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T R AV E L  M AG A Z I N E
Journey to Lhasa on 

the highest train 
in the world

Tibet

Huskies, glaciers and 
polar bears – life in 

Norway’s Arctic city

Svalbard

Guinea-Bissau ♦ Bali ♦ Australia ♦ Macedonia & more...+ 

A trip for two                   to Austria
See page 4

Win!

A high plains adventure in Peru 
and Bolivia on Lake Titicaca 

The world’s most remote 
outposts and why you 
HAVE to visit

Galápagos • Easter Island 
Alaska • Antarctica • Japan 
Costa Rica • Greenland
Burma & more...



www.sthelenatourism.com

St Helena Island’s unique character lies in contrasting and spectacular 
scenery, a rich cultural heritage and an environment exceptionally rich 

in biodiversity. These are just a few of the reasons why this remote 
jewel in the South Atlantic Ocean is the perfect destination for active 

exploration and discovery.



Wanderlust July/August 2016  |  1

Upfront

What have they 
been up to this 
month?

Have you found yourself dreaming of escaping? 
We certainly have, so we set about exploring some 
of the world’s most incredible outposts, from 
remote archipelagos to isolated towns (p38) – all 
well worth the eff ort it takes to visit.

Not that all are di�  cult to get to. There has been 
a fl urry of new fl ight routes launched recently. Even 

though the highly anticipated passenger fl ights into St Helena (p43) 
were delayed as we went to press, they’re still expected to happen this 
year. With fresh routes opening up South America, including direct 
fl ights to Peru from the UK, we decided to revisit magical Lake 
Titicaca (p26). We also tackle an Australian legend: the route that 
links Cairns to the very northernmost tip of the country (p86). 

But you don’t have to go as far as that to take a boat trip on one of 
the oldest lakes in the world. Just three hours from London lies Lake 
Ohrid in beautiful Macedonia (p139), and within six hours you could 
be in Svalbard, heading out to sleep inside an Arctic glacier (p56). 
Now that would be truly away from the masses. 

So, plan your escape now. Happy travels!
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Welcome

PHOEBE SMITH
♦ EDITOR ♦
Packing her tent ahead 
of another successful 
wild camping trip
SEE PAGE 72

5 THINGS
WE LEARNED

THIS ISSUE:

THE TEAM

TOM HAWKER
♦ PRODUCTION EDITOR ♦
Looking to lend a helping 
hand to the plight of 
Borneo’s orangutans
SEE PAGE 75

RHODRI ANDREWS
♦ EDITORIAL ASSISTANT ♦
Wondering whether Rio 
will bring Olympic-sized 
crowds this summer
SEE PAGE 12

GARETH CLARK
♦ SUB EDITOR/WRITER ♦
Donning his Stetson and 
gorging on pancakes at 
the Calgary Stampede
SEE PAGE 20

See you soon
Flights to the remote 
and beautiful St Helena 
are expected to begin 
this year – see p43

PERU
www.wanderlust.co.uk   July/August 2016

T R AV E L  M AG A Z I N E
Journey to Lhasa on 

the highest train 
in the world

Tibet

Huskies, glaciers and 
polar bears – life in 

Norway’s Arctic city

Svalbard

Guinea-Bissau ♦ Bali ♦ Australia ♦ Macedonia & more...+ 

A trip for two                   to Austria
See page 4

Win!

A high plains adventure in Peru 
and Bolivia on Lake Titicaca 

The world’s most remote 
destinations and why
you HAVE to visit

Galápagos � Easter Island 
Alaska � Antarctica � Japan 
Costa Rica � Greenland
Burma & more...

 *SPECIAL OFFER* 

£5*TRY FIVE ISSUES OF 
WANDERLUST FOR

* Terms and conditions apply

SEE
P98
FOR 

DETAILS

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

1Sir David Attenborough can’t 
drive (Nigel Marven once drove 

him across Spain); p18

2You can grab an alternative sleep 
in Arctic Norway by kipping inside 

a glacier on Svalbard; p56

3 Birds are as perilous as crocs 
or death adders in Cape York – 

a cassowary can hospitalise you; p86

4Divorce in parts of Guinea Bissau 
is simple – the woman just hangs 

a special bag outside her home; p118

5  Traditionally, Aymara men in 
Bolivia impress women not with 

their looks but their knitting skills; p26
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vybarr 
cregan-reid
Author and worldy runner

Author of Footnotes: How
Running Makes Us Human, 
Vybarr has pounded 
pavements, tracks and trails
all over the planet. From 
rewarding views to runs
with great camaraderie, see
five of his favourites on p75
 
Mountain, desert, ocean 
or jungle… which are you?
I’m more of a peaty bog. 
First great travel 
experience?
Easy. A school day-trip 
to Boulogne in northern 
France. It seemed 
unbelievably exotic to that 
schoolboy and it opened my 
eyes up to travel.
Favourite journey?
Travelling overnight on the 
Coast Starlight train from 
Seattle all the way down 
the west coast of the USA.
Top five places 
worldwide?
Detroit, USA; Istanbul, 
Turkey; Paris, France; Burma 
(Myanmar); the Lake District.
Passport stamp 
you’re proudest of?
Do people still do that?
Passport stamp you’d 
most like to have?
No question: I wrote a book 
about the rediscovery of the 
ancient Epic of Gilgamesh, 
so it has to be Iraq.
Guilty travel pleasure?
I’m tech mad, so it would 
be a fully-loaded iPad and 
wireless headphones.
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nigel marven
Wildlife TV presenter

Nigel Marven’s done it all: 
he’s seen sharks at their 
best (and worst), grappled 
with pythons in snake-
infested tunnels and
filmed with wild pandas. 
Now, Britain’s answer to 
Steve Irwin reflects on his 
creature-shaped highlights 
from an illustrious career 
and reveals what he’s 
itching to do next (p18)

Mountain, desert, ocean 
or jungle… which are you?
Desert.
First great travel 
experience?
Travelling around the USA on 
Greyhound buses in my gap 
year. That’s what made me 
into a man.
Favourite journey?
Following grey whales from 
Baja California to Alaska, for 
sure. They swam past the 
Golden Gate Bridge and 
other iconic American sites.
Top five places worldwide?
New York City, USA (Central 
Park in spring is amazing for 
birds); Baja California, 
Mexico; Luzon, Philippines; 
Kamchatka Peninsula, 
Russia; Isles of Scilly, UK.
Passport stamp 
you’re proudest of? 
South Georgia.
Passport stamp you’d 
most like to have?
Algeria, so I could see the 
Algerian nuthatch.
Guilty travel pleasure?
Las Vegas and caffé lattes.

caroline eden
Cookbook author and travel writer
 
A prolific traveller, Caroline 
turned her hand to food
writing after trips to Central
Asia, Turkey and Russia 
convinced her to write
Samarkand: Recipes & 
Stories from Central Asia & 
the Caucasus. Turn to p16 for 
her take on Azerbaijani grub

Mountain, desert, ocean 
or jungle… which are you?
Definitely mountain.
First great travel 
experience?
India. After graduating, 
I spent six months travelling 
around from north to south, 
east to west – it blew my 
mind and I still love it now.
Favourite journey?
Edinburgh to the Highlands 
on a sunny day.
Top five places worldwide?
Samarkand, Uzbekistan; 
Kolkata, India; North 
Yorkshire, UK; Bangladesh; 
and the gardens at hotel 
La Mamounia, Marrakech. 
Passport stamp 
you’re proudest of? 
Haiti.
Passport stamp you’d 
most like to have?
Japan. I’ve always wanted to 
go, yet something always 
gets in the way!
Guilty travel pleasure? 
I’ve got three. Menthol 
Fisherman’s Friend, 
Penhaligon’s Blenheim 
Bouquet perfume (very 
British) and podcasts of 
Desert Island Discs.

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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Promotional feature

W
hat do the Indiana Jones 
films, Lawrence of Arabia 
and The Martian all 
have in common? The 
answer is Jordan, whose 

landscapes are the real special effects in these 
blockbusters, whether it’s the fantastical ‘lost 
city’ of Petra or the otherworldly desert of 
Wadi Rum. But while visitors can tick off these 
UNESCO-listed icons on successive days, it’s 
so much better to linger and explore further. 
Because if these places seemed magical on 
screen, they’re even better in reality.

Timeless Wadi Rum
Wadi Rum was a regular fixture on the 
2016 film awards season, doubling up as the 
surface of Mars for The Martian but also 
playing a more down-to-Earth role in the 
Oscar-nominated Theeb. Visitors will quickly 
see why its landscape is so flexible. Cut into 
sandstone and granite, the largest wadi in 
Jordan seems to be in a constant state of 
transition as the sun sails overhead. 

The Mummy and Transformers franchises. 
Carved by the Nabataean’s 2,000 years ago 
and only rediscovered in 1812, there’s so much 
more to the rose-red city than the alien 
façade of the Treasury and the wonderful 
winding Siq canyon path that leads to it.

The Monastery fully deserves the hour’s 
walk it takes to approach, and once there 
you can take in the many treasures of this 
city. Get hiking and you will find uncrowded 
sites that you can get all to yourself.

Even today, there are new discoveries in 
Petra: archaeologists found a huge monument 
buried under the sand this June. It’s small 
wonder that directors Steven Spielberg, 
Ridley Scott and David Lean all made epic 
films here, and its time 
for you have an intrepid 
adventure here too.  
A visit to Jordan’s jewels 
is to take a glimpse 
of the extraordinary. 
No, make that 
#extraJORDANary.

Jordan captured the hearts of Hollywood – now’s the time for you to discover why

The best way to really experience this is to 
camp out with the Bedouins. Spend the day 
scrambling through canyons and looking 
for signs of the valley’s wilder inhabitants – 
snakes, rosefinches and ibex – or navigating 
the prehistoric primeval terrain to examine the 
Thamudic petroglyphs at the Khaz’ali Canyon.  

In the evening, enjoy some traditional 
Bedouin culture. Along with the ubiquitous 
mint tea, try treats such as the national 
‘upside-down dish’ maqluba. Be lulled to 
sleep under the Milky Way by Bedouin 
melodies and then woken up by hurumphing 
camels in time to see first light hit the 
mountains. You’ll soon understand why  
TE Lawrence – later ‘of Arabia’ – became so 
enchanted with Wadi Rum on his arrival 
here a century ago this year. There could be  
a rather award-laden film about him too… 

Petra’s fantasyland
Petra is the imagination-firing embodiment 
of adventure, which explains why it’s lured 
the filmmakers behind the Indiana Jones,  

For more information, including details of tours from £659, see www.visitjordan.com

Reel life
(clockwise from this)  
The rose-red lost city of 
Petra; driving the epic 
Wadi Rum (or is it Mars?); 
gazing out over the land 
beloved by TE Lawrence   

Explore another world 
with cinematic Jordan
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Why these endangered primates are still 

under threat and need your help more than ever
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Take a journey through 

Peru and Bolivia’s wild altiplano, 
home to the Aymara people, to 
discover ruin-dotted islands and 
ancient traditions amid the 
pellucid waters of Lake Titicaca

Issue 168
July/August 2016

 Calgary, p20

118

WIN!
A two-night stay in      

Austria, p70

Peru, p26

“Glimpses of an ancient world can 
be found across Rome. Even today,
digs are still unearthing treasures.” 

“Gentle waves washed over the 
rock pools and glossed the dark
shore, yet something stirred in
the shadows.” Nick Boulos

“Its babbling gorges and 
Tegallalang rice terraces
still beguile, just as they
did centuries ago.” 
Melissa Burfi tt

137

“We were in the water for too long and the
specialist got a bit of fi sh oil on him; a bull
shark took 26 inches out of his leg in one bite” 

TALKING HEADS
Nigel Marven, p18
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KING OF THE SWINGERS... 
Orangutans, p75
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56Svalbard Head to the isle of 
Spitsbergen to see how this frozen 

mining region has become a hot Arctic escape

86Cape York Explore Queensland’s 
remote northern-eastern tip and beyond, 
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in Australia before island-hopping in the Pacifi c
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112Your story Reader Dom Tulett 
fi nds adventure and solitude in lofty 

Lucerne while Nandini Chakraborty hunts for 
a tourist-free escape in busy Pompeii

114Your pictures Brazil, Peru, Australia, 
Cuba, Burma, Grenada and even North 

Korea – you’re a well travelled bunch aren’t 
you? We love seeing our readers’ pix, 
especially the ones that make us jealous! 

116Your letters In our mailbag: 
book-inspired travelling; invasive tourists 

interrupting a peaceful send-o�  in Venice; 
discovering your trip in Wanderlust; and enjoying 
a slice of paradise on a Vietnamese beach
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137First 24 hours: 
Ubud, Bali 

Tear yourself away from Bali’s overrun coast and 
head inland for culture, cuisine and curiosities 
among Ubud’s villages and lush rice terraces

139Short break: Ohrid, 
Macedonia Exploring Europe’s 

oldest waters and best-kept secret amid 
monasteries and mountains

141Travel icon: Rome, Italy
With two of its star attractions newly 

refurbished and Vatican City now opening up 
areas previously o� -limits to the public, now is 
the time to take a fresh look at the Eternal City
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56 “The walls sparkled in the beam of my
headtorch, the ice refl ecting the light in
tiny fragments like a disco ball.” 
Phoebe Smith
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“It wasn’t long ago that the Potala Palace
and Old Town were all there was to Lhasa.
Now it was fast-growing and changing, but
with a core of something pure and enchanted.” 
Tom Rhys

 Bali, p137

Tehran, p14

“Warmed by the Southern Pacifi c 
Ocean, it remains ruggedly
inaccessible: swathed in forest and 
fringed by mangroves and virgin 
beaches.” Mark Stratton

▲

Rome, p141

Cape York, p86

   S p e c i a l  f e a t u r e

38 World’s Best Outposts
They may be harder to get to, 

but these outposts are well worth the 
e� ort. Our list of remote wonders has 
volcanoes, wildlife, tundra and more...
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Think pink
Nakuru Lake, Kenya
Photographer: Anna Omelchenko/Shutterstock.com
The Great Rift Valley cuts a rich swathe 
through the highlands of Kenya, attracting 
wildlife-lovers who are keen to spot the 
scores of species that call the area home. 
Among the more remarkable are the 
flamingos of Nakuru Lake (1,754m), captured 
here against the dying of the light. The birds’ 
candyfloss feathers, stained from a diet of 
mineral-rich algae, form a sea of pink that’s 
best seen during the January-February 
dry-hot season. Yet the flamingos’ 
environment is changing, with rising water 
and pollution levels preventing the birds 
from feeding. Hopefully, remarkable sights 
like this won’t become a thing of the past. 
This image is taken from Ultimate Wildlife 
Destinations by Samantha Wilson (New 
Holland Publishers; £15) is out now



360˚ Viewfinder 



Holy water
Varanasi, India
Photographer: Christopher Roche
A former winner of Wanderlust’s Photo of the 
Year ‘Portfolio’ category, we’re delighted to 
see that Christopher Roche has released 
a book, on the city of Varanasi (or Banaras), 
India, which he first visited in 1989.
This image captures the chaotic final 
morning of the Chhath Puja, when people 
gather on the banks of the Ganges to make 
their offerings to the rising sun (Usha 
Arghya). Keep an eye out later this year for 
details of 2016’s photography competition, 
and we might be talking about your new 
book in the future too... 
Banaras: Holy City by Christopher Roche 
(Prestel; £40) is out now 



peak perfection
Kirkjufell, Snæfellsnes, 
Iceland
Photographer: Fokion Zissiadis
Jutting out of the northern rim of the 
Snæfellsnes peninsula, deep in Iceland’s 
wild Arctic west, it is as if some grand 
cosmic chef whisked up the surrounding 
rock into 463 metres of Kirkjufell Mountain, 
its ribbed curves whipped heavenward to 
a meringue-like crest. Up close, visitors can 
walk the trail that loops the beach and 
forge a steep climb up its pinnacle, where 
ancient fossils can be found, but 
sometimes you just have to step back and 
acknowledge nature’s brushstrokes. 
Reflected here in the still waters that 
surround its base, beneath a dark sky 
implicit with menace, photographer Fokion 
Zissiadis traces its aloof majesty for his 
Iceland project, collected together in 
a lush coffee table book.
Iceland by Fokion Zissiadis/ 
fokionzissiadis.com (teNeus; £400; 
www.teneues.com) is out now 



360˚ Viewfinder 
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When cities host the 
Olympic Games, we 
often picture huge 
crowds and immediately 
delay any potential travel 

plans there. But tourist-trauma is not always 
the case. The Games can even free up space 
for travellers as focus turns elsewhere. The 
Guardian reported that some 
UK attractions suffered 
a 60% dip in visitors when 
London hosted in 2012. 

For travellers it can mean 
the best of both worlds. “The 
feeling has been to stay away 
from Olympic Games in the 
past,” explains Kate Kenward 
of the Association of Independent Tour 
Operators. “Now travellers may be more 
inclined to go there and enjoy the fun with 
the locals, especially if it’s on their bucket list.”

It’s not just less crowded streets travellers 
can expect to benefit from if they visit Brazil 
now. Nearly US$65.8 billion has been spent 
on improvements to Brazil’s infrastructure 
(Latin America Travel Association; 2016) 
since they won the Olympic bid. Four 

12 Things you 
need To know 
This monTh...
Your summer essentials: cowboy kicks in Calgary;
Nigel Marven tackles wildlife; festival favourites;
discovering Tehran; Azerbaijan eats; and more…

The Olympics are 
your ticket to a 
crowd-free Brazil 

■  Tr a v e l  i s s u e s

1
Think of Olympic host cities and you think crowds. But does a city hosting the 
Games really result in an influx of tourists clogging up the country? We find out...

‘Wait until after the 
Games and you could
see bigger crowds than
during the Olympics’

airports have been built, as have new roads 
around Rio and high-speed rail links between 
it and Sao Paulo. The Metro system has 
expanded too, with a new tram network 
making getting around the city easier. New 
hotels have also popped up around the city, 
while tour operators are launching trips to 
both soak in the Olympic buzz and take 

advantage of Brazil’s 
quieter parts – some 
offering special deals. 

“Security, lack of 
multilingual natives 
and drug trafficking are 
all issues that have 
been tackled,” adds  
Dr Joy Dickerson from 

Widener University. “Rio has such great 
natural beauty that people will want to go.”

Wait until after the Games and the Olympic 
afterglow could mean bigger crowds than 
during the event. Barcelona (1992 host) is a 
prime example: visitor numbers exploded 
from 1.8m in 1992 to 3.1m in 2000, according 
to a case study by Centre d’Estudis Olímpics.

So, if you want Rio to yourself, now is the 
time to go, whether you have tickets or not.
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360˚ Need to Know

Olympic successes

Visitor numbers can massively  
increase post-Olympics. Here’s 
where we saw this happen…

1Barcelona, 1992
Arguably the most successful of 

all. Visitor stats rose post-Olympics 
from 1.7m in 1990 to 7.6m in 2013 
(Fortune Magazine; 2015), with the 
city transformed in many eyes. 
Altogether now: “Barcelooooona…”

2Athens, 2004
Despite allegedly bankrupting 

the country, visitor numbers did soar 
from 3.9m (2004) to 5.1m (2007), 
while the Acropolis and other sites 
saw a bonus 1m tourists per year 
between 2004 and 2007 (World 
Tourism Organisation; 2008).

3Seoul, 1988
Little-visited by Westerners, the 

Games gave the city a much-needed 
boost, increasing visitors by about 
1m by 1992 after the Olympics 
(Korean Tourism Organisation).

4London, 2012
In the UK, 2013 broke tourism 

records, with 15.2m visitors flocking 
there between January and June 
(up 4% on 2012), spending £8.7b 
(Office for National Statistics; 2013).

5Sydney, 2000
Tourism figures are hazy, but 

the Australian Travel and Tourism 
Network claims an extra 6.3m 
visited during the event, with overall 
numbers rising to 7.6m in 2003.

■  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
Does a city/country hosting the 
Olympics encourage you to visit?

Far from the 
madding crowds
Take advantage of 
Olympic distractions 
to hit Rio’s big sights

No, it’ll draw huge 
crowds, so I’d rather 

go elsewhere 
30 %

The Olympic Games 
has no impact on my 

trip planning  
46 %

Yes, but I’d see other 
parts of the country 

8 %

 Yes, it always 
makes me want 

to visit
16 % 
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360˚ Need to Know

Marvel at mosques and mountains 
in warm and welcoming Tehran

Why go?
Oft-painted as the capital 

of a hardline state, an abundance 
of friendly locals ensures Tehran 
bucks its ‘frosty’ label. And with 
British Airways now launching 
flights there from Heathrow, 
a warm welcome awaits. In 
short: ignore the headlines. 
Iran’s capital is a rich blend of 
bustling bazaars, long avenues 
and Persian gardens awash with 
water fountains and history. 

You’ll soon want to explore 
the exquisite array of mosques 

that dot its streets (but take care 
crossing the notorious roads) 
with the eggshell-blue domes of 
Hosseinieh Ershad and 
Imamzadeh Saleh of note. The 
city’s Grand Bazaar is a bit of  
a honeypot, home to the intricate 
Zaid Shrine and the vast Jameh 
Mosque. For even-more bling-ful 
opulence, try the Golestan Palace 
or Treasury of National Jewels. 

But to experience Tehran’s 
natural magnificence, head 
to the Alborz range – a snow-
capped respite from Tehran’s 

sweaty streets. Wander trails 
through mountain villages 
Darband and Darakeh under the 
watchful gaze of the towering 
Mount Damavand (4,667m) – 
Iran’s highest peak.

Then, if the siren call of Persia 
still echoes, head south to Iran’s 
ancient ‘Big Three’ – Persepolis, 
Shiraz, Esfahan – and beyond…

Where to stay? 
The Tehran Grand Hotel 

(tehrangrandhotel.com) on 
Motahari Avenue is both stylish 

and right in the busy heart of the 
capital. Doubles from £76.

Get there now!
British Airways launch 

six flights a week from London 
Heathrow to Tehran from 
14 July. Returns from £369; 
britishairways.com

Or how about this…
Tianjin Airlines fly 

twice-weekly from Gatwick to 
Chongqing, China from 25 June. 
£510 return; tianjin-air.co.uk 

■  E s s E N t i A l

3Try This...
Lifesystems Chlorine Dioxide 

£7.25, lifesystems.co.uk
When you need safe water 
cheaply and quickly, you can’t 
beat the simplicity of chlorine 
dioxide droplets. Simply add 
them to your glass or water 

bottle to kill off bacteria, viruses or parasites. 
Some complain about the aftertaste, so for 
long-term trips try a filter or purifier. For our 
water treatment devices review, see page 83.

To the point 
Milad Tower stands 
in the shadow of the 
snowy Alborz range, 
which boasts some 
excellent hiking
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5WaTch This...
Brahman Naman 

7 July, exclusive to Netflix 
Historic Mysore stands in for 
1980s Bangalore – now India’s 
Silicon Valley – in this warm 
coming-of-age movie. It follows 
a group of geeky quiz champs 

on the road to Kolkata with a view to winning a big 
competition and (maybe) losing their virginity. 
Balancing bawdy gags with cutting social 
commentary, this is a cheerful crowd-pleaser. 

■  t V

4Buy This...
Scrubba 

£39, thescrubba.com
Washing clothes – no one 
enjoys doing it or paying for it 
when travelling (hotel fees are 
huge!). But the alternative is 
taking more clothes (ie more 

weight). Enter this nifty pocket-sized washing 
machine. Simply shove in your dirty togs, add 
soap and water and rub for three minutes. Voila 
– you’re ready to rinse and hang dry. Suds we like!

■  G E A R

2

GO 
NOW...

■  N e w  R o u t e s



www.traveltheunknown.com/iran

Iran
Classical Iran
14 days  I  £2,395

Glories of Persia 
(archaeology)
16 days  I  £2,795  

Troglodytes & Assassins
14 days  I  £2,395

Tours filling up fast! 
Contact us or visit website 
for 2016 & 2017 dates.

Tailormade options
also available.

£100
OFF!

Book by

31 July 2016

www.traveltheunknown.com  •  CALL:  020 7183 6371

ASIA
INDIA • BHUTAN • MYANMAR
VIETNAM • CAMBODIA
LAOS • PHILIPPINES

EUROPE & NEAR EAST
BALKANS • CAUCASUS • TURKEY

MIDDLE EAST & AFRICA
IRAN • JORDAN
ETHIOPIA • MOROCCO

LATIN AMERICA
COLOMBIA
CUBA • MEXICO

Small group &
 tailormade tours
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V isitors to Azerbaijan receive the 
belly-benefi ts of its position and 
history straddling Eastern 
Europe and Western Asia. Its 

people are of Turkic origin, while its 
position along the Silk Road brought it a 
host of rare ingredients. Plenty of Russian 
dishes have also crept onto menus, largely 
thanks to its Soviet past. 

