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Upfront

What have they 
been up to this 
month?

With major airports having upped their game so 
much, encouraging travellers to wile away the 
hours (and spend money) in them, it sometimes 
feels like the extended stopover stay is an 
endangered creature. But they can add so much to  
a journey – on p36 we look at some of the best cities 
to turn your transit stop into a trip in its own right. 

Hong Kong is a case in point; some never leave the airport. On  
p24 we explore its still-hidden corners. Having visited Hong Kong 
back in the early 1980s, I smiled when I read of the pungent smells of  
the fishing village – exactly my memory of the place.

Finding the world’s secret spots continues in Paraguay (p46) where 
we find Mennonite ranchers and wildlife as rich as in the Pantanal. In 
Serbia (p60) we discover captivating nature, folklore and a friendly 
welcome. And in Tanzania (p88), we find a gorgeous alternative to 
Zanzibar – but without the crowds. Then we take to two-wheels to 
find the best places for cycling trips – guaranteed suitable for softies.

 And if you want to win a photo assignment to the secret bits of 
Thailand, enter our Photo of the Year Competition, see p102.

Happy snapping,
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Welcome

PHOEBE SMITH
♦ EDITOR ♦
Heading out into the cold 
to see which insulated 
gilets are best for travellers 
SEE PAGE 85

5 THINGS 
WE LEARNED 

THIS ISSUE:

THE TEAM

TOM HAWKER
♦ PRODUCTION EDITOR ♦
Donning a wetsuit ready 
for his first try-dive in the 
tropical shallows
SEE PAGE 74

RHODRI ANDREWS 
♦ EDITORIAL ASSISTANT ♦
Pretending he’s basking 
on the Italian Coast, or is 
he just in Wales?
SEE PAGE 12

GARETH CLARK
♦ SUB EDITOR/WRITER ♦
Gazing up at Mount 
Rushmore, with four 
faces staring right back
SEE PAGE 20

More than a stopover
The Gardens by the  
Bay is just one reason 
why you should venture 
beyond Singapore’s airport

 *SPECIAL OFFER* 

£5*TRY FIVE ISSUES OF 
WANDERLUST FOR

* Terms and conditions apply

SEE
P58
FOR 

DETAILS

Lyn Hughes
Editor-In-Chief/Publisher/Co-founder

1Your friends might not be telling 
the whole truth about where their 

holiday snaps have been taken; p12

2  Portugal, Oman, Germany and 
Britain have all owned Tanzania’s 

Mafia Island in the past; p88

3 Serbia’s capital Belgrade has 
been bombed and rebuilt over 

40 times in a 2,600-year history; p60

4People who skewer their faces  
with sharp objects can amazingly 

escape unharmed; p77

5 Hong Kong is said to be home to 
the world’s cheapest Michelin-

starred restaurant (Tim Ho Wan); p24
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ZUZA ZAK
Cookbook author

A cookery writer, blogger 
and TV producer (not to
mention food obsessive), 
Zuza explores the cuisine 
from her beloved 
homeland, Poland, including 
the one thing in particular 
her fellow Poles can’t get 
enough of: dumplings 
known as pierogi (p16)
 
Mountain, desert, ocean 
or jungle… which are you?
Mountain – as long as there 
is a lake I can swim in. 
First great travel 
experience?
Travelling in India when  
I was 17 on a 14-day trek 
through the Himalayas.
Favourite journey?
Taking the night train from 
Bangkok to the south of 
Thailand, then a boat to the 
islands. I’ve done that 
journey many times!
Top five places 
worldwide?
Thailand; the French Alps; 
Sardinia, Italy; Ibiza; 
Warsaw, Poland.
Passport stamp 
you’re proudest of?
India.
Passport stamp you’d 
most like to have?
Mexico and Guatemala. 
We have family there so 
hopefully we’ll go soon!
Guilty travel pleasure?
Food! I eat anything and 
everything when I’m 
travelling – it’s a big part of 
the experience.
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MEL ROACH
Expert diver and photographer

A keen diver with years of 
experience, Mel shares her 
valuable tips on how (and 
where to go) to get the 
most out of a try-dive, 
a beginner’s answer to 
scuba without the hours 
of practise – turn to p74

Mountain, desert, ocean 
or jungle… which are you?
Ocean.
First great travel 
experience?
Going to Morocco when  
I was eight with my parents, 
my first foreign trip. We  
went to the Atlas Mountains 
– they blew my mind.
Favourite journey?
The helicopter ride to Lundy 
Island from Devon. It’s only  
a six-minute ride but it’s one 
of my favourite things.
Top five places worldwide?
Lundy Island, UK; the Red 
Sea; Recherche Archipelago 
Nature Reserve in Cape Le 
Grand National Park, 
Australia; Mount Kinabalu, 
Borneo; Rarotonga, The 
Cook Islands.
Passport stamp 
you’re proudest of? 
Borneo.
Passport stamp you’d 
most like to have?
Antarctica (Papua New 
Guinea and the Galápagos 
Islands aren’t far behind!).
Guilty travel pleasure?
Plane food – those little 
self-contained boxes of 
rubbery yuckiness!

ROSS NOBLE
Comedian and TV presenter
 
Funny man Ross isn’t just 
about stand-up routines – he 
likes travelling by bike, too. 
He chats to us about his 
latest venture, Stairway to 
Devon, a journey with 
Adventure Travel Film 
Festival curator Austin Vince, 
which involves a worrying 
amount of rice pudding and 
‘dicking about’ – see p18

Mountain, desert, ocean 
or jungle… which are you?
On a motorbike, desert.
First great travel 
experience?
I went from Newcastle to 
Swansea in a campervan 
when I was 14 with a clown 
who was appearing in  
a carnival there. Swansea 
isn’t exactly inspiring, but 
when you’re 14...
Favourite journey?
Probably going through 
Transylvania on my bike.
Top five places worldwide?
Central Australia; Western 
Australia; Lesotho; Namibia. 
For the last one, it’s  
a two-horse race between 
Morocco or Egypt. 
Passport stamp 
you’re proudest of? 
Afghanistan – I was o¤ered 
the chance to do some 
comedy gigs for the troops.
Passport stamp you’d 
most like to have?
It’s a bit of a cliché, but India.
Guilty travel pleasure? 
Theme parks. I absolutely 
love them.

Wanderlust Mission Statement
Wanderlust aims to inform and inspire all your travel adventures. We strive to bring you 
the most trusted and reliable information in the world. That’s why we are always upfront 
about whether our writers have travelled independently or with a tour company. When 
a tour operator has been used we always try to use those who’ve scored a minimum 
satisfaction rating of 85% from readers in our annual awards and we never guarantee 
positive coverage. Responsible and sustainable travel is at the heart of everything we do. 

This issue was brought to you in part by… 
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CELESTIAL VEIL
Batu Pahat, Malaysia
Photographer: Yuyun Wang
Air pollution is a danger of which we’re
constantly reminded about on our travels, 
but rarely do we see its e�ects so starkly 
portrayed as it is here. Photographer Yuyun 
has captured the natural light of the Milky 
Way battling with the light pollution over this 
small fishing village, or kelong, in Batu Pahat, 
Malaysia. But it’s not all darkness – look 
closely at the bottom corner and you’ll spy 
the shining glow of bioluminescence in the 
water. It’s easy to see why this powerful 
shot is shortlisted in the Royal Museum 
Greenwich’s Astronomy Photographer 
of the Year 2016 competition.  
Winning shots from the competition
will feature in an exhibition at the Royal
Observatory Greenwich, London from 
17 September 2016; free (rmg.co.uk)



BUTTERFLY BLOCK
Michoacán, Mexico
Photographer: Art Wolfe
Migrations remain one of the greatest 
travel experiences. But while there’s an 
undeniable allure to those gigantic sweeps 
across Kenya’s Masai Mara, we reserve just 
as much awe for the 300 million monarch 
butterfl ies that fl it yearly from east of the 
Rocky Mountains to the hills in Mexico’s 
Michoacán region, as beautifully captured 
here by photographer Art Wolfe. Fluttering 
over 4,500km, they come to rest in their 
UNESCO-protected namesake reserve, 
bejewelling the trees in amber and black
 for several months before making the 
gruelling return trip.  
Migrations: Wildlife in Motion by 
Art  Wolfe (Earth Aware Editions; 
£25) is out now; artwolfe.com 



360˚ Viewfinder 



360˚ Viewfinder 



ANIMAL ENDURANCE
Galápagos Islands, Ecuador
Photographer: Tui De Roy
Home to countless rare species, the 
Galápagos archipelago draws 150,000 
visitors every year. Few things sum up the 
fragility of the islands’ eco-system better than 
its giant tortoises. While some sub-species 
have died o� (most famously those of Pinta 
Island), others have fared better, enduring 
the invasion of domestic goats brought here 
by humans 200 years ago. The goats may 
have gone, but the fight to protect a species 
still classed as ‘vulnerable’ (WWF) continues.
It is a struggle euphorically captured here,
as the tortoises greet a new dawn as it rises
over Isabela Island’s Alcedo Volcano.
Galápagos: Preserving Darwin’s Legacy 
(Second Edition) by Tui De Roy 
(Bloomsbury; £35) is out now 
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H ave you ever been green-eyed 
when seeing pictures of friends 
in a far-fl ung land on social 
media? You’re not alone. But the 

truth is they may not have been abroad at all.
We’ve all heard of the staycation (travelling 

in your own country rather than overseas), 
but now a new travel fad is upon us: the 
fake-ation. It’s basically travellers posting 
pictures on Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram that claim they’re 
somewhere exotic, when in 
fact they are really visiting 
a doppelgänger much closer 
to home. For instance: think 
your  American friend is in the 
Namibian desert? Actually, 
they’re in California’s Death Valley. Annoyed 
to see your boss visiting Tibet’s Potala Palace? 
It could be they’re really at the identical Putuo 
Zongcheng Temple in Chengde, China. It’s 
often impossible to tell. 

British communications fi rm Three has 
even released its own list of ‘Top 10 fake-ation 
hotspots’ to help UK would-be fakers. Want to 
fool someone that you’re in Provence? Head 
to the lavender fi elds of Norfolk. Hoping to 

12 THINGS YOU 
NEED TO KNOW 
THIS MONTH...
Your October essentials: stopping over in Doha;
relishing the Polish dumpling; unravelling Mount
Rushmore’s history; top family trips and more…

Taking a fake-ation 
is the new 
staycation

■  Tr a v e l  i s s u e s

1
Welcome to Italy ...or Wales?
Some say Wales’ Italian 
lookalike Portmeirion was 
modelled on Portofi no, but 
this was always denied by its 
designer, still your friends 
might not know that...

Would you ever pretend to be somewhere more exotic while exploring your 
homeland? Why some travellers’ photos may be less glam than they make out...

‘I think it’s a shame 
if people feel the 
need to pretend’

convince colleagues you’ve sneaked off  to the 
Italian coast? Simply snap a shot of yourself at 
Portmeirion in North Wales. So why do it?

“They’re a fun way of tricking friends 
into thinking you’ve jetted off  abroad 
when you’re not able to go travelling,” 
says Three’s Danny Dixon.

So we wanted to know, Wanderlust readers: 
would you ever consider faking a trip?

“Of course I would,” says reader Bob 
Ridgway. “It would only 
be for a laugh and it’d show 
people you don’t need to go 
abroad to fi nd ‘paradise’.”

But not everyone agrees. 
“I think it’s a shame if people 
feel the need to pretend,” 

argues reader Tabitha Green, who adds 
that one person’s homeland is another’s 
must-see destination. 

So whether you see the sense in faking 
your trip or not, don’t underestimate the 
beauty found exploring your own backyard 
– it can be more exotic than you think.
Visited somewhere close to home that could 
double as an exotic travel icon? Send your 
photos to: fromtheroad@wanderlust.co.uk. 
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360˚ Need to Know

Travel doppelgängers

Seeing double? Here are five 
places in the UK that Wanderlust 
think they’ve seen elsewhere…

1 Scotland or Iceland?
The Isle of Skye’s craggy clis, 

waterfalls and volcanic rocky 
pinnacles could easily double as 
Iceland. It’s not known as one of the 
UK’s last wildernesses for nothing.

2 Dorset or New Zealand?
Head down to Durdle Door on 

the southern coast of England and 
take a selfie – you could convince 
someone that you were on the 
coast of the Coromandel Peninsula 
on New Zealand’s North Island.

3 The Shetlands or Norway?
Gawp at the aurora while in 

Britain’s most northerly outpost, the 
Shetland Islands. Send a photo to 
your friends – they might be fooled 
into thinking you’re hunting for the 
northern lights in Norway’s Arctic.

4Wales or Bavaria?
South Wales has a fairytale 

castle of its very own. Castell Coch, 
nestled in the forested hills above 
Tongywnlais, would feel right at 
home among its Disney-like 
counterparts in Bavarian Germany.

5 Cumbria or USA?
Head to the Pennines for 

the deep valley of High Cup Nick. 
Some say it’s the UK’s answer to 
the Grand Canyon (ok, you might 
need to use your imagination) but 
it’s crowd-free and simply gorge-ous!

■  T h e  N i t t y  G r i t t y

■  O n l i n e  r e a d e r  p o l l

Would you fake a photo to make 
it look like you’re travelling when 
you’re actually at home?

Yes, it sounds 
like a great idea!

1% 

No, I’d rather visit 
the real thing

19% 

Maybe, but 
I think I’d get 
caught out

36%

Yes, but only 
as a joke to 
fool friends

44% 
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360˚ Need to Know

Discover the museums, souks and 
dunes beyond Doha’s skyscrapers...

Why go?
No more than a glitzy 

stopover for many, Doha is often 
dismissed as Dubai-lite. But with 
British Airways launching direct 
flights from London Heathrow 
this month, what better time to 
discover that there is more to the 
Qatari capital than bling alone? 

Like the UAE, the discovery 
of oil in 1940s Qatar kickstarted a 
boom, and Doha hasn’t been coy 
in spending its wealth, sprouting 
skyscrapers and malls aplenty. 
Yet the city also has a fleet of fine 

buildings, such as the Museum of 
Islamic Art, which lies just off 
Doha’s 7km-long corniche and 
houses artefacts spanning 1,400 
years and three continents.

But the heart of the capital is 
Souq Waqif, a huge market that 
forms the city’s historical centre 
and social hub. A rebuild in 2003 
saw it sensitively restored, while 
nearby stands its guardian, the 
whitewashed Al Koot Fort, which 
once housed would-be thieves.

South of the city, Al Shahaniya 
Racetrack offers a Doha twist on 

camel racing; to avoid the 
exploitation of child jockeys, its 
animals are ridden by ‘robots’. To 
the north, climb the twin Barzan 
Towers for panoramic views of 
the Persian Gulf. Beyond, the 
4x4-friendly Khor Al Adaid is an 
endless vista of silky dunes – a far 
cry from Doha’s gilded skyline.

Where to stay? 
Pure Arabian opulence, 

the Al Najada boutique hotel 
(sbwh.com) is situated in Doha’s 
Souq Waqif. Doubles from £144.

Get there now!
British Airways launches 

daily flights from Heathrow to 
Doha from 31 Oct. Returns from 
£399; britishairways.com 

Or how about this…
Singapore Airlines fly five 

times a week from Manchester 
to Houston from 30 Oct. From 
£484 return; singaporeair.com

Ryanair launches twice-
weekly flights from Glasgow 
to Sofia from 30 Oct. Returns 
from £48; ryanair.com

■  E S S E N T I A L

3SEE THIS...
Tharlo 

In cinemas and VOD from 30 September 
A slow-burning look at life in 
modern Tibet. Tharlo is the 
pony-tailed shepherd whose 
bubble of the simple life is 
rudely popped when he’s sent 

into town to get a haircut for his new ID. This 
rather beautiful allegory is shot with a rugged 
black and white cinematography, mirroring the 
contrasting world that Tharlo finds himself in. Dr
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5WATCH THIS...
Planet Earth II 

BBC1, October TBC 
A decade after Planet Earth 
electrified audiences around 
its namesake, the sequel 
arrives. Four years in the 
making, the BBC’s legendary 

Natural History Unit are now shooting in Ultra 
High Definition, meaning that mind-blowing, 
tear-jerking, laugh-provoking footage will be 
even more gawpsome than usual. 

■  T V

4BUY THIS...
DD Hammocks SuperLight Set  

£143, ddhammocks.com
For an alternative to just-in-case 
camping, hammocks are ideal 
– and they don’t come lighter 
than this. Made from ripstop 
nylon, this hammock can be 

easily lashed between trees, is smaller than a pop 
can and weighs just 270g (less than an iPad mini). 
Couple it with the mosquito net and waterproof tarp 
and voila – mobile, dry, bug-free accommodation.

■  G E A R

2

GO 
NOW...

■  N e w  R o u t e s
Cutting corners 
The Museum of Islamic 
Art’s look was inspired 
by a sabil in Cairo’s Ibn 
Tulun mosque
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360˚ Need to Know

There’s only one answer to special 
ocassions in Poland: pierogi, as any 
visitors lucky enough to take part in 
local festivities will attest.  It’s the 

Polish retort to Italian ravioli or the humble 
pasty (when baked), and arguably Poland’s 
signature dish. It’s all a far cry from its 
beginnings as a peasant staple.

But the pierogi’s origins are controversial. 
Some say Marco Polo introduced dumplings 
to Europe following his 13th-century travels 
in China. Others believe the Tatars brought 
them over from the former Russian Empire 
even earlier, while half of Europe claims to be 
the ‘home’ of the pierogi. But in the here and 
now, Poles can’t get enough of them. “The 
Polish dumpling has become a symbol of our 
entire cuisine,” explains Zuza Zak, author of 

Polska: New Polish Cooking. “There is a 
dumpling for every occasion in this country.” 

In summertime, they’re stuffed with fruit 
and cream; come Christmas Eve, sauerkraut 
and mushrooms. Fillings vary by region: 
those in the Tatra Mountains favour bryndza 
(sheep’s milk cheese) and buckwheat groats, 
but in the Lesser Poland region they prefer 
cottage cheese, mashed potato and onion.

The pierogi craze has even trailed the 
Polish diaspora across the Atlantic. Whiting, 
Indiana, has an annual festival devoted to the 
dumplings, while the Pittsburgh Pirates 
baseball team holds bizarre races between 
pierogi-clad runners at each home game.

But no matter who created them, most 
travellers will agree: pierogi and Poland are 
inseperable – no matter where you eat them.

CRISPY-BAKED 
PIEROGI 
STUFFED  
WITH PORK  
AND PINE NUTS

Serves 4
For the dough
350g plain flour
150g salted butter, softened
2 tbsp rapeseed oil
100ml ice-cold water
Beaten egg yolk, to glaze
For the filling
200g minced (ground) pork
50g pine nuts, toasted
1 egg
Salt and white pepper, 
to taste

METHOD
1. Tip the flour into a bowl and 
add the butter and oil. Work 
into the flour using your hands 
for a few minutes, then add 
the water, a little at a time. 
Start kneading until it comes 
together into a smooth ball. 
Knead for a further three-to-
four minutes then place in 
a plastic food bag in the 
fridge for at least 30 minutes.
2. Preheat the oven to  
200ºC and lightly grease 
a baking tray.
3. To make the filling, combine 
the pork mince, pine nuts, 
eggs and seasoning together 
in a bowl, using your hands.
4. Roll out your dough as 
thinly as possible on a floured 
surface. Cut circle shapes  
out of the dough (about 
7cm in diameter), then put 
a teaspoon of the filling in the 
centre of each circle. Now 
bring the edges of the circle 
together to create a half-moon 
shape. Seal by pressing down 
with your fingertips to create 
a frilly edge.
5. Place the pierogi on 
the baking tray and brush  
with a beaten egg yolk to 
glaze. Bake in the oven 
for 30 minutes.

Polska: New Polish Cooking 
(Quadrille, £25) by Zuza Zak. 
Out now.

Polish pierogi are the
food for all seasons6

■  W o r l d  F o o d
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top tip
Instead of being baked (right), 

pierogi are often boiled or fried. 
If boiling, drop a few dumplings 
into bubbling water and cook for 

3-5 minutes after they float to 
the top. If frying, cook each side 

for 3-4 minutes until 
golden brown. 

EAT 
THIS...



www.sthelenatourism.com

A volcanic outcrop in the South Atlantic Ocean, the island of St Helena 
is a sub-tropical paradise, with rolling hills and a rugged coastline.

Its diverse landscapes – from mist-enshrouded cloud forest to ancient 
desert – off ers everything from gentle ambles to challenging hikes, and 
a chance to discover some of its more than 400 unique endemic species. 

WALKING &
HIKING
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ROSS NOBLE IS UNPREDICTABLE
■  F i v e  m i n u t e s  w i t h . . .

Fresh from exploring England’s green lanes, the well-travelled funnyman talks Twitter travels and, um, ‘dicking 
about’ when we caught up with him at 2016’s Adventure Travel Film Festival (adventuretravelfi lmfestival.com) 7

place and the journey. The alternative is stuff  
like Joanna Lumley’s holiday videos, which 
are just her on a train pointing at things. 

Where’s the best place you’ve been?
I did a documentary where I delivered 
a motorbike to Zambia for the Riders 
for Health charity. We travelled with 
aid workers and ended up going around 
these remote clinics – that was pretty cool.

You do a lot of o	 -road motorbike racing. 
Has that taken you anywhere special?
I did one event in Romania through the 
Carpathian Mountains – a week of the 
hardest off -road biking in Transylvania – and 
another called ‘Roof of Africa’ in Lesotho. It’s 
bad because the places I’ve enjoyed most are 
those I’ve hammered through fl at-out and 
haven’t stopped to meet any locals, apart from 
when they’re helping me up a rocky pass! 

You also toured Australia on a bike for 
a TV series. What was that like? 
I really like it at the top of Western Australia. 
When I’ve ridden through Africa – even the 
places that are massively deserted – you’ll be 

in the middle of the desert and some kid 
will run up to you and try to sell you 
jewellery. In Western Australia, there’s 
no-one. You ride through the desert 
and think, ‘If I come off  here…
[pauses]’. There’s indigenous 
communities and maybe some 

cattle stations, but not much else. 
Perth is the most isolated place 

on Earth – I think it’s closer to 
Singapore than Sydney. It’s 
insanity, and I quite like that.

Visit rossnoble.co.uk for 
information on Ross’s 

current tour and all 
future projects. 

Tell us about your new travel fi lm 
short Stairway to Devon? 
It’s basically a pitch for a new TV show. 
The idea is to do a series where we travel 
via England’s green lanes [trails for off -road 
motorbikes], sleep on what we fi nd along the 
way and discover the sort of things you 
wouldn’t see on a normal programme. It’s 
part history, part educational, but with a lot 
of dicking about. I’m good at dicking about! 

Where did the idea come from?
It was conceived in a pub. Me and Austin 
Vince [co-founder of the Adventure Travel 
Film Festival] had the big idea to make 
history accessible by going to places that 
weren’t easily accessible. I live in Devon, and 
it’s massive, so it was obvious to start there.

You ate some interesting food en route.
Yeah. We ate nothing but rice pudding. That 
was my idea because Austin had done a trip 
across Africa where he had food buried for 
him and he dug it up as he went. We never 
reveal the fact we were digging up rice 
pudding, but it’s all we ate the whole time.

You have a history of anti-travelogues. 
It’s not long since you did Freewheeling 
on Dave, where you only went to places 
recommended to you on Twitter.
When I’m on tour doing stand-up, I often 
think how you wouldn’t go to some cities. 
Very few people go (unless they have to) 
to Hull or Grimsby, or Billingham – wait, 
they’re all in the North; there’s others, 
I swear! But when you go there, you 
meet all these people you never see 
on telly. I wanted to do a show that 
turned the camera on them. 
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You do seem to like the unpredictable.
TV shows are over-produced. You know 
what’s going to happen before they start. 
I wanted to do something where there’s 
no constraint on where we’d end up. And 
you’re not going there for the place, but the 
experience. With Freewheeling, there was 
one point where we got all these tweets 
telling me to go to this museum, and then 
someone tweeted: “I’ve got a big bag of 
custard, do you want it?” And I said, yeah!  
I met a farmer who had once cut through 
a cable that had linked Downing Street 
with the White House; Thatcher with 
Reagan. He was just doing a bit of drainage 
and cut communications between these 
two superpowers. I like things like that.

What travel shows do you enjoy?
I liked Levison Wood’s Walking the Nile and 
Himalaya programmes, where it’s about the 

You also toured Australia on a bike for 
a TV series. What was that like? 
I really like it at the top of Western Australia. 
When I’ve ridden through Africa – even the 
places that are massively deserted – you’ll be 

in the middle of the desert and some kid 
will run up to you and try to sell you 
jewellery. In Western Australia, there’s 
no-one. You ride through the desert 
and think, ‘If I come off  here…
[pauses[pauses[ ]’. There’s indigenous 
communities and maybe some 

cattle stations, but not much else. 
Perth is the most isolated place 

on Earth – I think it’s closer to 
Singapore than Sydney. It’s 
insanity, and I quite like that.

Visit rossnoble.co.uk for 
information on Ross’s 

current tour and all 
future projects. 

was my idea because Austin had done a trip 
across Africa where he had food buried for 
him and he dug it up as he went. We never 
reveal the fact we were digging up rice 
pudding, but it’s all we ate the whole time.

You have a history of anti-travelogues. 
It’s not long since you did Freewheeling
on Dave, where you only went to places 
recommended to you on Twitter.
When I’m on tour doing stand-up, I often 
think how you wouldn’t go to some cities. 
Very few people go (unless they have to) 
to Hull or Grimsby, or Billingham – wait, 
they’re all in the North; there’s others, 
I swear! But when you go there, you 
meet all these people you never see 
on telly. I wanted to do a show that 
turned the camera on them. 

Easy, rider
He’s blasted through 
deserts and mountains 
on his o -road bike, but 
will Devon defeat him?   

‘In Western Australia, there’s 
just no-one about. You ride
through the desert and think,
“If I come off here…”’
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Rich in detail, richer in writing: the 
elegiac Love of a Country (Granta. 
£19) is one of the year’s best, taking 
Madeleine Bunting through her old 

Hebridean holiday haunts. As she revisits her 
own and the land’s history, she fi nds herself 
in the middle of the Scotland’s 2014 
increasingly serious ruminations upon the 
nature of its relationship with England.

A much more brutal borderline awaits Tim 
Moore on his latest shambolic misadventure. 
The Cyclist who went out in the Cold (Yellow 
Jersey Press, £15) fi nds himself cycling the 
former Iron Curtain, taking him three 
months through Arctic Finland all the way 
down to Bulgaria, having a very Cold War 
waged upon himself and his bike and visiting 
some of European’s hot-stops along the way.

O�  eat Greece has also been picking up 
travel heat, and Victoria Hislop’s Cartes 
Postales From Greece (Headline Review, £20) 
blurs the line between fact and fi ction with 
unusual success. Using specifi c photographs 
of the locations, she anchors her ‘postcard 
stories’ in an almost tangible reality.

Authenticity is not a problem for Haus 
Publishing’s latest translated rereleases. The 
Road to Santiago (by René Freund, £10) and 
Morocco (by Walter M Weiss, £10) are both 
readable, atmospheric explorations and 
meditations on these Wanderlust favourites.

Gleefully free of travel romance, the 
translation of Léo Grasset’s How the Zebra got 
its Stripes (Profi le, £10) explains some of the 
animal world’s biggest mysteries. You’ll never 
look at The Lion King the same way again.  

This month, our bookshelf fi nds its love pushed over the 
borderline along with some classy travel translations 

Beyond borders
…and languages 

■  R e a d  t h i s . . .
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win these books!

Go to wanderlust.co.uk/competitions 

WANDERLUST WORLD GUIDE AWARDS
London, 6 October
www.worldguideawards.co.uk
Royal Geographical Society, SW7 2AR. Tickets £5 
(including a drink), available via the website or 
by calling 01753 620426.

Come along to our 11th World Guide Awards! 
Befriend the Wanderlust team, meet our 
judging panel – including Bill Bryson and 
Mark Carwardine – and honour some of the 
best guides in the business, with this year’s 
fi nal three from All Points East and 
G Adventures all appearing on the night. 
They’ll each walk away with a bursary – 
£5,000 for Gold, £2,500 for Silver and £1,000 
for Bronze – to spend. As well as that, you can 
also mingle with some of the winning guides 
from last year, including Gold winner Mark 
Steadman, and see how they’ve spent their 
bursaries and what they’ve been up to over 
the past 12 months. It’s only a fi ver and we’ll 
even throw in a free drink, just so you can 
raise a glass to the unsung heroes of travel.

FAMILY TRAVEL SHOW
London, 1–2 October
www.familytravelshow.com
Olympia, London, W14 8UX. Day tickets £10 
(£8 in advance); £14 for family day tickets; free 
for under-16s. Book online or call 0844 209 
7360 for tickets.

Now in its second year, the Family Travel 
Show is back with travel ideas for parents 
and kids, ranging from family adventures to 
wonderful wildlife trips. Celebrity speakers, 
travel bloggers and industry experts will be 
on hand with tips and advice to inspire you. 
What’s more, Wanderlust readers can get 
half-price tickets (£5) by quoting 
‘WANDERLUST’ when booking online or 
calling 0844 209 7360.

SPEAKERS FROM THE EDGE: 
CHRIS BONINGTON – LIFE AND TIMES
Various locations, 4–28 October
www.speakersfromtheedge.com

Climber and mountaineer Chris Bonington is 
on tour. Hear a lifetime of tales, from his 
ascent of Mount Everest’s south-west face 
to the time he became the fi rst Brit to topple 
the north wall of the Eiger. See online for 
dates and booking. 

BRISTOL WILDERNESS LECTURES
Bristol, 25 October
www.wildernesslectures.com
University of Bristol Students’ Union, 105 Queens 
Road, Bristol, BS8 1LN. 7pm. Tickets £15 in 
advance, £18 on the door. Book at Stanfords 
bookshop (Bristol branch) or on their website 
(stanfords.co.uk). 

In ‘Everest the Hard Way’, climber Doug Scott 
recalls his thrilling ascent of Mount Everest’s 
south-west face, becoming the fi rst Brit to do 
so, along with partner Dougal Haston. 

■  W h a t ’ s  O n
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After the US government granted a private fi rm permission for an unmanned trip 
to the Moon for the fi rst time, we wondered if you’d fancy a lunar adventure?

YES
Tabitha Green
Wanderlust reader
“Yes, but it’s a trip where it would 

be more about the journey than the destination. 
While it would undoubtedly be fascinating to land 
on the moon (and I wouldn’t turn that down), I 
think travelling in space and the ability to look 
back at Earth would be the bigger draw. But I 
suspect I could never bring myself to spend the 
kind of money it would cost, even if I had it.” 

NO
Alan Holmwood
Wanderlust reader
“No. There’s no moon guide book 

– how will I fi nd somewhere to stay and a decent 
restaurant? It would have to be all-inclusive, which 
I am not keen on, and I love using local transport 
– non-existent. Interaction with locals seems 
unlikely and I have found nowhere that stocks a 
phrase book. Plus I’d have to take a lot with me, 
incurring a rather large excess baggage charge!” 

Would you travel to the moon?
■  T h e  B i g  D e b a t e10



KNOW YOUR...
MOUNT RUSHMORE

■  I n s t a n t  E x p e r t

and his 400-strong team carved the memorial 
over a period of 14 years, fi nally fi nishing in 
1941. The Native American community 
meanwhile were irate at the victor’s 
‘desecration’ of the landscape – dynamite was 
used to blast away large pieces of rock along 
with a technique known as ‘honeycombing’, 
where holes are drilled close together before 
smaller segments of granite are removed by 
hand. As interest in the site grew, a visitor 
centre, museum and walking trail opened. 

How can I celebrate?
Pay it a visit. Walk the winding 1km trail to 
see the monument from diff erent angles, 
then head back at nightfall to see it bathed in 
light. And until October 2016, nearby Rapid 
City’s Journey Museum will feature an 
exhibition on the memorial’s history.

What else can I see?
Don’t forget to get the Native American 
side of the story. In belated response, Crazy 
Horse, one of the leaders in the fi ght against 
the US forces, is now being immortalised in 
his own, larger cliff side memorial, just 
a short drive from Mount Rushmore. It 
depicts the Oglala Lakota leader riding 
a horse and pointing to the distance. The 
sculpture is very much a work in progress 
but a powerful symbol nonetheless. Native 
Americans’ Day (October 10) will also 
be celebrated in South Dakota, with 
observances held at the Crazy Horse site. 

And beyond the two memorials, explore 
the Black Hills themselves. Its walking and 
biking trails off er a chance to spot bison, 
white-tailed deer and woodpeckers among 
its forested peaks and babbling streams.

Four scored
It took fourteen 
years to carve the 
faces of the four  
US presidents into 
Mount Rushmore

The towering symbol of US democracy, Mount Rushmore celebrates 
75 controversial years this month, but don’t forget about Crazy Horse… 

KNOW YOUR...
MOUNT RUSHMORE
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C arved into 1,744m-high granite 

cliff s, the Mount Rushmore 
National Memorial stands – 
literally – head and shoulders 

above South Dakota’s Black Hills range. 
The sculpted faces of US presidents 
Washington, Lincoln, Roosevelt and Jeff erson 
look as imperious today as when they were 
fi rst sculpted, 75 years ago this October. But 
few of the three million people who visit each 
year realise the monument’s bloody past. In 
1876, the US Army began a two-year war 
with the Lakota Sioux over the Black Hills, 
an area sacred to the tribe. The US won.

Why did they build it? 
Tourism. It was all the idea of historian Doane 
Robinson, as a way of boosting South Dakota’s 
visitor-numbers. Sculptor Gutzon Borglum 



Promotional feature

G
iant glaciers. Swathes of lush 
forest. Wind-sculpted peaks. 
The wild vistas of Washington 
state on the Northwest Pacific 
coast are some of the USA’s 

most diverse, as anyone who’s set foot in either 
Mount Rainier or Olympic National Park can 
attest. The National Park Service turns 100 this 
year, so what better way to celebrate than by 
diving into the Washington’s wilds? Both parks 
can be easily reached from Seattle, whose 
mix of quirky neighbourhoods and pretty 
suburbs are worth exploring in their own 
right. A Grand American Adventures small 
group tour offers the perfect way to explore 
the untamed heart of the Pacific Northwest.

Parklife
The wilderness dominates Washington 
– even Seattle’s iconic Space Needle (104m)  
is dwarfed by volcanic Mount Rainier 
(4,392m). And with both Rainier and  

wineries, then finish by soaking in the hot 
mineral pools of Sol Duc Springs, dreaming 
of more adventures.

American adventures
Tours to destinations like these are typical of 
Grand American Adventures, which has 60 
ready-made itineraries across North America 
tailored to cover both key sites and secret 
off-the-beaten-track spots. The smaller 
group sizes mean it’s far easier to cater tours 
to your interests, while groups of four or 
more can enjoy bespoke trips. Don’t worry 
about the logistics either – that’ll be taken 
care of, giving you more time to absorb some 
of the wildest natural splendour America has 
to offer. So why not join in the National Park 
Service’s birthday celebrations with a present 
to yourself – a walk on the USA’s wild side.

Celebrate the USA National Park Service’s centenary by taking a walk on the 
wild side in Washington, exploring the great American wilderness at its best…

Go wild in Washington

Olympic NP lying two-and-half hours away, 
the wild is easy to reach too. 

South-east of Seattle, the landscape morphs 
from urban chic to a mass of greenery. Here 
Mount Rainier NP’s ancient forests, subalpine 
meadows and glacial peaks take over. Tackle 
its 418km of walking trails to gawp at the glacial 
ice of the park’s namesake and circle the 150km 
Wonderland Trail. Then take a break to gaze 
across the Tatoosh mountain range, tracing 
its serrated peaks to the horizon. 

