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12 Colorado
Skiing is a ‘state’ of mind

Throughout this issue, you’ll find 
stories and photographs on desti-
nations that cater to winter travel-
lers. Some are hot, some are cold 
and some are “cool” places to be 
seen this winter season. Whether 
your a skier, a sun worshipper or 
just looking for a place to chill 
out, you’ll find it in the October 
2017 issue of TraveLife.

Enjoy!
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Victor’s paw-ssengers
fly for free and the
experience is purr-fect

When the pampered pets 
hop aboard a Victor private 
jet, their food preferences 
are included in the mani-
fest so their favourite food 
is waiting for them. They 
curl up at their owner’s 
feet and are treated like a 
VIP — Very Important Pet.
The mega-rich do not like 
to travel without their 
pets  but those in the main-
stream are also finding it 
harder to leave their best 
friends behind.

TORONTO — Geordie, my 
lovely little Westie and best friend in 
the world, looks at me with his big 
sad puppy dog eyes every time I re-
trieve my suitcase from the closet. He 

slumps to the floor and cradles his furry face in his 
paws, and I swear his eyes well up as he watches 
me pack. And when he drives off with the dog sit-
ter, he presses his nose up against the car window 
as if to say: “please take me with you.”

It’s always a heartbreaking moment. But I’m 
not alone. More and more pet owners are finding 
it harder to leave their “best friends” behind.  And 
according to a survey conducted by the travel app 
Triplt, 77 per cent of respondents say their pets in-
fluence their holiday travel plans. And 94 per cent 
of those same respondents say they are looking 
for easier ways to travel with their pets.

If, like me, you refuse to cage your puppy in the 
plane’s cargo hold, or if your dog is too big to fit 
under a seat in a carry bag, what options do we 
have?  Charter the whole plane?

Well, as a matter a fact, that’s exactly what the 
mega-rich are doing. And one company, Victor, a 
private charter jet company based in London, is 
catering to their request by flying the pampered 
pets “free” of charge.

Victor apparently has tapped into a niche mar-
ket because a company spokesperson tells me 

Class
STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

Fur
PAMPERED PETS 

GET TO FLY
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TIPS FOR TRAVELLING
WITH YOUR PET

10

1  Pet food and water: Unexpected turns 
and delays are a part of travelling, so when 
your plans include your pets, take along extra 
food for them. A travel delay (or getting lost en 
route to your destination) could result in your 
pet waiting an undetermined amount of time 
for food or clean water.

2  First aid pet kit: When you prepare a pet 
travel kit that includes a copy of their current 
medical records, consider your pet may need 
first aid during travel. Make sure to pack a 
simple first aid kit, including gauze, bandages 
and hydrogen peroxide to induce vomiting if 
necessary. 

3 Consider sedating your pet: Initially, the 
idea of calming your frightened pet with medi-
cation may seem like a bit much. But if your pet 
experiences extreme anxiety in an unfamiliar 
setting (such as an older pet) giving them a 
sedative could save them from trauma.

4 Best crate for your pet: Fabric carriers are 
a good way to transport your dog or cat, but a 
hard plastic carrier is more versatile. 

5 Secure your pet for their safety: Just like 
people, pets can become injured if the car 
makes a sudden movement or there’s severe air 
turbulence. For their safety, it is always recom-
mended to crate your pet.

6 Train before you travel: Train your puppy 
to remain calm and focused on your commands 
with practice sessions in the car and a reward 
system. 

7 Identification tags: No matter how you 
choose to travel, it is vital to outfit your pets 
with proper identification prior to setting out. 
After all, if you should become separated from 
your pet, their identification is the surest way 
they’ll find their way back to you.

8 Does your dog has the right temperament 
to fly?: High-stress dogs or dogs with high anx-
iety levels might not be the right choice to take 
with you on a plane. The reason for this? It’s 
simply not worth the stress for your poor pup.

9 Extra fees: Bringing your best “furrrend” on 
your trip is definitely not cheap. Depending on 
the airline, flying just one way with your dog 
can cost over $100. Budget your trip and see if 
there is room to bring your pup on board with 
you, or if he should stay back for a special week 
with Grandma and Grandpa.

10 Call ahead: Most airlines only allot a 
certain amount of dogs to fly in-cabin, so make 
sure to call way ahead of time to book your 
pup’s spot. Sometimes when flying with your 
pup you are allowed to board first — yes, dogs 
are VIP — and you are usually given the middle 
seat, as there is more room.

Class
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their bookings last year jumped 11.3 per cent because of the offer.
Victor is one of the largest companies of its kind and its 200-car-

rier partners have landing rights at over 40,000 airports worldwide.
When requesting a quote from Victor, clients are asked what kind 

of pet they’ll be travelling with and how many. Then Victor sources 
a carrier that can meet the client’s needs. The pets’ food preferenc-
es are even addressed and included in the manifest, so when Fido 
hops onboard, a nice meal — we’re not talking Purina here, folks 
— will be waiting.

“One client once asked to take 10 cases of gourmet dog food on 
board with them, just so that their pooch had an entire menu of 
tailored-made meals whilst they were away on their Mediterranean 
summer holiday,” a spokesperson for Victor tells me.

And it’s not just dogs that Victor gets requests for.
“We’ve even flown five falcons — on a Dassault Falcon 7X-mod-

el plane,” the spokesperson chuckles. 
She then tells me the company once was asked to accommodate 

“10 small bunny rabbits on a flight from London to central Europe.
“One customer flew with nine identical pugs and the heaviest 

dog we’ve ever flown is an 80-pound (36.3 kg) Leonberger from 
London to France.”

Owners must secure proper paper work for the pets — like vacci-
nation and custom documents relevant to the destination — before 
the pups are allowed to board. And if one of the dogs or cats causes 
damage to the plane, owners are held responsible.

Most private jet operators, like Victor, request that dogs be kept 
on a leash during the flight and not block aisles. For the most part, 
though, the dogs are very well behaved.

In fact, Forbes magazine recently quoted a spokesperson for XO-
JET, a rival to Victor, as saying his company was more excited 
about flying pets than unaccompanied children.

The Victor spokesperson tells me the company’s long-range 
charter flights — the cost depends on the type of aircraft chartered 
— have increased a staggering 98 per cent since last year and that 
the average booking value is up by 79 per cent since the compa-
ny’s launch in 2011. In 2016, bookings by first-time private fliers 
increased by 15 per cent, according to the spokesperson.

“At Victor, we are always striving to provide a stress-free travel 
experience — for both our human users and their pets,” says David 
Young, senior vice-president of Victor’s North American opera-

tions. “We understand that holds in commercial aircrafts carry a 
risk, and therefore Victor provides the best possible solution for 
you and your pet to travel in style.”

While traditional airlines accommodate pets, their track record 
has not been good. In fact, according to a U.S. government report 
compiled between 2005 and 2015, mainstream air carriers reported 
over 300 pet deaths while in their care, almost 150 serious pet inju-
ries and over 50 pet losses.

No wonder the rich won’t let their “babies” fly commercial.
There are cheaper alternatives to a private jet for your pooch. 

Pet Airways, for instance, was the first carrier exclusively created 
to transport pets. Their “pawsengers” are crated in a specially-de-
signed main cabin and monitored throughout the flight by atten-
dants. 

The pet is then turned over to the owner at the destination. Not 
quite Victor treatment, but better than a cargo hold.

And expect this industry to keep growing. With over 100 million 
dogs residing in North American households, and more and more 
people, especially millennials, wanting to bring their pet along on a 
holiday, there’s no limit to this niche product.

According to a recent report in the Washington Post, three-quar-
ters of Americans in their 30s have dogs while 51 per cent have 
cats. 

“Pets are becoming a replacement for children,” Jean Twenge, a 
psychology professor at San Diego State University and author of 
“Generation Me” told The Post. “They (pets) are less expensive. 
You can get one even if you’re not ready to live with someone or 
get married, and they can still provide companionship.”

Of the $63 billion (U.S.) spent on pets last year in America, $11 
billion went to items that are defined as “pampering,” which in-
cludes flights, according to the paper.

But be careful. Not all dogs react well to flying. According to the 
American Human Society, air travel can be particularly dangerous 
for animals with “pushed in” faces (the medical term is “brachyce-
phalic”), such as bulldogs, pugs and Persian cats. Their short nasal 
passages leave them especially vulnerable to oxygen deprivation 
and heat stroke. And flying time for all pets should be limited to a 
maximum 0f eight hours.

Good to know that if I can ever afford to charter a private jet, 
Geordie can come with me. •
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it’S
snow

time
Something’s brewing at 
Colorado’s ski resorts
and their intoxicating
affect leaves visitors 

feeling very good

STORY BY KAREN ASP

Telluride was once a rugged outpost 
but now is regarded as one of America’s 
most sophisticated ski areas.

12 www.travelife.ca





WORLD CLASS SKI
RESROTS IN COLORADO

10
1  Vail: Vail is one of the top ski areas in 
the world and features seven back bowls 
along with long groomed runs on the front 
side that drift down into the fairy tale town.

2 Telluride: If you are looking to ski a 
serious amount of vertical, this is the place 
to come, with more than 2,000 acres of ter-
rain, a base elevation of 2,659 metres, and a 
maximum elevation of 4,000 metres. 

3  Breckenridge: This is the place to 
come for anyone looking to push their skill 
level beyond intermediate. But there is 
plenty of terrain for everyone, with green, 
blue, and black runs lower down on the 
mountain, moguls here and there, and be-
ginner-friendly areas.

4 Aspen: The four hills that make up the 
Aspen ski experience — Snowmass, Aspen 
Mountain, Aspen Highlands and Buttermilk 
— cover a massive amount of terrain, ri-
valling Vail in sheer size.

5 Beaver Creek: This resort is known for 
its high level of customer service, groomed 
runs and friendly atmosphere. It features a 
base elevation of 2,255 metres and a sum-
mit elevation of 3,474 metres.

6 Purgatory: This is a family-oriented 
ski hill just outside of Durango in the San 
Juan Mountains. The terrain at Purgatory 
is heavily skewed towards beginners and 
intermediate skiers.

7 Steamboat: The ski resort is centered 
around Mount Werner, just outside Steam-
boat Springs. The hill receives ample snow 
each yearn and the elevation ranges from 
2,100 metre at the base to 3,250 metres at 
the summit. 

8 Keystone: This is a large resort with 20 
lifts and terrain to suit every ability, making 
it perfect for families. It’s a bit off the tourist 
track so there’s never a lineup and the town 
is cute.

9 Arapahoe Basin: Located on Loveland 
Pass, the A-Basin (as it’s known locally) 
features a  summit elevation reaches 4,111 
metres, allowing the resort to stay open 
until late spring.

10 Copper Mountain: This is a family 
focused resort an hours’ drive outside Den-
ver. It has 23 lifts spread across 2,465 acres, 
so there is plenty of terrain for skiers and 
boarders to explore. 

BRECKENRIDE, CO — Skiing 
and beer (après, that is) go to-
gether like peanut butter and jelly. 
That’s why when it comes to plan-
ning a winter vacation, you can’t 

go wrong by heading to Colorado, home of 25 
ski resorts and more than 350 breweries. 

I take that message to heart, and over the 
course of eight weeks, I go on a brew-ski tour, 
if you will. After visiting Steamboat Springs, 
Telluride and Breckenridge, I see their differ-
ent personalities emerge. Turns out, you really 
can’t judge a PB&J by its cover. 

Steamboat Springs
I’m taking a ski lesson at Steamboat when 

my instructor asks if I want to feed birds. It’s 
an unusual question, but after I’m led to a tree 
fort — Steamboat’s pencil-like trees create the 
best tree skiing in Colorado — I understand. 
No sooner does my instructor place crackers 
on his hands than gray jays begin landing. I 
soon take over and get a thrill feeling their feet 
wrap around my fingers.

I’m not the only one who knows about the 
gray jays. This is the one resort where skiers 
aren’t racing down the mountain as soon as 
they download from the lift. Instead, a large 
number of them plant themselves off to the 
side, arm outstretched with food in hand. 

Birds aside, Steamboat is famous for its 
unique snow, appropriately trademarked 
Champagne Powder, which frosts the trees. 
Skiing through it is truly a luxury. Even in a 
foot of powder, I feel like I’m cutting through 
powdered sugar, “cold smoke” blowing around 
me. Plain and simple, Steamboat is a darned 
fun mountain to ski, so much fun that I conquer 
my first black diamond here. 

And yes, I celebrate that day with après ski at 
the T Bar, a fun dive bar near the base that’s a 
local favourite. Ironically, I happen to be there 
when somebody rings the bell. It’s a T Bar tra-
dition that when you ring the bell, you buy the 
whole bar — the place is packed from wall to 
wall — a shot. 

Off the slopes, I’m treated to even more 
unique experiences. Like the Saturday morn-
ing that I take the free public bus to Storm Peak 
Brewing where I do yoga for an hour before 
sipping a pint. Even more interesting, though, 
is my visit to Strawberry Park Hot Springs. On 
the bus there, I’m handed my “locker,” a plas-
tic bag where I can stash my stuff, along with 
a flashlight. I’m visiting as the sun is setting, 
and the incoming darkness will make seeing 
difficult.

The springs are more beautiful than I could 
have imagined, several large connected pools 
set amidst the snow-flocked trees. Along with 
the heated springs, there’s a cold pool, too, but 
I can’t fathom the thought of climbing into it, 
as I’m freezing just getting into the springs. 
Once I’m in, though, I succumb to the heat, the 
sunset lulling me into a deep calm.

Telluride
Back in the 1800s, Telluride was such a 

tough-to-reach town that folks used to joke that 
“to hell you ride” to get there. Of course, mod-
ern-day conveniences have changed that, but 
Telluride’s location in a box canyon makes for 
some of the most breathtaking scenery. Every-
where you turn, mountains surround you, and 

Breckenridge features North Amer-
ica’s highest elevation chairlift and 
the world’s highest distillery.

14 www.travelife.ca





their jagged peaks remind me of the Tetons.
The first thing I notice about the snow is the dirt sitting on top. 

I’m here in February so the brownish patches are surprising. But 
it’s not for lack of snow. This dirt is being blown in from Moab, 
Utah, just a few hours from Telluride. Fortunately, though, it 
doesn’t deter my skiing.

Telluride has an interesting design, namely that it’s not as much 
about top-to-bottom runs as other resorts. Instead, runs often criss-
cross each other more so that you rarely finish on the same run 
you started, which makes the navigating more fun. And no matter 
where you are, the views never disappoint, especially when you 
can peek into town from one side of the slope. 

It’s the views from the on-mountain dining venues that impress 
me most, though. First, there’s Gorrono Ranch, which features a 
huge snow beach where I sit in the grandeur of Mount Wilson, the 
peak that’s featured on Coors Brewing’s packaging. I’m there on a 
Sunday afternoon, a wise choice given that this is the day there are 
free beer tastings, courtesy of Telluride Brewing Company. I also 
love eating at Bon Vivant where I enjoy French-inspired cuisine at 
this outdoor-only restaurant located mid-mountain.

Another unique feature is the connecting gondola that runs be-
tween Mountain Village, where most skiers stay, and the actual 
town of Telluride. From Mountain Village, you can hop a gondola 
and be in town in 15 minutes, which is worth exploring. Just take 
your appetite, as Telluride’s food scene is amazing (stop by There 
for jam cocktails, Siam for Thai and South Oak for its artful dish-
es). You can also step out halfway for dinner at Allred’s, which I 
do. I’m not sure what to expect from a mid-mountain restaurant, 
but this one surpasses my expectations. 

I have one more epic Telluride experience, this time on a fat bike. 
I’m on a guided tour that starts in town and winds through a forest. 
The snow is dumping as I ride, and the somewhat mushy trails 
from the sun are getting slippery. My light at the end of this chal-
lenging tunnel? 

Telluride Brewing Company where the tour ends and where I say 
a well-deserved “prost.”   

Breckenridge
Only at one ski resort can you tackle two impressive feats: Riding 

North America’s highest elevation chairlift and visiting the world’s 

highest distillery. I do both here in Breckenridge, or Breck as it’s 
fondly called.  

This is the last stop of my grand Colorado tour, and the timing is 
appropriate. Breckenridge’s high-altitude base of 10,000 feet guar-
antees that the snow is always flying, even into early spring. 

It’s been years since I’ve skied Breck, and what stands out is how 
big the mountain has become. The mountain consists of five peaks 
– six through 10 – but the newest is Peak 6, which when opened in 
2013 increased Breck’s skiable acres by 23 per cent. The blue runs, 
which I gravitate to, ski more like blacks here, and while it’s not my 
favourite peak, I’m glad I came for the views, more thrilling than at 
other spots on the mountain. 

Just like with any mountain, the peaks have their own character-
istics. I love, for instance, Peak Seven where I can ski into Seven, 
a casual upscale restaurant at the base. At Peak Nine, I have lunch 
at the recently renovated on-mountain Overlook Restaurant while 
getting intoxicated with the views (get a corner table so you have 
windows on both sides).

Meanwhile, on Peak 8, I zip to the top via the Imperial Express 
SuperChair. Once there, I’m awarded the designation of having 
reached the highest chairlift in North America at 3,913 metres. The 
only way down, by the way, is via black diamonds so make sure 
you pack your confidence. I muster a lot of it that day, as I eventu-
ally tackle my first double black diamond. Later, I ski to the base 
of Peak 8 for a spa treatment at One Ski Hill Place before taking a 
few last runs of the day.

Skiing aside, the walkable town of Breckenridge remains as 
charming as I remember. Granted, the main street is lined with 
T-shirt and souvenir shops, but it’s also rimmed with eateries and 
breweries. There’s Gold Pan Saloon, Breck’s oldest bar; Brecken-
ridge Brewing Company (go for $3 happy hour pints); and deli-
cious eateries like River and Blue River Bistro.

Two other not-to-miss hot spots? Breckenridge Distillery whose 
flagship spirit is a bourbon that’s racked up numerous accolades. 
The world’s highest distillery has a cool vibe with wood floors and 
snowboard benches around its exterior. Then head to Broken Com-
pass,  a young brewery that is rocking the area. In this hip tasting 
room you can snag a seat on an old chairlift. 

Bottom line? When it comes to snow, skiing and suds, Colorado 
delivers on all accounts. So much, in fact, that I’m already making 
plans for a return trip next winter. Three down, 22 to go. •

Steamboat offers some of the best skiing terrain in the world and the views from the slopes are pretty impressive as well.

16 www.travelife.ca





Internet Travellers
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Speed Thrills

What countries have the fastest and slowest Internet connections?
 According to Ooma, a global Internet-based communications hub, 

South Korea has fastest connections while Venezuala is the slowest. 
When it comes to public WiFi, Lithuania tops a list of 20 countries while 

Canada finishes 19th. Charts opposite give travellers a good indication of 
what to expect when they go abroad and hope to stay connected.
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Internet Travellers
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THE 
GREAT 
ESCAPE

PART III

THE FINAL CHAPTER

STORY & PHOTOS  BY HEATHER LEA 

Black 
Stallion

WILD RIDE ON A

In the third and final installment 
of her whirlwind motorcycle trip,
Heather Lea recalls the problems 
a ‘beast’ gave her along the way

WILD RIDE ON A

Black 
Stallion
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Black 
Stallion
Black 
Stallion



PEOPLE OFTEN WANT to know the highs and lows 
of our planned trip around the world. At time of writing, 
Dave and I are on a plane to Cape Town, South Afri-
ca, where we will find our motorcycles, sent a few days 
ahead of us on a flight from Vancouver. We have yet to 

experience the second half of our travels by motorcycle to some of 
the earth’s most spectacular destinations, so we have yet to discov-
er even more of the highest of highs. 

But certainly a trip involving approximately 100,000 km by mo-
torcycle will have some challenges. Because of our chosen mode 
of transportation, those challenges can often come in the form of 
mechanical breakdowns.

I was quite proud to find a used BMW G650GS in Vancouver 
to replace my 250cc Kawasaki Super Sherpa before we left. The 
650 was a 2009 and had less than 5,000 km on the odometer. I was 
even more proud to buy it from a guy who felt it was “too much 
bike” for him. The 650’s engine would surpass my 250 and would 
feel more solid on the highways we planned to travel. I was tired 
of getting nearly blasted off the road on my 250 when even a smart 
car would pass me, never mind the tornado-like effect felt from a 
passing semi.

I nicknamed my 650 the Black Stallion after its many attempts, 
mostly successful, to toss me from its saddle. It took some getting 
used to this much bigger, heavier bike, but I felt in time we could 
co-exist. I couldn’t wait to travel around the world on this beast, 
attaching stickers of everywhere it would go on my hard case pan-
niers; Baja, Peru, Argentina ... Dave and I had the idea to retire 
our world-encrusted bikes as bragging rights in the garage of our 
future home. 

There was something peculiar about the Black Stallion, howev-
er. It seemed my 650 didn’t want to wear the world’s crust. Dave 
developed a deep dislike for it before we even left, finding it in-
credibly hard to find and fit parts. The Stallion never seemed to 
accept our love and attention to outfit it into a more ideal bike, 
likely accepting itself the way it was. Dave tried everything to turn 

‘Even expensive gifts could not tame the Black Stallion’

While the Black Stallion carried 
Heather to some amazing places, 
the problems she and Dave encoun-
tered along the way were many. The 
Stallion, which shows the scars of 
a muddy road, right, broke down 
on many occasions and usually far 
from towns and repair shops, which 
meant Dave had to rely on his me-
chanical skills to keep the beast go-
ing. The bike caused so many prob-
lems, the couple finally ditched the 
Black Stallion label and renamed it 
Frankenbike.
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THINGS THAT HAPPENED
DURING HEATHER’S TRIP

18
• 56,045 km ridden from Canada to 
Argentina and back through Alaska, the 
Yukon and Northwest Territories.

• 15 countries visited.

• 2 flats for Dave’s front tire, one for the 
rear. Heather none.

• 16 tires used in total to date: Heather: 
5 rear, 3 front. Dave: 4 rear, 4 front. 5 
different tire brands used.

• $3,371 CDN spent on tires alone 

• $20 CDN ($40 Peruvian Sols) paid to 
angry Peruvian men who didn’t like us 
camping on their land.

• $14 CDN overpaid to Honduras border 
guard, likely a scam.

• 1 item stolen (GoPro snatched off 
Heather’s bike at Colombia/Ecuador 
border).

• 126 nights in a tent: 101 free, 25 paid.

• 95 nights in a hotel and hostels. 

• 98 nights staying with friends and 
family.

• 4 nights on boats/ferries.

• Battled 80 kmph side winds in Mexico.

• 140 k/ph was Heather’s top-speed 
in Salar de Uyuni (salt flats) in Bolivia. 
Dave’s was 164 k/ph.

• 1405 km was our longest day ride to-
date from Salt Lake City, Utah to Arling-
ton, Washington.

• What you need for you dream trip: 
Determination, Curiosity, Mode of travel, 
Funds.

