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Diving Into
  New Zealand

The best places 
to go under while 

you’re Down Under

By Paul Rush
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

AUCKLAND — New Zealand above sea level is pretty spectacular. Below sea 
level, it’e even more beautiful. Pity so few see it. But if you are a diver or 
snorkeler, New Zealand offers some awesome sites for you to explore.

New Zealand’s serpentine coastline is almost as long as that of the 
continental United States and thanks to the foresight of conservationists, 

44 marine reserves have been created for everyone to enjoy. They range from the 
just announced Kermadec Ocean Sanctuary, which plans to safeguard an area of 
620,000 sq km in the Pacific, to coastal gems on three main islands and the Subant-
arctic Islands in the southern ocean.

Here’s a list that expert drivers recommend you check out when you visit New 
Zealand:

Tawharanui Marine Reserve – Auckland
Beneath the wonderful landscapes and eco trails of the Tawharanui Peninsula 
native flora and fauna sanctuary is an undersea world that has been protected for 
30 years – and it shows. The reserve is accessed from a stunningly beautiful beach 
and several rocky coves. The Tawharanui Reserve extends three kilometres along 
the coast and has fascinating sub-tidal habitats, including overhanging reefs, long 
tunnels and deep caves. Look out for large schools of red moki, blue maomao and 
red mullet along with snapper, John Dory, banded wrasse and goatfish.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/auckland/places/tawharanui-ma-
rine-reserve

Cape Rodney Okakaru Point (Goat Island) – Auckland
A tiny speck of land called Goat Island, revered by divers, became the focus of an 
intense study by conservationists in 1975, which led to New Zealand’s first marine 
reserve. Coming face to face with fearless granddaddy snapper, gnarly red lobsters, 
cheeky blue maomao and sunbathing stingrays at Goat Island has fuelled a lifelong 
passion for diving for many Kiwis. Marine scientists say lobsters double their num-
bers every two years here and snapper are 30 times more plentiful. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/auckland/places/cape-rodney-oka-
kari-point-marine-reserve-goat-island/

Poor Knights Islands – Northland
New Zealand’s second marine reserve encompasses a rugged group of drowned 
volcanic lava domes with a remarkably varied ecosystem. The Poor Knights Islands 
have won accolades for their splendid undersea caverns, arches, tunnels and sheer 
cliffs. Diving pioneer Jacques Cousteau once described them as the best dive spot 
in subtropical temperate waters. Squadrons of graceful stingrays wing their way 
through archways past huge schools of trevally. Swarms of brilliant blue maomao 
and demoiselles engulf divers and then veer away. You will see subtropical species 
like spotted black grouper, mosaic moray and coral fish.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/northland/places/poor-knights-
islands-marine-reserve/
 
Mimiwhangata Coastal Park – Northland
A national marine treasure can be found in an out-of-the-way place on Northland’s 
east coast that offers a wonderful variety of sea life. Mimiwhangata Coastal Park 
extends 1000 metres offshore. Commercial fishing is banned but recreational 
fishing for some species has been permitted over the years, which scientists are 
monitoring. The park has complex reefs among the numerous rocky islets and 
kelp forests. Look out for subtropical fish such as spotted black grouper, fox fish, 
surgeon and comb fish. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/northland/places/mimiwhanga-
ta-coastal-park

Whanganui a Hei (Hahei) – The Coromandel
The Coromandel Peninsula (two hours south of Auckland) is another favourite ma-
rine playground – and a popular beach holiday destination. Lying on the eastern 
side of the peninsula, and affectionately known as Cathedral Cove Reserve, this 
protected area of idyllic beaches and many islands has an amazing diversity. You’ll 
see eerie kelp forests sway to and fro and lobsters scuttle about under shadowy 
ledges. Blue cod, butterfish, red moki and very contented snapper mooch about 
calmly amongst the colourful plant communities. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/coromandel/places/hahei-area/
whanganui-a-hei-cathedral-cove-marine-reserve/

Tonga Island – Abel Tasman National Park
Tonga Island is extremely popular with hikers on the Abel Tasman Track and kay-
akers paddling from Marahau to Totaranui. Snorkellers and scuba divers can easily 
access the island in water taxis or private boats. Abel Tasman is New Zealand’s bus-
iest national park and the thriving tourist industry makes it easy to get transport 
to Tonga Island, which is offshore from Onetahuti Beach. You’ll find this lovely part 
of the world great for spotting cute little penguins and cavorting with dolphins. 
Baby seals just love to roll over and play, mimicking your underwater antics with 
an impressive agility and grace. The best snorkelling in the reserve is around the 
smooth granite rocks between Tonga Quarry and Foul Point. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/nelson-tasman/places/abel-tas-
man-national-park/
 
Hikurangi – Kaikoura Canyon
There are few places on earth that possess the magic of Kaikoura, the marine mam-
mal capital of New Zealand. The nutriment-filled Kaikoura Canyon provides rich 
pickings of deep-water grouper and squid for giant sperm whales and the equally 
voracious southern right, blue, humpback and killer whales. Watch out for acrobat-
ic dusky dolphins, as well as common and bottlenose dolphins. The rare Hector’s 
dolphin and fur seals also inhabit the coastal waters, interacting with humans and 
showing off their athletic skills.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/marlborough/places/hikuran-
gi-marine-reserve/
 
Punakaiki (Dolomite Point) – West Coast
Punakaiki, halfway between Greymouth and Westport, is the gateway to the 
dramatic limestone country of Paparoa National Park. Dolomite Point’s famous 
Pancake Rocks were formed 30 million years ago when lime-rich shells on the sea-
bed were overlaid by soft mud, raised by earthquakes, and etched out by the sea, 
forming rock stacks and blowholes. You will find a wonderful slice of West Coast life 
here with wild rocky shores leading down to rolling, windswept seas. Diving is very 
dependent on weather and sea conditions, so local advice is needed. Blue penguins 
and Hector’s dolphins are common, and albatrosses, petrels, terns and gannets are 
often seen soaring on the winds and thermals.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/west-coast/places/punakaiki-ma-
rine-reserve/
 
Akaroa (Akaroa Harbour) – Banks Peninsula
This quiet corner of Akaroa Harbour, under Gateway Point, is a new marine reserve 
with a spectacular coastline of volcanic cliffs, wild sea caves and unusual rock 
stacks. The sea floor is between 18 – 30 metres deep, with good populations of blue 
cod, butterfish, moki, leatherjackets and white pointer sharks. Many whale species 
visit the area, including humpback, southern right and blue whales, and also 
common and dusky dolphins. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/canterbury/places/akaroa-ma-
rine-reserve/
 
Ulva Island – Paterson Inlet, Stewart Island   
Scenic Paterson Inlet is an ancient drowned river valley tucked in behind Oban 
in Half Moon Bay. At the entrance is Ulva Island/Te Wharawhara Marine Reserve, 
established in 2004. The mixing of warm subtropical and cold Subantarctic waters 
around Stewart Island produces a great diversity of marine life in the idyllic, 
secluded inlet. Seek out the rare, ancient, filter-feeding shellfish. Brachiopods that 
were abundant 300 million years ago can be found here. They live happily here 
among 260 varieties of seaweed. The vast seaweed meadows provide food and 
protection for the multitude: rock oysters, abalone, scallops, sea urchins, lobsters, 
octopus, carpet sharks, triplefin, wrasse, blue moki and southern pigfish.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/southland/places/stewart-is-
land-rakiura/ulva-island-te-wharawhara-marine-reserve/

• Air New Zealand (http://www.airnewzealand.ca) has direct non-stop flights from Vancouver to 
Auckland and offers flights from many other North American cities. Amazing new experiences are 
just one flight away.
 
• For more information on New Zealand or to create your unique adventure, please visit:
 http://www.NewZealand.com and check out the “Wishlist” handy vacation planner.

Just The Facts

Hikurangi at Kaikoura Canyon Whanganui a Hei at Cathedral Cove Tonga Island Ulva Island
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AUCKLAND — New Zealand above sea level is pretty spectacular. Below sea 
level, it’e even more beautiful. Pity so few see it. But if you are a diver or 
snorkeler, New Zealand offers some awesome sites for you to explore.

New Zealand’s serpentine coastline is almost as long as that of the 
continental United States and thanks to the foresight of conservationists, 

44 marine reserves have been created for everyone to enjoy. They range from the 
just announced Kermadec Ocean Sanctuary, which plans to safeguard an area of 
620,000 sq km in the Pacific, to coastal gems on three main islands and the Subant-
arctic Islands in the southern ocean.

Here’s a list that expert drivers recommend you check out when you visit New 
Zealand:

Tawharanui Marine Reserve – Auckland
Beneath the wonderful landscapes and eco trails of the Tawharanui Peninsula 
native flora and fauna sanctuary is an undersea world that has been protected for 
30 years – and it shows. The reserve is accessed from a stunningly beautiful beach 
and several rocky coves. The Tawharanui Reserve extends three kilometres along 
the coast and has fascinating sub-tidal habitats, including overhanging reefs, long 
tunnels and deep caves. Look out for large schools of red moki, blue maomao and 
red mullet along with snapper, John Dory, banded wrasse and goatfish.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/auckland/places/tawharanui-ma-
rine-reserve

Cape Rodney Okakaru Point (Goat Island) – Auckland
A tiny speck of land called Goat Island, revered by divers, became the focus of an 
intense study by conservationists in 1975, which led to New Zealand’s first marine 
reserve. Coming face to face with fearless granddaddy snapper, gnarly red lobsters, 
cheeky blue maomao and sunbathing stingrays at Goat Island has fuelled a lifelong 
passion for diving for many Kiwis. Marine scientists say lobsters double their num-
bers every two years here and snapper are 30 times more plentiful. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/auckland/places/cape-rodney-oka-
kari-point-marine-reserve-goat-island/

Poor Knights Islands – Northland
New Zealand’s second marine reserve encompasses a rugged group of drowned 
volcanic lava domes with a remarkably varied ecosystem. The Poor Knights Islands 
have won accolades for their splendid undersea caverns, arches, tunnels and sheer 
cliffs. Diving pioneer Jacques Cousteau once described them as the best dive spot 
in subtropical temperate waters. Squadrons of graceful stingrays wing their way 
through archways past huge schools of trevally. Swarms of brilliant blue maomao 
and demoiselles engulf divers and then veer away. You will see subtropical species 
like spotted black grouper, mosaic moray and coral fish.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/northland/places/poor-knights-
islands-marine-reserve/
 
Mimiwhangata Coastal Park – Northland
A national marine treasure can be found in an out-of-the-way place on Northland’s 
east coast that offers a wonderful variety of sea life. Mimiwhangata Coastal Park 
extends 1000 metres offshore. Commercial fishing is banned but recreational 
fishing for some species has been permitted over the years, which scientists are 
monitoring. The park has complex reefs among the numerous rocky islets and 
kelp forests. Look out for subtropical fish such as spotted black grouper, fox fish, 
surgeon and comb fish. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/northland/places/mimiwhanga-
ta-coastal-park

Whanganui a Hei (Hahei) – The Coromandel
The Coromandel Peninsula (two hours south of Auckland) is another favourite ma-
rine playground – and a popular beach holiday destination. Lying on the eastern 
side of the peninsula, and affectionately known as Cathedral Cove Reserve, this 
protected area of idyllic beaches and many islands has an amazing diversity. You’ll 
see eerie kelp forests sway to and fro and lobsters scuttle about under shadowy 
ledges. Blue cod, butterfish, red moki and very contented snapper mooch about 
calmly amongst the colourful plant communities. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/coromandel/places/hahei-area/
whanganui-a-hei-cathedral-cove-marine-reserve/

Tonga Island – Abel Tasman National Park
Tonga Island is extremely popular with hikers on the Abel Tasman Track and kay-
akers paddling from Marahau to Totaranui. Snorkellers and scuba divers can easily 
access the island in water taxis or private boats. Abel Tasman is New Zealand’s bus-
iest national park and the thriving tourist industry makes it easy to get transport 
to Tonga Island, which is offshore from Onetahuti Beach. You’ll find this lovely part 
of the world great for spotting cute little penguins and cavorting with dolphins. 
Baby seals just love to roll over and play, mimicking your underwater antics with 
an impressive agility and grace. The best snorkelling in the reserve is around the 
smooth granite rocks between Tonga Quarry and Foul Point. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/nelson-tasman/places/abel-tas-
man-national-park/
 
Hikurangi – Kaikoura Canyon
There are few places on earth that possess the magic of Kaikoura, the marine mam-
mal capital of New Zealand. The nutriment-filled Kaikoura Canyon provides rich 
pickings of deep-water grouper and squid for giant sperm whales and the equally 
voracious southern right, blue, humpback and killer whales. Watch out for acrobat-
ic dusky dolphins, as well as common and bottlenose dolphins. The rare Hector’s 
dolphin and fur seals also inhabit the coastal waters, interacting with humans and 
showing off their athletic skills.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/marlborough/places/hikuran-
gi-marine-reserve/
 
Punakaiki (Dolomite Point) – West Coast
Punakaiki, halfway between Greymouth and Westport, is the gateway to the 
dramatic limestone country of Paparoa National Park. Dolomite Point’s famous 
Pancake Rocks were formed 30 million years ago when lime-rich shells on the sea-
bed were overlaid by soft mud, raised by earthquakes, and etched out by the sea, 
forming rock stacks and blowholes. You will find a wonderful slice of West Coast life 
here with wild rocky shores leading down to rolling, windswept seas. Diving is very 
dependent on weather and sea conditions, so local advice is needed. Blue penguins 
and Hector’s dolphins are common, and albatrosses, petrels, terns and gannets are 
often seen soaring on the winds and thermals.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/west-coast/places/punakaiki-ma-
rine-reserve/
 
Akaroa (Akaroa Harbour) – Banks Peninsula
This quiet corner of Akaroa Harbour, under Gateway Point, is a new marine reserve 
with a spectacular coastline of volcanic cliffs, wild sea caves and unusual rock 
stacks. The sea floor is between 18 – 30 metres deep, with good populations of blue 
cod, butterfish, moki, leatherjackets and white pointer sharks. Many whale species 
visit the area, including humpback, southern right and blue whales, and also 
common and dusky dolphins. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/canterbury/places/akaroa-ma-
rine-reserve/
 
Ulva Island – Paterson Inlet, Stewart Island   
Scenic Paterson Inlet is an ancient drowned river valley tucked in behind Oban 
in Half Moon Bay. At the entrance is Ulva Island/Te Wharawhara Marine Reserve, 
established in 2004. The mixing of warm subtropical and cold Subantarctic waters 
around Stewart Island produces a great diversity of marine life in the idyllic, 
secluded inlet. Seek out the rare, ancient, filter-feeding shellfish. Brachiopods that 
were abundant 300 million years ago can be found here. They live happily here 
among 260 varieties of seaweed. The vast seaweed meadows provide food and 
protection for the multitude: rock oysters, abalone, scallops, sea urchins, lobsters, 
octopus, carpet sharks, triplefin, wrasse, blue moki and southern pigfish.
http://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/southland/places/stewart-is-
land-rakiura/ulva-island-te-wharawhara-marine-reserve/

• Air New Zealand (http://www.airnewzealand.ca) has direct non-stop flights from Vancouver to 
Auckland and offers flights from many other North American cities. Amazing new experiences are 
just one flight away.
 
• For more information on New Zealand or to create your unique adventure, please visit:
 http://www.NewZealand.com and check out the “Wishlist” handy vacation planner.

Just The Facts

Hikurangi at Kaikoura Canyon Whanganui a Hei at Cathedral Cove Tonga Island Ulva Island
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By Marc Atchison
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

LEIPZIG, GERMANY — The sound of mu-
sic lures me to the entrance of historic Thom-
askirche (St. Thomas Church) where I watch 
in amusement as tourists aggressively elbow 
each other to take a selfie in front of the al-

ter tombstone of Germany’s legendary composer Johann 
Sebastian Bach. “He’s not going anywhere, folks,” I feel 
like telling them.

In the choir loft above my head, 
the world renowned St. Thom-
as Boys Choir, which Bach once 
conducted, is practicing for an 
evening concert — their angelic 
voices echo through the rafters of 
the great Lutheran church where 
Martin Luther himself preached 
in 1539. The organ on which Bach 
first learned to play also stands in 
the choir loft, a monument now to 
his musical genius.

Later, I push open a yawning door near the alter and 
find more musical instruments from Bach’s time — some 
he reportedly played — grouped together in glass display 
cases.

While admiring the instruments and listening to the 
choir, I quickly come to appreciate why they call Leipzig 
“Germany’s Music City.”

It’s a title that lovely Leipzig wears proudly. After all, 
over 500 of history’s greatest composers have lived and 

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Johann Sebastian Bach, arguably Germany’s greatest composer, 
is buried in Leipzig’s historic St. Thomas Church, where a statue
of the musical genius, right, stands.

Bach’s
Leipzig
is Germany’s
Music City
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     Great composer
     still draws big 
     crowds to the 
     place of his birth



worked here over the centuries — Felix Mendelssohn, Robert 
Schumann and Richard Wagner among them. Mendelssohn ac-
tually established Germany’s first music conservatoire in Leipzig 
in 1843. But it was Bach who really put Leipzig on the global 
music stage and whom people from all over the world come here 
to celebrate.

In the courtyard outside the Thomaskirche, fans stand in the 
shadow of Bach’s bronze statue waiting to get into the church to 
hear the choir, which first started performing in 1212.

Bach served as kapellmeister (choir director) from 1723-1750 
at St. Thomas, a beautiful Gothic structure whose stained glass 
windows have few equals — its 68-metre-high tower has always 
been a beacon in Leipzig’s Old Town.

Leipzig is best known in modern history as the place where the 
Montagsdemonstrationen (Monday protest marches) started in 
1989. Those protests marked the beginning of the peaceful revo-
lution that eventually led to the fall of communism in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) and to the reunification of Germa-
ny in 1990. While the Berlin Wall separated West Berlin from 
East Berlin and the GDR, the Inner German Border divided East 
(communist) from West (capitalist) Germany. However, neither 
was in or close to Leipzig.

While Leipzig’s history dates back to the early days of the Holy 
Roman Empire — circa 1015 — it flourished during the Refor-
mation era as a great trading centre. Reminders of those lucra-
tive trading days can still be seen in the city’s small but elaborate 
Italian-style shopping malls tucked away in narrow passages and 
arcades; they make Leipzig look like a mini Milan.

Leipzig was the scene of one of Martin Luther’s greatest tri-
umphs in his Reformation drive. In 1519, Luther debated John 
Eck, the defender of the Catholic Church, for three weeks in 
Leipzig in front of Duke George of Saxony. While apparently 
there was no clear winner of the debate, Martin’s passionate pre-
sentation convinced many it was time to break away from Rome.

“Luther did not like coming to Leipzig,” a server at the city’s 
landmark Auerbach’s Keller (Cellar) restaurant informs me. 
“Leipzig was apparently too bourgeois for his liking.”

Old Town Leipzig is full of 
handsome squares, the largest 
of which is Market Square, top 
photo, where farmers still come 
to sell their fruits and vegeta-
bles, just like there ancestors 
long before them. Another is the 
Naschmarkt, where a treasured 
landmark known as the Alte 
Handelsbörse, above, once 
served as the city’s Commercial 
Exchange. A statue of noted 
German writer and poet Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe stands 
in front of the lovely old 
exchange. In the square beside 
St. Nicholas Church, where the 
peaceful uprising that ended 
communism in East Germany  
in 1989 first began, a statue 
has been erected to mark the 
historic event.
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The 16th-century Cellar is the second oldest restau-
rant in Leipzig and is located beneath one of the city’s 
most famous shopping arcades in Mädler Passage. A 
mini museum honouring Luther has been erected in 
one of the restaurant’s former wine cellars. It’s dec-
orated with some interesting sculptures and art from 
Luther’s period.

The traditional German fare served here is excep-
tionally good but despite the fact the Cellar has five 
dining rooms, it’s usually hard to get a table, especially 
at dinner time.

After a wonderful lunch at Auerbach’s Keller, washed 
down with a local Pilsner, I wander through the nearby 
Old Town Market Square where farmers are packing 
up after a day of selling their produce to the locals.

The handsome square is dominated by Old City Hall 
and a number of other historic buildings, many of 
which are painted crayon colours. The Old City Hall, 
a Renaissance building erected in 1556, and its im-
pressive clock tower, casts a shadow across the square 
where musicians entertain office workers who are en-
joying their lunch on this sun drenched day.

A number of coffee shops also ring the square — 
Leipzig’s coffee culture is legendary, dating all the way 
back to the 17th century.

“The reason why Saxony (the state where Leipzig is 
located) is one of the smallest in Germany is because in 
ancient times our soldiers would tell their commanders 
they would not fight until they had finished their cof-
fee. So we kept losing wars and land,” a guide I meet 
tells me.

The most famous coffee house in Leipzig, and all 
of Europe for that matter, is Coffe Baum, which first 
opened in 1556, making it the second oldest on the 
continent. It was regularly frequented by the likes of 
Robert Schumann and other famous musicians.

The eye-catching Baroque sculpture hanging above 
the café’s entrance harkens back to 1720 and was once 
used to identify the premises before Napoleon arrived 
and made all the houses be identified by numbers.

The Old Town is really an open-air museum filled 
with lots of historic buildings and squares. One of the 
most impressive squares is the Naschmarkt, which sits 
directly behind Old City Hall. It’s home to a lovely Ba-
roque building that once housed the city’s Alte Han-
delsbörse (Commercial Exchange) and dates back to 
1678. An imposing statue standing in front of the Alte 
Handelsbörse honours Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 
the noted German writer and poet who studied in 
Leipzig.

A short walk away I find Sachsenplatz, another hand-
some square dominated by some impressive fountains 
and a dramatic ceramic column depicting scenes from 
the city’s distinguished history.

Later I find myself standing in front of Nikolaikirche 
(St. Nicholas Church), the epicentre of the peaceful re-
volt in 1989 that led to the bringing down of the Ber-
lin Wall. The lovely church is revered by the 570,000 
citizens of Leipzig because it represents their freedom. 
A column standing in the small square opposite the 
church was erected to honour the peaceful movement 
that brought Leipzig back into the German fold.

