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   On Riding Trains 
 

 
The following extract is from The Wit and Wisdom of Quentin Crisp, 
published in 1984, a compilation of Crisp's essays and quotations. 

 
 
ON RIDING TRAINS  

 
In the days when I was only English, I walked from London toward 
Scotland, covering thirty miles a day for nine days, until my ankles 
became the size of other people's thighs. Many years later I flew to 
Australia, remaining in the same seat in the same plane almost 
continuously for twenty-four hours, sixteen of which were night. Both 
forms of locomotion, though so different, yielded an interesting form of 
agony. Train journeys do not possess this asset. Nowadays they cannot 
even boast of any comforting squalor.  
   
Until a few years ago, in Britain at least, if you flung yourself into 
your seat with any kind of abandon, a cloud of acrid dust rose about you, 
and absolutely nothing could be seen through the windows because they 
were so thickly coated with grime. Recently even these reminders of home 

 
Quentin Crisp (1908-1999) was an English writer and performer. He became 
a gay icon in the 1970s after publication of his memoir, The Naked Civil 
Servant, brought to the attention of the general public his defiant 
exhibitionism and longstanding refusal to remain in the closet. In the 
1980s he moved from England to New York. In late 1986 Sting visited 
Crisp in his apartment and was told over dinner – and the next three 
days – what life had been like for a homosexual man in the homophobic 
Great Britain of the 1920s to the 1960s. Sting was both shocked and 
fascinated and decided to write the song "Englishman in New York". It 
includes the lines: 
 
    It takes a man to suffer ignorance and smile, 
    Be yourself no matter what they say.  
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have disappeared. Once you are on it, a train has no danger and no 
glamour. Perhaps for this reason, the English station staff feels no 
obligation to treat you with civility. Should you be unwise enough to ask 
an official if there will soon be a train to London, he is likely to 
reply, "There might be if you went onto the right platform." In Britain, 
service is considered to be the same thing as servility, and as such, if 
you have spent a long time in the quaint occupation of ruling the waves, 
it is almost certain to prove tiresome. Moreover, the English are 
reluctant to pander to fools. I can't think why;· it is one of the 
easiest occupations available. By contrast with railway officials, the 
personnel of airlines is inexhaustibly courteous, though that may be in 
part because their customers are paying so much more. Some airlines offer 
their customers forms that invite criticism. No railway would be so rash 
as to do that.  
   
American railways seem vastly different from their English counterparts, 
but I should add that I have only made short journeys, from New York to 
Philadelphia and to New Haven. I would like to travel a greater distance, 
although I have been warned that the experience is absolute hell. I doubt 
that a transcontinental journey at ground level would be as irksome to me 
as it appears to be to others. I have spent thirty-five years as an art 
school model; this is a life of significant waiting without any hope of 
reaching a destination. Keeping still has become natural to me. Apart 
from railing against the enforced inertia of train journeys, people utter 
no panegyrics about the scenery through which they pass; they only have 
hideous tales to tell about fellow passengers. These stories worry me 
because I have always felt that when we say of a stranger that he is 
tedious, it is ourselves that we criticize. Only a lie is boring. On a 
long train journey we ought, therefore, to present ourselves to the other 
people in our coach as a wide-open, indestructible vessel into which the 
acids of truth can safely be poured. We should become for the time like 
psychoanalysts, making those sitting opposite feel that nothing they can 
say will shock us or provoke scorn. Travelers are often advised to take a 
long book on their journeys, but who would devote his attention to a book 
which will always be at hand when he can turn the dog-eared pages of a 
total stranger whom he may never meet again? A little old lady sitting 
opposite me in an otherwise empty coach said, "... and then, after 
twenty-five years, my husband died." I was just about to look gravely at 
the floor between us when she added, "and oh, the relief." I would travel 
from Moscow to Vladivostok to hear a remark like that. 
 
Adapted from The Wit and Wisdom of Quentin Crisp, by Quentin Crip 
 
 
NOW IT’S YOUR TURN 
 
The writer went from London to Scotland... 
   

• by plane. 
• by train. 
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• on foot. 
 

The writer thinks that travelling by train... 
  

• is not very exciting nowadays. 
• is very dangerous. 
• is very glamorous. 

 
English station staff ... 
   

• are very polite. 
• are not very courteous. 
• are scarce these days. 

 
Compared to travelling by train, travelling by air... 

  
• is more comfortable. 
• is more expensive. 
• is less comfortable. 

 
On a train journey, the best thing to do, according to the writer is... 
    

• to listen to fellow passengers. 
• to read a good book. 
• to watch the landscape. 

 
 
Choose the correct meaning of the words in bold in the text. 
 
asset. 
  

• difficulty. 
• quality. 

 
grime.  
  

• dirt. 
• water. 

 
rash. 
  

• thoughtless and quick. 
• thoughtful and slow. 

 
remark. 
  

• question. 
• comment. 

 


