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bad: rock-solid on the outside, liquid in the
middle and, like some illegal bushtucker
trial, full of disturbing flavours. “You want
that ham sandwich now?” Marjorie asks
without looking up from her Sudoku. 

Binalong, where the notorious bush-
ranger Happy Jack Gilbert was shot dead
by police in 1865, still looks iffy. Australian
gothic, I suggest. “Psycho country more
like,” mutters Marjorie, but beautiful all
the same: fertile, well-watered and sun-
kissed. A vast canvas still barely splattered
by careless flecks of human paint.

But development is coming. The
Australian government has committed to
the construction of a high-speed line con-
necting Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne.
Transport minister Catherine King said
it would “unlock regional economies”
and “change the lives of millions” —
high-speed rail will, eventually, offer a
viable low-carbon alternative to flying.
But for sightseers like me, a lumpy seat
on a 40-year-old train wheezing through
the woods at 50mph beats a recliner on
a 200mph bullet flying through a concrete
ditch.

By teatime Marjorie has messed up
another Sudoku and the buffet has closed
because the card machine isn’t working.
We’re outside Wagga Wagga, where farm-
steads rust in a land the colour of straw.
Crossing the Murrumbidgee River, the
XPT crawls into a rural city that once fan-
cied itself as a contender for the Australian
capital. I step off for a moment, heeding
the calls of the crows after which Wagga
Wagga was named, and I’m almost temp-
ted to stay for a day or two. We’ve been
rattling along this line for eight hours now
— longer than it takes to travel from Paris
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to Barcelona by train — and we’re still in
New South Wales. 

But Victoria beckons. Albury is the last
stop in NSW: a frontier town on the banks
of the Murray River and scene of a 19th-
century trade war. Dynasties were built on
the back of the wool produced in the River-
ina region to the west, and Sydney was
fighting Melbourne for the export busi-
ness. Victoria opened a line to Melbourne
from Wodonga, on the Murray’s south
bank, in 1873. NSW completed the Sydney
line a decade later. The former used the
Irish standard 5ft 3in gauge track; the lat-
ter the British 4ft 8½in; and until 1962, all
passengers travelling between the rival
cities had to change trains at Albury. 

“Think of the paralysis of intellect that
gave that idea birth,” grumbled Mark
Twain, with no apparent appreciation of
the magnificently stocked refreshment
room at Albury station. The bar closed in
1975, but the Italianate station remains the
most beautiful in Australia. 

We cross the Murray into farmlands as
flat as Botswana, the grain silos plugged in
like capacitors on a sun-bleached circuit
board of creeks, farms and arrow-straight
roads. As we slow down for Wangaratta,
Marjorie closes her Sudoku book and
points east. “My sister lives over there in
Beechworth,” she says. “It’s where the
Victorian gold rush started in 1852. They
pulled 120 tons out of the ground. There
was so much of it that the local MP put
golden shoes on his horse. But I guess
you’re used to MPs doing that, coming
from the UK.”

Then she’s gone, and I’m alone in the
carriage, watching the shadow of the XPT
climbing the hills and leaping into the
gullies, passing Ned Kelly’s house in
Beveridge and crossing the strange,
boulder-strewn plain of the Donnybrook
Sunkland. A fly-tipped hot tub is almost
the last wonder, and then there’s
Melbourne, rising glittering from the flats,
its skyline dominated by the Mad Max-like
headquarters of the Victoria police. We
creep past to slip under the dune-like roof
of Melbourne’s grand Southern Cross
station, and I step off the XPT at 6.44pm —
exactly 11 hours after we pulled out of
Sydney Central. If I’d taken the plane I’d
have been here in time for a late breakfast,
but where would have been the fun in that?

Where to stay in Melbourne and Sydney

Sydney 
The Aiden, Darling Harbour
Pyrmont was once defined by blood, 
sugar and rock: the abattoirs, refinery 
and quarries dominating a hard-living, 
hard-drinking ghetto that, like most 
such places, is now a tourist attraction. 
The Aiden is a Best Western, but don’t 
let that put you off. This slick 88-room 
hotel, housed in an art deco building 
across the bridge from the even more 
touristy Darling Harbour, offers high 
spec without the frills. The restaurant 
does breakfast only, because everyone 
knows you’re going out for dinner.
Details Room-only doubles from £138 
(aidendarlingharbour.com.au)

Kimpton Margot 
You wouldn’t expect the gritty, slightly 
sleazy environs of Pitt Street to hide 
such a magnificent, world-class hotel. 
From the outside, the former office 
building suggests Berlin. From the 
inside, though, it’s pure 
Gotham glitz — a film-set 
lobby of marble floors, 
vermilion columns 
and a connoisseur’s 
cocktail bar. The 
rooms mix 
Gatsbyesque glam 
with digital 
pragmatism. It’s a 
20-minute walk to 
Circular Quay or 
trendy Surry Hills, 
but with a rooftop 
pool and bar, a 
restaurant run by 
celebrity chef Luke 
Mangan and that 
bar, the Margot 
wants you to 
stay put.
Details B&B 
doubles 
from £220 
(kimptonmargot 
sydney.com)

Adina Chippendale
Handy for the railway station, 
Chippendale used to be home to the 
immigrant poor and the huge Carlton 
and United Brewery, with narrow, leafy 
streets of iron-railed tenements once —
and perhaps still — popular with 
students. Consequently, it’s extremely 
hip, with bars, restaurants, art galleries 
and, in this elegantly grungy hotel, one 
of the saviours of the Sydney live music 
scene. The Adina offers a pool, a gym 
and exactly the kind of retro vibe 
sought by the Chippendale fan.
Details One night’s self-catering for 
two from £178 (adinahotels.com)

Melbourne
Atlantis Hotel
Right across the road from the 
Southern Cross station, the Atlantis is a 
budget hotel that punches above its 
weight, with a pool, a gym, and small 
but comfortable air-conditioned rooms 
— some of which even have views. 
Bohemian Brunswick Street is 
10 minutes’ walk north; the Yarra 
Prom 20 minutes south. One warning: 
the Atlantis is perfectly located for the 
Marvel Stadium, so check if there’s a 
big game on before booking if you like 
a quiet night’s sleep.
Details Room-only doubles from £74 
(atlantishotel.com.au)

Hyatt Centric 
Yes: a Hyatt. Down the hill from the 
station, opposite Batman Park and the 
Yarra at the grotty end of Flinders, 
the Centric — a branch of the brand 
aimed at the Gen Y crowd — is an 

unexpected joy rather than the
bland business hotel you

might expect. Rooms are
big and bright — some

with city views and
others looking 
over the bay —
with a focus on
sustainability: 
Mr Smith toiletries
and recyclable

coffee pods feature.
There’s a pool in the

basement and a terrific
restaurant on the 25th

floor with big love for
vegetarians and
vegans.
Details B&B
doubles from £131
(hyatt.com)

Next Hotel
On Little Collins

Street in Melbourne’s
posh East End, the

Next Hotel is hidden in a
high-rise precinct of the 80

Collins development — one of
those soulless retail, dining and 
meeting concepts beloved of out-of-
touch property developers. Somehow, 
though, the Next Hotel has managed 
to dodge the blandness to offer instead 
an art-filled, rather clubby space with 
230 rooms and 25 suites aimed at 
expense-account guests and tourists 
who like their luxury modern. The 
house restaurant is La Madonna: an 
award-winner serving Asian-Italian. 
This is Melbourne, remember? 
Details Room-only doubles from £222 
(nexthotelmelbourne.com)More rail trips next page
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