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Enjoy new non-stop flights from Montreal to Tokyo starting in June. This new service 
is in addition to the existing Tokyo flights from Toronto, Vancouver and Calgary.
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Chelsea Shim Sharma 
offers mothers travelling 
to warm destinations this 
winter some tips on how 
to make a trip to a tropical 
location like Cuba fun and 
worry-free for everyone.

Read her report on Page 34
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3:04PM
Th e moment you realized 
afternoon tea wasn’t really 
about the tea.

Whether you’re reviving family traditions 
in London, enjoying a taste of the old 
world in New York or trying tea with a 
West Coast touch in Victoria, Fairmont 
connects you to afternoon tea experiences 
that truly redefi ne “timeless.” When coffee 
breaks just won’t cut it, make London’s The 
Savoy, New York’s The Plaza or the Fairmont 
Empress in Victoria your home base for 
simply resplendent afternoon tea—and 
a world of other culinary delights. 

Gateway to your moment in over 
20 countries. fairmont.com



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.



Skiing
In the Swiss clouds
at a cable-car hotel

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

CRANS MONTANA, SWITZERLAND 
— I step outside the train station at Si-
erre/Siders and ask a local man if he 
can guide me to the Chetzeron Hotel 

in neighbouring Crans Montana. “Bien sûr (of 
course),” says the man, a resident of  this lovely 
French-speaking area of Switzerland. 

I follow his precise instructions and after two 
long cable-car rides and a kidney-rattling Jeep 

The sun higlights the lovely Chetzeron 
Hotel, which was converted from a ca-
ble-car station into Europe's most unique 
ski-in, ski-out property where every room 
looks out on a gorgeous Alpine setting. 

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON & COURTESY CHETZERON HOTEL 
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journey through an Alpine cow pasture, I arrive at the 
entrance of the Chetzeron, one of the most unique 
hotels in the world.

The site of the Chetzeron leaves me breathless. And 
it’s not because the hotel sits perched 2,112m above 
the fertile Rhône Valley, or that it’s surrounded by ma-
jestic Alpine peaks. I’m actually awe-struck by the fact 
that this one-of-a-kind hotel started out life as a ca-
ble-car station.

“Welcome,” shouts Sami Lamaa, one of the owners 
who helped transform the abandoned station into 
Switzerland’s most spectacular “ski in, ski out” resort.

I follow the charming Lebanese-Swiss owner into 
the cozy main lobby and step back in amazement — 
a massive picture window dominates the room and 
frames famous Alpine peaks like the Matterhorn and 
Mont Blanc.

“The window used to be the entrance to the cable 
car station,” says Sami, whose family is well known in 
Switzerland’s hospitality industry. 

“Here, where we are standing (the reception desk), 
is where the cable cars would turn around.”

Sami invites me onto the hotel’s sun-drenched ter-
race where lunch is being served. The smell of local 
favourites — rösti potatoes and sausages — being 

more content to feast on the eye candy surrounding 
them.

The Chetzeron features just 16 rooms, but in the 
winter months they are the most sought-after rooms 
in all of Europe.

“Our guests can access the best slopes in Crans 
Montana right from our entrance,” says Sami, who 

days.
The design of the hotel pays homage to its pristine 

environment — the exterior is wrapped in stone cut 

rooms and public areas.
While there are three categories of rooms — three ju-

nior suites, four deluxe corner rooms and nine valley 
superior rooms — all offer the same stunning Alpine 
views.

There are two restaurants and several lounges 

the library allows guests to look into the hotel’s well-
stocked wine cellar. 

A wellness area, complete with sauna, small spa and 
a terrace swimming pool, welcome guests back after 
a day of hiking (in spring and summer) and skiing in 
winter.

The hotel’s remote location is also attracting a new 
breed of traveller, according to Sami.

“We have people coming here to data detox,” smiles 
the owner, who adds: “Two young men arrived the 

other day, surrendered their smartphones and com-
puters, and ordered us not to return them until they 
were ready to leave.”

The Chetzeron Hotel is surrounded by some of the 
best hiking trails in Switzerland and mountain bike 
daredevils test their metal in the summer months on 
harrowing runs that snake down into the valley.

Thanks to advanced energy management technol-
ogies employed at the hotel, “we are self-sustaining,” 
says Sami.

Solar panels heat the hotel’s water and photovolta-
ic panels produce the electricity needed to run the 
property.

while the twinkling lights of Crans Montana spread 
out far below. It’s an amazing sight that can only be 
enjoyed at Europe’s most talked-about hotel. •

JUST THE FACTS
• Room rates at the Chetzeron start around 
$300 a night but winter rates are much higher 
and minimum stays are usually required. For 
more information, go to 
http://www.chetzeron.ch/en/

•
from Toronto and Swiss International Air Lines 

• For information on Switzerland and its many 

•

Enjoying Alpine fare on the hotel's terrace.
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French
LESSONS FOR TEENS

STORY & PHOTOS BY SHELLEY CAMERON-MCCARRON

A vacation en famille in Paris
is an education for everyone

PARIS — On our last night in this fabulous City 
of Light, we sit for dinner in the open window 
at Au Petit Bistrot on an ancient, narrow mar-
ket street called rue Mouffetardand and revel 
in the euphoria of France’s 2018 World Cup 

France winning the entire tournament a few days later.
Ecstatic fans sing and shout their way past a tangle 

of colourful boulangeries, fruit and vegetable stands, 
cafés and clothing shops.

“Oh, they’ll be up late,” our amiable server says as he 

The McCarron teens, left 
to right, Leah, Madeleine 
and Courtenay pose in 
front of the Eiffel Tower 
while touring the French 
capital with their parents. 
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UNPARALLELED 
SERVICE. 
Enjoy a quiet cabin with an exceptional, 
personalized service at every step.

INTRODUCING DELTA ONE® SUITES.



A boat ride on the Seine brings the teens up close to many of Paris' iconic landmarks and under its many famous bridges.

shakes his head and serves complimentary kir to my 

aged 15, 13 and 11. 
He stops at my 15-year-old and asks: “Perhaps some 

for you?” 

Here, over hearty bowls of onion soup and plates of 
succulent chicken in a traditional bistro on the city’s 
Left Bank, my heart swells watching my children do 
as Parisiens, savouring a leisurely meal together, blos-
soming, bantering, becoming my peers.

This is perfect Paris to me, and key to a successful 
visit en famille — forgoing the city’s crowded, over-
whelming side and revelling in the moments where 
Paris reveals itself and its joys slowly. 

We can’t possibly see all Paris in one trip. And my 

our must-sees, and linger in our local neighbourhood, 
-

ing sense of community as we wander the shops and 
markets. 

From our base at the roomy Villa Daubenton, a can’t-
do-enough-for-you apartment hotel in the 6th arron-
disement — the Latin Quarter — we walk daily to the 
cobblestones of rue Mouffetard, one of the oldest 
market streets in Paris. There we hear the bells of St. 
Medard Church chime, select a baguette or two for 
that night’s supper, choose a bottle of wine and order 
a spit-roasted chicken and potatoes from the black 
apron-clad man working a favourite stall. We marvel 
at the variety of cheeses, stop to carefully choose a 
sweet treat, or sit at a café with the chairs always, al-

Each morning we hone in on a wish list item.
That is how we found ourselves charmed one week-

day morning by two accordion players who appear 

The McCarron 
sisters, left to right 
above, Courtenay, 
Madeleine and 
Leah visited two 
of Paris' most 
famous landmarks, 
Notre-Dame 
Cathedral, above, 
and the Arc de 
Triomphe, left.
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out of nowhere to serenade passengers on the RER 
(rapid express train) that serves the city and surround-
ing areas. We were making the quick 40-minute trip 
to the fountained gardens, colossal palace, grand 
apartments and opulent Hall of Mirrors at Château 
de Versailles, the grand showcase the Sun King, Louis 
XIV, built solely to impress. It’s an engrossing day trip, 
and the city of Versailles itself is worth a visit — lots of 
little shops and bistros. 

Another morning, we ride the Métro to Galeries 
Lafayette, staring up into the stained glass dome 

see. Along with shoes, scarves and retail therapy of 

free by riding the escalators to the top of the classic 
department store.

Our hit list of must-dos isn’t long. My three kids, all in 
French immersion, are eager to:
• Take a Bateaux-Parisiens boat ride — touristy, for 
sure, but it gets you out on the Seine and gives a great 
orientation to the city and its landmarks;
• Meet the gargoyles at the Cathédrale Notre-Dame 
and maybe see the Catacombs, the underground 
cemetery, creepy but enthralling, and a neat way to 
learn about city history. 

Really, we just want to soak up the atmosphere this 
enchanting city offers visitors of all ages.

So when I don’t follow through with plans to book 
a pastry-making class and wander instead into small 

goods, I never hear a complaint as we choose deca-
dent madeleines, macarons and eclairs.

at the wrought iron spire of the Eiffel Tower and mar-
vel at the spectacular Paris panoramas from atop the 
Arc de Triomphe — a dizzying workout up 284 narrow, 
circular stairs to the top to gaze out over the western 
end of the grand Champs-Élysée. At the monument’s 
base, we pay somber tribute at the Tomb of the Un-
known Soldier, recognizing those who died in World 
War I.

My teens do not want to pose for me under the hot 
skies outside glorious Notre-Dame. So I snap photos 
in quieter moments as they light candles inside the 
storied church, the city’s most visited site and the cen-
tre of Paris that dates back 2,300 years. It’s still ground 
zero, the centre of France, the point from which all dis-
tances are measured. 

Less than a 10 minute walk away, we marvel at the 

glass windows that wow visitors to gothic Sainte-Cha-
pelle church, located within the Palais of Justice. I am 
not quick enough to capture the wonder that washes 
over the faces of my children. But it is spectacular. 

We use our Paris Museum Pass (while kids are free, 

adults may want to invest in this pass as it covers near-
ly 50 sites and sometimes offer skip-the-line privileg-
es) to immerse ourselves in the grandeur that is the 
Hôtel des Invalides, home to Napoleon Bonaparte’s 
tomb and some fascinating World War 1 and II  ex-
hibits

Though a large metropolis, Paris is easy to navigate 
by the Métro, the bus or the RER train.

I love it all. But it’s the day’s end I cherish most, lin-
gering each night over dinner, breaking bread and 
making time to laugh and chat. 

One day soon my teens will grow and spread their 
wings. But as I watch them enjoy their meals, I keep 
reminding myself, we’ll always have Paris. •

Meals were always 
time well spent 
for the McCarron 
family, who dined 
on Parisian classics 
like madeleines, 
left, and crepes 
smothered in rich 
sauces and topped 
with ice cream.
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Park
IT HERE

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Car buffs make auto 
museums in Stuttgart
and Munich popular
tourist attractions
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The Porsche museum in Stuttgart, opposite page, features a futuristic sculpture of its cars shoorting into space.
BMW World and its museum, left, are located next to Munich's Olmpic Park and the Mercedes-Benz museum is a 
state-of-the-art circular design that traces the compnay's glorious history through the ages.

STUTTGART, GERMANY — My heart 
is revving so fast I think it’s about to 

shifts into high gear at the thought 
of what awaits inside the Mer-
cedes-Benz Museum. When the 

kick into overdrive and I’m the 

A few seconds later, I’m at 
the starting line of this state-
of-the-art auto museum that 
last year welcomed almost 
one million visitors. I rush to 
a futuristic pod that carries 
me eight storeys — 34 metres 
— above the circular museum 

lovely exhibition hall where I 
begin to learn how Karl Benz 
invented the automobile 
and how the Mercedes-Benz 
brand has evolved over the 

-
hibit also transports me back 
in time — to 1886 when Benz 
applies for a patent on his 
"gas-powered vehicle” and 
the roots of Mercedes-Benz 

Mercedes-Benz and its sportier rival Porsche, 
along with mega auto parts supplier Bosch, 
are all headquartered in this handsome 
southwest German city that’s surrounded by 

No wonder Stuttgart is often called Germa-
ny’s “Motown.”

Porsche, refusing to take a back seat to Mer-
cedes-Benz, opened it’s own high tech mu-
seum in Stuttgart in 2009 and the BMW Mu-
seum, which I visit later when I reach Munich, 

is the most impressive of the 
three.

The BMW Museum and BMW 
Welt (World), where Canadian 
customers regularly pick up 
their newly made BMWs in 
person — they are manufac-
tured at the company’s global 
headquarters across the street 
— even has a 2-star Michelin 
restaurant on site.

“We get between three and 
six Canadians a week who pick 
up their car, go on a two or 
three week driving trip around 
Europe before returning the 
car here. Then we ship it back 
to Canada for them,” Matthias 
Kremer, a BMW Genius — “yes 
we stole that idea from Apple” 
— tells me at the massive BMW 
Welt facility.

All three car museums have 
become big tourist attractions 

and outdraw Germany’s major art and cultural 
museums by a large margin.

-
cially drawn to the museums and arrive by 
the bus loads each day. The luxury German 

Mercedes' emblem sits atop the 
main rail station in Stuttgart.
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Mercedes' long history in auto racing is also celebrated in the Stuttgart museum.

brands have become status sym-
bols among China’s growing mid-
dle class.

There’s plenty to see in the 16,500 
square metre Mercedes-Benz Mu-
seum, which is crammed with over 
160 vehicles, including the ear-
liest forms of transportation, vin-
tage models, legendary race cars, 
concept cars, engines and even a 
Popemobile, which was specially 
designed by Mercedes-Benz for 
overseas trips taken by the late 
Pope Paul II.

You see the car company names 
everywhere in Stuttgart — on street 
signs, squares, public buildings, 
banks and sports teams. In fact, the 

Stuttgart’s main rail station is a gi-
ant Mercedes-Benz emblem on 
top of the station’s clock tower.

-
cedes-Benz logo is Stuttgart’s coat 
of arms,” laughs local guide Elisa-
beth Mohr.

The unique spiral design of the 
Mercedes-Benz museum allows 
visitors to go on a chronological 
tour using ramps instead of stairs. 
The ramps’ walls are also lined with 
pictures of historic events in which 
the automobile has played an im-
portant role.

Each of the museum’s 12 galler-
ies offers some special surprises. 

the Brand gallery showcases Mer-
cedes-Benz’s earliest models and 
the Gallery of Voyagers next to it 
traces the company’s entrance into 
mass transit with the introduction 
of the motorized bus in 1895.

-
es a gallery featuring cars made 

VIPs. Besides the previously men-
tioned Popemobile, the collection 
includes a 1993 Mercedes-Benz 
190 E 2.3 owned by actor Nico-
las Cage, a1930s 770 Grand Mer-
cedes cabriolet F once owned 
by the former German Emperor 
Wilhelm II during his exile in the 
Netherlands, and, my favourite, 

Concept and electric cars get a lot 
of looks at the auto museums. Left, 
Mercedes' new electric cars are 
displayed and top right, BMW's Z4 
roadster will soon be on the road. 
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blockbuster Jurassic Park.
-

ture — that’s where its electric car technology is show-
cased.

-
pany’s long involvement in auto racing — it started in 
1934 — is celebrated with an exciting race track dis-
play of vintage and new Silver Arrow models.

My Mercedes-Benz tour ends when I reach the mu-
seum’s lower level where a giant gift shop and restau-

Stars section with vintage models that people can 
purchase.

Later, I take the S6 train from Stuttgart’s main rail sta-
tion and exit at Porscheplatz, a square dominated by 

and museum.
While much smaller than the Mercedes-Benz Mu-

seum — this one is just 5,600 square metres — the 
Porsche Museum is no less impressive.

glass building, thanks to its three V-shaped support-

like a monolith. It’s so Porsche. A sculpture of three 
Porsche models shooting into the sky is another 
eye-catching feature.

Inside, more than 80 vehicles, some dating back to 
-

played in a bright, airy environment.
Porsche, which celebrated its 70th anniversary in 

a Porsche 356 No. 1 Roadster representing the ori-
gins of the sports car. Close by is an artfully designed 

-
cally powered Porsche, which makes its market debut 
in 2019.

There’s plenty of 911 models, too — it’s Porsche’s 
biggest seller — including an Irish green coupé, the 
one-millionth unit that rolled off the assembly line in 
2017.