To Seattle’s west, Olympic NP is a 
backcountry gem. Spot herds of endemic 
Roosevelt elk, black-tailed deer and black 
bears among the trees of old-growth 
rainforest. Follow winding trails around its 
two beautiful glacier-fed lakes of Crescent and 
Quinault, and track glaciers up the shoulder 
of Mount Olympus, gazing down on endless 
sweeping valleys and verdant forested ridges. 

End a hard day’s hiking with a glass of wine 
from one of Washington’s 900 acclaimed 

Visit www.grandamericanadventures.com or call  
0333 999 7968 to start planning your American adventure

Wild at heart 
(clockwise from this) 
Explore the untamed 
wilderness of Mount 
Rainier on a small group 
tour; or trek the rugged 
Northwest Pacific coastline 
of Olympic National Park
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1. Slovenia
Have an adrenaline-filled escapade

Use Slovenia’s landscapes as a playground 
on KE Adventure’s Julian Alps Jamboree 
– Family Adventure tour. Conveniently 
centred around Kranjska Gora, you will 
master a high ropes course in Bled and 
raft rapids along the Soca River. It’s not all 
gung-ho: wander the Postojna Caves and 
capital Ljubljana and enjoy a leisurely 
walk to the Martulk waterfalls.
Who: KE Adventure (01768 773966; 
keadventure.com)
When: 22 Oct 2016; May, Jul, Aug & Oct ’17
How long: 8 days
How much: From £695/£545 adults/
children (excl flights)
Ages suitable for: 8+

Some parents fear that having children will put 
an end to their off-the-beaten-track travels but 
in fact it can be just the beginning. Tour 
operators are wising up to the fact that some 

families want more than just beach and theme park 
combos and now, there’s plenty of options that have 
adventure at the heart of the trip, which will excite both 
the young and older. Here’s nine of the best...

2. Peru
From classroom to Cusco

Leave the school desk behind for the real 
thing and embark on a whistlestop tour of 
the Incan empires on World Expeditions’ 
Cultural Highlights of Peru. See the 
former Incan capital of Cusco, foray into 
the Sacred Valley and two of its iconic 
ruins – Machu Picchu and Ollantaytambo 
– before cruising Lake Titicaca and the 
floating reed islands of the Uros Indians. 
Sounds better than a textbook to us...
Who: World Expeditions (0800 074 4135; 
worldexpeditions.co.uk)
When: Dec 2016; Mar-Sep & Dec 2017
How long: 11 days
How much: From £1,395pp (excl flights)
Ages suitable for: 10+

Picky 
Traveller

Know when you want to travel 
but don’t know where? Got  
an activity you long to try  

but not sure how? Try  
Wanderlust’s Trip Finder: 

mytripfinder.co.uk
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BRING THE 
KIDS TOO
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tundra. At night, hunt the northern lights 
and fi nish with a visit to Santa in Lapland.
Who: Discover The World (01737 214250; 
discover-the-world.co.uk)
When: Dec-Mar How long: 4 nights
How much: From £1,148/£856 adults/
under 15s (incl fl ights)
Ages suitable for: 6

7. USA
Show them the stars in Wyoming

Witness the 2017 total solar eclipse as a 
family on Grand American Adventures’ 
Solar Eclipse Family Discovery trip. Visit 
Yellowstone NP for its geysers, springs 
and trails; then Grand Teton NP for lakes, 
meadows and mountains for the big show.
Who: Grand American Adventures (0333 
220 9791; grandamericanadventures.com)
When: 19 Aug 2017 How long: 9 days
How much: From £1,999pp (excl fl ights; 
10% discount for 8-16 year olds)
Ages suitable for: 8+

8. Chile & Antarctica
Explore � ords and icebergs

Let your kids get their Shackleton on with 
Discover Patagonia and Antarctica, part 
of Hurtigruten’s Young Explorers 
programme, allowing them hands-on 
Expedition Team experience. Wind through 
the Chilean � ords and Tierra del Fuego, 
before heading to the White Continent.
Who: Hurtigruten (0203 553 9466; 
hurtigruten.co.uk)
When: 6 Dec 2016 & 3 Dec 2017
How long: 18 days
How much: From £5,393 pp (excl fl ights)
Ages suitable for: 7-13

9. Costa Rica
Go Swiss Family Robinson – Latin style

Realise a childhood treehouse fantasy on 
Ultimate Family Holiday in Costa Rica, 
thanks to Exsus Travel, with a canopy stay 
in Monteverde. Supplement it with a rafting 
adventure, birthing turtles in Tortuguero 
and a sunset at Manuel Antonio NP.
Who: Exsus Travel (0207 337 9010; 
exsus.com)
When: Year round How long: 15 nights
How much: From £2,695pp (incl fl ights)
Ages suitable for: All ages

3. South Africa
Rub shoulders with wildlife on a classic

Go big. Show the kids some animal magic 
by combining whales on the coast with 
elephants on safari with Audley Travel’s 
icon-spanning Cape Town and Kruger 
Safari trip. Explore the city, from Table 
Mountain to Robben Island. Spot African 
penguins at Boulders Beach, see 
humpbacks and tick o¤  the Big Five.  
Who: Audley Travel (01993 838550; 
audleytravel.com)
When: Year round How long: 9 days
How much: From £4,000pp (incl fl ights)
Ages suitable for: 12+

4. Morocco
Mix Marrakech, desert, stars and sea

Induct the children into the magic of 
travel on Morocco Family Adventure with 
On The Go Tours, starting in Marrakech’s 
souks. Traverse the Atlas Mountains and 
plod the Sahara on a camel – where you 
can stargaze from a Berber desert camp 
– before chilling on the Essaouira sands.
Who: On The Go Tours (0207 371 1113; 
onthegotours.com)
When: Oct & Dec 2016; Feb-Aug, Oct & 
Dec 2017 How long: 9 days
How much: From £649/£399 adult/
under 16s (excl fl ights)
Ages suitable for: 5+

5. Vietnam
Crack into Asian culture

Make bedtime part of the adventure on 
Rickshaw Travel’s Vietnam in a Nutshell a 
two-week trip. Wander Hanoi, sleep aboard 
a Chinese junk boat in Halong Bay and 
amble the streets of Hoi An. You’ll even 
cram in a Saigon foodtour (on a Vespa) and 
a night with a local family on the Mekong.
Who: Rickshaw Travel (01273 322399; 
rickshawtravel.co.uk)
When: Year round How long: 13 nights
How much: From £895pp (excl fl ights)
Ages suitable for: Best for 13+

6. Finland
See Santa on an Arctic adventure

Combine activities and Father Christmas 
on Discover The World’s Arctic Wildlife 
at Ranua tour. Feed polar bears at Ranua 
Wildlife Park before snowmobiling (special 
child-versions available) through the 

MORE ONLINE Have these amazing family 
adventures got you thinking? Want to see more 

top trip options? Then go to wanderlust.co.uk/170



Bright lights, big city 
There’s more to Hong 
Kong than a quick 
stopover allows



HIDDEN
HONG 
KONG

Few escape the high-rises on a short 
stopover, but stay longer to discover 

forgotten cities, ancient traditions 
and the best food on Earth…

WORDS NICK BOULOS



26  |  Wanderlust October 2016

Hong Kong

S
unday afternoon on the tiny island of 
Cheung Chau and the whole of Hong 
Kong, all seven million of them, were 
queuing on the corner of Church Road. 
Or at least that’s how it felt. The crowd 
throbbed towards the counter at Sun 
Chin Kee, a swelling mass of sweet-
toothed dessert lovers hungry for a bowl 
of purple coconut glutinous pudding. 

On the other side of the confectionery 
counter, hiding away in the kitchen and keeping a watchful eye on the 
next batch of green tea puddings, just as she has done for the past 70 
years, was Mrs Lee. Hunched over slightly, she shu�ed into view 
carrying a tray of freshly prepared turnip rice-cakes, looked over and 
beamed. “Try the red bean pudding. It’s my favourite,” she winked. 

We’re all familiar with Hong Kong's sparkling skyline, its famous 
harbour criss-crossed with commuter ferries and junk boats with taut 
red sails. But for many, this unique archipelago city is nothing more 
than a brief resting spot on a journey to further flung corners. Like 
Bangkok, Singapore and a cluster of other cities, Hong Kong is a 
stopover staple for those heading onwards to Australia or New 
Zealand. But those who stay a little longer to explore the harbour-side 
towers and hilly outskirts discover that Hong Kong is a rich 
destination in its own right – one that rewards those who linger. 

Fun, sun & buns
My first experience of this head-spinning city came a little over ten 
years ago. I was backpacking around Asia and passed through en 
route from Vietnam to mainland China. Two criminally short days 
were spent exploring the markets of Kowloon (meaning ‘Nine 

Dragons’, a reference to the Hong Kong hills) and the skyscrapers 
of Hong Kong Island, riding the legendary green-and-white Star 
Ferry between the two at every possible opportunity. Each and every 
time, I stood transfixed at Victoria Harbour as the small boat (still 
the best bargain in travel at just 25p per crossing) chugged its way 
across the choppy water. And that fascination with Hong Kong 
has remained with me ever since. 

But, like most people, I’ve seen only a small fraction of the 263 
islands that collectively form the Special Administrative Region of the 
People’s Republic, located on the south-eastern coast of China. The 
majority of visitors see two, perhaps three, maybe even four islands of 
this former British-governed outpost, but my craving to go beyond 
the tourist trail brought me to Cheung Chau, situated a 50-minute 
ferry ride to the south-west of Hong Kong Island. 

As one of the smallest inhabited islands, I presumed Cheung Chau 
was a quiet and sleepy place with dried seafood stalls and old ladies 
pulling along shopping trolleys with rattling wheels. I couldn’t have 
been more wrong. The dried seafood stalls were in abundance (the 
salty whiff heavy in the air ensured their presence was felt) and 
a gaggle of old ladies were spotted among the throngs queuing for 
seafood shakes (and the obligatory slice of red bean pudding from Mrs 
Lee at Sun Chin Kee), but they were outnumbered by scores of others. 

Most had come from the city for a day at the beach. Hong Kong may 
not strike you as a potential fly-and-flop destination, but there are no 
fewer than 40 public beaches dotted around the territory, most 
complete with lifeguards and shark nets to offer weary city folk a safe 
place to feel the sand between their toes. The crescent shaped Tung 
Wan Beach was a sea of parasols and blue-and-yellow umbrellas, 
families paddling and squealing in the shallows. A short walk away 
on the other side of a small headland was Kwun Yan Wan Beach, 

Island escapes
(clockwise from this) 
The tiny island of 
Cheung Chau; grab 
yourself a lucky bun; 
a chef prepares some 
of the best dim sum on 
Earth at Tim Ho Wan; 
something smells fishy 
on Cheung Chau’s 
promenade; and Mrs 
Lee’s delicious buns 
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Peace at last
The tranquil gardens of 
Kowloon Walled City 
Park, built over one of 
the most notorious 
areas in Hong Kong; 
(right) the park’s 
structures and paths 
are named after old 
parts of the city
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which was far more to my liking. 
A small patch of custard-yellow sand, it 
was all but empty aside from a handful 
of long-haired windsurfers and their pet 
pooches waiting obediently on the shore. 

Along the lengthy promenade, which 
overlooked a large harbour filled with 
fishing boats of all sizes, were restaurants, 
cafés and souvenir shops. Most of the 
latter sold paraphernalia relating to the 
island’s famous annual bun festival, which 
takes place in April and honours a Taoist 
god called Pak Tai. The focal point of the 
celebrations are the 20m-tall towers made 
of bamboo scaffolding and covered with hundreds of steamed 
white buns. The four-day celebrations see the devout climb the 
structures in a bid to retrieve a bun from as near the top as possible. 
Not just for something tasty to eat (the buns are readily available 
all year round on Cheung Chau) but for the blessing they believe 
the highest-placed buns bestow. 

Parcel force
Back in Kowloon, I mused over the humorous mental image of people 
clambering up a rickety tower for a religious snack while savouring 
perfect parcels of a different kind. The dim sum at Tim Ho Wan is the 
stuff of legend. The restaurant started modestly with a blink-and-
miss-it shop in Mong Kok but it soon gained notoriety, and now has 
several branches dotted throughout the city and around the world. 
It’s been nicknamed ‘the cheapest Michelin-starred restaurant in the 

world’ yet remains no-frills, with waiters 
wearing lime-green polo shirts and 
ferrying large stacks of small, circular 
bamboo baskets around the dining room. 

Over a feast of slightly sweet barbecued 
pork buns (just £1.95) and slices of spongy 
steamed egg cake (just £1.67), chef and 
owner Mak Kwai Pui spoke of his lifetime’s 
dalliance with dim sum. “I’ve eaten it 
almost every day since I was a small boy. 
Sometimes I get bored of it and crave 
other food, but making good dim sum 
is a skill,” he said. “Learning to make 
a  great dumpling takes years.”

A queue was beginning to form outside and the dining room was 
filled with families and groups of elderly locals in wheelchairs. Fine 
dining for the masses. “I wanted my food to be for everyone. We’re 
cheap but we still make a profit,” smiled Mak. 

Our cheap and very cheerful lunch gave us enough sustenance 
to explore a corner of Hong Kong few even know exist – or rather, 
existed. To the north-east is the Kowloon Walled City Park, a peaceful 
and beautifully designed garden about the size of four football 
pitches, built in the style of the early Qing Dynasty. It is the former 
site of Kowloon Walled City, a diplomatic anomaly demolished in the 
1990s. Originally built as a fortress to defend against the British in 
the mid-19th century, under British rule the city evolved into 
a semi-autonomous and forgotten metropolis of its very own. 

Those imposing walls may have come down during the Second 
World War – the occupying Japanese used the stones to expand 

‘The devout climb the 
structures in a bid to 

retrieve a bun – not just 
for something tasty, but 

for the blessing they 
believe the highest- 
placed buns bestow’
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Strike a repose
(clockwise from this) 
Lantau’s huge Tian 
Tan Buddha might 
look ancient, but it was 
completed in 1993; the 
bright lights of Nathan 
Road; taking the Rolls to 
The Peninsula; walking 
the Dragon’s Back Trail; 
the stilt houses of Tai O 
fishing village

Ala
my

; N
ick

 Bo
ulo

s; 
Dr

ea
ms

tim
e



Hong Kong



The heart-warming fi nale of The Wanderlust World Guide Awards 2016 takes place 
at London’s Royal Geographical Society on 6 October 2016. Expect an evening 

charged with emotion and humour, as we announce the winners and hear stories 
told by past and present fi nalists plus special guests, including Bill Bryson. 

Tickets are limited 
Join us on the night for just £5 per ticket, which includes entry and a drink from the bar.

www.WorldGuideAwards.com

YEAR
11th

Join us and special guests 
including Bill Bryson

Book Online Now!
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Hong Kong’s Kai Tak airport, just 1km away – which only served to 
invite more people in, refugees from both the Chinese mainland and 
the British, who were naturally drawn to this ungoverned patch. By 
the 1960s, the population soared and so, too, did dozens of tower 
blocks, 14 storeys tall – about as high as they could go without being 
able to touch the wheels of aircraft on 
their final approach into Kai Tak. The 350 
high-rise towers were crammed so closely 
together that residents could jump from 
one to the other.

Effectively left to rule themselves, the 
Walled City – by this point one of the 
most densely populated places on Earth 
– soon descended into a hive of opium 
dens, brothels and casinos, as well as 
housing an unusually high number of 
unlicensed dentists. “My mum would get 
her teeth done there, but it wasn’t a place 
where you’d linger,” said guide Olivia as 
we strolled past the park’s pretty pavilions 
towards the only surviving remains of the 
city. Sparrows fluttered between the heavy 
blocks, some of the stones were engraved with Chinese words and 
others cracked to reveal protruding rusty iron rods. 

One man who remembers the place well is Lam Law Ping. He still 
works nearby, selling plump fish balls, just as he once did in the 
Walled City itself. “We were poor and you didn’t need an licence to 
work there,” he recounted. “There was no natural light and 
I remember all the wires hanging everywhere. Water would drip 
down and sparks would fly. No need for fireworks in the Walled City.” 

The other side
Life must have seemed very different just a few short kilometres away 
during those years. Afternoon tea at The Peninsula, Hong Kong’s 
most historic and glamorous hotel, had been a daily tradition during 
British rule, and this little taste of home has evidently endured 
beyond the 1997 handover. I breezed past the fleet of 14 Rolls-Royces 
parked outside and into its genteel marble lobby, where a queue of 
people were patiently waiting to nibble on delicate finger sandwiches 
and freshly-baked scones served by waiters in crisp white jackets. 

Dusk had begun its daily descent and all of Hong Kong soon 
became a blaze of flashing colour. Chinese neon signs illuminated the 
central Nathan Road and the lights of Hong Kong Island danced 
across the waters of Victoria Harbour. I stood transfixed on the Tsim 
Sha Tsui Promenade, much in the same way I had done a decade 

before, and savoured every twinkle of this 21st-century spectacle. It 
was this body of water that earned Hong Kong its name. Meaning 
‘fragrant harbour’, it’s a reminder of a time when incense was 
shipped from here in great quantity. 

I would be spending the next few days on the other side of the 
harbour. The extra days gave me more opportunity to explore Hong 
Kong Island, its ancient temples and modern skyscrapers, and the 
lively neighbourhoods of Wan Chai and Causeway Bay, but my 
favourite spot was far removed from the Hong Kong hustle. 

Up on a high ridge on the island’s hushed south-eastern corner, 
glass and steel towers were replaced with emerald hills and sweeping 
bays where even the waves were quiet. I followed the 8.5km Dragon’s 
Back Trail as it made its way from the No. 9 bus stop on Shek O Road, 
undulating through a forest of blue butterflies and thin bamboo.

Large stone steps saw the trail rise steeply until the sandy path 
opened to reveal views of the verdant island, the village of Stanley 
below. I stood in blissful silence as millipedes scurried out of the sun 
while out-of-breath hikers nodded wearily as they continued 
onwards to surfers’ favourite Tai Long Wan bay.

 
Departure point
My final port of call was an island that practically every visitor 
encounters. This familiarity isn’t necessarily to do with its pleasing 

terrain, century-old monastery or even its 
34m-tall giant hilltop Buddha, but rather 
because Lantau – the largest island in 
Hong Kong – is also home to the 
international airport. 

But having already ridden its famous 
cable car and ticked off the main sights on 
previous visits, I concentrated on its more 
out-of-the-way corners. That meant the 
fishing village of Tai O, a fishing 
community of 3,000 people living on stilt 
houses built over tidal flats. It was early 
morning, long before the trickle of 
daytrippers were due to arrive. The lanes, 
lined with pungent dried seafood stalls, 
were near-empty except for the obligatory 
little old lady complete with squeaky 

shopping trolley. I had finally found the Hong Kong of yesteryear. 
Spiralling coils of incense burned inside the small Hung Shing 

Temple, dedicated to the God of the Sea: an important place in these 
parts. Curiously, though, the adjoining temple was almost double in 
size. The Kwan Tai Temple – built in the 15th century and paying 
homage of the God of War and Righteousness – is for those who face 
physical danger. Policemen are regular visitors and martial arts star 
Jackie Chan has been known to stop by. 

But while fishing remains at the very heart of this community, Tai 
O, like so many other such places, is struggling to adapt to modern 
demands and temptations. “Tai O used to be home to more than 
30,000 people,” said guide Vivian over a bowl of bean curd pudding at 
a waterside café. “Fishing no longer offers the stable income it once 
did. Many of the houses here don’t have air-conditioning and the 
younger generations are drawn by the bright lights of the city, but 
places like this will always be the beating heart of Hong Kong.”

Somewhere beyond the encircling mountains, just a few miles 
away, was the airport. Its existence was confirmed by the metronomic 
aircraft that arched across the sky as they gained altitude, a constant 
reminder that Lantau was to be my last stop in Hong Kong, just as it is 
for most visitors. My days on the islands — more a long layover than a 
short stopover – had come to an end. With a little extra time, what is 
usually a small aside proved to be the biggest of adventures. 

‘The Walled City 
soon descended into 

a hive of opium 
dens, brothels and 
casinos, as well as 

housing an unusually 
high number of 

unlicensed dentists’

Danger pray
Those with risky 
jobs make o
erings 
at Ming Dynasty-era 
Kwan Tai Temple
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Hong Kong Footnotes

3

VITAL 
STATISTICS
Population: 7 million
Languages: Cantonese. English is also 
widely spoken 
Time: GMT+8
Visas: Not required by UK nationals for 
stays of up to six months
Money: Hong Kong dollar (HKD), currently 
around HKD10 to the UK£. Foreign 
exchange facilities and ATMs are common 
 
When to go

■ Winter: Cool and dry, and even a 
bit chilly at times (12–20°C). 
■ Spring: The optimum time to visit, with 
warm days and cool evenings. 
■ Summer: Extremely hot and humid. 
There is a risk of typhoons, and 
temperatures can exceed 30°C. 

 
Health & safety
No vaccinations are required 

for entry into Hong Kong, although it’s 
recommended to be up to date with your 
jabs. Staying hydrated is important, 
particularly during the sweltering summer 
months. The sun can be strong, so use 
a high SPF. Like any other international 
city, Hong Kong has its fair share of petty 
crime but it’s largely a safe place. Use 
common sense, keep valuables under 
wraps and take care against pickpockets. 

 
Further reading  
& information

Hong Kong (Lonely Planet, 2015)  
Pocket Rough Guide: Hong Kong 
& Macau (Rough Guide, 2014) 
Hong Kong State of Mind by Jason Y. Ng 
(Blacksmith Books, 2011) – interesting 
essays on modern-day Hong Kong 
A Borrowed Place: The History of Hong 
Kong by Frank Welsh (Kodansha America, 
1993) – events that shaped the city
www.discoverhongkong.com – Hong 
Kong tourist board 

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

THE TRIP
The author travelled courtesy of the 
Hong Kong Tourist Board (020 7321 
5380, discoverhongkong.com), while 
a number of tour operators o¢er 
similarly tailored city-break packages. 
 

Getting there 
Hong Kong is served by 

direct flights, with a number of airlines 
departing the UK. The author travelled 
with Virgin Atlantic (0844 209 2770, 
virginatlantic.com), which flies daily 
from London Heathrow from £406 
return; flight time is 11.5 hours. 

Other carriers include British 
Airways (ba.com) from Heathrow and 
Cathay Pacific (cathaypacific.com), 
which departs from Heathrow, 
Gatwick and Manchester. 

Getting around
With a far-reaching network of 

cheap ferries, a reliable metro and 
plentiful taxis, getting around Hong 
Kong is a breeze. A one-way crossing 
on the Star Ferry between Kowloon 
and Hong Kong Island costs from 
HKD2.50 (25p) and a one-way ride on 
the MTR metro costs around HKD10 
(£1). Taxis are metered and cost 
HKD22 (£2.20) for the first 2km. 
 

Accommodation
There are hundreds of hotels in 

Hong Kong, varying in comfort, style 
and cost and ranging from palatial to 
basic. The Peninsula (+852 2920 
2888, hongkong.peninsula.com) is the 
grande dame, superbly located on the 
tip of Kowloon with views of Hong 
Kong Island. Dating back to 1928, it’s 
the oldest hotel in Hong Kong and 
remains the most luxurious. Book an 
airport pick-up in one of the hotel’s 

Sai Kung East
Country Park

South China
Sea

CHINA
Shenzhen

Hong Kong

Macau

Tai O

0 15kmLamma
Island

Kowloon
Victoria

Harbour

Lantau
Island

Cheung
Chau

5
6

3
7

1
2

4

HONG KONG HIGHLIGHTS 

1Victoria Harbour
Ride the famous Star Ferry across the 

busy harbour, the city’s focal point. 

2Kowloon Walled City
Explore this former settlement.

3Dragon’s Back Trail 
Stretch your legs on Hong Kong 

Island’s best hiking route.

4 Cheung Chau
Hit the beach and indulge in gloopy 

puddings on this charming island.

5Victoria Peak 
Take in Hong Kong in all its glory  

from the city’s best vantage point.  
After dark is the best time to do so. 

6 Lantau
See the Tian Tan Buddha and  

visit the fishing village of Tai O. 

7  Macau
Catch the speedy ferry to this former 

Portuguese colony, home to temples,  
casinos and tasty egg-custard tarts (pictured). 

Rolls-Royce Phantoms if you’re feeling 
flush. Doubles from HKD3,880 (£380).

Housed in a former police station built 
in 1902, Tai O Heritage Hotel (+852 
2985 8383, taioheritagehotel.com) lies 
on a quiet hilltop on Lantau Island and 
o¢ers a tranquil alternative to the city 
centre. Doubles from HKD1,900 (£190). 

Butterfly on Hollywood (+852 
2850 8899, butterflyhk.com) is a highly 
recommended mid-range option, with 
doubles from HKD550 (£55). 

 
Cost of travel
Expect to pay around HKD600 

(£59) for a nice dinner in an upmarket 
restaurant with wine, or around HKD25 
(£2.40) for a bowl of noodle soup in 
a traditional restaurant. It’s about HKD80 

(£8) for a cocktail in a fancy bar and 
HKD12 (£1.20) for a cup of herbal tea.

Food & drink
Cantonese cuisine is naturally 

prevalent here, as well as local-style hot 
pots and bowls of noodles and congee 
(a ubiquitous savoury rice porridge). 

Dim sum – Cantonese-style tapas, 
often consisting of fried or steamed 
dumplings and typically eaten for brunch 
– is almost a way of life in Hong Kong 
and well worth sampling. 

Meanwhile, Hong Kong’s position as 
a leading world city means there is no 
shortage of dining options. Sample 
everything from the finest of fine dining 
to mouthwatering street food, with 
flavours from around the globe on o¢er. 

Xtra

More online Use your free 
Wanderlust Xtra app here (see p145).

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/170 
for links to more content:
ARCHIVE ARTICLES
♦  Wild Hong Kong: walking the 
MacLehose Trail – issue 112
♦  Top 10 Hong Kong film locations – online
PLANNING GUIDES
♦ Hong Kong travel guide



 
 

  

UNCOVER PERU’S 
SECRETS WITH 

BELMOND HOTELS

Tailor-made holidays from Wexas Travel

Order your Latin America 
brochure today

11-day luxury tailor-made journey
FROM £5,145 PER PERSON INCL. FLIGHTS

Call a Wexas Peru specialist on  
020 7838 5950 or visit wexas.com

Aug 16 Belmond_04.indd   1 19/08/2016   12:57

Winter
Adventures  
Travel beyond the Arctic 
Circle this winter in search 
of the incredible northern 
lights. Fly direct to Swedish 
Lapland’s original Icehotel 
in just 3½ hours, discover 
Iceland’s natural wonders, 
Norway’s fjord indented 
coastline, or explore Finland’s 
snow-covered forests.

Request your brochure or 
view our full collection online.

01737 218 802

With the experts

New
 

book of winter holiday 

inspiration now available

8819 DTW Wanderlust QP advert.indd   1 17/08/2016   17:06

You haven’t fully 
experienced
somewhere 
until you’ve 
travelled with
a local.

Book your trip now
Create tailor-made holidays with 
local experts in your destination.

Collins from Zambia

www.travellocal.com

For more details visit: www.mytripfinder.co.uk

Deciding where to go and what to do for your next 
adventure can be quite a challenge… and a lot of fun!  
Wanderlust has created a couple of brilliant new trip 

planning tools to help make the process a little bit easier

TRIP FINDER
Our Trip Finder tool searches  
a huge database of options  
from our directory of specialist  
tour operators:
]  Choose your selected  

region, destination or activity
] Instantly see all relevant trips
]  Click-through links to the 

exact page on the operator’s 
website.

TRIP WIZARD
Let the tour operators do all 
your trip–planning legwork! 
Just define your preferred 
destinations, activities, budget, 
dates and must-see spots in 
the Trip Wizard and selected 
specialist tour operators  
will email you a custom itinerary.

Finding your 
perfect trip 

JUST GOT EASIER

Trip finder advert2_1-4_170.indd   66 25/08/2016   13:15



Delhi days 
The Red Fort is just  
One of the many  
reasons to stopover 
longer in Delhi
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2 BANGKOK 
THAILAND
Take it slow in the frenetic 
Thai capital

Suvarnabhumi Airport is the hub for Thai 
Airways, with connections on to Australasia 
and South-East Asia. 
WHY STAY? Famed for being the haunt of 
backpakcers, Bangkok is actually a city of 

phenomenal temples and great food – and 
can even be done with a day to spare. 
WHAT TO SEE: Bangkok tra�  c is chaos, so 
escape it on Chao Phraya River’s express ferry. 
First, stop at Tha Tien pier for Wat Pho temple, 
a pretty, rambling compound famed for being 
the birthplace of Thai massage and home to 
the city’s largest reclining Buddha. Cross the 
water to see the impressive Wat Arun – 
resplendent at dusk. Further downriver, a stroll 
from Maharaj pier lies the sprawling wonder 
of Bangkok’s Grand Palace; visit its Wat Phra 
Kaew temple to spy its famed emerald Buddha, 
then escape by taxi to Or Tor Kor, Bangkok’s 
best wet market, which boasts a fi ne food 
court and curries of every hue. 
STAY LONGER: Minibuses (1.5hr) depart
Victory Monument for the ancient Siamese 

1 NEW DELHI 
INDIA
Mingle with maharajahs 
in India’s capital

Indira Gandhi Airport is the hub for Air India 
(among others), with connections to Nepal and 
the Subcontinent. 
WHY STAY? With ruins, tombs and a sidetrip to the 
Taj, it pays to make time for a few days in Delhi. 
WHAT TO SEE: The Chandni Chowk market of 
Old City hums to the bustle of traders and chaat 
(snack) carts, and is best explored on foot. Edging 
it lies the 17th century Red Fort, and its dusty-red 
walls still recall the regal glow of its Mughal past. 
Escape the hustle among the tombs of peaceful 
Lodhi Gardens, before fi nishing in the mausoleum 
of Humayun (second Mughal emperor); this palatial 
complex was built in the 1560s and its sandstone 
walls come alive in the glow of a dying sun. 
STAY LONGER: Take a trip to Agra, with trains (3.5hr) 
dropping visitors o�  close to the Taj Mahal. Side-trips 
to the UNESCO-listed Keoladeo National Park 
o� er up some of the best birdspotting in India.   
NEED TO KNOW: UK citizens require visas (from 
£110) prior to travel, so it’s worth planning an 
extended stopover. Airport–Connaught Place 
(centre; from INR10 [11p]) trains take 25 minutes.
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capital of Ayuthaya, or hire a private longboat 
to take you to the famed Damnoen Saduak 
fl oating markets (70km away). 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for 
UK citizens for stays of up to 30 days. 
Airport–Phaya Thai Station trains (from THB15 
[33p]) take 30 minutes. 

3 MADRID 
SPAIN
Wild parks and past glories in 
Europe’s megahub

Adolfo Suárez Madrid-Barajas Airport is the hub 
for Iberia Air, a major stop en route to Africa and 
South America. 
WHY STAY? The walkable Spanish capital has 
food, history and art to match Rome or Paris.
WHAT TO SEE: Begin in the gardens of Parque 
de Buen Retiro, a former royal retreat, before 
meandering to Museo del Prado to soak in the 
odd Goya masterpiece. A stroll west takes you 
past Plaza de Santa Ana, the city’s tapas mecca 
(Ernest Hemingway was a regular at Cervecería 
Alemana) to the terraces of Plaza Mayor, one of 
the most convivial squares in Europe. Continue 
to Parque del Emir Mohamed I, where the city’s 
Moorish DNA can be traced in what remains of 
its 9th-century fortifi cations, while the grand 
palace of Madrid is a short walk. Finish in Parque 
del Oeste, watching the sun drop over Casa de 
Campo, Madrid’s forested western fl ank. 
STAY LONGER: Spare at least a couple of days. 
The Pedriza hills, surrounding 16th-century 
Manzanares el Real, o� er a break from the city. The 
UNESCO-listed walled city of Avila and aqueducts 
of Segovia can be combined in a day trip. 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens. Airport–Nuevos Ministerios (central 
station; €5 [£4.30]) trains take 15 minutes.

�
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4 REYKJAVIK 
ICELAND
Piggy in the Atlantic middle  
is a major North America hub

Keflavik International Airport is the hub for 
Icelandair (icelandair.co.uk), which allows you to 
book stopovers of up to seven nights in Reykjavík 
at no extra cost on flights from the UK (London, 
Manchester, Glasgow, etc) – you even save 
paying APD tax (around £55/person) if you do.
WHY STAY? Iceland’s capital is a stylish, informal 
city with one of the world’s most iconic and 
explosive landscapes on its doorstep, and the 
airline actively encourages you to stay longer 
and explore. What’s not to love?
WHAT TO SEE: Reykjavík was made to be 
unravelled on foot. Skirting inland Lake Tjörninn 
draws you past the City Hall and National Gallery 
(once an ice store); stop by Austurvöllur Square 
to see the stone-built Parliament House and 
exquisitely restored Lutheran cathedral 
Dómkirkjan. After, warm up at geothermal 
swimming pool Laugardalur, or make for 
Nauthólsvík, a beach where even the ocean is 
heated. For a short adventure, take a 
whalewatching trip (elding.is) or descend 120m 
into a magma chamber (insidethevolcano.com). 

Both are subject to the seasons, as are trips to 
seek out the northern lights, which are best 
spotted between September and March, with 
Grótta lighthouse a good spot to escape light 
pollution – make sure to fill up at Icelandic Fish & 
Chips (Tryggvagata 11) first to keep out the cold.
STAY LONGER: Definitely. A day or two is not 
enough. Many use Reykjavík as a jump-o� for 
exploring the Golden Circle, a 300km loop 
driven in a few days (or take a tour). Top 
stop-o�s include the stunning Thingvellir 
National Park, home to the oldest parliament 
building on Earth; the hot springs of the (now 
dormant) Great Geysir; and the dramatic 
Gullfoss waterfall. Unmissable.
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens (up to 3 months). Airport–Reykjavík BSÍ 
bus terminal shuttles cost ISK2,200 (£14.50) and 
take around 45 minutes.

5ATLANTA  
USA
Explore history and trails in  
the world’s biggest hub

Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta Airport is hub for Delta 
Airlines (and Virgin Atlantic) linking the Americas. 

WHY STAY? Georgia’s state capital is a laidback 
gem with new trails and a powerful past.
WHAT TO SEE: As the birthplace of Dr Martin 
Luther King, Atlanta has played a vital role in  
US history. A must-visit site commemorating the 
father of the US Civil Rights movement spans 
downtown’s Sweet Auburn district, including his 
former home and the now-restored Gothic-
revival Baptist church in which he preached. 
Elsewhere, cycle-friendly midtown is museum 
central, with the grandiose High Museum of Art 
the pick of the bunch. The city is also 
transforming, with the ongoing construction of 
50km of mixed-use trails. The eastern route to 
Inman Park was the first to open – check it out 
for the best eating and drinking in the city. 
STAY LONGER: Escape to wild Georgia. Nearly 
two hours’ drive north-east is Toccoa Falls, one 
of the tallest – and prettiest – falls in the USA, 
while two hours drive south-west lies 
Providence Canyon State Park, which is packed 
with backcountry trails amid a dramatic and 
steep-sided russet gorge. 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for  
UK citizens (up to 90 days); you will need  
a valid ESTA (esta.cbp.dhs.gov) even if in transit 
only. Airport–Five Points Station trains ($2.50 
[£2]) take 16 minutes. �
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WHY STAY? Los Angeles is vast, but its evolution 
from lawless outpost to Tinseltown magic can be 
explored in a day – minus the tra�c.
WHAT TO SEE: Downtown lies the Mexican 
district of El Pueblo, where settlers first arrived in 
1781. Grab a churro and admire Union Station, its 
dazzling Latin-meets-Art Deco train station, then 
explore the area’s history with a free tour 
(lasangelitas.org). Asian workers built the US 
railways, and nearby Chinatown is a vibrant 
side-trip. After, compare handprints with the 
stars on Hollywood Boulevard, before charting 
Tinseltown’s evolution at Highland Avenue’s 
Hollywood Museum. Finish among the sandy 
trails of Gri�th Park, trekking to the Hollywood 
sign on foot or horseback in time for sunset.
STAY LONGER: Hire a car and pit-stop at beaches, 
wineries and forests en route to Malibu. The ‘sailing 
stones’ of Death Valley and trails of Yosemite, 

both near Nevada’s border, make for a wild escape.   
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens (up to 90 days); you will need a valid 
ESTA (esta.cbp.dhs.gov). Airport–Union Station 
buses ($9 [£7]; until Oct 10) take around 35 minutes.  

