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WAKE UP IN TOKYO

RÉVEILLEZ-VOUS À TOKYO

Enjoy new non-stop flights from Montreal to Tokyo starting in June. This new service 
is in addition to the existing Tokyo flights from Toronto, Vancouver and Calgary.

Profitez des nouveaux vols sans escale entre Montréal et Tokyo dès le mois de juin. 
Ce nouveau service s’ajoute aux vols à destination de Tokyo déjà offerts au départ 
de Toronto, Vancouver et Calgary.
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A trip along Germany's 
mightyy Rhine river 
introduces our own 
Marc Atchison to pretty 
towns lost in time and 
dramatic castles that 
cling to cliffs perched  
above the estuary.
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� e moment you 
put your spin classes 
to a diff erent use.

Workout apparel delivered straight to 
your room. State-of-the-art � tness 
facilities to keep your heart rate up. 
Health-conscious cuisine and indulgent 
spa treatments for afterward. When 
you stay with Fairmont, we tailor your 
experience to your lifestyle so that 
you never have to take a day off—
no matter where you are in the world.

Gateway to your moment in over 
20 countries. fairmont.com
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Salut, Bucharest!

Salut, Bucharest!

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

Bucarest vous tend les bras grâce à nos nouveaux vols saisonniers débutant 
en juin. Laissez-vous séduire par son élégance alors que vous déambulez le 
long de ses boulevards bordés d’arbres, explorez ses magnifiques bâtiments 
historiques, ou dînez à l’un de ses nombreux cafés tendance.
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STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Koi
Acting

When visiting Hong Kong

Vendors sell penty of koi (goldfish) and tank 
accessories in a market that has become one 
of Hong Kong's biggest tourist attractions.

Visitors quckly get hooked 
on city's Goldfish market
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Goldfish are regarded as 
good luck charms by locals

HONG KONG — A small girl presses her nose 
up against a large aquarium filled with 
tropical fish and a giant koi (goldfish) rush-
es the glass. The youngster recoils, leaps to 
her feet and erupts in childish laughter.

“Mommy, mommy, the fish kissed me,” says the ex-
cited child.

“That’s good,” says the mother. “That means you’ll 
have good luck for the rest of the day.”

The shop is one of many gathered along Tung Choi 
St., better known as the Goldfish Market, in Hong 
Kong’s bustling Mong Kok District.

In front of each shop hangs lots of plastic bags with 
one or two fish inside gasping for breath. They don’t 
stay there long. Local believers of Feng Shui subscribe 
to the theory that the goldfish bring their homes good 
luck and the colourful creatures are quickly snapped 
up.

The shops sell all types of tropical fish and many 
command top dollar.

I make the mistake of tapping the aquarium glass in 
one shop and a stern shopkeeper draws my attention 
to an English sign that reads “do not disturb the fish.”

Goldfish Market St. also features lots of pet stores 
selling dogs, cats and reptiles, antique shops and 
many famous local seafood restaurants, which is why 
it’s always crowded with tourists.

Some fear the Goldfish Market will disappear in 
Hong Kong’s never ending redevelopment, and in 
recent years animal rights activists have complained 
that threatened or endangered species are being 
sold in the shops.

The Goldfish Market is also close to two other local 
attractions — the Flower Market and Bird Market.

Mong Kok, which means “crowded corner” in Can-
tonese, is true to its name — it’s one of the busiest 
and most exciting districts in Hong Kong and features 
some of the city’s most famous streets, like:
• Fa Yuen St., a.k.a. Sneakers St. because of its many 
shoe shops featuring disocunted athletic brands like 
Nike, Adidas and New Balance.
• Sai Yeung Choi,  a pedestrian shopping street that 
is known locally for its cosmetics. It, along with neigh-
bouring Dundas St., Fa Yuen St. and the aptly named 
Soy St., are  renowned for their food stalls where lo-
cal treats like stinky tofu, fish balls and siu main have 
been perfected over the decades.
• Argyle and Bute have become outdoor art muse-
ums thanks to local and international graffiti artists 

who turn buildings into concrete canvases with their 
creative works.

Mong Kok is also home to some of the city’s largest 
shopping malls, like the trendy 15-storey Langham 
Place and its electronics counterpart, the Mongkok 
Computer Centre. The latter is home to 70 stores sell-
ing every electronic gadget imaginable.

One thing is for sure,  once you visit Goldfish St. and 
the rest of Mong Kok, you’ll be hooked forever. •
• Goldfish St. is located north of Bute St. and is easily accessible from the 
Mong Kok ETR station.

• The shops Goldfish St. open around 11 a.m. in the morning.

Koi are displayed in plastic bags.

There's plenty of tanks to choose from.
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Hopping
STORY & PHOTOS BY ISABEL LEONG

Around Kangaroo Island

Australian outpost
a natural beauty

filled with wonders 
and a lonely joey

TraveLife contributor Isabel Leong does some yoga strecthes 
on one of the many pristine beaches on lovely Kangaroo Island.
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KANGAROO ISLAND, AUSTRALIA — We 
hop off the ferry that brought us here from 
nearby Penneshaw onto a jetty that over-
looks a crescent-shaped beach and crys-
tal-clear blue waters.

We’re instantly psyched.
But where are the kangaroos we’ve come to see? 
Apparently, the marsupials do not come to greet ar-

riving visitors to the island that bares their name —we 
have to go find them in the parks and wilderness pro-
tection areas that dominate Kangaroo Island, Austra-
lia’s third largest island that lies just off the coast of 
Adelaide.

The only way to get around Kangaroo Island is by 
car. There’s no public transport or taxis. This island, 
which is dominated by marine parks, looks small but 
the attractions are spaced well apart.

So we hire a 2WD vehicle and set out in search of 
kangaroos along main roads that are well paved, well 
maintained and well marked. However, the rest of the 
island’s roads are unsealed and gravel. Thankfully, 
they’re wide and easy to manoeuvre.

What’s missing, though, are cars. We seem to be 
alone most of the journey as we pass through sec-
tions flanked by trees that cast spiderweb shadows 
on our vehicle.

We follow the main highway until we reach Little 
Sahara.  As the name suggests, this area of Kanga-
roo Island features lots of desert-like sand dunes that 
you can ride like snowbanks on rented sandbars or 
toboggans that cost about $25 (Cdn.) for two hours. 

The crystal-clear waters that wrap around Kangaroo Island are just one of its many wonderful features.

Contributor Leong, left, cradles a motherless joey 
(baby kangaroo) on an island teeming with unique 
wildlife, like the loveable koala, right.

The roads on Kangaroo Island are void of cars 
most days and trees canopy the routes.
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Unlike the real Sahara, though, this 
miniature version only stretches for 
a few kilometres, but still impress-
es.

We stop at lovely Vivonne Bay for 
a picnic lunch of fish and chips and 
a side order of gorgeous scenery. 
This picture postcard beauty is one 
of the most photographed spots 
on Kangaroo Island and quickly 
jumps to the top of my favourite 
spots on our journey.

When we reach Point Ellen, we’re 
greeted by more postcard scenes 
— swaths of seaweed stretch along 
a shoreline that’s lapped by tur-
quoise water. 

Our first day of driving ends 
when we reach Flinders Chase Na-
tional Park, on the western point of 
Kangaroo Island. This lovely piece 
of real state features lots of nature 
walks, which range from 200m to 
over 61km — the latter takes five 
days to complete.

After obtaining our park pass 
at the visitors' centre, we point 
our car in the direction of famed 
Remarkable Rocks and Admirals 
Arch. There’s plenty of wildlife in 
this area, including lots of kanga-
roos, so we keep our speed to the 
required 40km/h because animal 
crossings are extremely common.

Besides kangaroos, park inhab-
itants include koalas, wallabies, 
seals, sea lions, birds and echidnas. 
Believe it or not, we encountered 
all of them on our drive around 
Flinders Chase National Park.

As we approach Remarkable 
Rocks, which sit perched high 
above the sea, their sheer size im-
presses. Sculpted by the elements 
for over 500 million years,  the 
rocks look most beautiful when 
highlighted by the setting sun. 
They bring out the child in us and 
soon we start playing hide and 
seek among the rocks. 

Nearby Admirals Arch is no less 
impressive. Strolling along the 
long boardwalk that borders the 
stalactite formations, we are hyp-
notized by the giant waves that 

crash against the shore with relent-
less ferocity.

Looking out, we see Australian 
sea lions and long-nosed fur seals 
on the rocks. Some are soaking up 
the sun while others play mischie-
vously — not a care in the world.

Nothing can prepare you for the 
rock bridges that tower above the 
Arch. 

Mother Nature’s artistic creativity 
is on full display here.

Just outside the park is where we 
set up camp for the night. There’s 
lots of caravan parking, camping 
sites and cabin accommodation 
available in this vast 17-ha park 
that features lots of bushland and 
grassland. 

The real treat for me is the koala 
walking track where you’re guar-
anteed to see one of the cuddly 
creatures. The  chubby koalas sit 
perched in tree branches and be-
cause their fur camouflages them 
so well, at first it’s hard for us to 
spot them. But once we do, their 

sighting instantly brings a smile to 
our face.

Up bright and early, we head 
back to civilization — to the small 
town of Kingscote, which is home 
to 40 per cent of Kangaroo Island’s 
4,702 population.

There we are treated to what lo-
cals claim to be the best fish and 
chips on the island at a place called 
Kangaroo Island Fresh Seafood.

Later, we’re even treated to some 
local entertainment at the nearby 
family-run Emu Ridge Eucalyptus 
Distillery. A joey — baby kangaroo 
— who was rescued after its mother 
was killed in a car accident, sits in 
a wicker cradle sucking on a milk 
bottle. The scene melts my heart. 
I can’t resist. I lovingly cradle the 
small creature in my arms and wish 
I could take it home.

On the 45-minute ferry ride back 
to Adelaide, the autumn sun lights 
up Kangaroo Island and as I look 
back, I wonder how my joey is do-
ing.•

The formations known 
as Remarkable Rocks, 
above, and Admirals 
Arch, left, are just two 
of the natural wonders 
visitors find on Austra-
lia's Kangaroo Island.
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Four-legged
friends make
great travel
companions

Pack
A Pet
For Your Trip

EVERY DOG OWNER knows how hard it can be 
to leave your pup just to go to work for the day, 
let alone for days at a time when you’re travelling. 
Fortunately, there are many options available 
now for dog-friendly travel, from airlines to hotels 

to pet concierges for the fanciest of furry friends, so you 
don’t necessarily have to leave them behind. 

But just because you’re going on vacation with your 
dog doesn’t mean you can shirk your responsibility to 
keep them safe and happy while travelling. One of the 
best ways to do that is to find ways to give them the right 
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amount of exercise — the same amount they would 
be receiving at home — while you’re away. Just like at 
home, a bored and restless dog is more likely to feel 
anxiety and get into mischief.

When you’re in an unfamiliar city, probably pressed 
for time in between activities, keeping them active can 
be a challenge, especially when considering the size 
or temperament of your dog and the type of travel. 

Here are some tips for keeping your dog healthy 
and happy with regular exercise while you’re on the 
road:

Prepare ahead of time 
Some travellers are bigger planners than others but 

most people have a general idea of the things they 
want to see and do while 
in a different city. If you’re 
typically a go-with-the-flow 
traveller, you’ll want to do 
yourself and your pup 
the favour of scoping out 
dog-friendly places and 
activities ahead of time. 

Look out for nearby 
dog-friendly bars and 
restaurants, dog parks, 
dog beaches and other 
dog-friendly outdoor ar-
eas, even pet services at 
your hotel. 

If you’re an agenda-mak-
er, get some of those op-
portunities on your itiner-
ary every day so they can 
enjoy the vacation as much 
as you do. 

Let them explore with you
Many of us use walking time with our dogs as an ex-

cuse to get some exercise ourselves, and the same 
can be true while travelling. Your dog can be a great 
motivator to get you moving while on vacation and 
they can also be a great reason to explore things off 
the beaten path. The excitement they feel experienc-
ing new sights and smells can be contagious, and 
it can get you walking around and really taking in a 
place you might have just driven through or over-
looked otherwise. 

Call for backup
Whether you’re travelling for business or pleasure, 

unfortunately there will be times when you just can’t 
be with your dog. So instead of leaving them watch-
ing Good Morning America in your hotel room while 
you head off to the conference or go exploring for the 

day, bring in another human to keep them company 
and take over exercise duties. 

Many hotels now offer dog walking and pet sitting 
services, anywhere from in-room private care to on-
site doggy daycares for really convenient options for 
their guests. You can also do a quick search for local 
professionals through sites like Rover.com, DogVa-
cay.com and Care.com. 

While we know it can be hard to leave your pup with 
a stranger, these sites vet their providers and enable 
customer reviews, so you can feel confident and give 
them a better alternative to spending the day alone in 
an unfamiliar place.

                                                 Get creative 
Depending on the size 

and normal activity lev-
el of your dog, there are 
some products for indoor 
games that can help you 
exercise them in small-
er spaces. Fetch toys and 
others that keep your dog 
busy, like Kongs for exam-
ple, can keep them mov-
ing and mentally stimu-
lated.

Provide comfort
Taking the time to ac-

count for your dogs needs 
while travelling is import-
ant, but often times, no 
matter what you do, they 
might still be thrown off by 
the change in surround-
ings and routine. 

As most dog owners know, a tired dog is a happy 
dog, so the tips above for exercising them can help 
mitigate any temperamental or behavioral problems 
they might have while travelling. 

However, it’s also important to give them other com-
forts to keep them at ease. 

A blanket from their bed or kennel at home that 
smells like them, a sweatshirt that smells like you, a 
favourite toy or treat — these can all go a long way 
toward helping your dog feel settled in an unfamiliar 
place. 

Your dog can make an ideal travel companion — just 
think of all the Instagram opportunities alone — as 
long as you take the appropriate steps ahead. 

No matter the adventures you’re on when you trav-
el, at the end of the day it’s nice to come back to the 
comforts of home, and your adventuring companion 
deserves the same. •
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Paradise
Found

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

It was hiding in Vietnam's Ho Tram

Tropical splendour surrounds Ho Tram and the 
resort offers exceptional service from a staff that 
are only too eager to please.

HO TRAM, VIETNAM — Sometimes 
in your travels, you find a place so 
beautiful, so special, so charming, 
so unique that you never want to 
leave. That place for me is the Ho 

Tram Beach Boutique Resort, a lovely little 
oasis of calm stuck away in this laid-back sea-
side community about 120km northeast of 
bustling Ho Chi Minh City.

Ho Tram Boutique Resort is a jewel wrapped 
in a simple package. It has 5-star good looks 
and 3-star prices.

To describe this property as a Garden of 
Eden would not be an exaggeration — more 
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The resort's Garden of Eden setting makes guests instantly relax upon arrival.

Tropical fruits and flowers flourish at the Ho Tram Bou-
tique Resort and perfume the air with a lovely scent.