• What you don’t need: Friend and fam-
ily support. Be a world-class photogra-
pher/videographer, social media prow-
ess, job security and scads of money.

• Do’s and Don’ts: 
Dos: Get off the bike, integrate, talk to 
locals and other travellers, smile a lot, 
find out entry requirements well in ad-
vance, think of local customs and oblige.
Don’t: Bribe, give candy or money to 
kids, skimp on travel insurance, listen to 
negative nay-sayers.

my steed into a more travel-worthy ride but 
the truth was, it just wasn’t up to the task. The 
clearance was far too low, its power-to-weight 
ratio inadequate, and boy was it moody. My 
bike began to feel like an abusive relationship; 
one minute the stallion would cruise swiftly 
along as though it wanted me to enjoy myself. 
The next it would be lazy and mean, bucking 
like it was tired of carrying my weight. 

We had no idea how to make the Black Stal-
lion happy. We bestowed it with expensive 
gifts like better suspension, 
upgraded forks, a custom-de-
signed seat — yet it would 
break down in the most in-
convenient places:
• A hundred kilometres from 
water when its radiator blew 
in northern Peru;
• Far from any auto shop 
when the rear suspension broke in Bolivia;
• A great distance from town when the side 
stand switch was destroyed in Alaska, au-
to-shutting off the motor at highway speeds.                                        

My 650, which I was so proud to have found 
on my own, was a lemon. We renamed it Fran-
kenbike for all the slap-dash, put-together 
parts it had after more than 50,000 km of rid-
ing. Still, it reluctantly persevered for a while. 
I rode the Stallion all the way to Ushuaia, Ar-
gentina from Revelstoke, B.C., then through 
the Yukon and Alaska. 

But it was in this True North paradise in the 
summer of 2016 when Frakenbike and I had 
a serious one-sided discussion; it was time to 
break up. Dave and I were on our way back 
from reaching the world’s northern-most road 
accessible point in Deadhorse, Alaska along 
the remote and rugged Dalton Highway, when 
Frankenbike tossed in the towel. I was asking 
too much of this bike and it had finally had 
enough. There was no side stand anymore, so 
I’d have to wait for Dave before I could mount 
and dismount the 500 pound beast. The radia-
tor was held together with epoxy and bailing 
wire and still it leaked and overheated. The 

engine was compromised after a fuel-up had 
been found to contain diesel. The starter was 
trashed and the battery needed to be replaced. 
Repairs aside, neither Dave nor I were com-
fortable taking the bike on the next half of our 
journey, which would take us to far more re-
mote and unserviceable places such as Africa 
and Siberia. 

I couldn’t take the risk of the Stallion strand-
ing us again. It was time to replace my ride 
with a younger, more energized model. A 

model with a better body. It 
sounds harsh but the older 
one had to go.

With considerable mental 
turmoil, I dropped a lot of 
budgeted trip money on a 
new F800GS at the BMW 
dealer in Fairbanks, Alaska. 
Without question I want-

ed the same style of bike. Nothing beats the 
BMW adventurers for a trip of this magnitude 
I just needed one that wanted to travel the 
world.

Today, the Stallion, a.k.a Frakenbike, sits 
forlornly in the garage at Dave’s dad’s after 
being shipped from Alaska. Upon our return, 
Dave and I will spend some time and money 
to fix it up to be back on the market. After all, 
there’s someone for everyone, even Franken-
bike, who will likely be happiest rolling along 
paved roads, where it won’t have to work so 
hard and can feel young again. 

Although I have already fallen madly in 
love with the many talents and qualities of 
the F800, it saddens me I couldn’t complete 
my trip around the world on the same bike I 
started with. That would have been the kind of 
souvenir no foreign market in the world could 
create.

Dave and I want to present our trip realisti-
cally. It’s not always positive but when we’re 
asked what the highlights have been thus far, 
we say “It’s been everyday between the lows.” 

And the lows have been few and far be-
tween. •

No matter the problems the Black Stallion caused, Heather will always remember the breathtaking places the bike took her.

Heather’s new BMW is ready for the road.
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A WARM SOUTH AFRICAN 
“SAWUBONA”

In South Africa, sawubona means welcome. We warmly welcome you onboard our Premium
Business Class, where you will experience fully-fl  at seats, gourmet cuisine, award-winning
South African wines and a wide selection of entertainment. Together with our partners,
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PICTURE
PERFECT

FRENCH POLYNESIA, most notably Ta-
hiti and Bora Bora, come to the top of the 
page of many folks’ Bucket List destina-
tions. Technically located in the seven is-
land group called The Society Islands it also 

includes Moorea, Taha’a, Raiatea, and lesser known 
islands Huahine and Tetiaroa. Best known for their 
coral-fringed lagoons and over-the-water bungalow 
hotels, these islands feature white and black sand 
beaches, majestic mountains, rugged topography in 
the backcountry and towering waterfalls.  However, 
each island has its own distinct personality.

My favourite spot in the world, and infamously the 
most celebrated island in the South Pacific, Bora Bora 
is the star of French Polynesia’s crown, a lush, post-
card-beautiful paradise. The 2009 movie Couples Re-
treat starring Vince Vaughn was filmed at the St. Regis 
Resort & Spa located here.

The heartbeat of the South Pacific, Tahiti, is the 
largest of the 100-plus islands that make up French 
Polynesia, stretching out over 2,000 km. It is famous 
for its Tahitian Black Pearls, which are French Polyne-
sia’s largest export, making up over 55 per cent of the 
country’s annual exports. These days all are cultured, 
coming from the Tahitian pearl farms located in the 

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARK DIMITROFF

Postcard beautiful islands that 
make up French Polynesia are 
the heartbeat of the South Pacific

Many cruise lines will buy 
local freshly caught fish 
for their dinner menus. 
This moonfish, locals call 
them opah, was purchased 
from local fishermen for 
the cruise ship M.S. Paul 
Gaugain. On several South 
Pacific islands such as Tahi-
ti, Fiji, Samoa and Hawaii, 
fragrant frangipani flow-
ers grow in abundance. 
Upon landing on flights to 
the islands, Air Tahiti pas-
sengers are given a Fran-
gipani flower as a welcome 
tradition.

PICTURE
PERFECT
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The golden sunrise warms 
the exclusive overwater 
bungalows in Tahiti, top 
photo. French Polynesia 
is famous for and dotted 
with many overwater bun-
galows and massage huts, 
like the one above. Mark 
photographed this one on 
the water on Raiatea — 
the sound of the breeze 
through the palm trees 
and the ocean lapping at 
the beach below made for 
a magical scene.

Tahiti is known for some of the 
most beautiful sunsets in the 
world. The amazing purple light 
in the picture inset, lasted about 
two minutes, and just after Mark 
took this photo, the light changed 
completely, losing all the vibran-
cy and colour density.

blue lagoons off the coast of the 
islands.

Rumoured to have been the 
inspiration as the mythical Bali 
Hai from James Michener’s Tales 
of the South Pacific, Moorea is 
one of the most scenically strik-
ing islands in the island chain. In 
2002, it became the centre of a 
new whale and dolphin protect-
ed sanctuary surrounding French 
Polynesia, an area half the size of 
continental U.S.

Taha’a is a botanists fantasy. 
The island’s gentle hills are covered with watermelon, co-
conut groves and banana plantations. However, the island 
is known worldwide for its ability to produce the highly 
sought after Tahitian vanilla orchid. 

Raiatea is the centre of French Polynesian cultural and 
historical significance. Think royalty, sacrifices and cere-
mony. Thought to be the original birthplace of Polynesia, 
this picturesque island quietly hosts secret offerings of hid-
den temples and religious sites. 

As seen from the air, Huahine is a dense tropical jungle 
teeming with vanilla orchids, banana groves, coconut plan-
tations, breadfruit trees and watermelon fields. 

Tetiaroa is best known as Mar-
lon Brando’s private island, his 
private retreat fit for royalty. 
This islet served as a summer 
get-away for the former chiefs 
and kings of Tahiti in days past 
and now is still considered only 
a playground for the wealthy. 
There are plans for building 
an uber-exclusive resort soon, 
proof that even this marvelous 
paradise is being changed for-
ever in the name of ‘progress.’ •
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CUBA
Trumpets

THE NEW
AMERICAN
INVASION

STORY BY MARK STACHIEW
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The Bay of Pigs invasion seems a distant memory as the
 new American ‘invaders’ are welcomed with open arms

CI E N F U E G O S , 
CUBA — It was 56 
years ago that Amer-
ican-backed insur-
gents landed on the 

beaches of Cuba’s Bay of Pigs. 
That invasion was a failure, but, 
thanks to the recent warming of re-
lations between Cuba and the U.S., 
there’s a new American invasion 
taking place. How this one will 
turn out is anyone’s guess.

Any day that cruise ships are in 
town, the length of Calle Obispo, 
the main artery of Havana’s Old 
City, bustles with American  tour-
ists. They come to explore the host 
of shops, bars and restaurants that 
line this picturesque avenue in 
a city that was once off limits to 
Americans.

One of the most popular spots 
along the street is La Floridita, the 
bar that invented the rum-fuelled 
daiquiri cocktail that was a favour-
ite of American writer Ernest Hem-
ingway. 

During my visit, cruise ship 
day-trippers crowded the bar to 
take selfies while sipping La Flo-
ridita’s signature drink. A haze of 
smoke filled the room from the fat  
Cuban cigars that everyone seemed 
to be smoking. A small band con-
tinuously played a lively set of 
Cuban music that would always 
loop back to that familiar standard, 
“La Guantanamera”, a song that 
is played wherever tourists gath-
er, along with selections from the 
Buena Vista Social Club, possibly 
the only Cuban songs with which 
most foreign visitors are familiar. 
In the corner stands a statue of 
Hemingway, next to the roped-off 
barstool that was the throne from 
which he held court during his Cu-
ban sojourn.

I was staying further out from the 
Old City in the Hotel Nacional, a 
historic building that towers over 
La Malecon, the broad boulevard 
that follows the scenic seawall that 
runs the length of the city. In the 

A plane used to defend 
Cuba in the Bay of Pigs 
invasion, sits outside the 
museum honouring the 
battle. The beach where 
so many died, right, is now 
filled with tourists. Poster, 
pictures and stamps hon-
our the sacrifice made by 
Cuban fighters during the 
Bay of Pigs battle.

PHOTOS BY BIGSTOCK AND MARK STACHIEW
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The most fascinating things U.S. tourists find about Cuba are 
the vintage ‘50s-style American cars, like the one right,  that 
are held together by bailing wire and some imaginative mach-
anics. When in Havana, most Americans like to visit the places 
famed writer Ernest Hemingway liked to hang out, like La Flo-
ridita, above, where not much has changed over the decades.

elevators and hallways of the hotel, 
virtually everyone I spoke with were 
Americans, who were visiting with 
tour groups. 

Even though U.S. President Don-
ald Trump recently announced a new 
get-tough policy regarding Cuba — 
he tightened some of the restrictions 
loosened by former president Barack 
Obama — it doesn’t seem to be curb-
ing the flow of American tourists to 
the island. And some of the Ameri-
cans arriving are looking for remind-
ers of the Bay of Pigs invasion.

I knew the American side of the 
story about the invasion, but was 
curious about how it was commem-
orated in Cuba today and whether it 
still had any resonance. To find out, 
I set out to visit Playa Giron, one of 
the beaches where the invaders land-
ed on the Bahia de Cochinos on the 
southern coast of the island. 

The best place from which to ex-
plore this area of the country is the 
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city of Cienfuegos, which is a popular port-of-call for cruise 
ships. I travelled there from Varadero — a three-hour taxi 
ride away across endless flat farmland — and along thre 
way passed a number of massive derelict buildings sitting 
in the middle of nowhere. These abandoned concrete struc-
tures were once boarding schools for rural youth. “Part of 
former late Cuban leader Fidel Castro’s efforts to improve 
education in Cuba,” explained my guide. They were a fail-
ure, apparently.

When we finally pulled into Playa Giron, the scorching 
sun was high overhead. At the edge of the town, we stopped 
by the Hotel Giron. Out front, I noted the flags of Canada, 
Russia, Germany and Sweden. But no American flag. 

We passed through the lobby to the back of the hotel to 
looked at the beach, which was mostly empty. Five decades 
ago, soldiers fought and died on this beach. Today, there 
are no signs of that struggle. For that, we walked down the 
dusty street to visit the Museo de Playa Giron.

In front of the museum, there is a garden of munitions 
with a Cuban warplane, some tanks, armoured vehicles, 
cannons and anti-aircraft guns that all took part in the battle. 
In the middle of all these weapons stood a small monument 
with the names of the Cubans who died in the battle.

The museum is not large. It’s a one-storey bungalow and 
inside the displays are mostly photos and maps with a few 
artifacts — guns, uniforms and original documents — that 
chronicle the battle and remind us how Castro came to com-
mand the Cuban forces to push back the invasion.

I pause to look at the photo of a stained wall with the word 
Fidel scrawled in blood. During the battle, a dying soldier 
wrote his leader’s name on the wall with his own blood. For 
that, the man became a martyr and received a state funeral 
that was led by Castro and the rest of the Cuban leadership.

He was not the only martyr to be honoured. About a third 
of the museum space is devoted to a display of somber pho-
tographs of the dead with their names beneath each photo. 

When it was time to leave, we got back in the taxi for the 
long ride back to Varadero. My curiosity about the Bay of 
Pigs was satisfied. The black and white photos of the muse-
um reminded me that this Cold War battle was long ago and 
is rapidly receding into history for a generation that weren’t 
even alive when it happened. 

The schism between the United States and Cuba that once 
seemed so wide is narrowing and my time there left me 
hopeful for the future between these former foes. 

My only question is, does America’s newest president feel 
the same? •

The memory of the Bay of Pigs invasion is fading in Cuba as the country turns a new 
corner in its relations with the U.S. Museum displays artifcats from the battle, above.
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SWI     ZERLAND’S

Frozen
Treat

The remarkable Glacier Express train cuts through the heart of the Swiss Alps and passes many 
lovely towns along the way, like Andermatt, right. From your Glacier Express seat, you are treated 
breathtaking views of the snow-covered peaks, lush Alpine valleys and are treated to some gour-
met meals and 5-Star service by a staff that knows every inch of the route.

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

A journey through the Swiss Alps
aboard the Glacier Express 

reveals the country’s inner beauty
and the train’s impressive services

The best way to get around Switzerland is by train. Swiss Travel System 
— www.myswitzerland.com/ — offers many options, including the Glacier 

Express. For travel brochures on Switzerland, go to info.use@switzerland.com

34 www.travelife.ca



SWI     ZERLAND’S

Frozen
Treat

ANDERMATT, SWITZERLAND — From my seat aboard 
the Glacier Express, I feel like I’m looking at an endless series 
of Giovanni Segantini paintings. The breathtaking Alpine pas-
toral landscapes that the legendary 19th-century Italian artist 
was so famous for painting are framed in my window as the 

scenic train slowly moves through the heart of the Swiss Alps.
I press my nose up against the window, awed by the natural beauty that so 

inspired Segantini. The only interruption is when the train enters one of the 
91 tunnels located along the 291 km route — day suddenly becomes night 
when the Glacier Express, billed as the “slowest express train in the world,” 
is swallowed up by the remarkable man-made mountain cavities.

Since boarding the train in St. Moritz, Switzerland’s winter wonderland 
for the wealthy, I’ve been overwhelmed by the breathtaking Alpine scenes 
and the service supplied by Glacier Express staff. They pour me beer made 
from the glacial waters I see 
streaming off the mountains in 
spectacular waterfalls, feed me 
regional cuisine using farm-to-
table ingredients grown in the 
idyllic pastures that sit below 
the train tracks, and educate 
me on the fascinating customs 
and traditions of the Alpine 
people.

I dart from one side of the 
panorama coach to the other 
so as not to miss any of the 
natural splendour passing by 
— the train travels at an aver-
age speed of 35 kph so guests 
can feel the full impact of the 
Alps. 

The most spectacular sec-
tion of the trip is between 
Preda and Bergun, where the 
Glacier Express navigates six 
towering viaducts, three spiral 
tunnels and two helical tun-
nels that make it possible for 
the little red and white train 
to scale a height difference 
of 400 metres. It’s no wonder 
this section has been recog-
nized by UNESCO as one of 
its World Heritage Sites.

While the scenery leaves me breathless, the engineering feats needed 
the create this, one of the world’s truly great train routes, overwhelms me. 
There’s no better example of that than the 65-metre-high Landwasser Via-
duct, one of the most photographed landmarks in Switzerland. The 142-me-
tre-long stone bridge, which was completed in 1902, is supported by five 
arched walled pillars that rise from one of the route’s deepest gorges to al-
low the train to reach a tunnel of the same name.

In all, there are 291 bridges along this fascinating route, which stretches 
from St. Moritz to Zermatt, where the mighty Matterhorn is located.

While the train proceeds, passengers listen to commentary on earphones 
supplied at each seat and learn that it took five years and over 5,000 men 
to build the line, which, at the time of its completion, was the most expen-
sive railway project ever undertaken. The engineering achievements accom-
plished here were later used to build other great railways, like the Canadian 
Pacific, which united Canada from coast to coast.

During the trip from St. Moritz to Andermatt, the Glacier Express passes 
many Swiss landmarks, like the remarkable 65-metre-high Landwasser 
Viaduct, above.
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STOPS ALONG THE 
GLAZIER EXPRESS ROUTE

9

1 ST. MORITZ: This is more than just a holiday 
resort. It was also the birthplace of Alpine winter 
tourism (in 1864) and has twice hosted the Winter 
Olympics. Nevertheless, St. Moritz first became 
famous thanks to its mineral springs, which were 
discovered 3,000 years ago and established the 
town as a summer spa resort early on.

2 CHUR: It’s the oldest town in Switzerland with 
5,000 years of history. Its medieval Old Town with its 
treasured buildings is a great place to wander.  The 
Rhine River actually turns towards the north from 
here.

3 ANDERMATT: For many years, this Al-
pine outpost was a training ground for Swiss 
troops and much of it was off limits to tour-
ists. When the military left a few years ago, 
investors began developing the area and An-
dermatt is now being transformed into one of 
Europe’s best ski areas.

4 LUCERNE: The ancient pottery site dates 
back to Foshan’s earliest beginnings during 
the Yuan Dynasty and the onsite museum 
showcases some exquisite pieces created 
by China’s master pottery makers over the 
centuries. The perfectly preserved old village 
houses many small shops where you can buy 
pieces to take home.

5 VISP: Visp enjoys around 300 days of 
sunshine a year. The town lies at the foot of 
Europe’s highest vineyard in the lowlands of 
Upper Valais. Visp is the starting point for 
holidays in an unforgettable natural and cul-
tural setting.

6 DAVOS: This holiday destination features 
an international ambience and is the largest 
resort in the Alps. At 1,560 metres, Davos is 
the highest town in the Alps and a high-alti-
tude health resort with a long tradition.

7 DISENTIS: Located in upper Surselva 
at the source of the Rhine. The Benedictine 
monastery in Disentis is particularly worth a 
visit.

8 BRIG: The town’s historic Old Quarter and 
the Stockalper Palace lies in the sunny Upper 
Valais at the foot of the Simplon Pass. It has 
its own thermal baths, making it an attractive 
holiday resort.

9 ZERMATT: The town, at an elevation of 
around 1,600 metres, lies below the iconic, 
pyramid-shaped Matterhorn peak. Its main 
street, Bahnhofstrasse, is well known for its  
après-ski scene.

During my four-hour journey, I’m enter-
tained by eagles flying over the domed coach 
and I marvel at the serene Alpine villages and 
their neatly-kept shuttered homes that appear 
every so often. Equally impressive are the 
many jade-coloured lakes that are fed by gla-
cial streams.

At times, the passages are so narrow I think 
my car will scrap up against the rock walls or 
fall off the narrow-gauge tracks into the abyss 
of the deep gorges. 

The train is most popular during the summer 
months but winter weekends can be hectic as 
well, according to the conductor.

Before we reach Andermatt, we pass some 
important towns and cities, like Chur (pro-
nounced Coor), which is the oldest town in 
Switzerland with 5,000 years of history. Its Old 
Town is a great place to wander and the fact the 
Rhine river turns towards the north from here 
is another source of pride for the population.

This is also the area where the fictional char-
acter Heidi is from. Swiss author Johanna Spyri 
made Heidi famous in her late 18th-century 
books and the cute Alpine girl stills remains an 
iconic figure worldwide.

Shortly after we leave Chur we enter the 
Rhine Gorge, which is often referred to as 
Switzerland’s Grand Canyon. Formed after the 
last Ice Age, the gorge offers some dramatic 
rock formations but until this part of the rail-
way was finished in 1903, it remained inacces-
sible to tourists. The gorge is also home to 350 
species of butterflies and rare wild orchids.

The Glacier Express slowly climbs out of the 
gorge and we start moving towards Disentis, 
the historic town which boasts the largest Ro-
mansh-speaking community in Switzerland. 
Romansh originates from the spoken Latin 
and was brought to Switzerland by Roman sol-
diers. Since 1938, it’s been recognized as one 
of the national languages of Switzerland.

The conductor tells me that most Swiss 
can speak German, French, Italian, English 
or Romansh. He also informs me that every 
Swiss citizen uses the country’s remarkable 
rail system — on average, each of the 8.4 mil-
lion Swiss travel 2,300 km by train each year. 
“That makes ours the densest rail system in the 
world,” he proudly boasts.

“You’ll know we are getting close to Disentis 
when you see the double spires of the church,” 
he says.

The church, which is attached to the Dis-
entis’s Benedictine monastery, dates back to 
1683 and the abbey still remains one of the 
most prestigious schools in all of Switzerland. 
Being the first town on the Rhine River is also 
another thing the locals like to boast about.

Before heading into the spectacular Ober-
alppass, the engine is replaced with a much 
stronger one, but even with more horsepower, 
the Glacier Express still needs the assistance of 
a giant cog wheel  — another engineering tri-
umph of Swiss railway engineers  —  to reach 
the 2,033 metres above sea level that we’ll 
eventually climb before descending into An-
dermatt.

The Alpine scenery, which just a short time 
ago featured green meadows when we left 
Chur, is now snow white and as we climb high-
er, the drifts are as high as the coach window.

“We need very special snow trains to clear 
the tracks so the Glacier Express can keep 
moving through here,” says the conductor.

Soon after that, the Glacier Express pulls into 
lovely Andermatt, a 12th-century town that is 
being turned into Switzerland’s most modern 
ski resort, and the conductor bids me uf wider-
luege (goodbye).