8 BOGOTÁ  
COLOMBIA
Hikes and art in the formerly 
notorious capital 

El Dorado Airport is the hub for Avianca Airlines 
and one of few South American connections 
(Brazil, Peru, Chile) with direct flights to the UK. 
WHY STAY? Cycle-friendly Bogotá has had  
a grassroots reboot, with plenty to see.
WHAT TO SEE: Head south to La Candelaria 
district – much of the city’s wealth went north, 
leaving this arterial of colonial alleys 
untouched. Wander gra�tied streets and cafés 
swimming in the aroma of co¦ee and ajiaco 
(chicken stew), stopping at the Gold Museum 
for its 6,000-strong display of pre-Columbian 
gilded excess. At its centre lies Plaza de Bolívar, 
oozing with revolutionary history, exemplified 
in its Palacio. Overlooking this broods the 
3,152m Andean rise of Monserrate; hike the 
17th-century pilgrimage trail to the sanctuary’s 
peak for views over this reborn city. 
STAY LONGER: Less than an hour’s drive north 
is the salt-mine cathedral of Zipaquirá; east of 
there lies beautiful crater lake Guatavita, where 
tales of kings covered in gold dust diving into its 
waters birthed the El Dorado myth. 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens (up to 90 days). Airport–bus terminal 
(centre) buses take 40 minutes (US$6 [£4.50]).

9 SÃO PAULO  
BRAZIL
The metropolis with the soul  
of an artist

São Paulo-Guarulhos Airport is the hub for 
LATAM Brasil (latam.com) with connecting flights 
within South America including  the gateway to 
Antarctica, Ushuaia. It has direct flights to the UK. 
WHY STAY? It’s a city as vibrant as Rio. 
WHAT TO SEE: São Paulo has a lot of beauty 
hidden away. Begin downtown in Luz, a former 
gang neighbourhood reclaimed: admire its 
late-Victorian train station before stopping at 
Pinacoteca museum for a taste of the country’s 
best artwork. Not far away lies one of the city’s 
oldest churches, the 16th-century São Bento 
monastery. From there, grab a cab to the street 
art of Beco de Batman (Batman’s Alley), then 
skip a few blocks south to Parque Ibirapuera, 
a cycleable green space packed with museums. 
Finish in the bohemian area of Vila Madalena, 
eating and samba-ing the night away. 

7 LOS ANGELES  
USA
Explore frontier-to-Tinseltown  
in a day

Los Angeles Airport is a major stopover en route 
to Central, South and North America as well as 
the South Pacific. 

6 JOHANNESBURG 
SOUTH AFRICA
The portal to Africa with  
a compelling past 

OR Tambo Airport is the hub for South African 
Airways linking flights to Malawi and beyond.
WHY STAY? Jo’burg has had a spit and a polish 
in recent years, but its history – both ancient 
and modern – remains as powerful as ever. 
WHAT TO SEE: Begin with a tour of the Apartheid 
Museum to grasp the realities of segregation. 
A trip to Liliesleaf Farm in Rivonia sheds further 
light on this era, as a former nerve centre for the 
liberation movement, while township tours 
reveal another side to the city. Whether cycling 
to Nelson Mandela’s house in Soweto or sipping 
moonshine umqombothi in a shabeen (bar) in 
Alexandria, you’ll gain powerful insight into the 
recent history. Finish with a gra�ti tour of the 
bustling inner city (pastexperiences.co.za). 
STAY LONGER: Take time to delve into the 
Cradle of Humankind, where the near-complete 
Australopithecus skeleton (3-million-year-old 
hominid) was discovered 50km from the city, 
with tours winding its caves and underground 
lakes. Capital Pretoria is also just 75km away. 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens (up to 90 days). Airport–Sandton 
Station (R151 [£8.50]) trains take 25 minutes, 
with connections into the centre. 
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STAY LONGER: Head to the city’s southern 
reaches: Parque Estadual Serra do Mar is 
covered in Atlantic Rainforest and thrums to the 
hustle of hummingbirds and howler monkeys, 
while the jungle-flanked beaches of Praia do Felix 
are just a few hours’ drive away. 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required  
for UK citizens. Airport– Terminal Tietê buses 
(BRL42 [£10]) take 40 minutes. 

10 ABU DHABI 
UAE
The capital is the Emirates’  
wild (and walkable) heartbeat

Abu Dhabi Airport is the hub for Etihad Airways 
and a gateway to Asia and the Middle East.
WHY STAY? Mangroves, wildlife and culture 
make for a breezy 24 hours in the United Arab 
Emirates’ capital.   
WHAT TO SEE: Tiny Abu Dhabi is that rarity in 
the Emirates: a walkable city. Stroll its Corniche, 
skirting sands and skyscrapers. At its western tip 

�

WHAT TO SEE: Escape the chaotic modern 
city for the peace of its original, 16th-century 
downtown of Kota Tua, where shades of 
Jakarta’s Dutch-colonial past still ripple 
across its old Shutters and cobblestones. 
Be sure to make for Taman Fatahillah 
square, scooping dumplings and curries 
from the food carts that line its edges, then 
rent a bike and pedal to the 500-year-old 
docks of Sunda Kelapa, once a base for the 
Dutch East India Company – its crumbling 
warehouse now home to a museum. See 
traditional schooners unload by hand, before 
grabbing a boat from nearby Ancol Marina to 
the 128 islands lying o¢shore – some just 20 
minutes’ boat ride – to snorkel the reef 
alongside hawksbill turtles and stingrays. 
STAY LONGER: Yes, but join the locals in taking 
a day at the botanical gardens of Bogor or head 
further south to Puncak Pass, where lush trails 
thread West Java’s highland tea plantations.
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens (up to 30 days). Airport–Gambir Station 
buses (IDR40,000 [£2.30]) take 90 minutes.

lies £1.9 billion Emirates Palace hotel, home to 
fine temporary exhibitions. For nature, Mangrove 
National Park is best discovered by a rented kayak 
(noukhada.ae), spotting flamingos, bottlenose 
dolphins and dugongs. Finish by wandering the 
marble pillars of Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque. 
STAY LONGER: To the west (170km) lies Sir Bani 
Yas Island wildlife reserve. South (255km) is Liwa 
for a trek the edge of the world’s largest 
contiguous sand desert.
NEED TO KNOW: 96-hour visas can be picked 
up on landing. Airport–Corniche buses (AED4 
[80p]) take 45 minutes. 

11 JAKARTA  
INDONESIA
Soak in Old Town Indochina  
in 24 hours

Soekarno-Hatta Airport is the hub for Garuda 
Airlines and a common UK–Australia stopover. 
WHY STAY? Head to Jakarta’s old centre for 
colonial relics and island escapes.
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WHY STAY? South-East Asia’s original  
stopover city is densely packed, culinarily 
blessed and well-placed for day trips.
WHAT TO SEE: Rise early to see the city’s 
157-year-old, UNESCO-listed Botanic Gardens, 
perambulating past zen tai-chi masters to its rare 
orchid gardens. Elsewhere, Gardens by the Bay 
is pure science-fiction: towering, supersized 
treelike structures with walkways peering down 
over the city. They’re incredible when lit up, or 
spied from a ‘bumboat’ tour to Marina Bay.  
Stroll old rainforest trails at Bukit Timah Nature 
Reserve to work up an appetite for a visit to the 
city’s hawker malls – street food canteens justly 
lauded, and some now Michelin-starred) – to 
devour Hokkien noodles, sticky rojak salads and 
savoury chai poh omelette for pittance prices. 
STAY LONGER: Grab the metro to Kranji to 
explore the wetlands. But the big adventure is 

found on the 40-plus isles o� the coast, 
exploring tortoise sanctuaries and quarantine 
islands-turned-natural escapes. 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas required for UK citizens 
(up to 30 days). Airport–Downtown trains 
(SGP1.90 [£1]) take around 25 minutes.  

14 CASABLANCA 
MOROCCO
Discover Morocco’s  
forgotten city

Casablanca Mohammed V Airport is Air Maroc’s 
hub for flights to North and West Africa. 
WHY STAY? Visitors often skip Morocco’s most 
modern city, but its medina is a forgotten gem, 
comfortably seen in half a day. 
WHAT TO SEE: The city’s medina predates the 
arrival of the French in 1912 and its mishmash of 
pedlars, shrines and Moorish and Portuguese 
architecture delights. Enter via Marrakech Gate 
and wander to the Hassan II Mosque on a guided 
tours; it’s the largest mosque in Morocco. Few 
tourists stop in Casablanca, so the rather chilled 
market in its centre is largely hassle-free. French 
occupation also brought a merging of Art Deco 
and Moroccan styles known as ‘Mauresque’, with 
the colonial buildings of Place Mohammed V well 
worth a wander.  
STAY LONGER: Only an hour’s drive north lies 
Morocco’s capital, the ancient city of Rabat. 
Descend on its medieval necropolis of Chellah, 
with paths leading through the fig and orange 
trees to views over its crumbling fortifications, 
before wandering the whitewashed streets of 
Kasbah les Oudaias, the oldest part of the city. 
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens (up to 3 months). Airport–Casa 
Voyageurs (central station; MAD40 [£3) 
trains take 35 minutes.

12 HELSINKI  
FINLAND
Wander a wild archipelago  
and two capitals

Helsinki Airport is the hub for Finnair, which 
o�ers free stopovers for up to five nights; it also 
links parts of China (Xi’an) and Japan (Fukuoka) 
not flyable direct from the UK. 
WHY STAY? Helsinki is a seafarer’s dream and 
easily absorbed in a day as you flit lush outposts 
across its 330-strong islands.
WHAT TO SEE: The Finnish capital is eminently 
walkable, but grab a bike to pack in more. Stop 
by Senate Square for Sederholm House, part of a 
citywide museum, before heading underground 
for the copper-domed Temppeliaukio church. 
But the real lure are its islands, best explored by 
sea-kayak (naturaviva.fi) or hopping on a ferry. 
Boats to the 18th-century Suomenlinna fortress, 
which languishes across a half-dozen islands, 
depart Market Square regularly: this UNESCO-
listed fortification is the jewel in an archipelago 
that includes camping-friendly Kaunissaari island. 
STAY LONGER: A two-hour ferry ride to Estonian 
capital Tallinn (no visa required) bags you two 
capitals for one. Wander the Old Town, then 
escape to the forests of Kadriorg Park.
NEED TO KNOW: No visas are required for UK 
citizens. Airport–Central Station trains  
(€5 [£4.40]) take 38 minutes.

13 SINGAPORE  
SINGAPORE
The foodie’s paradise  
made for stopovers

Gateway to South-East Asia, Changi Airport is the 
hub for Singapore Airlines, which o�ers stopover 
packages including transfer and accommodation.



For more information or to book please call 0844 579 6712,
visit Silversea.com/expeditions or contact your travel agent.
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W 
hile much of the Middle 
East seems to have an 
unquenchable thirst for 
the ultra-modern, the 
Sultanate of Oman 
refreshingly bucks this 

trend. Sitting on the south-eastern fringe of the 
Arabian Peninsula, Oman is built on traditional 
bedouin values: a land whose greatest natural 
resources are its warm and welcoming people. 

Oman’s cities knit the modern with the 
time-honoured charms of traditional Arabia, their 
lifeblood being the bustle of the ancient souks. But 
beyond its its hustle and urban hubs, Oman has 
even more to thrill visitors; the sweeping dunes 
that disappear into the horizon, are punctuated by 
threads of canyons and craggy mountains, while 
the beach-fringed coastline is rich in marine life.

Better still, thanks to the Sultanate of Oman, 
luxury holiday operator Destinology (www. 
destinology.com) and Tumi you and a friend can 
win a trip to Oman yourself to explore the country’s 

treasures, which can be enjoyed year-round. And 
just in time, TUMI (www.tumi.com), the innovative 
luggage brand that is dedicated to perfecting the 
art of stylish travel, has just released its new autumn 
range, the V3 collection: its lightest luggage yet, 
and every bit as diverse as Oman itself – the  
perfect compliment to your Arabian adventure. 

CHARMING MUSCAT
Oman’s capital has undergone a remarkable 
transformation since the 1970s, when it was little 
more than a small walled settlement on Oman’s 
north coast. Now, under the reign of Sultan 
Qaboos, Muscat is a thriving cosmopolitan centre 
that straddles the old world with the new. It’s also 
a melting pot of cultures thanks to its position in 
the heart of ancient trading routes from east to 
west, sitting at the mouth of the Arabian Sea. 
Visiting its Ruwi commercial district you can spot 
its unique patchwork of people – heralding from 
India, Pakistan, Zanzibar, Iran and beyond – and 
sample the blend of Indian and Arabian dishes. 

Muscat means ‘safe anchorage’ and the 
waterfront has been at its heart for centuries; the 
old Muttrah fishing port bears 500 years of soldiers’  
gra�ti and its waters still brim with traditional dhow 
boats; the corniche (promenade) is lined with 
Portuguese forts that provide views of the city. 
Muttrah’s namesake souk and fishing market o�er 
an insight into life here and the ideal spot to pick up 
some Omani foods, handicrafts and jewellery.

Muscat has its own fair share of tasteful 
opulence, too; wander the gardens of the 
marble-panelled Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque, 
the third-largest in the world (and home to the 
second-biggest handwoven Iranian carpet), before 
visiting the gold and blue-trimmed Al Alam Palace. 
Meanwhile the city’s Royal Opera House became 
the first of its kind in Arabia when it opened in 2011.

MARINE MARVELS
Heading out of the city, Oman has a vast coastline 
that stretches for over 3,000km with a combination 
of tropical bays, golden sands and towering cli�s 

Visit traditional Arabia: a land of mighty mountains, marvellous marine  
life and a welcoming way of life that hasn’t changed for generations

WIN! A TRIP FOR 
TWO TO OMAN



Competition

that sink into the sea. It’s also one of the best 
places to experience one of the great wildlife 
phenomenons: nesting turtles. What’s more, 
Oman can boast five of the planet’s seven species 
of sea turtles (green, loggerhead, hawksbill, olive 
ridley and leatherback). The beaches of Ras Al 
Hadd and Ras Al Jinz and the islands of Masirah 
and Ad Daymaniyat are the best places to spot 
the amphibians and watch their frenetic dash to 
the sea under the cloak of nightfall.

The country’s pristine waters are also rich in  
a wide variety of coral, providing one of the 
globe’s best kept diving secrets. Glide among  
a bounty of marine life, including sting and eagle 
rays, leopard sharks, moray eels, squid, tropical 
fish and of course, sea turtles.

Head north to the Musandam Peninsula, cut o� 
from mainland Oman by the eastern coast of the 

UAE – its �ords have been likened to their more 
famous counterparts in Norway. You can also don 
snorkels and swim among whale sharks and 
more turtles in its khwars (bays), or just enjoy a 
relaxing dhow cruise along the coast. 

PEAKS AND DUNES
With over two-thirds of Oman covered in  
desert, the country’s dunes are the perfect  
place to lose yourself – and discover another 
existence. Witness the daily lives of the  
bedouin tribes and spend nights under the  
stars in their desert camps. The inland spa town 
of Rustaq is a good base to access three of 
Oman’s most striking wadis (Bani Ghafir, al 
Sahtan and Bani Awf) and their collection of 
pools, palms and caves. Its colour-changing 
dunes – a mosaic of reds, oranges and gold  

HOW TO ENTER 
The Sultanate of Oman Ministry, Destinology and 
Tumi are o�ering you and a friend the chance to 
win a five-night stay in Oman (at the Al Bandar 
hotel at Shangri-La Barr Al Jissah Resort) 
including flights as well as £1000 worth of Tumi 
luggage. To be in with a chance of winning, 
answer the following question:

What is the oldest centrepiece 
in modern Oman?

a) The Royal Opera House
b) Muscat Clock Tower
c) Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque 

To enter and for full terms & conditions, go to www.
wanderlust.co.uk/competitions or send your answer to 
the Wanderlust o�ce (address p2). The closing date is  
12 October 2016. State ‘no o�ers’ if you’d rather not be 
contacted by Wanderlust or sponsors. 

Fancy exploring Oman? Visit tumi.omancompetition.co.uk 

– tempt adrenaline seekers to gawp at them while 
clinging on to their seats inside a 4x4. 

Rising above the sands, the Al Hajar Mountains 
are an Eden for walkers, who can clamber up  
the verdant plateaus of Green Mountain or the 
springs of Water Mountain and Jebel Shams  
(the highest peak in the Arabian Peninsula); the  
An Nakhr Balcony walk takes you around the  
rim of the latter’s yawning chasm. Hikers won’t  
be alone either – they’ll be able to spot vultures, 
mountain gazelles, geckos and lizards.

So it’s time to discover 
that beauty has an address: 
by letting its traditional 
roots flourish, Oman o�ers 
authentic wild adventures 
for travellers – and a sense 
of the real Arabia. 



Holy views
A distant view of the 
Nuestra Señora de la 
Candelaria church, 
another of Areguá’s 
charming sites



Paraguay

PARADISE
FOUND

Paraguay might lack the well-known sights of South 
America’s big hitters, but amid the wetlands of the wildlife-

packed Chaco lies an unmissable, forgotten world…
WORDS CHRIS MOSS
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G
etting lost in the details was 
easy. I was quickly absorbed 
by the movements of a single 
species, holding my breath as 
the young caiman slinked off 
into the deep, reed-filled 
pond by the roadside. It was 
lumbering but stealthy, and 
immediately invisible to me 
– though no doubt its eyes 
were there, somewhere on 
the surface, spying, waiting. 

Out of the corner of my vision a wattled jacana stepped gingerly 
across a line of small lily pads, seemingly walking on water. It was 
foraging, pecking for bugs, busy and distracted. I caught the 
blurred sight of a flycatcher, zipping along the surface, and  
focused to watch it flying at pace, picking up food as it went, 
tireless and comprehensive. 

But then the jacana was disturbed by something – possibly me, 
shifting my binoculars – and took off, its chestnut-coloured coverts 
revealing lemon underwings. I put down the bins and tried to take  
in the whole: the lush reeds, the glistening lagoon, the emerald-
coloured islets and banks fringed with trees. I’d imagined the Chaco, 
deep in Paraguay’s untamed western region, to be a dry, desolate 
place, but here was an immense, unvisited wetland, stretching to the 
roadside – though it did feel like the middle of nowhere. 

The landscape had the aspect of the Pantanal, the world’s biggest 
wetlands, which stretches deep into Brazil and eastern Bolivia,  
and with which the Chaco is contiguous. I wanted to linger, but  

my guide Norbert was keen to press on and show me more. We 
walked back towards the pick-up.

“You know, we Mennonites used to call the Chaco the ‘green 
hell’,” he said, explaining the history of the Protestant sect and how 
his colony had escaped to the lawless wild of Paraguay. “When the 
first pioneers arrived, they found it tough to tame, and resistant to 
cultivation. I think that nicknames like that still keep people away.” 

I looked around. Not a soul in sight for miles and miles. Not  
a house. Not a lodge. Not even another car. In many ways it typified  
the rest of the country – the forgotten destination of South 
America. Well-travelled writers rolled their eyes when I said I was 
coming here. They pointed to the fact Paraguay was land-locked 
and mountain-less; that it lacked world-renowned sights, where its 
neighbours were rolling in them. But I had other ideas. 

Mission to Paraguay
I had entered Paraguay ten days earlier, crossing its southernmost 
border with Argentina. From there, I headed to Encarnación, a 
god-fearing city clinging to the northern banks of the mighty Paraná 
river. I knew little about it, except that the author Graham Greene 
had visited in 1967 to write about dictators and Catholicism. The 
former were gone, but there was no escaping religion here. 

Just north of Encarnación lay what was once the heartland of  
the Jesuit reducciones, or missions – self-su�cient communities 
backed by Spain and the Catholic Church. Established in 1609, 
before Paraguay, Argentina and Brazil even existed, 30 missions 
were built in an effort to evangelise the native Guarani people, to 
protect them from Brazilian bandeirantes seeking slaves to work 
the coffee plantations, and to advance the interests of Spain. 
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Full of surprises
(clockwise from this)  
The UNESCO-listed ruins  
at La Santisima Trinidad 
de Paraná; a red-crested 
cardinal in Asunción; 
looking into the nave 
through the mudejar door  
at Jesús de Tavarangue; a 
caiman awaits its next meal
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Special brew
A woman selling 
mate-enhancing yuyo 
on the road trip to 
Asunción; (right) the 
lamp post near the 
Presidential Palace

�  On my first morning I visited two local missions, La Santisima 
Trinidad de Paraná and Jesús de Tavarangue. The latter was 
completed in 1712 and is one of the larger reducciónes, its 
importance not diminished by its skeletal look. There was no roof, 
the walls were broken and the angels had lost their heads, but it’s 
still possible to imagine what the first visitors beheld: a great 
red-brick cathedral in the wilderness.

The pair were inscribed into the UNESCO World Heritage List  
in 1992, even though Jesús de Tavarangue was never finished – its 
name translates as ‘Jesus of the town that might have been’ in the 
native Guarani language. The Jesuits were expelled in 1767. By 
then, the reducción system had grown too successful and the 
Spanish and ecclesiastical authorities were becoming timorous  
of these autonomous states within a state. 

I walked across the plaza of dark-red earth and wandered into the 
nave, admiring the mudejar-style arches (an Italian architect had been 
brought in to make this one special) and scaring the guira cuckoos and 
parakeets that lived atop the unfinished belltower. It reminded me of 
the dying empire in Percy Shelley’s poem ‘Ozymandias’.

 
Too many Marias
Santa María de Fe had also once been a reducción. The small  
town was laid out over the original site of the mission and has  
kept something of its colonial character, with red-brick 

cobblestones, low-slung adobe buildings and a beautiful  
tree-filled plaza. I checked into the local hotel – also called  
Santa María – and then set off for the local museum.

The Jesuits offered the native Guaraní an alternative to the 
hardships of semi-nomadic existence, teaching them how to  
grow tobacco, maize and yerba mate (the green tea ubiquitous  
in southern South America). But they also instructed them in 
music and the arts. The museum was full of carefully carved  
saints, Christs, apostles and beatific-looking Marías, brought to  
life with natural dyes. 

The hotel manager, María – evidently the only name around  
here – offered to accompany me on a walk around town. She 
showed me a wooden crucifix, erected by the Jesuits in 1647.  
We walked past the church, up to a miniature Calvary on  
which stood three more crosses. Then we left the centre and  
went to the edge of town to catch the westering sun. I’m not  
a Catholic, or especially religious, but Santa María de Fe had  
a harmonious quality. If it was town planning or something 
spiritual I can’t say, but it was tangible. 

The road north to Asunción afforded plenty more religious 
encounters. Nearby San Ignacio revealed an unusual display of 
Guaraní baroque sculpture; rejecting the idea of a skinny, 
humiliated Christ, native craftsmen had given him muscular  
calves as befits the Son of God. At Yaguarón, I visited a beautiful 
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colonial church with a fabulous carved interior and exquisite reredos 
altarpiece, built on the site of a former Franciscan reducción.

It wasn’t all churches. At Paraguari, I had a spot of lunch  
and walked around the market on the main plaza. There,  
men sold cassava root – the staple of Paraguayan food, used to  
make chipa; this moreish cheesy snack 
is eaten for breakfast and to fill holes 
any time of the day. 

An elderly lady had a stall laid out with 
yuyos, the aromatic herbs and grasses 
that are used to enliven the cold version 
of yerba mate, tereré, which many 
Paraguayans prefer due to the 
subtropical heat. I bought myself a small 
gourd and flask, so I could take up the 
custom and stock up on antioxidants in 
preparation for the capital. 

Nation building
Asunción was nondescript around its 
suburban edges but, once I had time to 
explore downtown, I could see it was a capital city on the up. On  
my first night – which coincided with Independence Day – its 
swanky, new promenade hosted a lively folk concert and food  
market staffed by the local embassies. I listened to the entrancing 
harp and guitar music while feasting on empanadas and cheap wine.

The main centre had plenty of smart cafés and bars, as well as 
lively restaurants. I got my fix of strong cortado (milky espresso) 
coffees, freshly baked medialunas (buttery, sweet croissants) and 
good Italian food. The main government buildings looked spruced 
up and recently painted, as if in anticipation of a fussy relative. 

I toured the Museo de las Memorias, 
a museum run by volunteers dedicated 
to those ‘disappeared’ during the 35-year 
tyrannical rule of Paraguay’s former 
leader Alfredo Stroessner (1954–89). On 
a plaza close to the presidential palace 
stood a huge block of cement, out of 
which jutted fragments of a destroyed 
bronze statue of the late dictator – 
crushed as he once crushed others. 

In search of some insight beyond the 
cold equations of history, I visited the 
joyful Museo de Barro. The name  
means ‘Museum of Mud’, but its 
exhibitions – of Jesuit-era silverwork, 
19th- and 20th-century indigenous 

crafts and modern art – connected the faiths to the people, the 
labour to the land, and helped me make sense of Paraguay’s 
multi-hued patchwork of cultures.

I then spent a luminous morning at nearby Lake Ypacaraí.  
The bohemian town of Areguá was lovely, all cobbled streets 

‘Paraguay draws in 
dreamers, then spits 

them out. But while life 
– and indeed travel 

– here can be di�cult, 
this also makes it more 

thrilling to explore’ 



Straw power
A gaucho drinks cold 
tereré; (right) the  
‘green hell’ of the 
Chaco doesn’t look too 
menacing from here
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and bucolic charm, the water shimmering and calm. San 
Bernadino, across the lake, was where ‘the money’ holidayed. 
Around its waters were some smart new hotels, and one 
particularly grand old one – the Hotel del Lago, an elegant 
late-19th-century property still furnished in period style with 
lush gardens and lake views. Former guests included Bernhard 
Förster, who once established – with his wife Elizabeth Nietzsche 
– a short-lived Aryan settlement, Nueva 
Germania, in Paraguay, before being 
thwarted by the environment. 

The country has long been the 
destination of political dreamers as well 
as religious missionaries. It draws them 
in, then spits them out. But while life – 
and indeed travel – here can be di�cult, 
this also makes it more thrilling to 
explore. So, after an urban reboot in 
Asunción, I felt prepared to take the bus 
north-west into the Chaco – Paraguay’s 
infamous and wild ‘green hell’.

Out west
The journey was slow – eight hours to cover 470 kilometres – but  
it was a joy to see the windows fill with savannah, its wide-open 
stretches studded with tall caranday palm trees. Outside, horses 
and fat cows grazed in emerald-coloured grassland. Cowboys on 
bicycles rode home in their Stetsons. 

It was dark when I finally made it to Estancia Iparoma,  
a cattle ranch just outside Filadelfia, a Mennonite settlement  
and the main town in central Chaco. The insects were humming,  

a breeze stirred invisible trees and a welcome bed awaited me  
in the corner of the barn. 

The Gran Chaco is a vast alluvial depression that spreads across 
Bolivia and Argentina and occupies the whole of western Paraguay. 
Much of it is arid, scarcely inhabited and steamily hot in summer, 
and the dense tangle of scrubby forest that spreads over some areas 
has earned it nicknames like ‘El Impenetrable’ and ‘Terra Incognita’.  

But it is also a major biome (one of  
the planet’s largest ecological regions) 
and one of Latin America’s last 
unexplored wildernesses.

After breakfast, my host, Marilyn, 
suggested that I take a walk around  
the estancia. It was warm, but not 
unpleasantly so, and I soon  
witnessed some of the Chaco’s  
famous birds, including brilliant  
white monjitas, vermillion flycatchers, 
turkey vultures, a falcon and two 
gorgeous burrowing owls seated on  
a fencepost. I admired a savannah  
hawk – stunning in its cinnamon-

coloured plumage – and a huge flock of cardinals foraging out  
in the baked mud. 

The woods of the Chaco were equally eye-catching. There were 
trumpet trees with bright yellow blossoms and a mighty quebracho, 
or ice-breaker, with a trunk as hard as steel. There were others  
I couldn’t name, with evil thorns and spikes to keep the nibbling 
mammals at bay, or else fat trunks and tentacular branches (and 
roots) to keep cool and tap deep water when droughts struck.Ala
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‘Not since I’d last been 
in the heart of the 
Brazilian Pantanal, 
had I seen such an 
array of birdlife – 

woodstorks, ibises, 
hawks and parrots’ 

Paraguay
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The wild Gran Chaco
(closewise from this)
Young woman riding 
through the dry forest; 
a spectacled owl; 
glazing herds; a 
southern owl monkey;  
a false coral  
hognose snake

Paraguay
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Marilyn was a Mennonite. I’d seen 
some of her sect in Asunción dressed 
in vintage clothes, the men sporting 
Lincoln beards, the women 
headscarves. Some of them, like the 
Amish in the United States, work the 
land without machines and resist 
technology. But the Chaco 
Mennonites are modern folk, who 
live much like other Paraguayans, 
except for their beliefs. The first wave 
came over from Canada in the 1920s, 
having left Russia to escape 
conscription (the Mennonite creed 
forbids taking up arms). Marilyn’s 
family, like that of many others, had 
arrived in the following decade directly from the Motherland. It 
was this generation that had opened up the Chaco.

Despite the initial hardships of settling in a wilderness so  
unlike their homeland, the Chaco ranchers had persevered and 
now grew soya, tobacco, peanuts and other crops, and raised 
cattle for dairy and meat. But they also leave 40% of their land 
wild, and Marilyn’s family had conserved corridors of trees  
where large flocks of birds fed, nested and hunted. 

Here was also the southern borderland of the great Pantanal,  
the world’s largest wetland region – usually entered from Brazil. 
On the Paraguayan side, access to its deeper region is di�cult  
(and expensive), although an NGO-run lodge does operate deep  
in the region. But you can still get a taste without giving up the  
best part of ten days, exploring the wetlands of the Chaco. 
Marilyn had arranged for her brother, Norbert Epp, to show me 

some of the secrets of the region that lay 
beyond the farms.

To ‘green hell’ and back  
Leaving Filadelfia in the early morning, 
Norbert wasted no time in naming and 
explaining the trees to me: the palo 
borracho, or bottle tree, with its fat belly  
of a trunk to conserve water; the red 
axebreaker, used for tannin, one of the  
first industries in the region. 

After half an hour of asphalt we hit  
dirt road, passing rivers and a chain of 
lagoons. We stopped to observe 
woodstorks, rheas, snail kites, ibises, 
hawks, parrots, herons in their  
hundreds, doves in their thousands.  
Not since I’d last been in Poconé, in the 
heart of the Brazilian Pantanal, had  
I seen such an array of birdlife.

Arriving at Norbert’s own reserve, we 
entered a narrow lane and stopped to  
study the tracks of puma and smaller cats, 
along with peccary, tapir and caiman. We 
set off on a hike around the lake. As ever 
with level, lowland forests, it was di�cult 
to make much sense of the landscape. 
There were palms and dense bushland 
hemming us in, a meandering river to 
cross, and a terrain that switched from 
reeds to mudflats to forest every few steps. 
Plus, there were no footpaths, no signage, 
no information panels. The Paraguay 
wetlands are far beyond the well-trodden 
nature circuits of South America.

Norbert led me to the foot of a wooden 
observation tower. I climbed a slender 
ladder and, feeling now a cooler breeze, 
stood up and looked out. The great lake lay 
beneath us, calm and pellucid at the banks, 
furrowed with tiny waves at its centre. On 
all sides were flocks of Chilean flamingos, 
preening or stepping daintily across the 
shallows, even pinker roseate spoonbills 
sweeping the surface for insects and snails, 
and an immense congregation of egrets 
assembled in a canopy to the west. As the 
wind blew and then dropped away, so the 

clamorous chatter of this multitude of brilliant white birds reached 
our ears and then ebbed.

“You know, most Paraguayans associate the Chaco with the war,” 
said Norbert. “Either that, or bites and spikes, spiders and snakes. 
The vast majority never come here.” 

More fool them, I thought. And more peace and uninterrupted 
beauty for those of us who do make the effort.

We took out a flask and prepared some tereré, which we sipped 
while looking out over the sparkling lake. Over ten days, I’d seen 
UNESCO-listed Jesuit missions, an idyllic town unchanged in five 
centuries, sublime art and crafts from across one of the continent’s 
most ethnically diverse lands, and, here in the ‘arid’ Chaco,  
a wetlands to inspire even the most travel-hardened wildlife lover. 
Green hell? More like South America’s green heart, I’d say, and one 
of the planet’s true untamed, unexplored paradises.  Pr
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‘On all sides of the 
great lake were flocks 
of preening flamingos, 

even pinker roseate 
spoonbills and an 

immense congregation 
of egrets’ 

Paraguay
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Tree of life
A chunky-trunked  
palo borracho tree  
near Filadelfia
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VITAL 
STATISTICS
Capital: Asunción
Population: 6,918,000
Languages: Spanish, Guaraní
Time: GMT-4 (summer GMT-5)
International dialling code: +595
Visas: Not required by UK nationals for 
stays of up to 90 days 
Money: Paraguayan Guaraní (PYG), 
currently around PYG7,355 to UK£1 

When to go

■  Winter: gets drier and cooler from 
June onward; this is generally the best 
period to visit, especially for trips to the 
arid central Chaco region.
■  Party time: Encarnación holds its 
carnival – the best in Paraguay.
■  Summer: temperatures can get 
uncomfortably hot. Be warned. 

Health & safety
Mosquitoes are common  

across Paraguay, but antimalarials are 
not usually recommended. If you are 
pregnant, or considering pregnancy, 
check with your doctor regarding  
Zika virus risk in the areas you are 
visiting. See fitfortravel.nhs.uk for  
more information. 

Further reading  
& information 

Paraguay (Bradt, 2014) by Margaret 
Hebblethwaite – an excellent guide 
written by a Santa María resident 
Paraguay (Footprint, 2014) is a handy 
pocket guide for those on fleeting visits
Forgotten Fatherland (Bloomsbury, 
republished 2013) by Ben Macintyre –
account of the ill-starred colony founded 
by German anti-Semite Bernhard Förster. 
www.senatur.gov.py – o£cial tourist 
board (Spanish only) 
LATA – The Latin America Travel 
Association (lata.org) 

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

THE TRIP
The author’s itinerary was arranged by 
Journey Latin America (020 8600 
1881, journeylatinamerica.co.uk), who 
provide a ten-day tour of Paraguay, 
visiting Encarnación, Trinidad, Santa 
María de Fe and Asunción, from 
£2,696pp. The price includes flights, 
transfers, excursions and breakfast. 
Senatur (senatur.gov.py; Spanish 
only), the Paraguayan tourist board, 
helped organise the author’s onward 
trip to the Chaco region.