In the corner of the square, an elderly violinist is 
playing Bach and passersby stop to listen. Just another 
day in Germany’s Music City. •

Leipzig has had a long 
love affair with coffee. 
In fact, its Coffee Baum, 
above, is one of the 
oldest coffee houses 
in Europe. The ornate 
carving above the door 
identified it to strangers 
before numbers were 
introduced. The city’s 
Auerbach’s Keller (Cellar) 
restaurant, left, is 
adorned with lots of 
beautiful wooden ceiling 
carvings. Instruments 
that date back to Bach’s 
time, far left, are 
displayed in the chuech 
where he’s buried. Leipzig 
also has many urban 
malls just like Milan.

Just The Facts
• The best way to get to Leipzig from Canada is with Lufthansa via Frankfurt or Berlin. Air Canada 
also offers daily service to Frankfurt. 

• In 2017, Germany will celebrate the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther’s Protestant Reformation 
and because Leipzig played such an important role in that historic event, the city is planning many 
special events. 

• For tourist information on Germany,  and Leipzig, go to www.germany.travel/en/index.html
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When Japan

BLOSSOMS
The world

comes
to look

By Amanda Taylor
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

TOKYO — Though sakura, or 
cherry blossoms, bloom just a 
brief two to three weeks ev-
ery spring, these delicate pink 
flowers are one of Japan’s de-

fining hallmarks, and for good reason.
Every year, from the end of March to 

mid April, the country is transformed 
by bursts of pale pink petals shivering 
against blue spring skies, and the whole 
country gears up for another festive saku-
ra season. One look at the trees in full, 
halo-esque bloom and I’m converted. It’s 
no wonder that sakura fever grips Japan 
every spring, or that the cherry blossom is 
such a prominent feature of Japanese art.

For centuries, the sakura has been fea-
tured in music, on kimono prints, stone-
ware, in dances and plays and is even a 
common name. These ephemeral blos-
soms are intricately linked with Japanese 
culture.

Once the flowers reach full bloom, a 
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simple tree-lined path transforms into a charming romantic prom-
enade, or a tiny unobtrusive garden becomes a miniature haven 
where one can sit among the dappled and delicate shadows of 
the trees. As the flowers unfold, major parks throughout Japan 
are flooded with visitors for hanami, or cherry-blossom viewing 
parties.

Along the Meguro River, one of Tokyo’s prime cherry blossom 
viewing locations, the calls of vendors echo on the air and the 
aroma of fried Japanese delicacies makes my stomach growl. No 
celebration of sakura is complete without a bottomless supply of 
snacks and beer, and the vendors lining the river are only too hap-
py to oblige. I end up with a steaming carton of yakisoba — fried 
noodles mixed with pork, sweet soy sauce and garnished with 
flakes of seaweed. It’s practically the official street food of Japan.

On the river, pale petals dust the sparkling water like confetti, 
adding to the festive atmosphere, while seasonal sakura cham-
pagne sparkles pink in the glasses of passersby as they stroll 
alongside the water. A friend explains that for Japanese, cher-
ry blossoms invoke mono no aware, a Buddhist concept that is 
somewhat difficult to translate. But if I understand her correctly it 
means something along the lines of the appreciation and wistful 
longing for the transience of all things.

Though gorgeous, the riverside offers little space to sit and mar-
vel, and I’m forced to walk with the rest of the slow but relentless 
crowd. So the following day I opt to meet friends for a hanami 
picnic at Chidori-ga-fuchi Park, one of the most beautiful places 
in Tokyo to see the blossoms, which draw about one million peo-
ple every season.

I step out of the train and into the ordered chaos of the station. 
Police shout in Japanese at the bustling crowd, which wriggles 
like a giant beast toward the gates. “For Chidori-ga-fuchi, please 
use exit 3b! Exit 3b for Chidori-ga-fuchi Park!”

The park is named for the nearby moat which fronts Japan’s 
Imperial Palace. Tendril-like branches covered in blossoms sway 

gracefully over the water as rowboats drift by underneath. People 
group at the edge of the moat, staring transfixed through their 
camera lenses, determined to perfectly capture the beauty of the 
trees in their prime.

Though my friends and I arrive a little after noon, the park is 
already full of people and it takes us a while to find a spot. Many 
have already staked their claim under the shade of a sakura tree, 
and the ground is covered in blue tarps or blankets, the air alive 
with music and happy voices. We eventually find a lone tree and 
pull out our convenience store bento box lunches and a slew of 
sakura-inspired snacks. Around this time of year, anything that 
can be made in sakura flavour surely will be: sweet sakura lattes, 
sakura sake (sake with a delicious cherry infusion), pink and 
chewy sakura mochi (rice cakes) and even French fries from Mc-
Donald’s get served with a seaweed and sakura seasoning powder 
— something of an acquired taste.

The beer cans are popped open, the cards are passed, and we 
get down to one of my favourite Japanese pastimes. We stay there 
eating, drinking and chatting until the sun begins to set and a chill 
creeps into the air. Though we decide to head back, many stay 
for yozakura — nighttime cherry blossom viewing. Once the sun 
sets, artfully placed lamps and decorative lanterns cast the blos-
soms in a romantic glow, and the petals reflect ghostly white off 
the black mirror of the water, haunting and lovely.

Come sakura time, the whole of Japan prays for good weather, 
disdaining spring rain or strong winds that will wash the petals 
away early, hoping to see the blossoms hang on as long as possi-
ble. But as all Japanese know, everything has its season, and as 
the last of the flowers fall away people flock to the parks for one 
last stroll among the trees.

Now most of the petals dust the ground and those that remain 
slowly fall and whirl above us, the saddest and yet the most beau-
tiful part of cherry blossom season, the embodiment of mono no 
aware. •
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Solar D Skincare
This is a new product for 2016 and it’s the first 
and only sunscreen that claims to provide 
protection from harmful rays while also allow-
ing our bodies to produce Vitamin D. Solar D 
sunscreen technology is designed to let in some 
of the UVB light that your body uses to naturally 
produce vitamin D while also screening out the 
harmful rays with SPF30 and SPF50 — perfect 
for kids and adults. Solar D is also water resis-
tant for up to two hours. It is silky smooth to 
apply, quickly absorbed into the skin and leaves 
no greasy residue or stickiness on skin. It’s 
also free from fragrance, oils, parabens, PABA, 
animal cruelty and is hypoallergenic. 
Cost: $10 (U.S.) / http://www.solar-d.com

My Cabana Boy
Sunscreen is an absolute must in the sun, but 
what good is that bottle of sunscreen if you 
aren’t applying it correctly? My Cabana Boy is 
a new wand that gets sunscreen in all those 
tough-to-reach spots. It’s so easy to use — just 
snap in any full-size can of sunscreen, push the 
nozzle on the handle of My Cabana Boy and it 
will evenly spray sunscreen across your body 
without missing areas on the back of your legs, 
shoulders or right in the middle of your back. My 
Cabana Boy works with all standard sunscreen 
sprays including Banana Boat, Bullfrog, Cop-
pertone, Hawaiian Tropic and Neutrogena. Then 
soothe sun-soaked skin by simply swapping out 
the sunscreen for aloe and use My Cabana Boy to 
apply that too (it also works with bug spray). 
Cost: $9.99 / http://www.my-cabanaboy.com

UV Skinz
This line of clothing is a stylish and sensible 
way to protect the whole family. It’s ideal for 
any day at the pool or beach or hanging around 
the pool on your Caribbean cruise. UV Skinz are 
super stylish, sporty and quick-drying duds that 
not only block the sun’s harmful UV rays, but 
are made from a fabric that is specially treated 
to hold up against exposure to saltwater and 
chlorine, too. Certified UPF 50+. 
Cost: Starts around $16
http://www.uvskinz.com/ 

Girltrunks
These are a must-have for women of all ages to 
wear while on the beach. They are also great for 
women who want a more modest look to feel 
comfortable and confident while at the pool, 
beach or on a cruise. Girltrunks bottoms come 
in two lengths (7” and 11”) and are made of 
fast-drying material. Halter/tank tops are avail-
able in an assortment of fabrics to complete the 
look! In sizes 4-24. 
Cost: Starting at $79  
http://www.girltrunks.com

BugBand Wristbands 
Keep pests away when lounging on the beach or 
by the pool with BugBand Wristbands. Safe for the 
entire family, the waterproof BugBand wristband is 
an effective, DEET-free band that works effectively 
to repel insects naturally for up to 120 hours. The 
vapours from the plastic BugBand Wristband form 
a protective shield around the immediate area, 
keeping insects such as mosquitoes, flies, gnats, 
and no-see-ums, a safe distance away. It’s packaged 
in an innovative reusable plastic “pod” to store the 
wristband which can be sealed between uses. Bug-
Band can also be worn on belt loops, hatbands, pet 
collars, fastened in tents, attached to baby carriages 
or applied to other areas where insects could be a 
problem. 
Cost: $4.95 each / http://www.bugband.net

Seriously Ice Cold (SIC)
Keep your water or lemonade cold with Seriously 
Ice Cold stainless steel travel mugs. It features dou-
ble-wall, vacuum-sealed construction for extreme 
temperature retention with no condensation. 
Engineered using high-tech insulation methods that 
prevent heat transfer to the outer walls of the tum-
bler, keeping cold drinks ice-cold for up to 24 hours 
and warm drinks piping-hot for up to six hours. Ice 
actually stays ice overnight. It features a leak-proof 
top and wide mouth drink opening, making it great 
for the car, work, hiking, camping and outdoor use. 
Comes with a lifetime warranty.
Cost: $29.99-$39.99 / http://www.siccups.com

LESEBI Beachwaer Soleless Sandals
Trying to glam up your gams for a beach or pool 
party? Throw a pair of soleless sandals into your 
beach bag! LESEBI Beachwear’s soleless sandals add 
style to going barefoot and they can also be used to 
dress up a pair of plain sandals or flip flops. LESEBI 
Beachwear’s sandals wrap around the second toe 
like a ring and then strap around the ankle with a 
thick band that boasts a beautiful design that fas-
tens with velcro. The thin, braid-like weave of fabric 
stretches across the top of the foot to look like a 
sandal (without a sole!) They are water resistant, so 
you can wear them in the sand, surf and swimming 
pool or anywhere you plan to go barefoot without 
worrying. 
Cost: $24.99 / http://www.lesebibeachwear.com/

Great Coaster 
Brand new to the market, the Great Coaster was 
developed to solve a common proble - where to set 
a drink, cup or water bottle when lounging at the 
beach or at a picnic with friends and family.  How 
many times have you set a cold beverage into the 
hot sand only to end up with it spilling, not staying 
cold, or becoming a sand-covered mess? Great Coast-
er is made from durable BPA-free polypropylene and 
is microwaveable, dishwasher safe, reusable, and 
recyclable. 
Cost: $12 for pack of 6 / http://www.greatplate.net

Girltrunks
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Snowmobiliers stop to admire their surroundings on the frozen tundra of Lapland, Finland’s amazing winter wonderland where there’s lots to do.

PHOTOS BY MARILYN JONES

    Welcome To

‘FUNLAND’

By Marilyn Jones
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

ROVANIEMI, FINLAND 
Snowmobiling on the frozen 
Kemijoki River, I follow the 
lead driver up a steep em-
bankment and into a primeval 

forest. The pathway is lined with towering 
trees heavy with new fallen snow. In the 
distance I see the reindeer farm where we 
are headed to learn more about Finland and 
the frozen Lapland tundra we are crossing 
just south of the Arctic Circle.

When we arrive at the farm, we are 
greeted by a Shaman — a native Lapland-
er — who teaches us about local customs 
and traditions, like the making of a sami, a 
four-pointed toque worn throughout Scan-
dinavia to ward off the bitter Arctic winds. 
Of course there’s a legend attached to the 
sami — the Shaman tells us a legendary 
Laplander created the first one to “trap the 
four winds” and that’s why it’a also known 
as the Four Winds Hat.

Reindeer farms are 
where visitors to Lap-
land can play Santa 
and ride in sleighs 
to fairytale castles 
made of ice and snow. 
Finland’s frozen north 
is one of the best kept 
secrets in the world.

Finland’s 
Lapland 
a frozen treat in winter
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Visiting the  Sampo, above, the 
only icebreaker in the world 
that offers cruises to the public, 
and hanging out at the Arctic 
Snow Hotel, left, are just a few 
of the cool things you can do on 
a visit to Lapland.

The sami comes in handy when we are 
invited on a reindeer sleigh ride through 
the woods — suddenly I’m feeling like 
Santa Claus, whom by the way, we’ll be 
meeting later. 

There’s actually only one reindeer pull-
ing my sleigh and his nose is not glowing 
red. But the tiny sled is being effortlessly 
pulled across the snow, which crunches 
under the reindeer’s hoofs. 

I don’t think anything can top this until 
my guide Hannah asks “are your ready to 
go dog sledding?”

So back into the forrest we go, this time 
being pulled by a team of six muscular 
huskies who seem delighted to have me 
guiding them. The quick lesson Hannah 
gave me on how to control the dogs seems 
to be working and my deft handling of the 
team seems to be putting my passenger 
Norma at ease.

The dogs perform brilliantly on our 
20  kilometre run and soon the twinkling 
lights of Rovaniemi come into view — 
what a magical sight!

 It’s time to check into our accommoda-
tion - the aptly named Santa Claus Hotel 
is where we’ll be staying. Located in the 
centre of this Arctic outpost, the hotel is 

close to everything - Rovaniemi has some 
interesting museums, quaint shops and 
several lovely restaurants that are all lo-
cated within walking distance of the hotel.

Next morning we head off to Santa Claus 
Village to meet the Jolly Ole Elf himself 
and he seems excited to see us.

“I’ve had children as young as 20 days 
young and as old as 97 visit me,” Santa, 
who says anyone under  100 “is a child” to 
him, tells me.

Santa also says that when his home at 

Ear Mountain (in Korvatunturi) was dis-
covered, the elves decided to build this 
place so he could meet children and retain 
the privacy of his home.

After meeting with Santa I walk to San-
ta Claus Post Office where the postmaster 
elf tells me more than a half million let-
ters from all over the world arrive here 
addressed to Santa each year. Some chil-
dren ask for gifts, others ask for health and 
wellbeing. 

Later, we check into the Arctic Snow 
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You may cross one or more time zones during your journey. Whatever 
rhythm your body and mind are in, we accommodate our service 
to your sense of time. When do you want to sleep? When and
what do you want to eat from our menu? Other wishes? We’ll 
get it just right for you. Visit klm.ca for more information.

In World Business Class 
we’ll tune into your rhythm
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Johann Sebastian Bach, arguably Germany’s greatest composer, 
is buried in Leipzig’s historic St. Thomas Church, where a statue
of the musical genius, right, stands.
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Hotel and Glass Igloos where we enjoy a 
drink at the ice bar and tour its beautiful 
snow castle. 

Norma and I stay in a glass igloo hop-
ing to get a glimpse of the Northern Lights 
show that people come to Rovaniemi to 
witness. 

Sadly, the lights did not materialize that 
night but the glistening snow outside our 
igloo made the whole experience enchant-
ing.

Next morning we head off to Kemi, lo-
cated south of Rovaniemi, which is famous 
for its annual snow castle, which is erect-
ed on the edge of the sea each year. Local 
crews build the castle and artisans from 
China, Russia and Latvia create beautiful 
ice sculptures to decorate its interior.  

Touring the castle and its SnowHotel, 
SnowRestaurant and SnowChapel is a 
study in creativity and fantasy. Around 
every corner is another dreamlike image. 
Themes change every year and when we 
visit medieval creatures, scenes and wiz-
ardry are what are on display.

There are other snow castles in Finland, 
but Kemi’s is one of the most amazing. 

Kemi also has another attraction that 
visitors seem to love — the Sampo Ice-
breaker. 

The Sampo kept shipping lanes around 
here open for many years before being re-
tired after almost 30 years of service. Now 
owned by the city of Kemi, the Sampo is 
the only icebreaker in the world that offers 
cruises to the public. 

There are several different ways to get 
to the icebreaker from the city centre. I 
choose to take a snowmobile across the 
frozen Gulf of Bothinia and I’m greeted at 
the ship by a lovely guide named Maria, 
who escorts us on a tour of the vessel, in-
cluding the bridge, navigational centre and 
engine room. 

Maria then guides us to an expansive 
dining hall where a bowl of warm, hearty 
salmon soup is waiting.

At the end of the short cruise, passengers 
get the opportunity to don rescue suits and 
float in the arctic waters. What an experi-
ence! 

A guide leads the brave tourists down the 
gangplank and we jump into the frigid wa-
ter and frolic in the surf like bright orange 
gummy bears floating in a child’s drink.

So if you’re looking for a different win-
ter getaway this year, Lapland may be 
your answer. 

It will help you appreciate winter all 
over again. •

During a visit to the icebreaker Sampo, visitors get a chance to don survival suits and flop around on the ice like giant orange seals. It’s just another unexpected pleasure offered visitors to Finland.

• Safari companies including Safartica and Lapland 
Safaris in Rovaniemi, and Lapponia Safaris in Kemi 
offer snowmobiling, dog mushing and reindeer 
safaris. For more informstion go to:
http://www.safartica.com
http://www.laplandsafaris.com/en 
https://lapponiasafaris.com.

• In Rovaniemi two excellent restaurants within 
easy walking distance of Santa Claus Hotel are Rosso 
Rovaniemi and Café&bar21.

• In Kemi, the Merihovi is a charming 1940s hotel 
with lots of Art Deco design elements, an excellent 
breakfast and friendly and helpful staff. 

• Kemi is small and it’s easy to get around the city on 
foot. Several restaurants are near the hotel including 
Pizzeria San Milano, which is located near the Snow 
Castle.

• For more information on travel in Finland, go to 
http://www.visitfinland.com

• Finnair offers direct flights from Toronto. Go 
to http://www.finnair.com/ca/gb/destinations/
north-america/toronto to find out schedules and 
airfares.

Just The Facts
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By Allison Jane Smith
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

BATTAMBANG, CAMBODIA — 
The narrow bridge does not inspire 
confidence. It is made of wooden 
planks laid beside each other with 
conspicuous gaps between them. 

At the other end, a child takes no chances and 
walks her bicycle, rather than riding it.

“Maybe you should get off,” Weh says.
So I hop off the motorbike from the left, care-

ful to avoid the exhaust pipe on the bike’s right 
side. Weh slowly drives across the bridge as I 
follow behind.

We’re searching for a bamboo train outside 
of Battambang, a provincial capital in north-
western Cambodia. Often overlooked for the 
flashier Cambodian cities of Phnom Penh and 
Siem Reap, Battambang nonetheless has much 
to offer travellers willing to stray from the usual 
tourist sites.

Often overlooked in favour of Siem Reap and bustling Phnom Penh, Battambang offers countryside charm and off-the-beaten path experiences.

PHOTOS BY ALLISON JANE SMITH

Discovering tiny Battambang a unexpected thrill

Our courageous writer Allison Jane Smith gets ready to  devour 
a fried cricket in a remote outpost. Travelling through Cambodia 
requires an open mind and a strong stomach. However, the rewards 
far outweight the risks.
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The small city was the centre of Cam-
bodian arts before the genocidal Khmer 
Rouge killed most of this country’s artists 
in the 1970s. Today, there’s an arts resur-
gence in Cambodia, and Battambang’s arts 
school is at the heart of it.

The city also offers the chance to see 
temples without the hordes of tourists that 
crowd Siem Reap’s Angkor Wat, and its 
beautiful French colonial buildings and 
excellent restaurants make it a relaxing 
place to experience the best of Cambodia. 
Art, culture, temples, food — Battambang 
has it all — and Weh and I are determined 
to see as much of it as possible in one day.

Our quest to find the bamboo train is 
slowing us down, however. It is difficult 
to find. Every so often, Weh stops to ask 
for directions in Cambodian. Though it’s a 
Saturday, children in white and blue school 
uniforms walk along the dusty roads. 
Many of them wave and call “hello!” ex-
cited to see foreigners in their midst.

Weh stops again to ask for directions. 
After a brief exchange, he turns to me and 
says, “They say it’s here.”

“Here” is an unremarkable spot. There 
are a few simple huts on either side of 
railroad tracks I would have passed with-
out noticing. Two men assemble the train, 
setting four train wheels on the tracks and 
placing a simple bamboo frame on top. 
The contraption is powered by what looks 
like a motor found in a garden tractor.

It’s simple, but it works. We fly through 
the bush, passing ponds and wooden 
homes, the sun shining and the wind whip-
ping past us. When we meet a Cambodian 
family going the other way, we slow to 
a stop. The conductor on the other train 
helps our conductor remove our train from 
the tracks to let the others pass.

Later, I learn there’s a bamboo train clos-
er to the city, where tourists are greeted by 
tourist police and children selling brace-
lets and knickknacks. Weh and I found a 
more remote stop, where Cambodians use 
the train to ship supplies and to get from 
point A to point B.

After our ride is over, we move to the 
next thing on our itinerary: Wat Banan, 
an 11th-century temple on Phnom Banan 
(Banan Mountain). After a quick ride to 
the mountain, it takes 360 steps to get to 
the temple at the top. Children fan out-of-
breath tourists making the climb.

At the top, crumbling stone temples 
overlook flat rice fields. Weh and I hear 
music from either a wedding or funeral in 
the distance. In Cambodia, both are infa-
mous for their volume. Given we can hear 
it at the top of a mountain, this ritual is 
living up to its loud reputation.

By the time we’ve gone back down the 
360 stairs, I’ve worked up an appetite. 

Weh eggs me on to try fried crickets, and I 
buy a small plastic bag from a woman who 
speaks no English. The crickets’ eyes are 
huge; I can’t look at them directly as I pop 
them into my mouth.

They’re crunchy and full of flavour. An 
unexpectedly good snack.

It’s off to our next mountain, Phnom 
Sampeau, which is much bigger than 
Phnom Banan, and we spend a few hours 
exploring. Its temples are painted cheerful 
blue, red and gold, but its caves are sober-
ing.

They’re called killing caves, because 
they’re the site of widespread executions 
at the hands of the Khmer Rouge.

Before dusk, we return to the bottom of 
the mountain where a crowd has gathered 
to face an opening in one of the caves. As 
the sun drops lower in the sky, thousands 
upon thousands of bats stream from the 
cave. 

The crowd is silent as it takes in the awe-
some sight, which happens every evening 
at the mountain.

Weh and I don’t have time to linger, how-
ever. We’ve got a circus to see. We ride 
back to Battambang, making it just in time 
for the circus performance at Phare Ponleu 

Selpak, the arts school. Under the big top, 
students of the performing arts treat us to 
a dramatic telling of how the school was 
established by Cambodian refugees.

