As I’d been waiting, I noticed some redevelopment work taking place high above the station as four huge cranes towered above it moving large pieces of steel about. I figured they’d be useful landmarks if I became lost and ten minutes later they were called into action. The road network just wouldn’t permit me easily to return to park my car close to my hotel only yards from the station. Still, it permitted me to suss out the motorway that the following morning would whisk me south to Auschwitz. I kept an intermittent eye on the cranes and, after a couple of illegal U-turns, was able to park at no cost only steps from my front door.

It was eight o’clock now and I wanted a light meal and a sleep so I could head off early. A nearby busy Restauracya Jarema seemed to fit the bill and I wanted to try their Krupnik, a Polish honey liqueur as a digestif which was lovely. 
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