As soon as I arrive in Munich the next day, I head 

city’s (1972) Olympic Stadium.
I suggest you visit BMW Welt before going to the 

museum across the street. BMW Welt lets you kick the 
tires, so to speak, on concept cars and new models. 
It’s so big, you can actually drive one of the company’s 

As soon as I enter, a sleek Z4 roadster catches my 
eye.

“The Z4 will debut next year,” Matthias Kremer tells 
me of BMW’s entry back into the roadster category, 

which they abandoned a few years ago.
BMW’s electric cars, the compact I-3 and the su-

a lot of attention and Kremer tells me that by 2025 
BMW will be offering 25 models that will be electri-
cally powered.

The Michelin-recognized EssZimmer restaurant sits 
perched above the BMW Welt showroom and fea-
tures French cuisine with Mediterranean and regional 

-
erns the EssZimmer kitchen and getting a table here 
is harder than buying a Z4 concept car.

The BMW Museum, which opened in 1973, is simi-
lar in design to the Mercedes-Benz facility in Stuttgart 
and visitors are transported through the company’s 

museum’s many galleries and the company pays spe-
cial tribute to its proud history in motorcycles.

All three museums are great places to park yourself 
for a few hours when visiting Munich or Stuttgart. •

JUST THE FACTS
•

-

http://www.mercedes-benz.com/en

• 
train from downtown Stuttgart. Information: 
http://www.porsche.com/museum/en/

• 

stylish walking overpass. 
Information: http://www.bmw-welt.com

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

A winged-door Mercedes gets lots of attention.
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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.



OpenTunisia's

door policy 
for tourism

STORY & PHOTOS BY GILLY PICKUP

Memories of terrorist attacks
have long faded and country
is welcoming visitors back
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TUNIS — Tourism is on the rise once more in 
this North African country.  Since the 2015 
terror attacks, international visitors have 
been in short supply, but from early 2017 
they have started trickling back. Tour guides, 

shop and café owners tell me about the lack of tour-
ists, one saying that before the attacks he would sell 
at least one carpet a day, a recurring complaint I hear 
from those dependent on tourism.

My base is the resort town of Hammamet, which lies 
at the foot of the Cap Bon peninsula where a smatter-
ing of families paddle in the warm blue sea and picnic 
under parasols. 

winding streets are packed with 
stalls selling all sorts of locally 
made goods; Berber jewellery, 
fruits that smell of the sun, green 
henna, brass pots and bambalo-
ni, deliciously sweet and calorif-
ic deep-fried doughnuts eaten 
with sugar or honey.

As far as food goes, Tunisia’s is 

-
vours that sing of the vine, sun 
and earth. 

 In all but the cheapest restau-
rants, customers are welcomed 
with complimentary fresh bread, 
olives and harissa, which is a con-
centrate of garlic and red chilli 
pepper. Couscous, Tunisia’s na-
tional dish, a main course stew of 

menus everywhere.  
If you get the chance you just 

have to savour a bumper bowl 
of seriously fabulous chorba, a 
spicy barley soup with chick peas 
and vegetables in rich tomato 
stock. 

A serious drop in tourism doesn’t affect the hospital-
ity on offer, neither does it affect the traditional good 
humour of Tunisia’s inhabitants.

During my  time in the country, I travelled to 
13th-century Sidi Bou Said, a beauty queen village 
and the country’s chicest spot where the giddy scent 
of jasmine hangs in the air. 

Only half an hour from Tunis, this one-time haunt 
and inspiration of painters and writers, could be a 
world apart. Perched on a cliff top, cobbled streets 
shiny from the passage of time, its bundles of daz-
zling whitewashed houses with bold blue shutters 
and pretty iron grilles are complemented by orange 

The ancient doors of Tunis, opposite page, 
and idyllic Hammamet, above, are being 

groves, giant eucalyptus trees and swathes of purple 
bougainvillea.

 I stopped at one of the terraced cafés to drink in the 
bohemian vibe as well as a glass of mint tea with pine 
nuts, savouring giddy views of the shimmering Gulf of 
Tunis. You could be forgiven for thinking that nothing 
has changed here since the days of Abu Said Kalafa, 
the 13th-century sidi (or saint) who gave his name to 
the village.    

And, of course, what would a visit to Tunisia be with-
out stopping off to explore its sensual, sub-tropical 
capital, Tunis?  

rub shoulders with street-side 
cafés, patisseries and an assort-
ed mix of colonial and modern 
buildings, a legacy of years of 
French rule, you will never doubt 
for a minute that you are in North 
Africa. 

This is a city where yesterday 
and today blend seamlessly and 
the spice-scented souks, calls of 
the muezzin and dry desert heat 
are sure to stir your soul.  

My guide took me to see the 
well-preserved medieval medi-
na — Old Town —  a froth of white 
domes, minarets and the smell 
of a world’s worth of pungent 
fragrances and freshly-baked 
bread. We walked through the 
Fez souk and the perfume souk, 
which in days gone by was fa-
mous throughout the Arab 
world.  

In the teeming maze of pas-
sageways bursting with ham-
mams (public bathhouses),  
mosques and tiny workshops, 
sun-leathered gnarled old men 

wearing red felt hats busily operate sewing machines.  
If you visit and are somewhat confused by the labyrin-
thine of alleys, my guide told me that the best way to 
explore is simply to launch yourself on the current of 

The enclosed and serenely glorious Aghlabid-built 
Al-Zaytuna Mosque, also called the Great Mosque, is 
the city’s largest and the only one open to non-Mus-
lims, who may enter the courtyard though not the 

13th-century onwards as an important Islamic univer-
sity.  Now it is an oasis of peace in this city of heat and 
bustle. •
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PUERTO RICO 

Standing
Tall Again

STORY BY GARY TRASK

Caribbean beauty 

PHOTOS COURTESY TOURISM PUERTO RICO 

24 www.travelife.ca



PUERTO RICO — It’s a crys-
tal-clear afternoon on the 
northwest tip of Puerto Rico 
and the view from atop the 
60-metre cliff just off the dra-

matic 13th hole at Royal Isabela golf 
course is both sensational and serene. 
Native birds peacefully circle above 
in the radiant blue sky, while the rela-
tively calm waves gently crash into the 
banks below.

As Puerto Rico native Gerardo Val-
entin gazes north across the Atlantic 
Ocean and takes in this gorgeous set-
ting he is so familiar with, he shakes his 

Valentin, the course superintendent 
who has worked in the Puerto Rico 
golf industry for more than two de-
cades, is explaining to a visitor what 
this very same scene looked like in late 
September, 2017 — almost a full year 
to the day I visited — when the devas-
tating Hurricane Maria slammed into 
the island.

The Category 4 storm brought heavy 
rainfall, 250km/h winds with gusts up 
to 182km/h, and caused extensive 
damage throughout the 9,000-sq-km 
Caribbean island that sits about 1,600 

The island's historic capital San Juan is still the Caribbean's 
most beautiful city and has totally recovered from Maria.

The stunning Royal Isabela golf course suffered some major 
damage during Hurricane Maria but it has now been restored. 

Pristine beaches and lots of aquatic 
sports is what makes Puerto Rico fun.
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kilometres southeast of Miami. Hit-
ting closest to Valentin’s heart was 
not only the destruction of his golf 
course and the loss of more than 

structural damage suffered at his 
house, just a few kilometres  away, 
and, most painfully, the tragic death 

“It’s something like I’ve never seen 
before,” Valentin says softly without 
looking up. “And I hope I never see 
it again.”

While the hurtful memories of the 
historic natural disaster are still vivid 
for folks like Valentin and the tens 
of thousands of others who lived 
through it, the optimism and sense 
of pride regarding how the island 
and its people have recovered is 
equally as strong. Great underwater adventures await those who venture to Puerto Rico.
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Enter Leah Chandler and the newly estab-
lished destination marketing organization 

created to market the brand of Puerto Rico as a 
premier global tourism destination.

for Branson/Lakes Area Chamber of Com-
merce and Convention & Visitors Bureau in 
Missouri, took on the same role for Discover 
Puerto Rico back in May. She says she made 
the move, in part, because of the “embarrass-
ment of riches” the island has to offer when it 
comes to tourism.

away and so excited about the potential and 
opportunities here,” explains Chandler, who 
has joined forces with another longtime, 
game-changing tourism professional, Brad 
Dean, Discover Puerto Rico’s CEO. “And since 
I’ve been here and had a chance to get to know 
the people and the product even more inti-

is Puerto Rico back in business, but it’s better 
than ever.”

A major objective for Discover Puerto Rico 
has been to educate travellers about the recu-
peration of the island since Hurricane Maria. 
Within two weeks of the storm, cruise ships 
began returning to Puerto Rico. The increase 
in home porting and transit visits puts the des-
tination on path to hit a record 1.7 million pas-
sengers during the 2018-2019 season. More 

Montreal and Toronto — land at San Juan Air-
port and once those visitors hit the ground 
there are a wide array of almost 200 attractions 
to choose from.

A trip to this unincorporated territory of the 
United States is fairly seamless, especially for 
U.S. residents who don’t need a passport and 
can use their U.S. currency.

“Because of the volume of negative media 
coverage we received post-Maria, we are still 
receiving a lot of questions, but we’re here to 
say that Puerto Rico is thriving and open for 
business,” says Chandler. “While some of our 
natural resources take more time to get back 
to pre-hurricane grandeur, the infrastructure, 
electrical grid and transportation on the island 
are all completely up and running and reli-
able.”

Chandler points out that the hotel product, in 
particular, has been completely “reimagined” 
with a number of luxury properties spending 
millions of dollars on renovations. An estimat-



ed 4,000 guest rooms are currently being revamped 
from properties such as El San Juan Hotel, Curio Col-
lection by Hilton, The St. Regis Bahia Beach Resort, 
The Ritz-Carlton, San Juan, Meliá Coco Beach,  El 
Conquistador, a Waldorf Astoria Resort and Spa and 
Caribe Hilton San Juan. By mid-2019, total room in-

In addition to a thriving hotel product, Puerto Rico 
offers a laundry list of other unique attributes and 
amenities, beginning with its distinguished roster of 
beaches, most notably Flamenco Beach, ranked a Top 
10 beach in the world, and found on Culebra, one of 
two small islands — the other being Vieques — just off 
the main island in which tourists can make day trips 
via airplane or ferry.

-
bean island and Puerto Rico most certainly delivers,” 
Chandler says. “But what makes Puerto Rico unique 
from the other islands is what we also have, like sce-
nic mountains and rainforests that provide incredible, 
natural scenic beauty, alongside those beaches.”

bioluminescent bays in Mosquito Bay, Laguna Grande 

Puerto Rico has three of them. There are also caving 
systems in Cueva Ventana and Toro Verde Adventure 
Park, and the El Yunque rainforest is the largest of its 
kind in the U.S.

In addition, Puerto Rico is considered the Rum Cap-
ital of the World, with Casa Bacardi, the second most 
visited venue in Puerto Rico, offering tours of the dis-
tillery, mixology classes and tastings. The aforemen-
tioned Royal Isabela, a stunning 18-hole links course 
built along rugged cliffs, canyons and sand dunes, is 
one of 17 golf courses to choose from on the island, 
with a wide variety of price points and designs, includ-

ing Coco Beach Golf & Country Club (formerly Trump 
International Puerto Rico), where the annual PGA Tour 
Puerto Rico Open is played in the spring. The nightlife 
on the island is vivacious with 16 casinos, and hun-
dreds of bars and clubs for salsa dancing, tapas and 
more.

Speaking of food and beverage, there is an eclec-
tic choice of restaurants on the island with strong 

Chandler says the culinary scene is “very aggressively 
growing and becoming more renowned by the day.”

But above all, it’s the history and culture that Discov-
er Puerto Rico is banking on as a true differentiator.

Cultural experiences include walking, gastronomi-
cal and salsa tours through Old San Juan, Castillo San 
Felipe del Morro and Castillo San Cristobal; street art, 
museums, music and historical sites such as the San 
Juan Bautista Cathedral, the second oldest cathedral 
in the Americas.

“As we move to reposition the brand of Puerto Rico 

pack by focusing on the culture that is found here 
throughout the island and truly cannot be found any-
where else in the world,” she says with a rise in her 
voice.

“We want to make people aware of all that Puerto 
Rico has to offer, and not just in San Juan. It’s a rel-
atively small island and it’s very easy to get around 
and that’s what we want people to do. You can go to 
different regions of the island and get a completely 
different experience. That’s what makes Puerto Rico 
so special.”

Adds Dean, “Our mission is to create a much health-
ier tourism industry and a global brand for Puerto 
Rico. Travel and tourism can fuel ongoing recovery, 
and we will change lives if we do this right.” •

Most of the colourful homes that were so badly 
damaged during Hurricane Maria, left, have been 
restored to their former glory. The view of the is-
land's fertile valleys from one of its many caves 
provides true eye candy for visitors.
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A small country
without limits



Great Escape
STORY & PHOTOS BY SARAH BROWN
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Rio de Janiero is one of the world's most populated and 
hectic cities, so the nearby tropical island of Paquetá, with its 
beaches, exotic birds and churches, is the perfect escape.

PAQUETÁ, BRAZIL — The port drifts 
into the horizon and the city cen-

a skyline of distant mountain rang-
es framing the steel-blue sea. I’d 

joined the weekday commuters on the one-
hour boat trip from Rio de Janeiro’s down-
town harbour to the island of Paquetá. 
What seems like a world of its own, Paquetá 
is, in fact, a neighbourhood in Rio located 
in a far-away point in Guanabara Bay. It’s a 
pocket of peace and calm against the com-
plex and bustling metropolis it’s a part of.

Once the home of the Indigenous Tamo-
ios tribe, Paquetá was discovered by the 
Europeans in the mid 1500s and was made 

in the early 1800s after the Portuguese King 
Dom João VI fell in love with the island. It’s 
little wonder why Paquetá was a favourite 
with the former king; the island is encircled 
with palm tree-lined white beaches where 
the calm water quietly laps against the 
shores and granite boulders cut through 
the bay’s surface.

Even before Paquetá was made a part of 
Rio, the Portuguese had already left their 
mark with traditional architecture found 
around every corner, lending the island its 
distinct decadent charm. Cars are prohibit-
ed on the island; instead, the 4,500 island 
residents get around on bikes or tricy-
cles that shakily bounce over the cobbled 
streets and dirt tracks.

On a sunny Tuesday, I arrive at Paquetá’s 

to go exploring. It’s an ordinary weekday, 

paths without a soul around. White egrets 
stalk through the water, patiently searching 

engine of his small boat down on the shore 

lines for a bite. Two sunbathers enjoy an 
empty beach, soaking up the sun in peace. 
A group of elderly men gather around a ta-
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ble drinking cold beer from a local bar, their animated 
chatter and laughter providing a pleasant din in the 
quiet air.

I pass a couple of well-preserved colonial churches, 
including the São Roque chapel, which dates back to 

Senhor Bom Jesus do Monte church, both brightly 
painted in brilliant white and warm shades of blue. 
Just 10-minutes cycling from there is the unusual yet 

for hundreds of pet birds.
From the cemetery, I cycle down the cobbled paths, 

passing the swan boats lined up for the weekend 
crowds of families, loved-up couples, and tourists 
who come for peaceful beach days. I stop at the 
Darke de Mattos park, a light and spacious natural 

of vines that drape from their long branches. In the 
park is the entrance to the Augusto Ruschi hike, an 
easy-going 15-minute trail to the top of a hill with a 
panoramic viewpoint at the summit. From up there, 
the trees from the park bristle below and the Gua-
nabara Bay stretches back, dotted with small sailing 
boats and dark grey boulders. On the horizon is the 

de Deus (God’s Finger) — a famous peak shaped like 

seen on a clear day. The view takes my breath away as 
I pause to take dozens of photos to try and capture 
this picture-perfect landscape.

