


Europe is practically overflowing with medieval castles and ornate palaces. And many
of these world-famous residences (and former residences) are open to exploration by
those of us whose blood isn’t royal blue. Touring all these bastions of nobility could
take years, but we’ve put together an itinerary that will introduce you to a few of the
most noteworthy castles and palaces on the Continent and in London.

C H A P T E R  1 . T O U R I N G  E U R O P E  B Y  R A I L2

Day 1
Arrive in London (you’ll need to take the
red-eye, so catch some z’s on the flight).
After checking into your hotel, head for a
tour of Buckingham Palace in the morn-
ing, if it’s open (only in summer); other-
wise, take in the adjacent Royal Mews
and the magnificent Queen’s Gallery,
both of which are open year-round and
feature lots of fabulous royal treasures.
Spend the afternoon exploring the Tower
of London, an imposing castle complex
built by William the Conqueror and
home to Britain’s fabulous crown jewels.
If you have time, indulge in a traditional
afternoon tea, or try a night out at the
theater. See “London” in chapter 10 for
more sightseeing options in this historic
city.

Day 2
Fortify yourself with a good English
breakfast before taking the Eurostar train
on a jaunt (trip time: 2 hr., 15 min.) to
Paris. If you’ve got time once you’ve set-
tled into your hotel, visit the Louvre,
which would be the largest palace in the
world, if it were still a palace and not one
of the world’s greatest art museums. Pay
homage to the Mona Lisa, the Venus de
Milo, and 300,000 or so of their fellow
artworks. It’s a royal treat, palace or not.
See “Paris” in chapter 8 for other things
to do in the city.

Day 3
Get an early morning start and take the
RER C-line commuter train (show your
railpass at the ticket booth and get your
free ticket—the pass itself isn’t enough)
out to Versailles (p. 281) and spend a
half-day touring Louis XIV’s masterpiece,

a structure so magnificent that building it
practically bankrupted the state treasury.
Return to Paris in the afternoon for a
stroll or some other sightseeing before
taking an evening TGV high-speed train
for the 1-hour ride to Tours, in the Loire
valley. Check into your hotel (see “Tours”
in chapter 8 for accommodations
options) and rest up.

Day 4
If ever there were a spot for castle lovers,
it’s the Loire valley. Unfortunately, it’s not
the most train-friendly locale in France, so
the best way to see the region’s famous cas-
tles is to get up early and take a full-day
bus tour of the Loire châteaux. Tours leave
at 9am daily from the city’s tourist office
and, alas, Tours sightseeing tours aren’t
covered by railpasses. Should you wish to
explore on your own, a few châteaux are
reachable from Tours by rail. Try the
Gothic and Renaissance Château Royal
d’Amboise or the historic Château Royal
de Blois. Stay in Tours a second night. See
“Tours” in chapter 8 for more châteaux
excursions out of Tours.

Day 5
More châteaux! Take a 25-minute train
ride to Chenonceaux (p. 295), noted for
its startling river-spanning castle. Return
to Tours and take the 7:13pm train to St-
Pier-Des-Cours, then hop immediately
on the TGV to Gare Montparnasse in
Paris, arriving at 8:25pm, to connect to
the 10:45pm overnight train from Paris
Est station to Munich, which arrives at
8:59am. (Note: You’ll have to get from
Montparnasse to Paris Est station by
Metro or taxi, but you’ve got plenty of
time to make the connection.)
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Itinerary 1: Europe’s Best Castles & Palaces

Day 6
Check into your hotel upon arriving in
Munich, then head off to the Nymphen-
burg Palace (p. 364), Germany’s largest
baroque palace. If the weather’s good, be
sure to stroll the surrounding Nymphen-
burg Park. At night you can raise a stein
or two inside of the city’s famous beer
halls. For other nightlife options, check
out “Munich” in chapter 9.

