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Salut, Bucharest!

Salut, Bucharest!

Set your sights on Bucharest with our new seasonal flights starting this June. 
Be delighted by Bucharest’s elegance as you stroll through its wide, tree-lined 
boulevards, explore its fabulous historical buildings and dine at one of its  
many trendy cafes.

Bucarest vous tend les bras grâce à nos nouveaux vols saisonniers débutant 
en juin. Laissez-vous séduire par son élégance alors que vous déambulez le 
long de ses boulevards bordés d’arbres, explorez ses magnifiques bâtiments 
historiques, ou dînez à l’un de ses nombreux cafés tendance.
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‘Brewhaha’
Toasting Munich’s Friendly

Famed Hofbräuhaus beer hall
is the place to be at Oktoberfest

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

MUNICH, GERMANY — I 
watch in amazement as Frau 
Singh slaloms around some 
drunken Hofbräuhaus patrons 
while clutching four large glass 

beer steins in her slender arms. She doesn’t spill 
a drop of the golden nectar and I applaud when 
she deposits them on the long wooden table 
where I’m sitting.

The lovely server is talking but I can’t hear. 
The band is playing some traditional Bavarian 
marching music and people are enthusiastical-
ly singing along — many are dancing on their 
chairs.

She leans forward and asks if we’d like a plate 
of sausages and a crisp suckling pig’s knuckle — 
“our speciality” — to go along with my foamy 
brew. 

Yes! I enthusiastically respond. Oh, and don’t 
forget some Bavarian kraut (sauerkraut) on 
the side, I yell at her as she disappears into the 
crowd again.

“It’s a quiet night tonight,” says Werner Hill-
ermann, my seatmate and one of the famed Mu-
nich beer hall’s “118 regulars” who have their 
own personal steins locked away in what Werner 
calls a “beer safe.”

“It takes on average of 17 years to get a beer 
safe,” says my drinking partner, who retrieved 
his from a locked wine-style rack at the entrance. 
“Many of the regulars leave their safe to their 
kids in their will. It costs just three euros a year 
to have one but if you are lucky enough to get 
one, well, you become part of a very privileged 
society.”
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Frau Singh expertly handles heavy 
beer steins, left, while another server, 
above, offers patrons some oversized 
salty pretzels to go along with the 
brew. Some “regulars” have their own 
personal steins that are locked away 
in a safe and passed down in wills.

1 Augustiner Klosterwirt: Beer started to flow at this beer 
hall 700 years ago and there original recipe is adhered to very 
closely, even today. It has a fully automated elevator to transport 
barrels of beer and its specialities are pork knuckle, Franconian 
sauerbraten and grilled sausages. Yum!
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/augustinerklosterwirt.html

2 Donisl: This traditional Bavarian restaurant at the 
Marienplatz dates back 300 years and is only getting better with 
age. Enjoy delicious traditional Bavarian-Austrian cuisine. Donisl 
offers 10 different sorts of beer including its iconic Hacker Pschorr 
Edelhell from a wooden barrel.
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/donisl.html

3 Münchner Stubn: Located across from Munich’s main 
rail station, this family-run brew pub serves up lots of Bavarian 
delicacies and beer straight from the wooden barrels.
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/muenchner-stubn.html

4 Palais Keller im Bayerischen Hof: A narrow stairway 
leads patrons down to a 550-year-old vaulted cellar.. The kitchen 
serves Ur-Bavarian sauerbraten and an excellent goulash.
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/palaiskeller.html

5 Ratskeller: This historic eatery offers romantics lots of little 
intimate corner tables but also has much larger rooms. The menu 
festures sausage delicacies, rotisserie ox and leg of lamb. 
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/ratskeller.html

6 Restaurant zum Alten Markt: Another landmark property, 
this 400-year-old brew house was once a council chamber. Alpine 
classics like rump of veal and sauteed duck liver top the menu.
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/zumaltenmarkt.html

7 Spatenhaus an der Oper: As the name suggests, this brew 
house is located next to Munich’s Opera House. The two-storey 
restaurant serves lots of Bavarian specialties like Weißwurst, 
sausages and its patisserie turns out some sweet treats. 
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/spatenhausadoper.html

8 Welser-Kuche: Medieval meals are what this 450-year-old 
restaurant is noted for. All the food is prepared according to origi-
nal recipes. Jugglers and musicians provide entertain.. Good fun!
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/welserkuche.html

9 Wirtshaus Ayingers: Located at the lively Platzl, Ayingers 
is famous for their specialty beers from the traditional family 
brewery. Six beers are on tap every day. https://www.ayingers.de

10 Zum Spöckmeier: Since 1450, locals have been eating 
and drinking here. Zum offers patrons something very special: 
Bavarian tapas. Bologna, meatloaf, wiener schnitzel top the menu.
http://innenstadtwirte.de/englisch/zumspoeckmeier.html

10

Hofbräuhaus, which is Ground Zero with 
tourists during Munich’s annual Oktober-
fest celebrations each year — it started 
Sept. 22 and ended Oct. 7 in 2018 — started 
out as a brewery in 1589 and supplied the 
nearby royal palace with ale. In 1828, King 
Ludwig I declared by Royal Decree that the 
Hofbräuhaus be open to the public and the 
rest, as they say, is history.

Each day — the Hofbräuhaus is open ev-
ery day of the year from 10 a.m  until 11:30 
p.m. — servers pour over 35,000 litres of 
beer and serve up almost 10,000 meals in 
the massive beer hall that can seat 3,500 
over three floors.

Needless to say, it’s the largest beer hall 
in the world and several smaller branches 
have opened up in cities like Shanghai and 
Las Vegas. But they can’t match the noise, 
atmosphere or enthusiasm I see on display 
at Munich’s Hofbräuhaus.

“It’s crazy in here during Oktoberfest,” 
says Werner, a part-time taxi driver and 
guide in this delightful city filled with fairy-
tale buildings. “During that time I always 
eat upstairs — it’s much quieter.”

The massive beer hall located in Mu-
nich’s iconic Old Quarter is always filled 
with tourists. Asians, Canadians, Indians, 
Americans, Australians — people from all 
over the world make this a must stop while 
visiting this Bavarian beauty.

Small Asian women struggle with the gi-

PLACES TO EAT 
WHEN IN MUNICH
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ant steins while some muscular Australians 
show they can easily clutch three in each of 
their hands.

“This is one of the most visited places in 
Munich,” says Werner, who claims 60 per 
cent of the Hofbräuhaus’ customers each 
night are made up of foreigners.

Frau Singh, an Indian immigrant whose 
been serving at the Hofbräuhaus for eight 
years, returns with our meals and the large 
plates are overflowing with food.

“Genießen (enjoy),” she commands be-
fore slipping back into the crowd.

Another server, dressed, like all employ-
ees, in traditional Bavarian garb,  suddenly 
appears and offers to sell us a pretzel the 
size of a baseball catcher’s glove.

Werner suggests we forgo the pretzel in 
favour of a “nice apple strudel after our 
meals.”

He then pushes closer and loudly whis-
pers in my ear: “I wonder how many of 
these people know that this is where the 
Nazi party was founded.”

Huh? This is sobering news. 
“Yes, upstairs in one of the back rooms, 

Hitler and his followers founded the Nazi 
party on Feb. 24, 1920. Ironically, the Hof-
bräuhaus was owned by a Jewish family at 
the time,” says Werner matter of factly as he 
dives back into his massive pig’s knuckle.

There are many beer halls in Munich but 
none can match Hofbräuhaus for atmo-
sphere. And while many cities around the 
world now hold Oktoberfest celebrations, 

The famed Hofbräuhaus is open every day of the year and serves 35,000 litres of beer and another 10,000 meals daily to customers who come from all over the world.

experiencing the real thing in Munich is a 
life-changing adventure for real beer drink-
ers.

As we push through the crowd at the end 
of our meals, Werner tells me:  “People say 
they want to go to heaven when they die but 
Germans say they want to come to Munich 
and that’s because we have beer halls like 
this.”

There’s only one answer to that: Prost! 
(Cheers!) •

 • The Hofbräuhaus is located at Platzl 9, 80331 Munich
    http://www.hofbrauhaus.de

• For tourism information on Munich or Germany, go to 
   http://www.germany.travel/en

• Air Canada and Lufthansa offer direct daily flights to 
   Munich from several Canadian cities.

JUST THE FACTS

The band is always loud 
and the beer always cold 
at Munich’s legendary  
Hofbräuhaus, the largest 
beer hall in the world 
where the Nazi party was 
actually founded in one of 
the Hofbräuhaus’ upper 
rooms, like the one above. 

10 www.travelife.ca
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STORY BY HEATHER HINCHCLIFFE / BIGSTOCK PHOTOS

Going 
 Solo
10 Things that make 

millennials unique
when they plan their travels

WE MAY NOT always understand 
or appreciate millennials, but here’s 
something that’s indisputable: mil-
lennials have now emerged as the 
most important segment of the travel 
market.

Last year, according to figures released by Destination 
Canada, millennials generated over $200 billion to the 
tourism sector, thanks to 187 million international trips, 
and now account for 20 per cent of the total global travel 
market. And, the Canadian tourism group estimates that by 
2020, millennials will make 300 million trips abroad.

However, travel companies and groups are discovering 
millennials are a unique group of travellers and are forcing 
changes within the industry. We at TraveLife have gleaned 
a number of surveys and studies and have come up with 10 
things that make millennial travellers different than Gen 
Xers, Boomers and the Gen Z set.

1 Millennials like going it alone. Expedia (Canada) reports that 
the number of searches for the terms “solo travel” hit a peak in the 
first week of January 2018 — that’s almost 55 per cent higher than 
the same week the previous year, and the highest ever. A Princeton 
study found that 58 per cent of millennials like to travel alone.

2 According to a study conducted by Allianz Global Assistance (Alli-
anz Insurance), 43.4 per cent of millennials do not buy travel insur-
ance before they go abroad. According to the survey, 15.8 per cent 

Millennials like to go
it alone when they
travel and are willing
to go to some pretty
remote places to
get awsay from it all.

SP
ECIA

L

REPORT
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Things that make 
millennials unique

when they plan their travels



Canadian millennials 
say the high cost of 
domestic airfares are
forcing them to go 
abroad instead of 
exploring their own
country on holidays.

felt travel insurance was unnecessary, 15.3 per cent thought it was 
too expensive and 14.9 per cent felt their trip was too short to war-
rant getting insurance.

3 Expedia (Canada) reports that millennials take the most trips per 
year — 3.1 each compared to Gen Xers, 2.8, Boomers, 2.7 and Gen Z 
members, 2.6.

4 Sixty-five per cent of Canadian millennials told Expedia they pre-
fer to travel abroad while for Boomers that figure was 62 per cent, 
Gen X 59 per cent and 55 per cent for Gen Z.

5 Getting Canadian millennials to travel within their own country is 
a problem. According to Destination Canada, most of our millennials 
say domestic travel is too expensive and a majority told the travel 
group “foreign countries are more exotic and adventurous than Can-
ada.”

6 According to Expedia, six in 10 Canadian millennials prefer book-
ing their trips online, compared to 44 per cent of travellers aged 55 
and older. Online gross bookings grew over 11 per cent in 2017 —
amounting to $18.6 billion.

7 According to one survey, the biggest concerns for 56 per cent of 
millennials when travelling is safety and 51 per cent say cost.

8 U.S.-based Topdeck Travel conducted a survey among 31,000 peo-
ple under 40 in 134 different countries and more of the respondents 
said they had visited Australia and New Zealand than Europe. Most 
said they chose Down Under because of “scenery” and because “En-
glish is the predominate language in both those countries.”

9 Hotels, including the Georgian Court Hotel in Vancouver and some 
Four Season properties, are responding to female millennial travel-
lers by offering “women only floors” along with amenities like extra 
dress hangers, minibars stocked with smoothies, complimentary ny-
lons and use of a flat iron. According to Paul Hennessy, CMO at Book-
ing.com, “Our research suggests that female solo travel is a phenom-
enon that is here to stay.”

10 Other facts we discovered: Millennials spend more in destina-
tions than other tourists because they stay longer; they are more like-
ly to return to the destination; they promote destinations through 
social media; they are instigators of travel trends; and a large portion 
of millennials regard travel as an essential aspect of their lives. •

14 www.travelife.ca





It's hard to say goodbye to a place
where even the animals say hello

STORY & PHOTOS BY VICTORIA ABBOTT RICCARDI

‘HELLO’
Tanzania

ARUSHA, TANZANIA — It was close to sunset in 
southern Tanzania when the impalas started talking. 
My husband and I knew we’d come to some place 
special, but this was unlike anywhere we'd encoun-
tered before. It was as though we’d entered a differ-
ent dimension and were part of an otherworldly ex-

change. To say it was transformative is an understatement.
I have long loved animals and always wanted to take an African sa-

fari with my husband, John, who yearned to see the continent and cap-
ture it through his lens. Thus, shortly after our 25th wedding anniver-
sary last August, we decided to mark the occasion with a trip to Africa. 
We chose Tanzania for several reasons, including our desire to see the 
great migration during the dates we could travel, mainly the first two 
weeks in January, 2018. We’d also heard the country had spectacular 
natural beauty, a wide range of wildlife and incredibly friendly, kind 
people. So, after months of planning, we flew to Arusha in northern 
Tanzania, each carrying the 15-kilogram duffle bag we’d been allowed 
to bring. 

The morning after our arrival, a guide from Maasai Wanderings, Al-
bert, pulled up to our guesthouse in his Jeep and greeted us with a 
hearty “hello!” We would travel with him for the next several days, 
basing ourselves at Plantation Lodge, a lovely guesthouse located 
within easy driving distance of the area’s most scenic parks, including 
Lake Manyara National Park, where we were headed that afternoon. 

16 www.travelife.ca



A giraffe pokes its head up and appears to wlecome tourists to Tanzania while a giant croc scurries across a dry river bed in search of moisture.

Albert, we soon learned, was 
Maasai, one of the 120-plus tribes 
in Tanzania, each with its own lan-
guage, mainly stemming from the 
Bantu language. However, Albert 
spoke fluent English and Swahili, 
Tanzania’s official language after 
it became an independent republic 
in 1961.  

Among the many things we 
learned from Albert, including 
Maasai customs, dress and cuisine, 
was that banana beer and wine 
were a local specialty. Eager to 
taste some, as well as sample local 
village life, we stopped at a small 
town on the way to Lake Manyara 
National Park. The outdoor food 
market with its dirt paths and crude 
wooden stalls sold everything from 
dried beans and hot peppers to 
homemade brooms and cooking 
pots. 

Stately women in colourful 
clothes walked about carrying plat-
ters of bananas and buckets of man-
gos on their heads. Men and wom-
en sat in front of sewing machines 
stitching clothing al fresco. Kids in 
flip-flops ran and biked around the 
rows of mud huts flashing brilliant 
white smiles. People looked con-
tent, stood tall and embodied a qui-
et grace. 

At a small café, Albert procured 
a cup of banana beer and bottle of 
banana wine. Both tasted slightly 
musty and sour — no doubt, an ac-
quired taste.  

Shortly after pulling into Lake 
Manyara National Park, we heard 
a massive, “THUD!” followed by 
a piercing scream. A baboon had 
fallen onto one of the metal rods 
on our Jeep’s roof and tumbled off 
onto the dirt road. 

“He probably broke his shoul-

der,” said Albert, as we watched 
the poor, dazed creature wander 
into the scrub whimpering in pain. 
“Baboons are strong. He’ll heal in a 
few weeks and be fine.” 

This jarring moment soon gave 
way to baby elephants nibbling 
leaves with their parents, shy ga-
zelles peeking out from the brush 
and thousands of pink flamingos 
basking on the shore of Lake Man-
yara. The vastness of the landscape 
and the sheer number of creatures 
we encountered left us humbled.  

For most travellers to Tanzania, 
the Ngorongoro Crater tops the list 
of must-see places and for good 
reason. The Crater, which began as 
a volcano as high as Mount Kili-
manjaro, collapsed approximately 
2.5 million years ago, eventual-
ly becoming a densely forested, 
164-sq-km caldera teeming with 
wildlife. 

The next morning, Albert hair-
pinned the Jeep down to the cra-
ter’s volcanic floor, where huge, 
twisted fallen trees lay among live 
ones and thickets of bushes and 
scrub concealed elephants, zebra 
and roan antelope. Upon reach-
ing the caldera’s grassy plains, we 
saw lions, wildebeest and flocks 
of exotic birds. Families of hippos 
napped together in waterholes and 
warthogs and water buffalo cooled 
themselves with mud. We searched 
all day for one of the park’s four 
black rhinoceros, but, sadly saw 
none. According to the African 
Wildlife Foundation, the number of 
Black Rhino in Africa is down 98 
per cent since 1960, due to poach-
ing. 

Upon leaving the Ngorongoro 
Crater, we flew to the southern 
Serengeti, where Paul, a tall, thin, 

A rainbow flashes across a cobalt Tanzania sky, above, as an elephant pauses to 
take some shade. Tanzania is a fabulous place to visit and  where a group of impa-
las welcomed our writer with lots of "hellos" and zebras danced in the brush. 



A mighty cat and her offspring feast on a fallen wildebeest on the Serengeti in a game of survival that is played out daily. Over one million wildebeest travel through the area to feed and bear offspring.

quiet Maasai would be our guide during 
our time at Serengeti Safari Camp. Guests 
at this tented mobile camp stay in huge, 
zipper-fronted tents equipped with queen 
beds, wash basins, eco-flush toilets and 
bucket-style hot showers (a bag of hot wa-
ter is hoisted up, one pulls the cord and the 
hot water streams out for about 5 minutes). 
It was the perfect blend of rustic comfort. 

Since it was the rainy season, the animals 
were on the prowl for water and food, es-
pecially the wildebeests. Beginning each 
December near the Ngorongoro region, 
approximately 1.2 million wildebeest trek 
south to the Serengeti to feed and bear off-
spring. In May, they attempt to cross the 
Grumeti River, eventually finding refuge in 
the Maasai Mara National Reserve in lower 
Kenya. The zebra follow suit, along with 
hundreds of thousands of other creatures. 

As we bounced down gravely paths past 
gnarly, dead trees and across the seeming-
ly endless flat, grasslands punctuated with 
canopied acacia trees, it quickly became 
apparent that life on the Serengeti was a 
game of survival with every creature con-
stantly watching its back, even when eat-
ing. When some lions had taken their fill 
of a slain wildebeest, in came the jackals. 
Once the jackals left, the vultures arrived, 
and so on. Nothing is wasted either, includ-
ing excrement, said Paul, pointing to a male 
dung beetle rolling a ball of dung, upon 
which the female rode. “She will lay eggs 
in the dung and the babies will eat their way 
out, since the dung contains lots of nutri-
ents,” he told us.

We saw lions mating, female zebras, ga-

Hippos cool off in the Rufiji River, top photo, while a baboon 
and a wildebeest, above, pose for the camera. Left, stately 
women carry buckets of fruit at a local market in a small 
town in Lake Manyara National Park.
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zelles and giraffes with their babies, adult lions and cheetahs 
with battle scars, and bones bleached by the sun. The circle of 
life wound itself around us. 

After the Serengeti, we flew south to the largest national park 
in the country, Ruaha National Park, a less-explored part of Tan-
zania and home to leopards, sable, elands and bat eared foxes. 
Our guide, Festo, met us at the airport and as 
he drove us toward our lodge, multiple rain-
bows curved down from the cobalt-blue sky 
dotted with snow-white clouds. A light rain 
fell across the reddish dirt road flanked by 
emerald-green grass and when the sun burst 
forth, it rendered the landscape so vivid, it 
seemed almost enhanced in Photoshop. 

Because the Great Ruaha River had all 
but dried up, many of the animals in Ruaha 
National Park were in the hills. Neverthe-
less, we spotted several leopards, elephants, 
impalas, giraffes and zebras, along with 
curly-horned kudu and exotic birds, like 
the southern ground hornbill, black with a 
red beak a weighing up to eight pounds. We 
also encountered numerous bugs, including 
one that resembled giant flying cockroaches, 
which dive-bombed everyone at dinner one 
night during our stay at Ikuka Safari Lodge 
high. 

“They like beer and wine,” said Mark, the 
lodge’s owner, snickering. Ergo, the pile 
of white doilies he’d provided to cover our 
glasses of wine. 