As the sun begins to dip behind the horizon, I leave 
my bike at the rental shop of João Bosco, a local of 
Paquetá who makes a living renting and mending 

with Rio de Janeiro locals, but generally they come 
and go on the same day, spending the sunny after-
noons sunbathing on the beaches before dipping 
into a local eatery for cold beers and fresh, local sea-
food. Then, the nights are calm again. It may be quiet 
during the year but it still gets infected by Carnival fe-

with them their fancy dress costumes, plenty of glitter, 
and cool boxes brimming with beers. Don’t let the is-
land’s sleepy nature deceive you — when the time is 
right, the locals know how to party. The Carnival street 
festivities in Paquetá are considered among the best 
in Rio, yet are lesser-known than the mainland she-
nanigans.

I head back to the port and board the boat back 
to Rio. The skyline’s rolling hills turn to towering sky-

with the distant buzz of a city going about its day-to-
day working life. From the sanctuary of Paquetá and 
its embracing calm, it’s time to slip back into the bus-
tling reality. •

JUST THE FACTS
How to get there: The only way to get to the island 
is by boat, which operates every day. The boat 

and costs R$6.10 (CA$1.60) one way. A one-way 
trip takes between 60 and 70 minutes.

http://www.grupoccr.com.br/barcas/linhas-horarios-tarifas

Getting around: There are no roads on Paquetá so 
the only way to get around is walking, cycling or 
using public transport, which consists of an elec-
tric buggy that takes you anywhere on the island. 

-

average around R$5 (CA$1.76) per hour.

Need to know: -

not be compatible with all cash or credit cards. To 

Restaurante Lido: A low-key beachside restaurant 
-

ing. Try the battered sardines served with a cold 
beer and enjoy the sea views. 

-
food.

Vira Canto: Like all the restaurants on the island, 

generous portions. https://www.facebook.com/

Tourist information: http://visit.rio/en/welcome/

The bird cemetary is an unusual attraction on the island.
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SPLASH
Baby Ari makes a

STORY & PHOTOS BY CHELSEA SHIM SHARMA 

On a Cuban holiday

VARADERO, CUBA — The last time I checked in with 
TraveLife, I was in Europe with my 6-month-old 
daughter. 

Vacations have always been fast-paced and we 
needed to switch gears. A good ol’ do nothing, get 

bored and take naps type of holiday is what I hoped for. What 
has changed since Europe? Ari is now a 1-year-old on the 
move. She is heavier, louder and more demanding.

Because the little one was tagging along, our options for 
luxury resorts was limited.  We booked our stay at the only 
child-friendly 5-star hotel in Varadero.  We learned some les-
sons the hard way and left Cuba with advice we wish we knew 
beforehand. Here is my practical, no-nonsense guide to travel-
ling to the Caribbean with a 1-year-old. 
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MAKING TRAVEL PLANS

Maximize your vacation time — arrive 
early and leave late. Fly through the 
night and hopefully during your child’s 
bedtime. Consider the hotel’s proxim-
ity to the airport when booking — the 

a miniature road trip.
Select your seats wisely. If your child 

it in advance. If not, a seat with extra leg 
room is helpful with a restless, mobile 
baby. 

Ari is in the troublesome "too big for 
bassinet but too small for her own seat" 
phase. Our sweaty, little furnace slept 
with her body spread out across both 
of our laps. This was the only sleeping 
position that worked for her.  If this is 
a viable option for you, avoid the mis-

ensure the seats you select allow for 
raised armrests.

The Varadero Airport had few func-
tioning restrooms and limited food 
options. Unless chips and cerveza is 
your baby’s preferred meal, packing 
child-friendly food is necessary. 

Medicine is always accessible and 
stored in our carry-on. This is a hard 
and fast rule. Over-the-counter medica-
tions are overpriced in the airport and 
hotel, and the non-English labels may 
be an issue.

Ari’s fussiness peaked before we 
boarded the plane. I do not encourage 

these were special circumstances. We 
gave her a dose of Benadryl and prayed 
to the drowsiness gods it would kick in, 
but the girl was resilient. Although her 
fussiness pushed through the diphen-
hydramine, I was happy we had it on 
hand to try.  Our next step: apologize 
to everyone around us for her screams. 

THE SLEEP DRILL

Stop, drop and roll. This was our tac-
tical plan when Ari stirred in her sleep. 
Stop what you’re doing, drop all devic-
es and roll away from the bomb. The 
bomb being our half-awake daughter.

Hanging out with mom and dad at the pool or 
on one of Cuba's pristine beaches seemed to 
make baby Ari very happy each day.
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A day trip to Cuba's capital Havana tired both mommy and Ari out, so they caught a quick nap on the way back to the resort.

The "do not disturb" sign will be your best friend, and 
not for the same reasons when you were childless and 
free.  A single housekeeping knock on the door is all it 
takes to start the nap process all over again. 

Use the balcony as an escape during nap time. It is 
close enough to keep an eye on your baby, but far 
enough to not disturb their sleep. We discovered ours 
too late.

SPLISH SPLASH: BEACH AND POOL

A fun fact we wish we knew beforehand: Swim dia-
pers are not absorbent.

 They are designed to keep the doo-doos contained, 
but are a free-for-all for urine. If you have ever won-
dered who pees in the pool — babies do. When out of 
the water, double up with an absorbent diaper on the 
outside. 

Although the beaches were stunning, Ari preferred 
the pool. I didn’t mind — there was no sand for her to 

-
vided entertainment, sun shade and relief from carry-
ing her in the water. 

A long-sleeved UV-protective, rash guard suit is a 
must. It may not be stylish but it is the safest option. 
Consider packing swim shoes to protect delicate baby 
feet from hot sand and shells. 

Tips to keep in mind when outdoors:
1. Salt and chlorine can damage stroller frames.
2. Stroller bug nets are a life-saver. 
3. Babies overheat quickly — limit sun exposure, 

keep them hydrated and take breaks indoors to avoid 
heat stroke. 

DINING

New record achieved: I can scarf down an entire 
lobster in 60 seconds. 

Eating used to be my favourite activity but it became 
the most dreaded on this vacation. We had a small 
window to eat before Ari grew restless and she quick-
ly learned screaming was the key to getting what she 
wanted.

My plan was to exclusively feed her packaged food 
to avoid the risk of foodborne illness. This was not fea-
sible with my foodie baby. Ari was consuming all of 

cheese. Who was I kidding?
The buffet was a child-friendly atmosphere. Screams 

were drowned out by background noise, high chairs 
were available and food was ready-to-go. We took 
turns entertaining and walking her outside while the 
other parent ate alone. This was quality family time.  
Can you successfully dine out with a 1-year-old? If 
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anyone says yes, they are probably lying.
We received our fair share of dirty looks and snarky com-

ments. I resented the guests who rolled their eyes when we 
entered restaurants.  If you cannot tolerate children, there 
is an adults only resort next door.  My advice: ignore the 
judgment and do not let it ruin your experience. Your child 
is allowed to act like a child. 

ATTEMPTED DAY TRIP TO HAVANA

Havana is a two-hour drive from Varadero. With an unpre-
dictable baby, we opted for a private tour booked through 
the hotel. In hindsight, this was not the best option. 

Our guide arrived in a vintage car. Although charming, 
it did not include air conditioning, seat belts or car seat 
anchors. Throw your First World safety standards out the 
window. We sped down Cuban highways free-holding our 

-
ica. 

Labelling our guide unconventional is an understate-
ment. He was the master of inappropriate remarks and 
walked us through questionable neighbourhoods. Our 
day was in his hands and because of this, we cut it short 
after only three hours in Havana. 

A vetted personal guide or structured group tour would 
have been the better choice. 

HEALTH ADVISORIES  

ZIKA VIRUS: The Zika virus is active in Cuba. It can cause 
severe birth defects when passed from a mother to her fe-
tus. Zika is commonly transmitted to humans through bites 
from infected mosquitoes. Public health agencies advise 
pregnant women and individuals planning a pregnancy to 
avoid Cuba.

HEPATITIS A & B: Protection against Hepatitis A & B is rec-
ommended.  Hepatitis A is spread through contaminated 
food and water. Most of our daily routine put us at risk — eat-
ing, swimming and bathing. Twinrix, a combined Hepatitis 
A and B vaccine, can be administered to a 12-month-old 
and requires three doses over six months — plan accord-
ingly. If your child is unvaccinated, you can reduce their risk 
of contracting Hepatitis A by exclusively nursing or feeding 
packaged baby food, using distilled water and avoiding 
the pool. 

I may have mommy goggles on, but despite her screams, 
Ari’s smile and giggles are contagious. She built a follow-
ing of admirers and was nicknamed Princesa, Chica Bonita 
and — I’m not sure how I feel about this one — La Chinita.

I admit, I needed a vacation from my vacation. Travelling 
baby-less is more relaxing, but not as rewarding. 

I love her, I complain about her and I am never leaving 
her behind.  •

Ari quenches her 
thirst by sampling 
some of Cuba's 
coconut nectar and 
tests the pizza at 
the resort. Healthy 
eating goes out 
the window on 
vacations. Mom and 
Ari got all dressed 
up for dinner each 
evening and the 
1-year-old quickly 
stole the hearts of 
fellow diners. 
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LOVERS 
Food

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

Famed Michelin star
chef talks about her 
passion for Tuscany

V ILLA A SESTA, ITALY

Chianti wine towns lost in time, their 
existence known only because their 
ancient bell towers jut out of the vine-

Villa a Sesta, a sleepy little 9th-century village of 
just 77 inhabitants just outside fairytale Siena.   
To get to Villa a Sesta I travel a back road board-

The town’s narrow streets and crumpled sand-
stone buildings that blush red at sunset are typ-
ical of this region. In fact, the only thing that dis-
tinguishes Villa a Sesta from its neighbours is a 
small building off the main square that tilts a bit 
to the right.

“That’s it,” exclaims Alexandra, my taxi driver. 
“That’s where you’ll be eating tonight.”

Funny, but this does not look like the Michelin 
star restaurant I was expecting.

Grainy photo of Chef Hélène Stoquelet and her husband Franco Camelia when they opened Bottega 
del 30. Illness has separated them in the kitchen but 

PHOTOS COURTESY BOTTEGA DEL 30  
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Undeterred, I follow a line of 
ancient glass wine jars to the en-
trance of Bottega del 30 (trenta), 
the one-star Michelin property 
owned by Chef Hélène Stoquelet, 

“Are you the one from Castel 
Monastero (the nearby spa resort 
where I’m staying)?” asks Hélène, 
who's guarding the restaurant's  
doorway in a stained chef’s coat.

-
der my feet as I enter the small but 
cozy low-beamed room that has 
about a dozen wooden tables. The 
stone walls are lined with family 
photos, amateur paintings and lots 

ancient corkscrews draws the most 
attention.

The mid-week crowd is small. 

engaged in a heated argument. 
A Canadian family of four sitting 
nearby asks the young sommelier 
to recommend a good bottle of 
Chianti. Next to me sits a group of 
middle-aged American women liv-
ing out their Under The Tuscan Sun 
bucket list dream.

Hélène arrives back carrying a 
menu but never hands it to me. 
Instead, she suggests the chef’s 
menu she has created for the eve-
ning would suit my taste buds to 
a tee. She’s obviously made the 
same pitch to the others because 
everyone is having identical meals.

“Tonight I have created a menu 
-

plant carpaccio (yum, my favour-

tradition),” says the transplanted 
Parisian, who opened the restau-
rant with the odd name with her 
husband Franco Camelia 35 years 
ago.

The sommelier uncorks a lovely 
bottle of Chianti from a local vine-
yard for me and a few minutes lat-
er a server arrives with my amuse 
bouche, a creamy pumpkin soup 
with a foamy crown that Hélène 
has created for the fall season.

While I wait for the cod, Hélène 

Hélène’s eyes well up every time 
she mentions Franco.

“He suffered a stoke recently and 
he can no longer be with me in the 
restaurant. I miss working with him 
so much, because the foundations 
of this restaurant were built on our 
love story. He can no longer speak 
and he had such a beautiful voice,” 
says Hélène of Franco, who was 
a jewellery designer and singer 

“Franco injected so much per-
sonality into the restaurant,” says 
the women with a smile that would 
brighten up a dark room.

While I enjoy chef's superb  cui-
sine, Hélène regales me with sto-
ries about the town and the char-
acters in it and admits she knew 

arrived from Paris.
“The local nonnas (grand-

mothers) took a liking to me and 
taught me the proper way to pre-
pare Tuscan cuisine and that’s what 
I continue to present to my cus-
tomers today.”

She remembers “the old wom-
an whose secret to making great 

Hélène has turned to sous-chef Nadia Mongiat, right, to help her in the kitchen.

explains the origins of the restau-
rant’s name.

“We bought the shop from a 
salesman who would go to the 
surrounding villages every 30 days 
to sell his wares,” begins Hélène, 
who arrived in nearby Siena on 
vacation, fell in love with the local 
playboy, Franco, got married and 
never left.

“The people of Villa a Sesta al-
ways referred to this building as 
Bottega del 30 because of the 
salesman’s travels every 30 days 
so we just kept the name when we 
turned it into the restaurant.”

The walls of Bottega del 30 are covered 
with memories of Hélène's life and the 
people who have contributed so much to 
her amazing success.
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13 days | 12 nights
Travel to Indochina on this group tour of 
Vietnam & Cambodia seeing the highlights 
while also immersing yourself in the regional 
cultures to further enrich your journey. Walk 
the maze of streets in Hanoi's Old Quarter 
before hopping on a pedalled rickshaw, 
cruise the stunning scenery of Halong Bay 
on an overnight boat trip, travel to Central 
Vietnam to explore the cities of Hue & Hoi 
An, take walking tours, dine on traditional 
cuisine and meet the people who call this 
place home. Travel to Cambodia and explore 
the fascinating temples of Angkor. 

2019 Departures:
Feb.19, Mar.12, Apr.1, Sep.9, 
Oct.21, Nov.4

$2495
per person

Starting from

group tour
“And there was Lisa, who learned from her 

ancestors that to reduce the bitter taste of ra-

times.
“It’s those small tips that have helped make 

me the chef I am today,” says Hélène.
Chef’s big break came when a writer for 

Forbes magazine stopped by unannounced 
in 1996 and wrote a glowing article about his 
experience at Bottega del 30.

“The fax machine soon lit up with lots of 
Americans asking for reservations,” laughs the 
delightful Hélène. 

After that came Michelin’s endorsement and 
the tourists have not stopped coming since.

“The key to Tuscan cooking is simplicity,” 
says Hélène, who sources the ingredients that 
go into her incredible dishes from local mar-
kets and farms.

“Bottega’s success is due to the selection of 
high-quality ingredients, simplicity in putting 
them together and a bit of art in the presenta-
tion on the plate,” says Chef.

Each of Hélène’s creations on this night are 
an orgasmic taste delight. The sauces, the 
plating, the wine, the freshness of the ingredi-
ents, the service and especially the ambiance 
are beyond my wildest expectations.

Hélène’s passion for food, her respect for 
the culinary traditions of her adopted Tuscany 
and her desire to satisfy the appetites of those 
who come from far and wide are admirable. 
But it’s her “love story” that I feast on this night 
and one that will satisfy me forever. •

Nadia Mongiat brings a new style to the restaurant but 
adhears to Hélène's strict rules about Tuscan cooking.



Cruising
THROUGH NORWAY

offer distinctive views of this stunning country
from the decks of two different cruise ships

AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE PHOTOSUSAN ECENBARGER PHOTO

Writer William Ecenbarger marvelled at stark beauty he 
saw from the deck of his cruise ship.

Writer Amy Lauginghouse found Bergen's colourful har-
bour an enchanting place to drop anchor.
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OPTION 1: SAILING FROM LONDON
STORY BY WILLIAM ECENBARGER

CONTINUED ON PAGES  43 & 44

BERGEN, NORWAY  — There hasn’t 
been such a scrum of paparazzi 
since Kim Kardashian last strolled a 
beach in a bikini. There are strategi-

raised like periscopes, and, amid the snap-
ping array of pocket-sized smart phones, a 
few photographers wielding lenses power-
ful enough to count Ms Kardashian’s porce-
lain pores.

But in this instance, the shutterbugs’ insou-
ciant subject isn’t the least bit concerned 
with craggy dimples peppering supernatu-
ral assets. That’s because those gob-smack-
ing, gravity-defying slopes belong not to a 
cartoonishly curvaceous celebrity, but to the 
extraordinary fjords of Norway.