The pathways leading to the resort's villas are always cast in a lovely light.

an understatement. Adam 
and Eve would feel right at 
home here surrounded by 
trees flush with fruit — man-
gos, coconuts, durian and 
jack fruit, to name just a few. 
The gardens overflow with 
tropical flowers that perfume 
the salty air that blows in off 
Vietnam’s East Sea with a ro-
bust scent. The manicured 
lawns drift off onto a sugary 
beach that that stretches 1km 
along a coastline void of high-
rise condos and even people 
most days.

I spend lazy mornings 
watching local fishermen 
launch their odd-looking 
round boats into the choppy 
surf in hopes of finding the 
catch of the day. In the eve-
ning, those same fishermen 
return on motorbikes and cast 
their nets at low tide to snare 
some tiny fish that become 
part of the evening meal at 
the resort’s excellent Al Fres-
co dining room Gecko.

Ho Tram Boutique Resort has 
become a weekend getaway 
for those who work and live 
in Ho Chi Minh City, formerly 
Saigon. And while the resort 
is located a bit off Vietnam’s 
well-worn tourist routes, word 
has spread of its beauty and 
now Germans, French, Amer-
ican, British and one lucky 
Canadian have found our way 
here.

The traditional — even histor-
ic — teakwood pavilions that 
house the resort's well-ap-
pointed rooms and villas 
have all been reassembled 
here from different parts of 
Vietnam — north, central and 
south — so visitors can enjoy 
a true Vietnamese “home” ex-
perience.

The resort’s five villas are 
most in demand. They come 
with a  private swimming pool 
and occupy a secluded sec-

19 www.travelife.ca



Fisherman cast their nets into the waters that lap Ho Tram at sunset in hopes of catching small fish for their dinner.

Fishermen rely on these odd-looking round boats to secure their daily catch.

JUST THE FACTS
• Rates at the Ho Tram Beach 
Boutique Resort are very rea-
sonable and start around $190 
(Cdn) a night in high season. For 
information, go to http://www.
hotramresort.com

• The resort offers transportation 
from Ho Chi Minh Airport direct 
to the property, a drive of 2.5 
hours.

• Vietnam Airlines offers direct 
flights from Vancouver to Ho Chi 
Minh City. 
 
• Tour East Holidays (http://
www.toureast.com) offers many 
tailor made tours to Vietnam.

tion of the resort where the lotus 
ponds, filled with delicate blos-
soms that awake each morning, 
are located. Three of the villas of-
fer two-bedroom accommodation, 
while the others are single-room 
masterpieces. A large day bed 
on an open-air terrace next to the 
pool invites guests to enjoy lazy af-
ternoons away from the blistering 
sun that canopies Ho Tram most 
days. The villas’ open-air bath-
room, where you can shower out-
doors, is a delightful way to start a 
day.

Sixty-three bungalows fan out 
around the rest of the resort and 
the sea view and beach front rooms 
are favoured by long-stay Europe-
an guests. The Garden View rooms 
are set up for family stays and are 
rarely empty.

Despite the resort’s remote loca-
tion, every villa and room comes 
with free WiFi and luxury bedding 
and toiletries.

The family-run resort is staffed 
by 200 locals, who greet you ev-
ery morning with a shy smile and 
spend the rest of their day catering 
to your every whim. The resort fea-
tures two large pools, one with a 
children’s slide that overflows with 
laughter, and an adult saltwater 
pool that  is cleaned out every day 
to make sure guests are treated to 
the freshest water.

If the resort’s environmental 
splendour and luxury trappings 
can’t get you to wind down, the six-
room spa certainly will. Staffed by 
experienced therapists, who per-
form traditional Asian massages in 
a facility equal to any 5-star hotel, 
I enjoy 90-minute treatment that 
cost only $58 (Cdn), but I feel like 
a million dollars afterwards.

For those looking to experience a 
bit of local life, the nearby town of 
Bato should satisfy your curiosity. 
Ho Tram Resort’s free shuttle deliv-
ers me there early in the morning 
and I mingle with the farmers and 
fishermen, who display their prod-
ucts on narrow, crowded streets.  
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The resort's villas come with their own private swimming pools and the beach front rooms are well secluded.

The resort's pristine 
beach is perfect for fam-
ily fun and the ponds are 
filled with lotus plants 
and lots of colourful koi. 
The grounds are littered 
with lots of traditional 
Vietnamese pots.

By 9 a.m., the sun hangs high in the 
sky over Bato and an oppressive heat 
envelopes the little town, so it’s good 
the shuttle returns a few hours later 
to collect me.

There’s plenty of other attractions in 
and around Ho Tram and the resort 
offers excursions to:
Minh Dam Mountain: It served 
as a military base for the Viet Cong 
during their wars with the French and 
Americans and features lots of natu-
ral caves where the liberation troops 
waited to pounce on their enemies.

Monkey pagoda: Located on near-
by Ky Van Mountain, the old pagoda 
is home to over 200 monkeys that 
are not camera shy and love being 
fed fruit.

Dinh Co Temple: It’s located in Long 
Hai town and is sacred to the people 
living in this area.

Phuoc Hai fishing village: Here you 
can buy the fish plucked from the 
East Sea a few hours earlier and meet 
the lovely people who count on the 
sea to survive.

Jesus Christ statue: The 32m-high 
statue is a holdover from Vietnam’s 
colonial days and sits 136m above 
sea level at the top of Small Mount.

Leaving the environmental splen-
dour that surrounds this paradise,  
though, even for a short time, will be 
difficult to do. •
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WELCOME 
ABOARD 
At South African Airways, we have been dedicated to making travel to 
Africa an enjoyable experience for over 80 years.  From the moment you 
board, you will enjoy superb in-fl ight comfort and legendary South African 
warmth and hospitality that has earned us a 4-Star rating from Skytrax for 
12 consecutive years.

With daily nonstop service from New York and daily direct service from 
Washington, D.C. to Johannesburg with onward connections to over 55 
destinations in Africa, we are proud to be Africa’s most awarded airline.

www.fl ysaa.com • 1-800-722-9675
or your professional travel consultant

BEST 
AIRLINE 

IN AFRICA 

BEST AIRLINE
STAFF SERVICE 
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Dance
Fever

India style

STORY & PHOTOS 
BY ROSALIND CUMMINGS-YEATES

BIGSTOCK PHOTO
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Annual Navratri 
festival a real 

show stopper

Contributor Rosalind Cummings-Yeates is the centre of atten-
tion at India's Navratri dance festival.

AHMEDABAD, INDIA — Lifting up my 
heavily embroidered skirt, I stomp my 
feet and clap to the rhythms of the dhol 
and tabla drums.  The spectacle of co-
lour and movement wrap around me 

and I feel like I’m in a vibrant Bollywood dream. 
Only it isn’t a dream. I’m actually in India participat-

ing in the world’s longest and largest dance festival 
known as Navratri that’s held annually in this city of 
scared sites.

This Hindu dance festival is celebrated every fall all 
across India. The festival honours Durga, the divine 
feminine and all her nine forms, for nine consecu-
tive nights. Each region celebrates the festival in dif-
ferent ways, and Gujarat is famous for the folkloric 
garba dance. I didn’t know anything about how to 
dance garba or the Navratri rituals before I arrived 
but I quickly found myself thrown into the drama 
and excitement of Gujarat.

Within a few hours of landing in Ahmedabad, the 
busting capital of Gujarat, I headed straight to Law 
Garden Night Market, a sprawling open market 
lined with bright street lamps. I didn’t know much 
about Navratri but I knew enough about Indian cul-
ture to realize that I needed a blinged out sari for the 
occasion.

 So, accompanied by my authoritative guide Sam 
O’Neil, (not his real name but it’s what he tells clue-
less foreigners to call him) I dived into the colourful 
chaos of an Indian market. Crowds of locals milled 
around stands piled with vibrantly hued clothes, 
jewellry and wall decorations. Another section dis-
played an assortment of Indian dishes with spicy 
aromas that floated through the market.  

The anticipation of scoring an authentic  chaniya 
(long full skirt) and choli (cropped blouse)  over-
came my reservations about tackling the haggling 
process. Armed with Sam and my keen bargaining 
skills, I walked away with a bright blue ensemble 
embroidered with tiny mirrors.  

Moving through the crush of peo-
ple, with the smell of curry mix-

ing with bhangra tunes and 
women sporting  yellow, red 
or pink saris, I didn’t feel 
uncomfortable or over-
whelmed. Maybe it was 
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my constant diet of Bollywood musicals and chicken 
tikka masala back in Chicago or just the friendliness 
of Gujaratis, but I felt right at home in Ahmedabad’s 
lively streets. 

Stepping down the narrow sidewalks to the GMDC 
Ground amphitheatre in downtown Ahmedabad, it 
seemed like the entire area was throbbing with en-
ergy. For the opening night of Navratri, a red carpet 
was rolled out at the entrance and big spotlights 
flashed on the  attendees decked out in shimmering 
kurtas (tunics), phentos (turbans) and saris.  I slipped 
through the gate but before I could reach my seat, a 
woman approached me and kindly asked if she could 
adjust the opal head chain I was wearing. I had been 
wearing it down on my forehead and the proper way 
is for it to hang right at the tip of the hairline. 

A large stage stretched out before me and my 
mouth dropped as an explosion of videos and a 
procession of dance troupes marched onto it. Musi-
cians playing tabla and other percussion instruments 
beat out rhythms as dancers performed variations of 
raas-garba  folk dances. 

The videos projected images of Durga and various 
Indian leaders as group after group twirled, clapped 
and chanted. The colours, sounds and movement 
swirled around me and I almost felt dizzy with all the 
sensory stimulation. 

Traditionally a circle dance, garba represents the cy-
cle of life and feminine divinity. As part of a sacred 
ritual, garba is performed barefoot, signifying respect 
for Earth. 

Some dancers balanced sparkling Sanskrit symbols 
on their heads, while others held painted dandiya 
sticks to tap out rhythms and perform a mock fight 
between Durga and Lord Krishna. 

Despite the fantastic spectacle on stage, locals no-
ticed my traditional dress and I was stopped many 
times because they wanted to take their picture with 
me. I didn’t think that I looked that different from the 
dancers who had travelled from all over the region 
to perform and, sure enough, two girls in vermillion 
chaniya cholis pulled me into their circle and taught 
me the basic garba steps. Demonstrating the spins 
and claps, they showed me Tran Taali Garba, or three-
clap garba. Placing the right foot forward, left foot 
back, right forward, left in front, I twirled the wrong di-
rection and bumped into a dancer. And that was be-
fore we added the claps. But they didn’t seem to mind 
my clumsiness, we clapped and spun and laughed. 

Besides hosting a  spectacular Navratri festival, Guja-
rat is most famous for being the birthplace of Mohan-
das Gandhi, the father of  the Indian nation. There’s 
an entire Gandhi circuit of sites throughout the state 
but in Ahmedabad, the Gandhi Ashram is a must see.  

Tucked along the banks of the Sabarmati River, the 

A woman named 
Neema demon-
strates weaving 
techniques on a 
loom in an ashram 
Gandhi founded in 
1917.

formal name is actually Sabarmati Ashram. A sign with 
a familiar image of  Gandhi with his bare chest and 
smooth head hovers over the site against lush palm 
trees. 

An air of serenity surrounds the site and as I enter 
the honking horns and blaring music of Ahmedabad 
receded into the background. 

Shaded by neem trees, the ashram includes the 
humble room where Gandhi slept and devised India’s 
independence movement, as well as a museum and 
photo galleries.  

Gandhi founded the ashram in 1917 and it quickly 
became the centre for the independence movement. 

On the verandah, Neema demonstrated weaving 
techniques on a loom and explained how Gandhiji 
lived in the ashram.  

Gandhiji, which denotes a sign of respect to the 
famous leader, is how Gandhi is always referred to 
throughout India. 

As I watch her spin (Gujarat is noted for hand loom-
ing techniques), I noticed a group forming nearby.  I 
walked out to the neem tree where Gandhi mediated 
daily and the crowd followed me. 

When a teen girl asked me for a selfie, I realized that 
they were all lined up to take photos with me.  Navratri 
had given me a hint but I was still taken aback by my 
fame in Gujarat. 

The stately white building that houses Kochrab Ash-
ram was the first ashram Gandhi established when 
he returned from South Africa in 1915.  It was here 
that he laid the foundation for his political movement 
including satyagraha, or non-violent resistance, self 
sufficiency and swadeshi, which boycotted British 
products and revived traditional products like the 
hand-loomed cloth that Gandhi wore. He also creat-
ed a scandal by taking in members of the  untouch-
able caste.  

Besides Gandhi’s simple room, the ashram features 
a guesthouse, library and prayer hall. •
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Tapping
Into public
bathing
while 
visiting
Nepal STORY BY PATTI SHALES LEFKOS

Village children draw water from the only tap in 
a small village in rural Nepal.

BIGSTOCK PHOTO

PATTI SHALES LEFKOS PHOTO

AFTER TWO WEEKS of vol-
unteer teaching attired in re-
spectful shoulder-covering 
shirts in the 35C humidity of 
rural Nepal, I finally felt clean 

and presentable. My aromatically pleasing 
state was due to the fact that after count-
less observations, I had finally gathered 
the courage to tackle the demanding art 
of public bathing.

Each visit to the only tap in the village, 
I had carefully observed women bathing 
unselfconsciously wearing only a Nepali 
sarong, or lungi. Desperate for a wash, 
I bought a lungi and decided to give it a 
try. In my tent I wrangled the slippery fab-
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ric into a double wrap around my 
chest, hitched it up under my arm-
pits and tied it securely. The pink 
and black polished cotton lungi 
draped my body perfectly, armpits 
to toes.

A bottle of Campsuds, biode-
gradable backpacker’s soap, and 
a few bras and panties in a metal 
laundry bowl, I wandered, in what 
I considered an inconspicuous 
stroll, to the tap. There was a lineup. 
A woman my age and a younger 
man finished their laundry. I wait-
ed for them to leave. They moved 
slightly aside, busying themselves 
with wringing out their clothing.

I stepped forward, cupped my 
hands under the crystal spring wa-
ter, grabbed my soap then suds 
away at my neck, arms and arm-
pits. Icy water dribbled down my 
back. I washed as far up my legs 
as seemed modest. I caught the 
surreptitious glances of the spec-
tators. Bina and Sharu, two little 
girls from the school where I was 
a volunteer teacher, arrived with 
buckets in baskets on their backs, 
waiting to fetch water.

Unsure of tap etiquette I mo-
tioned them forward. They shook 
their heads no. Apparently they 
found it more fun to stand and 
watch. I stuck my head under the 
tap and squirted a generous dose 
of Campsuds into my hair. Suds ex-
ploded everywhere. When I tried to 
wipe my eyes, I raised my head too 
quickly and whacked my head on 
the faucet. Dizzy and disoriented, I 
lost my balance. One foot skidded 
on the slippery rocks in a spectac-
ular grand jete ballet move I hadn’t 
attempted since ballet class at age 
5. I landed in a soggy heap.

Eyes open again, I was greeted 
by astonished expressions. The 
young man extended his hand. Up-
right again I massaged my bruised 
hip. I had two choices. Cry at this 
humiliating incident or laugh. I 
chose the latter. The others stared 
and then, one by one, joined in the 
hilarity.

