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A lifetime desire to swim 
with sharks leads writer 
Cristina Huré  on an adven-
ture dive in the Bahamas 
that sees her come face-to-
face with the great beasts 
and a new admiration for 
the tigers of the sea.

Read her report on Page 62
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Bridging

Hong Kong–Zhuhai–Macau 
Bridge is the longest of its 
kind in the world and cost 
$20 billion U.S. to build. 

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

The gap in Asia
between Macau
and Hong Kong

HONG KONG — The passengers on the sleek motor 
coach are excited. I’m excited. Even the bus driver 
seems excited. Then again, who wouldn’t be ex-
cited to be crossing the new Hong Kong–Zhuhai–
Macau Bridge (HZMB),  the $20 billion (U.S.) engi-

neering marvel that some are calling the newest man-made 
“Wonder of the World.”

The gap in Asia
between Macau
and Hong Kong

8 www.travelife.ca



PHOTOS BY  DENNIS CHU & COURTESY HONG KONG TOURISM BOARD

JUST THE FACTS
• A one-way bus ticket to Macau from Hong Kong via the bridge 
starts around HK$120 ($20 CDN).  A high speed ferry boat ticket 
costs about HK$170.

•  Check out these websites: http://onebus.hk/en ort 
http://trans-island.com.hk for prices and times.

• You can also hire a private car to make the bridge crossing. Point-
to-point services start at HK$200 per person. Go to 
http://trans-island.com.hk for more information.

• For travel information on Macau or Hong Kong, go to 
 http://www.discoverhongkong.com/ca/

9 www.travelife.ca



The driver starts the engine, closes the door and 
guides the bus from the bowels of the posh Elements 
shopping mall onto the traffic-clogged streets of Kow-
loon — the buses leaving from this Hong Kong district 
offer the easiest and most direct links to Macau via 
the HZMB. 

Previously, Hong Kong residents wishing to travel to 
Macau to spend their money in that city’s glitzy new 
Las Vegas-style casinos relied on high speed ferries 
to get them there  — a trip that takes about an hour; 
sometimes over rough water. 
   The new bridge, which took nine years to complete, 
cuts the travelling time to Macau by half — 30 minutes, 
most days.

Lively chatter fills the coach as the driver weaves 
through a web of highway ramps leading to Hong 
Kong Port, close to the city’s famed international air-
port, where the entrance to the 55-km-long bridge/
tunnel system is located.

It’s there we must disembark and clear customs in 
the state-of-the-art Hong Kong Boundary Crossing 
Facility, built specifically to process those exiting the 
former British colony via the bridge.

Passing through customs takes just a few minutes on 
this lazy mid-week morning but a chatty Hong Kong 
officer advises “it’s much busier on the weekends 
when the mainland (Chinese) tourists from (nearby) 
Gungzhou and Shenzhen come through here by the 
thousands.”

Finally, we’re on the bridge — the longest fixed link 
on the planet, which is built with 420,000 tonnes of 

From a seat on the bus, passengers get lovely views of the surrounding islands and mountains that make Hong Kong so unique.

Whether you take the coach on the new bridge or the high-
speed ferry, a trip to Macau is a must for Hong Kong visitors.

10 www.travelife.ca
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steel (enough to construct 60 Eiffel 
Towers) and is designed to with-
stand earthquakes and typhoons 
over its 120-year lifespan.

The road ahead is clear — traffic 
on the HZMB is limited to motor 
coaches and a few private vehicles 
for now. The freshly-laid pavement 
looks like a long black ribbon that 
stretches out into the Pearl River 
Estuary, which separates Hong 
Kong and Macau. The new white 
traffic markings still look wet. 

Overhead, there’s lots of ad-
vanced electronic devices that 
monitor traffic flow and even a 
driver’s heart rate, blood pressure 
and performance. If a bus driver 
yawns more than once while on 
the bridge, police are alerted and 
the bus is pulled over. This is one 
place you don’t want accidents.

As the bridge sweeps across 
Lingdingyang Channel, the jag-
ged peaks of Lantau Island disap-
pear behind us.  Tiny boats from 
nearby Tai O, the legendary fishing 
village that’s famous for its colour-
ful stilted riverside homes, dot the 
water under the bridge.

Suddenly, without warning, the 
coach is swallowed by the yawning 
entrance of the 6.7km-long under-
sea tunnel, which makes up part of 
the amazing HZMB project.

“Yikes! Were we just eaten by 
Moby Dick?” a wisecracking Auss-
ie shouts out.

We emerge a few minutes later 
from the tunnel and back on the 
bridge, which is supported at this 
point by one of several artificial is-
lands that were constructed as part 
of this project. This is the longest 
stretch and it’s an eerie feeling to 
look out from my seat and see only 
water as far as the eye can see.

While the bridge system has 
been hailed as an engineering 
masterpiece by some, others, es-
pecially environmentalists,  op-
posed the project because they 
fear it will disrupt the feeding hab-
its of the already endangered pink 
dolphins, which populate the wa-

ters of the Pearl River Estuary.
“Let’s face it,” says my American 

seat mate, “this thing was built so 
more Chinese will go to Macau 
and gamble.”

It’s a cynical comment that many 
others echo, but that doesn’t take 
away from the feat accomplished 
by bridging the gap between 
Hong Kong and Macau.

We finally reach dry land about 
25 minutes later and again we’re 
ushered off the bus to pass 
through Chinese customs this time 
— another quick process. Passen-
gers then disperse — some board 
buses for the mainland seaport city 
of Zhuhai, which is well known for 
its seafood restaurants, while I and 

others board a coach that takes us 
to Macau.

After a day of sightseeing in the 
former Portugese outpost, I elect 
to take a high-speed ferry back 
to Hong Kong to compare the ex-
perience with my bus ride on the 
bridge.

While the bridge is faster, the 
ferry does offer guests more room 
to move about during the one-
hour crossing. And when we reach 
Hong Kong's Victoria Harbour, the 
neon light show I witness from my 
seat makes me appreciate the lon-
ger ride a bit more.

However, if you’re in a hurry to 
gamble in Macau, the HZMB truly 
is your best bet.•

Lots of new infrastructure 
was required to make the 
bridge option work. The 
Hong Kong Boundary 
Crossing Facility, above, 
is located at Hong Kong 
Port near the city's famed 
international airport and 
it's where you clear cus-
toms before heading onto 
the bridge. Once on the 
bridge, coach passengers 
are treated to some lovely 
views of Lantau Island, left, 
especially at sunset.
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STORY & PHOTOS BY GILLY PICKUP

MACAU, CHINA — Glitz, glam-
our, fantastic light shows 
and huge casinos.  That’s 
the initial impression for a 
first-time visitor to this tiny 

region of China. However, that’s not all 
this Vegas of the East has to offer.  

For instance, where else could you stroll 
down narrow alleyways that throb with 
the bustle and energy of Chinese street 
life and enjoy a meal in a traditional Portu-

Macau Magic
Glittering
gambling
mecca's old
quarter still 
a safe bet
for tourists

The Neon skyline of Macau reflects its 
new-found gambling fortunes but at street 
level, little has changed for the locals, 
including the mich-loved custard tarts,

14 www.travelife.ca





The tiled courtyards and art walls in Old Macau are intriguing.

guese café before heading off to see a show as glam-
orous as any in Las Vegas? 

And there can’t be many places in the world where 
you can see giant pandas, go Bungee jumping, eat in 
one of 18 Michelin-star restaurants and visit a host of 
UNESCO-listed buildings all in the same day. 

It was my first visit to Macau, designated a Special 
Administrative Region of China 20 years ago.  Before 
that it spent more than 400 years under Portuguese 
rule and its influence is still evident in the historical 
European architecture, Art Deco buildings and Colo-
nial mansions.  Besides Portugal itself, Macau is also 
one of the best places in the world to eat Portuguese 
food.

I was determined to see and do as much as possible 
during my short visit and on my must-see list was an 
old-style Cantonese tea house. No sooner said than 
my local guide was leading me along the streets in 
the direction of Long Wa Tea House. 

“The best and oldest tea house in Macau,” she 
proudly told me as we clambered up a rickety flight 
of stairs to meet the smiley boss.  He doesn’t speak 
English but showed me the abacus he uses to tot up 
the bill. Tea here — options include jasmine, iron bud-
dha, oolong and pu-erh — comes with a bowl of wa-
ter so customers can rinse their cups after they have 
finished. If you want more tea, you can refill your pot 
yourself at the boiler.   Traditional teahouses like this 
have been a focus of social life since the time of the 
Song Dynasty (A.D. 960-1279).

Much as I would have liked to linger longer, it was 
time to head off to have a gander at Macau’s most 
iconic building, the 17th-century church of St. Paul. 
The wooden building burned down in 1835 and all 
that remains nowadays is the granite façade. The fact 
that this is all there is left of this once majestic struc-
ture doesn’t deter the hordes of tourists and locals 
that come here and it is a popular spot for selfies and 
as a location for wedding photo shoots. 

While there, we made the steep climb up to the 
adjacent UNESCO-listed Fortaleza do Monte, which 
forms part of the Historic Centre of Macau. A tough 
climb, but it is worth the effort to see the far-reaching 
view of Macau and the Pearl River Delta spread out far 
below. The fort covers an area of about 10,000 square 
metres and includes a public park, observatory and 
the Macau Museum.

Just 30-sq-km in size, Macau is made up of three ar-
eas — the Peninsula and the islands of Taipa and Co-
loane connected by an area of reclaimed land called 
the Cotai Strip, which is now home to some of the 
world’s largest integrated resorts. While here, I dis-
covered giant precincts, including the City of Dreams, 
Galaxy Mega Resort and The Parisian Macao, which 
contain multiple attractions, including the world’s larg-

Old Macau's A-Ma Temple dates back to 1488.

Sun Yat-Sen pagoda in a park of the same name is impressive.
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est wave pool and the world’s highest Ferris Wheel. 
I saw a fabulous show, The House of Dancing Wa-

ter, at the City of Dreams. This is the world’s largest 
water show and is housed in its own 2,000-seat, cus-
tom-built theatre. The attraction cost a mind blowing 
$250 million (U.S.) to create.  The action-packed ex-
travaganza is a 90-minute non-stop whirl of daring 
high-dive acrobatics, aerial stunts and colourful water 
jets blasting up to 18 metres high in sync with the mu-
sic. Totally mesmerising.  If you go to Macau, make 
sure it is on your must-see list but beware, your jaw 
will ache at the end from the number of times it has 
dropped.

Although Macau’s ancient neighbourhoods are 
densely packed labyrinths where nothing much 
seems to have changed for hundreds of years, this 
crowded city has plenty of green spaces.  Locals go 
there to practise their tai chi moves, sit at tables play-
ing board games or just to relax. 

Sun Yat-Sen Park is different from most parks I’ve 
seen because it has a foot-massage path which winds 
alongside a feng shui grove of trees believed to bring 
good luck. If you cross the twisty footbridge over the 
lotus pond, you will be sure to get rid of any evil spir-
its who happen to be following you — that’s because, 
as any local will tell you, the spirits can only travel in 
straight lines.

The House of Dancing Water show at the City of Dreams is one of the biggest draws to Asia's gambling capital.

I visited a couple of temples, too.  The A-Ma Temple, 
which dates back to 1488, was built in honour of the 
Chinese goddess of the sea, while the tiny, incense 
filled Pak Tai Temple was named for an emperor said 
to be able to withstand flood and fire and who, ac-
cording to legend, conquered the Demon King who 
set about terrorising the universe.  

And every visitor to Macau should try the city’s ed-
ible icon, aPortuguese egg tarts. These creamy del-
icacies with a caramalized pastry top are based on 
Portugal’s traditional pastel de nata — they taste best 
straight out of the oven from Lord Stow’s Bakery, a 
tourist attraction in its own right. The tarts are worth 
queuing for — and indeed it is testament to their deli-
ciousness that there is always a queue.    

Macau has an extraordinary heritage, lots  to interest 
and intrigue visitors, overwhelmingly friendly people 
and excellent hotels. In fact, all things considered, this 
is one great place to visit. •
• How to get there: Air Canada and Cathay Pacific offer direct daily 
service to Hong Kong from Toronto and Vancouver and Macau is ac-
cessible via the new bridge or by high-speed ferry.

• Where to stay: Gilly Pickup stayed at the Sofitel Macau At Ponte 
16  (http://www.sofitelmacau.com). All the major chains have prop-
erties in Macau and the prices vary greatly.

• More on Macau:   http://en.macaotourism.gov.mo
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Going
Solo With her children
Single mom heads out on a family vacation

STORY & PHOTOS
BY KATHRYN DICKSON

PARIS — After spending 
close to three glorious 
weeks of wandering 
the charmingly narrow 
cobblestone roads of 

Lisbon, sampling the cuisine 
up and down La Rambla in Bar-
celona, allowing the Parisian 
sun to kiss the nape of my neck 
and people watching from the 
beach in Cannes with my chil-
dren, I’m refreshed, yet devas-
tated to be home.

Cliché phrase, I know. Any-
one coming back from a good 
vacation is devastated and 
dreading going back to work. 
But this time it is different. 

Stay with me, something 
more is at play here.

18 www.travelife.ca



JUST THE FACTS
Things to remember when travelling 
solo:

· Check daily government travel advi-
sories for your destination;

· Make sure someone at home has 
your daily itinerary;

· Advise your hotel of your explora-
tions each day before you leave;

· Sign up at www.travel.gc.ca/roca to 
enable the local Canadian Embassy 
or Consulate to contact you in case of 
an emergency;

· Make sure you have travel health 
and trip cancellation insurance.

WOMEN ARE 
heading in  a 
new direction 
when it comes to 

travel. In many cases, they’re 
going it alone. According to 
statistics, women, especially 
millennials, relish solo travel 
and in the past decade the 
number of females exploring 
the world on their own has al-
most doubled.

In fact, the Conference 
Board of Canada reports that 
during the 2011-2012 winter 
vacation season, solo female 
travellers comprised only 4.6 
per cent of Canadians who 
were planning a winter vaca-
tion. For the 2015-2016 sea-
son, it had risen to 7.4 per 
cent and for this current sea-
son (2018-2019), 8.2 per cent 
of respondents intending to 
travel are women travelling 
on their own.

“Research shows more and 
more Canadian women are 

Women leading way
when it comes to
solo travel adventures

Kathryn Dickson and her children discover the 
highlights of Paris, top photo, and southern 
France, above, while learning some valuable 
travel lessons along the way.

Last year, my daughter 
declared that for her 10th 
birthday she wanted to vis-
it the French playground of 
Cannes. I’m not one to ever 
let my children down, and 
since my children are in the 
midst of one big disappoint-
ment in life — their mom and 
dad not being able to work 
their marriage out — I made 
it my mission to indulge this 
wish. 

After all, I’ve been a lifelong 
traveller and was feeling a lit-
tle chained down. Anytime I 
am grounded in Toronto, you 
can be assured I am suffering 
from a severe case of wan-
derlust, so the trip became 
the perfect distraction.

After nine months of sav-
ing up the money and three 
months of late night, metic-
ulous itinerary planning, this 
was the first family vacation 
that was just my children and 
myself. 

It was the first vacation in 
many years that the under-
tones of stress and discon-
tent between my husband 
CONTINUED ON PAGE 22

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Best & Worst
places for
solo travellers

10

For more on what insurance Allianz offers travellers, 
go to http://www.allianz-assistance.ca. 

10 safest countries 
for women solo trav-
ellers:

1 - Finland 
2 - Canada 
3 - New Zealand
4 - Uruguay 
5 - Switzerland
6 - Belgium 
7 - Austria
8 - Iceland
9 - Japan
10 - Chile

10 most dangerous 
countries for women 
solo travellers:

1- Egypt
2 - Mexico
3 - Lebanon 
4 - Saudi Arabia
5 - India
6 - Turkey
7 - Russia
8 - Morocco
9 - Colombia
10 - Honduras

SOURCES: INTERNATIONAL WOMEN'S TRAVEL CENTER, WANDER 
AND WORLDPACKERS.COM

travelling solo,” says Debbie Robinson, Director, Mar-
keting and Customer Experience, Allianz Global As-
sistance Canada, a leading provider of travel insur-
ance and assistance services.  “In fact, our very own 
Winter Vacation Confidence survey shows that of the 
respondents, 23 per cent are women excited to ex-
plore new places.”

However, there are risks involved when travelling 
solo, regardless of gender. As with all travel, but per-
haps more so when travelling alone, researching your 
destination and checking for travel advisories is an 
important part of being safe and enjoying the jour-
ney.  

The Canadian government not only issues daily ad-
visories, but it also has a valuable booklet for female 

travellers called 
"Her Own Way — a 
woman’s safe travel 
guide"  which you 
can see at: https://
travel.gc.ca/travel-
ling/publications/
her-own-way

Some of the most 
influential online 
travel writers have 
advice for women 
travelling solo. For 
instance, Natalie 
Preddie, a promi-
nent travel and life-

style blogger and author of The Adventures of Natalie 
P & Co. (www.nattyponline.com), advises, “Don’t be 
afraid to make friends. Some of the most interesting 
experiences I’ve had while travelling solo have been 
with friends I’ve made on the go.” 

Preddie and Allianz Canada also suggest that solo 
travellers keep people at home informed daily of 
their locations and plans.

“Travelling solo requires being well-prepared be-
yond making reservations and planning sightseeing,” 
adds Robinson, noting that approximately 38 per cent 
of women book vacations themselves.

So to help solo travellers, Allianz has developed a 
TripWise app which can help find authorised health-
care provider closets to you. The app supplies the 
physician’s phone number, address and website and 
also includes 2,000 hospitals in 129 countries. 

TripWise also allows users to find international 
names for common prescription medications and 
store a photo of their prescription label for easy refer-
ence while travelling. 

“Most of all, we want to encourage Canadian wom-
en to experience the special joy of travelling alone, 
safely,” says Robinson. •
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and I were absent. I was free to enjoy every moment 
with my children, meeting new people, trying out 
new languages, moving at the speed we wanted and 
where we wanted. 

I was up early every day ready to get that coffee in 
me and start sightseeing, but my children had other 
plans that entailed sleeping in and eating their break-
fast at a ridiculously and frustratingly slow pace.

However, there were so many special advantages to 
having this time with my children alone. 