My remarkable journey aboard the Glacier 
Express (it proceeds to Zermatt) is over but 
the memories of this trip though the majestic 
Swiss Alps will live on forever. •

Huge locomotive snow ploughs 
are needed to keep the Glacier 
Express on the right track.
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DisCRETE
Greece

STORY & PHOTOS BY AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE

A 5-star view of an island that boasts it’s own culture

CRETE, GREECE — On a ter-
race overlooking the moonlit Sea 
of Crete, a man strokes a bow 
across a delicate, pear-shaped 
lyra, deftly coaxing a song from 

its strings. Accompanied by his deep baritone, 
the ballad is borne on a breeze that carries with 
it the scent of wood smoke and flowers, per-
fuming the night. Although the musician’s lips 
form words I do not know, he weaves an invis-
ible tapestry that transcends language, conjur-
ing images of faraway places where dark-eyed 
beauties undulate like a mirage over hot sands.

Drawn by the melody, a troop of dancers 
emerge from the shadows. The women sway 
in long scarlet skirts, while the men kick their 
tall black boots high in the air, leaping like bil-
ly goats and slapping their heels. Eventually, 
the group forms a whirling circle, recruiting 
me and other audience members to join them 
as their winding steps grow faster and faster, 

Sailing on a catamaran, top 
photo, operated by the 5-star 
Daios Cove Luxury Resort and 
Villas, right, brings guests up 
close to the wonders found on 
Grete, like Spinalonga Island, 
above. Crete is even older than 
Greece itself.
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building to a joyful crescendo.
Their energetic performance, comple-

mented by a mountainous Greek buffet, 
lures a crowd every Thursday evening 
to the Tavern Restaurant at Daios Cove 
Luxury Resort and Villas. It’s a perfect 
introduction to my first night on Crete, 
where I’ve come to experience the cus-
toms of Greece’s largest isle.

Crete, once the centre of Minoan 
civilization, possesses its own culture, 
which is distinct — and even older — 
than that of mainland Greece. 

“The rising of Greece, it was in Crete,” 
explains Dimitri Frangoulis, a skipper 
aboard Daios Cove’s CataMara catama-
ran, as we ply the turquoise waters off 
the coast one morning. “And like all the 
big islands, we are a little bit autono-
mous from the continent.”

“Crete is to Greece what Sicily is to 
Italy, or Corsica is to France,” he con-
tinues, revealing a white crescent of a 
smile. “We have our own history and our 
own atmosphere. For example, the tradi-
tional instrument in Greece is the bou-
zouki. In Crete, it’s the lyra. We have our 
own dialect, as well. For instance, what 
do you call a cat? In Greek, it’s ‘gata.’ In 
Cretan, it’s ‘kat-SOO-lee.’” Crete even 
claims its own native dishes, like small 
snails fried with oregano, rosemary and 
onions, which you won’t typically find 
on mainland Greece.

“So you see?” Frangoulis grins. “Over 
all this time, we have kept our roots.”

And those roots are deep. Knossos, an 
hour south of Daios Cove, is home to 
an excavated Bronze Age palace where, 
according to Greek mythology, the fear-
some Minotaur once roamed. The town 
of Agios Nikolaos, 15 minutes north of 
the resort, is renowned for the 7th-centu-
ry Byzantine chapel of St. Nicholas.

Crete is also blessed with rambling 
fortresses, quaint fishing villages, and 
picturesque hilltop towns like Kritsa. 
Here, I discover a selection of brightly 
painted ceramics, gauzy white dress-
es and elaborately embroidered linens 
spilling out onto a main street blooming 
with bougainvillea. If you want to take 
home a taste of Crete, there’s also an ar-
ray of local olive oil, honey and the fire 
water known as ouzo … if you dare.     

Sightseeing aside, for many guests 
of Daios Cove, the 5-star resort’s envi-
able location is sufficient enticement to 
return year-after-year. Sprawled across 
35 hectares on Crete’s northeast coast, 
the resort rises up over a private beach, 
hewn into the cove’s rocky embrace like 
a Greek amphitheatre with a decidedly 
modern twist.

The main building is a sleek, minimal-

Authentic Greek dishes 
are always on the menu 
at the resort and people 
like Dimitri Frangoulis, 
left, skipper aboard 
Daios Cove’s CataMara, 
make you feel like an old 
friend. The captain is a 
wealth of information 
regarding Crete’s culture 
and after dinner at the 
resort, guests are intro-
duced to that culture 
through lively song and 
dance performances like 
the one below.
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ist structure comprised of local stone, housing three restaurants, 
three bars, a heated saltwater infinity pool, and a 27,000-square-
feet Anne Semonin spa with two indoor swimming pools. A 
pair of glass funiculars ferry guests between its multiple levels, 
each of which offer panoramic views over the cove.

A third funicular ascends to the resort’s 251 rooms and suites 
and 39 villas, arranged along terraced streets flanked by fragrant 
shrubs, where you might just encounter a wayward goat. Last 
season, the resort debuted 10 new family-friendly, 900-square-
feet, two-bathroom Premium Sea View Suites, featuring a mas-
ter bedroom and open plan living and dining room separated by 
a soundproof door. For the full experience, book The Mansion, 
introduced last August. This three-bedroom Mediterranean 
manor boasts a spacious swimming pool, dining room, lounge 
with a fireplace, spa, fitness room, kitchen, and, oh yes, staff 
quarters.

Every room at the resort has either a balcony or a balcony 
with its own swimming pool. My room falls into the latter cat-
egory, so I only need to step out my sliding glass doors for a 
dip, bobbing in my own private saltwater sanctuary as I take 
in a sweeping vista of humpbacked hills sloping down to the 
glittering sapphire sea.

If I could summon the energy, Daios Cove offers a range of 
activities, from waterskiing to scuba diving, paddle boarding, 
and tennis. I do rise early enough one morning for a yoga ses-
sion with fitness instructor Vagelis Askoxilakis, although I’m 
sorry to report that my cobra more closely resembles an arthrit-
ic inchworm, and five seconds into the tree pose, I’m swaying 
like a willow in a hurricane. At least I feel less guilty about my 
gluttonous lunch of grilled lamb on a tzatziki-slathered pita and 
an order of dakos, a hearty Cretan dish of tomatoes, crumbled 
feta and olives served atop crisply-baked bread dressed with 
olive oil.  

Beyond the food, the music, and the dancing, the highlight 
of my trip is my day aboard the CataMara. Reclining in a ham-
mock-like net at the bow of the boat, I marvel at the clarity and 
ever-changing colours of the sea below me. The scene on the 
horizon is equally dynamic, with coastal villages giving way 
to vast stretches of unpopulated hills and isolated caves pock-
marking golden cliffs.

Too soon, my destination slides into view — Spinalonga Is-
land, crowned by a round tower and sinuous stone walls. The 
Venetians converted it into a defensive fortress in the late 16th 
century, destroying the land bridge that once linked Spinalonga 
to Crete and erecting the impressive structures that provide the 
island’s imposing silhouette. After a stint under the Ottomans, 
Spinalonga served as one of the last leper colonies in Europe 
from 1903 until 1957. Fans of Victoria Hislop will recall it as 
the setting of her novel The Island, in which the heroine ex-
plores her family’s connection to this outpost of a once-incur-
able disease.

Although the island has been unoccupied for decades, that 
doesn’t mean that it’s devoid of life, or of hope. The laughter of 
rambunctious teenagers, perhaps here on a school tour, echoes 
along sunlit paths that thread past the fortress and walls, which 
remain steadfast and proud. While Spinalonga’s tiny, crumbling 
homes are slowly succumbing to the passing of time, wildflow-
ers and long swaying grass have taken up residency in the ruins, 
framed like paintings by empty doorways and glassless win-
dows. It is a wilderness, a haven of untamed nature, peacefully 
coexisting amid the footprints left by mankind.  

Spinalonga is, in a sense, a perfect encapsulation of Crete it-
self: a place of history and mystery, with a multitude of tales to 
tell, adapting to its future as a tourist destination by embracing 
the richness of its past. •

Getting there: Daios Cove Luxury Resort and Villas is about an hour’s drive from Heraklion 
International Airport. The resort has its own helipad, as well.

Where to stay: Daios Cove Luxury Resort and Villas, www.daioscovecrete.com. Doubles from 
285 Euros ($318) per night; closes for the season Nov. 4. The resort can arrange boat trips, 
including a visit to Spinalonga Island, and excursions to places like the Minoan palace of 
Knossos, Agios Nikolaos, and Kritsa village.

JUST THE FACTS

Some of Greece’s greatest 
historic treasures are located 
on Crete but it’s the tranquil 
towns and bleached homes 
that many tourists find most 
attractive about this treasured 
island. Narrow streets, colour-
ful gardens and quaint shops 
await those who wish to browse 
around Crete and the resort can 
arrange visits to the island’s 
most famous landmarks.
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City’s unique ‘hanging bridge’
a UNESCO marval that draws
lots of attention from tourists

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

The fabulous transporter bridge created by 
Alberto Palacio y Elissague, left, carries 
people across Bilbao’s main river in a 
futuristic pod. From its catwalk you 
get great views of the Bay of 
Bilbao, above.

     Hanging
In Bilbao     Out
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City’s unique ‘hanging bridge’
a UNESCO marval that draws
lots of attention from tourists

BILBAO, BASQUE COUNTRY, SPAIN 
— I turn a corner in the Getxo district of 
this lovely Basque city and am stopped in 
my tracks by what looks like a giant Erector 
Set version of London’s Tower Bridge. The 

rust-coloured object I’m looking at stretches across the 
Nervion River near the Bay of Biscay, connecting Getxo 
with neighbouring Portugalete, two former towns with 
proud maritime histories.

David Elexgaray, the man showing me around Bilbao, 
identifies the strange object as the Vizcaya Transporter 
Bridge. 

 “It’s one of our biggest tourist attractions and is now 
(since 2006) recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site.”

People rush past us and jump into a futuristic pod 
hanging from long gables below the main structure and 
are slowly ferried across the river in the remarkable con-
traption which opened on July 26, 1893 after three years 
of construction.

“The original pods were actually baskets and part of 
them were covered with canvas to protect passengers 
from the sun,” David tells me. “If you wanted protec-
tion, you would cost more, of course.”

The Vizcaya Bridge, the first of its kind ever construct-
ed, was built to move people and cargo back and forth 
across the river without disrupting the flow of shipping 
through the Old Port of Algorta. It was hailed as one 
of the greatest accomplishments of Europe’s Industrial 
Revolution and remains one of the world’s most impres-
sive and unique structures.

My guide leads me to a small elevator which slow-
ly carries us to an open crossbeam (catwalk) atop the 
bridge where we get impressive views of both Getxo 
(a.k.a. Las Arenas) and Portugalete, as well as Bilbao’s 
futuristic Guggenheim Museum, the Bay of Biscay and 
the white cliffs of Abra Bay, which drop off into the At-
lantic

“The Getxo side of the river is where the affluent al-
ways lived,” says David, as we look out on some im-
pressive mansions and villas. “Portugalete was reserved 
for the dock and steel workers who helped make this 
area of Bilbao so prosperous in the 1800s.”

The bridge, which locals call Puente Colgante (the 
hanging bridge), is made of four 61-metre high towers 
that are braced on either side of the river by iron cables. 
The crossbeam, which lies horizontally, is supported by 
70 suspension cables.

The fascinating design was the brainchild of Alberto 
Palacio y Elissague, one of Spain’s most famous archi-
tects who also designed Madrid’s legendary Crystal Pal-
ace in Retiro Park. He also worked on the Eiffel Tower.  

The upper part of the bridge was destroyed during 
the Spanish Civil War  in 1937 and did not reopen until 
1941 — it has undergone at least five updates since.

More than 650 million people have used the bridge 
since its opening and the most thrilling experience is to 
walk across the narrow crossbeam with the strong Bay 
of Bilboa wind pushing against you.

The Getxo side of the bridge, which features a love-
ly square surrounded by chic restaurants, has become 
a popular gathering spot for tourists and locals alike. •
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In the Bahamas

STORY BY KAY LOEK / PHOTOS BY DICK LOEK

Island hopping through
 The Exumas on a two-week holiday

leads to many hidden gems

Cay
Break
Cay
Break

46 www.travelife.ca



The most delightful way to 
experience Switzerland.

On the move with Swiss Travel System. Experience steep mountain railways, breath-taking bus rides and
unforgettable boat tours. All you need is the Swiss Travel Pass. MySwitzerland.com/rail

Our partner

Inserat_8.37x10.875 zoll_RZ.indd   1 15.03.17   10:44

Cay
Break
Cay
Break



Our writer Kay Loek , along with her photographer husband Dick, joined friends Melanie and Gary, background right, on a two week sail through the exciting  Exuma islands in the Bahamas,

Sailing is better in the Bahamas

CAMBRIDGE CAY, BAHAMAS — 
From the deck of our friend’s 49-foot 
Beneteau sailboat, we admire some of the 
pristine private islands that dot the azure 
waters of The Exumas, that glorious neck-

lace of 365 islands, or cays as they are known here, in 
the Bahamas that sailors like to explore.

Some of the islands are crowned with castle-like 
homes where the rich and powerful like to come in the 
winter months to work on their suntans.

Melanie and Gary, the friends who have invited my 
husband, Dick, and I along on this two-week sailing 
adventure through The Exumas, draw our attention to 
one particular island, Bell Island Cay, where the Aga 
Khan’s posh mansion is located. This is where Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau and his family celebrated 
New Years.

Having never visited the Bahamas, we jumped at the 
chance to join Melanie and Gary, who decided to quit 
their jobs, pack up everything — including their cat 
Hobie — and cruise around the Caribbean for a few 
years.

We joined them in Nassau in late January and spent 
the first day touring the capital, where traffic-clogged 
streets are patrolled by smart-looking police officers 
in sparkling white uniforms and helmets. Yes, even 
paradise has traffic jams.

It was in Nassau where we found a raucous fun 
café called The Bearded Clam and decided to stay for 
lunch. Graffiti was everywhere — walls, tables, chairs, 
bannisters … everywhere! Loud music bounced off 
the walls and our server could barely hear us when we 

Meeting local fisherman in different ports and enjoying their good-natured 
hospitatlity and the freshest fish imaginable, were highlights of the trip.

48 www.travelife.ca





ordered some fresh fish tacos. They were very good, by the way.
After lunch we toured the city’s famed Straw Market, where the 

vendors politely offered us their wares. We stocked up on some 
stores for the boat — groceries, wine, of course, and some fresh 
grouper and conch, which we purchased from local fishermen on 
the dock.

Up early the next day, we headed out to sea in the direction of 
Allen’s Cay, located in the northern part of The Exumas. Melanie 
stayed on the bow and expertly guided us through the challenging 
coral heads, those hard marine invertebrates that if struck could 
cause serious damage to the sleek craft.

Once out of the danger zone, Gary anchored the boat and made 
fresh water with his desalinater. We took the opportunity to jump 
into the tranquil turquoise sea and frolicked in the warm salty surf 
like excited children.

The currents here are usually very strong, so Gary advised us to 
tether ourselves to the boat with a line so we wouldn’t be carried 
away by the tides.

Allen’s Cay was the first beautiful beach we explored and we 
took lots of photos of the iguanas that inhabit the island. Swimming 
here was glorious — a white sandy bottom with no rocks. That 
night, anchored under a canopy of stars, we marvelled at the maj-
esty of the Milky Way, a site we city dwellers don’t often get to see.

We awake to another sun-drenched day and set a course for Nor-
man’s Cay, but first stopped at Highbourne Cay for fresh supplies. 
We climbed aboard the boat’s dingy and headed for shore, pass-
ing a school of nurse sharks along the way. Their sheer numbers 
frightened me, but our friends assured us that the sharks are quite 
harmless and will only attack if cornered.

Now I know where the term “shark-invested waters” originated.
We enjoyed lunch at the charming Xuma Café, where we enjoyed 

some delicious food and enjoyed the views of our boat bobbing in 
the surf offshore.

Next stop, Norman’s Cay.
This is where the infamous drug lord Carlos Lehder of the Me-

dellín drug cartel lived. He owned most of the island and ran off all 
other inhabitants with the use of armed guards and attack dogs. He 
also lengthened the airstrip to service his cocaine runs. One of his 
planes crashed and the wreck is still visible during low tide.

The wreckage provides us with some wonderful views while 
snorkelling and Dick — my photographer husband — uses his Go-
Pro to get some unusual pictures.

By the time we reach Warderick Wells, my favourite anchorage, 
Dick and I have come to truly appreciate the beauty of the Bahamas 
and the thrill its cays offer sailors.

Warderick Wells, which is supposed to be haunted, is another 
Garden of Eden setting. We hooked up to a mooring ball and joined 
other sailors on the beach where the Bahamas National Trust park 
staff — they govern this paradise — host a Happy Hour for boaters 
each day at 4:30 p.m. People bring their own snacks and drinks and 
the park staff supplies the ice, which is hard to come by in this part 
of the world.

Meeting the rest of our fellow travellers was great fun and we 
were all left speechless by the sight of the sleek 154-foot yacht 
Loretta Anne, reportedly owned by billionaire Loretta Anne Rog-
ers — the heiress and widow of Ted Rogers — anchored offshore.

The next day, our crew braved the walk to the top of the cay’s 
BooBoo Hill — quite dicey getting around the rough coral at the 
start, but well worth the effort once we reached the top. 

People are invited to leave a driftwood memento of their arrival 
at the peak and quite a few have obliged over the years. We are told 
— that if we are lucky — we could spot the endangered Bahamian 
rodents that live up here. Lucky me!

After we stopped at Cambridge Cay near the Aga Khan’s island, 
we anchored at Staniel Cay to buy more groceries. This is where 

the famed Bahamian pigs swim near the yacht club, but our time is 
short so we did’t get to see them.

We make it to Great Guana Cay just in time to enjoy another 
brilliant Bahamas sunset. While each time the sun dips into the 
Atlantic provides us with another breathtaking moment, the one we 
witnessed at Great Guana Cay is the most spectacular of the trip.

The next day we arrived at Little Farmer’s Cay just in time for 
the 5F party — the 5F stands for “Farmer’s First Friday of Febru-
ary Festival” and it only happens once a year. The 5F party lasts 
all weekend and features sailboat races, hermit crab races, local 
sculpting, dancing, singing and drinking. Adult beverages can be 
enjoyed at Ty’s Beach Bar or Ali’s Bar or the Little Farmer’s Yacht 
Club — each offers its own ambience and the servers are very wel-
coming.

Sadly, our vacation neared its end and we had to get to George 
Town for our flight home. Once there, we anchored at Monument 
Beach off Stocking Island and the first thing we saw was a huge 
stingray leap about four metres out of the water. What a sight!

There were plenty of yachts in port and many were sporting Ca-
nadian flags.

It came time to say goodbye to Melanie and Gary and we thanked 
them for introducing us to the Bahamas sailing experience. We 
promised to return for Christmas because, as we discovered, things 
really are better in the Bahamas. •

When they weren’t 
snorkeling for sunk-
en treasure beneath 
the waves off Nor-
man Cay, the crew 
drew lots of atten-
tion when walking 
Hobie along the 
beach at Warderick 
Wells. They also left 
their mark on Boo-
Boo Hill, below.
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CANADA

AT 15
0

Life’s
       Lessons

STORY & PHOTOS BY ANDREW CRUICKSHANK

As Canada celebrates its 150th birthday,
students learn about those who paid 

the ultimate sacrifice for their freedom
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10
PLACES CANADIANS

ARE HONOURED

1 VIMY, FRANCE: The Vimy Memorial re-
minds us that this is the spot where Canada 
came of age.  The men who fought and died 
and are remembered here proved to the world 
that Canada was now a country who could 
stand on its own. The striking WWI memorial is 
one of the most impressive in the world.

2 BEAUMONT-HAMEL, FRANCE: The 
Newfoundland Memorial erected here rec-
ognizes the almost 700 Newfoundlanders 
who gave up their lives in a battle on this 
spot during World War I before Canada’s east-
ern-most province joined Confederation.

3 ST. JULIEN, BELGIUM: In a 1915 WWI 
battle that took place here, German forces 
unleashed chlorine gas on Canadian and oth-
er Allied troops and asphyxiated hundreds.  A 
Brooding Soldier statue now guards the souls 
lost here.

4 YPRES, BELGIUM: Canadian soldiers 
fought alongside their Allied brothers and 
held off the Germans for four years here during 
World War I. Many lives were lost and the bat-
tlefield just outside Ypres holds a moving Last 
Post ceremony every night to honour those 
who died defending this handsome town.

5 PASSCHENDAELE, BELGIUM: This is 
the site of one of the most horrific battles ever 
undertaken by Canadian forces and 15,000 
were either killed or wounded here in 1917.  An 
avenue of maple trees guards the white granite 
graves and it’s one of the most sacred places 
in Europe.

6 BENY-SUR-MER, FRANCE: Canadian 
forces landed on Juno Beach near here on 
D-Day and quickly advanced against the Nazi 
defenders. Many lives were lost but the Cana-
dians gained much praise for their battlefield 
tactics despite being outnumbered by the 
Germans.

7 DIEPPE, FRANCE: Of the 5,000 Canadians 
who landed here in August 1942, 68 per cent 
were either killed, wounded or captured in 
what is regarded as Canada’s worst military 
defeat. However, the lessons learned here at 
such great sacrifice, were used in the successful 
D-Day landing.

8 MONTORMEL, FRANCE: Canadians, 
fighting alongside their Polish counterparts, 
encircled 50,000 Germans here in 1944.

9 WAGENINGEN, NETHERLANDS: Cana-
dian troops liberated Holland from the Nazis 
and the armistice was signed here.

10 CASSINO, ITALY: In 1944, Canadian 
troops defeated German forces here and the 
victory opened a clear path for the Allies all 
the way to Rome.

IN FRANCE, just outside Arras, the Douai Plain’s western edge 
bubbled with dunes, treacherous as the deep rough of a golf 
course. But this was no par 3; the undulating pockmarks were 
the scarred remnants of World War I shelling. This was the bat-
tlefield of Vimy Ridge. 

I stood in the parking lot with 40 Grade 10 history students as they 
yawned and rubbed at sleep from their eyes. The plain — bordered 
by dense, dark forest as if grown from the memories of battle — lay 
exposed before us and an early March wind swept over the dunes and 
blurred the edges of my eyes with tears. Tears seemed appropriate here. 

Dave, the head chaperone, gathered the students in close, reminding 
them of the importance of the surrounding 250 acres. Then he released 
them. The students filed silently towards the towering white-limestone 
pylons of the Canadian National Vimy Memorial, heads craned, mouths 
agape, eyes wide like the devout approaching the gates of heaven. In 
less than a month (April 9, 2017) the site would celebrate the 100th 
anniversary of the Battle of Vimy Ridge.

The school trip — a 10-day bus tour through Belgium, France and Po-
land — was intended to educate students about the Canadian footprint 
left on European soil during the two World Wars. For many students 
this was their first time travelling outside of Canada, let alone without 
parents. For me it was the first time chaperoning, leading my mind 
to tightrope between the many ulcer-producing situations the students 
might find themselves in. But, to my surprise, the students proved truly 
insightful travel companions.

Our trip began in Belgium where we visited Essex Farm Cemetery, 
a resting place for Commonwealth soldiers a few kilometres outside 
Ypres. 