One last maneuver remained. 
The young man had wandered off. 
We were all girls. My underwear 
was soaked anyway. As slyly as 
possible I reached under my lungi 
to remove my underpants. Village 
women often demonstrated this 
contortion, so why not me? 

My back to the kids, I pulled and 
tugged. I dropped my cotton un-
derpants in the bowl, turned and 
bowed. My audience smiled ap-
preciatively. I almost expected ap-
plause.

These kids had witnessed my 
spectacularly clumsy tumble, my 
inept washing technique and had 
seen me at my worst in class, but 
they waited patiently to accompa-
ny me back to my campsite. Sha-
ru insisted on carrying the bowl 
of wet laundry. Bina’s small hand 
grasped mine.

Lessons learned. Use fewer suds 
and stay low while backing away 
from the tap. I was one slippery 
step closer to understanding the 
complexities of village life. •

The village tap in Nepal is where people come to fetch water and to bath.
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Discovering Europe by train adds an element of charm and style to any journey. At 
Rail Europe, we believe the spirit of train travel is about enjoying simple pleasures, 
respecting the environment, and connecting to people, places, and cultures. 
Travelling by train offers a feeling of sophistication that is truly unique and memorable.

Rail Europe’s extensive rail product offers include:

Many high-speed trains in Europe offer First class accommodations with WiFi, 
welcome drinks, snacks, meals, newspapers, lounge access at the station, and more.

 Eurail passes, regional & single 
country rail passes

 High-speed train tickets offering 
dedicated cars for First class travellers

 Overnight sleeper reservations

 City transportation cards 
& airport transfers

 Sightseeing tours & mountain excursions
 Swiss Rail & Hotel packages
 Customised Group services

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



Crawling

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Through
Edinburgh

Pub crawls take you 
on a journey through
this city's history

Along Edinburgh's 
famed Royal Mile, 
you'll find plenty 
of pipers playing 
Scottich favou-
rites and lots of 
historic pubs, like 
Deacon Brodie's, 
left, where they'll 
pull you a pint and 
regale you with 
stories about its 
legendary owner, 
who was hung 
for his crimes but 
inspired one of the 
world's best-known 
books.
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The White Hart Inn and the Beehive Inn are two of Edinburgh's 
oldest pubs. Robbie Burns drank at both and Prince Charles 
entertains friends at the Beehive when he visits Edinburgh.

EDINBURGH — Glasses clink. 
Beer flows. The music blares. 
Words are slurred. Laughter 
fills the stale air. Another typi-
cal night unfolds at the Beehive 

Inn, one of the 190 or so 
pubs tucked away on the 
narrow Old Town streets 
of Scotland’s handsome 
capital, where locals and 
tourists come together to 
enjoy a pint in a tradition-
al “boozer.”

The Beehive, like so 
many of the city’s oldest 
pubs, sits in the shadows 
of famed Edinburgh Cas-
tle in a once notorious 
neighbourhood known 
as Grassmarket. In the 
small square just a few 
steps from the Beehive’s 
front door, public execu-
tions regularly took place 
in the 17th century. 

As more patrons arrive, the decibel lev-
el in the Beehive is pushed to the break-
ing point as people begin to shout just 

to be heard over the ear-splitting noise.
Patrons patiently wait at the bar as serv-

ers pull their pints behind a long mahog-
any altar that stretches the full length of 
the historic pubic house, which started 

out as a coach inn in the 
16th century.

The locals come after 
a hard day’s work, while 
most of the tourists ar-
rive on organized pub 
crawls like the Edinburgh 
Heritage Pub Trail, which 
includes stops at 11 fa-
mous pubs in the Grass-
market area and the 
nearby Royal Mile, the 
world-renowned pedes-
trian street that leads to 
Edinburgh Castle.

The Beehive, where 
Robbie Burns reportedly 
came to drink and watch 
cockfights when he vis-
ited Edinburgh, is one 

of the oldest and most popular public 
houses with luminaries. A barman con-
firms that Prince Charles is a regular vis-

Sign hanging outside Deacon 
Brodie's tells pub's connection 
with Robert Louis Stevenson.

Tourists raise a pint in historic pubs 
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itor — “we have a private room 
upstairs where the prince comes 
to drink with his friends,” I’m told.

To get to the upper part of the 
Beehive one must pass through 
a large jail door that looks totally 
out of place in the compact es-
tablishment.

“The door originally hung on 
a cell at the old Calton jail,” the 
server tells me. That cell once 
held infamous murderers like 
William Burke and Eugene 
Chantrelle, who hung in the 
nearby square after being con-
victed of poisoning people on 
nearby George St.

While craft beer is the most 
popular brew at the Beehive, 
many tourists like to sample 
the wide variety of single malt 
Scotch whiskies on offer in the 
main part of the pub, known as 
the Honeypot. The Beehive’s 
food menu features many Scot-
tish favourites, like hand-bat-
tered fish and chips, homemade steak and ale pie, 
sausage and mash and, its speciality, Cullen Skink 
soup.

In the summer months, patrons like to soak up the 
sun at tables set up overlooking Grassmarket St., or at 
the rear in the pub’s “secret garden."

While Edinburgh’s public houses remained private-
ly owned through the centuries, most, including the 
Beehive, have now been gobbled up by large corpo-
rations like Belhaven and turned into chic gastropubs.

After a few brews at the Bee-
hive, it’s time to crawl to anoth-
er Grassmarket pub, the White 
Hart Inn, which is steeped in 
its own history. In fact, Robbie 
Burns stayed at the charming 
White Hart on his last visit to Ed-
inburgh in 1791 and the writer 
William Wordsworth spent a few 
nights there with his wife Doro-
thy in 1803. The White Hart Inn 
also played a starring role in the 
1961 Walt Disney film Greyfriars 
Bobby — it’s where the faithful 
Skye terrier’s owner dies.

As I walk along Grassmarket 
St. to get to the Royal Mile, I’m 
rewarded with stunning views of 
Edinburgh Castle — it clings to 
the rocky ledge above the famed 
street. Grassmarket served as 
the city’s main market place 
from 1477 until 1911. A plague 
at the top of Grassmarket St. re-
minds me of this area’s infamous 
era known as the “Killing Time,” 

when 100 Covananters swung from the gallows for 
not pleading allegiance to the Crown.

I zig-zag through the city’s famous closes (alleys) 
and up steep stairs covered in moss to reach the up-
per part of the Royal Mile, where another landmark 
pub, Deacon Brodie’s, is located.

While not as quaint as the Beehive or White Hart, 
Deacon Brodie’s draws the most tourists thanks to its 
connection with Robert Louis Stevenson's legendary 
novel, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

Some of Edinburgh's pubs, like The Last Drop, above, come with some amusing names.

This pub on trendy George St. in the heart of 
Edinburgh's fashion and business district, is 
decked out in lots of flowers.
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The pub’s original owner, William 
Brodie, was Stevenson’s inspira-
tion for the main character in Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, but he was not 
the vicious murderer portrayed in 
the book.

Brodie did live a double life —
by day he was a respected cabi-
net-maker, but at night he robbed 
to support his bourgeois lifestyle, 
which reportedly included two 
mistresses, numerous offspring 
and a gambling habit.

After being caught and con-
victed in 1788, Brodie famously 
marched to the gallows wearing a 
powdered wig and waved to the 
crowd — the largest ever to turn out 
for a public hanging in Edinburgh 
— as the noose was placed around 
his neck.

Other famous pubs included on 
the Heritage Pub Trail are:
The Advocate: It’s situated in 
Hunter Square and this pub carries 
a great range of whisky, gin and 
craft beer.
Albanach: The name of this pub 
is the Gaelic word for Scotland. It 
boasts 250 different whiskies, from 
malts to blends, and its well in-
formed servers are more than hap-
py to educate you on the history of 
different Scotches, or as they call it 
here, “the water of life.”
Cafe Royal Circle Bar: This vin-
tage pub opened in 1863 and is 
well known in Edinburgh for its el-
egant stained glass windows and 
Victorian decorations. Cafe Roy-
al also played a part in the Holly-
wood classic Chariots of Fire.
Doctors: This Forrest Road gem 
is in the heart of Edinburgh’s Old 
Town near it’s world famous uni-
versity. It gets its name from having 
strong links to Edinburgh U’s med-
ical college. It opened in 1874 and 
initially housed a coffin maker.
Grosvener: This is one of Edin-
burgh’s earliest public houses and 
is located in the city’s West End, 
near most of the high-end clothing 
shops. 
The pub never has less than 75 dif-

ferent whiskies, 50 types of gin and 
at least 20 varieties of rum and four 
large casks of ales. You’ll never go 
thirsty here.
Malt Shovel: This is a great place 
to hang out while waiting for a 
train because the Malt Shovel is 
very close to Waverly Train Sta-
tion, where people get trains to 
Glasgow and London. A small 
terrace looking out on Cockburn 
St. is very popular in the summer 
months.
Milnes Bar: This pub's an institu-
tion in Edinburgh’s City Centre, off 
Hanover St. It dates back to 1910 
and many of Scotland’s literary 
giants have stumbled through its 
narrow doors.
Shakespeare: This pub opened 
during the golden era of theatre 

in Scotland’s capital but the district 
where it stands now caters to the 
financial sector. It’s one of the city's 
oldest pubs and is close to famous 
Usher Hall.
World’s End: It’s a good place to 
end a pub crawl and it’s also well 
steeped in history. Located on the 
Royal Mile, the World’s End dates 
back to the 16th century and orig-
inally sat outside the city gates —
hence it’s name because citizens 
of Medieval Edinburgh thought 
the world ended outside their city 
gates.

The pub crawls cost about $50 
(Cdn) per person and you have to 
pay for your own drinks. 

The hangovers are free. •

INFO: https://www.belhavenpubs.co.uk

Tourists flock to 
historic pubs like 
The Smallest Pub in 
Scotland and The 
Scotman's Lounge, 
left, to enjoy a pint 
of beer and fill up 
on some of the 
stories surrounding 
the public hous-
es where literary 
giants like Robbie 
Burns pulled up 
a chair when he 
visited Scotland's 
beautiful capital. 
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SANTA CRUZ, CA — With health 
and fitness more ac-
cessible than ever, 
we can no longer 
make excuses for 

getting out of shape while 
on vacation. As a fitness and 
travel lover, I’ve decided to 
combine my passions and 
explore all the best health 
and fitness haunts while on 
the road.

I recently had the pleasure of 
spending a weekend in Santa 
Cruz, California’s little surf city 
that is the perfect place to un-
wind, people watch, eat healthy and 
get a sweat in.

Cruz
Control
Sweating it out during
a weekend getaway 
in California's surf city

STORY & PHOTOS BY GILLIAN YOUNG

Contributor Gillian Young, far left, met Stacy Otlin, 
owner of Santa Cruz Strength gym and pumped iron.

Fitness buffs on
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Gillian pushes herself to the limit and says you can still keep up your fitness routine while on vacation.

On Friday night I decided I needed to work on my 
mental fitness and unwind in the woods with some 
quiet time, writing in my journal and meditating. I dis-
covered an affordable yurt through Air Bnb in Soquel, 
just outside the city in Santa Cruz County. I picked up 
some food from Whole Foods en route and cuddled 
into my yurt in the rain, stoking the small fire and sip-
ping on hot chocolate and indulging in some alone 
time. Those looking for some more in-depth medita-
tion guidance should check out the Land of Medicine 
Buddha nearby, which provides classes and space for 
group and personal retreats.

Recharged the next morning, I grabbed some cof-
fee and a bite from Lulu’s Midtown before popping 
over to The Barre Capitola for a challenging barre 
class. Thanks to a great teacher, energizing music and 
a fun combination of ballet-inspired movements fo-
cused on toning and tightening, the one-hour class 
flew by and had my core and glutes burning from the 
tiny pulsing movements.

Since I’m a die-hard weightlifter, I decided to add in 
another workout at Santa Cruz Strength for some bar-
bell work. There I met gym owner Stacy Otlin, whose 

goal for the gym is to be a place where people can 
feel comfortable in their skin while working towards 
their individual goals. This was exactly the vibe I got. 
The space is simple and bare bones but packed with 
lifting stations, great energy and comradery. They of-
fer open gym hours and coached gym hours and all 
are welcome. Several deadlifts later, I was starving so 
I headed downtown for lunch.

Craving some plant-based goodness, I made my 
way to Cafe Gratitude for one of their epic bowls load-
ed with vegetables, tahini sauce and eggplant bacon. 
Afterwards, I found pleasure in people-watching and 
shopping on Pacific Ave. before retiring to my hotel 
for the night.

I’ve heard you shouldn’t worry too much about your 
hotel since you’re hardly in your room, but I beg to 
differ. When I travel, I love reading in my hotel room, 
ordering room service and being queen for a night. 
Hotel Paradox is perfect for that. A modern alterna-
tive to the traditional Santa Cruz hotel, Hotel Paradox 
is urban, young and fresh, with a beautiful bar and 
dining room, warm staff and chill pool area outside. 
I ordered room service from Solaire Restaurant + Bar 
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with Chef Scott Radek’s health-friendly menu 
and was not disappointed by my big salad and 
perfectly seared cured salmon. This was the 
perfect recharge for a very fit Sunday.

I started my morning at Santa Cruz Power Fit-
ness for a glute-focused workout with trainer 
Susie Kim. 

This gym is owned by two pro bodybuilding 
competitors, Camile Periat and Chris Ellis, and 
is stocked with unique equipment by Arsenal 
Strength (designed by Pro Bodybuilder, Flex 
Lewis). My glutes were burning by the end of 
my session.

Wanting to mix things up a little, I went over 
for another private session at Santa Cruz CORE 

Fitness + Rehab with 
personal trainer Wes-
ley Chan. He put me 
through a really fun, 
functional full-body 
workout with a focus 
on core and building 
intensity. It challenged 
me on a whole other 
level.

After all that exer-
cise, I couldn’t wait to 
feast at PRIMAL, Santa 
Cruz’s food haven. Ev-
erything here is wild, 
grass-fed, organic, 
local and seasonal. 
There are no refined 
oils, sugars, or flours 
at PRIMAL and yet, for 
all its goodness, there 
is an equal measure of 
flavour. I was thrilled 
by their menu and or-
dered a coffee with 

raw organic milk (so creamy and divine) and 
a massive Bonita salad bowl with purple and 
savoy cabbage, pickled onions, avocado and a 
cilantro lime vinaigrette and chicken.

I admit that I crammed a lot of fitness and 
healthy eating into one short weekend but it 
was more than satisfying and illustrates that 
there is no excuse for losing touch with your fit-
ness goals while enjoying a change of scenery.

Indeed, I thrive on a change of scenery. “Trav-
el and change of place impart new vigour to 
the mind,“ Seneca, the Roman pholosopher, 
proclaimed. I am happy to add, after my Santa 
Cruz break, that there are similar benefits for 
one’s physical self.  •

A healthy weekend 
includes healthy meals.