I’m on a three-hour journey through the 
Osterfjord, a round-trip cruise from Bergen 
— Norway’s second largest city after Oslo — 

ABOARD THE M/V VIKING SEA 
— We cross 66-degrees, 33.8 
minutes north latitude, better 
known as the Arctic Circle, just 
after midnight; hot golden sun-

shine is everywhere, as though someone 
had spilled it.

Summer in northern Norway is the time of 
the midnight sun, when sunrise and sunset 
are virtually indistinguishable. Around mid-

-
ish twilight, but then the sun reasserts itself. 
Dusk segues into dawn, illuminating a ripe 
pumpkin sky streaked with pink. 

of-hand. Adding to my disorientation is the 
temperature. It’s 23C! 

We are at the same latitude as Alaska and 

Florida to Norway’s west coast, keeping 

CONTINUED ON PAGES 46 & 48

OPTION 2: BERGEN AND BEYOND
STORY BY AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE
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temperatures moderate. Norway, I decide, should  
declare the Gulf Stream a national treasure.

The guidebooks say that the currency of Norway is 
the kroner, but in reality it’s scenery — and after a few 
days I feel like I’ve won the lottery. And it’s is available 
24 hours a day in the summer. I struggle to keep up 
with it all.

Jagged granite moun-
tains, capped by glaciers, 
drop straight into the sea. 
Green mountains, with 
thick pine and birch for-
ests, provide backdrops 

-
lages. But Mother Na-
ture’s masterpiece is the 
fjords, narrow elongated 
seas surrounded on three 
sides by towering walls. 
Language founders amid 
it all.

Our journey actually be-
gan where time begins, 
in Greenwich, a borough of London, and home to  the 
Prime Meridian, longitude zero,  the beginning and 
end of Greenwich Mean Time. We cruise down the 
Thames into the North Sea and, after a quick stop in 
Edinburgh, we began our northward journey in ear-
nest.

islands scattered over a wide area where the North 
Sea meets the Atlantic Ocean. They are home to some 

SUSAN ECENBARGER PHOTOS

The mountains of the Lofoten Archipelago were sculpted during the Ice Age. 

Lerwick is the capital of Scotland's Shetland Islands.

21,000 people, all of whom pay taxes to Scotland but 

as Orcadians. It’s an agrarian society, and at the har-
bour in the capital of Kirkwall, there is a stiff wind that 
carries the lusty odours of earth and livestock .

In the middle of town people are walking with 
well-mannered dogs and the few shops all have 

bowls of water out for 
their canine customers. 
The skyline is dominated 
by St. Magnus Cathedral, 
Romanesque and majes-
tic, with alternating red 
and yellow sandstone.

The next morning we 
approached the Shet-
lands, more than 100 is-
lands that comprise the 
northernmost part of the 
United Kingdom. The Vi-
king Sea was scheduled 
to dock at the capital of 
Lerwick, but high winds 

prevented this; instead we anchored in the bay and 
rode tenders into the harbour.

As I stepped on the dock, the wind got up on its hind 
legs, and I anchored my hat with my hand. Atop the 
Town Hall, the Union Jack was snapping as though 
trying to free itself from some agony. I recall that Ian 
Rankin, the Scottish mystery author, wrote some-
where that the Shetland wind can “strip the skin off 
your face.”  
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There’s nothing pretty about 
Shetland. Rather its wild beauty 
has a haunting, ethereal quality, 
and the landscape is hallucinatory.

After a full day at sea, we crossed 
the Arctic Circle and a few hours 
later we saw a wall of jagged gran-
ite peaks stretching across the 
entire horizon. This is the Lofoten 
Archipelago and these mountains 
were sculpted during the Ice Age. 
We docked at the town of Leknes, 
whose main thoroughfare was very 
quiet, but it was weather-perfect — 
a day to be sniffed, rolled on the 
tongue and drunk slowly. 

During the night, the Viking Sea 
has moved to Honningsvag, a col-

houses that is one of many claim-
ants to the world’s northernmost 
village. But it is the gateway to Nor-
dkapp, the North Cape, which we 
reached by a 35-kilometre coach 
ride on an undulating, 1-1/2-lane 
ribbon of a road. Reindeer looked 
up as we passed.

En route we were treated to spec-
tacular vistas and glimpses of life 
among the principal inhabitants of 
the region — the Indigenous Sami 
people, traditional reindeer herd-
ers and Europe's northernmost In-
digenous group. They used to be 
called  Lapps, but this is now con-
sidered a derogatory term. Many 
continue to wear ancestral red and 
blue felt clothing.

When we reach Nordkapp, we 
climbed up a 300m cliff and stared 
into the Barents Sea. 

That night,  the Viking Sea moved 
some 500km southwest to Tromso, 
the largest town inside the Arctic 
Circle. Among its 75,000 inhabi-
tants are some 15,000 university 
students. Tromso’s harbour was 
prickling with masts and wood-
en houses painted bright colours 
gave it a festive look.  

the midnight sun was hiding be-
hind a thick cloud cover. The great 
upheavals of the Lyngen Alps pro-
vided the main scenic attraction, 

but within the town the major sight 
was the Arctic Cathedral, whose 
triangular shape represents the 
open-air timber racks used to dry 
cod throughout northern Norway. 

We began heading south and 
re-crossed the Arctic Circle, but 
instead of following the coast we 
took an inside passage. The scen-
ery was no less spectacular — more 
jagged mountains robed in clouds 
and topped by snow. 

When we reach Molde, we’ve left 
the midnight sun. Dawn came at 
2:34 a.m. and sunset would be at 
10:30 p.m. The day’s commerce 
had begun in downtown Molde, 
and locals emerged from trendy 
shops loaded down with pack-
ages. Norway, once one of the 
world’s poorest countries, is to-
day one of its wealthiest. It has the 
highest standard of living in Eu-

-
ral gas industries.

Because Molde was heavily 
bombed in World War II, nearly 
all its buildings are new, including 
the cathedral, which was complet-
ed in 1957. An unusual feature is 
a free-standing bell tower next to 
the main building.  

After 13 days I  thought I had 
reached scenery overload, but 
when we entered the Geirang-
er fjord I found I was wrong. This 
is the poster-child of Norwegian 
scenery. 

The Viking Sea was dwarfed by 
sheer cliffs on either side, Thick, 
silver ribbons of water fell 250m, 
shimmering with  slanting shafts 
of light and shadow. Small wonder 
the entire fjord is a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site.

The fjord ends at the village of 
Geiranger (population 225), where 
we board a coach that took us 
up some 1,000m to an overlook. 
When we passed the tree line, we 
burst through the clouds and the 
sun came out in a bright blue sky. 
Norway’s scenery is a gift perfect-
ed over the centuries.

“It’s all very simple,” the guide 
tells me. “Norway is one of the 
most beautiful countries in the 
world, and this is one of the most 
beautiful places in Norway.”

We leave the Viking Sea at Ber-
gen, the ancient Norwegian cap-
ital. Today it is most famous for 
Bryggen, a cluster of brightly paint-
ed wooden buildings near the har-

the Hanseatic League, a confeder-
ation of commercial towns estab-
lished in the 13th century.

Bergen is known as the city of 
rain because on average it rains 
250 days a year, and today was 
one of them. 

There are endless rounds of jokes 
about Bergen’s rain (tourist goes 
up to a boy and asks, “Does it ever 
stop raining here?” Boy replies, “I 
don’t know, I’m only 7”). •

Midnight inside the Arctic Circle is one of the highlights of a cruise to Norway.

SUSAN ECENBARGER PHOTO
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You are sure to have a pleasant flight. KLM’s staff are always 
happy to help. Experience what good service feels like.  
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Vøringfossen waterfall and rainbow factory is a short drive from 
the port of Eidfjord on Norway’s Hardangerfjord.

AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE PHOTOS

to Mostraumen, where brightly-painted houses cling 

As our ferry surges through steel-blue waters, most 
passengers head to the deck to stand cheek by wind-
blown jowl, eyes straining to spot the next bridal-veil 
waterfall or red timber-clad home perched in splen-
did isolation like a lone cardinal in a forest.

For many visitors to Bergen, this bite-sized voyage 
may be their only experience of Norway’s famous 
fjords. Blame the gripping gravitational pull of this 
hip university city, with its picturesque harbour, co-
lourful clapboard architecture and surf-and-turf scen-
ery ranging from sea to sky-skimming summits, easily 
accessed via a funicular and a cable car.

In 2015, Bergen was also named a UNESCO City 
of Gastronomy. Take the Taste of Bergen tour, which 

-
-

ver-dream of a local hangout. For a beer-tasting tuto-
rial that’s fun even if you don’t know your head from 
your ale, book ahead at Bryggeriet Restaurant and 
Microbrewery overlooking the marina. And check out 
the funky bars and restaurants near the intersection 
of Skostredet and Sparebanksgaten, including veg-
an-friendly Dwell, with its hippie reggae vibe, and 
50s-inspired Rock & Roll American diner, where you 
can eat in a converted convertible. Don’t miss a stroll 
around the Fish Market, where you can buy caviar in 
a tube. Caviar in a tube people. Despite, or perhaps 
in part because of that, Bergen’s culinary kudos are 
well-deserved.

But once you’ve gorged on Bergen, “the gateway 
to the fjords,” you really must move on to the sweet 
temptations of the Hardangerfjord, the second lon-
gest fjord in Norway. To reach it, I catch a bus from 
Bergen to Norheimsund. It’s an hour-and-a-half ride 
through undulating hills threaded with waterfalls, an 
amiable journey which would nonetheless be much 
improved if the bus had a toilet. (Did I mention the 

From Norheimsund, I board a ferry to Eidfjord, a tiny 
town that serves as a launchpad for tours to Vøring-
fossen, the most famous waterfall in Norway. Not that 
this boat takes us directly to Eidfjord. No, this is a ferry 

Norwegian towns, because the ferry operates much 
like a local bus — a basic, albeit beautiful, means of 
getting from A to Z, stopping at several letters of 
the alphabet in between. It takes nearly three hours 
to reach Eidfjord, but I’m not complaining. Tracking 
misty blue mountains as they advance and then re-

with sheer granite cliffs, ogling coquettish cascades 

The Taste of Ber-
gen foodie tour 
includes an oppor-

often cod, can be 
rehydrated with 
water. Norwegians 
have been trading 

-

for 1,000 years. 
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that are suddenly exposed as our 
boat rounds a bluff,  all conspire to 
lull me into a hypnotic reverie.

In Eidfjord, I meet Sigmund Sae-
bo, a taxi driver with a passing re-
semblance to Albert Einstein, who 
is happy to chat as we drive up to 
Vøringfossen. The subject turns, as 
it often does among strangers, to 

and sunny it was in Norway this 
past summer. 

“Is that unusual?” I ask.
“Not really. It happens every hun-

dred years or so,” he shrugs, his 
lips twitching almost impercep-
tibly upwards beneath his bushy 

-
fossen is duly impressive. Two 
separate falls froth and wriggle 
down opposite sides of a valley, 
which zigzags drunkenly into the 
distance. Where the falls meet, far 
below the observation platform 
where I stand, the mists mingle to 
produce a perpetual rainbow, like 
a scene from J.R.R. Tolkien’s Elven 

For me, though, the highlight of 
the Hardangerfjord is unassuming 
Ulvik, one ferry stop from Eidfjord. 
Admittedly, it doesn’t sound that 
appealing on paper. With a pop-
ulation barely topping 1,000, this 
quiet coastal community has just 
three cafés, two grocery stores, 
two gift shops with local crafts, a 
poetry museum and a 19th-cen-
tury church, which is simple white 
clapboard without and elaborately 
painted within.

“The church is a bit like Norwe-
gians,” says Vibeke Korsnes, the 
cheerful manager of Ulvik’s cham-
ber of commerce and tourism of-

-
side, but it’s fun on the inside,” she 
grins.

it doesn’t have. “We don’t have 
a funicular. We don’t have ex-
treme climbing. It’s just … nature,” 
Korsnes says.

And yet, that’s more than enough, 

particularly given Ulvik’s peculiarly 
mild micro-climate. Sheltered on 
three sides by mountains to pro-
tect it from the winds, and as in-
land as it’s possible to be while still 
sprawled alongside a fjord, it’s a 
perfect little Norwegian Eden.

Ulvik’s smattering of steep-
roofed houses are tucked into 
hills carpeted by lush orchards, 

where bleating lambs graze. There 
are hiking trails, cycling, kayaking 

cider route” is more my speed. 
This gently-ascending road ris-
ing above the fjord is dotted with 

a trio of farms producing apple 
juice, hard cider and fruit pre-
serves. I sample an apple brandy 
at Hardanger Sider and enjoy a 
pre-booked lunch of perfectly sea-
soned lamb stew, washed down 
with two versions of hard cider, at 
the family-run farm of Syse Gard.

On a blue sky afternoon, howev-

the fjord in front of the Hotel Bra-
kanes. With the crystal clear water 
highlighted by a swathe of white 
sand, it could actually pass for the 
Caribbean on Instagram … were it 
not for the snow-capped mountain 
peaks beyond. •

Fløibanen funicular whisks you from central Bergen to a viewpoint on Mt. Fløyen.

AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE PHOTO

JUST THE FACTS
•
https://en.visitbergen.com; Ulvik, http://visitulvik.no/en/

• 
http://www.dethanseatiskehotel.no/en/.

• 
Hardangerfjord, with a dock for sunbathing and a beach: 
http://www.brakanes-hotel.com/en/

•  
https://rodne.no/en/fjordcruise/fjord-cruise-to-mostraumen/

• 
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Colombian cowboys known as 
gaúchos or llaneros ride into Santa 
Fe on mules to get supplies. Their 
craggy faces are the product of 
spending too much time in the sun.

SANTA FE DE ANTIOQUIA, COLOMBIA — 
The old man riding the dusty mule and the 
chiva (bus) decorated like a Christmas pres-
ent look to be on a collision course as they 
head towards each other on one of this old 

colonial town’s narrow cobbled streets. 
I watch the game of chicken play out from a curb-

side café with my guide Juliana and wonder who will 

I worry for the old man.

Sure enough, at the last second the old man pulls 

Colonial
Colombia

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Trip to Santa Fe is like
stepping back in time

Colonial
Colombia
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slightly on the reins and the mule 
nonchalantly dodges the bus.

“See, I told you. This happens all 
the time here in Santa Fe and no 
one dies. Now go back to enjoying 
your santafereño (a traditional Co-
lombian hot chocolate drink),” says 
the lovely guide with the charcoal 
eyes.

A friend in Medellín encouraged 
me to visit charming Santa Fe so I 
could admire the pueblo’s colonial 
architecture and “experience old 
Colombia.”

There’s much to like about this 
handsome town that sits in a valley 
bordered by two of the country’s 
most important rivers, the Rio Cau-
ca and Rio Tonuzco.

“Santa Fe is 3,000 feet (about 
1,000m) lower in elevation than 
Medellín,” the guide informs me. 
“That’s why it’s always so hot here.”

It’s market day in Santa Fe and 
the colourful chiva buses are over-
crowded with villagers from the 
nearby hill towns who have come 
to stock up on provisions. People 
are balancing precariously on the 
overcrowded roofs and hanging 
out the doors.

“The chiva is the only link for 
these people with the modern 
world,” says Juliana.

The market is full of old gaúchos 
(cowboys) whose craggy bronze 
faces bear the deep scars of 
spending too much time under the 
relentless Colombian sun.

“We call them llanero here 
in Colombia but elsewhere in 
South America they are known as 
gaúcho,” says Juliana of the horse-
men who herd their livestock in the 
pastures just outside Santa Fe. 

“They are the direct descendants 

says the guide of the Indigenous 
people who were treated so bru-
tally by the Spaniards when the Eu-

“The Spanish were afraid to step 
on the ground because there 
were so many snakes and bugs 
in Colombia. So the Europeans 

The colourful bus-
ses known as chivas 
transport people 
from rural areas into 
Santa Fe so they can 
buy provisions. The 
buses are always 
over crowded with 
people and livestock 
and passengers sit on 
the roofs or hang out 
the windows. They 
are the main form 
of transportation in 
Colombia outisde the 
major cities.
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designed special chairs that were very heavy and 
strapped them to the backs of the Indigenous peo-
ple. They carried the Europeans around everyhwere 
— no matter how steep the hill or hot the day,” Juliana 
tells me.