With a tightrope, fire dancing, and daring 
acrobatic displays, the circus performers 
show what life was like under the Khmer 
Rouge and how art helped Cambodian 
refugees cope with trauma as they stayed 
in a camp on the Thai-Cambodian border. 
Upon their repatriation to Cambodia, a 
number of students formed Phare Ponleu 
Selpak. Now Cambodians and tourists 
alike enjoy the school’s impressive and 
poignant performances.

In the course of a day, Weh and I have 
visited a bamboo train, temples, killing 
caves and the circus. We’ve eaten crick-
ets and seen a parade of bats. But our busy 
day is not yet over. When we leave the cir-
cus, Weh gives me a quick lesson on how 
to drive a motorbike.

The lesson ends with me in the ditch, 
the front of the bike scratched by a barbed 
wire fence.

It’s a memorable end to an already mem-
orable day in Battambang, an underrated 
city I know I will be returning to again and 
again. •

The bamboo train in northwestern 
Cambodia offers a rail journey unlike any 
other. Despite constant rumours it will be 
scrapped, Cambodians continue to use the 
train to chauffeur delighted tourists and 
transport goods between villages.
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The colourful homes of Girona 
are reflected in the rivers that 
run through the historic beauty 
that remains one of Spain’s
most appreciated cities.

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

REFLECTIONS
OF GIRONA

Marc Atchison discovers
Catalan beauty captivates 
visitors with its historic 
landmarks, colourful homes
and its playful traditions

REFLECTIONS
OF GIRONA
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By Marc Atchison
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

GIRONA, SPAIN — I 
arrive in this colourful 
city just as townsfolk 
are setting up a giant 
stage for an evening 

rock concert. A festive mood hangs 
over the Rambla — the main street 
that runs parallel to one of the four 
rivers that snake through Girona — 
and Aicard, my local guide, directs 
my attention to the balconies over-
looking the busy street.

“My mother lives in that apartment 
and I’ve invited some friends over 
to listen to the concert from our bal-
cony. I hope she has bought enough 
food,” worries Aicard just as an el-
derly woman appears on the balcony 
and blows him a reassuring kiss.

“Awe, I have nothing to worry 
about,” says Aicard, who now turns 
his attention to showing me this re-
markable Catalan city with the rich 
history that stretches back thousands 
of years — it was part of the Holy 
Roman Empire at one time.

“Girona is one of the most popular 
cities in all of Catalan,” boasts Ai-
card, who qualifies as its “proudest” 
citizen. “In fact, Girona consistently 
wins the annual country-wide poll of 
preferred places to live in Catalan.”

There is certainly much to like 
about this city tucked away in the 
northeast corner of Catalan, starting 
with its colourful homes, which re-
flect so brilliantly in the rivers — Ter, 
Onyar, Galligants and Güell — and 
supply visitors with lots of picture 
postcard moments to take home. 

“You cannot take a bad picture in 
Girona,” says the guide.

The city is split in two sections with 
the historic Old Quarter located on the east side where houses 
are built so close together that in some streets it’s difficult to 
stretch out your arms.

“There’s a reason why the homes were built so close,” says 
Aicard as he leads me into the historic Jewish ghetto where 
Jews no longer live. “The Jews of Girona were always being 
persecuted so to avoid capture they would jump from one house 
to another.”

The Jewish community actually flourished in Girona during 
the 12th century and one of the most important Kabbalistic 
schools in Europe was based here. 

‘When you kiss the ass of our lion,  
it means you will return to Girona one day’

However, in 1492, the same year 
Christopher Columbus set sail for 
the Americas, the Catholic Monarchs 
expelled all Jews from Catalonia 
and Girona’s Jewish ghetto, or Call, 
emptied. Many of Catalonia’s Jewish 
population immigrated to Holland 
where they prospered.

“Sadly the Jews never returned 
to Girona but they left a rich histo-
ry behind,” says Aicard as we reach 
the entrance to the  Jewish Museum, 
where artifacts from as far back as 
the 9th century are displayed.

As we walk through the Old Town’s 
narrow streets, Aicard tells me that 
Girona has endured “25 sieges over 
its history” and has been occupied by 
foreign forces — Napoleon’s troops 
among them — seven times.

“You see, everyone wants to live in 
Girona,” smiles Aicard as we turn a 
corner and a massive church comes 
into view.

The Cathedral of Saint Mary of 
Girona is one of the most impressive 
churches I’ve ever seen. Its interior 
includes the widest Gothic nave in 
the world, a width of 22 metres and 
the second widest overall after St. 
Peter’s Basilica.

It dates back to the 11th century 
and was first designed in Roman-
esque style but later hints of Gothic 
architecture began to appear. Only 
the cloister and bell tower remain 
from the original Romanesque de-
sign, though.

A previous cathedral that stood on 
the same spot was used by the Moors 
as a mosque and after their final ex-
pulsion it was entirely rebuilt.

Another impressive church in town 
is Sant Feliu, a collegiate church 
which sits overlooking the river On-
yar. Its lovely architectural style is 

14th-century Gothic and it is one of the few Spanish churches 
that possesses a genuine spire. It contains, besides the sepulchre 
of its patron and the tomb of the valiant Álvarez, a chapel ded-
icated to St. Narcissus, who, according to tradition, was one of 
the early bishops of the Holy See.

Not far from the main cathedral we discover the remains of 
the city’s19th century defensive wall. Called the Passeig de la 
Muralla, it forms part of the tourist route that snakes through 
the Old Town. From the top of the wall we get a spectacular 
view of the cathedral and the surrounding neighbourhoods.

In recent years, Girona has become a hub for low-cost Eu-

The Leona de Girona is a mythical character that clings to a poll in a square 
across from Sant Feliu. It’s said that if you kiss the creature’s backside, you’ll be 
guaranteed a return trip to this colourful city.
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ropean airlines but the passengers 
rarely stay and explore the historic 
city.

“They’re in a rush to get to Bar-
celona but Girona is the best city in 
Catalonia — they don’t know what 
they’re missing,” says the home boy 
Aicard.

“Before leaving,” Aicard tells me, 
“you must partake in a Girona tra-
dition and kiss the ass of our lion.”

The Leona de Girona is a mythi-
cal character that clings to a poll in 
a square across from Sant Feliu. It’s 
said that if you kiss the creatures 
backside, you’ll be guaranteed a re-
turn trip to this colourful city.

Judging by the long lineup wait-
ing to plant a kiss on the Leona de 
Girona’s bottom, it’s obvious most 
people want to come back. •

• One of the best times to visit Girona is in May when the city 
holds its annual Festival of Flowers. The whole city comes to 
life with colourful floral displays and monuments, courtyards 
and urban locations are transformed into unique ornamental 
gardens. 

 • The most convenient way to get to Girona from Barcelona is 
by Renfe. Renfe trains run to and from the Barcelona-Sants 
station around every half hour. You could also opt to hop 
aboard an AVE high-speed train, which will get you to Girona 
in just over half an hour. For schedules and pricing, go to 
http://www.palacetours.com/renfe/ / 

• If you are interested in booking a Eurail Pass, go to http://
www.eurailgroup.org/eurail-vendors 

 • For information on Barcelona, Girona and the rest of 
magical Catalan, go to http://www.catalunya.com

Just The Facts

Girona is a city filled with narrow streets that 
are full of history, a 19th century city wall, 
and a number of grand churches, the most 
impressive of which is the Cathedral of Saint 
Mary, right, whose beauty can’t be matched.

The streets of Girona are alive with colour and 
flower stalls like this one perfume the narrow 
streets with intoxicating scents.
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Sentimental Journey
Nancy Wigston returns to Thailand on a 

By Nancy Wigston
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

HUAY NAM RIN, THAILAND 
— The morning sun glows red 
through the trees. The moun-
tains they call the Golden Tri-
angle — where the borders of 

Thailand, Myanmar and Laos meet — frame 
the scene from our balcony in the northern 
Thai city of Chiang Mai. A barefoot saf-
fron-clad monk carries his offering bowl 
(tak bat) back to his temple as incense drifts 
through the air.

A new day begins and we’re excited about 
our plan to visit a nearby tribal city where 
indigenous people — Lahu, Akha, Hmong, 
Yao, Karen and Lisu — have lived and 
thrived in the mountains using their own lan-
guage, customs and distinct way of dressing.

A big black SUV pulls up in the parking 
lot and Mimi jumps out and greets me with 
“Good morning Auntie!”

Dark-eyed Mimi was four years old when 
we first met — a tiny thing standing on a dirt 
path in the mountain village where she was 
born. I recognized her dress that day — it had 
been a favourite of my own daughter’s, after 
all — as I had been sending clothes to her 
people, the Lisu, in care of an anthropologist 
friend living in the village.

All grown up now, Mimi fondly calls me 
Auntie as is custom in the East.

At the helm of our rental van sits Mimi’s 
boyfriend, Joe, visiting from Myanmar. With 
his shoulder-length hair and easy manner, Joe 
makes the perfect driver. His musical selec-
tions for our day trip are Top 40 hits from the 
1970s and ’80s.

Mimi and Joe have been celebrating the 
Lunar New Year in her home village; danc-
ing, mingling and imbibing quantities of 
homemade corn liquor. Their partying has 

Writer is reunited with Mimi
and Golden Triangle villagers

PHOTOS BY NANCY WIGSTON

Mimi, whom our writer Nancy 
Wigston met when she was 
just an infant, has grown into 
a lovely young woman who  is 
seen above modelling one of 
the colourful garments made 
by the women of her Thai vil-
lage which is located just out-
side Chiang Mai, the country’s 
former capital. The residents  
of remote Huay Nam Rin love 
to meet strangers and relish 
showing off their children.
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taken its toll, so we’re late leaving Chiang Mai — but hey, mai 
pen rai (don’t worry), as they say in these parts.

After a two-hour climb along smooth, curving Highway 120 
northward toward Chiang Rai, Joe pulls into a spanking new pla-
za to gas up so we take the opportunity to get a coffee. Joe, who 
runs a construction company in Yangon, tells us he was arrested 
with a dozen political friends and he spent two years in prison. He 
assures us it wasn’t too bad; he wasn’t tortured.

Cappuccino in hand, I gaze around, pondering the changes I’ve 
seen since my first visit here three decades back. Back then, a 
hired Jeep dropped my anthropologist friend and I at a gathering 
point, where we chatted with tribes people and European trek-
kers, until a truck took us up the steep dirt road to Doi Laan (See-
the-Tiger) village.

In a region once famed for its opium — a cash crop eventually 
banned by the Thai government — efforts at growing replace-
ment crops, like tomatoes, were having mixed results. In the vil-
lage, I lodged with my friend in her thatched bamboo hut, sipped 
Nescafé by a smoky wood fire, shared meals with Mimi’s grand-
parents and was dazzled by mountain vistas by day and starry 
canopies by night. Before sleeping, I sealed my contact lenses in 
a “baggie” pegged on a clothesline so the rats wouldn’t get them.

Time, as always, has brought changes. The smiling young 
woman that greets us this morning is no longer a shy village girl. 
Mimi speaks fluent English (plus Thai and Lisu), holds a Master’s 
degree in Ethnic Minority Studies from Chiang Mai University, 
and has launched a Lisu Cultural Centre in the city — a showcase 
for tribal crafts, jewellery and history — where she also organizes 
afternoon English classes for migrant children.

Huay Nam Rin (Slowly Running Steam), the village we’re vis-
iting today, welcomes Westerners, boasts a few small restaurants, 
a sundry shop and home stay accommodations, all without being 
touristy, or worse, exploitive. Some chatty Italians are just de-
parting when we arrive, a reminder that Westerners have roamed 
these hills for generations.

Ducking through the doorway of the wooden home belonging 
to Sombat, a Lahu village elder, we relax while lunch is prepared. 
Joe finds a handy mattress and promptly falls asleep.

Aromas of wood smoke combine with the mountain air and 
quickly make us forget about city life. Shafts of sunlight illumi-
nate the simple room, where we sit in a circle, sipping glasses of 
Chang beer. Beneath the floor, pigs snort and outside chickens 
strut, roosters crow, dogs laze in the sun and children play with 
hand-carved wooden slingshots.

Casual commerce also takes place. When I admire some wo-
ven shoulder bags, Sombat reaches for a selection hanging on a 
wooden pole and I buy two pieces. Later, we purchase a litre of 
gold mountain honey — among the world’s best.

It’s a peaceful scene here but in the 1920s, when nomadic tribes 
from Myanmar, Tibet, and China began to settle permanently in 
these hills, they endured hostility and lived in poverty.

Lahu means “hunters,” but these former nomads have long 
lived as subsistence farmers, like most hill tribes. And new crops 
— especially coffee — are meeting with success. One young 
Akha entrepreneur markets his people’s organic Arabica coffee 
beans to outlets in Canada and the United States (look for Doi 
Chaang coffee at your local Sobey’s). With input from a variety 
of projects championed by the Thai royal family, other crops, like 
tea and strawberries, have also become popular, along with new 
agricultural methods — and traditional arts and crafts. As for opi-
um, it’s still here — in a museum in the town of Chiang Rai.

After lunch — rice, veggies, curries, salads and a gorgeous co-
riander-infused chili sauce — we gather for group photos. Smart 
phones and iPads appear; Mimi and her friends don bright Lahu 
robes and we all — including Auntie Nancy — pose happily in 

the sunshine.
As the women’s talk turns to local issues, we’re enticed by a 

brick-red road twisting and turning through the quiet village. We 
hike for an hour, passing a proud villager’s shiny new motor-
bike, a smiling mother holding her baby and airy hillside houses 
perched on stilts. Even laundry drying in the sun looks exotic to 
us.

At the crest of the highest hill, we happen on a Royal Agricul-
tural Research Station where two smiling Thai women sit behind 
desks. Nothing much is happening — perhaps because of the Lu-
nar New Year holiday.

Few villagers have fared as well as our Mimi. Educated at a 
Buddhist-run residential school, she saw her parents just once a 
year until she graduated. Mimi’s youngest brother recently gradu-
ated with a degree in tourism development from Chiang Rai Uni-
versity and the siblings plan to open their own home stay in the 
village where they were born.

Now I have another reason to return. •

Just The Facts
• To visit a hill tribe village, contact Tourism Thailand - http://www.tourismthailand.
org Their new guide to Royal Projects is full of interesting suggestions, including home 
stays.

• For Huay Nay Rin, contact Jaffa Jahu (090-958-2903). 

• No time for a mountain trip? Visit Mimi’s Lisu Culture and Heritage Center (80, Bam-
rungrat, soi 2, near Wat Ket), Chiang Mai. FB: LisuPatchwork-LisuCulturalHeritageCen-
ter: lisumolazu@gmail.com

• The best way to get to Thailand from Canada is with Air Canada or Cathay Pacific air-
lines via Hong Kong. 

• Tour East Holidays offers many tour packages to Thailand. For information, please go 
to http://www.toureast.com

The women of Huay 
Nam Rin do much of 
the hard work in their 
hill tribe village. The 
village also boasts a 
few small restaurants, 
a sundry shop and 
home stay accommo-
dations where many 
Westerners stay. 

38  October 2016



The Peak of Perfection

Choose your route, pick your package, and book today.

A journey onboard Rocky Mountaineer is much more than just a train ride through the Canadian Rockies. It’s the key 

to unlocking a hidden world of shifting landscapes and unparalleled beauty. Indulge all of your senses as you wind 

through awe-inspiring scenery, complemented by gourmet cuisine, vibrant storytelling, and impeccable service. 

Journey to a place that’s truly above and beyond the extraordinary.

1 2 3Three ways to book: RockyMountaineer.com Toll-free 1.800.665.7245 Contact your Travel Agent



FOODS
A SHIP OF
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FOODS

Chelsea Shim goes behind
galley doors  to find out 
how cruise lines cater  to
their passengers’ cravings 
during a long sea voyage

ABOARD THE CELEBRITY CONSTELLATION 
— Behind the galley doors, chefs meticulously garnish 
mint on a line of desserts while kitchen staff remove 
the wilted leaves from salad crates and run towers of 
steaming entrees into the dining hall.

Feeding 2,500 passengers for one week in the middle of a sea re-
quires a symphony of logistics.

So how do cruise lines pull it all off and cater to the varying appe-
tites of thousands of guests at the same time?

Who better to ask than Celebrity Cruises’ Chef Cornelius Gallagh-
er, who is associate vice president of Food and Beverage Operations 
for the line, and Chef Stephen Adelle-Jondeau, Celebrity’s senior 
fleet executive chef.

According to both chefs, who oversee menu development and im-
plementation across Celebrity’s 10 ships, the key ingredient is cre-
ativity, a seamless on-board preparation system and more than 200 
galley staff that can execute the plan to perfection.

Provisioning the ship for a journey begins at 8 a.m. at the port of 
arrival. Approximately 365 pallets are loaded for a week-long voy-
age, more than 220 are dedicated to food stock.

“The executive chef and the provision master will inspect all of the 
perishables to ensure quality and flavour,” says Gallagher. Without 
approval, an item cannot be loaded onto the ship. Rejected products 
are exchanged by the supplier or recovered at the next port of call.

The potential for emergencies mid-sea is considered when provi-
sioning. Celebrity ships always account for three additional days’ 
worth of proteins — a seven-night itinerary will carry enough food 
for 10 nights.

For a week-long voyage, more than 11,300 kilograms of beef, 
6,830 kilograms of eggs and 18,000 bottles of wine are stocked.

“There’s nothing like a little indulgence while on vacation,” says 
Gallagher.

Consistently, the cookie and ice cream stock depletes the quickest, 
according to the chefs.

Cruises with duration of 12 nights or more will restock at a port 
The people who book a trip on Celebrity’s 
Constellation expect a variety of food. So the
cruise line relies on an army of chefs and 
servers to make sure guests never go hungry.
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of call. Fruit, lettuce and other 
produce need to be replenished 
mid-journey due to their perishable 
nature.

Nearly 5,800 kilograms of flour 
is used in one week because 95 per 
cent of the breads consumed are 
freshly baked onboard, with the ex-
ception of gluten-free bread, ham-
burger buns and hot dog rolls.

In a world of veganism, lactose 
intolerance, gluten sensitivity and 
increasing dietary restrictions, 
kitchens must adapt to the growing 
demands. Prior to guests’ arrival, 
a manifest is created specifying 
food restrictions. Chefs meet with 
the guests to review their dietary 
requirements and execute a plan. 
Low-fat, low-sodium and low-cho-
lesterol options have been created 
with dietary specialists. Kosher 
dining and baby food is available 
to guests if it is requested six weeks 

With military precision, the people who work in the galley of Celebrity’s Constellation are constantly preparing lots of dishes.



before the departure date. As a cautionary 
measure and to avoid cross-contamina-
tion, special request meals are prepared in 
a separate area of the galley.

Demographic reports are used to cater to 
the diet trends of travellers from varying 
continents. Up to three months in advance, 
the shipboard team creates a report that 
includes guests’ age and nationality. The 
data allows the food and beverage team to 
better identify food preferences and eat-
ing habits. For instance, North Americans 
consume more chicken, Europeans tend to 
eat more seafood and Australians prefer 
beef and lamb. Based on the findings, the 
ship’s stock and food offerings will be ad-
justed accordingly.

Chinese and Indian dishes are a perma-
nent offering at the lunch and dinner buf-
fets. These two cuisines are among the 
guests’ favourites.

“Indian fare is known to be a comfort 
food for U.K. guests,” says Gallagher. 
Comfort food and vacation go hand-in-
hand.

Research is needed to determine the 
menu; the goal is to keep food selections 
consistent year round. The seasons do 
not significantly affect menu options. 
Adelle-Jondeau says the growing seasons 
have extended over the past decade. Fresh 
fruit and vegetable availability no longer 
influence the menu.

Food waste on the consumers’ end is a 
given in all-inclusive set ups. It is com-
mon to see plates of unfinished food being 
cleared to accommodate space for a sec-
ond or third round but 

Gallagher states only 2 per cent of the 
food stock is wasted. Taking into account 
that more than 11,000 kilograms of beef 
and 23,000 kilograms of fruit are stocked 
for a seven-night journey, 2 per cent is a 
considerable amount.

Re-inventing cooked ingredients can be 
a common practice in all-inclusive settings 
to reduce food waste. However, this is not 

the case in Celebrity kitchens as the galley 
staff uphold strict food regulations. Pre-
pared foods have a maximum four-hour 
limit once cooked. Whether the food is 
placed on the line or stored in the kitchen, 
remaining food with a cooked life greater 
than four hours must be discarded.

But how can food waste be minimized 
in a set-up intended for vacationer indul-
gence? The use of metrics and historical 
data aids is decreasing food loss. Data 
from previous voyages allows for a more 
accurate estimate of how much food is re-
quired for the duration of the cruise and 
Gallagher says a small-batch cooking ap-
proach is used.

In the a-la-carte setting, chefs can pre-
dict the count of entrées to produce and 
determine which ingredients are needed. 

Tailored refrigeration and storage sys-
tems are used to suit the needs of specific 
food and beverage products. 

The refrigeration systems are closely 
monitored to control the temperatures to 
best preserve ingredients.

More than 230 employees are staffed in 

The galley aboard the Constellation is spotless. The stainless steel 
environment looks more like an operating room. Sometimes, chefs 
go top side to prepare barbecue items and kids are invited to roll up 
their sleeves and try their culinary skills.

the galley on a ship carrying up to 2,800 
travellers. The staff is organized by skill 
set and experience. Guest flow, disem-
barkment and other business needs deter-
mine staff schedules; the number of chefs 
on shift correlates with the number of 
guests on board.

Strategizing the galley operations for 10 
ships serving tens of thousands of guests 
combined can be trying. Both Gallagher 
and Adelle-Jondeau agree the largest chal-
lenge is working with food and beverage 
suppliers. Specifically, the suppliers who 
fail to meet provision timelines. Stock re-
placements have to be coordinated for the 
next port of call, and in some cases, the 
ingredients may not be acquired until after 
a few days at sea.

The next time you are cruising, con-
sider the journey behind each component 
on your plate. Where was the ingredient 
sourced? How did it reach a grill in the 
middle of the Caribbean Sea?