StayingStaying
A sure bet
in Vegas
A sure bet
in Vegas

Between rolls of the dice you 
can work out with dolphins or 
'hike' around gaming tables

Exercise with dolphins
at the Mirage Hotel.
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STORY BY JANICE LEES / ILLUSTRATIONS BY BIGSTOCK

LAS VEGAS — There was a time the only 
exercise gamblers got in this town was 
when they pulled the arm down on a slot 
machine. But now that wellness vacations 
are on the rise across North America, Las 

Vegas casinos have been quick to respond.
So, instead of bellying up to the all you can eat 

buffet, gamblers are now being offered unique 
exercise options that will keep them healthy and 
alert when they roll the dice.

For instance, 
The Mirage is 
offering a “yoga 
among the dol-
phins” fitness 
class where 
practitioners of 
all levels can do 
their poses in 
front of a huge 
tank in the ca-
sino/hotel’s fit-
ness centre. The 
tank is filled with 
graceful dol-
phins that seem 
to applaud the 
workouts.

If hiking is 
more your thing, 
the MGM Grand 
and neighbour-
ing ARIA ho-
tels are offering 
their guests a fitness class that consists of hikes 
through the world’s largest resorts. 

As a guide leads the group through lunges 
and squats, the 60-minute indoor hike at ARIA 
doubles as an art tour, sharing detailed looks at 
the stories behind the property’s elaborate pub-
lic fine art collection, including “Silver River” by 
Maya Lin above the check-in desk. 

At the MGM Grand, travellers will break a sweat 
while traversing through America’s third-largest 
casino, which boasts more than 30,000 square 
feet of gaming floor alone.

Not to be outdone, Bellagio is offering its guests 
a boot camp experience designed to burn off big 
calories and build up muscle. 

The 50-minute session can fit up to four friends 

and takes place inside the hotel spa’s 1,000-sq.-
ft. Bamboo Studio. The class combines boxing 
equipment with high-intensity interval training, 
including one-two punches all the way up to four-
punch combos.

Okay, now that you’ve worked up a sweat, it’s 
time to relax and the casinos even have programs 
that help you cool down. 

For instance, The Spa at ARIA offers glamorous 
relaxation for groups up to four guests. Upon 

booking, the 
spa’s staff han-
dles all the de-
tails of the day. 
In between 
treatments, such 
as the custom 
t h e r a p e u t i c 
massage that is  
fit to your choice 
of pressure, you 
can cool down 
in a  private suite 
that comes with 
a lounge area 
and hot tub.  

If you need 
some grooming 
after your work-
out, The Barber-
shop at MGM 
Grand inside 
the Grand Spa 
is the place you 

might want to hang out. The Barbershop offers 
an old-school vibe but is spiced with lots of mod-
ern amenities, such as vintage memorabilia juxta-
posed against a flat-screen TV and Xbox console. 
Offering classic services such as a straight razor 
shave and the “Man”icure, guy groups can get 
their R&R on, too.

The MGM Grand, The Mirage and Park MGM, 
the newest resort on the Strip, are also offering 
“Stay Well” rooms that feature technology from 
Delos, the Cleveland Clinic and Dr. Deepak 
Chopra. Amenities include light therapy to mini-
mize jetlag, vitamin-infused shower water, air pu-
rification and much more.

Now, the expression “gambling with your health” 
takes on a whole new meaning in Las Vegas. •
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Raising the curtain
On Mexico's
hidden gem

Riviera Nayarit
STORY & PHOTOS BY DAVID LATT

Riviera Nayarit's laid-back lifestyle, pristine beaches, 
top quality hotels and sunsets attract many tourists.

46 www.travelife.ca



RIVIERA NAYARIT — Flying into Puerto 
Vallarta, most visitors head south. I go 
in the opposite direction, north across 
the Ameca River to the state of Nayarit.
The tourism board’s Richard Zarkin in-

vites me to visit his favourite destinations to re-
lax, enjoy and explore the Nayarit he knows and 
loves. Expect the unexpected, he tells me with 
a smile.

The Riviera Nayarit’s 320-km. Pacific coastline 
has dozens of colonial towns, fishing villages, 
palm tree-shaded beaches and nature reserves. 
Well-paved highways connect the villages and 
towns and there are accommodation as varied 
as luxury resorts, cozy B&Bs and long-term RV 
parks. 

We begin in Sayulita, famous to surfers around 
the world. The crowded beach is a carnival with 
surfboards for rent and vendors calling out what 
they’re selling — food, hats and sunglasses. 

Then we drive to the village of San Francisco, 
called San Pancho by locals. At eco-friendly Ho-
tel Maraica, sitting outside in the thatched-roof 
bar, the waiter brings food and drinks. Zarkin 
points at the plate next to the mescal. “Try them. 
They’re ground dried grasshoppers (chapu-
lines).” I hesitate. But when in Rome, right? I 
sprinkle chapulines on an orange wedge, take 
a bite and sip the mescal. Delightfully crunchy, 
salty and sweet.

At El Paráiso in Lo de Marcos, I meet Liza and 
Tim Schennen who tell me about the products 
from their organic dairy and farm. I taste their 
cheeses, which are delicious. Outside, I notice 
a dusty van with Québec license plates. That’s 
5,000-kms. from home! The owner of the Sav-
age Trailer Park tells me that many Canadians 
come to Lo de Marcos for the warm weather 
and laid-back lifestyle.

As Zarkin drives, I look out the window and see 
that Nayarit’s fertile volcanic soil and tropical 
climate create ideal growing conditions. Fruit 
stands are piled high with mangoes, bananas, 
jack fruit, pineapples, watermelons, coconuts 
and oranges. We buy armfuls to eat later.

At the end of a dirt road, we arrive at Mar de 
Jade. The all-inclusive, wellness resort offers 
yoga, meditation classes, massages, a pool and 
swimming in sheltered Bahia de Chacala. Dr. 

Betty Vázquez, top photo, is one of the country's 
best-known chefs and her culinary creations are an 
art form. Regional dishes are spiced with a profu-
sion of local ingredient, including mangos, which 
hang heavy on trees.

Expect the unexpected 
in this part of Mexico
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Laura del Valle created the hotel 
as a retreat from the world. There 
is Wi-Fi in the lobby but not in the 
rooms. No televisions either. I don’t 
mind a bit as I relax on my veranda 
with a view of the water. Besides 
promoting personal wellness, Dr. 
Laura uses proceeds from the ho-
tel to fund community projects, a 
school for local children, a trade 
school and an organic farm. 

Up the coast, in San Blas, we 
stop in the town square to walk 
underneath the rainbow-umbrel-
las hanging over Calle H. Batallón. 
Zarkin tells me that San Blas was 
important to Spain’s colonial em-
pire because of its deep-water 
harbour. Today, birders flock to La 
Tovara National Park to observe a 
profusion of wild fowl. 

On a boat tour to see for myself, 
guide Francisco Garcia explains 
that the mangroves, once removed 
for commercial development, are 
now valued for sheltering an abun-
dance of wildlife. We spot many 
birds, including a boat-billed her-
on and newly hatched chicks high 
in a tangle of branches. I also see 
an alligator, submerged except for 
its eyes.

In Restaurant El Delfín, at the fam-
ily-run Hotel Garza Canela, I meet 
chef Betty Vázquez, a judge on 
MasterChef México. She speaks 
passionately about cooking, na-
ture and seasonal produce. The 
best dishes, she says, are full of 
flavour and emotion and keep us 
healthy. She generously shares sal-
sa recipes so I can make her food 
at home.

On Mexcaltitan Island, at the 
open-air La Alberca overlooking 
the lagoon, we order grilled bass 
(sarandeado), shrimp and octopus 
cocktails (campechana) and tiny, 
chile-spiced dried shrimp (cucara-
cha).  As we talk, drink Pacificos 
and eat, herons dive for fish scraps 
tossed from the kitchen.

Heading east into the mountains 
on Highway 15, we have break-
fast at La Sierra. At the entrance, a 

blazing wood fire chars skewers of 
beef, pork, lamb and rabbit. Drip-
ping fat sizzles onto red-hot coals. 
We order salsas, salads, handmade 
tortillas, lamb barbacoa, chorizo, 
birria and pork. Our feast for two 
costs less than $14 Cdn.

Zarkin recommends a detour to 
the circular pyramids of Los Toriles. 
A dry wind sweeps across giant no-
pal cacti towering over the ruins. I 
can see why he likes the serenity of 
this out-of-the-way archeological 
site. 

In Tepic, Nayarit’s capital, I meet 
remarkable, fine-dining chefs. At 
Loma 42, Chef Jesus Velazquez 
marries a Mexican sensibility with 
French techniques. Escolar crudo 
is sauced with charred habanero, 
garlic and onions. Grilled octopus 
comes with sour cream (jocoque) 
and a pumpkin-seed purée. Fea-
turing Sotol, Mescal and Raicilla, 

mixologist Sergio Huitron pairs a 
refreshing cocktail with each dish. 
I save room for pastry chef Irlanda 
Santillan’s inventive riff on banan-
as, served half-a-dozen ways.

At Emiliano, we have breakfast, 
beautifully plated roast pork (puer-
co echado) on a thick corn tortilla 
(gordita). With deft strokes, chef 
Marco Valdivia transforms a typical 
Nayarit dish into a fine-dining ex-
perience by adding creamy salsa 
and using Brussels sprouts instead 
of cabbage. 

In upscale Punta Mita on the last 
evening, we have mescal at the 
Four Seasons’ elegant Dos Ca-
trinas. 

An Instagram-perfect sunset 
brings the day to a close. A per-
fect ending to an exceptional trip. 
Toasting Zarkin, I thank him for 
sharing his favourite destinations. 

Now they are mine as well. •

The area features lots of colourful 
colonial towns and villages.

Bird watchers flock to this area of Mexico to see unique species like above and below, right.
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Pleasure
Palace

A day at Churchill's

Blenheim Palace
is the stateman's
birthplace and 

a great storehouse 
of British history
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Sir Winston Churchill, the hero 
of World War II, was born in 
Blenheim Palace on Nov. 30, 
1874 and spent his formative 
years in the grand home that 
was built by the 1st Duke of 
Marlborough. The duke was giv-
en the vast property by Queen 
Anne as a thanks for winning the 
16th Century Battle of Blenheim, 
in Belgium, over the French. The 
palace remains in the hands of 
the Churchill family and its many 
grand rooms and lovely gardens 
are open to the public. 

WOODSTOCK, ENGLAND — As the gran-
deur of Blenheim Palace comes into view, 
my eyes widen and my jaw drops. I’m left 
speechless at the magnificence of this 
“family home,” dubbed “England’s (Palais 

de) Versailles.” 
Few European palaces can compete with this Baroque  

masterpiece. In fact, Blenheim 
makes the Queen’s favourite pal-
aces, Windsor, Balmoral and Buck-
ingham, look like public housing.

I’m drawn here because of Blen-
heim’s connection with Sir Win-
ston Churchill. The great British 
statesman and hero of World War 
II was born in the palace on Nov. 
30, 1874 and spent his formative 
years here. He even proposed 
marriage to his beloved Clemen-
tine (Lady Churchill) in the palace.

However, upon arriving, people 
quickly realize it’s Blenheim Pal-
ace, not Churchill, that’s the star of 
this show.

The 187-room limestone gem, 
built for the 1st Duke of Marlbor-
ough in the late 1700s, is bathed 
in golden hues on sun-drenched 
days and sits perched on the high-
est point of the property like a 
crown. The parkland setting that 
surrounds it is breathtaking — man-
icured lawns sweep down to the 
shores of a swan-filled lake and 
then drift off into secret gardens 
and a forest flush with beech trees. 

Blenheim’s magnificent land-
scape has inspired famous English 
painters like J.M.W. Turner to capture it on canvas and TV 
and film producers regularly use it as a backdrop for shows 
like the legendary Inspector Morse detective series.

As I enter the palace through the imposing black iron-
work gates that guard its historic treasures, I pass under 
the impressive four-sided Clock Tower and feel like I’m 
walking back in time. That’s because little has changed at 
Blenheim since the time Queen Anne ordered it built in 

STORY & PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Blenheim's stunning Rose Garden and the 
handsome stone bridges that connect the 
property are eye candy for tourists.
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Lavish statues of Queen Anne, far left, the 
1st Duke of Marlborough, centre, and myth-
ical figures dot the interior and exterior.

1764 as a tribute to Colonel John Churchill’s  impres-
sive 1704 victory over the French in the Battle of Blen-
heim, in what’s now Bavaria. 

Queen Anne was so grateful she made the colonel 
the 1st Duke of Marlborough and the legend of Blen-
heim Palace began. The 12th Duke of Marlborough, 
Charles James (Jamie) Spencer-Churchill, and his 
family now reside in some private apartments atop  
the massive palace, but the majority of rooms are 
open for the public to explore.

What people discover in this UNESCO World Heri-
tage Site is a treasure trove of relics that rival anything 
in the British Museum.

I feel like I’m being watched as I pass under the or-
nately decorated portico that guards the entrance to 
the Great Hall. I look up and staring back at me are 
huge eyes painted by noted artist Colin Gill. The sap-
phire blue eyes apparently belonged to Gladys, the 
9th Duke’s second wife, and the brown ones are of 
her noted husband. 

The Great Hall certainly lives up to its title. I pause 
to take in the room’s majesty and can’t take my eyes 
off the ceiling painting hovering 20 metres above my 
head. It was commissioned in 1716 and depicts the 
1st Duke of Marlborough in Roman dress kneeling as 
he presents his plan for the Battle of Blenheim to Bri-
tannia, the female personification of the British Isles. 
The columns either side of the imposing main arch 
are topped with Corinthian capitals along with Queen 
Anne’s coat of arms.

The corridors leading to the Churchill Exhibition off 
the Great Hall  are lined with lovely display cases filled 
with over 2,500 priceless Blanc de Chine and Meissen 
figurines.

Churchill, voted “the Greatest Briton of all times” in a 
national poll conducted in 2002, once said: “At Blen-
heim I took two very important designs — to be born 
and to marry.”

Several rooms make up the Churchill Exhibition, 
but his birth room, which was described by one of 
Winston's many biographers as being a "singularly 
bleak-looking bedroom" draws the most attention. 
Decorated in flotsam wall covering in the style of Wil-
liam Morris, the room contains the brass bed in which 
his mother gave birth, private letters, bronzes of Win-
ston and Lady Churchill by Oscar Nemon, and golden 
locks from his first haircut at the age of 5. 

Other rooms contain family portraits, World War II 
photographs of Churchill with other Allied leaders 
and one of his famous siren suits, which he wore while 
relaxing or painting. The one displayed at Blenheim is 
a maroon velvet version with matching slippers.

Upon his death in 1965, Churchill was buried in a 
small church graveyard in nearby Bladon. It, like Blen-
heim Palace, draws thousands of Churchill admireres 
annually.

Blenheim’s elegant drawing rooms are filled with 
family portraits painted by the likes if Van Dyck and 
Sargent, many bronzes and lots of one-of-a-kind 
Chippendale furnishings. The world famous Marlbor-
ough tapestries featured in several rooms stops visi-
tors in their tracks. The most famous in the collection 
is the massive hanging that depicts the moment of 
surrender by French commander Marshal Tallard to 
Marlborough after the epic battle. The detail in these 
works is incredible.