We meander through the market, marvelling at the 
local handmade trinkets for sale for just pennies, and 
an old lady challenges me to taste the bolas de tam-
arindo (tamarind candies) she’s made. The candies 
have a wonderful sweet and tart taste and I’m an in-
stant fan.  I buy two bags, which I consume on the voy-
age back to Medellín.

citizens of Medellín who come to enjoy the shops and 
restaurants gathered along the narrow streets of the 
old town, which dates back to 1541.

Many stay at the remarkable Hotel Mariscal Robledo 
in the centre of town, next to the market, and soak up 
the history and ambiance of the former 18th-century 
home that the city converted into a hotel to “help save 
it from the wrecker’s ball,” according to the guide.

historic furnishings and traditional paintings. Its terra-
cotta-decorated rooms look out on the eye-pleasing 
landscape surrounding the town and offer a real feel 
of what colonial Colombia was like. Its restaurant of-
fers lots of traditional dishes — the pork loin with tam-
arind sauce is a taste sensation.

The best place to experience Santa Fe’s history, 
though, is at the delightful Juan Del Corral Museum, 
a storehouse of history that’s full of documents and 
artefacts from the town’s colonial past.

Another major tourist attraction is the Puente de 
Occidente, a 200-year-old  suspension bridge built 
to connect Santa Fe with neighbouring Olaya. The 
bridge’s single span is supported by four pyramidal 

towers and Juliana tells me “this is one of our biggest 
tourist attractions.”

The town’s main square is dominated by the Cate-
dral de Santa Fe de Antioquia, a glorious white struc-
ture that sits like a giant glowing crown in Plaza Boliv-
ia. It was constructed in 1799 and elevated to Diocese 
of Antioquia in 1804 by Pope Pius VII when Santa Fe 
was the capital of the region — a status now held by 
Medellín.

Around the corner from the regal cathedral is the 
equally impressive Iglesia Santa Barbaram, a ba-
roque-style church that’s surrounded by a delightful 
park teaming with tropical plants.

As the sun begins to set on Santa Fe de Antioquia, 
the villagers line up to board the chivas with their 
new-found possessions in tow — the goats purchased 
in the market are reluctant to board the buses — and 
the gas-belching bucket of bolts soon head back into 
the hills surrounding the town.

Juliana points the car in the direction of the Tunel 
de Occidente, the longest tunnel in South America 
which connects Santa Fe with Medellín and we return 
to modern Colombia.

As the tunnel swallows the car, I take one look back 
at old Colombia and wish I could stay a little longer. •

• 

•

• Canadians do not need a visa to visit Colombia.

•
around $100 U.S. a night. For information, go to 
http://www.hotelmariscalrobledo.com/

The view of Santa Fe and the surround-
ing area from a room at the lovely Hotel 
Mariscal Robledo, left,  is quite remarkable. 
The 200-year-old Puente de Occidente 
suspension bridge, above, is one of the 
town's biggest tourist attractions.
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An Appetite
For Mexico

Noted Mexican writer
Cecilia Núñez takes 
TraveLife on a culinary 
journey through her  
country's capital

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARK STACHIEW

Food editor Cecilia 
Núñez strikes a 
playful pose.
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Mexico City offers 
an array of fabulous 

dishes are traditional, 
but younger chefs are 
offering up their own 
variations and plating 
them in some very 
trendy rooms that now 
rank among the best in 
the culinary world.

MEXICO CITY — “You 
weren’t expecting a 
place like this in the 
‘Third World’,” says 
my guide with tongue 

dinner at Sud 777, a haute-cuisine 
restaurant in Mexico’s capital that 
has been voted not only one of the 
Top 50 restaurants in Latin America, 
but one of the best of the world.

My dining companion isn’t just 
any guide, either. Introducing me 
to the city’s food scene is Cecilia 
Núñez, the well-travelled editor of 
Food and Travel Mexico, the Span-
ish-language edition of the British 
magazine that explores culinary 
trends happening in every corner 
of the world. She also appears reg-
ularly on radio in Mexico and was a 
judge for Top Chef México. 

Cecilia thinks too many visitors 
have stereotyped views of her 
country and its food and wants me 
to know that it’s even more rich 
and varied than I can imagine.

-
it to Mexico City and Cecilia has driven me through 

leafy southern neighbourhood that is a good dis-
tance from downtown. 

On the way, Cecilia explains to me that the food 

scene in Mexico is a bit like the an-
cient pyramids of Teotihuacán, for 
which the city is famous. On the 

-
ments like Sud 777, in the middle 
are everyday restaurants serving ev-
ery type of cuisine you can think of 
and at the base are the street food 
vendors and market stalls that are 
ubiquitous throughout the country. 

We start our culinary exploration 
at the top of the pyramid.

At Sud 777, chef Edgar Núñez, 
no relation to Cecilia, welcomes us 
into his intimate restaurant. His cu-
linary resumé is impressive, having 
worked in the kitchens of Ferran 
Adrià at elBulli in Spain and René 
Redzepi’s Noma in Denmark. Cecil-
ia explains to him that she is here to 
introduce me to Mexican food.

“I’m a Mexican, cooking with Mex-
ican ingredients so this is Mexican 
food,” said Edgar, but the dishes he 
serves are far from the traditional 
tacos and tamales that most visitors 
associate with the country. Edgar 
personally introduces each course 

brought to our table and surprises us with inspired 
dishes that offer unlikely combinations of ingredients 
like a watermelon and tomato tart with thyme, and a 
duck breast with coconut crust and red cabbage.

says Edgar. “It’s like music. Take the tracks apart and 

Chef Edgar Núñez is the culinary genius 
behind chic Sud 777.
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it might not sound great, but together, they make in-
credible music. The same is true for combinations of 
food.”

When the meal is over and the restaurant is empty, 
Chef Edgar joins us at our table and the conversation 
slips between Spanish and English as we debate the 
merits of Michelin stars in Mexico and what Edgar’s 
reaction was to being named the 64th best restau-
rant in the world on the prestigious World’s 50 Best 
Restaurants 2018 list and the 11th on the Latin Amer-
ica’s 50 Best Restaurants 2017 list.

The next day, we slide down a star or two and a step 
down the Mexican food pyramid to brunch at Meren-
dero Las Lupitos in the city’s scenic Coyoacán neigh-
bourhood. The food here is traditional and Cecilia en-
courages me to sample atole, a hot drink thickened 

conchas, which are sweet buns that pair perfectly with 
the drink. Both are delicious. My main course is hue-
vos las Lupitas, which are two baked enchiladas, one 
with a green salsa and one with a red salsa, which 
are topped with cheese, cream and two fried eggs. It 
tastes like Mexico.

When we’re done, we go to the nearby Coyoacán 
Market, which is a paradise for food lovers. This in-
door market, which is only one of a multitude in the 
city, covers several blocks. It is a maze of stalls sell-
ing mountains of food and household goods that is a 
sensual overload of smells, sounds and sights.

Our stomachs are still full from brunch, but the smell 
of the food cooking here is overwhelming. We sample 
carnitas, which are tasty shreds of pork, fat and rinds 
served on a small corn tortilla. Cecilia demonstrates 
to me the correct way to eat them. She squeezes on 
a bit of lime juice and some salsa verde then careful-
ly pinches the tortilla closed and begins eating from 
one end, trying not to spill any of the contents. I give 

immediately want to eat 10 more.
As we stroll through the aisles, we admire all kinds 

of fresh fruits and vegetables, some familiar, others 
exotic. Cecilia wants me to try the chapulines — toast-

salt containing an extract of agave worms.
The vendor grumpily lets us sample her wares, think-

ing we are tourists who are only here to take photos 
and not actually buy anything. The insects are crunchy 

think. Ceci buys a bagful, but complains that she pays 
the “gringa” price because I’m with her. 

In the streets surrounding the market, we encounter 
food vendors on every corner. Some are selling elote, 
which is corn seasoned with mayonnaise, cheese 
and spices that is served on sticks; others are sell-
ing raspados that are shaved ice drinks topped with 

chips served with slivers of fat and deep-fried churros, 
Mexico’s answer to doughnuts.

“Mexico is a paradise for street food,” Ceci proudly 
proclaims. There is such a cornucopia of things on of-
fer from these vendors that I am overwhelmed by the 
choices and I can’t ask questions fast enough to learn 
what they all are.

I’ve not even been here for 24 hours, but Cecilia has 
succeeded in her mission of teaching me that Mexi-
co’s cuisine is more varied than I imagined. 

Not every visitor to this country’s exciting and bois-
terous capital will have the advantage of a local guide, 
but Mexicans are rightfully proud of their food and 
are eager to share it so don’t be afraid to ask ques-
tions and taste as many things as you can. 

In the end, isn’t that why we travel? •

Mexico City is a 
paradise of street 

-
pia of things on 
offer and some 
dishes contain 
exotic ingredients, 
like worms and 
grasshoppers, 
which our writer 
discovers taste 
"better than you'd 
think."
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Mirror-less
Images

CAM
ERA

CORNER

Nikon Ambassador Kristian Bogner tells us why 
mirrorless cameras are perfect for travel photography
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STORY & PHOTOS BY KRISTIAN BOGNER

WHEN TRAVELLING and experiencing amaz-
ing places around the world, we want to cap-
ture those moments to remember for the rest 
of our lives and share them with friends and 
family back home. For a long time, travel pho-
tographers had to choose between the im-

awkward to take on vacation — and a compact point-and-shoot 

The advent of high-end mirrorless systems now provides un-
compromising quality at a size that is easy to travel with. Here are 
some reasons you might want to take a mirrorless camera with 
you on your next big trip: 

High-end mirrorless cameras are built from the same high-qual-
ity materials that go into DSLRs but the camera bodies are usually 

systems). The thinner, lighter systems are much easier to carry on 
long trips, while some even offer similar levels of weather sealing 
and protection from the elements as their DSLR counterparts. 

Mirrorless cameras use newer developed mounts than DSLR 
cameras,  which can result in smaller and lighter lenses that don’t 
compromise quality. Most mirrorless cameras also have adapters 
so that you can still use your older DSLR compatible lenses.  For 
instance, the new Nikon Z 7 and Z 6 series of mirrorless cameras 
are approximately 25 per cent smaller, lighter and thinner than 
comparable DSLR cameras like Nikon’s D850. This makes it eas-
ier to pack and carry on those action-packed trips. However, it 
doesn’t compromise quality and still offers industry leading ISO 
capabilities for the 45.7 megapixels on the Z 7 and 24.5 megapix-
els on the Z 6. They also offer the same weather sealing you would 
expect from pro Nikon cameras. The new Z-mount is future-ready, 
providing exceptional optical performance on new lenses while 
remaining compatible with older F-mount lenses with the FTZ 
adapter.  

Vibration Reduction on the Sensor

One of the biggest travel advantages of mirrorless cameras 
is having vibration reduction on the sensor. This enables you to 
drag the shutter to get movement in waterfalls and rivers but also 
get great shots in many lighting situations without the need of a 
tripod. 
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Kristian Bogner is a world-class professional photographer and speaker. His photographic philosophy is about 

ultimate positivity, passion and taking his technical expertise in photography to new levels of personal excel-

lence, as well as sharing his imagery and techniques with others. 

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

• Find Nikon Canada at: nikon.ca

• For more about Kristian go to: kristianbogner.com/

• Instagram: http://instagram.com/kristianbogner/

• Twitter: twitter.com/kristianbogner

it dramatically reduces any camera shake, which can 
be more noticeable at high megapixels. These cam-
eras make taking handheld stabilized video in bright 
light conditions easy, letting you shoot while looking 

The main difference between mirrorless systems 

When the shutter is pressed on a DSLR, the shutter 
-

era’s sensor. This produces the audible “click” when 
taking a picture and in some cases, that noise can be 
quite loud and disruptive (think about taking wildlife 
pictures or even inside a quiet building like a church).

which mimic what the lens sees and can enter com-
pletely silent modes, great for capturing performanc-
es and places where you don’t want the clicking 
sound of the shutter to be a disturbance. Some mir-
rorless cameras have both a physical and an electron-
ic shutter, so you can get the best of both worlds. This 
is also great for time-lapse, where you can set up your 
camera and have it shoot silently over several hours.

Connectivity and customizability

Some modern mirrorless camera systems are com-
patible with mobile phone apps, allowing you to wire-
lessly connect your camera and phone. This connec-

such as the ability to wirelessly control your camera, 
allowing you to set up the perfect shot with a tripod. 
It also helps when sharing pictures with friends and 
family back home, allowing you to see your pictures 
on your device and quickly share them on social me-
dia.

Most new mirrorless cameras touch screens and 
more customizable features than ever before.  For ex-

ample, some models feature switchable user set-
tings that can be set up for different settings like 
landscape, portraits and in-camera HDR. This could 
be very useful when travelling for quickly switching 
between interior and exterior setups. 

-
eras are amazing because you get real-time feed-
back on your exposure changes, white balance and 
more along with customized overlaid information 
like virtual horizon or histogram all while shooting. 
All of this results in feeling more connected than 
ever to your camera, which speeds up shooting 
and helps you capture tomorrow with a higher lev-
el of excellence. •

Bogner on Nikon’s Z-Series mirrorless camera

I've been using the Nikon Z 7 since pre-production and for rea-
sons I explain in the article, it has quickly become my favourite 
camera. Here are a few more reasons why it’s a great choice for 
travel photography. 

Vibration reduction on the sensor: added stability allows you 
to get sharp images at 1/15 exposures handheld without a tri-
pod. The Z 7 stabilizes video while looking through the electronic 

SnapBridge: this smartphone app lets you use the Z-series wire-
lessly to control camera functions and download images. This lets 
you quickly share photos with friends through social media. 

Lens compatibility: Nikon created the FTZ adapter, allowing 
previous Nikon lenses to be used with the new Z-series bodies. 
This opens up a vast library of compatible lenses and means you 
can use your favourites lens immediately. 
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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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Experiencing
The REAL 
Hawai'i

STORY & PHOTOS BY STEVE TAYLOR

Experiencing

L  — As I walk 
along the long strip of beach that 
drifts off from the manicured grounds 

balls squish under my feet and tickle my toes. 

handsome property that proudly proclaims to 

guests get to experience the culture and tra-

being treated like the kings and queens who 

-
-
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beach and the surround-

These are the wa-
ters where the likeable 

The outrigger tour is 

-
ing history — from the time 

the period when ancient 

-

up to the present day.

-
-
-

Tiki Terrace dining room.
The whale season usually 

-
ber and mid April in the 

-
sort offers special packages 

-

67 www.travelife.ca



so mainlanders can enjoy the mighty crea-
tures up close in their natural environment.

have some hula lessons for you.”
With two left feet and a bad hip from 

playing football, I hand off this assign-
ment to my travelling partner Susan, 
who joins other guests on a grassy 
knoll near the beach to learn the in-
tricacies of a dance that tells a story.

From a distance, I watch as an instructor 
shows her attentive audience the rhythmic 
moves — hand gestures and swaying hips 
— that were used by ancient Hawai'ians to 
communicate before a written language 
existed here. The hula is believed to have 
started on neighbouring Molokai but was 
banned after Western missionaries ar-
rived. However, when King David Kalakaua 
ascended to the Hawai'ian throne in 1874,  
the hula, along with many other traditions, 
was restored and continues to be the 
worldwide symbol of Hawai'ian culture.

Before I learn the intricate art of lei mak-
ing, I head out on a boki board (a long 
surfboard-style raft) for a snorkeling tour of 
Pu’u Keka’a, where I get to view the abun-
dance of sea life that make the area’s black 
volcanic underwater rocks their home. Sea 

before disappearing into the black abyss. 