That’s why I want to share my recent family travel 
experiences with other single parents who need to 
know how attainable travel can be and what to look 
forward to when taking your children on a solo par-
enting expedition to foreign lands. Like a plethora of 
“firsts” we experienced:
• First time trying to figure out what the helpful driver 
was saying in Spanish when we stepped off the bus at 
Barcelona’s Plaça de Catalunya. 
• First time ordering off a menu in French at a restau-
rant in Marseille recommended by our hotel recep-

Kathryn's kids got a whole new view of the world with their mom and had lots of stories to share with dad on their return.

tionist. However, we had no cellphone signal in the 
restaurant to activate our translation app to assist you 
with the order. My only option was to stand upstairs, 
but I did not because that would have meant leaving 
my children. 
• First time riding a subway in Milan and and we get 
off at the right stop and emerge from the correct exit 
for the Duomo. Success! We celebrate with high fives 
on the stairs, annoying everyone we’re holding up be-
hind us. 
• First time putting our feet in the water of the Bay of 
Cannes and being oddly shocked that the water isn't 
warm. We’re in the south of France after all! Doesn’t 
south mean warm to a Canadian?  

These “firsts” will be the basis of memories and in-
side jokes for years to come between my children and 
I and other single parents can enjoy the same by plan-
ning a trip abroad.

Sure, mistakes can be made or unpleasant incidents 
can arise, but it’s all in how you handle it. 

Chances are, if you are solo with your children and 
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across the ocean, you’ve already 
assessed some important minu-
tia about what is important in the 
grand scheme of life and what can 
truly make or break your day.

There is no question there’s only 
one “adult" in charge of holding 
passports and travel documents at 
airports, train stations or bus termi-
nals. If you don’t have them in your 
backpack or purse, it’s on you. 
There is no other adult to blame 
and therefore no friction.

When you are packing up in the 
morning to move on to your next 
destination, there is no other adult 
to get annoyed at for not pulling 
their share of the work. 

Travel is a great opportunity to 
show the children what needs to 
be done and delegate tasks to 
them. 

Your children will learn valuable 
packing skills, which they can ap-
ply to future vacations.

Advising children on how to read 
departure gate boards will teach 
them (hopefully) how not to miss 
flights, trains and busses in the fu-
ture when they endeavour to travel 
on their own. 

They can also cover your butt, as 
I discovered, when I glanced re-
ally quickly to check and misread 
which gate we were supposed to 
be at for our flight.

“But Mom, it said 10, one, zero. 
Not zero, one,” my daughter re-
minded me.

Explaining terms such as jet lag 
and calculating the hours as you 
pass through time zones will hope-
fully bestow your children valuable 
lessons, such as the importance of 
sleeping on airplanes so you don’t 
lose a day of sightseeing. 

After all, mom really wants to 
make it to Pastéis de Belém as 
soon as possible when landing in 
Lisbon.

Imparting the lessons of currency 
conversation and seeing money as 
an object, then realizing that it only 
goes so far, is a skill to have and 
treasure. 

It can really only be taught in the 
midst of bargaining for a better 
price on a souvenir purchase.

Saving the money, sacrificing dai-
ly luxuries such as eating lunch out 
and afternoon lattes, the stress of 
planning, packing and organizing 
two children and myself and assur-
ing their father that I was actually 
going to return with them to Cana-
da, was no small feat. 

It took some time management 
and a lot of prioritization to make 
this dream come true for my 
daughter, son and subsequently 
myself. 

This was a very needed distrac-
tion to the everyday troubles of 
what now looks like a mundane 
life.•

Mom takes time out after another long day of sightseeing to enjoy a glass of wine 
while soaking up the glorious views of Cannes from the balcony in her room.

FINAL THOUGHTS
It’s hard to say how the oth-

er parent could react if you 
request to take the children 
abroad for any period of 
time, even if you are still hap-
pily married. 

But if the situation is re-
motely amicable and your 
former (or current) spouse 
will permit you to take the 
children on a vacation, with-
out him or her, please do it. 

Not just to put some time 
and distance between the 
two of you, but for the chil-
dren.
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RELAX!
YOU'RE AT AN AIRPORT

HERE’S AN OXYMORON 
if ever I’ve heard one: re-
laxing airports. The very 
thought of an airport 
makes me break out in 

hives. In fact, Liberal me would rath-
er attend a Donald Trump rally in 
the Deep South than be in an air-
port. I’d even give up wine if I never 
had to step into an airport again. In 
fact, it’s because of airports that I 
started drinking wine — lots of wine!

So, when a list of “The World’s 
Most Relaxing Airports” crossed 
my desk a few weeks back, I first 
scoffed at the notion that any place 
that causes anxiety due to flight de-
lays, long security lines, inadequate 
seating, price gouging and over-
crowding could ever be deemed 
“relaxing.”

However, when I checked the 

Frequent Flier
Marc Atchison
reviews list of 
world's most
relaxing airports
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Top 80 list, which was compiled by UK-based 
myvouchercodes.co.uk — it’s an online voucher code 
company owned by GoCompare.com — some of the 
airports mentioned did bring back fond memories.

Like Singapore’s lovely Changi — ranked No. 5 — 
where I walked through a forest, complete with wa-
terfalls and the world’s largest collection of indoor 
plants. Talk about relaxing.

Or Munich’s excellent international airport — ranked 
No. 30 — where I relaxed between flights in the facil-
ity’s huge outdoor beer garden, Airbräu, nursing a 
large tanker of suds.

And a smile still parts my lips every time I remember 
the massage I enjoyed at Hong Kong’s international 
airport — ranked No. 33 — a few years back.

Okay. I admit it. Not all airports are scary places, and 
in recent years the newer entries with their glittering 
shopping arcades and public lounges, have become 
much better places to be stranded. 

MyVoucherCodes rated 80 of the world’s busiest 
airports when compiling their rankings, which was 
based on seven factors: 

1- On-time performance  
2- Passenger sentiment 
3- Queue times rating
4- Quality of service    
5- Passenger numbers  
6- Lounge facilities 
7- Lounge cost 

The Top 10 international airports in the 
MyVoucherCodes ranking are:

 1. Cologne Bonn (Germany)
 2. Kansai (Japan)
 3. Stuttgart (Germany)
 4. Athens  (Greece)
 5. Singapore Changi Airport 
 6. Helsinki-Vantaa Airport
 7. Zurich (Switzerland)
 8. Hamad (Qatar)
 9. Brasilia (Brazil)
 10.        Rajiv Gandhi (India)

You may have noticed there are no Canadian air-
ports mentioned in the Top 10 — Vancouver Interna-
tional was the best among Canadian airports with a 
24th place ranking. Montreal’s Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
and Calgary International were ranked 40 and 41, re-
spectively, while, not surprisingly, Toronto’s Lester B. 
Pearson was ranked 71 out of 80.

The top U.S airport, according to the ranking, is San 
Francisco, while Chicago’s horrible O’Hare and the 
equally inefficient Atlanta Hartsfield finished 79th and 
80th, respectively. •

If you’d like to see the full list, go to:  
https://myvouchercodes.co.uk

Passengers at Singapore's amazing Changi Airport can get lost in a tropical forest while waiting for their next flight.
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DREAMIN'DREAMIN'

Fitness Buffs

California 

Guests at the Omni La Costa Resort 
& Spa in Carlsbad, CA., sign up for a 
demanding fitness regiment at
the property's Premier Fitness Camp.
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Guests at the Four Seasons Hotel at Westlake Village in California meditate at the property's fitness camp Ranch 4.0.

STORY BY KAREN ASP
PHOTOS FROM VARIOUS SOURCES

Two California camps the right 'fit'
ed an 11km hike through hilly terrain, and that’s only 
the start. I still have a 30-minute workout on the beach 
— think high knee running, bear crawls and push-ups 
— to get through, not to mention a strength training 
and yoga class. But there is a reward to this work:  an 
in-room massage.

While it may sound to some like I’ve descended into 
hell, I’m actually a guest at the Four Seasons Hotel in 
Westlake Village, which is where Ranch 4.0 is based. 
It’s an extreme four-day fitness camp that functions as 
the sister arm of The Ranch Malibu, which runs seven 
and 10-day versions of this jumpstart. 

Camp begins, however, before I even arrive, as each 
participant is sent a four-week prep program. Each 
week has specific instructions on eating and exercis-
ing, all in an effort to get us ready for the gruelling 
four days facing us. 

As the weeks progress, the instructions become a 
little more intense. For example, by week four, I’m 
supposed to be taking 16,000 steps four days and 
18,000 steps another day; eliminating all coffee, tea, 
soft drinks and alcohol; and increasing my intake of 
vegetarian-only meals. 

Once I get to the Four Seasons — it’s located next 
to the California Health & Longevity Institute — I’m 
whisked into a Bod Pod machine to measure my body 
fat. I do a VO2 max test to determine my cardiorespi-
ratory fitness. I meet with one of the instructors to run 
through my results and set my goals. I then do a short 

CARLSBAD, CA — When you want to get fit-
ter and slim down, you could join a gym, 
maybe hire a personal trainer. However, 
you can’t out exercise a bad diet, so you’ve 
also got to change your eating habits. 

It’s no secret that intentions to get healthy are easy 
to break, which is why it might be time to do some-
thing a little extreme: sign up for a fitness camp. 

It’s not only an excuse to travel, it’s also one of the 
best ways to jumpstart your path to a healthier life-
style.  But where should you go? 

California, of course. 
Along with being known as the land of the fit, the 

Golden State recently ranked as the fourth healthiest 
place in the nation, according to a report from the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and there are two 
California camps that exemplify why.  

1- Ranch 4.0

It’s not yet noon, but my fitness tracker tells me I’ve 
already logged over 18,000 steps (as a point of ref-
erence, the average American and Canadian takes 
about 5,000 steps a day). Of course, I’ve just complet-
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but strenuous 45-minute hike on nearby trails with 
a few of the camp’s trainers and three other guests, 
most of whom are there to lose weight. 

And then it’s down to business. Although I slum-
ber each night at the Four Seasons, logging the best 
nights of sleep I’ve had in a long time, Ranch 4.0 has 
a charming greenhouse on the property, which is 
where our meals are served. Ranch 4.0 dishes out or-
ganic, plant-only goodness to the tune of 1,400 calo-
ries a day (although if weight loss isn’t your goal, that 
can be adjusted). 

Each day starts early — usually 
at 6 a.m. with a morning stretch — 
and ends in time for me to hit the 
hay by 9 p.m. During that time, the 
day consists of about eight hours 
of low-impact exercise, including a 
roughly four-hour group hike each 
morning with scenery so stun-
ning that I take many moments at 
times just to be mindful. The hike 
is sandwiched between breakfast 
and lunch, and group fitness class-
es and a yoga class occupy the af-
ternoon with some time built in for 
a short nap. 

The last day, we meet for a dis-
cussion about how to transition 
back into the real world. It will 
no doubt be a tough entry, as 
our rooms didn’t have TVs and 
we were encouraged to unplug 
during the experience, not to 
mention that we’ve been weaned 
off caffeine, sugar and salt for over 
a month now. 

Even though I had already 
signed onto a plant-only diet and 
have been an athlete since I was a 
kid, it’s clear that while four days 
isn’t enough to cement a habit, it’s 
enough to plant the seed.

 For me, it’s the push I’ve needed 
to prioritize sleep. 

2- Premier Fitness Camp

As clichéd as this sounds, in the few seconds I’ve 
been at the Omni La Costa Resort & Spa in Carlsbad, 
I can already feel my stress dissipating. I haven’t even 
yet been introduced to Premier Fitness Camp (PFC), 
which has its own facility at the back of the resort, but 
the natural beauty has already put me at ease.

Yet I’m not here for peace and relaxation, although 
it’s hard not to find both as you walk the resort’s 

sprawling campus, hummingbirds darting in and out 
of the massive amounts of flowers. 

Instead, I’m here to challenge my fitness level, which 
is somewhat different than many of the guests who 
choose weight loss as their primary goal. 

On Monday, everybody undergoes a blood, fitness 
and body assessment, and then each camp has a dif-
ferent schedule each day.

 At many times, though, activities from one track 
overlap with others so that you may meet other camp-

ers at meals.  
The days all have a rhythm to 

them, and I easily slip into the 
schedule, enjoying my vegan 
breakfast (PFC focuses on real 
foods, eating as close to the earth 
as possible) before heading out 
for a hike. I’m guaranteed at least 
five hours of intense activity every 
day, and the hikes on neighbor-
ing area trails — cross your fingers 
you’re taken to the Daley Ranch 
trails, which offer some challeng-
ing ascents — certainly fit that re-
quirement. 

The program is balanced out 
with educational meetings with 
the nutrition and fitness staff and 
fitness classes at PFC’s high-end 
fitness centre. 

One day, for instance, I do a Pi-
lates class followed by a stretch 
class. Another day I do something 
called the push workout, which 
even as a personal trainer I’ve nev-
er heard of. 

Another day I do a challenging 
workout on a treadmill, its power 
off.

The schedule here, though, is a 
little more relaxed than at Ranch 
4.0, and I have time to slip away 
to explore the area. I make my 
way into Encinitas where I visit 
the farmers' market, take a walk 
on the beach and pop into some 

vegan-only eateries.  
But I don’t leave the resort for long, especially since 

I’ve found the perfect environment not only to get my 
fitness on but also de-stress. I take it a step further by 
joining a 30-minute guided group meditation at the 
Chopra Center, also located at the resort.  I let Mother 
Nature be my guide as I sit outside near one of the 
resort’s gardens. I’ve come full circle.

When I leave, I am, quite frankly, a happy camper.•

Food and fitness work together at the 
two California properties that our writer 
Karen Asp recently attended.
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European train travel—comfortable, convenient, and reliable.
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 Swiss Rail & Hotel packages
 Customised Group services

Book on raileurope.ca or through 
your preferred Travel Advisor.



A TASTE
Of IRELAND

Colourful Kinsale is country's culinary capital

Historic fishing village is a foodies' paradise There's plenty of family attractions in Kinsale as well.

STORY & PHOTOS BY DENNIS CHU
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A TASTE
Of IRELAND Kinsale's White House offers good food and accommodation.

Kitty O'Se's is famous for Irish coffeee and fish and chips.

There's plenty of family attractions in Kinsale as well.

Food festivals put Kinsale on the map

KINSALE, IRELAND — If you’re hungry to experi-
ence a true taste of Ireland, then may I suggest 
you visit this historic fishing port that has be-
come the unofficial culinary capital of the Emer-
ald Isle thanks to its bevy of world-class restau-

rants and cooking schools.
Good food and lots of 

history. Wow, that sounded 
too appetizing to pass up. 
So during a visit to nearby 
Cork, where our son is at-
tending university, my wife 
Rebecca, Ryan and I decid-
ed to take a day trip to this 
dazzling little town that sits 
strategically positioned at 
the mouth of the River Ban-
don.

The road leading to Kin-
sale from Cork, the R600, 
took us through little ham-
lets with lyrical Irish names 
like Ballygarvan and Bel-
gooly and past lots of roll-
ing green pastures dotted 
with sheep.

A salty sea air grested us 
in colourful Kinsale, whose 
Irish name — Ceann tSáile —
means Head of the Sea.

Originally a Norman 
walled city that thrived for 
decades on its mackerel 
fishery, Kinsale has become 
a holiday destination for the 
Irish and foreigners, alike.

Because of its location, 
two forts were built here 
in the 17th century — the 
ruins of the star-shaped 
Charles Fort and the small-
er James Fort were the 
main tourist attractions here 
until some exciting young 
chefs arrived and opened 
restaurants in the old buildings that dominate Kinsale’s 
downtown core. Food writers followed, quickly spread 
the word and foodies from around the globe have been 
coming ever since.

Old streets and ancient castle 
ruins are just some of the de-
lights that tourist find in charm-
ing Kinsale.
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Thanks to its location near the Irish Sea, Kinsale restaurants are able to offer visitors some of the freshest seafood in the country.

The eceltic shops 
in Kinsale, top 
photo, attract 
a lot of tourists 
from around the 
world and the tidy 
harbour, below, is 
a favourite spot for 
Irish sailors to drop 
anchor. The sur-
rounding coastline 
is spectacular.

What they find when they get to 
Kinsale are some of Europe’s finest 
dining rooms governed by well es-
tablished chefs. 

The food scene here has natural-
ly inspired a number of annual food 
festivals — the Gourmet Festival and 
the All-Ireland Chowder Weekend 
are the most prominent. There are 
dozens of restaurants in this tiny town 
and the best, according to the locals, 
are Fishy Fishy (our favourite), Bas-
tion, the Folkhouse and Hamlets.

The official population of Kinsale is 
just over 5,200 but during the sum-
mer months that number doubles on 
weekends and triples during the fes-
tivals.

History buffs have lots to chew on 
in Kinsale. We found Desmond Cas-
tle, a.k.a. the French Prison, especial-
ly intriguing during a tour. A warden 
(mannequin) seemed eager to sign 
us in to the eerie building that also 
served as the town’s Customs House.

The five-pointed star Charles Fort 
was built in 1677 and was construct-
ed on the site of an earlier stronghold 
known as Ringcurran Castle.  It sits 
directly across Kinsale Harbour from 
James Fort.

Other important buildings in Kin-
sale include St. Multose’s Church, 
which dates back to 1190, and the 
Market House, circa 1600.

The one thing we notice when we 
leave is that Kinsale makes us hungry 
for more. •

37 www.travelife.ca



PLUGGED IN
Travellers 
    Getting

ELECTRIC VEHICLES are quickly tak-
ing charge on the world’s most popu-
lar road trips and more and more en-
vironmentally-conscious vacationers 
want to use an EV when they go on 

vacation. However, finding countries that can 
accommodate EVs with charging stations, es-
pecially in rural areas, can be a bit daunting.

Thankfully, UK-based Comparethemarket.
com has done some research into the mat-
ter and has come up with an extensive list of 
countries that offer support for EVs.

Not surprisingly, the United States leads the 
world in EV charging stations with 29,252, 
followed by Germany (28,967) and the Unit-
ed Kingdom (17,616). Canada, with 4,941 

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON
ILLUSTRATIONS BY JOEY TANG & BIGSTOCK

The International Energy 
Agency predicts that by 2030, 
there will be 125 million EVs 
on the road worldwide. 

Electric Vehicles take charge
on holiday highways

  erywhere in the worldEV
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Travellers 
    Getting

charging stations stretched across our vast 
land, placed a respectable seventh on the 
Top 10 list, behind Holland (10,553), Norway 
(8,965) and Italy (7,037), but ahead of Sweden 
(5,052), France (3,549), and Spain (2,245).