Geography has shaped Azerbaijan’s cuisine 
in other ways. With the Caucasus range to 
the north and Caspian Sea to the east, it’s 
said to experiences nine of the 11 climate 
types, with its soils yielding a variety of 
produce. The closer you get to the Caspian, 
the more you fi nd the sea’s treasures: salmon, 
sturgeon and sardines, while its black caviar 
is a delicacy sought the world over. 

In turn, Azerbaijanis are fi ercely proud of 
their cuisine. O�  cials recently fi led to have its 
traditional dolma (stuff ed veg) recognised by 
UNESCO, after rival neighbours Armenia made 
the same claim. But one dish reigns above all in 
Azerbaijan. Plov (or pilaf) has roots across the 
region; this version sees the fl avoured rice dish 
encased within fl atbread, giving it the look 
of  a crown. It holds centre stage at all festivites, 
especially during Novruz (New Year). 

“Plov is always the standout dish, especially 
in capital Baku. And in typically hospitable 
fashion, doors to houses are left unlocked 
throughout the festival,” says Caroline Eden, 
co-author of Samarkand: Recipes & Stories 
from Central Asia & The Caucasus.

So unlock your door, wheel out the plov 
and transport yourself to magical Azerbaijan.

BUTTERED
RICE UNDER A 
SHAH’S CROWN

Serves 6-8
450g basmati rice, rinsed
120g butter
Generous pinch of 
sa� ron strands
100g cooked and 
peeled chestnuts
80g raisins or sultanas
80g dried apricots, quartered
2-3 large sheets of soft lavash 
bread (can be bought in most 
Middle Eastern supermarkets)
Sea salt

METHOD
1. Parboil the rice for eight 
minutes. Drain and spread out 
on a baking sheet to cool. Melt 
the butter, setting aside a small 
amount to grease the pan and 
lavash. To the rest, add sa� ron 
and a pinch of salt. Set aside.
2. To assemble the plov, use 
a cast-iron pan of 20cm in 
diameter. Grease the pan with 
butter and lay in the lavash, 
lining the bottom and sides, 
leaving some to hang over the 
edge. Fill any gaps with pieces 
of lavash and brush with butter.
3. Spoon a third of the rice into 
the lined pan and crumble over 
the chestnuts. Add another 
third of rice, then a layer of 
raisins and apricots. Top with 
the remaining rice. Make holes 
using the handle of a spoon and 
pour the sa� ron butter over it. 
Cover the rice with a fi nal layer 
of lavash, then fold  to cover 
the top. Brush with butter and 
cover the pan with a lid or foil.
4. Preheat the oven to 180ºC. 
Cook, covered, for one hour 
until golden. Leave to rest for 
ten minutes, then invert onto 
a serving dish. Crack a hole in 
the middle and cut the crust 
into six. The shards separate, 
giving the look of the crown.

Excerpted from Samarkand: 
Recipes & Tales from Central 
Asia & the Caucasus (Kyle 
Books, £25) by Caroline Eden 
and Eleanor Ford; out now.

Party food is king 
in Azerbaijan6

■  W o r l d  F o o d
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top tip
If you can’t fi nd any lavash

bread in your area,
substitute it with

fl our tortillas.

EAT 
THIS...



Know a great 
example of green 

tourism in Thailand 
that deserves to 
be recognised?

Nominate at www.thailandgreenawards.com

2016



NIGEL MARVEN HAS A WILD LIFE
■  F i v e  m i n u t e s  w i t h . . .

From earthworm wrangler to driving David Attenborough across Spain – ahead of appearing at this year’s Birdfair – 
TV wildlife expert Nigel Marven talks early jobs and why it’s never wise to linger when surrounded by bull sharks...7

fi rst hundred Westerners to go to Kamchatka 
just after the break-up of the Soviet Union. 
I’ve also been trekking with wild pandas in 
Sichuan, China. They’re very di�  cult to spot 
because they don’t stick their heads above 
the bamboo, but we were lucky enough to 
fi nd one in the open, so I could talk with 
a giant panda behind me. I’ve seen all of the 
big animals – I’ve been very lucky.

Any wildlife you’re yet to see?
I haven’t seen a snow leopard – that’s one 
of my ambitions, to see one in the wild. I’ve 
never been to Madagascar and I’d love to go 
there to see chameleons, lemurs and all the 
fantastic birds. And I’ve never been to Ethiopia; 
I’d like to go to see wolves and gelada baboons.
 
Any dangerous encounters?
Yes. In 2004 I was fi lming with a shark 
specialist called Erich Ritter in the Bahamas. 

We had bull sharks 
swimming around 
our legs (he’d done it 
with a few presenters, 
it wasn’t just me being 
gung-ho!). Probably 
because we were in 
the water for too long 
and he got a bit of fi sh 

oil on his leg, a bull shark took 26 inches out 
of his fl esh in one bite. Discovery even made 
a fi lm about it called Anatomy of a Shark Bite 
because we happened to have a cameraman 
under the water at the time, so we fi lmed it in 
slow motion. We take calculated risks when 
working with wildlife, but driving in Beijing 
or on mountain roads in Colombia or Mexico 
is more dangerous than the animals.

What’s next for you?
I’m doing a TV series on the deadliest snakes 
in Mexico; I’m also leading a tour with Greig 
Smith Travels to the Philippines in October. 
Then I’ll be speaking at Birdfair in August 
– so I may well see some of your readers there.

Nigel Marven will be talking at Birdfair 
(19-21 August; see ‘UK events’ for details). 
For an extended version of this interview, 
visit www. wanderlust.co.uk/168

‘We were in the water too long
and the specialist got fish oil 
on his leg: a bull shark took 
26 inches out of his flesh’

How did your interest in wildlife start?
I’ve never been interested in anything else. 
My parents thought I would grow out of it, 
but I’ve lived and breathed animals for as 
long as I can remember.

How did you make a passion your day job?
If you want to become a producer or 
presenter, it’s best if you work hard at 
school and get a degree in the subject you 
love because then you can speak to experts 
competently. My fi rst job was as a worm 
wrangler when I was still at university. They 
were doing a thing where Andrew Sachs 
was miniaturised and he went in the garden 
and met earthworms. I helped out in the 
macro studio and that’s where I learnt the 
grammar of fi lmmaking. Because of that, 
they off ered me a job on The First Eden, 
which was David Attenborough’s series 
about the Mediterranean. 

What was 
Attenborough like?
He was my hero 
growing up, so when 
they off ered me the 
job and said it would 
involve a lot of travel 
with Sir David, I felt 
like doing a backfl ip over the bar! He was 
a very nice man; and because he’s never 

learned to drive, one of the fi rst 
things I did with him was drive 
him from Andalucía up to 

Central Spain. That was great, 
driving with your hero. He’s a real 

enthusiast and a very modest man who 
remembers everything you tell him. 

Wildlife TV has taken you to a lot of places 
– are there any stand-out moments? 
Ever since my career started, I’ve been 
travelling between 250 and 300 days a year. 
I did a series called The Nature of Iran, so 
I spent seven months there and went to the 

beautiful city of Bam before the 2003 
earthquake. We fi lmed owls in Persepolis, 
where I always remember seeing an owl fl y 
past the bas-reliefs. I did Realms of the 
Russian Bear and was probably one of the 

Man of the wild
He’s travelled the 
world in search of 
amazing animals – 
hear his tales at 
Birdfair in August
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F ancy an enjoyable peak at the 
frantically paddling legs underneath 
the travel industry’s ‘smooth’ 
runnings? Dave Richardson’s Let’s Go 

(Amberley, £15) charts the rise of ‘package and 
escorted’ tours in the 1950s – and the lowering 
of prices – that revolutionised tourism. He 
navigates his way through the people, 
practices, places and politics that helped open 
up the planet – and also society a little bit too. 

Of course, there are still people who go it 
alone. Roger Taylor really does do it all by 
himself in his fourth book Mingming II & The 
Islands of Ice (The FitzRoy Press, £12), which 
sees the sailor takes his self-made yacht on 
a 55-day voyage from Scotland all the way up 
to Svalbard. It’s a rather extraordinary Arctic 
adventure from an equally remarkable man. 

Next up is John Ahern, who jacks in his 
day job and bundles his young family into 
a knackered campervan in order to see a great 
thwack of the globe – 30 countries in fact. On 
The Road… With Kids (Summersdale, £9) is 
surprisingly practical and much more fun 
than being stuck in an enclosed space with 
two small children for a year sounds. 

Anna Nicholas takes her travel at a slightly 
more leisurely pace, even when marathon 
training up in the Serra de Tramuntana 
mountain range. A Chorus Of Cockerels 
(Summersdale, £10) sees Anna continue to 
explore her adopted Mallorcan homeland in 
rich, sunny detail, culminating in a jaunt 
along the Camino de Santiago. Expect local 
legends, horrible histories and wine… lots 
and lots of wine. Cheers! 

This month’s bookshelf is full of bloody-minded 
adventurers – on both sides of the travel industry

Doing it by 
themselves

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

Go to wanderlust.co.uk/competitions  

COLOUR AND VISION: THROUGH THE 
EYES OF NATURE
London, from 15 July
www.nhm.ac.uk
Natural History Museum, London, SW7 5BD. 
Tickets from £10.80; book online. 

In association with Wanderlust and Wild 
Frontiers, this exhibition shows how vital 
colour is to the natural world, giving insight to 
how it’s perceived and used to survive. Display 
specimens include rose-ringed parakeets and 
jewel beetles, and there’s also a prize draw to 
win a £5,000 Holi festival trip to India.

GLOBETROTTERS CLUB
Chester, 16 July
www.chesterglobetrotters.co.uk
Grosvenor Museum, Chester, CH1 2DD. Doors 
open at 1pm. £3. To book tickets, email 
chesterbranch@globetrotters.co.uk

Linda White chats about female solo travellers,  
while David Gregson divulges tales of mucking 
in with the Maasai on safari in Tanzania.

ADVENTURE TRAVEL FILM FESTIVAL
London, 12–14 August
www.adventuretravelfilmfestival.com
Mill Hill School, The Ridgeway, London, 
NW7 1QS. Weekend tickets £89–£128 (travel 
writing workshops £30 each); book online. 

Celebrate the best in adventure travel film with 
a showcase of inspirational movies on the big 
screen. As well as film screenings, there’s a 
hefty programme of workshops: learn the art of 
social media with Tom Allen or pick up camera 
techniques with Austin Vince. There are also 
two Travel Writing Workshops with Wanderlust 
editor Phoebe Smith – Introduction to Travel 
Writing and Making Money From Your Travels 
– both sure to help you find your inner Bill 
Bryson (free Wanderlust subscription included).

BIRDFAIR
Rutland, 19–21 Aug
www.birdfair.org.uk
Rutland Water Nature Reserve, Egleton, LE15 
8BT. Advance tickets from £13.50; 3-day 
£31.50. Concessions available; book online. 

Rutland Water Nature Reserve is all atwitter in 
August with an wild list of speakers, including 
Nigel Marven, Bill Oddie, Jonathan Scott and 
Chris Packham, as well as a host of exhibits. 

BASE CAMP FESTIVAL
Peak District, 1-4 Sep
www.basecampfestival.co.uk
Sabine Hay, Darley Dale, Derbyshire, DE4 2LN. 
Weekend tickets £126.50; book online.

The Peak District is your playground for 
mountain-biking, packrafting, kayaking, hiking, 
shelter-building and more. Go searching for 
bugs with TV zoologist Dr George McGavin and 
take advantage of a whole host of workshops 
aimed at broadening your outdoor horizons.

■  W h a t ’ s  O n

    UK
EvEnts
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Following the decision by Thai authorities to close divers’ favourite Koh Tachai 
Island due to over-tourism, we asked: should it be off-limits to travellers?

YES
Tabitha Green 
Wanderlust reader 
“From what I’ve read, Koh Tachai 

has been very badly damaged, and anything 
short of a full closure could result in the harm 
becoming irreparable. If so, I think full closure 
is a reasonable response – plus they are still 
allowing some dive sites. I think we have too 
much expectation these days that we should be 
able to access anywhere we wish to go.”

NO
David Higgins 
Wanderlust reader 
“There are many protected places 

that could benefit from limiting visitor numbers.  
But this sounds like an example of where 
management has gone wrong by not being 
pro-active and having policies to ensure protection 
and still allow visitors, albeit in fewer numbers. The 
main problem with placing limits is that the price 
goes up and it then excludes the less well off.”

Should Koh Tachai be closed to visitors?
■  T h e  B i g  D e b a t e10



Know
Your... 
CALGArY 
STAMPEDE

■  I n s t a n t  E x p e r t

transformation from modest farming town 
to Canada’s oil and gas hub. Chuckwagon 
racing and rodeos bring in the crowds, but 
the Stampede is a reminder of the city’s rural 
roots, with competitions ranging from cattle 
penning to smithing, and even dog trials. 

The rest of the fest is about the 
community, with marching bands, concerts, 
floats, and hundreds of horses blanketing 
the streets. Calgary’s native Canadian tribes 
are also involved, teaching visitors about 
their culture. And away from the main event, 
street parties and communities celebrate in 
the best way possible: syrup-drenched 
traditional pancake breakfasts.

What else can I do there?
Away from the Stampede’s buzz, Calgary is 
studded with green spaces. Fish Creek 

Provincial Park – Canada’s largest urban 
park – has forested trails aplenty and is home 
to coyotes, beavers and over 200 bird species, 
including great blue herons, while Prince’s 
Island Park is a haven for Canada geese. End 
with a visit to 19th-century Calgary Fort – 
the city’s oldest building – to see period 
photos showing how wild the city once was.

How can I visit?
It’s now even easier to see Calgary and its 
namesake Stampede. In May, WestJet 
launched new flights from London Gatwick. 
Once you’re there, head to the city’s 
namesake tower for birds-eye views over the 
revelry. But the best way to experience the 
Stampede is to be in the thick of it, on the 
streets and in its showgrounds. We bet you 
can smell the pancakes already…

Flying the flag 
Calgary rediscovers 
its frontier past 
during the annual 
Stampede festival

Canada’s Calgary Stampede divides opinion – but away from the
rodeos and races, discover a community celebrating its rural roots 
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The greatest show on Earth – that’s 

what Canadians call the Calgary 
Stampede (in a very un-Canadian 
way). The annual rodeo festival, 

held every July in Calgary, Alberta, attracts 
more than a million visitors, and for ten days 
a year ‘Stampede City’ transforms into a mini 
Wild West. With roots harking back to 1886 
– when the event began life as a country fair 
–  this year’s edition (8–17 July) marks 130 
years since its conception, even if the first 
stampede didn’t actually happen until 1912.

Is it just a rodeo?
The rodeo is central – drawing the ire of 
animal welfare groups, with organisers 
countering that it saves horses from early 
slaughter – but the Stampede is more than 
that. Its growth has paralleled the city’s 



Are you ready? We sure are.

0844 272 2230 
gadventures.co.uk

There’s a whole lot of amazing going on out there and G Adventures 
can’t wait to introduce you to it. For 25 years, we’ve been taking  
curious travellers on small-group safaris, expeditions, and voyages  
in the greatest destinations on the planet.
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For more information on voyages to Antarctica and other exciting global destinations  
please call 0844 579 6712, visit Silversea.com/expeditions or contact your travel agent.
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1. India
Get a splash of colour at Holi

See the Holi Festival in the land of its birth 
on Pettitts Travel’s The Great Tradition: 
Journey Across India with John Keay trip. 
Join in its kaleidoscopic celebrations 
away from the big cities in one of the 
Hindu religion’s holiest sites, Maheshwar. 
Wear some old clothes as the coloured 
water lets fly, then let the good times 
continue with a whistle-stop tour of India, 
including the Taj Mahal, Sanchi Buddhist 
sanctuary and the ancient Ajanta Caves.
Who: Pettitts Travel (01892 250316; 
pettitts.co.uk)
When: 8 Mar 2017
How long: 15 days
How much: From £4,670 (incl flights)

Festivals can change the way that we view 
a destination. Seeing a city through a haze 
of incense, high spirits and ancient traditions 
lends something extra to any visit. The noise 

and frenzied atmosphere can even leave you a little 
punch-drunk, but at the same time they offer a glimpse 
into the inner life of a country, its history and heritage 
laid bare for all to see. From pilgrim celebrations 
to wild carnivals and holy 
festivals, here are the nine 
trips that will make 
you see the world in 
a whole new light …

2. China, Tibet & Nepal
Join a Saga Dawa pilgrim party

Embark on a multi-day trek around one 
of Asia’s holiest peaks before joining 
your fellow pilgrims to revel in ancient 
Buddhist celebrations. G Adventures’ 
Kailash Saga Dawa Festival trip lets you 
pay your respects at Tibet’s most holy 
festival: help raise the Tarboche flagpole 
and light butter lamps as the mountain is 
swathed in multi-coloured prayer flags. 
Sandwich all this with a visit to Beijing 
before finishing in Kathmandu.
Who: G Adventures (0344 272 2060; 
gadventures.com)
When: 24 & 27 May 2017; 13 & 16 May ’18
How long: 21 days
How much: From £2,999 (excl flights)

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

1
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you’re All 
inviTed...  

■  B e  I n s p i r e d

12

Sa
ch

a M
lyn

ek



Fire-Dragon Festival sees processions 
and fi reworks light up the night sky. 
Who: Bamboo Travel (020 7720 9285; 
bambootravel.co.uk)
When: 13 Feb 2017
How long: 13 nights
How much: From £2,995 (incl fl ights)

7. Malaysia
Boogie in the Borneo jungle

Feel the rhythms of Borneo’s Rainforest 
World Music Festival on Selective Asia’s 
Sarawak Adventure. Hear musicians from 
across the globe perform alongside local 
artists deep in the jungle, then visit the 
island’s famous orangutan residents 
before kayaking the rivers of Kuching.
Who: Selective Asia (01273 670001; 
selectiveasia.com)
When: Jul-Aug (tailor-made departures)
How long: 13 days
How much: From £1,965 (excl fl ights)
 
8. Ethiopia
Christian capering in Addis Ababa

Join Rainbow Tours’ Ethiopia Timkat 
Small Group Tour for the world’s most 
vibrant Epiphany. Trumpets pierce clouds 
of incense as vivid processions parade 
through capital Addis Ababa in three days 
of celebrations to mark Jesus’ baptism. 
Tie in with visits to the shimmering Lake 
Tana and majestic Blue Nile Falls.
Who: Rainbow Tours (020 7666 1266; 
rainbowtours.co.uk)
When: 17 Jan 2017
How long: 13 days
How much: From £2,875 (incl fl ights)

9. Guatemala
Easter parades in the capital

Enjoy Easter Latin-style at the Semana 
Santa Festival on Sunvil’s Guatemala 
Adventure. Peer through billowing 
plumes of incense as fl oats roll across the 
fl ower-carpeted cobbles of Guatemala 
City, marking week-long celebrations that 
light up every city you visit in the country. 
Who: Sunvil (020 8758 4774; 
sunvil.co.uk)
When: Apr 2017 (tailor-made departures)
How long: 14 nights
How much: From £3,698 (incl fl ights)

3. Japan
Ice-capades in Sapporo and Otaru

Stay frosty on Wendy Wu Tours’ Sapporo 
& Snow Monkeys trip. Come face-to-face 
with Japanese macaques then wander 
the intricate ice sculptures at Sapporo’s 
Snow and Ice Festival. Twin with a visit 
to Otaru’s equally magical Snow Light 
Path Festival, where snow statues and 
fl ickering lanterns blanket the frozen city.
Who: Wendy Wu Tours (0800 988 8209; 
wendywutours.co.uk)
When: 1 Feb 2017
How long: 11 days
How much: From £4,690 (incl fl ights)

4. India
Meet Nagaland’s tribes at the Hornbill 

Grab front-row seats on Travel the 
Unknown’s Assam & Nagaland Hornbill 
Festival tour. See 16 tribes from across 
Nagaland state come together in a feast 
of traditional music, warrior dances and 
pageantry in this now-annual gathering. 
Tie this is with a visit to Kaziranga NP to 
see one-horned rhinos and elephants.
Who: Travel the Unknown (020 7183 
6371; traveltheunknown.com)
When: 24 Nov 2016 & 21 Nov 2017
How long: 15 days
How much: From £2,995 (incl fl ights)

5. Mongolia
The Mongolian Olympics at Naadam

Head to rural Bulgan on Wild Frontiers’ 
Mongolia: Alternative Naadam trip to see 
locals go toe-to-toe at Naadam Festival – 
essentially a Mongolian Games. As well 
as cheering on archery, horseracing and 
wrestling competitors, squeeze in a trip 
to the ancient Tovkhon Monastery.
Who: Wild Frontiers (020 7736 3968; 
wildfrontierstravel.com)
When: 2 Jul 2017
How long: 13 days
How much: From £2,145 (excl fl ights)

6. China
A trio of Guizhou lurve festivals

Pack in three carnivals on Bamboo 
Travel’s Guizhou’s Festivals, Tribes 
& Villages tour. See Miao courtship 
rituals at Liuzhi’s Tiaochuacha and Kaili’s 
Lusheng festivals, where young locals 
dress up and dance to attract a partner. 
Then feel the heat in Leishan, where the 

MORE ONLINE Have these amazing festivals got 
you thinking? Want to see more top trip options? 

Then go to wanderlust.co.uk/168



For many years, tourism to the South 
Omo region in Ethiopia has been a 
subject that has sparked intense debate. 
Having delved into literature about it, I 
felt a strong sense of trepidation before 
venturing there. The only reassuring 
input came from a book written by a 
long-time friend, Philip Briggs. Among 
the passages that stood out in the 7th 
edition of his ‘Ethiopia: the Bradt 
Travel Guide’, was this: ‘There is still 
much that is genuinely uplifting about 
the sheer tenacity that has allowed 
the South Omo’s incredible cultural 
and ethnolinguistic mosaic to survive 
into the 21st Century largely intact. 
Romanticise it or condemn it, South 
Omo is what it is, and frankly, it couldn’t 
give a damn what outsiders think’. 

When I arrived in Southern Ethiopia 
for my first visit to the region, I wanted 
to find out for myself. I asked highlands 
guides from Addis Ababa, local guides 
from the Omo, lodge managers and 
people working for NGOs active there 
what the tribespeople really think of 
‘faranji’ (tourists) descending on them 
with cameras. 

It seems the villagers who are 
familiar with tourists do not mind 
being visited as it brings much-needed 
income. Some villagers asked, ‘Why do 
faranji only stay for a few minutes to 
take photos and then leave? Why don’t 
they stay with us a bit longer and get to 
know us?’. 

Photographic fees vary according 
to village and tribe, so be sure to check 
with guides before embarking on visits 
which fee structures apply. As one of 
Philip Briggs’ readers put it: ‘The people 
of South Omo are poor. Tourism is one 
way they can make some money. If you 
don’t want to pay the fees, don’t visit. 
And if you do visit, don’t complain, just 
enjoy the experience’. 

My journey took me to Turmi, a 
center of the Hamar tribe. I was in 
luck, because the following day, a 
Hamar family had scheduled a Bull 
Jumping (Ukule Bulla) ceremony. 
The most important event on the 
Hamar social calendar, this is a rite of 
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passage for a Hamar youth who feels he 
is ready to become a man, to marry and 
to start building up a herd of cattle. 

He asks his father to advise a date 
for the ceremony and from then on, he 
is known as a ‘ukule’, who has to fulfil 
any tasks asked of him. A ‘calendar’ 
is created in the form of a knotted 
length of string, each knot symbolising 
a day. Copies of the string calendar 
are distributed to family and potential 
guests.

On the day the ceremony is held, 
the women, adorned with copper 
bracelets, leather skirts and colourful, 
beaded bands, become intoxicated on 
sorghum beer. They dance, singing their 
admiration for the ‘ukule’ sometimes 
blowing on trumpet-like instruments 
made of horn. They taunt the maza 
(unmarried men who have successfully 
jumped the cattle and whose task it is 
to move from ceremony to ceremony), 
asking to be whipped on their backs. 
Many of the women’s backs are criss-
crossed with bleeding gashes and scars 
from the whipping. In Hamar culture, 
these scars are a sign of women’s 
devotion to the maza, as they ‘carry the 

pain inflicted on them by the men’. In 
turn, the men are forever indebted to 
their female relatives and are obliged 
help to them in times of need. At 
the ceremony I attended, there must 
have been at least 250 guests and for 
some time, I was the only tourist. Later 
two Belgian sisters and their guide 
arrived. Taking in the highly charged 
atmosphere, one of them commented: 
‘Oh.My.God! this is absolutely unreal…
it’s like we are in some surreal movie. 
People at home would never, believe us 
if we try to describe it to them!’