Canadian students standing before the St. Julien 
Memorial in Belgium, the site of the first chlorine 
gas attack during World War I.
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The former battlefield — now 
sandwiched between a roadway 
and canal — is believed to be 
where Canadian physician and 
poet Lieutenant Colonel John 
McCrae wrote the iconic poem 
“In Flanders Fields” after the 
death of friend Alexis Helmer. 

On the day we visited, the sky 
was overcast and the ground 
soggy. Mud sucked at students’ 
boots as they wandered be-
tween limestone graves pushed 
up through the earth like abrad-
ed teeth.

Many of the students lingered 
near one grave in particular, 
their faces solemn and pallid as 
if the colour had leeched into 
the grass and mud. The grave-
stone belonged to Valentine 
Joe Strudwick, a British soldier 
killed at Essex Farm during 
World War I. On the stone was 
carved his age at death: 15 — 
the same age as the students.  

 For a few nights we settled in 
Normandy, France — Caen to 
be exact. A day trip by bus took 
us to Juno Beach, nestled on the 
English Channel. Canadian uni-
versity students lead tours here, 
along with Vimy Ridge and 
Beaumont-Hamel. 

“I’ve never seen the tide so 
low,” our guide, a poli-sci major 
from the University of British 
Columbia, told us. It stretched 
out beyond a rock’s throw re-
vealing shallow footprints 
across the sand. In a sudden 
anachronistic lapse I imagined 
the footprints belonging to the 

Students admire the mas-
sive German gun batteries, 
above, used against the Al-
lies during the D-Day land-
ing at Longues-Sur-Mer in 
Normandy, France during 
World War II. At left, the 
Canadian students pose on 
top of a concrete bunker at 
Hill 60 in Belgium. Below, 
the young students got a 
grim reminder of war when 
they toured the American 
Cemetery in Normandy. 
Many of those killed there 
were about the same age as 
the visiting students.
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soldiers of D-Day; hearing the deafening starburst of explosives, 
the whizz of hot metal shrapnel; the unpredictable give of the sand, 
the core-wrenching dread at the ominous sight of German concrete 
bunkers. But here were our students, skipping rocks and collecting 
seashells. 

Olivia, one of the students, emptied a plastic water bottle and 
filled it with sand. When I asked her why she told me that her great 
grandfather had fought and fallen at Juno. The sand was for her 
grandmother.

From Charles de Gaulle airport we hopped a budget flight to 
Krakow, Poland, knees braced against chests, unwilling contor-
tionists in the compact aircraft. Our destination was Auschwitz, the 
infamous concentration camp located in the city of Oswiecim, an 
hour drive from Krakow. We arrived in the early morning, missing 
the bus-packed lots and winding admission lines. Dense fog still 
choked the air leaving a damp chill. Kamill, our guide, spoke in a 
solemn hush when he led us into the camp as if the guards might 
still be listening. We passed beneath the wrought iron gate with the 
spidery letters: “Arbeit Macht Frei” “Work makes you free.”

Over a million prisoners were put to death in Auschwitz yet the 
red brick buildings with their manicured lawns spaced along mea-
sured gravel streets looked like a suburban snapshot. The exhibits, 
however, quickly bucked this idyllic sentiment, reminding us of 

Auschwitz’s sinister past: the gas chambers modelled after com-
munal showers with small ceiling slits for lethal Zyklon B tablets; 
the medical building where prisoner experimentation took place, 
including Dr. Josef Mengele’s infamous twin trials, injecting chlo-
roform directly into the hearts of children and the glassed-in dis-
plays of prisoners’ confiscated effects — hundreds of crushed spec-
tacles tangled into a metal tumbleweed, 2,000 kilograms of human 
hair. A few of the girls cried quietly during the tour and the boys 
were ghost-pale, their steps taking on the wobble of a decelerating 
top. But the tour did not stop. No one took them aside and asked 
if they were all right. This was reality and they were being forced 
to face it.

The trip wasn’t all sombre, however. We ended in Paris beneath a 
temperate sun, soaking up 18C weather while admiring the work of 
artists in Montmartre and walking the Champs-Élysées.

On the flight home, veering out over the Atlantic, nose pointed 
towards Toronto, the students’ heads still buzzed with questions as 
the ghosts of Europe receded behind them. But these were not the 
kind of questions that statistics in their textbooks or the resources 
of their teachers could answer. In fact, as they settled into their 
seats and plugged into the flight’s entertainment system, the stu-
dents realized this trip had not solely been an education on Canadi-
an history but a lesson on the character of humanity. •

The railway along which prisoners were transported into the Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camp.
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Nikon ambassador       Kristian Bogner’s
5 tips for high impact travel photos

PAINTING PICTURES
WITH A CAMERA

TRAVELLING CAN CREATE opportuni-
ties for spectacular photographs. With all 
the occasions to capture new and exciting 
scenes, it can also be a great time to get cre-
ative and try new techniques with your cam-

era. Here are a few tips to make sure you capture those 
moments with excellence.

COLOUR
I have noticed a lot of people loving the big saturated 

colour they get with their new cellphone cameras.  But 
a lot of people don’t know you can get that same sat-
urated colour by tweaking a few settings right in your 
DSLR. On my Nikon, I increase the saturation in my 
Picture Control Settings menu to +2 or +3. I usually use 
the Standard profile but if I want even more colour I use 
the Vivid profile but reduce the contrast by -1. Seeing 
your images nicely saturated and full of vibrant colour 
while shooting can really get you excited about the 
shot in the moment and means you don’t have to spend 
hours enhancing your travel images on your comput-Award-winning Nikon ambassador Kristian Bogner.
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Nikon ambassador       Kristian Bogner’s
5 tips for high impact travel photos

PAINTING PICTURES
WITH A CAMERA

Nikon D5 with AF-S 
NIKKOR 70-200mm 
f/2.8 ED VR II lens
F7.1 at 1/2500sec 
ISO 2500

I warmed up my 
white balance by 
using the cloudy 
setting in-camera 
to get a beautiful 
golden glow on 
this surfer.

Nikon D5 with AF-S NIKKOR 
70-200mm f/2.8 ED VR II 
lens
F9 at 1/4000sec ISO 1250

Shooting at a very fast 
shutter speed, I was able 
to freeze the action and 
the bright contrasting 
colours give the image im-
pact. Notice how the space 
in front of the bird draws 
you in to the movement.

Nikon 3X with AF-S NIKKOR 70-200mm f/2.8 ED VR II lens  
F5.6 at 1/320sec ISO 250 
I used a silver reflector to bounce light into this 
woman’s face and give her some light in her eyes. 
Even though this was shot midday, the light is still 
pleasing for a portrait.

Nikon D3X with AF-S NIKKOR 70-200mm f/2.8 ED VR II lens
F4 at 1/320sec ISO 200
In-camera sharpening and shallow depth of field 
draw you in to this flower.

Nikon D3X with AF-S NIKKOR 14-24mm F2.8G ED
F7.1 at 1/400sec ISO 250
A wide lens, low camera angle and saturated colours 
give this image its impact.

Nikon D3X with AF-S NIKKOR 24-70mm f/2.8E ED VR lens    F9 at 1/100sec ISO 250
The evening light, contrasting colours and depth of foreground, middleground and background make this shot.
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Kristian Bogner is a world-class professional photographer and speaker. His photographic philosophy 
is about ultimate positivity, passion and taking his technical expertise in photography to new levels of 
personal excellence, as well as sharing his imagery and techniques with others.
Longer bio: nikon.ca/kristianbogner

Learn more about the Nikon Canada Ambassadors at
http://en.nikon.ca/learn-and-explore/nikon-ambassadors/index.page

Find Nikon Canada at: http://nikon.ca

For more on Kristian go to: http://kristianbogner.com/;  Twitter: https://twitter.com/kristianbogner

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

Nikon D4 with AF-S NIKKOR 50mm F1.4G   F8 at 30sec ISO 100

Using a very long exposure as the waves crashed against the 
rocks I was able to create this interesting effect.

Nikon D3X with AF-S NIKKOR 14-24mm F2.8G ED    F7.1 at 1/400sec ISO 250

A wide lens, low camera angle and saturated colours give this 
image its impact.

Nikon D3X with AF-S NIKKOR 70-200mm f/2.8 ED VR II lens  F8 at 1/320sec ISO 100

The woman in the red sari off to the side balances this image 
in composition and contrasting colour.

er. Look for contrasting colours to fill your 
frame to create even more impact.

Colour can change the mood of your shot. 
You can change the warmth of a photo with 
your white balance settings. Try the cloudy 
setting to warm things up or incandescent to 
give your landscapes a unique early morning 
blue look. Experiment with saturation and 
white balance on your next trip and watch 
your images pop!

SHARPNESS
Nice sharp details really draw you into 

the photograph. Taking control of your 
camera’s focus can help with sharpness dra-
matically. I primarily use single-point focus 
selection and sometimes group, but I am 
always using my camera joystick to tell the 
camera exactly where I want to focus. One 
common mistake that people make is using 
a shutter speed that is too slow, which re-
sults in camera-shake. The photo looks out 
of focus but it is the shake that is the issue. 
I recommend shooting at least at 1/250sec 
handheld and 1/500sec with a longer lens 
like a 70-200mm. If your lens has VR (vi-
bration reduction) you can use that to help 
camera shake as well. If you are shooting 
sports or fast-moving subjects like a surfer 
I would shoot at 1/2000sec. You may have 
to increase your ISO setting to achieve this 
but the results will be worth it. You can also 
use a shallower depth of field like an aper-
ture setting of f4 with a longer lens to create 
emphasis on the subject and create impact 
by keeping the subject very sharp and the 
background soft.

Finally, I recommend doing some 
pre-sharpening in-camera, by going into 
your Picture Control Settings and increas-
ing Sharpness. I generally use 6 out of 10 
as my travel setting for most subjects and 
increase as needed. Sometimes I adjust my 
Clarity setting to +1 to enhance the detail in 
the image.

CREATIVITY
Creating an image out of the norm can produce a lot of impact. 

Some techniques such as capturing from a unique angle, experi-
mental techniques, using in-camera HDR long exposures with a 

tripod, multiple exposure or painting with 
light can make the viewer look twice and 
hold their attention. Be on the lookout for 
abstract and illustrative elements that tell a 
unique story.

COMPOSITION
One key to creating dynamic images is 

composing them in a manner that leads the 
viewer’s eye. Often having the main subject 
or point of interest in a third of the image 
or off to the side and leaving some negative 
space to draw you in to the focal point can 
produce dramatic effects. 

Using single-point autofocus selection 
helps me compose my image and usually the 
focus point is not in the centre of the pho-
tograph. For instance, when shooting sports, 
I often leave some negative space in front 
of the subject to give the viewer a sense of 
motion and to lead into the athlete’s eyes, 
which is where my focus point would be. Be 
mindful of your horizon line and ensure that 
your camera is level.  

Turn on the camera’s grid display or vir-
tual horizon (usually found in the Custom 
menu) to help line things up.

LIGHTING
Having great lighting always makes a 

huge difference in your photographs. Ear-
ly morning and evening light are usually 
the best for landscapes because the light is 
lower and warmer, so it’s worth getting up 
early or staying out later to get those incred-
ible shots. For street or people photography, 
bring a small silver/white foldable round re-
flector. These can help light up an amazing 
face and put a nice catchlight in their eyes 
even when it’s bright and sunny out. 

Just put the sun behind them and use the 
reflector to reflect the light back in a con-
trolled way. 

If you have a flash that can help as well, 
especially if you can get it off camera by us-

ing a cord or wireless/radio system.

I hope these tips will help you better tell the story of your next 
travel adventure with impact and excellence. For more tips and 
workshop info check out my website at kristianbogner.com.
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A STORYTELLER

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

Nice Place
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This land of extremes offers visitors
some of the world’s great treasures

STORY & PHOTOS BY MAUREEN LITTLEJOHN

There are few cars in Ethiopia, although plenty of mules pulling 
carts. But still the country is blessed with some modern highway.

Tourists are invited to witness an ancient tea ceremony, left, in a country 
where traditions and culture date back to the beginning of time. In Lal-
ibela, above, you’ll find an amazing UNESCO World Heritage site where 
churches carved out of stone mountains are being preserved.

HARAR, ETHIOPIA — In 
this land of extremes, you 
can stand in the hottest 
place on Earth — The 
Danakil Depression in the 

country’s  northeast sector — and watch 
as the thermometer rise to over 50C, as 
my travelling partner did. Or, as I expe-
rienced, you can freeze in its higher el-
evations when the mercury dips below 
0C. Some other extremes: You’re often 
offered raw beef (the country’s favou-
rite dish — but not for me!) in restau-
rants except for twice a week (Wednes-
days and Fridays) when only vegetarian 
dishes (fine with me!) are featured — 
the latter is to appease Ethiopia’s ortho-
dox Christians, who make up the major-
ity of the 102 million population.

More examples:
• I stood in modest village huts made 

of mud and sticks but was left awed 
by the country’s dramatic rock-hewn 
churches carved from stone that rank 
among the most astounding structures I 
had ever seen — anywhere.

• I rarely saw traffic — car ownership 
here is rare and most people walked, 
jamming the roads with their livestock. 
Yet, the roads here — built by Chinese 
investors — were some of the smooth-
est I had ever travelled.

Travelling the 1.1-million-kilometre 

One of the biggest tourist attractions in Ethiopia is the nightly 
feeding of the hyenas in the wild by specially-trained guides.
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THINGS TO DO
WHILE IN ETHIOPIA

10
1 ADDIS ABABA: The city is known as the 
capital of Africa because it’s the headquarters 
of the African Union. It’s also home to Africa’s  
largest market and it’s main museum is where 
you’ll find one of the oldest humanoids in the 
world, Lucy. 

2 AXUM (AKSUM): This happens to be 
one of the oldest cities in Africa and home of 
the ancient Aksumite Empire.  There are ruins 
around the entire city and you can find some of 
the best relics and artifacts in the center of the 
city.  Axum also is the supposed location of the 
Ark of the Covenant. 

3 BAHAR DAR:  Ethiopia’s third largest city 
gives you access to Lake Tana, which feeds the 
Nile. One thing you should see is the Blue Nile 
Falls which are a bit smaller than Niagara Falls, 
but very scenic.

4 FEED HYENAS IN HARAR: It’s one of 
the most popular tourist attractions in Ethiopia 
and there are two different locations in the city 
where you are able to feed the animals every 
night. Harar is also the fourth most holy city for 
Muslims.

5SOMALILAND: The self-proclaimed terri-
tory is beautiful but one of the most dangerous 
places on Earth where people get kidnapped. 
Not a place for tourists, unless you are well 
guarded. 

6 GONDAR: The city is home to an entire 
castle complex as well as a small monastery 
in a nearby city called Gorgora, which is very 
impressive.

7 LALIBELA: This city was designed and 
built to be the second Jerusalem.  It is home to 
an extremely impressive array of churches that 
are carved out of stone including the famous 
St. George’s’ Cathedral. 

8 SIMIEN MOUNTAINS: A UNESCO World 
Heritage site, the Simien Mountains are of-
ten called God’s playground because of their 
unique formations. 

9 THE OMO VALLEY: Much like the Maa-
sai in Kenya, this is one of the only places in 
the world where you can still find indigenous 
people that haven’t been influenced by the 
outside world.  A very unique look at the dif-
ferent cultures in the country and how they 
live.  The south is also an excellent location for 
African safaris; many people are surprised that 
Ethiopia actually does offer safaris.

10 Erta Ale: Also known as Ethiopia’s 
“smoking mountain,” this is in one of the hot-
test regions on the planet and is home to two 
lava lakes. 

The church known as House of the Saviour of the World, our writer lay down by a tomb-like hole in the floor and kissed a loaf of bread.

expanse of Ethiopia on a six-week mission 
with CUSO International (formerly Cana-
dian University Services Overseas), I was 
faced with lots of staggering extremes.

I was dispatched to Ethiopia with Van-
couver-based photographer Ethan Baron to 
capture the stories and pictures of 35 CUSO 
International volunteers who were scattered 
throughout this vast  country. We were paired 
up with a driver named Tamrat, who spoke 
excellent English and knew the country like 
the back of his hand.

Our first task was to interview medical vol-
unteers in the eastern medieval walled city 
of Harar. That’s where we had our initial ex-
treme encounter. 

Tamrat drove us to the outskirts of town at 
Ethan’s request. He wanted to meet someone 
he had read an article about — the legendary 
Hyena Man of Harar. 

“Abbas Yusuf learned to feed wild hyenas 
from his father Yusuf Mume Salleh. The fa-
ther started doing this 45 years ago to keep 
them from attacking his livestock,” Tamrat 
explained. 

As we crept down a dusty dark street, a 
young man emerged from the shadows wear-
ing a bright red jacket. Pointing to his basket, 
he said we could buy some camel meat for 
the hyenas. A slightly tangy aroma wafted 
from the basket. The creatures could smell 
it, too. 

We inched forward in the dark and gradu-
ally I became aware that we were being fol-
lowed. 

Squinting into the darkness, I saw a dozen 
set of glowing eyes staring back at me. My 

hands began to shake and my heart pounded. 
 “Not to worry, just watch,” said Abbas 

when he saw the stricken look on my face. 
He slowly placed some of the camel meat 
on his back and a thick-shouldered hyena 
stepped up and delicately lifted it off. 

The meat was gone in one swallow. Gulp!
Then Ethan knelt down and one of the spot-

ted creatures got on its hind legs to gobble up 
a treat Abbas dangled over Ethan’s shoulder. 
Frozen to the spot, I was barely able to take 
a quick photo. When Ethan was done, we 
scooted back to the car quickly. I didn’t want 
to be an addition to the hyenas’ dinner menu. 

Exploring the rock-hewn architecture of 
Lalibela was our next adventure. We took a 
few days’ break from work and drove 600 
km north of Addis Ababa to see this aston-
ishing UNESCO World Heritage site. 

My guide book said the churches were 
carved from massive rock formations in the 
13th century and took just 23 years to com-
plete. 

“They say that angels helped King Lalibela 
build the churches,” Tamrat explained. 

We got there in the afternoon, too late to 
witness a service, but spotted many elderly 
men on pilgrimages, sitting outside the struc-
ture’s huge wooden doors. 

Most of the Ethiopians I met were deep-
ly religious. The majority of the population 
are members of the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church, a denomination that was once part 
of the Coptic Orthodox Church. Historians, 
referencing the New Testament, think that 
Christianity came to Ethiopia in the 1st cen-
tury when Philip the Evangelist converted an 
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Ethiopian court official. In 330 AD, King Eza-
na, who governed a portion of Ethiopia known 
as the Kingdom of Aksum, declared it a state 
religion.

When we arrived at the site, I could see the 
churches (there are 11) were not constructed of 
stone blocks as I had assumed. They were lit-
erally hewn from what the UNESCO website 
refers to as “the living rock” — the region’s 
basalt and volcanic red scoria. 

 Interiors were chiselled out from the top 
down, including doors, windows, columns, 
floors and roofs. Outside I could see carved 
drainage ditches and trenches. 

After we paid our admission, we hired one of 
the site’s licensed guides, Zewdu, who told us: 
“King Lalibela built these churches as a ‘New 
Jerusalem.’ He did this because Sultan Saladin, 
a Muslim, had captured Jerusalem in 1187 and 
denied Christian pilgrimages,” he explained. 

All the structures had names connected to 
the Bible, as did the green sliver of water that 
divided them — the River Jordan. 

North of the river were House of the Sav-
iour of the World, House of Mary, House of 
the Cross, House of Virgins and House of Gol-
gotha Mikael. To the south were the House of 
Emmanuel, House of St. Mercoreos, House of 
Abbot Libanos, House of Gabriel Raphael and 
House of Holy Bread. 

“That’s where Holy Communion loaves are 
baked,” Zewdu said of the latter. The 11th 
church, House of St. George (named after 
Ethiopia’s patron saint), stood alone, connect-
ed to the others by a system of trenches.

Climbing through the churches’ tight door-
ways we passed a few placid priests praying, 
many of whom Zewdu told me were keepers of 
the sacred site. There were numerous ceremo-
nial passages and one with steep stairs down-
wards beckoned. Stumbling along, I found the 
relentless, inky darkness overwhelming. My 
chest felt tight, and the walls seemed to close 
in. I just wanted to get out. 

Finally, there was some light at the end of the 
tunnel and I took a deep breath to calm myself. 
The name of this passageway? “Purgatory,” 
said Zwedu.

 Ah! That was not a place I wanted to re-in-
spect. 

When we reached the largest church, House 
of the Saviour of the World, it was swarming 
with high school students. A few of them lay 
down by a tomb-like hole in the floor and 
kissed a loaf of bread. Zewdu gestured that I 
try it, too, and so I did, feeling a little foolish. 
It may have been the symbolic body of Christ, 
but I was not moved by the Holy Spirit. Well, 
maybe I was cheered a little.

 Following the school group, I smiled to my-
self as they joyfully snapped photos with the 
old silent pilgrims who flanked the front door. 

I was feeling a lot better now. No more dark 
tunnels for me. As the sun began to set, I only 
wanted to bask in the golden, rose-tinged light 
that captured the magic of this ancient, sacred 
spot.

The Stone Church is one of many in Lalibela that were carved out of the town’s rock formations.

For information on this amazing country, go to Ethio-
pian Travel Organisation: http://www.ethiopia.travel 

UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Rock-Hewn Churches, 
Lalibela: http://www unesco.org/en/list/18

JUST THE FACTS

Littlejohn explored tunnels and temples during her 
amazing visit  to historic Ethiopia.
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Fork In The
Road

Caroline is the Chief Dining Officer for 
OpenTable, Inc. She’s a dining trend-spotter 
and an OpenTable VIP, who dines out more 
than she eats in and has accrued more than 
10,000 Dining Rewards points. Caroline 
started working in restaurants as a teen 
and she’s since tackled every front-of-the-
house job, from bartender and hostess to 
runner and server. She trained as a chef at 
Manhattan’s prestigious French Culinary 
Institute, cooking at L’Ecole. In addition to 
her role at OpenTable, she has written about 
food from farm to table for New York City’s 
famed Greenmarket and Edible Brooklyn 
and Edible East End magazines.

Story By
Caroline Potter

WHEN CANADIANS 
are considering travel 
destinations, countries, 
cities and regions with 
rich food culture and 

a global reputation for dining are at the 
top of the list, which might not come as 
much of a surprise. 

The pervasiveness of smartphones 
means travellers have an easy way to 
seek out top culinary experiences wher-
ever they go. A quick search online 
and globetrotters have everything from 
menus to directions, usually easily trans-
latable to your preferred language, at 
their fingertips.

At OpenTable, a leading online restau-
rant reservation provider, we recently 
conducted a survey that revealed that the 
vast majority of Canadians (84 per cent) 
would pick a leisure travel destination 
based on its culinary scene, and a little 

Canadian foodies have an appetite for travel 
and an OpenTable survey finds a majority pick

a destination based on its culinary scene
more than half (54 per cent) had already 
done so. 