Our final destination was the Selous Game 
Reserve, where my husband and I were the only guests for three 
days at Sand Rivers Camp. The Selous is considered one of Tan-
zania’s wilder areas with the Rufiji River and its lakes serving 
as its lifeblood. Named after the English explorer, hunter and 
conservationist, Sir Frederick Selous, who spent much time in 
southern Africa, the Selous Game Reserve has woodlands, river-

ine forests, open grasslands and swamps harbouring a dense and 
diverse variety of wildlife.  

We explored the Rufiji River one day by boat with our guide 
Hamadi, who steered the metal outboard past groups of hippos 
and crocodiles. We saw Galago, or bush babies, and families of 
yellow baboons, appearing uncannily human as they cradled 

their babies, groomed one another, and 
scampered over the rocks along the banks 
of the river.    

Then, came the afternoon of the talking 
impalas. We had just come to a clearing in 
a forested area of the reserve, where a male 
impala stood with his harem. We stopped 
the Jeep to take pictures and that’s when I 
heard a high-pitched “hello.” 

I said, “hello” back. 
Another impala said “hello.” 
I said, “hello,” again and then multiple im-

pala repeated the greeting. The creatures be-
gan to gravitate toward the Jeep and face us. 

Within 15 minutes, the male and his entire 
harem were facing us and saying, “hello.” 
Our guide, Hamadi, was dumb-struck. 

“I have been guiding for 30 years,” he 
said, shaking his head, “and I have never 
heard these animals speak.” The moment 
was surreal. Magical. No one wanted to 
leave.

 How to explain such a phenome-
non? I have no words. But what I can say is 
that Tanzania is a unique and special place 
where one can both commune with nature 

and the animals in a deeply profound way. 
My husband and I felt privileged to be guests in this home to so 

many creatures — mating, birthing, surviving and dying.
 The land was shockingly beautiful. The locals memorably 

warm and welcoming. 
We’d said hello and now it was time to say goodbye. •

Wild cats roam the vast Serengeti looking for wildebeest to feed on. The sight of these great animals in their natural habitat is something that must be seen in person to be truly appreciated.

A colourful bird struts its stuff  much to the enter-
tainment and pleasure of visiting photographers.

 Where to stay in Tanzania:

• Onsea House, Arusha  http://www.onseahouse.com/

• The Plantation Lodge, Karatu 
   http://www.plantation-lodge.com/

•  Serengeti Safari Camp, Serengeti National Park, 
http://www.nomad-tanzania.com/north/serengeti-safari-camp

•  Ikuka Safari Camp, Ruaha National Park
   http://www.ikukasafaricamp.com/

Sand Rivers Camp, Selous Game Reserve
https://www.selousgamereserve.info/entries/sand-rivers-camp 

JUST THE FACTS
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A WARM SOUTH AFRICAN 
“SAWUBONA”

In South Africa, sawubona means welcome. We warmly welcome you onboard our Premium
Business Class, where you will experience fully-fl  at seats, gourmet cuisine, award-winning
South African wines and a wide selection of entertainment. Together with our partners,
we connect you from over 100 North American cities to 75 destinations in Africa. We are
Africa’s most awarded airline, which includes earning a 4-star rating from Skytrax for
15 consecutive years.



Your vacation
dosen't leave 
you hobbled

financially 

Insuring 

Simple medical issue could could spell ruin

HOW DO YOU INSURE a successful vaca-
tion? Simple. Buy lots of travel insurance. 

While that might sound like we’re shilling 
for an insurance company, as any seasoned 
traveller will tell you, you can’t have enough 

travel insurance.
Example: A friend goes to Florida a few years back and 

suffers a minor heart attack.
“Oops, I forgot to buy travel insurance,” he tells me.
Result: A medical bill exceeding $65,000 — U.S.!
“And they didn’t even cut me open,” he still laments.
It’s good to remember that just because Canadians have 

“universal" medicare coverage, it doesn't cover us univer-
sally.

“OHIP (Ontario Health Insurance Plan) only paid a frac-
tion of my obscene Florida medical expenses,” my friend 
discovered to his horror.

The good news, though, is that most Canadians — 78 per 
cent according to statistics obtained from the Conference 
Board of Canada — were covered by some form of private 
travel insurance on their last “long haul” trip.

However, that does not appear to be the case when it 
comes to day trippers. Canadians have made over three 
million single-day trips to the United States this year 
and it appears most rolled the dice and did not take trav-
el insurance.

“Last year, less than 1.4 per cent of the single-trip 
medical policies purchased through our broker and trav-
el agent partners were for one or two-day trips, which 
suggests there may be a coverage gap and many Cana-
dians could be needlessly putting themselves at risk," 
says Dan Keon, Vice President, Market Management at 
Allianz Global Assistance Canada.

“Just getting a few stitches in an American hospital 
could cost upwards of $3,000 (U.S.), or a sprained an-
kle around $2,000,” he adds. “More serious injuries re-
quiring surgery or hospital stays could possibly run into 
the tens of thousands of dollars.”

Suddenly, that trip to Buffalo to buy cheap back-to-
school supplies could end up being very expensive.

“Too frequently, travellers just don't consider that 
something adverse could happen on a simple day trip,” 
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says Keon. “When you consider how com-
mon it is for Canadians to cross the border, 
particularly for shopping, it's concerning 
that some travellers may not be consider-
ing the financial consequences of a medical 
emergency during these shorter trips.”

Companies like Allianz Global Assis-
tance recommend that travellers who make 
several day trips across the border each 
year consider annual multi-trip medical 
coverage.

“This type of plan,” according to Keon, 
“provides emergency medical coverage for 
an unlimited number of trips during a one-
year period, allowing the customer to set it, 
forget it and stay protected each and every 
time they leave the country.”

Oh,  and if you think you’re well protect-
ed travelling within Canada, think again. 
Most provinces do have reciprocal agree-
ments regarding health care coverage, but, 
as Keon points out, that does not apply to 
things like ambulances and “should you 
need to be evacuated by helicopter, you 
would not be covered by provincial plans.” 
Most private insurance policies usually 
cover such issues.

Of growing concern to Canadian travel-
lers abroad these days, though, is the threat 
of terrorist attacks in major cities — the 
kind that have happened in Paris and Lon-
don all too often in recent years. Many 
TraveLife readers have asked if private 
travel insurance would cover them if they 
got caught in the crossfire.

The answer: Well, maybe.
Keon suggests travellers should careful-

ly study the “travel advisories” issued and 
updated constantly by the Canadian gov-
ernment and take special notice of the des-
tinations with the warnings “high degree of 
caution,” “avoid non-essential travel,” “ex-
ercise high degree of caution” and “avoid 
all travel” listed beside them.

Should you visit a country that the Cana-
dian government has flagged, then several 
conditions come into play.

“If you fall and break a leg in one of those 
countries, then you’d probably be covered 
by private travel insurance,” says Keon. 
“But, if you are injured in an incident that 
relates to the reason why the government 
issued their warning in the first place (high 
crime rate, civil unrest or terrorist attacks), 
then you might not be covered.”

Because of the recent terrorist attacks, 
London and Paris now have “exercise a 
high degree of caution” listed beside their 
names on the government’s website. But 
then again, so does the Bahamas, India, 
South Africa, Brazil and U.S. Virgin Is-
lands.

That’s why Keon says it’s so important 
that travellers carefully research their needs 
and verify the terms, conditions, limita-

1 Does the plan provide continuous coverage for the 
duration of your stay abroad and after you return?

2 Does it offer coverage that is renewable from abroad 
and for the maximum period of stay?

3 Does the company have an in-house, worldwide, 
24-hour/7-day emergency contact number in English and/
or translation services for health-care providers in your 
destination country?

4 Does it pay for foreign hospitalization for illness or 
injury and related medical costs and provide up-front 
payment of bills or cash advances, so you don’t have to pay 
out of your own pocket?

5 Does the plan cover pre-existing medical conditions? 
Make sure you get a written agreement that your pre-ex-
isting medical condition is covered, or you could find your 
claim “null and void” under a pre-existing condition clause.

6 Does the agreement include a compassion clause 
stating that an inaccurate statement may not invalidate 
the entire policy, and a change of health clause?

7 Does the plan provide for medical evacuation to 
Canada or the nearest location with appropriate medical 
care and pays for a medical escort (health-care provider) to 
accompany you to and from your destination.

8 Ensure that deductible costs are clearly explained 
in the plan. Plans with 100 per cent coverage are more 
expensive but may save money in the long run.

9 Check whether it excludes or significantly limits 
coverage for certain regions or countries you may visit.

10 Finally, ensure that the plan covers the prepa-
ration and return of your remains to Canada if you die 
abroad.

10
THINGS YOU SHOULD ASK BEFORE 

BUYING TRAVEL INSURANCE

tions, exclusions and requirements of their 
insurance policy before leaving Canada.

Yea, but who has time or a law degree to 
figure out the legalize of an insurance pol-
icy?

“The industry is working very hard to 
simplify language so consumers have a bet-
ter understanding of their coverage and the 
limitations on their policies,” says Keon.

There’s a whole host of reasons why pri-
vate insurance companies can deny cover-
age. Like, did you know that if you get very 
inebriated at a destination wedding and end 
up hurting yourself, your insurance pro-
vider might deny payment of your medical 
claims.

Talk about a hangover.
That said, a survey by the Travel Health 

Insurance Association of Canada (THIA) 
shows that more than 95.3 per cent of travel 
health claims are successfully paid.

Interestingly, though, 47 per cent of re-
spondents to that survey say they have 
never reviewed their policies, even though 
23 per cent of them said they had required 
medical treatment while travelling.

Pregnancy is another important consider-
ation for those planning a trip. Most trav-
el health insurance policies do not cover 
women more than 31 weeks pregnant. This 
means that any kind of health condition ex-
perienced after the specified period in the 
policy will not be covered.

Almost half of the respondents to the 
THIA  survey are under the illusion that 
pre-term infants are covered by travel 
health insurance when the reality is that 
virtually no policies cover pre-term infants 
born while travelling. Neo-natal intensive 
care can bankrupt a family, so beware.

If you have a pre-existing condition that 
you are looking to cover, it needs to be sta-
ble for a period of time as specified in the 
policy.

 Most people do not realize that a blood 
test that indicates a change in health status 
could compromise their medical stability, 
and as a result their coverage. And most do 
not realize that a change in prescription can 
qualify as a change in health status.

There’s much to consider before travel-
ling, so just “insure” a worry-free vacation 
by purchasing plenty of travel insurance. •
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STORY  & PHOTOS BY LARA DUNNING

FORT BRAGG, CA. — In the tree canopy above 
our campsite, a group of silky black ravens are 
entertaining us. As the unofficial welcome crew 
at MacKerricher State Park tucked along the Cal-
ifornia coast, they are chattering on with their 

deep-throated croaks and caws. When they make a noise 
that sounds exactly like crashing bowling pins, we can’t 
help but smile in wonder.

With our campsite in order and the welcome crew moving 
onto tthe next arrivals, we head out to see what we came 
here for — Fort Bragg’s Glass Beach. From the parking lot, 
we follow the walking path down to the beach, and I have 
to admit, I’m a little worried the beach will be filled with 
treasure seekers like us. When the beach comes into view, 
my concerns evaporate. There are certainly glass hunters 
milling about, but not so many that it is too crowded. Hav-
ing driven three days to tick this destination off our bucket 
list, we spend a couple of hours sifting through the sand. We 
pick out pieces of coloured glass, place them in our palms, 
and snap photos with the surf as the backdrop. Then, we lie 
back in the sand and soak up the warm California sunshine.

California's Fort Bragg really a touch of 'glass'

BraggSomething to

About

Fort Bragg sits overlook-
ing some of the most pris-
tine coastline in the U.S. 
Its beaches are among the  
best in California and the 
glass deposits one finds 
along its shoreline makes 
this area very unique.
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A small country
without limits



Later, after dinner, we wander down the 
trails from the campground that weaves 
through low twisted windswept trees and 
over grassy dunes to the beach. Here too, 
we are only a one of few who’ve come 
to watch the orange sun as it sinks into a 
purple coloured sea. 

This marks the end of our first day and 
the beginning of our Fort Bragg adven-
ture.  

The next morning we are greeted by the 
ravens, who eye campsites from above to 
see if any tasty morsels are for the tak-
ing. We decide to make it easy on our-
selves and head to Eggheads, which has 
been serving up “An Adventure in Good 
Taste” for over 38 years. With its Wizard 
of Oz décor, and an outside outhouse with 
a painted image of the Emerald City’s 
gatekeeper, it’s not one of those restau-
rants you’ll easily forget. Seated opposite 
a mural with Dorothy, Tin Man, Scare-
crow, Cowardly Lion and some Munch-
kins gazing down the yellow brick road 
toward the towering spires of the Emer-

The Fort Bragg area offers 
quaint Norman Rockwell-style 
towns with colourful shops, 
romantic coastal sunsets, and 
lots of natural spaces where 
you can get lost on a long walk.
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ald City, our day is inspired by this intrepid group. We fuel 
up with biscuits and gravy and savoury egg dishes for our 
own day’s journey to a location that also has a tower, Point 
Cabrillo Light Station. 

Located a short 15-minute drive south of Fort Bragg, the 
lighthouse has been a fixture along the Mendocino Coast 
since 1909 when its kerosene-powered third order Fresnel 
lens was ceremoniously lit at midnight. From the parking 
lot, its a 15-minute walk down a dirt road to the lighthouse, 
which rests on rocky cliffs overlooking the churning sea 
below.

The active light station features a four-sided bullseye 
lens that rotates at a fixed speed flashing every 10 seconds. 
Tours up the tower are only available on select days, but the 
museum and gift shop are open on a regular basis. We tour 
the museum and I longingly eye the former keepers' resi-
dences and storage cottages turned vacation rentals. Like 
Dorothy, we have our four-legged companion, and she is 
all about exploring the trails. As we walk along the path, 
we admire the seascape while she sniffs straw-coloured 
grass and peers over cliffs. Wanting to give her a place to 
run free we decide not to take the trail north to Frolic Cove 
where a clipper brig wrecked in 1850, and instead, head to 
Noyo Beach Off Leash Dog Park.

Set at the mouth of the Noyo River and spread along the 
beach of Noyo Bay, the dog park has plenty of sand for 
dogs to run and play. We throw sticks, play in the surf, and 
skim the beach for treasure. When our breakfast starts to 
wear off, we opt for an early dinner at the local favourite 
Jenny’s Giant Burger. This iconic restaurant has been serv-
ing up juicy burgers and hot, crispy fries for over 30 years. 
It doesn’t disappoint. 

With the California sun still blazing, we decide it is too 
early to end our day. From camp, we hop on our bikes and 
ride the 16-km coastal trail that runs all the way to Fort 
Bragg and beyond. We cruise to Glass Beach and then turn 
back, stopping at Laguna Point Boardwalk. The boardwalk 
trail is short and easy and ends at a viewpoint where you 
can see gray and humpback whales on their annual spring 
and fall migration. 

Being mid-summer, we don’t see any whales, but a few 
curious squirrels come out to watch us walk along the 
creaking planks. Knowing we will soon be driving home, 
I linger at the viewpoint, letting the scenery sink deep into 
my memory. It’s not easy to describe the allure. It is rug-
ged, it is wild, and if you pressed me for an answer, I’d say 
there is no place quite like the California coast. •

The old Fort Bragg lighthouse is among California's most reverred landmarks.



ping gorgeous Pete Dye-designed River Course, where the LPGA 
Kingsmill Championship is played annually, is where I see several 
historic markers between the spectacular 17th and 18th holes out-
lining the above-mentioned events from the past.

Dare I say, these may be the most interesting finishing holes in 
American golf.

I get a sense of history as soon as I arrive at the first tee of Gold-
en Horseshoe’s fabled Gold Course, which sits in the shadow of 
the landmark Williamsburg Inn, the grand dame of Virginia hotels 
which was built in 1937 by John D. Rockefeller Jr. as part of the 
billionaire’s personal restoration of Colonial Williamsburg. Rocke-
feller was also the man who hired Jones Sr. to design Spotswood 
in 1947, a course that golf publications have since christened “the 
best nine-hole course in the U.S.”

Jones The Elder then designed Golden Horseshoe’s Gold Course 
in 1963 — it has the best collection of par 3s in the world — while 
Jones The Younger created Horseshoe’s acclaimed Green Course 
and “touched up” his father’s Gold Course in 2009.

Is that not akin to Rembrandt’s son touching up his father’s "Night 
Watch" masterpiece, I ask Rees Jones in a phone interview later?

Courses in Colonial Williamsburg take you back in time

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

HISTORY
Virginia's Golf Courses Making

WILLIAMSBURG, VA. — History surrounds me 
in this cradle of America. Everywhere I look, the 
past looks back. Over there is where an Indige-
nous village thrived 7,000 years ago. A few me-
tres away is where Revolutionary and Civil War 

battles were fought. On the spot I’m standing next to the James 
River is where Virginia’s first settlers made landfall and declared, 
“This is paradise!”

Oh, did I mention I’m seeing all this while playing golf.
Many of Williamsburg’s amazing collection of championship 

golf courses are actually built on or around land where the first acts 
of America’s history were played out. Cart paths here truly do take 
golfers on a journey back in time.

Some of Williamsburg’s golf courses, in fact, are historic in their 
own right. Take Golden Horseshoe Golf Course, for example. The 
fabulous three-course complex located right in the heart of charm-
ing Williamsburg — America’s prettiest city — is the only one 
in the world designed jointly by the legendary father-son team of 
Robert Trent Jones Sr. and Rees Jones.

And over at the beautiful Kingsmill Resort, home of the eye-pop-
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The island holes on the Gold Course at Golden Horseshoe are among the most 
challenging and respected in the golf world. The equally impressive Green Course, 
inset bottom right, is a gem that must be played to be appreciated.

The question prompts a hearty laugh from the renowned golf ar-
chitect and creator of some of the greatest courses in the world, his 
latest being the much talked about TPC Danzante (Dancer) Bay 
Course in Mexico. It’s perched on dramatic cliffs overlooking the 
Sea of Cortez north of Cabo san Lucas and now qualifies as one of 
the toughest challenges in golf. His Canadian designs include some 
of the country’s iconic courses, like Hamilton Golf and Country 
Club, London Hunt and Royal Montreal’s Blue Course.

“I kept true to my father’s original (Gold Course) design,” Rees 
Jones tells me of his makeover.

The Gold Course “touch up” involved Rees introducing modern 
turf grasses, new grass on the fairways, greens and surrounding 
roughs, and “Billy Bunkers” to improve the drainage, look and 
playability of the sand traps. At the same time, tees were re-lev-
elled, resurfaced and reimagined.

The results are unreal.
“Dad and mom loved going to Williamsburg and dad used the 

Williamsburg forest to his advantage when designing the Gold 
Course. Dad was a real patriot and his Williamsburg designs meant 
a lot to him.”

Rees’s Green Course is every bit as famous as his father’s Gold 
Course, but far more forgiving. “It has wider corridors (fairways) 
for higher handicappers,” he tells me. 

“The courses I design are all different. Every one has its own 
fingerprint. That’s the beauty of this game,” says Rees, who is cur-
rently working on projects in Japan and Korea.

Each hole on the Gold Course qualifies as a “signature hole” but 
it’s the four par 3s that sets this layout apart from all others. I hav-
en’t seen a quartet this good since The Eagles.

While each par 3 — holes 3, 7, 12 and 16 — featurs an elevated  
tee and are surrounded by lots of natural eye candy (there’s not a 
home in sight, by the way), it’s the 16th that really leaves golfers 
stimulated and intimidated at the same time.

“This hole was the inspiration for every island green that came 
after it,” says Glen Byrnes, the Director of Golf and Recreation at 
The Colonial Williamsburg Company — it operates Golden Horse-
shoe — and my congenial playing partner.

My knees begin to shake when I step into the tee box at the 159-
yard 16th. The hole, guarded by a series of small bunkers on the 
outer perimeter, demands full concentration. There’s no room for 
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The 18th hole at the Pete 
Dye-designed River Course at 
Kingsmill is a spectacular finish 
to an incredible golf experience. 
Beside the 18th tee box, a plaque 
marks the spot where an ancient 
village once stood.

error. If your shot doesn’t hold the green, it’s sure to find sand or 
water. Yikes!