Norbert Epp (0491 432 944, 0981 
223 974; granchacoturismo.net) runs 
tours of the Chaco region from 
PYG1,000,000 (£136) per day, including 
a guide, 4WD drive hire, petrol, snacks 
and access to his 25 sq km private 
reserve and saltwater lake, a RAMSAR 
site that now oªers glamping. 

Getting there 
There are no direct flights to 

Paraguay from the UK. The author flew 
with British Airways from London 
Heathrow to Buenos Aires (14 hours; 
from £921 return), then with Aerolineas 
Argentina (aerolineas.com.ar) from 
Buenos Aires’s city airport up to 
Posadas (1.5 hours; from £110 return), 
on the Argentina-Paraguay border. 
Many airlines fly to São Paulo and Rio 
(BA and LATAM [latam.com] fly direct 
from London), which has regular 
connections to/from Asunción.

Getting around
Local buses travel between 

Encarnación, Asunción and Filadelfia. 
There are also infrequent local buses 
around the missions close to 
Encarnación. A ride on the public 
buses in Asunción costs pennies.

Cost of travel
Paraguay is relatively 

inexpensive when compared with 
Argentina and Brazil. A main meal in 
the capital starts from around £6 and 
snacks like empanadas (stuªed 
pastries) cost less than a dollar. Hotels 
and public transport are cheaper too, 
though of a lower standard than in 
neighbouring countries.

Accommodation
Hotel María (Encarnación; +595 

98 510 7800) is well-located, close to 
the town’s main shopping area. Rooms 
are simple; doubles from £28 (B&B). 

Hotel Las Margaritas (Asunción; 
lasmargaritas.com.py/en) has large, 
airy rooms and a decent breakfast 
buªet. Doubles from £72 (B&B).

Hotel Santa María (Santa María de 
Fe; santamariahotel.org) has four 
spotless rooms with mosquito nets, C H I L E
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PARAGUAY HIGHLIGHTS 
1 La Santísima Trinidad de Paraná  

The most complete of the Jesuit 
missions. A small museum space is 
littered with statue fragments and reliefs, 
and the site features a walk-around son 
et lumière installation after dusk.

2 Santa María de Fe A lovely small 
town to break up the journey around 

the mission ruins. A troop of howler 
monkeys lives on the plaza.

3 San Ignacio The town’s museum of 
Guarani-Jesuit baroque religious art 

is well worth a morning of your time.

4 San Buenaventura de Yagurón 
A Franciscan church built on the site 

of a former mission. The plain facade 
hides a baroque interior with an 
impressive carved reredos featuring an 
image of God. Give the caretaker a small 
tip (PYG5,000 or $1) to put the lights on if 
you visit without a guide.

5 Asunción Once you’ve done the 
capital’s big sites, catch a bus to the 

Museo de Barro (museodelbarro.org) to 
see exhibitions that skew the craft-art 
dichotomy and help make sense of the 
indigenous cultures and religious history.

6 Areguá, Lake Ypacaraí 
This small, idyllic town is popular 

with artists. Stalls sell wooden crafts, 
mainly for the local market, but it’s 
pleasant to walk to the church. 

7 San Bernardino, Lake Ypacaraí
See the old German hangout of 

Hotel del Lago. There’s a recently built 
cycle path alongside the new highway  
if you fancy hiring a bike.

8 The Chaco Paraguay’s Chaco is part 
of the Gran Chaco, an arid 650,000 

sq km swathe of scrubby bush that 
stretches across parts of Argentina, 
Bolivia and Brazil. Tourism is a benign 
alternative to the crop and beef farming 
that threaten the area; see the website 
of Paraguayan conservation NGO Guyra 
(guyra.org.py) for more background. 

9 Jakob Unger Museum, Filadelfia 
This group of individually housed 

exhibitions is both free and covers the 
history of the Mennonites, their 
settlement in Paraguay and local flora 
and fauna. It is very instructive. Agate 
‘Gati’ Harder is usually on hand to 
explain the details of this dramatic story. 

Paraguay Footnotes
air-con and en-suite loos. The hotel 
serves basic meals and has a good 
library of Paraguayan-themed books. 
Doubles from PYG180,000 (£24.50).

Some estancias – not so much 
ranches as humble farmsteads – are 
open to the public. Filadelfia’s Estancia 
Iparoma (estanciaiparoma.com) oªers 
dorm or private (in the barn) 
accommodation; from PYG200,000 
(£25) full board pppn. 

Food & drink
The staple snack of the country is 

chipá, a doughy cassava-based bun 
with a smidgen of cheese to add flavour. 
Roadside restaurants serve snacks such 
as empanadas, lomitos (minute-steak 
sandwiches) and sopa paraguaya  

(a stodgy corn bread), while all-you-can-
eat buªet restaurants are packed with 
generic stews and pasta dishes. 

In Asunción, there’s better Italian food 
at branches of La Vienesa (lavienesa.
com.py) and Bellini (bellinirestaurante.
com), tasty empanadas and fish soup at 
the old-school Lido Bar (on the corner of 
Palma and Chile streets; +595 21 
447232) and good coªee and toasties at 
Café Martinez (Yegros 307), an outlet of 
the small Argentine chain.  

In Filadelfia, the unprepossessing 
Snack Shop (calle Benjamin Heinrich 
Unruh, half a block from Hindenburg) 
has okay coªee and delicious cakes. Try 
tereré, a cold yerba mate tea that is 
refreshing, mildly stimulating and drunk 
all day long across Paraguay.

Xtra

More online Use your free 
Wanderlust Xtra app here (see p145).

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/170 
for links to more content:
ARCHIVE ARTICLES
♦  Legends of Iguazú Falls: Brazil, 
Argentina & Paraguay – issue 156
♦  Exploring Paraguay – issue 82
♦  5 things you didn’t know  
about Paraguay – web exclusive
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WORDS JAMES STEWART

Serbia’s west is the forgotten gem 
of the Balkans, rich in history, folk 

tales and wildlife. As the fi rst 
standalone tour to the country 

is launched, we rediscover 
a long misunderstood land

ONCE 
UPON 
A TIME 
IN THE 
WEST



Serbia

Timeless Tara
The Banjska rock 
viewpoint on Tara 
mountain, looking 
down to the Drina river
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O
ne late-summer afternoon in 
Kremna village, Ljubisa Carević 
strolled into the orchard behind his 
cottage – the one with views over 
shaggy conical haystacks, toward  
the wooded hills. The pears on his 
trees had started to blush and  
yielded slightly to his squeeze.  
It was time to harvest. 

Ljubisa bottled the pear juice into a demijohn bottle. Then, at the 
precise moment when its fermentation ceased, as gas from the bottle 
stopped bubbling up through the bucket of water, he lit a fire beneath a 
copper still and distilled the juice into a clear alcohol. He then repeated 
the process and casked the liquid. Two-and-a-half years later, he 
explained all this to me as he poured me out a glass of his pear rakija.

We sat in Ljubisa’s wood-panelled holiday cottage as the day’s  
light faded, the rakija in our glasses glowing gold in the light of  
the fire. “Drink, drink,” he urged. The faint smell of smoke wafted 

from the liquor, then a pear-tinged, alcoholic heat filled my  
mouth and trickled into my stomach. 

Ljubisa shot me an enquiring look. I nodded: “Dobro (good).” 
There are two things you’ll notice about Serbia, my host 

insisted. The second of these was the rakija. Pears, plums, apples, 
grapes, quince, walnuts, herbs – Serbians can turn most farm 
produce into moonshine, inevitably brought out to welcome 
guests. And the first thing? I enquired. 

“That’s the gostoljubivost – the hospitality. This is a country  
with a big heart.” 

Yet few travellers take the time to discover this. The implosion of 
Yugoslavia casts a long shadow over the nations of the former 
republic – Serbia perhaps longer than most. While the sun-drenched 
coasts of Croatia and Slovenia welcome crowds in their millions, for 
many people there persists a lingering sense that Serbia’s hinterlands 
are still dangerous, home to some unnamed conflict. 

Belgrade might be touted as the ‘new Berlin’, thanks to its boisterous 
nightlife and some post-Soviet urban grit, but not many venture 
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outside the city. “Is it safe?” someone even asked prior to my trip to the 
capital and rural south-west. Of course it is, but this idea of it being 
otherwise has existed for so long that it’s hard to shift. If, as Winston 
Churchill observed, the Balkans has produced more history than it 
could consume, Serbia has had indigestion for eight centuries. 
 
The past is another country 
My taxi driver echoed this sentiment as we drove into central 
Belgrade. These broad boulevards were from socialist Yugoslavia, he 
said, as we drove through the suburb of Novi Beograd. On my behalf 
he made a detour past the old Federal Executive Council of 
Yugoslavia building, a modernist marvel that once embodied all the 
hope of a brave new nation when it was born in 1945. 

We then crossed the River Sava into old Belgrade, past a tower 
bombed by NATO in 1999 because, as my driver claimed, its TV 
station was showing a programme about Bill Clinton and Monica 
Lewinsky – “It’s true. Ask anyone in Belgrade,” he insisted. On its 
opposite bank, he welcomed me into what was the Ottoman 

Turkish empire for nearly 450 years. “See the 
Danube over there? That was the southern border 
of the Habsburgs, its arch-rival.” 

Before those warring superpowers, it was 
the Celts, Romans, Barbarians and the Slavs 
themselves tussling over the land. To 
understand Serbia, you need to recognise 
the cultural tectonics here at work in 
central Europe’s crossroads. Things 
rarely run smoothly when 
civilisations’ plates collide. 

It falls to 13th century saint Sava of 
Ireneus to sum up centuries of confusion: 
“The East thought that we were West, while 
the West considered us to be East,” he claimed. 
It was an oft-repeated cliché during my time 
here, but this is after all a country for whom 
misunderstanding is a way of life. 

Capital cruises
Buzzing Belgrade’s 
riverside still boasts 
plenty of historic 
charm; (below) the 
vulture park chief 
with his rakija

Turkish empire for nearly 450 years. “See the 
Danube over there? That was the southern border 

Before those warring superpowers, it was 
the Celts, Romans, Barbarians and the Slavs 
themselves tussling over the land. To 
understand Serbia, you need to recognise 
the cultural tectonics here at work in 
central Europe’s crossroads. Things 

It falls to 13th century saint Sava of 
Ireneus to sum up centuries of confusion: 
“The East thought that we were West, while 
the West considered us to be East,” he claimed. 
It was an oft-repeated cliché during my time 
here, but this is after all a country for whom 
misunderstanding is a way of life. �
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“Over 2,600 years, my city has been destroyed 40 times and 
changed rulers over 60 times,” said Srdjan Ristić, the owner of 
Explore Belgrade tours. He had led me to Kalemegdan Fortress,  
the legendary ‘White Castle’ that leant its nickname to the Serbian 
word for Belgrade, ‘Beograd’. 

We were at the very tip of the Balkan Peninsula, embraced on 
either side by the Sava and Danube rivers. Ahead, the vast 
Pannonian Plain stretched to infinity. Cargo lighters chugged up  
the Danube, where Jason and his Argonauts were said to have 
rowed. A family picnicked on a bastion from which the Ottoman 
army once fired at their Austro-Hungarian foes. Further behind  
us, cafés were busy on Knez Mihailova high street – the old  
Roman road to Constantinople. “History is one of our biggest 
products,” Srdjan said.

Today, Belgrade is the cosmopolitan face of modern Serbia. It’s  
a place where the coffee is Turkish – a thick sludge at the bottom 
of your cup – the food is Balkan, and the attitude Western. But  
if the country’s soul resides anywhere, it’s in the countryside.  
Even Belgraders often retain an ancestral rural cottage, Srdjan 
said. It was time to hit the road.

Land of fairytales
More than most regions of Serbia, the south-west resembles the 
country of Eastern European fairytales: 
higgledy-piggledy villages dotted  
with conical haystacks and farmers 
scything grass; painted beehives  
and cartoony, bug-eyed tractors  
parked next to shingle-roofed barns;  
and quiet corners with beautiful 
frescoed monasteries that contain  
a whiff of incense and Byzantium. 

It’s not a place of sharp mountains, 
even though the Dinaric Alps punctures 
Tara National Park, where we were 
headed. Instead, humble, minding-their-
own-business hills are patchworked 
with tiny fields and watered by 
startlingly azure rivers that run along 
the Bosnian border.

Broad and swift, the Drina river that skirts Tara National Park was 
the childhood playground of my guide, Milan Pešković. Whenever 
he could escape, he’d be there: fishing, swimming, kayaking. Now he 
runs rafting trips along it, following in the wake of lumberjacks who 
once lashed logs together and rode them downstream to the mills  
of Belgrade over a week or so. “This river is in my heart,” he said. 

I could understand why. From Simići, we’d drifted between 
silver-green willows on his raft (inflatable, sadly). Herons lumbered 
overhead as if built of grey rag and struts. The water fluoresced 
in the sunshine. Only birdsong and the gurgle of Milan’s paddle 
broke the silence. It was blissful.

Yet the past has a knack of permeating the present in Serbia. 
“Serbian boys were taken across the Drina by Ottoman Turks 
from 1500,” Milan said, adding that they were conscripted into 
the Sultan’s army as a levy on their Christian subjects. Known 
as devşirme (‘collecting,’ in Turkish), it was the starting point for 
Yugoslav author Ivo Andrić’s century-spanning, Nobel Prize-
winning novel The Bridge on the Drina. 

Some time beforehand, local folk hero Marko Kraljević had  
faced the same broad river when he rode out to meet the then-
invading Ottomans. As strong as ten men, they say, as  
courageous as 20, he ripped a rock from the cliffs and hurled it 
into the river so that his horse could hopscotch across into battle. 

“It’s true,” Milan said with a sly grin. “The rock’s around the 
corner. You can still see the mark left by his horse.” 

We rounded a meander and there it was: a house-sized outcrop 
alone in midstream, capped by a fantastically rickety cabin. The 
horseshoe imprint? The current swept us past too quickly to see. 
But that cabin alone in midstream looked as preposterous and as 
wonderful as a fairytale. 

The old ways
That’s the thing about Serbia: some of its tales are fictions that 
masquerade as fact; others are improbable yarns that turn out  
to be true. In Kremna, where I stayed overnight in Ljubisa’s  
cottage, I learned about a village prophet of the 1800s. He foretold  
a time of fiery chariots riding an iron road on which people  
travelled for fun. That probably sounded bonkers 200 years ago. 
Aboard the 9.30 from Mokra Gora, it made perfect sense.

To a happy cheer and the hiss of brakes, the dinky Šargan  
Eight train embarked on its journey towards the mountains.  
When 25,000 workmen built its looping figure-eight ascent in 
1918, it was the pride of Yugoslavia Mark I – the narrow-gauge  
line that would finally link the two big railways that spanned  
the first ‘South Slav’ state (the direct translation of Yugoslavia).  
In only three days you could get from Belgrade to the Croatian 

coast. Just imagine!
I wouldn’t have fancied that journey. 

Every jolt ricocheted through the  
slatted wooden seats. However, there 
was a jolly holiday atmosphere aboard. 
Balkan trumpeters and folksingers,  
who toyed with ululation, crackled  
from the train’s soundsystem. Families 
posed for selfies as the scenery trickled 
by: pretty wooden churches, hills 
freckled by red-roofed villages, forests  
as far as you could see. 

The view vanished suddenly. There 
was nothing but darkness, the clang  
of wheels and hot, heavy air. The first  
of 22 tunnels – another cheer.

I fell into conversation with Miodrag, a guard in baggy blue 
uniform. He told me his father had worked on the train until it 
had originally closed in 1974; he had done this job since the line 
reopened for tourism in 1999. His children after him? Well, his 
daughter was only seven. But yes, why not? That sense of history, 
of continuity, was important he said. “We go so fast today. We 
shouldn’t forget the older ways too.” 

Soar point
In a land of folktales you need a hissable villain. And sadly, all too 
often in the past that has been the griffon vulture – once on the 
brink of extinction. Now, to see one of the world’s largest raptors 
you have to drive east from Mokra Gora for a boat trip into the 
Uvac Special Nature Reserve.

As I parked beside the water, a figure wearing a ra¯sh straw 
stetson emerged from a caravan. He waved me over. A park  
ranger would explain all about the birds, the reserve’s chief  
said, clapping a hand on my shoulder: “But first, rakija! I’ve some 
that’s 13 years old in here…”

The bottle came into the boat with me and Nedeljko, the ranger. 
The chief would hear no argument against it. Finish it off, he told 
us. The bottle was over half-full.

By the late-1990s Serbia’s largest bird species was down to  
six breeding couples. “Farmers believed they attacked livestock,  Dr
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‘There was a holiday 
atmosphere aboard 

the Šargan Eight. 
Balkan folksingers 
crackled from the 

train’s soundsystem as  
the scenery trickled by’

�

�



Pristine paddles 
(clockwise from this) 
Rafting on the Drina 
river; looking out over 
Tara National Park; the 
guard of the Šargan  
Eight train



Golden dawn 
Day breaks over  
the Kalemegdan 
Fortress in Belgrade



Serbia



Food for the soul… 
and stomach
(clockwise from this) 
Entrance to monastery 
near Tara; going into a 
tunnel on the Šargan 
Eight railway; breakfast 
Serbian-style: spinach 
and cheese pie plus 
cured pork (the flu�y 
stu� is Čvarci – heavily 
reduced pork fat)
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so poisoned them,” Nedeljko 
explained to me as we slipped through 
silvery-green water. 

The griff on vulture certainly looks 
disreputable. In a fairytale it’d be the 
one that carries off  a young princeling. 
“But they’re carrion feeders,” 
Nedeljko protested. “It’s crazy.” 

A decade ago, the government 
simultaneously launched an education 
campaign and created the Uvac reserve 
to safeguard the last birds. Its soft, 
sleepy hills looked an unlikely place 
for vultures, especially ones that could 
weigh up to 10kg and measure 3m from 
wingtip to wingtip. There was nothing here but cows, 
which glanced up as we passed, their bells a soft thunk 
across the water. Then the scenery shook itself awake, 
squared its shoulders and sat up. 

Soon we were in a tight limestone gorge, 
swinging around meanders as the river tied itself 
into knots. “Nature here is so beautiful – the 
cliff s, the water, the peace,” Nedeljko said, 
more to himself than me. 

We approached a cliff -face. Two hunch-
shouldered heaps of brown feathers glared 
at us from a ledge. With a mewling pu�  all 
of grey feathers between them, the pair 
had quite enough to deal with without 
uninvited guests. Current estimates put the 

population at around 500 birds; 
perhaps 501 with that young chick.

So, we scrambled uphill elsewhere 
to a plateau on a tiny meadow. 
Nedeljko wanted to show off  the 
meanders from above. To be honest, 
I barely looked. Within a minute 
of our arrival, a vulture cruised 
beneath us on huge wings, its 
splayed black feathers fl uttering in 
the updraught. Another fl ew so low 
overhead I heard the air hiss. It 
stalled, dropped a wing and circled 
back for a closer look at me. We 
eyeballed each other. 

We didn’t fi nish the rakija, incidentally. It went away with me 
in the car. I was given no choice about that either.

That night, in a quaint Hobbity inn in Sirogojno, I got 
chatting to waitress Danijela. “Good trip?”, she 
asked. I enthused about the vultures and the 
rakija, about the Tara National Park, the train 
ride and the gutsy homemade food. Above all, 
I praised the hospitality. 

That question about safety now seemed 
even more absurd. Did she think Serbia was 
misunderstood? She thought for a while. 
“Perhaps,” she answered diplomatically before 
nodding. There was another moment’s silence 
before she added: “But maybe that’s because you 
haven’t got to know us properly yet.”  

�

Rising again 
An endangered gri� on 
vulture soars through 
the Uvac Special Nature 
Reserve; (below) Uvac 
park ranger Nedeljk

‘Within a minute of
our arrival, a vulture 
cruised beneath us

on huge wings,
its splayed black

feathers fl uttering in 
the updraught’
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02/11/ LONDON LOGAN HALL, 7.30PM (DOORS 7PM)
03/11/  BRISTOL  ST. GEORGE’S, 7.30PM (DOORS 7PM) 
04/11/ LIVERPOOL ST. GEORGE’S HALL,  7.30PM (DOORS 7PM)     
06/11/  EDINBURGH  ASSEMBLY ROOMS, 7.30PM (DOORS 7PM)
07/11/ GLASGOW OLD FRUITMARKET, 7.30PM (DOORS 7PM)
09/11/ LEEDS COLLEGE OF MUSIC – THE VENUE, 7.30PM (DOORS 7PM)
10/11/ SHEFFIELD STUDENTS’ UNION, 7.30PM (DOOR 7PM)
11/11/ MANCHESTER RNCM THEATRE,  7.30PM (DOORS 7PM)
 13/11/ BIRMINGHAM VUE BIRMINGHAM, 7.30PM (DOORS 7PM)
14/11/ BRISTOL ST. GEORGE’S, 8PM (DOORS 7.30 PM)

presented by:

#myEOFT
THE BEST OUTDOOR AND 

ADVENTURE FILMS OF THE YEAR!

Presale Tickets £12.- available at
Ellis Brigham (www.ellis-brigham.com)
Box offi ce: £14.- (London: Presale
Tickets £15.-, Box offi ce: £17.-)
MORE INFORMATION ON TICKETS AND THIS 
YEAR‘S PROGRAM AT WWW.EOFT.EU

A production by Moving Adventures

HOW TO 
BUY AND 
GET 10% 
OFF
Visit: ROHAN.CO.UK 
and enter discount 
code TM10

 
SAVE
10%
with

W A N D E R L U S T  R E A D E R  O F F E R

Rohan 1-2_horizontal_mwv1.indd   126 24/08/2016   16:22
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Svalbard Footnotes

3

VITAL 
STATISTICS
Capital: Belgrade
Population: 7 million
Languages: Serbian. English is widely 
spoken in Belgrade
Time: GMT+1 (GMT+2 Mar-Oct)
International dialling code: +381
Visas: Not required by UK nationals for 
stays of up to 90 days
Money: Dinar (RSD), currently RSD146  
to UK£1

When to go

■  Late spring and summer: Serbia is at 
its lushest and hottest (25–30ºC). 
Belgrade can swelter in the humidity, but 
the Dinaric Alps remain cooler and dry. 
Rafting and hiking trips are in full swing.
■  Shoulder months: fickle spring and 
autumn weather, though usually warm, 
■  Winter: ski season hits Zlatibor, near 
the Tara National Park, as temperatures 
plummet to freezing levels. 

Health & safety
Serbia has no major health  

risks, but the Foreign O�ce warns of 
rabies in the parks and the outskirts  
of large cities. 

Crime is rare, but take the usual 
precautions against petty theft in 
Belgrade. Unexploded ordnance from 
various conflicts can be an issue, 
particularly around the border areas,  
so don’t go o£-trail.   

Further reading  
& information

Serbia (Dorling Kindersley, 2016) 
Serbia (Bradt, 2013) 
serbia.travel – o�cial tourist board
belgradian.com & stillinbelgrade.com 
– useful up-to-date guides to the capital
nptara.rs – Tara National Park site
uvac.org.rs – Uvac Nature Reserve site

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

THE TRIP
Explore (01252 883741, www.explore.
co.uk) covers the same ground as the 
author’s trip and tacks on extra sights 
with its new Highlights of Serbia tour. 
The one-week trip costs from £749 
(incl flights) or £599 (excl flights).

In Belgrade, Srdjan Ristic, founder of 
Explore Belgrade! (www.explore-
belgrade.com), provides thought-
provoking tours from €19.99 (£17), and 
has encyclopaedic knowledge of his 
city’s history – in fluent English.

Getting there  
& around

Air Serbia (airserbia.com) has daily 
direct flights to Belgrade from London 
Heathrow, with flights around £235 
return and taking from 2.5 hours. 

Wizz Air (wizzair.com) flies from 
London Luton to Belgrade three times 
a week; from £41.50 return. 

Nikola Tesla Airport is 20 minutes 
from the city centre by o�cial taxi, with 
trips costing around RSD1,800 (£12). 
The journey takes around 40 minutes 
by bus; from RSD75 (50p) when 
pre-bought at an airport kiosk.

Because of an inconsistent rail and 
bus network, hiring a car is the best 
way to get around rural Serbia. Rental 
is available from all major companies at 
Belgrade Nikola Tesla Airport, including 
Europcar (europcar.co.uk) from around 
£95 for a week. Driving is safe enough, 
but signs in cyrillic on backroads can 
make for interesting navigation.

Cost of travel
Serbia o£ers good value 

accommodation and food by European 
standards, although prices in Belgrade 
are roughly double those elsewhere. 
As a rough guide, expect to pay 
around RSD580 [£4] for a main course 
in a rural restaurant.

Accommodation
In Belgrade, the Envoy Hotel 

(envoyhotel.rs) has plenty of gadgets 
and comforts, plus a prime location in 
the pedestrianised centre; doubles 
from €110 (£93), minimum two nights.

Or for a novelty, try eight-bedroom 
floating hotel Boatel Charlie 
(boatelcharlie.com) in the Belgrade 
suburb of Novi Beograd; doubles  
from €43 (£36).

Out in the south-west district of 
Zlatibor, Küstendorf (Lotika, near 
Mokra Gora; +381 31 800686) o£ers 
folky décor in a traditional village/hotel 
originally built by filmmaker Emir 
Kusturica as a set for his film Life is a 
Miracle. Regardless of whether you 
find it cute or kitsch, it’s well placed for 
Tara NP. Doubles from RSD8,690 (£61).

Tara
NP

Uvac Special
NR
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SERBIA HIGHLIGHTS 
1 Belgrade  History by the tonne –  

Roman, Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, 
Yugoslav – e£ervescent street life  
and great food; the beautifully sited 
capital sums up Serbian culture in one 
location (pictured).

2 Subotica  The lazy-paced 
complement to the capital, 175km 

north, has handsome Secession-style 
architecture and leafy boulevards where 
locals pedal around on vintage bicycles.

3 Topola  The town of the former 
Karađorđević royal family: the royals’ 

St George Church is laced with 
astonishing mosaics that replicate 
Serbia’s finest frescos, while its museum 
holds the 1914 Austro-Hungarian 
telegram that tipped the world into war. 
There are some vineyards nearby, too.

4 Tara National Park and Zlatibor
Your destination for a truly great 

outdoors: there’s rafting on turquoise 
rivers, hiking and biking trails through 
beautiful forest, jaunts on the dinky 
Šargan Eight railway, winter skiing and 

just lazing in villages among fairytale 
scenery to choose from.

5 Uvac Special Nature Reserve
A jolly boat trip, a beautiful gorge 

and a rare opportunity to see one of the 
largest raptors in the world, the gri£on 
vulture (nesting season begins late Jan). 

6 Studenica  The holiest of holy Serbian 
monasteries, built beneath the wild 

slopes near Ušče village in 1190 and 
painted with superb Byzantine frescos.

Serbia Footnotes
Food & drink
Bold, unfussy flavours typify 

Serbian cuisine – that, and meat. 
Mainstays include the calorie-busting 
karađorđeva šnicla, which is veal stu£ed 
with kajmak cheese. Lighter, albeit still 
meaty, snacks such as ćevapi rissoles or 
pljeskavica (meat patty) kebabs are 
served in most restaurants, where you 
can often find freshwater fish on menus, 

usually grilled trout and carp. 
Vegetarians may struggle. However, 
burek, the ubiquitous Balkan pastry, 
often comes filled with a choice of meat 
or cheese and spinach. Breakfasts are  
a delight, with pastries, natural sheep’s 
cheese, cured pork, and natural  
yoghurt on o£er. Co£ee usually arrives 
as either domaća kafa – Turkish-style – 
or standard European.

Xtra

More online Use your free 
Wanderlust Xtra app here (see p145).

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/170 
for links to more content:
ARCHIVE ARTICLES
♦  Letting your hair down in Belgrade – 
issue 96
♦  Food & drink in Belgrade – web exclusive
PLANNING GUIDES
♦  Serbia travel guide



Crowd-free national parks roamed by wild elephant, mountain hikes though the Great Rift Valley and 
spectacular lake-side scenery; Malawi deserves its place among Africa’s most rewarding destinations

K nown affectionately as the ‘Warm 
heart of Africa’, this slender, compact 
nation sandwiched between Zambia 

and Mozambique offers travellers a diverse 
range of ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ experiences. 

One quarter of the country is taken up by 
its most famous geographical feature; the 
immense Lake Malawi is both enormous and 
astoundingly beautiful in equal measure. Keen 
scuba divers have long itched to don fins and 
breathing apparatus here, ready to come 
face-to-mask with the endemic fish species 
and perfectly-preserved shipwrecks that have 
made a home in the depths of East Africa’s 
southernmost lake.

Above the surface, the mountains produced 
by the Great Rift Valley and the extensive 
plateaus that reach 3000m above sea level 
offer boundless hiking routes, mountain 
biking trails and exceptional birding 
opportunities. Mount Mulanje, rising up at 
the heart of the Malawian tea-producing 
region to the east of Blantyre, tantalises keen 
walkers with a two-day hike to watch the 

sun rise from the Massif peak. To the north, 
the high-altitude and malaria-free Zomba 
Plateau hides natural waterfalls and rugged 
grasslands.

But it’s the national parks that are changing 
the face of tourism here. African Parks, a  
non-profit conservation organisation, 
(supported by none other than Prince Harry) 
manage the rejuvenation of three major 
national parks, protecting and increasing 
elephant, leopard and lion populations, 
amongst others. Recently the world’s largest 
translocation of wildlife saw 500 elephant 
moving to Nkhotakota National Park with 
buffalo, warthog and antelope, in a bid to 
help restore the country’s biodiversity after a 
long history of poaching. 

Here, long-term strategies are in place to fully 
involve communities in the development; 
parks are re-fenced as they expand and local 
people are trained and employed as wildlife 
guides and rangers. To cut a long story short: 
Malawi is rapidly establishing itself as a big 
name on the African tourist map. 

“Malawi is definitely the 
warm heart of Africa. The 
earth warms your feet, 
the sun warms your skin 
and the people warm 

your soul! It’s easy to see 
why it was one of Livingstone’s 

favourite places. At night, single gas lamps 
on fishing boats light up the lake as the stars 
pinprick the dark sky. While Lake Malawi might 
draw the visitors, many stay for the wildlife. Time 
your trip with the ‘Lake of Stars’ music festival, 
which features artists from all over Africa.”

Fiona Herring, Africa Travel Specialist

Rainbow Tours’ 16-day National Parks & 
Wildlife of Malawi tour costs from £5060pp 

0203 588 6115 
www.rainbowtours.co.uk

Mad about Malawi
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■ This month’s experts include: Reassuringly safe diver Alison Dando, p74
♦ Canny traveller Tamsin King, p77 ♦ Wolf-snapper Annie Marie Musselman, p80
♦ Long-hauler doctor Jane Wilson-Howarth, p82 ♦ Gear geek Phoebe Smith, p85 

The vegetarian 
festival with a 
point – or two

see p77



T
he underwater world is 
a magical place of tropical 
creatures and glistening coral, 
which most of us only glimpse 
fleetingly while snorkelling. 
The cost of the gear and  

hours of scuba-diving lessons required mean 
few take the plunge (literally) and become 
certified divers. But there is another way.

Taster sessions, known as ‘try-dives’, are 
short and simple intros to scuba diving, often 
aimed at beginners. But how can you know it 
will be safe? And how can you pick a reliable 
company? Read on to discover how you can 
turn a try-dive into the dip of a lifetime.

Why do it?
Snorkelling lets you briefly spy the ocean’s 
underwater world, but scuba diving allows 
you to go deeper – promising close encounters 
with sealife, such as turtles, rays and tropical 
fish, or get to explore shipwrecks. Try-dives 
offer a taster: short sessions (usually around 
two hours) that teach the basics of using a 
regulator (your breathing apparatus) and 
help you get used to things like using weights 
to counter buoyancy. They take place in a 
swimming pool or open water.

“A try-dive allows beginners to experience 
the sensation of weightlessness and 
breathing underwater,” explains Andrew 

Rose of Scuba Schools International (SSI). “It 
can give you freedom to enjoy the wonders 
of the aquatic environment, and first-timers 
will be amazed by how much they can see.”

Mastering all the equipment in a short 
time can seem overwhelming, but try-dives 
are essentially guided tutorials, letting you go 
at your own pace. Nearly all centres provide 
apparatus and wetsuits, and there isn’t an 
obligation to go beyond that first session – as 
opposed to signing up for a course. 

“Try-dives can help save both time and 
money by finding out in advance if you even 
like diving,” agrees Alison Dando of the 
British Sub-Aqua Club (BSAC).

Try diving – the safe way
■  T h e  W a n d e r l u s t  M a s t e r c l a s s

Shallow pleasures
Try-dive sessions allow 
you to get a taste of 
diving in a safe location
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And more importantly, those first breaths 
underwater could lead to you ticking 
something incredible off your bucket list.

Choosing a company
Picking the right dive centre can be key to 
feeling safe on your first dive – often one of 
the biggest concerns for first-timers. Your 
best bet is to choose a company that offers 
shore-based try-dives, as opposed to deep, 
open water. These give you the security of 
being able to stand up if you feel 
uncomfortable or need a breather, and 
they are very similar to the sessions held in 
swimming pools, so will offer a more natural 
transition for first-timers.

It’s also wise to check out the level of 
qualifications the instructors have, so you 
can get the best assistance if you find 
yourself struggling with your breathing, or 
coping with the weights. “Check 
whether you’ll be led by  
a ‘divemaster’ (the certified 
level below instructor), as 
even though they can lead 
try-dives, they’re not 
qualified instructors,” says 
experienced diver Mel Roach. 
“Instructors have been taught 
how to teach and are more adept 
at giving you expert help.”

Experience counts in the water as well,  
as the longer-established firms are usually 
the ones that are better versed in helping 
first-timers. Plus, check the centre’s level  
of insurance and whether it’s a�liated to  
a dive training agency (BSAC, PADI and  
SSI are common examples). All the 
equipment you use should also have been 
tested, monitored and cleaned. 

Ask to smell the air inside the oxygen 
canister, advises Mel: it should smell of 
nothing, but if it seems a bit funky, it’s likely 
that the canisters haven’t been well-
maintained or cleaned. She suggests looking 
for signs of a green substance around the 
seals of the mask; this is as a result of bacteria 
build-up, caused by bacteria from the sea and 
people not washing their masks properly. 

Feeling secure in the company of your 
chosen instructors is an important part of 

any dive. “Ultimately, try-dives are about 
enjoyment,” Andrew adds. “First-timers will 
relish the experience more if they’re 
comfortable with their instructors and should 
not be afraid to ask questions at any time.”

Doing it safely
If you don’t fancy open-water diving straight 
away, many hotels offer poolside try-dives in 
conditions similar to those of shallow water.

Most centres will carry out a medical to 
ensure you’re fit to dive, so if you’re thinking 
of booking before you go, it’s best to get 
checked over by your GP in case you need 
written permission. If you have a cold or 
sinus problems, it’s advised you don’t dive 
until they’ve cleared up.

“It also helps if you’re a confident 
swimmer, although you don’t need to 
be of Olympic standard,” says Mel. “If you 

aren’t, don’t let that stop you trying 
out diving – many people give it 

a go to conquer their fears 
of open water.”

Mel also adds that if you’re 
likely to feel claustrophobic, 
pick (or buy) a clear mask 

instead of one with black 
surrounds, which can often 

limit your peripheral vision.

Picking the best dive sites
For shore-based diving, Malta is Europe’s 
best spot. Head to the islands of Gozo and 
Comino for shipwrecks, marine life (octopi, 
rays and moray eels) and even a 30m-deep 
sunken Madonna statue at Marfa Point. 