And most importantly, when will it find 
its way to the final destination point: your 
stomach. •
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State 
     Art

Enchanting gardens, museum-worthy art pieces and luxury trappings 
fit for royalty is what greets guests when they enter Dublin’s storied 
Merrion Hotel. The historic property has been lovingly transformed 
into one of the world’s greatest hotels. 

Luxury property offers a unique experience
By Marc Atchison
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

DUBLIN — I step into the lobby of the 
posh Merrion Hotel and pause when I 
see people wearing audio devices and 
admiring priceless works of art. I’m left 
to wonder: Is this the best hotel in Dub-

lin or the National Gallery?
Well, as I discover during a recent visit, the historic 

Merrion is both. In fact, when people call the Merrion 
Hotel “state-of-the-art,” they’re not just referring to 
the lavish modern trappings that intermix so seam-
lessly with the antique furnishings and stately decor, 
they’re also talking about the museum-worthy art on 
display throughout the property.

Incredible 19th- and 20th-century paintings — 
most from the private collection of Lochlann Quinn, 
the Irish businessman and philanthropist who is part 
owner of the Merrion — captivate guests, who are 
offered an audio guide, the same type used in Le Lou-
vre, to learn more about 20 of the hotel’s most famous 
pieces.

Sarah Glavey, the Merrion’s delightful Marketing 

Manager, encourages me to take the audio tour and 
in my ear Fionnuala Croke — the famed director of 
Dublin’s world-renowned Chester Beatty Library — 
narrates the audio tour and whispers facts about the 
beautiful Irish and European paintings I’m admiring. 
Works by J.B. Yeats, William Scott and Louis Le 
Brocquy leave me speechless.

Over a cup of tea in the hotel’s elegant parlour, 
where high tea is a centuries-old tradition, Glavey 
tells me that the hotel’s art collection has even made 
its way into the Merrion’s kitchen.

“Our pastry chef, Paul Kelly, has created the Art Af-
ternoon Tea featuring pastries inspired by the paint-
ings that hang in the hotel,” reveals Glavey, who says 
getting a table for high tea at the Merrion is never an 
easy task.

Also included in the audio tour is a short history 
lesson about the hotel. It’s narrated by Barry McGov-
ern, one of Ireland’s best-known actors. Oh, and what 
a history the Merrion has spun.

Located on Upper Merrion Street directly across 
from Ireland’s Houses of Parliament — one of Dub-
lin’s most fashionable areas — the hotel is made up 
of four gorgeous Georgian townhouses circa 1761. It 
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has welcomed kings and queens and heads 
of states from around the world — U.S. 
presidents Barack Obama and George W. 
Bush among them.

“The townhomes were converted into 
the hotel 20 years ago as a labour of love,” 
says Glavey.

One of the townhouses — Mornington 
House — was the birthplace of Arthur 
Wellesley, the First Duke of Wellington, 
while the others have been occupied by 
wealthy Irish merchants and nobility over 
the centuries.

No matter your rank, though, staff at 
the Merrion treats everyone equally and 
their attentiveness and attention to detail is 
unequalled. Not surprising for a property 
that’s earned a 5-Star ranking — it’s also 
a member of The Leading Hotels of the 
World — based on its impeccable service.

Speaking of stars, the Merrion is also 
home to Restaurant Patrick Guilbaud, 
Dublin’s only 2-Star Michelin restaurant, 
which bears the name of the French chef 
who brought haute cuisine to Ireland’s 
capital 30 years ago. And for 30 years, the 
restaurant renowned Head Chef Guillau-
me Lebrun has been delighting diners with 
his culinary creations. The four-course 
tasting menu he designs for me and my 
dinner companion is an orgasmic delight 
for our tastebuds. The pillowy puréed po-
tatoes that accompany my entree — who 
knew potatoes could taste this good? — 
encourage me to summon restaurant man-
ager Stéphane Robin so I can rain praise 
on his star chef.

“There’s actually a funny story behind 
our potatoes,” the charming Frenchman 
tells me. “When we first opened, we did 
not include potatoes on the menu and our 
Irish customers were offended. ‘How can 
you not offer potatoes to an Irishman?’ 
they asked us. So Chef created these pota-
toes and we have not had any complaints 
since.”

Fine dining doesn’t get any finer than the 
Merrion’s Restaurant Patrick Guilbaud, 
which offers guests wonderful views of 
the hotel’s legendary gardens.

“Fine dining is not just about food, it is 
the whole package — the surroundings, 
the service and the ambience,” says Robin.

For lighter fare, the Merrion offers the 
Cellar Bar, a charming gastro-pub located 
in the basement of the Mornington House. 
The pub, which served as the House’s 
18th-century wine vault, is where you’ll 
see some of Ireland’s power brokers and 
top parliamentarians discussing politics in 
cozy little grotto-style nooks over a pint of 
Guinness.

There’s also a cocktail bar, No. 23, off 
the hotel’s main parlour where politicians 
like to hang out after a hard day of running 

of the hotel’s landscape paintings is a Paul 
Henry that hangs at the foot of the Merri-
on’s main staircase.

Speaking of landscapes, when I throw 
open the curtains of my room the hotel’s 
two enchanting urban gardens, designed 
by noted architect Jim Reynolds, lay 
spread out below. People are enjoying af-
ternoon tea in the Central Garden while 
others are wandering through the smaller, 
flower-filled Lady Morington’s Garden — 
it links the Main House to the hotel’s Gar-
den Wing, which is made up of converted 
government buildings.

The air is perfumed with sweet scents 
and the lovely gardens, filled with box 
hedges, water fountains and obelisks, are 
watched over by a statue of legendary Irish 
writer and poet James Joyce,  a perfect es-
cape from the hustle and bustle of central 
Dublin.

According to Glavey, the planned 
re-routing at the hotel entrance — guests 
now have to walk through to main parlour 
to reach the gardens — will allow quick-
er access to the Merrion’s Garden of Eden 
setting.

The Merrion Hotel’s Georgian facade 
and history, its priceless art collection, re-
gal interior, fabulous staff, cozy rooms and 
especially its tranquil gardens combine to 
make this a picture perfect property. •

Ireland. The Cellar Bar’s neighbour, the 
Cellar Restaurant, Glavey tells me, will 
soon vanish — its space will be used to 
expand the hotel’s already amazing Tethra 
Spa.

The award-winning spa is the hotel’s 
“tranquility base” — its calming interior 
and expert therapists get guests to unwind 
with a wide range of massages and skin 
treatments using high quality product lines 
like ESPA and Darphin.

The fitness centre next to the spa comes 
equipped with lots of technologically-ad-
vanced workout equipment, a truly lovely 
18-metre infinity pool that looks like a Ro-
man bath and a steam room.

The corridors leading to the Merrion’s 
123 luxurious guest rooms and 19 suites 
are adorned with pictures of Ireland’s pris-
tine countryside and historic figures like 
Eamon de Valera, who played a prominent 
role in the War of Independence from Brit-
ain and later became Ireland’s president.

Needless to say, the rooms at the Merri-
on are masterpieces. While staying true to 
the understated elegance of their original 
Georgian design, they offer all the luxury 
trappings modern travellers desire.

The rooms are light and airy and dec-
orated in subtle colours and fabrics to 
compliment the Irish landscape paintings 
hanging on the walls — the most famous 

• Rates at the Merrion Hotel start 
around $500 (Cdn) a night but 
the experience is priceless. 
To make a reservation, go to 
http://www.merrionhotel.com/

• If the Merrion art collection 
isn’t enough for you, then you’ll 
be glad to know the country’s 
National Gallery, the Royal Hiber-
nian Academy, the Douglas Hyde 
Gallery in Trinity College, and the 
Irish Museum of Modern Art are 
within easy reach. The Merrion is 
the perfect place to base yourself 
for a Dublin city art break.

•  Art Tea is served at the Merrion 
from 3 p.m. to 6 p.m. Monday 
to Thursday, and from 2 p.m. 
and 4.30 p.m. Friday to Sunday. 
Cost: About $50. To make a 
reservation, send an email to: 
dining@merrionhotel.com or call 
(01) 603 0608.

• Air Canada Rouge, WestJet and 
Are Lingus offer flights to Dublin 
from Toronto.

Just The Facts

Rooms at the Merrion are bright and airy and most look out on the hotel’s 
enchanting gardens. The Cellar Bar is the place to be seen in Dublin.
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High Times
 On the Tour
 du Mont Blanc

Patti Shales Lefkos 
and her husband 
wander through 
three European 
countries with a 
positive attitude
and some good 
hiking boots

Barry Hodgins joined his 
wife Patti Shales Lefkos on 
her Tour du Mont Blanc hike, 
which circles the Mont Blanc 
Massif through France, 
Switzerland and Italy. Along 
the way, the couple was 
introduced to the area’s 
jaw-dropping beauty.

PHOTOS BY PATTI SHALES LEFKOS 

Patti Shales Lefkos 
and her husband 
wander through 
three European 
countries with a 
positive attitude
and some good 
hiking boots
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 On the Tour
 du Mont Blanc

CHAMONIX, FRANCE — There is a time in 
each multi-day hike when enough is enough. 
But, it’s not usually on the first day. I gaze 
down at my feet. Blisters extend horizontal-
ly like pale yellow water balloons from the 

sides of my big toes. I long to sterilize the tip of a safe-
ty pin, prick the balloons. But my downhill-weary ham-
strings prevent me from bending over far enough to reach 
my toes. 

I step gingerly into the narrow shower, wishing this 
simple lodge offered the comfort of a bathtub soak. Hot 
water streams over my exhausted body, dribbles over the 
red indentations where my backpack belt rubbed my hips 
and eases the pain. I pull the curtain aside. A stranger, 
with bruised collarbones and the grey eyes of a dehy-
drated long distance runner, stares back at me from the 
steamy mirror.

Dried and dressed in leggings and a T-shirt I attempt 
a few basic runners’ stretches. My quadriceps scream in 
protest, as rigid as uncooked spaghetti. From my perch 
on the bed I doctor my blisters then turn to my husband. 
“I’m not sure I can do this kind of hike anymore,” I say. 

By this kind of hike, I mean lugging a full backpack 
for six to eight hours a day for nine days over 170 km. 
Considered one of the world’s classic long-distance hik-
ing trails, the Tour du Mont Blanc or TMB circles the 
Mont Blanc Massif through France, Switzerland and 
Italy. Marathon runners finish the bucket list trottoir in 
24 hours. Hikers wishing to refine their foreign language 
skills, indulge in local delicacies and pamper their knees 
usually take nine days. 

“Let’s wait and see how we feel in the morning,” says 
Barry Hodgins, my supportive, super fit husband who has 
wandered along all day, hands in his pockets, as if out for 
a Sunday stroll. Rarely one to give up easily, I agree.

 Never underestimate the recuperative powers of an al-
most seventh-decade body. Dinner and wine at a local 
restaurant, topped off with an Advil encourages an unin-
terrupted eight-hour snooze.  I awake still stiff and sore, 
but the shouts of my offended body parts have softened 
to semi-urgent whispers. I declare myself ready to lace up 
my boots and march ahead. 

Incredibly good decision. My stubbornness yields 
countless rewards.
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The Mont Blanc Massif is 
one of the most stunning 
sights you will ever see. 
The trek that takes hikers 
to remote places is one of 
the most gruelling and 
demanding but well worth 
the effort. Barry makes the 
final climb to Lac Blanc, 
which  requires climbing 
vertical iron ladders 
bolted to the rock slabs, 
interspersed with log and 
iron steps, look easy. 

The individual sights and trails of each 
trekking day are different even though the 
routine becomes predictable. Each morn-
ing starts with an early breakfast, not quite 
as leisurely as I would like. Swiss muesli 
cereal and fruit chill my nervous stomach 
while we pour over the guidebook contem-
plating the number of ascending and de-
scending metres of the day’s trails. Then, 
a hiker’s guilt-free, calorie-rich croissant 
washed down with steaming cappuccino 
set me up for the day.

The first and last hours of the day chal-
lenge me most. Settling the pack on the 
hips, forcing fresh steps through dewy 
morning chill, I ask myself again why 
I am doing this. Six or seven hours later 
the question repeats itself as we wander 
around a new village searching for our ho-
tel or refugio, mumbling silent prayers for 
a room with a bathtub.

But during the hours in between the 
majestic white dome of Mont Blanc and 
adjacent string of aiguilles, needle shaped 
spires, hover above my left shoulder, lift-
ing my spirits. My boots brush the dirt of 
meadow trails as we pass flower-box laden 
alpine chalets and climb dramatic moun-
tain passes into the next valley.

Four days of walking takes us to Cour-
mayeur, Italy. Our bags stuffed with clean 
clothes are waiting in the hotel storage 
room. All the other hikers we have met car-
ry only a light daypack, having arranged 
to have their bags transported to their next 
stop each day. Not wanting to pay the pre-
mium to have our gear shuttled ahead each 
day but needing to reduce the weight of 
our packs, we strip the items we will carry 
to the bare minimum, repurposing some 
for double duty: gray emergency merino 
wool long johns become evening leggings 

and my derriere covering turquoise T-shirt 
now doubles as a nightgown. Two days 
of restorative napping and carbo loading 
on wagon-wheel-sized pies at Pizzeria Le 
Tunnel restaurant restore us for five more 
days of the circumambulation. 

First night back on the trail brings us 
to Rifugio Alpino Walter Bonatti near 
Lac Malatra, Val Ferret, Italy. One of the 
highlights of the route, named for legend-
ary mountaineer, explorer and journalist 
Walter Bonatti, this impressive rock and 
timber mountain hut, opened in 1998, pre-
sides over an Italian panorama of the Mont 
Blanc massif. Historic photos of and by 
Bonatti line the walls giving the efficiently 
run and impeccably clean mountain inn a 
museum-like ambiance. Nepali Chef Dor-
je routinely creates four-course gourmet 
dinners for 80 and magically produces a 
hearty buffet breakfast which is served 
from 6:30 am to allow an early start for the 
arduous climb up to the Grand Col Ferret 
into Switzerland.

Several hours into the day we reach a 
weathered stone cairn indicating Grand 
Col Ferret, the frontiere between Italy and 
Switzerland. Beyond the rock pile the rug-
ged, steep Italian route gives way to ver-
dant Swiss meadows. In my imagination 
I hear a chorus of The Sound of Music. 
No border guards, no passport inspec-

• The TMB is one of the many guided and self-guided tours 
that can be arranged by Canmore, Alberta couple Louis 
Marino and Karin Stubenvoll, owners of Alpine Interface. 
For more informaiton, call them at 1-800-368-5056
or go to their website http://www.alpineinterface.com

• To ensure accommodation, make sure you book at least 
six months in advance.

Just The Facts
tion, and only a bit of rain. Our reward? 
An hour’s walk ahead at La Peule, farm 
owners Sabine and Nicolas Coppey offer 
the delightfully gooey treat, called croute, 
oven baked white bread doused with white 
wine and layered with eggs, tomatoes and 
cheese made on site. We indulge.

Accommodation on the TMB varies 
from Champex-Lac Switzerland’s histor-
ically elegant Hotel Splendide to country 
chic homes like France’s The Guesthouse 
Vallorcine. Most evenings we bond with 
fellow hikers over shared experiences, 
clinking beer mugs and raising glasses of 
local wine while swapping stories of joy 
and tribulations. Then it’s dinners like aru-
gula salad, squash soup, chicken curry fin-
ished with slivered almonds and a dusting 
of icing sugar over homemade berry pie, 
followed by an early bedtime.

Suddenly, it’s the final day of the TMB. 
Hoping the skies will clear to allow a 
glimpse of the unparalleled views of the 
peaks, glaciers and aiguiette, we scan for 
the signpost showing the way to Lac Blanc 
via Col des Montets. Steep at the start, the 
trail flattens out to follow the contours into 
the Chamonix Valley. The final climb to 
Lac Blanc is aided by a couple of vertical 
iron ladders bolted to the rock slabs, inter-
spersed with log and iron steps. For thrill 
seekers, the alternate route to Lac Blanc 
beginning in Tre-le-Champ offers more 
ladders and extensive vertical exposure.

Back where we started, in Chamonix, 
the brutal first day downhill is almost a 
distant memory. 

Toes healed, bruises faded, but mem-
ories of Mont Blanc’s unique mountain 
characteristics intact I feel proud of my 
bull-headed perseverance. It made me 
stronger every day. 
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Movie stars, Russian oligarchs and world leaders have all 
succumbed to the relaxing allure of  Lake Como, where 

mansions cling to steep slopes and ferries glide between the 
sherbet-coloured towns planted upon its shore

PHOTOS BY AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE
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Italy’s Golden
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Along the shores of Lake Como live some of the wealthiest 
people in the world, including movie stars like George Clooney. 
Their mansions sweep down to the crystal-clear water and 
their homes are filled with priceless pieces of art.

By Amy Laughinghouse
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

LAKE COMO, ITALY — It’s a brisk autumn 
morning, and Italy’s Lake Como is glittering 
like an emerald set not in gold, but among 
green undulating hills. The frothing wake of 
my boat creates the only ripples on its other-

wise mirror-like surface, which reflects the sorbet-hued 
villas that cluster around its banks 
as if admiring their glamorous fa-
cades in the water.

Their painted veneers are as mys-
teriously expressionless as fashion 
models in a magazine, but my 
guide, Gabriella, knows their se-
crets.

“That one was owned by a Rus-
sian prince who came here around 
1910,” she says, extending a finger 
towards a turreted chateau grand 
enough to double as a Bavarian 
palace. “He tried to overthrow the 
last czar.”

There’s Villa del Balbianello, 
another veritable castle clinging 
to a rocky precipice, which served 
as the setting for scenes from the 
2006 James Bond flick, Casino 
Royale; a towering yellow villa 
where Versace once lived; and a 
pink stucco confection where Win-
ston Churchill used to paint. But of 
course, the home my friends and I 
really want to see is the crème-col-
ored mansion belonging to Holly-
wood heartthrob George Clooney.

“He’s not here today,” Gabriella 
sighs, as our captain slows the motor to allow her passen-
gers time to snap giggling selfies in front of its sprawling 
expanse. “The shutters are closed.”

There are few places that can evoke such a combination 
of awe, envy and curiosity as Lake Como, an inverted 
Y-shaped glacial lake nestled in Italy’s Lombardy region. 
How we yearn for a peek behind closed doors. How we 
burn to see how the other half — well, okay, probably just 
the top 1 pe rcent in the world — really live.

Of course, if you have a spare 540 euro or so, you could 
book a room at Villa d’Este. Built in the 16th century, it’s 
one of the oldest grande dames on the lake. Presiding over 
a princely 25 acres of gardens, it now serves as an exclu-
sive 125-room hotel.
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If your budget doesn’t quite stretch 
to Villa d’Este, you can still “live 
like a local in luxury,” according to 
the motto of Palazzo Del Vice Re, 
for as little (relatively speaking) as 
273 euro a night. This jewel box of 
a villa in the tiny village of Lezzeno 
is big on charm, with just five rooms 
housing a maximum of 15 guests.

The owner, Alessandro Pertusini, 
welcomes us in the barrel-vaulted 
cellar to tell us about the history of 
the palazzo, which was mostly built 
between the 15th and 17th centuries. 
His great-grandfather was the first in 
the family to acquire the property, 
and his mother was born here. But 
the mansion lay abandoned from 
1963 until 2003, when Pertusini and 
his brothers, whose family owns a 
construction firm, took on the task 
of reviving it.

During more than a decade of ren-
ovations, the brothers made several 
interesting discoveries, including 
frescoes — now preserved — in one 
room and evidence that the cellar 
where we now stand was part of a 
watchtower dating back to the 11th 
century. Most exciting, perhaps, was 
the discovery of a secret tunnel lead-
ing from the courtyard. It remains 
blocked, but Pertusini expresses an 
enthusiasm for excavating it. “One 
day, I hope,” he says with a grin.

Across the lake, at Villa Carlotta in 
Tremezzo, we step into the rarified 
world of royalty. The villa, which 
now operates as a museum, was built 
at the end of the 17th century. Prin-
cess Marianna of Prussia presented 
it to her daughter, Carlotta, in 1843 
as a wedding gift — which definitely 
beats the heck out of a set of shrimp 
forks. Inside, the highlight is the col-
lection of finely wrought iron sculp-
tures, including Adamo Tadolini’s 
erotic Eros and Psyche, and Antonio 
Canova’s Palamedes, which — al-
though now restored — was broken 
before it could be delivered.

On a blue-sky day such as this, 
however, the villa’s true glory is the 
garden. Extending over eight hect-
ares, it encompasses citrus tree tun-
nels, geometric flowerbeds — a riot 
of colour even in the autumn — and 
a valley of ferns, some of which are 
200 years old. “When I get a fern,” 
one of my friend mumbles, “I cross 
my fingers and hope it doesn’t die in 
two weeks.”

While an army of fern-resusci-
tating gardeners and centuries-old, 
multi-million dollar villas may be 

Storied hotels rise majestically 
along the shores of Lake Como 
and welcome some of the most 
important people in the world. 
Others stay in crayon-coloured 
homes along the water’s edge. 
In the villages that border Lake 
Como, shops sell unique fash-
ions. Those who can’t afford to 
stay here elect to take a cruise 
on one of the local tour boats.
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Lush gardens and tranquil villages that appear lost in time are what greets 
visitors to the Lake Como region. While the area is the exclusive domain of the 
rich and famous, mere mortals are always welcome.

out of reach for most of us, it’s still possible to bring home a sou-
venir of la dolce vita to call your own. Because, while gasping 
at gorgeous mansions may be the No. 1 pastime on Lake Como, 
shopping ranks a close second.

In Como, you can snap up everything from leather goods to lin-
gerie (although not leather lingerie, as far as I’m aware). Among 
the most popular shopping areas are Via Vittorio Emanuele II, Via 
Cinque Giornate, and the Piazza Duomo, where chichi boutiques 
line up across from the 14th-century Gothic cathedral. Two min-
utes’ walk from the square, Coin department store houses four 
floors of wares, topped by a fifth-floor restaurant and bar offer-
ing far-reaching views over Como’s red-tiled rooftops toward the 
town of Brunate, perched atop a hill surmounted by a 19th-cen-
tury funicular.

My favourite shop in Como, though, is Lopez Jewelry Museum 
on Via Vitani. Open by appointment only, it’s an Aladdin’s cave of 
gem-encrusted accessories, vintage clothes, well-loved toys and 
nostalgic housewares where — unlike most museums — nearly 
all the treasures are for sale.