Blenheim’s saloon, where the Dukes have enter-
tained royalty throughout the centuries, competes 
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with the most splendid palace rooms in all of Europe. 
The elaborate dining table is dressed in the finest 
china, silverware and crystal and features four mas-
sive marble doorcases that date back to 1716. It’s still 
used by the present Duke on special occasions, like 
Christmas.

Of all the lavish rooms at Blenheim, though, the one 
that impresses me most is the Long Library, regarded 
as the second longest room in any house in all of En-
gland. 

The centrepiece of the room is a large marble statue 
of Queen Anne, who financed the building of Blen-
heim. On the opposite north wall stands a gigantic 
Willis organ. The 8th Duke installed the library and it 
contains over 10,000 rare volumes dating back to the 
late 1600s.

The narrow stone staircase off the library leads to 
the sunken chapel where the 1st Duke of Marlbor-
ough and his wife Sarah are interned. The chapel, 
where Churchill was christened, is dominated by an 
impressive marble monument depicting the 1st Duke 
as a Roman general with his wife and four daughters 
gathered around him. 

The palace exterior is no less impressive. It’s high-
lighted by water terraces, fountains and statue-filled 
gardens. 

A gilded bronze Mermaid Fountain by American 
sculptor Waldo Story, which was commissioned by 
the 9th Duke, is a real eye catcher.

Small temples line the pathways leading from the 
palace to the Churchill Memorial Garden. The ro-
mantic Temple of Diana, at the entrance to the Chur-
chill Garden, is where Winston apparently proposed 
to Clementine. An Oscar Lemon bust of a scowling 
Churchill greets visitors as they enter the sprawling 
outdoor nursery.

A few steps away is the stunning Rose Garden, where 
the main circular bed is surrounded by 20 symmetri-
cal beds containing thousands of roses in shades of 
pink, red and white. The surrounding lawns, where 
locals like to come and picnic, are perfumed by the 
rose garden and others — Pleasure Garden, Lavender 
Garden and Hidden Garden — that dot the property. 
Every spring, one of England’s most treasured flower 
shows is held at Blenheim.

A path around the pond leads to an impressive stone 
bridge that connects the Great Avenue — the original 
entrance — to the palace gates. In the distance I see a 
massive Doric column at the end of the avenue that 
stands 41m high and is topped with a statue of the 
1st Duke, who again is dressed like a Roman general. 

When he first saw Blenheim, mad King George III 
said: “We have nothing to equal this.”

It was the sanest thing he ever said because nothing 
equals Blenheim Palace. •

The brass bed in 
which Sir Winston 
Churchill was born 
and the famed 
velvet siren suit he 
wore during World 
War II while relax-
ing and painting, 
are just a few of the 
highlights of the 
palace's Churchill 
Exhibition off the 
Great Hall entrance. 

Visitors to Blenheim Palace pass under the dramatic Clock Tower, 
which honours Marlborough's historic victory over the French.
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DIVES
Family

Into their
Caribbean
vacation

STORY BY CLAIRE ZLOBIN
PHOTOS BY MARGO PEYTON

Mom overcomes 
fear of deep water 
to enjoy a dive 
vacation in the 
Cayman Islands 

56 www.travelife.ca



GRAND CAYMAN ISLAND — Stand-
ing on the dock at a popular dive re-
sort, I’m trying to work up the cour-
age to take the plunge, so to speak, 
into the warm surf below. Only thing 

is, I’m scared to death of deep water. 
A wave of fear washes over me at the thought 

of diving almost 20m below the waves, where I’m 
supposed to complete some drills if I have any 
hope of getting my open water certification.

If you’re wondering why, at 39, I’m doing this, 
well, it’s because I 
don’t want to be the 
odd one out in my 
family. My husband 
and daughter, you 
see, are enthusiastic 
participants of the 
sport and my son is 
starting to take les-
sons. So, I felt it was 
time I overcome my 
deep water fears 
and join them on a 
family dive vacation.

I was actually en-
couraged to take 
up diving here after 
watching a bunch of  
kids, some as young 
as 10, earn their 
junior open water 
certificates at Co-
balt Coast Resort, 
where we stayed. 
Our 11-year-old 
daughter Katelyn 
and 7-year-old son 
Ethan attended the 
Kids Sea Camp and 
came away bursting 
with excitement for diving.

Ethan participated in the SASY (Supplied Air 
Snorkeling for Youth) program at Kids Sea Camp 
and learned how to use a buoyancy control 
device (BCD) and regulator and breathe com-
pressed air while staying above the water — the 
first stage in dive training. 

So, no more excuses. I’m ready to make a deep 
water splash.

When I jump, I’m surprised by the gentle cur-
rent and my tense body instantly relaxes. I start 
to soak up all aquatic wonders framed in my 

Overcoming her fear of deep 
water allowed our writer Claire
to join her family in a fun-filled 
vacation in the Cayman Islands.

Claire, her husband and daughter 
pose in front of a sunken ship, top 
photo, while son Ethan gets some les-
sons in a pool. Later, they get to swim 
with lots of tropical fish and turtles.
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mask. Giant stingrays, turtles, octo-
pi, massive lobsters and schools of 
fish welcome me to their underwa-
ter world with barely a glance.

Katelyn and I had depth restric-
tions placed on us because of our 
inexperience — 12m for her and 
18m for me. My “advanced diver” 
husband, however, had a much dif-
ferent experience than us. He actu-
ally participated in a thrilling night 
dive and came back with tales of 
giant worms being attracted to his 
flashlight.

My first introduction to diving ac-
tually came in Bermuda a year ear-
lier. My PADI (Professional Associ-
ation of Diving Instructors) course 
involved much shallower water, 
though, and did not prepare me 
for the deep waters of Grand Cay-
man.

There are so many Instagram mo-
ments for divers below the Cayman 
Island surf. Our favourite was a visit 
to the wreck of the USS Kitiwake, 
a 1945 submarine rescue ship 
that rests at the bottom of Grand 
Cayman’s Seven Mile Beach. It’s 
become one of the most photo-
graphed dive sites in the world.

Another family favourite was a 
spot known as Walmart, where we 
get to see a wide variety of sea life 
gathered all in one place — a su-
perstore of fish, so to speak.

Grand Cayman is one of the most 
treasured dive spots in the world 
because it offers both experienced 
and novice divers such variety. Vet-
erans of the sport can test their 
skills in magical places like Trinity 
Caves, where they swim through 
coral canyons in search of the elu-
sive eagle ray. 

Beginners can get a taste for the 
sport at Stingray City, where they 
get to see specially trained guides 
feed the impressive winged crea-
tures on the sand flats where they 
hang out.

It was at Stingray City where we 
had the most family fun. While 
Ethan hung out with a dive instruc-
tor on the surface, the rest of us 

dove 4.5m to the bottom and pet-
ted the stingrays like they were the 
family pet.

When we weren’t diving, we ven-
tured out to see what else Grand 
Cayman has to offer tourists, like:
• Crystal Caves, which is filled 
with some very impressive sta-
lactite and stalagmite formations 
and lots of bats! I’m not a fan of 
the furry creatures but my kids are 
still talking about that experience 
months after our visit.
• Camana Bay, a newly creat-

ed area featuring lots of upscale 
shops, restaurants and a gorgeous 
beach. The local ice cream shop 
and splash pad area, which Ethan 
quite enjoyed, were the highlights 
of that visit. 
• Queen Elizabeth II Botanical Gar-
den, where we learned a lot about 
the flora and fauna and rare birds 
that populate this magical island.

Grand Cayman is a special place 
in so many ways but for families 
who like to take a dive, it’s a knock-
out.

The Cayman Islands has so much to explore, both 
above and below the waves. Above right, Crystal Caves 
offers its own natural delights, while under water, curi-
ous fish watch divers explore sunken treasure like old 
discarded clay pots and cylces and once migthy ships. 
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40Reasons To
Keep Hiking

Contributor Kathryn Dickson
pushes herself to the limit
on a hike through French Alps

Our fearless hiker 
and some friends 
tackle the Alps on 
one of the hottest 
days ever record-
ed in France.
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BOURG-SAINT-MAURICE, FRANCE — My 
ears and temples are throbbing. My face is 
fiery red and hot. Sweat is cascading from 
my hairline. My heart is racing. And we’re 
only 15 minutes into our morning hike.

On one of the hottest days ever recorded in France, 
I start out on a “red hike” from Club Med Les Arcs 
Panorama, where I am staying, through lovely Va-
noise National Park, in the country’s mountainous Au-
vergne-Rhône-Alpes region. 

A red hike is designed for experienced, physically fit 
and adequately equipped hikers, of which I am one. 
However,  shortly into the hike I bend a nordic pole 
belonging to the resort and tumble down a steep in-
cline like a beginner. Thankfully, the only thing hurt 
was my pride.

I pick myself up, dust my-
self off, and continue the 
gruelling hike through the 
difficult terrain, thin moun-
tain air and oppressive 
heat, determined to push 
my 40-year-old body to 
the limit.

However, the hike quick-
ly makes me realize I’m 
mildly out of shape and 
I soon regret prioritizing 
work over my cardiovas-
cular health the last few 
months. 

I should have been in 
the gym working on my 
summer body instead of 
sitting in front of a laptop. I’m determined to push on, 
though. 

I won’t miss out on seeing Mont Blanc and the Ital-
ian Alps from the highest point where the French and 
Italian borders meet.

There are 10 hikers and a guide in our little group. I 
position myself third from the back — just in case I fall 
again, one of the two burly male hikers behind me will 
hopefully stop me from tumbling to the bottom of the 
mountain.

My 40-year-old knees are holding up just fine but 
the heat is taking its toll. Club Med prepared us for 
the red hike with a green hike — it's meant for begin-
ners through the relatively flat Rosuel Valley when we 
arrived, but no one could prepare us for France’s hot-
test day EVER!

Even the usually cool air at 1,600m, where we start 
the red hike, is hot and heavy on this day. 

Because of the higher altitude, I, like all hikers, begin 
to breath faster as my body compensates for the low-
er air pressure. 

Soon, I start panting. It can take a week to fully ac-
climatize to higher altitudes and I’ve been here just a 
few days.

I won’t let all the wine, cheese and bread I’ve con-
sumed since arriving at the fabulous Club Med resort 
slow me down. 

I soldier on up the steep slope, spurred on by the 
health benefits — mountain dwellers have stronger 
hearts and live longer, according to Scientific Amer-
ican magazine. 

The Belgium hiker behind me tells me, “I come to 
the Alps to decompress for a week.”  Decompress? I 
feel like I’m about to explode from the heat and de-
hydration.

Terrain wise, this is definitely not the most strenu-
ous hike I’ve ever done. 
My 1km hike up a steep 
mountain in Virginia’s 
Shenandoah National Park 
was far more taxing. 

Mt. Washington in New 
Hampshire was even more 
difficult. 

But I was 22 back then 
and now my 40-year-old 
body, which is fighting an 
autoimmune disorder, is 
not as agile as it once was.

I soldier on, though, not 
wanting to hold up my fel-
low hikers. 

At one point, I pause to 
catch my breath under the 
guise of taking a picture of 

the beautiful Alpine vista.I apologize, but the man be-
hind me is totally understanding.

“You might never be here again, so please go ahead 
and take your picture,” he encourages me. 

That trick worked so well I utilize it a few more times.
When another woman starts to slow her pace, I fall 

in behind her.
About 2 hours into our 2.5 hour hike, I start to doubt 

my ability to finish. However, when the frontrunners 
start to slow down and I catch up, I feel revitalized for 
the final push.

When we begin our decent to Club Med Les Arcs 
Panorama, I get my second wind and feel euphoric.

Back at the resort, I dig into a large buffet lunch on 
the sun-drenched terrace overlooking the Tarentaise 
Valley with majestic Mont-Blanc and the Italian Alps 
off in the distance.

I’m so excited about my accomplishment, I toy with 
the idea of signing up for another hike before I leave. 

My 20-year-old mind just has to convince by 40-year-
old body that we can do it. •

The Alps look stunning from any angle.

61 www.travelife.ca



Dead
Issue
Attending Mexico's 

Day of the Dead
festival makes

people feel alive

STORY BY KAREN ASP
PHOTOS BY ASP & BIGSTOCK

PUERTO ESCONDIDO, MEXICO — 
When Walt Disney Films released 
its animated movie Coco in 2017, 
the world gained a better under-
standing of Dia de Las Muertes, or 

Day of the Dead, which is held in Mexico 
every November.

During that period, the dead have per-
mission to visit their loved ones, who in turn 
honour them with colourful costumes, com-
plete with skull masks; ofrendas, altars that 
contain favourite items and pic-
tures of family and 
friends; and grave 
sites decorated 
with flowers. 

While it was 
certainly educa-
tional, the mov-
ie intensified 
my desire to ex-
perience the hol-
iday firsthand. So, 
when the opportu-
nity arose to travel 
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Hotel staff dress up in Day of the Dead costumes so guests at area properties can have an authentic experience.

Altars are built to honour the dead and 
locals wear some interesting masks.

to Puerto Escondido on Mexico’s 
picturesque Oaxacan coast, I took 
it. 

Surprisingly, though, Day of the 
Dead wasn’t the only highlight.  

By the time I arrive on All Saints’ 
Day, the celebration has already 
begun, and I see the first inklings 
of it at Vivo Resorts where I’m stay-
ing. There, staff have created their 
own altar, and that night they hold 
a parade, where participants don 
painted faces and colourful cos-
tumes and dance to a live band.  

I see a more authentic altar the 
next day at the Benito Juarez Mar-
ket. It’s piled with numerous items 
to honour the dead, including ba-
nanas, peanuts and bags of torti-
llas. Although the market is usual-
ly bustling, as this is where locals 
come to get fresh meats, cheeses 
and produce, it’s quiet today. On 
All Souls’ Day, the locals apparent-
ly spend the day with their fami-
lies. However, there’s still plenty of  
vendors on hand and they eager-
ly showcase their products to me 
— produce like peanuts, corn and 

sesame, all of which grow in abun-
dance in this fertile region.

It’s a different story when dark-
ness falls, though. The locals take 
their partying public. And I’m un-
prepared for the intensity of activi-
ty I encounter in Chila, a small town 

15 minutes from my hotel. 
“You don’t get any more authen-

tic than Chila,” says my guide, Je-
sus, who drops me off in the mid-
dle of the action. 

It’s not yet 7 p.m., and already 
hundreds of people have gath-
ered in the streets to walk, dance 
like there’s no tomorrow and drink 
mezcal. As the night wears on, the 
crowd swells. 

Many of the locals are dressed in 
costumes, their faces either paint-
ed or covered by a skull mask. It’s 
the men who intrigue me the most, 
though. Many are wearing dress-
es. They also speak in a shrill voice 
and are holding dolls. I can’t find 
anyone, however, who can explain 
the significance but I quickly learn 
that if you make eye contact with 
one of the men, you’ll be their next 
dancing partner.   