Young men called charkale, line up 
cattle and the ukule is smeared with 
cow dung and sand as measures of 
protection and cleansing. The ukule, 
then strips naked and has to jump onto 
the first bull, run over the rest, and 
repeat the process another three times. 
I watched him complete his final jump 
as men chanted and women blew on 
their ‘trumpets’ and sang. After eight 

days he will be allowed to join the ranks 
of the maza, until he gets married.

What an incredible privilege it 
was to have attended such an event. 
Words just fail. Simply put, nothing can 
prepare you for it. As I was to learn, 
that’s the essence of Ethiopia: every 
time you think that the country can’t 
possibly top what it delivered on a 
particular day, it actually does.

 Rainbow Tours’ brand new 13-day People 
of Southern Ethiopia & Rift Valley tailor-made 
tour gives you the opportunity to attend a bull 
jumping ceremony with the Hamar people. This 
tour costs from £3135 per person, including 
flights transfers and guiding.  
rainbowtours.co.uk 

2

3

4 5

1. Hamar women  
 spectacularly turned  
 out in beaded  
 costumes with  
 braided hair
2. Maza inflicting a 
 ceremonial scar
3. A successful bull jump!
4. Women taunting the 
 maza who paint each 
 other’s faces during 
 one of a complex 
 sequence of rituals 
 conducted during  
 the day
5. Derek Schuurman in  
 Ethiopia - May 2016

this is absolutely 
unreal, it’s like  
we are in some 

surreal movie  

To find out more or to speak 
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passage for a Hamar youth who feels he 
is ready to become a man, to marry and 
to start building up a herd of cattle. 

He asks his father to advise a date 
for the ceremony and from then on, he 
is known as a ‘ukule’, who has to fulfil 
any tasks asked of him. A ‘calendar’ 
is created in the form of a knotted 
length of string, each knot symbolising 
a day. Copies of the string calendar 
are distributed to family and potential 
guests.

On the day the ceremony is held, 
the women, adorned with copper 
bracelets, leather skirts and colourful, 
beaded bands, become intoxicated on 
sorghum beer. They dance, singing their 
admiration for the ‘ukule’ sometimes 
blowing on trumpet-like instruments 
made of horn. They taunt the maza 
(unmarried men who have successfully 
jumped the cattle and whose task it is 
to move from ceremony to ceremony), 
asking to be whipped on their backs. 
Many of the women’s backs are criss-
crossed with bleeding gashes and scars 
from the whipping. In Hamar culture, 
these scars are a sign of women’s 
devotion to the maza, as they ‘carry the 

pain inflicted on them by the men’. In 
turn, the men are forever indebted to 
their female relatives and are obliged 
help to them in times of need. At 
the ceremony I attended, there must 
have been at least 250 guests and for 
some time, I was the only tourist. Later 
two Belgian sisters and their guide 
arrived. Taking in the highly charged 
atmosphere, one of them commented: 
‘Oh.My.God! this is absolutely unreal…
it’s like we are in some surreal movie. 
People at home would never, believe us 
if we try to describe it to them!’

Young men called charkale, line up 
cattle and the ukule is smeared with 
cow dung and sand as measures of 
protection and cleansing. The ukule, 
then strips naked and has to jump onto 
the first bull, run over the rest, and 
repeat the process another three times. 
I watched him complete his final jump 
as men chanted and women blew on 
their ‘trumpets’ and sang. After eight 

days he will be allowed to join the ranks 
of the maza, until he gets married.

What an incredible privilege it 
was to have attended such an event. 
Words just fail. Simply put, nothing can 
prepare you for it. As I was to learn, 
that’s the essence of Ethiopia: every 
time you think that the country can’t 
possibly top what it delivered on a 
particular day, it actually does.

 Rainbow Tours’ brand new 13-day People 
of Southern Ethiopia & Rift Valley tailor-made 
tour gives you the opportunity to attend a bull 
jumping ceremony with the Hamar people. This 
tour costs from £3135 per person, including 
flights transfers and guiding.  
rainbowtours.co.uk 

2

3

4 5

1. Hamar women  
 spectacularly turned  
 out in beaded  
 costumes with  
 braided hair
2. Maza inflicting a 
 ceremonial scar
3. A successful bull jump!
4. Women taunting the 
 maza who paint each 
 other’s faces during 
 one of a complex 
 sequence of rituals 
 conducted during  
 the day
5. Derek Schuurman in  
 Ethiopia - May 2016

this is absolutely 
unreal, it’s like  
we are in some 

surreal movie  

To find out more or to speak 
with Derek call 020 3588 6115

Advertising Feature



Pole position
A local Aymara propels 
his reed tortora boat 
across the calm waters 
of Lake Titicaca 
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drifting
From fashionable La Paz to the ruin-scattered islands 

of Lake Titicaca – explore the spiritual home of the 
Aymara on a trip across Bolivia and Peru’s wild altiplano  

Words & photographs Chris Moss
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B
ack in the 
beginning, the 
world was 
populated by 
stone giants. 
But they were 
too unruly, so 
Viracocha, the 
creator god, 
made humans.  

Sadly, they proved little better, and so the 
god – who had himself risen from the waters 
of Lake Titicaca – sent a flood to start afresh.

Standing at a lookout, 
on my way into La Paz, 
my gaze was inevitably 
drawn to a stone giant – 
Mount Illimani – as it 
loomed over the sprawl. 
It brought to mind 
another local legend, 
one that tells of a lake 
that once filled the great 
bowl of the Bolivian capital until the stars fell 
into it. The water evaporated and a city was 
born. As one lake fills, another empties…

All journeys across the mythic altiplano 
(Andean high plains) should begin at La Paz. 
At a lung-busting 4,061 metres above 
sea-level, nearby El Alto airport is the natural 

gateway to the region. More importantly, 
this is where the Aymara (the native people 
of the high plains) live, and where their 
culture and that of the Spanish settlers have 
mingled, and clashed, for five centuries.

If La Paz isn’t quite beautiful, it at least tries 
to be. Big blue skies, towering fairweather 
clouds, Illimani’s still splendour and the 
broad sweep of redbrick houses clinging to 
cliff and canyon cannot fail to impress. 
Down in the bowl there is a tangible 
commercial energy and – since Evo Morales 
took the presidency in 2006 on a ticket that 

demanded more rights for Bolivia’s 
indigenous groups – a new confidence, too. 
Downtown is is the province of the cholitas, 
the bowler-hatted Aymara women who sell 
clothes, drinks, peanuts, phone calls and, in 
the mornings, sweet pasty-like salteñas filled 
with meat, egg and olives. They chatter and 

smile and barter and jog about, gaudy 
rucksacks slung over their shoulders, their 
small hats cheekily cocked.

It doesn’t stop there. On Calle Sagárnaga, 
Andean-inspired boutiques stand out amid 
the touristy tat. In La Paz’s trendy Zona Sur, 
I sipped organic coffee from the Yungas, 
drank wines from Tarija, and dined on ‘New 
Bolivian’ cuisine at a community restaurant 
established by Claus Meyer, the Danish 
gastronomic guru behind Copenhagen’s 
two-Michelin-starred Noma restaurant. 

By a happy (if disruptive) coincidence, my 
visit coincided with the 
festival of El Gran Poder. 
Though ostensibly 
a popular celebration of 
the ‘great power’ of Jesus, 
it has evolved into an 
annual blowout in which 
the Aymara dance, sing, 
drink and generally take 
over La Paz, turning the 

event into one more to their liking. 
In the year of our lord 2016, it has become 

an 18-hour parade in which 69 local ‘teams’, 
known as fraternidades, supported by noisy 
brass bands, dance down the main streets. It 
was a happy, neighbourly, exhilarating 
spectacle, with more devilish masks and  

‘Bowler-hatted Aymara women 
chatter and smile and barter, gaudy 

rucksacks slung over their shoulders, 
their small hats cheekily cocked’
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High streets
Ambling the increasingly 
hip, colourful alleyways 
of La Paz; (far left) what 
Bolivia’s capital lacks in 
beauty, it makes up 
for with its high-altitude 
mountain setting



A place on the sun
Trekking the coast of 
Isla del Sol affords 
sweeping views across 
surrounding Lake 
Titicaca, as well as the 
chance to wander its 
ancient Inca ruins 
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joke costumes than saints and virgins, and 
everyone was invited to join in. Still 
breathless and dizzy with the altitude, 
I managed to dance a couple of times before 
turning in. La Paz (The Peace) has never lived 
up to its name and should really be renamed 
El Ruido (The Racket) for this mad weekend.  

Out on the water
Drowsy with lack of sleep, I passed El Alto’s 
airport again the following morning. A 
protest by, among others, transport workers 
had been scheduled to close the roads, so 
I had to jump in a small bus at 5.30am to make 
the three-hour trip to Lake Titicaca. 

El Alto’s population grew exponentially 
in the 1950s and ’60s as the marginalised 
Aymara gave up on agriculture in the face of 
drought, frost, flood and unpredictable 
heatwaves. It now lingers around the million 
mark, providing La Paz with its workforce. 

Where the city ended, the altiplano began. 
Golden grasslands shimmered in the dawn, 
with cattle, llama, sheep, donkeys and pigs 
breakfasting around patches of frost. Tall 
peaks slowly appeared: first their snowy tops 
– jagged points, anvils, tabletops – and then 
the broad base of the Cordilla Real (Royal 
Range). From the shadows emerged cholitas, 
shepherds and ploughmen pushing oxen, as 
well as others arranging little pyramids of 
chaff and waste grass to keep their recently 
harvested crops from freezing. Beyond lay 
the shimmering embrace of Titicaca.

One of the most beautiful things about the 
lake is the absence of development along 
its shoreline. In many countries, such 
a beautiful body of water would probably 
be sold off to second-home owners and hotel 
builders. Titicaca remains the Aymara’s 
inland sea and its edges are still occupied 
by farmsteads and well-worked fields.

I stopped at a place called Huatajata for 
breakfast by the lakeside. Before sitting 
down to scrambled eggs and mint tea, I set 
off to admire the lake. Birds flitted around 
the stunted trees and a man poled a tortora 
reed boat past the jetty on which I stood. 
A small museum-park close by had a display 
of these crafts; these were the same kind of 
reeds used by Norwegian adventurer Thor 
Heyerdahl (of Kon-Tiki fame) to build the 
vessel Ra II for his 1970 voyage across the 
Atlantic. The boatbuilders were the Limachi 
brothers of Lake Titicaca and one of their 
sons still runs the museum.

I crossed the lake in a modern motorboat. 
The other half-dozen travellers piled into 
a narrow cabin but I sat outside, enjoying 
the cool wind, the warming sun and the 
all-embracing blueness of lake and sky. 
Titicaca is big, but you can always see its 
banks – tall, bare cliffs and grassy hillsides; 
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blessed. Old and new motors come and go all 
day, festooned in flowers and ribbons like 
wedding limos. It was cool in the church, 
which has a miracle-working Virgin statue 
crafted in 1576 that is widely venerated as the 
‘Dark Virgin of the Lake’.

Back outside, the sun was shimmering. 
I got a drink and a salteña at the market 
and idled back down to the dock. Fifteen 
minutes later, my boat was pulling into Isla 
del Sol (Sun Island), said by the Aymara to 

have been formed when Viracocha 
summoned the sun into being. The island is 
long and dotted with ruins. Old staircases 
and the remnants of an Inca-era training 
centre for priests share the slopes with 
pre-Inca terraces and Aymara sites. But 

a community also lives 
here, and some 800 
families work its 
terraced slopes. 

Archaeologists love the 
place, as do scores of New 
Agers, who come here to 
find energy vortices. The 
joy for me, however, was 
walking the ribbons of 

narrow paths. I watched the sun set over the 
lake, the cloud-smeared sky turning slowly 
from grey to blue to peach to almost silver. 
The following morning, I rose at dawn to  
see the sun come up again, with just the 

mountains and sandy pinnacles – while 
waiting for the next island to appear. There 
was plenty to look at as we zipped along, the 
Bolivian flag flapping wildly all the way.

At the Copa…
Copacabana, my 
next stop, is the largest 
Bolivian town on the 
lake and has been 
a backpacker hub for 
decades. It serves as a way 
to see Titicaca without 
spending carefully 
budgeted cash to actually 
cross it. As a result it’s 
a bottleneck of gringo cafés, souvenir tat and 
hostels offering fast, free WiFi. On the 
upside, it has a beautiful white-walled 
church visited by motorists from across 
Bolivia, who come here to have their cars 

‘I watched the sun set over the 
lake, the cloud-smeared sky 

turning slowly from grey to blue 
to peach to almost silver’

⊲



32  |  Wanderlust July/August 2016

Peru & Bolivia



Plains sailing
Mr Limachi, the latest in 
a proud lineage of local 
boatbuilders; (opposite, 
clockwise from top left) 
a local Aymara trader 
showing off his wares; 
scouring Copacabana 
market for food; revellers 
at El Gran Poder; the 
virgin ‘convent’ of 
Isla de la Luna



when you can 
retrace history?

Why just take in 
the view... 

Real Americas  Real Adventure

For our full range of small group tours
visit grandamericanadventures.com 

or call 0333 999 7968

Come with us to the Americas and 
you won’t just see the sights, you’ll 
experience the real country. Try new 
activities. Meet local people. Take in a 
diff erent view. Discover the Americas 
like never before, travelling in real time.

Tailor-made Peru

020 7337 9010
www.exsus.com

Stunning scenery, ancient Andean tribes and historic traditions make Peru perfect for tailor-made travel.  
From Lima to Lake Titicaca, Cusco and the Sacred Valley, stay in Libertador hotels and spas in some of  
Peru’s most historic and beautiful natural places. Call our experts; they’re here to guide and inspire you

PERSONALISED LUXURY TRIPS

5817EXS_Wanderlust_peru_182mm x128AW vFA.indd   1 13/06/2016   17:55

Home to 14,500 

species of animals 

including endangered 

pink dolphins and 120 

endemic bird species

Find out more about Peru’s wild side 
www.wanderlust.co.uk/wildperu

I n  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h



Wanderlust July/August 2016  |  35

Peru & Bolivia

hummingbirds and doves for company. 
After lunch overlooking the bays, I took 

a boat to Isla de la Luna (Moon Island). Its 
recent history holds bad memories for some, 
as it was used as a concentration camp 
during the 1970s dictatorship of General 
Hugo Banzer Suárez. Today, it is simply 
a quiet, off-the-beaten-track spot, with only 
a handful of families still living there. Few 
visitors arrive, but those that do make for 
the ruins of an Inca site that once housed 
nun-like women known as the ‘Virgins of 
the Sun’. I expected little but found the old 
adobe walls and small, shady rooms of the 
‘convent’ deeply tranquil and quite moving.

Knitting together
Crossing from Bolivia over to Peru, on the 
lake’s western bank, took five minutes. It 
involved no fuss, no fees, no queues. This 
was only right, of course, as the border is a 
political one; the Aymara nation doesn’t 
recognise the straight lines that cut across 
its lake and hinterlands. 

The drive on to Puno began close to the 
water, and in the shallows I could see pink 
Chilean flamingos that had recently arrived 
from the high Andes. We then veered    
inland, cutting through stark, arid steppe-
like plains on the left and pastures and 
croplands on the right. Puno, a large, 
car-clogged city, was fine for a pizza and 
a cold beer but seemed to have turned its 
back on the loveliest lake in South America.

Thank Viracocha, then, for Taquile, perhaps 
the loveliest of the islands I visited. At the tiny 
port on its western flank,  
I was greeted by one of the 
island’s elders, an old man 
dressed in traditional 
garb. I tried out my 
Aymara – “Kamisaraki!” 
(“How are you?”) – and got 
a wry smile and an earful 
of crisp consonants and 
chewed vowels. 

It was a short but steep 
climb to the heart of the 
settlement. I was still breathless, so broke up 
the journey by stopping to study a couple of 
old dwellings en route, adobe (mud mixed 
with straw) structures with tiny doors – 
designed to keep the heat in during the 
colder months – and no windows. At the top, 
the plaza was busy with visitors and locals. 

Among the Aymara, hats and hairstyles 
vary according to whether someone is single, 
looking for love, engaged, or married. But the 
men on Taquile lure women not with their 
looks but with their knitting, and can be seen 
walking around click-clacking with their 
needles as they go. The women carry 
bobbins, spinning while chatting to friends. 

At Taquile’s centre lay a rather ostentatious 
town hall, built after one of its grandees 
travelled to the mainland and saw that other 
towns had grand municipal buildings. The 
large glass façade of his folly looked out of 
place amid the brownish mud walls and 
warm pastels of the older structures.

I’d read in a guidebook that the island was 
poor, but that wasn’t obvious at all. Tourism 
brought in hard cash, and, anyway, every 
spare patch of earth was planted with 
healthy-looking crops: fava beans, quinoa, 
maize, wheat, native herbs and many 
varieties of that most sacred of altiplano 
foodstuffs – the humble spud.

I walked the 500 or so steps from the top 
of the island down to the mooring on the 
eastern side. I took it slowly, so as to soak up 
lake views and green slopes. Titicaca changes 
colour all the time, and now it looked like the 
sea off Mallorca’s Cap de Formentor – blue 
and inviting, flickering with sunlight.

A shore thing
I spent my last few days at Titilaka, Peru, one 
of the lake’s few upscale resorts. My room 
looked out on a huge cloudless sky as the 
pellucid lake below lapped the shore. I spent 
hours staring at it, sometimes going outside 
to sit in the sun or shade – so much cooler, it 

was almost startling – and watching boats 
criss-cross en route to the islands. I took 
walks along the shore, meeting dogs and 
livestock and saying hello to anyone passing 
by. Rural Peru and Bolivia are convivial; 
almost everyone has the time to greet 
a stranger, and usually with a warm smile.

I hired a kayak and paddled around the tiny 
islets and reed beds beside the hotel, 
studying noisy coots and flightless grebes. 
Andean gulls squawked if I went too close to 
their guano-capped rocks. I liked to put the 
oars down and let the current slowly move 
me. Time drifted, nothing happened. The 
light, and the lake, if they changed, did so by 

invisible degrees.
For the Aymara, 

La Paz and El Alto are 
commercial hubs. But 
Titicaca is their natural 
and spiritual home. 
The cities and the lake 
represent the twin forces 
that inspire and drive 
these tough, dignified 
people. But for all that it 
brims with myths and 

legends, Titicaca remains inscrutable to 
mere visitors. It’s as wide as a sea and as deep 
as a canyon; as enticingly blue as the 
Mediterranean but as cold as a Scottish loch. 
You can’t swim in it, you can’t really sail 
across it (unless your Thor Heyerdahl), and 
you can’t ever quite know it. Yet it’s one of 
the most peaceful places on Earth, providing 
solace, hope and stability. 

While everything else on the altiplano 
is constantly shifting – politics, society, 
economy, travellers, locals, buses, even time 
itself – the lake just sits there, gentle and vast. 
And all the while the stone giants still look 
on, jealous of its timeless beauty.  

‘Among the Aymara, hats and 
hairstyles vary according to whether 
someone is single, looking for love, 

engaged, or married. But the men on 
Taquile lure women with their knitting’

Serene scene 
The stunning view from 
Bolivia’s Isla del Sol
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Peru & Bolivia Footnotes

3

Vital 
statistics
Capital: Lima (Peru) / La Paz (Bolivia)
Population: 30.8 million / 10.8 million
Languages: Aymara, Spanish, Quechua
Time: GMT-5 / GMT-4
International dialling code: +51 / +591
Visas: UK nationals do not require a visa 
for stays of up to six months in Peru and 
up to 30 days in Bolivia. 
Money: Peruvian Sol (PEN), currently 
about PEN4.81 to the £UK; Bolivian 
Boliviano (BOB), BOB9.95 to the £UK. 

When to go

■ Dry season: cool after dark, but clear 
skies and low winds make the lake a very 
pleasant environment. July to August are 
peak holiday times, so the islands and 
archaeological sites get busier. 
Temperatures are around 15ºC. 
■ Rainy season on the altiplano and in 
Peru’s Sacred Valley. Cooler weather; 
January is the wettest month. 

Health & safety
Avoid heavy food and alcohol 

while acclimatising to the thin air of the 
altiplano. Walk slowly and take it easy for 
up to three days, and check with your 
doctor if aiming to do long, arduous hikes.

Further reading  
& information 

Peru (Rough Guide, 2015 & Lonely Planet, 
2016) – good background guides
Bolivia (Footprint, 2015 & Lonely Planet, 
2016) – great for logistics, but do make 
a note of major festivals, as these can 
affect travel and hotel availability 
Peru.travel – official tourism board
Bolivia-online.net – good for research
Lata.org – website of the Latin American 
Travel Association; useful for trip ideas 
Instruments and Music of Indians of 
Bolivia (Smithsonian Folkways, 2004) – 
a fine intro-album to the region’s music

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

tHe trip
The author travelled with Journey 
Latin America (020 8600 1881, 
journeylatinamerica.co.uk). A similar 
seven-night trip, including three nights in 
La Paz at the Hotel Presidente, one night 
on Isla del Sol, one night in Puno and two 
nights at Titilaka, starts from £2,170pp 
(flights not included). Price includes 
transfers, accommodation, excursions, 
breakfast and full board at Titilaka. 

Getting there
British Airways (ba.com) now flies 

direct from London Gatwick to Lima (12.5 
hours), with two-hour connecting flights 
with LATAM Airlines (latam.com) to 
La Paz; returns from around £1,156. 
Avianca (avianca.com) also fly to La Paz 
from London via Colombia, Peru, Brazil or 
Argentina (32 hours) from £627 return.

Getting around
Tours booked through UK travel 

firms generally use modern minibuses, 
but there are also cheap public buses 
between La Paz, Copacabana and 
Puno, and onward to Cuzco. A single 
from La Paz to Cuzco with a stopover in 
Copacabana starts from as little as USD39 
(£26.50; boliviahop.com/timetables). 
Moto-taxis (like tuk-tuks) operate across 
the region and cost pennies, but come 
with safety risks. Taxis are also cheap: 
a 30-minute ride in La Paz is around £3.

cost of travel
Bolivia is still one of the cheaper 

countries in Latin America, and Peru has 
food and accommodation for all budgets. 
A dinner at a smart restaurant will cost 
half that of its European equivalent. 
A 10% tip is also always welcome.

accommodation
The altiplano and Lake Titicaca 

area has every kind of accommodation, 
from £3-a-night hostels to more stylish 
resort-style affairs. All prices are per 
person per night unless otherwise stated. 

La Paz’s nicest downtown hotel is 
La Casona (lacasonahotelboutique.com), 
set inside a colonial building with its own 
mini museum. Doubles from USD99 (£68).

Posada del Inca (+591 2233 7533) 
lies on Isla del Sol. It’s a rustic, family-run 
affair but serves great food and has 
fine gardens. Bookable as part of 
a package; from £397pp for an overnight 
stay, including transfers by hydrofoil, 
coach and full board, plus excursions.

Set on a private island, Lake Titicaca’s 
Libertador hotel (libertador.com.pe/en) 
looks like a James Bond villain’s bunker, 
but this is Puno’s quietest and smartest 
hotel. Doubles from USD120 (£82.50). 

Titilaka (titilaka.com) lies on the 
Peruvian side of Lake Titicaca, near the 
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peru
isla taquile  A beautiful and 
well-populated island on the Peruvian 
side of the lake. Admire the weavers 
and spinners and pick up some 
decent textiles.
tiwanaku This UNESCO-listed 
archaeological site on the Peruvian  
side of Titicaca is packed with temples 
and structures dating from 300BC  
to AD300. It is a precursor to the later, 
Inca-era citadels and cultures.
titilaka Treat yourself to a night  
or two in what is arguably  
Titicaca’s poshest (and certainly 
plushest) hotel, located in an idyllic  
and remote spot on the Peruvian  
side of the lake. 

BoliVia
la paz  Bolivia’s chaotic capital city is 
bursting with energy. See the old town’s 
colonial-era churches, ride the new 
cable cars and finish with cocktails in  
the Zona Sur.
Gustu restaurant, la paz Try the 
tasting menu here for a feast of meats, 
purple corn, native spuds, quirquiña 
(Bolivian coriander), and mushrooms 
from the slopes of Illimani. Book at 
gustubo.restaurantgustu.com
isla del sol A great choice for a sleepover, 
with several hotels – for a range of 
budgets – and a handful of places to eat. 
isla de la luna This tiny serene  
island has a lovely Inca-era ruin and 
plenty of walkways. 