Elsewhere, Thailand’s island of Ko Tao has 
calm, shallow waters where you’ll be joined 
by reef sharks, rays and a host of tropical fish. 
And further afield, the British Virgin Islands 
are also famed for their shipwrecks, with 
many found at shallow depths – ideal for 
first-timers. The UK coastline is great for 
spotting seals, but its waters aren’t that clear, 
except in and around the Isles of Scilly.

Wherever you choose for your first dive, 
make sure you’re prepared and pick your 
dive centre wisely. But most importantly, 
enjoy the experience – there’s a whole new 
underwater world waiting to be explored.

Why did you decide 
to do a try-dive?
Scuba diving was one 
of the things on my 
bucket list to try, and the 

hotel I was staying at in Mexico o�ered 
a trial diving session to new divers in its 
pool. So I thought I’d give it a go, as this 
seemed the best opportunity to scratch 
it o� my list. It was designed to give 
beginners a taste of being underwater, 
equipped with all the gear to help you 
decide if it was something you wished 
to pursue in open water. 
What were your expectations 
of try-dives beforehand?
I would be lying if I didn’t say I felt 
apprehensive. These fears were slightly 
alleviated because it was conducted 
within the pool of the hotel, and not in 
open water. I expected it to be as easy 
as you see on TV, but it wasn’t! 
How safe did you find it? 
I found the entire experience to be very 
safe. The instructor led the session with 
all the safety precautions I would have 
expected during an open-sea dive. 
I completely underestimated the weight 
of the equipment, however, and that 
came as a shock to me. Once I entered 
the water, natural instincts started to 
take over. My brain seemed to panic, 
which caused my breathing to become 
irregular. I underestimated the ‘mental’ 
aspect to scuba diving; it really is 
a factor that comes into play. 
What advice would you give 
to other first-timers? 
I would definitely recommend it to 
everyone who wants to give diving 
a go; you get the illusion of an open-
water dive in a safe and confined area. 
I would advise you to not overthink it; 
this was my problem, and because of 
that, I panicked and couldn’t regulate 
my breathing, which led to me not 
going through with the full scuba-diving 
course. I would go diving again, but I’d 
try another taster dive before attempting 
open water. However, the feeling you 
get being underwater is one of freedom 
and I would recommend it to all.

STEVEN BARNES
■  C a s e  s t u d y‘It helps if you’re a confident swimmer, but if you aren’t,

don’t let that stop you from trying out diving – many people
even give it a go to help conquer their fears of open water’

Ala
my

top tip
Pick a long-sleeved  

wetsuit over short sleeves  
to protect against stinging  
sea creatures, which can  
be a fear, particularly for 

first-timers.

Globetrotting reader and diving novice 
Steven shares his first try-dive experience
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So it’s a Thai festival for vegetarians?
Not really. But vegetarianism is key to the 
festival’s history. Said to have begun in 1825, 
legend has it that a visiting Chinese opera 
troupe to what is now the Kathu District of 
Phuket, Thailand were struck down with 
sickness. However, by practising a vegetarian 
diet – in homage to their Nine Emperor Gods 
– they performed a miraculous recovery. 
This return to health caught the interest of 
locals across Thailand, who adopted the faith. 

Phuket is where the main action is for 
visitors, with celebrations usually held in 
October (depending on the lunar calendar). 
As well as abstaining from meat, devotees 
adhere to eight other commitments across 
the nine-day festival, including abstaining 
from sex, alcohol and wearing white.
It all sounds relatively normal…
Yes, but many of the acts carried out during 
the festival are rather bizarre and gruesome. 
Performers – said to be in a trance – have 
been known to slice or skewer parts of their 

1 WWOOFing 
Farm labour isn’t very glam, 

but volunteering with World 
Wide Opportunities on Organic 
Farms (WWOOF) could result in 
an extended stay in some of 
the most beautiful parts of the 
world, as volunteers receive 
bed and board in exchange for 
giving up their time; wwoof.net.

2Home, free home!
House-sitting is perfect for 

accommodation on a budget. 
You get a place to stay and 
homeowners get peace of 
mind – all completely free. It 
also quickly immerses you in 
local life. One good site to try 
is trustedhousesitters.com

3Anchors away
Sailing companies often 

take on temporary crews, so 
some basic sailing experience 
means you could pay your way 
as anything from a deckhand to 
a cook. Not only will you build 
new skills, but see dolphins 
and marine life in the wild and 
explore desert islands.

4On your bike
Cycle tours are a cheap 

way of seeing all that a country 
has to o� er, without the cost of 
car rental. You can also explore 
the area better, going o�  the 
beaten track and getting to 
know locals. See p112 for some 
easy-but-extraordinary rides. 

5Teaching English
Use your mother tongue to 

extend your travels. It’s easy to 
fi nd Teaching English as a 
Foreign Language (TEFL) 
courses but make sure they’re 
accredited by an external body 
(ODLQC and Pearson are two). 
Thailand, Vietnam and Burma 
are among the best places to 
combine work and travel. 

Advice provided by Tamsin King, 
author of Gap Year Adventures: An 
Essential Pocket Guide to Making it 
Count (Summersdale; £6). Out now.

body (without anaesthetic) using swords, 
sticks and household items in a gory display 
of devotion, and to bring good luck. The 
daredevil stunts don’t end there: fi rewalking, 
bathing in hot oil and climbing ladders made 
from daggers are also common trials of faith.
Wow. Can I visit?
Yes. It’s these death-defying feats that are the 
main attraction for travellers, and while we 
wouldn’t recommend trying them yourself, 
it’s a spectacular sight. Even if you can’t 
stomach it all, do try to be around for the 
closing ceremony, which is a wild frenzy 
of fi recrackers and gunpowder smoke, as 
locals hoist fi reworks around the streets.
Where’s best to experience it?
Don’t just stay in one place on Phuket. There 
are over 40 Chinese shrines scattered across 
the island, all of which form the centre of 
street parties and displays during the festival. 
The province’s fi ve oldest shrines – Put Jaw, 
Jui Tui, Bang Niew, Cherngtalay and Kathu 
– are all good places to start.

■ 5  o f  t h e  b e s t . . .

WAYS TO TRAVEL 
FOR LONGER 

Piercing stare
Some of the devotions 
performed at this Thai 
festival defi nitely aren’t 
for the squeamish

did you 
know?

Apart from one death in 
2011, festival performers 

are amazingly left 
free from injury 

and scarring. 

Dr
ea

ms
tim

e

Wanderlust October 2016  |  77

Masterclass Instant Expert

Vegetarian festival
■  I n s t a n t  E x p e r t



Q I’m in Singapore for 
a few days on a stopover 
on the way to Australia 

and I’m really keen to see its 
wildlife. Where should I go?
Andrew Belt, via email

ABukit Timah Nature 
Reserve lies near the 
centre of Singapore and 

is both the city state’s highest hill 
(164m) and a good place to start. 

This reserve represents one 
of the largest patches of primary 
rainforest remaining in Singapore 
and a fine place to spot the odd 
short-tailed babbler on the forest 
floor. Happily, the endangered and 
melodious straw-headed bulbul 
also still persist in small numbers, 
while long-tailed macaques are the 
most common mammal spied in 
the reserve. Slender squirrels and 
both the Malayan pangolin and  
colugo can also be seen here. 

Another small but significant 
reserve is the 1.3 sq km Sungei 
Buloh Wetland Reserve in north-
west Singapore. This is a place 
of global importance as a stopover 
point for migratory shorebirds 
such as the whimbrel, common 
greenshank and marsh sandpiper, 
as well as other wetland species, 
from the striated heron to the yellow 
bittern. They make good use of the 
extensive mudflats, freshwater 
ponds and mangrove forests here. 

In the tidal zones, water monitors 
up to 1.8m in length patrol the area 
for crabs, frogs, carrion and even 
small unwary birds. Fishlife is 
abundant too; look out for the 
remarkable archer fish, which 

after the slave trade was deemed 
illegal (but still went on here). 

To get a feel for historic Zanzibar, 
try Stone Town’s hotels. Many are 
housed in restored 19th-century 
Arab mansions, with whitewashed 
arches, giant brass-studded doors 
and gorgeous little rooftop terraces 
overlooking the Indian Ocean. 
Lizzie Williams, co-author 
of Footprint’s Zanzibar 
& Pemba guidebook

Q I’m visiting Uzbekistan, 
the home of the Silk 
Road. How can I best 

see the old trade route’s charms?
Sara Morris, via email

A Of course, you have 
to visit Samarkand and 
Bukhara, but what you 

see today was built after Genghis 
Khan and the Mongols had pillaged 
their way through the 13th century. 

hunts land-based invertebrates by 
squirting water at them. Smooth 
otters have also been sighted here, 
so keep an eye out.

If you have time on your hands, 
squeeze in a trip to the Panti Forest 
Reserve on the Malay Peninsula. 
This patch of lowland rainforest is 
famous for the presence of the 
remarkable Malaysian rail-babbler, 
among others. And Malayan tigers 
can even still be found here!
Susan Myers, author of Princeton 
Pocket Guides’ Wildlife of 
Southeast Asia guidebook 

Q I’m visiting Zanzibar 
and I’m interested in 
the history of the 

archipelago. What should I see?
Ben Cowling, via email

ACondensing Zanzibar’s 
rich past into a short space 
of time is di�cult: it’s been 

a capital of the Omani Sultanate, 
a hub for the 19th-century slave 
trade and a base for colonial British 
explorers and empire builders. 

Wander the narrow alleyways 
of Zanzibar City’s Stone Town to 
admire its sights, such as the Old 
Fort, built in 1700 by Omani Arabs 
to defend against the Portuguese. 
Also see its Anglican cathedral, 
constructed in 1873 on the site 
of the old slave market, and drop 
by the House of Wonders, Sultan 
Barghash’s palace from 1883. 

On the coastline north of Stone 
Town, you can visit palace ruins 
at Mtoni and Kibweni, and there 
are caves and chambers at 
Mangapwani that once hid slaves 

THE EXPERTS

SOPHIE IBBOTSON
Author of several books for Bradt 
Guides, including the Uzbekistan 

guidebook (bradtguides.com) 

ANNA UDAGAWA
Japan expert and co-author of 

Trailblazer Guide’s Japan by Rail 
guidebook (trailblazer-guides.com)

LIZZIE WILLIAMS
Africa expert and co-author of 

Footprint’s Zanzibar & Pemba guide 
(footprinttravelguides.com) 

SUSAN MYERS
Traveller, photographer and author of 
Princeton’s Wildlife of Southest Asia 
guidebook (press.princeton.edu)

ASK THE 
EXPERTS
Explore the wildlife of ‘urban’ Singapore; step back in time
on the Tanzanian archipelago of Zanzibar; follow the Silk Road
through magical Uzbekistan; and go o� the rails in Japan…
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The golden age of the Silk Road 
pre-dates that by 1,500 years!

For me, the must-see is Termez, 
right on the southern border with 
Afghanistan (though completely 
safe to visit). It was a melting pot 
of Mediterranean, Indian, Chinese, 
and Persian cultures, and a major 
centre of Buddhism and Gandharan 
art. The Termez Archaeological 
Museum is the best in Uzbekistan, 
the Kara Tepe rock-cut temple 
complex has survived from the 
3rd century AD, and there are many 
curious structures like the Kyr Kyz 
(40 Girls’ Fortress) and the Zurmala 
Tower. See Kampir Tepe, the ruins 

of a once-thriving Buddhist city on 
the banks of the Amu Darya river.

To understand the Silk Road, you 
also need to take a camel trek; the 
most scenic is to Aydarkul Lake in 
the Nuratau-Kyzylkum Biosphere 
Reserve – great for birdwatching too.
Sophie Ibbotson, author of 
Bradt’s Uzbekistan guidebook

Q I want to make use 
of the new Hokkaido 
Shinkansen section 

that opened in March, but fancy 
going deeper into Hokkaido. 
What routes should I take?
Katie Nevard, via email

A The rail network in 
Hokkaido makes it easy 
to circle the island. The 

best scenery is towards the east, 
but you can do a smaller circuit 
via Oshamambe. 

Transfers at Shin-Hakodate-
Hokuto, the shinkansen line 
terminal station, to Hakodate 
are straightforward. When you’re 
ready to leave, take a train to 
Sapporo but get o� at Oshamambe 
(about 90 mins) and take a local 
train to Otaru (about 3.5 hours), 
a lovely port town, via Niseko.

 Otaru is near Sapporo; from 
there, head east to Abashiri. Also 
consider a side trip to Sounkyo-
onsen (from Kamikawa), an access 
point for Mount Kurodake with 
views over an area known as the 
‘playground of the gods’. Abashiri is 
best known in the winter months for 
its dramatic drift-ice. From Abashiri, 

Dave Sear, product manager 
and cycling expert at adventure 
tour operator Exodus, shares  
his tips on how to have a cycling  

trip without the strain, and the best places 
for pedalling on two wheels...

head to Kushiro. At Shiretoko-Shari, 
take a side trip to Utoro (via bus and 
ferry) for Shiretoko National Park – 
a UNESCO site and idyllic natural 
retreat. Further along the line is 
Kawayu-onsen, and if the weather 
is good, get o� here, rent a bicycle 
and discover the wonderful 
Japanese countryside, including 
active volcano Mount Io. 

Kushiro is the access point to 
Nemuro (about two hours by train), 
the easternmost tip of the rail line 
and mainland Hokkaido. Back 
west, head to Noboribetsu for 
Noboribetsu-onsen, a hot-spring 
resort known for its Jigokudani 
(Hell Valley), named after the steam 
that rises from the frozen ground. 
From there, it’s an easy journey 
back to Shin-Hakodate-Hokuto.
Anna Udagawa, co-author of 
Trailblazer’s Japan By Rail (4th 
edition) guidebook  

MIX IT UP: Why not try a cycling trip that includes spending 
as much time in the saddle as you do immersing yourself in 
local culture? This way, you will get the best of both worlds 
without having to worry about a long day’s ride and sore legs. 
Make sure that you find a tour that stops every 10–15km for 
cultural visits, a chat with the locals or a snack break, so you 
will never be cycling the full daily distance in one go. 

WHERE TO GO: Spain, the Baltic region and Italy are all 
great destinations for ‘soft cycling’. My favourite is the 
wonderful Drau Cycle Path, which starts in Italy and cuts its 
way through the stunning Dolomites, heading across the border 
and into Austria. Along the way you can try traditional Dolomite 
cuisine and tasty Tyrolean fare, all made using locally sourced 
ingredients and washed down with some of Italy’s best wines. 

TOP TIP: If you are confident on a bike but would like a little 
help up the hills, then hire an E-bike; they add a little motor 
assistance to your pedalling and can really enhance your 
enjoyment of a cycling trip.

■  I n s i d e r s ’  G u i d e  t o . . .

SOFT CYCLING

‘Look out for the sight of the remarkable
archer fish, which hunts land-based
invertebrates by squirting water at them’

Past reminders 
This cathedral was 
built over the ruins of 
the old slave market in 
Zanzibar’s Stone Town 
– a sculpted memorial 
outside marks its past
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TAKE
BETTER
TRAVEL
PHOTOS

D
eep in the forests of  
Washington state,  
a sanctuary for wolves 
cares for those animals 
born into captivity and 
unable to live in the wild. 

Photographer Annie Marie Musselman has 
made it her mission to capture images of its 
residents, helping teach the importance of 
keeping these animals wild. And central to 
this is the ability to convey a sense of place.                                                                 

“I frame the animals like a painting,” explains 
Annie, “using as much landscape as I can, to 
bring it all together. I let the place frame the 
animal, but play with the aperture to let the 
background fall out of focus while keeping 
the wolf in focus, making the subject clear.”

The challenging aspect is shooting through 
a fence, she adds. “Sometimes I’m right up 
against the bars; other times I put the fence 
into my shots, to show the truth of the scene.” 

It’s this idea of place that sets the story, says 
Annie. “I then look for the humanity in the 
wolves’ faces, hoping the viewer will start to 
relate.” The results speak for themselves. 

To truly capture
your subject, you
need to convey

a sense of its surroundings.
Annie Marie Musselman
explains the value of ‘place’

Wolf Haven (Sasquatch, 
£16.99) © 2016 
photography by Annie 
Marie Musselman, words by 
Brenda Peterson; out now

2 Take external 
lighting 

Use lighting to create a cinematic e� ect. 
For example, I use a Quantum QFlash 
portable lighting kit with a mini soft 
box. The proper lighting can help lend 
the image a real sense of drama.

3 Experiment 
with aperture  

Play with your aperture if you want to 
compose a story. Perhaps take fi ve images 
in di� ering ways, focusing on something 
up close, then from further away. I use 
aperture settings of f8 to f22 to frame 
subjects, unfocusing on their surroundings 
to bring out the hidden narrative.

1 Think about 
composition 

I like to shoot into the sun, with the animal 
in the foreground or o�  to the side, perhaps 
moving or lying in the grass – but never 
looking into the camera. This can lend the 
image a feeling of mystery.
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top tip
Be patient! I can shoot 

200 photos in an hour, but 
perhaps only one will be 

usable. Photography is a mix 
of knowledge, perseverance 

and luck – but luck 
can come with 

patience!

4 Use the seasons 
Shooting in the spring and summer 

will give you a warmer e� ect because of 
the light, while winter images give you 
that dark, mossy feeling. Both are great.

5 Vary your equipment
Consider trying out di� erent 

lenses, from 35mm to medium format. 
Or perhaps invest in some fi lm and shoot 
that; you may be pleasantly surprised by 
how di� erent your images will look. 

Masterclass Photography



S
ad to say, but 
being stuck in 
a cabin full of 
people where 
the air is being 
recirculated 
does come 

with a risk of infection. The 
commonest bug contracted 
is a simple cold or sore throat, 
and those of us who fly a lot 
have come to expect a sni�e 
to emerge within a couple of 
days of a long-haul trip. 

And yet most large, modern 
commercial aircraft are fitted 
with high-e�ciency particulate 
arrestance (HEPA) filters. These 
strain out most particles, even 
down to the size of viruses, it is 
claimed. The International Air 
Transport Association (IATA) 
even argue that aircraft air 
should be better than the 

can be caught. Of course, travel 
with an infectious disease is 
forbidden, however many 
microbes are most infective 
before diagnosis is obvious. In 
chickenpox, for example, the 
virus can be spread via droplets 
in the air during the 24 hours 
before the rash is apparent. This 
is perhaps why this infection is 
commonly acquired on flights. 

Those most likely to suffer 
flight-acquired infections are 
smokers and those with poor 
lung function. Most masks won’t 
protect you unless you are 
prepared to wear one of the 
densely weaved variety, and 
these can be uncomfortable 
when worn for long periods.

If you’re on a short stopover, 
move around as much as you 
can. Ideally do something to get 
your breathing and heart-rate 
up, like going up and down some 
stairs. Exercising enough to 
cause slight breathlessness will 
encourage you to cough up any 
small particles in your lungs and 
helps avoid infection. It will also 
reduce the risk of a blood clot.  

DON’T BE A CLOT

Flight-associated blood clots 
start in the leg veins and can 
break off to lodge in the lungs. 
Being immobile allows blood 
stagnation, which increases the 
risk of a clot, and flights longer 
than five-and-a-half hours also 
make them more likely. Those 
who make multiple smaller 
trips within a short timeframe 
are likewise at risk.

Quantifying this danger 
isn’t easy, but in the general 
population as many as 10% of 
long-haul travellers appear to 
develop tiny clots, which have 

unfiltered shared air on buses 
and trains. But is this the case? 

WHO’S AT RISK?

For the IATA’s claim to be 
valid, the system has to be well 
maintained. The filters need to 
be changed on a regular schedule 
and continually switched on 
during flight. But filtration 
‘costs’ fuel, so frugal airlines may 
not run them as much, and I’ve 
certainly been on flights where 
the cabin air felt thick. In this 
situation, ask the cabin crew to 
run the AC. Air quality is more 
likely to be a problem in older 
aircraft and on budget fares. 

Many filters draw air from the 
centre of the plane to vents at 
the sides, so others passengers’ 
exhaled air will pass by you; this 
is how colds and other infections 

In it for the long-haul
We’re so used to long-distance flying these days that few of us
consider the health risks involved, but should we be more alert? 
Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth slips on her flight socks to find out…

‘Being immobile allows blood stagnation,
which increases the risk of a clot – as can
flights longer than five-and-a-half hours’

TRAVEL 
CLINIC

with Doctor Jane + In the air 
High e	ciency 
filters are fitted on 
aircraft to help stop 
viruses spreading – 
if they are regularly 
maintained
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the capacity to seed other larger 
clots. The chance of developing 
a flight-associated clot is at least 
one in 50,000 on flights of all 
lengths. Few clots are fatal and 
the survival rate is over 98%, but 
there is a risk the affected leg 
could be permanently swollen.

Movements that mimic the 
muscle contractions of walking 
– especially calf contractions 
– keep the body’s blood from 
stagnating, and so reduce risk. 
Properly fitted flight socks can 
also provide protection, while 
occasionally getting up and 
walking around is a good idea. 
Paying more for a flight often Dr
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affords more room (and better 
air), thus more scope for exercise. 

It is also important to hydrate, 
and imbibing a lot of alcohol, so 
that you sleep for much of the 
flight, isn’t a good idea, as this 
can cause dehydration, which 
makes the blood thicker and 
more prone to clot. Similarly, 
sleeping pills might increase the 
risk of a clot, especially if you are 
uncomfortable. Seat edges can 
compromise circulation and this 
explains why the risk of a clot is 
greater in the very tall or short.

Genes may likewise play a role.  
The factor V Leiden gene is often 
found in people with European 
ancestry (in 3–5%), and those 
who inherit it from both their 
parents (about one in 5,000 in 
Europe) are at high risk of a clot. 
However, this can be detected in 
a blood sample. Some travellers 
who are identified as being high 
risk – the pregnant, those with 
factor V Leiden, or who have 
suffered clots – may be advised 
to give themselves heparin 
injections to prevent problems.

Lastly, there have long been 
discussions among health 
experts over the value of taking 
75mg of aspirin before a flight. 
Some promote this; others 
disagree. Aspirin reduces the risk 
of clots in the arteries (hence 
its use in preventing strokes or 
heart attacks), but it probably 
has little effect on the veins, 
so is unlikely to be of use with 
flight-associated clots – but nor 
will it likely do you any harm.  

Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth is a big 
fan of flight socks; her website 
is wilson-howarth.com  

PEOPLE ESPECIALLY AT RISK OF CLOTS
■  Those with blood relatives who have experienced a clot – they 

may have inherited the factor V Leiden gene.
■  Anyone who has had a clot before, unless they are taking 

the oral anticoagulant warfarin. 
■  Those who have had major surgery, a serious leg injury, or a hip 

or knee replacement in the previous three months.
■  Cancer su�erers, or those who have had treatment for cancer 

in the previous six months.
■ People with poor circulation due to heart disease.
■ Anyone who has ever had a stroke.
■ The over-80s.

THOSE WITH A SLIGHTLY INCREASED RISK
■ Smokers.
■ The over-50s.
■    The very tall (over 1.82m) or short (under 1.52m), and those who 

are considered obese (body mass index over 40). 
■ Pregnant women, or those having given birth in the last six weeks.
■ Women taking the combined oral contraceptive pill.
■ People with very severe varicose veins. 

Wanderlust October 2016  |  83

Masterclass Health

top tip
Wearing flight socks 

substantially cuts the risk of 
deep vein thrombosis (DVT) 

by preventing the blood 
stagnation that can lead  

to plane-related  
blood clots.
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Travel Awards 2017
IN ASSOCIATION WITH

In our annual Travel Awards we ask you, 
the readers of Wanderlust – the real travel experts – to 

rate various aspects of your recent travels, from the 
airlines you have used to the cities you have visited.

How to vote
Voting is quick and easy, simply visit 

WanderlustTravelAwards.co.uk to give your ratings 
for each of the individual awards, and you could win 

£250 in foreign currency courtesy of The Money Shop.

VOTE NOW!
WanderlustTravelAwards.co.uk

Voting closes on 16 November 2016
All votes must be received by 16 November 2016 to qualify for the prize draw.Only ONE entry per person. Prize draw winner picked at 
random from all entries.Full T&Cs available at www.wanderlust.co.uk/misc/travel-awards-2017-prize-draw-terms-and-conditions.

Voteand WIN£250 offoreigncurrency!



■  Tr a v e l l e r ’ s  G u i d e  To . . .
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GILETS
The humble gilet – or bodywarmer – helps keep your core toasty without
restricting your movement, great for active travel in colder climes…

COMFORT
Look for an elasticated or draw-chord 
adjusted waist to guarantee that there are 
less gaps, ensuring that the heat stays close 
to your body. Also, look for covered 
elasticated cu� s around the arm holes for 
maximum comfort.

FABRIC
Key is wind resistance (to 
help keep in the warmth) and 
water repellency helps too – 
especially if the fi ll is down 
(see below), which is less 
e  cient when wet. A gilet 
won’t withstand heavy 
storms but ideally it should at 
least be ok in a light shower. 

FILL
To keep you warm, insulated 
gilets are packed full of fi bres 
in ba�  ed compartments. This 
is usually down (from ducks or 
geese), which is great for 
o� ering maximum warmth-to-
weight ratio (look at the fi ll 
rating: the higher the number, 
the warmer the jacket – as a 
guide, less than 600 is low and 
800 is high); or synthetic – 
generally heavier and bulkier 
than down but still works even 
when wet.  

FIT
You should be able to wear a baselayer underneath 
a gilet so make sure it allows for this without being 
over generous and baggy. Also look for a scooped 
hemline to keep your lower back covered when 
moving around – length is important.

POCKETS
Given the conditions when 
bodywarmers are needed, 
external pockets are usually 
there to keep your hand 
warm. Look for lining to add 
to this. Internally a zipped 
pocket is handy for keeping 
cash, phone or passports/
tickets close to hand. 

DRAUGHT
EXCLUDERS

You wear a gilet to keep 
warm, so make sure it’s 
designed to trap heat where it 
can. Look behind the main zip 
for a draught excluder – 
basically a thin strip of fabric 
that covers the back of the 
zip, to help do this. Also for 
added comfort, look for a 
chinguard at the top too.



We test out your essential travel kit, so you don’t have to…

Gilets

  

www.craghoppers.com

CRAGHOPPERS
Compress Lt £50

The test: At just £50 it’s no surprise that 
this gilet is heavier – in fact, at 236g (UK 
Size 10) it’s the third heaviest here. It also 
lacks some finishing touches – there’s no 
draught excluder behind the zip and 
there’s no chinguard – but then this hides 
a nifty feature that’s great for travellers 
– it’s reversible (explaining the absence 
of the above). Wear it black side out and get two handwarming, lined 
pouch pockets and two internal zipped security pouches. Flip it and you 
get inner pouches and zipped outer pockets. The scooped hem is 
elasticated and covered for a good fit as are the arms. It is a baggier fit 
than others but has a decent length. The fabric is water repellent and 
windproof and the synthetic fill will keep you warm even in damp 
conditions. For the price tag it’s a great versatile option.

COLUMBIA
Flash Forward £70

The test: Throw in an extra £20 and 
you get duck down filling with a 
decent 650 fill and water resistant 
fabric. There’s still no chin guard or 
draught excluder behind the zip, but 
there are covered elasticated arm 
holes and bottom hem to help with 
comfort and keeping the heat inside. 
There are two zipped outer pockets 
and two internal pouch ones. But by 
far the best feature of this gilet is the 
length: the Flash Forward is the 
longest of all on test here, meaning there’s no rising up if you’re active 
and it o�ers a fit that’s generous enough for a layer underneath but close 
enough to keep you warm. At 215g (UK size 10) it’s fourth heaviest here.

Features: ★★★★✩

Design: ★★★★★
Versatility: ★★★★★

www.columbiasportswear.co.uk

rab.equipment/uk

Comfort: ★★★★✩

Value: ★★★★★
Overall: ★★★★✩

Features: ★★★✩✩

Design: ★★★★✩

Versatility: ★★★★✩

Comfort: ★★★★✩

Value: ★★★★✩

Overall: ★★★★✩

www.arcteryx.com

RAB
Microlight Vest £110/£120

The test: For the same price (for women 
anyway) as the synthetic-filled Patagonia, you 
could get the down-filled Microlight. Boasting 
an impressive 750 fill power, the down is also 
treated to repel water (‘hydrophobic’), 
meaning that even when damp this gilet still 
works hard to keep you warm. The outer 
fabric is water repellent and wind resistant and 
there’s two generously-sized handwarming 
pockets niftily zipped away. It also has a chin guard and a generous 
draught-excluding zip – there’s even a zipped internal pocket too. The 
scooped hem is draw-chord adjusted and the arms elasticated – 
however there is no covering on this which does has rubbing potential for 
some. The fit and length are good, though the extras make it heavier (237g; 
second heaviest). But for hydrophobic down you can’t beat the price.

ARC’TERYX
Atom LT £120

The test: For something a little less full-on, 
there is this hybrid design from the 
Vancouver-based brand. Made partly from 
stretchy fabric on the sides and insulated 
panels (on the front and back where they’re 
needed most), this is a great option for 
those intending to be more active. The 
fabric is water and wind resistant while 
internally, it’s packed full of synthetic 
insulation. It has two handwarming zipped 
pockets (with nice, discreet zips), an internal zip pocket (great for  
a phone/passport), elasticated arms (covered for comfort), a 
generously scooped waist hem (there’s no draw-chord or elastic, but 
the stretch panels ensure a great fit) and a draft-excluding zip and 
chinguard. The length is ideal and at 184g (size 10) it’s the second lightest.

Features: ★★★★★
Design: ★★★★✩

Versatility: ★★★★★

Comfort: ★★★★★
Value: ★★★★★
Overall: ★★★★★

Features: ★★★★★
Design: ★★★★★
Versatility: ★★★★★

Comfort: ★★★★✩

Value: ★★★★✩

Overall: ★★★★★

VALUE
BUY

BEST IN
TEST
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How we did the test…
We asked gear manufacturers to submit insulated gilets that they felt were 
most suitable for travellers. Our editor, Phoebe Smith, took the 17 we were 
sent out on the road to see which performed best. The eight here are all 
‘Wanderlust Approved’, with Value Buy and Best Buy indicated; where names 
and prices differ depending on gender are indicated too.

www.patagonia.com

PATAGONIA
Nano Pu� Vest £110

The test: Known for their commitment to 
good technical kit that won’t cost the earth 
(literally), it’s no surprise that this synthetic-
filled gilet features an exclusive PrimaLoft 
Gold Eco fill: made from 55% recycled 
material, it o ers one of the best warmth-to-
weight ratios in synthetics out there. The 
outer fabric is 100% recycled but still wind and water repellent. The brick 
pattern ba�es help keep the fill in place (avoiding migration) and a 
draught-excluding zip keeps you warm. There are two external zip 
pockets and one internal chest pocket (large enough for a passport/
phone). The scooped hem is draw-chord tightened for a good fit and the 
arms are elasticated and covered for comfort. There’s also a chinguard. 
The fit is slim but accommodates baselayers easily, it’s a good length and 
o ers a solid middle-of-the-road weight (at 207g it’s 4th lightest here).

MONTANE
Glacier (women’s)/ 
Prism (men’s) Vest £85

The test: The Glacier o ers both a good 
draught-excluding zip and a chinguard for 
maximum comfort. The waist hem is 
elasticated and covered as are the arm 
holes. There are two zipped pockets on the 
outside, but no internal ones, which some 
may miss for security. The fabric is good 
though, being both wind and water 
resistant as well as fast drying. The 
insulation is PrimaLoft Silver Eco, a synthetic 
fabric made from 70% recycled material (each kg is made from 28 plastic 
bottles) so you can keep warm and feel smug with your green credentials. 
The cut is a little more athletic, fitted and shorter than many, but there 
is a scooped hem. At 198g (size 10) it’s the third lightest on test. 

www.montane.co.uk

Features: ★★★★★
Design: ★★★★★
Versatility: ★★★★★

Features: ★★★★✩

Design: ★★★★✩

Versatility: ★★★★★

Comfort: ★★★★✩

Value: ★★★★✩

Overall: ★★★★✩

Comfort: ★★★★✩

Value: ★★★★✩

Overall: ★★★★✩

SMARTWOOL
Corbet 120 Vest £135

The test: At the top end comes a luxurious feeling 
wool-option hybrid from Smartwool. The Corbet 
o ers insulation provided by merino wool 
baselayer-type fabric at the back and sides, with 
two insulated panels on the front. The fabric is 
wind and water repellent and, being merino also 
naturally anti-smell. The fill is actually also mainly 
wool (75%, 25% synthetic insulation), meaning great warmth that’s also 
breathable. There are two external zip pockets, two internal pouch ones 
and one zipped security one too (great for passport/phone). There’s a 
draught excluder behind the zip; an elasticated, covered waist (sadly not 
scooped); and arm holes and a chinguard for comfort. The length is nice 
and long, while the fit’s very good, thanks to the stretchy wool – it clings 
to you perfectly. It’s just a shame that the wool makes it a little heavier 
– at 262g (size 10) it’s the heaviest on test here.

The test: Up your budget by a little more 
and you not only lose some weight (180g; 
size 10 – lightest on test), but you also gain 
the additional feature of a double zip, 
which allows you to unzip from the bottom 
for extra venting if required. Behind that is 
a good draught excluder and a chinguard 
at the top; it’s also got two external zip 
pockets (covered by ba�es to help keep 
heat in) and two internal pouch pockets. 
The arms and hem are elasticated and 
covered for comfort. Inside it’s filled with 
recycled synthetic fibres for warmth and outside the fabric is wind and 
water resistant. It fits well, close but allowing for layers underneath – just 
a shame the waist isn’t scooped.

www.smartwool.comwww.�allraven.co.uk

Features: ★★★★★
Design: ★★★★✩

Versatility: ★★★★★

Features: ★★★★★
Design: ★★★★✩

Versatility: ★★★★★

Comfort: ★★★★✩

Value: ★★★★✩

Overall: ★★★★✩

Comfort: ★★★★★
Value: ★★★★✩

Overall: ★★★★✩

FJALLRAVEN
Abisko £130
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Mafia Island

Tanzanian tides
A traditional dhow  
boat on Mafia’s 
crowd-less beach



AN ISLAND 
YOU CAN’T 

REFUSE
The limpid waters of the Mafia Archipelago are now an 

inexpensive, short hop from Dar es Salaam – discover whale 
sharks and pristine coral in Tanzania’s desert island paradise

WORDS ANNA DUBUIS
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Mafia Island

“T
here! A big one!” 
shouted Aku, the 
captain of our dhow 
boat, pointing at a 
patch of sea that looked 
no different from the 
rest of the teal water 
swirling around us.

We were searching 
for whale sharks, the 

world’s largest fish. Some specimens have been known to grow up to 
12 metres – longer than the average double-decker bus. I had no clue 
what to look for, but islander Aku boasted years of spotting leviathan 
from the sun-bleached deck of his fishing boat.

So, at his insistence, with snorkel and fins hastily donned, I jumped 
in and began swimming blindly into the unknown. My heart was 
pounding like never before. But within seconds I could make out 
white spots beaming through the darkening water, then, as they 
came into focus, I began to join the dots. 

Its size was staggering, a thick grey hide blotting the waters around 
me. My rational mind told me this was no man-eating shark. These 
are filter feeders, sieving the seas for plankton and krill. They pose no 
threat to people. Yet swimming just metres from the 20-tonne bulk 
of a full-grown whale shark, the irrational side of me took over. 
Surely that metre-long square mouth, with its several hundred tiny 
teeth, could swallow me whole, I thought. 