Hole locations are very important here. So you better hope the 
greenskeeper is in a generous frame of mind the day you play.

The Gold Course’s other par 3s are no less challenging:
No. 3, 174 yards: Watch out for the small bunker guarding the 

right front edge, but if you go long, the deeper bunker at the back 
may swallow your shot, too.

No. 7, 186 yards: The tee sits high on a bluff and a trio of bunkers 
guard a two-tier green. Good luck!

No. 12, 169 yards: A pond that runs along the entire front and 
right side leave little margin for error.

My totally enjoyable round on the Gold Course ends with the 
superb par 4,18th — the sharp left dog leg sweeps down to a small 
creek that runs in front of the charming new clubhouse, whose de-
sign stays true to this town’s Colonial surroundings.

Byrnes tells me that when Rees Jones finished “touching up” the 
Gold Course, he took his father on a tour and Byrnes and others 
followed behind. While no one knows what was said between the 
Elder and Younger, Byrnes reports Jones Sr. had a smile on his face 
during the tour.

The Jones’ Gold Course makes everyone who plays it smile.
While in Williamsburg, I use Kingsmill Resort as my base. It’s 

Virginia’s answer to Pinehurst Resort, complete with lodge and 
townhouse-style accommodation built with golf groups in mind. 
Kingsmill, which sits a few kilometres from the centre of Wil-
liamsburg, also offers some fine dining options. The main room, 
Elements 1010, presents local fare with a haute cuisine flare, while 
Eagles, located in the sprawling clubhouse complex, and Maur-
izio's Italian Restaurant are more casual rooms.

The main reason you come to Kingsmill, though, is for golf and 
there are few resorts in North America that can equal Kingsmill’s 
two outstanding courses.

The Pete Dye River Course, thanks to its association with the 
LPGA Tour, is the television star at Kingsmill but the Arnold Palm-
er-designed Plantation is equally impressive, and just like the man 
who created it, is a friendly place to play. I suggest you play the 
forgiving 5,978-yard Plantation before taking on Dye’s demanding 
6,326-yard River Course, every centimetre of which is spectacular.

The River Course is truly a thinking man’s golf course and you 
better have a high IQ if you hope to do well here. Dye’s design 
genius is on display from start to finish, and wow, what a finish. 
The 16th, 17th and 18th are one of the best closing acts in golf and 
history buffs will feast on the events that happened in this small 
area of the golf course over the centuries.

The par-4 16th, at just 269 yards, may look small but it packs a 
big punch to the gut if your tee shot gets swallowed up in the long 
bunker that runs down the right side of the fairway. Even if you 

stay out of trouble off the tee, the two deep bunkers guarding the 
sunken green will challenge your approach shot accuracy.

The par-3, 178-yard 17th is singled out as the River Course’s sig-
nature hole because of the great views of the James River and the 
history that surrounds it. Suffice to say it’s a beauty but no better 
looking than the neighbouring 16th and 18th, in my opinion.

Speaking of the 18th, off the tee box is where archaeologists 
found remnants of that 7,000-year-old Indigenous village. Sacred 
ground indeed, but these days it’s making golf history by being 
recognized as one of the best finishing holes on the LPGA Tour.

The large bunker sitting in the middle of the fairway is a visual 
distraction for most amateurs but the pros have little problem with 
it. A pond that sweeps down the length of the hole and behind the 
small, sloped green is the real challenge here.

What a thrilling end to a thrilling day of golf at Kingsmill.
While in the area, you might want to check out Williamsburg 

National’s two excellent courses; the 6,446-yard Jack Nicklaus-de-
signed Jamestown Course — very playable — and the 6,415-yard 
Yorktown Course designed by Tom Clark. Both offer great value 
for the greens fees and are more suited to vacationing golfers who 
are not looking to be overly challenged.

The Kiskiack course, about an hour’s drive outside Williamsburg, 
is another Virginia gem that offers a stunning undulating landscape 
bordered by a conservation area and a hardwood forest.

As I stand on the first tee looking out on the rippling fairways that 
look like green waves, I find it hard to believe that this 175-acre site 
was a former quarry.

Opened in 1997, Kiskiack is getting better with age and at about 
$65 a round, offers one of the best values in American golf.

The player-friendly course, deigned by award-winning golf ar-
chitect John LaFoy, will test every part of your game and rewards 
good shots while punishing those who take on too much risk. And 
with two lakes coming into play on many of the well-crafted holes, 
golfers are forced to make some tough decisions.

There’s no better example of that than the risk-reward 18th. You 
can go for eagle if you clear a lake off the tee — a 250-yard drive 
is required — or play it safe with a layup and still have a chance 
at birdie.

Before you get to 18, though, there’s some wonderful stretches 
on the back nine — the toughest part of this course — and it starts 
with the signature par-3, 11th. There’s water from tee to green on 
this 177-yard beauty and a small green, with bunkers at the back, 
requires accuracy from start to finish.

You get a break on holes 12 through 14 but a deep ravine and the 
hardwood forest that borders these holes will test your shot making 
abilities.

Golf is now making history in Virginia thanks to this collection 
of golf courses. •
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Sweet Basel
7 reasons why this Swiss city is such a treat

STORY BY KAREN ASP / PHOTOS FROM VARIOUS SOURCES

BASEL, SWITZERLAND — I’m not 
sure what to expect in a city whose 
name I can’t even pronounce. Is it like 
the herb I cook with or should I pretend 
I’m sporting an English accent? 

Apparently, I’m not the only confused soul, as I 
can’t find clear consensus online about its pronun-
ciation. But Basel is where my Viking cruise, the 

Rhine Getaway, starts, and I’ve opted to spend a 
few extra days here. 

After only three days in Switzerland’s oldest 
university city, however, I can now say that Basel 
should be on any travel agenda, as I liked it even 
more than I did Zurich. So why, you ask, should you 
go to Basel? 

Here are seven reasons: 
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1 You can step foot in three countries (in one day, if you want):  Basel’s location on the northwestern 
corner of Switzerland puts it within immediate access of Germany and France, and you can easily 
day trip into these countries from Basel, as three railway stations, one for each country, lie within 
the city. As you explore Basel, you’ll see signs pointing to each country, making it easy to accidentally 

step foot into another country. Rule of thumb here? Always carry your passport (and when at the airport, 
make sure you exit to the Swiss side or else you’ll have to backtrack your steps out of France as I had to do). 

2 You can put your fitness tracker to good use:  European cities always rank high on the walkability 
scale, but Basel earns extra marks as one of the most walkable. I do rely on public transport several 
times during my stay – all hotel guests get a free public transport pass for their visit (and as of Janu-
ary 2018, the new BaselCard, which will include not only free use of public transport but also 50 per 

cent discounts on numerous cultural and leisure offerings). I spend hours navigating the Old Town where I find 
hidden squares and narrow alleys, not to mention fountains, of which there are 180 in the city, including the 
iconic Tinguely Fountain, which shovels water in the summer and transforms into an ice sculpture in winter. 
Stop by Basel Tourism to get information about its five self-guided walking tours, all of which start in the 
colourful, lively Marketplatz, where a year-round market takes place every day but Sundays and holidays.       

3 Almost 40 museums await your exploration:  Even if you’re not a museum maven, this fact alone should 
impress you. Because there are so many to choose from – Kunstmuseum (Fine Arts Museum), Jean 
Tinguely Museum and Basel Paper Mill Museum are just three – you’re bound to find something you like. 
I explore Fondation Beyeler, where I find a special Monet exhibition along with an extensive collection 

of contemporary art. It’s not just the art on the walls that’s impressive. The museum’s beautiful design infuses 
nature into its structure, evident from the pond at the entrance to the gallery space filled with natural light. 
Give yourself time to stroll the gardens and pay special notice to the Buddha-like fountain with its bunny ears.  

4 You can sample dishes from the sister property of the world’s first vegetarian restaurant: Guinness 
awarded this designation to Zurich’s Hiltl, which opened its doors in 1898. I frequented this awesome 
eatery several times when I was in Zurich so I was thrilled when I stumbled upon Tibits in Basel. The sister 
properties operate the same:  You plate your food from a large buffet, vegetarian and vegan, and then 

pay by the pound. Even if you’re not vegan or vegetarian, the food alone is delicious enough to warrant a stop.  

5 When you’re bored with one bank, you can head to another. The Rhine splits Basel into two sides, Klein-
basel (“klein” means small) and Grossbasel (“gross” means big), both of which are worthy of a visit. 
The Old Town and main attractions lie on the Grossbasel side. But do take yourself to Kleinbasel,  where 
you’ll find a charming residential area with its own selection of shops and cafés. This is also the sunnier 

bank and the bars, or buvettes, are all here, which is why Kleinbasel’s bank is often the more crowded of the two.

6 You can get your float on here:  At one time, the only way to cross the Rhine was via ferry, (fahri). 
Although the city’s five bridges now allow for easier crossings, four ferries built between 1854 and 
1895 still operate to take tourists, even locals, from one side to another. These ferries are unique in 
that they’re operated by a cable-pulley system. The Rhine’s current then directs the ferries across.  

7 You can sample Basel’s famous biscuit:  From cheesesteak in Philadelphia to bagels in Mon-
treal, every city has a certain food it’s known for. Basel is no exception, as the specialty here is 
the Läckerli, a hard biscuit made of honey, hazelnuts, almonds, candied peel and Kirsch. The 
first recipes were from the 17th Century, although the whole process probably started in the 

11th Century. While it’s not the sole reason to head to Basel, it might just be the sweet spot of your trip. 

I’m happy to report that by the end of my visit, I’ve successfully mastered the pronunciation 
of Basel. But I won’t spoil it. You’ll have to work your way to Basel to unearth the answer.   •

From swimming in the 
Rhine on a hot summer's 
day, to walking the 
bridges that connect
 Basel's two banks, 
there's always 
something to attract 
attention in this lovely 
city with the difficult 
name to pronounce.
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CloudSA ride in the 

Trip aboard Argentina's 
famous train takes 
visitors to a world 

of majestic mountains, 
salt flats, ancient 

Inca treasures and
people 'looking for love'
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During the amazing journey aboard the Train to the Clouds,  passengers are treated to some spectacular scenery and engineering wonders like the La Polvorilla Viaduct, above.
CloudS

STORY & PHOTOS BY NANCY WIGSTON

Train to the Clouds, left, takes visitors past remarkable landscapes like Argentina's Salinas Grandes salt flats, above.

SAN ANTONIO DE LOS COBRES,  ARGENTINA 
—  Our heads were in the clouds at the very thought 
of booking seats on the Train to the Clouds (Tren a 
las Nubes), which departs from this remote outpost in 
northwestern Argentina. But our sense of adventure 

was piqued and we were walking on cloud nine for months in 
anticipation of riding one of the world’s highest train routes.

It quickly became apparent, though, that this was no ordinary 
train. It comes equipped with oxygen tanks, an onboard medic 
and free coca tea in 
the snack bar — all 
safeguards against 
altitude sickness, 
since we’ll be 
reaching heights of 
4,220 metres above 
sea level. (Coca 
plants, native to 
mountainous South 
America, have me-
dicinal properties; 
oxygen explains 
itself.)

Oh, and there’s 
no “rack and pin-
ion” steering on 
this train, either. So 
that meant our blue 
train zigzags and curves and avoids deep up-and-down plunges. 
Whew!

Previously, we'd spent three days in the city of Salta ("the 
beautiful one") acclimatizing ourselves to the altitude  and de-
lighting in lively nightlife, a 16th-Century square and intriguing 
displays of ancient Incan mummies. Getting to San Antonio had 
involved a wonder-filled  road trip through the foothills of the 
Andes. Along the eway we see desert-like terrain, tall, flowering 
cacti, a tiny shrine to the Virgin, but very little else. 

After pausing to admire a train trestle high above the road, by 

late morning we reach the station where swarms of handicraft 
vendors await crowds of day-trippers. 

I spotted one girl with her meagre offerings looking rather 
sad, so I impulsively gave her 15 pesos (about 65 cents Cdn), 
in hopes of  cheering her up. But her friend piped up, and in 
English tells me: “She’s not sad, she just wants love!”

“Oh,” I reply, “Don’t we all?”  
At which all three of us break into laughter and I take her pic-

ture, looking happy and smiling. 
Outside our train 

window looms the 
magnificent An-
des. Bolivia lies to 
the north and Chile 
to the west. Some 
of the barren peaks 
I’m admiring are 
topped with snow. 
The skies above 
are intensely blue, 
dotted with cot-
tony clouds. How-
ever, I’m told the 
word “cloud” in 
the train’s moniker 

refers to the vapour 
trails it’s old steam 
locomotive leaves 

behind as it chugs up the massive inclines.  
Originally designed to transport borax, copper, lithium and 

other valuable minerals from Argentina to Chile’s Pacific ports, 
the train was 20 years in the planning and launched its commer-
cial route in 1948. The name Train to the Clouds is a title from 
a 1960s film about the train and the marketers decided to run 
with it.

Despite recent improvements to tracks and rolling stock, rock 
falls keep interfering with regularly scheduled trips from Salta, 
so, for the past several years this has been designated a “heri-
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tage train” and follows a truncated route that begins in San 
Antonio de las Cobres, the highest town in this part of Ar-
gentina (3,775m), close to Copper Mountain and its mine.

As a prophylactic against altitude sickness (I’ve been 
taking pills, too) I dutifully chew a handful of dried coca 
leaves — like bay leaves, but smaller — purchased in a 
market the previous day. They taste much as you’d expect 
from a bunch of dried leaves. Bitter.

We’re seated in the “English car,” with an English-speak-
ing guide who tells us about the train and its history. When 
not transfixed by her story and the entrancing views, we 
fall into easy conversations with our fellow travellers — 
Norwegians, Russians, Brits. Bonds form. No ordinary 
ride, this train seems to transform its passengers into ad-
venturers — at least for a day.

Towering peaks give way to vast, empty valleys as we 
approach the terminus at La Polvorilla Viaduct. Our guide 
proclaims our upcoming encounter with “a miracle of Ar-
gentinian engineering.”  

Constructed between 1930-32, the curved viaduct is 70m 
high, 224m long, rests on six pillars and sits at 4,200m 
above sea level. Cameras appear, eager passengers snap 
away, precariously leaning out the windows to get the best 
shots. The earth below seems very far away indeed.    

Until the original route from Salta is fully restored for 
round-trip journeys, the stop after this breathtaking bridge 
marks the end of the line. But there’s much more to see in 
the neighbourhood. 

Most excursions from Salta include our next stop, the 
dazzling Salinas Grandes, shimmering salt flats a short but 
bumpy ride away, where the sun flashes over endless blue 
waters, mounds of white salt, and some curious mud-co-
loured structures, including a giant-sized llama. 

Our luck held that memorable February day as we drove 
past herds of domesticated llamas and flocks of wild vicu-
nas to the mountain town of Purmamarca. Unexpectedly, 
we happened on an old-time mountain carnival festival 
that was in full swing against the dramatic backdrop of the 
soaring Andes. Folks were laughing and madly splashing 
one another with tortilla flour, while local bands rocked the 
town hall. Tourists joined in the fun, dancing and waving 
flags, smiles on their flour-plastered faces, joyfully party-
ing away the afternoon. 

Many revellers were costumed as visitors from the un-
derworld, complete with horns and devils’ masks. The car-
nival offers a mix of Incan and Christian cultures and the 
devils seemed to be enjoying every minute. 

In the plaza at the end of the main street, the market 
overflowed with local handicrafts: woven woollen wraps, 
silky-soft alpaca scarves, knitted dolls and toy-sized lla-
mas.  Naturally we purchased some — memories of our 
trip through the clouds into another world. •

Everywhere you 
stop on this train 
journey, smiling 
faces are there to 
greet you.





GETARA, BASQUE COUNTRY  — 
The lovely coastal highway (N634) 
that runs along Costa Vasca (Basque 
Coast) is dotted with some fascinating 
pit stops, and David, my guide, insists 

we visit each.
“The N634 is one of the prettiest drives in the 

Basque Country — a very exciting route because 
there’s lots of hairpin turns. I feel like a Formula 1 
driver every time I travel this route,” says David as 
we start out early one morning from Bilbao on the 
super highway AP-8, which flows into the N634 at 

Flysch Touching

In Basque Country

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON / PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON & BIGSTOCK

The lovely coastal road N634 that connects Bilbao and San Sebastián introduces visitors to some amazing Basque treats, like the 
flysch formations in Zumaia, top photo, and lots of history in Geteria, where a statue national hero Juan Sebastian Elcano stands.

Coastal drive
on the N634
leads travellers
to surprises in
Basque Country
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Flysch 
Zumaia, our first stop and one of the most vis-
ited places in this amazing autonomous region 
of Spain.

As the road twists and turns along the rugged 
coastline, the beauty of this region surrounds 
me — on one side of the road is the tempes-
tuous Atlantic, its foamy surf crashing against 
mighty cliffs; on the other the jagged peaks of 
the Pyrenees jut into a cloudless sky.

“I like turn off on the the N634 here because 
it makes me slow down and it reminds me just 
how beautiful this part of the Basque region 
truly is,” says the Englishman as we reach a 
spot overlooking one of Zumaia’s two spectac-
ular beaches.

David orders me to follow him down a sandy 
path and soon we come upon a breathtaking 
sight — majestic jagged cliffs topped with em-
erald green pastures form a natural shoreline 
fortress and spread out as far as the eye can 
see. 

“This is the Basque Country’s world famous 
flysch,” he boldly proclaims.

For the uninitiated, like me, a “flysch" is “a 
sequence of sedimentary rocks that is deposit-
ed in a deep marine facies in the foreland basin 
of a developing orogen. Flysch is typically de-
posited during an early stage of the orogenesis. 
When the orogen evolves, the foreland basin 
becomes shallower and molasse is deposited 
on top of the flysch.”

Thank you Wikipedia.
“These flysch contain 100 million of years 

of history,” David tells me.  “Geologists love 
it here because this is the longest continuous 
rock strata in the world.”

Zumaia’s Itzurun and Santiago beaches are 
lined with lots of flysch, which contain a smor-
gasbord of geological treasures that scientists 
come here to feast on. Zumaia is also where 
many pre-historic fossils have been unearthed. 
Scuba diving, surfing, underwater fishing, bird 
watching, kayaking and bodyboarding are also 
popular activities in this recreational paradise.

Back in the car, David tells me that many 
people in this coastal area speak Euskera, the 
native language of the Basque people, and 
most still make their living off the sea.

The landscape continues to get more impres-
sive as we get closer to our next stop, Getar-
ia, a small fishing village on the Urola Coast 
which is best known as the hometown of Juan 
Sebastián Elcano, a legendary seaman who 
was reportedly the first man to circumnavigate 
the globe.

“A festive mood always hangs over Getaria,” 
says David, who tells me that many American 
expats have taken up residence in the town, 
whose narrow streets sweep down to a harbour 
lined with handsome homes and restaurants.

“The specialty here is grilled fish — people 
come from all over Spain to have the grilled 
fish of Getaria,” says David as the car comes 
to a stop in front of one of the town’s two Mi-
chelin-star restaurants.

The narrow streets of Getaria lead to 
the lovely San Salvador Church, above, 
whose Gothic tower, left, dates back to 
the 15th-Century.  The church is a jewel of 
Gothic art and there is evidence that there 
was a church located on the same spot as 
far back as the high Medieval period. Mari-
ners from Getaria have been coming to the 
church for centuries before heading our to 
sea. The handsome church was declared a 
national monument years ago.

The jagged flysch formations jut out from 
the beaches of Zumaia and contain lots of 
minerals that scientists feast on.
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1 BILBAO: This city offers so much in such a little space. 
Bilbao's historic quarter is one of the most interesting in Europe 
and its local fish markets are great places to explore. Make sure 
you take time to visit the amazing Vizcaya Bridge in the city's 
Getxo District and the old wine vaults in the Old Town. The city's 
architecture is truly jaw-dropping.

2 GUGGENHEIM MUSEUM: No visit to Bilbao would be 
complete without a stop at this landmark museum, a Frank 
Gehry-designed masterpiece that draws most people to this 
once dingy manufacturing city. The museum contains some 
iconic modern works and its titanium skin makes it one of the 
most stunning buildings in the world. 