Aymara town of Acora. The food at this 
deluxe full-service resort is delicious, 
while the décor – mainly Aymara textiles 
and recycled furniture, with quirky art 
pieces scattered hither and thither – is 
impressive. Doubles from £690, includes 
excursions and food and drink.

Food & drink
Salteñas (small meat-filled 

pasties) are ubiquitous and tasty. Other 
altiplano staples include cuy (guinea 
pig), lamb, pork and corn in all its various 
guises. Many of the so-called ‘superfoods’ 
are plentiful, with quinoa and amaranth 
(called kiwicha here) in abundance. Fresh 
fruit is also everywhere, varying with the 
seasons. From the lake come farmed 
trout and pejerrey (silverside). 

Pisco is the staple spirit here, served 
neat or as a more quaffable pisco sour 
(with egg white and lemon). Soft drinks 
include the corn-based chicha morada 
and all kinds of infusions, notably coca 
leaf and muña (Andean mint).

shopping
Peru and Bolivia are both 

countries where tacky souvenirs are 
ubiquitous. Don’t let guides or vendors 
pressure you into parting with money for 
fingerless gloves, toy llamas, wind chimes 
made from sheep’s toenails or tuneless 
panpipes. Browse, feel the quality, 
compare goods and buy with care. A lot 
of the stuff for sale isn’t made locally. 
Hotels tend to stock smarter textiles, but 
do mark them up aggressively.

Xtra

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

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/168 
for links to more content:
arcHiVe articles
♦ Top 5 sites around Lake Titicaca – online 
exclusive
♦ First 24 hours in La Paz – online exclusive
planninG Guides
♦ Peru & Bolivia travel guides



The middle of nowhere can be the most exhilarating destination  
of all and well worth the effort needed to get there.  
Explore pirate islands, volcano villages, incredible wildlife  
and Arctic tundra in the furthest reaches of the world…

25must-visit
outposts

Get higher
Angel Falls is the 
highest waterfall  
on Earth – and one of 
the trickiest to get to
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4Fernando de 
noronha 
Brazil
PoPulation: 3,000 
GooD FoR: Pristine beaches  

and great snorkelling among incredible sea life 

Once a remote outpost of forts and fishing 
villages, Brazil’s Fernando de Noronha 

archipelago is no stranger to tourism, despite 
lying 350km from the mainland. Yet strict limits 
on visitors make it a rare gem. Its skies are home 
to the largest population of tropical seabirds in 
the western Atlantic, while the waters below 
teem with opportunities to snorkel and dive 
alongside sea turtles and friendly nurse sharks. 

Explore the main island and relax on the idyllic 
Praia do Sancho beach (one of many), then trek 

the Baia dos Golfinhos Trail, eyeing pelicans and 
blue-footed boobies as they plummet kamikaze-
like into the azure seas and spotting pods of 
spinner dolphins from the cliff top. This truly 
is a remarkably wild island. 
GettinG theRe: Azul (voeazul.com) 
offer flights daily from Natal and Recife to 
Fernando de Noronha (both around one 
hour); from £110 return. 

⊳

Ala
my

; G
et

ty;
 K

at
ya

 O
vs

ya
nik

ov
a



Wanderlust July/August 2016  |  43

Outposts

5St HElEna 
British Territory
PoPulation: 4,200 
GooD FoR: History, hiking 
and Napoleon’s last stand

Part of a single British territory that includes 
Ascension Island and Tristan da Cunha, St Helena 
lies 1,950km off the coast of south-west Africa. 
Few find their way here, with the RMS St Helena 
voyage from Cape Town currently the only way 
onto the tiny volcanic island – where Napoleon 
Bonaparte was exiled after his defeat at Waterloo 
– at least until its new airport is up and running. 

Once there, pay a visit to Longwood House and 
Briars Pavilion, the one-time homes of France’s 
first emperor and full of relics of his time here. His 
tomb (he died six years after arriving, in 1821) still 
lies in the lush Sane Valley, even if his body has 
long-since been removed to France. 

Capital Jamestown slips between steep 
ridges, with great views of its colourful Georgian 
buildings to be had from up on Jacob’s Ladder. 
Outside the capital, the old Plantation House 
is home to Jonathan, the island’s resident 
180-year-old tortoise. Plenty of endemic wildlife 
fills the forested peaks of the central island, while 
hikes from the coal-black beach of Sandy Bay up 
into the lush valley above are well worth the effort.  

Combine with a trip on to Ascension Island to 
see 5,000 green sea turtles nesting on Long 
Beach (Dec–Jul), or to hike its Green Mountain, 
a once barren rise seeded in the 1840s as part of 
a Charles Darwin-inspired plan to transform the 
island and now a remarkable mini cloudforest. 
GettinG theRe: British Airlines fly direct from 
London Heathrow to Cape Town (11.5 hours); from 
£709. RMS St Helena (rms-st-helena.com) sails 
from Cape Town to St Helena (5.5 days), with its 
final voyage on September 9; from £2,228. 

6SHEtland 
ISlandS,  
Scotland, UK
PoPulation: 22,400
GooD FoR: Seals, seabirds  

and fire in Britain’s Viking north

Explore the British Isles’ distant north, exploring 
the Shetland archipelago across more than 100 
windswept islands. Just 15 are populated, with 
the best time to visit in January, when whole 
towns light up for Up Helly Aa, a raucous 
Viking-style fire festival to mark the end of Yule. 

The biggest festival is held in capital Lerwick, 
which flickers to the licks of torchlight as its main 
procession gets going. But if you want to escape, 
tranquil Bressay Island is a short ferry ride away, 
where you can spot rare birds and seals in peace. 

Elsewhere, Unst is the northernmost inhabited 
island in the Shetlands, its wind-scored tip host 
to the battered ruins of Muness Castle. Above it 
circle flocks of sea birds from the colonies in 
Hermaness reserve, in autumn grey seals pup in 
the caves below and 25,000 puffins burrow its 
cliffs. Pure wild escapism. 
GettinG theRe: Logan Air (loganair.co.uk)  
fly daily from Aberdeen to the Shetland Islands 
(one hour; from £125 return), with flights 
connecting the rest of the UK.

7WrangEl ISland 
Russia
PoPulation: Research staff only 
GooD FoR: Arctic wildlife; this is 
the Galápagos of the far north

Visitors to the UNESCO-listed Wrangel Island 
have a limited window of opportunity – such is 
the difficulty in getting there. But few make the 
journey these days. By the 1970s, the last of its 
Chukchi people had mostly been relocated, and  
today it is one of the world’s most isolated 
zapovednik (nature reserve), with just a small 
military and research presence. Only in late 
summer is the Chukchi sea ice passable enough 
to make the trip. Then, the sight of its 80,000 
Pacific walruses is a sight to behold. 

A remarkable density of polar bears (up to 
500) roam the island’s steppe and tundra, 
alongside musk-oxen, arctic foxes, lemmings 
and nesting snowy owls, with treks on land and 
overnight stays it’s like stepping into the Ice  
Age – complete with remarkably preserved 
woolly mammoth skeletons. 
GettinG theRe: A handful of tour companies 
run trips to Wrangel Island, with Heritage 
Expeditions (heritage-expeditions.com) tours 
departing in August from Nome, Alaska; from 
US$11,200 [£7,720].     

⊳
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million red crabs, when a scarlet tidal wave of 
crustaceans emerge from their forest burrows, 
scuttling over anything that gets in their way to 
spawn in the seas. It is difficult to predict, so 
check with Parks Australia for specific dates. But 
there’s plenty else to do, with good hiking, 
wildlife-rich waters (spot whale sharks from 
Nov–Apr) and 80,000 nesting seabirds. 
GettinG there: Virgin Australia 
(virginaustralia.com) fly six times a week 
(Tue and Sat) from Perth to Christmas Island 
(4.5 hours); from $438AUS [£216] return.

10Pitcairn 
island 
British 
Territory
PoPulation: 49 

GooD For: Birds and diving historic wrecks
 

Not only can you visit Britain’s most far-flung 
territory (14,000km from the UK), you can even 
claim a plot of land if you choose to move here. 
But reaching this tiny tropical archipelago is the 
first challenge. A rather lengthy cargo-boat ride 
across the South Pacific culminates in arrival at 
capital Adamstown by longboat transfer, since 
there isn’t a port here – or indeed a hotel; visitors 
usually arrange to stay in islanders’ homes. 

The main island is Pitcairn. Begin here 
with a trip to its only museum, which houses 
wreckage from the HMS Bounty; descendants 
of its mutinous crew still make up many of the 
islands’ 49-strong population. After, dive Bounty 
Bay for a closer look at the scuttled vessel itself. 
Alternatively, take a trip to the UNESCO-listed 
Henderson Island; this raised coral atoll is a mini 
Galápagos, with endemic land birds such as the 
native crake, lorikeet and fruit doves all having 
evolved away from man’s reach. Bliss.
GettinG there: Air Tahiti (airtahiti.com) flies 
weekly from Pepeete, Tahiti (5.5 hours) to 
Mangareva; from XPF79,000 [£500] return. 
From there, a three-day trip to Pitcairn aboard 
passenger-cargo ship Claymore II (only four 
times a year) costs NZD5,000 [£2,400] return.  

8Kangiqsujuaq  
Nunavik, Canada
PoPulation: 600
GooD For: Hikes and wildlife 
in Pingualuit National Park

Just 600 people live in Kangiqsujuaq, a village 
seemingly dropped at nature’s behest into the 
hollow of a vast, sweeping valley in the far north 
of Arctic Quebec. It’s the kind of landscape that 
makes you squint for a divine signature, raw and 
beautiful at once – see the double fjord of Douglas 
Harbour. It is also the gateway to Pingualuit 
National Park, where a short flight (or snowmobile 
day-trip in winter) spirits you to a mountainous 
world of arctic foxes and migrating caribou. 

Kayak on Lake Manarsulik (pictured), watching 
the sun drop over its crystal waters, or trek the 
tundra to the immense Pingualuit Crater (10km 
in circumference) and gaze square into the vivid 
blue pupil of the lake inside, known to the Inuit 
as the ‘Crystal Eye’. An Arctic wonderland. 
GettinG there: Kangiqsujuaq is not 
accessible by road. Air Inuit (airinuit.com) fly 
daily between Kangiqsujuaq and Montreal 
(nine hours); from 1,495CAD (£822) return. 

9christmas 
island  
Australia
PoPulation: 2,100 
GooD For: Being overwhelmed 

by the island’s famous crab invasion

Perched atop a 4,500m-high underwater 
mountain, deep in the Indian Ocean, Christmas 
Island lies closer to Indonesia than its motherland 
of Australia (1,500km away). It certainly has 
a tropical feel, covered in rainforest and rich in 
endemic species. The island is 63% national 
park, but the draw here is the incredible annual 
migration (during October or November) of its 50 
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11ÜrÜmqi 
 Xinjiang 
Province, China
PoPulation: 1.7 million
GooD FoR: Experiencing 

China’s ‘Wild West’ and some great food

You might wonder what a metropolis of 
1.7 million people is doing on this list, but in 
a nation as vast and weighted towards the 
east as China, north-western Xinjiang (three 
times the size of France) is frontier country. 

Capital Ürümqi – the remotest city from 
any sea on Earth – lies along the old Silk 

Road and is perhaps best used as a base to 
explore the region, riding horses among the 
snow-capped Tienshan mountain range 
(pictured) or heading south to the ancient city 
of Jiaohe and beyond, to where the region’s 
Uyghur minority live in greater numbers. 
But be sure to stick around long enough to 
embrace the local cuisine at the city’s night 
market; this is China’s comfort food and trying 
everything from chuan’r kebabs to filling 
dapanji (‘big plate of chicken’) is a privilege. 
GettinG theRe: China Southern (csair.com)
fly daily from Beijing (four hours) and 
Shanghai (5.5 hours) to Ürümqi; from £282. ⊳
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remains one of nature’s most unmissable 
anachronisms: a genuine dinosaur complete 
with toxic bite. They only live on a handful of 
Indonesian islands, with overnight stays on 
Komodo taking you within hissing distance.

An early-morning 5.5km trek into Poreng 
Valley brings you up close before the first 
tourist boats even beach. After, explore 
Komodo village, largely made up of former 
inmates of a prison that used to stand here, 

then snorkel the island’s rich waters alongside 
curious dugongs. Finish the day offshore, 
when thousands of flying foxes blanket the 
burnt-orange skies, gliding the islands in 
search of food. Unforgettable.  
GettinG there: Multiple airlines fly from Bali 
to Labuan Bajo (1.5 hours); from £151 return. 
From there, Komodo Island is just a four-hour 
boat-ride from the city’s port; around £100 for 
a two-day round-trip. 

12Komodo 
Island 
Indonesia
PoPulation: 2,000
GooD For: Exploring the 

last home of the giant Komodo dragon

The Komodo dragon is a fearsome oddity, all 
muscles and raking claws wrapped in an 
ill-fitting scaly overcoat. Yet the giant lizard 

⊳
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former pirate colony – still said to be riddled with 
buried loot. Today, the tiny UNESCO-listed islands 
are home to just a handful of rangers, with access 
limited (10am-4pm). You can’t stay overnight 
onshore and guides are required on trails. 

This doesn’t stop you exploring, though, and 
walks wind through dense rainforest alive with 
endemic cuckoos and finches to waterfalls that 
tumble freely into the ocean. But its real jewels 
lie offshore, among an undersea terrain of 
lava-hardened ridges thick with hundreds of 
hammerhead sharks and some of the best 
remote diving on the planet. 
GettinG there: Ten-day liveaboard boat  
trips to the Cocos Islands (36 hours) sail  
from Puntarenas. Undersea Hunter 
(underseahunter.com) offer visits from  
US$5,645 [£3,900], including permits, plus the 
option of diving in a deep-sea submersible.  

15Azores 
Portugal
PoPulation: 245,000 
GooD For: Volcanoes and 
sperm whales 

On a visit to this Portuguese archipelago, the 
islands’ origin is rarely far from your thoughts. 
Black-sand beaches, coal-coloured soils, calderas 
and the towering Mount Pico volcano (2,351m) are 
all potent reminders. Discover Europe’s largest 
volcanic cavern on Graciosa, thermal pools on 
São Miguel and chilly underground lakes in the 
magma tunnels of Algar do Carvão. 

Above ground, Terceira has fine cycling along 
its Darwin Trail, winding the coast past the 
UNESCO-listed town of Angra do Heroísmo, but 
its waters are the lure for many. Snorkel a clear 
sea, then take a boat offshore to spot fin and 
sperm whales frolicking during the summer.  
GettinG there: Multiple airlines fly daily from 
the UK to Ponta Delgada, São Miguel; flights 
with Ryanair (ryanair.com) go from London 
Stansted (four hours) and cost from £138 return.   ⊳

13PAlAgružA 
IslAnd 
Croatia
PoPulation: 2 
GooD For: Escaping         

the crowds on Croatia’s mainland

Palagruža represents the furthest (and 
loneliest) fingertips of Croatia, and in truth  
lies closer to Italy than the Dalmatian coast 
(120km away). Its only occupants are a pair of 
lighthouse keepers, who share lodgings with 
you in the lighthouse on the main island, 
perched atop a precarious 90m cliff. 

The island is quickly explored (it’s just 1.4km 
by 300m), revealing isolated pebble beaches 
and good snorkelling off its narrow shores, but 
boat trips elsewhere can be arranged. A local 
fisherman can even deliver fresh seafood to 
your door, but it’s best to stock up on supplies 
beforehand or risk going hungry. 
GettinG there: Multiple budget airlines  
fly between the UK and Dubrovnik (two 
hours); from £49 return. From there, ferries 
connect to Korcula Island where a speedboat 
takes you from the port to Palagruža (2.5 
hours). Book accommodation between May 
and October at lighthouses-croatia.com; 
€650 [£510] for one week.

14CoCos 
IslAnds  
Costa Rica 
PoPulation: Park staff only 
GooD For: Diving with 

hammerhead sharks off this ‘little Galápagos’

Costa Rica has its share of parks, but few are 
more remote than the Cocos. Only 3,200 
travellers a year make the 550km voyage to this 
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16Ogasawara 
Islands 
Japan
PoPulation: 2,400 
GooD FoR: Aquatic fun and 

Second World War history on forgotten islands 

Over 1,000km south of mainland Japan, the 
Ogasawara (or Bonin) archipelago is actually part 
of Tokyo, even if it couldn’t be more distant in 
spirit. The 30-plus islands are home to just 2,400 
residents, the majority living on Chichi-jima 
where snorkelling the coral reefs off its northern 
shores and strolling barefoot on the isolated 
white sands of John Beach provide vivid contrast 
to the neon adrenaline shot of the capital. 

Bob in its waters alongside humpback 
(Jan–Apr) and sperm whales (May–Nov), while 
hikes inland reveal snippets of the islands’ brutal 
past – the twisted wreckage from old Second 
World War fighter planes still rusting in its 
jungles. A side of Japan that few witness. 
GettinG theRe: The islands have no airport. 
Weekly ferries leave from Tokyo’s Takeshiba 
Pier for Futami Port on Chichi-jima (25.5 hours); 
from 25,100JPY [£156] return. 

17sOuth 
geOrgIa  
and sOuth 
sandwIch 
Islands UK

PoPulation: Research staff only
GooD FoR: Shackleton, penguins and seals

At the frozen tip of the world lie some of Britain’s 
most inaccessible territories. Cruise ships arrive 
at South Georgia’s Grytviken settlement, a former 
whaling station with plenty of rusted reminders of 
its past. Get your passport stamped at the post 
office and pay your respects at explorer Ernest 
Shackleton’s grave – or better still, relive the last 
few footsteps of his fateful 1916 trek after his ship, 

Outposts

The Endurance, was crushed by ice and he had to 
traverse South Georgia to save his crew. 

It’s wildlife that rules here, with fur seals, shags 
and a half-dozen species of penguin. To be truly 
overwhelmed, head to Salisbury Plain to see 
hundreds of thousands of king penguins huddled 
tight on the shores of the north coast.
GettinG theRe: The islands are only 
accessible by sea, with Antarctic cruises from 
Ushuaia, Argentina, including visits to South 

Georgia, from around £6,100. Trips are possible 
only from November to mid-March. 

18galápagOs 
Islands 
Ecuador
PoPulation: 25,000
GooD FoR: Evolutionary 

history and the ultimate wildlife break

The volcanic islands of the Galápagos are flush 
with cerulean lagoons, verdant highlands and 
beaches stuffed wing-to-snout with nesting 
boobies and lolloping sea lions. Lying 1,000km 
from the mainland, its isolation gave rise to 
Charles Darwin’s famous 1859 theory of natural 
selection and it remains just as inspiring today. 

Despite its 200,000 visitors a year, tours here 
are well-timed to avoid clashes. And though five 
of its 13 main islands are inhabited, much of it 
remains protected and as close to a paradise as 
you’ll find. Hot-step swivel-eyed iguana on Islote 
Las Tintoreras, admire giant tortoises up close 
and swim alongside the world’s most northerly 
penguin colonies under pale blue skies in one of 
the finest places on Earth for spotting wildlife. 
GettinG theRe: Multiple airlines fly daily 
from Quito to the Galápagos’ Baltra (Santa 
Cruz) and San Cristobal airports (both two 
hours); from £205 return. ⊳
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a precariously breezy 670-step climb leaves little 
doubt as to its former residents’ zeal – only the 
puffins and cormorants look at ease here. Sadly, 
you can’t stay overnight and private boats are 
the only way to reach the UNESCO-listed site, 
but it’s worth braving the rough seas to discover. 
GettinG there: Boat tours to Skellig Islands 
regularly depart Portmagee, County Kerry 
(45 minutes each way); from €60 [£46 return]. 

21Cirque de  
Mafate 
Réunion Island
PoPulation: 700
GooD For: Hiking hidden 

villages inside a giant caldera

Sandwiched between Madagascar and 
Mauritius, the tiny island of Réunion hides  
a secret. Deep within its northern interior lies 
three vast hollows, revealed after its Piton  
des Nieges volcano (3,069m) collapsed. 

The most difficult of these to access is the 
mysterious Cirque de Mafate, a steep-sided 
caldera that shelters a nest of truly remote 
villages dating back to colonial times. Utterly 
cut off from the world, many were founded by 
escaping slaves looking to flee the harsh rule of 
the French. Consequently, the only way in and 
out is via a steep hike or a helicopter ride 
(supplies are constantly being buzzed in). 

These days it’s not so hidden and gites now 
dot its hundreds of kilometres of trails, fording 
tropical forest, lush grassland and waterfalls 
amid plenty of wild flora that is endemic to the 
area. Nevertheless, this is a genuine lost world. 
GettinG there: Multiple flights (Air Austral, Air 
France) connect the UK to St Denis (13 hours); 
from £668 return. From there, drive to the Col 
des Boeufs car park, where a 20.4km pedestrian 
trail leads into the Cirque de Mafate and back. 

19Barrow 
Alaska, USA
PoPulation: 4,400 
GooD For: Dog sleds, 
polar bears and a woozily 

disorientating 65 days of night

Life is not hectic in the USA’s northernmost 
town. Even the sun takes its time, and from  
late November the area enters ‘polar night’:  
a full 65 days of perpetual darkness that only 
lifts at the end of January. During this time  
the northern lights run their full gamut across 
its clear skies, and while temperatures rarely 
skirt above freezing, dog-sledding treks more 
than get the blood pumping.

Polar bear-spotting tours (Oct–Jun) along 
the Chukchi Sea coast are best before the long 
summer hits, when the ice is at its thickest. 
After that, the sun doesn’t set for 82 days and 
the whole incredible cycle starts over. 
GettinG there: Barrow is not accessible  
by road. Alaska Air (alaskaair.com) flies daily 
from Anchorage (two hours) and Fairbanks  
(1.5 hours); from US$184 [£126] return. 

20Skellig 
iSlandS 
Ireland
PoPulation: 0 
GooD For:  

A mysterious monastery (and movie spotting) 

⊳

Outposts

A pair of tiny, rocky outcrops just 12km off 
south-west Ireland house what was once 
Europe’s most isolated – and inhospitable – 
monastery. Skellig Michael is a spiky prospect, 
all shardlike rock carpeted in lush green scrub. 
Hidden at its peak are beehive-like monastic 
cells, recently made famous as Luke Skywalker’s 
hideaway in the latest Star Wars movie. 

Little is known about the settlement, which is 
thought to have been built in the 6th century, but 
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22Myeik  
ArchipelAgo 
Burma 
(Myanmar)
PoPulation: 2,000  (est) 

GooD FoR: Island hopping and culture-swapping in a 
remote part of travel-hot Burma
 
As little as 20 years ago, the Myeik Archipelago was 
off-limits to travellers. Even today, permits to explore its 
800 or so islands are all but impossible to get 
independently, with tour companies your best bet. 
Because of that, it remains relatively untouched – and in 
places, uncharted – while few but the archipelago’s 

native Moken minority (often called ‘sea gypsies’) set foot 
beyond a handful of islands. 

Visit the nature reserve of Lampi, spotting elusive wild 
elephants and wandering its monkey-packed mangroves, 
then drop in on Bo Cho’s settled Moken village (pictured) 
to learn more about its people. Most boats keep their 
schedule flexible – you go where weather and time will 
allow – but no matter where you end up you’re sure to be 
kayaking and snorkelling where few others have visited. 
GettinG theRe: Multiple internal flights link Yangon to 
Kawthaung via Dawe (two hours); from US$168 [£115]. 
From there, multi-day tours deep into the archipelago are 
best booked with tour companies, who can pre-arrange 
permits. Prices from around £2,000 for 15 days.

⊳
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24Falkland 
Islands 
British Territory
PoPulation: 2,900 
GooD FoR: Raw 

nature, just an easy 12,650km from the UK

There is a rather old-fashioned quality to the 
Falklands, where passenger lists for local flights 
are still announced daily on the radio. Colourful 
capital Stanley cuts a civilised air, with a fine 
dockland museum that narrates the islands’ 
unusual past, away from the battlefield tours. 
Sheep account for a third of the population’s 
employment here, yet it’s wildlife on a more 
Darwinian scale that catches the eye. 

