A few days in Europe leads this writer to explore the land, armed with a rail pass. A blog-like
chronicle of this idyllic time.
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me to Freiburg im Breisgau in 2 hours and 9
minutes. In 11 minutes thereafter, I caught my
connection — the Regional Bahn 26931 — to
Lake Titisee (said to have got its name from
Roman Emperor Titus) in the heart of the Black
Forest region. The fabulous cruise around the
lake, coupled with stories about its history,
scandals and legends was a perfect wind down
from the train journey.

Chugging through
Town

Clockwise from above:
The train from Lauterbrunnen to
Kleine Scheidegg on the way to
the Jungfrau, one of the main
summits of the Bernese Alps.
A statue of Sherlock Holmes
outside the Sherlock Holmes
museum in Meiringen. The
Reichenbach Falls are a
funicular ride up from there,
followed by a 15-minute trek.
Cuckoo clocks on display at
Hofgut Sternen.
The iconic Mercedes-Benz
300SL at Stuttgart’s MecedesBenz museum.
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The next morning, I took the InterRegio
221 from Interlaken to Meiringen. For me,
coming here was a pilgrimage: In his book,
The Final Problem, Arthur Conan Doyle used
the Reichenbach Falls as the backdrop for
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n arrival in Zurich, ready to begin
my adventure, I availed of the Fly
Rail Baggage service offered by the
Swiss Federal Railways. My luggage would be
sent to Interlaken while I could spend a leisurely
day touring. So, unfettered by my bulky bag,
I spent my first free day exploring the lovely
environs of Gstaad, the ski playground of the
rich and famous. With Switzerland’s superb
rail connections, I got to Interlaken in time for
dinner and called it a day.

The famous Black Forest cake is from this
region. Creating this cake — a feat of
construction rather than baking — is an art
in itself, and fortunately for me, there was a
demonstration at Hofgut Sternen, where I was
staying. The cake is assembled with layers
of cream, chopped cherries and cherry jam
between chocolate sponge cakes, which are
usually liberally drenched with liquor obtained
from tart cherries. It was a heavenly thing to
finally bite into.
Besides being a hotel, Hofgut Sternen is a
themed village with restaurants and a cuckoo
clock shop-cum-factory. It is set in the Ravenna
Canyon, which is bridged by a rail viaduct.
During WWII, this was one of the most heavily
guarded viaducts in the country since it was a
vital rail link for the Germans, and the Allied
Bomber Command often tried to bomb it to bits.
After spending a day in the Black Forest region,
I started off towards Heidelberg — two train
changes and 2½ hours away.

Sherlock Holmes’s dramatic fall to death
after a deadly struggle with his arch enemy,
Professor Moriarty.
I spent two more nights in Interlaken, going to
the Jungfrau and Montreux on day trips, before
heading to Stuttgart. There, at the MercedesBenz museum, I was like a child in a candy
store, gaping at the four-wheeled beauties on
display there.
OF LAKES AND CAKES
Having finished my work in Frankfurt far more
quickly than I expected, and thereby having
two days to spare, I decided to put my valid
Rail Europe pass to good use. Hopping onto
the Inter-City-Express 275 from Frankfurt got
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Bright students would come here to get
a brilliant education, and at times, be
reprimanded by being locked up at the
Studenkarzer or Students’ Prison. This is where
students were locked up for minor offences
such as disturbing the peace after a night of
drinking or playing jokes on the authorities.
And I understood it very well in the wee hours
of the next morning. It is here, in the bars and
nightclubs of Heidelberg, that Germany’s
unofficial national beverage is celebrated
and consumed amidst techno, funk and other
such gaieties.

walking out
of Heidelberg
station
made me feel
as if I had
gatecrashed a
university.

Below: Buskers (performers
at public places) at Montreux,
a commune located on Lake
Geneva at the foot of the Alps.
Right: Heidelberg Castle is one
of Germany’s most famous
ruins and an important cultural
monument in the style of
the Renaissance.

But when I stepped out of the charming city’s
Hauptbahnhof (railway station), it looked quite
corporate with its modern glass and steel
buildings. “But, dear, you are in the boring
part of town, you see?” said a kindly old lady
sitting next to me on the bus. “Get off at die
alte brücke (the Old Bridge) and take a step
into Heidelberg’s past,” she directed me. Right
in front of us was a young student smiling and
blushing as she hammered away at the keypad
of her phone. The lady once again nudged
me and said, “In the days of yore, when cell
phones weren’t around to carry sweet nothings,

The first example of Heidelberg’s past that
I gazed upon was the imposing Heidelberg
Castle. I immediately realised how strategically
it had been built to protect the town; cannon
shots fired from there would do serious damage
to an invading army. Today, though, most
people shoot with cameras from where the
cannons were placed because the views of pretty
Heidelberg spread out below are simply stunning.

the wooing would be sweet… very sweet!”
She winked and pressed the stop button, and
told me that my stop had arrived. I crossed
the Neckar River on the Karl Theodor Bridge,
whose 225-year-old history had earned it the
affectionate moniker — the Old Bridge.

the old town with cafés, shops, and even the
Hard Rock Cafe. Off this street, there is another
smaller street called the Haspelgasse, and it is
here that all the “sweet… very sweet” wooing
used to happen. A long time ago, when
chaperones would accompany young women
and be meddlesome interferences, young male
students would woo their heart-throbs with little
chocolates called Heidelberger Studentenkuss
(Student’s Kiss) that they would send across to
them as noble gestures of their affection. You
can buy the kisses today, too, at Café Knösel
on Haspelgasse, where the kisses are made
with the same age-old recipe.

I wandered around Heidelberg’s cobbled
streets. All the main tourist action is on the
Hauptstrasse, which is like a main street through

OF STUDENTS AND THEIR TOWN
While the Black Forest region draws tourists
thanks to its cuckoos and cake, walking out
of Heidelberg station made me feel as if I had
gatecrashed a university. This is not entirely
untrue because Heidelberg is, after all, home to
Germany’s oldest university. Founded in 1386
by Ruprecht I — who received Pope Urban VI’s
blessing and, more importantly, the permission
to build the building — it is, today, Germany’s
most revered university.

Top left: A display of
Heidelberger Studentenkuss or
the Student’s Kiss, Heidelberg’s
most famous chocolate.
Right: The heartstoppingly
beautiful town of Heidelberg.
On the left is the Church of the
Holy Spirit and on the right is
the Karl Theodor Bridge.
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All the main
tourist action
is on the
Hauptstrasse,
which is like
a main street
through the
old town with
cafés, shops,
and even the
Hard Rock Cafe.

TRAVEL TIPS
• Book your Rail Europe pass before
leaving for Europe. Most trains don’t
need reservations and the convenience
of just hopping on and off is unbeatable.
Visit www.raileurope.co.in
• For more information on Titisee and
its surrounding areas, log on to
www.blackforesthighlands.info
• For more information on Heidelberg, log
on to www.heidelberg-marketing.de

After leaving Heidelberg in the wee hours of the
morning, the train journey back to Frankfurt remains
a blur as does most of my flight back to Mumbai.
Heidelberg throws a neat party all right!
29