I pulled my face out of the water to share these concerns with  
my travel companion. She was nowhere to be seen. Instead, she  
was perched back on the boat, looking slightly traumatised. 

“It’s fine. I saw it! That’s enough!” she persuaded, as I tried to  
coax her back into the water.

Breathing deeply, I continued swimming alongside the whale 
shark, its two-metre tail listlessly swaying from side to side, 
propelling it so slowly that I barely needed flippers to keep up. As the 
strangeness of seeing it wore off, the experience seemed all the more 
fantastical. I had never felt so small, so dwarfed by nature. An hour 
soon passed, my time ended and I stopped kicking. With barely 
 a sound my gentle giant swam on, quickly swallowed by the sea.  

Back in the dhow, the engine struggled on in the absence of any 
breeze as we headed towards the horizon, the clouds reflected almost 
perfectly in the mirrored-sea except for the odd faint ripple. Stopping 
off at a sandbar, I padded along a slither of pristine flour-white  
beach ringed by clear turquoise waters, lost in my thoughts of what 
had just happened, drifting in speechless wonder. 

What’s in a name? 
I first heard of Mafia Island on a visit to Tanzania in 2005. Back  
then, it was a distant dream on our backpacker budget, dangling 
enticingly in the Indian Ocean, off the East African coast in the 
Zanzibar Archipelago. The only sane way of getting there was via 
one of the adhoc – and expensive – charter flights, unless you 
wanted to endure a five-hour minibus from capital Dar es Salaam, 
followed by an even lengthier crossing on rough seas. And when 
you finally arrived, there were precious few places to stay.

But times change. When I last returned to Zanzibar, the sands  
were just as powder-white and seas as limpid blue, yet its coast was 
now studded with hotels, outside which umpteen boys trailed the 
shores, hawking their wares to crowds of visitors. So, once again,  �

What lies beneath
The crystal clear  
waters of Mafia  
Island hold many 
delights, including  
(left) whale sharks 
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I dreamed of Mafia Island, lying 
quietly some 160km south of Zanzibar, 
craving its promise of isolation.

Thankfully, things have changed there, 
too – only for the better. Today, cheaper 
commercial flights land on the island 
daily, while at least eight new lodges  
have been built, as well as hostels for 
backpackers. So, I crammed myself into 
a tiny five-seater plane in Dar es Salaam, 
next to the worryingly bulging suitcase of 
someone who hadn’t abided by the 
airline’s ‘strict’ luggage rules, and flew the 
30 minutes it takes to reach paradise. 

From the air, Mafia – which is four times smaller than Zanzibar – 
forms a green crescent, framed by an ivory beach that melts into the 
still aquamarine Indian Ocean. Despite its sinister name – and a 
number of lodges owned by Italians – there are no mobsters, just 
farmers and fishermen eking out a living. In Swahili, it’s known as 
Mahali Pa Afya, meaning ‘a healthy place’; others say its unusual title 
comes from the Arabic word morfiyeh, meaning ‘archipelago’ – Mafia 
lends its name to an archipelago of five islands. But what’s in a name? 

First impressions revealed the main island, where I would be 
staying, to be a laid-back affair – there’s no standing on ceremony in 

Eden. As our plane wobbled down the 
tarmac runway, a simple white building 
with ‘Mafia Island’ painted in capital 
letters across its red tiled roof announced 
our arrival. The islands’ attraction has 
always lain in its geography.   

History certainly bares out that 
opinion. Once a part of the Sultanate  
of Kilwa, Mafia became a Portuguese  
port in 1515, before the Omanis took  
over, using it as a stop-off on the trade 
route between Africa and the Gulf.  
In 1890, Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany seized 
control, having been said to have paid the 

Sultan of Oman 4 million deutschemarks for its strategic privileges, 
before it was captured by the British in 1915, only to return to African 
control several years later.

Yet even with a rich heritage and bountiful reef – home to  
some 460 fish species – Mafia has rarely troubled the radars of 
travellers, while neighbouring Zanzibar is now one of the world’s  
top ‘paradise’ destinations. Then, in 1995, environmental groups 
successfully lobbied the Tanzanian government to create Mafia 
Island Marine Park, a 822 sq km protected area covering the east  
and south of the island and the waters around it, finally putting 

‘Reed-lined lakes hid 
glimpses of pygmy 

hippos, while monkeys 
swung overhead.  

I finally understood 
how remote Mafia 
Island truly was’
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Mafia on the map, at least as far as divers were concerned. The rest  
of us have been slower on the uptake. 

The good life
From the airport, a 4x4 taxi drove us along the one main road in 
Kilindoni, the island’s capital. This quickly turned into a spine-
jangling sandy track. On we went through fields of coconut,  
mango and papaya trees, past grazing cows and huts built from 
mud and bamboo. Women in matching headscarves and skirts 
worked fields of cassava, going about their day as if life had not 
changed in decades, perhaps centuries. Reed-lined lakes  
bordered the road, hiding rare glimpses of pygmy hippos,  
while vervet monkeys swung from the branches overhead.  
I finally understood how remote Mafia truly was.

Our eco-resort, Ras Mbisi, lay on the west coast. Thatched  
roofs disappeared amid the palms in whispers of island promise. 
We had a five-mile stretch of pearly shore to ourselves, save for  
the fishermen taking their dhows to sea at dawn and dusk.  
I recalled reading one review of Mafia that described it as ‘not 
pretty but raw’. ‘Beautiful’ was the word.  

“The island certainly protects itself well from development,”  
said Laura, the Italian manager of Ras Mbisi, referring to the  
island’s rough roads and limited development. “Mafia is not  
easily commercialised,” she insisted. But this is its charm. 

Like most of the lodges on the island, ours skewed towards 
eco-friendly. The huts were made from locally-sourced coco-wood 
and its power was supplied by a biomass gasifier, in turn fuelled by 
waste. Food was (mostly) produced locally and the water was 
heated using solar-power – one resource in abundance here. This 
was paradise without the pruning of awkward trees or the 
sweeping away of seaweed – self-su�cient and true. 

Our first morning was spent looking for whale sharks, while  
the rest of the day I lay immobile in the shade, occasionally 
dipping in the sea to watch the fishermen working in teams to 
haul in their catch. The next day I was keen to head east to 
witness Mafia’s other big draw: the coral reef. We travelled by  
taxi to Utende, a small village on the southernmost tip of Chole 
Bay, where most of the island’s accommodation is clustered, and 
which caters mostly to divers. 

A still wind treated us to calm waters. I imagined little could 
compare with swimming alongside a whale shark, but  
snorkelling brought all the colours of the sea to life. Across the 
Indian Ocean, much of its reefs were damaged by the 1998 El 
Nino hurricane, but the horseshoe Chole Bay largely protected 
Mafia’s coral against bleaching and destruction, and in the years 
that followed it has recovered well.

Gazing below me, clouds of fish breezed along, oblivious to my 
presence. Seahorses bobbed in the current above candy-pink �

Mafia lifestyle
A blue monkey in the 
trees; (left) islanders 
walk down the 
Kilindoni-Utende road 
in the late afternoon





Mafia Island

Sunrise sails
A dhow ferries  
locals between  
titular main island  
and another of the  
Mafia Archipelago’s 
smaller outpots,  
Chole Island
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starfish, as parrot, butterfly and 
angelfish glided past, as beautiful as 
their names implied. 

The reef was so shallow in some  
parts that I had to be careful not to  
kick too hard, wary of my flippers 
colliding with the delicate coral. In 
other areas, the sea bed suddenly 
dropped away, leaving me floating 
above a seemingly bottomless chasm –  
a dizzying, exhilarating experience.

Taking a deep breath, I dived down  
a couple of metres. Hovering in the 
water, I felt like an intruder in this 
kaleidoscopic submarine world. My 
presence caused a sudden exodus of fish from a nearby crevice, 
darting in all directions. I stayed put, only to see a silver-grey 
pufferfish slowly emerge from a crack; it gawped at me in a bizarre 
face-off before I fled to the surface for air.

 
I think we’re alone now…
Back on land, I met up with Francesca, the Italian co-owner of 
eco-lodge Shamba Kilole, who runs it with her husband Marco.  
She set up here in 2008, but had been diving the waters of Chole  
Bay for years before that. 

“The island is getting busier – it’s not what it was when we 
arrived,” she told me. But one person’s “busy” is another’s  
deserted. We wandered down from the lodge and walked past one 
backpacker hostel – empty – to another, again, empty. On the 
vacant beach, a hammock tied between two branches of mangrove 

swung lonely in the breeze. Francesca 
really had nothing to worry about. 

We walked under the scorching midday 
sun along the mangrove-lined sands, 
where the vegetation was so thick in 
parts that you could be forgiven for not 
realising the sea was behind it. My nose 
was soon awakened to the odour of fish. 
The only other person on the beach was  
a fisherman, who had speared his catch 
and left it to dry in the sun, preserving it 
to take to market. 

Back at Shamba Kilole I met a mother 
and daughter from Sweden, who were 
doing a week of diving – they looked  

as surprised as me to see another traveller. 
“You’re not going to tell the whole world about this place, are 

you?” the mother asked me, half-joking, when I told her I was  
a journalist. I smiled, but it’s clear the lodges here have a dilemma. 
They need to appeal to more travellers for income, but zero  
crowds is the island’s selling point – and what drew many of  
them in the first place. 

Later, back at Ras Mbisi, we kayaked untroubled along the 
deserted shore and watched the sunset. It’s rare for such an isolated 
place (especially one just 30 minutes flight from the mainland) to 
continue as such in this age of connectivity. In Zanzibar, budget 
airlines have started offering US$10 flights, pumping the tourists in, 
but there is no indication things will go that way here. Somehow, 
Mafia and its whale sharks are still a well-kept secret – and hopefully 
will remain so for some time yet. 

‘We walked along the 
mangrove-lined sands. 
The only other person 

on the beach was a 
fisherman, who’d 

speared his catch and 
left it to dry in the sun’

�

Shore things
Of o�-shore delights of 
sand banks, reefs and 
whale sharks aren’t 
Mafia’s only draw – you 
can also gain an insight 
into a more traditional 
life from the kanga-
cloth wearing locals
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Request our brochure

diveworldwide.com
01962 302050   sales@diveworldwide.com

 

Diving & 
Snorkelling
with the experts
With over 160 locations 
worldwide, hand-picked for 
the best diving and snorkelling 
experiences, we offer a 
comprehensive range of  
diving holidays.

Award-winning Páramo clothing designs use unique, 
hardworking Nikwax fabrics to keep you comfortable 
and protected all over the globe. 

For optimal performance and minimal weight  
- visit www.paramo.co.uk

More protection. 
Less packing.

 

• Family safaris • Bird enthusiast safaris • Canoe safaris 
• Walking safaris •  Photographic safaris • Fishing safaris 

• Leopard and lion conservation safaris • Horse and
camel safaris  • Safari honeymoons

Tailor made and small group safaris to: Botswana, Congo, 
Ethiopia, India, Indian Ocean, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, 

Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda, South Africa, Sri Lanka, 
Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, Zanzibar and Zimbabwe

www.trackssafaris.co.uk
 ☎01386 830264

ATOL and TTA bonded to give you 100% financial protection

NO SINGLE 
SUPPLEMENT 

SAFARIS

TRACKS SAFARIS 170.indd   1 23/08/2016   16:14

Plains of 
Africa 

Terms and Conditions apply. Saving valid on new bookings on Plains of 
Africa only from 01/08/16- 29/04/17. Travel 01/01/17-30/04/17. 

Not combinable with any other offers. Quote SRA2 ABTA No.W050X

Call 0800 804 8731 or visit www.gocollette.com

Great reasons to book with Collette 
● Prices from £2904pp
● Save up to £300 per couple
● No surcharge guarantee

● Guaranteed departures
● Gratuities included for 2017 tours
● Experienced Tour Managers

Explore the scenic vistas and magnifi cent wildlife of Kenya. 
Discover the culture and natural wonders as well as safari game 
drives in search of the “Big 5”. You’ll also visit the Rothschild Gira� e 
Sanctuary and stay inside the beautiful Masai Mara game reserve.

SAVE UP TO

PER COUPLE
£300
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Svalbard Footnotes

3

VITAL 
STATISTICS
Capital: Kilindoni
Population: 40,000 
Language(s): Swahili; English is widely 
spoken at lodges and diving schools, 
less so in more rural areas 
Time: GMT+3 
International dialling code: +255
Visas: A single-entry tourist visa costs 
US$50 [£38] and is available from the 
Tanzanian High Commission in London  
or on arrival in Dar es Salaam
Money: Tanzanian shilling (TZS), 
currently around TZS2,862 to the UK£. 
There are no ATMs on the islands, so 
take money out while you’re on 
mainland Tanzania. Some lodges take 
credit cards. Marine park fees are paid 
in cash (US$)

When to go

■ Hot season – mostly dry with some 
showers and increasing humidity. Best 
visibility for diving
■ Long rains with little wind and heavy 
downpours
■ Cool and dry – strong winds in July

Health & safety
Anti-malaria medication is 

advised, and you should be up-to-date 
with all vaccinations, especially 
Hepatitis A and Typhoid. 

Do not drink tap water and take  
plenty of sun lotion and insect repellent. 

Further reading  
& information

Tanzania (Lonely Planet, 2015; Rough 
Guide, 2015; Bradt, 2013) – all include 
good sections on the Mafia Archipelago 
mafiaisland.com – o�cial tourism 
website and a good source of information, 
with accommodation, activities and 
transport advice
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THE TRIP
The author visited on a two-night 
package deal with Auric Air (+255 783 
233334, auricair.com) that included two 
nights’ stay at Ras Mbisi (+255 756 
571292, rasmbisimafia.co.tz), including 
all meals, flights from Dar es Salaam 
and transfers for US$299 (£226) pp.

Getting there  
& around

There are no direct flights to Dar es 
Salaam from the UK. Return flights with 
EgyptAir (egyptair.com) to Dar es Salaam 
from London Heathrow, via Cairo, cost 
from £354 and take 13 hours. Other 
one-stop services from Heathrow include 
Kenya Airways (kenya-airways.com), 
Turkish Airlines (turkishairlines.com) and 
Ethiopian Airlines (ethiopianairlines.com). 

Auric Air, Coastal Travels (coastal.co.tz) 
and Tropical Air (tropicalair.co.tz) fly daily 
between Dar es Salaam and Kilindoni, 
taking 30 mins; US$240 (£184) return. 
Most Mafia Island lodges will organise 
airport transfers and excursion transport; 
alternatives are available but limited: a 
45-min airport transfer in a 4x4 taxi costs 
around TZS75,000 (£26), while journeys 
in either a boda-boda (motorcycle taxi) 
or tuk-tuk rickshaw cost from TZS1,000 
(35p) and TZS500 (18p) respectively. 

Cost of travel
Budget travellers can bag a room 

for £30 a night, but with a dearth of public 
transport and restaurants, it can be more 
cost e¨ective to pay for a lodge that will 
sort food, transport and excursions. 

Entrance to Mafia Island Marine Park 
(mafiaisland.com) is US$20 (£15) pp per 
day; guests staying inside the park’s 
boundaries will be charged an additional 
US$20 fee for each day they stay. 

Accommodation
In addition to Ras Mbisi (see ‘The 

Trip’) most lodges are located on the 
east, inside the  park or just outside it. 

For a budget option, Mafia Beach 
Bungalows (mafiabeachbungalows.
com) has doubles from US$60 [£46].

For something a little plusher, Mafia 
Lodge (mafialodge.com) is not nearly as 
intimidating as its name suggests, with 
doubles from US$100 [£76].

Or you can try the well-placed 
eco-lodge Shamba Kilole (+255 786 
903752, shambakilolelodge.com) which 
has doubles from $300 [£228].

Food & drink
All lodges and hostels provide 

meals, as the island has few restaurants. 
If you get bored of where you are staying 
– try another lodge. But no matter where 
you go, expect lots of freshly-caught 
fish on the menu, fresh fruit and rice. 
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MAFIA ISLAND HIGHLIGHTS 

1 Swim with whale sharks 
Up to 30 whale sharks have been 

seen at one time in the area, dining  
on the plankton-rich waters o¨  
Mafia’s western coast. The best time  
to snorkel alongside them is October 
and November. 

2 Chole Bay
Mafia’s protected reef o¨ers superb 

diving and snorkelling – the best in  
East Africa, some say – and in depths  
of less than 30 metres. Lodges o¨er 
diving courses and excursions, or try 
going to one of the dive centres.

3 Kilindoni
The sleepy capital lacks the 

architecture and atmosphere of 
Zanzibar’s Stone Town, but it’s worth  

a wander. Walk its streets, market and 
shops to take in an islander’s life. 

4 Ras Mkumbi
In the north of Mafia Island lies  

a red-and-white-striped lighthouse  
that you can climb up and look out over 
the archipelago.

5 Kua  
Lying o¨ the western coast of Mafia, 

neighbouring island Juani hosts the  
ruins of ancient Kua, which dates back  
to the 13th century. Explore the remains 
of its crumbling mosque and palace. 

6 Jibondo 
Stop at Mafia’s best-known fishing 

village to witness locals building the 
traditional boats that are used across  
East Africa. 

Mafia Island, Tanzania Footnotes

Xtra

More online Use your free 
Wanderlust Xtra app here (see p145).

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/170 
for links to more content:
ARCHIVE ARTICLES
♦  10 things to do for free in Zanzibar – 
issue 116 
♦  4 unmissable Zanzibar trips – issue 109
PLANNING GUIDES
♦ Zanzibar travel guide
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Travel voucher
when you subscribe 

to Wanderlust

£50
Every Wanderlust subscriber receives a free 
£50 travel voucher, which you can redeem 
against a trip booking with one of our tour 
operator members. Plus, on the anniversary 
of your subscription we’ll send you another 
£50 voucher, valid for 12 months, so you 
continue to save money every year!

Our tour operator partners o� er an 
outstanding selection of trips to destinations 
all over the world, so before you book your 
next adventure make sure you subscribe 
to Wanderlust. 

Subscribe today for only £5 for six months 
and receive your £50 voucher.

FREE

REDEEM YOUR £50 VOUCHER WITH ANY OF THESE TOUR OPERATORS*:



COULD YOUR WINNING SHOT TAKE YOU ALL THE WAY TO THAILAND?                                      THEN ENTER THE UK'S BIGGEST TRAVEL PHOTOGRAPHY COMPETITION

TRAVEL 
PHOTO OF 
THE YEAR 

2016

OR £3,000 IN CASH

ENTER AND WIN A PHOTO COMMISSION TO

THAILAND



COULD YOUR WINNING SHOT TAKE YOU ALL THE WAY TO THAILAND?                                      THEN ENTER THE UK'S BIGGEST TRAVEL PHOTOGRAPHY COMPETITION

Golden images 
One of Kanchanaburi’s 

temples houses a 
spectacular Buddha

Send us your photos
To enter, or for the full T&Cs, visit www.
travelphotooftheyear.co.uk or fi ll in the 
form on p105. Closing date for entries 
is 30 November 2016. Good luck!

L ionesses playing with turtles on the 
Masai Mara, Bhutan’s Tiger’s Nest 
cloaked in thick mist and 
traditional Indian fi shermen 

casting their kaleidoscopic nets. These are 
the iceberg-tip of the variety of shots you 
sent to Wanderlust’s 2015 Travel Photo of the 
Year competition (you also sent some 
amazing iceberg shots too). Now, we’re back 
with the UK’s biggest and best travel photo 
competition and we’re after more of the 
same, please – awe-inspiring images from 
wandering snappers like you.

In our Amateur category, there’ll be four 
winners, who’ll each travel on a Wanderlust 
photo commission to Thailand, thanks to the 
Tourism Authority of Thailand. Meanwhile, 
in our Portfolio contest, one snapper will 
win a cash prize of £3,000.

Win a commission
AMATEUR COMPETITION
Verdant jungles, glittering temples, bustling 
metropolis and wonderful wildlife to boot: 
it’s no wonder Thailand has become one of 
the planet’s most sought-after destinations. 
From the forested islands and marine-life-
rich pools of Khao Sok National Park to the 
milk-white sands of Koh Samui and the 
gentle undulations of the Mekong River 
valley, Thailand off ers versatility in 
abundance for both travellers and 
photographers [turn page for more info].

It’s not just its natural landscapes 
that off er wow moments, either – the 
capital Bangkok is a hive of elegant 
temples, buzzing markets and friendly 
locals. These are just a few of the 
reasons why Wanderlust has joined 
forces with the Tourism Authority of 
Thailand (www.tourismthailand.org) to 

transport our four winners off  to 
Thailand for the photography 
commission of a lifetime.

How to enter
It doesn’t matter when or where your 
photos are taken, but they need to tie in 
with one of our four categories: People, 
Wildlife, Landscape or Travel Icons 
(the latter looks to recognise shots of 
places, people or events that have 
achieved an iconic status in the travel 
world). So whether its a characterful 
hippo portrait,  a new take on the Taj 
or an intimate shot of an epic festival, 
we want to see it now.

Win £3,000!
PORTFOLIO COMPETITION
If you feel you’re part storyteller, part 
photographer, then the Portfolio 
competition (open to both amateurs and 
photographers) is the one for you. We’re 
after a set of fi ve attention-grabbing 
shots, all unique in their own way and 
when combined, should tell a 
mesmeric and cohesive story, whether 
it’s a vibrant festival or shifting culture.

Entries in the Portfolio competition 
must also fi t into one of our four 
categories: People, Wildlife, Landscape 
or Travel Icons, with only one winner 
walking away with the £3,000 prize.



104  |  Wanderlust October 2016

All our Runners Up and Highly Commended photographers will win 
fabulous Nikon cameras. The Runners Up can gather new perspectives with 
the Nikon D3400 camera kit, a user-friendly model that excels in low-light 
conditions – thanks to its 24.2-megapixel DX-format sensor –  and works  
with the NIKKOR lens to add an artistic splash. Plus, its handy SnapBridge 
feature means, via a bluetooth connection to your phone, you can 
share your photos with your friends instantly.  There’s a 

Guide Mode to help you develop 
your photographic skills, while the 
high-capacity battery ensures the 
D3400 is always ready to light up 
your feed.   For more info, head to 
www.nikon.co.uk

NIKON CAMERA PRIZES FOR THE RUNNERS-UP

THE CATEGORIES
■  There are four categories in the Amateur 
competition: (i) People (ii) Wildlife (iii) 
Landscape (iv) Travel Icons (classic travel 
images that sum up a destination).
■  You may enter up to four photos IN 
TOTAL. This can be across all categories or 
within selected categories (eg, four shots in 
one category OR two shots in one, two in 
another OR one in each, etc). One 
submission per individual; multiple entries 
will be disqualified.

ONLINE ENTRIES 
You can submit competition entries for 
free at www.travelphotooftheyear.co.uk  
 
POSTAL ENTRIES
You can also submit prints, transparencies 
and digital images by post. Here’s how:
■ Postal entries must be accompanied by 
the entry form. Photocopies are acceptable. 
■ A separate sheet must accompany each 
entry, with the entrant’s name and a brief 
caption (subject, location) for each photo.
■ If submitting prints, mark the image 
taker’s name on the back (on a label).
■ If you’re submitting transparencies, 
mark the photographer’s name on the 
mount. Duplicates can be sent. The 
original must be available. Picture 
orientation should be shown by a dot on 
the front, bottom-left corner.
■ Prints from digital originals: include a 
CD (ISO cross-platform Mac/PC) with the 
original JPEG or RAW files, with all 
metadata intact. These may be used to 
check that any alterations made are within 
our rules. CDs must be clearly labelled with 
the photographer’s name.
■  Do not send negatives – they will be 
requested if needed.
■  Only entries accompanied by an 
adequately sized and stamped SAE 
(stiffened/padded) will be returned.
■  Please tick the box on the form if you’d 
prefer not to be contacted by Wanderlust 
or the sponsors.

GENERAL GUIDELINES
1.  Each entry must reflect the theme of 
travel and be suitable for its category.
2. Images must be high resolution to be 
printed, without loss of quality, to A3 
exhibition standard. As a guideline, your 
camera will need to be 6MP+ and the image 
will need to be 300dpi at A3 size.
3. Minor digital adjustments (ie: curves, 
contrast, levels, colour, saturation, 
sharpening) are allowed. However, we are 
interested in shots that capture the moment, 
not ones that create it, so the image must still 
be a faithful representation of the original 
scene. Composite and multiple exposures 
are NOT allowed, nor the adding or 
removing of subjects into or from the image.
4. Black-and-white images may be shot in 
colour and de-saturated, then have a 
duotone or sepia tone applied. 
5. Originals must be available on request. 

Open to amateur photographers only; free entry.  
All entrants are deemed to have agreed to be bound  
by the full terms and conditions at travelphotooftheyear.co.uk.
For further info, call 01753 6426. 

AMATEUR 
COMPETITION

RULES & RESTRICTIONS
1. Photos that have won competitions with 
a prize exceeding £100 cannot be entered.
2. Employees of Wanderlust, Tourism 
Authority of Thailand , any additional 
POTY partners, and regular Wanderlust 
contributors are excluded.
3. Professional photographers are 
excluded; being defined as any individuals 
whose primary source of income is from 
the sale of photos, or who gain part- or 
full-time employment as a photojournalist. 
4. Exclusions: prints larger than A4 
(300mm x 210mm); transparencies with 
glass mounts; entries submitted in tubes; 
photos that have been manipulated 
digitally outside of our stated guidelines. 
5. The organisers take no responsibility for 
loss, delay or damage to photos. 
  
PRIZES & AWARDS 
1. Up to ten entries in each category will be 
displayed for judging at Destinations 2017. 
2. The category winners will win a photo 
commission to Thailand to include flights, 
transfers and ground arrangements. The 
prize is non transferable. The winner may 
take a partner on the commission to share 
ground arrangements, but the partner’s 
flights are not part of the prize package. 
3. All trips will originate from the UK and 
the winner is responsible for making their 
way to the departure airport and for 
arranging any necessary visas, insurances 
and vaccinations. Proof of travel insurance 
will be required.  Entrant must meet and 
provide own valid visa/entry requirements 
to Thailand. Black out dates will apply. 
4. Participants must be over 18.
5. No alternative prizes are available. 
6. Winners will be announced at 
Destinations 2017, London.
7. Prize-winning and commended photos 
may be reproduced free of charge by both 
Wanderlust and their media-partners, and 
may be used by any of the exhibition’s 
sponsors and organisers, without payment, 
in direct promotional material related to 
the competition and exhibition only; 
including production and exhibition of 
prize-winning and commended entries.
8) The photographer also grants the 
organisers and sponsors non-exclusive 
rights to use any submitted photo in 
direct promotion of and publicity for this 
competition during the period for which 
entries are being accepted. 
9) Wanderlust and any media partners may 
use any of the photos taken on the 
commission, without payment, for related 
Travel Photo of the Year follow-up features. 
Tourism Authority of Thailand will also be 
granted free use of the photos taken on the 
commission for promotional purposes. 
Each winner will be required to provide a 
minimum of five photos for this use.
16) Prizes and winning trip itineraries may 
be subject to change.
The full terms & conditions are available 
at www.travelphotooftheyear.co.uk

HOW TO ENTER

THAILAND IS PHOTO PERFECT
Azure waters. Emerald jungles. Ancient temples. Astonishing 
wildlife. Buzzing cities… It’s no wonder Thailand has become  
a go-to for snappers searching to frame awe-inspiring shots.  
This is also the reason why we’ve chosen Thailand as the 
destination for our Wanderlust Travel Photo of the Year  
winners’ commission –  the first occasion we’ve ever returned  
to a country in the competition’s history.

So whether you're after heritage, fauna or just wild landscapes, 
Thailand has it all. Search for Malayan sun bears, tigers and Asian 
elephants in its lush national parks, as well as a wealth of birdlife. 
Away from the jungle scene, its crystal-clear waters and neon 
corals are home to sea turtles, rays, sharks and tropical fish.

But the settings in which they roam are worth snapping at, too. 
Forested rocky teeth rise out of watery Khao Sok NP for an 
otherworldly location, the tiered waterfalls of Umphang resemble 
paradise and the Mekong River valley serves up a dramatic scene.

It's not just nature's handiwork that sets Thailand apart, either. The 
glittering lights of Bangkok provide a mesmeric after-dark shot but 
by day, the spired Grand Palace and Buddhist temples of Phra Kaew 
and Arun are beautiful examples of Asian architecture. Away from 
the capital, Ayutthaya and Sukhothai, and the stone temple 
complexes of Phimai and Phanom Rung tell stories of a bygone era.

Discover all of these camera-grabbing hotspots for yourself 
when you travel to Thailand. It's so good for photographers, we 
had to go back!
www.tourismthailand.org
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WANDERLUST TRAVEL PHOTO OF THE YEAR   |   AMATEUR
Amateur category official entry form  (Please complete in BLOCK CAPITALS. Photocopies are acceptable)

Name:  

Occupation:

(If retired please also state previous profession)

Daytime tel no:

Evening tel no:

Email:

Address:

   Postcode: 

  

Where did you first hear about the competition?  (please state) 

 I confirm that I am not a professional 
photographer as defined in the terms and 
conditions of the competition (found on 
www.travelphotooftheyear.co.uk)

  I agree to be bound by the full conditions of 
entry (found on www.travelphotooftheyear.co.uk)

Signature:

  

  

Please summarise your entries:  
Category No. transparencies No. prints

People

Wildlife

Landscape 

Travel Icons  

Total 
(Maximum 4 photos) 

Send your entry, with this form, to: Wanderlust (Amateur Photo of the Year), PO Box 1832, Windsor SL4 1YT.
Please be sure to enclose a stamped, addressed envelope if you wish your photos to be returned.

 Please tick the box if you’d prefer not to be contacted by Wanderlust or the sponsors.
#

#

Entry fee (please tick):   

 I enclose a cheque for £10 payable to Wanderlust Publications Ltd, or

 Please charge my debit/credit card the sum of £10 (NB we do not accept American Express)

Please summarise your entries:  No. transparencies No. prints Total

Card No:

Expiry date:   Issue no:         Start date: CVV no.:

I agree to be bound by the full conditions of entry (found on www.travelphotooftheyear.co.uk)

Signature:

Send your entry, with this form, to: Wanderlust (Portfolio of the Year), PO Box 1832, Windsor SL4 1YT.
Please be sure to enclose a stamped, addressed envelope if you wish your photos to be returned.

  Please tick the box if you’d prefer not to be contacted by Wanderlust or the sponsors.

WANDERLUST TRAVEL PHOTO OF THE YEAR  |   PORTFOLIO
Portfolio category official entry form   (Please complete in BLOCK CAPITALS. Photocopies are acceptable)

Name:  

Occupation:

(If retired please also state previous profession)

Daytime tel no:

Evening tel no:

Email:

Address:

   Postcode: 

  

Where did you first hear about the competition?  (please state) 

Portfolio category (circle one):    People    /    Wildlife    /    Landscape    /   Travel Icons

5

Open to amateur or professional photographers; 
£10 entry. All entrants are deemed to have 
agreed to be bound by the full terms and 
conditions found at travelphotooftheyear.
co.uk. For further info, call 01753 620426. 

CATEGORIES
■ There are four categories in the Portfolio competition:  
(i) People (ii) Wildlife (iii) Landscape (iv) Travel Icons 
(classic travel images that sum up a destination).
■ The portfolio must be themed and reflect one of the 
categories, working together to create a cohesive portfolio. 
Pictures will be judged independently and as a set.
■ Each submission must consist of a portfolio of five 
photos in total. Only one entry per individual is allowed. 

ONLINE ENTRIES
You can submit photos to the competition at 
www.travelphotooftheyear.co.uk
 
POSTAL ENTRIES
You can also submit prints, transparencies and digital 
images by post. The conditions for the portfolio category 
are the same as the Amateur category (see left hand page) :

ENTRY FEE
■ Each Portfolio entry must be accompanied by a fee of 
£10. Entry fees can be paid online, or by cheque 
(from a UK bank to Wanderlust Publications Ltd), 
international money order or credit card.

ENTRY GUIDELINES
1. Each Portfolio must reflect the theme of travel and be 
suitable for its category.
2. Acceptable formats: colour or black & white prints 
from negatives; colour or black & white transparencies 
(duplicates can be sent providing originals are also 
available); digital images can be submitted as prints with 
the original RAW file or JPEG (with all metadata intact) 
supplied on a CD. Images must be sufficiently high 
resolution to be printed, without loss of quality, to A3 
exhibition standard therefore your image must be A3 
proportion, ideally at a minimum of 300dpi. 
3. Minor digital adjustments are allowed, such as levels, 
curves, contrast, colour, saturation and sharpening. 
However, we want shots that capture the moment, not 
ones that create it, so the image must still be a faithful 
representation of what was taken at the time. Composite 
and multiple exposures are not allowed, nor the adding/
removing of subjects into/from the image.
4. Black-and-white images may be shot in colour and 
de-saturated, then have a duotone or sepia tone applied. 
These pictures will be judged on their merits. 
5. Originals of all entries must be available on request. 

RULES & RESTRICTIONS
1. Entries must be accompanied by an entry form; 
photocopies are acceptable. 
2. Photos that have previously won competitions with a 
prize exceeding £100 or are currently entered/shortlisted 
in other travel photo competitions may not be entered.
3. Exclusions: Photos that have been manipulated digitally 
outside of our stated guidelines. 

PRIZES & AWARDS
1.  The overall winner of the Portfolio category will be 
awarded £3,000.
2. One ‘runner up’ entrant will receive a Nikon D3400 
(RRP £399).
3. One ‘highly commended’ entrant will receive a Nikon 
COOLPIX P900 (RRP £300).
4. No alternative prizes are available. 
5. Each postal entry that includes a further SAE will 
receive a free pass for two people to Destinations 2017.
6. Winners announced at Destinations 2017, London.
7. The judges reserve the right to edit a portfolio 
submission by removing one image of the five if they feel 
it necessary to strengthen the overall quality of the entry.
8. The judges’ decision will be final – no correspondence 
will be entered into. 
The full terms & conditions are available at 
www.travelphotooftheyear.co.uk

PORTFOLIO 
COMPETITION



The day the 
waves came

Simon Sheldrick entered
this month’s online

Writing Competition.
He recalls being trapped

in the midst of the
devastating 2004

 tsunami that hit Thailand

Letters, tips, photos & exploits from you, our endlessly adventurous readers

Christmas Day on Phuket 
Island, Thailand had been 
a late one, and I thought 
a Boxing Day jog would clear 
my head. So, as usual, I went 

down to the beach alone at around 9.30am. 
At that time the sea was a strangely long 
way off , and kids and locals were exploring 
the now exposed sand, excited at the 
opportunity. I had only just started jogging 
when everything changed: the tsunami hit 
and the water came rushing in. 

The wave wasn’t that tall but it just didn’t 
stop. The only escape was across the road 
(now waist-deep with water) to a hotel that 
was raised a couple of metres. There I stood 
and watched as cars fl oated by. The sea kept 
coming, scattering the beach furniture 
eff ortlessly. There was the chilling sound 
of crunching and breaking glass all around. 
I was worried the water would keep rising.

An American guy told me there’d been an 
earthquake somewhere at 8am. An elderly 
man struggled up the steps, covered in 

■  Yo u r  S t o r y

FROM
THE

ROAD
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blood, his wife glad to see him. My thoughts 
were with the locals and tourists I’d seen on 
the beach minutes earlier, hoping they had 
time to get away. Then another wave hit. 
I was worried it was going to be bigger than 
the last, so was relieved when it came and went.