Maui offers visitors some of the most spectacular scenery in the 
world, especially if you drive to the top of volcanic mountains 

equally stunning and the rooms look out on the beauty.
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The most treasured souvenir of any Hawai'ian va-

usually greeted with when they arrive at an Hawaiian 

a traditional lei made out of kukui nuts that are tied 

get a new white kukui nut. Judging by the amount of 
white nuts I see dangling from guests’ necks, it’s ob-
vious this unique hotel gets plenty of repeat visitors.

During my lei class, I learn that the durable kua-
la cord was also used to hold wa’a (canoes), 

One of the most popular activities at this sprawling 
resort is the cultural garden walk, where guests get 
to walk in a Garden of Eden setting and enjoy the 

about the importance nature plays in Hawai'ian life.
In between lessons and activities, I relax poolside 

-
ties and decorated in Hawai'ian chic — lots of light 
rattan furnishings, intriguing island art and the Pacif-
ic brilliance framed in my window. At night, with a 
cold drink in hand, we sit on our lanai and watch the 

In our rental car, we set out from the well-positioned 
-

ural attractions — the ride along the rollercoaster Hana 
Highway is an experience we won’t soon forget, and our 

get breathtaking views of its volcanic crater, are about 
the only things that make you want to leave the resort.

No visit to Hawai'i would be complete without a 
-

vourites like poi (fermented root of the taro), suckling 

-
ning Chef Tom Muromoto, also features lots of Ha-
wai'ian entertainment — we all sit wide-eyed as 

a stage set up in the Tiki Courtyard, while women 
wearing straw skirts perform to the sound of beat-
ing drums and oli (chant) local songs. It’s a spec-
tacle that must be seen to truly be appreciated.

‘ohana (family) and we are bid farewell in the lobby 
with a  Kukui Lei Ceremony where staff don’t say good-
bye, but offer us “a hui hou” (until we meet again).

Many people come to Hawai'i but few experience Ha-
•

major attractions, including the fabulous Hana Highway, 
a rollercoaster road lined with lots of waterfalls

JUST THE FACTS
• -
fer daily service from most major Canadian cities and 

-
vice vis American cities.

• 

popular times of the year to visit the resort is during 

high demand and if booked early, guests can save 

- Four night stay in a partial ocean view room; 

single/double occupancy

• For more on this and other offers, go to the hotel's 
website: https://www.kbhmaui.com
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MONTE CARLO — I always side with 
the skeptics when the subject 
of space tourism comes up. Al-
though the prospect of spending 
a few days in weightlessness does 

appeal to a portly chap like myself.
One man, though, is convinced that travellers 

will soon boldly go where no tourist has gone 
before. He’s French astronaut Jean-François 

the next two decades, people will be regularly 
going to space on their vacations.”

Amazing, considering it was only 50 years ago 

human to step foot on the moon.
I met up with Clervoy at an airline industry 

conference in this playground of the rich and 

SPACE

FR
EQ

UENT

FL
YER French astronaut tells 

space tourism is set to take off soon

SAVE

FOR ME 

famous and the man who has been to space 
three times — 1994 (on the U.S. Space Shuttle), 
and 1997 and 1999 (on Russian missions) — in-
forms me “space hotels are already being de-
veloped.”

Guess the “star” rating system will take on a 
whole new meaning at space hotels.

The main reason the French astronaut is con-
vinced space tourism will take off sooner than 
later is because so much private money is be-
ing poured into the initiative by billionaires like 
Tesla’s Elon Musk (Gen X), Virgin Atlantic’s Rich-
ard Branson (Virgin Galatica) and Amazon’s Jeff 
Bezos (Blue Origin).
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to zero before regulators ever per-
mit large-scale space tourism.”

But how about wise old men like 
me who probably won’t be around 
in 20 years to enjoy a vacation in 
space?

“Oh, you can feel the thrill of 
weightlessness right now, thanks 
to Air Zero G,” smiles Clervoy the 
salesman.

Scientists apparently conduct 
regular experiments on Air Zero 

A300-G, which creates a weight-
lessness environment when pilots 

period.

aircraft at a 50-degree angle for 
about 22 seconds and that creates 
a hyper-gravity environment which 
allows scientists to work on their 
experiments in total weightless-
ness.

reach our goal of space tourism 
much faster,” says Clervoy, who 
now works for Air Zero G, a French 
aerospace company.

“The private money is not just 
going to speed up orbital travel 
but it will quicken sub-orbital trav-
el as well,” says the decorated as-
tronaut, who predicts that soon I 
will be travelling between Toronto 
and Shanghai in just 39 minutes in-
stead of 15 hours.

“Sub-orbital travel is very far 
along in its development and over 

be operational.”
Clervoy admits there are a few 

obstacles in the way to space tour-
ism, though.

“Obviously, the cost is enor-
mous,” says Clervoy, who points 
out that several billionaires have 
already forked out between $20 
million and $30 million (U.S.) each 
for the thrill of spending just a few 
minutes in space.

Then there’s the impact space 
travel has on the human body that 
has to be considered.

“All astronauts suffer from space 
travel. It affects the heart, spine, 
inner ear, bones and vision,” says 
Clervoy.

Oh, did we mention what effects 
radiation has on humans — better 
bring some extra sunscreen.

Finding the highly trained crews 
needed to carry space tourists into 
orbit is another major hurdle.

“Most of an astronaut’s time is 
spent training and the number of 
crew needed for regular space 
travel will be very high. And the 
risk factor will have to be reduced 

It’s not just scientists who hire Air 
Zero G. Recently, Hollywood came 
calling. “We shot scenes for the 
latest Mission Impossible movie 
on our plane — it was fun seeing 

around the Airbus,” laughs Cler-
voy.

A commercial with Olympic 
-

oddest request was from a large 
German company, which held a 
“disco night” for its employees in 
zero gravity. The unnamed Ger-
man company paid $4,950 U.S. for 

speak. “People were dancing while 

great fun.”
My last question: Will space tour-

ists be charged for extra baggage? 
If not, sign me up. •

OUR FRIENDS at Fairmont Hotels and Resorts 
recently conducted a global research study 

Since money is no object with the wealthy, the 
study found what the rich are really looking for at 
“memorable experiences.” 

In fact, two-in-three luxury travellers told the 
Fairmont survey they consider it important to have 
vacation experiences that are not accessible to ev-
eryone. For the vast majority of respondents (88 
per cent, in fact), the quest for unforgettable, per-
sonalized and “immersive experiences” extends 

beyond just the experience itself. “Luxury travellers 

stamps on a passport,” the survey's authors con-
clude.

According to the survey, 90 per cent of wealthy 
millennials are willing to pay more for an exclusive 
experience vs. 79 per cent of luxury travellers 55+. 

For millennials, the desire for these types of expe-
riences is motivated by the need for a deeper
cultural connection and a transformative journey.

The full Fairmont survey can be accessed at 
https://www.fairmont.com/promo/luxuryreports/

luxury travellers
willing to pay
more for unique
experiences
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Price drop guarantee 
option

Top-rated resorts 
and excursions

Award-winning 
service

With you every  
step of the way

Vacation Better

For tips on how to vacation better visit Sunwing.ca

Save   35%  
on top-rated vacation packages  
to Antigua, Los Cabos, Jamaica and more!

up  
to

Book early for the best 
selection of top-rated resorts!

Vacation Better
Tip #1

Book Today!



Inside
Russia

River cruise reveals
the inner beauty

STORY BY VICTORIA ABBOTT RICCARDI
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Whether it's admiring the onion domes of Saint Basil’s Cathedral in Moscow, opposite page, or marvelling at a 
collection of Matryoshka dolls, above, there's always something that interests you in Russia. 

UGLICH, RUSSIA — The aha mo-
ment arrived around teatime in this 
charming town along the Volga Riv-
er known for its historic buildings, 
watchmaking and cheese. Uglich 

is one of Russia’s Golden Ring cities — an in-
formal term given to a group of picturesque 
towns northeast of Moscow with Medieval, 
well-preserved architecture — and also the 
place of exile for Ivan the Terrible’s wife and 
son, Dimitri (later murdered), after the ruler 
died in 1584. 

My husband and I were exploring Uglich 
on an offshore excursion, which was part of 
our Viking Russian river cruise. In addition to 
a guided tour of the town’s stunning green-
domed cathedral and fresco-filled church, we 
headed off to have tea with a local family. 

Our host was a plump woman with short 
red hair and a jolly smile, who after shaking 
our hands, ushered us into her modest din-
ing room. One wall displayed a painted fam-
ily tree with tissue paper flowers and family 
photos glued to its branches and the other 
wall a floor-to-ceiling image of the Manhattan 
skyline. About 20 of us sat down at her dining 
table covered with a flowered vinyl cloth and 
holding plates of home-grown cucumbers, 
pickles, parsley-topped boiled potato wedg-
es, brown bread and jugs of water. Suddenly, 
a bottle of homemade vodka appeared and 
our host passed around shots. We tossed 
them back and she had one too, before offer-

PHOTOS BY VICTORIA ABBOTT RICCARDI

During shore excurions, passengers get to 
meet Russians, like this woman weaving 
baskets on Kizhi Island, and admire skills 
passed down through generations..
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Sampling cavier is a must on a Russian river cruise..

ing thick squares of apple cake. Everyone began 
eating, drinking and asking her questions about 
her family via our translator. She talked about her 
children, her travels to Egypt and Jerusalem, and 
the cloth dolls lying on a nearby sofa that she 
made. Joviality filled the air.

“We’re all the same,” I thought. No matter what 
the newspaper headlines say, people around the 
world speak a common language of friendship 
and sharing. The host’s 
shy husband emerged 
and cracked a toothless 
grin. Then, after we all 
had tea, he took us to see 
his impressive vegetable 
garden and fish smoker, 
before waving us off. 

To see the real Russia up 
close was the reason my 
husband and I voyaged 
down the waterways of 
the Tsars on the Viking 
Truvor this past July. We 
wanted to see the coun-
try’s legendary cities of 
Moscow and St. Peters-
burg, but also small villages along the riverbanks 
and the people who inhabited them, who have 
endured so much over the centuries — uprisings, 
crushing authority, poverty, revolutions, commu-
nism and now capitalism. 

Our cruise began in Moscow, which appeared 
so different from what I imagined. Yes, there were 
bleak, communist-style apartment complexes 
dotted throughout, but overall, the capital blend-

ed modern architecture with Italian Renaissance 
structures, magnificent cathedrals filled with gold 
icons, gilded onion-domed churches and histor-
ic buildings like the Kremlin, housing President 
Vladimir Putin’s office in a butter-yellow building 
with snow white trim. Inside Red Square, we saw 
Lenin’s tomb and the lavishly-coloured Cathedral 
of St. Basil the Blessed with its multiple carved 
domes. Underground in the city’s Metro, we 

viewed beautiful bas re-
liefs, mosaics and marble 
sculptures at various sub-
way stops. We also saw no 
homeless people and not 
a speck of trash. The lo-
cals seemed content and 
relatively carefree. 

 Three days later, the 
Viking Truvor set sail in the 
Moscow Canal, a 120km, 
manmade waterway link-
ing to the Volga River 
with six locks in between. 
Bridges spanned the wa-
terway and purple lupine 
lined the embankment. 

Our vessel, which glided at a tranquil pace, held 
approximately 200 passengers and was nearly full 
during our trip with guests hailing from America, 
Canada, Europe and Asia. The ship’s blond wood 
interior gave it a light airy feel and our stateroom 
had everything we could want — a little patio, com-
fortable queen bed, place for our clothes, snug 
bathroom and wi-fi. 

The emphasis on learning is partly what made 

A feast of traditional Russian dishes (aboard the Truvor) offers yet another way to delve deeper into this fascinating Eurasian culture.
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this cruise so special. Professional local guides 
led all on-shore excursions and the Truvor offered 
daily lectures and programs. We had multiple ses-
sions on Russian history, several Russian language 
lessons, a cooking demonstration on pelmeni 
(meat-filled dumpling) and talks on Russian cul-
ture — crafts, music and vodka, just to name a few. 

The ship cruised most nights, so before reach-
ing Uglich the next afternoon, we entered Eu-
rope’s longest waterway, the Volga River. More 
than 4,000km long, it begins in the Valdai Hills 
northwest of Moscow and flows into the Caspian 
Sea. After Uglich, we entered timber country with 
forests lining both sides of the river, the afternoon 
light drenching the pines in a coppery lumines-
cence. The air smelled pristine. We passed few 
boats and despite being on a cruise ship, I felt 
very much alone and at peace in this serene, quiet 
part of the world. 

After exploring two more Golden Ring cities, in-
cluding Yaroslavl with its grandiose onion-domed 
churches, and Kuzino, famous for its sprawling 
Kirillo-Belozersky Monastery, we entered the Vol-
ga-Baltic Waterway, a system of rivers and canals 
linking the Volga River to the Baltic Sea. Dense 
forests harbouring elk gave way to small villages 
sprinkled with churches and wooden gingerbread 
houses. 

Visiting sites like Kizhi Island in Lake Onega en-
abled us to interact with locals. The island is fa-
mous for its Open-Air Museum of Architecture, 
a UNESCO World Heritage site, composed of 
over 80 historical wooden structures. The archi-
tectural ensemble includes two intricately carved 
18th-century churches — the 22-domed Church of 
the Transfiguration and the nine-domed Church 
of the Intercession, both said to be crafted with-

out a single nail. 
From Mandrogy, we glided down the Svir River 

to Lake Ladoga, then entered the Neva River and 
arrived in St. Petersburg. 

Aside from ushering in the Romanov Dynasty in 
the 18th century, Peter the Great founded this as-
tonishingly beautiful city on a swamp on the Gulf 
of Finland as a strategic toehold for his growing 
navy in 1703. Enamored with all things Europe-
an, he filled St. Petersburg with palaces, classi-
cal buildings and opulent gilded onion-domed 
churches, set along grand boulevards criss-
crossed with bridges and canals. 

As a last treat, Viking offered its guests an eve-
ning of Russian ballet at the Alexandrinsky The-
atre. Founded in 1756 and now a national trea-
sure, the gold, cream and ruby interior provided 
an enchanting setting for the performance of 
Swan Lake. Then, for our final night, my husband 
and I opted to see a rousing performance of Cos-
sack folk songs and dances. It was a toe-tapping, 
spirited evening that ended with an invitation to 
join the troupe. 

And as I watched my husband climb onto the 
stage and join hands with the circle of Russian 
dancers, I was reminded, once again, that we are 
bound to others more through our similarities 
than our differences. •

JUST THE FACTS
For more information on how to 

book a Viking River Cruise, go to:
http://www.vikingcruises.com

The Trinity Lavra of St. 
Sergius, left, is one of 
the largest monasteries 
in Russia and the spiri-
tual centre of Russian 
Orthodoxy. It's located 
in Sergiev Posad, just 
outside Moscow.
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swissdeluxehotels.com

Unique suites, excellent service.
No wonder some guests just don’t want to leave.

The Swiss Deluxe Hotels Group includes the most exclusive five-

star hotels in Switzerland. Andermatt: The Chedi Andermatt 

• Arosa: Tschuggen Grand Hotel • Ascona: Castello del Sole • 

Hotel Eden Roc • Bad Ragaz: Grand Hotel Quellenhof & Spa  

Suites • Basel: Grand Hotel Les Trois Rois • Bern: Bellevue  

Palace • Hotel Schweizerhof Bern & THE SPA • Crans- 

Montana: Guarda Golf Hotel & Residences • LeCrans Hotel & 

Spa • Genève: Beau-Rivage • Four Seasons Hotel des Bergues •  

Le Richemond • Mandarin Oriental Geneva • Gstaad: Gstaad 

Palace • Le Grand Bellevue • Park Gstaad •The Alpina Gstaad • 

Interlaken: Victoria-Jungfrau Grand Hotel & Spa • Lausanne:  

Beau-Rivage Palace • Lausanne Palace • Le Mont-Pèlerin:  

Le Mirador Resort & Spa • Lugano: Hotel Splendide Royal •  

Luzern: Palace Luzern • Montreux: Fairmont Le Montreux Palace  

• Neuchâtel: Beau-Rivage Hotel • Pontresina: Grand Hotel  

Kronenhof • St. Moritz: Badrutt’s Palace Hotel • Carlton Hotel  

St. Moritz • Kulm Hotel St. Moritz • Suvretta House • Vevey: 

Grand Hôtel du Lac • Vitznau: Park Hotel Vitznau • Zermatt: Grand  

Hotel Zermatterhof • Mont Cervin Palace • Riffelalp Resort 2222m •  

Zürich: Baur au Lac • Eden au Lac • The Dolder Grand • Widder Hotel.