On Sea Lion Island, bull elephant seals  
bellow blood-curdling challenges while 
mid-winter boat trips afford front-row seats  
to the pods of orca that stalk their newborn 
pups. Spot braying Magellanic penguins 
huddled against the thaw on Sandy Bay as 
quivers of cormorants arrow through its rough 
waters. This is nature at its most resilient on 
some of the UK’s most far-flung islands. Magical. 
GettinG theRe: LATAM Airlines (latam.com) fly 
weekly from Punta Arenas, Chile (1.5 hours), 
while twice-weekly flights from RAF Brize 
Norton, Oxfordshire (raf.mod.uk/rafbrizenorton) 
to the Falkland’s Mount Pleasant airfield take 20 
hours; from £582 and £2,222 return respectively.  

25 Port 
lockroy 
Antarctica
PoPulation: Research 
staff only 

GooD FoR: Colonies of penguins and getting 
your passport stamped at the end of the world

Crossing the stomach-churning seas of Drake 
Passage to the seat of the Earth is no mean feat. 
The lucky few who get to land at Port Lockroy are 
met by a restored version of its old British naval 
base, which doubles as a museum and the UK’s 
most southerly post office. Partly made out of 
timber scavenged from whalers in the 1940s, 
exhibits range from old wooden skis to war rations. 

Grab your Antarctic passport stamp here before 
exploring the wilderness of tiny Goudier Island, 
where some 800 pairs of gentoo penguins gather 
to breed in the brief spring/summer (Nov–Feb). 
Many of the birds waddle cheerfully in front of the 
research hut under the watchful gaze of staff and 
bullying squas, allowing  you to get amazingly 
close. Sadly, you can’t stay overnight, but even 
setting foot on land here is a badge of honour.
GettinG theRe: Many Antarctic Circle cruises will 
try to stop at Port Lockroy, but be aware that it is 
often left off official itineraries, as weather will 
determine access. Two-week cruises departing 
Ushuaia, Argentina or Puerto Williams, Chile to the 
Antarctic Circle cost around £6,500 (excl flights).    

23 the 
arctIc 
cIrcle 
traIl 
Greenland

PoPulation: 500 (Kangerlussuaq)
GooD FoR: Hiking 164km of Arctic trails

To be honest, we could have picked anywhere in 
Greenland, with east coast Ittoqqortoormiit 
often credited as its most remote town – and 
paradoxically now on plenty of cruise tour 
itineraries. But as far as adventures go, the Arctic 
Circle Trail offers true isolation. Away from the 
ice caps and polar bears, it begins in the tiny 
town of Kangerlussuaq and follows backcountry 
paths stretching 164km to coastal Sisimiut. 

In midsummer, there’s no nightfall as the 
desolate tundra shines under the relentless 
gaze of the sun, with musk-oxen and arctic foxes 
spotted while hiking. There’s basic huts en route 
for shelter, and when you get bored of walking 
there’s often a kayak on hand to traverse some 
of the larger lakes. A truly epic journey. 
GettinG theRe: Air Greenland  
(airgreenland.com) has daily flights from 
Copenhagen to Kangerlussuaq (4.5 hours); 
from 5,501DKK [£580] return. The 164km 
Arctic Circle Trail takes 9–11 days to complete, 
from Kangerlussuaq to Sisimiut, with hiking 
season from June to August. 
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The last outpost?
Sitting at 78 degrees 
north, the town of 
Longyearbyen is the 
last stopping point for 
expeditions heading to 
the North Pole



Arctic Norway

As coal production slows at the most northerly town on earth,  
travellers have never been so important to its future. We venture 
to Longyearbyen to discover glaciers, wildlife and hardy locals...

Words Phoebe Smith  PhotograPhs Neil S Price

The Town 
aT The
Top of

The world
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Snow going back
Harnessed up with  
a pulk en route to Lars 
Glacier above the town; 
(right) the native 
Svalbard deer – this 
subspecies of reindeer 
have adapted to the 
extreme Arctic climate
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“Y
ou never know when  
one might turn up, so  
you always have to be on 
your guard,” Thor Ove  
Bendiksen warned as he 
sipped his coffee slowly  
and deliberately, a smile  
creeping up on his  

rounded face while his white whiskers quivered. “You can  
be sitting down to eat dinner and… bam!” he hammered on  
the table to punctuate his point, “one walks into your house 
without warning.”

Sat in the corner of Fruene, a 
wood-panelled coffee shop in the 
centre of Longyearbyen, the regional 
capital of Svalbard, you’d be forgiven  
for thinking that Thor’s cautionary 
speech was about polar bears. It’s  
here, after all, on Spitsbergen – the 
largest of the islands that make up  
the Arctic archipelago – that Ursus 
maritimus outnumber human  
residents by over 1,000. But this 
60-something retired miner was not 
talking bears; he was in fact regaling me with stories about one       
of the more regular uninvited visitors to his home: the tourist. 

Ever since the profits from coal mining – the industry on        
which this town was built back in 1906 – began to fall, both the 
Government and locals have been looking for a viable alternative 

economy. As coal prices slumped from US$160 per tonne in 2008 to 
just US$45 today, a good reason was needed to keep a permanent 
settlement in this the most northerly town in the world. 

Scientific research is one, evidenced by the ever-expanding 
university that sits in the centre of town and whose students 
account for a large proportion of the population. The other is 
tourism. Boasting arctic wildlife, polar night, northern lights and 
midnight sun, it’s no wonder that the numbers of visitors has 
continually increased since the first curious arrivals – aristocratic 
hunters – found there way here in the early 1800s. In 2015 alone, 
130,000 people reportedly visited (that’s 12,000 more than the year 

before). This goes someway to explain 
the flow of visitors to Thor’s house 
who, according to him, wander in 
regularly to test the theory that all 
residents must leave their doors 
unlocked in case a polar bear 
unwittingly heads into the community.

It’s not that human guests are 
unwanted – in fact they are fast 
becoming vital. I arrived to the island 
in April, just one week after the biggest 
working mine closed in Svea, 44km 
south of Longyearbyen, which 

employed about 400 people. They were – according to locals – to 
keep on just 25 employees, relocating them to Mine 7 on the 
outskirts of town, where the last working mine on the island exists 
solely to produce the coal needed to power the settlement. For 
locals, the closure was a hot topic of conversation.  

‘For the next couple of 
hours I became a polar 
expeditioner, pulling an 
array of equipment up 

Lars Glacier at the 
southern edge of town’

⊲
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For visitors, however, our minds were fixated on Arctic 
adventures, and I didn’t have to wait long for mine to start.

What lies beneath
“This is your pulk,” said my guide, Petter Aker, as he hoisted an 
orange sleigh out of the back of his van on my first afternoon. It was 
the kind of apparatus usually associated with explorers or hard-core 
adventurers, and I looked around expectantly waiting for one of 
them to arrive. “Me?” I queried, as he handed me the harness and 
reins. Apparently I had all the necessary credentials needed to 
operate one – namely willingness.

For the next couple of hours I became a polar expeditioner, 
pulling an array of equipment (sleeping bag, mats, stove, gas and 
lots of food) up Lars Glacier at the southern edge of town. Any 
worries I had that the load would be too much for me were quickly 
replaced by the very real fear of stumbling across the 
aforementioned polar bears. The town itself is declared ‘safe’, but 
once you cross an invisible line on its outskirts (marked pink on the 
maps handed out at the tourist information centre) you are 
required to carry a loaded gun just in case. 

Petter walked alongside me with his casually slung on his back. 
For him, polar bear awareness was a fact of life. Despite my 
anticipation, all was peaceful. Our snowshoe-encased feet barely 
made more than a squeak as snowflakes fell all around us. Due to 
the approaching season of ‘midnight sun’ (where the sun never 
truly sets), the sky looked the same shade of mottled grey as it had 

when I’d arrived late that morning; yet from our new viewpoint, 
around 550m above the city, we watched lights slowly twinkle on 
inside the houses, signalling the onset of evening. Around 8pm, as 
the gradient relented, we spotted some red posts protruding from 
the ground. “We’re here,” declared Petter. 

Every year during winter there’s a build-up of snow on the top of 
this glacier, but come the warmer spring weather it melts to form 
two creeks that carve passageways inside the icy interior. In winter it 
re-freezes and the empty meltwater channels inside the glacier can be 
walked through. Visiting them is not a new experience, but spending 
the night in one is – and I was to be the third person ever to try it. 

We swapped snowshoes for ice grippers and, with helmets 
securely on, we descended backwards into the snowhole, clutching 
a handrail rope and treading on steps sliced into the ice. At first it 
was dark and fairly narrow, though large enough to move through 
comfortably without a squeeze. I thought I would feel 
claustrophobic, like a miner descending into a pit, but after about 
10 metres of descent I could let go of the rope and turn around. 

As I did so, I gasped. The walls sparkled in the beam of my 
headtorch, the ice reflecting the light in tiny fragments like a disco 
ball. Either side of me, giant swirls of compressed layers of snow 
and sediment (which Petter explained could be counted, in a 
similar way to the rings found inside tree trunks, to estimate the 
age of the ice) snaked off in a yawning tunnel of brown and cream. 
Above, the ice stretched upwards for several metres in great folds 
and curves. Occasionally a cluster of spikes protruded from the 
smooth walls, frozen into rhizomatic crystals that resembled 
upturned trees. It was unlike anything I had ever seen.

We spent an hour exploring these ice caves and tunnels before 
deciding on our bedchamber – a wide flattened ledge above the main 
throughway, accessed via footholes chiselled into the ice. There, by 
candlelight, curtained by icicles, we cooked up a feast of cheese and 
vegetable-laden pasta on our cooking stove, ate copious amount of 
crisps and supped hot chocolate. It was the perfect subterranean den. 

Despite being surrounded by tonnes of glacier ice, it was a mild 
night. The temperature inside was around -3ºC (warmer than the 
-7ºC outside), and with the cosy expedition sleeping bags we’d  
pulled up here, and thick floor mats beneath us, I awoke only once 
– because I was too hot.

Mushy pleas
The following morning, after using the pulks as sleighs for a speedy 
descent back into town, I embarked upon my second adventure:  
a husky sled ride. Having done this a couple of times before in 
varying parts of Lapland, I felt like I knew what to expect – once 
more Svalbard had packed a surprise.

“This is your team: five dogs that need to go in this order,” barked 
our musher and guide Audun Salte as a group of eight of us arrived at 
the kennels, eyed up the four sleds and jokingly noted that there 
were no dogs attached to them. It turned out this was because we 
had to collect and harness our own. I looked as sceptical as everyone 
else as Audun patiently showed us the correct procedure, which 
involved grasping the dog between your legs and slipping on the 
harness, before walking and clipping them in place.

My first attempt was with a ridiculously fluffy, blue-eyed Alaskan 
husky called Clooney who – even without jumping up – stood taller 
than my hips. At first he bounded about, excited to see the harness 
coming his way, but once I got him in place he became quiet and 
obedient. As I rounded up my team, I felt I got to know a little more 
about their personalities: the lead dog was clearly in charge; her 
second was more excitable but would quieten down with a firm 
nudge; the middle dog was all brute force; and the back two were 
young and argumentative but eager and fast.

Once out in the valley, they worked together like a well-oiled 
machine. The barks were left behind in the kennels and, over the 
next couple of hours, in the silent valley the only sound came from 
the hiss of the sled runners cutting through the snow. I felt like I’d 
become part of the frozen landscape, complementing the endless 
white rather than asserting any control over it – I didn’t want it to stop. 

Barks ahead signalled when we were nearing the kennels once 
more, but the experience didn’t end immediately. We were 
responsible for thanking the dogs with cuddles, returning them to 
their kennels and feeding each of them. It felt like we’d progressed 
from passing visitor to involved musher. 

The first beer in 87 years
To celebrate sleeping under the town and moving seamlessly 
through it with my dog team, I headed for a meal at Huset (meaning 
‘house’). Perched high above the settlement, it’s one of the oldest 
buildings in Longyearbyen. Built in 1951 as an assembly hall, it has 
also served as cinema, theatre, dancehall, sports hall, bar and general 
meeting place for everyone, from mine owner to mine worker. 

‘With helmets and ice grippers securely on, we  
descended backwards into the snowhole, clutching  

a handrail rope and treading on steps sliced into the ice’

⊳

⊲



Cold comfort
Inside the ice water 
melt channels of Lars 
Glacier, where intrepid 
travellers can now 
spend the night
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Today, it’s still the community’s 
go-to social hotspot, but in keeping with 
the town’s move towards catering for 
travellers, it also offers something 
unexpected: a restaurant with a 
seven-course tasting menu and 
ingredients sourced as locally as 
possible. It’s fine dining polar-style. That 
night, I sampled an unexpected feast, 
including reindeer, king crab and Arctic 
char, served alongside wine from the 
northernmost cellar in the world 
(naturally). It was a fitting way to toast the town’s future.

But it’s not just Longyearbyen that is gearing up for travellers. Over 
in Barentsburg – a Russian settlement 60km west – they, too, have 
been working hard to attract intrepid tourists. There are no roads on 
the island to link the settlements, so getting there is an adventure in 
itself. The following morning, with guide Ane-Luise Tellebon, we 
carved our way over Spitsbergen’s Arctic desert by snowmobile. We 
navigated through winding valleys, soared up hillsides, funnelled 
down twisting passages and raced across a flattened plateau hemmed 
by mountains. As we reached the coast we passed the rusting remains 

of another Russian mine – closed many 
years previous – before speeding on to 
reach Barentsburg: population 350.

Here the road signs switched to Cyrillic 
and its buildings oozed archetypal Soviet 
functionality, replete with a statue of 
Lenin at its centre. The only exception 
to this uniformity was a small, ornate  
wooden orthodox church. 

“Coal mining is the past,” said Zheka 
Bzylkin, a 20-something Russian from 
the southern Urals, who had been 

working in the town’s one hotel for the past four months, along with 
a mainly Ukrainian workforce. “They’ve been developing tourism 
here for last two years – they’ve needed to. The hotel’s been 
renovated, they’ve improved snowmobile tours and started offering 
boat trips. People come to have a last glimpse at the Soviet past.”

Ane-Luise agreed: “They’ve realised they need to adapt. In my  
first summer here just one person spoke English, now about 20  
do. It’s all changing – it has to.”

Back in Longyearbyen I met another man, a former miner  
who embodied this Svalbardian spirit of change. We chatted  

‘We carved our way over 
the Arctic desert by 

snowmobile, through 
winding valleys, up 
hillsides and down 
twisting passages’

More than mines
A visit to Svalbard  
offers (opposite) the 
chance to be a husky 
musher, polar bears, 
gourmet food; a visit  
to Russian Barentsburg 
with its wooden church; 
snow ptarmigan; a 
glimpse of the shoots 
that sustain the reindeer 
under the snow; and the 
entrance to Lars Glacier 
where you can spend 
the night

⊳

⊲





To Russia with love
Approaching the 
Russian settlement of 
Barentsburg – 60km 
from Longyearbyen 
– which is accessed by 
boat or snowmobile 
only and home to many 
Svalbard reindeer 

Arctic Norway
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over beer – his beer in fact. Robert Johansen, who first arrived on 
the archipelago in 1982, was celebrating after successfully changing 
the law so that he could establish Svalbard Bryggeri, the town’s first 
microbrewery (now the northernmost 
in the world, of course). Until last year, 
producing alcohol on the island had 
been prohibited by an old law dating 
from 1928. Brewed using 2,000-year-old 
glacier water, he served his first legal 
beer in the summer of 2015. 

“I just wanted Svalbard to produce 
something other than coal – something 
we could call our own,” he said, and 
gestured to the ale vats. He’s since 
produced 200,000 litres, with half of it 
being exported.

“We’re even hoping to burn our waste malt to produce energy to 
power the business,” said enthusiastic tour guide Emma Cranbom. 
“If successful, we reckon there would be enough produced to sell 
some kilowatts back to the community, making this a truly sustainable 
business.”  Now there was a thought worth raising a beer to.

Shoots of life
On my final day, after chatting to Thor and the other miners in 
Fruene, I headed out on a guided walk with Rene Wilkens, from 
Wildlife Svalbard, on a brand new ‘Seed to Summit’ hike. We only 
scaled a small peak – chosen for guests who want a taste of Svalbard’s 
mountains without too much effort required – but it afforded the 
chance of sighting snow ptarmigan and arctic fox on the way. The 

highlight was undoubtedly a visit to the entrance of the Global Seed 
Vault, which jutted out of the snow like a giant concrete wedge. 
Home to millions of seeds from all over the world (from the USA to 

the UK and even North Korea),  it exists 
so that if the worst were to happen – 
whether natural disaster, nuclear strike 
or severe climate change – we would 
have the means to regrow lost crops. 

As we stood in front of its door, 
picturing the bounty that lay behind it, 
Rene spied movement nearby. It was a 
small flock of reindeer. But these looked 
unlike any I had seen before. Their long 
fur stretched down the length of their 
little squat legs. Their faces were round 
and stout, their antlers spindly. I 

wondered how they could survive up here in the frozen tundra.
“They’re a subspecies unique to Svalbard,” explained Rene. 

“Scientists believe they crossed the ice from Greenland over 5,000 
years ago, and over time their bodies have adapted to the extreme 
temperatures. They are not hunted by anything and they can feed on 
almost any vegetation, of any quality, spending the summer eating to 
build up their fat reserves, which they live off during winter.”

As we watched them searching for food, I was reminded of the 
miners I had met that morning. To outsiders, the landscape, much 
like the community’s future up here, might look bleak on the surface. 
But the reindeer (like the locals) still determinedly push through the 
snow, knowing for certain that the small seeds and shoots that will 
sustain them lie hidden, right under their noses. 

‘We only scaled a small 
peak of Svalbard’s 

mountains and were 
afforded the chance of 
sighting arctic fox and 

snow ptarmigan’

Future gazing
Svalbard’s Global Seed 
Vault houses millions of 
seeds from around the 
world in case of disaster

⊳
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Svalbard Footnotes

3

Vital 
statistics
Regional Capital: Longyearbyen
Population: 2,100
Languages: Norwegian, but English is 
widely spoken in the region.
Time: GMT+1 (GMT+2 Mar-Oct)
International dialling code: +47
Visas: Not required by UK nationals
Money: Norwegian Krone (NOK), currently 
around 12NOK to UK£. There is an ATM in 
Longyearbyen but taking cash is strongly 
advised. Most bars, restaurants and shops 
accept credit cards. 

When to go

■ Polar Night: Temperatures plummet 
(between -7ºC and -17ºC) and the aurora 
borealis comes out to play. Great for 
husky-sledding and snowmobiling.
■ Midnight Sun: 24 hours of daylight. 
May-Sept is a prime time for spotting 
polar bears and watching whales. Temps 
average between 3ºC and 7ºC.
■ Shoulder season: A good time to 
avoid the crowds, but still spot the local 
wildlife. Temps are mild but less extreme.

Health & safety
No specific jabs are required. 

Make sure that you layer up with plenty of 
warm clothing. Polar bears are a very real 
risk outside of the ‘safe zone’ in 
Longyearbyen. You must take a qualified 
guide with you who is properly trained in 
polar-bear safety. Firearms are mandatory 
beyond the town’s perimeter.

Further reading  
& information 

Svalbard (Spitsbergen) (Bradt, 2013)
www.visitnorway.com – Official website 
of the Norwegian Tourist Board
www.northernnorway.com – Official 
website for Northern Norway
www.visitsvalbard.com – Official 
website for Svalbard

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

tHe trip
Getting there  
& around

SAS (www.flysas.co.uk) has daily flights 
from the UK to Longyearbyen via Oslo. 
Prices from around £240 return. The 
town of Longyearbyen is small and very 
walkable; to go further afield, your 
choices are limited to snowmobiles, 
skis or husky sleds and you need a guide 
who is trained in polar-bear safety. Any 
tour you sign up for will normally offer 
hotel pick-up and drop-off. 

things to do 
There’s lots of experiences to be 

had in Svalbard, with more cropping 
up all the time, from easy hikes to 
sleeping in glaciers. 

Svalbard Wildlife Expeditions 
(wildlife.no) offer a guided ice-cave 
hike, with a sleepover inside Lars 
Glacier from 2,999NOKpp (£254), 
including most equipment and food. 
Day trips to see the caves are available. 
For those after something less 
adventurous – but no less spectacular 
– the same company also offer the 
Seed to Summit Hike, a guided walk up 
a local peak where reindeer, arctic fox 
and snow ptarmigan may be spotted, 
before visiting the entrance to the 
Global Seed Bank. Prices from 
720NOKpp (£60).

Svalbard Husky (svalbardhusky.no) 
offer a fantastic half-day experience 
where you get to harness up your own 
dog team like a real musher and head 
out into the valleys. Prices from 
1,290NOK (£129).

Better Moments (bettermoments.no) 
will guide you on a full-day adventure 
(130km round trip) to visit the Russian 
settlement of Barentsburg, where you’ll 
have lunch at the Barentsburg Hotel. 
Prices from 2,790NOK (£279).

accommodation
Longyearbyen has come a long 

way. Its first hotel (aka ‘tourist cabin’) 
was built in 1896; now there are 11 
options within town to suit every 
budget, from hotels to hostel-style 
accommodation and even camping. 
The latest is the central Svalbard Hotell 
(visitsvalbard.com/no/Svalbard-Hotell), 
with coffee and tea on tap 24 hours and 
rooms from 1,390NOK (£118) per night. 

Worth a visit, even if you’re staying 
elsewhere, is Mary-Ann’s Polarrigg 
(polarriggen.com), which has rooms 
in former miners’ barracks from 
NOK775 (£65).

Food & drink
There’s more options than you’d 

think, with 18 bars/restaurants/pubs and 

A R C T I C  O C E A N
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sValbard HiGHliGHts 

1svalbard Museum, longyearbyen  
(inside the University centre)  

A great place to start a trip. The museum 
is full of exhibits that chart the discovery 
and settling of the town (pictured), and 
the major industries here over the last 
400 years, from whaling to mining, to 
tourism and the race to the North Pole. 

2Global seed Vault 
You have to apply for special access 

to go inside, but even standing outside 
and imagining the potential that is 
harvested within is a very special 
experience indeed (plus it’s a good place 
to spot Svalbard reindeer).

4

2
1

5

3svea 
Now that the mine is on a 3-year 

‘rest’ (though re-opening seems unlikely) 
you can arrange to go and stay in this 
tiny town, sleeping in the miners’ old 
barracks and eating in their cantina.

4barentsburg  
Jump on a snowmobile and head 

west for a slice of unadulterated Soviet 
living in this small but active Russian town. 

5pyramiden 
If you have time, try to pay a visit (by 

boat or snowmobile) to this Russian ghost 
town. Closed in 1998, a single hotel 
offers stays in old Soviet-style rooms.

cafés in Longyearbyen alone. Seafood 
features regularly on menus, as does 
reindeer. Vegetarians and those with food 
allergies are well catered for, with pasta, 
potatoes, soup and vegetables.

A meal at Huset (huset.com) is a must, 
as is ale-sampling at Svalbard Brewery 
(svalbardbryggeri.com). Spitsbergen 
Travel (spitsbergentravel.com) run 

a four-hour Taste of Svalbard tour taking 
in these and more from 890NOK (£75) – 
due to restart in autumn. Most food is 
imported and prices reflect this. Expect to 
pay 20NOK (£2) for a coffee, 59NOK (£5) 
for a beer (you will need to show your 
plane ticket when buying, as locals are 
only allowed a monthly quota) and 
150-250NOK (£13-21) for a main meal.

Xtra

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

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/168 
for links to more content:
arcHiVe articles
♦ Icebound: Spitsbergen in winter – 
 issue 107
♦ Polar bear-chasing in Svalbard – issue 70
planninG GUides
♦ Svalbard travel guide



Competition

A
lpine forests, waterfalls 
and icy glaciers – 
Austria’s Stubai region is 
a world-class hiking 
playground. Nestled in 
Tyrol, close to the 

Italian border (and only a half-hour drive 
from Innsbruck Airport), its vistas are ideal 
for an adventure in all seasons. But once the 
snow has melted, the hiking trails are ready 
to explore – the best way to take in Stubai’s 
dramatic landscapes and Austrian cuisine. 

Bring your boots
Stubai has some of Austria’s best walking 
trails, off ering an epic experience through 
mountains and forested valleys. It’s headline 
hike is the WildeWasserWeg, a 9km route 
that tracks the Ruetz brook as it snakes 
through the divide between the Ötztal and 
Stubai valleys. Wind past rows of berry 
bushes and birch trees, admire roaring 
cascades – including the Grawa waterfalls 
(the widest in the Eastern Alps) and mighty 
Sulzenaufall – and peer into a mouthwash-
blue moraine lake. What’s more, you can 
skip the ascent to reach these lofty 
landscapes instantly with the Stubai Super 
Card (worth £48), which grants free access 
to four mountain railways,  as well as 
shuttle buses to Innsbruck and discounts 
to a number of attractions.