I waded off  in search of my motorbike, 
trying to reach the spot where I’d left it. 
Shops were trashed and debris was 
everywhere, but the water soon stabilised. 
Reaching my bike, I set about pushing it 
home. Wet road soon became dry road, 
and people emerged from inside hotels 
and shops to see what was happening. 
I borrowed shoes from a shop and dragged 
my bike on. I met my girlfriend, who had 
heard the news after a neighbour had 
banged on the door; she had packed all our 
stuff  up and was walking up the road, laden 
with bags, tearful and fearing the worst.

Back we went to the bungalow. Once 
there, rumours of another big wave soon 
spread. Lots of people were suddenly 
running (and driving) for the hills. Cars and 
trucks honked their horns, and beside them 
walked a steady army of people. Despite 
my insistence that no water could reach 
our home, we joined the crowds.

From higher ground we gazed down at the 
sea. Sometimes it looked like it had receded 
a lot (the sand was visible for a long way), 
which was an ominous sign. But there were 
no more disturbances. We headed home 
at about 5.30pm, having weathered rumours 
of more waves at 1pm, 3.30pm and 5pm.

When we arrived, I found my neighbour 
asleep in front of the TV, the news of the 
day’s events in the background. L ong before the guided tours 

they have now, walking Ireland’s 
Cliff s of Moher on the coast of 
County Clare was not advised 
for travellers. The reason was to 

do with safety but, desperate to photograph 
the cliff s, I decided to go anyway.

“Sure, it’s easy. I do that walk all the time,” 
said the hostel proprietor in Doolin. After 
some brief directions and a bit of advice – 
ignore the ‘danger’ sign at the start of the 
hike, and no matter what, stay between the 
fence and the cliff s and don’t cross into the 
farmers’ fi elds – I was on my way.

Duly ignoring the ‘danger’ sign, I started 
along a well-worn path of green, with the 
fence to my left and the cliff s and sea to my 
right. The path dipped and rolled across the 
landscape. All was well until I discovered the 
peat. Or rather, peat discovered me. Before 
I knew it I was knee-deep in the stuff . Trying 
not to panic (“it’s not like quicksand, is it?”), 
I managed to pull my legs out, but had to dig 
for my shoes. I wondered how many things 
(or people) ever got lost in the peat bogs.

A single risk
Ignoring danger signs
isn’t always a bad idea,

found Rachelle Meilleur
on a trip to Ireland’s

Cli	 s of Moher
Shoes back in place – although now 

a rather diff erent colour – I continued 
walking. The wind was strong, blowing 
towards the land, and many of the 
seabirds were rising on the updrafts. 
I don’t do well with heights, so I crawled 
to the edge of the cliff , and, still on my 
knees, spread my arms wide, like the 
gannet directly across from me, and leaned 
into the wind. Human and bird, we 
mirrored each other for some time. 

The fences that marked off  the farmers’ 
fi elds continued to weave the cliff top. But 
one fence (made of barbed wire) went right 
up to the edge, with less than a foot of soggy 
ground between the barrier and a sheer 
drop to the water. I decided to plough on 
regardless, dragging one foot in front of the 
other, slowly but surely, and thankful to the 
wind for pushing me landward. 

But just when I thought I might make 
it, part of the path loosened and the world 
beneath my feet fell away. I reached for 
anything, caught the barbed wire, and luckily 
it was (just) secure enough to prevent me 
from falling. In what seemed like an age, but 
was probably seconds, I pulled myself back 
up and crossed the path. Heart pounding, 
I couldn’t believe I had made it. 

I had never done anything as risky, or 
foolish, as that before, especially on my own. 
I was pleased to have taken a chance and 
survived, and yet a dark note sounded deep 
within me. I still hear it from time to time, 
echoing what it would have been like to hit 
the water and rocks below.

Exhilarated from my brush with death, 
I headed to the most iconic part of the 
sunset-illuminated cliff s, as the light dipped 
into the sea. I was photographing everything 
around me. It was proof that I was still alive, 
and that the incredible feeling I had was 
something I could hold on to.  

These were entries in our regular online writing 
competition. Keep an eye out for the next one 
at wanderlust.co.uk/mywanderlust

■  Yo u r  S t o r y
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“Overwhelmed by Armenia’s
Symphony of Stones, a formation
of basalt columns in Garni Gorge.”
Ann Clarke-Overy

“My wife Michele and I being
dwarfed by the stainless steel
monument to Genghis Khan,
outside Ulan Bator, Mongolia.”
Steve Grainger

“Standing by the ‘We Are Our
Mountains’ monument on the
outskirts of Stepanakert, the
Nagorno-Karabakh capital.”
Jackie Horsewood
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■  R e a d e r s ’  P i c t u r e s

Been somewhere beautiful? Done something amazing? 
Email fromtheroad@wanderlust.co.uk – make us jealous!

“Relaxing at the top of The Gap at 
St Kilda in the Outer Hebrides – despite
getting little sleep the night before!”
Charles Kinsey



Where does your 
Wanderlust take you?
Every month we ask, ‘Where does your 
Wanderlust take you?’, giving you a chance to win 
a goody bag including a versatile High UV with 
Insect Shield® – the ultimate travel accessory  
(RRP £22). But can you top Sophie (above)? 
Show us where your Wanderlust takes you 
and where you take your Wanderlust!

Take your magazine with you on your next trip 
and share a pic with us. Post it on our Facebook 
wall, tweet it to us at @wanderlustmag, email it  
to fromtheroad@wanderlust.co.uk or hashtag it 
#wanderlustmag on Instagram. 

“Successfully reaching Annapurna
 Base Camp in Nepal, raising £27,000 
for children’s charity Variety and 
£20,000 for the Himalayan Trust.”
Lavinia Kortlang

“Buying too many pairs of 
homemade sandals in Nafplio –
what a way to end our road trip 
through Greece’s Peloponnese.”
Sophie Taylor

“Living out my castaway fantasies by 
exploring the sands, caves and bays
of Palawan Island in the Philippines.”
Petra O’Neill
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LETTERS
Your mail and missives: this issue, praising Wanderlust’s publishing tips, 
climbing Kili, living our cover stories and sharing our passion for travel

Lenin literature 
A while ago I read an article 
in Wanderlust on the dos and 
don’ts of self-publishing [Feb 
2015, issue 153]. At the time I was 
just coming to the end of the 
initial draft of my fi rst book, 
and the advice the article 
off ered was invaluable in 
taking the project forward to 
its fi nal conclusion. 

I’m now pleased to announce 
that Baltic Lenin: A Journey into 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania’s 
Soviet Past is on sale. I wrote it 
as this year marks the 25th 
anniversary of the fall of the 
Soviet Union – something the 
Baltics was once as much an 
integral part of as Moscow or 
Saint Petersburg.

When I visited it seemed 
that a new generation has 
fi rmly embraced both its place 
in the EU and a rejection of 
all that had once tied them to 
their eastern neighbours. So 
I wanted to see how easy it 
would be for a contemporary 
visitor to uncover traces of 
the Soviet Union – in both 
the environment and in the 
people who continue to live 
in the Baltics and look at how 
much infl uence this legacy 
has on daily life there today. 

I’m grateful to Wanderlust 
for giving me the confi dence 
to go down the self-publishing 
route. Having the completed 
book on my lap – the 
culmination of several years of  
hard work – is very satisfying. 

Thank you!
Keith Ruffles, Belfast

Trip symmetry
When I saw your recent issue 
had Peru on the front cover 
[Jul/Aug 2016, issue 168], I just 
couldn’t believe it! I was 
a week away from a two-month 
adventure in South America, 
including Peru and Bolivia. 

Now I have just got back 
from a homestay on the 
Bolivian side of Lake Titicaca, 
living with a local family in 
a village called Santiago de 
Okola. I totally get now 
what you meant about how 
incredible it was that the land 
around it was so natural and 
hadn’t been snatched up by 
foreign developers. 

I loved learning about how 
they weave their materials, and 
learning to cook their staple 
foods, as well as hiking in the 

area to get the best views of 
in and around the lake.
Laura Whitley, via email

First impressions
I’m a new reader of Wanderlust 
and wanted to congratulate you 
on an excellent publication. It 
feels aimed at readers like me, 
who are passionate about travel, 
and it is nice to come across 
a quality magazine like yours.

I fi rst picked it up last year, 
when you wrote a cover story 
on the Appalachian Trail [‘A 
Walk in the Woods’, Oct 2015, 
issue 160]. I loved reading about 
the thru-hikers and the trail is 
next on my bucket-list of walks. 

I am looking forward to 
reading future issues. Keep 
up the good work!
Michael Castro, East Sussex

who are passionate about travel, 

when you wrote a cover story 

Oct 2015, 
]. I loved reading about 

the thru-hikers and the trail is 
next on my bucket-list of walks. 

Each issue, our winning 
contribution wins a haul 
of Wanderlust gear. 
This time, congratulations 
to Keith!

WIN
WANDERLUST
GOODIES

★ STAR LETTER ★
Wonderful walks 
Following your piece on the 
‘The history of the world in 25 
walks’ [Sep 2016, issue 169], 
I wanted to share my own 
experiences. I climbed 
Kilimanjaro when I was 17, and 
did it again in 2013, when I 
turned 40 – it was a lot harder 
the second time! I did the Inca 
Trail back in 2009 and I’ve been 
eating away at stages of the 
Camino de Santiago since 
moving to Spain, but haven’t 
got as far as I’d like. I’ll probably 
take some leave and do the rest 
in one go. And I’d love to do 
a high-altitude route in the 
Himalaya – I have my eye on 
Manaslu Circuit (pictured).
Rob Howe, via website 
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Making a musical pilgrimage. 
Fulfi lling an ambition with 

a trip to Seattle to trace Jimi 
Hendrix’s roots. chez_when

Knocking my knees together 
at the thought of crossing 

a glass walkway. There’s more 
chance of me winning the lottery 
than treading on one of those! 
@pollson

Pitching up in one of the UK’s 
best landscapes. I just went 

on a wonderful camping trip to 
Great Shunner Fell in the Yorkshire 
Dales. mckeedi
 Oozing love for Thailand. 

It’s a beautiful place with 
hospitable people, a fascinating 
culture and lots of history, too.
Damian Dobosz

This month you have
been mostly...

Swimming with 
whales, Tonga
Erik Futtrup
Every year, humpback whales 
migrate from Antarctica to warmer 
waters to give birth to their calves. 
In the calm seas o�  Tonga’s Vava’u 
islands, they arrive in the deep 
channels behind the reef and stay 
between July and October. This 
is also one of few places on Earth 
where you are allowed in the water 
with them. This year, they were 
late, and when we arrived in 
mid-July we were given no 
guarantees. But we were lucky, 
and my children, my wife and I all 
swam with this gentle 12m-long 
whale for around half an hour. 
A once-in-a-lifetime experience.

TALK TO US: Online at www.wanderlust.co.uk/mywanderlust Email fromtheroad@wanderlust.co.uk 
Mail Wanderlust, 1 Leworth Place, Windsor, SL4 1EB Twitter @wanderlustmag 
Facebook www.facebook.com/wanderlusttravelmagazine Instagram @wanderlustmag

 Remembering a litter-free 
trip to Austria. It’s such an 

amazing, spotless and clean 
country. @Carolinenjade 
 Travelling right by following 

up one trip with another. 
After our visit to Edinburgh now 
we’re o�  on a tour around some of 
the Greek islands! 
Jacqueline Styles

Gawping at some of 
Washington state’s best 

wildlife. We’ve seen orcas o�  the 
San Juan Islands so many times but 
they’re always impressive.
@oregongirlworld

Following in Bill Bryson’s 
footsteps. Spending a night in 

Joplin, Missouri – small town 
America. Tom Greenough
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PHOTO OF
THE MONTH

JUST BACK
FROM...

Bali, Indonesia
Wanderlust forum 
user Jenna Rainey 
refl ects on two 
weeks on the 
Indonesian island

The highlight: I enjoyed learning 
the local ways of artistry and 
cooking, as well as swimming 
below Tegenungan waterfall 
at dusk. The chance to help the 
sea turtle breeding program 
in Kuta was also a privilege.
Must see: Visit some of the 
temples and waterfalls around 
the island, or try out some local 
delicacies with traditional 
Balinese cooking lessons.
Top tip: Be prepared to get out 
of your comfort zone. 

Cautionary tale: Don’t pay 
more than the average price for 
transport. Instead, ask around. 
And have the exact change, so 
you’re not overcharged!
I wish I’d known... I’d been told 
to bring both US dollars and 
Indonesian rupiah, but found 
the local currency was actually 
accepted everywhere.
Anything else? Sort out your 
travel money a couple of weeks 
in advance – it’s hard to source 
Indonesian currency in the UK.

■  E x p e r i e n c e s
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Proof that you don’t need thighs of steel to 
see the world on two wheels – grab life by 
the handlebars and pedal wine-country trails 
and whole countries on these easy cycling trips…

BEST 
CYCLING 
SPOTS

WORDS SARAH BAXTER



The other tour  
de France
Cycists pass by Le 
Mont Saint Michel  
in Normandy on 
an easy, flat trail 
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VELOSCENIC  
France
WHY? Explore French icons
HOW TOUGH? Varied – stages  
for all abilities

Paris, one of the world’s most romantic cities; 
Mont St-Michel, one of the world’s most romantic 
sites; the Veloscenic, a 450km cycle route 
running between them spanning history-soaked 
northern France. What’s not to like? 

The route traverses country roads, Cycle 
tracks and leafy greenways to get from the 
capital to the abbey-topped tidal isle. It breaks 
into seven sections and 25 stages of varying 
di�culty. Families and novices might like the 
four stages from castle-dominated Nogent-le-
Rotrou (west of Chartres) to Alençon, 
Normandy. Totalling 77km, this section is 
almost entirely on greenways, which are 
reserved for non-motorised tra�c –  
a stress-free way to view the lakes, medieval 
manors and cutesy villages en route.
NEED TO KNOW: See veloscenic.com.
ALSO TRY... Loire à Vélo. This 800km cycle trail 
runs along France’s longest river, via few hills 
and abundant châteaux.

�
LAKE DISTRICT  
UK
WHY? Fells without fuss
HOW TOUGH? Easy-to-moderate

The notoriously lumpy Lake District doesn’t 
sound like a haven for cycling softies. But 
thanks to its ever-increasing network of 
e-bike hiring stations and charging points 
(handily located in cosy pubs and cafes), 
previously tough-to-access parts are opening 
up to even the most casual riders. For 
example, it’s a steep, twisting climb from 
Coniston to Tarn Hows, but slip the bike into 
‘sport mode’ and you’ll be good to go; you 
can recharge your bike (and yourself) at the 
The Drunken Duck Inn en route.

 More people exploring the national park 
by e-bike rather than car also helps lower 
congestion on its roads. Travel to the Lake 
District by train (First TransPennine Express) 
to get 20% o� e-bike hire – just show a valid 
ticket when hiring.
NEED TO KNOW: Electricbicyclenetwork.com.
ALSO TRY... Connemara, Ireland. An  
e-bike will help you contend with the  
windy west coast trails. 



Cycling page head
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BURMA 
WHY? Get away from the crowds
HOW TOUGH? Easy – on a guided trip

Long-o�  limits Burma is new to bike-touring. 
But that doesn’t mean it’s o�  limits for cycling 
softies. Several companies o� er gentle-paced, 
fully supported small-group bike trips that 
enable even novice riders to enjoy the 
increased immersion that two-wheeled 
travel o� ers. 

A classic Burma-by-bike itinerary will likely mix 
rides with boat trips and highlights such as Inle 

Lake and Mandalay, while the vast temple site of 
Bagan is best explored by bike, especially as you 
can reach its remoter temples. The real 
advantage, though, is leaving the tourist trail. 
Finding quiet corners has become harder since 
the country’s popularity boom; travelling by 
bike will take you away from the masses. 
NEED TO KNOW: E-visas are required – 
apply at evisa.moip.gov.mm. 
ALSO TRY... Laos. A ride along the 
Mekong can be more challenging, 
but o� ers an excellent insight into 
Laotian life. �

Lake and Mandalay, while the vast temple site of 
Bagan is best explored by bike, especially as you 
can reach its remoter temples. The real 
advantage, though, is leaving the tourist trail. 
Finding quiet corners has become harder since 
the country’s popularity boom; travelling by 
bike will take you away from the masses. 

E-visas are required – 
apply at evisa.moip.gov.mm. 

 Laos. A ride along the 
Mekong can be more challenging, 
but o� ers an excellent insight into 
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ZEALAND 
Denmark
WHY? Brilliantly bike-friendly
HOW TOUGH? Easy – flat, safe

It’s no surprise that Copenhagen, with its 390km 
of bike lanes, was named World’s ‘Most Bicycle-
friendly City’ in 2015.  

�

Cycling for softies

But such bike bravura isn’t restricted to the 
capital: all of Denmark, with its lack of hills, 
superb infrastructure and positive attitude to 
two-wheeled travel, is ideal for beginner riders. 

Focus on north-east Zealand. Leave 
Copenhagen’s bright harbourside to follow  
the coast north towards Helsingør (home to 
‘Hamlet’s Castle’), via old royal hunting  

grounds and shifting dunes, then head east  
to the Viking sites around Roskilde, before 
returning to the capital via an island-slicing 
canal. Allow a week, to include sightseeing  
and smørrebrød-eating en route.
NEED TO KNOW: See cyclistic.dk/en.
ALSO TRY…Sweden. From Helsingør, it’s  
a 20-minute ferry hop to Helsingborg.  
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old town. At a speed of around 50km a day, 
you’ll be soothing your limbs in a Budapest 
thermal bath within two weeks. 
NEED TO KNOW: Take a train between Krems 
and Tulln to avoid an ugly section. 
ALSO TRY... Moselle, Germany. An easy  
path follows the meandering Moselle  
river through wine country.

VIRGINIA  
USA 
WHY? Mountains without muscle power 
HOW TOUGH? Very easy

Thank heavens that hilly Virginia embraced the 
1983 US Rails to Trails Act. This allowed 
abandoned rail lines countrywide to be 
converted into (largely flat) recreational trails. 
The state now has 32 rail trails, including the 
51km High Bridge Trail, which crosses  
a spectacular span, 38m above the Appomattox 
River, and the 92km New River Trail, which 
negotiates two tunnels, three bridges and 30 
trestles alongside a leafy waterway. 

On the 55km Virginia Creeper Trail you barely 
need to pedal: it runs slowly downhill virtually all 
the way from Whitetop to Damascus, then on to 
Abingdon, through the Blue Ridge Mountains. 
NEED TO KNOW: See vabike.org.
ALSO TRY... Rails to Trails Conservancy. The 
USA has more than 48,300km of rail trails 
(railstotrails.org).

DANUBE 
Germany, Austria, Slovakia 
& Hungary 
WHY? Follow Europe’s second-longest river
HOW TOUGH? Easy – flat, safe 

The Danube river wriggles for 2,860km  
from Germany to the Black Sea. Cycling  
its entire length would be quite an 
undertaking, so opt for the 560km  
section between Passau and Budapest,  
where infrastructure is best and the river  
is most resplendent – notably at the 
Schlögener Loop and Danube Bend. 

Starting in Bavarian Passau, the  
pancake-flat path continues via lively Linz,  
the grand cafés of Vienna and Bratislava’s  

ALPS 2 OCEAN 
New Zealand
WHY? South Island awesomeness, from Mount 
Cook to vineyards
HOW TOUGH? Easy–moderate – a few  
tricksy sections

At just over 300km, the Alps 2 Ocean is New 
Zealand’s longest cycling trail. And, 
unbelievably in a country renowned for 
people doing crazy outdoor things, it’s graded 
easy-to-intermediate, which means almost 
anyone can make this majestic descent from 
Mount Cook to the Pacific. 

The route is broken into nine parts (including 
one alternative section), each individually 
graded, so you can opt for only the easiest bits 
if you like. For example, 42km-long Section 2 
(Braemar Road–Twizel) is undemanding yet 
gives glorious views across Lake Pukaki and 
the mountains. Likewise, 28km Section 7 
(Kurow–Duntroon) navigates smooth shingle 
via vineyards and Maori rock art. Allow 
four-to-six days for the whole ride or more if 
you want to take your time. 
NEED TO KNOW: See alps2ocean.com.
ALSO TRY... Timber Trail, New Zealand. An 
80km trail on North Island, following an old 
millers’ tramway through ancient podocarps 
and feats of rail engineering. �
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www.bambootravel.co.uk

CYCLING EXPERIENCES  

IN THE FAR EAST
One of the best ways 
to connect with your 
surroundings is on a bike. 
Explore off the beaten  
track countryside, stop 
to meet the locals and 
discover local sights - all 
at your own pace. 
Call us for first-hand 
knowledge and expert 
advice on cycling 
experiences in Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Myanmar, 
China & Thailand.

020 7720 9285 
info@bambootravel.co.uk
Wanderlust Readers’  
Travel Awards:  
Top Tour Operator -   
Silver Winner for 2016 01453 844400 

info@mountainkingdoms.com
w ww.mountainkingdoms.com

Distinctly
different

Adventure
experts

•  Burma (Myanmar)  •  Bhutan  •  Nepal   

•  United States  •  Peru  •  France

•  Discover world-famous sites and go beyond

•  Fully supported cycling tours

•  Expert guides and quality accommodation

•  Small group and tailor made holidays

Cycling Holidays 

5090
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SRI LANKA
WHY? An inspiring intro to o� -roading
HOW TOUGH? Moderate–tricky, with some 
tough bits 

Traversing Sri Lanka by bike is a proper 
adventure, and calls for some adventurous 
riding. But not too much. There are o� -road 
trails here that require a bit of fi tness but no 
technical mountain-biking skill, making it a 
good introduction to the sport for road riders. 

These trails can take you to Sri Lanka’s best 
bits too: Kandy’s Buddhist temple, the rock 
fortress of Sigiriya, Minneriya National Park 
(look for elephants), the ancient capital of 
Polonnaruwa. There are climbs – up to the hill 
station of Nuwara Eliya, for instance – but the 
cool highland weather helps ease the e� ort.
NEED TO KNOW: Fit in some hilly training rides 
before travelling.
ALSO TRY... Himachal Pradesh, India. A more 
challenging ride through the Himalayan 
foothills, but a lot of scenic bang for your buck. 

LAKE CONSTANCE 
Austria, Switzerland 
& Germany
WHY? Tick o�  three countries on two wheels
HOW TOUGH? Very easy – fl at, tra�  c-free and 
surprisingly un-Alp-like

The Alps aren’t generally suited to novice 
cyclists. But circuiting Lake Constance, a great 
shimmer of turquoise shared by three 
countries, enables you to look up at those 
lovely mountains without breaking a sweat. 

�

Dr
ea

ms
tim

e;
 G

et
ty

A 270km-long bike path circumnavigates 
the lake, hopping borders and passing 
castles, waterfalls, wildfl ower meadows, 
vineyards and historic towns such as 
medieval Stein am Rhein and Bregenz. 

The cycling couldn’t be simpler, the 
views couldn’t be fi ner, the opportunities 
for lake swims and wine-tasting couldn’t 
be better.
NEED TO KNOW: Trains run to Bregenz from 
Zurich airport.
ALSO TRY... Lake Balaton, Hungary. Paths 
run alongside this vast lake, via traditional 
villages and rolling vineyards.

CROATIA
WHY? Combine bike and boat 
HOW TOUGH? Easy – short rides 
with relaxing onboard opt-outs

The spectacularly speckled coast of Croatia is 
a prime place to island-hop by boat and bike. 
Travelling by yacht allows for scenic sails and 
sundowners on deck, while having a bike 
onboard means, when you dock at the next 
outcrop, you can explore more of its cobbled 
alleys and countryside. 

The islands – such as hip Hvar, vine-streaked 
Korčula and unspoilt Brač – aren’t huge and there 
are hills, but there’s no need to rush, and the 
focus is more on cultural immersion. If your legs 
are tired, spend the day lolling onboard.
NEED TO KNOW: A good family option – expect 
to share the boat with kids.
ALSO TRY... Netherlands. Travel by barge 
and bike, utilising Holland’s excellent canal 
and cycle networks. �
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� a good option for softies. While the landscapes 
are extreme – including some of the planet’s 
largest deserts, highest dunes and biggest 
canyons – the cycle terrain isn’t: it’s possible to 
stick to good gravel roads and tracks, with 
minimal climbing. 

Combine cycle sections with truck travel 
(including a safari in Etosha, where cycling isn’t 

allowed). Ideal places to explore on two wheels 
include roads through the tangerine sands 
around Sossusvlei, the Atlantic-slapped Skeleton 
Coast and the Himba villages of Damaraland.
NEED TO KNOW: Pack a bandana to cover  
your face – the roads are dusty.
ALSO TRY... Western Cape, South Africa. Pedal 
between winelands, stopping for tastings.

NAMIBIA
WHY? Really wild rides
HOW TOUGH? Moderate – good tracks

That endless African sky seems even bigger 
when you travel by bike, and nowhere is it 
more immense than in sparsely populated 
Namibia. Despite the country’s wildness, this is 
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KERALA 
India 
WHY? For some sloooooow travel
HOW TOUGH: Easy–moderate – sti�er     
climbs optional

Kerala is where frenetic India takes its foot o� 
the gas. Life is just slower down south, from 
rice barges drifting along backwaters to 
Chinese nets wafting o� the coast. This makes 
‘God’s Own Country’ a great place for both 
subcontinent and cycle-tour first-timers. 

Combine rides along backroads, via tea 
plantations and into wildlife reserves, with 
houseboat stays and beach days. The 
energetic can tackle the hairpins up to Ooty hill 
station; those less inclined can take the train.
NEED TO KNOW: Avoid cycling between May 
and October – monsoon season.
ALSO TRY... Rajasthan, India. Mix big cities 
with rural countryside rides.

AMSTERDAM 
Netherlands
WHY? The land where cycles reign supreme
HOW TOUGH? Easy – flat, if often a bit 
local-crowded

Lazily pedalling betwixt 17th-century canals and 
gabled houses, the ting of bells in your ears, a 
lump of Gouda in your basket... the Amsterdam 
experience is centred around the bicycle. The 
Dutch capital has 512km of bike lanes, and 
around 70% of trips in the centre are made on 
two wheels. This does mean those lanes get 
busy, so novices should avoid rush hours and 
choose a guided tour to build confidence. 

Standard tours visit sites such as the Anne 
Frank House, the Rijksmuseum and the Red 
Light District. Or head out along the Amstel River 
to cycle amid windmill-dotted countryside.

NEED TO KNOW: Scooters are permitted  
to use bike lanes.
ALSO TRY... Utrecht. One of Holland’s  
oldest cities, Utrecht also has excellent  
bike infrastructure and canals, plus 
a lively student vibe. 

�

CUBA
WHY? Take a revolutionary revolution right 
across Latin America’s most in-demand 
destination
HOW TOUGH? Moderate – good, empty roads

Cuba is a fantastic place to bicycle around.  
It has year-round warm weather (though 
avoid hurricane season), tra�c-lite roads 
(even in Havana), manageable gradients 
and a tangible buzz that’s best soaked up 
from the saddle, where you’ll feel more  
fully exposed to island life. 

It’s possible to cycle right across the 
country, from the north-westerly tobacco 
fields of Viñales to the south-easterly  
coast road that squeezes between the  
Sierra Maestra and Caribbean Sea. 

You might pass horsecarts and cowboys,  
shacks selling sugarcane juice, bars  
blaring salsa, people dancing in the street 
and hand-painted murals of Che Guevara.
 It will never, ever be dull.
NEED TO KNOW: Stay at casas particulares, 
Cuban-style B&Bs.
ALSO TRY... Fiji. An alternative paradise-
island ride – try a multi-day crossing of  
Vanua Levu.



020 8566 3739     transindus.co.uk       AITO  ABTA & ATOL

Southeast Asia
Your Journey. Our Expertise.

0844 272 2230 
gadventures.co.uk

All you have to do is have the time of your life.

Making the world a  
better place is easy.
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Cycling for softies
Ala

my

WINE COUNTRY 
Chile
WHY? It’s delicious!
HOW TOUGH?  
Easy–moderate – depending on how much  
you drink...

It’s important to stay well-watered on a cycling 
trip, which isn’t a problem in the Colchagua 
Valley. This is Chile’s premier wine-growing 
region, where the billowing slopes are scored 
with merlot and malbec grapes, and where 
family-run vineyards o�er tastings. 

Slow-paced pedalling is the order of the  
day, so you can inch down the valley, taking in 
high Andes views while tackling gentler 
terrain, and allowing plenty of time for wine 
stops and characterful hacienda stays. 

NEED TO KNOW: The Colchagua Valley is 
around a three-hour drive from Santiago.
ALSO TRY... Mendoza, Argentina. Hire  
a bike to vineyard-hop in the Maipú Valley.

HEART ROUTE 
Switzerland
WHY? Alps made easy
HOW TOUGH?  Easy – with a full battery

One glance at Switzerland’s astonishing snow 
peaks is enough to send any cyclist quaking 
into their panniers. But with the right 
equipment, it’s possible to ride across the 
country with ease. Mountainous Switzerland 
has embraced the e-bike with particular  
zeal. The first pedal-assist e-bike was  
patented here, and there are now around 

400 e-bike rental depots and over 600 battery-
swap points countrywide.

There’s also the Heart Route, a 710km trail 
from Lausanne to Rorschach designed with 
the e-biker in mind. What would be a 
moderately challenging meander through 
Alpine foothills on a regular machine (highpoint: 
1,281m) magically becomes manageable with 
engine assistance. You can concentrate on the 
views – of Lake Thun, the Emmental valley, a 
succession of historic towns – rather than the 
next climb. 
NEED TO KNOW: The well-signed Heart Route 
(Route 99) breaks into 13 stages.
ALSO TRY... Tyrol, Austria. The Kitzbühel Alps 
and Kaisergebirge is the world’s biggest e-bike 
region, with over 1,000km of trails and 89 hire 
stations (e-bikewelt.com). �

�



MOROCCOHOLIDAYARCHITECTS.NET
           01242 253 073

T A I L O R - M A D E  H O L I D A Y S
D E S I G N E D  B Y  E X P E R T S

MOROCCO

CHILE
12 days from £2549
 including flights & accommodation 

Breathtaking

020 7263 3000
www.LlamaTravel.com

 99% of Llama Travel Customers would recommend us to their friends99% of Llama Travel Customers would recommend us to their friends
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the way – with a big natural mud-’n’-mineral 
bath waiting at the end. Other cycle  
highlights include the rugged ride to Little 
Petra, an o�shoot of the famed rock-hewn 
city, and tracing sand-blown sections of  
the Old Desert Highway to reach Wadi  
Rum. Mixing bike journeys with hikes,  

Cycling for softies

buses and camel rides means you won’t  
get saddle sore either.
NEED TO KNOW: Avoid high summer –  
go March to May or September to November.
ALSO TRY... Morocco. Some tough terrain,  
but try the south – Atlas to Atlantic – for  
slightly less challenging but spectacular cycling. 

SOUTHERN THAILAND
WHY? Ride to the beach
HOW TOUGH? Easy–moderate – flat, hot

Knowing that Thailand’s famed white sands lie 
in wait is a good incentive to keep novices 
pedalling. Follow the east coast south of 
Bangkok, linking relatively flat backroads to 
reach the Gulf Islands – a joyous journey that 
most travellers bypass by plane or train.  
En route lie untouristy beaches and fishing 
villages, forests and plantations, and the 
limestone mountains of Khao Sam Roi Yot 
National Park. Finishing in Chumphon, you  
can take a ferry to Ko Samui, Ko Tao or Ko 
Phangan for a well-deserved rest.
NEED TO KNOW: Avoid going between 
September and December – the Gulf’s  
rainiest months.
ALSO TRY... Golden Triangle, Thailand. A loop 
from Chiang Rai will take you along the 
Mekong, via temples and plantations.

JORDAN 
WHY? Ancient sites via manageable rides
HOW TOUGH? Moderate – undulating 

Cycling in Jordan can be challenging – 
mountain-bike trails are often unmarked goat 
tracks and the King’s Highway has some 
wheezy climbs. But don’t dismiss it. The roads 
are generally in excellent nick, and there’s 
plenty of flat or only mildly undulating riding to 
suit softies, especially through parts of the rural 
and beautiful Jordan Valley. 

Cycle from Madaba to the Dead Sea (the 
planet’s lowest point) and it’s downhill all  �
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4RIVERS 
South Korea
WHY? Easy cycling, via Asia old and new 
HOW TOUGH? Very easy – flat, great facilities

For the past five years, South Korea’s been 
quietly harbouring one of the world’s most 
impressive cycle path systems. The 4Rivers cycle 
network comprises over 600km of waterway-
following trails across the country, with enviable 
facilities, including toilets, water, free 
campgrounds and WiFi stops at regular intervals. 
Riders can even collect stamps in a certificate 
handbook at check-points en route.

Ride right from Seoul to Busan, via bird-
flocked wetlands, rice fields, small villages, 
hydroelectric dams and Lycra-ed locals blasting 
out K-pop. In 2015, a 242km East Coast path was 
added to the network.
NEED TO KNOW: See riverguide.go.kr.
ALSO TRY... Japan. The relatively flat 70km 
Shimanami Kaido cycle track spans the Seto 
Inland Sea, linking six islands. 

SPAIN
WHY? Admire some enduring engineering
HOW TOUGH? Easy – it’s mostly nice and flat

There are some testing rides in Spain, from the 
cols of the Pyrenees to the hairpins of the 
Sierra Nevada. Thankfully, there are also 
2,400km of lovely, level vías verde – disused 
railways converted into easy-to-navigate, 
tra�c-free greenways. There are 120 routes 
countrywide, many still bearing reminders of 
their past, from defunct stations to valley-
spanning bridges. 

Try Andalucía’s 128km Olive Oil Greenway, 
which starts in Jaén – ‘Olive Oil Capital of the 
World’ – and crosses 19th-century viaducts as it 
cuts through endless groves. Or opt for the 
Bear Trail (36km one-way), which traces an old 
mining line into the mountains of Asturias. 
NEED TO KNOW: See viasverdes.com.
ALSO TRY... Mallorca. As well as the 29km 
Manacor-Artà Greenway, the Balearic isle has 
an abundance of quiet backroads.

NICARAGUA, COSTA 
RICA & PANAMA 
WHY? A varied, invigorating ride 
HOW TOUGH? Moderate–challenging – but it’s 
not just the steep bits that make you sweaty

Admittedly, this region will take cycle softies  
out of their comfort zone – there are some sti¥ 
ascents, descents and perhaps a pothole or two. 
But with moderate fitness and a little pre-trip 
training, amateurs can cross three countries in 
two weeks for a real bucket-list bike ride. Join a 
guided tour – you’ll get full support and access  
to the all-important back-up bus.

The ride between Granada and Panama City is 
worth the e¥ort, showcasing Central America’s 
highlights: steaming volcanoes, colonial cities, 
Pacific and Caribbean shores, and truly wild country 
where toucans and monkeys lurk by the road. 
NEED TO KNOW: Rise early to avoid the heat.  
ALSO TRY... Yucatán, Mexico. There’s easy 
cycling between Mayan sites and cenotes 
(natural water-filled sinkholes) to cool o¥ in.

�



 Visit Colombia with Llama Travel for 14 days and pay from only £1999 per person, including fl ights and hotels. Stay in a hacienda-style hotel in the Coffee Region, experience the buzz of Medellín, admire Cartegena on the 

 www.llamatravel.com. For more information please call 0207 2633000 or for details. Email: mail@llamatravel.com

HOT OFFERS

CLASSIFIED
Hot o� ers, specialist directory, latest travel jobs, and more…

Explore Africa! Up to 20% 
o�  with Absolute Africa

50% o�  Myanmar 
luxury river cruise
The Great Southern 
Touring Route: 
Save £360 per couple

Visit Colombia for up 
to £600 less 
per couple!
Visit Colombia with Llama Travel 
for 14 days and pay from only 
£1999 per person, including fl ights 
and hotels. Stay in a hacienda-style 
hotel in the Co� ee Region, 
experience the buzz of Medellín, 
admire Cartegena on the Caribbean 
Coast and explore the capital city 
of Bogotá.

