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he woman in the ticket office at Paris’s Gare 

Montparnasse shakes her head and looks at 

me blankly. ‘No,’ she says. ‘It’s not possible.’

‘Oh come on,’ I plead, waving my 
InterRail pass. ‘I have to catch this train.’

‘It’s not possible,’ she repeats. ‘Unless you 

buy a new ticket.’‘How much will that be?’ 
She sighs and taps at her keyboard.  

‘Two hundred and fifty euros,’ she says, 

stifling a yawn.I’m only one day into my week-long trip 

from London to Tangier, but already I’m 

sensing that InterRailing isn’t the free-spirited, jump-on-jump-off 

experience it was last time I travelled around Europe. Back in the ‘90s,  

when I hit the Continent as a 17-year-old with a rucksack full of indie-

band T-shirts and rice crackers, I don’t remember there being electronic 

gates barring entry to platforms or a limit on the number of InterRail 

passengers on each train. ‘You should have reserved a place in advance,’ 

the woman tells me unhelpfully.
Pathetically, my journey looks as though it could be grinding to a halt 

just 300km south of St Pancras. My plans for a grown-up InterRailing 

trip to Morocco – speeding across France and Spain on a first-class ticket 

and breaking up the journey in some of Europe’s most stylish boutique 

hotels – have failed to account for the infuriating inflexibility of Gallic 

bureaucracy. The younger me would probably just have shrugged and 

gone to find the nearest 10-to-a-room hostel before trying again the 

following morning, but I’m nowhere near as relaxed these days. After all, 

34-year-olds aren’t supposed to backpack around Europe; we’re expected 

to hire villas in Tuscany, or book our families into hotels with kids’ clubs. 

‘Is there really nothing I can do?’ I ask the woman once more. She rolls 

her eyes and taps at her keyboard. The sound is like an angry woodpecker 

attacking a lamppost. ‘There’s another train at 11 o’clock tonight,’ she 

says eventually. ‘It gets into San Sebastián at nine in the morning.’

‘Can I reserve a sleeping compartment?’ I ask.

‘No,’ she replies. ‘It’s not possible.’
It had all started so promisingly. The previous evening, I’d swept into 

Paris on the Eurostar and checked in at the chic Hôtel des Académies et 

des Arts in Montparnasse. Tucked away on the tiny street where Gauguin 

and Modigliani painted masterpieces in between drinking absinthe  
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and conducting doomed affairs, the hotel is a celebration of its 

locale’s artistic pedigree, with a witty, laid-back vibe. Artists’ 

models – of the wooden-figurine variety rather than the student-

stripping-off-to-earn-a-few-centimes type – dominate wall space  

in the lobby; they posture on mantelpieces and shelves in the  

hotel’s intimate salon de thé; and one even seems to be attempting 

a star jump behind the flat-screen TV in my bedroom. 

Now, denied access to my train, I wish I’d checked in for two 

nights and could then return to the hotel; instead, I have to cart  

my luggage around all day. Although there are worse places to  

be stranded. By the time I return to the station at 10pm, I’ve 

watched pétanque games on the café au lait-coloured terrain of 

the Jardin du Luxembourg; seen barges and bâteaux-mouches 

slip beneath Seine-spanning bridges; and sat in cafes, staring at 

white-aproned waiters as they scribble daily specials on chalk-

smeared blackboards – all pleasures even the most cash- 

strapped teenage InterRailer could enjoy.

My bed for tonight will be a train seat. This doesn’t bother  

me too much. I’ve travelled across France by TGV before, and 

found, even in second class, the seats are a hundred times plusher 

than anything ever was on British Rail. Those in the first-class  

carriages, I reason, will be positively throne-like.

The train that shuffles into the platform at 10.30pm, however,  

is not a TGV. It looks more like one of those regional boneshakers 

that disgorges Stella-drinking rural youths into UK cities on Friday 

nights. As I make my way along the platform – passing sleeping 

compartments filling with far savvier travellers than I – I am 

surprised to see there are only two cramped carriages containing 

seats. And no distinction between first- and second-class. As my 

fellow passengers squeeze into their places, I’m reminded of the 

galley-slave scene from Ben-Hur.

The first six hours of the journey, during which I’m sandwiched 

between a condensation-dripping window and a man with a  

heavy cold, are probably more uncomfortable than any I endured  

on my previous InterRailing trip. If there is any air-conditioning,  

it isn’t working; and the atmosphere inside the carriage is damp  

and treacle-thick. 

Dawn on day three, however, lightens my mood. As sunrise 

trickles across the caramel earth and sunflower-filled fields of southwestern France, I start to enjoy being in transit. Ever since  

my first great train trip, I’ve thought travelling to a destination  

is as enjoyable an experience as actually getting there. And this 

journey is backing up my theory. 
By the time we pull into San Sebastián, just across the Spanish 

border, I’m feeling as refreshed as is possible for a man who’s been 

wearing the same clothes all night. I have a few hours before my 

train leaves for Barcelona, so I head first to a nearby cafe for coffee 

and a thick, custard-yellow omelette, then make my way down to 

the beach to sleep in the shade of the Victorian-era promenade.

The sun is glaring fiercely at me when I wake and, as I head  

back to the station, I refuse to think about what may or may not  

be ahead. But on the platform, I am delighted to see exactly the sort 

of futuristic-looking, LED-blinking train on which I’d imagined 

journeying across Europe. I locate the first-class carriage quickly. 

But only when I enter the cool, spotless compartment, and note  

that even the aisle is wider than most B-roads, can I relax.