Meanwhile, locals line the side-
walks to watch the procession. 
Houses and businesses along the 
route have flung open their doors. 
Vendors selling pastries and bot-
tled water roll their carts along with 
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the procession. Following the parade is what 
looks like a high school band. Every time the 
parade stops the band stops in front of hous-
es whose families have contributed money for 
the band to play.  The band plays its music and 
the crowd dances. I marvel at how fast the lo-
cals move their feet to the beat of the music.

A few hours later, I officially hang up my 
dancing shoes. I may still be among the living, 
but my feet feel like they’ve joined the dead.  

It’s only appropriate that I cap my visit to Puer-
to Escondido with another celebration of life. 
Vivo Resorts, which lies on a 20km stretch of 
Palmarito Beach, has partnered with Palmarito 
Turtle Camp to release baby turtles. The camp 
collects eggs the turtles deposit on the beach 
and safeguards them until the hatchlings can 
be released into the ocean.   

I’m here during turtle release season, so at 
dusk, I partic-
ipate in the 
release of 45 
golfina baby 
sea turtles col-
lected about 
a month ear-
lier. They’re in 
a white bag, 
their little 
feet pushing 
against the 
cloth. Once 
the sanctuary 
director digs 
a hole in the 
sand, he gen-

tly places the turtles in the hole. 
He then scoops two turtles into a bowl called 

a jicara, an ancestral container made from 
the fruit of the calabash tree, and hands it to 
me. I’m instructed not to touch the turtles or 
it could further reduce their already low 10 
per cent chance of survival. Moving gingerly, I 
place the bowl on a safe area in the sand and 
let my two feisty youngsters go.

 I watch them waddle to the water with their 
peers, the ocean waves sweeping many into 
the water.  

After they disappear, I stand by the water in 
silence for several minutes. I honour not only 
these creatures but also those in my life who 
have passed. 

While I may not have an altar, I can at least 
embrace the spirit — literally — of the Day of 
the Dead.  •

Releasing turtles into the surf and 
giving them a chance at life is an 
experience you don't soon forget.
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Your
holiday
selfies

opening
doors 

to cyber
criminals

WARNING!

LIKE IT OR NOT, people, even most of 
your friends, have no interest in looking 
at your vacation photos when you post 
them on Instagram, Facebook or other 
social media outlets.

In fact, a study in Psychological Science found 
that while you think your vacation in the tropics 
is amazing, no one wants to hear about it. And 
according to that study, you run the risk of alien-
ating friends with your vacation posts.

However, there is one group that loves know-
ing you’re away from home — criminals. 

Cyber security experts constantly warn us  that 
sharing too much information on social media 
while you're away from home on holiday can 
make your property a perfect target for bur-
glars.

Despite those warnings, though, 60 per cent 
of millennials continue to post their travel plans 
online, according to a study by the security 
company Webroot, which appeared recently in 
the Boston Globe. Baby boomers are far more 
cautious — only 29 per cent of them actually 
share their travel plans on social media, accord-
ing to Webroot. 

Another study, conducted by the UK-based 
service provider NordVPN that involved 2,000 
social media users in Great Britain, found that 

STORY  BY MARC ATCHISON

ILLUSTRATIONS BY BIGSTOCK

Experts say
60 per cent
of millennials

ignore warnings
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10 per cent of the respondents 
believed they became victims of 
a robbery or crime because of 
something they had shared online.

To make matters even worse for 
the victims, there have been some 
cases when insurers rejected their 
customers’ claims when houses 
got broken into after their own-
ers had posted the fact they were 
away from home on social media.

“Although collecting likes and 
reactions on your vacation pho-
tos gives many positive emotions, 
these images also send a clear 
signal to criminals lurking online 
that your home is left empty,” says 
Daniel Markuson, a digital privacy 
expert at NordVPN. 

“With Instagram and Facebook 
stories, which are available for only 
24 hours, it is very popular to share 
travel plans, the things you’re do-
ing and the places you’re visiting at 
that particular moment. Thus, even 
people who feel well-educated 
about online privacy sometimes 
reveal too much.”

More sophisticated cyber crimi-
nals can and will use your vacation 
information in elaborate scams 
that can sometimes target your 
friends and family. These scams of-
ten make it look like you've been 
robbed and desperately need a 
money transfer to get home or to 
pay for medical care. 

To avoid unexpected disappoint-
ment, cybersecurity experts of-
fered us these tips:

• Wait until you get home to post 
pictures from your holiday. It’s bet-
ter to hold off with posting things 
online while you’re away. Don’t let 
your followers know your home is 
empty at the moment.

• Make sure your account settings 
are set on private. One of the most 
important things before posting 
anything online is to know who 
you’re sharing your information 
with. Make sure that your account 
settings are set on private and your 

posts are visible to your friends 
only instead of everyone on the 
internet.

• Never share personal informa-
tion on social media. Remove per-
sonal details, such as home ad-
dress and telephone number, from 
your profile pages as they can be 
easily accessible to anyone. Don’t 
make status updates sharing your 
location. And NEVER ever post 
photos of your passport, plane 
tickets or any other documents.

• Protect your location. Keep your 
whereabouts private by using VPN 
services like NordVPN. It's a virtual 
private network that hides your IP 
address and real location. By con-
necting to another country’s serv-
er, you can set your location virtu-
ally to any place in the world.

• Be careful with free public WiFi. 
Be extra cautious when connect-
ing to public WiFi. Coffee shops, 

supermarkets and even school 
cafeterias offer unsecured WiFi 
networks. Hackers can easily act 
as free WiFi hotspots or steal data 
from unprotected networks. One 
of the best ways to safely use pub-
lic WiFi is by installing a VPN.

• If you plan on being away for 
more than a few days, consider 
turning off the WiFi access in your 
home. This will help prevent local 
attackers from trying to hijack your 
network to commit other crimes or 
to try and gain access to your de-
vices. 

• If at all possible, you should have 
a separate, lower balance credit 
card just for travelling that you'll 
use at gas stations, restaurants, 
hotels, tourist sites or automated 
teller machines. You never know 
when the point-of-sale systems at 
stores have been compromised by 
cyber thieves or if criminals have 
installed skimmers on ATMs. •

Sharing holiday selfies with friends lets criminals know you are not at home.
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CAMERA

CORNER

Focusing 
on Canada's 

Backcountry

Nikon Canada Ambassador
Viktoria Haack offers some 
tips on how to photograph

Canada's picture-perfect outdoors

THE CANADIAN BACKCOUNTRY is a 
special love of mine. As a native of the 
U.K., I am particularly drawn to Canada’s 
mountains and vast areas of wilderness. 
Combining my love of the backcountry 

and photography can provide certain challenges 
and being well prepared is key to capturing those 
mountain and wilderness images.

Gear preparation is extremely important as there 
is nowhere to re-stock or buy forgotten items once 
you are in the mountains. Personal safety and well-
being are always my first priority. Remembering that 
temperatures are generally lower in the mountains 
and conditions can change in an instant, good tech-
nical clothing and waterproof footwear is a must. I 
always carry an emergency blanket, matches, bear 
spray, bug spray, sun screen, lots of water, spare 
water purification tablets and plenty of snacks and 
food.

Planning your gear

There is generally nowhere to re-charge camera 
70 www.travelife.ca



batteries, so I take plenty of spares 
and try to keep them warm, partic-
ularly in cold, winter conditions. I 
make sure that memory cards are 
formatted and stored in a water-
proof case and that camera filters 
are well protected, particularly if 
you are accessing backcountry lo-
cations by another means of trans-
port such as helicopter or horse-

back. Weight is often a factor when 
in the backcountry, so I am loving 
the new Nikon Z series mirrorless 
cameras and I generally take my 
wide-angle lens and choose one 
other lens if I’m hiking so that I’m 
not having to carry too much. I 
personally like to use something 
with a little longer focal length, for 
example a 70-200mm 2.8, but on 

my last trip, because weight was a 
major factor with quite a lot of ele-
vation to cover, I took a 85mm 1.8 
lens instead. 

With all that gear, a good back-
pack or camera pack is essential 
and so is a waterproof cover to 
keep things dry. I normally carry 
a few plastic bags in my pack, too 
— they take up very little space/

Viktoria relied on 
Nikon's lightweight
Z series mirrorless 
camera to capture 
these stunning 
photos of Canada's 
breathtaking back-
country. Viktoria 
used the wonderful 
light at sunset and 
sunrise and some 
moody skies to 
record these lovely 
moments. Ice flows 
and wildflowers 
create some stun-
ning foregrounds 
as well.
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Viktoria Haack is a Nikon Canada Ambassador originally from the U.K., who now resides in B.C. Viktoria is heavily influenced by the 
beautiful environment that surrounds her. She has a background in fine art and anthropology. Viktoria’s work covers the fields of 
landscape, portrait, wedding, event, promotion, editorial, stock and photography education; allowing her to stay creative and excited 
about the projects she undertakes.  
• Instagram: @viktoriahaack • Website: http://www.viktoriahaackphotography.ca/

Nikon is a world leader in digital imaging, precision optics and photo and video capture technologies. The Nikon.ca website links all 
levels of photographers and visual storytellers to the web's most comprehensive learning and sharing communities.

• Facebook.com/nikoncanada • Instagram.com/nikoncanada • Twitter.com/nikoncanada

weight but can be used to sit on, cover the camera 
if I’m by a waterfall or shooting in the rain or snow, 
etc. I like to use a lightweight tripod when hiking and 
hiking poles can really help with stability when navi-
gating rough ground with a pack on my back.

Planning your shots

I heavily research an area before I go. Assuming 
there is no cell coverage, I download or buy maps, 
screenshot weather forecasts, check for the possibil-
ity of northern light activity, make sure I know sunrise 
and sunset times and very often, look online for im-
ages of the area to give me some idea of what there 
might be to photograph once I get there. 

When I head off into the mountains, I often have 
some idea of the kinds of images I’m hoping to cap-
ture but I like to remain completely open to what na-

ture throws at me. Weather can play a huge part in 
the kinds of images and light you are able to capture. 
Poor weather is often not what we think we want but 
there are numerous times that I have encountered 
wonderful light and moody skies just before or after 
rainstorms. Freezing temperatures can produce inter-
esting ice formations and blooming wildflowers can 
create beautiful foregrounds. I love to shoot in the 
golden light of sunrise and sunset and I very much 
enjoy the blue hour (the hour before sunrise or after 
sunset) to photograph, too. Arrive early and stay late 
so there is time to find compositions without rushing 
if and when beautiful light explodes. 

Most importantly, it is in these moments of waiting 
that I find absolute peace and contentment, it is my 
opportunity to feel fully present and immersed in the 
wilderness experiences. 

Happy shooting and stay safe out there. •

As photographer Viktoria Haack has discovered since moving to B.C. from the U.K.., there's much to celebrate about our backcountry.
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Surf's Up
IN MOROCCO

STORY & PHOTOS BY AMY LAUGHINGHOUSE

Eclectic Essaouira 
is a beach town 

where bohemian 
hippies, local 

Arabs and visitors 
all enjoy melting 

pot medina
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Surf's Up
A decked out camel 
poses for the paparaz-
zi along Essaouira's 
tranquil beach, 
opposite page. The 
old Moroccan town is 
a place where hippie 
types and followers of 
Bob Marley, pictured 
right, like to drop out.

ESSAOUIRA, MOROCCO  — This may 
be only city in the world where surfers 
hang out in souks, bohemian hippies 
rub shoulders with Arabs and Berbers, 
and dreadlocked buskers play Bob 

Marley in this UNESCO World Heritage-listed 
medina.

Inhabitants speak a mélange of French, Ar-
abic and Darija (the local dialect), and many 
dress in hooded, cobble-sweeping robes that 
lend them a mysterious, other-worldly air.

Besotted filmmakers have featured Ess-
aouira’s golden walls and ramparts in produc-
tions ranging from Game of Thrones — as the 
home of the stony-faced Unsullied — to King-
dom of Heaven, starring Orlando Bloom. On 
the beach just beyond the port, camels and 
prancing stallions leave distinctive hoof prints 
in the sand, while the colourful sails of wind-
surfers bob in the white-capped waves of the 
Atlantic. 

Essaouira, three hours west of Marrakesh, 
is without a doubt the most exotic place I’ve 
ever been. It can be a struggle to digest the 
small but richly-flavoured feast of its Moroccan 
medina, where shopkeepers in the crowded 
streets hawk everything from Aladdin-style 
lamps to bright woven rugs, baby clothes, toi-
let brushes, beach toys, antique books and 
sneeze-inducing spices.

For a bite-sized overview (and a beer), my 
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Colourful surf kites float in a bright blue sky above a herd of camels trekking along Essaouira’s sandy beach.

husband and I retreat to the roof-
top Taros bar, where we can savour 
this multi-cultural melting pot with 
a 180-degree swivel of the head. 
To the south, seagulls circle and 
swoop above the port, where 
fishermen sell their catch from 
umbrella-shaded stands. Just be-
low and to the right of our perch, 
the great paved square of Place 
Moulay Hassan is a constant hive 
of activity. There’s nearly always a 
soccer game going on, with the 
arched stone gates of Bab Kasar 
serving as the goal. Cafés line the 
square, providing front row seats —
and a captive audience — for a rov-
ing troupe of acrobats (lithe young 
men apparently made entirely of 
springs) and for wandering min-
strels playing the rebab, a warbling 
one-stringed bowed instrument.

Directly across from Taros, in 
front of a row of postcard stands, 
a young bearded man, a cultural 
castaway from the U.S., strums an 
acoustic guitar. Within the time it 
takes to polish off a pint or two of 
cold Casablanca lager, it’s possible 
to hear John Lennon’s “Imagine,” 
the Eagles’ "Hotel California", Bob 
Marley’s "I Shot the Sheriff" and 
the haunting Muslim call to prayer 
— the last of which issues from tall 
towers all across the whitewashed Camel guide Youssef Elouali playfully poses with a ship of the desert.
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Colourful surf kites float in a bright blue sky above a herd of camels trekking along Essaouira’s sandy beach.

city several times each day. 
For a native’s insight into the city, our hotel 

— l’Heure Bleue, a gracious Relais & Chateaux 
riad built into the city walls — has arranged a 
walking tour with guide Rachida Hadimi. He ex-
plains that Essaouira, which locals pronounce 
as “Swayra,” can mean well-designed, protect-
ed, or little picture, all depending upon how 
you pronounce the “S.” But it could also be 
dubbed “the windy city,” because, well, it very 
often is. 

“You’ll find sand in your ears, sand in your 
pockets … but it’s heaven for surfers,” Hadimi 
laughs.

While the sun, sand and surf remain con-
stants, Hadimi has seen a multitude of chang-
es in Essaouira over the decades. Its tiny in-
ternational airport is welcoming more English 
speakers these days — not only as tourists, but 
also as property-buying foreign investors. And 
a short drive to the south in Diabet, a former 
hippie hangout has given way to a luxury resort 
with two Gary Player-designed golf courses. 

“Our town is cosmopolitan. We used to have 
only smokers of herbs,” Hadimi says, referring 
to marijuana (which is now illegal here). “Now 
we have golfers.”