In Cernobbio, a short ferry ride north of Como, I’m tempted by 
an array of 1920s-style handmade hats at Circe. Nearby, Italyssi-
ma deals exclusively in Italian-made goods, ranging from leath-
er bags to perfume to silk scarves from Como, which is famous 
for its textiles. Vini & Affini Enoteca, meanwhile, sells bottles of 
wine and whisky in a cozy wood-paneled room furnished with 
tables, chairs and stacks of paperback novels which patrons are 
encouraged to borrow. How can you not love a village with a li-
brary that sells liquor?

In Bellagio, which occupies a verdant promontory where all 
three branches of the lake meet, shopkeepers are understandably 
proud of their history. At Bellagioseta, which stocks silk scarves, 
neckties and rainbow-hued leather handbags produced in Italy, a 
smiling saleslady slips an old postcard of the town into a bag with 
every purchase. Tacchi’s Wood Shop, atop the cascading steps of 
Salita Serbelloni, has produced finely crafted wood sculptures, 
ship models, toys and household accessories since the mid 19th 
century. And at Pasticceria Gelateria, the oldest ice cream shop in 
town, the gregarious white-haired gent manning the counter ea-
gerly gestures towards a black and white photo of himself scoop-
ing gelato here more than 50 years ago.

I hand over a few coins and leave clutching a cone, savouring 
a taste of the sweet life that will live long in my memory — and 
on my hips. •

Just The Facts

Getting there: The southwestern tip of Lake Como, where Como lies, is about 50 
kilometres from Milan Malpenso Airport.

When to go:  Between spring and early autumn, Lake Como is extremely quiet in 
the winter, when many hotels and shops close.

Where to stay: 
•  Grand Hotel Tremezzo, across the lake from Bellagio, originally opened in 1910 
and counts Greta Garbo among its former guests. With three pools (one of which 
floats in the lake itself ), five bars and restaurants, a spa, and a selection of roof-
top suites serviced by a butler, its head-turning status should be assured for de-
cades to come. http://www.grandhoteltremezzo.com/en/home/

• In Como, Airbnb host Luisa advertises a “family suite one step from the lake.” 
Not only can you view the lake from a balcony, but the apartment also offers A/C, 
wireless internet, a kitchen and washing machine.
https://www.airbnb.co.uk/rooms/5613415?s=sDyPV0wh

• The Sheraton Lake Como Hotel is situated in a 2.7 acre (1 hectare) park, a short 
stroll from Cernobbio, about a 10-minute ferry ride to Como, and approximately 
55 kilometres from Milan. This sleek, modern hotel was built in 1990 but com-
pletely refurbished and reopened as a Starwood property in 2015. http://www.
sheratonlakecomo.com 

• Also, the aforementioned Villa d’Este in Cernobbio, http://www.villadeste.com/
en/13/home.aspx, and Palazzo Del Vice Re in Lezzano, http://www.palazzodel-
vicere.com

 • Tourism info: http://www.lakecomo.it/en, http://www.icbellagio.com/home.
html
 
Shop and eat:

• Coin department store restaurant, LOFT, Via Pietro Boldoni 5, Como, 
http://www.loftcomo.it

 • Lopez  Jewelry  Museum, Via Vitani 26 & 32, Como. Tel: 031 242043, e-mail: 
gioiellerialopez@gmail.com. Book ahead to make an appointment.

• Circe, Via Regina 55, Cernobbio
• Italyssima, Via Regina 77-C, Cernobbio  
• Vini & Affini Enoteca, Via Regina 18, Cernobbio
• Bellagioseta, Via G. Garibaldi 61, Bellagio
• Tacchi’s Wood Shop, Via Garibaldi 22, Bellagio, www.bellagio.co.nz/tacchi
• Pasticceria Gelateria, P. Della Chiesa 7, Bellagio
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Rocky Mountaineer rolls out the Red Carpet 
and welcomes guests from around the world 
with a level of service that can’t be matched

Rolling Palace                              

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON
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Chan, one of the charming hosts who pamper guests on Rocky Mountaineer trains, offers 
an Australian some treats shortly after the big blue train pulls out of Vancouver enroute to 
Banff. The two-day journey cuts through some breathtaking Canadian wilderness and whle 
the natural eye candy is truly sweet, the most satsifying part of the trip is the high service 
level offered by Rocky Mountaineer staff.

By Marc Atchison
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

VANCOUVER — Coach No. 5 is abuzz 
with excitement. The occupants have 
spotted a bald eagle soaring majestically 
above the bi-level car’s glass dome ceil-
ing and cameras are clicking at a rapid 

pace. The graceful creature with the piercing eyes and 
trademark white head and tail seems to be enjoying all 
the attention and follows our Rocky Mountaineer train 
until suddenly, and without warning, it drops from the 
sky like a missile and plucks a large fish out of an em-
erald green lake with its lethal talons.

Applause fills Coach No. 5 as the Rocky Mountain-
eer guests salute the bald eagle’s hunting skills.

“Merveilleux,” acclaims the man from France.
“Fabelhaft,” adds the excited German.
“Maravilloso,” an Argentinian grandma chimes in.
“Good onya,” shouts the Australian.
We’re just a few hours into our two-day, 957-kilo-

metre rail journey from Vancouver to Banff aboard 
the luxurious Rocky Mountaineer and already the 475 
passengers appear to be pleased with their investment 
in this outstanding Canadian product — think luxury 
cruise line like Silversea or Crystal on rails.

“Oh, and the best is yet to come,” Chan, one of the 
attentive hosts assigned to Coach No. 5 whispers in 
my ear.
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From the comfort of their upper 
deck seats, Rockey Mountaineer 
guests get a panoramic view of the 
Rockies. An open-air platform at 
the back of the GoldLeaf cars allows 
travellers to take some up close 
pictures of Canada’s wilderness.

For the next two days I sit back in the 
plush surroundings of Coach No. 5, in-
dulge in the 5-Star service offered by 
Rocky Mountaineer and its exceptional 
staff and overdose on the eye candy pass-
ing outside my window.

As the sleek blue train slowly cuts 
through the awe-inspiring B.C. bush, I get 
uninterrupted views of glacial rivers and 
turquoise lakes, jagged mountains that 
punch through clouds and seem to touch 
the sky, pristine pastures where deer and 
elk run free, rain forests populated with 
pencil-straight trees, and some surprising 
desert landscape near Kamloops that looks 
out of place in these northern climes.

When the train rumbles through small 
communities, residents drop what they’re 
doing, rush to the tracks and wave at the 
strangers passing by on the rolling palace. 
This prompts a chorus of “Canadians are 
so nice” comments from the foreigners on-
board.

“The people of these small towns are 
great ambassadors for our country and our 
train,” says Chan as he offers me an adult 
beverage and some snacks — expect to 
exit the train a few pounds heavier thanks 
to the endless complimentary treats and 
gourmet meals prepared onboard.

Rocky Mountaineer offers a number 
of trips that introduces passengers to the 
natural wonders of B.C. and Alberta. We 
select the all-inclusive “First Passage to 
the West”  excursion, which starts when 
we arrive in Vancouver and book into 
the Hotel Vancouver, Fairmont’s legend-
ary property that Rocky Mountaineer 
uses to house guests the night before the 
train departs. The best part of the Rocky 
Mountaineer experience is that guests are 
housed overnight in hotels along the route 
so they don’t miss any of the breathtaking 
daytime scenery.

Naturally, there’s also different service 
levels offered — the GoldLeaf Service 
we sign up for is the most expensive but 
the most rewarding. GoldLeaf passengers 
travel in the bi-level cars and get uninter-
rupted views of their glorious surround-
ings thanks to the glass ceiling on the 
upper level. The GoldLeaf cars are also 
much quieter thanks to the upper deck 
viewing area.

Complimentary meals are served in the 
lower level by qualified chefs like Coach 
No. 5’s Jody and Ron, who create dishes 
worthy of a high-end Parisian restaurant.

The GoldLeaf cars also come equipped 
with small elevators so physically chal-
lenged passengers can move from level to 
level with ease. After experiencing other 
high-end trains like the Belmond Orient 
Express, I can tell you Rocky Mountaineer 
is a much better overall product.

Trips offered by Rocky Mountaineer include:
•  First Passage to the West

•  Journey Through the Clouds
•  Rainforest to Gold Rush

•  Coastal Passage
For schedules and information, go to 
http://www.rockymountaineer.com

Just The Facts
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The glass domed GoldLeaf cars allow Rocky Mountaineer guests to see the Canadian Rockies up close and the friendly atmosphere encourages fellow passengers to quickly become friends.

Shortly after pulling out of Rocky 
Mountaineer’s new station in downtown 
Vancouver — a man in a kilt pipes us 
aboard — we are served a glass of bub-
bly and asked to introduce ourselves to the 
people sitting across from us.

“Part of the Rocky Mountaineer experi-
ence is getting to know people from other 
countries,” David Aboud, the train man-
ager, tells me. Unfortunately, Aboud says, 
“we don’t get enough Canadians and we’d 
like to change that.”

Chan then introduces his fellow hosts  — 
Valerie, Michelle, Kate and Robyn, who 
are exclusive to passengers in Coach No. 
5 — and as the skyline of Vancouver fades 
and the breathtaking Canadian wilderness 
comes into view, we are summoned to 
breakfast in the lower level.

Over fluffy blueberry pancakes and cin-
namon French toast, we get to know Kate 
from England and Maggie from Ireland, 
our tablemates who appear fascinated by 
what’s passing by our window.

“This is my trip of a lifetime and so far 
it’s lived up to all my expectations,” says 
Maggie with a lovely lyrical Irish accent. 
“We certainly don’t get this glorious scen-
ery in Ireland.”

For much of the first day the train cuts 
through the amazing Fraser Valley and all 
its natural splendours. When we reach a 
place called Hell’s Gate, the narrowest part 
of the Fraser River, Chan informs us 200 
million gallons of water rushes through 
the canyon each minute. The occupants 
of Coach No. 5 rush to the right side of 

eras and rush down the spiral staircase to 
the open-air viewing platform at the back 
of Coach No. 5.

“I’ve seen people spend most of the trip 
on that platform hoping to see some bears 
and taking pictures of the scenery,” says 
Valerie, who, like most of the attendants 
spend about seven months aboard the 
Rocky Mountaineer each year.

“Thanks to the people I’ve met from all 
over on this train, I intend to travel the 
world in this offseason because they’ve 
encouraged me to visit them,” says Val-
erie.

The train crosses rusty old iron bridg-
es that have been standing since the ear-
ly days of Confederation, past mountains 
with ski runs carved into them, through 
lands where First Nations people have 
lived for centuries and past places with 
some Wild West names — Skuzzy Creek, 
Jackass Mountain, Cisco Crossing, Rain-
bow Canyon, Avalanche Alley, Jaws of 
Death Gorge and Black Canyon Tunnel. 
Each has a story or a legend attached to 
them, which Chan and Valerie share with 
their attentive audience.

Every so often, the train slows to a stop 
and waits for a freight train to crawl by — 
the Rocky Mountaineer shares rail space 
with both CP and CN trains and must give 
way to the massive freight trains. Some-
times the wait can be quite long.

“Most freight trains on this line are very 
long; some three kilometres long, as a 
matter of fact,” says a wide-eyed Chan.

As the Rocky Mountaineer inches closer 

the car and press their noses up against the 
glass to get a better view of some kayakers 
challenging the foamy rapids.

As the train approaches historical land-
marks or places of interest, Chan or Valerie 
explain their significance or importance. 
When the hosts warn of a possible bear or 
eagle sighting — they get a warning from 
the Rocky Mountaineer’s engineer of 
what’s up ahead — people grab their cam-

Car 5’s chefs Jody and Ron served up some memorable meals 
during the journey in a dining car that was exceptional.
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to Kamloops, where we overnight in some local hotels, 
the wilderness landscape suddenly changes — bleached 
mountains and a semi-arid desert environment replace 
the lush green we’ve been seeing for most of this jour-
ney.

“Welcome to the Canadian desert,” Valerie announc-
es to the bewildered foreigners. “Bet none of you knew 
we had a desert that resembles Arizona, huh?”

“This country truly is fascinating,” says an American 
woman named Ruth sitting across from me.

The desert eco-zone that surrounds Kamloops makes 
this one of Canada’s most unique cities.

“Kamloops is a First Nation word meaning ‘meeting 
of two waters’ ” says Valerie, who adds, “this is where 
the North and South Thompson rivers become one.”

Chan and Valerie are up early to welcome us back 
the next morning to Coach No. 5 and soon the Rocky 

Mountaineer starts its steep, 
steady climb through the mighty 
Rockies in the direction of Banff, 
the Alberta wonderland that will 
be our final destination.

Shortly after breakfast, Val-
erie informs us that we’re about 
to pass Craigellachie, where, on 
Nov. 7, 1885, the Last Spike was 
driven into the ground, marking 
the completion of the trans-Can-
ada railway (now CP Rail) and 

linking together all 10 provinces 
under Confederation. A burst of 
pride rushes through my veins as 
the train passes a small monument 
and museum, which stand as a re-
minder of this monumental task.

The scenery becomes more dra-
matic as we climb higher into the 
Rockies and Chan tells us to pre-
pare for one of the most fascinating 
parts of our journey. “We’ll soon be 
entering the fantastic Spiral Tun-
nels,” he announces.

The Spiral Tunnels were con-
structed in 1909 to shorten the jour-
ney and eliminate a section of the 

rail line called Big Hill. The tunnels are nothing short 
of an engineering miracle and as the Rocky Mountain-
eer snakes its way through this section, we look back 
and are amazed to see the train’s last car entering the 
tunnel far below.

When we reach the Continental Divide and Lake 
Louise, Valerie tells us our journey is quickly coming 
to an end. “But we have one more surprise for you,” 
says the charming young woman.

Chefs, Jody and Ron suddenly appear holding trays 
of freshly baked cookies.

“We want to thank you for coming and we hope you 
enjoyed your trip with us?” says Jody as the whole 
coach bursts into appreciative applause.

The Rocky Mountaineer journey exceeds all my 
expectations and certainly lives up to the company’s 
promise of providing me with a “life changing experi-
ence.” In fact, life doesn’t get much better than Rocky 
Mountaineer. •

It’s hard to take a bad 
photograph when you are 
on the legendary
Rocky Mountaineer.
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Tamsyn Burgmann’s Journey Through Asia — Part III

In Indonesia
By Tamsyn Burgmann
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

UBUD, INDONESIA — White 
smoke rises from five aluminum 
trays nestled on damp earth as we 
round a bend hiking toward Ubud’s 
famous Monkey Forest sanctu-

ary. Men deftly handle equipment that looks like 
flamethrowers, blasting the trays’ contents with 
brilliant orange fire. Stacked neatly behind the 
men are rows of unidentifiable oblong packages, 
wrapped tightly in white cloth.

My gut grasps what we’ve encountered, but I 
gently approach a local woman dressed in a fuch-
sia blouse, sash and batik sarong to confirm.

“See there? Number 59,” says the wom-
an, clutching a tissue and pointing at one of the 
shrouded parcels. “That’s my grandmother.”

Every five years or so, Hindu villages in Bali 
such as Padangtegal hold mass cremations to send 
deceased family members to their next life.

The wealth is held by very few in Indonesia and 
most villagers are too poor to afford elaborate 
ceremonies. Instead, the dead are buried until the 
community can come together to share in the ef-
fort and expense of a fitting ritual.

I’m accompanied by a new friend — a traveller 
from Belgium named Steven — when we unex-
pectedly amble into this sacred space. We aban-
don our plans instantly and are welcomed by the 
mourners to pay our respects as they burn 89 bod-
ies. Steven drops his gaze to the forest floor when 
he, like me, comprehends we are surrounded by 
death.

There are no ropes around dozens of mud-
dy graves freshly dug up by families reclaiming 
corpses from their storage compartments. People 

A Grave Situation

PHOTOS BY TAMSYN BURGMANN

Our fearless solo traveller Tamsyn 
is welcomed like an old friend by 
locals in Jakarta (above) and villag-
ers in the tiny town of Ubud (left), 
where mass cremations are held to 
send ancentors to a better place. 
The ceremony is held every five 
years and while stumbling upon 
open graves, opposite page, may 
startle foreigners, one quickly 
learns that it’s an important 
tradition in Indonesia and done 
very respectfully.

Uncovering
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mill about the bone yard, taking shade under tall trees with spi-
ralling roots and ignoring the copious monkeys scampering about 
the pits. The macaques play with empty coconut shells as carefree 
as children on a playground. I spot a boy, maybe 7 or 8 years old, 
flickering a small laser pointer about the grounds. He toys with 
the animals to keep himself occupied amid so many adults.

I walk with careful steps, looking for clues to understand what’s 
happening, when I am handed a faded information pamphlet. It 
explains that the purpose of the ceremony, called Ngaben, is to 
free bodies of all worldly attachments and prepare their souls 
to unite with a Supreme being before reincarnation. The people 
fear that if too many bodies lay dormant for too long, they could 
spawn “bad influences” that might negatively affect the entire 
village.

“Like a mosaic, in which every piece alone is precious, yet to-
gether they make a priceless whole, each individual contributes 
their part in an effort to create a harmonious spirit,” writes the 
pamphlet’s author, I Nyoman Suradnya.

We observe a family kneeling over one of the smouldering met-
al trays. A Brahmin priest has officiated. Now they are gathering 
the ashes and placing them inside a young coconut. Soon they 
will join other families in procession and carry their loved one’s 
ashes to a nearby river. The remains will be thrown in the water 
for carriage off to sea, and a Pemangku, or village priest, will cut 
the last ties between the deceased and living.

“The fact that the entire community works together to create 
these ceremonies (is) an essential element of their beauty, even 
though that element is seldom recorded by (a) visitor’s camera, 
or seen pictured in the glossy tourist images of Bali,” states the 
pamphlet.

Steven and I exchange few words, simultaneously enchanted 
and unnerved. We make a small offering and slip away as rever-
entially as we arrived.

I inadvertently stumble across another scene of mass death 
hardly a week later, about 1,000 kilometres away in Indonesia’s 
capital of Jakarta. But now the mood is festive. It is Eid al-Ad-
ha, an Islamic holiday commemorating the account of Abraham’s 
willingness to sacrifice his son to God.

I have just stepped out of a women’s boarding house, where I 
am being graciously hosted as a “couch surfing” guest, when we 
spy a heap of freshly slaughtered goats. Scarlet blood seeps from 
their carcasses into a sewage drain on the road. I am struck by the 
juxtaposition of twisted limbs and mottled hides near a mother in 
headscarf and her little boy, casually sitting on a cement wall. A 
motorbike rests against the curb.

I make my approach. Without hesitating, the people usher me 
into a gated courtyard jammed with squatting men cleaving raw 
meat on tarps. A woman rushes up to me and offers a tiny cup of 
sugary tea and an indiscernible deep-fried breakfast. I observe the 
bustle. A group of men works together stringing up an un-skinned 
cow by its hindquarters with metal hooks. A man in sporty plastic 
sandals grins as he hoses off a looping mass of perfectly intact 
intestines. A row of tiny children show no signs of being phased 
as they watch the slicing, dicing and rhythmic chop.

I return to Kiki, my local host and a documentary filmmaker. 
She explains that people buy goats, sheep and cows to be killed 
and distributed as food to family, friends and, especially, the less 
fortunate. I am reminded again of the country’s grinding poverty. 
Meat is not affordable for everyone here. Kiki teaches me the cus-
tomary words to greet people and convey well wishes: “Selemat 
hari raya!”

We have only known each other for a couple days, but Kiki 
invites me to partake in her personal celebrations. She whisks me 
to a friend’s house where the large family is digging into their 
own feast.

Her friend’s mother dotes on me, swaddling my perspiring body 
in a traditional Muslim dress. It dawns on me that today happens 
to be Thanksgiving in Canada. I reflect on my absence from my 
own mother, father and sister for the past five months as I have 
backpacked solo around Asia. 

It is bittersweet to be so far from home, yet cushioned by spir-
ited communities. 

I revel in the people’s ancient traditions for enduring hardship 
and death that consequently exalt life.

I call out “Happy Eid!” to this family — who have embraced 
and adopted me for a day — and savour the serendipity. •

Freshly slaughtered goats are 
butchered and then offered up as a 
sacrifice during an Islamic holiday. 
It’s just one of the many time-hon-
oured traditions western travellers 
must get accustomed to when they 
travel through rural Indonedia.
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State’s
Pristine
Shoreline
Getting
Lots Of
Attention

A server welcomes visitors to
Al Johnson’s charming restaurant 
where Swedish pancakes
 are the house specialty.

PHOTOS BY  DON HEIMBURGER

Door
Is Opening
in Wisconsin
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By Don Heimburger
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

FISH CREEK, WIS — “Ex-
plore the Door” is a catchy 
phrase that lures travellers 
to a narrow strip of land 
150-kilometres-long and 

35-kilometres-wide north of Green 
Bay, Wis., called Door County Penin-
sula.

With over 600 kilometres of Lake 
Michigan shoreline, visitors who ex-
plore The Door on an annual basis 
rarely fight crowds of other tourists, 
although the narrow roads here can 
occasionally cause traffic jams.

With my swimming trunks, suntan 
lotion, bug spray and a supply of nov-
els, as well as a map of the county, I 
headed up north above the Tension 
Line to see what The Door offered.

Being German-American, I figured 
I’d fit right in with the locals, mostly 
Swedes, Norwegians and Germans 
who originally settled the area, with 
a few Belgians in the southern part. 
In the 1920s, travellers were advised 
to bring along three spare tires if they 
were driving to the northern end of the 
peninsula. I was hoping the roads had 
improved somewhat since then.

Two-lane Wisconsin Route 42 
weaves its way northward up the 
peninsula, and after crossing Stur-
geon Bay, I noticed signs popping up 
that grabbed my attention: “Pic Your 
Own Strawberries,” “Maple Syrup 
For Sale,” “Lodging & Conversation,” 
“Fish Boil Tonight,” and “Cheese 
Tasting.” The towns up here also have 
classic small-town names like Egg 
Harbor, Fish Creek, Sister Bay and 
Gills Rock.

With my addiction to cheese, I pull 
over at Renard’s Cheese, one of three 
of Door County’s most popular spe-
cialty shops, and the only cheesemaker 
left in the county out of a total of 50 at 
one time. Howard Renard started the 
business at just age 14, and although 
retired, he still shows up nearly every 
day at the factory.