3 VITORIA-GASTEIZ: The capital of the Basque region is 
pretty much unknown in the travel world but one visit will 
convince you it was well worth the detour. The Old Quarter is 
filled with lots historic statues remembering battle fought here 
between England's Wellington and France's Napoleon. Vitoria is 
also one of the greenest cities in Europe.

4 SAN SEBASTIÁN: Many people call this coastal beauty the 
Hollywood of Europe. And for good reason. Its annual movie fes-
tival draws box office stars from around the globe. However, its 
San Sebastian's Old Town and lovely crescent-shaped beach that 
you'll remember most. Make sure you plan ahead before visiting 
San Sebastian because rooms are always in high demand.

5GETARA: This coastal town just outside San Sebastian is 
where many American expats now call home.  It's still a working 
port and the fish restaurants here are affordable and very good.

6 PASAIA: The Basque people have always had a close 
connection to the sea and over the centuries their fishing fleets 
would leave on long voyages to places like Newfoundland from 
this tiny port. The town's maritime museum is actually recreat-
ing some of the vessels used back then and we recommend you 
stop here to see the Canadian connection.

7 LAGUARDIA: The Basque country produces some of the 
best wine sin Spain and this former waled city is ne of the most 
famous wine towns in all of Europe. Cellers that were built in 
ancient times as escape routes are now used to age vats of wine 
under the old homes. The town's clock is also very famous.

8 MICHELIN RESTAURANTS: There's plenty to visit in 
Basque country - over 30 on the highway betwen Bilabo and 
San Sebastian alone. And these Michelin rooms are affordable"

9 ZUMAIA: Lots of geological wonders in nthis town that is 
famous for its beaches.

10 PINTXO RESTAURANTS: These tapas-style bars are 
cheap and some of the most interesting places you'll visit.

10
PLACES TO VISIT 

IN BASQUE COUNTRY

“But I want you to tour the Balenciaga 
Museum with me before we eat,” he says.

So, we trudge up a small hill until we 
each the entrance of a modern-building that 
stands out from the town’s traditional Span-
ish architecture.  The Balenciaga Museum 
was built to honour the creative genius of 
another Getaria hero, Cristóbal Balenciaga, 
a world renowned 
20th-Century fash-
ion designer whose 
haute couture cre-
ations made him 
as famous as his 
French counter-
parts of the day, 
Coco Chanel and 
Christian Dior. The 
museum is filled 
with Balenciaga’s 
beautiful silk dress-
es and gowns — his 
designs were much 
in demand because 
of their elegant simplicity, impeccable cut 
and daring colour combinations.

“This is actually one of the biggest tourist 
draws in the San Sebastián area (Getaria’s 
close proximity to San Sebastián qualifies 
it as a suburb of the movie town that is a 
favourite of the Hollywood elite),” says 
David. “Many movie stars from the 1940s 
to the 1960s wore Balenciaga’s creations.”

I must admit, the Balenciaga Museum 
keeps me entertained with its creative dis-
plays, and its modern architecture is a work 
of art in its own right.

“It’s time to eat,” says David.
This area of the Basque country is crawl-

ing with Michelin-star restaurants — 

there’s over 30 between Bilbao and  San 
Sebastián — and they range from one to the 
maximum three stars.

“There’s Elkano — meals there range 
between 50-85 euros ($70-$120 Cdn) — 
where we can have fish, or Restaurante 
Kaia-Kaipe — 37-74 euros ($50-$100 
Cdn), which specializes in barbecue meats. 

Both have one Mi-
chelin star,” he 
says. “Or we can 
just go to one of 
the small restau-
rants down near the 
harbour and have 
grilled fish and a 
bottle of white wine 
for about 10 euros 
each.”

I opt for the latter 
and while walking 
through the town’s 
narrow streets en 
route to the har-

bour-side restaurant where we eat, I’m ex-
cited by the scent of fish baking on charcoal 
fires.

Over a glass of white wine, we tear into 
the perfectly grilled fish that only a few 
hours earlier had been swimming offshore.

“I often think about returning to England 
(where David was born to Basque parents) 
but then I come here and eat the fish, smell 
the air and drink the wine, I quickly realize 
that life does not get much better than in the 
Basque Country.” 

Maybe that’s why many visitors find it 
hard to leave. •
For more on Spain's beautiful Basque country, please go to 
http://www.basquecountrytourism.eus

The tiny fishing village of Geteria is one of the prettiest in the Basque Country and is popular with expats from the U.S.

Elkano is one of many Michelin-star restaurants on the N634.
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Newfoundland's  Treasured island
Fogo Island Inn casts a new light
on a tranquil Atlantic outpost

STORY BY KAY LOEK / PHOTOS BY DICK LOEK

42 www.travelife.ca



Many people on Fogo Island still make their living off the sea. However, the 
island has never truly recovered from the moratorium placed on cod fishing in 
1992. The lobsters and crabs caught in the frigid waters off Fogo Island often  
end up on the plates of guests staying at the Fogo Island Inn, opposite page, 
which glows at sunset. Maritime beauty surrounds the inn.

FOGO ISLAND, NL — 
Lots has been written about 
the contemporary inn that 
bears this island’s name and 
its legendary founder Zita 

Cobb. In fact, the reason most people 
come to this remote outpost off New-
foundland’s northeast coast is to stay at 
the incredible Fogo Island Inn, which 
sits perched atop a rocky shore like a 
mighty ship looking out on the foamy 
Atlantic.

The warm greeting guests get when 
they arrive is only surpassed by the 
warmth of the people who live full time 
on this tiny archipelago.

Take Sean Penton, for example. The 
man Fogo Island Inn sends to pick us 
up at Gander International Airport 
greets my husband Dick and I with a 
warm smile —  the first of many hospi-
table islanders we meet during our stay 
at the world-class inn.

Sean informs us that because of the 
ferry schedule, we had some time to 
kill in Gander, so, he offers to guide 
us around the small city that became 
world famous during 9/11 and im-
mortalized since in the play Come 
From Away, which tells the story of 
what transpired when 38 planes were 
ordered to land unexpectedly in tiny 
Gander on that tragic day.

Sean makes sure we have a nice 
lunch and then drives us to the small 
but informative North Atlantic Avia-
tion Museum, which has a section ded-
icated to Gander’s involvement in 9/11, 
when 6,700 stranded passengers were 
offered food and shelter by the locals. 
The museum even has a steel beam 
from New York’s ill-fated World Trade 
Centre on permanent display.

We’re greeted by the warmest of 
welcomes when we finally arrive at the 
gorgeous 29-room inn, which opened 
in 2013 to great fanfare because of its 
innovative design and Cobb’s financial 
commitment to the place where she 
was born.

Surprisingly, the inn’s uncomplicated modern exterior blends in 
quite beautifully with the raw natural landscape on this island out-
post that has suffered greatly since the federal government’s 1992 
moratorium on cod fishing, an industry that sustained the island for 

so many years. Now, thanks to Cobb’s 
Fogo Island Inn, a new industry, tour-
ism, is taking hold here.

When we enter the Fogo Island Inn, 
we’re instantly wrapped in the cozy 
warmth of the lobby, which is decked 
out with homey touches like fluffy 
cushions and comfortable benches 
adorned with handmade embroidered 
pads —  a great place to read a book in 
front of the roaring fireplace.

After picking up our keys (which, 
incidentally, we never used) Sean re-
appears and accompanies us to our 
spacious room where he introduces 
us to all its lovely amenities. Once left 
on our own, all we could do was gasp 
in awe at the fabulous view of ocean 
waves crashing over the 400-million-
year-old rocks below. Breathtaking!

Everything in our room was made by 
locals. Handmade quilts adorn every 
king size bed and the furniture is built 
right on the inn’s grounds. Even the 
wooden hangers are handmade. We 
also had a pot-bellied stove, ready for 
those chilly nights when the north At-
lantic wind starts howling.

A handmade rocking chair and a 
cozy easy chair were positioned in 
front of our panoramic window and 
with the aid of binoculars supplied by 
the inn, we marvelled at the vast sea-
scape surrounding us. Leaving such 
an awe-inspiring view was not easy, 
but the Inn and island offered too 
many other adventures for us to enjoy.

Each morning a tray of tea, coffee, 
scones or muffins were left outside our 
door and we fuelled up on the home-
made goodies before heading out to 
experience what Fogo Island had to 
offer. In the evening, we returned to 
gourmet meals in the inn’s spectacular 
chandelier-filled dining room, ruled 
by Executive Chef Jonathan Gushue, 
who formerly worked at Ontario’s 
famed Langdon Hall in Cambridge. 
The fabulous meals, which were ar-

tistically plated, were only surpassed by the breathtaking sunsets 
which played out in the room’s gigantic floor-to-ceiling windows 
during our stay.

We book a tour of the island with a local gent named Roy Dwyer, 
a former teacher who happens to be the island’s resident histori-
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an, poet and author. He has published four 
books with “more to come.”

Roy recites some of his poems as we 
make our way from place-to-place —  
first Deep Bay, Fogo, Joe Batt’s Arm and 
Tilting, the largest of the island’s villages 
where we come across the picture-perfect 
scene of a man sitting on his porch with his 
sleeping dog curled up next to him. Turns 
out the man is Robert Mellin, an associate 
professor at McGill University and author 
of Winter in Tilting.

While on our tour, we also check out a few 
of the artist structures that Cobb has built to 
attract artists from all over the world. The 
seascapes and Maritime architecture make 
this an inspiring place for painters to put oil 
on canvas.  

The inn has a fleet of cars that are free for 
guests and we make good use of them. We 
retrace our tour with Roy and that allows 
my photographer husband to capture the 
majesty of Fogo Island in his lens. 

During the tour, we visit some quaint 
places, like Foley’s Shed in Tilting —  lots 
of Irish paraphernalia here —  and Mona’s 
Jam & Quilt Shop, where Sean’s wife Dona 
is minding the till. It seems everywhere we 
go on Fogo Island we meet someone’s rel-
ative.

Thanks to some good weather, we’re able 
to book a boat tour and take an excursion 
to Little Fogo Island where we watch the 
razor bills and puffins glide with the aid of 
the relentless North Atlantic wind. This is 
a paradise to view sealife like whales and 
every so often a giant iceberg slowly floats 
past.

Little Fogo is a barren, unforgiving place 
and we find it hard to believe settlers called 
this home for more than 100 years. Now 
uninhabited, Little Fogo is a place of curi-
osity for tourists and summer vacationers. 

St. Anne’s Church, built in 1867, is one 
of the few reminders of this island’s early 
history.

Back at Fogo Island Inn, dinner is be-
ing served in The Shed, an outbuilding 
where18 lucky diners —  you must make a 
reservation —  are treated to a crab boil, us-
ing snow crab we saw being plucked fresh 
from the sea earlier in the day.

Big bowls of giant crab legs are placed on 
the table and Roy and his wife offer to show 
us how to properly crack open the legs. De-
licious! 

After another delicious dinner on our fi-
nal night, we walk down to the water’s edge 
where some fellow guests had built a roar-
ing bonfire.

 Soon we are enjoying s’mores with them, 
the warmth of the fire protecting us from 
the cold night air.

Fogo Island and its inn will leave you 
with a warm feeling forever. •

The waters off Fogo Island  are filled  
with marine life, like this giant hump-
back  whale, and puffins blend in with 
the island's natural background. An 
old shed, below is a reminder of early 
settlers on Little Fogo Island.

Futuristic Fogo Island Inn blends in beauti-
fully with its rustic surroundings. The inn's 
dining room serves up gourmet meals that 
are artistically plated.

Getting there: Fly to St. John’s 
and then transfer to a regional 
carrier to Gander. A ferry service 
runs between Gander and Fogo 
Island yearly. There is also heli-
copter service to the island.

Rates start at about $1,500 per 
night and it’s an all-inclusive 
price, except for alcohol. The Inn 
has a no tipping policy.

The inn’s amenities include a 
library, cinema, gym, sauna, hot 
tubs, gallery and bar. 

The islanders benefit the 
most from Fogo Island Inn’s 
existence — 15 per cent of all 
proceeds from the Inn go into 
Cobb’s Shorefast Foundation, 
the proceeds of which are shared 
with residents.

To find out more about Fogo 
Island Inn, go to 
www.fogoislandinn.ca

JUST THE FACTS



Egg-cellentSt. Petersburg is simply

Fabergé Museum is a gem

STORY & PHOTOS BY GILLY PICKUP

ST. PETERSBURG, RUSSIA — This is a city that 
doesn’t do anything by halves, when you consider that it 
has more than two hundred museums and, before the rev-
olution, a thousand or so palaces. The best known is one 
of the city’s most familiar landmarks, the huge Winter 

Palace of the Czars, which overlooks the south bank of the Neva 
River. The original, a modest wooden structure, was built for Peter 
the Great, but later replaced by the current building, its design ap-
proved by Empress Elizabeth in 1754. 

The Hermitage Museum, home to the world’s largest collection 
of paintings, is part of the Winter Palace.  This art lover’s dream 
has works by artists including Rembrandt, Leonardo da Vinci and 
Picasso, although it is so vast it would take many days to see even 
half of the exhibits there. 

Talking of museums, one of the highlights of my trip was a visit 
to the Fabergé Museum, which is in the lavish surroundings of 
Shuvalov Palace. I wanted to see the nine imperial Fabergé eggs, 
the world’s largest collection of its kind, which once belonged to 

The Fabergé Museum 
in St. Petersburg is 
home to the world 
famous collection of 
jewelled eggs whose 
detail make them 
uniqur and priceless.
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the royal Romanov family. Tours here are 
limited in number,  making it easy to have 
a good look at the eggs in their glass cases.   
Some of the eggs open to reveal exquisite 
miniatures. The gold, diamond and enamel 
Imperial Coronation Egg contains a gold 
miniature carriage, while there is a minia-
ture hen and a painting on a diamond en-
crusted easel inside the diamond, ruby and 
enamel Hen Egg. 

Not that it’s only eggs here though, the 
exhibition includes 4,000 works of art, fine 
china, sculptures and religious icons. The 
items are all displayed in glass cases and so 
entrancing are they that it is easy to ignore 
the rooms of the palace itself, which, in any 
other situation, would draw gasps of admi-
ration. Unlike the Hermitage, the Fabergé 
Museum allows visitors to photograph the 
stunning exhibits and I managed to snap all 
the eggs on display, including one that was 
on loan from another collection.

The following day I opted for a full day 
excursion to take in the prime sights of St. 
Petersburg and also allowed plenty of photo 
stops, one of which was the flamboyant, co-
lourful, onion-shaped domes of the Church 
of the Resurrection of Christ.  It is com-
monly known as the Church of the Saviour 
on Spilled Blood because it was the built 
on the site of Tsar Alexander 11’s assassi-
nation in 1881 and later used by the Soviets 
as a potato store during the Nazi siege of the 
city in World War II.  Its interior, equally as 
colourful as the exterior, initially appears to 
be painted and gilded but actually consists 
of approximately 7,000 square metres of 
mosaic tiles depicting scenes and characters 
from the Bible. 

While in church mode I also visited the 
impressive blue, white and gold St. Nich-
olas Cathedral. It was built between 1753 
and 1762 in what was then the sailors’ quar-
ter of the city and was named after St. Nich-
olas, patron saint of sailors.

The performing arts flourish in St. Peters-
burg too and the pretty green and white Ma-
riinsky Theatre on aptly named Teatralnaya 
pl (Theatre Square), dating back to 1860, is 
home to ballet, opera and orchestral com-
panies and is where Swan Lake was first 
performed in 1895.    

Meanwhile, in nearby Nevsky Prospect, 
the city’s main street, pavements are lined 
with sushi bars, Middle Eastern shisha bars, 
Italian and Indian restaurant, curio shops, 
cinemas, clothing stores and a glut of night-
clubs.

There’s certainly much to see in St. Pe-
tersburg but I felt I should explore a little 
further afield so took a 48km drive past 
endless anonymous blocks of flats to the 
coast of the Gulf of Finland to see the Pal-
ace of Peterhof. The Palace was the opulent 
home of Peter the Great, who was inspired 

by Versailles to build his 
own version with ornamen-
tal grounds and fountains. 
However much of what vis-
itors now see was as a result 
of his daughter Elizabeth’s 
re-design. She created the 
current palace and vast for-
mal gardens. If the word 
bling had been around in 
those days, the many gild-
ed and shimmering statues 
would be a classic exam-
ple; it makes Versailles look 
a little dowdy. While the 
building itself is more than 
magnificent, it’s the Grand 
Cascade that everyone 
wants to see. This series of 
terraces has more than 140 
fountains and gilded statues. 
Manicured grounds sur-
rounding the palace include 
still more elaborate foun-
tains, gazebos, smaller pal-
aces and woodlands where 
red squirrels feed from tour-
ists’ hands.

On my last evening in 
town, the chef got into the 
spirit of things with a dinner 
menu that included caviar 
with blinis, Russian dump-
lings, borscht, chicken Kiev 
and stroganoff.  Ah, and 
there lies another tale. 

Earlier that day we had 
seen the Stroganov Palace, 
home to the Counts Strogan-
ov, who in days gone by fed 
St. Petersburg’s poor with a 
beef stew, which included 
mustard and sour cream —
that’s how beef stroganov, 
or stroganoff, started life.

If you plan to visit Russia, 
do make a point of visiting 
St. Petersburg. There’s no 
doubt this city is Russia at 
its finest and most relaxed. •

The Winter Palace of the Czars, top photo, is home of the Hermitage, whcih is one of the 
greatest museums in the world. The Hermitage is home to over 4,000 paintings and other 
godlen relics from Russia's imperial days. The onion-shaped domes of the Church of the 
Resurrection of Christ, midde photo, is another of St. Petersburg's imposing structures.
St. Nicolas Cathedral, above, was built between 1753 and 1762 and is dedicated to 
Russia's sailors. It's lovely blue facade and golden domes are striking.
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Alpine ski passes near 
lovely Andermatt are 
where Elvis skied
and James Bond 
chased villains

They start skiing 
at a young age in 
beautiful Andermatt, 
the Swiss Alpine 
village where Elvis 
learned to ski.

Pass Up
SWITZERLAND

SKIERS CAN'T
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STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

ANDERMATT, SWITZERLAND — I 
don’t give the bartender a chance to finish 
pouring my midday glass of wine before 
asking: “Which chair did Elvis sit on?”

The congenial Swiss-American named 
Kevin, who has been asked the question countless times, 
surveys the crowded aprés ski bar he runs in the boutique 
Di Alt Apothek (River House) Hotel and points to a non-
descript wooden bar stool with the faded green cushion 
where someone has discarded a backpack.

“That’s one of the three he sat on — the other two are 
being repaired right now,” says Kevin as he finishes pour-
ing the remarkably good Swiss wine.

I quickly snap a picture of the “living memorial” to 
legendary rock star Elvis Presley, who stopped by the 
charming River House Hotel and Bar when he visited this 
fairytale Alpine village on several occasions.  

“He (Elvis) first came to Andermatt when he was serv-
ing a stint with the U.S. Army in Germany (between 1958 

and 1960),” Miriam Schuler, an official with the Ander-
matt Tourism Board tells me later. “And then he came 
back here with his daughter Lisa Marie when she was 
learning how to ski.” 

Elvis isn’t the only entertainer who has walked the neat-
ly-kept streets of Andermatt’s historic Old Town.

“Sean Connery also stayed in Andermatt when he was 
filming the James Bond movie Goldfinger (circa 1964) in 
the (nearby) Furka Pass. The scene where 007 fills up his 
Aston Martin was shot at the former gas station (now the 
Aurora Hotel) just down the street (from the River House 
Hotel),” Schuler tells me.

This idyllic 13th-century village, which sits cradled in 
the breathtaking Urseren Valley surrounded by jagged 
snow-capped peaks, is the perfect backdrop for a movie. 
It’s Hollywood good looks, Alpine charm and dramatic 
landscape make it one of the loveliest towns in Europe 
— a place of myths and magic — but it was off limits to 
tourists for many years.
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“Andermatt was a Swiss Army base since 
World War II and the town  relied heavi-
ly on the military for our survival,” says 
Schuler. “When they decided to close the 
base (around 2004), we all feared people 
would start moving away because there 
would be little work in the valley.”

That’s when an unlikely hero came to An-
dermatt’s rescue.