    On the other side of the ledger, countries
         like Egypt (3 stations), Ecuador (2), 
      Kenya (3), Costa Rica (2), Argentina (2), 

Bermuda (12) and Aruba (1) lag well behind 
more developed countries when it comes to 
EV support.

A  recent Bloomberg News report predicts   
sales of electric vehicles will increase from a 
record 1.1 million worldwide in 2017 to 11 

million in 2025 and 30 million by 2030 as the 
price of manufacturing the vehicles falls.

The International Energy Agency disagrees. 
They predict that by 2030, there will be 125 
million EVs on the road worldwide. 

In 2017, the number of electric vehicles on 
American highways reached 3.1 million — a 
staggering 54 per cent increase over the year 
before.

Many European governments are already 
legislating the use of EVs. In fact, eight of the 
Top 10 countries on the Comparethemarket.
com chart are members of the EU.

Hotel chains are also responding to the in-

  erywhere in the world
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If you’re considering taking some iconic road 
trips but are worried if the  country you’re visiting 
has enough charging stations, here are some ex-
amples:

• South Africa: Cape Town to Port Elizabeth spans 
748km so you’ll need three charges but there’s 
only 10 charging stations along this route;

• Japan: Osaka to Tokyo; 503km, two charges, 
250 stations; 

• Portugal: Porto to Lisbon; 313km, one charge, 
189 stations;

• United States: Chicago to Los Angeles; 
3,241km, five charges, 137 stations.

The Comparethemarket.com research found the 
Tesla Model S 100D Dual Motor AWD to be the 
EV with the highest range. Meanwhile,  the group 
also concluded that the Volkswagen e-Up! and Re-
nault Zoe R110 ZE 40 have the shortest charging 
speeds. Interestingly, the Hyundai Ioniq Electric 
combines both — the best ranges for cost per kilo-
metre and charging time.

Travellers who want to be plugged into the future 
of travel better invest in an EV. •

creased use of EVs by holiday travellers. Marri-
ott, for instance, told TraveLife that it offers 1,700 
charging stations at 600 of its properties in Canada 
and the U.S. While most Marriott properties offer 
the charging service complimentary, some of its 
hotels and motels do charge a small fee.

CNN reports that companies like Hilton and Des-
tination Hotels have partnered with Tesla (some 
Tesla chargers only work on Tesla cars) or with 
other electronic businesses like General Electric 
or Kerbspace. These companies provide units that 
can charge every other kind of EV on the market, 
including the Nissan Leaf, the top-selling electric 
car in the world.

Sights like www.chargehotels.com help you find 
EV-friendly hotels in the U.S. and Canada.

The Comparethemarket.com survey reveals the 
best road trips for electric vehicles across Africa, 
Asia, Europe and North America and maps out 
some routes. For instance, the incredibly beautiful 
10.5-hour, 972km road trip between Calgary and 
Vancouver in a EV requires four charges but there’s 
201 charging stations along the route.

Major hotel chains 
are plugging 
into the EV craze
by installing
many more
charging 
stations

The Peak of Perfection

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

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

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

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

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

1 2 3
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Major hotel chains 
are plugging 
into the EV craze
by installing
many more
charging 
stations



HIP
Helsinki
Trendy Kellio district
brings new life to city's
old industrial quarter

STORY & PHOTOS BY ISABEL LEONG

HELSINKI — I alight from the 
tram when it stops in the 
trendy Kallio neighbour-
hood of Finland’s lovely 
capital and find myself 

walking down narrow streets bor-
dered by midrise container buildings.

This former industrial area — the 
grungier little brother to Helsinki’s 
glamorous city centre — is being trans-
formed into a hip district occupied by 
students and artists.  

The girl I pass, with her hair dyed 
green and pink wearing a bright 
green skirt with orange tights, con-
firms I’m in the right place.

Kallio is on every tourist’s must-vis-
it list these days when they come to 
this vibrant seaside city of beautiful is-
lands and great green spaces. It’s also 
one of Helsinki’s most popular areas 
to live —  the most densely populated 

The trendy Beard Park hair salon along 
with eclectic clothing and vintage 
shops dominate the Kallio district.
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Kallio's old industrial-era buildings are being repurposed. Bear Park Café is just one of many in the Kallio district.

Kallio cafés lool like mini art galleries.

Many young artists are being lured to Kallio.

urban area in Finland, in fact.
As I walk past terra cotta brick buildings that 

are now home to chic cafés, restaurants, bars and 
street-front boutiques, it’s hard for this millennial 
to imagine this creative area was once the indus-
trial engine of Helsinki.

One building stands out 
from the rest — Rupla is a 
creative space combining 
art exhibitions, shops and 
a café. I push through the 
building’s mustard-coloured  
door and my eyes are in-
stantly drawn towards the 
bold strokes of artwork that 
line Rupla’s walls.

A sparse collection of plants 
and mismatched couches 
gives the café a cozy vibe. 
I can’t take my eyes off the 
collection of classical music 
albums that lay next to a vin-
tage record player.

Staff is scurrying about pre-
paring trays of food for the 
11 a.m. brunch buffet rush. 
Each tray looks more appe-
tizing than the last. 

My schedule tells me it’s 
time to go. My stomach urges me to stay. Anoth-
er tray passes. Okay, I’ll stay. It’s not advised to 
tour on an empty stomach, anyway.

After my scrumptious lunch, I head back out to 
explore and a tight turn onto Castreninkatu St. 
leads me to the entrance of a semi-underground 
vintage shop, Frida Marina. The owner makes 
use of every nook and cranny to proudly display 
clothing and accessories dedicated to the 1950s 
through the 1980s. It’s like I’ve stepped back in 

time.
Every few steps along the streets of Kallio, I 

come across lots of vintage finds — from elec-
tronics to photography, leather to furniture. 

One can never fully coincide with the opening 
hours of these shops, which 
are as varied as their moods. 
Should they decide to close 
early or even open on that 
day is left entirely up to the 
owner’s whim.

One such example is  Far-
go Vintage. The sign on the 
door implies the shop is 
closed. But I see two men 
lounging on a couch inside 
engaged in a lively conver-
sation. We make eye con-
tact. I flash a shy smile. They 
open the door and I step 
into vintage heaven.

An old vinyl record player, a 
broken radio, steel spotlight 
lamps from the last century, 
a deer skull mounted on the 
wall, a stone sculpture of a 
foot — or hand, it’s hard for 
me to tell — are just some of 
the items thrown into an or-

ganized disarray that is this shop.
When I ask the shopkeeper where he obtained 

the items, Harry Juutela tells me they’ve been 
collected and passed down through the gener-
ations in this family-run business. 

Back on the streets, I stop mid track in front of 
a barber shop when see a man — his tattooed 
body looks like a canvas — concentrating on 
shaping another man’s short boxed beard in 
what’s known as Beard Park. The grooming salon 
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IMAGES OF
VIETNAM & 
CAMBODIA

WWW.TOUREAST.COM   

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:
Sep.9, Oct.21, Nov.4
2020 Departures:
Jan.14, Feb.11, Mar.10, Apr.7

$2495
per person

group tourKellio is now one of the most densely populated areas 
in Finland as young professionals move in.

It’s been five decades since The Moorings story first began, born from an immense passion for sailing and a slim 

fleet of six yachts. Our unique cruising culture has helped guests establish new traditions, bridge generation gaps, 

and capture rewarding experiences—so here’s to another 50 years of priceless vacation memories on the water...
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is another Kallio landmark that draws a lot of 
attention from locals and foreigners alike. One 
thing that strikes me is how the equipment — 
razors, scissors, trimmers, brushes, waxes and 
combs — are so meticulously arranged against 
the shop’s brick walls.

Come midday, I’m in need of a coffee fix, so 
I enter the colourful Bear Park Café, another 
eclectic shop that is, you guessed it, decorat-
ed with lots of bears. I also find stacks of old 
coffee cans filled with grinds sitting alongside 
a bunch of rainbow flags. 

The overly friendly barista greets me un-
abashedly.

“We serve the best gay coffee around here,” 
he proclaims.

It was pretty good.
The coffee energises me, so I hop on my 

Pelago street bicycle — it’s the best way to get 
around this compact city — and head off to the 
Cable Factory, Helsinki’s largest cultural cen-
tre.

The handsome brick structure — another left-
over from the industrial days — boasts three 
museums, 10 galleries, dance theatres and art 
schools. The building, where steel cables were 
produced from 1943 to 1987, also hosts var-
ious concerts, exhibitions, festivals and fairs 
throughout the year.

Authentic, honest and down-to-earth,  Kal-
lio is one neighbourhood that impresses in a 
non-ostentatious way. 

In this day and age of modernity, there still 
exist places around Helsinki for millennials like 
me to come to terms with ourselves and ac-
knowledge an alternative means of life. •



Italian resort
the perfect place
to escape chaos
of the real world

Sardinia SunriseSardinia Sunrise
SARDINIA, ITALY — From the 

pitch black of a dreamless 
sleep, I’m suddenly awak-
ened by a fiery glow, insinu-
ating itself through a narrow 

slit in my curtains like a red-hot poker. 
After a brief moment of panic and 

a cautionary sniff for smoke, I realize 
there’s no cause for alarm. That’s sim-
ply the sun doing what it does every 
morning; it’s just that I’m not usually 
awake to see it.

It’s worth trading a few zzzzs for an 
abundance of ooooohs and aaaaahs, 
I reckon, as I watch this ritual unfold 
from my sea-facing balcony at Chia Captain Cristian Fais knows where 

the find secluded areas on Sardinia.

STORY BY AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE
PHOTOS FROM VARIOUS SOURCES
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Sardinia Sunrise Laguna Resort’s Hotel Laguna, lo-
cated on Sardinia’s southern tip. 

As the sun stretches her tentative 
tendrils across the sky, her feathery 
strokes of pink, purple and lumi-
nescent gold are reflected in both 
the mirror-smooth surface of the 
lagoon and the softly rippling sea 
beyond, offering a dazzling, dou-
ble-whammy dawn. 

Gradually, the rest of the world 
awakens, as well. First, a chorus 
of honking, guttural grunts arises 
from a distant swarm of skittish 
dots — which I’m reliably informed 
are flamingos — on the far side of 
the lagoon. Half a dozen small fish-
ing boats have gathered offshore 
by the time the birds begin to sing, 
and finally, a rooster chimes in, like 
an MC announcing the main act. 

Right on cue, Aurora herself ap-
pears from behind a seaside bluff, 
resplendent in blazing orange as 

Whether it's the stunning sunrise, the romantic moon, the quiet  
coves or the breathtaking beauty that surrounds Hotel Laguna, 
this is one place that leaves a lasting impression on guests.
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she slowly ascends, like a diva on a hydraulic lift, to 
take the world’s greatest stage. Morning on this Italian 
isle has officially begun. 

My three-night getaway at Chia Laguna is full of 
these quiet, reflective moments. The most stress 
I’ll face on this holiday is deciding how I want to re-
lax. My options are impressive, given that the resort, 
which has enjoyed a 50 million euro investment in re-
cent years, comprises nearly the entire village of Chia. 
The development even has its own train — an open-air 
choo-choo that looks like Thomas the Tank Engine’s 
kid brother — to whisk guests around.

To get a sense of Chia Laguna’s impressive propor-
tions, consider this: The resort encompasses four ho-
tels, two sandy beaches that are considered among 
the best in Italy, a central square with a large stage fea-
turing live entertainment, at least half a dozen pools 
(one tends to lose count), and a Kids Club that helped 
Chia Laguna win the title of Italy’s Leading Family Re-
sort at the World Travel Awards 2018. There’s also a 
posh spa, eight bars and nine restaurants. 

If you want to sample an unusual local specialty, try 
bottarga. Also known as “Sardinian gold,” bottarga 
is made of pressed grey mullet fish roe and is often 
served atop pasta. It is, admittedly, an acquired taste 
… which I never quite manage to acquire myself. But 
I highly recommend seadas, a Sardinian fried pastry 
filled with Pecorino cheese and topped with honey. 
Wash it down with a Sardinian wine, like Vermentino, 
a white varietal, or Cannonau, a rich, hearty red that 
tastes like sunshine itself.    

For those with excess energy to burn, Chia Laguna 
offers tennis courts, a fitness centre, a football pitch, 
scooter and bicycle rentals, hiking, horseback riding 
and loads of water sports. It’s particularly popular 
with runners, cyclists and swimmers who come in the 

JUST THE FACTS
• Chia Laguna Resort is part of the Italian Hospitality Collection and typically opens 
late April through mid October. It features a range of accommodations: 5-star Ho-
tel Laguna, 4-star prestige Hotel Baia, 4-star Hotel Spazio Oasi, and 4-star Hotel 
Village. All welcome families, but if you’re looking for something a bit more roman-
tic, consider the recently renovated Hotel Baia, with its chic, modern, white-washed 
aesthetic. 
www.chialagunaresort.com. 

• Sardinia Tourism Board: 
https://www.sardegnaturismo.it/en 

• Italian National Tourist Board: 
http://www.italia.it/en/home.html

spring for Chia Sport Week. My own ambitions, how-
ever, stretch no further than a relatively short, steep 
huff-and-puff to the top of a bluff topped by a 17th- 
century watchtower, offering far-reaching views of the 
shore below. 

Kayakers and windsurfers may choose to muscle 
their way through the azure waters that lap at the 
sandy crescents and sculpted cliffs along the coast, 
but I prefer to laze like a beached walrus in a boat 
captained by Cristian Fais. That’s not only because he 
bears a striking resemblance to Joey from “Friends,” 
but because Fais knows where to find the quietest, 
most secluded coves, where my friends and I float in 
the super-salty, crystal-clear sea. 

As for the remainder of my stay, I foresee a dai-
ly workout regime beneath an umbrella on Dune di 
Campana beach, with an icy cold beer in place of a 
dumbbell. Lift, sip, repeat. The only burn I expect to 
feel is the sizzling Sardinian sun. •

Many of the rooms at 
Chia Laguna Resort’s 
Hotel Laguna look 
out on a stunning 
Sardinian view. The 
pastel decor within the 
rooms is warm 
and very inviting.
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Magical Meissen

Meissen's iconic 
Albrechtsburg 
Castle, above, is 
one of Germany's 
most treasured 
landmarks and 
where the city's 
porcelain indus-
try started. The 
worker, left, uses 
surgeron-like 
skills to create a 
masterpiece.

Historic German city
carves out a reputation as 
Europe's porcelain capital 

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON
PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON & BIGSTOCK
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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.  
klm.ca



Meissen Cathedral is blackened by age but still very impressive. Just outside Meissen stands some lovely regal homes.

The Old Town is filled with colourful buildings.

The Old Town has some quicky architecture

MEISSEN, GERMANY — With the 
precision of a surgeon, the porce-
lain designer takes a scalpel-like 
instrument and patiently carves an 
eyebrow into the tiny figurine she’s 

holding. 
The woman, whose been 

working at the Staatli-
che Porzellan-Manufaktur 
Meissen Company just 
outside Dresden for 30 
years, steadies her arm on 
a plank of wood and with 
lazar-sharp focus attaches 
the head to the massive 
piece she’s been working 
on for the past 10 days.

“I will finish this piece in 
a few more days,” she tells 
me with a look of accom-
plishment.

She has forgotten how 
many pieces she’s com-
pleted in her tenure at the 
world-renowned compa-
ny that has been making 
priceless porcelain pieces 
since 1710 in this historic 
Saxon city, whose fabled 
Albrechtsburg Castle and neighbouring Meis-
sen Cathedral, both Gothic masterpieces, sit 
perched overlooking the Elbe River.

Porcelain’s roots run deep in lovely Meissen, 
and the castle — Germany’s oldest — is where the 
city’s porcelain industry actually started.

Built between 1471 and 1524 for two brothers 
who jointly ruled the Free State of Saxony at the 
time, the castle was never occupied because the 

siblings had a falling out and went their separate 
ways.

In 1708, Ehrenfried Walther von Tschirnhaus 
came up with the formula for Europe’s first hard 
paste porcelain - finally rivalling what the Chi-

nese had been doing for 
2,000 years. However, that 
same year, before he could 
get production in full swing, 
von Tschirnhaus died.

In 1710, Johann Frie-
drich Böttger picked up 
where von Tschirnhaus left 
off and turned the empty 
castle into a factory, which 
was used for the next 153 
years to produce porcelain. 
In1863, production shifted 
to its present site.

Artists and artisans 
poured into Meissen to 
work for the company and 
the gallery-worthy pieces 
they created became must 
haves in the royal courts 
of Europe and aristocratic 
homes.

Over 2,000 pieces are 
displayed in the company 

museum and another 2,000 historic works are 
stored away in vaults. People from all over the 
world come to admire the delicate works, some 
of which  stand three-metres tall.

All the pieces bear the company's signature 
logo — two crossed swords — that is believed to 
be oldest trademark in existence.

“There was a lot of counterfeiting of our prod-
ucts back in the 18th century, so they decided to 
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add our sword trademark,” says a 
museum guide.

Many of the 30,000 people who 
live in this still prosperous town 
owe their livelihood to the porce-
lain company, and the woman I’m 
watching  pauses a few seconds to 
tell me she’s the sixth generation 
of her family to work here.

Much of the materials used in the 
making of porcelain, especially ka-
olin, are readily available in mines 
just outside Meissen.  The original 
moulds are just as priceless as the 
finished pieces and they, too, are 
safely stored away in the compa-
ny’s vaults.

Because of the long process and 
detail that goes into each piece, 
Meissen porcelain is not cheap — a 
tea cup and saucer set costs about 
$400 and the smaller the piece, 
the more expensive it is.

“The small pieces take so much 
more time to create,” says the 
woman.

All pieces are painstakingly made 
by hand and the guide tells me the  
company’s famed onion pattern, 
which dates back 280 years and  
painted a distinct cobalt blue, is 
the most popular design with pur-
chasers.

In all, Meissen aetisans work from 
200 patterns and the company has 
developed 10,000 different colour 
swatches. Pure gold is used in gild-
ed pieces — hence the high cost.

Meissen also has a long histo-
ry making wine and the terraced 
vineyards that cling to the fertile 
hills surrounding this fairytale town 
date back 850 years.

One aristocratic family headed 
by Prince zur Lippe is dominant in 
the production of wine in Meissen 
and their Schloss Proschwitz vine-
yard is the oldest in the state of 
Saxony. The family, which has deep 
roots here, now also owns the his-
toric castle. 