Once Canadians arrive at the desti-
nations, the majority prefer to seek out 
restaurants that focus on authentic, local 
flavours (84 per cent). Not to dwell on 
the numbers, but the same survey shows 
Canadians prefer to plan ahead when in-
dulging in meals abroad, with 66 per cent 
responding they have booked a restau-
rant reservation prior to travelling. Those 
findings further cement the idea that Ca-
nadian travellers are doing their research 
before they leave home and know where 
they want to dine before they arrive at 
their destination.

Based on the survey results, it’s clear 
Canadians will (and do) fly for food, but 
where are their top culinary travel des-
tinations? It turns out the dream dining 
cities for Canadians are Florence,  Paris 
and Barcelona.
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The Ponte Vecchio or Old Bridge in Florence.

Canadians Crave Italian Dining
As a leading global tourist destination steeped in histo-

ry, it’s easy to understand why Florence topped the list of 
places Canadians would most like to visit for food. Flor-
ence may be best known as the home of great Renaissance 
artisans and innovators, such as Michelangelo and Leon-
ardo da Vinci, but it also boasts hundreds of restaurants 
in the city, including a number of famed Michelin-starred 
essential dining spots, such as Il Palagio. As the capital of 
Tuscany, a region globally renowned for its red wines and 
olive oils, visitors to Florence can indulge in some truly 
memorable cuisine — if they know where to look. To that 
extent, searching out family-run trattorias and asking locals 
for recommendations is an excellent strategy in a city with 
so many dining options. Downloading and using a reser-
vations app for your smartphone like OpenTable can also 
help you discover restaurants that are highly rated by other 
travellers and get a sense of the atmosphere and menu be-
fore committing.

 
Dining Out In La Ville-Lumière

Paris combines in-
credible cultural attrac-
tions and some of the 
world’s finest restau-
rants. It is truly not only 
the City of Light but a 
“city of delight.” Paris 
is widely regarded as 
the birthplace of fine 
dining and it remains a 
magnet for gourmands 
with its market-driven 
fare featuring exqui-
sitely prepared courses. 
However, that reputa-
tion shouldn’t hinder 
diners on any budget. 
From trendy bistros, to quaint cafes and boulangeries, there 
are endless options in a range of price points to satisfy even 
the most demanding foodie travellers.

With smartphones,  Ca-
nadian travellers have 
an easy way to seek out 
top culinary experiences 
wherever they go.

PHOTOS AND ILLUSTRATION FROM BIGSTOCK 
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Eat often in Barcelona
Although Florence and Paris may have a broader culinary recognition, Barcelona is 

equally worthy of your attention. Canadians have clearly recognized this as well, naming 
Barcelona as the third city they’d most like to visit on a culinary vacation. Barcelona sits 
on the Mediterranean, and, as you’d expect, its restaurants feature some of the freshest sea-
food available. However, when in Barcelona, it’s best to adjust your dining habits slightly 
— lunch and dinner are served later than in Canada (and aren’t typically referred to as 
such, but rather la comida and la cena). The main meal is taken in late afternoon — around 
2-4 p.m. — and is the biggest meal of the day for locals, who don’t normally eat again 
until later in the evening. Typically, the late meal is light as a result. When eating late in 
Barcelona, tapas — small snacks served both hot and cold — are a must. Be sure to sample 
as many dishes as possible!

OF OPENTABLE’S MOST
ROMANTIC RESTAURANTS

30

• 1888 Chop House - Fairmont Banff Springs 
    – Banff, Alberta

•  529 Wellington – Winnipeg 

•  Aberfoyle Mill – Guelph, Ontario

•  AG at The Sterling – Niagara Falls 

•  Alo Restaurant – Toronto 

•  Ancaster Mill – Ancaster, Ontario

•  Anew Table – Calgary 

•  Araxi Restaurant & Oyster Bar – Whistler, B.C.

•  Atelier – Ottawa 

•  Auberge du Pommier – Toronto

•  Bacchus Restaurant & Lounge - Vancouver 

•  Bishop’s – Vancouver 

•  Bistro Nolah – Dollard-Des-Ormeaux, Québec

•  Blink Restaurant – Calgary 

•  Bonaparte – Montréal 

•  Bow Valley Ranche Restaurant – Calgary 

•  The Bruce Hotel and Restaurant – Stratford, Ontario

•  The Butchart Gardens - The Dining Room – 
     Brentwood Bay, B.C.

•  Cafe Chianti – Halifax 

•  Cambridge Mill – Cambridge, Ontario

•  Canoe Restaurant and Bar – Toronto 

•  Carisma – Toronto 

•  Chiado – Toronto 

•  CinCin Ristorante – Vancouver 

•  Cucci Ristorante – Oakville, Ontario

•  Cut Steakhouse – Halifax, Nova Scotia

• da Maurizio – Halifax 

•  Da Vinci Ristorante – Montréal 

• DiVino Wine Studio – Ottawa 

•  Eden - Rimrock Resort Hotel – Banff, Alberta

To see the complete list go to https://www.opentable.
com/m/100-most-romantic-restaurants-in-cana-
da-2017/

OpenTable, part of The Priceline Group, is the world’s 
leading provider of online restaurant reservations, 
seating more than 23 million diners per month via 
online bookings across more than 43,000 restaurants. 
The OpenTable network connects restaurants and din-
ers, helping diners discover and book the perfect table 
and helping restaurants deliver personalized hospi-
tality to keep guests coming back. Since its inception 
in 1998, OpenTable has seated over 1.4 billion diners 
around the world and more than 54 million in Canada.

MONTREAL AND VANCOUVER TOP LIST
OF FAVOURITE CANADIAN FOOD CITIES

While it’s clear Canadians have some preferred global destinations they 
would enjoy visiting, there are plenty of exceptional culinary adventures to be 
had from coast-to-coast in Canada. 

Among cities in our own country, Canadians were most likely to cite Mon-
treal and Vancouver as destinations they would be most willing to travel to for 
food.

Tapas offerings  in Barcelona.

Vancouver offers lots of  culinary options. Poutine lovers will love Montreal.
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UNF OR GETTABLE MOMENTSon the water

The Ultimate 
America’s Cup Experience
Fierce competition. Contagious excitement. Timeless 
tradition. It all ties together at the America’s Cup. 
As an official charter yacht supplier of the 35th 
America’s Cup in Bermuda, The Moorings welcomes 
you aboard this summer for a one of a kind spectator 
experience on your own all-inclusive Crewed Sail 
catamaran with expert captain and gourmet chef. 
Reserve your yacht today to claim the best view for the 
biggest sailing event of the year.

Call 800.669.6529 or visit moorings.com/americas-cup

US_TM_3374_0317_AD - TraveLife Print Ad.indd   1 3/8/17   5:13 PM



JOYCERe

Fox Harb r Resort 

Canada’s Mr. Coffee creates a playground
in Nova Scotia that’s really action-packed

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON / PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON & COURTESY FOX HARB’R RESORT

Travellers

Sunsets at Fox Harb’r
are truly picture perfect.
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WALLACE, NS — I gaze in wonderment as 
the setting sun silhouettes a small lighthouse 
standing on the jagged coastline where the 
mind-blowing Fox Harb’r Resort drifts off into 
the Northumberland Strait.

It’s a Maritime scene worthy of a frame.
Only “he” could create something like this, I think to myself, but 

in this case the “he” is Ron Joyce, co-founder of the Tim Hortons 
coffee empire, who built Fox Harb’r Resort just a few kilometres 
down the road from his boyhood home in Tatamagouche, a small 
community on Nova Scotia’s economically challenged north shore.
Canada’s Mr. Coffee is revered in these parts because he’s created 
badly-needed jobs — Fox Harb’r is the north shore’s largest em-
ployer in the summer months — and introduced its stunning raw 
beauty to the many tourists who come and stay at arguably one of 
the country’s Top 5 resorts  and the best in the Maritimes.

Since opening in 2000, Fox Harb’r has only gotten better with 
age. And while the resort’s championship golf course was its origi-
nal drawing card — it, too, continues to get better with maturity — 
Fox Harb’r now offers a smorgasbord of activities that keeps every 
guest engaged during a visit.

Want to ride a horse? 
Fox Harb’r has lots of friendly steeds in its stable.
Want to paddle out to watch seals catch rays on a rocky island? 
Fox Harb’r has a fleet of kayaks — two tandems, six singles and 

two juniors — waiting for adventurers.
There’s also tennis, archery, hiking and mountain biking along 

well-groomed “Fox Trot” trails that meander throughout the wood-
ed 1,100-acre property.

Fox Harb’r is also a learning experience for me:
• Under the expert guidance of Peter Phillips, the resort’s Direc-
tor of Sport Shooting, Hunting, Fishing and Water Sports, I watch 
guests learn how to shoot clays at a range designed by world clay 
shooting champion George Digweed.
• The resort’s horticulturalist Michael Stewart, a mountain of a man 
with an emoji happy face, takes me on a tour of the Fox Harb’r 
greenhouses, where he passionately educates me about the resort’s 

commitment to growing organic products, which are then offered 
in its fashionable main dining room, Cape Cliff, and its casual pub-
style restaurant, The Willard. This is farm-to-table goodness at its 
very best.
• Experts teach me how to flyfish in one of the resort’s two deep 
ponds that are well stocked with trout. I don’t get a nibble, much 
to the amusement of the massive bald eagle sitting in a tree nearby 
watching my clumsy attempt.
• Executive Chef Shane Robilliard educates me on how Fox Harb’r  
became Atlantic Canada’s first sustainable seafood restaurant and 
proudly points to Cape Cliff’s recent certification as an Ocean Wise 
restaurant — it’s a Vancouver Aquarium conservation program 
that educates and empowers consumers about sustainable seafood. 

Fox Harb’r has one of the best resort golf courses in North America. The Graham Cooke-designed cham-
pionship layout even impressed Tiger Woods, who played there in 2009 and holds the course record.
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That’s especially important to the people of 
Wallace, a lobster port which has a long his-
tory with the sea.
• In the resort’s state-of-the-art spa, well-
trained therapists explain how their ad-
vanced treatments can help my golf game.

Oh, golf! I’ve been so distracted by the 
other activities offered at Fox Harb’r I al-
most forgot my prime reason for coming 
here — to play golf.

“Enjoy the round but don’t wander onto 
the runway,” the pro shop attendant advis-
es.

When he built Fox Harb’r, Joyce added a 
4,885-foot-long runway — complete with 
a massive hanger — capable of  accommo-
dating the family Challenger jet and other 
private planes that bring well-heeled guests 
to the resort and to the residences built 
around the stunning championship course.

When you stand on the first tee of the Fox 
Harb’r course, you stand in the footsteps of 
legends — Tiger Woods is among the many 
sports notables who have played here and 
he still holds the course record of 63.

“I’ve never been to this part of Canada 
before and it’s beautiful,” Woods reportedly 
said when he teed off here in 2009.

After opening in 2000, it didn’t take long 
for the Fox Harb’r course to turn heads —
the well-respected Golf Digest magazine 
named it Canada’s best new course in 2001. 
After playing it, I’d nominate it as Canada’s 
best resort course, period.

The Graham Cooke-designed beauty is a 
combination of parkland and Scottish links 
golf — the front nine is routed through a 
sheltered forest, wetlands and around deep 
lakes and each of them qualify as a “signa-
ture hole” in my opinion.

But wait, it gets even better.
The back nine is among the most stunning 

combination of holes I’ve ever played — 
the setting equal to my favourite golf course 

Peter Phillips, left, teaches a Fox Harb’r guest the proper way to hold a shotgun before shooting clays, while horticulturalist Michael Stew-
art, right, loves taking guests on tours of his colourful greenhouses, top photo. Much of the produce grown under Stewart’s watchful eyes 
ends up being used in the resort’s restaurants governed by Executive Chef Shane Robilliard, a master at his craft.

• The best way to get to Fox Harb’r is via Halifax’ Stand-
field International Airport. Air Canada, Porter, amd 
WestJet all service Halifax.

• Rates at Fox Harb’r start around $450 a night but 
the resort offers many play and stay packages that 
include golf, accommodation and meals.

• For more info, go to http://www.foxharbr.com/

JUST THE FACTS
in the United States, the Pete Dye-designed 
Ocean Course at Kiawah Island in South 
Carolina.

Most of the back nine traverses the 
breathtakingly beautiful Northumberland 
Strait and Cooke’s 14th (par 4), 15th (par 3) 
and 16th (par 4) combo may be the best trio 
since the Three Tenors. 

From the elevated 16th tee, with its amaz-
ing views, you’re required to launch your 
ball over a watery gorge to reach a landing 
strip-sized fairway. It’s pretty intimidating 
but if you lack the power, move up a few 
tee blocks and the hole suddenly becomes 
very playable.

Cooke leaves the best for last — the 18th, 
with its dogleg left routing, can be reward-
ing if you land your ball well right on the 
fairway, which gives you a good look at the 
pin on this par 5 beauty. Big hitters take aim 
at an eagle on this hole.

What a finish!
Fox Harb’r vineyard
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10
THINGS WE LIKE

ABOUT FOX HARB’R

1 THE NAME: When asked why he left the 
vowels out of the resort’s name, Ron Joyce re-
plied: “Because I could.” Money has its privileg-
es. Red foxes are known to populate this area 
of Nova Scotia.

2 THE ACCOMMODATION: Guests have 
86 suites and 12 manor-style townhomes 
to choose from and most have ocean or golf 
course views. The amenities rival anything 
you’ll find in a 5-star hotel and the heated 
granite bathroom floors are nice to wake up to 
after sleeping on the finest of bed linens. Oh, 
and if you were wondering, only Tim Hortons 
coffee is available throughout the resort. 

3 THE STAFF: Kevin Toth, the resort’s presi-
dent and a hospitality industry superstar, has 
assembled an amazing staff, whose courteous, 
friendly dispositions are Maritime through and 
through.

4 THE RESIDENCES: On a scribe’s salary, I 
can only dream about purchasing one of the 
luxury residences featured at Fox Harb’r, but 
with fully-furnished units starting in the mid-
$500,000 range, a lot of empty nesters can 
certainly afford them. New models are always 
coming online and the 11 exclusive flat-top 
“cottages” now in the planning stage will cer-
tainly draw a lot of attention once offered.

5 THE VINEYARD: Fox Harb’r has entered into 
a partnership with local winery, Jost — excel-
lent vintages — to develop a vineyard across 
the road from the resort, and while the vines 
may be young, the potential for the resort’s 
wine is very promising.

6 THE SERVICE: Whether it’s at the golf facili-
ty, the main dining room or any of the activities, 
the service level at Fox Harb’r is above 5-star. 

7 THE PICKUP: If you don’t have a private jet 
that can take you right to Fox Harb’r, a member 
of the resort staff will pick you up at Halifax’s 
Stanfield Airport. It’s an effortless 90 minute 
drive through some pretty Maritime scenery to 
reach the resort from the airport.

8 THE WINERIES: I visited the Jost vineyard 
and its distinctive wines — especially the Selkie 
Rosé and Tidal Bay — are unique to Nova Scotia. 
Jost is the longest operating and largest winery 
in Nova Scotia.

9 NEARBY TOWNS: Wallace and Tatama-
gouche are delightful to roam and the quaint 
shops and seafood restaurants make a visit 
well worthwhile.

10 THE NORTH SHORE: I’ve visited Lunen-
burg, Peggy’s Cove, Halifax and Cape Breton 
Island on previous visits to Nova Scotia but 
nothing prepared me for the beauty offered on 
the province’s north shore. I’ll be back!

- MARC ATCHISON

The resort plans to add another nine championship holes — most along the water — to 
give guests some combinations to play during their stay, but the original 18 will be hard to 
displace. This is one “resort” course that doesn’t require the skill of Tiger Woods to play.

The day doesn’t end with a round of golf at Fox Harb’r — Chef Shane and his kitchen 
staff have a pot of lobsters — and many other culinary treats — waiting for me at the fash-
ionable main resraurant with the gorgeous sunset view.

I wash the lobsters down with a glass of the area’s surprisingly good wine and for desert 
I overindulge on the eye candy outside the Cape Cliff dining room.

Canada’s Mr. Coffee’s Fox Harb’r resort is my cup of tea. •

The Joyce-family Challenger jet arrives at Fox Harb’r and flies right over  the Graham Cooke-designed golf course.

A world-class spa, top photo, 
luxurious accommodation, 
left, and one of the friendli-
est staff in the resort indus-
try are what’s waiting to be 
enjoyed at Fox Harb’r Resort.
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Lost
In Mysterious

 Marrakech&Found

A three-day visit adrift
in its alleys leads to 
city’s hidden treasures

STORY & PHOTOS BY CRISTINA HURÉ

MARRAKECH — You’ll never tru-
ly experience this place known as 
the Red City until you get lost in its 
labyrinth of narrow streets. There’s 
no “right turn” in Marrakech. The 

best way to feel its pulse is by leaving your map be-
hind and following your feet.

It may seem like you’re wandering aimlessly at 
times but every road unveils new enchanting sur-
prises — rainbows of handcrafted treasures, squares 
full of belly dancers, snake charmers, henna artists, 
storytellers and secret pathways. They all bring my 
senses to life during a three-day visit.

DAY 1
“You go left out the doors, right, right again, 

straight down and you must start here: the famous 

Souk District in the Medina Quarter (Old Town),” 
the host at our riad (quaint garden hotel) advises us 
as we sip on our morning Moroccan mint tea. 

Her instructions sound like a piece of cake but 
following them is not easy in these unfamiliar sur-
roundings. And when we finally do manage to get 
there, which way to go? 

My best friend and I stick out like sore thumbs in 
a crowd of mostly locals, and every time we speak 
English another “guide” approaches and offers to 
“show us the way.” Hey, everybody has to make a 
living.

After a while, though, we throw away our instruc-
tions and guidebooks and learn that getting lost is 
the only way to truly appreciate  this enchanting city 
with the mysterious winding alleys. 

So we follow the dark passages to a place where 

An entertainer in  Marrakech’s
Old Town offers passersby 
a sly smile.
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Found

A three-day visit adrift
in its alleys leads to 
city’s hidden treasures



the air is perfumed by ancient spice shops 
that sell famous Morrocan blends like Ras 
El Hanout, made up of 30-plus spices. If 
you’re not a good cook, add this blend to 
any dish and you’ll quickly gain chef status 
with your dinner guests. 

The local spice connoisseurs educate us 
on the different varieties and uses of the 
pungent ingredients — one tells me raw 
anise is used locally as toothpicks, red clay 
is used as lipstick and says if I smell black 
cumin I’ll never need Vicks to cure a stuffy 
nose again. 

We marvel as local artisans make sou-
venirs right in front of our eyes — shoes, 
argan oil, carpets, pottery. Their craftsman-
ship is remarkable. 

From the Old Town we travel to what’s 
known as New Town for some contrast and 
to experience Le Comptoir, one of Mar-
rakech’s most famous restaurants.

We’re treated to delicious lamb tagine (a 
slow-cooked stew made from a blend of ar-
omatic spices such as turmeric, cumin, gin-
ger, cardamom and cinnamon) while belly 
dancers entertain us with their provocative 
art. The restaurant’s bohemian yet chic de-
cor — colourful pillows, golden accents 
and hand-painted doors — and ambiance is 
what we’ve seen all day while exploring the 
back streets of Marrakech. 

As night slowly decends on this mysteri-
ous beauty, we wonder what other surprises 
she will reveal to us tomorrow.

DAY 2
We start the day with the most relaxing 

treatment at the Hammam de La Rose spa. 
Hammam is traditionally used as a cleans-
ing ritual before praying but now serves 
a greater purpose in exfoliating the skin 
with a kessa glove, which benefits the body 
overall. Oh, and it feels so good! 

Now that we’ve been totally rejuvenated, 
we head out to absorb more of what this 
wonderful city offers and stumble upon 
the “haggle-free zone,” where we encoun-
ter the “king’s shoemaker.” Who can resist 
purchasing a hand-made pair of shoes from 
such a nice man — and at such a small cost!

Our objective on Day 2 is to absord our-
selves in Marrakech’s historic areas, but of 
course we get lost again. So we surrender to 
a guided tour and are taken to the city’s an-
cient tanneries, where the city’s commerce 
really started. 

Now, visiting the Tanneries with the tem-
perature pushing a sweltering 40C may not 
have been our wisest decision. The stench 
of processed goat and cow skin is not pleas-
ant. But Moroccan’s know how to make the 
experience more enjoyable by offering us 
some mint leaves which they instruct us to 
put up our noses. Voila! It works.

“Let me now show you how we treat the 

After a few days of walking 
around the chaotic alleys of  Mar-
rakech, a day outing in cooler 
Palmeraie, top photo, is a wel-
come relief for most tourists. A 
sunset ride atop a camel is part of 
Palmeraie’s thrill but just watch 
the humped beasts because they 
sometimes mistake human hair 
for hay.  Back in  Marrakech, get-
ting lost in the alleyways that run 
off the main market square leads 
to some interesting finds, like the 
artisans who make incredible 
items, right, the shoemakers 
who offer very affordable prod-
ucts, below left, and the tannery, 
bottom right, where the hides 
baking in the sun perfume the air 
with offensive smells.
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hide with pigeon poop and cow urine,” a guide tells us.
Time to head out of town for cooler climes — the palm tree oasis 

known as Palmeraie. Here we take a sunset ride on a camel that  
mistakes my hair for hay and tries to eat it. The incredible experi-
ence is well worth sacrificing a few locks of hair.

We end Day 2 under the lights of the city’s famed night market, 
Jemaa El Fnaa, where we experience a whole new world of bizarre 
beauty. Here, crowds gather around old storytellers, artists, snake 
charmers and dancers while locals search for the best spots to eat. 
It’s a fascinating sight.

While we expect the usual Moroccan fare — kebabs, tagine, 
harira, and grilled sardines — we’re also offered some unusual lo-
cal dishes like snails cooked in spicy broth that help fight a cold, 
sheep’s head, sweet cheek meat and lamb’s liver with caul fat. 

Marrakech is indeed a feast for our eyes and our stomachs.

DAY 3 
With time running out, we take a day off from getting lost and 

hop in a taxi to maximize what little time we have left to explore 
the remaining wonders of Marrakech. 

First stop: Madrasa Ben Youseef, the second largest Islamic col-
lege in the country. What’s most spectacular about this building is 
the attention to detail — the sculpted ceilings, sultan-like palace 
doors, multi-coloured tiles and mosaics. All the decor is so care-
fully thought out.

Next: Le Jardin Marjorelle, Yves Saint Laurent’s garden. Breath-
taking. 

The electric blue, yellow and white villa in the centre of the gar-
den and its beauty leaves a lasting impression on visitors. It is quiet 
and serene here in the garden, a great contrast to the chaotic souks 
in the centre of town. The garden is full of magical trees and over 
300 species of exotic plants and enchanting lanes — picture perfect 
moments wrapped in a Moorish influence.