Stop for a breather (and a bite) at the 
catered mountain huts and inns dotted 
throughout the valley and marvel at glacier 
mills and icy serrated towers punctuating 
the landscape. You could also spot the Stubai 
Seven Summits jutting above the valley like 
jagged teeth: Burgstall, Elfer, Habicht, 
Serles, Rinnenspitze, Wilde Freiger and 
Zuckerhütl – each with a big local legend to 
match its striking features. If you fancy 
a challenge, take on all seven and get a pass 
stamped at each summit to claim an award 
after conquering three or seven peaks.

Austrian adventures
Hitting the Stubai trails lets you discover 
another side of Austria: its cuisine. Hearty 
food is in plentiful supply – gorge on apple 
strudel over the Ötzal valley, dunk bread into 
gooey cheese fondues while peering over the 
Stubai glacier and tuck into kaiserschmarrn 
(shredded pancake) atop Burgstall.

The spring melt also releases a range of 
wildlife. Head for the predator bird park in 
nearby Telfes, a shelter for 50 species of 
European bird, such as northern eagle owls, 
red kites and duck hawks. Meanwhile the 
more intrepid can explore the icy depths of 
a cave on Eisgrat on the Stubai glacier (both 
discounted through the Stubai Super Card).

The spectacular way to experience authentic 
Austria, Stubai is perfect for an adventure…

WIN a break 
for two in 

AUSTRIA
Epic scenery, local legends and hearty 
cuisine: experience authentic Austria 
by hitting Stubai’s walking trails

For more information, visit www.stubai.at

HOW TO WIN
Stubai is o� ering you and a friend the 
chance to win a three-night stay in a 
four-star hotel in Stubai, a free Stubai Super 
Card, a hiking map of the region and a £250 
contribution towards your travel costs.

HOW TO ENTER
To be in with a chance of winning this trip to 
Austria, just answer the following question:

Q: Which peak is the highest 
of the Stubai Alps?

To enter and for full terms and conditions, go to wanderlust.
co.uk/competitions or send your answer to the Wanderlust o�  ce 
(address p2). The closing date is 3 August 2016. State ‘no o� ers’ 
if you’d rather not be contacted by Wanderlust or its sponsors.
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■ This month’s experts include: Exceedingly happy camper Phoebe Smith, p72
♦ Street runner Vybarr Cregan-Reid, p75 ♦ Middle-east expert Jessica Lee, p76
♦ Misty-eyed snapper Peter Watson, p78 ♦ Smog hater Jane Wilson-Howarth, p80 

How you can 
save Borneo’s 

orangutans
see p75



P
icture this: falling asleep 
beside a giant lake that 
reflects the stars in its 
surface; heading to bed on 
top of a mountain, the whole 
world laid out at your feet; 

or being tucked away in the heart of a forest 
where you can watch wildlife from your tent. 

This is wild camping. It’s about leaving 
behind the confines (campground politics, 
set pitches, noisy neighbours) of an official 
campsite and, admittedly, some home 
comforts (showers, hot running water, the 
toilet block) to choose the place where you 
want to spend the night. People have been 

doing it for decades, making their nights as 
adventurous as their days. So if you’re itching 
to go a little bit wild on your travels, read on…

Is it legal?
“It varies, depending where you find yourself,” 
says Wanderlust editor Phoebe Smith, who is 
the author of Extreme Sleeps: Adventures of a 
Wild Camper. “Every country has a different 
stance, so you need to check before you go 
either by asking locals, reading guidebooks 
or doing a shout-out on social media.” 

Thanks to the Land Reform Act (2003), it 
is legal to wild camp just about anywhere in 
Scotland. England is tougher but, due to an 

old byelaw, it is legal to set up camp in 
Dartmoor National Park in the south-west.

“Elsewhere, you are supposed to ask 
permission from the landowner,” explains 
Phoebe, “however this is often wildly 
impractical and sometimes impossible. But 
you’ll be ok if you follow the unwritten rules.”

The unwritten rules
The key is to arrive late and leave early. “Aim 
to walk in while it’s still daylight,” advises 
Phoebe, “then start putting up your tent as 
the sun is going down.”

When you wake up, pack away early and 
be sure to take everything with you – this 

Survive your first wild camp
■  T h e  W a n d e r l u s t  M a s t e r c l a s s

View without a room
Embrace your tent 
and the world and 
views like this await...
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includes any rubbish. A good rule to employ 
is to leave a place in a better condition than 
when you found it – this means taking out 
any litter you find, even if it isn’t yours. 

As part of the ‘leave no trace’ philosophy, 
you should also refrain from lighting a fire 
unless you know 100% that it’s ok to do so. 

Find the perfect pitch
For your first wild camp, go somewhere you 
know well. Get a map of the area and look for 
flat ground (on UK Ordnance Survey maps 
this is indicated by well-spaced contour 
lines). You want to be near a water source; 
look for a stream, river or lake, so that you 
can access water for cooking and drinking 
(be sure to purify first). But beware of boggy 
ground – on maps this is usually depicted by 
green lines that resemble clumps of grass.

“Have a plan A, a plan B and even a C and 
D,” says Phoebe, “in case, when you 
arrive, the area is not suitable or 
there is another camper there 
already. If possible, go and 
recce it first in the daytime.”

When you do find a likely 
spot, lie down to make sure 
it’s not too bumpy. Remove 
any uncomfortable objects, 
such as stones, as they could 
damage your tent’s ground sheet.

What kit do I need?
You don’t need to buy fancy equipment, but 
try to find a good balance between weight and 
comfort. “As a general rule, bring a three-
season tent,” says Phoebe, “a warm sleeping 
bag; a camping mat; a headtorch; a camping 
stove (and fuel) for boiling water; a mug and 
spork (spoon, knife, fork in one); and food.”

To go ultra-light, you can opt for a bivvy 
bag – basically a waterproof sack that covers 
your sleeping bag. They’re great in good 
weather, but never as efficient at dealing with 
condensation, so do get damp.

Toilet talk...
“Where to go to the toilet is another concern 
for many,” says Phoebe. You need to dig a hole 
at least 50m away from any water source or 
path and go in that. When you’ve finished, 

cover the hole back over. Pack toilet paper 
out with you. Some places have backcountry 
toilets that are composting or septic – there 
will usually be instructions for correct use.

Is it safe?
Leave details of your route with someone 
responsible, including where you are going 
and what time you expect to come back. 

“It’s perfectly normal to feel vulnerable,” 
says Phoebe. “When you hear a twig snap or 
a leaf fall, your thoughts will likely run wild, 
imagining everything from axe murderers to 
muggers outside your tent. Rest assured that 
it’s usually a rabbit!”

If the worst happens it will be that  someone 
asks you to move on. Remain courteous, don’t 
force the issue, just go and find another spot.

Where shall I go?
Globally, Norway and Sweden are 

a wild camper’s dream, with the 
law of Allemannsretten meaning 

that everyone has the right to 
camp. Try the West Fjords, 
north of Bergen, in Norway 
or, for midnight sun, head to 
the Lofoten islands, which lie 

inside the Arctic Circle. 
Backcountry camping within 

most national parks in the USA or 
Canada requires a permit, but this is easy to 
get. ‘Free camping’ is often tolerated in New 
Zealand and Australia as long as you are well 
away from towns. In Africa, some countries 
are more tolerant than others, so always 
check. Whereas it simply makes less sense to 
wild camp in Asia because there are often so 
many budget options for accommodation.

The main thing is, wherever you go, enjoy 
not endure it. Take your tent, pack your 
sense of adventure and prepare to go wild…

Phoebe Smith has been 
wild camping for ten years 
and was the first woman 
to sleep solo at the 
extreme points of 

mainland Britain. She is the author of Wild Nights: 
Camping Britain’s Extremes (Summersdale) and 
Wilderness Weekends (Bradt Travel Guides). 

What made you want 
to try wild camping?
Social media. I saw 
photos of wilderness 
sunsets, sunrises and 
views through the tent 

door that made me desperate to try it.
Where did you go for your first camp?
Avon Dam Reservoir on Dartmoor, UK. 
I’d bought books on wild camping and 
read a lot of advice online, so decided 
to try somewhere near where I live first. 
Were you scared?
I used to go camping as a child with my 
family, but only ever on campsites, so 
walking off with no phone signal and no 
hot shower nearby was a bit worrying. 
Plus I had a friend with me who had 
very little outdoors experience, so the 
pressure was on me. At first it was quite 
unnerving, knowing nobody else was 
around, but we got used to it. During the 
night, the only tense moment was when 
we both woke up thinking we could 
hear a car nearby. We’re still not sure 
what it was, but there was no one there.
How well did you sleep?
It was early March and the temperature 
was -6°C overnight, so I woke up a lot 
from the cold. But you live and learn; 
next time I’ll take a better sleeping bag!
How did you feel in the morning?
So proud of ourselves! Knowing that 
we’d carted our gear across Dartmoor, 
successfully found a great wild 
camping spot, cooked dinner on a tiny 
gas stove and survived the sub-zero 
temperatures was very satisfying.
What was the best part?
The best part of the experience was 
unzipping our tent the next day to be 
greeted by a truly beautiful morning 
and getting to watch the sunrise while 
eating our porridge. I finally got that 
photo that I’d dreamed of!
Would you do it again? 
Absolutely! We came back feeling ready 
for the next challenge.
What advice would you give others?
Make sure you know what weather to 
expect – our biggest downfall was not 
realising how cold it would be. 

My first tiMe...
■  C a s e  s t u d y‘It’s normal to feel vulnerable when you hear a twig snap 

or a leaf fall; your thoughts will run wild, imagining
axe murderers outside your tent – it’s usually a rabbit!’ 
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top tip
Take a Sigg bottle (suitable 
for hot water). Before bed, 

source some water, boil it and 
put it in the bottle. Wrap the 

bottle in a fleece and 
voila – your own hot                     

-water bottle!

Wanderlust reader Anna Blackwell tells 
us about the first time she braved the wild
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Why are we talking about orangutans?
On the 19 August it’s International 
Orangutan Day – and with good reason.  
Their existence is hugely under threat. A 
century ago there were an estimated 315,000 
orangutans in the wild; today the World 
Wildlife Federation (WWF) reports there are 
around 6,600 in Sumatra and 54,000 in 
Borneo – the only two places in the world 
you can see these primates outside of 
captivity. Their numbers have been 
dwindling for decades and this special day 
exists to remind us what we stand to lose.
Why are they under threat?
Loggers and plantations harvesting palm oil 
– found in everything from chocolate bars to 
hair shampoo – constantly encroach on the 
orangutans’ rainforest home. Some animals 
are illegally poached and sold to perform as 
entertainers, in South-East Asia and even 
the US; others are killed and sold as meat or 
as parts for medicine. And, most baffling, 
there is a demand for orangutans as exotic pets.

1 Best for... solitude  
North Cornwall, UK  

The North Cornwall coast is 
one of the most consistently 
impressive runs in the UK – and 
it’s quiet, too. I’ve never passed 
another runner between Beeny 
Cliff and Tintagel.

2 Best for... views             
Table Mountain, S. Africa 

The climb out of Cape Town is 
slow at first but the incline soon 
sharpens up on Table Mountain, 
so even the fittest of runners 
will switch to a walk-run. The 
view from the top hits you like 
a sucker punch – but perhaps 
take the cable car back down.

3 Best for... history  
Berlin, Germany 

There are few places that make 
history feel so present as 
Berlin. It has all the parks and 
wide-open spaces that you 
would expect of a major city, 
but as soon as you hit its streets 
you’ll find walls still peppered 
by bullet holes or remnants of 
the Iron Curtain that divided 
East and West for decades. 

4  Best for... camaraderie    
Boston, USA 

Many cities are known for 
their runners, but Boston is in 
a league of its own. It arguably 
has the world’s most famous 
marathon, and you can find the 
company of fellow runners at 
almost any time of the day or 
night by the Charles River.

5 Best for... food               
Paris, France 

Paris’ boulevards are great for 
running – just see where the 
city takes you. Alternatively, 
dodge the crowds and run 
alongside the Seine. And if ever 
you earned some of the world’s 
finest patisserie or macarons, 
it is now. Enjoy. 

Advice provided by Dr Vybarr 
Cregan-Reid, author of Footnotes: 
How Running Makes Us Human 
(Ebury Press; £17). Out now.

What is being done to help?
International Orangutan Day helps by 
raising awareness, to remind people that 
the plight of these creatures isn’t going away. 
Aside from that, several organisations – 
including the Orangutan Foundation and 
WWF – work together to protect their 
ever-diminishing habitats, and look to help 
restore rainforests that have been illegally 
logged. They also help by releasing rescued 
orangutans into the safe protected area of 
Borneo’s Lamandau Wildlife Reserve.
What can I do?
It can be tricky, but avoiding products that 
contain palm oil can send a clear message. See 
rainforestfoundationuk.org for its ‘Palm Oil 
Guide’: a list of which companies support 
palm oil-free products. Donations are key to 
help fund conservation work and research. 
And if you’ve got plans to visit Borneo or 
Sumatra soon, why not lend a hand by 
volunteering at a rescue centre – you get to 
help and  spend time with them too. 

■ 5  o f  t h e  
g l o b e ’ s  b e s t . . .
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Places to run 

Borneo to be wild
The number of Borneo 
orangutans roaming 
wild have halved in the 
last 60 years alone  

did you  
know?

According to a report by the 
WWF in 2012, the illegal 
trade in animals is worth  

up to US$19 billion  
per year. 
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Q I’m looking to spend 
a week in Uzbekistan, 
but I’m looking to see 

the country by bike. What could 
I include in a seven-day visit?
Laura Bogod, via email

A Uzbekistan is a large 
country and the going can 
be slow, especially on 

a bike, so it’s best to concentrate on 
specific areas. Assuming you arrive 
in Tashkent, take your bike on the 
train to Bukhara and begin 
exploring from there. 

Bukhara has more than 2,500 
years of history, and some of the 
most incredible architecture you’ll 
see. The monuments around the Poi 
Kalyon and Registan squares are 
particularly impressive, and those in 
Samani Park are set off by the green 
of the grass and the trees. The Old 
Town is largely car-free, so cycling 
there is rather pleasant, and many 
of the smaller guesthouses and 
hotels have internal courtyards, so 
your bike will be secure at night. 

A short ride from central Bukhara 
is Sitorai Mokhi Khosa, the summer 
palace of the Bukharan emirs. Also 
visit the mausoleum of Bakhauddin 
Naqshbandi, a popular pilgrimage 
site and the resting place of the 
founder of the Sufi order.

From Bukhara, head north-east to 
Nurata, on the edge of the Kyzylkum 
Desert. The journey is around 
170km, so, if you’re pushed for time, 
you might want to go part of the 
way by train. Nurata’s the ideal base 
for exploring the Nuratau-Kyzylkum 
Biosphere Reserve, a stunning part 
of the Nuratau Mountains. 

Q I want to see Morocco’s 
Atlas mountains and 
the Sahara desert, but 

I’m not sure where to start.      
Any ideas?
Daniel Brett, via email

A It’s no secret that most 
travellers looking to 
capture the essence of the 

High Atlas head to Imlil in Toubkal 
National Park. It has bundles of 
well-organised hikes enabling you 
to easily trek Morocco’s epic rises. 

A more off-the-beaten-path Atlas 
destination is the Ounila Valley. 
Bookended by the mighty kasbahs 
of Telouet and Aït  Ben haddou, 
which attract hordes of day-trippers 
from Marrakech, the isolated valley 
that threads between them sees 
few visitors. With its lush fields and 
villages of slouching mudbrick 
houses rimmed by jagged red hills, 
it’s a serene slice of rural life.  

The community-based Nuratau 
Ecotourism Project (nuratau.com) 
can set you up with homestays and 
guides, as well as camels if you wish 
to swap your bike for a more 
sure-footed, ill-tempered beast.
Sophie Ibbotson, author of 
Bradt’s Uzbekistan guidebook

Q I am interested in 
taking a Hurtigruten 
cruise along the 

Norwegian coast but I am a ‘bad 
sailor’. Does this coastal trip stay 
close enough to land to avoid 
rough waters, or can you at least 
recommend a fail-safe travel 
remedy for seasickness?
Jenny Dillon, via email

A The seas off the 
Norwegian coast can be 
surprisingly gentle and 

Hurtigruten use good-sized ships, 
so seasickness isn’t inevitable. But 
it does sound like you need to take 
some precautions. 

The trick with motion sickness is 
to dose yourself before you start to 
feel sick. Taking over-the-counter 
Stugeron antihistamine tablets 
every eight hours, starting at least 
three hours before boarding, 
can help. Alternatively, consider 
hyoscine patches, which take five 
hours to start working, then control 
sea-sickness for 72 hours, at which 
point you can apply another patch. 

The above are both prescription 
medicines but ginger – in the form 
of biscuits, tea, stem or root – is also 
good for helping with symptoms.
Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth, 
Wanderlust’s health guru

THE ExPERTS

Jessica Lee
Middle East and North Africa expert 
and author of Footprint’s Morocco 
guide (footprinttravelguides.com)

Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth
Wanderlust’s health expert has an 
iron stomach and is a published 
author (wilson-howarth.com)

Sophie Ibbotson
Author of several books for Bradt 
Guides, including the Uzbekistan 

guidebook (bradtguides.com)

Guy Hunter-Watts 
Journalist, author, a keen walker 

and the author of Cicerone’s Coastal 
Walks in Andalucía (cicerone.co.uk)

ask the 
experts
Pedalling Uzbekistan; settling your stomach on a Norwegian
cruise; trekking Morocco’s peaks and deserts; and going 
wild in Andalucía – our experts put you in the know... 
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The most photogenic corner of 
the Atlas region is surely the Dadès 
Gorge. Make time to spend the 
night in one of the villages 
squeezed between orange-hued 
cliffs, then head out on an easy 
day-walk to the red-earth kasbahs 
backed by a crinkly rock cliff known 
as ‘the monkey fingers’.

For desert exploits, I suggest two 
options: the sands of Erg Chebbi, on 
the doorstep of Merzouga, or the 
Erg Chigaga dune fields, which lie 
55km west of M’Hamid. If you’ve 
never got up close to the Sahara’s 

mammoth rippling sand seas 
before, neither will disappoint but 
Erg Chigaga’s isolation (access is 
only possible by 4WD, foot or camel 
trek) makes it ideal for exploring this 
desert’s empty, arid beauty.
Jessica Lee, author of Footprint’s 
Morocco handbook

Q I’ve got my binoculars 
packed ready for 
tracking Andalucía’s 

coastline, but what wildlife am 
I likely to spot while I’m there?
Steven Walter, via email

A You’re in for a treat! The 
southern coastline is 
among the finest birding 

destinations in Europe, with more 
than 250 species present year-round 
and spring and autumn the best 
times to spot migratory birds.  

The marshes close to southern 
Spain’s Barbate are good for spying 
wading birds, both sedentary and 
migratory. The salt flats of the Cabo 
de Gata-Níjar Natural Park, in the 
east of Andalucía, also has a fine 
observatory for spotting ibis, 
spoonbills and greater flamingos.

One of Europe’s most remarkable 
annual bird migrations takes place 
across the Gibraltar Strait during 
spring (Feb–May) and autumn 
(Aug–late Oct). This offers the best 
chance to see thousands of raptors, 
from Egyptian vultures and golden, 
booted and Bonelli’s eagles to 
honey buzzards and harriers. 

Natasha Preston, marketing 
manager at Exodus Travels, 
explored Svalbard on a trip with 
wildlife experts Paul Goldstein 

and Mark Carwardine. She shares her tips 
on visiting Norway’s Arctic archipelago…

Vertebrates are less easy to see 
but hikers may spot deer, wild boar, 
otters and mongooses along trails. 
Ibex are making a rapid comeback 
in the mountains close to the coast, 
especially in the Sierras de Tejeda, 
and on the southern flank of the 
Sierra de Ojén. And on Gibraltar you 
can even see Barbary macaques if 
you follow the high ridgeline walk 
from O’Hara’s Battery.

When it comes to reptiles, 
Andalucía has a long roll call. Of 
its many species of snake, only the 
lataste viper is poisonous, and it is 
rarely seen in coastal areas. Wall 
and Iberian lizards are common, but 
keep an eye out for the rarer and 
larger ocellated lizard near the 
coast and along the dry ramblas 
of Cabo de Gata-Níjar.
Guy Hunter-Watts, author of 
Cicerone’s Coastal Walks in 
Andalucía guidebook

Pick the right shiP: Go for a smaller expedition vessel (around 100 
passengers). Not only do they minimise the impact on Svalbard’s fragile 
surroundings, but they’re designed to operate in polar regions – unlike 
the average cruise liner – which means you get lots of landings.

Magic MoMents: My expedition’s main goal was to spot polar bears. 
With no fixed itinerary, it led to some wild encounters, from observing 
a female bear and her two cubs to the drama of Diskobukta, where we 
watched Arctic foxes picking off kittiwake. The most surprising moment 
was watching a blue whale swim alongside us across the Hinlopen 
Strait. Oh, and crossing ‘80 degrees north’ was pretty cool – literally! 

it’s Just next door: It may feel like a world away but Svalbard is just 
five hours from the UK. Take a two-hour flight from London to Oslo 
followed by a three-hour hop to Longyearbyen, where your ship awaits. 

Best tiMe to go: If you want to maximise your chances of seeing 
Svalbard’s incredible wildlife, you need to visit during the summer 
months (June–August), when this Arctic archipelago is bathed in 
perpetual daylight. In winter, Svalbard is plunged into darkness 
and the main draw at that time of year is the northern lights.

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

svAlbArd

‘threading the kasbahs of telouet and 
 ait Ben haddou, Morocco’s ounila Valley 
boasts lush fields and villages of slouching 
mudbrick houses rimmed by jagged red hills’

Fit for a king 
Burkhara’s Kalyan 
Mosque so impressed 
Ghengis Khan that he 
spared it when he 
razed the city
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Take
BeTTer 
Travel 
PhoTos

T
here is a common 
misconception that the 
better the weather, the better 
the travel photograph. Not 
only is this wrong, often it is 
the very opposite that holds 

true – the more challenging the conditions, 
the more successful the picture is likely to be. 

To succeed, an image must have impact, 
and sometimes a misty, atmospheric setting 
can really grab the viewer’s attention. In 
many cases it can even transform a scenic 
view, introducing an added dimension to an 
otherwise ordinary landscape shot.

Consider the picture opposite: without 
a blanket of fog it would have lost much of its 
visual impact. The different shades of sky 
help, but the truly important feature is, 
undoubtedly, the mist. This was, in fact, 
what inspired me to set up my camera. 

Sometimes it pays not to reveal all. So, 
when fog descends, use it to your advantage 
and create images with a bit of mystery.  

Foggy weather
can be a pain for 
travellers but 

a gift to the photographer,
believes Peter Watson.
Discover why a bad day
is also a mist opportunity… 

2 Carry a map
Fog can be disorientating. GPS 

technology is not foolproof. So, for safety 
and to save a lot of time and anguish, carry 
a compass and map as backup (and know 
how to use them). In the UK the Ordnance 
Survey Explorer series (scale 1:25,000) 
provides detailed information and is 
indispensible when searching for good shots. 

1 Check your lens
Keep your camera, or phone, in 

a waterproof cover when not in use and 
regularly check the lens. Moisture can form 
on its surface when shooting in mist, so use 
a clean, soft cloth to gently wipe away any 
that develops. 

Peter Watson is a professional 
landscape photographer, 
instructor and author. His new 
book Lessons in Landscape 
(Ammonite Press. £20) is out now.
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4 Adjust your settings
Light-coloured subjects can be 

underexposed if you rely on using your 
camera’s automatic settings. Compensate 
by increasing the exposure by one or two 
stops. Autofocus also works by finding 
contrast within a subject; this might not be 
present in foggy conditions, so try focusing 
manually on a point five metres in the 
distance to sharpen the image.3 Find the 

right balance                                                                                                                                         
Obviously there is a point at which mist 
goes from dramatic interest to scene 
stealer. You need the right balance of mist 
and land for it to work. Too much fog can 
look monotonous while too little will lack 
atmosphere and mood. As a general rule, 
a 50/50 split normally gives good results.

top tip
Rise early! Dawn is the time 
when the landscape looks 

its best, and mist often forms 
overnight in valleys and 

over water. Set your alarm 
clock for some great  
atmospheric shots.
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A s my overnight 
fl ight zeroed 
in on Yangon, 
I sat transfi xed, 
watching the 

rising sun paint the clouds 
a rich, deep orange. But this 
wasn’t just a trick of the light: 
what I saw was a huge slick of air 
pollution in the sky, looking for 
all the world like brick dust. 