However, his wife, Princess zur 
Lippe, tells me over lunch in the 
winery’s museum restaurant that 
her family only returned to Meis-

sen after the Berlin Wall came 
down — they had fled after World 
War II when this part of Germany 
was under communist rule.

“The vineyards were in very bad 
shape when we returned and we 
brought them back,” the charming 
princess tells me. 

“We were not well received when 
we came back because people 
were suspicious of our intentions. 
But over time trust was built and 
the locals accepted us back,” she 
tells me as I sample some of the 
vineyard’s finest products.

Because of the fresh continental 
climate here — lots of sun and cool 
nights — the family’s boutique 480- 
hectare winery produces some 
palatable vintages — the reds are 
especially tasty; light and fruity 
with cherry and blackberry tones.

“There are eight different types 
of soil in this region so we can 
produce eight different types of 
wine,” says the princess, who ships 
most of the vineyard’s production 
abroad, especially to Japan be-
cause “our whites pair very well 
with Japanese food like sushi.”

The castle returned to the family 
in the early 1990s when Prince zur 
Lippe bought it back. After lovingly 
restoring it, the Prince and Princess 
use it primarily now for functions 
relating to the winery.

“The castle is the symbol of our 
city and it’s also our heart,” the 
princess tells me.

After lunch, I hike up to the castle 
and get a stunning panoramic view 
of the town, the Elbe River and the 
surrounding countryside from the 
lofty height.

The castle is considered the pur-
est Gothic building in all of Europe 
and the blackened sandstone 
church standing next to it is equal-
ly impressive.

Music pouring out of the church 
— it lost its cathedral status many 
years ago — attracts my attention 
and lures me into a pew. A massive 
pipe organ dating back centuries 
is suppling the angelic sounds.  
Concerts are held every day.

I walk down the slopes on the 
opposite side of the castle and the 
path deposits me in the Old Quar-
ter where the average age of the 
houses is a staggering 380 years. 
The main square is surrounded 
by storybook homes and build-
ings painted pastel colours and on 
this sunny spring day the cafés are 
filled with sun worshipers.

On my tour of the narrow streets 
I come upon what’s left of the old 
city wall — circa 1470 — and lots of 
shops selling Meissen porcelain. •

Whether massive or small, the Meissen 
creations are all precious and beautiful.
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   Rhine
& Roses

Days Of

In Germany

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON 

Sweet smell of success hangs over river town

Roses are everywhere in Eltville, the fairytale town on the Rhine 
River that is filled with old castles, like the 13th-century Electoral 
Castle, and plenty of roses that climb up the town's historic wall.

ELTVILLE AM RHEIM, GERMANY  
— I step off the motor coach into 
the perfumed air that hangs over 
this charming Medieval town, the 
biggest and oldest in the Rhein-

gau (Rhine River Valley).
The sweet scent of roses is everywhere: 

• In the oldest part of the town, where a 
collection of 14th-century half timbered 
homes are gathered. 
• In the fairytale 13th-century Kurfürstliche 
Burg (Electoral Castle) and neighbouring 
Crass Castle.
• In market square, where local farmers 
sell their produce each week.
• In Schloss Reinhartshausen (castle) and 
around ancient St. Peter and Paul Church.
• In the vineyards that sweep down to the 
Rhine.

Everywhere, I smell roses.
“That’s because there’s over 22,000 rose 

bushes and trees in Eltville,” says a local  For more information, go to http://www.germany.travel/en
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Half-timbered homes and 
their lovely gardens and 
St. Peter and Paul Church, 
above, make Eltville a very 
attractive place to visit.

guide, who draws my attention to the 
remains of the town’s Medieval wall 
that has been overtaken by a climbing 
rose bush.

It’s safe to say everything is coming 
up roses in Eltville, a town that has be-
come one of the favourite stops for for-
eign  tourists, most of whom come on 
Rhine river cruises.

Time has stood still here — literally, 
says my guide, who happens to live in 
one of the town's historic half-timbered 
homes. “Every time someone proposes 
a change or an upgrade in the town, it’s 
voted down,” she tells me. “Our town 
really is a living history.”

Not surprising, then, that the makers 
of the 1986 Hollywood film Name of 
the Rose, starring Sean Connery in the 
lead role, chose Eltville as the back-
drop for the movie.

“There are 10 places designated as 
rose cities in Germany but ours is the 
most beautiful, no?” says the guide.

It’s hard to argue. The one thing that 
Eltville has that the rest do not is the 
Rhine, where vineyards rise from its 
banks into rolling hills crowned with 
ancient castles.

Besides roses, Eltville has become 
well known as the capital of German 
wine, thanks mainly to its fertile soil, 
which produces a high-quality Resiling 
grape used by some of the country’s 
top wine makers — Steinberg, Rauen-
thaler Baiken and Erbacher Marco-
brunn all have vineyards just outside 
the town.

Eltville, which sits at a strategic point 
of the Rhine, has been around a long 
time — its history dates back to the 
Stone Age — and some major battles 
were fought here in the 14th century.

One of the must visits in Eltville is the 
12th-century Cistercian Monastery, 
were you can tour an ancient library, 
learn about life in the Middle Ages, or 
sample some local wines — tastings are 
held every Friday.

The rose garden in Kurfürstliche Burg 
is what really draws people to this town, 
and they keep coming back to enjoy all 
its other highlights.

A rose by any other name would still  
be Eltville. •

There are over 22,000 rose bushes in tiny Eltville and they grow everywhere. 

Eltville sits at a stratigic point on the banks of the mighty Rhine River.
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Lanterns

Taiwan
Light Up
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YENSHUI, TAIWAN — The Lunar 
New Year is celebrated through-
out Asia between late January and 
early February, but few places do it 
as spectacularly as Taiwan, which is 

famous for a dazzling sky lantern festival and 
a crazy firework display that have spawned 
the commonly heard phrase “fireworks in the 
south and sky lanterns in the north.”

The fireworks in the south refer to the bee-
hive fireworks festival in Yenshui, an insane 
event where rockets are fired at spectators, 
and the sky lanterns in the north are part of an 
Instagram-favourite display seen every year in 
Pingxi, near the capital city of Taipei.

There is also a national lantern festival that 
is of more recent vintage that moves from city 
to city each year that could expand the phrase 
cited above to include “lanterns somewhere 
in between.”

The conundrum for visitors is that all three of 
these events take place on the 15th of the first 
month of the lunar calendar, and since it’s im-
possible to be in each place at once, you have 

During Lunar New Year, the skies above Taiwan come alive with lots of coloruful displays.

Lunar new year celebrated with lanterns and fireworks

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARK STACHIEW
to pick one or come back a few more times to 
experience them all, which doesn’t sound like 
such a bad idea.

Sky lanterns in the north

The spectacular sight of hundreds of glow-
ing lanterns rising into the night sky draws 
thousands of visitors each year to the small 
mountain town of Pingxi for the Sky Lantern 
Festival on the evening of the full moon that 
marks the end of Lunar New Year celebra-
tions. It’s a unique event as it is the only place 
in Taiwan where it is still legal to release sky 
lanterns. 

Sky lanterns originated in China as military 
signals and tradition has it that they were first 
used in Pingxi a century ago when the area 
was plagued by bandits. Women and chil-
dren would hide in the hills when an attack 
was imminent and the lanterns were released 
to signal when it was safe to come out of hid-
ing. Over time, the lanterns were used as a 
way to communicate with the gods and peo-
ple would write their wishes and prayers on 
them before releasing them into the sky.

Visitors can purchase a sky lantern of their 
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own to launch, not just during the festival but at any 
time of year. They are essentially miniature hot-air bal-
loons made from colourful paper bags placed on a 
wire and bamboo frame. A bundle of oil-soaked pa-
per sits inside the frame and when it is ignited the 
flame heats the air inside causing the balloon to rise. 
Before you launch yours, you write your wishes on it 
with a calligraphy brush dipped in ink. 

Pingxi is about 90 minutes away from Taipei by train 
or car, but it’s a small town and as many as 50,000 
people descend on for the festival each year, so be 
sure to get there early. The date for the sky lantern 
festival in 2020 is February 8.
http://sky2019.eidea.tw/en/

Fireworks in the south

Everyone enjoys a nice fireworks display, but in the 
southern Taiwanese town of Yanshui, instead of fir-
ing rockets into the sky they fire 
them into the crowd. It’s not an 
experience without danger, but 
safe enough if you are proper-
ly dressed and definitely one 
you’ll remember for a long time.

The chaotic event is known as 
the Yanshui Beehive Fireworks 
Festival, named in part by the 
cylindrical shape of the towers 
containing the rockets and for 
the whistling noise they make 
when they blast out at the crowd. 

The festival originated in the 
19th century when the town was 
suffering from a lengthy cholera 
epidemic. To drive out the evil 
spirits causing the town’s suffer-
ing, followers of Guan Di paraded a statue of the God 
of War through the town on a palanquin while setting 
off firecrackers. The epidemic soon faded away and 
an annual tradition was born. 

Each year on the evening of the first full moon of 
the Lunar New Year and on the night before, statues 
of gods from temples near and far are wheeled out 
and placed before towers of bottle rockets in the 
street in front of the Guan Di Temple to be blessed 
by rocket strikes. The faithful, along with hundreds of 
thrill-seekers, also stand in the way of the rockets to 
receive their own blessings in the way of blows from 
the fiery missiles that strike with enough force to leave 
serious bruises. 

The statues of gods are encased in plexiglass boxes 
to keep them safe, but you aren’t. You need to rent 
protective gear which typically consists of a firefight-

er's jacket, gloves, a motorcycle helmet with visor to 
protect your eyes and a towel around your neck to 
cover your exposed skin. The towel is also stuffed into 
your helmet to prevent stray cinders from getting in-
side.

The cacophony of explosions and the dazzling dis-
play of light from the fireworks are guaranteed to set 
off an adrenaline rush and the first rocket strike will 
hurt, but the consolation is that each hit brings good 
fortune for the year ahead and the more you’re hit, 
the luckier you will be. Just make sure none of your 
clothing catches fire. 
https://www.twtainan.net/yanshuifireworks/en

Lanterns in between

Colourful paper lanterns are traditionally displayed 
during Lunar New Year festivities throughout Taiwan, 
but that tradition has been turned into an annual fes-

tival created by the Taiwan Tour-
ism Bureau that began in 1990 
and has since grown to become 
one of the country’s biggest 
events. 

The Taiwan Lantern Festival at-
tracts tens of thousands of spec-
tators from Taiwan and around 
the world each year to admire a 
sprawling display of paper lan-
terns that are dazzling works of 
art that light up the night with 
colour. More than just simple 
paper globes, these lanterns are 
elaborate sculptures that por-
tray all manner of people, ani-
mals and mythical creatures.

The festival grounds are 
spread out over several acres 

and there are hundreds of towering lanterns on dis-
play, but there are also firework shows, synchronized 
drone flights in the night sky and a stage that is alive 
with pop singers and all manners of entertainers. 

The fairground buzzes with crowds of people admir-
ing the lanterns and taking turns posing for selfies in 
front of them. The air is perfumed with the delicious 
smell of the food that is sold on site by an army of ven-
dors. The food is half of the fun of the festival.

For the first few years, the Lantern Festival was held 
at the grounds of the Chiang Kai-shek Memorial in 
Taiwan, but it has grown so large that cities across 
Taiwan compete to host it each year. This year it was 
in Pingtung, but in 2020 the festival will take place in 
Taichung and the 2021 edition travels to Hsinchu. •
Info: https://2019taiwanlantern.taiwan.net.tw/

If pigs could fly. Well, during Taiwan's lantern 
festival they actually do.
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Deep Desire
Fulfilling a 

To swim
with 
sharks

STORY BY CRISTINA HURÉ / PHOTOS BY PATRICK E. BARTON

Coming face-to-face
with majestic creatures
a thrill of a lifetime for writer
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FREEPORT, BAHAMAS — It’s late when I 
show up at the dive centre in my string 
bikini, full of adrenaline and ready to 
go find Nemo. The dive centre’s owner 
looks me up and down and then bursts 

into laughter. 
“Put this on, or your skin will attract the sharks!” 

the dive master  jokingly orders while tossing 
me a wetsuit.

 I’ve signed up for a day of underwater adven-
ture in this Caribbean vacation hot spot, regard-
ed by experienced divers as having some of the 
best dive sights in the world. I’m not a novice. 
I’ve snorkelled many times and scuba dived 
once in the Gili Islands in Indonesia. However, 
my diving qualifications won’t permit me to join 
the more experienced divers on this day as they 
explore 10 metres below the surface.

Not to worry. The dive master informs me I’ll 
still be able to dive using snorkel equipment 
and the visual spectacle (from above) 

                    will be just as fascinating, if not more. 
                    The waters off the Bahamas are
                          crystal clear and offer incredible
                              underwater visibility on sunny
                            days. The reefs are healthy, the 
                                              tropical fish radiate — 
                                                      a splendid range
                                                          of colour — and 
                                                there’s a fair share of
                                     underwater wreckage that 
                                    divers can explore. 
                               As we set off from the dock, I 
                                                quickly befriend the 
                                    most experienced diver on
                      the boat, Pat, who is armed with an 

TraveLife contributor 
Cristina Huré and 
photographer Patrick 
Barton celebrate 
after spending the 
day swimming with 
sharks in the waters 
off the Bahamas.
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Shark expert Jay attracts the sharks with some bait. Distracting the majestic creatures allows divers to get even closer to them.

impressive stock of underwater photography equip-
ment.

I’d never met an underwater photographer before, 
so I was fascinated by the whole process of assem-
bling the gear and then transporting it along with the 
cumbersome dive gear — wetsuit, regulator and tank. 

There are 12 of us on the boat headed to Shark Al-
ley, notorious for its bounty of reef sharks. Jay, the 
man with the magnetic charm and boundless energy 
who feeds sharks for a living, instructs everyone on 
the boat to remove any shiny objects and hands us a 
striped baton. I wonder how a mere rod could really 
help us fend off sharks underwater. 

“Just in case,” he says. “You can use this to distract 
them.” 

The rule is as follows: If a shark gets too close, you 
can either push it away with your baton or shove it in 
the shark’s mouth if absolutely necessary.
Jay prepares for the dive by putting on his steel chain-
mail shark suit and fills a bucket with fish for bait. Then, 
he and the dive master slip into the water and the rest 
of us quickly follow. A rope helps the experienced 
aquanauts descend and they form a circle around Jay 

on the ocean floor, awaiting the sharks’ arrival.
As I’m viewing from the bobbing surf above, it 

doesn’t take long for the sharks to arrive — they sense 
it’s their regular feeding time and begin to swim 
around Jay.  He knows the sharks well and controls 
their movements. They let him touch them and even 
allow Jay to hold them upwards from their snout while 
spinning them around. There is a clear power dynam-
ic at play here — Jay is the master.

Soon, little sharks are swimming just a few metres 
away from me. I’m tempted to reach out and touch 
one but after seeing their appetite for meat, I choose 
to keep my fingers intact. 

A stingray joins the party and elegantly drifts in front 
of my face to see what all the fuss below is about. 
Its fins ripple like sheets of silk as it wades over the 
divers, casting a cloud-like shadow on the feeding 
ground below. 

When Jay moves, the sharks follow. He brings them 
closer to me, so close that they end up directly be-
neath me.

I don’t understand why the movies always depict 
sharks as aggressive creatures when they’re really not. 
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In fact, they don’t even like human 
flesh. Shark attacks on humans are 
really shark mistakes.

As my photographer friend Pat 
captures the underwater show, his 
flash illuminates the scenery, catch-
ing the eye of a shark at the same 
time the bait runs out. The shark 
bites the flash, thinking it’s more 
food, and Pat jabs his baton in its 
mouth to push it away. A close call, 
but an understandable mistake on 
the shark’s part. After nearly an hour, 
Jay finally walks along the ocean 
floor, away from the boat to distract 
the sharks and allow the dive crew 
to begin their ascent.

As if the experience was not ex-
hilarating enough, we start to feed 
the sharks from the boat to see what 
they look like from above the sur-
face. Some jump out of the water 
to seize the fish with their powerful 
jaws and razor-sharp teeth. When 
the feed runs out, we start to make 
our way back to shore. The air of ex-
citement is palpable to everyone on 
board.

There were 23 sharks swimming 
around me and I still have all my 
limbs. Success!

When we reach shore, I dive into 
a cocktail and think about the shark 
story I’ll be able to tell my grandkids 
one day. It really is a whopper of a 
fish story.•

According to the Professional Association of Diving 
Instructors (PADI), more and more females are getting 
into the sport. In 2016, the diving certification trend 
tracked by gender was 63 per cent male compared to 
37 per cent female. There’s about 16,000 women reg-
istered with PADI but the number grows every year.
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CAMERA

CORNER

Focusing
On the differences between
DSLRs and Smartphones when taking travel photos

Nikon technical expert offers 
his advice on new cameras

STORY & PHOTOS BY  MARK CRUZ

PHOTO ABOVE: 
DSLR
Using a DSLR at night, the 
photo is properly exposed 
and sharp.

PHOTO RIGHT:
SMARTPHONE
 A noisy and underex-
posed photo at night 
using a smartphone.

MEMORIES of incredible 
travel destinations can last 
a lifetime. And when cap-
turing those memories, 
it’s important to choose a 

camera that ensures the best possible 
image quality. 

So many of us carry smartphones, 
meaning we almost always have a cam-
era ready to go at a moment’s notice. 

The convenience of smartphone cam-
eras often make them our go-to for 
quick shots throughout our day. 

However, the limitations of smart-
phone cameras make them poor sub-
stitutes for the versatility and quality of 
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modern DSLRs (camera systems 
with interchangeable lenses), es-
pecially as travel companions. 

Getting technical 

Modern smartphones are com-
pact and have the ability to capture 
very high megapixel files. Some ri-
val the resolution of DSLR camer-
as. But that’s where the similarities 
usually end.

Unlike DSLRs, smartphones are 
hampered by very small sensors. 
You can fit about 30 cellphone 
sensors over top of an average 
DSLR sensor. This means that even 
if a smartphone has the same 
megapixels as a DSLR, the size of 
each pixel on a smartphone will be 
considerably smaller than a DSLR 
pixel. The dynamic range, tonal-
ity and noise quality of the larger 
pixels produced by a DSLR are far 
superior to a smaller pixel found in 
smartphones.

Furthermore, smartphone lenses 
are very small and usually limited 
to a single focal length. Due to the 
small size of the sensor and lens, 
creative enhancements such as 
shallow depth of field is impossi-
ble for a smartphone camera to 
accomplish without using software 
induced bokeh.