As the train eases out of the station towards Catalonia, I settle 

back and watch northern Spain fly past my cinema-screen-sized 

window. The first part of the journey, running alongside the 

Pyrenees, is all balm-like views of inland lushness. Dense, dark-

green copses trail branches towards the tracks; foil-like rivers 

meander alongside, glittering in the early-evening sunlight; and 

jade-coloured pastures spread out on either side, dotted with cows 

that drag lengthening shadows behind them. After Pamplona, the 

landscape takes more of a spaghetti-western turn, and parched, 

rust-coloured scrubland – broken up by tumbledown, sun-bleached 

towns – provides the backdrop. The sun is sinking, slathering 
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orange light along the horizon, as I begin to approach the end  

of my cross-Spain journey. 

By the time I’ve disembarked and negotiated Barcelona’s 

subway system to reach Hotel Pulitzer – my stay for the night  

– the sky is pitch-black. The interior of the hotel is its exact 

opposite. White sofas and chairs, looking like giant sugar cubes, 

sit beneath a milky spot-lit ceiling, while lamps cast a creamy 

glow on those chattering around a central cocktail bar. The 

sophistication continues upstairs, and my fifth-floor room is  

an elegant yet comfortable space that feels far too grand for 

someone who hasn’t had a shower in nearly three days.

I soon rectify this, though, and within the hour I am 

downstairs ordering my first glass of Cava. As I stretch out  

stiff legs that have been hunched for far too long, I’m reminded  

of the importance of relaxation. Seventeen years ago, being 

constantly on the move may have come naturally – but then  

so did dancing to a band called Ned’s Atomic Dustbin.

So the next day, I devote time to Barcelona. I wander through 

the bars and boutiques of El Born; I stretch neck tendons staring 

up at Gaudí’s Sagrada Família cathedral; and I enjoy plump, 

tomatoey mussels and cold bottles of Estrella Damm beer at a 

cafe beside the Mediterranean. In the afternoon, I climb Montjuïc 

hill to look through the haze at the city’s rooftops, then take the 

cable-car over their terracotta heads to Barceloneta beach, where  

I weave between rosewood-brown sunbathers on pale-yellow sand.

Estació de Sants station is busier than when I arrived two days 

ago. Back then, when I’d organised my onward ticket to Algeciras 

and Tarifa, the man at the reservations desk had talked to me  

at length about my journey – pointing continually at Ronda on 

the rail map. Unfortunately, as he spoke no English and I spoke 

no Catalan, I could only pretend to understand. Now, smartly 

dressed bag-clutchers scurry in all directions, as enormous 

overhead boards flicker up the names of Spanish, French  

and Italian cities in acid-orange lettering. 

Again, my train is cool, spacious and bullet-like, and as we 

shoot out of Barcelona, I recline in my seat and soak up the 

tranquillity of an almost empty first-class carriage. The scene 

through the window is of sun-baked earth that darkens and 

reddens like exposed skin as we head further south. Distant 

mountains, blinking through a midday haze, frame the scrub-

dotted plateau. Occasionally, we whoosh through sweltering 

jumbles of houses grouped around bell towers. 

When we arrive in Ronda, nearly eight hours later, everybody 

but me gets off. I sit for a while, watching people stream down 

the platform, and wonder whether I’m the only person continuing 

on to Algeciras. When the lights are turned off in my carriage,  

I realise this is what the reservations man had been trying to  

warn me about. Seventeen years ago, I’d simply have plugged 

myself into my Walkman until the next train turned up, but  

now I feel panicky and a little bit lost.  

Eventually, I find someone official-looking who can speak a little 

English. ‘Today, there is no line between Ronda and Algeciras,’ she 

tells me. ‘The men, they are working there to make it faster.’

Walking would have been quicker than the rail-replacement  

bus to Algeciras. It takes us nearly two hours to get out of Ronda,  

and then several more as we crawl along the traffic-choked roads 

of Andalucía. The views of pine forest and the heady smell of 

sunlight and resin may be beautiful, but my enjoyment is tainted 

by the likelihood I’ll miss my boat connection to Tangier.

My fears prove founded. By the time I arrive in Tarifa, the last 

ferry has crossed the Strait of Gibraltar. I wheel my suitcase down 

to the seafront and sit on it while I drink a can of cold, iced tea. 

Below me, camp fires flicker on the beach, and the hum of several 

Spanish conversations drifts up from the sand. Marijuana smoke 

mingles with that of barbecued meat in the hot, heavy air, and  

I can taste the salty tang of the sea on my lips.
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I do end up making it to Tangier. The following evening,  
I stand on the edge of the city’s harbour, watching firefly-like 
car headlights on the other side of the water sweep and flit 
beneath a clear, star-gorged sky. It is 9.30pm local time, and 
I’m exhausted. I’ve just emerged from the medina, where the 
rosebushes that surround filigreed household gates send a 
soporific perfume into the heavy air, and, before that, I was 
in the souk – which, though fascinating, felt a little bit like 
being at Oxford Circus station in rush hour. 

I look up at the Continent that lies between me and home, 
and realise that – in this moment – I really do feel 17 again. 
This could be down to the fact that I’m now as penniless  
as a student after spending my last few euros getting here; or  
that, thanks to missing out on my hotel reservation, I’ve been 
pounding the streets aimlessly all day. But I know it’s more 
than that. I feel free. If I wanted, I could re-cross the water, 
take a train to the Loire and spend the rest of the summer 
picking grapes – or maybe trundle over to Greece to island-
hop. But the feeling is fleeting. I am 34, after all – with a wife, 
two kids and a mortgage to be met. I shove my InterRail pass 
back into my wheelie suitcase and hail a taxi to the airport. M
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