What’s amazing at his place is the va-
riety of cheeses available in one store, 
and more than 50 cheese flavours, in-
cluding Wisconsin beer cheddar.

At Renard’s tourists are treated to 
large samples of cheese curds, and 
“if they don’t squeak, they’re not 
fresh,” says marketing director Deb-
bie Wauters. The three or four I could 

Door County Peninsula 
as American as cherry pie

Master glass blower Jeremy Trenchard, 
above, adds colour to a glass bowl he is 
making. Numerous artists have their 
studios in the county, where cherry 
preserves are the national dish. Watch-
ing the sun slip into Sister Bay Harbour 
is the perfect way to end the day in 
peaceful Door County.
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down at 10 o’clock in the morning defi-
nitely squeaked. I walked out with a large 
bag of curds for later.

In Door County you definitely can’t miss 
the “Cherries For Sale” signs. They’re ev-
erywhere, because Door County is rated 
fourth among the top cherry-growing re-
gions in the country, with more than 2,500 
acres of cherry orchards. The cherry trees 
bloom from mid to late May, and by mid 
July Door County is cherry heaven.

Once the bountiful cherry harvest is 
gathered, you can find every variety of 
cherry product, liquid or cherry-infused 
food you can think of, including cherry 
juice, cherry pie filling, cherry jam, cher-
ry mustard, dried cherries, cherry-apple 
syrup, cherry scones, chocolate-covered 
cherries and juicy locally-picked cherries 
in your Manhattan or sitting atop your ice 
cream sundae.

But the cherry pit spit contest takes the 
cake.

Every year at Lautenbach’s Orchard 
Country Winery & Market in Fish Creek, 
contestants get a running start and then let 
go as the pits go flying through the air. A 
pit spit official marks the landing spot, and 
the next contestant gives it their best spit. 
The men’s record is 48 feet, 1 inch, while 
the women’s record is a bit less at 38 feet, 
3 inches.

After checking in at my Country House 
Resort accommodations in Sister Bay, I 
was ready to board a Door County Trol-
ley. My driver, Robert Kohout, a resident 
of the county for 35 years, explained there 
are a little over two million visitors each 
year to Door County, and that Green Bay 
is one of the largest bodies of water in the 
U.S. to completely freeze over in the win-
ter, with ice as much as three feet thick. He 
said that in winter some people try to drive 
over it with their car; I figured I’d just take 
his word for it that it might be unsafe.

He also pointed out that the first settler 
buried in Peninsula State Park’s Pioneer 
Cemetery (there are actually two cemeter-
ies in the Door County park) was a man 
by the name of Increase Claflin, the first 
white settler in the county, who slipped 
across to the other side in 1834. The cem-
etery’s original ornately-decorated iron 
archway entrance alone is worth a visit.

Kohout noted that tourists in the expan-
sive 3,776-acre park, which features high 
bluffs and a cobblestone shoreline, can go 
biking, camping, hiking, birding, golfing, 
swimming, boating, canoeing, kayaking, 
fishing, ice fishing, snowshoeing, sled-
ding, tubing, snowmobiling, cross-country 
skiing, picnicking, sightseeing or archery 
hunting in season. And if there’s nothing 
on the list you like, there’s also an 1860s 

Door County Peninsula 
as American as cherry pie

lighthouse to visit, a professional summer 
theatre and a year-round naturalist pro-
gram in the park.

More than 100 artists have made Door 
County their home — painters, photogra-
phers, actors, singer-songwriters and just 
plain creative folk have taken up residence 
here because of the scenic inspiration of 
the surrounding woods and waters. On any 
given back road, I saw signs leading to an 
artist’s studio, often nearly hidden in the 
woods or down the end of a shady lane.

At Popelka Trenchard Glass Fine Art 
Gallery and Studio, you can see master 

Jeremy Trenchard use the age-old tech-
nique of blowing glass. I want to buy the 
colourful, delicate glass bowl he makes as 
I watch.

I found so many things to see and do in 
Door County — including visiting 11 old 
lighthouses, a stop at everyone’s favourite 
ice cream shop (Wilson’s) and breakfast 
at Al Johnson’s Swedish Restaurant — 
where they feature goats feeding on the 
grass-covered roof (there’s even a goat-
cam) — that after three days investigating 
The Door, I hadn’t read even one of the 
novels I brought along. Next time. •

Eagle Bluff Lighthouse, 
above, was built in 
1868 and automated 
in 1926. It was restored 
in Peninsula State Park 
and turned into a living 
museum. There are 500 
kilometres of shoreline 
in the county and Door 
County is also home 
to five state parks, 19 
county parks and a 
number of local parks 
and nature preserves 
that are filled with 
walking and hiking 
trails.
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Going Au 
Natural

Nikon Ambassador Tony Beck
offers 5 photography tips every 

wildlife photographer needs to know

By Tony Beck
NIKON AMBASSADOR FOR CANADA 
& TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

BACK IN THE DAYS of analog 
cameras, most photographers ex-
posed film rated between 25 and 
100 ISO. Some photographers 
thought faster films produced 

unprofessional outcomes because of the dull 
and noisy results that would appear on imag-
es. Consequently, film cameras often forced 
photographers to use slow shutter speeds and 
heavy wide-aperture lenses that needed to be 
secured to bulky tripods. This prevented pho-
tographers from being able to efficiently re-
spond to dynamic and candid situations like 
those that are frequently encountered in nature.   

As a naturalist, I need to document my ob-
servations and discoveries, preferably with my 
camera. As an artist, I strive to create aesthet-
ically pleasing images. Once restricted by the 

Chalk-browed mockingbird, Brazil:
Visualize the results you want as you take 
your photos. While looking through the view-
finder at this chalk-browed mockingbird on 
a fencepost in the Pantanal of Brazil, I knew 
in my mind what I wanted to capture. I po-
sitioned myself where the bird would be in 
full sunshine, and with a simple, uncluttered 
background.

72  October 2016



Showy lady’s-slippers with European skipper, Eastern Ontario:
When photographing wildlife you’ll have more success if you’re sensitive to what’s around you. Regardless of 
the size of the animal, learn to move quietly, carefully and without any abrupt gestures.

White-faced Meadowhawk, Ottawa:
To maximize the impact of any wildlife image, always focus on the eyes. Even if the rest of the animal is out of 
focus, sharp eyes make the image attractive.

Snowshoe hare, Ottawa:
Get on the same level as your sub-
ject. If the animal prefers to be at 
ground level, put your camera low 
as well. The result will have a much 
more natural appeal.

limitations of film, achieving high quality pho-
tographs in the past often required cooperative 
subjects and ample amounts of light. But as tech-
nology advanced, digital cameras changed all of 
that. Now, it’s easier than ever to attain crisp and 
clear renditions of nature, even under the most 
adverse shooting conditions. 

I purchased my first SLR camera in 1982 and 
have been a professional photographer since 
1993. I’ve always loved sharing my experienc-
es of the natural world through photography and 
guiding tours. I especially enjoy photographing 
nature, wildlife and birds.

Wildlife photography in particular is unique 
because you can capture images of wild animals 
in their natural environment. However, wildlife 
photography often poses certain challenges from 
a technical perspective. Instead of shooting still 
subjects such as landscapes, when photograph-
ing wildlife it’s important to realize that animals 
are unpredictable and can be uncooperative sub-
jects.

Here are five wildlife photography tips to help 
you get the perfect shot:

1 - Respect nature and wildlife
and keep your distance: 

Remember you are in their territory. Don’t get 
too close because you could scare the animal off 
and miss the shot. Begin photographing from a 
distance, be mindful of the animal’s behaviour 
and get closer as needed.

2 - Anticipate the action:

 Wild animals can be found as close as in your 
backyard. Spend time observing their actions 
and learn their behaviours and patterns. Once 
you become familiar with their habits, you can 
better anticipate their actions. Then, all you need 
to do is wait patiently and have your camera 
ready for the perfect shot. I find I work best when 
I feel the rhythms of my subject, surroundings 
and when I’m in tune with my equipment and 
my own rhythms. I find myself in an almost out-
of-body state — I get “in the zone.” You’ll also 
have a better chance of capturing the image you 
want if you use the camera’s continuous shooting 
mode so you can take several images per second 
and select your favourite later on. 

3 - Use a fast shutter speed 
and be familiar with camera controls: 

Animals in general are difficult to control and 
they aren’t the most cooperative photo subjects. 
Fast shutter speeds are vital for achieving great 
wildlife shots because animals are always on 
the move. Fast shutter speeds help freeze the 
action and prevents blur. Become familiar with 
your camera and its settings so you can quickly 
photograph when the right opportunity presents 
itself. When I’m photographing wildlife I prefer 
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Tony Beck is a freelance naturalist and photographer working out of Ottawa where he and his 
wife Nina Stavlund operate “Always An Adventure,” a company offering photography, nature and 
birdwatching services. He has more than 30 years experience in photography including 20 years as a 
professional. In 1983, Tony bought his first SLR — the versatile Nikon FG. He has been loyal to Nikon 
ever since. In 1993, he took the plunge and went professional.

For more on Tony and his work, go to:  
http://en.nikon.ca/learn-and-explore/article/hrkfkjmc/tony-beck.html

Website: http://AlwaysAnAdventure.ca / Twitter: https://twitter.com/Tony_Nina

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AlwaysAnAdventureInc

to shoot completely in manual exposure 
because I find it gives me the greatest con-
trol. I also like to visualize what I’d like 
my final image to look like beforehand so 
I can better compose the shot.

4 - Focus on the eyes:

For more striking images, shoot on the 
same level as your subject’s eyes. This will 
make for a more interesting photograph. 
Wildlife movements and whereabouts are 
always changing, so if movement happens 
quickly, try focusing on the centre of the 
image you want, that way you can crop the 
photo later to get a better composition.

5 - Travel light:

When shooting outdoors, consider pack-
ing light so you can more easily move 
about as needed. Monopods are lighter 
than tripods and are easy to pick up so you 
can move quickly. When I’m birdwatch-
ing or conducting wildlife surveys I use 
the AF-S NIKKOR 300mm f/4E PF ED 
VR telephoto lens because of its portabil-
ity, and ability to focus quickly and pro-
duce sharp images. This lens is also ideal 
for photographing tame or small animals 
because you can photograph from as close 
as 1.4 meters. The Silent Wave Motor in 
this lens also allows for ultra-quiet auto-
focus and the ability to quickly switch be-
tween autofocus and manual operation so 
I don’t have to worry about scaring off my 
subject with added noise. 

As with any hobby, profession or activi-
ty, practice and experience makes perfect. 

The more photographs and time you 
spend in the field and observing wildlife 
behaviour will help you become more 
aware of your surroundings and will help 
lead to a better shot.

 Of course having fast reaction and full 
awareness doesn’t hurt either. 

Above all no matter where your photo 
location is, remember to treat nature, an-
imals and other subjects with the utmost 
care and respect. •

Adult female Antarctic fur seal with 
newborn pup, South Georgia Island:
Anticipate action and drama by always 
looking at movement, behaviour traits 
and interactions amongst individuals. 
Studying animals and their behaviours 
will help you recognize when great mo-
ments are about to happen. Situations 
like this Antarctic fur seal mother caring 
for her newborn pup will inevitably evolve 
into endearing images.

Female breeding Red-necked 
phalarope, Iceland:
Phalaropes are active little birds 
related to sandpipers. Constantly 
circling while feeding on water 
surfaces, they hardly ever keep 
still. For sharp images, and to help 
prevent any blur of movement, 
keep the shutter as fast as possible. 
I like to keep my shutter at 1/1000 
of a second or faster. Automatic 
cameras should be set to “Action” or 
“Sports” mode.

What’s In
 Tony’s Camera Bag

CAMERAS:
NIKON D7200 D-SLR
NIKON D500 D-SLR
NIKON D5 D-SLR

LENSES:
AF-S NIKKOR 
80-400mm f/4.5-5.6G ED VR
AF-S NIKKOR 
200-500mm f/5.6E ED VR
AF-S NIKKOR 
300mm f/4E PF ED VR
AF-S Micro NIKKOR 
105mm f/2.8G IF-ED
AF-S Teleconverter TC-14E III

74  October 2016



www.nikon.ca
For more information, visit 

IT HAS  ARRIVED!   

153
Autofocus

points

20.9
Megapixels

10 FPS
Continuous 

Shooting

100-51,200
Expandable 
to 1,640,000

ISO

I AM CONDENSED POWER

4K
UHD

Video



‘Best
Friends’

Hangin’ Out With

PHOTOS BY KAREN ASP & COURTESY BEST FRIENDS

While On Vacation
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Animal lovers like our own Karen Asp 
‘paws’ to spend time with some very 
special animals at a ranch in Utah

KANAB, UTAH — This 
is a two-stoplight town 
with a population of just 
over 4,000, which may 
not sound like much rea-

son to visit. Until, that is, you consider 
its location in what’s called the Gold-
en Circle just outside Zion and Bryce 
Canyon National Parks.

So it may seem ironic that although 
I’ve wanted to see these national 
parks, I’m not here to visit them. Nor, 
I confess, do I ever set foot in them. 
Instead, I’ve come for another mon-
ument, so to speak, this one a giant 
among animal lovers.

It’s here in Kanab where Best 
Friends, the country’s largest sanctu-
ary housing roughly 1,700 animals of 
all kinds on any given day, has set up 
camp. This, though, may be a bit of 
an understatement (yet was certainly 
true of its opening in 1984), given that 
it owns 3,700 acres, leases another 
17,000 acres and lies in Angel Canyon 
where the main road stretches over 10 
kilometres. I’m here to volunteer, but 
ironically, as is with most volunteer 
experiences, I get more than I could 
possibly give.

My experience starts months before 
the trip. During that time, I make travel 
arrangements and fill out paperwork, 
the toughest part deciding whether 
I want to volunteer in Cat World or 
DogTown, which was featured in a 
National Geographic series Dogtown. 
Though I’ve been both a cat and dog 
parent, I choose the latter.

I’m not the only one, by the way, 
who ventures to Best Friends for a vol-
unteer vacation. In 2015, almost 9,000 
volunteers from around the world 
arrived, staying two to three days on 
average. No prior experience with an-
imals is necessary, and kids as young 
as 6 can volunteer.

Why come here versus another vol-
unteer destination?

“There really is no other place like 
Best Friends,” says Lori Bernath, 
manager of volunteer engagement at 
Best Friends. “It’s not a shelter. It’s 
not a roadside diversion. It’s a unique 

Writer Karen Asp, left, and other 
animal lovers get pleasure hanging 
out with some special animals that 
are being cared for at the Best Friends 
Animal Sanctuary in Utah. The ranch 
is a place where animals live out their 
lives being cared for by some loving 
‘friends’. The ranch is truly a pot of 
gold at the end of a rainbow.
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destination, which is a lifesaving haven for 
hundreds of adoptable animals.”

The sanctuary’s mission is to save them 
all, and it’s leading the no-kill movement 
in shelters across the country. Yet Best 
Friends hopes the experience doesn’t end 
here.

“We do our best to make sure our volun-
teers leave the sanctuary so inspired they 
want to continue the work in their own 
community,” Bernath says.

I feel the pull of this place the minute I 
arrive in Kanab, red rock stretching as far 
as I can see. At the sanctuary, I’m shuttled 
around via van on a tour of the property, 
which makes me think of Disney World. 
No rides here, of course, but each section 
is themed with a catchy name.

There’s Marshall’s Piggy Paradise, for 
instance, where I witness baby pot-bel-
lied pigs being fed. I even step inside their 
pen where I give them a rub behind their 
shoulders, which guarantees they’ll fall 
over for a belly rub. I pet horses at Horse 
Haven, have a bonding moment with a 
goat named Skid, see bunnies being click-
er trained in the Bunny House, watch a 
cockatoo named King O dance to music 
at Parrot Garden, and practice my clicker 
training skills with cockatiels.

Then it’s onto Dogtown where the first 
stop is Puppy PreSchool. I’ve commit-
ted to an hour of puppy training and get 
matched with a 16-week-old pup named 
Ralphie who couldn’t be more adorable. 
Unfortunately, she can’t fit in my suitcase, 
but I love taking her through numerous so-
cialization exercises.

There’s rarely a time when puppies ar-
en’t the hands-down favourite. Until, that 
is, I head to the Clubhouse at DogTown 
where I’ve been assigned for an afternoon.

As posh as it sounds, the Clubhouse, 
which requires volunteers to be 18, is 
where tough cases go. Here, you’ll find 
dogs with red collars. Best Friends uses 
three different colours to designate a dog’s 
level of safety. While green is good, purple 
means ask staff before interacting, and red 
is staff only.

I enter one of the many octagon-shaped 
buildings in the Clubhouse area where 
I meet Julius, a four-year-old dog who 
suffers from brain damage and post-trau-
matic stress disorder as a result of phys-
ical abuse. The abuse was so severe that 
Julius, who spends his days spinning in 
circles and scratching himself frequently 
because of stress, will never live a normal 
dog’s life or never know any other home 
outside of Best Friends. The sanctuary of-
fers lifetime residence for animals, which 
is a blessing for a dog like Julius.

Yet Julius benefits by seeing people so 
when I’m asked to read to him, I pull a 

chair in front of his cage. I can’t touch 
him, but I can talk to him and read from 
The Velveteen Rabbit. I’ve been told it’s 
his favourite book, although how the staff 
knows I have no idea, so I read it once. 
Twice. Three times. And then I lose track 
because as I read, tears are running down 
my cheeks. It’s hard enough thinking 
about what he went through, let alone see-
ing the consequences.

While Julius spends the first part of our 
time together spinning quickly, he even-
tually slows. And stops. And for that mo-
ment, I pour as much compassion into my 
voice as I can and give him a moment of 
calm. But then his world starts spinning 
again.

My next charge is Jazz, a Chihuahua 
who’s come from a hoarding situation. 
He shies away when people’s hands come 
toward him so the staff has been working 
around this, hand feeding him his every 

meal, which I do. His approach is tentative 
at first. Soon, though, he warms up and be-
gins accepting food more readily.

Finally, I’m asked to walk dogs – but not 
just any dogs. I’m introduced to Curly and 
Mya, two of Best Friends’ VIP residents. 
Don’t know them? I wouldn’t have either, 
until I was told they’re two of the “Vick-
tory” dogs, Best Friends’ most famous 
residents. (Even my van driver shares my 
enthusiasm, saying not many people can 
say they’ve walked a Vicktory dog.)

When NFL player Michael Vick was 
busted for his dogfighting ring in 2007, 
Best Friends took in several of the pit 
bulls, including Curly and Mya. They’re 
beautiful creatures, and as I stroke their 
bodies, I think about the abuse they, too, 
have suffered, the stories they could tell.

We don’t tell stories on our walk, 
though. Instead, we smell the sage bushes 
and make paw prints on the two-kilome-
tre trail. These two are writing new stories 
for themselves, although, even with their 
purple colours, they might never be adopt-
able.

In the short time I’m at Best Friends, the 
place has wound itself around my heart. 
They say it’s in Sedona, Ariz., that many 
feel the vortex energy centres. I, howev-
er, disagree, as I felt little when I visited 
Sedona. But here in Kanab, especially at 
Angel’s Rest, a spot nestled among the red 
rocks where animals are buried, I feel a 
deep sense of peace and a stirring to do 
more.

A few months later, when I begin walk-
ing dogs at my local shelter, pit bulls are 
the dogs I am attracted to first and I re-
member Bernath’s words.

I, too, am on the same mission now. •

Some playful puppies prove they’re not camera shy. They and other animals are well cared for by staff and ‘friends’ at the ranch.

Just The Facts
• Kanab is about a two-hour drive from the airport in 
St. George, Utah.  The town has served as the setting 
for numerous films and TV series, including Billy the 
Kid and Gunsmoke.

• Consider staying at either The Canyons Boutique 
Hotel or the Parry Lodge, now a historic site where 
many movie stars have stayed.

• Some hotels offer a Best Friends discount and par-
ticipate in the sanctuary’s sleepover program where 
you can bring a dog, cat or sometimes a bunny into 
your room overnight. 

• For more information about volunteering at Best 
Friends, visit http://www.bestfriends.org.
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TeeTime
Oglebay features two champion-

ship courses designed by Arnold 

Palmer and Robert Trent Jones at 

the Speidel Golf Club, the 18-hole 

regulation Crispin course and a 

9-hole Par III course. And breath-

taking mountain scenery makes 

every round unforgettable. 

Ta k e  t i m e .
Og l e b a y - Re s o r t . c o m

Starting at just $131 (per person, per night, double occupancy)Ones 
Golf 

Package

Starting at just $131
Includes ONE  night of lodging, ONE round of golf on both the Jones and 
Palmer courses with GPS cart.
Book now. Tee times limited. Call 877.740.0435 or visit 
Oglebay-Resort.com to book today.
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ALegend
Is Born

John Goddard gets to the highest 
point in Vietnam aboard a gondola 
that has become a real ‘thrill’ ride

Poeple line up to 
board the new  
cable car that will 
take them to iconic 
Mount Fansipan, 
the highest point in 
Vietnam. The ride 
offers visitors some 
amazing views of 
the countryside.

PHOTOS BY JOHN GODDARD
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Visit travelyukon.com/midnightsun

THE SUN’S 
NOT GOING 
TO BED. 
WHY 
SHOULD 
YOU?
Discover how the 
Yukon can lighten  
up your summer. 
Journey into the wild to spot 
grizzlies, moose and caribou, 
or hike ancient mountain trails 
blazing with wildflowers. Follow 
a scenic drive back to the days 
of the Klondike gold rush, or 
learn to dance to a beat of a 
culture as old as our land. When 
you realize it’s midnight...you 
realize it doesn’t matter.



The native people of Sapa dress as their ancestors did 5,000 years ago when they came to Vietnam from China. The northern part of Vietnam is one of the loveliest in Asia with lots of terraced fields.

‘I drifted alone in a gon-
dola built for 35 people, 
my solitary bubble, over 
a landscape of vegetable 
gardens and terraced rice 
paddies. Only after 
crossing the valley did I 
start to get nervous.’ 

By John Goddard
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

SAPA, VIETNAM — All I 
knew was that the cable car 
was now running. I did not 
plan to take it, let alone imag-
ine that it might prove the 

highlight of my trip. My guidebook 
scorned the venture, saying it would re-
lay more people in an hour to the top of 
Vietnam’s highest point, Mount Fansi-
pan, than the number of climbers who 
summit it in an entire year. With the ca-
ble car, the guidebook said, “the appeal 
of standing alone on a remote peak” 
would no longer be an option.