It’s for this reason, the optics of 
a DSLR still remain relevant and 
superior even in a day and age 
where everyone has a camera in 
their pocket in the form of their 
smartphone.

Versatility and adaptability 
to any travel situation

Unlike smartphones, a DSLR will 
allow you to shoot in virtually any 
situation you find yourself in on a 
trip due to their high-ISO capabil-
ities (even entry-level cameras can 
typically go to 25,600 ISO). This 
means that in dark or indoor situa-
tions you don’t necessarily have to 
use a flash. In some settings they 
are prohibited, and there is a much 

better chance your images will 
be properly exposed and sharp 
thanks to faster shutter speeds and 
sensors offered on DSLRs.

Smartphones are compact but it 
is not always an advantage. DSLR 
cameras are designed in such a 
way to give the optimal shooting 
experience. This is especially im-
portant when encountering unex-

pected or unpredictable shooting 
conditions during travel. Hold-
ing a DSLR camera, with its pur-
pose-made grips, provides more 
stability than shooting pictures 
with a smartphone, which requires 
you to press the touch screen, in-
troducing camera shake.  

You may enjoy the simplicity of a 
smartphone but DSLRs also offer 

PHOTO ABOVE: 
DSLR
The scene is correctly 
exposed using a DSLR, 
creating a dramatic 
image.

PHOTO LEFT:
SMARTPHONE
The fireworks are cap-
tured but the rest of the 
scene is dark using a 
smartphone.
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point and shoot modes tailored for capturing nearly 
any travel scene from sweeping landscapes to subtle 
indoor architecture or your new favourite travel por-
trait. 

Once you master the point and shoot options of 
your DSLR, it’s time to really take your photos to the 
next level, by changing critical options that can have a 
creative impact on your photos (such as shutter speed 
and aperture).  

Most smartphone cameras are so simple that they 
don’t give you any of these options.

The best thing about photography is the ability to 
show your unique view of the world through your 
photos. 

One of the most creative things you can do is adjust-
ing the optical path of light, which in turn gives you 
different characteristics to the photo. For example, a 
beautiful portrait may need a shallow depth of field.
That's accomplished using an f/1.8 lens. You might 
want to show a vast landscape using a wide-angle 
lens, or the details in a butterfly or jewel through a 
macro lens. The ability to change the way the light hits 
the sensor is the best part about using interchange-

able lens cameras, and one that smartphone cameras 
cannot come close to matching.

Staying connected

In our connected world we can share in real time 
with our friends and family no matter where we are. 

While travelling, smartphones often act as our main 
point of connection – allowing us to stay in touch and 
share our journeys as they happen. 

We all know how easy it is to share a photo from 
a smartphone but now it’s just as easy to share your 
stunning images taken with a DSLR. 

Most modern DSLRs have built-in Bluetooth or Wi-
Fi features that allow for easy transfer of photos from 
your camera to your phone. This lets you capture your 
memories on your DSLR and share them instantly on 
your smart device. 

Modern DSLRs represent the best of both worlds for 
travel photography. Combining the quality, flexibility, 
and creative options of a professional camera system 
and the expediency of sharing those images with the 
world in a snap. •

PHOTO LEFT: DSLR
A DSLR with a telephoto lens lets you zoom in 
on the subject without losing any detail.

PHOTO ABOVE: SMARTPHONE
The distance from the snow leopard makes it 
difficult to make out details using a smartphone.
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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  
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Stay at legendary 
Hotel Schweizerhof
is a 'gift' for guests

ZÜRICH — A distinguished 
Englishman enters the 
stylish La Soupière 

restaurant in the palatial Hotel 
Schweizerhof Zürich and the 
maître d’ rushes to greet him 
like an old friend.

“Welcome sir and happy 
birthday. We have a nice bot-
tle of champagne to help you 
celebrate your big day,” says 
the maître d' as a broad smile 
creeps across the elderly man’s 
moon-shaped face.

A woman sitting alone at the 
table next to mine leans for-
ward, tells me she’s from Lux-

A night to remember
in Zürich

La Soupière dining room, above, 
and palatial rooms keep guests 
returning to Hotel Schweizerhof.

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

PHOTOS COURTESY OF HOTEL SCHWEIZERHOF
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The hotel's stylish 
bar is the place to be 
seen in Zurich and 
the rooms and bath-
rooms at the Hotel 
Schweizerhof are 
filled with luxury toil-
itries, state-of-the-art 
electronics and the 
most comfortable 
beds in the city.

embourg and whispers “he (the birthday boy) 
has been coming to the Hotel Schweizerhof for 
many years. My husband and I always stay here, 
too, when we come to Zürich.”

It’s not hard to see why the Hotel Schweizer-
hof has such a loyal clientele.

Located across the street from Zürich’s main 
rail station and within easy walking distance of 
its famed Old Town, the property, which opened 
for business in 1876, is the perfect place to base 
yourself while visiting Switzerland’s largest city.

Opposite the hotel is Zürich's bustling Bahn-
hofstrasse, the city’s main shopping street that’s 
filled with high-end fashion and watch stores 
and where the best chocolate shops in the 
world are located. A few blocks away is the Riv-
er Limmat — the bistros and cafés lined along 
its banks attract a lot of sun worshippers on 
Zürich’s many sunny days.

According to many people, though, the best 
attraction in Zürich is the Hotel Schweizerhof, a 
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landmark which is pointed out on city tours.
I’m welcomed to the Hotel Schweizerhof by a 

poster of the Red Doorman, which was paint-
ed by famed artist Alex Walter Diggelmann in 
1935 and has been the hotel’s  iconic symbol 
ever since.

I’m instantly impressed by the service level —
most staff at Hotel Schweizerhof are long-serv-
ing members and respond quickly to guests’ 
every need.

Equally impressive is the lobby decor, espe-
cially the unique 3-D tile floor that gives the 
entrance an Art Deco feel.

“I see you like our floor,” says Jens Seeberg-
er, the hotel’s director of sales and marketing, 
who offers to be my guide on a short tour of 
the property, which has undergone a major 
facelift in recent years.

“Many of our rooms have been completely 
modernized,” reports Seeberger, who says the 
public areas are next to be “spruced up” — “but 
the tiled floor will remain.”

The Hotel Schweizerhof now offers guests 
the perfect balance of Old World charm and 
contemporary chic. The designers added 
lots of modern luxuries that younger guests 
demand during the remake but did not com-
promise the elegance long-term patrons have 
come to expect.

Off the lobby is the hotel bar, an oak-filled 
room that’s been a legendary gathering spot 
for decades — the place to be seen in Zürich. 
Café Gourmet at the hotel’s entrance is famous 
for its lunch, small delicacies and antipasti.

When I finally get to my spacious room that 
looks down on a courtyard filled with contem-
porary art, I’m impressed with the sunken liv-
ing room and the large bathroom stuffed with 
lots of luxury toiletries.

The Hotel Schweizerhof  harkens back to a 
time when grand railway hotels emerged all 
over Europe. Unlike many others, though, Ho-
tel Schweizerhof was able to stand the test of 
time and is actually improving with age.

The birthday boy blows out the single candle 
on his mini birthday cake and  the restaurant 
erupts in applause.

“I hope your wish comes true,” says the 
maître d.

The man smiles — his wish is probably to have 
another stay at Hotel Schweizerhof Zürich. •
• For more information on Hotel Schweizerhof, go to
https://www.hotelschweizerhof.com/en

• More on Switzerland: http://www.MySwitzerland.com



Walking 
With

Greek Gods
On The Peloponnese Peninsula

STORY AND PHOTOS BY ROSALIND CUMMINGS-YEATES

BIGSTOCK PHOTO
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Mythical Messene, above and opposite page, and the crumbled Arcadian Gate, right, are magical discoveries.

Greek peninsula boasts 18 UNESCO sites

MESSENE, GREECE — The spring 
water gurgled and flowed silki-
ly down the stone wall out of a 
water fountain. I walked slowly 
up to it, glancing around for any 

signs or mystical symbols.  I timidly bent down 
to catch some drops in my cup. Shaking the 
water around, it shifted just like regular water.  
If I were anywhere else in the world, I would 
have shrugged and walked by the sign but I 
was in Greece’s Peloponnese Peninsula. 

As a Greek mythology geek, there was no 
way I could just stroll by the Clepsydra spring 
of ancient Messene, where Zeus reportedly 
bathed and drank. And so, I stopped at every 
rock, every crumbling gate, every headless 
statue, because I was actually standing in the 
land of the gods.

Few destinations offer as much ancient and 
cultural hallmarks as Greece. This Southern 

European beauty boasts 18 UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites and a stunning mountainous 
landscape framed by the Aegean Sea. 

While most of the Instagram glory focuses on 
the islands of Santorini, Mykonos and Crete, 
the country is actually composed of 6,000 is-
lands, of which 227 are inhabited. That leaves 
lots of room for under-the-radar options like 
the mythology-filled Peloponnese region. 

As the largest peninsula in Greece, the Pelo-
ponnese is steeped in mythology and tradition 
and I intended to soak up as many aspects of 
it as I could. 

Ancient Messene 

Surrounded by the Arcadian Mountains on 
one side and the Mediterranean on the other, 
the ancient city of Messene unfolds like a clas-
sic painting. 

The Clepsydra spring, left, where Zeus bathed, and Mystras Castle are places that don't disappoint a tourist.

BIGSTOCK PHOTO
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Stepping through the 
Arcadian Gate, I felt 
like I was entering into 
the  private doorway 
of Greek gods. An air 
of sacred splendour 
seemed to float over 
the sprawling site filled 
with towering columns 
and walls.  Messene 
was founded in 369BC 
and is one of the best 
preserved in ancient 
Greece. 

This 2,000-year-old 
city boasts the Temple 
of Artemis, Sanctuary 
of Zeus, an agora and 
a grand stadium. Standing in the middle of the sta-
dium, it was easy to imagine gladiators facing off 
against each other and the crowds watching a drama 
at the nearby theatre. 

As I strolled by the oleanders that lined the colon-
nades next to the stadium, I could see why this was 
one of the most important cities in antiquity, garner-
ing a UNESCO World Heritage Archeological Site 
designation. Passing through Messene is like roaming 
through thousands of years of history. 

Overlooking the site, Ithomi Taverna is nestled at the 
foot of Ithomi Mountain, offering spectacular views 
and equally outstanding food. With traditional dishes 
served up by a Greek grandmother, I enjoyed heap-
ing platters like Choriatiki salad and eggplant and 
beef Moussaka as well as the required plates of olives 
and grilled Talagani cheese with fig jam.

Epidaurus, Nafplio and Mystras Castle 
 

 Diving deeper into the region, I was excited about 
exploring the ancient theatre of Epidaurus. Dedicated 
to Asclepius, the god of medicine and built in 330-20 
BC, this classical Greek theatre with perfect acoustics 
is actually part of a complex healing centre. 

Hydrotherapy, music, massage, diet, exercise and 
theatre all played a part of the wholistic therapy and I 
checked out the ruins for each area.  The Greeks knew 
all about a healthy lifestyle integrated with the arts 
and it seems like the rest of the world is just catching 
on centuries later. 

The small Epidaurus museum displayed some of the 
archaic  (and scary) medical instruments, as well as 
Asclepius, with his familiar snake wrapped staff, that 
still appears on medicine bottles.  

Heading to the romantic seaside town of Nafplio, 
I experienced the essence of Peloponnese charm. 

Filled with fountains, 
Medieval castles and 
olive tree-lined paths, 
Nafplio was the first 
capital of the newly 
formed Greek state 
from 1823 to 1834. 

Taking a sunset stroll 
around the Arvanitia 
Promenade, I was lucky 
to catch  a live concert, 
featuring an unlikely 
mix of opera and Ma-
riachi music in the Old 
Town square.  

Next,  I  traversed 
the hills and old stone 
streets to the walled 

city of Mystras. The splendour of the town’s castles 
and grand churches captivates everyone who enters. 
Mystras rises above the emerald fields of Eurotas val-
ley with 12th-century arches, churches and the castle 
where the last emperor of Byzantium, Constantine XI 
was crowned in 1448.

Monemvasia, Diros Caves and Kalamata

Located on a tiny island  on the Southeastern coast 
of the Peloponnese, Monemvasia supplies more fairy-
tale allure than any children’s tale. 

This hidden Greek castle town dazzles with a natu-
ral fortress that skirts the Myrtoan Sea, winding cob-
blestone pathways, Medieval mansions and a castle 
established in 582 AD.  Monemvasia is Europe’s only 
historic castle that has been continuously inhabited. 

Wandering through the narrow passages, I was 
thrilled to see a wedding, complete with musicians, 
making their way to the church. It was the ultimate 
spectacle for a fanciful landmark.  

Changing course, I took an underground trip to 
Diros Caves, which is one of the most important natu-
ral wonders of Greece. 

Floating through the caverns  on an underground 
river, I viewed glistening stalactites and stalagmites 
dating to the Neolithic period.

You can’t visit Greece without sampling Greek ol-
ives and wine and there's no place more essential for 
Greek flavours than Kalamata. I topped off  my travels 
by dropping into a seaside taverna in Kalamata. 

I stuffed myself with juicy purple Kalamata ol-
ives, tapenade with pita bread and fresh sea bream 
washed down with local wine, as the sea breeze from 
the Aegean wafted over me. 

Taking in all the beauty and bounty, there was no 
question that this is indeed the land of the gods. •

Monemvasia and its ancient castle that sits perched above the 
town offer visitors a fairytale experience.

78 www.travelife.ca



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!

SW_TravelLife_VacationBetter_08162018.indd   1 2018-08-16   2:36 PM



Capital
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Marc Atchison discovers 
the city is a great place 

to recharge your
body, mind and soul

on a weekend getaway
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STORIES AND PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Mural of Montréal music icon Leonard Co-
hen, opposite page, looks down on his city, 
which is exhibiting fashion desinger Thierry 
Mugler's creative works through September.

MONTRÉAL — This city ex-
udes style. It’s bold and 
beautiful, a little bit brash 
and, oh, so sophisticated. 
I guess you could say this 

Paris of the Americas is the super model 
of cities — the perfect place to kick off a 
world tour of couturier Thierry Mugler’s 
most creative creations.

I’m in luck. The Montréal Museum of 
Fine Arts, where   Mugler’s electrifying 
exhibition — Thierry Mugler: Couturiss-
sime — is being showcased until Sept. 
8 (2019)  is still a few hours away from 
closing when I arrive on the first day 
of my weekend getaway. Phew! I have 
time to size up the entire glittering exhi-
bition, which includes 150 avant garde 
outfits, 350 archival images and much 
more.

It’s not surprising that Mugler, the rock 
star of the fashion industry, chose Mon-
tréal to kick off the exhibition’s world 
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MONTRÉAL — Mural, mural on the 
walls, why does Montréal have the 
best of all? With apologies for tak-

ing liberties with the Snow White nursery 
rhyme, it is worth asking why Montréal’s 
murals, a.k.a. urban art, are among the best 
in the world.

“That’s because we take our murals very 
seriously,” Thom Seivewright, a Montrėal 
city guide who specializes in mural tours, 
tells me. “We even have 
two festivals dedicated to 
murals.”

The festivals Seivewright 
is referring to are the apt-
ly-named MURAL Festival, 
held in June, and MU, held 
in the fall. The latter is not 
really a festival but rather 
a community project that 
“brings new life to city 
walls.”

The most impressive of 
all Montréal’s murals is the 
one recently unveiled to 
commemorate the life and 
times of Montrėal born 
and bred singer/songwrit-
er Leonard Cohen on the first anniversary 
of his death in 2016. The 20-storey mural 
covers 1,000 square metres and rises on 
a building off Crescent St. in the city’s chic 
Golden Square Mile district.  It depicts the 
king of cool in his signature fedora and 
wearing a rare smile. 

“The mural is based on a picture taken 
by Leonard’s daughter, Lorca,” Seivewright 
tells me. “Apparently Leonard really liked 
that photograph.”

It’s not the only mural of Cohen, though. 
The other is located on Napoleon St. in 
Montrėal’s legendary Plateau district off 
Rue St. Laurent where the music icon grew 

up. The Plateau mural was unveiled during 
a the MURAL Festival and stands nine sto-
reys high. 

Seivewright is anxious to show me more 
murals that honour other Montréal legends, 
like the one of Canadian jazz great Oscar 
Peterson, which jumps off a wall in the city’s 
Little Burgundy district — at the corner of 
Rues Des Seigneurs and Saint-Jacques.

“Oscar grew up in this area but what’s 
really cool is the next mu-
ral,” says Seivewright as 
we drive a few doors down 
towards the face of a beau-
tiful woman.

“That’s Daisy Sweeney, 
who was Oscar’s teacher,” 
says the guide. “Without 
her, Peterson may never 
have achieved his great-
ness."

Montréal’s murals come 
in all shapes and sizes 
— some are sombre and 
dark, others are whimsical 
and cartoonist. The detail 
on most are remarkable — 
many look like they should 

be hanging in the city’s renowned Montréal 
Museum of Fine Arts. 

Ironically, some of the more detailed 
murals have fallen victim to graffiti artists, 
who leave their signatures in the darkness 
of night.

“That’s a bit of a controversy,” says Seive-
wright, “because some people feel the 
original mural should be repaired but oth-
ers feel the graffiti addition is just fine.”

Montréal’s murals are another example of 
why this is such a state-of-the-art city. •
• For more on Montréal’s mural culture, go 
to http://www.mtl.org

This mural of Leonard Cohen is located in singer's boyhood neighbourhood.

Murals make Montréal state-of-the-art

tour. He fell in love with the city 
when he came here to design cos-
tumes for Cirque du Soleil and im-
mersed himself in Montréal’s capti-
vating culture.

I intend to do the same. After 
all, Montréal has a soothing effect 
on the body, mind, heart and soul 
thanks to its Old World charm, its 
collection of fabulous boutique 
hotels, restaurants, urban spas and, 
of course, its naughty nightlife.

The first piece of art I see when I 
enter the exhibition hall is actually 
hanging on the wall of a 20-storey 
building opposite the museum. It’s 
a massive mural created to honour 
Montréal’s late music icon Leon-
ard Cohen. The legendary sing-
er/songwriter and king of cool is 
wearing his trademark fedora and 
looking directly into the museum.

The wry smile Cohen is wear-
ing in the mural suggests he likes 
Mugler’s work. Many other enter-
tainers certainly did.