Enter Samih Sawiris. The Egyptian bil-
lionaire businessman, who developed the 
hugely successful El Gouna holiday resort 
on the Red Sea, was urged by a former 
Swiss ambassador to Egypt to fly over the 
Urseren Valley to see if he thought it had 
potential as a holiday resort.

It was love at first sight for Sawiris and 
he quickly committed his time, huge sums 
of money and his boundless energy to re-
turning Andermatt to its tourist roots — 
from the middle of the 19th century to the 
beginning of World War II when the army 
arrived, the Urseren Valley was a hotspot 
for well-healed holidayers.

Andermatt is now a beehive of activity 
with workers hurriedly building six hotels, 
42 apartment blocks and upwards of 30 
luxury villas on the edge of the Old Town. 
When the new infrastructure is ready, An-
dermatt will become the largest ski resort 
in central Switzerland and a four-seasons 
destination thanks to its new 18-hole cham-
pionship golf course, which was completed 
last year.

In all, the Egyptian businessman has in-
vested 1.8 billion Swiss francs ($2.4 bil-
lion Cdn) and intends to spend another 130 
million Swiss francs ($173 million Cdn) 
on connecting Andermatt’s world-class ski 
runs with neighbouring Sedrun, thus cre-
ating one of the most exciting venues for 
skiers in the world.

The crown jewel of Andermatt’s new 
hotels is the remarkable Chedi, a five-star 
wonder and member of the Swiss Deluxe 
Hotels group. The Chedi Andermatt, which 
opened in 2014, is situated within walking 
distance of the town’s lovely train station 
—  it, too, will be updated as part of An-
dermatt’s renaissance —  and lies just a few 
metres from the Gemsstock cable car.

The Alpine-style resort is a unique prop-
erty with lots of Asian touches throughout 
its sleek interior. Those influences also flow 
into the oversized rooms and restaurants — 
the hotel’s Japanese dining room would not 
look out of place in Tokyo. 

With 196 fireplaces and a world-class spa 
at the Chedi —  the Thai word means tem-
ple or Buddhist stupa —  there’s plenty of 
cozy places to warm up and relax after a 
day on the glorious ski slopes surrounding 
Andermatt. And Andermatt offers some of 
the most affordable skiing in Europe.

“A one-day ski pass in Andermatt costs 

Lovely Andermatt sits cradled 
in the beautiful Urseren Valley 
and is being transformed 
into one of Europe's great ski 
regions. The former military 
town is an Alpine beauty with 
lots of dollhouse homes and 
inns and historic churches 
where some of the region's 
earliest settlers are buried.
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The Hotel Aurora in Andermatt was once a Shell gas station where Sean Connery filled his Aston Martin in the James Bond classic Goldfinger. It's now one of Andermatt's biggest tourist attractions.

about 51 Swiss francs (about $70 Cdn) and 
that’s a great value when compared to other 
popular ski resorts,” Schuler tells me as we 
pass the lovely Parish Church of St. Peter 
and Paul (circa 1602), whose steeple domi-
nates the Old Town skyline. The tiny ceme-
tery outside the church, which looks like it 
belongs in a Swiss fairytale, contains many 
of the original settlers of the Canton Uri,   
the county in which Andermatt is located.

Looking up into the mountains that sur-
round Andermatt, I see the famed Swiss 
huts dotting the landscape. They are uti-
lized during the summer months by the 
many hikers and climbers who invade the 
Urseren Valley. The handsome huts cling to 
the mountains and offer shelter and food to 
the hikers.

“We call the mountains here Swiss cheese 
because there are so many holes in them,” 
laughs Miriam. “When the army was here 
they dug tunnels in the mountains for secu-
rity purposes.”

Being in the heart of the Alps, Andermatt 
is surrounded by famous mountain passes, 
which helped in the early development of 
the Urseren Valley. The roads that zig-zag 
through the passes are some of the most fun 
to drive in all of Europe. The Furka Pass,  Devil’s Bridge, the iconic landmark that hangs over the Schöllenen Gorge, is located just outside Andermatt and is a place of myths.
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1 Furka Pass, 2,436 metres above sea level: One of the 
most important Alpine crossings and the fourth highest 
pass in Switzerland. It’s artfully laid-out roads draw race 
car wannabes from around the world.

2 Gotthard Pass, 2,091 m.a.s.l.: The legendary pass rose 
to prominence in the 13th century when it was built over 
the Schöllenen Gorge and connected remote Andermatt to 
the rest of Switzerland. It’s recently opened modern tunnel 
is considered a wonder of the modern world.

3 Oberalp Pass, 2,046 m.a.s.l.: This offers some spectac-
ular views of the whole Urseren Valley. The Glacier Express 
travels over the top of the pass and its one of the great rail 
journeys in the world. It’s the easiest pass to cross and was 
favoured by early settlers.

4 Susten Pass, 2,224 m.a.s.l.: It connects the Reuss Valley 
with the Hasli Valley and opened in 1945. It was the first 
pass designed specifically for automobiles and offers 
spectacular views.

5 Grimsel Pass, 2,165 m.a.s.l.: The journey through the 
stark, wild mountain landscape is truly enthralling. Gran-
ite ricks, reservoirs and power plants shape the landscape 
in this mineral-rich area.

6 Nufenen Pass, 2,478 m.a.s.l.: The road through the 
tranquil Badretto Valley in Upper Valais was brought 
into service in 1969 and is the second highest pass in 
Switzerland.

7 Lukmanier Pass, 1,914 m.a.s.l.: It was in brisk use 
during Roman times. It leads from the lovely monastery 
town of Disentis and its stone pine forests are very 
refreshing.

8 Klausen Pass, 1,948 m.a.s.l.: It passes through Urner-
boden, the largest Alpine pasture in Switzerland where as 
many as 1,200 cows graze. It’s also well used by cyclists.

9 Schöllenen Gorge: Once the obstacle of mule drivers on 
their way south, it was traversed in the 13th century with 
the building of the Teufelsbrücke (Devil’s Bridge).

10 Oberalp Pass Lighthouse: It was built as a symbol of 
the source of the Rhine. It’s a small replica of a lighthouse 
found in Rotterdam at the mouth of the Rhine.

10
HISTORIC SWISS

MOUNTAIN PASSES

at 2,436 metres in elevation, was the one 
on which 007 (Sean Connery) raced the 
Mustang convertible, driven by a beautiful 
female lead, Tilly Masterson, in the Bond 
classic Goldfinger. Equally famous is the 
Gotthard Pass, which connects Italy with 
this amazing Swiss ski region.

“Milan is just a two-hour drive from An-
dermatt and many Italians come here to 
ski,” says my guide. “Andermatt was orig-
inally a trading post between Switzerland 
and Milan.”

The streets of the Old Town are lined with 
many handsome hotels and restaurants, all 
offering exceptional value and service. One 
of the loveliest on the cobbled main street 
is the Hotel zur Sonne, which, according 
to Miriam, “is owned and operated by an 
80-year-old woman.”

The cozy Sonne is, like many of its 
neighbours, a timber-lined building whose 
peeked roof compliments the Alpine scen-
ery surrounding this incredibly beautiful 
town of 1,300 permanent residents.

Everywhere you look in Andermatt, you 
see water. 

Glacial streams cut through the Old Town 
and Miriam proudly tells me “Lake Toma, 
which sits above Andermatt, is the source 
of the Rhine,” Europe’s most important riv-
er.

“Andermatt is the water castle of Eu-
rope,” boasts the guide.

One of the most famous tourist spots in 
Andermatt is the remains of Devil’s Bridge, 
located a short drive from the centre of 
town. The legendary bridge, which hangs 
over the Schöllenen Gorge, has one of the 
region’s many mythical stories connected 
to it —  it was reportedly built by Satan in 
just three days. 

Devil’s Bridge was part of the original 
Gotthard coach road, which opened the re-
gion to the world. A famous battle between 
40,000 French and Russian troops was ap-
parently fought on the tiny bridge on Sept. 
25 in 1799. Another myth?

One sure thing is that Andermatt’s future 
is as solid as the mountains that protect it. 
In the next few years, it will become a su-
perstar of ski resorts.

Elvis would be proud. •

• The best way to get around 
Switzerland is by train. The Swiss 
Travel System offers many different 
train packages:
 http://www.myswitzerland.com/
en-ca/transport-travel/trans-
port-travel-passes.html

• Air Canada offers direct flights 
to Zurich from Toronto and Swiss 
International Air Lines runs daily 
service to Zurich from Montreal: 
http://www.swiss.com

• Swiss Deluxe Hotels is a group 
representing 41 of Switzerland’s 
best hotels, including Andermatt's 
fabulous Chedi Hotel. Information:
http://www.swissdeluxehotels.com/en / 

• For information on Switzerland 
and its many wonders, go to 
http://www.MySwitzerland.com 

•  To order travel brochures on 
Switzerland, go to 
info.usa@switzerland.com

JUST THE FACTS

Andermatt's Old Town, which dates 
back to the 13 century, is populated 
with lots of traditional inns and ho-
tels. Most are timber-lined buildings 
that blend in beautifully with their 
Alpine surroundings.

56 www.travelife.ca



35373EYUS_CAN_P4_Travel Life Mag_10.875x8.375w_1Apr_EN_#150.indd   1 31/3/16   1:02 pm



M
ae

nn
lic

he
n,

 B
er

ne
se

 O
b

er
la

nd
 ©

 T
ho

m
as

 D
ir

nh
of

er
/M

au
ri

ce
 H

aa
s

For inspiration, come and find it at MySwitzerland.com/summer

Tunnelling
Through Vietnam

BÊN DUOC, VIETNAM — The tunnel ap-
peared to narrow up ahead. Not in the op-
tical illusion kind of way where it enlarges 
as you draw closer, but in the I-might-not-
fit-through-there kind of way. The chain 

of tourists ahead of me had halted, transitioning from a 
Neanderthal-style shuffle to all fours, preparing to jam 
their bodies into the shrinking cavity. I glanced over my 
shoulder but was sandwiched between another tourist 
and my pal Mike. There was no turning back. 

The tunnel was hot and stank of sweat. Although, it 
might have been my own; streaks clouded my vision 
as I drew shallow breaths, trying not to think about the 
three metres of earth and rock above me. I descended 
to all fours like the rest and wriggled my shoulders into 
the narrowed section, dirt smearing exposed skin. In an 

attempt to mitigate my claustrophobia, I reminded 
myself that this was all voluntary. But it alleviated lit-
tle. I couldn’t have crawled for more than 10 metres 
before my knees started to ache and my knowledge 
of the sun and fresh air melted into abstract concepts. 
But just as I began to worry the tunnel might have no 
end, it widened. And not far beyond was the pinhole 
light of an exit.  

It wasn’t until later, after popping from the earth 
like gophers, basking in the accomplishment of our 
30-metre crawl, that our Vietnamese tour guide told 
us the tunnels had been widened since the war to ac-
commodate Western tourists. 

Mike and I had hopped a ride on a coach bus that 
morning from Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (former-
ly Saigon) to the Viet Cong tunnels of Bên Duoc. 

STORY & PHOTOS BY ANDREW CRUICKSHANK

Even the diminutive Vietnamese find it hard to navigate the Cu Chi tunnels, which became famous during the "American 
War." The cramped tunnels housed Viet Cong fighters and even hospitals. They, along with the lethal traps set out for 
American GIs,  right, are now major tourist  attractions just outside Ho Chi Minh City.
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Headed northwest, the drive took just over an hour, the bus pulling 
into the parking lot of the National War Memorial Park in the Cu 
Chi district of Vietnam. A flourishing tourist attraction, the tunnels 
draw over one million visitors a year. And with the chipper guides 
and interactive exhibits, the area has transformed into a war themed 
amusement park, making it easy to forget Cu Chi’s dark and storied 
past. 

In the late 1940s, as they fought for their independence, the Viet-
namese communist forces began digging a network of tunnels to 
protect against the advanced militaristic forces of colonial France. 
The process was slow, many of the tunnels being dug by hand, and 
there was always the looming risk of cave-ins. But the ingenious 
system of tunnels proved effective against the French, allowing the 
Vietnamese to pop up, ostensibly from nowhere, and then just as 
quickly vanish. 

Later, in the 1960s, communist forces used these same guerilla 
tactics to baffle American troops. At the peak of the Vietnam War 
(or American War to the Vietnamese), the tunnels spanned a total of 
250kms, stretching from the outskirts of Saigon to the Cambodian 
border. 

Although the National War Memorial Park has since been com-
modified for tourists, the indelible marks of war still pock the face 
of Cu Chi’s jungle. Our tour group was guided through an area of 
sparse vegetation, skirting bomb craters where small saplings had 
begun to grow. 

Pointing to a crater, our guide warned us that not all the jungle’s 
mines had been discovered. 

Parked beneath a draped canvas was a decommissioned U.S. tank 
destroyed by a mine in 1970, displayed like a spoil of war. Fur-

ther along the path, weaving deeper into the Cu Chi jungle, were 
examples of traps used to kill and maim American troops. Even 
in the noonday sun, partitioned off by a wooden fence, the traps 
still looked menacing. Sharpened bamboo sticks designed to im-
pale and spikes fastened to rotating planks of wood hidden beneath 
trap doors. According to our guide, the tips of the spikes were of-
ten coated with snake venom or human excrement to augment the 
suffering.

Today, there is no lingering bad blood between the Vietnamese 
and Americans — our guide made this clear, addressing the Ameri-
cans on our tour as “friends.” But the Vietnamese are proud of their 
triumph during the war. At the start of the tour, a propaganda video 
extolled the heroic efforts of the Vietnamese against the “cruel” 
actions of the Americans. Although the quarrel has been forgiven, 
the Vietnamese have not forgotten the nearly 45,000 people killed 
defending the tunnels, many of which were civilians. Along with 
linking Viet Cong command posts, the tunnels also housed entire 
villages, operating as living quarters, kitchens, hospitals, ordnance 
factories and even cavernous theatres.

As the tour neared its end, Mike and I could hear the “POW POW 
POW” of gunfire. For a moment, I worried there had been a sudden 
resurgence of past violence, until our guide led us to a clearing 
that housed an operational firing range. Tourists stood beneath the 
shade of an awning firing off AK-47 and M16 rounds, bullets biting 
into a mound of dirt set with targets 50 or so metres away. Consid-
ering the area’s history, the firing range didn’t quite sit right with 
me, but it was good for business — a dollar a bullet. 

As others from our group crowded the firing range concession, 
Mike and I retreated to the bus, gunfire ringing in our ears. •

The National War Memorial 
Park showcases the spoils of 
war, like this American tank. 
The park even has a shooting 
range where you can fire 
live ammo from guns used 
during the "American War" 
that raged on for years and 
cost hundreds of thousands of 
lives on both sides.
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CAMERA

CORNER

Nikon Ambassador Sam Sciarrino 
says no matter where you go, 

applying fine art techniques to 
travel photography can help you 
visualize places in different ways

Fine Art
Of Travel Photography
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TRAVEL PHOTOGRAPHY 
is an excellent way to ex-
press your passion while 
capturing the beauty of des-
tinations and your journey 
in a creative way. When 

travelling to historical areas such as 
Italy, Spain or Greece, photographers 
should keep their eyes open for the 
unique details of their surroundings. 

As image artists, we are able to take 
in the beauty of a new place while 
also processing the information 
around us, visualizing our next im-
age as we stroll. 

For example, I have an interest 
in photographing doorways and 
alleyways when I am travelling 
in Europe. I am intrigued by the 
architecture and the attention to 
detail in the often weathered build-
ings. While strolling and visualizing how I want 
to capture a shot, I often ask myself, “if these structures 
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Known for his unique approaches to portrait and wedding photography, Nikon Canada Ambassador Sam Sciar-
rino is an internationally known master photographer and owner of Horvath Photography located in Toronto. 
A second-generation professional photographer for over 25 years, Sam holds his Master Photographer Degrees 
and Accolade of Exceptional Photographic Achievement, Master of Photographic Arts from Professional 
Photographers of Canada, and also a Master Craftsman of Photographic Arts from Professional Photographers 
of America. He has also been honored as a Triple Master of WPPI.

• Learn more about the Nikon Canada Ambassadors at nikon.ca/samsciarrino

• Find Nikon Canada at: nikon.ca 

• For more on Sam go to: www.horvathphoto.com/

• Twitter: https://twitter.com/SamSciarrino

could talk, what would 
they say?”

By keeping your ap-
proach to travel photog-
raphy simple, you will 
find an engaging subject 
that creates visual im-
pact. Again, architectural 
objects such as narrow 
streets, doorways and 
alleyways can be pho-
tographed at any time 
of the day as the light is 
usually indirect, giving 
you light on the opposite 
side of the narrow street. 

FRAMING YOUR 
PERFECT SHOT

No matter what you are 
capturing, remember the 
subject matter should be 
the impact point of the 
image, and using strong 
compositional elements 
is key to enhancing the 
visual impact of the final 

piece. Using fine art techniques such as surrounding square 
structures, lines and forms can help add balance to an image. 
Using strong horizontal or vertical lines also lend themselves 
to strong composition. 

Colour in photography can often be used to enhance a basic 
image, creating a more dynamic composition. Like a lot of 
fine art works, some captures are based purely on texture, co-
lour and light direction. The use of light direction can enhance 
the texture and details of the subject while directing our eyes 
to the focal point. Finding the best angle and lens perspective 
can add another dimension to the composition, incorporating 
light ratios and creating the correct level of contrast with the 
subject matter. 

PICKING THE RIGHT GEAR FOR TRAVEL

When travelling on vacation, keep equipment selection sim-
ple and light, while not compromising quality. My camera of 
choice would be a Nikon DSLR camera body combined with 
a 24-70mm lens with vibration reduction. This is a versatile 

lens that will get you through most of your travels. 
If you have space for two additional prime lenses I would 

recommend bringing a 20mm f1.8 lens and a 105mm f1.4 
lens. The prime lens setup lets you consider extreme per-
spectives by providing a full range of opportunity to create 
images using depth of field and wide-angle dynamics (with 
the 20mm) and excellent lens compression for photographing 
people (with the 105mm).

Above all else, have fun not only creating the images but 
finding them as you stroll around on your travels. No matter 
where you are, be sure to take in the area’s beauty, culture and 
lifestyle. The photos will come. The idea is to document and 
record memories while also looking for the best photography 
opportunities in each location that can be added to your body 
of work. •
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A STORYTELLER

Do you have a story to tell? Whatever it is, you can tell it even better  
with the AF-S DX NIKKOR 35mm f/1.8G. It’s designed to capture  
stunning portraits in all their glory. So you never miss that perfect  
moment. And for sharp, beautiful, extreme close-ups, try the AF-S DX  
Micro NIKKOR 85mm f/3.5G ED VR. nikon.ca
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Walking
In Churchill's ShadowIn Churchill's Shadow

STORY BY AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE

English sites illuminate the world 
leader who inspired Darkest Hour

WINSTON CHURCHILL PREDICTED: 
“History will be kind to me, for I intend to 
write it.” As one of World War II's most re-
vered victors, Sir Winston’s droll prophesy 
proved only partially true, for his story is 

still being written. 
Over the past year, the cherub-cheeked Churchill has en-

joyed a bit of a revival as screenwriters added their two cents, 
scoring millions at the box office with a pair of biopics: Chur-
chill, starring Brian Cox, and Darkest Hour, for which Gary 
Oldman won a Best Actor Oscar statuette at the 2018 Acad-
emy Awards.

If these silver screen insights have sparked a desire to do a 
deep dive on the iconic U.K. statesman, England features a 
cadre of key sites that form what might be dubbed “the Chur-
chill trail." From his labyrinthine War Rooms to the baroque 
palace where he was born, visitors can take a closer look at 
his legacy — and perhaps still catch an ethereal whiff of Sir 
Winston's cigar.

 
Churchill War Rooms and Museum

Down a discreet set of stairs leading under the government 
buildings of London’s Whitehall, past a sombre-looking bust 
of Churchill himself, you’ll find the subterranean headquar-
ters where he helped lead the Allied powers to victory in 
World War II.