In our three days here, we’ve felt madness and we’ve felt bliss, 
but most importantly we’ve gotten lost with purpose. Marrakech 
is among the few places where losing your way is inevitable, but 
rewarding for most travellers. 

So remember to get lost and stay open minded so you can really 
experience the true Marrakech and its wonders. Let your senses go 
wild because the Red City is a feast for everyone to enjoy. •

The culture one experi-
ences at the city’s famed 
night market, above, the 
dramatic colours used 
to decorate  Marrakech’s 
landmark tourist build-
ings like Yves Saint Lau-
rent’s former residence Le 
Jardin Marjorelle, upper 
left, and the remarkable 
food enhanced with spic-
es found in the unique 
spice markets, are all the 
things that visitors fall in 
love with in this remark-
able place known as the 
Red City.

80 www.travelife.ca



79 www.travelife.ca



Viva
Mexico

Merida, Los Cabos and Monterrey
are the country’s three amigos 

Merida is really old Mexico

MERIDA — 
Strolling through 
the cobblestoned 
streets of lovely 
town feels like a 

jaunt back in time.  Everywhere I 
turn, iconic scenes of  Old Mexi-
co —  including haciendas lining 
the street, vendors decked out in 
colourful embroidered huipils and 
the pounding of handmade torti-
llas — pop up all over this historic 
town.  But the real charm of Meri-
da is that much of this is just daily 
life and not conjured up as cheap 
tourist traps. From the well-pre-
served historic centre to the grand 
haciendas and nearby Mayan 
ruins, you won’t find a more au-

STORY & PHOTOS BY ROSALIND CUMMINGS-YEATES

thentic Mexican experience than 
Merida. 

Pushing open the heavy door of  
Hotel Hacienda Merida is almost 
like peeking behind a magician’s 
cape. The simple facade opens 
up to reveal an 1840s era sanc-
tuary with soaring ceilings and a 
courtyard lined with palm trees. 
I’m greeted with a drink and then 
quickly guided up the  winding 
stairs to my room with a sooth-
ing poolside view.  The 12-room 
boutique hotel is one of many that 
have converted haciendas into 
intimate lodging.  The elegant 
details of mosaic tiles, peach and 

Continued on Page  84

The traditions of old Mexico are well guarded in Merida — this couple is dressed in 
traditional customes to celebrate the Day of the Virgin of Guadalupe.
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Lovely Sandos
a rock-solid resort

L.A.-like Monterrey 
is the ‘star’ of Mexico

LOS CABOS — I wake up to a lovely but cool 
morning and gaze into the clouds knowing that 
in a few hours I will be in a much warmer place. 
Excitement builds as I stuff my bag with all the 
essentials for a spring getaway — bathing suit, 

check; suntan lotion, check. Who needs anything else?
My final destination is the lovely Sandos Finisterra Re-

sort, about a 45 minute drive from the Los Cabos airport. I 
know I’m truly on vacation when my taxi driver cracks me 
a cold Corona before setting off to the resort.

The late-day drive is highlighted by a setting sun that 
turns the sky multiple shades of red, orange and purple as 
it starts its slow decent behind the silhouetted mountains 
that drop off into the Pacific Ocean.

It’s a truly remarkable sight and already I’m in a holiday 
state of mind even before we reach Sandos Finisterra, a 
unique resort that’s built up and into a massive rock out-
crop.

The lobby is unlike any I’ve ever encountered  — rooms, 
restaurants and bars dangle above my head as they cling 
precariously to the side of the giant rock.

Gazing out on the rugged terrain that surrounds the prop-
erty makes me wonder if this really isn’t a survival course 
disguised as a resort. Ladies, leave your thigh master at 
home. While there’s plenty of bridges and elevators to help 
those less mobile to get around, the winding paths that 
wrap around the rock face may pose a challenge for some. 
Wear high heels at your own risk!

Finally in my room, I swing open the balcony door and 
look down on a magical scene of twinkling lights dancing 
on the black surface of the resort’s marina.

There’s not a bad view in this resort — all 272 rooms of-
fer either ocean or bay views. And thanks to the elevation 

MONTERREY — With the seventh larg-
est public plaza in the world, a meander-
ing river walk, world-class museums, an 
outrageous culinary scene, Mexico’s best 
universities and medical schools, the hip 

suburb of San Pedro and Chipinque National Park as its 
backyard, it’s hard not to have a good time in cosmopolitan 
Monterrey.  

This vibrant capital of the northeastern state of Nuevo 
Leon is the country’s most American-looking city — and a 
best kept secret under the tourist radar — for now.

Mercer, the international human resources firm that 
measures the infrastructure, transportation and safety of 
cities around the world for their corporate clients, ranked 
Monterrey as having the best quality of life in Mexico in a 
2017 survey.  Corporations from around the globe in auto-
motive, aerospace and manufacturing already occupy the 
buildings that shape Monterrey’s skyline and more will be 
coming soon.  

That news was “musica” to my ears because Monterrey 
has bounced back after the dangerous drug-related years 
between 2008 and 2011 that temporarily slowed the prog-
ress of this lovely financial hub that’s home to 1.2 million 
hard-working inhabitants.

And according to the United Nations’ annual World Hap-
piness Report, the people of Mexico, especially in Mon-
terrey, are among the happiest on the planet, right up there 
with Norway, Denmark, Switzerland and Canada.  I found 
proof when I attended a grand family “boda,” or wedding, 
on my husband Louie’s side.  Fuelled by a second dinner 
served in the middle of the night, guests, dressed to the 
nines, danced non-stop with the bride and groom until 6 
a.m.

STORY BY LYDIA BILYK STORY & PHOTOS BY ATHENA LUCERO

Lovely Sandos Finisterra Resort sits perched on a 
rocky ledge overlooking the brilliance of Los Cabos . 

The lovely Santa Lucia Riverwalk, a smaller version of the world famous one in San Anto-
nio, TX, meanders for about three kilometres through downtown Monterrey.

Continued on Page  86 Continued on Page  88
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gold walls and curved doors with wrought iron fixtures give a real 
sense of traditional hacienda living. 

A century ago, haciendas were the hallmark of the Merida econo-
my, producing agricultural products like sisal, which kept wealthy 
landowners living in luxury. The estates were abandoned after the 
Yucatan Caste Wars of 1847-1901, which gave Mayan workers 
more equity. Now, every other shop, hotel and cafe in Merida  is a 
former hacienda, Entering these establishments supplies an inter-
esting contrast of contemporary society and the formal beauty of  
the colonial past.

Just outside the hotel, the busy main plaza and historic centre are 
just a few blocks away. Despite the dodgy Mexico stereotypes, I 
find that walking Merida streets is perfectly safe and I amble past 
haciendas, shops and bars with no problems, other than  narrow 
sidewalks. At the historic centre, an imposing grid of colonial 
buildings looms before me. 

As the biggest city and capital of Yucatan state, Merida boasts 
the second-largest  historic centre in Mexico, with structures dating 
from the 16th through 19th centuries encircling Plaza Grande like 
a crown of  precious jewels. You need an entire day to visit each 
landmark, so start with the Cathedral de San Ildefonso. 

The pale stones of the cathedral’s towering walls dominate the 
area and seem to overtake the whole plaza. The cathedral is the 
largest in North America and sits atop the ancient Mayan city 
of T’ho,  It was built between 1561 and 1598 using stones from 
Mayan temples and pyramids. Inside, vaulted ceilings and columns 
surround a 25-foot tall birch wood crucifix.  Called Cristo de la 
Unidad,  the cross was created by Spanish artist Ramon Lapayese 
del Rio to symbolize the unity between the Catholic church and the 
Maya. Conflict between the oppressive colonial powers and indig-
enous culture is woven throughout Merida history and I find the 
sculpture slightly unsettling.  Gazing up at the somber piece, all I 
could think of were the Maya artifacts and history that were buried 
beneath it.

At Casa Montejo, I ‘m dazzled by the rosy grandeur of the 16th- 
century mansion built by the founder of Merida. The museum 
displays four rooms  — library, living room, bedroom and dining 
room — outfitted with restored Victorian and Renaissance style 

furniture. Free concerts and folk art exhibits are also highlights of 
this cultural centre. I spent the most time in the Palacio de Gobi-
erno or Government House, which showcases stunning  murals by 
Fernando Castro Pacheco that illustrate Yucatan history. Walking 
through the courtyard and archways on two floors, I absorb the his-
tory of the region as I view  powerful images of  conquest, revolu-
tion and rebuilding. The essence of Merida culture is found within 
the traditions of the Maya people and I observe Mayan influence 
all over the city, from the banana leaf-wrapped dishes of  tikin xic 
served at restaurants, to the jarana folk dances that whirl through 
plazas every Sunday. But it’s the ancient Maya ruins that really lay 
out the genius of the culture and I visit two that are  located within 
an hour away of the city. 

In Dzibilchatun, the wind is still and the surrounding trees look as 
if they are standing in silent guard. There is a sort of palpable rev-
erence that flows through this small site that’s considered to be the 
longest functioning city of the Mayan world.  Once a wealthy port 
city with a population of around 20,000, Dzibilchatun lost inhab-
itants to the newer city of Chichen Itza and that still appears to be 
the case today.  There are few crowds at these striking ruins, which 
include the Temple of the Seven Dolls, a pyramid festooned with 
doorways that captures the rising sun during the fall and spring 
equinoxes.  Clusters of stones and small temples dot the park but 
what stands out for me is a lily pad-covered pond that turns out to 
be a cenote.  Although these sinkholes tend to be discovered inside 
caverns, they can also be uncovered and I  jump into the shallow 
water, which houses tiny fish that nibble at my feet.

A little further west, the sacred site of Uxmal rises above the 
clouds like a castle.  Founded in 700AD, Uxmal is a UNESECO 
World Heritage site and is considered the pinnacle of  Mayan art 
and architecture. Temples carved with masks of Chac the Mayan 
god of rain, pyramids and raised platforms fill the site’s 150 acres. 
Despite its significance, there are no large crowds flocking to the 
ruins and I slowly climb to the top of the Great Pyramid, surveying 
all of the Uxmal ruins. 

Standing at the top of Mayan creativity, I realize why Merida is 
so special. No other Mexican city presents the role of both Maya 
and Spain quite so effectively. •

Lovely colonial architecture, vi-
brant markets, the Mayan ruin 
at Dzibichaltun, left, and the 
beach at  Port of Progreso, top 
left,  are why Merida is one the 
best tourist destinations in Mex-
ico but very few foreigners know 
about it — they don’t know 
what they are missing.
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of the resort, I’m treated to some spectacu-
lar views of the marina and downtown core 
off in the distance, especially at sunset.

I wake up to my first full day, grab break-
fast and head out for a walk along the lovely 
marina, where there’s endless shops selling 
local crafts and souvenirs. Some persistent 
hawkers try to sell me fishing, snorkelling 
or adventure tours and will walk alongside 
you for as long as you engage them.

Later, I make my way to a local restau-
rant overlooking the marina where I enjoy 
a cool refreshment and marvel at the fleet of 
handsome private yachts docked here.

I’m joined by Rocio Fonseca, the resort’s 
sales manager, who tells me the property 
opened in 1969 and was one of only three 
hotels in Los Cabos at the time. How times 
have changed.

The resort was an instant success, mainly 
because of its Whale Watcher Bar, which 
quickly became a popular hot spot. The 
Whale Watcher still exists and sits atop the 
highest point in the resort, offering a stun-
ning 360-degree view of the ocean, beach-
es, marina and city. Opening at 4 p.m. daily, 
the Whale Watcher lives up to its name — 
guests gather there between November and 
March in hopes of seeing the gentle giants 
pass by on their migration to warmer wa-
ters.

Rocio tells me the resort joined the San-
dos portfolio in 2012 and some major reno-
vations took place shortly after. New luxury 
suites were added and the entire property 
was given a facelift. The old resort was new 
again.

Rooms have been enhanced with all the 
21st-century amenities and the only thing 
better than the accommodation is the ser-
vice — staff are congenial and helpful and 
visitors are soon treated like family.

The dining options are many at Sandos 
with variety to satisfy all pallets. The resort 
offers three á la carte options, where dishes 
featuring local Baja specialties, as well as 
Italian and American favourites, are served. 
Bigger appetites will like the buffet option 
and those looking for some simple snacks 
will find those at one of Sandos’ six bars 
and the charming Cupcake Café.

There’s never a dull moment at Sandos 
— nights are spiced with lively variety 
shows that are performed in the resort’s 
“town square” and there are six bars dotted 
throughout the property to grab a cockatil.

A favourite morning meeting place at 
Sandos is the Cupcake Café, where I wash 
down homemade cupcakes and pastries 
with every type of coffee imaginable. 

The café’s wall attract a lot of attention, 
too. That’s because it’s adorned with photo-
graphs of Rolling Stones legends Mick Jag-
ger and Keith Richards — the latter married 
Patti Hansen at the resort in 1983.

Most days, the resort is bathed in glorious 
sunshine and guests find refuge from the 
heat at one of Sandos’ three large pools or 
on its sugary beach, which seems to stretch 
as far as the eye can see. 

As the Rolling Stones discovered, Sandos 
Finisterra is the perfect spot for a wedding. 
Its romantic beach setting and impressive 
rock backdrop inspires many to hold their 
nuptials here and during my stay I wit-
nessed several ceremonies along the sandy 
shoreline. 

Because of its close proximity to Los 
Angeles, it’s not unusual to see Hollywood 
stars sitting at a local bar or restaurant and 
some entertainers have even invested in lo-
cal resorts here.

Sandos is a Spanish resort chain which 
currently has four properties in Mexico, 
Rocio informs me. They are all-inclusive 
resorts and each is theme based. Sandos has 
two in Playa del Carmen — Caracol, offer-
ing an eco experience, and Playacar, which 
is a beach resort. Sandos’ other Mexican 
property in Cancun is a lifestyle resort.

If you can tear yourself from the pamper-
ing at the resort, you’ll find Los Cabos one 
of the most unique resort towns in all of 
Mexico. It’s renowned for its many dramat-

ic rock formations — The Arch, Neptune’s 
Finger and Scooby Doo being the most fa-
mous. Many a marriage proposal has been 
made on Cabos’ uniquely-named beach —
Lovers and Divorce.

Many visitors like to take fishing and 
whale watching expeditions — Los Cabos 
is where the Pacific blends into the Sea of 
Cortez and the marine activities abound.

Los Cabos is also one of the few places 
in the world where a desert runs along an 
ocean — so don’t be surprised to see people 
on camels riding along the sandy shore.

A must for adventure seekers is a day trip 
into the mountainous rain forest that bor-
ders Los Cabos. There you get to see lush 
vegetation and hopefully some of the vil-
lagers that call the jungle home. A hike up 
the mountainside can be daunting but those 
adventurous enough to try it are rewarded 
with a jump into one of the many freshwa-
ter pools that line the trails.

Thanks to Sandos’ all-inclusive packag-
es, you don’t need a Hollywood star’s bank 
account to enjoy this resort with the Holly-
wood good looks. •
• For more information on Sandos’ Mexican resorts, go to http://
www.sandos.com / Air Canada, WestJet and several Canadian 
charter airlines offers flights to Los Cabos.

From the rooms at Sandos Finisterra Resort, left, 
and the pool areas, top photo and above, guests  
look out on a Pacific paradise setting. The resort 
offers luxury trappings like a world-class spa.
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With each visit, I am charmed by the traditions here — like bar-
becues where men are not only kings of the grill, they also serve 
the women.  And like an onion full of surprising flavours, I peel off 
more enticing layers of this city, especially in San Pedro (Monter-
rey’s Beverly Hills) where Louie’s cousin, Alejandro and his fam-
ily live.  

Monterrey looks a lot like Los Angeles, minus a coastline - free-
ways, traffic jams, modern highrises and Starbucks everywhere.  
But what Monterrey lacks in sandy beaches is replaced with the 
dramatic Sierra Madre Oriental mountain range.  At almost 1,800 
feet above sea level, San Pedro is at its foothills and is the gateway 
to the forests and beautifully maintained hiking trails of Chipinque 
National Park, Mexico’s best-preserved park with look-outs to the 
most romantic views of the city.

“When I was a boy,” Alejandro told us during a hike in the woods, 
“I used to take walks here with my father all the time.”

Monterrey is an urban paradise.  From just about anywhere in the 
city I could glance up to its legendary mountain peaks, Cerro de la 
Silla, or Saddle Hill.

It’s no wonder everyone loves the outdoors here, especially along 
tree-lined Calzado del Valle, San Pedro’s main avenue where jog-
gers and walkers shared the cushioned pathway, passing upscale 
apartments, shops, luxury car showrooms and so many restaurants 
that you can eat out every day for months and never go to the same 
place twice.  

I admit that I had an ulterior mission while in Monterrey:  I 
couldn’t leave without eating “cabrito,” the region’s traditional 
meal of roasted kid goat, a gastronomic holdover that originated 
with the area’s Jewish founders from Spain during the late 16th 
century.

Lunchtime was busy at San Carlos, one of many restaurants spe-
cializing in cabrito, where whole goats on the spit slow-cooked 
over simmering coals.  I’ve never eaten goat this splendid.  A lot of 
Canadians know this because they are regular clientele, Roberto, 
a staff member told me.  The lean meat was extraordinary – light, 
tender, juicy and full of flavour.

In this arid, land-locked state, raising cattle, goats and sheep 
has reigned for centuries.  Drying food was a preservation tech-
nique dating back to the indigenous Tlaxcalteca and carne seca, or 
dried beef, became another specialty of Monterrey.  The super-thin 
sheets of beef practically tear apart on their own.  Another favourite 

Monterrey dish is machaca, carne seca mixed with eggs.  
We booked a room at nearby MS Milenium located across the 

street from the ritzy Plaza Fiesta San Augustine shopping mall 
where we escaped from the summer heat, wandered the shops and 
ate breakfast at legendary Sanborns department store founded in 
1903 by California immigrant brothers Walter and Frank Sanborn.  
It is said that Mexican revolutionary leader Emilio Zapata’s troops 
had their first restaurant meal at the original Sanborns in Mexico 
City – where the slogan “Meet me at Sanborns” was born.

While San Pedro has evolved into Monterrey’s modern commer-
cial hub, Macroplaza — Monterrey’s enormous pedestrian town 
square in the heart of the city — is the pulse of cultural immersion 
and a popular gathering spot.  Built during the early 1980s, it’s a 
landscape of gardens and monuments like the fountain of Neptune, 
the Governor’s Palace, the public library and the 70-metre high 
Faro del Comerica, or Lighthouse of Commerce, that each night 
shoots a light beam into the sky.

Surrounding Macroplaza are Barrio Antigua, Monterrey’s 18th- 
century Spanish colonial neighbourhood; the historic Metropolitan 
Cathedral of Monterrey; and major museums – Museum of Con-
temporary Art (MARCO), Museum of Mexican History, Metropol-
itan Museum and Museum of the Northwest.

We also strolled along Santa Lucia Riverwalk, constructed in 
2007, that’s another city jewel.  Flowing three kilometres (with 
free wireless Internet access) it connects Macroplaza to Fundidora, 
Monterrey’s landmark steel foundry-turned museum and important 
educational centre (the foundry operated from 1900-1986).  The re-
vitalization also includes a sustainable urban park and a restaurant.

And overlooking the river walk is one of Canada’s authentic in-
uksuks, a gift from the Canadian government and the Monterrey 
chapter of the Canadian Chamber of Commerce on its 10th anni-
versary in 2007.  

The beacon of friendship and peace was erected mostly with 
stones gathered from a local quarry. 

It’s heart, however, was formed with two rocks brought from 
Canada by artist Bill Nasogoluak, its creator. 

One came from the high Arctic.  
The other from Toronto. •

• For information about visiting Monterrey, see htttp://www.visitmexico.com
• MS Milenium Hotel:  http://www.hotelesmilenium.com

Gleaming office towers 
give Monterrey that L.A. 
look and vibe. The city is a 
financial hub and rated the 
top city in Mexico to live 
and work. Like many other 
Mexican cities, Monterrey 
suffered because of the 
drug trade but has moved 
on to be a model for the rest 
of the country.

Like everywhere in Mexico, food 
plays an important part in the 
daily lives of those living or vis-
iting Monterrey. Above, goats 
on a spit is favoured by Canadian 
tourists while breakfasts at a 
landmark restaurant called San-
borns is highlighted by the dish 
right: eggs with onions, nopales 
(cactus) and papaya. Yum!
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SARK reality
STORY & PHOTOS BY GILLY PICKUP

English Channel island offers
an out of this world experience 

There’s not much to do on Sark, and that’s what people like most about this re-
mote destinaiton in the Channel Islands. The typography is stunning, with lovely 
cliffs and endless ocean views, and the local wildlife is rather harmless.

SARK, ENGLAND — The rain had 
stopped, which renewed my enthusiasm 
for exploring tiny Sark, an island which 
is part of the Bailiwick of Guernsey.  
Smallest of the Channel Islands and only 

accessible by boat, Sark is unique in that it is a 
fiefdom granted to the Seigneurie of St Ouen in 
Jersey way back in 1565, with the proviso that he 
keep the island free from pirates. 

Sark has no roads, just stony tracks and rural 
pathways, so for walkers good footwear is essen-
tial. Those who prefer to cycle can hire one from 
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Tiny Sark is a maritime communitty that has deep roots in the fishing industry. Its 
colourful homes cling to the cliffs its built around and memories of the role stratigic 
Sark played in World War II are kept alive at the local museum.

Saint Peter Port between 1940 to 
1945.

Victor Hugo was so enam-
oured with Guernsey that he 
was inspired to write most of 
Les Miserables here during his 
15-year stay while in exile from 
France.  I wanted to visit his 
house but it was closed so had 
to make do with standing out-
side and imagining what it might 
look like inside.   I did get inside 
Castle Cornet, though, the last 
remaining royalist stronghold 
during the last throes of the En-
glish Civil War and which has 
guarded the harbour entrance for 
more than 800 years. Unfortu-
nately for the governor’s wife, 
an explosion in the gunpowder 
store in 1672 blew off the top 
of the tower and she was killed. 
The castle contains several mu-
seums including one devoted 
to all things seafaring, while 
the gardens are great for lazing 
round.  Every day at noon a gun 
is fired by scarlet robed keepers 
while from Easter to September 
the Guernsey History in Action 
company puts on daily perfor-
mances.

I also visited the 12th century 
Sausmarez Manor where enter-
taining and knowledgeable Peter 
Suasmarez was my guide. He 
proudly told visitors that one of 
his ancestors circumnavigated 
the world 20 years before Cap-
tain Cook, helped capture the 
world’s richest treasure ship 
and designed the first naval uni-
form. A miniature railway runs 
through the extensive gardens 
which incorporate a sculpture 
park. Those who like me thrill 
that the unexplained will like 
the fact Guernsey is chock-a-
bloc with myths and legends and 
punctuated with witches’ magic 
resting stones, creepy ruins and 

fairy rings, all of which dot the landscape like freckles. If you 
are really determined you  may even discover the mystery of 
the ruined pagan priory on unspoiled, uninhabited bird sanctu-
ary, tiny Lihou Island.  Reached only by an ancient causeway 
at low tide, it is safest visited with a guide.