The French couturier was com-
missioned to design extravagant 
outfits for the likes of Diana Ross, 
David Bowie, Lady Gaga, Céline 
Dion and Beyoncé — many of those 
creations are part of the Montréal 
exhibit — and for hit shows like 
Game of Thrones. Ivana Trump, 
The Donald’s first wife, is a big fan 
of Mugler’s designs and when she 
acquired one of his suits, she ap-
parently bought a dozen more of 
the same design in different co-
lours.

Mugler, who was once described 
as having a “fetish for fashion,” 
would lock himself in his Paris stu-
dio for two months while working 
on a new collection that was de-
signed to empower women.

The exhibition has been con-
ceived as an opera in six acts and 
laid out appropriately. The man-
nequins were all custom-made in 
Holland for the Montréal event. Af-
terwards, it moves on to Rotterdam 
and Munich.

Mugler, a former dancer, 
dropped out of the fashion world 
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The Hôtel Wil-
liam Gray, far left, 
combines the past 
with the present 
beautifully and 
the result is one 
of Canada's best 
boutique proper-
ties in the heart of 
Old Montréal.

JUST THE FACTS
• Montreal Museum of Fine Arts: 1380 Sherbrooke St. W.

• The Cloakroom men’s shop: 2175 Ruse de la Montagne.

• Mandy’s Restaurant: 2067 Crescent St.

• Hôtel William Gray: 421 Rie Saint-Vincent (View-Montréal).

• Aura, Notre-Dame Basilica: 110 Rue Notre-Dame.

• Un Po’ di Piú Restaurant: 3 Rue de la Commune

• Bota-Bota spa: 358 Rue de la Commune

in the early 2000s because he was disillusioned with 
the direction the industry was going and has since 
turned to the entertainment industry and stage pro-
ductions — his first love.

Many of Mugler’s creations on exhibit in Montréal 
suit  today’s superhero culture. A Vogue magazine 
writer once said, “Mugler is Paris chic by way of Planet 
Krypton.”

While Mugler’s fashions leave you in awe, his per-
fume bottles, shaped like a star, are even more spell-
binding.

“Thierry had the bottles shaped this way because he 
says he was born under a lucky star,” says a museum 
guide, who then tells me “Mugler’s perfume sales are 
about $775 million (U.S.) annually.”

Talk about coming up roses.
I’m in need of some retail therapy after touring the 

Mugler exhibition, so I head over to a chic men’s 
clothing store called The Cloakroom just around the 
corner from the museum on trendy Rue de la Mon-
tagne.

The shop sells made-to-measure clothing and shoes 

that are all reasonably priced, but that’s not the only 
reason The Cloakroom has become the talk of the 
town. This shop, you see, doesn’t just sell belts, it also 
sells belts of booze in its speakeasy located below the 
main floor. But you don’t have to keep this once af-
ter-hours bar under your hat because speakeasies are 
cropping up all over Montréal and are very popular 
with the city’s business elite.

It helps to stay in shape if you hope to wear one of 
Mugler’s tight-fitting creations, so I belly up to a table 
at Mandy’s on Crescent St., a health-conscious restau-
rant started by two sisters — Mandy and Rebecca Wolfe 
— where create-your-own salad selections dominate 
the menu. Interestingly, the sisters’ first restaurant was 
started in the back of a women’s clothing store.

By the time I get back to the Hôtel William Gray, a 
quaint 127-room luxury property tucked away on 
one of Old Montréal’s charming cobbled side streets, 
I head straight for its award-winning spa to enjoy a 
thermal experience where I hope to shed even more 
weight. My goal is to slip into the lime green suit 
Mugler designed for a photo shoot with David Bowie, 

84 www.travelife.ca





Montreal has 
Pyramid power

MONTRÉAL — Québécois creativ-
ity gave the world Cirque du 
Soleil and now that incredible 

imagination is lighting up our lives with 
a multi-sensory experience wrapped in a 
pyramid called PY1.

Lune Rouge Entertainment, a compa-
ny which was founded by Guy Laliberté 

of Cirque du Soleil fame, unveiled PY1 
in June near Montréal’s landmark Clock 
Tower in the Old Port area and the multi-
media experience — lots of sound and light 
— is being hailed as Cirque du Soleil for the 
senses. PY1, which can be transported to 
other cities — stops in Miami and New York 
are planned next — features an amazing 

show called Through the Echoes, where 
the audience takes centre stage and plays 
the main role.

PY1 can also be used as an entertain-
ment venue and for live concerts. Don’t be 
surprised to see billionaire Laliberté, who 
dabbles in music, take centre stage at PY1 
some nights.

PY1's interior and exterior are visual delights that enhance city's Old Port. 
Check out PY1: https://py1.co/en/the-py1-pyramid/#concept

Bota-Bota Spa is a floating 
pleasure palace in the old port.

which is also featured at the Montréal 
exhibition.

Guests at the Hôtel William Gray Spa 
dart between the Himalayan salt room, 
Finnish sauna, eucalyptus steam room, 
cold and hot showers and a herbal sau-
na as part of its thermal ritual, which is 
designed to shed weight and stress.

Afterwards, I retreat to my cozy room 
stuffed with all the comforts of home — 
if your home is fit for a king.

My third-floor room looks down on 
the charming narrow streets of Vieux 
Montréal and the unique Québécois 
fieldstone buildings that border them 
— many are former homes that date 
back to the early days of Montréal in 
the 16th century.

The hotel brings together Montréal’s 
past and present beautifully. Two his-
toric 18th-century residences, both 
owned by William Gray, a former Mon-
tréal sheriff, were linked to a new con-
temporary glass tower that does not 
look out of place,  to create the city’s 
newest boutique property.

The rooms feature lots of Québécois 
art, warm walnut wood trim, contemporary light fix-
tures, state-of-the-art entertainment and espresso fur-
nishings — a millennial mansion!

The Hôtel William Gray sits just steps away from 
some of Montréal’s most treasured landmarks, like 
Place Jacques-Cartier, City Hall, the Old Port, Bon-
secours Market and it’s around the corner from No-
tre-Dame Basilica.

After a superb meal at one of Montréal’s newest 
Italian restaurants, Un Po Di Plu, located on Rue de 
la Commune in sight of the city’s observation Ferris 

wheel, La Grande Roue, I head over 
to iconic Notre-Dame to witness Aura, 
a light and sound show that is played 
out inside the great basilica.

Attendees are treated to a luminous 
experience that begins with a path 
of lights revealing the church’s great 
works of art, and then the audience is 
transported through the universe in a 
dazzling display of music, lights and 
colour. Amazing!

Next morning, before catching my 
flight home, I take a walk along the Old 
Port and come upon Bota-Bota, one of 
the many public urban spas that have 
cropped up in View Montréal in recent 
years. 

However, none of the new en-
tries compare to Bota-Bota, which is 
housed in a converted ferry boat that’s 
permanently docked at the base of 
legendary McGill St.

The old ferry, which for 50 years car-
ried people and cars across the Riche-
lieu River between Sorel and St-Ig-
nace-de-Loyola, has been turned into 
a riverside pleasure palace that can 

handle 2,000 spa guests a day.
The Bota-Bota spa and its 22 treatment rooms are 

spread out over four decks and a gangplank off the 
third deck leads guests to a magical island garden 
where thermal therapy treatments take place. The 
third deck also has a whirlpool aft that looks out on 
the Expo 67 site. Not to be outdone, the top (fourth) 
deck has an even larger whirlpool where guests gath-
er to watch the sun dip behind Montréal’s romantic 
skyline. 

Now that’s what I call style. •
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Unique suites, excellent service.
No wonder some guests just don’t want to leave.

The Swiss Deluxe Hotels Group includes the most exclusive five-
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MONTRÉAL — There’s over 5,000 restaurants in this, Cana-
da’s culinary capital. But there’s only one Robin des Bois 
(Robin Hood), a unique non-profit restaurant run by vol-

unteers and governed by a modern-day Robin Hood named Judy 
Servay.

Just like the hero of English folklore, Servay, the general man-
ager of Robin des Bois, takes from those who have to give to the 
have nots living in Montréal’s iconic Plateau district.

“We’ve been open 12 years,” says the bubbly Servay, who got 
the idea for the non-profit restaurant when she was working in the 
entertainment industry.

“We had great parties back then, cooking 400 meals in our of-
fices and giving them to a local shelter. Everyone was always hap-
py afterwards. They were the only parties where you feel better 
the next day,” she laughs.

“So when I left that business I thought about how a restaurant 
could be used to help the community,” says Servay, who greets 
every patron with her infectious enthusiasm and smile.

In the 12 years the restaurant has been open, Servay has turned 
over $125,000 to four different charities in the area, including a 
women’s shelter and a youth organization.

“Even tips given to our volunteer servers are donated to char-
ity,” said Servay, whose 130-seat restaurant is located on Rue St. 
Laurent, just steps away from where legendary Montréal icons like 
Mordecai Richler and Leonard Cohen grew up.

Volunteers come from all walks of life — new Canadians, people 
looking to re-enter society after overcoming personal issues and 
seniors hoping to stay active.

“Some come to get experience before getting a permanent job 
in the hospitality industry,” says the GM, who adds “we don’t ask 
too many questions here.”

Servay does employ 20 permanent staff, including two full-time 
chefs to insure menu continuity and the dishes created in the Rob-
in des Bois kitchen are every bit as good as those served in some 
of Montréal’s high-end restaurants.

The restaurant does not rely on public funding and buys most of 
its own food to ensure quality and freshness. 

The reasonably-priced menu favourites include a delicious dahl 
soup, burgers, octopus and, of course, poutine. And take-out 
items, like jars of duck fat rendered from Robin des Bois’ popular 

confit duck legs, help bring even more cash into the restaurant’s 
coffers to aid the disadvantaged.

The restaurant’s eclectic decor is thanks to some donations and 
the kitschy items give Robin des Bois a homey feel. 

A unique feature of Robin des Bois is the “release room” — a 
former cloak room at the front of the restaurant where customers 
can smash plates, Greek style, against a cement wall.

“I came up with the idea,” says Servay with a wry smile. “I had 
a terrible breakup with my boyfriend after a 10-year relation-
ship and I was so angry I took a bunch of plates and threw them 
against a wall. It felt so good!” 

Shortly after, Servay introduced the idea at the restaurant and it 
was a smash hit, producing even more revenue.

“We charge $5 for each plate and encourage customers to 
write something on the plates before smashing them against the 
wall. One woman came in and bought 20 plates. She had a bad 
break-up, too.”

The one-of-a-kind restaurant is open six days a week (closed 
Sundays) and has become a functional space for weddings, cor-
porate events and team building — it even holds yoga classes on 
Saturday mornings before opening.

Servay is most proud of the kids camp she holds every summer.
“The disadvantaged kids attend free while others pay. They 

come in and work with the chefs and make dishes which they lat-
er eat.” Then we let them serve the customers. You should see the 
smiles on their faces when they interact with people,” says the 
enchanting Servay.

Robin des Bois draws patrons from across Quebec and some 
are high-profile politicians. “Former Quebec premier Bernard 
Landry was a regular customer and some famous Montréal chefs 
like to eat here,” she reports.

Servay and her volunteer staff are helping write another uplift-
ing chapter of Robin Hood — I mean Robin des Bois.•
• Robin des Bois is located at 4653 St Laurent Blvd., just a short 
drive from Old Montréal.

• Volunteers can register online at https://robindesbois.ca/

• For more on Montréal, go to https://www.mtl.org

Montréal's non-profit restaurant a 'smash' hit

Judy Servau, left, governs
Robin des Bois and its 
now famous release room 
where customers can 
smash plates after a meal. 
The kitchen prepares 
some amazing dishes. 

A small country
without limits
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GOTHENBURG, SWEDEN — There’s a social 
expectation that comes with ordering coffee 
in Sweden. You don’t order a latté thinking 
you’ll drink it on your way to work, you go to 
cafés with friends or co-workers to sit down, 

relax and socialize.
It’s a cultural tradition known as fika (pronounced fee-

kah), and after only a few hours in the country I heard it 
more than any other word in the Swedish language.

“I’ll show you around the city and then we’ll meet ev-
eryone for fika,” my friend said excitedly when I arrived at 
central station. 

After introducing me to her group of friends she asked, 
“where does everyone want to fika?” and throughout the 
week we heard suggestions of trying fika at various cafés 
and restaurants throughout the city.

I picked up on a few other Swedish words while I was 
in Gothenburg. Everyday expressions like tack (thank you) 

How Swede it is!
STORY BY OLIVIA JOHNSON

PHOTOS BY JULIA CRAWFORD

Gothenburg's coffee culture
is a sweet treat for visitors

Cafés in Sweden are where people gather for 
fika — a social tradition where people enjoy 
coffee and sweet treats.
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and hej (hello), but only fika man-
aged to blend into our everyday 
vocabulary.

“It’s longer and has a name,” her 
friend explained, shrugging her 
shoulders. 

It’s sometimes translated to “cof-
fee break” in English, and can be 
used a both a noun and a verb. You 
can ask to fika with someone or in-
vite your colleagues to have a fika.

While the definition is ambigu-
ous, one thing is clear: it’s much 
more than sitting in a coffee shop 
and enjoying espresso and pas-
tries.

It’s an important part of Swedish 
culture and many people believe 
it’s necessary to set time aside to 
fika at least once a day.

So after I’d been given a tour of 
the city, and listened to my friend 
talk about adjusting to life in Swe-
den, we made our way to Kafé Ma-
gasinet to experience true Swed-
ish fika.

Kafé Magasinet is located just 
outside of Haga, one of Gothen-
burg’s oldest neighbourhoods and 
famous for the city’s landshövding-
ehues houses with one floor made 
of brick and the rest of wood. It’s 
a popular shopping district with 
many unique shops selling every-
thing from teas and spices to cloth-
ing and antiques. 

With the exception of Espresso 
House, there are few chain cafés 
in Sweden. The city is made up of 
mostly independent coffee shops 
and restaurants and all of them 
have space to sit and enjoy fika.

 It’s rare to be offered a paper 
cup and drive-thrus are practically 
nonexistent.

 The floors of the Kafé Magasinet 
are cobblestone and the ceiling is 
made of glass panels, bringing in 
plenty of light and giving the illu-
sion of sitting inside a greenhouse. 
It’s best described as cozy and a 
welcome site in a city where the 
sun sets around 3:30 p.m. and the 
skies are almost always overcast. 
The hanging plants and ivy trel-

lises that line the walls add to the 
feeling of warm, summer weather 
and you can almost imagine it isn’t 
below zero outside.

 They serve everything from cof-
fee and pastries to pizzas and spicy 
vegan bowls. The espresso is or-
ganic and fair trade, as is much of 
the menu and the coffee is ground 
on one of the nearby islands.

They offer an extensive menu,  
catering not only to meat eaters 
but also vegetarians and vegans. 
Pastries include gluten-free and 
vegan options and customers also 
have the choice of lactose-free and 
oat milk.

And while the feeling of summer 
may be welcomed at the end of 
January, the real reason people go 
is to experience fika.

The coffee shop is busy and al-
most no one is sitting on their own. 
Even the few students sitting with 
their laptops in front of them, pa-
pers and textbooks taking over 
their tables, chat idly with each 
other.

Almost everyone is accompa-
nied by a friend, family member 
or co-worker and there’s a clear di-
vide between how we experience 

coffee in Canada and the way it’s 
done in Sweden. Here, coffee isn’t 
what you drink in the morning to 
give yourself an energy boost nor 
is it meant to be grabbed on-the-
go. 

In Sweden, coffee is meant to be 
enjoyed with others; uninterrupt-
ed by work or phone calls.

In fact, as we sat in Kafé Ma-
gasinet the only reason we took 
out our phones was to share pic-
tures of our recent trips or mes-
sage others to meet us for coffee. 
We stayed and chatted for hours, 
enjoying kanelbullar (cinnamon 
buns) and chokladbollar (choco-
late balls)  and never felt the pres-
sure to buy something more in or-
der to keep our seats in the café. 

It was during fika that we were 
able to catch up and update each 
other on our work and family lives. 
It became a way to start our morn-
ings or relax after spending the 
day getting to know the city and 
what it has to offer. 

It was our time to sip coffee, en-
joy the atmosphere and become 
truly engrossed in one of Sweden’s 
most important and tastiest cultur-
al traditions. •

Kafé Magasinet is one of the most popular places in Gothenburg where you can enjoy 
fika and the greenhouse atmosphere helps people relax.

91 www.travelife.ca



STORY AND PHOTOS BY MIKE FUHRMANN

CIDER
House Rules

Tourists learn  proper pouring 
technique of the apple nectar
on a visit to Spain's Asturias 

NAVA, SPAIN — When the waiter hands you a 
glass of cider, you’re supposed to drink up 
immediately.
“You cannot wait,” says Laura Iglesias, ex-
plaining the rituals of cider drinking in As-

turias, the mountainous region in northwest Spain. “If 
you wait, the foam disappears and when it disappears 
we say the cider dies.”

Dead cider, of course, is to be avoided. You’re expect-
ed to down your serving, typically about a quarter of 
a glass, in one slow, continuous gulp. This can be sur-
prisingly difficult for outsiders, although locals seem to 
manage it with ease. 

Cider — not wine or beer — is the traditional alcoholic 
beverage in Asturias, which produces 40 million litres 
of the fermented juice annually, about 80 per cent of 
Spain’s total production.

To the uninitiated, the drink comes with a set of odd 

A server in Ribadesella shows visitors the 
proper way to dispense apple cider, an art 
passed down through the generations.
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The lovely harbours in Spain's Asturias region are filled with colourful little boats used by the local fishermen.

customs and a sour taste that can take some getting 
used to.

At the cider museum in the village of Nava, Iglesias 
guides visitors through displays of 200-year-old ap-
ple presses, wooden mallets for crushing the fruit and 
machines for inserting corks into bottles. She says it 
takes a kilogram of apples to produce one 700-mil-
lilitre bottle of cider, which should be moderately 
chilled to between 12 and 14 degrees before serving.

Besides the full-bore acidic assault on the taste buds, 
the most striking thing about Asturian cider is the the-
atrical manner of pouring it, known as escanciar. 

The waiter hoists a bottle high over his head and 
then slowly turns his wrist, sending a thin stream cas-
cading down, down, way down, past his face to a 
glass waiting to receive the golden nectar at just the 
right angle in his other hand, which is positioned well 
below his waist. The most skilled pourers look straight 
ahead, not needing to see if they’ve hit the target.