But Essaouira hasn’t gone entirely upscale. 
While you’ll find high-end art galleries and chic 
boutiques, there are also a handful of people 
begging in the streets. And in one rustic neigh-
bourhood, where Hadimi says some houses 
have no electricity or running water, I see wom-
en washing their laundry in a fountain.

Mostly, though, I’m struck by a sense of rest-



less energy and industriousness.   Along the medina’s 
commercial streets, women bend over stone slabs, grind-
ing argan nuts to make products ranging from soap to 
oil and goat feed. In workshops around the periphery of 
the walled city, sawdust-encrusted craftsmen create in-
laid trays, puzzle boxes and other keepsakes from local 
thuya wood. At the port, fisherman painstakingly repair 
their nets and sell their fresh catch from umbrella-shaded 
stands.  

Age is no barrier to work, apparently, as shopkeepers 
range from bent and wizened old men to children mind-
ing the store after school. If they want to close the shop 
for lunch, forget locking up. A cane or a mop across the 
entrance will do the trick.  

The only living beings that get a free pass are felines. 
According to Hadimi, cats are credited with saving the 
city from bubonic plague centuries ago by hunting the 
rats which brought plague-infested fleas. Modern-day 
bewhiskered residents bask in the continued gratitude 
and affection of city-dwellers, who feed and dote on the 
multitude of semi-strays which roam the streets and blink, 
sleepy-eyed, from the cool shade of the shops.  

One of the most unusual stores is Elizir Gallery, an an-
tiques emporium where multiple levels are packed with 
such eclectic treasures as a child’s metal pedal car, a fu-
turistic 1960s Japanese record player, and the sort of old 
overhead projector favoured by teachers in the 1980s, as 
students from those days may recall with an agonized roll 
of the eyes.

Abdellatif Rharbaoui, Elizir’s owner, professes a love 
of 20th-century technology and design. “You take care 
of these things and they will still have life for another 50 
years,” he says, his eyes alight with genuine enthusiasm. 
“With the new stuff, no; it’s just for the moment.”

There is a certain parallel with life in Essaouira, as well, 
where the past seamlessly morphs with the present. 

“There are a lot of surfers, a lot of hippies,” Abdellatif 
says. “Moroccans also are hippies, because we have the 
sun, we like music, we like taking tea. It’s the kind of place 
where people will be smiling for another 50 years, and it’s 
from the heart.

“Some people may have nothing, but they have big 
happiness, that maybe the rich people, they don’t have. 
This is really the hope of life and humanity.” •

JUST THE FACTS
• Getting there: Marrakesh Menara Airport is about 175 
km east of Essaouira.
 
• Where to stay: Heure Bleue Palais is housed in an 
18th-century riad (a traditional Moroccan home) just in-
side Essaouira’s medina walls. It epitomizes exotic ele-
gance, from its lush central courtyard to the elaborately 
carved woodwork of the English Bar and the Oriental Sa-

Foreign buskers capture hippie vibe of Essaouira, top photo, 
while men play instuments at a casual restaurant and women 
rummage through bread at the local medina, above.

lon, serving hearty Moroccan specialties. It has 33 rooms 
and suites featuring details like geometric tile floors and 
stained-glass accents, and premium suites offer a work-
ing fireplace. The rooftop terrace hosts a heated pool 
and a lunchtime restaurant. Other amenities include a bil-
liards room, cinema and spa, which includes a hammam. 
www.heure-bleue.com/en/
 
• Horse and camel rides: https://www.equievasion.com  
 
• Elizir Gallery, 22 Ave d’Istiqlal.
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Markus Hecher, above, is the owner 
of the 14th-century castle Rheinstein, 
top photo, from whose turrets visitors 
get jaw-dropping views of Germany's 
mighty Rhine river, opposite page.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY MARC ATCHISON

Castle visit a treat for tourists

RÜDESHEIM AM RHEIN, GERMANY – 
Sophie, the weinprinzessin (wine prin-
cess), welcomes me to a popular fam-
ily-run restaurant with the exuberant 
local greeting gude.

“We use gude (sounds like gouda, as in cheese) 
to say hello in Rüdesheim,” she tells me as we 
dive into heaping helpings of white asparagus 
(yum!) and pork schnitzel (double yum!).

“But,” she adds with a twinkle in her eye, “we 
also use gude to say goodbye … and to say how 
are you? … and to order a glass of wine … and to 
say thank you …”

About the only thing locals don't use gude for 
is to describe this fairy tale town that sits on the 
banks of the Rhine at the mighty river’s widest 
point. That’s because there’s no one word that 
can truly capture Rüdesheim’s allure.

This is a place where fertile vineyards cascade 
down to the shores of the Rhine. A place where 
Medieval castles crown the rolling hills that over-
look the great river.  A place where a gigantic 
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monument, which has become Germany's second 
most visited tourist site, casts a shadow on the 
Rhine's calm waters. A place with an enchanted for-
est that UNESCO has designated to be one of its 
World Heritage Sites.

Rüdesheim truly is magical. Maybe that’s why this 
section of the river is called the “Romantic Rhine.”

The highlight of any visit to this fascinating re-
gion of southern Germany, though, is to stop at one 
of the castles that cling precariously to the rocky 
ledges high above the river. There are plenty to 
choose from — 26 alone in a 69km stretch of the 
Rhine between Rüdesheim and Koblanz.

Some of the castles were abandoned long ago, 
their skeletal remains now used as nesting plac-
es for hawks and other great birds that soar high 
above the vineyards. Others, like Bingen’s castle 
Rheinstein in Assmannshausen — 2.8km down river 
from Rüdesheim —  have been lovingly restored and 
are now open to the public.

I trudge up a steep, winding path after leaving 
a ferry to reach the entrance of the 14th-century 
castle Rheinstein and there to greet me is Markus 
Hecher, the current owner.

It was Markus’ father Hermann, a famous German 
opera singer, who fell in love with the castle when 
he saw it from the Rhine while on a river cruise and 
decided to buy it.

Hecher reportedly paid the equivalent of one 
euro for the castle, which was originally built by a 
Prussian prince. Then Hecher, the elder,  spent a for-
tune restoring it.

Money well spent, in the estimation of those who 
visit the castle, which was abandoned for 200 years 
before the Hecher family made it their home. 

To help defer the costs of maintaining such a won-
derful piece of history, Markus has established 
a terrace restaurant that serves up some 
wonderful food and a small gift shop. 

One part of the castle is where Markus 
and his family live and is off limits. But 
the ramparts and turrets, from where you
get jaw-dropping views of the river and

The 38-metre-high 
Niederwald Monu-
ment stands over-
looking the Rhine 
river just outside 
Rüdesheim. It has 
become one of the
   most visited sites 
             in Germany.
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The crypt at castle Rheinstein is filled with coffins from its earliest days. Suits of armour and stained glass windows fill the rooms.

surrounding vineyards, are free to roam.
The winding staircase in the largest turret leads me 

to rooms filled with Medieval memorabilia — suits of 
armour, ancient tapestries, gorgeous stained glass 
windows and furniture dat-
ing back to the 14th century. 
Some are original but most 
of the museum-worthy items 
were bought by the Hacher 
family after they took pos-
session.

One room in the oldest 
part of castle is offered for 
tourist stays and a night here 
gives a whole new meaning 
to the term “sleeping with 
history."

The small courtyard has 
become popular for parties 
and weddings but the most 
fascinating part of the castle 
is the crypt, where three per-
fectly-preserved coffins lay exposed.

“We do not know who are in these coffins but they 
do date back to the castle’s earliest days,” says Markus.

A short ferry boat ride takes me back to Rüdesheim, 
and along the way we pass a rock in the river with a 
small cross attached. According to legend, the cross 
signifies the spot where the heart of a German poet 
supposedly rests. He apparently loved the Rhine and 
requested his heart remain there after his death.

It’s not hard to see why Rüdesheim am Rhein has 
become one of the most visited towns in Germany. 

Almost two million people — many arrive on river boat 
cruises — visit the sleepy hamlet each year and marvel 
at a place where both the Celts and Romans estab-
lished settlements.

Market Square is the town 
gathering spot and, as the 
name suggests, it's where 
local farmers come to sell 
their produce each week. 
The square is ringed with 
small shops selling every-
thing from hand-painted 
beer steins to handmade 
chocolates. A small wine 
shack dispenses glasses of 
the area’s renowned Ries-
ling, so, as you’d expect, a 
festive mood prevails here 
most days.

The small town is also 
home to the Asbach distill-
ery, makers of Germany’s 

favourite brandy, a music museum with instruments 
from the 18th century and Eibingen Abbey, another 
UNESCO World Heritage Site that dates back to the 
12th century. The 45 nuns who still live there make 
some of the region’s best wines. Legendary St. Jako-
bus church casts a shadow over market square.

Many of the homes in Rüdesheim — the oldest 
is a half-timbered, three-storey house called the 
Klunkhardshof that leans to one side — have been 
turned into charming hotels and inns where visitors 
who stay overnight  get a real sense of local life.

JUST THE FACTS
Places to eat in Rüdesheim: 
• Breuer’s Rüdesheimer Schloss on the Drossel-
gasse: http//:www.ruedesheimer-schloss.com
• Niederwald visitor centre at the entrance to Os-
teinsische Niedwald: 
http//:www.am-niederwald.de

Place to stay:
• Central Hotel Rüdesheim is a few steps away 
from Market Square. Rates start around 100 euros 
a night: https://www.centralhotel.net
 
• For more information on Germany, go to 
http://www.germany.travel/en
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The town is populated with lots of narrow streets 
filled with charming homes and most are painted 
cotton candy colours.  The most 
famous of Rüdesheim’s streets is 
Drosselgasse, which dates back 
to the 15th century and ranks 
among the shortest and nar-
rowest in the world. During the 
summer months, the two-metre-
wide street that runs for just 144 
metres is jammed with people 
who come to enjoy the town’s 
nightlife in one of the many wine 
taverns and restaurants located 
there.

The most popular spot to eat 
on the Drosselgasse is Breuer’s 
Rüdesheimer Schloss, where I 
meet the wine princess. It has 
been family owned and run for 
40 years. 

The large dining room and ad-
joining terrace covered in grape 
vines rocks with traditional Ger-
man music each night and the 
local grub served here will have 
you singing with joy. Breuer’s 
also offers quaint rooms that overlook a large garden 
where herbs used in the restaurant are grown.

Around the corner from Breuer’s is where you board 

A UNESCO 
park, far left, 
sweeps down 
to the river 
where a poet 
left his heart, 
centre, and 
vineyards rise 
to rolling hills.

Rüdesheim's oldest house, left, dates back to the 15th century, as does its smallest street, Drosselgasse, where wine bars abound.

the cable car that takes you to the Niederwald Monu-
ment and UNESCO park. The two-person cars slowly 

soar over the town’s lush vine-
yards and gives occupants some 
breathtaking views of the Rhine.

The 38-metre-high Niederwald 
Monument is one of the most 
impressive in the world and was 
erected to commemorate Ger-
many’s 1871 victory over France, 
which led, a few years later, to the 
country’s first unification.

The statue, with Germania, the 
personification of the German 
nation, standing proudly atop, 
is the second most visited site in 
the country after Berlin’s Reich-
stag (parliament).

Again, the views one gets from 
here are spectacular.

The monument also serves 
as the gateway to Ostein-
sische Niedwald, the stunning 
100-hectare UNESCO park filled 
with trails that lead to the back 
doors of abandoned castles like 
Burgruine Ehrenfels, an assort-

ment of caves and 300-year-old giant oak trees.
With all that it has to offer, Rüdesheim really is a 

gude place to visit. •

Rüdesheim's side streets are full of colourful 
homes and quaint parks.
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Sky High
IN SHANGHAI

SHANGHAI — Even on a day that starts out shrouded in a 
veil of fine mist, Shanghai’s steel and stone skyline stands 
out against a grey sky canvas. And as the clouds part and 
blue skies push in off the nearby Yellow Sea, visitors rush 
to the bar terrace at the Hotel Indigo so they can get a 

bird’s eye view of this architectural wonderland.
The hotel is positioned so it looks to be floating in the middle of 

the Huangpu River, the murky estuary that cuts China’s largest city 
into old and new sectors.

On one side of the river is the world famous Bund, the old fi-

STORY BY JANICE LEES / PHOTOS FROM TRAVELIFE ARCHIEVES

The futuristic skyline of Pudong is best seen from 
the modern Indigo Hotel, which seems to float in the 
middle of the Huangpu River.
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Among the many handsome colonial-era buildings 
gathered  along the Bund, the one that houses the 
new Waldorf Astoria Shanghai Hotel, above and 
left, is one of the most impressive. The six iconic 
columns are one of its most striking features.

glected and fell on hard times after 
Mao’s communists came to power 
in 1949. The club’s legendary Long 
Bar was disbanded and the room 
used as a KFC outlet for a time.

When Waldorf Astoria took con-
trol of the building, their designers 
quickly brought the Long Bar back 
to life and it’s again the place to be 
seen in modern Shanghai.

The aptly named Long Bar’s most 
famous feature, of course, is its 
34m-long bar made of black and 
white marble. Many of history’s 
greatest luminaries, including U.S. 
president Ulysses S. Grant and 
British playwright Noël Coward 
have bellied up to this bar that’s 
surrounded by rich mahogany wall 
trappings and furnishings.

Famed Japanese architect Shi-
moda Kikutaro was employed to 
do the interior design of the stately 
Waldorf Shanghai and he was able 
to complement the contemporary 
interior with the buildings hand-
some colonial exterior, which fea-
tures six Ionic columns, beautifully.

The hotel’s 260 guest rooms and 
suites, which are housed in two 
buildings, are among the most 
sought after in Shanghai. The 
suites at the entrance off the Bund 

Young tourists like to pose in front of 
the historic colonial buildings gathered 
along the old Bund financial street.

nancial district that dates back 
to Shanghai’s colonial days. On 
the opposite bank stands futur-
istic Pudong, where some of the 
world’s tallest buildings stretch 
into the clouds.

The heritage buildings gath-
ered along the Bund owe their 
existence to the British and French 
trading companies and banks that 
set up shop in Shanghai during the 
late 1800s. Now those buildings —
architectural masterpieces of their 
day — are home to some of Shang-
hai’s most prestigious restaurants, 
high-end designer shops and 
5-star hotels. 

Two hotels that stand out from all 
of the Bund's luxury properties are 
the Waldorf Astoria and the Ca-
nadian-managed Fairmont Peace 
Hotel. The Peace Hotel is an Art 
Deco gem and the Waldorf resides 
in a Baroque Revival building that 
once housed the Shanghai Club.

No expense was spared turning 
the building into a Waldorf Astoria, 
and the Shanghai property now 
ranks among the best in all of Asia.

The Shanghai Club, which origi-
nally opened to the city’s rich and 
famous in 1910, was a private Brit-
ish gentleman’s club but was ne-
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Boats docked along 
the Bund side of the 
Huangpu River take 
tourists on dinner 
cruises so they can see 
buildings on the mod-
ern Pudong side light 
up like Christmas tress. 

harken back to the original days of the Shanghai Club 
and if you’re able to secure one of these beauties, 
you’ll be sleeping with some historic ghosts.