Most cities have such plumes 
now. A new report by the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) 
underlines the extent of the 
problem, reporting that more 
than 80% of people living in 
urban areas – where pollution is 
monitored – are breathing air 
containing unhealthy quantities 
of disease-causing particles. 

The problem is at its worst in 
low- and middle-income 
countries, where 98% of towns 
and cities of more than 100,000 
inhabitants do not meet the 
WHO’s air quality guidelines 
on risk-posing air pollutants. In 
high-income countries it’s also 
a problem, but in fewer – 56% – 
environments. So, whether 
visiting big towns and cities in 
the East or the West, travellers 
need to be aware of the risks. 

WHO currently collects data 
from 103 countries) allows 
people to assess the risk, while 
local pollution levels are often 
reported in newspapers, 
weather bulletins and other 
media. So visitors who are more 
susceptible to air pollution can 
now check levels prior to travel.

The worst places
Pollution levels can often vary 
according to climate and season. 
The Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, 
for example, is shaped so that 
pollution is easily trapped, but 
this is signifi cantly dispersed 
when the monsoons arrive. The 
worst time is between April and 
mid-June, in the build-up to 
rainy season when the air can 

feel positively sulphurous and 
yours eyes can really sting. 

Many megacities face similar 
issues. In Lagos, Nigeria, their 
fi rst incident of major smog 
was in 2005, but things have 
since deteriorated. Emissions 
from tra�  c congestion are 
compounded by longstanding 
industrial pollution. 

Mexico City is another 
metropolis famous for its poor 
air, made worse by the estimated 
5.5 million vehicles pouring 
ozone into an already polluted 
environment. Again, rains help 
settle the problem, but in an 
attempt to curb rising levels, 
recent government restrictions 

Bad breath
So what’s getting in travellers’ 
lungs? The air pollution that 
the WHO has been monitoring 
looks at particulate matter of 
two diff erent sizes (PM10 and 
PM2.5) – specks or grit small 
enough to fl oat in the air and be 
inhaled. Individuals living in 
polluted environments are at 
signifi cantly increased risk of 
stroke, lung cancer and heart 
and respiratory diseases. 

Even short-term exposure 
can have an eff ect. Otherwise 
healthy visitors to polluted 
areas are more likely to suff er 
from chest infections. But the 
good news for travellers is this 
is increasingly recognised as 
a problem. Monitoring (the 

Up in the air 
Global air pollution is on the rise, and with it comes the
increased risk of respiratory illness. Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth
explains how travellers might be a� ected – and how to cope

TRAVEL 
CLINIC

with Doctor Jane + Caught in a haze
Mexico City issued its 
fi rst air pollution alert 
since 2005 this year, 
ordering over 1 million 
cars o�  its roads to help 
improve its air quality

The problem is at its worst in 

and cities of more than 100,000 

on risk-posing air pollutants. In 

a problem, but in fewer – 56% – 

rainy season when the air can a problem. Monitoring (the 

Too much to mask?
Pollution masks are 
a common sight when 
travelling – particularly 
in cities across Asia
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on car travel continued long 
into the summer. The city is 
also at an altitude where thin air 
can make people breathless, so 
asthmatics and those with 
long-standing lung conditions 
should take this into account. 

Who is at risk? 
Smokers and people with 
pre-existing lung conditions or 
susceptibilities should do some 

careful research before booking 
any trip, as should anyone who 
has ever had asthma or is prone 
to chest infections. 

Locations where sea-breezes 
can clear the atmosphere will 
be easier on the lungs. Also, the 
fitter you are, the less likely you 
will be to suffer, so the very 
overweight and those with 
heart problems may struggle 
where air quality is poor. The 

same goes for anyone who has 
had asthma in the past; they 
could be at risk of experiencing 
a return of their symptoms. 

Asthmatics should discuss 
their travel plans with their GP 
beforehand. At home, asthma 
can be controlled with the 
occasional whiff of Ventolin, or 
regular ‘preventers’, but high 
levels of tiny particulates are 
likely to cause a deterioration. 

Some travellers may find that 
exercise or viral infections make 
them wheeze despite having 
a healthy respiratory system; 
others may see common colds 
progress to a chest infection 
with fever and mucky sputum. Dr
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‘The fitter you are, the less likely you will be to 
suffer from air pollution, so the overweight 
may struggle where air quality is poor’

Such travellers should carry 
inhalers and would be wise to 
bring a course of antibiotics. 
Strictly speaking, GPs should not 
give NHS prescriptions for ‘just 
in case’ medicines, but a private 
prescription for antibiotics 
shouldn’t cost much more. 

Spotting infection
Often the big challenge while 
travelling is to recognise how ill 
you are and when you need 
medical attention. For example, 
breathlessness makes it pretty 
clear-cut that help is needed, but 
other symptoms aren’t obvious. 
With bacterial chest infections 
and pneumonia, such things can 
creep up on you. Many start with 
a cough, yet poor air quality itself 
can induce a tickle. Coughing up 
green mucous (alongside any 
unexplained body aches) often 
suggests an infection, which will 
clear with antibiotics. Of course, 
this will resolve faster if you 
simply flee the pollution.   

Himalayan Kidnap (Eifrig Publishing; 
£8) by Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth is an 
eco-adventure novel aimed at 
children and set in Nepal. For details, 
visit www.wilson-howarth.com.

POLLUTION TIPs 
♦ Those prone to chest troubles 
should arrange for flu immunisation 
before travel. However, these shots 
are usually only available during 
the winter in the UK.
♦ Some people wear smog masks; 
this is definitely worth considering 
if you plan cycling or walking 
a great deal in a polluted city. 
♦ Smokers are at an increased risk 
of chest infections in polluted areas 
– try to quit or at least cut down. 
♦ Think about what health 
problems you have had in the past 
– including during childhood – and 
ask your GP if you think you might 
need any ‘just in case’ medicines.
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•  Removes bacteria,
sediment & cysts

•  Flow rate up to 
2 litres per minute

•  No pumping required

Gravity fed 
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■  Tr a v e l l e r ’ s  G u i d e  To . . .

PRICE
Purifi cation devices vary in price depending 
on the technology. Do remember that all 
fi lters will clog up in the end and need 
replacing (at a cost), and UVs will regularly 
need replenishing with fresh batteries.

WHICH TYPE?
There are a range of water treatment devices on the market, from 
simple chlorine drops and tablets to more advanced purifi ers, 
such as microfi lters (in bottle or pump-action) and UV light stirrers. 
All have their advantages and disadvantages. Tablets and drops 
are small and easy to use but can taste unpleasant. In bottle 
fi lter-based systems are quick but will mean changing the fi lters 
regularly; they will also take up space in the water bottle, meaning 
less water. Pump-action fi lters require e� ort to make your water 
safe, and while UV purifi ers are lighter, you will need to take spare 
batteries. It’s a case of personal choice as to which you prefer.

ADDED EXTRAS
Some water purifi ers o� er added 
extras, such as adapters that turn the 
bottle into a shower or extra sediment 
catchers (good for backcountry 
camping). Do remember, though, 
that each ‘extra’ adds weight.

PROTECTION
Obviously you want to be protected from 
as much as possible. The key factors to look 
for are protection from bacteria (cholera, 
E coli), viruses that cause waterborne 
illness (hepatitis, polio) and parasites/
protozoa (cryptosporidium, giardia). Most 
will o� er 99.9% protection – this is really 
as good as it gets.

EASE OF USE
This will depend on what you’re doing. 
If using frequently, then you need 
something with minimal fa� ; if it’s just 
for occasional use, you may opt for 
something less e�  cient as long as it’s 
cheaper or lighter. Look for minimum 
e� ort and good water fl ow rate – you 
don’t want to waste energy trying to 
suck out water you’ve cleaned!

PURIFIER, UV, FILTRATION… 
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

Purifi ers dose water with a chemical (usually chlorine) in 
order to fi lter harmful particles. UV uses ultraviolet light 
to destroy bacteria, viruses and parasites in seconds. 
Filtration forces water through microscopic holes that trap 
bacteria, viruses and parasites and stop them passing 
through to you. Note: a pure fi lter with no extra technology 
will require chlorine, or similar, for protection against viruses.
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WATER TREATMENT
From heading into the wilds to supping questionable water from hotel taps, 
the right device ensures you can enjoy safe H20 wherever your travels take you...

WEIGHT AND SIZE
Both are key when travelling. Smaller 
and lighter are usually better for the 
casual user, but then a smaller size can 
mean sourcing water more frequently 
and possibly changing the fi lter (if 
applicable) or batteries more regularly, 
so it’s worth considering this when 
looking at overall weight.

batteries. It’s a case of personal choice as to which you prefer.

PURIFIER, UV, FILTRATION… PURIFIER, UV, FILTRATION… 
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

Purifi ers dose water with a chemical (usually chlorine) in 
order to fi lter harmful particles. UV uses ultraviolet light 
to destroy bacteria, viruses and parasites in seconds. 
Filtration forces water through microscopic holes that trap 
bacteria, viruses and parasites and stop them passing 
through to you. Note: a pure fi lter with no extra technology 
will require chlorine, or similar, for protection against viruses.



Chlorine tablets have a funny taste, and while boiling water can be e� ective, who wants to 
travel around with a cumbersome stove? Enter these magical H2O cleaning companions…

Water Treatment Devices

WATER-TO-GO
Go! Bottle £13
THE TEST: Using fi lter technology (where 
the water is squeezed through tiny holes to 
force out contaminants), this bottle o� ers 
99.9% protection against bacteria, protozoa 
and viruses. The fi ltration is mechanical 
(though no batteries are required) and the 
device works by attracting the impurities 
magnet-like. It reportedly remains e� ective 
for up to 130 litres and has a handy indicator 
to tell you when it needs changing 
(replacements around £15 for two). 
However, users should note that it can be 
left to ‘dry out’ (not used for long periods) 
just three times before it needs replacing.

In terms of use, it couldn’t be easier. 
Simply unscrew the lid, fi ll the bottle and 
you can drink immediately. The fl ow rate is 
reasonable (600ml/minute) and it’s light 
(103g), but also small (0.5 litres). That is the 
only downside – with it being so diminutive 
it will need refi lling more regularly.
THE VERDICT: Easy to use, small and 
cheap, but e� ective. For shorter trips, 
it’s excellent value for money.
IN BRIEF
Protection ★★★★★
Ease of use ★★★★★
Value ★★★★★
Practicality ★★★★✩

Weight ★★★★★
Overall ★★★★★
www.watertogo.eu

STERIPEN
Aqua £50
THE TEST: Looking like a luggage 
unmentionable (though I digress), this is 
essentially a high-powered UV light in 
a glass tube (note the protective cover). 
It takes 4 AA batteries (not included; total 
overall weight 182g), which should last for 
50 litres (if using alkaline batteries) or 150 
litres (lithium batteries). The lamp itself lasts 
up to 3,000 treatments and will no longer 
light up fully when it ceases to be e� ective.

You can use it to clean up to 1 litre of 
liquid at a time. Simply submerge it in 
water, so the sensor is covered, and push 
the button (the light should come on) and 
stir for about a minute. After that, the water 
is ready to drink, with 99.9% of bacteria, 
protozoa and viruses killed o� . The 
downside is having to replace the batteries, 
but for the weight, price and e� ectiveness, 
it’s a pretty handy addition.
THE VERDICT: Small, light, highly e� ective 
and it can be used with a number of 
drinking vessels (even a glass in a bar), 
making it the perfect option for travellers.
IN BRIEF
Protection ★★★★★
Ease of use ★★★★★ 
Value ★★★★★
Practicality ★★★★★
Weight ★★★★★
Overall ★★★★★
www.steripen.com
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LIFESTRAW
Go £31
THE TEST: The original straw-shaped 
LifeStraw was launched in 2005, enabling 
users to safely slurp up untreated water. It 
was developed as an emergency response 
to water shortages in the wake of natural 
disasters. Over ten years later, the straw is 
now available in bottle form (total weight 
201g), but philanthropy is still at its core, and 
with each device purchased comes the 
promise that a child in a developing country 
will get access to safe water for a year. 

It o� ers protection from 99.9% of bacteria 
and protozoa, but not viruses; for that you’d 
need to add chlorine dioxide or purifi cation 
tablets (see p14). But it’s still very simple to 
use: just fi ll the bottle with water and drink. 
It’s essentially a straw-shaped fi lter in 
a bottle with a fl ow rate of 100ml/minute, 
and it lasts for 1,000 litres (replacement 
fi lters cost £16), which is around three years 
if you only fi lter 1 litre per day. 
THE VERDICT: A handy option and good 
value – if viruses aren’t a concern. Plus it 
has a nice backstory to boot.
IN BRIEF
Protection ★★★★✩ 
Ease of use ★★★★★
Value ★★★★✩

Practicality ★★★★✩

Weight ★★★★★
Overall ★★★★✩

www.lifestraw.com

VALUE
BUY

LIFESTRAW

BEST IN
TEST



How we did the test…
We asked gear manufacturers to submit the water treatment devices 
most suitable for travellers. These needed to be lightweight, durable, 
easy to use and off er a good level of protection. From the eight we 
were sent, our editor, Phoebe Smith, took them out on the road to 
see which performed best. The six here are all ‘Wanderlust Approved’, 
with the ‘Value Buy’ and ‘Best Buy’ indicated. 

LIFESAVER
Bottle 4000UF £120
THE TEST: Looking more like a water pistol 
than a bottle, this British-designed device 
has been used by the military for several 
years. Once primed (a bit of a fa� , but it 
need only be done when fi rst used), cover 
its mouthpiece with the water-tight cap (to 
stop it being contaminated), then fi ll the 
container from the bottom – there’s a fi lter 
sponge to keep out debris. Use the built-in 
pump four-to-six times, which applies 
pressure to force the liquid through the fi lter 
(2 litres/minute; 99.9% protection from 
bacteria, protozoa and viruses). But beware: 
once the cap is opened, it does spurt out!

The fi lter has a lifespan of 4,000 litres 
(£70 per fi lter), with an automatic indicator 
to remind you when to replace it. It’s pretty 
bulky and heavy – 799g for just 0.75 litres 
– but a jerry can is available (around £204) 
and every part is replaceable, so it’s ideal 
for tough, long-distance overlanding. 
THE VERDICT: A little heavy and bulky for 
casual use, but if on a long overland trip, 
then the added jerry can option is great.
IN BRIEF
Protection ★★★★★
Ease of use ★★★★✩

Value ★★★✩✩

Practicality ★★★✩✩

Weight ★★★✩✩

Overall ★★★★✩

www.iconlifesaver.eu
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KATADYN
Hiker Pro / Base Camp Pro 
£80-100
THE TEST: This pump microfi lter system 
protects against 99.9% of bacteria and 
protozoa (it doesn’t cover viruses but its 
makers do sell tablets [£11.50 for 50] for 
this). Simply put the hose into water – river, 
puddle, etc – and hand-pump it into either 
a bottle or, thanks to a handy attachment, 
a bladder, forcing the liquid through a fi lter. 
It takes around 1.5 minutes to pump 1 litre 
and the fi lter lasts for 750 litres (when it gets 
hard to pump, it’s time to replace; £40 for 
a fi lter). It weighs 362g and is quite compact, 
packing down to the size of a small bottle.

Even niftier is the Base Camp Pro (337g), 
which is a bag that holds 10 litres that you 
fi ll, hang from a tree and let gravity push 
the water through the in-built fi lter (lasts 
for 1,500 litres; £50 for a fi lter). You can 
even convert it into a shower!
THE VERDICT: Ideal for backcountry hiking, 
where viruses aren’t an issue (though 
tablets can be added), while the Base 
Camp Pro is good for larger groups. 
IN BRIEF
Protection ★★★★✩ 
Ease of use ★★★★✩

Value ★★★★✩

Practicality ★★★✩✩

Weight ★★★★✩

Overall ★★★★✩

www.katadyn.com

MSR
Sweetwater Purifi er 
System £90
THE TEST: Similar to the Katadyn device, 
this is also a manual hand-pump fi lter 
system that o� ers protection against 
bacteria and protozoa. It comes with its 
own solution (replacements cost £13) to 
add virus protection, which it recommends. 
It also pumps a little more e� ectively 
(1 litre per minute) and lasts for 750 litres 
before a replacement fi lter (around £40) 
is needed. A handy ‘change fi lter’ indicator 
will tell you when this is required. 

It feels a little easier to pump than 
the others on test, and seems to suck up 
shallow water more e� ectively, but the 
handle itself does feel a little brittle and less 
robust. It weighs 339g and comes with a lot 
of paraphernalia, but you can fold 
and secure the handle so that it is more 
compact, which is handy for travelling. 
THE VERDICT: A little bulky, but the 
fl at-folding handle makes it good for two 
people on multi-day hikes, though you will 
need to pack the virus-protection solution.
IN BRIEF
Protection ★★★★✩ 
Ease of use ★★★★✩

Value ★★★✩✩

Practicality ★★★✩✩

Weight ★★★★✩

Overall ★★★★✩

www.msrgear.com



THE CROWN OF 
QUEENSLANDQUEENSLAND
Dotted above Australia’s north-eastern tip are its Pacifi c 
outposts. We road-trip through rugged  Cape York and then 
indulge in a spot of island-hopping for a real Oz adventureindulge in a spot of island-hopping for a real Oz adventure
WORDS & PHOTOGRAPHS MARK STRATTON



Cape York

Tipping point
Pedal your way to the 
overlook at Frangipani 
Beach for staggering 
views across the tip 
of Cape York 
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Cape York

O
ur 4WD ploughed along Coloured 
Sands Beach, as the milky 
turquoise Coral Sea ebbed by our 
fl ank. The backing dunes, white 
like pure driven snow and covered 
by blood-red staining, inspired an 
aboriginal creation myth that tells 
of a fi ght between a brown snake 
warrior and an eagle with a taste 
for rainbow lorikeets. The eagle 

eviscerates the serpent and it bleeds over the soft white dunes. 
Fantastical stuff , but the beach is so otherworldly that the gap between 
Dreamtime – the Aboriginal symbolist mythology that explains how 
the world exists – and science did start to feel somewhat blurred. 

The Cape York Peninsula is a sort of 
Shangri-La Down Under. For centuries 
it has magnetically drawn frontier 
characters dreaming of prosperity to 
its deep forests. Nowadays, for 
Australians, the idea of taking a 4WD up 
to the northernmost tip of their country 
represents the road-trip of a lifetime. Yet 
outside Australia, the cape remains 
virtually unknown to travellers. 

Named in tribute to the recently 
departed Duke of York in 1770 
by Captain Cook, the cape is 
a shark-fi n-shaped peninsula topping 
tropical northern Queensland. Warmed by the Southern Pacifi c 
Ocean, it remains ruggedly inaccessible: swathed in deep 
forests, fringed by mangroves and virgin beaches, and incised by 

crocodile-fi lled creeks. Aborigine ‘traditional owners’ make up 
60% of a meagre 20,000 inhabitants. 

But fantasy beaches were only part of the plan. I’d arrived in 
Queensland to travel from Cairns by 4WD to Cape York’s tip, 
zigzagging across the peninsula in a 2,000km drive. But why stop 
there? From the top of Australia, I’d then cross into the Torres Strait 
to experience the unique island cultures sitting just off  the mainland 
before returning to Cairns along the Great Barrier Reef by cargo 
vessel. And all in two weeks.

Magical history tour
The fi rst 300km took us through the Daintree National Park. Jiggling 
around in the 4WD alongside me was Karlina See Kee, a Torres Strait 
Islander who helped organise the logistics of my trip, such as campsites, 

supplies and vehicle; behind the wheel 
was Karlina’s Aborigine friend, Brian.

Our fi rst stop was Mossman Gorge – in 
Daintree’s southern section. At over 120 
million years old it hosts the world’s oldest 
continuous rainforest. Among a sultry 
greenhouse-moist canopy of epiphytic 
bird’s-nest ferns and strangler fi gs we 
spotted terrapins, dragon lizards, 
iridescent-blue butterfl ies and golden orb 
spiders the size of saucers. Near the Cape 
Tribulation section of the park, we were 
treated to a rare sighting of a cassowary, a 
stocky fl ightless bird skulking in the 

undergrowth. “They’re the world’s most dangerous bird,” 
claimed local tour guide David Nielsen. “Mate of mine had his heart 
nicked by their talons and spent months in hospital.” I added 

‘I added murderous 
cassowary birds to my 
list of things to avoid, 
alongside man-eating 
crocs, killer jellyfi sh 
and death adders’
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Ancient world
The misty waters 
of Mossman Gorge lie 
deep in the world’s 
oldest continuously 
surviving rainforest;
(left) spot tree frogs, 
golden orb spiders, 
terrapins and tawny 
frogmouth birds on the 
way to Quinkan Gallery 

�
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murderous birds to my list of deadly things to avoid alongside 
man-eating crocs, killer jellyfish and death adders.

Continuing to push north, Cooktown is the final frontier before the 
cape gets truly adventurous. Named after Captain Cook, who holed 
up here for 48 days after his ship hit a nearby reef, Cooktown’s Wild 
West-looking architecture hails from halcyon days never recaptured 
from the 1870s, when it grew rich servicing a gold rush that brought 
in 35,000 prospectors. We passed the night enjoying a sunset cruise 
on the Endeavour River, watching a large saltwater croc munching 
through a fisherman’s pot. 

Beyond Cooktown, iconic Cape York emerges. Unsealed dirt roads 
impassable in the wet season; thousands of square kilometres of 
emerald-green eucalyptus and gum-tree forests that echo with 
chattering flocks of parrots, sulphur-crested cockatoos and lorikeets; 
long, straight ochre-hued roads where plumes of coloured dust erupt 
whenever vehicles hurry by and wallabies bounded; creeks with some 
nasty surprises; and skyrocket termite 
mounds that rose metres from the 
primitive soil; they all gave a taste of the 
more rugged northerly adventures to come. 

Mining for a dream
At our campsite near Coloured Sands 
Beach, we met its titular owner, Uncle 
Eddie, and his son Ivan. After settling in, 
we later yarned on their veranda under 
a mango tree. Ivan nodded to Eddie and 
said: “He’s 90… same age as your Queen.”

After explaining the beach’s creation 
according to his local Thiitharr clan’s 

dreamtime myth, Ivan recounted a troubled history familiar across a 
cape that had been home to Aborigines for maybe 50,000 years. “There 
were massacres here when the prospectors came in the 1870s,” he 
started. “Then the German missionaries came and we lost a lot of our 
cultural practices and language before we were forced from our land.” 
The removal of the Aborigines during the 20th century continued into 
the 1960s on Cape York. Though high unemployment, alcoholism and 
poor health remain rife, Ivan explained that traditional land rights 
have been restored to his ‘mob’ (clan), as is happening across Australia 
with the implementation of the 1993 Native Title Act. 

The lyrical side to their ancient culture lives on too. Dreamtime is 
alive in the rock-art of Quinkan Gallery, a rugged drive along Battle 
Camp Road to Laura. Among primeval sandstone boulders that were 
streaked yellow and maroon and had been baked for eternity, we hiked 
through thorny scrub to Split Rock’s overhangs to see pictographs 
described by UNESCO as some of the world finest. Across three vivid 

rock-faces, dingoes, echidnas, flying foxes 
and crocodiles are daubed in ochre and 
purple paints alongside tall Lowry-like 
spirits called ‘quinkan’. The art may date 
over 25,000 years in age. 

Beyond Laura, the arterial Peninsula 
Development Road (PDR) took us north 
and inland, tracing the billion-year-old 
Great Dividing Range. Small, one-street 
settlements and roadhouses arrive every 
100 kilometres or so. Some of these service 
stations (or ‘servos’), such as Musgrave, are 
old Telegraph Repeater Stations from the 
1880s. By the third evening we’d made 

‘We hiked through 
thorny scrub to Split 

Rock’s overhangs 
to see pictographs 

described by UNESCO 
as some of the 
world’s finest’

Rock of ages 
Quinkan Gallery’s 
rock-art is said to date 
back over 25,000 
years and depicts 
spirits alongside 
native animals

⊳
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Coen, where we bush-camped by the local creek. “I’m 95% sure there’s 
no crocs around here,” said Brian, facilitating the quickest river wash 
ever as I tried not to dwell upon that crucial missing percentage. 

Backwater Coen was one of the towns that bloomed briefl y during 
a late 19th-century gold rush, as testifi ed by the carcasses of discarded 
machinery, such as the steam traction engines that we spotted rusting 
around town. Elsewhere, some wag had taken pains to clamber onto 
the hot tin roof of the Exchange Hotel and prefi x it with an ‘S’. 