Seafood is king here, with ormers (sea snails) a local del-
icacy. This shellfish, which can only be harvested for a few 
days every year, is usually served coated in flour and fried. 
Guernsey mussels, too, are among the freshest you are likely 
to find. Add to that friendly locals, alluring scenery and a tran-
quil pace of life and you’ll wonder, as I did, why it took you 
so long to visit. •
• More on the islands at http://www.visitguernsey.com and http://www.sark.co.uk

a shop on The Avenue, the is-
land’s dusty main street, or there 
is the option of an island tour by 
horse-drawn carriage. Although 
most people visiting the island 
are daytrippers like me, there is 
accommodation available for 
those seeking a chill-out break, 
including some hotels, guest 
houses, self-catering properties 
and campsites. There are not 
many things to do on this pretty, 
green island, but that is part of its 
charm. 

Those who like stargazing 
should know that Sark is desig-
nated a Dark Sky Community 
and the world’s first Dark Sky 
Island, ideal for observing plan-
ets and stars because there are 
no street lights. A small observa-
tory primarily designed to keep 
star-gazers warm at night houses 
a powerful telescope. It’s worth a 
visit to see the creamy rich Milky 
Way and an almost guaranteed 
display of shooting stars.  Besides 
that, you will be mesmerized by 
the twinkling lights of sister is-
land Guernsey across the sea.  

My walk took me past the pris-
on, possibly the world’s smallest 
with only two cells — I was told 
that it is still used for rare over-
night stays. I was heading for his-
toric manor house La Seigneurie, 
built around 1675. Though the 
house, permanent residence of 
the present Seigneur, the head of 
Sark, is not open to the public, 
the grounds are open daily. There 
is a pleasant café in the gardens 
where, after refreshments, I set 
off again past deep winding val-
leys bursting with wildflowers, 
white-washed cottages and ber-
ry-laden hedgerows to the Hog’s 
Back headland, a favourite spot 
with picnickers.  The coastal 
scenery is magnificent — mas-
sive crinkle-cut cliffs with spook-
ily dark caves, a one-time haunt of smugglers.

The rest of my brief visit to the Channel Islands was spent 
in Guernsey, second-largest island, famed for flowers and sea-
food and offering a variety of landscapes from rocky inlets to 
high-sided woodland and curving pastures.  It’s easy to get 
whisked back in time here as almost everywhere you look there 
is evidence of a fascinating past, from medieval castles, forts 
and watchtowers, to landmarks providing memories of the 
World War II years when enemy forces invaded the islands. 
Two visitor attractions are La Valette German Underground 
Museum and the Occupation Museum with its hoard of war 
relics. Included is an exhibition called Occupation Street where 
re-created shop frontages depict a street in the island’s capital 
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Sleeping
With History

Richmond’s elegant 
Jefferson Hotel 
wows guests with
its history, service 
and a few alligators

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON

The Jefferson Hotel’s amazing rotunda, above, once served as its lobby but now that honour goes to an equally impressive entrance that’s dominated by a marble statue of Thomas Jofferson, below.

RICHMOND, VA — 
The “wow” factor takes 
hold as soon as I walk 
into the palatial entrance 
of Richmond’s historic 

Jefferson Hotel —the Sistine Chapel 
of hotel lobbies.

“Wow,” look at that white marble 
statue of Thomas Jefferson standing 
in the centre of the lavish room.

“Wow,” is that real Tiffany stained 
glass in the skylight and windows  
hanging over Jefferson’s head?

“Wow,” I think to myself while 
surveying a lobby dominated by faux 
marble columns, museum-worthy 
paintings and crystal chandeliers.

“Wow,” is that an alligator in the 
lobby pond?

“It’s not a real one,” the Jefferson’s 
Jennifer Crisp assures me.

“The alligators are part of The Jef-
ferson’s lure, though. Guests return-
ing from their winter stays in Florida 
would bring back baby alligators and 
toss them into our pond,” she says. 
“Some of them actually got very 
large and the last one died in 1948. 

PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON AND COURTESY THE JEFFERSON HOTEL
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The cast iron replicas remind us of that very 
interesting period.” 

Richmond’s landmark Jefferson Hotel has 
been “wowing” guests ever since it opened 
in 1895 — on Halloween — and remains 
the Grand Dame of Virginia hotels thanks 
to some tender loving care over the decades 
that keeps it looking young, beautiful and 
relevant with modern travellers.

In fact, the Jefferson is the most beautiful 
American hotel I’ve ever seen in the U.S. 
south — a European masterpiece in the 
heart of Dixie.

While president Jefferson — Virginia’s 
favourite son and one of the authors of the 
U.S. Constitution — looms large in the lob-
by of the hotel that bears his name, he ac-
tually never stayed here, but 13 other presi-
dents, including Barrack Obama, did.

But presidents aren’t the only famous 
people who have booked a room at The 
Jefferson. Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra 
were just two of the famous entertainers 
who stayed here and Old Blue Eyes, as 
Sinatra was known, even performed for 
Jefferson guests.

“Frank held one of his last concerts in 
Richmond and entertained guests on our 
baby grand piano in an impromptu perfor-
mance,” Crisp tells me over breakfast at 
TJs, one of the hotel’s two famed restau-
rants. The other, Lemaire, which I dine 
at later that evening, is an exquisite main 
dining room off the impressive lobby that 
rivals anything on the Champs de Elysee.

A small museum, featuring faded photo-
graphs of the famous who have stayed at 
The Jefferson, is tucked away under the ho-
tel’s grand staircase located off the original 
lobby where TJs and a lovely gift shop are 
now located.

The hotel’s mezzanine allows guests to 
get a spectacular view of the Tiffany win-
dows and the lobby pillars and features 
striking paintings of former U.S. presidents 
— the most impressive are the ones of Jef-
ferson, of course. 

The massive two-wing hotel is one of the 
largest in Virginia but during the latest up-
grade, the original 262 rooms were paired 
down to 181 spacious beauties that offer all 
the luxurious amenities and modern conve-
niences travellers demand. 

Staying ahead of the pack when it comes 
to modernization is nothing new for The 
Jefferson. When it opened in 1895, guests 
were treated to contemporary conveniences 
like electric lights and elevators, plus hot 
and cold running water in each guest room 
— something as new and revolutionary at 
the time as today’s Internet. 

During the latest renovation, The Jeffer-
son designers added televisions in the bath-
room vanity mirrors and Nespresso coffee 
makers to go along with the flat screen TVs, 

The Jefferson Hotel’s main lobby 
is one of the most impressive in 
the industry. The white marble 
statue of Thomas Jefferson is sur-
rounded by a Tiffany glass canopy 
and windows, museum-worthy 
paintings and rich furnishings. 
The hotel’s exterior is equally 
grand and is a landmark building 
in Richmond. The brass alligators, 
below, remind us of a time when 
Jefferson guests returning from 
Florida would bring baby gators 
back with them and toss them in 
the hotel’s pools. While Thomas 
Jefferson never stayed at the hotel 
that bears his name, many other  
U.S. presidents have.
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THINGS WE LIKE
 ABOUT RICHMOND

10
1 HISTORY: Richmond was Ground Zero 
for the U.S. Civil War and was demolished in 
the waning days of that conflict by a fierce 
northern bombardment. The city has many 
reminders of that battle and the American 
Civil War Museum at Historic Tredegar is a 
great place to start your tour.

2 BIKE TRAILS: One of the best ways 
to see Richmond is on a bike. The Virginia 
Capital Trail along the James River is well 
worth the effort and Pedego Electric Bike 
Co. at 1301 East Cary St. offers some easy- 
to-operate cycles. 
https://www.pedegoelectricbikes.com

3 THE JEFFERSON HOTEL: The his-
toric property in the heart of downtown 
Richmond is one of the most opulent but 
affordable places you’ll ever stay. Tiffany 
glass ceilings and a white marble statue of 
Thomas Jefferson greets guests.
http://www.jeffersonhotel.com

4 REAL RICHMOND FOOD TOURS: 
Richmond has some of the best restaurants 
and chefs in the U.S. and this company in-
troduces visitors to the foodie scene in in-
formative tours through some of the city’s 
lovely neighbourhoods. 
http://realrichmondVA.com

5 RICHMOND BEER TRAIL: You’ll 
need to wash all the good Richmond food 
down with a beverage so why not some of 
the city’s craft beer. The beer trail brings 
you to the entrance of 23 of them. 
http://richmondbeertrail.com 

6 VIRGINIA MUSEUM OF FINE ART: 
Fabergé eggs, Egyptian mummies and rare 
paintings are just some of the wonders 
that this amazing storage of history offers 
visitors.
https://vmfa.museum/

7BLACK HISTORY MUSEUM: This 
gives you real insight into what it was like 
to live in the U.S. South during the country’s 
darkest period of the slave trade. http://black-
historymuseum.org/

8 CARYTOWN: Shops, restaurants and 
some local characters are what you’ll find 
on this shopping street that’s known by lo-
cals as the “Mile of Style.”

9 GINTER BOTANICAL GARDENS: 
One of the loveliest places to spend a few 
hours or a whole day.  Sprawling facility is 
dotted with lovely ponds and some breath-
taking flower displays. 
http://www.lewisginter.org/

10 TYLER POTTERFIELD BRIDGE: 
Located near Historic Tredegar, the polished 
metal bridge connects Richmond’s north 
and south shores and crosses the James 
River rapids. You get a great view of Rich-
mond’s lovely skyline from here.

free Wi-Fi, luxury toiletries and the 
finest of bed linen and mattresses.

Exploring The Jefferson’s corri-
dors is like walking around a grand 
museum — the hotel’s art and arti-
facts date back to Richmond’s gold-
en era and most of the public furnish-
ings are original.

The Jefferson’s high tea is a Rich-
mond tradition and on the Sunday 
afternoon I arrive, the opulent lobby 
is filled with young southern belles 
and their beaus enjoying finger sand-
wiches, scones and tea. The only 
thing missing from this scene are the 
hooped dresses that would have been 
worn by the ladies’ ancestors in the 
hotel’s earliest days.

I’m lured to the front door of the 
restaurant Lemaire by the incredi-
ble aromas floating out of the kitch-
en ruled by Executive Chef Patrick 
Willis, a master chef who inherited 
his job from Walter Bundy, a Rich-
mond legend who left The Jefferson 
after two decades to start his own 
room, Shagbark — the name comes 
from the Shagbark hickory tree that 
was located on a Civil War-era farm 
located on the banks of the nearby 
James River.

While Bundy may have put The 
Jefferson’s Lemaire on the culinary 
map, Willis is taking it in his own 
direction with dishes that feature fish 
caught in Virginia’s Chesapeake Bay 
and farm-to-table ingredients that 
grow on the lovely rolling farmland 
just outside Richmond. 

There’s obviously lots of southern 
influences on the menu but it’s the 
freshness of the offerings that excite 
my tastebuds most.

Walking into Lemaire is another 
“wow” moment for me. The room 
is dripping with elegance — a room 
worthy to be in the Palais Versailles 
— and the menu features such 
unique dishes as white almond gar-
lic soup, Pernod steamed mussels, 
cracker meal crusted chesapeake bay 
oysters, braised Shenandoah valley 
rabbit, Virginia maple glazed bone-
in pork chop, cast iron seared jumbo 
sea scallops and my favourite, slow 
braised spring lamb shank.

A recent addition is a cozy bar next 
to Lemaire which features light fare 
and a sidewalk café where guests can 
gather on warm summer days.

Guests usually meet there for pre 
or post dinner drinks or just to talk 
about how fortunate they are to be 
staying in one of America’s great ho-
tels. •

The Jefferson’s French-style Lemaire restaurant, top photo, offers up some haute cuisine 
dishes with a southern accent. The restaurant’s elegant trappings as impressive as those 
guests find in their rooms, which offer lots of modern amenities wrapped in elegance.

JUST THE FACTS
• Throughout the summer (2017) months, The Jefferson will be offering some 
special rates to celebrate the hotel’s latest facelift. That means you can stay in this 
luxurious masterpiece for as little as $250 (U.S.). 

 For more on The Jefferson, go to http://www.jeffersonhotel.com. 

• The Jefferson is located at 101 West Franklin St.,  23220. 

• For information on Richmond, go to https://www.visitrichmondva.com

• For Virginia tourism information, go to https://www.virginia.org

• The best way to get to Richmond is through Washington’s Dulles Airport. Air Can-
ada and several U.S. airlines offer direct daily flights to Dulles. Richmond is a two 
hour drive south of Washington.
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ST. SIMONS ISLAND, GEORGIA - 
When I visited St. Simons Island, I had no 
idea how charmed I’d be by the Golden 
Isles. Its idyllic setting with live oak trees 
strung with Spanish moss, long stretches 
of beaches, marshlands and historic sites 
that date back to the 1700s, was most ap-
pealing. And, of course, I had plenty of 
its famous Wild Georgia Shrimp. 

Because St. Simons is mostly flat, it’s 
perfect for exploring by bicycle, which I 
did on my last day after sightseeing by 
historic trolley and boat.  

It’s mid-morning when I pick up my 
“beach cruiser” bike at the Ocean Mo-
tion Surf Company, which is about a 
four-minute walk from my hotel, The 
King and Prince Beach & Golf Resort. 
An attendant hands me a detailed map of 
the island’s 50-kilometres of bike trails 
and I start off down Ocean Road and 
take the trail that hugs the island’s marsh-
lands. Noticing a stealthy egret prancing 
through the water searching for its next 
meal, I stop to watch before moving on to 
the Bloody Marsh National Monument. 

When I arrive, I have the entire place 
to myself. As I park my bike and walk 
toward the stone monument, I can’t help 
but wonder what this peaceful place 

looked like on July 7, 1742 when British 
troops, under the command of General 
James Oglethorpe, squared off with the 
Spanish in a battle at Fort Frederica for 
the territory that is now the state of Geor-
gia. The British thwarted the Spanish at-
tack and forced the invaders to limp back 
to Florida’s St. Augustine humbled.

I hop back on my bike and ride toward 
Redfern Village. The day before, I had a 
delicious shrimp salad and fried okra at 
Gnat’s Landing. Today, I want to check 
out the shops. Being a lover of olive oils, 
I stop in Golden Isles Olive Oil and taste 
a range of their flavoured products. Lat-
er, I pop into Wine Body & Soul, where 
they are doing a wine tasting. Afterward, 
I cool down at Fuze Frozen Yogurt and 
and then head over to the charming Ave-
nue of the Oaks. 

Pedalling along Frederica Rd. I pass 
a 212-year-old slave cabin turned gift 
shop, and from there it’s a short ride to 
the avenue’s famed trees, which stand in 
front of the Lodge at Sea Island. To get 
the full experience, I park my bike and 
walk down the centre of the oak row, 
admiring the long-limbed 160-year-old 
live oak trees planted by plantation own-
er Anna Page King. Years ago, visiting 

Georgia
Peach

STORY & PHOTOS BY LARA DUNNING

Island bike trails lead to some exciting finds
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A bike ride around St. Simons Island leads to some awesome 
beaches that feature glorious sunsets. The island’s treasured 
160-year-old oak tree alley, top photo, is a fascinating find, es-
pecially the ones that have been sculpted, centre. The island’s 
Fort Frederica, above, is one of Georgia’s most honoured his-
toric  landmarks.

friends and neighbours would have arrived down this same 
path by horse and wagon. Today, it is one of the most photo-
graphed spots on the island.

Afterward, I cruise through Pier Village, passing culinary 
spots like Savannah Bee Company, where I tasted my first Tu-
pelo honey; Georgia Sea Grille, where I had my first escargot 
experience; and admired one of the islands carved tree spirits 
next to the visitor centre. 

In the heat of the day, I relax by the pool until a friend joins 
me that evening. We ride around the base of St. Simons Light-
house and, as we gaze up, I tell her about the 128-step trek up 
the tower and the breathtaking 360-degree views from the top. 

We continue our ride through Neptune Park where families 
have gathered to enjoy the balmy evening, watch fishermen 
casting lines off St. Simons Island pier and stop for dinner at 
Brogen’s, where I indulge in another shrimp salad. Wrapping 
up a great day of exploring, the island gives me another mem-
orable moment as we ride down the beach toward a peach co-
loured sunset. 

Sometimes, travelling is better in the bike lane.•
• For information how to rent bikes at Ocean Motion Surf Company, visit 
   http://www.stsimonskayaking.com/bicycles.html. 

• For information on St. Simons Island visit http://www.goldenisles.com/

• For Georgia tourism, visit http://www.exploregeorgia.org/

• The best way to get to St. Simons Island is through Jacksonville International Airport 
   in Florida. St. Simons Island is a 1.15-hour drive north of the airport.
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WRIGHT
ON

STORY BY ILONA KAUREMSZKY

On the 150th anniversary
of the great man’s birth,
fans head to Wisconsin
to see his iconic designs

SPRING GREEEN, WI — Rolling hills of 
green, the kind that span as far as the eye can 
see, is what you see in this part of southwest-
ern Wisconsin, dubbed “the Driftless Area” 
because of its peculiar terrain. 

This quaint hamlet, just outside the state capital Mad-
ison, is where we enter the  world of famed American 
architect Frank Lloyd Wright and Taliesin, the remark-
able house he designed and called his “shining brow on 
the hill.”

During his life, Wright 
created some incredible 
landmarks — 10, including 
Taliesin and the Guggen-
heim Museum in New York 
City, are being considered 
as UNESCO World Heri-
tage sites — but it was this, 
his boyhood home, which 
seemed to be closest to his 
heart. And it’s our starting 
point on the Frank Lloyd 
Wright Trail, a 322-kilome-
tre self-drive route that be-
gins in his home state and 
leads to some of his most 
significant works.

Taliesin, where a youth-
ful Wright spent summers 
tending to his uncle’s farm, 
is considered the crown 
jewel of the route. The dra-
matic landscape that sur-
rounds the 800-acre estate 

is said to have inspired his designs later in life. After his 
death in 1959, the Taliesin Preservation Organization 
became the home’s custodian and has guarded its origi-
nal brilliance.

Visitors are allowed to see four buildings at Talies-
in: The Hillside Studio and Theatre, which Wright de-
signed for his aunts; his sister Jane’s house; the barn; and 
Wright’s private residence.

On the morning of our visit, a summer rain pitter-pat-
tered on the stony facades and against the corner win-

The Wright-designed Wingspread in Wind 
Point, top photo, and the The Unitarian Meet-
ing House, above, in Madison.

PHOTOS BY STEPHEN SMITH & BIGSTOCK

Frank Lloyd Wright 
bust on display at 
the Monona Terrace 
in Madison.
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dows  — seamless window panes are fea-
tures of Wright’s striking designs.

Even if you’re not an architectural fan, 
hearing the stories about this complex man 
many regard as America’s greatest archi-
tect, certainly intrigues. Along the route we 
hear about Wright’s love affairs and a mis-
tress, destruction and rebuilding, and even 
scandal and savage killings. 

Apparently Wright built Taliesin as a 
love pad for him and his mistress, Martha 
“Mamah” Borthwick Cheney, and her chil-
dren. Tragically, though, while Wright was 
away on a business trip, Mamah, her two 
children and four others, were gruesomely 
murdered in 1914 by a deranged ex-em-
ployee who also set fire to Taliesin.

Later, on our way to Madison, we stop 
at the Wright-designed Wyoming Valley 
School, just five kilometres up the road 
from Taliesin. Wright built the two-room 
schoolhouse in 1957 so the local kids could 
get a decent education close to Taliesin.

We follow the route to Racine, the small 
Danish community where a pastry known 
as kringles — think Nordic  pretzel — is its 
most famous local dish.

Racine is also the headquarters of the 
world famous SC Johnson Corp., the fam-
ily-run company and maker of such icon-
ic household brands as Windex, Johnson 
Floor Wax, Ziploc bags, Glade, Off!, DEET 
— just to name a few.

It’s here we find another Wright master-
piece — SC Johnson hired  the Wiscon-
sin-born architect to design its corporate 
headquarters as well as the home of its then 
leader, Herbert “Hibbard” H.F. Johnson Jr.

 “Anybody can build a typical building. I 
wanted to build the best office building in 

the world, and the only way to do that was 
to get the greatest architect in the world,” 
said H.F. Johnson years later.

SC Johnson’s administration building, 
which opened in 1939, is regarded as one of 
the top 25 buildings of the 20th century and 
is known for its dendriform (tree-shaped) 
columns that support the structure’s Great 
Workroom. Equally impressive is the 
15-storey Research Tower completed in 
1950. More than 7,000 glass tubes make up 
the windows of the towering research lab. 

“Wright was nearing 70 and had no major 
commissions for a few years when this con-
tract to create a new administration build-
ing came along,” recalls our guide Barb 
during my site tour. 

The Johnson residence is located just a 
few kilometres down the road from Racine 

• Most of the landmarks featured in the Frank Lloyd 
Wright Trail are free to the public, with some ad-
vanced reservations required at various venues.  

• Accommodation and restaurants in Wisconsin are 
typically cheaper than larger hubs like Chicago and 
several museums in Madison also offer free admis-
sion.

• Important websites:

• http://www.taliesinpreservation.org/

• https://www.travelwisconsin.com/article/architec-
ture/wisconsins-frank-lloyd-wright-trail

• http://www.visitmadison.com/

JUST THE FACTS

The Red Barn at the Taliesin estate in Spring Green was called the Midway Barn and once stored Wright’s livetsock like horses, pigs, sheep, chickens and rabbits.

in the small hamlet of Wind Point. The es-
tate, known as Wingspread, was built in 
1939 and at 14,000 square feet is the largest 
of Wright’s signature Prairie-Style houses  
— and his last.   

Like most private homes built by Wright, 
Wingspread’s exterior has organic design 
elements which intentionally blend the 
house with the surrounding landscape. 
While the house may appear compact from 
the outside, the nine-metre-tall chimney, 
floor-to-ceiling windows and skylights help 
elongate the interior’s living space. 

In a short video visitors see before starting 
their free self-guided tour of Wingspread, 
the late Sam Johnson — son of Hibbard — 
recalls an amusing story involving Wright.

“My father was entertaining guests one 
evening at dinner,” he begins. “Everyone 
was there, the state governor, the mayor and 
other leading business people. I heard the 
thunder and some rain coming down. The 
roof started to leak on (father) and I won-
dered what he was going to do. 

“Dad said, ‘maid, bring me the phone.’ 
He lifted it up and said, ‘operator I would 
like to talk to Mr. Frank Lloyd Wright in 
Taliesin West in Scottsdale (Wright’s Ari-
zona winter home).’ 