Shangri-La
LOOKING FOR THE REALLOOKING FOR THE REAL
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Along the journey to Shangri-La, our writer and photographer met lots of interesting locals.

STORY BY PATTI SHALES LEFKOS / PHOTOS BY BARRY HOGGINS

CHHOKANG PARO, NEPAL 
James Hilton’s classic 1933 novel Lost 
Horizon
Shangri-La, in Miss Golden’s Grade 10 
English class. The story of Hugh Conway, 

a veteran member of the British diplomatic service, 
instantly awakened my sense of adventure and whis-
pered an invitation to the Himalayas. In the book Con-

in a fantastical mountainous kingdom whose inhabi-
tants enjoy unheard of longevity. Four years after the 

a movie of the story, creating his own version of Shan-
gri-La
mountains of Tibet.

The search for this ideal society has long continued. 
It can be found. But not in the pages of Hilton’s book, 

-
rett’s 1973 musical take on the plot. Not even inside 
the Tibet border. It took me more than 50 years, but 

Tsum Valley, in northern Nepal, deep in the Hima-
layan mountains. For years the Tsum valley has been 
a well-kept secret, off limits to travellers and trekkers. 
This pristine, mainly Buddhist area close to the border 

2008.
In May 2017, my husband Barry and I, preferring to 

walk the routes less travelled, decided to have a look 
for ourselves. Our trek began in the village of Arkhet, 
close to the larger centre of Arughat, in Gorkha prov-
ince northwest of Kathmandu. 

Three days of walking along the well-travelled 
Manaslu Circuit route brought us to Lopka, at 2,240m, 
the turn off for the Tsum Valley route. We followed nar-
row trails, some dangerously damaged by the 2015 
earthquake, through densely forested steep-sided 
mountains. Ukalo (up) to trails high along the rocky 
hillsides, then oralo (back down) to cross the Arket 
Khola or river. After an overnight in Chumling and 
one last steep scramble across a dangerously erod-
ed scree slope to 3,031m, the Tsum Valley proper 
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opened at the village of Chhokang Paro. Fields of 
potatoes, buckwheat, winter wheat, barley and mus-

time and only time we encountered other foreigners. 
A group of Canadians, led by Edmonton author and 
yoga instructor Jane Marshall, had come to visit The 
Compassion Project, a health post initiated by Jane. 
Pressing on further we camped in Nile on the shore 
of the Shiar Khola, lulled to sleep by rushing waters. 

The next morning, we trekked bistari, bistari (slowly, 
slowly) up the continuous, gradual northward slope 
to Mu Gompa. The monastery for which this place is 
named, sat hovering in the clouds at 3,700m above 
a landscape reminiscent of the arid Tibetan plateau. 
This community of resident monks marks the highest 
and most northerly permanent human settlement in 
the Tsum Valley. Below the monastery, amid grazing 
yaks, our guides set up camp on a terraced camping 
area cut out of the hillside by industrious monks. Af-
ternoon fog obscured our view of the surrounding 
mountains. 

The next morning we were awakened by the tinkle 
of pony bells. Entire villages in lower Tsum had been 
left deserted as a parade of yaks, ponies, families and 

the Tibet border in search of yartza gunbu, the rare 
caterpillar fungus found only at altitudes between 
3,000m and 5,000m. Soon every available man, wom-
an and child would be combing the mountainsides to 
dig for this odd part animal, part plant. Known as the 
Viagra of the Himalaya, considered an aphrodisiac by 
the Chinese, the caterpillars sell for about $10 (U.S.) 
apiece. A good season can create an entire year’s in-
come for villagers who usually subsist on $2 a day. 

Cerulean skies unveiled the splendour of the dra-
matic peaks soaring vertically above the procession. 
I knew I had reached Shangri-La. There on the op-
posite side of the valley, suspended above a steep, 
inaccessible-looking precipice, an expansive green 
meadow stretched across a wide plateau dotted with 
stone houses. 

After breakfast our guide Tula led us up the steep 
300m trail to the gompa, or monastery. After touring 
the grounds and the row of sparsely furnished rooms 
reserved for retreat accommodation, we climbed 
even higher along a precarious, often exposed trail to 
Dhephu Donma, a tiny 815-year-old nunnery. Once 
back down to Mu Gompa, one of the four resident 
monks hospitably invited us into his tiny quarters for 
tea before our visit to the assembly hall.

As is the custom, we had left our boots outside as we 
entered the sacred space. After the visit I sat down be-
side Tula outside the monastery threshold to lace up 
my boots. Because our view was from a different and 
higher angle I could now make out Rikang Gumba, a 

small monastery at the north end of the verdant pla-
teau across the valley. At the south end of the mead-
ow a snowy pass disappeared beyond the meadows, 
leading around a bend toward the partially hidden 
Longnang glacier.

A scene from Lost Horizon
could clearly imagine Conway’s plane crashing on the 
glacier and the survivors trekking through a blizzard 
and discovering a narrow pass into a welcoming green 
valley. From our roost at the monastery entrance it all 
came together. Like Hilton’s magical kingdom, the 
Tsum Valley has a secret entrance, green meadows, 
monasteries high on a mountain slope and a scien-

But to me it was the stillness, the serenity that encour-
aged the hope for longevity. In reality, it was more 
likely rambling up and down hillsides every day that 
slowed the aging process. 

Whatever the cause, Hilton’s novel inspired a jour-

I will be forever grateful. •
• Kathmandu-based trekking company Ace the Hima-
laya can arrange a similar tour for you. For information, 
go to http://www.acethehimalaya.com.

Writer Lefkos talks to a local guide, top photo. A monk appears at 
the entrace of a remote monestary.
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Memories
of
Scotland
A Canadian fondly recalls 
his family adventure in
Scotland 30 years ago

STORY & PHOTOS BY IAN CRUICKSHANK
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Newtonlea, top photo, 
was the name of our 
200-year-old house in 
Strathkinness, a tiny 
farming village just up 
the hill from St. Andrews. 
When Heather and I 

we lived in a charming 

heart of St. Andrews, just 

hole of the Old Course. 
Left, Andrew running on 
West Sands in the frigid 
Scottish water. It's the 
same stretch of sand 
used in the opening of 

IAM NOT SURE 
but I suspect it was  me. Wife Heather was 
working for a pharmaceutical company 
and I was writing mostly business stories, 
asking CEOs impertinent questions on 

why their companies were losing so much 
money. But we were restless, ready for a ma-
jor adventure before really settling down. 

Because my grandparents had been born 
in Scotland, we were eligible for work visas in 
Britain, so in the spring of 1989 we sold our 
house and loaded our few sticks of furniture 
onto a cargo ship bound for Liverpool. We 

Undaunted, we crossed the Atlantic and 
after a quick scouting of possible locations, 
picked St. Andrews as our new hometown. 
And why wouldn't we? It looked and felt just 
like an ancient town should. It is dotted with 
castle and cathedral ruins, wrapped with 
beaches and lined with cobblestone streets 
and is home to one of the world's oldest uni-
versities. (The school would gain extra fame 
as the place where Prince William fell in love 
with Kate.) Mail was delivered twice a day and 
once on Saturday and each afternoon the kid 

that had been caught along the coast earlier 
that day. 

And, as every golfer knows, St. Andrews is 
the spot where some 700 years ago, a couple 
of local shepherds inverted their crooks and 
knocked sheep dung into rabbit holes, there-
by inventing the royal and ancient game.

It was the people, though, that made the 
place. Our neighbours included Margaret 
Ryan, one of Britain's top children authors 
and my tennis pal, David Tunstall, a profes-
sor at the University, often brought his three 
kids to the courts, including daughter Katie. 
Today she bills herself as KT Tunstall and is a 
multi-million-selling singer/songwriter. 

Because of the Old Course, celebrities of-
ten came to town. I saw Sean Connery about 
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once a year. While the rest of the 
world idolized the original 007 
and voted him “the world's sexiest 
man,” the Scots never let the Oscar 
winner get too big for his trousers. 
They wouldn't let him forget that 
he started out as a milkman in a 
working class Edinburgh neigh-

Connery. 
About a year after landing in 

Scotland, life changed consider-
ably with the arrival of son Andrew 
Hamish Cruickshank (now, like me, 
a regular writer for TraveLife). We 

Andrews was too small and we 
decided to buy our own place, a 
home named Newtonlea, a hand-
some sandstone house in the 
centre of Strathkinness, a village 
that straddles the high ground a 
couple of kilometres up the hill 
from St. Andrews. Known local-
ly as Strath, it's mentioned in the 
history books as far back as 1200 
and hasn't changed much since. 
The village had a pub and corner 
shop and was surrounded by rich 

the sweep of the North Sea on the 
horizon. The end of our road pe-
tered off into a country lane where 
the residents were mostly cows, 
sheep and horses. After dinner, 
we'd often wander down the road 
and feed sugar cubes and cut car-
rots to Lucky, a pony owned by a 
local farmer.

We paid about $150,000 for 
Newtonlea (most homes in Strath-
kinness had formal names) and it 
dated back to at least 1800 with 
former owners ranging from a 
blacksmith to a golf club maker. 
We loved the house, especially in 
the spring when the daffodils and 
roses would rise in the walled gar-
den and the sun would catch the 
bits of quartz in the sandstone, set-
ting the house aglow. Of course, 
any home originally built when 
Napoleon was ruling Europe had 
its eccentricities. We inherited a 
coal man, who came every cou-

ple of weeks struggling under the 
weight of the huge bags of anthra-
cite he humped on his back. The 

so slanted that we couldn't keep 
change on our dresser — it would 

-
ly brisk mornings — you could see 
your breathe inside the house.

We had to stay warm, so it wasn't 
too long until our daughter Kate 
arrived. 

The day she was born, I returned 
from the hospital about seven in 
the morning and met Roy, the shop 

owner who also doubled as the 

his rounds, Roy spread our good 
news throughout Strathkinness 
and by noon cards of congratula-
tions were being pushed through 
out letter box.

A year later, with two young kids 
starting to talk with thick-as-oat-
meal Scottish accents, we decid-
ed to head back to Canada.  But 
30 years later, we still have a quiet 
dram and think often of our grand 
adventure and days in the Old 
World. •

Andrew and two of his friends sitting on a 
bench in front of Newtonlea, top photo. Left, 
even though we lived in Scotland, we still 
cheered hard for our hometown Blue Jays. 
We had dozens of visitors from Canada 
during our years in Scotland. Above are my 
mom, dad and myself on the Old Course. 
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Northern DeLIGHTS
Japan's

Hokkaido's ski resorts
among the world's best

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

From my hotel window, lovely Sapporo looks 
like a giant Christmas card.

While others may curse winter, it’s actually 
looked upon as a gift in Sapporo and the oth-
er fabulous ski regions of Hokkaido, Japan's 
largest prefecture, which is quickly becoming a 
Bucket List destination for lovers of the sport.

That's because this beautiful northern island 
outpost that's dotted with lots of snow-capped 
volcanic mountains — six are active — offers ski-

SAPPORO, HOKKAIDO, JAPAN —
It’s early morning and the streets of 
Hokkaido’s capital are blanketed 
with a carpet of freshly-fallen snow. 
An icy wind sweeps down from 
the fortress of mountains guarding 

Sapporo and the sun slowly rises from behind 
the highest peak, fabled Mount Moiwa, into a 
cloudless, cobalt sky. The Yezo spruce trees in 
Odori Park bend under the weight of the snow 
— their branches appear to be bowing in appre-
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Hokkaido's dramatic volcanic 
mountains, opposite page,  of-
fers skiers some of the best 
conditions in the world, and the 
city of Sapporo is the epicentre 
for apres ski activities. The city's 
nightlife rivals that of  Tokyo. Sap-
poro even has a Tokyo-style Tow-
er, right, and there's always plen-
ty of snow. The old Prefecture 

top photo, is now one of Hokkai-
do's major museums.

ers some of the best runs and re-
sorts in the world. In fact, this land 

between 14m and 18m annually 
— then does competitors like Whis-
tler (11.7m), Val d'Azure (7.82m), 
Aspen (4.3m) and St. Moritz (4.3m).

The one thing those other ski 
destinations don't have, though, is 
Sapporo.

“You can’t spend all your time 
skiing. You need to eat, drink and 
have fun. And Sapporo has plenty 
of that,” Katsuko Kemanai, a local 
guide assures me as we set out to 
explore the city best known glob-
ally as the beer capital of Japan.

“All the major Japanese brew-
eries have factories here — Kirin, 
Asahi, Suntory and of course Sap-
poro,” says Katsuko, who has been 
guiding visitors around her be-
loved city for the last 30 years.

“We even have a beer museum 
and it's the most popular museum 
in our city. I wonder why?” asks the 
guide with a wry smile.

At the museum, where I get to 
sample some of the local brew, I 
learn that Sapporo’s ground water 
is the best in Japan and perfectly 
suited for making beer. Hokkaido 
is also where hops, the key ingredi-

After a day of skiing at world-
class resorts like Sapporo Teine, 
Sapporo Kokusai, Kiroro, Asari and 
Tomamu — all within a short drive 
of the city — skiers can dine on lots 
of traditional Japanese cuisine 
in Sapporo. Hokkaido, after all, is 
where the famed Raman noodle 

prefecture produces most of the 
country's food supply.

No wonder Hokkaido is often 
called the "bread basket of Japan."

Entertainment is never in short 
supply in Sapporo. And for those 
who are looking for some naugh-
ty nightlife, Susukino, in Sappo-
ro's Chuo-ku district, is the place 
for you. Susukino is said to rival 
Tokyo’s Kabukicho and Fukuoka’s 
Nakasu as Japan’s best red light 
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The brown bear still roams the hills outside of Sapporo and holds 
a place of honour among the citizens of this northern Japanese-

-
minders of their culture can be found scattered around Sapporo.

district and, with over 1,600 bars, nightclubs and 
restaurants, there’s plenty to keep you up late.

“Susukino never sleeps,” says my elderly guide, who 
cautions me “to be careful because the prices in Su-
sukino for food and drink is much higher than the rest 
of Sapporo.”

No one does winter better than Sapporo, the city 
that hosted the 1972 Winter Olympics and until re-
cently was in the running for the 2026 Winter Games 
before withdrawing its bid.

The 1972 Olympics still ranks among the best ever 
held and are remembered at the city's informative 
Olympic Museum, located at the foot of the Okuraya-
ma Ski Jump Stadium. From the ski run, you get in-
credible views of downtown Sapporo. There are lots 
of interactive displays at the Olympic museum and 
the kids just love this storehouse of history.

Sapporo's annual Snow Festival in February attracts 
millions of people each year and during the Christ-
mas season downtown parks are decked out in co-
lourful light displays. A Christmas Market, as good as 
anything I've seen in Germany, dominates Odori Park 
and has a direct Olympic connection.

“Munich and Sapporo hosted the Olympic Games 
the same year,” says Katsuko, referring to Munich's 
ill-fated 1972 Summer Games, which was marred by a 
terrorist attack that left 11 Israeli Olympic team mem-
bers dead.

“Munich and Sapporo became sister cities after that 

Market,” says the guide.
From a population of just seven in 1857, Sapporo 

has grown to almost two million residents, making 
it Hokkaido's biggest city and the fourth largest me-
tropolis in Japan.

In 2019, Hokkaido will celebrate its 150th anniversa-
ry of statehood and Sapporo will be the epicentre for 
many of the events surrounding that celebration.

Katsuko is quick to remind me, though, that Hokkai-
do is much older than 150 years.

“Our history dates back to the 10th century when 
the indigenous Ainu people arrived from Mongolia,” 
she informs. “They were hunters and the area back 
then was called Yezo.”

the Meiji Era when this vast island frontier was made 

“united” with the rest of Japan until a high speed train 
tunnel was completed in 2016 at the southern gate-
way city of Hakodate, 310km south of Sapporo. The 
Seikan Tunnel, as it’s known, is 53.85km in length and 
23.3 kilometres of this engineering marvel sits under 
the Tsugaru Strait seabed.