“You should go,” said a young Viet-
namese trekker named Quan, whom I 
met in Hanoi, the Vietnamese capital. He and a friend had just 
returned from climbing the mountain. It took them two days, 
and when they reached the top they felt so tired they took the 
rig down.

“We loved it,” Quan said.
The cable car begins near Sapa, a northern hilltop village fa-

mous for colourful hand-embroidered clothing worn daily by 

almost all the local women. I bought a 
bus ticket north. For three days, I visit-
ed hill-tribe villages, learning about the 
differences between the Red Zao, the 
Black H’mong, and other local groups. 
Nobody I met mentioned the cable car. 
An electronic billboard in Sapa’s main 
square showed it among other attrac-
tions, but otherwise I saw no promo-
tion of any kind — no brochures, no 
posters, no maps, no talking it up at 
the travel office. When I inquired at the 
hotel reception, the clerk told me the 
ascent took 15 minutes and cost $35 
(Cdn), which sounded expensive since 
my large hotel room was costing $24 
a night.

“Shall I call a taxi?” the clerk asked.
“Why not?” I said, deciding to take 

a chance. The driver started up a rough, narrow road past rice 
paddies, banana trees, farmhouses and sheer rock faces. After 
20 minutes, we emerged over a rise into another world. In-
stead of rocks and trees, flat pavement stretched in all direc-
tions to form a vast, pristine parking lot, almost totally empty. 
To our left, a multi-storied terminal clung to the slope, like a 
spaceport in a science-fiction movie.
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Only later did I make sense of what I 
was seeing. It turned out that the cable car, 
“Fansipan Legend,” forms the centrepiece 
of a much larger projected development 
meant to convert Sapa into one of South-
east Asia’s foremost tourism destinations. 
In 2014, an expressway north from Hanoi 
was completed to within 36 kilometres 
of Sapa. In February 2016, the cable car 
opened. Construction continues on nearby 
5-star hotels, posh restaurants, golf cours-
es and a shopping mall, and work is to be-
gin soon on an international airport.

I had preceded the rush. The vast termi-
nal building stood nearly empty. I bought 
a ticket at a bank of counters with no line-
up. I walked through spacious corridors 
with enormous ceilings, took an escala-
tor down to a deserted restaurant floor, 
and then descended a second escalator to 
a hollow-sounding hall built to manage 
hundreds of people. I walked through va-
cant crowd-control pens into an immense 
concrete chamber with a carpeted floor. A 
cable car swung toward me, the door slid 
open automatically, and a moment later I 
was launched over the Muong Hoa Valley.

An American of Vietnamese heritage 
from Chicago later told me that, for him, 
the valley was the worst part. “Crazy 
scary,” he said. “The ground just dropped 
away.”

But I enjoyed the sensation. I drifted 
alone in a gondola built for 35 people, my 
solitary bubble, over a landscape of veg-
etable gardens and terraced rice paddies. 
Only after crossing the valley did I start to 
get nervous.

From start to finish, the cable car trav-
els more than six kilometres, and over that 
distance climbs nearly one and a half kilo-
metres, a Guinness World Record for ele-
vation climbed by a cable car. I expected 
only to cross the valley, but the car began 
to rise in stages from one tower to the next, 
over successively higher ridges. The land-
scape turned jagged and plunged steeply 
away.

A wind came up and the car started 
swaying. I reached my arms across the 
seat back and dug my fingernails into the 
upholstery. I wished this were an IMAX 
movie. I wanted off. “If I make it,” I 
thought, “I’ll walk down, even if it takes 
me two days.”

Somehow the final segment proved eas-
ier and I relaxed my grip, disembarking in 
the reception cave giddy with relief and 
excitement.

The air turned misty and chilly. I was 
wearing a thin short-sleeved shirt and all 
the attendants wore jackets, some with 
tightly drawn hoods. “Stairs this way,” one 
man said, directing me outside to a giant 
staircase of more than 600 steps leading to 

Fansipan Peak, altitude 3,143 metres.
I started up. Soon I was passing others, 

mostly Vietnamese tourists in their twen-
ties and thirties. At the summit, I felt en-

Just The Facts
• The best way to get to Vietnam from Canada is 
with Air Canada or Cathay Pacific via Hong Kong.

• Tour East Holidays offers a number of exciting and 
inexpensive tours to Vietnam, some of which include 
stops in Sapa. For more information, go to 
http://www.toureast.com

ergized and reheated, even with a wind 
blowing, and I joined a small throng of 
maybe 20 people — not 2,000 — snapping 
pictures of each other and waving Viet-
namese flags. Everybody got a turn. Just 
below us hung a bank of clouds, giving 
us a view of jagged ridges poking through 
mist.

The ride down felt gentle. 
Again, I got a gondola to myself, and I 

stood at the front window to immerse my-
self in the view. It was the most fun I had 
in Vietnam, and the next day I went back 
and did it again. •

Visitors to the gondola take some 
unique pictures of themselves 
while waiting in line. The complex 
built around the gondola is one of 
the most modern in the country, 
where people can stay and play 
sports after a day atop the moun-
tain. New roads now connect Sapa 
to most major cities in Vietnam.
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350 Acre Ashford Estate

World Class Dining
Elegantly Designed Interiors

Brand New Spa and Fitness suite
32 Seat Cinema and Billiards Room

Private events and Exclusive Weddings 
Wine Cellar & Cigar Terrace

Activities
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lake cruising, luxury charter,
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canoeing

ASHFORD CASTLE Cong, County Mayo, Ireland

T: +353 94 954 6003 | E: reservations@ashfordcastle.com

Calgary beefs up its restaurant scene with stylish new rooms

Cowtown
Chowtown
becomes

By Adam Stanley
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

CALGARY — When my wife, 
Stephanie, and I descended 
on this city for a week in July 
during the Calgary Stampede, it 
took me four days before I had 

my first taste of Alberta beef.
Blasphemous? Perhaps. But it shows how 

much the food culture has changed in Al-
berta’s biggest city of late. It’s not all about 
the white-linen, dark-leather steakhouses 
of yesteryear. Despite the city’s recent eco-
nomic struggles, restaurants of all kinds are 
having a moment.

“Calgarians will eat anything, as long as 
it’s good,” Chef Rogelio Hererra tells me 
with a smile as we played nine holes of 
golf one morning with fellow Calgary chefs 
Duncan Ly and Jan Hansen.

Hererra is at the helm of Alloy Restaurant, 
a funky Latin-inspired room about five min-

Where’s the beef? Well, in Calgary it’s a little harder to find these days thanks to the opening of some trendy new 
restaurants like Native Tongue, above, where refined Mexican food is served up.   Bonterra Trattoria, top photos, 
is another chic dining addtion to the Calgary restaurant scene.
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utes from the Stampede grounds. Ly is just 
about to open his latest venture, Foreign 
Concept. Hansen, with 30-plus years in 
the industry, took over Ly’s old spot lead-
ing the Hotel Arts group of restaurants.

As we walk the pristine fairways of 
Country Hills Golf and Country Club – 
about 20 minutes from downtown and the 
host club of an event on the Mackenzie 
Tour-PGA Tour Canada schedule – I can’t 
help but think how strong the camaraderie 
is between these three chefs.

They say it’s just a part of Calgary’s ro-
bust food scene. Everyone is helping ev-
eryone else.

It mostly has to do with the short grow-
ing season for local produce, they agree. 
The chefs usually connect with other chefs 
in the area to see what they’re using, how 
they’re using it, and how to get the best out 
of their short time with fresh goods. This 
is not the first time I’ll hear this mentioned 
on this trip.

Hererra then points to a moment six 
years ago that really kick-started the food-
ie movement in Calgary.

Rouge, a farm-to-fork spot that spe-
cializes in those aforementioned local in-
gredients, is in a historic home near the 
Bow River and opened in 2001. By 2010, 
Rouge was named to the coveted San Pel-
legrino World’s 100 Best Restaurants list 
— it was 60th.

Six years later, the dining culture in 
Cowtown is exciting, even if it’s not cow 
you’re ordering. Calgary now has plenty 
of new, international cuisine options that 
are too good to pass up.

Arriving in Calgary midday on a Thurs-
day, the day before the Stampede began, 
I’m met by a sea of cowboy hats, boots, 
plaid shirts and jeans that were just a little 
too tight. And Native Tongues Taqueria, a 
hip Mexican joint that just opened a year 
ago, was bustling.

The cozy spot on the main floor of the 
Marriott Fairfield Inn & Suites was very 
busy the night we visited. John, the man-
ager, told us the rustic dine-in and take-out 
cantina has been just as busy every night 
since it opened.

“Everyone loves tacos. They’re reces-
sion-proof,” he said with a smile.

I enjoyed a margarita — of course 
— and we indulged in tacos and house-
made guacamole with chips. The tacos, 
filled with local produce and buttery-soft 
braised meats, were certainly a standout. 
However, much of the menu was a twist 
on your usual Mexican fare like Barbacoa 
de Cordero (slow-roasted lamb neck).

The next day we ventured to the up-and-
coming East Village neighbourhood for 
brunch at Sidewalk Citizen Bakery – a 
spot so nice we went there twice. It’s part 

of a three-restaurant complex that sits in a 
refurbished mattress factory.

Michal Lavi, one of the owners, told us 
they are undeniably committed to using 
fresh, local ingredients. 

Their locations have expanded to three 
in the last few years, and the open-con-
cept dining area in East Village — floor-
to-ceiling windows open to views of the 
Bow River — has already been incredibly 
popular. 

The baked goods at Sidewalk Citizen, 
like the sinfully sweet pear tart, sit on dis-
play in front of a steady stream of patrons. 

The menu is filled with Israeli-inspired 
dishes like garlicky organic hummus and 
pitas (made on site, every day), which, on 
this particular day, was filled with grilled 
cauliflower, halloumi cheese, cucumber 
and za’atar.

Before a night out at the Chuckwagon 

races, we visit the pleasant Bonterra Trat-
toria. We sat next to the fireplace, which is 
adjacent to the bustling kitchen, as it was 
an unusually cool evening for July. The 
terrace is usually the place to be at Bon-
terra, but enjoying perfectly paired white 
and red wines with our multi-course menu 
eased any pain we may have felt having to 
sit inside.

Although the meal felt like it was never 
going to end, neither Stephanie nor I want-
ed that to happen. From fresh salads — 
both warm and cold — to veal carpaccio 
(something neither of us had tried before), 
to pasta dishes like carbonara with boar 
bacon, to elegant halibut atop ricotta gn-
occhi and a velvety leek cream, the meal 
at Bonterra Trattoria was more of an expe-
rience than a dinner.

As our trip was nearing its conclusion, 
we had yet to visit one of those spots that 
made Calgary so famous in the first place.

Enter Charcut Roast House.
Connie DeSousa, the co-owner and a 

Top Chef Canada finalist, greeted us with 
a big smile and as we were sitting, pro-
claimed that she hoped we liked meat.

DeSousa continued to tell us about her 
love for the local food scene, and made 
mention of how, when Charcut was just 
starting out six years ago, they hosted a 
backyard barbecue for as many local chefs 
as they could to just “break bread” (or 
meat, I guess).

They also visited 40 farms in 40 days, 
including an artichoke farm 100 kilome-
tres away where they gleefully told them 
about how they could sell their artichokes 
to local restaurant owners. The farmers 
were otherwise uneducated on the market-
ability of their fresh produce.

We enjoyed a chef’s choice appetizer in-
spired by DeSousa’s Portuguese heritage 
– a sizzling dish of sausage, egg and hot 
pepper that she said she ate for breakfast 
numerous times growing up — and then 
a salad of burrata cheese with homemade 
bread and peppery arugula.

We both ordered sandwiches as our 
mains (it was lunch, after all) and smiled 
in agreement that they were tremendous. 

Mine was a baseball-sized meatball 
sandwich with a rich Bolognese sauce 
accompanied by their famous Parmesan 
fries, which had been cooked in duck 
fat. Stephanie enjoyed warmed rotisserie 
chicken on a homemade focaccia, topped 
with boar bacon.

As we strolled around the Stampede 
grounds one last time, I couldn’t help but 
think about the meals we consumed in 
Calgary and realized there was only one 
or two where it was all about the beef. And 
that was totally fine because, as we discov-
ered, there’s plenty of other options. •

There’s plenty of beef still available in Calgary but it’s presented 
in a stylish way and accompanied but lots of farm to table 
ingredients and lots of fresh fish dishes.
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Wild Weekend
In Swaziland

SWAZILAND WAS NOT on my 
bucket list. I didn’t even know 
where it was when I first heard 
about a volunteer position with the 
Swaziland Action Group Against 

Abuse. But, during my stint as communica-
tions officer with the organization, my eyes 
were opened to the jaw-dropping beauty of 
this tiny kingdom of 1.2 million, tucked be-
tween Mozambique and South Africa.

Work was tough, but on weekends I was 
revitalized, exploring the countryside and 
taking in local culture with new friends – 
mostly international expat volunteers like 
myself.

I found the country’s game parks to be 
most fascinating and Mlilwane Wildlife 
Sanctuary was where I had my first encoun-
ter with Swazi critters.

Camille (from Montreal), Hayley (from 
London) and I wandered the peaceful nature 
trails, strolling with antelope and zebras and 
keeping our distance from a very large croc-
odile sunning himself by the lake. On our 
way to the Hippo Haunt, the sanctuary’s 
cozy restaurant, we spied another big fella. 

Maureen Littlejohn
gets to know the

people & highlights 
of this fascinating 

African nation
during weekend 

down time

Visiting villages, enjoying local festivals and meeting rare animals in parks is a weekend getaway like none other.

PHOTOS BY MAUREEN LITTLEJOHN

Wild Weekend
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At the end of the annual Umhlanga Festival, 10,000 “maidens” (young, unmarried, childless) dance in front of the Queen Mother and her son, King Mswati III, wearing some bright costumes.

The Mlilwane Wildlife Sanctuary is home to some massive hippos, seen here taking a drink at one of the park’s water holes. The sanctuary is also home to many other Africans species.

This guy was wandering around the campfire area, very subdued, 
his back covered in angry red scratches.

“He got in a fight with another hippo,” a ranger explained. He 
told us hippos are territorial and are known to charge and trample 
people, so we gave him a wide berth and hurried into the restau-
rant.

Hlane Royal National Park was the only Swazi park with lions. 
On another weekend trek I got up before sunrise to track the ma-
jestic beasts.

The early wakeup call paid off and I was thrilled when our sa-
fari group glimpsed a pride of amber royalty. To top it off, when 
I was waiting for sunset at the watering hole, a mama white rhino 
and her baby came down for a drink.

At Mbuluzi Game Reservem giraffes were the highlight, as well 
as swimming in the frothy Mbuluzi River.

“Crocs don’t like fast moving water,” our guide told us. Whew!
You do some adventurous things when you’re in places like 

Swaziland — I had never whitewater rafted before, so I took the 
plunge (literally) and joined a group going to the Great Usuthu 
River.

We were two per raft and my stomach flipped as we paddled 
towards a churning wall of water. My rafting partner Isabel, a 
fearless Aussie, and I were quickly dunked. Thankfully we had 
on life jackets and helmets and our guides helped us retrieve the 
runaway raft.

My next challenge was scaling Sibebe Rock. Three billion years 
old and 350 metres high, the rock, or pluton, is a formation some-
what like Australia’s Uluru (Ayers) Rock. Instead of clambering 
straight up (a tad dangerous), I chose the gentle ascent, a round-
about trail through tall grasses that took me around two hours.

Enough of this outdoor adventure stuff — let’s party!
The biggest annual celebration in Swaziland is Umhlanga, also 

known as the Reed Dance. In late August, young women spend 
eight days chopping down reeds and presenting them as wind-
breaks for the Queen Mother’s residence.

At the ceremony’s finale, Camille, Isabel, Hayley and I watched 
as 10,000 “maidens” (young, unmarried, childless) danced in 
front of the Queen Mother and her son, King Mswati III.

They were magnificent dancing in their brightly coloured sash-
es over bare breasts and the smallest of skirts. At one point the 
king, dressed in leopard skin, came down from his viewing plat-
form and greeted some of the maidens.

“He sometimes picks a wife at the Reed Dance,” my Swazi 
friend Tenele explained later. She also told me he has 15 wives 
while his father, King Sobhuza II, had 70.

The colourful festival and participants inspired me to acquaint 
myself with village life in Swaziland, so one Sunday I joined 
some friends and took a tour of Lobamba, the traditional, spiritual 
and legislative capital city of Swaziland.

Our guide Beki led us down leafy streets lined with mud houses 
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to a small courtyard filled with low benches.
“Are you thirsty?” he asked.
We nodded and a woman brought us a 

large pickle jar filled with what looked like 
grey dish water.

“Sorghum beer,” explained Beki, taking a 
swig.

I took a small sip from the communal jar 
and made a face. It was sour and unappeal-
ing. Beki could tell we were not impressed. 
He disappeared into the hut and came out 
with a clay bowl filled with thick white liq-
uid.

“Maize drink, non-fermented,” he ex-
plained.

It was cool, sweet and delicious and we 
gave him the thumbs up.

At the Stick and Mud Gallery we met a 
small man with dreadlocks and a bright 
smile. 

“Welcome, come into my home and stu-
dio,” said Lucky Mlotsa expansively.

The walls were covered with his art, co-
lourful paintings of Swazi life.

“I’ve been teaching community members 
to paint. Four of my students won national 
competitions. That’s when I started taking 
myself seriously,” he explained proudly.

Lunch was at a local butchery. After pick-
ing out some chicken, we placed it on a 
smouldering grill. Along with the chicken, 
we devoured mouth-watering plates of cole-
slaw, boiled pumpkin leaves, tomato-avo-
cado salad and pap (made from cornmeal). 
All eaten with our hands. Thankfully, I was 
equipped with Wet Ones.

When it came to buying mementoes of my 
trip to Swaziland, I wanted to make sure I 
purchased “fair trade souvenirs.”

Since Camille was volunteering for a local 
organization called Gone Rural, which pro-
motes such purchasing, one Saturday I went 
out to see her at the shop in the community 
of Malkerns.

She told me the boutique, which specializ-
es in woven items made from plant materi-
als, was supplied by 800 rural women who 
worked from their homes and received 40 
per cent of the wholesale price.

My eyes widened as I took in the rain-
bow array of placemats, baskets, and rugs. I 
learned that Gone Rural exports its products 
around the world, including to 10,000 Vil-
lages outlets in Canada.

Wanting to buy straight from the source, I 
chose a handful of stackable baskets as gifts 
for friends at home.

Tiny Swaziland has some big problems 
– high rates of HIV/AIDS, domestic vio-
lence and little employment. As volunteers 
with development organizations we were all 
there to help. And yet, the country’s beauty 
and the friendliness of the people are un-
matched. I will be forever grateful for those 
amazing weekends. •

Visitors are warned not to go 
too close to the water 
because a croc is usually 
near the shore patrolling for 
some food. Other creatures 
in Zimbabwa are far cuter, 
like this small monkey which 
enchants visitors with its 
lovely big eyes.

Making Contact
Swaziland Tourism:
www.thekingdomofswaziland.com/

All Out Africa: www.alloutafrica.com

Swazi Trails: www.swazitrails.co.sz

Gone Rural: www.goneruralswazi.com

Swazi Candles: www.swawzicandles.com

Ngwenya Glass: www.ngwenyaglass.co.sz
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Igloo is Hong Kong’s

Coolest Place To Hang Out

By Marc Atchison
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

HONG KONG — By the time I 
reach the Star Ferry Terminal at 
Pier 7, where people hop on the 
iconic green boats and sail off to 
this city’s outer islands, the op-

pressive summer heat has taken its toll. Sweat 
drips off my body like rain and the hot, humid 
air has drained me of all my energy.

Suddenly I pine for a Canadian winter.
Then, out of the corner of my eye I spot the 

word “Igloo” hanging above a stylish shop at the 
entrance of the busy terminal building.

As I approach the shop, a swoosh of cool air 
washes over me. I’m instantly refreshed.

“You look like you need something to cool you 
down,” says the lovely young woman standing 
behind the display counter at the ice cream shop 
she’s christened Igloo.

Larvina Wong, part owner of Igloo (dessert 
bar), invites me to sample some of her freshly 
made gelato.

“We make everything in house with all natural 
ingredients,” says the woman born in Hong Kong 
but who later moved to Toronto at a young age.

“I love experimenting with gelato and just this week came up 
with a new variety — peanut butter, jam and bananas. Here, have 
a taste.”

The tiny sample Larvina offers instantly melts on my tongue 
and the creamy goodness is like a shot of adrenaline to my taste 
buds.

“Is there a gelato flavour you’d like to try?” asks Larvina while 
pointing to creamy clouds of goodness named pina colada, apple 
pie and pineapple.

I tell her I’m partial to pistachio and add that the best pistachio 
gelato I’ve ever had was in Florence (Italy).

“Well, let’s see how my pistachio stacks up,” says the woman 
with the infectious smile who put a career in architecture on hold 

while she pursues her dreams of becoming the 
next Ben and Jerry’s ice cream success story.

Larvina’s version of the green gelato with the 
pistachio nuts is amazing — equal to anything I 
had in Italy.

“Pistachio is the most expensive gelato to 
make because the nuts cost a lot,” says Larvina, 
who proudly tells me she designed the multi-co-
loured Igloo logo, store interior and branding 
herself. Then she invites me inside her cramped 
air conditioned premises to see how she makes 
the creamy goodness.

“Most of the process is done by machine — 
the ingredients are first pasteurized at very high 
heat and then the mixture is quickly frozen so the 
gelato does not crystallize. Then I add the sol-
id ingredients like the nuts, bananas. The whole 
process takes about one hour,” says Larvina.

The final consistency makes the gelato look 
like frozen pillows sitting in stainless steel tubs. 
The colourful varieties are then showcased in 
a large display freezer and they quickly draw a 

crowd.
“We’re just getting started so it’s a bit of a learn-

ing curve for us,” says Larvina, who remembers 
her time in Canada fondly.

“I guess I should create a distinctly Canadian gelato. Do you 
have any suggestions for the ingredients?” asks Larvina, who 
quickly answers her own question by saying, “maybe a maple 
sugar gelato would sell well here.”