“He (dad) got him on the line and said:  
‘Frank you built me a beautiful house. I 
love the house but it leaks. I am at a dinner 
with the most important people in the state 
and it is leaking right on top of my head.’ ”

The younger Johnson looks into the cam-
era and says Wright, who was known as a 
cantankerous individual, responded, “ ‘Well 
Hib, why don’t you move your chair?’ ”

Driving into the state capital Madison, the 
first thing you notice is the massive domed 
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Visit travelyukon.com/midnightsun

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

WRIGHT DESIGNED
HOUSES WE LIKES

10
1 FALLINGWATER, PA: This may be the 
most beautiful home in the world. Wright 
designed part of it over a waterfall — hence 
the name — and and it offers breathtaking 
views of the Laurel Highlands near Pitts-
burgh. It was designed for the owner of 
Kaufmann’s department store.

2 TALIESIN, SPRING GREEN, WI: This 
was Wright’s home for 48 years and his ar-
chitectural lab. His Welsh parents settled in 
the area in the mid 19th century and Wright 
spent many of his teenage summers in the 
area. 

3 ELAM HOUSE, AUSTIN, MN: This 
is one of Wright’s famous Usonian Home-
sand the largest example of this style. Elam 
house is mostly windows — over 100 to be 
exact — and the whole structure rests on 
giant limestone piers.

4  PALMER HOUSE, ANN ARBOR, MI: 
Billed as one of Ann Arbor’s most significant 
residential homes, Palmer House is one of 
Wright’s later designs for William Palmer, 
a one-time professor of economics at the 
University of Michigan.

5 SCHWARTZ HOUSE, TWO RIVERS, WI: 
In 1938, Life Magazine invited Wright to 
design a dream house for families  and 
businessman Bernhard Schwartz read the 
article and commissioned Wright to build 
a version of what he did for the magazine.

6 MARTIN HOUSE, BUFFALO, NY: In 
the late 19th century, Buffalo was a cen-
tre of urban planning and home design. 
Perhaps one of Wright’s greatest works of 
Prairie architecture is this complex of six 
buildings he designed between 1903-05.

7 GRAYCLIFF, DERBY, OH: Wright’s 
Graycliff Estate, which is now part of The 
Graycliff Conservatory, is considered one of 
his Natural Houses for its use of indigenous 
rocks from the lake and its many windows.

8 LOUIS PENFIELD HOUSE: This 
home is where Wright played with propor-
tion in his design. It also features short door 
frames, another of Wright’s signatures,  and 
has a floating staircase.

9 HOLLYHOCK HOUSE, L.A.: This 
17-room house Wright designed for famed 
feminist Aline Barnsdall features a Mayan 
motif on Olive Hill in L.A. She never liked 
the notion of living in the house, and before 
its completion gifted it to the City of Los 
Angeles.

10 PETERSON COTTAGE, WI: 
Wright was nearly 90 at the time he was 
commissioned by Seth Peterson, a Wiscon-
sin native who shared the same birthdate 
as Wright. Peterson died before the small 
800-square-foot cottage was completed.

The Guggenheim Museum, top photo,  is one of Wright’s 
most iconic designs. Wisconsin’s State Capital Building 
in Madison, left, inspired Wrght as a youngster. The 
dendriform columns soar in the Great Workroom of the 
Johnson Wax deadquarters building, above, in Racine.

building which bears a striking resem-
blance to the Capitol in Washington. Along 
the trail we’ve heard that it was this build-
ing that inspired a young Wright.

The thoroughfares in this handsome Mid-
west capital are wide, the sidewalks are 
spacious and there are nicely appointed 
flower boxes between the Linden tree-lined 
boulevards that mesh with the crowd-shar-
ing bike racks.

Madison is also home to the First Unitar-
ian Society Meeting House, another Wright 
creation located on farmland owned by the 
University of Wisconsin.

Youth congregants helped move rocks 
to build the church, which was completed 
in 1951. The modernist structure is known 
as Usonian architecture with its swooping 
windows and low hanging cantilevered en-
trance. 

“This church structure absolutely 
changed church architecture,” said March 
Schweitzer, a volunteer guide about one of 
Madison’s most visited Frank Lloyd Wright 
buildings. “No longer is there a steeple, and 
no longer is a church just a square box.”

Madison’s Monona Terrace Commu-
nity and Convention Centre is another of 

Wright’s imaginative works. However, 
while Wright designed the centre in 1938, it 
wasn’t built until 1997 on the edge of Lake 
Monona. 

Wright called this place his Dream Civ-
ic Centre and it has become one of the 
most popular gathering spots in Madison  
— from the rooftop terrace of this space-
ship-like building you get great views of the 
regal Capital Building off in the distance.

Over at the Madison Children’s Museum, 
we see kids and adults alike enjoying a new 
exhibition, “From Coops to Cathedrals: 
Nature, Childhood, and the Architecture of 
Frank Lloyd Wright.” 

The exhibition aims to unleash the cre-
ative potential of young visitors, who can 
recreate activities that were common in 
Wright’s life  — from playing make belief 
at his uncle’s dairy farm to resurrecting a 
dog house from one of Wright’s original 
plans. The doghouse is culled from a true 
story based on a 12-year-old boy named 
Jim Berger who wrote to Wright and asked 
the architect to design a doghouse for his 
black Labrador, Eddie. He did.In this play 
world, for a split second we can all marvel 
at being Frank Lloyd Wright.•
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Visit travelyukon.com/midnightsun

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



Packing
is in the

Use a lightweight luggage to optimize packing capabilities — it is 
critical to use a lightweight luggage that also offers durability and 
functionality to make packing and travelling through the airport 
easier and more efficient.

TIP 1

Bag
Holiday Group offers 
travellers some hints 
and products that ease 
the stress of packing

Solution
The Travelpro Maxlite 4, right,  is packed 
with innovations such as tapered expan-
sion for added stability, contour grip on 
spinners for more comfort and stylish 
accents throughout to make travelling a 
pleasure. The Travelpro Maxlite 4 collec-
tion can be purchased at the Hudson’s 
Bay (Travelpro Maxlite 4 20” expandable 
spinner suitcase retails for $490, Travelpro 
Maxlite 4 25” expandable spinner suitcase 
retails for $570, Travelpro Maxlite 4 29” ex-
pandable spinner suitcase retails for $630.
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Packing
is in theBag

Keep your luggage organized – using travel 
accessories from Austin House to keep luggage 
organized will make grabbing for something 
in your suitcase easier and less frustrating.  

TIP 2

Solutions

1- Use space-saving packing bags, top left, to compress 
items such as clothing, blankets, pillows, dirty laun-
dry and towels and make maximum use of space within 
your baggage. The space-saving packing bags are also 
transparent for easy identification and easy to use. The 
Austin House space-saving bags are sold at CAA for $22.

2- Use packing cubes, left,  to organize personal articles. 
The Austin House multi-use mini pouches offers a front 
mesh panel which provides visibility and is construct-
ed of lightweight material. The Austin House Multi-
Use Mini Pouches can be purchased at CAA for $20.

3- Use an insulated medical travel bag to organize family 
medication. This medical travel bag will give you peace 
of mind knowing your medications are stored in a safe 
and insulated place. The Austin House insulated medical 
travel bag can be purchased at CAA retail store for $35.

Use neat gadgets to stay comfortable while en route 
– ensuring comfort while travelling is vital to the hap-
piness of you and your family during a trip.

TIP 3

Solution
A neck pillow with memory foam will provide comfortable neck 
and head support during travel. The Austin House neck pillow 
not only provide comfort for you but also your family, ensuring 
a smooth ride to your destination of choice. The Austin House 
neck pillow with memory foam can be purchased at CAA for $18.  These tips and tricks provided by Travelpro, Atlantic Luggage and Austin 

House Travel Accessories will ensurae ease when travelling with family.
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Here’s some exotic places
where you might like to tee it up

Going
Global

STORY BY IAN CRUICKSHANK/ PHOTOS BY IAN CRUICKSHANK AND VARIOUS SOURCES

Good gamble

The last time I was in Las Vegas, I had a chat with the starter at Wolf Creek. He 
was from the Midwest and spoke fondly of his grandkids. He didn’t look much 
like a risk-taker, more like a guy who sold life insurance for a living. However, 
when he retired, he left winter behind and moved to Nevada to become a profes-
sional poker player. I’m no gambler, but I admired him. I like the idea that you can 
take a chance at almost any age. I am also a fan of his golf course. (Wolf Creek is 
about an hour from The Strip. Altogether, there are 60 courses within a 60 minute 
drive of downtown Las Vegas.)

Wolf Creek is a startling layout. Green strips of fairway curl through deep and 
dusty gulches and basins. There is a definite outlaw vibe and I kept expecting 
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid to come busting around the bend. The back 
tee of the second hole corkscrews 11 storeys above the Strip and the ball seems 
to float a day and a half before settling on a stretch of emerald that is wedged 
between a pair of cliffs.

Wolf Creek is a 
diamond we 
found in the
Nevada rough.

FOR THE NON-BELIEVERS, golf is a silly 
game, populated by old men wearing oatmeal co-
loured pants, driving around in clown cars, who 
waste entire afternoons chasing a little white ball 
into a little round hole. But for the faithful — and 

there are millions of us, both men and women — golf is the 
ultimate game full of heartbreak and glory.  Even better, we 
get to tee the little white ball up in incredible destinations all 
around the globe. Here are some of the most exotic spots to 
while away your afternoon: 
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Good taste

Most foodies know that Cuisinart is a leader in kitchen appliances, producing  everything 
from panini presses to popcorn makers. However, the company has expanded its menu to 
include a Caribbean resort that comes complete with a Greg Norman-designed golf course. 
The CuisinArt Golf Resort & Spa in Anguilla, right, tucked next to the island of St. Maarten, is 
home to the island’s only tee times. The course stretches  to more than 7,000 yards and snakes 
through a series of saltwater ponds and channels and peaks over Rendezvous Bay. The first 
hole, with its stunning views of St. Maarten, is a feast in itself.

Island surprise 

A couple of years ago on a trip to China, our foursome was scheduled 
to play at the Kau Sai  Chau golf course, pictured left, a public, 54-hole 

facility in Hong Kong. All three courses 
are located on a single island (two of the 
layouts were designed by Hall of Famer 
Gary Player)  and the fairways  all wind 
through hollows and ridges that tower 
above the South China Sea. The usual 
way to make the trek to the golf course 
is by a ferry that leaves from the fishing 
village of Sai Kung. But if you have a little 

extra cash, book a helicopter from Hong Kong’s airport to the island. You 
zip through a horizon of glass-faced sky scrapers and then descend to a 
straight dotted with olive coloured islands. As the commercial says — 
priceless.

The champ

 You can argue around the clock about who is the best golfer of all time, Tiger Woods or Jack Nicklaus, but when it comes to deciding who is the most 
successful designer, the winner is clearly the Golden Bear. Nicklaus has been involved in about 400 projects around the globe, including the Quivira 
Golf Club, which sits on the tip of Mexico’s fabled Baja Peninsula. It’s a mystical place, the spot where the cresting waters of the Pacific Ocean and the 
Sea of Cortez slip together and where whales come to breach and feed. Ironically, the area is also famous for its manmade fun and the area’s beachside 
restaurants and bars make Los Cabos one of the world’s top party destinations.

Quivira kicks off at the edge of the Pacific and then climbs up cliffs and hop-scotches across canyons and stretches of desert. It’s fifth and sixth holes 
are on the edge of the ocean and it looks like a good sized sneeze would send them sliding into the water. Golf Magazine voted Quivira the best new 
international course of 2014 and named Jack Nicklaus as architect of the year.

Quivira clings to the 
Pacific coast on Mex-
ico’s Baja Peninsula. 

Wonder Down Under

In the early 1980s, American Julian Robertson started a hedge fund. By 
2015, Forbes magazine estimated his net worth at $3.4 billion U.S. Rob-
ertson has become a noted philanthro-
pist, especially in the fields of medicine 
and education. But he’s also devoted a 
slice of his fortune to buying up chunks 
of New Zealand. In 1995, he purchased 
about 5,000 acres of shaggy farmland 
and stunning coastline on the North Is-
land for what he described as “the cost 
of a modest New York apartment.”  That 
property is now home to Kauri Cliffs, 
above, a spectacular resort that overlooks Matauri Bay and the Cavalli Is-
lands.  The resort is also home to a terrific golf course and six of the holes 
zig-zag along the cliffs that rise high above the Pacific Ocean.
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destination:dim sum
SoHo Metropolitan Hotel is right where you need to be,
where your expectation of productivity and connectivity
are met with delight. Home to Luckee and Wahlburgers
restaurants, you can also expect culinary excellence
complete with star power. Make your travels worth it.
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Emirates flight attendant Andrei Biltan shares
what he and other crew members like to do on
their layovers in the world’s most exotic places

After spending some time making a snowman — make that sandman — on the beach, Andrei heads to Dubai’s 
world-famous indoor ski hill where you don’t even need warm ski clothes. Dubai is a four-seasons destination now.

Snowmen
& Sandmen 

Building

On the same day

Canadian gets his ski
fix in a Dubai mall 
and the sand dunes

DUBAI — Eight years ago, I re-
member watching the contes-
tants of the infamous adventure 
travel show, The Amazing Race, 
make a pit stop in Dubai for the 

very first time. 
During one of the challenges, they were 

asked to visit Ski Dubai and carry snow out-
side in the 50C weather in order to build a 
snowman. They had to collect enough snow 
and properly dress the snowman before it all 
turned into puddles. I remember finding that 
quite entertaining, yet at the same time, equal-
ly fascinating.  

Here,  you  have  a place where the  sun  rays  
shine  so  strong,  that  even  birds would rather 
slump  against  the  heaviness  of  the  palm  

Winter is actually the fun 
time in this arctic oasis‘ ,
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After a day on the slopes, 
Andrei likes to explore 
the ancient wonders that 
sometimes get lost in 
Dubai’s forest of modern 
buildings. And when he’s 
finished skiing and mak-
ing snowmen, Andrei cools 
off in some of Dubai’s luxu-
ry hotels.

trees,  instead  of  floating  on  the glimmer of the calm creeks. 
Yet, here, you can also find a place that is cold enough for  

the  snow  to  settle,  year- round;  the  gentle  flakes  resting  
against  the  imposing sounds of the air- conditioned turbines, 
the lifeline keeping this tropical arctic alive.  

It would be an understatement to call Dubai a summer des-
tination. In fact, wintertime is actually when the fun is known 
to begin. Dubai is a place where you can ski on white, frosty 
snow on the same day after skiing down a desert hill of gold-
en, smooth sand. 

If you still have the energy, that is.  
If  you’ve  never  heard  of  sand- skiing  or  sand- boarding,  

it  is  similar  to  what  you would expect in a winter climate, 
minus having to bundle up and adding the effort of carrying 
your  equipment  uphill.  

No  ski  lifts  here, though.
Professionals recommend  to  find  a  good  guide,  dip  

yourself  in  plenty  of  sunscreen,  and  wear goggles with 
UV protection. Preferably, engage on this desert adventure at 
dawn or dusk, and on a day where the breeze is peaceful; you 
want the wind to gently push you as you coast on the glassy 
dunes, without having to worry about rushes of sand block-
ing your vision or infiltrating through your clothes.

As  fun  as  sand- skiing  might  be,  a  perfect  winter  day  
for  me  in  Dubai  consists  of relaxing in one of the many 
resorts offering an oasis in the middle of the desert. 

I love  cooling  off  in  the  jets  of  an  infinity  pool,  while  
overlooking  the  picturesque, golden emptiness in the dis-
tance. Just as at the top of the mountain, in the desert you find 
a sense of peace and silence that is unique to the landscape. 

Hidden among the pine trees, you might find a deer among 
the sandy dunes, perhaps a camel; the occasional signs of life 
reminding you that silence is not guaranteed, and any quiet 
memory is only as meaningful when appreciated after a sud-
den, intrusive sound.

As a proud Canadian, avid skier and mountain enthusiast, I 
enjoy getting my snow fix by visiting the slopes of the Mall 
of the Emirates. 

On a weekday, it is particularly quiet, the lines are not too 
long, and the snow remains smoother for much longer.

For me, this is a reminder of home. 
While gliding downhill, regardless if I’m at Ski Dubai, if I 

close my eyes for a few seconds, I can almost imagine going 
down the 7th Heaven on Blackcomb Mountain in Whistler. 

The rush of cold air briefly freezing up my eyelashes, the 
silence of the arctic incubator, the occasional lumps of snow 
settling on my pants and then instantly melting, creating pat-
terns out of the patches of water; it all makes me feel as if 
I’ve never left. It lets me have the best of both worlds. 

Armed with a hot chocolate from the nearby café, I find 
myself warming up under one of the outdoor heaters. After 
all, the temperatures here are kept in the negatives, and al-
though it might sound like an oxymoron being still in Dubai, 
you’ll find yourself craving for a gush of warmth.

Building a snowman in Dubai, I believe, would be equally 
as challenging as building a sandman. The snow would melt 
before you know it, just as the sand would probably dry up 
too quickly and get blown away by the wind. 

What makes Dubai rather special, in a way, is that on any 
given day, you can try and do both; winter being only a sea-
son that somehow brings these two elements a little bit closer 
together. •
• For more travel adventures, read Andrei’s blog at www.thiscapturedlife.com
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Brazil At Its Best

CRISTALINO, BRAZIL — The 
September 15, 2015 Guardian Week-
ly reported that there are just over 
three trillion trees on the planet. 
Then Science Magazine chimed in, 

explaining that 319 billion of those trees existed 
in the Brazilian Amazon. 

Upon reading the reports, I immediately 
thought of the 200-year-old Brazil nut tree that I 
spent quality time with when I visited the coun-
try’s Cristalino National State Park.

Getting to the national park from São Paulo re-
quired me to take two, one-hour flights to Alta 
Foresta, where all main highways end. From 
there I took a one-hour bus ride on a semi-pri-
vate, red-dusted road, followed by a 30-minute 
pirogue-type boat ride. 

Then I arrived in paradise. It was well worth 
the journey.

Guests get up close to nature 
at the lodge and are intro-
duced to some cute little mon-
keys and colourful rare birds. 
It’s a trip of a lifetime and one 
where guests become one 
with nature.

STORY & PHOTOS BY BRUCE SACH

Journey to an Amazon lodge
reveals the inner beauty
of this incredible country
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The Cristalino Jungle Lodge opened in 1992 and, oddly enough, 
is better known to non-Brazilians than Brazilians. Most of the vis-
itors are nature lovers who wouldn’t mind roughing it in the jungle 
for a chance to observe the wildlife and plants. As it turned out, our 
guide was a fellow Canadian. Brad Davies is an expert in all things 
Amazonian.

At Cristalino, excursions into the dense rain forests are encour-
aged, but you need a guide as getting to the various trails and can-
opy-viewing towers always requires a boat trip on the river. And 
really, do you want to get lost in the Amazon jungle?

The lodge has trails and excursions specifically for bird, mam-
mal, fish and butterfly enthusiasts. The guided tours, with extreme-
ly well-trained personnel, are included in the price of the room. 
Foreigners come here from around the world as volunteers, hoping 
to guide permanently here. 

Volunteers and guests mix easily, be they scouring over reference 
books in the library or enjoying the floating dock where visitors 
can go for a soak in the cool Cristalino River. Observation of all 
creatures, including giant otters, is possible at close proximity. At 
night, fires are lit in the middle of the dock in a sunken hearth. As 
soon as the flames die down you witness a spectacular display of 
southern hemisphere stars seemingly inspired by the choruses of 
croaking frogs.

Now, back to my Brazilian Brazil nut tree. 
Imagine a tree that is so high you cannot see the top, and so wide 

that a group of seven could not even begin to make a ring around it.
Only one local creature, the beaver-like agouti, has the strength 

in its jaws to open a Brazil nut acorn to get at the nut. The agouti 
doesn’t eat all the nuts, but buries them here and there allowing for 
new seedlings to sprout. Talk about the perfect symbiotic relation-
ship. And to ensure that the trees continue to grow, Brazilian law 
makes it illegal to cut them down.

There were no agoutis nearby to open the nuts we’d harvested 
at the base of the tree, so one of the guides hacked away at the 
acorn with his machete. I happened to have some Canadian granola 
bars and some Canadian-purchased Brazil nuts in my backpack, 
and was able to sample them right after tasting the real thing in the 
Brazilian jungle. Verdict: Amazonian Brazil nuts win hands down 
in the taste category. 

As mentioned, there are more than plants and birds to this par-
adise. You’ll probably meet endangered white-whiskered spider 
monkeys and endangered white-nosed bearded saki monkeys, to 
name but two. And I will never forget the display of tiny, almost 
weightless butterflies that awaited us on the skiff of sand at the 
dock whenever we returned from an excursion. The only way to 
describe them would be to ask you to think of lightly coloured con-
fetti that allows itself to be peacefully brushed by the wind before 
a stronger, imaginary wind somehow spirits them all away in one 
gust.

In this part of Brazil you are really in the middle of nowhere. 
The lodge owns 28,000 acres of land and is next to an unspoiled 
Cristalino State Park of 456,000 acres, considered one of the most 
bio-diverse reserves in the world. All the water that flows by the 
lodge eventually makes its way down to the Amazon River. For 
better or for worse, somewhere far downstream is a huge Brazilian 
Army reserve — by its nature, undeveloped. 

The story goes that tree poachers decided to build a bridge into 
the army territory, thinking that they could harvest trees unnoticed.  
As soon as the bridge had been completed, the audacity of the 
poachers was acknowledged by army engineers who then blew up 
the bridge.

I stayed in a well-appointed single casita with all the comforts 
of home. That said, the power generated by the lodge generators 
went off every night, giving us a chance to discover it’s actually 
quite cool in the jungle when darkness falls and it’s deathly quiet. 

And you have to pack an alarm clock, as on many mornings we had 
to get up well before the sun. Or, you could just view the wildlife 
from your room — I saw many birds from my front porch, some of 
which were species, thought until recently, to have existed only in 
the Peruvian Amazon basin.

Since my visit, the ultra chic new reception area restaurant and 
conference centre that was being finished during my visit, have 
opened. It was designed by the owner’s daughter, an architect who 
trained under celebrated Brazilian architect Zanini.

I pray that the simple fare served at the old restaurant will not 
be replaced by any attempts at chic cuisine. I was told that the old 
dinner bell will be preserved in the restaurant and can only hope 
that the down-to-earth service survived the transfer. •
• For more on the lodge, go to http://cristalinolodge.com.br/en

A guide explains how the 
vegetation in the Amazon 
rainforest supports some rare 
wildlife, like this handsome 
bird, right.  Even though 
the lodge is located deep in 
the Amazon, guests are still 
treated to luxurious trap-
pings when they check in for 
the stay.
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Over 3.5 million Swarovski crystals infused within a most remarkable European-inspired wellness resort. Nestled in the mountains of 
beautiful British Columbia and overlooking Lake Okanagan, your personal journey to whole body health and wellness begins here. 

British Columbia, Canada

250.275.1556       www.sparklinghill.com