Relics from the Ainu people are scattered through-
out Sapporo and some of the best evidence of their 
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ancient culture can be found in 
concourse displays in Sapporo’s 
main rail station.

The best place to see all of Hok-
kaido's remarkable history is at the 
Prefecture Museum, housed in the 
former Prefecture Government 

red brick building from 1888 that 
dominates the entrance to Odori 
Park, where a version of Tokyo 
Tower stands.

The prefecture's deep agricul-
tural roots are best explored at 
the Clock Tower Museum (Tokeid-
ai), the former drill hall of Sappo-
ro's original Agricultural College, 
which opened in 1878. The clock, 
made in Boston, was installed in 
1881 and hasn't missed a beat 
since. The building was moved to 
its present downtown location a 
few years ago and stands out from 
Sapporo's steel and stone skyline.

Most of the high quality produce 
grown in Hokkaido ends up on ta-
bles in Tokyo, Osaka, Yokohama 
and Kyoto.

“The Sapporo ki onion is one of 

Sapporo's Tanukikoji 
Shopping Arcade, 
top photo, dates 
back to the city's ear-
liest days and is one 
of the biggest tour-
ist attractions. It fea-
tures 200 shops and 
stretches for 1km. 
The Nijo Fish Market 
sits at one end of the 
market and features 

-
food from the Sea of 
Japan.
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our most prized vegetables," says 
the guide. "The word ki means yel-
low in Japanese and the onion is 
very sweet.

Hokkaido also produces the 
world’s most famous cantaloupes, 
which sell for upwards of $2,000 
each in Tokyo's boutique food 
shops. I fork over 3,000 yen (about 
$35 Cdn) to enjoy the incredible 
taste and it's money well spent.

“The melon farmers actually put 
little hats on their cantaloupes so 
they don't get sunburn,” Katsuko 
tells me.

Skiers who like to shop will fall 
in love with Sapporo's Tanukiko-
ji Shopping Arcade, which dates 
back to the city's pioneer days.

“The literal translation of this 
shopping arcade is Raccoon Dog 
Street,” says Katsuko.

The 1km-long arcade is a big 
tourist daw and features 200 shops, 
most of which sell Hokkaido sou-
venirs. Outside one shop stands 

bears and the guide tells me the 
beasts thrive in the forested moun-
tains surrounding Sapporo.

“They still wander into the sub-
urbs from time-to-time and cause 
problems,” said Katsuko.

The roofed arcade starts at Ni-
shi-1-chome and ends at Nishi-7-
chome, where the city’s famed Nijo 

A small manmade canal sits 
across from the market and Kat-
suko tells me it was constructed to 
bring the daily catch from the Sea 
of Japan straight to the market. The 
canal, known locally as the Sosei 
River, is no longer used as a trans-
port route but does divide Sappo-
ro into east and west sectors.

Two of Japan’s most treasured 
symbols, the Japanese crane and 
the sea turtle, make their home in 
Hokkaido. 

Both creatures are symbols of 
longevity and once you visit Sap-
poro, you hope to live long enough 
to visit all the fabulous places on 
Hokkaido. •

Sapporo's Christmas Market, top photo, 
was a gift from Munich, the German city 
that hosted the Olympic (Summer) Games 
the same year (1972) as Sapporo hosted 
the Winter Games. The Clock Tower Mu-
suem, above, reminds visitors of Hokkai-
do's agricultural strength.

TOP SKI AREAS NEAR SAPPORO

•
downtown Sapporo and is made up 
of two interconnected ski areas; Teine 

kids, whilst Teine Highland has some 
awesome steep tree skiing.

• -
poro and boasts a massive 18m of pow-

gets a bit crowded, there is plenty of 
fresh snow to be found in its backcoun-
try areas.

• 
good for a day trip. Kiroro is a modern 
resort and it scores full marks thanks to 
its incredible powder.

• 
good day trip from Sapporo. It has great 
deserted off-piste and backcountry ar-

for really windy days when the other ski 
resorts are a bit nasty. 

• Tomamu is another modern Japanese 
ski resort that has good piste runs and 
some great off-piste riding. Tomamu is 
an 100-minute train ride from Sapporo 
but well worth the ride.

Getting there: Fly to Tokyo with Air Can-
-

gional carrier like Japan Airlines or ANA. 
You can also take the bullet train from 
Tokyo to Hokkaido.

Information: For more information on 
Hokkaido, Sapporo and Japan, go to
http://www.ilovejapan.ca
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Crystal CLEAR VIEW OF THE
CZECH REPUBLIC

STORY BY BRUCE SACH

MARIANSKE LAZNE, CZECH REPUBLIC — I had 
come to this famous spa town in the western 
corner of the Czech Republic to recover from 
a trip to the glass work factories of Bohemia, 

I’m soaking in a huge metal tub that is being infused with 
natural CO2 gas. Thousands of tiny bubbles of varying sizes — 
looking for all the world like transparent glass beads — cover 

The bubbles remind me of the crystal shops I visited in Bo-
hemia, where they sell every kind of glass product imagin-
able, including tiny clear glass beads.

King Edward VII made Marianske Lazne — or Marienbad, as 
it’s known historically — famous in the English-speaking world 

Apparently, the British monarch chose this city as his favourite 
resting spot because one of his many mistresses lived here.

Not far from where I’m bathing sits the opulent Royal Cabin, 
which remains as it was in Edward’s time. It’s a sumptuously 
decorated suite that comes complete with the wide wooden 
chair His Majesty used to sit in to have his weight measured. 
Edward, you see, was a rather portly man (48-inch waist) and 
risked gaining too much weight as he killed time here await-
ing his ascension to the throne.

German poet Goethe visited Marienbad often and was in-
spired to write one of his best-loved works here after a local 

setrting sun, dominates the skyline in Liberec.
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The Lazne Spa  in Marianske, top, is a 
pleasure palace for the body and soul 
and a place worth visiting when in the 
regal Czech town. The glass factories 
of Bohemia, above, produce some re-
markable glass objects. 

Other notables to soak in Marienbad’s curing waters 
included Chopin, Gogol and Mark Twain.

Czech invention — the robot. I was placed onto a bed 
best described as a mini-trampoline. Then, without 
warning, dozens of hidden roller-like knuckles in the 

Now I’m ready to move on to my next stop, Liberec, 
in the industrialized Bohemian region of the Czech 
Republic.

-
dow of my 1905 hotel (Golden Lion) admiring the 
town’s skyline, which is dominated by an observation 
tower that looks like a space needle.

Liberec’s most famous resident was Ferdinand 
Porsche, who, before becoming a titan of the auto 
world, introduced electricity to the town while he was 
just a teenager.

Textiles and glassworks have always prospered here 
and the Czech Republic’s best-known car, Skoda, was  
produced in this region.

Vienna — Porsche actually drove from Vienna back to 
Liberec 100 years ago in his hybrid (gas and electric) 
prototype to claim his bride. He was ahead of his time.

Liberec’s museum highlights many important Czech 
inventions, including genetics, the carbon arc lamp, 
the screw propeller (for boats) and yes, robots.

Here in Bohemia, the tradition of glass manufac-
turing goes back centuries. You can get an excellent 
idea of its importance by visiting the Museum of Glass 

-
seum is housed in a stunning Art Deco building that 

During my visit, I'm impressed by the exquisite glass 
pieces produced by the Moser company, which still 
supplies glass to Britain’s Royal Family. Stunning black 
glass ornaments, which were the rage in Queen Victo-
ria’s time, are of particular interest to museum goers.

At the Ajeto glassworks I get to watch skilled work-
ers produce beautiful objects of all shapes and sizes 
— the heat from the company’s six massive blast fur-
naces is overwhelming. However, workers overcome 
the 1,400C degree heat by drinking light beer on the 
job — where can I apply? Some of the most famous 
glass objects in the world have been created here, in-
cluding the Tour de France trophy.

Workers just smile and don’t seem to be bothered 
by inquisitive visitors, who observe the craftsmen’s 
artistry from an observation deck. 

There sure is a lot to see in the Czech Republic’s 
lesser-known towns. •

For more information go to http://www.czech.cz/en/Tourism
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London's landmark
Savoy Hotel treats

all guests royally

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON & COURTESY SAVOY HOTEL

RWITH A VIEW
oom
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From his room, TraveLife's Marc Atchison got an incredible view of the River 
Thames and London's skyline while attentive staff pampered him.

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

LONDON — The Cockney cabbie 
taking me to the swank Savoy Ho-
tel speeds through the narrow back 
streets of the British capital like the 
getaway man in a bank robbery.

“Have you ever stayed at the Savoy?” he 
asks in an accent that is pure Michael Caine.

“It’s one of my favourite hotels in London,” 
says the 30-year taxi veteran, who looks like 
he might make some unsuspecting pedestri-
an a hood ornament at any moment.

A few minutes later, the cab pulls off The 
Strand in London’s Theatre District and The 
Savoy’s landmark marquee comes into view.

“They’ll treat you like a king here, sir,” 
says the cabbie, who snatches the fare and 
speeds away.

Men in top hats and long coats relieve me 
of my luggage and a member of staff whisks 
me through the Art Deco lobby into an Ed-
wardian-era reception room that looks like it 
belongs at nearby Buckingham Palace.

As the nattily-attired young woman re-
trieves my information, I marvel at the room’s 
splendid decor — crystal chandeliers, original 
artwork and rich wall coverings make it look 
like a set on the hit series Downton Abbey.

Check-in complete, the attendant sum-

The Savoy's famous marquee off The Strand has 

for service is legendary and that's thanks to its head 
butler, Sean Davoren.

Savoy's butlers cater to you every whim
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mons my butler.

“You’ll be staying in one of our 
River View Suites (they overlook 
the River Thames) and it comes 
with a butler,” says the attendant, 
who introduces me to a tall, hand-
some man named Richard wearing 
top coat and tails who looks like he 
belongs on top of a wedding cake.

With service being paramount 
at the palatial Savoy, the hotel has 
some very high standards and 
trains its own butler staff in The Sa-
voy Academy under the watchful 
eye of head butler Sean Davoren. 
They are at your beck and call 24 
hours a day and arrange dinner 
reservations, theatre tickets, shop-
ping outings and travel plans.

“May I unpack your bag, sir?” asks 
Richard in an upper class English 
accent that would impress Down-
ton Abbey’s head butler Carson.

As Richard empties my luggage, I 
pull back the curtains of my swanky 
suite and I’m left awestruck by the 
scene framed in my window. The 
Thames, London Eye, Big Ben, the 
Houses of Parliament, the city’s 
iconic bridges and a forest of mod-
ern skyscrapers spread out below. 

This view of the Thames is what 
inspired Claude Monet and James 
Whistler to paint some iconic 
works while staying at The Savoy.

There’s only one problem: I can’t 
see the lovely Victorian building 
that houses the historic Savoy, the 
only 5-star hotel on the Thames 
which opened in 1889. It became 
an instant attraction back then be-

to offer electric lights and hot and 
cold running water — modern lux-
uries back in 19th-century Britain.

Often called “London’s most fa-

was César Ritz, of Ritz Hotel fame, 
the Savoy is now under the loving 
care and management of Cana-
da’s Fairmont Hotels and Resorts 
and part of the Paris-based Accor 
Hotels brand. Fairmont oversaw 

a $400 million renovation of the 
Grand Dame in 2010 and The Sa-
voy has never looked better.

Through its long and distin-
guished history, The Savoy has 
been the address of many visiting 
heads of state and foreign royalty. 
And because of its location in the 
Theatre District, stars of screen and 
stage have called the hotel home 
when performing in London. Coco 
Chanel, Humphrey Bogart, Frank 
Sinatra, Laurence Olivier, Marilyn 
Monroe, Noël Coward and Ma-
ria Callas are just a few of the big 
name celebrities who have stayed 
here. Some are immortalized in 

pop-art paintings that hang in the 
lovely Thames Foyer, where an 
elaborate gazebo draws lots of at-
tention. Autographed pictures of 
others — Bob Hope, William Hold-
en and Ava Gardner, among them 
— line the staircase leading to the 
hotel’s fabled American Bar. 

The hotel’s most famous guest, of 
course, was Sir Winston Churchill, 
Britain’s wartime leader who would 

cabinet while Nazi bombs rained 
down on London.

Nine “personality suites” named 
in honour of the stars and politi-
cians who stayed in them are al-

The view of London 
and the River Thames 
from the Savoy is truly 
breathtaking. The hotel 
entrance is one of the 
most famous in the 
hotel world.

To book a room at The 
Savoy or to learn more 
about its history, go to
http://www.fairmont.com/Savoy
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ways in high demand and are decorated with artwork, 
photography and artefacts from the time when they 
were in residence. For instance, the Marlene Dietrich 
Suite comes with 12 pink roses, just like the ones the 
sultry actress requested when she was a guest.

The stars of today are often seen eating at one of 

Grill and Kaspars at The Savoy being the most famous 
of the property’s seven restaurants — or hanging out 
at the American or Beaufort bars — the latter is an Art 
Deco masterpiece that’s located between the Thames 
Foyer and Kaspars.

The Savoy Grill, with its polished oak walls and Art 

Ramsey’s company and the 1-star Michelin room nev-
er fails to impress with its haute cuisine, service and 
seductive ambience.

My Cornish crab salad starter was followed by a 
Steak Diane that was expertly prepared at my table 

lunch and dinner and its daily carving board specials 
is a magnate for many Londoners.

Equally impressive is Kaspars at The Savoy, which 
specializes in British seafood dishes. Oysters so fresh 
you can taste the sea with every slurp, and freshly 
caught Scottish salmon are just some of the items that 
make Kaspars the most famous seafood restaurant in 
London.

Oh, and did I mention Kaspar’s cat.
One of the most intriguing legends connected to 

The Savoy is Kaspar the Cat and the number 13. As 
the story goes, a prominent guest was holding a din-
ner party for 14 friends back in 1898 but one failed 
to show up. Another superstitious guest predicted 
that should one of the 13 remaining leave before din-
ner ended, tragedy would befall them. A South Afri-
can guest took up the challenge and left early. A few 
weeks later he was shot and killed in Johannesburg. 
Since that day, any time the hotel hosts parties for 13 
guests, which is quite often, Kasper the (stuffed) Cat, 

complete with napkin, is trotted out and given a seat 
to make sure there is no unlucky 13th guest sitting at 
the table.

and suites are decorated in either Edwardian or Art 

My River View Suite oozed with British charm — soft 
pastel tones blend seamlessly with hand-painted wall 
coverings and fabrics that wrap the suite in a warm, 
homey feel. Designer Pierre Yves Rochon utilized lots 
of antique furnishings in the Edwardian suites to re-
mind guests they are sleeping with history. However, 
he also uses black and white ceramic tiles at the en-
trances and bathrooms of every Savoy room as a nod 
to the hotel’s Art Deco roots. The combination works 
amazingly well.

Not a dime was spared turning The Savoy into Lon-
don’s best hotel. No wonder the renovation was al-
most 18 months late and more than $200 million over 
budget. A new spa, gym and indoor pool were also 

Service is what sets The Savoy apart from London’s 
other luxury properties, and it all starts with the hearty 
welcome guests get from the hotel's famed doormen, 
like Tony Harvey, a 30-year veteran who is actually re-
ferred to as a “linkman” because “we link the outside 
world to the hotel. Doorman makes it sound like we 
are bouncers at a club,” he once told a reporter.

The Savoy is a quick cab ride away from the high-
end shops of Knightsbridge and Mayfair and is sur-
rounded by some of the most famous of London’s 
theatres, including Covent Gardens. Trafalgar Square 
and Pal Mal, which leads to Buckingham Palace, are 
just down the street from The Savoy, and neighbour-
ing Waterloo Bridge links the left and right banks of 
the Thames.

The spotlight is clearly on The Savoy these days be-
cause the legendary property is indeed the star of 
London’s hotel scene. •

Savoy's rooms are bright and airy and come with great views. Bathrooms have an Art deco feel about them.
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