Set designers for Darkest Hour spent months studying this 
crowded warren of rooms in order to faithfully recreate their 
intense, claustrophobic atmosphere at Ealing Studios. Tiny 
bedrooms equipped with bunk beds and insufficient chests 
of drawers, an office chock-a-block with piles of papers and 
perhaps a dozen phones, a map room with graffiti depicting 
Hitler, arm raised in his typical salute—all remain as an eerie 
time capsule, preserved as they were when the war ended in 
1945.BIGSTOCK PHOTO
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At the end of one corridor lies what appears to be a 
toilet, with the lock reading “Engaged.” Rumour had it 
this was the only flushing toilet in the bunker and was re-
served exclusively for the prime minister. In fact, it was a 
transatlantic telephone booth with a confidential hotline, 
established in 1943 in an erstwhile broom closet.

Recordings offer fascinating — and sometimes amus-
ing—reminisces by those who worked here, including 
one of Churchill’s secretaries. Every morning, she re-
called, “Having slept heavily for six hours to the roar of 
the air-conditioning on a narrow cot covered with army 
blankets … as one hurried up the stairs heavy-eyed in 
one’s dressing gown, one always seemed to meet the 
sprucest, most haughtiest, most glamorous officers com-
ing the other way.” 

Next door to the War Rooms, in the Churchill Museum, 
you’ll find intimate personal artefacts, including one of 
Churchill’s signature bowler hats, a cigar and a night-
shirt. Wartime footage plays on one screen, while film 
of his funeral procession troops across another, depicting 
the devoted crowds who came to pay tribute to one of the 
most respected politicians in Britain’s history.

 
Blenheim Palace

Contrary to popular belief, Churchill wasn’t born with a 
cigar in his mouth, but with a silver spoon. As the grand-
son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough, he spent much of 
his youth at the sprawling, 18th-century Blenheim Pal-
ace, which presides over a 2,000-acre estate in Oxford-

Churchill's beloved home Chartwell still showcases his many paintings.

Churchill's  bunker bedroom under London was where he directed WWII actions.

 ©IWM

©WWW.NATIONALTRUST.ORG.UK/ ROBERT MORRIS

© BLENHEIM PALACE

Churchill was born in sprawling Blenheim Palace 
in Woodstock in Oxfordshire, about 16 km from 
the famed university city Oxford.
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Churchill's study at Chartwell is crammed with the Great Man's 
memorabilia. Britain's legendary wartime leader, seen right 
flashing his signature "V for Victory" sign, was an amateur 
painter, and his works still hang in the studio at Chartwell.

Where to stay: 
“My tastes are simple,” the eminently quotable Churchill 
once quipped. “I’m easily satisfied with the best.” It’s no 
surprise, then, that The Stafford London, a five-star bou-
tique hotel steps from Green Park, is said to have been one 
of his favourite haunts. Its recently refurbished American 
Bar was popular with U.S. servicemen during the war, too, 
and it was here that Nancy Wake, a British agent dubbed 
“The White Mouse,” exchanged intelligence with an 
American counterpart. She remained a frequent patron 
until her death in 2011, no doubt feeling at home among 
the bar’s extensive collection of American memorabilia. 
Drink a toast to the brave lady when you order “The White 
Mouse” cocktail — a blend of saffron gin, champagne, 
lemon juice, rosemary syrup and egg white — named 
in her honour. There’s more history in the wine cellar 
below. While the caverns are now filled with rare and 

JUST THE FACTS
pricey vintages, during World War II they overflowed with 
Londoners desperate to shelter from German bombs.
https://thestaffordlondon.com
 
What to see: 
The Churchill War Rooms, 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/visits/churchill-war-rooms
 
Blenheim Palace, https://www.blenheimpalace.com
 
Chartwell, https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/chartwell
 
St. Martin’s Church, http://woodstockandbladon.com/
churchill
 
Tourism information:
 www.visitengland.com Stafford London's wine cellar is stacked with rare vintages and history. 

shire. It made headlines recently when U.S. 
President Donald Trump met British PM 
Theresa May  during his U.K. trip in 2018.

Blenheim's permanent Churchill Exhi-
bition features the room where he first en-
tered the world on Nov. 30, 1874, as well as 
the prime minister’s personal letters, photo-
graphs and excerpts from his most celebrat-
ed speeches.

A Walk in Churchill’s Footsteps trail fur-
ther outlines significant sites around the 
palace and grounds, including the chapel 
where he was baptized, the Temple of Di-
ana where he proposed to his future wife, 
Clementine, and a memorial garden dedi-
cated to Churchill in 2015 on the 50th anni-
versary of his death.

The West Courtyard houses a separate 
retrospective, Churchills’ Destiny. Here, 
visitors can explore the parallels between 
Sir Winston and John Churchill, the 1st 
Duke of Marlborough, for whom Blenheim 
was originally built as a reward for his own 
military triumphs.

 
Chartwell

“A day away from Chartwell is a day 
wasted,” Churchill once remarked, ex-
pressing his great love of the peaceful Kent 
estate that served as his countryside home 
from the 1920s until his death in 1965. 
Like the War Rooms, Chartwell has been 
left largely as it was during Churchill’s life-
time, complete with original furnishings, 
treasured photos and well-thumbed books, 
as if awaiting his imminent return.

A particular highlight of Chartwell is the 
studio, which is filled from floor to ceiling 
with paintings by Churchill, a passionate 
amateur artist. 

These include a multitude of landscapes 
portraying Chartwell's gardens and park-
lands, as well as scenes from Churchill's 
travels around the world.

Pausing as you pass the chair where he 
once sat, paintbrush in hand, with a still-un-
finished canvas on his easel, the great man’s 
presence is almost palpable. 

“When I get to heaven,” Churchill said, “I 
mean to spend a considerable portion of my 
first million years in painting.”
 
St. Martin’s Church

When Churchill died in January 1965 at 
the age of 90, the nation mourned. He was 
honoured with an elaborate funeral at St. 

Paul’s Cathedral, but he was actually laid 
to rest at a private service at St. Martin’s 
Church in Bladon, less than 2.5km from 
Blenheim Palace. Visitors are welcome to 
pay their respects beside the grave Chur-
chill shares with his wife Clementine, who 
joined him there in 1977.

While the world grieved his passing, 
Churchill, at least, had no fear of death. 

“I am ready to meet my Maker,” he in-
sisted. “Whether my Maker is prepared for 
the great ordeal of meeting me is another 
matter.” •

©WWW.NATIONALTRUST.ORG.UK/ JAMES DOBSON

 ©IWM

68 www.travelife.ca





FR
EQUENT

FL
YER Frequent Flyer Marc Atchison

looks at issues and trends 
surrounding the aviation industry 

THE SKY’S THE LIMIT for females 
in today’s business world, right? Af-
ter all, women seem to be breaking 
glass ceilings and changing stereo-
types in just about every profession. 

Every one except aviation, that is.
If you look skyward, you won’t find too many 

females piloting commercial aircrafts. Cockpits, 
it appears, remain the domain of males.

In fact, there are less than 7,500 female pilots 
currently employed by 34 major airlines, accord-
ing to the International Society of Women Air-
line Pilots. That represents less than 6 per cent of 
all pilots worldwide — and about 5,600 of those 
female pilots are employed by U.S. airlines.

Wow!
That’s pretty disproportionate when compared 

to other professions — females make up 38.2 
per cent of physicians and surgeons and 35.7 per 
cent of lawyers.

So that puts women like Jessalyn Teed, a First 

Female
Flyers
Are In

Demand
First Officer Jessalyn Teed takes her place next to Captain Ron Henry in the Sunwing Airlines cockpit. Airlines are hoping more women will fill growing demand for pilots.

PHOTOS COURTESY MARTHA CHAPMAN AGENCY

Women pilots stepping up to fill industry's growing need

First Officer Jessalyn Teed had the honour of delivering the newest member of Sunwing Air-
lines'  fleet, a Boeing 737 MAX 8 aircraft, recently. She says she knew she wanted to be a pilot 
when she was just 8 years old and is actively encouraging other females to become pilots.
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Officer with Sunwing Airlines, in an exclusive club. And the Boe-
ing 737 pilot relishes that role and is passionate about encouraging 
other females to pursue a career in aviation.

“I love my job and I knew I wanted to be a pilot when I was just 
8 years old,” says the graduate of Sunwing’s Cadet Program, which 
the charter airline established in co-operation with the University 
of Waterloo.

“My parents took me to an airport in Muskoka on a 'kids can fly' 
day and I was hooked,” says the charming young woman who had 
the honour of delivering Sunwing’s first-ever Boeing 737 MAX 8 
aircraft recently from the manufacturers' Seattle headquarters.

Jessalyn was one of four female Waterloo graduates hired by 
Sunwing and the airline is hoping more will soon follow. And Sun-
wing is not alone. 

Airlines like Air Canada and WestJet are also investing heavily 
in similar training programs because carriers are starving for new 
pilots to feed their expanding fleets.

With passenger travel growing at a record pace annually, Boeing 
estimates airlines will need 637,000 more pilots over the next 20 
years.

So females are more than willing to step in and fill the void. And 
they’ve proven their more than capable of handling the stress of 
the cockpit.

In you have any doubt about that, meet Tammie Jo Shults. She’s 
the Southwest Airlines pilot who helped focus the spotlight on fe-
male flyers when she safely landed her crippled Boeing 737 aircraft 
after it had experienced a mid-air engine explosion in 2018. Her 
heroics that day saved 148 of the passengers and earned her front 
page headlines around the world.

“That was really something,” says Teed, who admits she gets 
some curious looks from some Sunwing passengers when they first 
enter the aircraft and see her standing at the cockpit door. “But then 

we exchange smiles and everything is okay.”
The Canadian Council for Aviation and Aerospace says our coun-

try should be producing 300 pilots a year to meet the growing de-
mand and supplement an ageing workforce. We appear to be falling 
well short of that objective, though, and by 2036, the group pre-
dicts Canada will face a shortfall of 6,000 pilots.

That’s why co-operative programs like the one Sunwing has set 
up with schools like Waterloo and Seneca Collage are so important 
going forward.

As far as Teed is concerned, women should be introduced to the 
idea of becoming pilots at a much younger age — “maybe in high 
school,” she says.

One of the things Teed is most thankful for is that “I didn’t have 
to go to the far north to fly bush planes like so many pilots before 
me.”

Competition among airlines for qualified pilots is getting fierce, 
especially when you consider Chinese airlines are offering foreign 
captains annual salaries of $314,000 U.S. a year — tax free. That’s 
almost double what North American airlines offer their veteran pi-
lots.

Oh, and if you’re wondering, United Airlines employees the 
most female pilots, about 930, according to Forbes magazine, but 
that represents just 7.4 per cent of the 12,651 pilots they employee 
overall. Seven per cent of Lufthansa’s pilots are female, while fe-
males represent just 5.9 per cent of British Airways’ pilots. As far 
as Air Canada goes, only 160 of its 3,100 pilots are female.

Not surprisingly, the carriers with the fewest female pilots are 
Middle East airlines — only 1.5 per cent of the UAE-based Emir-
ates Airlines’ pilots are female.

So get use to the fact that in the future, when your pilot says “this 
is the captain speaking” it will be in a much higher pitch.

With more female pilots, the skies will be much friendlier. •

Major Airlines  With The Most Female Pilots

Source: International Society of Women Airline Pilots

7.4%

7.0%

5.9%

5.5%

5.3%

5.2%

5.0%

5.0%

4.7%

4.5%

4.4%

4.3%

3.7%

3.6%

3.2%

1.5%

1.0%

72 www.travelife.ca





GEM
Tourism's New

STORY & PHOTOS BY TAMSYN BURGMANN

Sri Lanka's tranquil beauty gives visitors inner peace

A Buddha statue, top photo, awaits visitors arriving at sunrise atop the summit of Little 
Adam's Peak, 1,141 metres above the town of Ella. A man navigates a suspension bridge, 
above, over the Mahaweli River at the Peradeniya Royal Botanical Garden, near Kandy.

MIRISSA, SRI LANKA — I 
was shuffling my way along 
a south coast beach at dusk, 
kicking up sand and rumi-
nating over love found-then-

lost-then-found back in Canada, when I nearly 
collided with four figures hunched in the dark. 
Three were human, silent and still. The other 
bucked and flapped. As my eyes adjusted, a 
scene of veneration took shape before me: the 
trio was genuflecting to a giant sea turtle at a 
shore-side alter. It was laying eggs. 

“I’ve been travelling all over Asia, search-
ing for a mama turtle giving birth in the wild,” 
a woman in the group whispered to me in a 
French accent. “This is the first time I’ve found 
her.”

Together, we watched as the turtle pushed 
and then paused and panted against the beat 
of the crashing waves. It rested its chin on a 
ledge above the deep muddy hole it had dug out 
to deliver its eggs. The other bystanders were 
transfixed, but the young woman was anxious. 
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A view from one vintage train of another on the three-hour journey from near Negombo to Kandy city.

She explained to me that after securing its 
nest, the turtle would look to the moon as its 
guide back into the Indian Ocean. 

“But those lights over there could dis-
orient her,” she told me, pointing at beams 
streaming from a humble beachfront eatery. 

With that information, the solution be-
came obvious. Once the turtle patted the 
sand down over its trove, the woman and I 
stood up synchronously, locking our bodies 
into a shield that shadowed over the light 
casting a false path.

We, two strangers, never even exchang-
ing names, shared a euphoric trance as the 
creature flippered back into the sea. Over-
head, galaxies of stars seemed to sparkle in 
rhythm with our rejoicing; we twirled and 
the world turned around us and we bonded 
in that simple moment. “Thank you,” she 
said to me. “Thank you,” I said back.

FROM THE FIRST evening I arrived 
in Sri Lanka, I’ve met random peo-
ple and made genuine connections in 

an instant. At a guesthouse in Negombo, 
a town just north of the capital Colombo, 
I’m about to turn in for bed when the owner 
plainly states that tomorrow I must wake 
up at 9, eat his homemade breakfast by 10 
and then go by tuk-tuk to the closest train 
station, departing for my next destination 
at 11. He wants me to get all the things I 
need out of my holiday, after all. I chuckle 
inwardly: “In Sri Lanka, you don’t choose 
vacation, vacation chooses you.”

I have flown to this sublime island nation 
south of India from Hong Kong, where I’ve 
been living and working as a journalist for 
two years. It’s been a struggle to build my 
second life a world away from the love of 
my family and friends, but solo travel has 
never failed to deliver to me raw human 
goodness to restore my depleted spirit. I’ve 
longed to visit Sri Lanka, first named Cey-
lon by its British colonizers, since a fellow 
traveller elsewhere in Southeast Asia once 
regaled me with tales about circumnavigat-
ing it by sailboat. 

One friend told me it’s “the new Thai-

land.” Another exclaimed it’s on his Top 
10 list of favourite countries. Such sensa-
tional reviews stand in contrast to a nation 
embroiled in bloody civil war for 26 years 
that only concluded in 2009. I’m honestly 
not sure what I’ll encounter and anticipate 
a tourism industry in its infancy; that turns 
out to be true but the stirling appraisals 
prove true, too. 

A local researcher, who, unbidden, gives 
up his prime train seat to me so I can op-
timally view luscious green landscapes 
bursting with tea plantations, tells me 
there’s been rapid development over the 
past decade. Fewer than half a million tour-
ists visited in 2009, but closer to two mil-
lion tourists arrived in 2015. Almost 40,000 
Canadians were among them that year, 
placing 10th on a list of origin countries 
(travellers from India, China, the United 
Kingdom and Germany took the lead), said 
Sashika Weerasuriya, with the University 
of Kelaniya, who works with Sri Lanka 
Tourism Development Authority.

THE SUNSHINE IS broiling my bare 
knees as I press my arms around the 
waist of a tall young man chauffeur-

ing us by motorbike on a three-hour journey 
northbound toward a giant, sacred rock. We 
have only met the night before, our paths 
fusing on the stairs at a diner in Kandy, the 

The Lower Ravana Ella, or Bamabaragama Falls, is located on 
the scenic drive out of the town of Ella, which means waterfall 
in Sinhalese.

Hikers climbing Piduran-
gala Rock encounter this 
reclining Buddha, which 
lore claims was once the 
largest in Asia.



The rapidly 
developing capital 
city of Colombo, 
from above, at dusk. 
There are some 4,000 
labeled species of 
trees and flora at the 
Peradeniya Botanical 
Garden, left, which 
was established by 
the British colonizers 
back in 1371.

country’s cultural capital, for a late-night 
bite of chicken kottu roti. 

“I noticed you earlier today walking in 
the street,” he told me with the grin of a 
Cheshire cat. 

“It looks like you’re joining me for din-
ner,” I flirted back. 

We fall into lockstep again during a pun-
ishing climb up Pidurangala Rock, an untar-
nished monolith formed by volcanic activ-
ity now taken care of by monks. Foolishly, 
distracted by our blossoming attraction, we 
have neglected to buy bottled water. So he 
offers me parched kisses for the illusion of 
moisture as we scramble up lopsided steps 
and then mammoth boulders. Stray dogs 
scamper over to lick our sweat-drenched 
legs after we pass a 10-metre reclining Bud-
dha nestled in the rock face. Finally atop 
the summit, we survey the jungles below 
in awe. We are completely alone and the 
only sounds are the electric buzz of insects 
and heave of our breaths. It feels like we’re 
in the prehistoric ages, overlooking lands 
unspoiled by human touch. Our personali-
ties have been stripped bare by the shared 
exertion; we, only newfound friends, have 
conquered this rock together. We absorb the 
panorama and each other, unencumbered.

AS THE GEM dealer fastens the 
bracelet’s delicate gold clasp 
around my right wrist, I close my 

eyes to feel the weight of five blue sapphires 
against my skin. The precious rock is Sri 
Lanka’s national gemstone; the storm-co-
loured bauble in Kate Middleton’s engage-
ment ring (worn by Princess Diana, before 
her) was apparently unearthed here. I have 
spent more than two hours watching a film 
on the mining process, quizzing the dealer 
about sustainable and safe working condi-
tions, and inspecting the dazzling array of 
jewellery in his upscale showroom. I regard 
an Eastern European couple and business-
men from Mainland China, all engrossed in 
their own treasure hunt. Many of the pieces 
have been crafted in this building by hand. 

I keep a poker face but already know I’m 
about to purchase the most expensive keep-
sake of my life. 

“I lost a special gold bracelet given to me 
by my mother in Canada,” I tell the dealer, 
casting my eyes downward and thinking 
about how she would have loved to share 
this experience with me. “And I snagged 
and broke the one she gave me to replace 
it.” We both understand the transactional 
nature of our relationship, but with over a 
decade in this business and a desire to gain 
more than money from his work, he nur-
tures my emotions: “You can wear it every 
day,” he says kindly.

Zooming away from the store on my suit-
or’s motorbike, I shout into his ear against 
our helmets and the wind. 

“To me, this bracelet represents self-love 
and self-compassion,” I announce, really 
just conveying the message to myself. 

“If I can fully love myself, then I am lib-
erated to fully love others — no matter who 
they are. And that only amounts to more 
love for everyone.” 

Like the breathtaking sapphires linked by 

gold threading in my new bangle, every real 
moment I share with another person can be 
an occasion of life-affirming connection. 

“We’re all just silly, stupid humans stum-
bling around this ridiculous planet in need 
of acknowledgment, and understanding, 
and love,” I continue, gushing woo-woo 
clichés but meaning them. “We all need the 
same things at our core.” 

In Sri Lanka, those things are easy to 
find.•

From the heights of ancient Pidurangala Rock, the sacred Sigiriya Rock can be witnessed rising in the distance.
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CALI, COLOMBIA — The streets of this 
colourful coastal city literally throb with 
rhythm. Strains of  heavy percussion float 
from windows, doorways and cars on near-
ly every street. By sundown, locals are lin-

ing up to dance in the dozens of salsa clubs that fill this 
city.  And by dance, I don’t mean toss a few steps and 
bob casually to the music. I mean, DANCE, as in flips, 
spins and enough carefully choreographed lifts and 
shimmies to make Michael Jackson proud. 

Cali is the self-proclaimed “salsa capital of the world” 
and they take the title very seriously.  Since I’m rhyth-
mically challenged, I felt compelled to make my intro-
duction to the Cali salsa scene at the Live Salsa & Tan-
go Dance School.

Driving up to the non-descript strip mall, I felt a little 
more at ease. Surely, nobody was expecting dance su-
perstars to be created in a few hours. But as I walked 
past the painting of tango dancers and be-spangled salsa 
girls and eyed the trophies lining the walls, I realized 

I might be in over my head here. The kind face of my 
instructor Carlos quickly put me at ease. He patiently 
counted out the steps and then demonstrated with each 
student. Even though I couldn’t keep up with his taf-
fy-hipped moves, Carlos emboldened me to dive into 
Cali salsa clubs.