 A tourist is apt to be transfixed by this spectacle, 
while Asturians generally pay it no mind whatsoever, 
having seen it a million times before.

The first time I encountered it I was dining alfresco 
in an old cobbled square in the city of Oviedo after 
flying into Asturias Airport. The waiter had his back to 
me and it appeared as if he was about to pour cider 
on top of his head. Why would he want to do that, I 
wondered. 

Iglesias says the cider must strike the side of the 
glass with force, producing foam that is full of flavour. 
Pouring it as you would any other drink “is considered 
a sin, as if you are wasting it.” 

Visitors can try this trick at the museum — with bot-
tles of water. Getting anywhere near the glass is a ma-
jor achievement.

In cider bars, or sidrerias, scattered throughout As-
turias, you can pair cider with tapas and regional spe-
cialties like fabada, a hearty bean stew. In Oviedo, Cal-
le Gascona — known as Cider Boulevard — buzzes with 
crowds roaming from one sidreria to another.

A bottle costs 2.5 to 3 euros — roughly $4 Cdn — and 
the alcohol content is comparable to beer, about 5 or 
6 per cent.

Just outside Nava, organic cider maker Luis Vigon 
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at Orizon — one of some 90 Astur-
ian cider mills — shows off his tem-
perature-controlled fermenting 
rooms filled with enormous wood-
en barrels, some with a capacity of 
12,000 litres, and even larger steel 
tanks.

He turns a spigot on one barrel, 
sending cider arcing two metres 
into a glass, which he hands me to 
taste. Sour, I conclude.

 “It’s not ready yet,” is his more 
discriminating assessment. 

A different batch is ready for bot-
tling. The aroma from a sample is 
“fruity, fresh, clean,” says his father, 
Jose Luis Vigon, turning the glass 
to examine the bubbles and clarity.

The elder Vigon, who combines 
cider making with his profession as 
a family doctor, says it’s essential to 
ensure the quality of the fruit.

“A bunch of bad apples can con-
taminate the whole thing,” he says. 
“You have to know the growers 
personally.”

From the interior of Asturias, 
laced with verdant valleys amid the 
Picos de Europa mountain range, 
the road winds down to the Bay of 
Biscay where the coast is dotted 
with fishing villages and superb 
sandy beaches. 

A seafront avenue in the town of 
Ribadesella is lined with sidrerias 
serving lobster, crabs, scallops and 
other fresh-from-the-ocean shell-
fish, along with smoked sardines 
and fried cod.

“You need to be relaxed, with a 
steady hand,” says Carlos Barredo, 
54, a waiter at El Campanu, reveal-
ing his secret for cider pouring, 
which he’s been doing since he 
was 14.

The place is packed at dinner 
time, with people jostling at the 
bar and occupying tables under 
an awning out front directly across 
from the harbour where red and 
blue fishing boats are tied up.

A metal trough on the floor is 
where you toss the dregs from 
your glass, another cider ritual.

Eladio Rocas, who has a home 

in Ribadesella and another one in 
Oviedo, dumps a bit of cider into 
the trough. He says he likes the 
stuff but is unable to correctly get 
it from bottle to glass.

“I don’t drink it at home because I 
don’t know how to pour it,” he says.

A waiter reaches across the bar to 
hand him another expertly poured 
glass. How does Rocas, 64, de-
scribe the contents? 

“The flavour is midway between 
sweet and acidic and it tastes fresh 
and bubbly.” •

JUST  THE  FACTS
• Getting there: Iberia flies to Asturias Airport from Madrid. You can also get there with 
Vueling from Barcelona.
 
• Festival: In Nava, an annual cider fest in July features exhibitions and a pouring compe-
tition. Details at bit.ly/2BbRTtz.
 
• Cider mills: Many producers welcome visitors for informal tours and tastings. For infor-
mation: bit.ly/2ToBkSe.
 
• Hiking: The mountains of Asturias are popular hiking destinations. Prime sites include 
Picos de Europa National Park and Somiedo Nature Park. Details at
https://www.turismoasturias.es/en/naturaleza.

Above, diners drink 
cider in characteristic 
green bottles at a 
sidreria in Cangas de 
Onis. Left,  Jose Luis 
Vigon examines the 
bubbles in a glass at 
his cider mill.
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STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

New property with the long history a work of art

LUCERNE, SWITZERLAND  —
As the sleek catamaran 
speeds towards the southern 
end of lovely Lake Lucerne, I 
look up from my seat and see 

what looks like a shining city on a 
hill — the 30 buildings that make up 
the fabulous Bürgenstock Hotels and 
Resort are glittering like diamonds in 
the morning sunlight.

Aah, I think to myself, maybe this is 
why people are calling the remark-
able Bürgenstock the “crown jewel” 
of Swiss hotels.

The wow factor at this much-bal-
lyhooed property, which sits 500 
metres above Lake Lucerne on the 
ridge of Bürgenberg Mountain, is 
immediate. A brightly-painted funic-
ular is waiting to carry me from the 
dock up a steep, winding slope to 
the entrance. As the small red train 

The breathtaking 
Bürgenstock Hotels 
and Resort complex 
rises high above Lake 
Lucerne and offers 
guests a unique expe-
rience, which includes 
world class spas, fine 
dining and spectacu-
lar Alpine views.

Lucerne's 
Bürgenstock the 

crown jewel of
European resorts

Swiss
Surprise
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climbs into the heavens, the majesty of this place unfolds —   
famous Alpine peaks, the turquoise lake and the magical city 
of Lucerne spread out below. Breathtaking!

More gasps follow when I see diners in the brightly-lit lobby 
lounge feasting on the same jaw-dropping scene that is now 
framed in a massive two-storey window like a giant landscape 
painting. Stunning!

The scene at the back of the resort is no less impressive. The 
ridge drops down into a deep Al-
pine valley that looks like it jumped 
off the pages of the Swiss fairytale 
Heidi. Neatly-kept dairy farms, com-
plete with cows wearing their tradi-
tional collared bells, dot the pristine 
pastures bordered by more Alpine 
peaks. Awesome!

The paint was barely dry on this 
massive 383-room hotel and resort 
complex before industry experts 
were calling the Bürgenstock “the 
best new resort in the world.” Others 
went even further, dubbing Bürgen-
stock Resort the “project of the cen-
tury.”

It’s hard to find fault with either of 
those assessments once you see the 
remarkable results of a nine-year 
project that cost over $700 million 
and includes four main hotels, lux-
ury residences, lots of award-win-
ning gourmet restaurants and a 
108,000-sq-ft spa that is the talk of 
the wellness world. There’s even a 
charming nine-hole golf course on 
property that challenges a player’s 
power of concentration thanks to 
its elevated view of the surrounding 
brilliance.

However, this is a “new” resort with 
a legendary past.

Bürgenstock Resort, you see, is ac-
tually a remake of the historic prop-
erty of the same name that was first 
built on this site in 1873. The land-
mark resort thrived for decades be-

fore falling into disrepair and bankruptcy in the 1990s. Then, 
in 2007, a Qatari investment group rescued the Bürgenstock 
Resort and spared no expense restoring the property — old 
buildings were demolished to make way for new architectural 
eye candy and original buildings were totally renovated and 
updated.

The results must be seen to be believed.
The centrepiece of the resort is the 5-star Bürgenstock Hotel 

and Alpine Spa. The 102-room property is a masterpiece of 

Actress Audrey Hepburn was 
married in the resort's chapel, 
top photo, and Sophia Loren, 
above, lived on site with her 
husband for many years.

Bürgenstock offers guests eight fine-dining 
options that include world-class dishes 
from Asia, the Middle East and the Medi-
terranian. The rooms at Bürgenstock offer 
either Alpine or lake views and the eye 
candy is very sweet.
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The Hammetschwand 
elevator is located 
along one of the 
resort's trails and rises 
153 metres into the 
sky. It's attached to a 
mountain and is the 
largest of its kind in 
Europe. Once you 
reach the top, even 
more breathtaking 
Alpine views await.

design and if you look up “luxury” 
in the dictionary, you’ll probably 
find a picture of this hotel’s interior 
next to the word. The Alpine Spa 
comes complete with an infinity 
pool where guests hang on the 
edge soaking up the spine-tingling 
scenery below. Expert therapists 
deliver all the latest treatments and 
some guests never get out of their 
bath robes.

Part of the original hotel, includ-
ing its historic kidney-shaped pool 
and the fashionable Oak Grill 
restaurant are located in this area. 
They remind guests of Bürgen-
stock Resort’s golden era of the 
1950s when Hollywood stars like 
Sophia Loren, Sean Connery and 
Audrey Hepburn were long-stay 
guests.

“Audrey Hepburn got married 
(to dashing American actor and 
director Mel Ferrer) in our chapel,” 
Lauriane Zosso, the Bürgenstock’s 
communications specialist, tells 
me. The lovely white chapel still 
remains and has become a shrine 
of sorts to the late Hepburn, who 
would stay at the Bürgenstock for 
long periods between her many 
memorable films.

The   Bürgenstock Hotel even 
comes complete with its own posh 
cinema featuring plush leather 
seating where guests enjoy Holly-
wood blockbusters or film classics 
starring the likes of Hepburn.

Room rates  — starting around 
$1,200 a night  — reflect the ex-
clusiveness of the Bürgenstock 
Hotel, but mere mortals can also 
enjoy the resort’s wonders in less 
expensive accommodation like 
the Palace Hotel or the Waldhotel; 
the latter features a spa and state-
of-the-art health centre that offers 
cutting-edge medical treatments. 

The 4-star Palace is one of the 
resort’s original properties and 
would not look out of place stand-
ing alongside the grand hotels of 
Paris, London or Zurich. However, 
once inside you feel like you’ve 
been transported to the hotel of 

JUST  THE  FACTS
• For more on the Bürgenstock Hotels and Resort: https://www.buergenstock.ch/en

• For information on Switzerland: http://www.MySwitzerland.com

• Air Canada offers direct flights to Zurich from Toronto and Swiss International Air Lines 
runs daily service from Montreal: http://www.swiss.com
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the future. The interior was completely gutted during 
the remake and its rooms now cater to the fast-paced 
millennials and conference types. Its lovely terrace 
looks out on the natural beauty and may be the only 
place in the world where millennials look up from 
their smartphones and laptops to admire nature.

The 160-room Waldhotel is an oasis of calm in a 
troubled world. Guests check in seeking wellness and 
a smile instantly comes to their face as soon as they 
step into the oversized rooms with the Alpine views. 
The 5-star Waldhotel offers post-operative convales-
cence, treatments to deal with modern-day stress and 
even regular medical and dental checkups.

Switzerland’s deep roots in hospitality are not for-
gotten at Bürgenstock Resort, either. The quaint cha-
let-style Taverne 1879 hotel offers guests a chance to 
experience Alpine charm at its best. The 12 comfort-
able rooms will have you yodelling with excitement.

The resort properties are connected by a series of 
ingenious tunnels, walkways, piazzas and roads. An 
army of staff — more than 600 — caters to your every 
whim. There’s a small shopping arcade selling lots of 
Swiss watches, of course, and handmade Swiss choc-
olate, too. Yum!

In all, there are eight places where you can eat and 
drink at Bürgenstock and the variety of international 
food choices is astonishing. However, you’ll usually 
find fine dining aficionados at Spices in the main Bür-
genstock Hotel, Verbena in the Waldhotel, RitzCoffier 
in the Palace, Sharq, a Lebanese dining option next 
to the Palace, or the Oak Grill, which is famous for its 
barbecues.

Spices is a one-stop eatery for lovers of Asian cui-
sine and, like all the resort’s other dining rooms, is 
governed by the resort’s culinary director Mike Weh-
rle, who brings a lot of Far East cooking knowledge 
and flare to Bürgenstock Resort thanks to his past ex-
periences in Bangkok and the Philippines.

Chinese, Indian, Japanese and Thai dishes are ex-
pertly prepared in Spices’ open kitchen and the 
restaurant’s glass-facade juts out from the Bürgen-
stock Hotel, giving patrons a 180-degree view of the 
jaw-dropping setting. 

Verbena concentrates on vegetarian dishes from ar-
eas around the Mediterranean and even a meat lover 
like me was won over by the freshness and platting of 
this kitchen’s offerings.

RitzCoffier’s design is pure Paris chic — original cop-
per pots from the earliest days of the Palace Hotel, 
which first opened in 1903, are used to decorate the 
walls of this award-winning room, which serves up the 
best cuisine à la Escoffier (classic French cuisine) this 
side of the French Alps.

Interestingly, Sharq occupies the building where 
Italian acting legend Sophia Loren lived with her late 

husband Carlo Ponti for seven years. Its alabaster inte-
rior makes it one of the most eye-catching restaurants 
in the culinary world and the Middle Eastern dishes 
surpass all expectations.

Bürgenstock Resort’s wilderness location promotes 
outdoor activities and there’s plenty of Alpine trails to 
explore, along with golf, tennis and swimming.

The most popular trail is the one that leads guests 
and locals — people from Lucerne make regular day 
trips to the Bürgenstock Resort — along a mountain 
ridge to the Hammetschwand, a unique elevator built 
into the granite rock face. It’s recognized as the tallest 
of its kind in Europe and  opened in 1905 by the Bür-
genstock’s original owner Franz Josef Bucher.

The Hammetschwand takes people 153 metres to 
the summit in under one minute, affording them even 
more spectacular views of famed Alpine peaks like 
Rigi, Grosser, Glārnisch and Fronalpstock. It’s also a 
thrill ride, because its descends in a spine-tingling 3.1 
metres per second. Yikes!

The Bürgenstock Hotel and Resort is a gift that just 
keeps on giving.

Bürgenstock's Palace Hotel would not look out of place in 
Paris, and its kidney-shaped pool, above, was inspired by 
Hollywood guests during its golden era.
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*Savings based on all vacation package bookings with Flight + Hotel on Expedia.ca from September 2013 through February 2014 as compared to price of the same components booked separately on Expedia.ca. 
Savings will vary based on origin/destination, length of trip, stay dates and selected travel supplier(s). Savings not available on all packages. 
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    $500
  SAVE UP TO

*

Save a bundle
 when you bundle.

CMYK
100 - 43 - 0 - 65

See how much you can save by booking 
flight and hotel together on Expedia.ca. 



Take a hike
In beautiful B.C.

BIGSTOCK PHOTOS

A seasoned hiker
rates the Fab Five 

nature walks
 along the famous

Sea-to-Sky Highway
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STORY BY PATTI SHALES LEFKOS

Fitness, renewal and epic 
vistas await adventurers

VANCOUVER — Want a break from the hus-
tle and bustle of the city? Then head for the 
hills — of British Columbia. But there are a 
few things to remember before taking a 
hike. For instance:

• Whether you’re a seasoned hiker or first timer, re-
member weather can change rapidly in the moun-
tains. 
• Don’t think proximity to the city guarantees safety. 
• Wear sturdy boots with soles with good grip. 
• Carry collapsible trekking poles in your pack, ready 
when needed. 
• Be prepared to take care of yourself in an emergen-
cy. 
• Include water, food, extra clothing, rain gear and a 
map of the area as daypack essentials. 
• Don’t rely on cellphone service to call Search and 
Rescue. 
• Carry a compass with a mirror and a shrill whistle to 
signal for help. 
• Know the suggested hiking time, then allow a few 
extra hours. 
• Last up, a headlamp, to keeps hands free in case you 
are forced to return after dark. 

Now get out there and enjoy these Fabulous Five 
hikes in B.C.

1- Mount Seymour  
Distance: 9 km round trip /  Elevation gain:  577m /  Time: 5 hours

There’s more to North Shore hiking than the Grouse 
Grind. My love affair with mountain hiking began 
when I moved from Toronto to Vancouver in the 
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1970s. Mount Seymour, a great beginners’ hike, was 
my first foray into the North Shore Mountains. 

For years after that first hike I shared towering coast-
al rainforest cedar and dwarfed alpine fir with my new 
Canadian Grade 5 students as often as I could. 

I never tired of watching them experience the beau-
ty of Mount Seymour for the first time. They scrambled 
up the trails mesmerized by craggy peaks and ocean 
views, marveling when I pointed out Stanley Park and 
their home neighbourhood in East Vancouver. 

Granola filled outstretched palms stretched sky-
ward, they giggled as greedy Canada jays, also known 
as Whiskey Jacks, landed on their hands to nibble the 
treats. They fell in love with the outdoors. You will, too. 
A great hike for kids, parents and grandparents to en-
joy together.

2- Hollyburn Peak Trail  
Distance: 7 km / Elevation gain: 450m /  Time: 3.5 hours

Also rated as moderate, this scenic trail is suitable 
for three generations. The peak was first reached by 
members of Vancouver Mountaineering Club in 1908 
and has been a popular destination ever since. 

Be sure to pack a picnic to enjoy along with the pan-
orama view at the summit. Small lakes  border the 
Lower Powerline, Upper Powerline and Baden Powell 
Trail. 

Keep your dog on a leash and watch out for hungry 
black bears filling up on berries, especially in the fall 
before hibernation season.

Be sure to make time for a short side trip. Wander by 
historic Hollyburn Lodge, built in 1926, still a mecca 
for cross-country skiers and snowshoers. You might 
catch a glimpse of some of the rustic cabins built by 
Hollyburn pioneers. 

3- The Lions (Binkert) Trail  
Distance: 16 km / Elevation gain: 1,285m / Time: 8 hours

The Lions are the two most familiar peaks seen from 
the city of Vancouver. Rated as difficult, this trail is 
popular for hiking as well as trail running. 

To avoid snow, try this July to October. 
It can be a long day, so take lots of water and snacks. 
The steep trail through Western red cedar and 

Douglas fir forests changes from a dirt track, to gravel 
to rocks and then to boulders. 

Sturdy hiking boots, a map and attention to trail 
markers are a must. Missing markers could mean an 
even longer day with a detour to aptly named Unnec-
essary Mountain. 

When I hike this trail, I always remember Norwegian- 
born Dag Aabye, who survived an avalanche when he 
pulled off the first ski descent of the Lions in the ‘70s, 

earning him the title of the Father of Freeride skiing. 
4- Deeks Lake 
Distance: 13 km / Elevation: 980m  / Time:  7.5 hours

If you love fishing, this trail within the boundaries of 
Cypress Provincial Park, is for you. 

After the first relatively easy 3 kms along an old log-
ging road, the trail turns into a very steep climb. The 
beautiful little lake at the summit is chock-a-block full 
of hand-sized trout that will bite at anything you throw 
at them. 