Day 7
You’ve got a busy day. From the Munich
Hauptbahnhof, take an early morning
train to Füssen (trip time: 2 hr.). Take one
of the hourly buses to Neuschwanstein

(p. 371), Mad King Ludwig’s fairy-tale
folly. (This was the model for Walt 
Disney’s Cinderella Castle and the real
thing is a heck of a lot better!) Next up is
nearby Hohenschwangau (p. 371) and its
famous murals. Tour that castle (waiting
in line to get in should eat up the rest of
your day) and then return to Munich for
the evening.

Day 8
If you have an afternoon flight, you can
tour the downtown Residenz Palace
before heading off to the airport. Other-
wise your castle hopping will come to an
end as you fly home from Munich.
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I T I N E R A R Y  2 S M A L L  C I T I E S  O F  T H E  B E N E L U X

Duration: 8 days, 7 nights

Best time of year: Summer

Ideal passes: Point-to-point tickets or Eurail Benelux Pass (more convenient, though more
expensive)

Arrive in: Amsterdam Schiphol

Depart from: See below

Relaxing, romantic small cities can be an antidote to the typical European big-city
bustle. Tack part of this itinerary onto a Paris or Amsterdam trip for a change of pace,
or do the whole thing for a truly intimate week. All the Dutch and Belgian destina-
tions in this itinerary are within a few hours of Amsterdam or Brussels, and you won’t
have to worry about catching a train at a specific time within Holland because all
trains run on at least an hourly basis.

C H A P T E R  1 . T O U R I N G  E U R O P E  B Y  R A I L4

Day 1
Arrive at Amsterdam Schiphol airport, and
take a train from the station beneath the
airport terminal directly to The Hague,
just 50 minutes away. Check into your
hotel for a 3-night stay. Once you’re settled
in, head for Madurodam, a fascinating
scale-model replica of dozens of Dutch
landmarks and attractions. After you’ve
had your fill of miniatures, and if you still
have time, take tram 1 all the way up to the
beach resort of Scheveningen to see how
the Dutch spend sunny days. See p. 642
for more information on The Hague.

Day 2
Take local tram 1—not the train—from
The Hague to Delft and spend the day in
that charming city, strolling its atmos-
pheric canals, touring its two churches,
and visiting its renowned Stedelijk
Museum Het Prinsenhof (p. 647). Head
back in the evening to The Hague and
relax.

Day 3
In the morning, grab a train to Haarlem,
a compact town just 35 minutes away
that’s ideal for strolling. Start first at its
impressive Grote Markt (market square)
and catch a recital on the 98-foot-tall
(29m) organ inside the Church of St.

Bavo. Finally, take in the city’s finest
attraction, the Frans Hals Museum,
which sports both great art and a charm-
ing 17th-century setting. For more infor-
mation on Haarlem, see p. 641. In the
afternoon, head back to The Hague and
tour the Mauritshuis, whose must-see art
collection includes the quintessential
Benelux city landscape—Vermeer’s View
of Delft—as well as Vermeer’s famous Girl
with a Pearl Earring.

Day 4
It’s time to leave The Hague behind. Take
a morning InterCity train to Antwerp’s
Centraal Station (trip time: 1 hr., 30
min.), store your luggage there, and then
lose yourself on the streets of Antwerp, a
hidden gem that’s the capital of Europe’s
diamond trade. Don’t miss the largest
church in the Benelux, the Cathedral of
Our Lady, situated right off the city’s
medieval and picturesque Grote Markt.
For a touch of culture, visit the impressive
Rubens House, where artist Peter Paul
Rubens once lived and worked. For more
on Antwerp, see p. 145. In the evening,
head back to the rail station and catch a
train (trip time 1 hr., 50 min.) to the city
of Liège in the heart of Belgium’s Wallo-
nia province. Check into your hotel and
give yourself a well-earned rest.
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Itinerary 2: Small Cities of the Benelux

Day 5
Spend your day exploring the “Passionate
City” of Liège. Don’t miss the Museum of
Walloon Life (p. 156), especially its fabu-
lous puppet collection. The Romanesque
Church of St. Bartholomew has a 12th-
century baptismal font that’s regarded as
one of the greatest treasures in Belgium.
For more options in Liège, see p. 154.