As Colombia's third largest city, Cali saves the flash 
that Medellin and Cartagena are known for and pours it 
onto the dance floor. Calenos prowl the clubs in slinky 
dresses, tight jeans and bright, unbuttoned shirts. At Ha-
banero, a towering statue of Celia Cruz, the queen of 
salsa, greets me outside, while inside, a live band rocks 
the small, dimly lit room. About a dozen band members 
cram into a corner as dancers swirl around the floor. 
Cali salsa incorporates a beat about three times faster 
than typical salsa and dancers feet seem to move in a 
blur.  After hiding in a corner booth with my group for 
an hour, I  am unceremoniously pulled onto the dance 
floor by an older man intent on teaching me the steps. 
He has no idea what a lousy dance student I am so I 

Dancing
Up A 
Storm
In Cali

STORY BY ROSALIND CUMMINGS-YEATES

Colombia's sultry salsa capital
is rocking to a different rythym

The salsa is to
Colombia what
the tango is to
Argentina and
visitors get swept
up in the excitement
of the fiery dance.
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smile as I twirl one way and he twirls the other. 
At Tin Tin Deo, a legendary salsa club with a bright, upper level 

dance floor,  the salseros are as smooth as the glasses of agardient 
that top most tables. Couples, groups and tourists fill the f l o o r , 
spreading the contagious energy.  By the time we stumble 
out at 2 a.m., a line  wraps around the building outside. 
Street vendors selling pandebono, bread stuffed with 
cheese and slices of mango sprinkled with lime and 
salt,  park on sidewalks for the night owls that make up 
most of the city’s population.  Peeking into Zaperoco, 
a club noted for fabulous dancers in a city of fabulous 
dancers, I just stand with my mouth open as I watch 
the lifts and spins. Although most of the dancing is 
intimidating, Calenos are very friendly and I never 
feel silly or out of place.

 For more in-depth music demonstrations, Cali 
hosts the Petronio Alvarez Festival — which is 
the ultimate showcase for the music, dance and 
food of the Afro-Colombian Pacific coast — in 
August. The five-day festival features around 
60  local groups and performers who compete 
for awards. Traditional instruments, chants and 
dances attract over 50,000 attendees from around the 
world every year. Food, crafts and a warm, high energy vibe make 
this a wonderful place to learn about Cali culture and the Pacific 
Coast.

Another way to learn is by taking a cooking class and exploring 
Caleno cuisine. I join Tia Stephanie Tours for cultural immersion 
into the city’s cooking and agricultural traditions. The day kicks 
off at Galeria Alameda, an outsize market that serves up everything 

from chicharrones (fried pork rinds) to handwoven baskets and live 
birds. Guided by the chef , we select local lulo fruit, banana leaves 
and peppers for the local dishes. At Escuela Gastronomica de Occi-
dente, we learn about the influence of African cooking techniques 

on  Caleno dishes while sipping luladas, a refreshing drink made 
from the tart lulo fruit. We chop, mix and taste but 

mostly its the chef preparing a Pacific coast del-
icacy of  fish spiced with achiote and cooked in 
coconut milk and banana leaves and accompanied 

with crisp green plantains, rice and salad. The fla-
vours blend perfectly and as I shove the hardy food 

into my mouth, I realize why Calenos display so 
much energy for dancing.
Just outside of Cali, the Sugarcane Museum dis-

plays how Cali and the the Valle del Cauca developed 
in the 18th century. Sugarcane fields, lily ponds and 

flowering trees reflect the tropical beauty that previous-
ly dominated the area. It’s easy to just roam through 

the verdant landscape and forget the historical aspect 
but there’s too much history here to overlook it. With the 

sound of gurgling water in the background, a guide shows 
us machines and tools that were used  for three centuries of 
sugarcane production.  

The difficulty of operating the machines is duly demon-
strated.  I note that the enslaved Africans who were forced to use 
them were not permitted to operate the tools  under the grass shad-
ed huts that now shelter the machines. The 18th hacienda at the 
museum features rooms for the family’s 16 children and an edifice 
made from adobe and cows blood. I close the tour with a cold glass 
of gurapo, fresh sugar cane juice that is still a popular Cali. •

Music is in the soul of Colombians and street music is a part of every day life in the Latin American nation. Salsa clubs like Tin Tin Deo is where visitors get swept off their feet.

Colombia's salsa queen Celia Cruz
is honoured with a stamp.
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STORY & PHOTOS BY KRISTEN DOBBIN

OLLANTAYTAMBO, PERU — As 
we trod along, both ourselves and 
the horses looking a bit worse for 
wear, the welcoming sight of Ol-
lantaytambo’s cobbled streets came 

into view, it’s neatly stacked rock walls, yellow 
houses, and blooming bougainvillea marking our 
safe return. After four hours spent teetering on 
horseback along steep mountain pathways, it was 
a comforting homecoming. 

For many visitors, Ollantaytambo in Peru’s 

PERU
Picture Perfect

A great way to explore lesser-known ruins, such as those at Pumamarca (below, at right, and top of next page), is on horseback. 

Town leading
to legendary
Machu Picchu
worth a detour
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Sacred Valley, is simply a 
stopover on their trip to Ma-
chu Picchu, the place where 
the train leaves for Aguas 
Calientes or where the Inca 
Trail hike begins. 

But it’s well worth taking 
a bit of extra time to explore 
Ollantaytambo. 

Here the mountains rise 
up high on all sides, and 
impressive ruins and steep 
agricultural terraces loom 
over the town, built on In-
can foundations. 

It’s a charming, traditional 
place with a relaxed atmo-
sphere and plenty to see and 
do. 

We opted for two full 
days in Ollantaytambo. 
After dropping our bags at 
our guesthouse, we ven-
tured out into the drizzling 
rain towards the main ru-
ins, watching as tourists 
in cheap plastic ponchos 
ducked in and out of shops. 

Following the line of 
visitors climbing up to the 
fortress, we explored the 
impressive stonework in the 
maze of rooms, and eventu-
ally stumbled on a door, left 

Mountains rise up 
on all sides and im-
pressive ruins can be 
seen from the town, 
which is built on Incan 
foundations.
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This area of Peru has many relics from the past that visitors like to explore. The new homes in 
ancient towns cling to the sides of mountains and look like they could fall into the valley at any 
moment. This region near Machu Piccho is well worth a visit.

slightly ajar. Curious, we decided to follow the nar-
row walking trail on the other side, zig-zagging up 
behind the main ruins and out to a grassy lookout 
near an Incan structure. 

Here, perched high above the throngs of tourists, 
we were completely alone to absorb the breathtak-
ing beauty of the landscape and the deep history of 
this place.  

On our second day, we set out with a guide to 
explore the valley on horseback. 

After about two hours of riding, we followed our 
guide on foot to the Incan ruins of Pumamarca.  
It was overcast and the clouds hung low in the sky, 
threatening rain which was to come later in the day. 

Once again, we were surprised to have the ruins 
to ourselves, and we wandered through the stone-

walled storehouses 
and temple struc-
tures listening to sto-
ries from our guide, 
a Quechua-speaking 
descendent of the 
Inca. 

We continued on, 
and after climbing 
with our horses to a 
well-worn footpath 
high in the moun-
tains, we knew right 
away that the descent 
would be tough. 

Our small horses 
were tired — they’re 
not really built for 
the two tall tourists 
sitting on their backs. 

Our guide’s horse 
was first to take a 
tentative step down 
the steep and narrow 
rocky path, and ours 
followed suit. 

As the horses slid 
down the polished 
rocks, we jolted back 
and forth on top of 

them. At one point, the pitch was so steep we were 
forced to climb off and coax the animals down.

Despite the harrowing nature of the ride, once we 
were safely back in town we reflected on the spec-
tacular sights we had seen: the tremendous, expan-
sive peaks stretching to the horizon, local homes 
with pastures grazed by cattle, women working 
small farms in traditional dress and ancient ter-
raced landscapes. 

Moreover, we were overcome by the inordinate 
solitude and serenity that we felt during our jour-
ney by horse and throughout our entire stay in Ol-
lantaytambo, a fortuitous experience to have at any 
of Peru’s tourist sites. 

The next morning, we made our way by train into 
the crush of tourists in Aguas Calientes and Machu 
Piccho, already longing to be back in lovely Ollan-
taytambo. •

Ollantaytambo is a charming, traditional place with a 
relaxed atmosphere and plenty to see and do.
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Bird's Eye View
Of Turkey's Cappadocia

STORY & PHOTOS BY CRISTINA HURÉ

CAPPADOCIA — It all 
started with a picture 
nearly a decade ago. I 
was sitting in university 
class and instead of lis-

tening to my professor, as per usual, I 
was flipping through travel photo gal-
leries to expand my bucket list. 

It was a picture of fairytale Cap-
padocia that stayed ingrained in my 
memory many years afterwards. But 
every time I began to plan my major 
annual trip, it never seemed to be the 
right time to cross Cappadocia off my 

list. That all changed in the summer 
of 2018 when I, along with a close 
friend, made our way to Turkey’s leg-
endary city and that university pic-
ture came to life.

Cappadocia is the land of cave 
dwellers, psychedelic landscapes and 
hot air balloons. And seeing this sa-
cred city from the air is something 
that must be experienced to be fully 
appreciated. 

So, before the sun rises, we are col-
lected from our cave hotel — accom-
modation that Cappadocia is well 

known for. According to our host, 
many ancient lodgings have been re-
stored and turned into hotels within 
the region’s extraordinary rock for-
mations. 

Millions of years ago, volcanic 
eruptions shaped the land here, leav-
ing behind what is now known as 
“fairy chimneys.” And here, within 
these chimneys, was our unique Ke-
lebek Cave Hotel. 

We make our way to breakfast that 
features lots of Turkish pastries and 
mouth-watering fruit. If you ever go 
to Turkey, prepare yourself for the 
best oranges and cherries — perfectly 
ripe and rich in flavour. After break-
fast, a mini coach takes us to a field 
filled with colossal hot air balloons. 

Photos never do them justice. 
The sound of propane fires filling 

these beasts and the enormity of the 
balloons pushes our excitement lev-
el into overdrive. What an adrenalin 
rush! 
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Flying above the cave 
dwellings that have 
made Cappadocia so 
famous in a hot air 
balloon is a thrill that 
must be experienced 
to be appreciated. But 
what you see on the 
ground in Cappadocia 
is equally thrilling

We rise with the sun and experience the magnificent landscapes 
from a bird’s eye view before we begin to float around the caves 
and valleys, getting up close and personal with the hundreds of 
travellers waiting on rooftops to capture the majesty of the bal-
loons with their smartphone cameras. The trip lasts about an hour, 
ending with a smooth landing and a glass of champagne. 

Later, we explore Cappadocia on the ground and it’s not long 
before we meet a friendly local who offers us a cup of apple tea 
and some local knowledge of the valleys we should visit.

We choose the Red Valley trip with Göreme Paradise Travel at 
dusk, ending atop the highest peak to watch the sunset.  This time, 
we engage in another thrill — an ATV ride. Wow!

No trip to Turkey is complete without a Turkish bath and we opt 
for a traditional bath because we want authenticity. 

We pay our dues but are interrupted by a ruckus downstairs. We 
investigate and find there’s a “spa party” in full swing. Turkish 
folk music fills the air and women in traditional dress are dancing 
around platters of fruit and tea. We watch the women paint clay 
masks on each other and then an attendant does the same to us. 
We follow them into a sauna where the clay hardens and the pores 
on our face open.

“Perhaps they’ll stop to relax in the sauna,” my friend says to 
me. Wrong! The party continues in the sauna — lots of friendly 
interactions and children jumping around with excitement.

In the middle of the spa is the steam-and-scrub area, where 
guests lay down for their cleansing treatment. Typically, on a 
regular day, guests are bathed with hot and then cold water to 
increase blood circulation, and then scrubbed with a rough ham-
mam glove for full exfoliation. But on this special day, the danc-
ing continues as the locals gather round the marble platform to 
sing and chant and play the tambourine.

What are they celebrating, we wonder?
After they invite us to join the festivities and shower us with 

sweet treats like apricots and plums, we’re told the women are 
celebrating the marriage of a local girl the following day.

What we were witnessing was a “traditional bridal bath,” one 
woman informs us.

Though not practiced in all parts of Turkey, these customs and 
rituals in the hammams are still prevalent, shedding light on the 
many dimensions of Turkish culture. In the end, we got what we 
asked for — a real cultural experience. 

Our final stop in Cappadocia was the UNESCO World Heritage 
site, Göreme Open Air Museum, where rock-cut cave churches 
from the 10th and 12th centuries dominate the landscape. 

Originally a Byzantine monastic settlement, travellers can now 
freely explore the art, underground monasteries and chapels of 
the settlement. What is most unusual are the beautifully preserved 
frescoes, with the eyes of the figures they represent scratched out. 
We later learn that superstition led citizens to scratch them out 
from fear of the “Evil Eye.” Fun fact: The frescos were preserved 
through the centuries thanks to pigeon droppings.

Although the purpose of the trip was to experience life in the 
sky and recreate those scenic, picture-perfect memories I remem-
ber from my university days, there was so much more to Cappa-
docia than hot air balloons. 

This magical city is like experiencing enlightenment — and 
once you do experience it, they say you’re never the same. 

When you experience Cappadocia, you might never be the 
same. •
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JAVA
Enjoying a little

STORY & PHOTOS BY LINDA BARNARD

YOGYAKARTA, JAVA, INDONESIA 
— Java is an island of the unexpected. 
Located between Sumatra and Bali in 
Indonesia — the nation with the biggest 
Muslim population on the planet — Java 

is home to the world’s largest Buddhist temple, along 
with a massive Hindu temple complex that rivals 
Cambodia’s Angkor Wat.

Our guide, a quick-quipping local who introduced 
himself with “call me Yoga,” explained we shouldn’t 
be surprised. Religious acceptance is part of life on 
Java.

“Hindu, Buddhist, no problem,” he said brightly. 
There’s also a centuries-old coffee culture on the is-

land, arriving courtesy of the colonial Dutch. Where 
do you think “a cup of java” got its nickname? Even 
our small tour bus had a countertop-style coffeemaker 

Indonesia's coffee island percolates with culture

Performers, top photo, demonstrate a traditional stylized dance that is full of myths and 
magic. Above is the amazing Borobudur Temple whose central dome is surrounded by 72 
Buddha statues







plugged in behind the driver to brew a pot on request. The most 
prized coffee comes from a very unlikely source: the droppings of 
the wild civet cat, known as luwak. More on that later.

Borobudur, the largest Buddhist temple in the world, and the 
Hindu temple complex of Prambanan, are stunning sculptural art-
works, dating back to the 8th and 9th centuries. Mysterious and 
spiritual, they are for the faithful as well as tourists and were the 
highlights of our two-day stop in Java. 

We visited Prambanan first, the intricately carved cluster of con-
ical temples, one of which stretched 47 metres high and echoes 
Angkor Wat. But this was built three centuries earlier.

The next morning, we went to Java’s superstar site, Borobudur.
You could squeeze in both in a day if you’re hearty — and may-

be a little foolish. On the map, Prambanan is about 16km from 
our base, Yogyakarta, while Borobudur is some 42km in the other 
direction. Typical of big Indonesian cities, Yogyakarta (Yogya to 
locals) is crazily traffic clogged and almost unbearably hot. What 
looks like a quick trip on Google maps can be a punishing drive.

Plus, these are huge sites to explore. Prambanan has a “train” to 
get you from the visitor centre to the temples but expect to do a lot 
of walking at both sites.

A wide-brimmed hat, sunscreen and lots of water are required to 
get through these complexes. 

Patience helps, too. Borobudur is especially crowded. About 
500,000 international tourists and some 100,000 domestic trav-
ellers visited last year. The steep and narrow carved volcanic 
stone stairways up to the terraces are often jammed with selfie 
stick-wielding tourists. 

Some may skip Prambanan if time in Java is tight, but that would 
be a shame. There is a $40 (U.S.) combined-admission ticket that 
can be used over two days to ensure you see both. 

Built in the 9th century with temples dedicated to the worship 
of Shiva, Brahma and Vishnu, there are eight restored lava-stone 
temples and shrines of the original 240 built and still to be restored, 
which gives you an idea of how massive this site is.

The carved reliefs can be admired from terraces around the tem-
ples, telling stories from the Hindu religious epic, Ramayana, of 
demons, intrigue, magic animals and a kidnapped loyal wife.

We’d see these characters come to life that evening at the co-
lourful and highly stylized Ramayana Ballet, which is performed 
across Java. Our show was in an open-air theatre at a large Yogya-
karta restaurant complex but there are performances on an outdoor 
stage at Prambanan.

Next morning we visited the biggest tourist draw on Java, Bo-
robudur. While I shudder at overused terms like “see before you 
die,” there’s no question that this is one of the most powerfully 
emotional and architecturally beautiful sites I have ever explored.

Surrounded by green jungle, Borobudur is laid out like a Buddhist 
mandala and has been likened to a wedding cake with its rising lay-
ers of five square terraces and three circular platforms leading to a 
huge dome at the top. Like Prambanan, the terraces are ringed in 
fantastic carved reliefs, these ones telling stories of Buddha.

Originally there were more than 500 Buddha statues, but more 
than half were damaged in the past (heads were popular souvenirs, 
many of which ended up in museums). A few dozen others were 
stolen.

The Buddhas are mesmerizing. Yoga explained the significance 
of their different hand positions, from courage, to turning the wheel 
of dharma.

The square terraces have carved Buddhas sitting in the lotus 
position inside stone niches. A further climb to the circular ter-
races represents the journey to achieving Nirvana and reveals 72 
lattice-carved bell-shaped stupas. Peer into the square or rhom-
bus-shaped holes to see the Buddha inside, seated in shadow, seem-
ing to be patiently waiting for eternity. 

An open stupa reveals one of these large Buddhas, the intricately 
carved face in sublime meditation. 

As with Prambanan, we were trailed by local students anxious to 
work on their English. 

A giggling group of petite high-schoolers and their teacher found 
my 6-foot-5 partner irresistible and kept asking for selfies, which 
he was happy to oblige. 

Borobudur is an undisputed Instagram darling. Sunrise and sun-
set tours are especially popular.

On the way back to Yogya, we stopped at Pawon Luwak Coffee 
to learn about the famously rare and expensive cup of java that 
made Morgan Freeman laugh until he cried in the 2007 comedy 
The Bucket List.

Touted as having beneficial properties for everything from pro-
tecting teeth to preventing diabetes, it’s smooth, delicious and ri-
diculously expensive, selling for up to $100 a cup in New York and 
London.

The animals devour the coffee cherries and, thanks to an enzyme 
in their gut, excrete coffee that’s less acidic. We were told these 
beans come from wild civets living in the coffee plantations, which 
helpfully return to the same spot each day to “produce” the coffee 
beans for collection.

After the coffee cherries are pooped out, they’re peeled and roast-
ed.

A cup of the luwak brew was $5 and a 100-gram bag of robus-
ta beans set me back $25. Surprisingly, here was a product that 
lived up to the hype. I wouldn’t pay $100, but for a fin, it was an 
excellent cup of java, smooth and rich, a perfect way to salute an 
extraordinary Java day. •

Getting there: Various airlines fly to Yogyakarta from 
Indonesian cities, although you may have to go via 
Indonesia's capital Jakarta.

Where to stay: The five-star Phoenix Hotel Yogyakarta 
is an MGallery by Sofitel property located in an early 
20th-Century colonial mansion. It’s close to Malioboro 
St. and its busy market. The bathroom amenities are 
nestled inside traditional Javanese wedding figures 
and the hotel is filled with art and artefacts. Pool and 
excellent buffet breakfast. Room rates from $75.

Information: For information on visiting both temple 
complexes, go to borobudurpark.com/en/home-2/

JUST THE FACTS

Top Photo: Worshippers offer up prayers at one 
of the temples.
 
Left from top: PrambananTemple.