As a line of overheated Chinese mainland tourists forms in front 
of Igloo’s display cases, I get Larvina to stuff two large scoops 
of pistachio gelato into a sugar cone, wish her good luck with her 
new venture and head back into the heat of Hong Kong — this 
time armed with some cooling protection.

As I walk away, I see smiles creep across the faces of the tour-
ists as they dive into Larvina’s frozen treats.

In a city where there is so many treats for tourists, Larvina 
Wong and her Igloo gelato and frozen treats are without a doubt 
the sweetest. •

Igloo’s part owner Larvina Wong stands 
behind the display counter at igloo that’s  
filled with  with lots of cool treats.
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Taiwan Is The

Wheel Deal

Touring the
island nation
on two wheels
is a ‘be-spoke’ 
journey you 
won’t forget

PHOTOS BY MARK STACHIEW

Touring the
island nation
on two wheels
is a ‘be-spoke’ 
journey you 
won’t forget
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By Mark Stachiew
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

TAITUNG, TAIWAN — We had 
only five kilometres left to cycle 
that day, but it was hot, our mus-
cles were complaining and the long 
road ahead of us sloped upwards, 

reminding us that we’d have to work that 
much harder to get to our final destination.

As we approached the hill in the Taiwanese 
countryside, we came to a small community of 
homes. By the roadside, in the merciful shade 
of a towering tree, was a small Taoist shrine, 
one of many similar structures found through-
out the country.

The small red building, no bigger than a gar-
den shed, was adorned with colourful sculp-
tures of Chinese gods and monsters. Inside 
was a golden statue of a deity with offerings 
left behind by worshippers from nearby farms. 
We didn’t have anything to offer, but we thirst-
ily drank our remaining water and silently be-
seeched any gods that were listening to pro-
vide us with the energy needed to climb that 
final hill.

Our prayers were answered because, in 
what seemed like no time, we powered up the 
slope ahead and coasted the rest of the way to 
the hotel where the others in our group were 
waiting. We were able to luxuriate in the pool 
where our aching muscles could recover for 
the next day’s ride.

We had come to the island nation of Taiwan 
to explore it by bicycle and soon discovered 
that this mode of transportation was the perfect 
way to experience this beautiful Asian destina-
tion. The slow pace allowed us to savour the 
sights in a way that would be impossible if we 
were hurtling by in the metal and glass of a 
car.

Cycling in Taiwan is easy. The country has 
a well-established cycling culture and there 
are numerous official routes dedicated to 
two-wheeled travellers, including Cycling 
Route No. 1, a 1,200-kilometre itinerary that 
circumnavigates the entire island. These cy-
cling routes consist of dedicated lanes on the 
side of smoothly-paved highways that are so 
well-maintained that they seem like they were 
built just last week.

Our journey began in Taiwan’s East Rift Val-
ley, a beautiful, flat region that lies between 

Cycling around the incredible 
island nation of Taiwan is one 
of the most satisfying things 
a visitor can do. The well 
marked roads lead cyclists to 
some landmark locations like 
Taiwan’s Coastal Mountains, 
opposite page, the lovely east 
coast, top photo above, Sun 
Moon Lake, middle photo, and 
the majestic rice fields in  the 
East Rift Valley. Once in Taipai, 
cyclists find narrow streets 
usually void of cars and lots of 
rental options like U-Bike, left.
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the Central Mountains to the west and the Coastal Mountains to 
the east. It is the country’s rice bowl and we cycled from Taitung 
to Chishang past endless rice fields that lay nestled between the 
mountains on either side of us. It was harvest time so the fields 
were a golden yellow, but in spring they are a lush green.

Along the route, we discovered that every 20 kilometres or so 
there are bicycle service stations, usually housed within local 
police stations. They provide water, air pumps and assistance to 
those who need it.

Every town along the route also seems to have a 7-Eleven. 
The American convenience stores are ubiquitous and are often 
the de-facto service station for passing cyclists who come to rest 
and fuel up for the next segment of their ride. They also serve as 
a meeting place for cyclists and you will find many Taiwanese 
riders who are more than delighted to help foreigners on their 
journey.

After spending time in the Rift Valley, we headed east to the 
coast. Here, the highway follows the shore and is flanked to the 
west by the Coastal Mountains. These high, cloud-topped peaks 
are blanketed with greenery and slope steeply toward the sea. As 
pretty as the Rift Valley was, this scenery was even more spectac-
ular and we didn’t even mind the extra hills.

The cycling tradition in Taiwan starts with Giant, which is defi-
nitely a giant in the cycling industry. The Taiwanese company is 
the world’s largest manufacturer of bicycles and plenty of them 
are sold here. Chances are any bike you rent for your tour of the 
country will be a Giant. We rode rented Giants and, apart from a 
few minor technical problems that were easily remedied en route, 
they served us well.

Anyone contemplating a cycling trip to Taiwan can hook up 
with any one of a number of local tour operators that will custom-
ize tours for them. These outfits will typically arrange bike and 
helmet rentals, book hotels and restaurants and provide support 
vans to transport luggage and offer technical support. If you’re 
more of a do-it-yourselfer that likes to organize things on your 
own, then you could easily make all of the arrangements for your-
self online.

The coastal segment of our ride ended in Hualian, a small city 
that offers many of the attractions that are common staples in 
other Taiwanese cities but in a more compact form, such as a 
night market that will overload your senses and a mouth-watering 
selection of restaurants. Because Taiwan was populated by an in-
flux of people from every corner of China after the Chinese Civil 
War, and then lived under Japanese rule for 50 years, as well as 
being home to a variety of indigenous peoples, the country has an 
exciting food culture unique in Asia.

From Hulian, we ventured to nearby Taroko National Park, a 
gorgeous wild area that straddles the Coastal Mountains. It is the 
home of Taroko Gorge, a soaring canyon of rock that cuts through 
the mountains. The road that runs through the park is also the 
route for King of the Mountain, an annual cycling road race that 
challenges riders from near and far. KOM takes racers along a 
gruelling 105-kilometre route of switchbacks that start at sea lev-
el and end in the thin air of the finish line at 3,275 metres.

Two of the fitter riders in our group rode part of the route while 
the rest of us enjoyed the scenery from the comfort of the van. 
The sturdy duo reported to the rest of us that the ride was chal-
lenging, but fun. They were sweating at the end, but smiling, so I 
will have to take their word for it.

Our trip ended at Sun Moon Lake, an idyllic resort area in the 
centre of the country that was a favourite of Chiang Kai-shek, the 
founder of modern Taiwan.

On the final morning, we got up just after dawn to avoid the 
midday heat and crowds and cycled our way along the 33-kilo-
metre route that circles the lake.

Along the way, we stopped at temples and scenic lookouts and 
paused to watch a family of monkeys crash through the bamboo 
forest. Birds were singing as we rode by and cicadas buzzed nois-
ily. It was paradise and before we knew it, the ride was over. Our 
bikes were packed away and we had to return to the airport in the 
glass and metal cage of the van where we could no longer feel, 
smell the fragrant fields going by or hear the sounds of the people 
around us.

Taiwan is definitely best experienced on two wheels. •

Just The Facts
These local tour operators can organize cycling trips in Taiwan:

• Giant Adventure (http://www.giantcyclingworld.com/travel)
Tour operator specializing in cycling trips for those who want to join a group or have 
a customized trip. 

• Formosa Lohas Cycling Association: (http://biketour.flca.tw/en/)
Another tour operator that offers route information and packages. 

For general information about recommended cycling routes, try these sites:

• Cycling Around Taiwan: 
http://map.taiwan.net.tw/ebook/CyclingAroundTaiwanEnglish2014.pdf

• Kaohsiung City: http://khh.travel/Article.aspx?a=7008&l=2

• New Taipei City: 
http://tour.ntpc.gov.tw/page.aspx?wtp=3&wnd=336&town=&kw=cycling

Other cycling events in Taiwan:

• Taiwan Cycle Festival: http://taiwanbike.tw/default.aspx?lang=2
Although it is called festival, this website includes news and other information about 
four popular cycling competitions in Taiwan, including KOM, Formosa 900, OK Taiwan, 
and Cycling festival. There is also useful information for cycling tips and routes.

• Tour de Taiwan: http://www.tourdetaiwan.org.tw/index.aspx
Tour de Taiwan is an annual professional road racing stage race held in Taiwan since 
1978 and is part of the UCI Asia Tour since 2005.

• KOM: http://www.taiwankom.org/en/
KOM (The King of The Mountain) is another popular international cycling race in Tai-
wan that is held every September.

• Eva Airlines (from Toronto) and China Airlines (from Vancouver) offer flights to Tai-
wan.

• Taitung was recently named one of Lonely Planet’s top Asian destinations.

There’s always a hearty meal waiting at the end 
of each day’s ride in a country where dumplings 
rule. There are numerous bicycle outfitters who 
can rent bikes to people who want to explore 
Taiwan on two wheels or fix a flat tire.
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Golf Paradise
West Virginia’sWest Virginia’s

Enchanting Oglebay Resort a diamond in the rough

Oglebay Resort and Conference Centre is a paradise for golfers thanks to the troika of courses 
featured here. The resort’s two championship courses were deigned by Robert Trent Jones Sr., and  
Arnold Palmer, and both qualify as the best in West Virginia. A third harkens back to the 1930s 
and keeps improving with age. But Oglebay is so much more than golf. The grand mansion where 
the  Oglebay family once stayed is now a museum and is surrounded by some lovely gardens.

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

By Marc Atchison
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

WHEELING, WV —
From my mountain-top 
vantage point outside 
the charming Oglebay 
Resort and Conference 

Centre, I watch the smoky morning mist 
slowly rise from the belly of the lush val-
ley below. Off in the distance, I see deer 
grazing in the sweeping pastures that drift 
off into a forest thick with giant pines. 
Above my head a hawk soars — it’s honed 
in on the small prey rustling in the tall 
grass nearby and oblivious to my pres-
ence. I suck in the dewy air and watch in 
awe as the sun pops up from behind the 
silhouetted Appalachian Mountains off in 
the distance.

“Let’s go — we came here to play golf, 
not watch the sun rise,” a gruff voice from 
behind reminds me.

It’s easy to get distracted by the natural 
beauty surrounding this historic resort, the 
centrepiece of Oglebay Wheeling Park, 
which has become a paradise for golfers 
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The courses at Oglebay 
Resort are truly magical.
Both the Jones and Palmer 
courses are PGA worthy 
and kept in impeccable 
condition at all times. 
While the Jones course 
requires lots of imagina-
tion, Palmer’s masterpiece 
is fair to all handicaps. 
A third course, Crispin, is 
also a delight to play.

thanks to the three handsome courses carved into the rolling land-
scape that surrounds this 406-acre Garden of Eden property.

Golf doesn’t get much better than Oglebay (pronounced Ogle-
bee in these parts). With championship courses designed by the 
likes of Arnold Palmer and Robert Trent Jones, the Elder, and 
another that dates back to the earliest days of this magnificent 
municipal park — dubbed “the people’s park” — a vacation here 
supplies golfers with many lasting memories.

Palmer’s outstanding Klieves course and Jones’ Speidel master-
piece have both earned rave reviews from those who rate courses 
for various golf publications, and the third course, the enchanting 
Crispin — first opened in 1930 — just keeps getting better with 
age. They especially look beautiful in the fall months when the 
local vegetation turns a painter’s palette of colours.

Most important for golfers, though, is that the championship 
courses are affordable — green fees range from $62-$79 (U.S.) 
on the Palmer and Jones courses and are usually bundled in some 
very attractive Stay and Play packages offered by Oglebay Resort 
— perfect for Canadians dealing with a devalued dollar.

The courses — there’s also a par-3 layout on property — are 
a short drive from the main resort, which features 271 luxury 
rooms and suites, most which have been recently renovated, plus 
an array of “cottages” that can host small or large golf groups or 
families.

While now a world-class resort, this breathtaking piece of real 
estate was once the exclusive domain of Earl W. Oglebay, an in-
dustrialist who spent his summers here. The handsome white-col-
umned mansion in which the Oglebay family lived now serves as 
a museum and is surrounded by magical 16-acre Bissonnette Gar-
dens and specialty shops selling many local crafts, like exquisite 
glass creations. Oglebay left the property to the city of Wheeling 
in his will and the resort was later added, so now everyone can 
enjoy what once was reserved for the privileged.

We follow the resort’s long entrance until it intersects with Hwy 
88 — the roller-coaster rural road that connects Oglebay with 
Wheeling — and soon arrive at Crispin for our “warm-up” round.

“Many golfers use Crispin for practice before playing the cham-
pionship courses,” Rico Coville, Oglebay’s Director of Golf, 
tells me. “In fact, Crispin is our most popular course in terms of 
rounds played.”

That’s probably because it costs just $25 to play Crispin, which 
for 50 years has provided golfers with plenty of thrills thanks 
to its interesting routing over uneven terrain and its impeccable 
conditioning.

Crispin is also where you’ll find the park’s community swim-
ming pool and just outside its entrance on Hwy 88 is the par-3 
course and elevated public driving range, which doubles as a ski 
hill, complete with chair lift, during the winter months.

“There’s always something to do at Oglebay, no matter the sea-
son,” says Coville, who is also the resort’s Director of Skiing.

Oglebay’s summer and fall festivals always draw big crowds 
and culminate with the Winter Festival of Lights, one of the larg-
est tourist attractions in West Virginia. It includes colourful light 
displays spread across 125 acres of the resort. People are drawn 
here from as far away as Toronto and nearby Pittsburgh and Co-
lumbus, Ohio, for the winter extravaganza.

After our enjoyable late-day round at Crispin, we head back to 
Oglebay Resort to enjoy the property’s many amenities — the 
delightful spa and some fine dining options like the elegant Ihlen-
feld Dining Room in Wilson Lodge (think rustic chic) and the 
GlassWorks Grill, a casual room which serves up lots of yummy 
regional specialties. The Speidel Grill overlooking the 18th hole 
of the Jones course is another dining option opened to golfers at 
Oglebay.
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Just The Facts
• Oglebay Resort is an easy five-hour drive from Toronto 
along the QEW (cross at Fort Erie), and Interstates I-90 
(to Erie), I-79 (to Pittsburgh) and I-70 (to Wheeling). 

• Along the way, you can stretch your legs at the Grove 
City Premium Outlet Mall.

• Oglebay offers many Stay & Play packages that start 
around $200 U.S. per night.

• Oglebay Resort is the perfect family getaway with 
many outdoor activities — it even has a zoo.

• For more information about Oglebay Resort and Con-
ference Center, please visit www.oglebay-resort.com, 
or call 800-624-6988.

Up early the next morning after a relax-
ing sleep in the comfy confines of our Wil-
son Lodge room — the spectacular views 
of the property and wildlife come at no ex-
tra charge — we gather in the GlassWorks 
Grill for what Coville promises to be the 
“best breakfast buffet in West Virginia.”

As we gobble down some yummy grits 
and lots of fresh locally-grown ingre-
dients, we all agree this may be the best 
breakfast in North America.

“Many golfers tell us our breakfast buf-
fet is what keeps them coming back,” 
smiles the charming Coville.

If you have an appetite for golf, though, 
you’ll overindulge at Oglebay.

Our 36-hole day begins with a morning 
round on Jones’ Speidel course. From the 
elevated first tee next to the course’s excel-
lent driving range, the view is magnificent 
— sweeping fairways funnel down to per-
fectly groomed greens. But don’t let looks 
fool you. Speidel is a beast and requires 
an “A-Game” performance if you hope to 
score well. 

And Jones doesn’t wait to test you — 
No. 1 is rated the hardest hole on this col-

lection of 18 picture-perfect holes.
“Speidel is a thinking man’s golf 

course,” says Phil, the delightful local 
who joins our group. After the round we 
tell him Speidel would put Einstein’s ge-
nius to the test. That said, the conditions at 
Speidel are nothing short of PGA worthy 
— the LPGA actually held tournaments on 
this course until recently. The rolling ter-

The Oglebay Resort and Conference Centre is located in one of the most beautiful settings anywhere. Herds of deer dance in the meadows and fairways and are not shy of strangers.

One of the most enjoyable parts of a visit to Oglebay Resort is wandering through the enchanting Bissonette Gardens, located next to the main house where the Oglebay family spent their summers.

rain is the most challenging part of play-
ing Speidel for high handicappers like me 
as the uneven fairways result in too many 
uphill and downhill lies. But what a great 
experience this course is.

We lick our wounds over a beer and 
burger in the Speidel Grill before heading 
back out to regain some dignity on Palm-
er’s Klieves course, which opened in 2000 
to much applause.

Because Speidel is so popular, Oglebay 
hired Palmer to design the Klieves course 
and it’s nothing short of amazing. Fair to 
high and low handicappers, it is a joy to 
play. This signature Palmer course is truly 
a gem — maybe the best Palmer course 
I’ve ever played.

There’s a point where 13 holes of the 
Palmer course come into view and it’s one 
of the most glorious sights in golf. While 
golf purists may rate Jones’ course higher, 
I found Palmer’s to be much more enjoy-
able to play..

I’ll let you decide which is best but one 
thing is for sure, a trip to Oglebay Resort 
is sure to satisfy your hunger for great golf 
and an exceptional holiday. •
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To Remember
Summers

Times in playful Wasaga Beach
stir up fond memories for many
By Lydia Bilyk 
TRAVELIFE CONTRIBUTOR

WASAGA BEACH, ON — Ahhh, the dog 
days of summer are about to end and 
another year of enjoying this wonder-
ful weekend retreat with my family and 
friends has come and gone too soon.

A hot spot in my youth, Wasaga Beach holds a special 
place in my heart for many reasons. My grandfather bought 
beachfront property here back in the ’60s when nobody had 
the time nor inclination to own and maintain a cottage. As a 
little girl, I spent every summer here and have watched the 
evolution of Wasaga Beach over the past 50 years.

Much has changed in this tiny Ontario hamlet but the one 
thing that remains constant is the glorious beaches - the 
longest stretch of fresh water beach (16 kilometres) in the 
world, the locals will proudly tell you.

Being a little girl in the ’70s and driving along Mosley 
Street, which  winds along the beachfront, my eyes were 
met with hundreds of little one room cottages on little lots 
overgrown with pine trees and shrubs. Dotted between were 
many small motels and mini cottages for rent. 

At the time, a drive along Mosley, into the town’s “main 
drag”, was a big adventure for those of us who lived on the 
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furthest western point of the beach (Beach Area 6). It winded along 
through Beach Area 2 where all the action took place. I remember 
seeing mobs of people bathing on the beige sand with their car 
radios blasting out rock music and competing with each other for 
our attention.

It was common to see bikers parked along the roadways - Wasaga 
has always been a mecca for them; travelling in packs with their 
shiny chrome glistening in the sunlight and their growling pipes 
reminding you of their presence. 

My mom would always tell my brother and I not to look at them, 
but I never listened. With my blond ponytails flapping in the wind 
and two missing front teeth, I never missed an opportunity to wave 
at the bikers as we passed by them congregated in front of the small 
cottages they had rented. They always waved back and were won-
derfully friendly.

There were no super centres to shop in or well known restaurant 
chains in the area back then. Only little shops selling candy, ice 
cream, beach toys and water floats and of course plenty of fish and 
chip stands dotted along the shoreline. If you needed to shop you 
had to go to Collingwood.  That was also an outing - we would 
stop mid way en route at the A&W, where you pulled your car up 
to a microphone (similar to a gas station layout) and ordered your 
food, which would be delivered by girls on roller skates. How cool!

Today as you drive along the same path, one by one the little 
cottages are being sold and people are building mega, two-storey 
homes, sacrificing the community’s cottage charm for the size and 
comforts they have grown accustomed to in the big city.

Small stores and food shacks have been replaced with mini malls 
- this no longer looks like a sleepy cottage town but just an exten-
sion of the city we all sought to escape. It now bustles with aging 
baby boomers snapping up all the real estate they can and trying to 
out build one another.

The one thing they can’t change is the beach. The soft fluffy sand 
and the warm and clean waters of Georgian Bay will always be the 
biggest draw and continue to invite, entice and beckon all to enjoy.

I wrote a poem on August 13, 1992 at the age of 24, exactly half a 
lifetime ago for me, summing up my feelings about Wasaga Beach 
and every word still rings true today.  

I wrote it at the end of our lot, atop a cement bench which over-
looks the beach and where I would start each morning and end each 
day watching the spectacular sunset.

The following words flowed one morning from my thoughts and 
onto paper faster then I could write them:

I awaken to the sound of a bird crowing outside of my window, as he made his flight 
along the shore, awakening his neighbours for a new day had dawned.

Peeking outside my window, my eyes were soon met by a warm burst of colour as the 
sun made it’s long journey out of the depths of the blue and shone her rays of light across 
the shore.

As I ran out towards the light and absorbed my first fresh breath of the day, there was a 
slight chill in the air that engulfed my body but was soon forgotten as the warm rays of 
the sun danced across my face.

To the path’s edge, my feet were soon met by millions of tiny friends whose bodies were 
soft and warm  and welcomed my presence. The soft beige powder played as a massage 
along the bottoms of my feet.

As I looked across the beach, I could see no friends, no enemies, no love, not hatred. I 
stood alone, one with nature, one with our creator.

Although I stood among hundreds of creatures lurking in my shadows, I could only see 
my solitude and feel the peace within myself. At that instant, I realized that I was home.

Home truly is not where one dwells or lays their head to sleep every night; home is a state 
of mind where thought is driven by the soul and not biased to outside influences. Home is 
an essence of inner peace where one can let down their guard and engulf their happiness.

Home is not always a geographical location dictated by careers or money, it can be within 
one’s self and is usually the place most thought and dreamt about.

As I made my way along the shoreline only the gentle sound of the waves rushing up 
and down the sand could be heard, and as each new step marked my presence, each new 
wave erased it just as life is given, and life is taken.

With the sun exploding out of the water and the birds awakening from their overnight 
frolics to find refuge in their early morning flight, a new day had begun and once again 
I had come HOME!

WASAGA BEACH: HOME IS WHERE THE HEART IS

From her family cottage in Beach Area 6, Lydia is rewarded with spectacular views of Georgian 
Bay and the sparkling waters that wash ashore on the sugary beach that wraps around 
Wasaga Beach. It’s a scene that inspired her to write the poem below.

PHOTOS BY LYDIA BILYK
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