The trail can be slippery even when dry. Melting 
snow and rain, even during July and August, make 
the trail challenging, especially downhill. I ended up 
sliding down tough sections on my rain pants last 
time I hiked this trail in late spring. 

Muddy, but fun. Just don’t get going too fast.

5- Elfin Lakes (Diamond Head) 
Distance: 22 km / Elevation gain: 700m / Time:  6 hours

Alpine flowers in summer, a heated shelter in win-
ter, what’s not to love? You’ll certainly fall in love with 
red heather meadows, pristine alpine lakes (one for 
swimming, one reserved for drinking water) and ac-
cess to other more challenging destinations such as 
Opal Cone, the Gargoyles or Mamquam Lake. 

It’s a summer picnic destination that allows a recon-
naisnace for a possible return in winter. From Novem-
ber to June this trail offers an excellent seven-hour (or 
overnight) snowshoe or my favourite ski tour excur-
sion to the heated Elfin Lakes shelter. 

Tire chains are mandatory in winter to reach the Elfin 
Lakes (Diamond Head) parking lot. Remember moun-
tain weather can change rapidly. Sunshine one min-
ute, blizzard the next. Be prepared with extra food, 
water and warm and waterproof clothing. •
For further information on B.C. trails go to
www.vancouvertrails.com and www.alltrails.com

Hikes along 
B.C.'s idyllic 
trails are great 
escapes for 
friends and 
families.
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LIGHT
Shedding some

On Cape Breton
There's plenty of hospitality
and adventure along the 
shores of the Bras d’Or

STORY BY SHELLEY CAMERON-MCCARRON

CAPE BRETON ISLAND —
No matter how well I think 
I know Cape Breton Island, 
there seems to be an unof-
ficial rule that this magic, 

mysterious and ethereal land found 
off Canada’s East Coast still has lots of 
surprises.

That’s what’s happening as I walk a 
forested trail in Whycocomagh Pro-
vincial Park, a camping and hiking 
gem that spreads out grandly across 
a substantial hillside where visitors 
picnic, sleep in comfortable yurts and 
clamour up a series of trails to reach 
the summit of Salt Mountain, a prime 

BIGSTOCK PHOTO
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Famed lighthouse at historic Louisbourg, opposite page, is just one of the many iconic 
landmarks visitors to Cape Breton can experience. Above, the picturesque Cabot Trail.

locale for spotting soaring bald eagles. It 
also offers astonishing views of the Skye 
River Valley and the gentle, fog-free waters 
of the Bras d’or Lake, Canada’s inland sea.  

Cape Breton is constantly lauded for its 
natural beauty, its thrilling coastlines and 
vibrant Acadian and Mi’kmaq cultures, the 
world-renowned Cabot Trail and the majes-
ty of Fortress Louisbourg National Historic 
Site.

But to me it’s home. And it’s quieter mo-
ments like this that I cherish. 

I grew up 25 minutes from here, and have 
passed through this small village dozens of 
times with nary a second thought. I daresay 
it’s a trip, playing tourist, seeing the same 
place with new eyes, as we explore along 
the shores of the Bras d’Or, a vast UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserve.

We’re staying at Keltic Quay, a cheerful 
complex of 12 cottages mere steps from 
the lake’s northeast shores where guests 
canoe, kayak and watch the constant play 
of colours in the hills. All the while, eagles 
sweep along the horizon. 

The name Bras d’Or — translated, means 
“arm of gold” — was probably inspired by 
the sight of the sun hitting its barrier beach-
es, rocky headlands, ponds and wetlands.

True or not, there’s no doubt the scenery 
impresses. And it’s mixed everywhere with 
heaps of Cape Breton hospitality. Keltic 
Quay is a series of one- and two-bedroom 
spacious, self-catering cottages that fan out 
in a line around the wood-panelled, laid-
back main lodge. Effervescent innkeeper 
Renie Rogers, with the resident hound, an 
affable black lab named Hank at her side, 

People visit Cape Breton 
to experience the area's 
Gaelic pioneer culture, 
left and above, and dip 
their toes into the frothy 
surf of the Bras d'Or.
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has much to do with the warm welcome and is always 
there to offer touring advice and suggest a novel from 
the bookcase she personally supplies. 

Just five minutes down the road, hospitality comes 
in the form of hearty portions, down-home fare and 
a legendary seafood chowder (replete with seven—
yes, seven!—types of seafood) at Charlene’s Bayside 
Restaurant, a beloved local eatery.

After lunch, point the car towards the village of Bad-
deck, where the Cabot Trail either starts or ends, de-
pending on the direction you choose to experience 
the nearly 300-km road regularly named one of the 
world’s most beautiful drives.

Baddeck, though, deserves time of its own, whiling 
away a pleasant afternoon browsing gift, curio and 
ice cream shops, many concentrated along Chebucto 
Street; admiring the sloops and watercraft docked at 
the wharf; arranging a paddle with North River Kay-
ak Tours run by outdoor guru and singer-songwriter 
Angelo Spinazzola; or taking to the water aboard a 
graceful schooner with wishbone rig with Amoeba 
Sailing Tours where, from the water, you can glimpse 
Alexander Graham Bell’s summer mansion.

To fully realize Bell’s genius, don’t miss a visit to the 
Alexander Graham Bell National Historic Site, where 
visitors discover his contributions go far beyond the 
telephone. You can take part in making and flying 
kites from the museum’s hillside location overlooking 
the Bras d’Or, or take a behind-the-scenes tour into a 
storage room filled with fascinating artefacts, like the 
notebooks filled with musings that Bell kept tucked in 
his pocket. 

From here, options abound. A one-and-a-half-hour 
return hike into Uisge Bàn Falls Provincial Park near 

Baddeck rewards with a gorgeous waterfall and end-
less photo opportunities. Craft beer fans will want to 
visit the on-farm brewery at Big Spruce Brewing to 
sample some of their unfiltered and unpasteurized 
beer. Cape Breton and Gaelic pioneer life comes to 
life at the Highland Village Museum in Iona. It’s anoth-
er grassy hillside museum with envious views over the 
Bras d’Or. The 43-acre property with 11 period build-
ings engages all senses from the clip clop of horse 
hooves pulling a wagon to the smell of a peat fire. To 
discover more about the living culture, plan a stop at 
the Great Hall of the Clans Museum at Colaisde na 
Gàidhlig or The Gaelic College in St. Ann’s, where in-
struction is offered in disciplines from step dancing 
and piping to the Gaelic language.  

Mi’kmaq culture is also rich here, with four First 
Nation communities hugging the shores of the Bras 
d’Or. It’s possible to stand in a circle at Eskasoni First 
Nation, the largest Mi’kmaq community in the world, 
as the scent of buffalo sage, cedar and tobacco wafts 
through the air in a smudging ceremony performed 
by representatives of Eskasoni Cultural Journeys. 

Heritage interpreters present opportunities to 
learn about storytelling, music and dance, and in 
season, visitors can experience a cultural journey 
while hiking the 2.4km Goat Island Trail that takes 
you back to pre-settlement days, to learn about how 
Mi’kmaq people lived. 

Of course, the island is a musical mecca, and over 
our weekend getaway we were lucky enough to catch 
performances by both singer/songwriter Keith Mull-
ins and fiddler Colin Grant, whose lively jigs had us 
dancing with an unfettered smile of joy that Cape 
Breton seems to so well inspire. •

Whether it's kayaking Baddeck Bay or 
enjoying a down-home seafood feast 
at charming Keltic Quay, there's always 
lots to do in Cape Breton.
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Get to know the  
most delicious cities, 
one dish at a time.



Day Trip
Back in Time
Journey on British train conjures
up memories of a famed rail trip 

STORY BY ATHENA LUCERO / PHOTOS VARIOUS SOURCES

LONDON — The Orient Express’ maiden journey be-
tween Paris and Constantinople (present-day Istanbul) 
in 1833 was a game-changer for travel on the Conti-
nent.  The four-day trek involved two stages, the first 
starting at London’s Victoria Station.  Aboard opulent-

ly-appointed Pullman carriages, passengers dressed to the 
nines were conveyed to Dover on the southeastern coast.  
There, they crossed the English Channel by boat to France 
(Calais), before continuing on to Paris.  

The golden age of travel had arrived and soon royalty, heads 
All aboard the Belmond Pullman
for a day trip out of London.
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of state and the well-to-do flocked 
to the luxury rail line as their choice 
of travel.

Still today, the mere mention 
of Orient Express conjures up 
thoughts of luxury, romance and 
intrigue — thanks mostly to Ag-
atha Christie’s thrilling 1934 novel 
which was later made into a movie, 
Murder on the Orient Express.

Hungry for a taste of that wistful 
past, my aunt and I buy a ticket on 
the Orient Express — okay, not THE 
Orient Express but the Belmond 
British Pullman, its opulent British 
cousin that duplicates the English 
leg of the original 1833 route on 
a day trip that will have us back in 
London by bed time.

Standing on Platform 2 at Victoria 
Station, a rush of nostalgia over-
comes us as we wait to board the 
exquisite Pullman cars, named af-
ter American industrialist George 
Pullman, who pioneered the first-
class sleeper and restaurant cars 
that became the standard for luxu-
ry rail service throughout Britain in 
the late 1800s.

Stepping on to the chocolate and 
cream-coloured vintage cars is like 
stepping back in time — our metic-
ulously-restored dining carriage, 
named Cygnus, dates back to the 
1920s and features brass luggage 
racks and mahogany-panelled 
walls with exquisite marquetry. 
Our white linen-covered table, set 
with fine china, heavy crystal, ele-
gant silverware and a lamp with a 
silk-pleated shade, looked like it 
was set for the Queen. 

Rolling slowly out of the bustling 
British capital, views soon opened 
to landscapes of quintessential 
English countrysides dotted with 
grazing sheep — the perfect anti-
dote for us and our fellow passen-
gers who needed to escape from 
our busy worlds.  

Attendants welcomed us with 
Peach Bellinis and light appetizers, 
followed by a sumptuous multi-
course brunch (pastries, yogurt 
with fresh berries and scrambled 

a single ping interrupted conver-
sation and everyone seemed to be 
in their own blissful space.  That is, 
until friendly chatter broke out as 
meals on silver platters were skil-
fully maneuvered through tight 
space with perfect choreography 
— one course at a time.

Train manager Andor Karadi 
stopped at our table to make sure 
we were happy guests and shared 

eggs with chopped chives over 
a toasted crumpet with “London 
Cure” Scottish smoked salmon).  
By noon, we disembarked for an 
afternoon at Sissinghurst Castle 
Gardens, and on the return to Lon-
don, lingered over a five-course 
dinner.

The atmosphere onboard was 
magically peaceful.  That’s because 
cellphone use is discouraged.  Not 

Each of the historic Pullman 
cars come with a name and 
the tables in the dining car are 
decked out with the finest chi-
na and crystal. The gorgeous 
scenes of the English country-
side are free.
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stories about the train.  
“Do you know how we got the chairs into the car-

riages?” Karadi asked as we glanced at our hefty up-
holstered seats.  

“The doors and windows are too small, so they were 
put through the roof.”  

They’re never removed from the carriage.  Regular 
refurbishment takes place inside the cars.  We looked 
at our chairs again and wondered which royal figures, 
presidents or Nobel Laureates sat in the ones we were 
occupying.

And every car has a name and a story.  Cygnus was 
part of the 1965 funeral train for Winston Churchill.  
Phoenix was the royal carriage used by President 
Charles de Gaulle of France on his state visit in 1960.  
And during his state visit in 1996, South African presi-
dent Nelson Mandela was partial to a carriage named 
Vera because of her springbok marquetry.

But this day-trip experience might not exist had it 
not been for American James Sherwood, who owned 
a shipping company based in Britain.  

In May 1977, the Orient Express (which had evolved 
to the Simplon Orient Express), made its last run.  
While attending a Sotheby auction in Monte Carlo 
the following fall, Sherwood,  on a whim, purchased 
two abandoned Pullman carriages.  He was inspired 
by the awe the carriages drew at the auction and re-
alized then that there was still magic in the Orient Ex-
press name.  

Sherwood located the remainder of the rolling stock, 
restored the aging cars, and by May 1982 he brought 
the romance back with the relaunch of  the Venice 
Simplon-Orient Express.  A nostalgic Paris-to-Istanbul 
journey is offered once a year. 

And thanks to this day trip, we might not have dis-
covered internationally-renowned Sissinghurst Castle 
Gardens and learned the intriguing story of its found-
ers — poet and landscape designer Vita Sackville-West 
and her author/diplomat husband, Harold Nicholson.

The couple bought the decaying property in 1930, 
then transformed the once aristocratic home-turned 
prisoner-of-war camp (during the Seven Years War) 
turned-derelict homestead, into one of England’s fin-
est gardens.  The castle and its 10 garden “rooms” are 
listed in the National Trust for Places of Historic Inter-
est or Natural Beauty.  

The16th-century tower was Sackville-West’s sanctu-
ary where she wrote each night.  She also kept jour-
nals about her lesbian liaisons that were never known 
to her children until after her death.  Virginia Woolf 
was one of her lovers.

Back on the train just before sunset, attendants wel-
comed us back with Champagne and hor d’oeuvres, 
followed by dinner highlights of ballotine of chicken, 
seared fillet of seabass and dessert of traditional Eton 

mess cheesecake.  
“Take a walk through the carriages,” Karadi urged 

us. “They’re all different and beautiful.”  In the vesti-
bules, he said, wooden plaques describe each car’s 
place in history.

Next time we’ll sample a different day trip.  But then 
again, we just might cross the Channel. •

JUST  THE  FACTS
• To learn more about the Belmond British Pullman, visit 
http://www.belmond.com

• Sissinghurst Castle Garden: 
http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/sissinghurst-castle-garden

• My overnight accommodation while in London:  
Strand Palace Hotel, http://www.strandpalacehotel.co.uk 
Dukes London, http://www.dukeshotel.com

A stop at lovely 
Sissinghurst 
Castle, above, 
and a tour 
of the idyllic 
gardens is all 
part of a day 
trip aboard the 
historic train.
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Points travellers 
in the right 
direction 
with some 
innovative 
new apps
designed to
make travel fun

I USED TO RELY on some unconventional methods to pick 
my annual holiday destination — throw a dart at a map; spin 
a globe; put a map in front of my dog and let him decide 
with his nose.

Google changed all that.
Now I rely solely on the world’s largest search engine to 

point me in the right direction. And I’m not alone. While Goo-
gle tells me it does not provide absolute numbers when it 
comes to travel, it's safe to say a significant portion of the 1.3 
trillion annual searches on Google are travel related.

That’s why Google keeps coming up with innovative new 
tools to help travellers while their searching destinations and 
while they’re on the road.

Like:
• Google Trips App: It automatically maps out a half or full 
day filled with suggestions of things to see and do in any lo-

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON Most Googled traveldestinations of 2018

1 Italy

2 France

3 Iceland

4 Bahamas

5 Ireland

6 Las Vegas

7 Bora Bora

8 New York City

9 New Orleans

10 Spain
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cation in the world and shows you cool things 
to do whether they are near or far. The app also 
organizes user travel details together in a single 
place. Hot tip: avoid racking up your data plan 
by accessing the app offline when Wi-Fi is out 
of reach.
• Google Flghts: It gives users access to an in-
tuitive tool to find cheap flights in seconds. Ex-
plore destinations on a map and even compare 
different airlines. Hot tip: sign-up for fare alerts 
and get notified when flights drop in price.
• Google Assistant: You can set it to remind 
you to pack your passport as well as keep you 
on top of departure 
times and scheduled 
events. It can also 
be used to check 
weather conditions 
in advance and activ-
ity recommendations 
once you've arrived 
at your destintion. 
Hot tip: If you have 
a specific hotel in 
mind, just ask Assis-
tant to find out avail-
ability and prices.
• Google Translate: 
It has several features 
made for travellers, 
including the camera 
function to translate 
signs,  and "conver-
sation mode" which 
allows you to speak 
directly into the mi-
crophone for real-time translated conversa-
tions. No need for an interpreter or guide. Hot 
tip: Download the requisite language pack so 
your app can function offline and avoid pesky 
roaming charges.
• Google Maps: It offers more than just naviga-
tion. Maps can help users plan faster routes via 
driving, walking or transit and even alert you of 
possible delays, traffic or accidents. Hot tip: Take 
it one step further by creating your own custom 
roadmap using My Maps; perfect for personal-
ized planning.

But exactly how are Canadians using Google 
when they search for travel destinations and 
how will the new tools help them?

According to Aaron Brindle, a Google Canada 
spokesperson, “Canadians rely on Search to be 
more than just a search engine. 

“Search offers numerous resources to prepare 

people when booking vacations or even short 
trips,” he says. “For example, when planning, the 
Google Trips App organizes user travel details 
together in one single place and is available for 
use offline (great for avoiding roaming fees). 

What are the most popular foreign destina-
tions with Canadians?

“The top trending destinations of the last 12 
months,” says Brindle, “include Portugal, U.S., 
Greece, Bali and Croatia. For destinations in 
Canada, Canadians’ searches for trips to Van-
couver are narrowly outpacing searches for Ni-
agara Falls.”

Google has stayed 
well ahead of oth-
er search engines 
when planning for 
the future, so what 
does it have in store 
for travellers looking 
forward?

“Stay tuned,” says 
Brindle. “Our mis-
sion is to organize 
the world’s informa-
tion and make it uni-
versally accessible 
and useful. While 
Flight Search and 
Hotels Search is a 
great start for peo-
ple planning their 
next getaway, we’re 
always looking at 
ways to  better con-
nect Canadians to 

information relevant to their trips and travel.”
As far as trends, Brindle says: “Increasingly, we 

see that users are interested in alternative ac-
commodations when travelling, so we recently 
expanded the Google Hotel Search experience 
to provide a broader set of lodging choices. 

“Google Hotel Search lets  users search for 
all types of vacation rental properties — be it a 
cabin in Lake Tahoe or a beach house in Sydney. 
That makes the mobile booking process quick 
and seamless. 

“We’ve teamed up with a number of our part-
ners, including Expedia, HomeAway, Hotels.
com, RedAwning, TripAdvisor and VRBO to 
help expand and meet the demand of Canadi-
ans, and people worldwide, seeking a different 
travel experience.”

Google sure makes the Search for your next 
vacation a whole lot easier.•
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See what is within reach, dream a little, and 
let Tour East walk alongside you in creating 
that perfect journey. 
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