Left: Schoolgirls pose with a tall stranger.
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VANCOUVER — Traditionally, when you think 
about going on vacation, your imagination goes to 
relaxing on the beach, learning about a destination's 
culture and history, indulging in regional food and 
drink and letting go of your daily routine. But recent-

ly, younger travellers have been choosing their destinations for an-
other reason — getting in a good workout. 

Whether it’s taking the journey to Los Angeles or New York for 
a weekend filled with boutique fitness classes, or planning a week-
end of hiking and running in Oregon, fitness has moved away from 
the hotel gym and has become the focus of the getaway. 

Again and again, Vancouver has been named Canada’s fittest city 
and one of the healthiest cities in the world. With temperatures that 
barely dip below zero, an incredibly functional public transporta-
tion system and a jaw-dropping gorgeous scenic backdrop, it can 
be relatively easy to stay active on a daily basis.

I flew into Vancouver on a Friday morning for a whirlwind week-
end that included SoulCycle, a beautiful hike, a lot of walking and 

BIG STOCK PHOTOS

Younger travellers
prefer active holidays
where they can work
out while enjoying
the cultural highlights

STORY BY LAUREN PARSONS

Exercising
Your Vacation Options

Exercising



Whether it's walking or 
running around Stanley 
Park, where you get 
stunning views of the 
city skyline, or tackling 
the steep slopes of 
Grouse Mountain, left, 
Vancouver is the right fit 
for travellers who want 
to combine fitness with 
their annual holiday.

Canada’s biggest 10km race — the Vancouver Sun Run. 
I’ve highlighted some of my favourite physical activities to do 

in Vancity and encourage you to include at least one during your 
next visit:

BOUTIQUE FITNESS CLASSES
The latest fitness trend across North America is group fitness 

classes in boutique studios — and the leader of these is SoulCycle. 
The chic Yaletown studio opened its doors in July 2017 and has had 
clients dipping, pumping and moving to the music ever since. This 
high-intensity spin class gets you out of the saddle and moving 
to the beat of the music while following the choreography of an 
energetic instructor.

The studio is dark and full of energy, so get up and dance like 
nobody’s watching.  

Pro tip: Check out the instructor bios online before registering. 
You’ll be able to see the style of music they play and some insight 
into their personality and how they’ll motivate you to work your 
hardest. 

If gains are more your style, GymBox (909 W Broadway) is 
the place to go for a full body workout. Group training classes 
range from Barre, HIIT (High Intensity Interval Training), (heavy) 
Weight Lifting, TRX, Boxing to Training Day boot camp. 

Trainers will guide you through the workout and push you to 
your limits to achieve your goals in endurance, speed, agility and 
strength. GymBox also offers customized nutrition plans that will 
help accelerate your progress. 

Pro tip: GymBox offers a two-week $29 intro pass you can use 
for any of its classes — perfect for a short vacation in Vancouver. 

To slow it down, YYoga (multiple locations throughout the city) 
has got you covered. You can relax your muscles in a restorative 
class, sweat out your stress in the hot room, and find deeper con-
nection to yourself and your breathing in yin and meditation. 

The popular yoga studios offer a beautiful and open space for 
your practice, often with large windows allowing natural sunlight 
to pour in (or cloudy views, depending on the season). There are 
showers and towels available to rent (much-needed after a class in 
the hot room). The different studios also have different offerings in 
terms of snacks, refreshments and infrared sauna.

Pro tip: Your first class is $10, and if you have no mat, no prob-
lem; mats are available for a $3 rental fee.

HIKING
Vancouver’s most popular hike, and the most challenging, is the 

2.9km Grouse Grind. Locals and visitors flock to the trail in North 
Vancouver for a gruelling, mostly vertical, ascent of Grouse Moun-
tain. A warning sign at the quarter mark lets hikers know that the 
trail only gets steeper and tougher from then on, and if they think 
the first portion was a challenge, they may want to turn around and 
go back down. 

Athletes take on the grind as a speed and endurance challenge, 
and you will often see people running up the trail while you take 
a much-needed break. The average person (like me) can complete 
the grind in about 1 hour and 30 minutes, whereas the all-time fast-
est record is 23 minutes and 48 seconds.

Once you reach the top take a minute to breathe in the fresh 
mountain air before you explore and choose which activities to 
take part in — some activities will require you to book ahead, so 
check the website and plan accordingly.You can grab a bite to eat, 
visit the grizzly bear habitat, watch the breathtaking Birds in Mo-
tion demonstration, take a guided eco walk, take on the trails with 
a mountain bike, go zip-lining between mountains and much more 
when you reach the summit. 

For those who are looking for a more leisurely hike, the beautiful 
Quarry Rock hike in Deep Cove will still get your heart rate up, 
but offers relief from the incline. The 3.8km round-trip hike has 
become increasingly popular in recent years, so it’s important to 
arrive early to find parking and avoid a crowded trail. There are 
plenty of stairs and plenty of trees, creating a leisurely and scenic 
walk to the lookout point. Along the way you’ll also cross bridges 
over small streams and waterfalls that add variety to what is other-
wise a typical wooded hike. The lookout point over Indian Arm is a 
wonderful reward and makes a great place to sit in the sun or snap 
an Instagram-worthy shot of the landscape. 

Pro tip: Before the trek grab a treat from Honey’s Doughnuts & 
Goodies in town. The doughnuts melt in your mouth and are full 
of flavour — and taste even better once you’ve worked up your 
appetite hiking.

WALKING AND RUNNING
While there are many parks and trails to visit, Vancouver’s city 

landscape actually offers the ideal route for runners and walkers 
alike. The Seawall around Stanley Park is a popular place for locals 
to stretch their legs. You can choose to walk/run the 10km loop, or 
venture into the park for a detour.

As mentioned earlier, I took part in the Vancouver Sun Run, Can-
ada’s largest 10km race with an incredible 41,645 participants.

Beginning in Vancouver's downtown core, the race heads around 
Stanley Park, follows the Seawall along the English Bay, passes 
Granville Island and then over the Cambie Street Bridge to the fin-
ish line at B.C. Place Stadium. 

Because of the high participation, the course is dense and the 
pack never breaks. This may be frustrating for some runners, but 
what it does for many is create a strong sense of community and 
allows each individual to be carried by the adrenaline. It was an 
incredible thing to be a part of and gives you an entirely new way 
of exploring the gorgeous city. 

The best perk of a fitness vacation remains valid: You can enjoy 
the food, drink and relaxation without feeling the need to get “back 
on track" and “back to your routine” when you get home. •
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People wait for hours to ride the Peak Tram, 
which has become as big an attraction as the 
Star Ferry. However, there are those who prefer 
climbing to the Peak on a narrow walkway 
with lots of stairs. Once at the top, visitors can 
explore shaded trails or enjoy a beverage at a 
Peak restaurant while admiring the skyline.

PEAK
Of Perfection

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Ride to the top on iconic tram
a thrill few Hong Kong visitors pass up

Reaching The 
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Hong Kong's world-famous skyline looks so much better from the Peak. And getting there on the Peak Tram is a memorable experience.

The Peak is home to some of the most 
expensive real estate in the world. The 
tram has been running for 100 years 
and a vintage car, left, celebrates that 
fact. The trip to the Peak is narrow and 
steep and a thrill for first-timer riders.

Hong Kong families celebrate special 
events at the Peak, like graduations. A 
rail worker inspects the tracks, above. 
A giant observation tower, right, gives 
people some breathtaking views.

They wait for hours in Hong Kong's stiffling heat to take a ride on one of the 
city's most famous attractions, the Peak Tram. The red train chugs to the highest 
point of Asia's most vibrant city and rewards visitors with awesome views of its 
dynamic skyline. The Peak's canopied trails also offer plenty of cooling shade.



Cruising
Through Christmas Markets

German cities offer passengers
a warm welcome and lots of fun

There's never a bad 
time to cruise through
Germany but it's a 
lot more fun during 
the Christmas market 
season when a variety 
of cities host these 
colourful and tasty 
festivals which date 
back centuries. Left, a 
vendor offers a passer-
by a glass of glühwein, 
a mulled wine that 
helps insulate you 
from the cold. AMA 
Waterways offers a 
number of Christmas 
market cruises.STORY & PHOTOS BY DON HEIMBURGER

BIGSTOCK ILLUSTRATION
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COLOGNE, GERMANY — 
If you have a hearty appetite 
and a craving for high-sugar, 
high-cholesterol food, then 
there's nothing quite like eat-

ing your way through Germany’s popu-
lar Christmas markets. 

There's always a sense of adventure at 
a Deutsch holiday market, actually called 
a weihnachtsmarkt, and a willingness by 
everyone there to be satiated with tasty 
comfort food as the weather turns cold. 

I initiated my fast-paced, belt-expand-
ing venture by selecting a cruise between 
Amsterdam and Basel on the newly-built 
AMA Kristina from AMA Waterways. 
The seven-day food fest really began 
the first night on board the ship, which 
featured a small but efficient kitchen that 
somehow turned out food for 156 hun-
gry passengers, a large dining room with 
panoramic windows and an on-board 
horseshoe-shaped bar stocked to the gills. 

To get me in the Christmas food mood, 
the crew had left a large bottle of wel-
coming red wine in my room. For me it 
was to be a precursor to what I discovered 
at Cologne, our first port of call — hot, 
spiced red wine, called glühwein. I had 
never thought of hot wine tasting good, 
but when you mix dry red wine with a 
brew of spices such as cloves and carda-
mon, sugar and citrus fruits, you're ready 
to add mirth to a holiday party. Maybe 
that's why some call it “glow wine” in-
stead of glühwein. 

The drink dates back to 500BCE when 
spices and herbs were added to wine for 
health reasons. Not all spiced wines are 
the same, however, and I actually found 
the best mulled wine a couple of years 
ago in Vienna's main Christmas market 
near the Rathaus, or city hall. 

It was cold and rainy in Cologne when 
we docked, but the bright red stall aw-
nings, trimmed with green garland and 
twinkling white lights, gave the large 
holiday gathering a festive look. This 
colourful extravaganza near the famous 
Cologne Cathedral featured 150 market 
stalls with vendors offering a wide vari-
ety of rich chocolates and other candies, 
scarves and mittens, colourful children's toys, yellow beeswax can-
dles, tree ornaments and miniature lighted half-timbered houses 
with pointy roofs. 

If you have a sweet tooth, the Christmas markets are your friend. 
Sugary marzipan can be purchased in the form of candy bars, in the 
shape of small animals or imitation fruits or even in the shape of a 
large loaf of bread, called marzipanbrot.

Then there’s the schneeball, a pastry made from shortcrust 
rolled into a ball and decorated with icing sugar, hence the name 
“snowball.”  A typical cake found in certain areas of Germany, the 
schneeball comes with a variety of coatings. I actually never ate 
one while on my Christmas Market tour because 1) they are huge 
2) very sweet and sugary, and 3) they are deep fried.

It’s absolutely verboten to go to any 
German Christmas market without tast-
ing the Lebkuchen, Germany's favourite 
snack. The gingerbread became so popu-
lar that in the 17th century Nuremberg’s 
Lebkuchners agreed on a purity law which 
applies to this day.  

While the composition is a baker’s se-
cret, I found out it contains eggs, flour, 
honey, hazelnuts, walnuts and almonds, 
along with candied orange, lemon peels, 
marzipan and lots of spices. 

Further down the Rhine at the small 
wine village of Rüdesheim near the Lo-
relei Valley, I investigated the possibili-
ties of purchasing an afternoon snack of 
marzipan or Lebkuchen, each of which 
were in abundance at this town's inviting 
Christmas stalls. And when I couldn't de-
cide which to choose, I had both.

A woman and her young daughter sit-
ting in a warming booth and sipping a hot 
drink, explained they travelled every year 
from Hannover, over 600kms away, to 
spend a couple of days here taking in the 
sights, the good smells and treats. It looked 
to me like a lot of other people were do-
ing the same thing. But then I noticed a 
booth offering glühbier — now this was 
something I had to try. The frothy, mulled 
drink, sometimes referred to as a “tem-
pest in a tankard,” mixes beer, mandarin 
oranges, honey, ginger, cloves, cinnamon, 
anise, nutmeg, bourbon and cherry juice. 
Check off another liquid requirement for 
me when attending European Christmas 
markets.

Then there's the tempting Rüdesheimer 
coffee, which the manager of a local 
restaurant said was invented by German 
television Chef Hans Karl Adam in 1957. 

“You'll be dancing back to your ship af-
ter you drink this,” I was told.  

The potent drink is made of sugar cubes, 
flambeed Asbach brandy, strong coffee, 
a topping of whipped sweetened cream 
with vanilla sugar and comes topped with 
chocolate flakes. For me it was love at 
first sip.

At the intriguing blocks-long Spey-
er Christmas market in the city centre, I 
was drawn to the booth with an attractive 

handmade wooden signboard which read “Wild & Kase” offering 
wildwurst or game sausage; wild fleisch or game meat; Klosterkäse 
cheese, which is ripened for four months and has a strong, spicy 
taste, and Weinkäse, or fruity-sour wine cheese with a very thick 
black casing. 

I had just eaten or I might have also tried their tempting wild boar 
sandwich.

Other Christmas market stops on my cruise were in Strasbourg, 
France, the 13th-century village of Gengenbach in the Black For-
est, and Freiburg, the sunniest city in Germany. 

My new diet started the day I returned from the trip, but frankly 
the Rhine River Christmas markets are just too tasty to pass up.  

I’ve never been to a German Christmas market I didn’t like. •

Germany's Christmas markets are delightful places that are awash with 
lots of colourful lights and ornaments. The markets are where you'll 
enjoy lots of tradtional holiday fare as well.



REBIRTH
Of A Legend

STORY BY GARY TRASK / PHOTOS VARIOUS SOURCES

Glittering casinos rise along the 
Jersey shore as investors bet on
Atlantic City's renaissance

ATLANTIC CITY, NJ — Three 
months after it was reported his city 
suffered its lowest tourism numbers 
in three decades, Mayor Frank Gil-
liam stood proudly on the steps of the 
brand new Ocean Resort Casino and 

boldly proclaimed: “As you look out and see the beau-
tiful backdrop of the Atlantic Ocean and the infamous 
boardwalk, Atlantic City is truly back in the game.

“This a monumental moment,” he said on June 30, 
2018.  “This was truly a collaboration of folks finally 
realizing that Atlantic City is not only an important part 
of New Jersey history, but world history.

“There’s a new energy in this town. Things like this 
don’t just happen by chance. It happens with people 
who have vision, who have guts and took a chance and 
bet on Atlantic City. 

“Let me tell you, Atlantic City is a sure bet.”
Only time will tell if betting on Atlantic City will turn 

The grand opening of 
the magnificant Ocean 
Resort Casino marked 
the  relaunch of Atlantic 
City as a tourism 
destination. The 
one-time betting Mecca 
has seen hard times in 
recent years  but hopes 
are high for a rebound 
thanks to lots of new 
investment.

PHOTO COURTESY OCEAN RESORT CASINO
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    $500
  SAVE UP TO

*

Save a bundle
 when you bundle.

CMYK
100 - 43 - 0 - 65

See how much you can save by booking 
flight and hotel together on Expedia.ca. 
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out to be a winning proposition. But if the 
energy and excitement that encircled this 
historic city during the summer months of 
2018 are any indication, Mr. Mayor's words 
may prove to be prophetic.

Of course, when you unveil two lavish, 
ocean side resorts boasting an array of ame-
nities just steps away from each other on the 
same sun-splashed, summer day, it certain-
ly provides a strong wave of momentum. 
Ocean Resort Casino, formerly the Revel 
Casino Hotel — which cost $2.6 billion 
(U.S.) to build in 2012 — and Hard Rock 
Hotel & Casino, previously Trump Taj Ma-
hal, spared no expense in the reconstruction 
of their respective properties, while at the 
same time helping to restore Atlantic City’s 
job market, returning nearly 7,000 of the 
11,000 jobs that were lost when five casinos 
in the city shut down starting in 2014.

At 60 storeys, the massive Ocean Resort 
Casino is the tallest building in the city and 
the second-tallest hotel tower in the U.S. 
There are 16 restaurants/bars, 1,399 guest 
rooms, all with floor-to-ceiling windows, 
and an abundance of "flexible outdoor 
event space,” including six pools, a spa and 
an area off the lobby with fire pits and com-
fortable seating.

The Hard Rock property, which cost $500 
million to revamp, is true to its brand, with 
exclusive rock 'n' roll memorabilia found 
throughout the 6.8-hectare property, along 
with 19 dining venues, an indoor pool and 
the Rock Spa & Salon. It also features six 
performance venues, including the Howie 
Mandel Comedy Club, the flashy DAER 
Nightclub and the Etess Arena that seats 
7,000 and regularly hosts world-class con-
certs and championship sporting events.

The two first-class resorts — as well 
as the opening of a Stockton University 
branch campus and ocean-front dormitory 
this fall — most certainly interjected some 
much-needed vivacity into a city that has 
seen a decline in visitors every year since 
2005, according to the South Jersey Trans-
portation Authority.

In 2017, 24.1 million tourists came to At-
lantic City, the lowest number since 1982. 
During the 2000s, the city that inspired the 
board game Monopoly and the HBO hit 
series Boardwalk Empire, averaged more 
than 32 million visitors a year. With in-
creased competition for casino goers up and 
down the East Coast, the market became 
saturated and Atlantic City took the brunt 
of the hit, despite sitting in the heart of the 
northeast with nearly 30 million people liv-
ing within a three-hour drive.

“We've been through some dramatic ups 
and downs," says Larry Sieg, a 21-year vet-
eran of Atlantic City tourism who currently 
serves as Director of Communications and 
Marketing for the Casino Reinvestment 

Development Authority. “But Atlantic City 
is resilient. We always come out on top and 
we're on our way to doing so again.”

But Atlantic City has always had much 
more to offer than simply dice games and 
slot machines, and the list of non-gaming 
activities continues to grow.

First and foremost is the iconic Atlan-
tic City Boardwalk, the 6.4-km, 18.2-me-
tre-wide wooden walkway built in the late 
1800s, filled with outdoor entertainment, 
shopping, beach activities and gorgeous 
vistas of the Atlantic Ocean. The Board-
walk is also home to Steel Pier, a 304-me-
tre-long amusement park with thrill rides, 
a carousel, games and the typical fair food, 
as well as The Wheel, a 69-metre-high ob-
servation wheel with 40 temperature-con-
trolled gondolas that opened in 2017 and 
has become a true landmark of the Atlantic 
City shoreline.  

The Atlantic City calendar is filled with 
year-round events, concerts, fairs and fes-
tivals. The city is well-known for its flour-
ishing and eclectic culinary scene with 
venues featuring chefs such as Bobby Flay, 
Guy Fieri and Gordon Ramsey. Shopping 
is another blossoming highlight, with the 
Tanger Outlets, a $76 million, 15-city block 
dining and retail outlet, and The Quarter at 

Tropicana, a $245 million venue with retail, 
dining, entertainment and spas.

Arts and culture highlights include the 
Civil Rights Garden, New Jersey Korean 
War Memorial, an aquarium and zoos, and 
don't forget outdoor activities. Sieg says 
that golf has been instrumental in enticing 
Canadians to make the drive south to Atlan-
tic City, thanks to 25 championship courses 
all within an easy drive of each other.

Not to take away from the grand opening 
of Hard Rock and Ocean Resort Casino, but 
the other properties in the city have really 
“stepped up their game to continue to make 
Atlantic City a unique location in so many 
ways,” says Sieg.

One of those properties is Showboat At-
lantic City, a former casino that now houses 
1,331 rooms, including 852 with ocean-
front rooms and sits directly between the 
Hard Rock and Ocean Resort Casino. 

“Atlantic City is coming back in a big 
way. There's no doubt about that; that's why 
we're here," explains Brandon Dixon, COO 
of Tower Investments. "It's surrounded by 
beach and so many different amenities. 
Property values are going up. Jobs are be-
ing created. This is a city that is going to 
flourish again and we're excited to be along 
for the ride.” •

The new Hard Rock 
Hotel and Casino got off 
to a glittering start after a 
multi-million dollar facelift. 
It will now be the entertain-
ment centre of Atlantic City 
with lots of performance 
venues on its massive site. 
Left, a vintage car once 
owned by Elvis Presley is 
on display in Atlantic City, 
which offers much more 
than just casinos.

PHOTO COURTESY HARD ROCK CASINO ATLANTIC CITY

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.
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