Day 6
Eat an early breakfast before catching a
train to your final base in the Benelux—
the World Heritage city of Bruges. The
trip will take about 2 hours. Once you’ve
settled into your hotel, wind your way
through the medieval streets of Bruges,
making sure to visit the city’s famous 

Belfry and Market Halls, the Begijn-
hof, and the Church of Our Lady with
its sculpture by Michelangelo. See p. 147
for more on the city.

Day 7
If you can draw yourself away from
Bruges for the day, get on a train for the
23-minute ride to Ghent, another
breathtaking medieval city. Make sure to
see its St. Bavo’s Cathedral, the Belfry,
and the grim Castle of the Counts, and
then stroll along Graslei. Return to
Bruges before dinner and spend the rest
of the evening soaking up the city’s
medieval atmosphere. For more on
Ghent, see p. 142.
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Day 8
Bruges is close to several international air-
ports: Brussels is about 11⁄2 hours away,
Amsterdam Schiphol is just under 31⁄2

hours, and Charles de Gaulle in Paris is
about 3 hours. Fly home from whichever
airport works best for you.

C H A P T E R  1 . T O U R I N G  E U R O P E  B Y  R A I L6

I T I N E R A R Y  3 R I D I N G  T H E  S C E N I C  R O U T E

Duration: 8 days, 7 nights

Best time of year: Spring; arrive on a Sunday or Monday, so you can ride the Semmering Pass
weekend train

Ideal passes: Second-class point-to-point tickets (cheapest) or first-class 6-day, three-
country Eurail Select Pass (most comfortable and flexible, and only a little
more expensive)

Arrive in: Milan

Depart from: Vienna

There’s some intense rail riding on this weeklong trip, but you’ll be rewarded with a
number of the world’s most thrilling and dramatic rail journeys as you travel across
the Alps. Two noteworthy trains you’ll be riding are the magnificent Centovalli Rail-
way traversing Italy and Switzerland, and the only railway deemed worthy of
UNESCO’s World Heritage Site designation, the Semmering Pass Railway in Austria.

Before leaving home: Call to make reservations
to see Leonardo’s Last Supper in Milan.

Day 1
Arrive in Milan in the morning. After
checking into your hotel, see the
Duomo, and then head for the Last Sup-
per if you nabbed a reservation. Spend the
afternoon in the Brera Picture Gallery
and checking out the shops and antiques
stores on the side streets off of Via Brera,
which are open until 7:30pm on most
evenings. See p. 606 for more informa-
tion on the city.

Day 2
Today you head off on one of the best
railroad journeys in Europe: a ride on the
Centovalli Railway. Grab the 9:25am
InterCity train to Bellinzona, arriving at
11:21am. Connect there to a noon train
to Locarno, arriving at 12:19pm, and
then get on the Centovalli Railway to
Domodossola, one of the lesser-known
scenic treasures of the Alps. The hourly
frequency of the Centovalli line means
you can get off at any of the charming vil-
lages it serves (we recommend Verdasio or

Intragna for their cable cars) and get back
on again. There are local and express
Centovalli trains, so take a local (leaving
at 12:42pm) if you want to stop and an
express (leaving at 2:12pm) if you want to
shoot straight through. If you take the
local, make sure to get back on the train
to arrive in Domodossola no later than
7pm, so you can catch the 7:42pm
Cisalpino (reservations required) to Brig,
and from there, connect to Bern. If you
take the express train straight through,
you’ll arrive in Domodossola at 3:55pm;
from there, hop the 4:10pm train to
Bern, where you’ll arrive around 6:30pm
and can check into your hotel for a well-
earned rest.

This all sounds very complicated, but
the views offered by the Centovalli trains
are exceptional, and these are common
and frequent connections. The conduc-
tors on any of the trains we mention
above will tell you where to go if you ask.
And if you miss a train, there will usually
be another one along in an hour or so.
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