Besides the Grand Brasserie, the Waldorf Shanghai 
offers two other fine dining options — Wei Jing Ge, 
which serves authentic Chinese regional cuisine, and 
Pelham’s, a Michelin star room featuring a haute cui-
sine menu straight out of Paris. It’s named after Sir 
Warren Pelham, who created the Shanghai Club in 
1910.  

The promenade that runs along the Huangpu Riv-
er on the Bund side is always crowded with domes-

tic and foreign tourists. At night, those tourists crowd 
on boats for dinner cruises and are treated to a neon 
light show courtesy of the buildings on the Pudong 
side, which light up like Christmas trees.

The best architects in the world were employed to 
create Pudong’s wondrous skyline and the end result 
is nothing short of remarkable. Some buildings twist 
and turn, one looks like a giant needle and anoth-
er has a whole big enough for a passenger jet to fly 
through.

There’s really is no better place to be shanghaied 
than Shanghai. •

The Waldorf Astoria's 
Grand Brassarie, left, 
is where the elite of 
Shanghai come to enjoy 
afternoon tea. The sunk-
en dining room also is 
used for breakfast and 
evening dining. The oval 
shape of the room makes 
it one of the most unique 
restaurants in all of Chi-
na. The grand entrance, 
top right, houses original 
rooms that date back to 
the building's colonial 
days. Many of the heri-
tage buildings along the 
Bund display plaques 
telling visitors its history 
and importance.
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Cheers!
To New Zealand's 

bubbly wine routes 
STORY  BY MALCOM STUART

PHOTOS FROM VARIOUS SOURCES
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AUCKLAND, N.Z. — When it’s spring 
in Canada, it’s autumn in New Zea-
land and the best time to visit Down 
Under — if you are a wine lover, that 
is. New Zealand wine regions are at 

their most spectacular in fall, when the days are 
long and bathed in late sunshine. It’s also the 
perfect time to sip, savour and enjoy the coun-
try’s spectacular fruity Sauvignon Blancs, alter-
native Albarinos and zesty Rieslings.

If you’ve never been on a wine tour of New 
Zealand, here’s what you can expect in each re-
gion that grows the grape:

Auckland: Gateway to New Zealand

West Auckland is where New Zealand’s wine 
began, thanks to the Eastern European immi-
grants who brought grapevines with them. The 
descendants of those original vines are red, 
copper and gold come autumn, when the wine-
makers have finished their harvest. 

Auckland is the nation’s wine industry head-
quarters, with four destinations within an 
hour’s travel. Chardonnay specialist Kumeu 
River Wines is a 20-minute drive from the city, 
Waiheke Island is a 40-minute ferry ride, and 
the towns of Matakana and Warkworth are an 

hour’s drive north. Villa Maria Estate sits in the 
vast, vine-lined Ihumatao Volcano — five minutes 
from Auckland Airport.

Gisborne: Experimentation Central

Gisborne is the first city in the world to see the 
sun each day and one of the warmest places to 
relax, Chardonnay in hand, during long autumn 
days on this sunny coast. 

The fourth-largest wine region in the country, it 
is also informally known as the Chardonnay cap-
ital of New Zealand. The local winemakers make 
many of the country’s top examples, as well as 
Gewurztraminer, Chenin Blanc and a growing 
menagerie of obscure, yet on trend wines such 
as Albarino, Marsanne and Vermentino. Most 
wineries are small, owner-operated and wel-
come visitors.

Hawke’s Bay: Historic and Diverse

Hawke’s Bay boasts one of the finest summers 
in New Zealand each year — and one of its lon-
gest, thanks to its sun-drenched east coast po-
sition on the North Island. Mid-to-late autumn 
is ideal for visitors to enjoy the country’s sec-
ond-largest wine region, with nearly 5,000 hect-

A wine route tour of New Zealand exposes visitors to the country's breathtaking beauty and its natural wonders.
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ares of grapevines. The Bay’s best-
known wine area is the Gimblett 
Gravels, 800 hectares of stony 
ground which absorbs, retains and 
radiates heat to red grapes such as 
Syrah, Malbec and Merlot. In cool-
er areas, Pinot Noir shows promise.

The Wairarapa: 
Wellington Wine Country

Small but perfectly formed, this 
windblown region on the east 
side of the Rimutaka Ranges en-
joys settled weather in autumn, as 
well as a steady stream of vineyard 
events, such as marathons around 
the vines, country fairs and harvest 
events. The Wairarapa is home to 
only 3 per cent of New Zealand’s 
grapes, due to the decimating ef-
fects of strong spring winds.  How-
ever. while Mother Nature reduces 
quantity, she raises the intensity of 
flavour. The best wines include Ata 
Rangi Pinot Noir, Nga Waka Ries-
ling (dry), The Escarpment Vine-
yard’s Pinot Noir, Margrain Chenin 
Blanc and Martinborough Vine-
yard Chardonnay.

Marlborough: 
Sauvignon Blanc Central

Marlborough reigns in size, eco-
nomic importance and production 
of New Zealand’s biggest wine 
success story to date: Sauvignon 
Blanc. 

It is busiest in summer during 
harvest, so visit in autumn when 
the weather is generally warm and 
sunny. 

The region’s Sauvignons now 
account for 85.6 per cent of the 
country’s exports. 

Marlborough has 141 wineries 
and a whopping 24,000 hectares 
of producing grapevines. Today, 
a wider range of styles are be-
ing made more than ever before, 
thanks to the country’s first Inter-
national Sauvignon Blanc Cele-
bration in January 2016 — which 
spurred winemakers to diversity.

Nelson: North of the South

Nelson is the northernmost wine 
region on the South Island and is 
known for its seaside café culture 
and outdoor living. Orcas and dol-
phins often visit the region during 
autumn, which is also when the 
colours of the vines are at their 
most beautiful — and both make 
this the top season to explore the 
meandering and relaxed vibe of 
Nelson. Like its nearest neighbour, 
Marlborough, Nelson’s historic 
wine strengths have tended to be 
whites, with Chardonnay, Gewurz-
traminer, Riesling and Sauvignon 
Blanc harnessing a strong reputa-
tion. The best Pinot Noirs are now 
adding another string to the re-
gion’s wine bow.

North Canterbury: 
Emerging Excellence

Cool nights, hot days, long dry 
autumns and strong winds are the 
story of this dramatic wine region, 
40 minutes north of Christchurch – 
and now the hub of Canterbury’s 
wine industry. 

The region’s most exciting wines 
are its intense Rieslings (both the 
bone-dry and the sweet ones). 

These wines are made possible by 
the long, relatively warm autumns 
and the region’s dry, sunny climate. 
This is home to many of the coun-
try’s rock star wine brands, such as 
Pegasus Bay (a leading Riesling 
and Pinot Noir producer) and Bell-
bird Spring (small and innovative). 
Others to visit include Pyramid Val-
ley, Bell Hill and Greystone.

Central Otago: 
World’s Southernmost 
Wine Region

Central Otago is spectacular 
to visit in autumn, when the bur-
nished colours bathe the moun-
tains in blankets of breathtaking 
beauty. Local winemakers are 
heavily reliant on Pinot Noir, with 
80 per cent of their vineyards de-
voted to this early-ripening grape. 
The white wines here are dwarfed 
by Pinot power, but the Rieslings, 
Pinot Gris, Pinot Blancs, Chenin 
Blancs and Chardonnays also offer 
exceptional quality. 

Gibbston Valley Wines is a top 
lunch spot, as is Carrick Estate 
at Bannockburn. Aurum Wines 
is a small, family-run affair with 
top-quality wines by French wine-
maker Lucie Lawrence.•
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The new FlyOver Canada building will be sandwiched between the Rogers Centre and Ripley's Toronto Aquarium.

Uplifting
Frequent Flier
Marc Atchison
says Toronto's 
FlyOver Canada
attraction will
take people
on a magical
joy ride across
our great country

EVERY TIME I fly over Can-
ada, I’m overwhelmed by 
the majesty of our country’s 
natural beauty. The mighty 
Rockies, the golden Prairies, 

the idyllic Maritimes, the breathtak-
ing beauty of our national parks and 
the twinkling lights of our mighty cit-
ies look so much more impressive 
from 36,000 feet.

I wish every Torontonian could ex-
perience what I’ve seen.

Well, soon they will — without ever 
leaving Toronto or boarding a plane.

Thanks to a company called Pursuit, 
Torontonians and visitors to Cana-
da’s largest city will be able to get a 
bird’s eye view of our country’s won-
ders on a giant flight simulator apt-

Experience coming to Toronto
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ly named “FlyOver Canada.” Unfortunately, though, 
they’ll have to wait until 2022, because that’s when 
the doors to Toronto’s FlyOver Canada will officially 
open. Construction begins near the base of the CN 
Tower in 2020.

The flagship FlyOver Canada ride opened in Van-
couver in 2013 to great success. Pursuit, owners of the 
FlyOver brand, recently won the right to build a Toron-
to version — between the Rogers Centre and Ripley’s 
Aquarium — on property owned by the Canada Lands 
Company, the Crown corporation that oversees the 
federal government’s real estate holdings.

Vancouver’s FlyerOver Canada has attracted more 
than three million visitors from 40 different countries 
since opening in 2013 and Toronto’s version prom-
ises to be even more successful, thanks to the city’s 
huge draw from bordering U.S. states like New York 
and Michigan. Pursuit also intends to build similar Fly-
Over experiences in Las Vegas (opening in 2021) and 
Reykjavik, Iceland.

“FlyOver Canada in Toronto will showcase the beau-
tiful landscapes and iconic vistas across the coun-
try, while highlighting the diversity of Canada and 
its people,” said Pursuit’s president David Barry in a 
press release. 

The state-of-the-art ride “utilizes advanced audio-
visual technology to reveal some of Canada’s most 
awe-inspiring sights in a way that guests have never 
experienced before,” according to a press release an-
nouncing Pursuit’s Toronto expansion.

Up to 60 guests at any one time will be seated, their 
feet dangling, before a 23m x 17.5m spherical screen 
as the 3D film whisks them Peter Pan style on an ex-
hilarating eight-minute journey across Canada. In the 
blink of an eye, guests will travel more than 6,000km 

and get to experience some incredible special effects 
— wind, mist, scents and lots of motion — along the 
way. Riders get to glide over snow-capped moun-
tains, feel the spray of Niagara Falls and almost touch 
the trees in alpine forests.

A few years ago I got to experience a similar ride at 
Orlando’s Disney World. It whisked me over the vine-
yards, coastline and cities of California and the sensa-
tion was something I won’t soon forget. Disney uses 
the same technology for its highly successful Avatar 
ride. With Canada as the backdrop, though, Pursuit’s 
Toronto attraction promises to be even more spectac-
ular and uplifting.

After being launched, FlyOver Canada riders will 
get to see and experience:
• Schooners gently bobbing on the choppy waters off 
Canada’s east coast; 
• Giant icebergs floating in Newfoundland’s Iceberg 
Alley; 
• Dawn breaking over Hudson’s Bay; 
• Breathtaking fjords of Gros Morne National Park;
• Watch kayakers navigate the water’s of Quebec’s 
Riviere Rouge;
• A dip into the thundering waters of Niagara Falls;
• Nighttime Toronto light up like a Christmas tree;
• Glide over the pointed peaks of Banff’s Craggy 
Mountain;
• Cheer on heli-skiers as they swoosh down B.C.’s 
snowy runs;
•And witness the jaw-dropping Northern Lights.

The FlyOver Canada Toronto will be able to host 
private events and while the entrance fee has not yet 
been set, the Vancouver experience costs $31.50.
For more information, please visit 
https://www.flyovercanada.com/toronto/

FlyOver Canada will 
provide riders with 
some fascinating 
experiences, like 
dipping into Niagara 
Falls and feeling the 
mist from one of 
Canada's most 
famous landmarks.
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Trump Slump
American tourism suffering from  

THE BIGGEST CASUALTY of Donald 
Trump’s trade war with China appears 
to be U.S. tourism. That’s because 
China has apparently stopped ex-
porting tourists to the United States.

At least that’s the conclusion of a new 
study conducted and released by Pennsyl-

China no longer exporting
tourists to the United States

STORY BY MARC ATCHISON
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Thanks to Donald Trump's trade war with China,
the U.S. is losing its share of the 

global tourism market

vania-based Tourism Eco-
nomics (TE), which shows 
tourist arrivals from China 
to the U.S. in 2018 dropped 
a staggering 5.7 per cent. 

To make matters worse, 
the study says arrivals 
from China in the first six 
months of 2019 dropped 
another 2.2 per cent.

This is costing the U.S. 
tourism industry billions in 
lost revenue - an $11 billion 
(U.S.) decline in 2018 from 
Chinese tourists alone, 
according to the study.

Tourism represents 11 
per cent of the coun-
try's total trade sur-
plus of $77.4 billion. 

Last year, international 
tourism generated $197 
billion for the U.S. economy.

It’s not just the Chi-
nese staying away 
from Donald Trump’s America, though. Cana-
dian arrivals in the U.S. have slipped 9 per cent 
since its peak in 2013, according to sources.

To make matters worse, the U.S. Travel Asso-
ciation recently released a report predicting 
the United States’ share of the worldwide tour-
ism market is dropping dramatically, down al-
most a full percentage point in 2018 from 2017.

All this at a time when other countries are experi-
encing over tourism. Germany, for instance, recent-
ly reported an impressive 3.3 per cent increase in 
tourist arrivals in June (2018) alone. Germany saw 
an increase of 5.6 per cent from China in 2018.

Trump’s racist rhetoric, tougher immigration pol-

icies, regulations regarding 
travel and the ongoing gun 
violence in the U.S. have 
combined to blot Ameri-
ca’s long-standing image 
as a welcoming nation.

The current down-
turn in U.S. tourism has 
been dubbed the “Trump 
Slump” and experts say 
overall arrivals to Amer-
ica from elsewhere in-
creased just 2 per cent in 
2018, one of the smallest 
upticks in recent memory.

It’s the dramatic decline 
in Chinese arrivals that re-
ally worries the U.S. travel 
industry, though. The 2018 
drop-off comes after an av-
erage annual growth of 23 
per cent from China over 
the previous decade, ac-
cording to the TE report.

Similarly, arrivals to 
the U.S. from South Korea fell 3 per cent af-
ter averaging 11 per cent growth over the pre-
vious 10 years.   Arrivals to the U.S. from Ja-
pan and Germany also contracted in 2018.

The study by Tourism Economics represents 
the worst U.S. tourism numbers since 2015 and is 
yet another blow to an industry beset by labour 
shortages thanks to Trump’s new rules restrict-
ing the import of seasonal workers from overseas.

"The outlook for international inbound trav-
el remains lacklustre, suggesting that a fur-
ther loss of global market share is in the cards 
for the U.S. in 2019," says David Huether, se-
nior vice-president for Research at U.S. Travel.

The drop in Chinese tourists to the U.S. in 2018 cost the 
country $11 billion in lost tourism-related revenue.
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