For more information: 
Call: 020 7263 3000
Email: mail@llamatravel.com
Visit: www.llamatravel.com. 

Myanmar’s Classic 
Waterways – save up 
to £1,900pp!
From gilded temples and pagodas, 
to winding waterways and lakeside 
settings, uncover Myanmar’s ancient 
wonders and natural splendour. Explore 
Yangon with an expert guide before 
boarding your luxury river ship in 
Mandalay. Pass shoreline monasteries 
and fl oating markets as you cruise the 
mighty Irrawaddy to Bagan, enjoying 
dance performances, cooking classes 
and cultural talks along the way.  
15 days from £3,345pp incl. fl ights
 
For more info visit 
tinyurl.com/Myanmar-Waterways 
or call 020 7838 5950
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Stay at luxurious explora hotels in a 
range of stunning locations in Chile 
and Peru, including the Sacred Valley, 
Patagonia, Atacama Desert and 
on Easter Island and save 20% on 
three nights’ accommodation, 
excursions, fl ights and transfers. 
Each property is spectacular and 
makes the most of its extraordinary 
setting, meaning you can stay in 
incredible style and comfort and save.

Visit www.exsus.com at 
tinyurl.com/Exsusexplora 
or call 020 7337 9010

Save up to £950 per couple 
on stays in Peru and Chile

] Single trip cover from under £7
] Annual cover from £31
] No upper age limit
] Free cover for kids*

 Travel Insurance…
Wanderlust

subscribers
SAVE10% ‡

Insurance is arranged by Insure & Go Insurance Services Limited, who are authorised and regulated by the 
Financial Services Authority. Policy terms and conditions apply. * Three children per insured adult. 
‡Subscribers can access their 10% discount on travel insurance by visiting wanderlustinsurance.co.uk

www.wanderlustinsurance.co.uk

10% o�  Powertraveller 
solar chargers
Nifty, light, and always reliable, 
a Powertraveller charger is an 
essential piece of kit – we wouldn’t 
tavel without ours! 

Boost the battery of your phone, 
tablet, laptop or MP3 while you’re 
on the road – it’s fast, with 
minimum fuss. 

It’s also the perfect gift for a 
travel-lovng friend, and with our 
exclusive voucher code you’ll get 
10% o�  too!

Get 10% o�  all Powertraveller 
products: use discount code 
‘WANDERLUST’ when you buy 
from www.powertraveller.co.uk

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser







Specialist Directory: WORLDWIDE

Authentic original tours combining culture & adventure

+ 4 4  1 8 6 9  8 6 6  5 2 0   |   g o y o t r a v e l . c o m     

Mongolia &
UK Offices

M  O  N  G  O  L  I  A

Far from the tread of the well-worn tourist path, Bolivia encompasses the mysterious 
and exotic of the South American continent. This best-of-Bolivia journey o� ers a mix 
of cultural and scenic attractions. www.mytripfi nder.co.uk/qew87n 

BOLIVIAN ODYSSEY

from £2,100

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser132  |  Wanderlust October 2016
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Jobshop

How I got
into Travel

How long have you worked for Exsus Travel? Nearly a year.
What did you do before and what attracted you to the job? 
I was working for various luxury hotels and before that I worked 
for a tour operator. I really missed that side of the industry and 
wanted to go back into a role that involved both sales and product. 
What do you like about your role? I have a great passion for Asia 
and love putting together trips for my clients and then hearing 
about their journey afterwards. I get to discover new places and 
experiences for Exsus, meeting suppliers and attending trade shows. 
What challenges have you faced? Brexit caused concern for 
some clients. However, exchange rates are settling down and 
clients are again keen to escape and undertake an adventure.
How has your career progressed at Exsus Travel? I’m working 
closely on the development of our new website, which is 
launching at the end of the year. I’ve assisted with new starters 
and have taken on responsibility for Australia and New Zealand. 
Tell us about your favourite moments so far. I’ve had a great 
fi rst year, including a mind-blowing trip to Japan. I’m o  to 
Australia in September for a trade show and familiarisation trip. 
Working with suppliers means exciting trips for my holidays, too! 

Charlotte Dent
Asia Product & Sales Manager, Exsus Travel, 
(exsus.com)
Charlotte chats Brexit, Asia and exciting trips

To advertise a job in Wanderlust call our Sales team on 01753 753471
Alternatively to list it on our website go to: www.wanderlust.co.uk/travel-jobs/advertise

CEO at LATA

We are looking for an experienced 
CEO to lead and manage the Latin 
America Travel Association (LATA) 
and its team, and guide it towards 
continued long term success. You’ll 
work closely with the Executive 
Committee to deliver on its core 
objectives of promoting and growing 
travel to Latin America, acting as the 
authoritative voice in the UK for Latin 
American travel and tourism.

Key responsibilities include:
● Supporting the Chair and Executive 
Committee in e� ective governance 
of the Association
● Overseeing all operations and 
business activities
● Overseeing design, marketing, 
promotion, delivery and quality of 
LATA events and services
● Financial management of the 
budget and all of LATA’s resources 
for Executive Committee approval
● Provide leadership and e� ective 
management of the LATA 
administrative team, helping 
advance employee engagement and 
develop a high performing team
● Ensure the Association and its 
objectives are presented in 
a strong, positive light
● Sponsorship implementation
● Build trust relations with key partners 
and stakeholders and act as a point of 
contact for important shareholders

Requirements:
● Proven experience in a managerial 
position with fi scal responsibilities
● Experience in developing profi table 
strategies and implementing vision
● Understanding of corporate fi nance/
performance management principles
● Familiarity with diverse business 
functions
● In-depth knowledge of corporate 
governance and general 
management best practices
● An entrepreneurial mindset with 
organisational and leadership skills
● Analytical abilities and problem-
solving skills
● Communication/public speaking skills

LATA is a membership association that 
aims to promote Latin America as a 
tourist destination and stimulate 
growth of travel to the region. LATA 
members represent an ever-growing 
travel community with unrivalled 
passion and knowledge for Latin 
America. The association is comprised 
of over 275 companies including 
tourism boards, airlines, hotels, tour 
operators, representation companies 
and the travel press.

To apply, please send your cv and 
covering letter to Byron Shirto, LATA 
Chair bshirto@lata.org

No agencies.

COUNTRY SPECIALIST AUDLEY TRAVEL

Due to growth Audley Travel currently 
have vacancies for Country Specialists 
for the following destinations:

●  North & Central Asia 
(Japan, China and Russia)

● Indian Subcontinent
● New Zealand
● North America (USA)
●  North America (Canada, 

Alaska and Yukon) 
● Africa Safari 
●  North Africa & Arabia (Morocco, 

Egypt, Jordan, Oman and Turkey)
● South Africa
● South America
● Southeast Asia

Salary
The starting basic salary for our Country 
Sales Specialists in our Witney office is 
£20,500 per annum plus commission 
(Guaranteed 1st year minimum earning of 

£25,000). To take into account the city 
weighting, the basic for our London 
office will be £24,000 per annum plus 
commission (Guaranteed 1st year minimum 
earning of £28,500). The commission 
structure at Audley is uncapped, with 
earnings rising up to £65,000+. In 
addition to this, we offer a generous 
allowance for those looking to relocate.

Job Purpose
You will be responsible for the creation and 
conversion to sale of high quality tailor-
made itineraries for current and future 
Audley clients to your region.  You are 
ultimately responsible for planning, selling 
and implementation of itineraries o� ering a 
high level of customer service at all times.

Person Specification
It’s essential to have knowledge/experience 
of the country you’d like to be considered 
for. Previous sales experience is preferred, 

however we do not ask that you need to 
have worked in the travel industry before. 
You will need to have strong 
communication skills and demonstrate 
a high level of customer service. You will 
be results orientated and have strong 
organisational and time management skills. 
Please note, a driving licence is required 
for some familiarisation trips (including 
North America, USA and Australia)

We are looking for enthusiastic individuals 
who have a drive to succeed in sales, and 
a passion for and knowledge of the 
regions we cover.

Salary: Guaranteed 1st year minimum 
salary of £25,000 (Witney)
Closing date: 03/03/2017

To apply, please send a CV and 
covering letter to:- 
sophie.russell@audleytravel.com

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser
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■  Tr a v e l  C o m p a n y  Ta l e s

KE Adventure Travel

How did KE 
Adventure start?
Inspired by Galen Rowell’s 
book, In the Throne Room of  
the Mountain Gods, I was 
trekking to K2 in the Karakoram 
Mountains of Northern 
Pakistan with my friend Glenn 
Rowley.  The region had just 
opened after being shut in the 
1970s and we just happened to 
be in the right place at the right 
time, setting up ‘The 
Karakoram Experience Ltd’ as  
a specialist tour operator later 
that year. We were completely 
new to tourism but loved the 
area and wanted to finance 
more travels. Any business plan 
was minimal but with no 
competition, groups signed up. 

Find your trip on wanderlust.co.uk
Searching for a specialist tour operator? Whether you’re after a fixed 

departure or a tailormade trip, Wanderlust’s Trip Finder and Trip Wizard  
tools can help you track down the ideal operator for your adventure of choice.  
Visit www.wanderlust.co.uk for more details.

Early challenges?
The 1980s were the golden years 
for tourism in the Karakoram. 
There were no real guidebooks 
and every new trip we ran was an 
exploration. Regularly we found 
ourselves in many situations that 
we would never put clients 
through today: we were fairly 
naïve with the basics of group 
trekking, hotels were 
overbooked, porters would strike 
on the Baltoro Glacier and 
groups would be cut off by flash 
floods for days. Travel in the 
Karakoram was wild, 
unpredictable and completely 
addictive, but as a business 
model, a company offering travel 
only to Pakistan would never 
have survived. We soon 

8 

diversified to the rest of the 
mountain world and now offer 
over 400 trips in 90 countries.

What makes KE 
Adventure unique?
To still be independent and 
successful for over three 
decades is a rare achievement 
nowadays. You will not find 
many directors still going on 
trips with clients each year and 
we make sure all our staff do the 
same. We also stay very loyal 

– we are only as good as our 
agents on the ground and a 
good relationship really helps 
when the going gets tough, such 
as during the Nepal earthquake. 
We’ve raised US$210,000, built 
10 new schools and provided 
uniforms to 1,200 Nepalese kids. 
Adventure travel changes lives, 
not just for travellers but also for 
the areas we travel through.

Future plans?
We have recently moved into 
new o�ces in central Keswick. 
We want to keep a friendly and 
close contact with our clients 
and all are welcome to drop in 
for a chat. Adventure travel is  
a lot more sanitised now but  
we are still committed to 
discovering ‘real’ experiences.
www.keadventure.com

Tim Greening
The Director of the mountain/trekking 
specialist on starting in the Karakoram, 
spreading their wings and future plans

To advertise in Marketplace: Call the sales team on 01753 753471      Please don’t forget to mention WANDERLUST when you contact an advertiser
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V - Voucher scheme for £50 o� your next trip visit www.wanderlustvoucher.co.uk  
T - to find trips by these advertisers visit www.wanderlust.co.uk/tripfinder/search

DIRECTORY INDEX
For all up to date directory listings check online at www.wanderlust.co.uk

MORE TRIPS
ONLINE! 

Find your perfect 2016 
escape – visit 

www.wanderlust.co.uk  
and try our new 

TRIP FINDER

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser
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T H E  B I T S  O F  T H E  G U I D E B O O K  Y O U  R E A L LY  N E E D

139 GREAT STONES WAY

137 KUALA LUMPUR



Wildlife, Walking, Wine, Secret Islands,
Organic Food, Ancient Sites

Take the 'Wanderlust Test' to fi nd your Greece...
and a chance to win an unforgettable trip

http://undiscoveredgreece.wanderlust.co.uk 

T R AV E L  M A G A Z I N E

Away from the masses, there is an almost forgotten side to this ancient 
country - one waiting to be explored by the discerning traveller. And 
with a little bit of help from our friends at the Greek National Tourist 

O�  ce, we want to help you discover Undiscovered Greece

UNDISCOVERED

GREECE
HAS IT ALL



Before you arrive 
After catching sight of the sleek steel-and-

glass skyscrapers of Kuala Lumpur’s (KL) business 
district from the plane, you’ll be left in no doubt 
that this city has come a long way since it was 
the rough-and-ready haunt of tin miners and rubber 
tappers, who christened it the rather disparaging 
name of Kuala Lumpur (or ‘muddy estuary’). 

KLites of all races are proud of their thriving city.  
The so-called Malay Bumiputera (‘sons of the soil’) 
make up the majority of the population, but large 
communities of Chinese and Indians add their own 
mix of spice to this delightful melting pot.

This is a predominantly Muslim city, but while 
it would be disrespectful to dress as if you’re in 
a beach town, there are no real restrictions. Most 
locals also speak at least a little English, even if 
a few phrases of Malay are always appreciated. 

The city is developing rapidly, but take time to 
soak up the charm of the old quarters (colonial and 

cultural) rather than just concentrating, as many do, 
on the glitz of the malls and the neon nightlife. 

At the airport
KL International Airport has two terminals 

(KLIA and LCCT2), linking over 100 destinations. 
Both are about 60km from the city centre, and KLIA 
has upped its game in recent years, with quick 
immigration processing and fast baggage-handling, 
meaning you can be out on the streets in no time. 

ATMs are located just as you leave the baggage 
hall; you can also buy a local SIM there too (show 
your passport to register). Pre-booked taxi kiosks 
are found before you exit Arrivals, but can be pricey 
– follow ‘Taxi’ signs to the lowest floor and head to 
the kiosk that the locals use for the best deal.

Getting around
Since taxis are relatively inexpensive, it can 

cost less for two people to taxi to the city centre 

(MYR100 [£19.30]) than to take the KLIA Express 
Train at MYR55 per person (£10.60). If you’re on 
a serious budget – and have time to wait – the 
bus will set you back just MYR10 (£1.90). Most 
taxi drivers demand a 20% surcharge at night. 

The journey into the city takes about 40 minutes. 
Be sure to keep your eyes open – you could 
make this journey a hundred times and the sight 
of the iconic Petronas Towers, gleaming like twin 
rocket-ships on the horizon, will always give you 
a quick surge of excitement.

Other ways to arrive
Cheap domestic flights mean that, despite 

a good public transport network, most travellers 
arrive by plane. Trains from Singapore’s JB Sentral 
Station to KL, via Gemas, take about seven hours 
and cost from MYR51 (£10). A train from KL to Hat 
Yai (near the Thai border), via Padang Besar, costs 
from MYR160 (£31) and takes around nine hours.   Sh
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Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Frequently ignored as a transit stop only, Mark Eveleigh discovers that the Malaysian 
Airlines’ hub city is well worth taking the time to explore for a day or even longer…  
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Two high? 
The Petronas Towers 
are the tallest (452m) 
twin towers in the 
world, and the views 
are just breathtaking



  

HERE’S THE PLAN...

Top end: ‘Rustic-luxe’ Villa Samadhi 
(pictured; secret-retreats.com) is one 
of KL’s best-kept secrets. Lying just 
ten minutes from the main sights, this 
boutique hotel oers an oasis of calm 
in an often frenetic city. Doubles from 
MYR660 (£126) on a B&B basis.
Mid-range: If you’re a fan of quirky 
design, Chaos Hotel (chaos-hotel.com) 
is the place for you. From the basement 
café right up to the fifth-floor apartments, 
it has a contemporary-industrial feel in 

keeping with its location in the Bukit 
Bintang shopping zone. Doubles (with a 
window) from MYR190 (£36) per person.
Budget: Sahabat roughly translates as 
‘friend’. Spend a few nights at Sahabat 
Guesthouse (sahabatguesthouse.com) 
and you’ll realise that this little gem 
is well-named. It also represents pretty 
good value at MYR114 (£22) for a clean, 
comfortable double room with a private 
shower. Help yourself to breakfast 
and free-flowing coee.

Population: 7.2 million (metro)
Languages: Malay, Mandarin and Tamil; 
English is widely spoken 
Timezone: GMT+8
International dialing code: +60
Visas: UK nationals are issued with 
a free 90-day tourist visa on arrival.
Currency: The Malaysian Ringgit (MYR), 
currently MYR5.17 to the UK£.
Best viewpoint: The observation area 
on the 86th floor of Petronas Twin 
Towers (at 370m above ground level) 
oers the best views. Another way to get 

view of the Petronas, head to swanky 
Coppersmith (troikaskydining.com). For 
more budget-friendly international dining, 
make instead for the street restaurants 
that line Jalan Alor, where you can find 
everything from Vietnamese pho (noodle 
soup) to sumptuous Turkish ice-cream.

End the day at Heli Lounge Bar (34th 
Floor, Menara KH). You’re sure to feel like 
a high-flier, sipping a G&T on a helicopter 
pad high over KL’s Golden Triangle.

Head to SK Corner on Jalan Rembia and 
start your day with a delicious roti canai 
(flaky flatbread, usually served with curry) 
and teh tarik (milky tea). Flag down a taxi 
to Suria KLCC mall and you’ll be dropped 
in front of the awesome Petronas Twin 
Towers (petronastwintowers.com.my); its 
86th floor observation deck oers the 
perfect viewpoint over the city.

Next, grab a taxi to Little India for the 
most aordable vegetarian thali 
(mixed plate) lunches in town and unique 
souvenir hunting. Then head to the fine 
Islamic Arts Museum (iamm.org.my) to 
spy some truly exquisite exhibitions.

The Majestic Hotel (majestickl.com) 
on Jalan Sultan Hishamuddin serves 
afternoon tea between 3pm and 6.30pm 
(worth the MYR50 [£9]) – this is always 
a highlight of any trip. Walk o the calories 
afterwards with a stroll past the National 
Mosque (pictured) and down to Merdeka 
(Independence) Square, which was once 

the cricket field of the Royal 
Selangor Club; now it plays 

host to the world’s tallest 
flagpole (95m).

For a sundown 
cocktail with a fine 

Kuala Lumpur is often a jumping-o 
point for seeing the rest of Malaysia, with 
visitors rarely staying long. But there’s 
a lot to see and do here, and a few days 
gives you time to get to know it better. 
After that, it’s time to explore the region… 

The Hindu temple at Batu Caves 
(a half-hour by train from KL) is worth 
devoting an entire day to. From there, its 
on to the wildernesses, towns, highlands 
and islands of Peninsular Malaysia. For 
culture-vultures, Melacca (in the south) 

and Penang (north) are popular lures; 
buses and trains there from KL take about 
three and seven hours respectively. 

The Cameron and Genting Highlands 
are great places to dodge the heat, while 
islands like Langkawi and Tioman are 
havens for those in search of rays. Jungle 
trekkers will find solace in Taman Negara 
National Park and the East Malaysia states 
of Sabah and Sarawak on Borneo; the 
former is home to Mt Kinabalu, Malaysia’s 
highest mountain (pictured).  

views of the skyline is from the revolving 
restaurant on the top of KL Tower (276m). 
Health issues: No specific vaccinations 
are required. Street food is delicious and 
cheap, and while travellers occasionally 
pay with the odd case of the KL quick- 
step, it’s often to do with the heavy spice.
Recommended guidebooks: Kuala 
Lumpur, Melaka & Penang (Lonely Planet, 
2014); Kuala Lumpur City Guide (Insight 
Guides, 2011); Kuala Lumpur Pocket 
Guide (Berlitz, 2015).
Web resources: The o¯cial website for 
the Visit KL tourist o¯ce is visitkl.gov.my, 
while more information can be found on 
Tourism Malaysia’s site (tourism.gov.my).
Useful apps: The Visit KL app (android/
iOS) is useful and intuitive, oering 
suggestions of things to do, how to get 
around and an interactive map with 
recommended accommodation.
Climate: Temperatures usually vary 
between 26ºC and 35ºC. March and April 
herald the arrival of monsoon 
season (albeit the rains are 
usually mercifully short), 
and between May and 
July is the best time to 
avoid the humidity. 
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top tip
KL is known for its cheap luxury. 

A 2015 report by Deutsche 
Bank claims it would cost, on 

average, less to fly from the UK to 
KL and stay in a five-star hotel  

there than it would to book  
a similar-quality room  

in London.
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S
windon doesn’t sound like the most 
salubrious starting point for a walk, 
I grant you. But oh, what lies beyond! 
Beckoning due south of the Wiltshire 
town is arguably England’s most 

monumental, mystery-packed landscape; 
a region that’s been at the heart of the 
country’s human history for over 4,500 years.

Created in 2011, the Great Stones Way hiking 
trail is an easy linear amble linking the pretty 
villages, rolling fields and abundance of ancientness 
scattered hereabouts. O�cially the route spans 
a distance of 58km, beginning at Barbury Castle, 
an Iron Age hill fort south of Swindon, and 
finishing at Old Sarum, the mighty hill fort-cum-
Norman castle just north of Salisbury. However, 
optional – and, really, essential – detours to 
Avebury and Stonehenge take it up to 85km. 

The Great Stones Way may have only existed 
as a named trail for five years, but the area it 

traverses has been stomped for millennia. 
Indeed, you can hardly walk for Neolithic 
tumuli, henges, barrows and mounds, for 
medieval churches and 19th-century chalk horses. 
This was obvious from the get-go. On our first 
morning, having crossed the M4 (not a highlight) 
and having followed a strand of the Ridgeway 
(Britain’s oldest road), we found ourselves 
walking atop Barbury’s immense banks and 
ditches – thought to have been constructed 
around 500 BC. The views were big, the 
wildflowers waving, the trail enticing us on.

But this was just the beginning. Over the next 
three days of roaming a gently undulating swathe 
of rural southern Britain, we seemingly travelled 
through time. We picnicked alongside a Victorian 
white horse, watching tourists gawp at a freshly 
made crop circle down below. We watched the 
sun set at Silbury Hill – the largest manmade 
mound in Europe – as a deer dashed spookily 

through the wheat fields nearby. We avoided the 
crowds at Stonehenge by approaching the iconic 
site via its ancient processional Avenue. And we 
mused on every lump and bump in the Wiltshire 
countryside, trying to decide which were the work 
of Mother Nature and which had been moulded 
by successive human occupations – from Roman 
legionnaires to Saxon farmers, to 21st-century 
soldiers. This was a history lesson in action.

The energetic can squeeze this hike, and its 
detours, into a great long-weekend adventure. 
This means roughly 30km of walking a day for 
three days – high mileage, but the terrain is fairly 
gentle, with few climbs. You could reduce the 
distance by excluding the detours, or perhaps 
incorporating the odd bus/taxi ride. You could 
even trace the backbone of the route by car, 
stopping o� for short walks. Or, if you’ve got time, 
you could turn this short break into a longer one, 
taking more time to explore this story-laden land. Sh
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Great Stones Way, Wiltshire
The mysterious monoliths, tumuli and crop circles of South-West England o�er some
unforgettable walking and a journey through British history, discovers Sarah Baxter
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On the way  
Wandering the huge 
monoliths of Avebury 
– home to the largest 
stone circle in Europe 

�



 HERE’S THE PLAN...

Continue south, scouring rolling 
farmland on the way to the Vale 
of Pewsey. The Alton Barnes White 
Horse detour is recommended, 
following part of the medieval 
Wansdyke earthwork and cutting 
through wildfl ower-bright Pewsey 
Downs. There are excellent views 
over the vale from Adam’s Grave, 
yet another Neolithic tomb.

Drop down into Alton Priors and 
Alton Barnes; their respective old 
churches of All Saints and St Mary’s 
(pictured) are both interesting. Stop 
for a shandy at The Barge Inn, a pub 
and crop circle HQ by the Kennet 
& Avon Canal in Honeystreet. Then 

detour to cross Marden Henge; this 
enclosure, hugged by the River Avon, 
is the UK’s largest – if least-known – 
Neolithic henge. Digs are just starting 
to reveal its secrets, including fi ne 
barbed arrowheads. To learn more, 
plan a trip to the Wiltshire Museum 
in Devizes (wiltshiremuseum.org.uk). 

The day ends on a more modern 
note – a quick climb leads to a trail 
that edges Salisbury Plain, where 
today’s soldiers practise. It feels 
surreal – part African savannah, part 
war-zone. Dipping back down to the 
lush river valley, where pretty villages 
such as East Chisenbury and Enford 
are tucked, is a welcome escape.

When to go: It’s possible to do the 
walk year-round, though spring and 
summer o� er the best weather and 
fi elds full of crops and wildfl owers.
Getting there & around: Swindon 
is the closest train station to the 
trailhead; it’s on the line between 
London and Wales/the South-West. 
Buses run from Swindon to Coate 
Water, from where you can walk to 
the o�  cial start at Barbury Castle. 
Salisbury, at the walk’s end also has 
a station with direct trains to London 
and the South-West. The X5 bus 
(salisburyreds.co.uk/timetables/X5) 
runs between Swindon and Salisbury.
Where to stay: The Old Forge (East 
Kennett; theoldforge-avebury.co.uk) 
is a former blacksmith’s cottage 
converted into a B&B, within a mile of 
Silbury Hill; doubles from £75. 

About 1.5km o�  the route 
is Troutbeck Lodge (East Chisenbury; 
redlionfreehouse.com), which has 
fi ve stylish rooms with private 
riverside patios, and is run by the 
foodie-focused Red Lion pub, just 

Hackpen Hill White Horse (cut in 1838; 
pictured) and fi elds prone to crop 
circles. Note the amount of gothic 
script on your OS map: there are 
myriad tumuli and standing stones. 

Do take the detour to Avebury. 
It’s got a bit of everything: thatched 
cottages, a proper pub, a Tudor 
manor and Europe’s biggest stone 
circle, where you’re allowed to walk 
amid the menhirs. This henge sits 
within a wider ancient landscape 
that includes 4,500-year-old Silbury 
Hill and West Kennet Long Barrow, 
a huge Neolithic tomb. Stay nearby, 
at Avebury or East Kennett, to explore 
after daytrippers have departed.

The route’s o�  cial start isn’t served 
by public transport, so for many 
a walker, this mini-adventure begins 
at a roundabout on the outskirts 
of Swindon. From the bus stop at 
Coate Water Country Park (the most 
convenient stop), it’s an 11km hike to 
reach Barbury Castle, which includes 
a footbridge over the M4, plus leafy 
paths and a lake with an Art Deco 
diving platform beloved by ducks. 

There are big views from Barbury’s 
ditch-backed ramparts, which 

sit at 265m on the edge of 
Marlborough Downs. 

From here, the trail 
leads south via 

Green fi elds and thatched cottages 
dot the way to Durrington Walls 
(pictured), a huge, banked Neolithic 
settlement that’s part of the larger 
Stonehenge World Heritage site. The 
builders of the stone circle may even 
have travelled there much as you will 
now, across the fi elds, via Cuckoo 
Stone and towards the Cursus 
earthwork and King Barrow Ridge. 

Approaching Stonehenge this 
way gives a sense of what Neolithic 
pilgrims must have felt, arriving here 
on foot for purposes unknown. Note: 
to get into the stone circle itself, walk 
2.4km west (or catch a shuttlebus) 
to buy a ticket at the visitor centre.

From Stonehenge, the route 
crosses the busy A303, then 
immediately loses the hubbub. It 
inches between huge tumuli and into 
the quiet Woodford Valley, where 
little villages have appealing pubs. 

Across the fi elds, the defensive 
mound of Old Sarum looms into view. 
First an Iron Age hill fort (around 400 
BC), it was subsequently used by the 
Romans, before the Normans built 
a now-ruined castle here. Its scale 
is jawdropping, as are the views of 
Salisbury Cathedral’s 123m spire. 
Finish in Salisbury for its 13th-century 
cathedral and copy of the Magna 
Carta, and to toast a fi ne walk. 

up the road; B&B doubles from £150. 
There are plenty of options 

in Salisbury – the author opted for 
AirBnB (airbnb.co.uk), staying in 
a 15th-century townhouse near 
Cathedral Close; double from £50. 
Where to eat: There are few village 
shops en route – pack snacks or stop 
at pubs, such as the Barge Inn 
(Honeystreet; the-barge-inn.com) 
and the Bridge Inn (Woodford; 
bridgeinnsalisbury.co.uk), which 
has a lovely riverside beer garden. 
The period tearoom at the National 
Trust’s Avebury Manor serves 
enormous cakes. Food at the Red 
Lion is a gourmet treat (see ‘Where 
to Stay’; discounted dinner, bed & 
breakfast rates are available). 
Further info: The route isn’t well 
waymarked. Buy a copy of The Great 
Stones Way (Cicerone, 2016) 
by Steve Davison for tips 
en route. Be sure to 
take a good map. 
For more local info 
see visitwiltshire.

■  E s s e n t i a l  I n f o

Day One: AMBLE TO AVEBURY

Day Two: POTTER IN PEWSEY Day Three: OUT ON THE TOWN
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■ T A K E  A  M A P
Make sure you take a good walking 
map when hiking the Great Stones 
Way. OS Explorer (1:25,000) 157, 

130 and (for a small bit at the 
start) 169 cover the 

entire route.

There are big views from Barbury’s 
ditch-backed ramparts, which 

T A K E  A  M A P

 (Cicerone, 2016) 

■ T A K E  A  M A PT A K E  A  M A P
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FIRST 24 HOURS

Get orientated 
The urban setting for William Shakespeare’s 

tragic star-crossed lovers, Verona has long been 
a place of pilgrimage for couples seeking romance 
of their own – albeit with a happier ending. As 2016 
marks 400 years since the Bard’s death, there can 
be no better place to lay our scene.

Though the masses flock here for Verona’s links 
with Romeo and Juliet, there’s plenty more to fall in 
love with. The ‘Door of Italy’, as its known, is usually the 
first city those entering the country from the north 
encounter and, as in romance, first impressions 
matter. And a wealth of Roman ruins and rich 
architecture ensure it doesn’t lack for drama.

Getting there & around
Direct flights (from two hours) to Verona 

depart Manchester, Southampton and London 
Gatwick. Its city centre is walkable, but also has an 

extensive public bus network stretching into the 
wider district. Single city-centre tickets can be 
bought in advance from bus stations, tobacconists 
and newsagents for €1.30 (£1.10) and provide 
unlimited travel within 90 minutes. Tickets bought 
on board both cost more (€2/£1.69) and are only 
valid for one journey. A 48-hour Verona Card costs 
€22 (£18.63) and o�ers unlimited travel as well as 
free entry and discounts to numerous attractions.

The visit 
No one’s sure whether Shakespeare ever 

visited Verona, but its dramatic reputation certainly 
left a mark on him over 400 years ago. Second only 
to Rome for ruins, the jewel in the city’s crown is its 
1st-century amphitheatre. The pink-hued Verona 
Arena (tours €10/£8.45; arena.it/arena/en) is the 
third-largest in Italy, still largely intact and hosts 
a popular annual opera festival in late summer.

Despite Romeo and Juliet’s fictitious origins, 
many sites claim to have inspired its author – 
some better than others. The 14th-century Casa di 
Giulietta (Juliet’s House) is pretty but overcrowded, 
while its balcony was tacked on in the 1930s. Her 
‘final resting place’ (Tomba di Giulietta) however is 
rather atmospheric, located below the old convent 
of San Francesco al Corso. The Basilica di San Zeno 
also claims to have been ‘the setting’ for the lovers’ 
wedding, and is especially impressive.

But do make time to look beyond the Bard’s 
legacy. The charming Piazza delle Erbe was once 
the city’s Roman forum and now houses its most 
elegant buildings, while the Castelvecchio fortress 
is a fine example of Gothic architecture. The city 
even squeezes in the Romanesque Verona 
Cathedral and a number of magical churches. 
Verona certainly has enough to feed any imagination 
and is the perfect setting for an Italian escape.Sh
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Star-crossed city 
Together with the city 
walls, the river Adige 
would have enclosed 
Verona’s old centre 
in the period Romeo 
and Juliet was set  

Verona, Italy
Verona is all about the three Rs: romance, Romans and Romeo and Juliet – mark the
400th anniversary of the Bard’s death by seeing the city that birthed his famous lovers
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♦ Surviving the ages
The arena was damaged by earthquakes in 
the 12th and 13th centuries and, for a time, 
its stone was used for other buildings.

2

6

3

1

4

5

1 Oval
The actual arena is a hollowed-out oval at the end of the 
round building. This was where gladiator and bull fi ghts, as 
well as animal baiting, took place. It measures almost 74m 
long  and 45m wide.

2 Cavea
The spectator area, known as the cavea, is made of tiered 
stones, each 45cm high. Today, this area provides seating for 
up to 15,000 people. The overall external length of the elliptical 
plan, measured from the main entrance, is nearly 140m.

3 Basement
Technical equipment now occupies the basement area of the 
amphitheatre. This was where there were originally rooms for 
the gladiators and cages for the animals.

4 Velaria
The spectator area can be roofed over by a complex 
arrangement of awnings.

5 Ala
The outer façade of the arena (ala) was originally clad in stone. 
This was almost completely destroyed in an earthquake in 1183. 
Only one section, at the northern end, has survived and reveals 
the building’s original height.

6 Façade
The arches along the present façade were originally part of the 
building’s interior. Sadly, the reddish marble has been a� ected 
by exposure to the elements.
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Language: Italian
Time: GMT+1 (Mar-Oct GMT+2)
Visas: Not required by UK nationals
Money: Euro, currently around €1.18 
to the UK£
Health: Take a valid EHIC card

■  E s s e n t i a l s

This feature is adapted from 
Marco Polo’s Spiral Guide: 
Perfect Days in Lake Garda, 
which contains infographics, 
insider tips, tour suggestions 

and a large pull-out map. For more 
information, see marco-polo.com

VERONA ARENA
The Roman amphitheatre was built at 
the time of the Flavian emperors, during 
the 1st century AD. Only four arcades of 
the once magnifi cent façade now remain 
on the north side. The interior comprises 
an elliptical area with 45 tiers and seating 
for 15,000. It has served as a fortress and 
even as a place where executions were 
held. Its age-old walls were also the 
setting for medieval tournaments before 
craftsmen and prostitutes set themselves 
up in the arcades on the lower lever.

This feature is adapted from 
Marco Polo’s 
Perfect Days in Lake Garda,
which contains infographics, 
insider tips, tour suggestions 

and a large pull-out map. For more 

Surviving the ages
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Parting shot

Mapped metropolis
City maps are in many ways the lost art of the 21st 
century. As digital mapping and satellite imagery 
provide visitors with an instant overview, 
something has disappeared from the ‘Here be 
dragons’ world of cartography: imagination. 

Maps have long charted humanity’s hubs. More 
than just navigational aids, they help us 
understand cities; not only geographically, but 
how they grow, with each new map adding to the 
flick book of human ambition. They’ve also been 

invaluable to travellers for longer than we think 
– the first guidebook can be traced right back to 
Ancient Greece. 

The map above depicts Beijing, China, as drawn 
by American Frank Dorn in 1936. He plotted it with 
his visiting compatriots in mind, and it is designed 
as more of a guide to the history and culture of the 
Imperial capital than as a simple tool. Sure, 
signposts highlight handy places for tourists, from 
hotels to exchange booths, but beautiful 

illustrations also partner notable locations, 
depicting the city’s complex past. It often 
resembles less a map than a mural, and wouldn’t 
look out of place in a museum. 

It joins other drawings collected in DK’s Great 
City Maps (£20, out now), charting the evolution 
of cartography from Roman-era stone tablets to 
3D-scapes of New York’s skyline. For travellers, 
nothing beats the real thing, but when it comes to 
maps, there’s room for a little imagination. DK
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