For some, the spirit of the Gold Rush lives on. “I’m the last gold 
miner of Coen,” proclaimed 70-year-old Charlie Spiteri. This 
Maltese migrant’s mock Mediterranean villa was decorated, 
in somewhat Gaudi-esque fashion, with recycled beer bottles. 
“When people ask about the bottles, I say I’m the biggest 
pisshead in town,” Charlie roared, a huge gold nugget dangling 
from his neck. He still works his own mineshaft. “Gold mining 
is like a sickness that’s never cured.”

Tip top
Cape York’s current treasure is bauxite, a basis for aluminium. 
We veered off  the PDR and swapped over to the western side 
of Queensland’s northern fi n to experience the beguiling 
cape on the Gulf of Carpentaria, where Weipa town 
services the world’s largest bauxite mine. We camped by a 
golden sandy beach on Albatross Bay. The sea felt 
tempting in 36ºC heat, at least until the croc signs 
dampened my enthusiasm. I made do with watching 
dozens of frigatebirds patrol the sunset. 

Further north at Mapoon is a memorial to the Dutch 
ship Duy� en, which made fi rst European contact with 
Australia on this coast in 1606. The memorial records 
a later Dutch captain, Jan Carstenszoon, returning in 

1623 to fi ght pitched battles with local Aborigines that he dismissed as 
‘armed savages’. Alongside the memorial is a ruined mission where, in 
1963, its last Aborigine residents were forcibly removed as their land 
was appropriated for bauxite mining. 

Rejoining the PDR, we pushed on towards the Jardine River. 
A pleasant stop is Moreton Telegraph Station by the Wenlock River. 
It has several nature trails, including the 4km ‘Desert’ trek, and when 
we met station manager Pete, he certainly looked like a true bushman, 
replete with a brushy moustache buried beneath the brim of his 

Akubra. He was holding a wild snake. 
“Is it poisonous?” I wondered out loud.

“Dunno mate, just grabbed it to show you,” he said. 
Pete told me he’d just spent four days mowing the fl ying 
doctors’ airstrip. “It gets a little boring in the tractor, so 

I listen to The Beach Boys. Beyoncé isn’t too bad 
either,” he laughed. 

In the dry season, the PDR can just about 
be driven by 2WD, so thrillseekers heading 

north can attempt the notorious Old 
Telegraph Line beyond Bramwell 

Junction. Running parallel to the 
PDR, this is an appallingly rutted 
track that involves deep creek 
crossings. Sadly, we could only 
have a little play on it – we had 
neither a winch nor a convoy 
– but we still got to bounce 
and wheelspin into Cockatoo 
Creek, where I’d earlier spotted 
a noticeboard warning about 

a troublesome three-metre croc. 

Unhappy landings
Horn Island is littered 
with Second World War 
relics, from when it was 
an important defence 
against Japanese attack; 
(below) Charlie Spiteri, 
Coen’s last gold miner

�
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Tall tales
One of many towering 
termite mounds in 
Australia’s far north; 
(left) crocs, pearls and 
impenetrable forest 
trails greet intrepid 
visitors to Cape York
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Making ripples 
Cycling to the northern 
tip of rugged Cape York 
requires persistence 
– and huge wheels
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I was told some 70 vehicles are written off each year in attempting 
Cape York, and it was easy to see how. At the next creek we plunged 
through water that almost overtopped the bonnet, only to find 
a family in a waterlogged Jeep waiting there. After hauling them out, 
we followed the track deeper into the Jardine River National Park’s 
wild forests to Eliot Falls Campsite. Here we soaked off our week of 
dusty driving with a swim in a series of terraced, croc-free cascades, 
amid gorge walls covered in pitcher plants.

The next day, we explored one of the little islands just off the coast, 
where the Gulf of Carpentaria and Southern Pacific pinch together. 
On Roko Island, I watched Jason Tchen-Pan cultivate pearls. As he 
teased open the oysters, I experienced a sort of lottery-ticket fever, 
and each time the Tahitian pulled out a glistening pearl. Later, we 
watched indigenous dancers Berliba (‘New Dawning’) perform at 
Cape York Peninsula Lodge in Bamaga. They migrated to Cape York 
in the 1950s to escape the flooding on Saibai Island, just off the coast 
of Papua New Guinea. Their elder, Clifford Wasiu, explained to me 
why passing down their PNG culture through the generations was 
important. “It gives the young men the discipline to tackle issues such 
as alcoholism and unemployment.” 

The following day, back on the mainland, Karlina and I bid farewell 
to Brian and our 4WD and borrowed bicycles to complete the last 
14km of our epic road trip. From Punsand Bay’s beachside campsite, 
we pedalled through jungle and creeks (I found an extra gear through 
‘Big Croc Creek’) to reach a rocky promontory at the end of the 
crescent-shaped Frangipani Beach. A sign heralded: ‘You are standing 
at the northernmost point of the Australian Continent’. I soaked in 
a wondrous view across a horizon of islands spraying north into the 
Torres Strait: stepping-stones to Papua 
New Guinea, just 150km away.

“It’s the best view in Australia,” 
reckoned Rod Colquhoun, owner of 
Punsand Bay’s campsite, as he served 
us a celebratory mackerel pizza from 
their beachside oven. “Who wouldn’t 
want to be standing on top of 
24 million Australians?” 

Seeing strait
“It is like being in another country,” 
said ferry-owner Christine Peddell 
upon our arrival on Thursday Island, 
36km later. This is the most populated 
stop in the Torres Strait archipelago 
but I could scarcely believe I was still in Australia. “White people are 
a minority here and many island languages remain in use,” she said. 

Seventeen of the 70-odd scatter of coral and volcanic islands are 
inhabited. The original seafaring Melanesians, the Kaurareg, have 
long intermingled with influxes of Japanese pearl divers and Asian 
traders. Karlina, a fifth-generation islander with mixed Chinese 
heritage, reckoned that it was hard to say what typical islanders 
looked like because everybody had intermarried. 

With a few days to explore before the MV Trinity Bay sailed back to 
Cairns, Karlina’s tour-guide cousin, Liberty, took me around Thursday 
Island, where 3,500 people squeeze onto this petit hilly outpost. There 
were several quaint 19th-century churches at the seafront, which 
thrummed to the constant phut-phutting from outboards as boats 
conveyed everything from crayfish to schoolchildren between islands. 

Liberty took me through the quarter once called ‘JapTown’, where 
3,100 Japanese lived in un-PC 1900. “This was the peak of pearl-
diving,” he said, explaining how they had coveted mother-of-pearl for 
products like buttons. His father worked on a pearl-lugger. “It was 
dangerous. My father said the best way to escape a poisonous 

sea-snake was to swim towards somebody else and hope it followed 
them.” Those hazards were illustrated at the cemetery, where 
a memorial still exists for 700 dead divers. 

On neighbouring Horn Island, population 260, Liberty’s wife, 
Vanessa, ran an war-themed tour out of Gateway Torres Strait Resort, 

which had a homemade museum 
chronicling Horn Island’s importance 
in defending Australia during the 
Second World War. Among hundreds 
of black-and-white wartime 
photographs, I shuddered at one of 
an eight-metre-long crocodile being 
slit open to reveal human remains.

War historian Vanessa then took us 
to visit anti-aircraft machine-gun pits 
and the wreckage of a B17 bomber 
strewn across the jungle. She 
explained that, at its peak, 5,000 
soldiers were billeted on Horn Island 
to protect an airstrip that was pivotal 
to launching attacks against Japan’s 

South Pacific advance. Horn Island never fell. “If it had,” Vanessa said, 
“the outcome of the war on several fronts might have been different.”

Final ferry from fantasyland
I craved to explore more of these islands, yet the once-weekly Trinity 
Bay service was ready to depart, laden with cargo and 27 passengers 
for a 53-hour journey back to Cairns. The ship tucked into the calm 
tropical waters between Cape York and the northern Great Barrier 
Reef, slipping past coral cays and dropping off cargo to remote 
settlements such as Lockhart. Meanwhile, I sat on deck, gazing back at 
Cape York’s pure beaches and forested bluffs, measuring time by meals. 

Somewhere between a saffron chicken lunch and evening mandarin 
orange cake, I was on the bridge with Captain ‘Scotty’ Rae. We were 
passing Restoration Island where Captain Bligh – he of the ‘mutiny 
on The Bounty’ – briefly stopped. Nowadays a hermit with a beached 
yacht inhabits the island. “He calls himself Captain Seaweed and lives 
off crayfish and rum,” said Scotty. Another fanciful existence, 
I reflected, as the warm trade winds prickled my skin, on this 
extraordinary Cape of Dreams. 

‘Pearl diving could be 
dangerous. My father said 

the best way to escape 
a poisonous sea-snake 
was to swim towards 

somebody else and hope 
it followed them’

⊳

Horn of plenty
The jade-blue waters 
of Horn Island – one of 
more than 70 islands 
in the Torres Strait



ENJOY BREAKFAST IN LONDON 
AND DINNER IN SYDNEY*

Fly with Singapore Airlines from London or Manchester to Sydney and you’ll 
transfer through Singapore’s famed Changi airport. It features world-class 
shopping and fantastic food — and we’ll even give you a S$40 (£20) voucher so 
you can make the most of your brief time between flights. What’s more, Singapore 
Airlines now offers you the choice of Premium Economy class on flights from the 
UK, so relax and enjoy our award-winning service all the way to Australia. 

*Based on 0925 departing from Heathrow on SQ305 connecting to SQ241 arriving Sydney 1645+1.

HOLD YOUR PHONE OVER THE IMAGE  
TO VIEW OUR FARES TO AUSTRALIA

Xtra

EG+ Job No:  719628-1
Production:Clients:Singapore Airlines - SGA:719628:Artworks and Linked files:Studio:719628-1_SGA_Wanderlust_DNSW v2_128x182_.indd

128x182mm  |  Visual Area: Xx  |  Bleed: N/A ARTWORK @ 100%

Date: 12.05.16
Time: 16:02 GMT+01:00
DI: Rob Blackledge

PRE 
PRESS 1

Export Option: EG+ Main Preset  |  Ratio: 1.52  |  Page 1 of 1 Bankside 3, 90 Southwark Street, London SE1 0SW  |  www.egplusww.com



Di
git

al-
Ma

pp
ing

.co
.u

k

Wanderlust July/August 2016  |  97

 

Cape York Footnotes

3

Vital 
statistics
Capital: Canberra
Population: 24 million
Language: English with Aboriginal and 
islander languages. 
Time: GMT+10
International dialling code: +61
Visas: Visas should be obtained prior 
to travel. An eVisitor visa can be obtained 
online for free at www.border.gov.au and 
allows for visits lasting up to three months.
Money: Australian dollar (AUD), currently 
AUD1.95 to the UK£.

When to go

■ 4WD season. Temperatures remain hot 
(over 30ºC) and humid. 
June-August is peak season. Look out for 
Cooktown’s re-enactment of Captain 
Cook’s arrival (10–12 June) and the 
biannual Laura Dance Festival (June 2017).
■ Wet season – driving is too dangerous, 
but the mainland tip and Torres Strait can 
be reached by ship or air. 

Health & safety
No specific vaccinations are 

required, but insect repellent is a must. 
The biggest threat is from saltwater 
crocs, which inhabit freshwater creeks 
and the coastline, so avoid swimming 
unless you have up-to-date local 
knowledge. Other threats include 
jellyfish, sharks, snakes and spiders.

Driving the roads can also be 
hazardous. Be sure to take out insurance 
– see wanderlustinsurance.co.uk

Further reading  
& information 

Tourismcapeyork.com – grab its 
excellent free guide, Cape York, in Cairns.
Qld.gov.au – book camping online with 
Queensland’s national parks.
Cooktownandcapeyork.com/travel 
– useful online resource

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

tHe trip
The author went with local Karlina     
See Kee (+61 417 645 521,  
info@islandgirldiscovery.com.au,  
www.islandgirldiscovery.com.au) 
a one-stop shop for arranging trip 
logistics for travelling through Cape 
York, the Torres Strait islands and the 
Great Barrier Reef. She can coordinate 
transportation and vehicle-hire (with or 
without a driver), accommodation, local 
tours and itinerary planning. A similar 
seven-day Cape York itinerary for two 
people costs from $4,320 (£2,170). 

Getting there 
The author flew with 

Philippine Airlines (01293 596680,  
www.philippineairlines.com) on their 
new route from Heathrow to Cairns via 
Manila. They have daily departures 
from London to Manila and twice-
weekly connections on to Cairns. The 
airline offers a complimentary hotel 
stay to freshen up for longer layovers. 
Return price from £490.

Getting around
You will need to hire a 4WD. This 

presents the logistical problem of 
whether to drive the vehicle back down 
from the tip (takes 24–36hours) or 
sea-freight it back to Cairns by Seaswift 
(AUD850 [£430]). The author used 
Captain Billy 4WD Hire  
(www.captainbilly4wdhire.com.au). 

Trans North Bus & Coach Service 
(www.transnorthbus.com.au) run 
several departures a week from Cairns 
to Cooktown (AUD164 [£80]). There is 
no public transport beyond Cooktown. 

Seaswift’s (www.seaswift.com.au) 
MV Trinity Bay cargo-passenger ship is 
a wonderful 2.5-day voyage between 
Cairns and Thursday Island. Low-season 
(including meals): from AUD550 (£280) 
per person sharing four-berth cabins.

Peddells (www.peddellsferry.com.au) 
operate a ferry between Cape York 
(Seisa) and Thursday Island. The 1 hr 10 
min crossing costs AUD116 (£57) return.

Local Thursday Island ferries  
(www.tiferry.com.au) include services 
to Horn Island; AUD15 (£8) return.

Skytrans (www.skytrans.com.au) 
offer flights between Cairns and Horn 
Island; returns from AUD299 (£147). 

Oztours (www.oztours.com.au) 4WD 
safaris cover most Cape York 
destinations mentioned; from 
AUD3,950pp (£2,830).  

cost of travel
Apart from 4WD hire, tours and 

sea-voyage costs, and based on mainly 
camping, the cost for three people (food, 
ferries, petrol campsites) was AUD430 
(£210) per head during a seven-day drive.
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cape york’s 
biG FiVe 
1 salties 

Saltwater crocodiles are abundant  
and can reach up to five metres long.

2 cassowary 
This rare flightless bird is best seen 

in and around the Daintree area.

3 Wedge-tailed eagles 
Australia’s largest bird of prey is often 

spotted on the ground. 

4 Frilled-necked lizards 
Look for these reptiles basking on 

the long, hot stretches of road.

5 Wallabies 
 Liable to bounce out of the bush at 

any time – be watchful if driving.

things to do
Daintree Wonder Tours  

(www.daintreewondertours.com.au) offer 
rainforest tours of Mossman Gorge, Cape 
Tribulation and Daintree National Park, 
with croc-spotting and lunch from AUD185 
(£94) per person.

 Check out Riverbend Tours  
(www.riverbendtours.com.au) for sunset 
croc-watching tours out of Cooktown on 
the Endeavour River; from AUD45 (£23) pp.

Tour operator Roko Island  
(www.rokopearls.com.au) has pearl 
cultivation tours and overnight tented 
stays on the island from AUD155 (£79) for 
one visitor (thereafter AUD55 [£28] per 
person sharing a four-bed tent). 
Liberty and Vanessa’s excellent tours are 
available at Torres Strait Heritage (www.
torresstraitheritage.com), including 
Garrison Town and In Their Steps 
(featuring WWII Horn Island). From $35 
(£18) per person.

accommodation
Floriana Guest House (+61 740 

517 886, www.florianaguesthouse.com)  
is a stylish 1930s guesthouse on Cairn’s 
esplanade. Self-catering rooms from 
AUD79 (£40) and tours offered.

Bloomfield Beach Camp (+61 740 608 
207, www.bloomfieldbeach.com.au) is 
rainforest camping by Ayton’s beautiful 
beach. Pitches from AUD12.50 (£7) per 
person with chalets available.

The site of Weipa Caravan Park 
& Camping Ground (+61 740 697 871,  
www.campweipa.com.au) is stunningly 
located on Albatross Bay. Includes cabins 
from AUD75 (£37) for two sharing.

Moreton Station (+61 740 603 360, 
www.moretonstation.com.au) is a friendly 
roadhouse on Wenlock River with AUD10 
(£6) per person pitches and safari tents.

Cape York Peninsula Lodge (+61 740 
693 050, www.cypeninsulalodge.com.au) 
in Bamaga is the smartest offering on the 
peninsula, with fine dining and cultural 
shows. B&B doubles from AUD225 (£114).

Cape York Camping (+61 740 691 722, 
www.capeyorkcamping.com.au) lies on 
the gorgeous beach of Punsand Bay, 
along with the fun Corrugation Bar. Shared 
sea-facing en-suite cabins from £113.

Gateway Torres Strait Resort (+61 740 
692 222, www.torresstrait.com.au) has 
kitchenette rooms on Horn Island, with 
Australia’s best WWII regional museum. 
B&B doubles from AUD200 (£100).

Food & drink
Locally caught Spanish mackerel is 

good; as is pizza at Cape York Camping 
and Lions Den Hotel. Alcohol is available 
at pubs, but transporting it into Aboriginal 
Alcohol Restriction Zones is an offence. 

Xtra

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

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/168 
for links to more content:
arcHiVe articles
♦ Inland adventures in Queensland – issue 164
♦ 5 unusual ways to experience the Great 
Barrier Reef – online exclusive
planninG Guides
♦ East Coast Australia travel guide
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A dizzying 3,750km train ride divides Beijing from Lhasa 
– but beyond the checkpoints of the Tibetan capital’s 

Old City, you might as well be in another world

The oTher 
side of The 

Tracks
Words & photographs by Tom Rhys

Transcendent Tibet
Built in the 1600s, the 
Potala Palace housed 
many incarnations of 
the Dalai Lama, until 
the 14th was forced to 
flee in 1959
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T
he young monk’s robes were the colour of 
faded roses. In shaky candlelight, the lady 
in front of me passed the bundle she was 
carrying into his arms. He turned, his face 
expressionless, and moved with it towards 
a darkened altar, a shrine massed with 
votive fruits and fierce-eyed Buddhist 
statues. Incense clouded the chapel with 
the earthy smoke of mountain herbs. 
When the monk handed back the bundle, 

having blessed it by some ancient rite, only then did I realise what it 
contained: a swaddled baby, no more than a week old.  

It was winter, and we were deep inside the Potala Palace, the 
transcendent hilltop stronghold that has stood over the Tibetan 
capital of Lhasa for almost 400 years. Until the current Dalai Lama 
was forced to flee to India in 1959, the palace had served as his chief 
residence. It had also been home to nine of his predecessors – or, to 
be accurate in Buddhist terms, nine of his previous incarnations. For 
believers, the building is among the holiest of holies, and this 
newborn baby had been brought here to accrue early spiritual merit.

Back down at street level, hundreds of Tibetan pilgrims – ruddy-
faced, prayer-bead-thumbing, sheepskin-clad – were making 
mile-long clockwise circuits around the base of the palace complex, 
enclosing it in veneration. The mountain air is thin in Lhasa, but 
their pace was unflagging. This act of mass circumambulation is  
seen here every day, performed by each walker with the aim of 
elevating their earthly karma. 

Next to the pilgrims stretched Beijing Lu, the wide road that  
leads into town from the direction of the distant city of the same 
name. I had come here from Beijing too, on a 41-hour, 3,750km rail 

journey across the high tundra, and the contrast between my 
embarkation and disembarkation points was stark. 

Back at the start
“Why only watch? You must dance!” laughed the man in Temple of 
Heaven Park, tugging at my arm. It was six days earlier, on a bright, 
bitingly cold Sunday morning in the Chinese capital. My cheery 
interloper was part of a group of some 20 locals lindy-hopping to swing 
music under cypress trees. The 2.7 sq km park around us was spread 
with grand altars, ceremonial walkways and prayer halls, all of which 
were historically the reserve of the Ming and Qing dynasty emperors, 
who’d come here twice a year to entreat the gods for good harvests.

Today, the park’s occupants were far more egalitarian in scope. 
Beijing’s spirited weekenders were out in force. As well as the dancers 
(who I civilly declined to join, if only to avoid dragging the quality 
down dramatically), the park was full of power-walkers, scarved 
bands of singers and whole flocks of improbably athletic geriatrics 
chin-upping and leg-stretching. Three men were using long brushes 
to practice calligraphy on the pathway, writing in water before the 
cool air dried it clear. It all gave the sense of a city kicking back, a 
metropolis stood at ease.

But when I hopped back onto the metro, an in-carriage TV was 
showing months-old news footage of a very different Beijing. On 
screen, its avenues were lined with thick ranks of saluting soldiers, 
looking on while tanks and giant missile-launchers were paraded 
during the National Day celebrations. The camera lingered on the 
president, who was standing in an open-topped car and surveying 
the whole scene with a look of quiet proprietorship. 

Beijing doesn’t lend itself to generalisations. For every yin,  
the city has a yang; for every hard-faced display of power,  



Friendly & Forbidden 
in Beijing
(clockwise from this)
Guards prepare to board 
the Lhasa Express; long 
brushed calligraphy and 
lindy-hopping in Temple 
of Heaven Park; The 
Forbidden Palace fails  
to live up to its name 
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a flash of warmth. Unsettled by 
economic troubles and sporadically 
bedevilled by thick smog, it’s also still 
modernising at speed. Today, the moat 
around the Forbidden City was frozen 
solid and the old men playing Chinese 
chess on the street were bundled up in 
thick anoraks, while a short walk away 
the lights from the Prada and Apple 
stores were blazing golden over the 
shopping street of Wangfujing. 

I saw nothing of the city’s infamous 
smog for the three days I was in Beijing, 
just chilly blue skies above the rooftops. 
“When the smog comes, some people like 
to say it’s like being in paradise – in 
heaven!” said Du, the guide who joined 
me one afternoon, employing more than 
a hint of irony. We wandered hutong back-alleys to seek out 
microbreweries and ate piles of outrageously good pork dumplings. 
The following day I zigzagged across town on a pot-luck cycle ride 
and found book-lined cafés and barnstorming guitar bands.

The last time I’d been in Beijing the temperature had been in the 
forties. The city had frazzled me. Now, in the freeze, I was falling for 
it. But I had a train to catch – and it was one that was taking me up, 
up and away.

Hitting the heights
The 20.10 to Lhasa rolled out of Beijing West Station on time, its 
bunks crammed with noodle-slurping passengers and its PA 

playing a pan-pipe version of ‘Unchained 
Melody’. There had been a dozen guards 
in peaked caps and black greatcoats on 
the platform, and they all came with us.  
I was sharing a tight sleeping cabin with 
three other passengers. We were in 
luxury compared to those spending two  
days sitting wedged between bags further 
up the train. All aboard the Lhasa Express 
– the highest train line in the world. 

When I awoke the next morning  
and pulled back the curtain, we were in 
Silk Road country. A silent, treeless 
landscape of dry brown hills stretched 
interminably to the horizon. It had  
been a restless night: people coming  
and going at sudden station stops,  
ticket checks at half midnight, 

fragmented shouts from the corridor. Now we were rolling  
through Gansu province, once a bitterly contested borderland 
between the Chinese and the Mongols. In the dawn, a lone 
motorcyclist was bobbling along a dirt track.  

Borderlands define this rail line. When its final stretch, the  
1,956km section between Qinghai and Lhasa, was completed  
a decade ago, it marked both a triumph of engineering and  
a controversial political development. Much of the line was built on 
permafrost, using an ingenious cooling-pipe system to ensure the 
track remained stable even when the ground thawed.

On a symbolic level, however, the line also permanently stapled 
Tibet – which has been either “occupied” or “liberated” since 1950, 

‘I pulled back the 
cabin’s curtain and  

we were in Silk Road 
country. A treeless 

landscape of dry brown 
hills stretched to the 
horizon, while a lone 
motorcyclist bobbled 

along a dirt track’

Silk views
Gansu province flies 
past the window; 
(opposite) Life in Lhasa 
– prayer wheels, flags 
and decorated yaks
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Count your blessings
A lady in Lhasa spins 
the prayer wheels at 
the base of Potala
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depending on your view – to 
China’s eastern, northern and 
southern provinces. It has  
bolstered Tibet’s economy but 
changed its ethnic make-up, 
providing a corridor for large  
numbers of Han Chinese settlers. 

At its highest point, on the icy 
Tanggula Pass, the train reaches an 
astonishing 5,072m above sea level, 
more than justifying its nickname as 
‘the rail line to the roof of the world’. All its carriages and cabins are 
fitted with valves that pipe out oxygen once the train reaches high 
altitudes. The signs on board are in three languages, so passengers 
are instructed not to spit in Mandarin, Tibetan and English. Its 
dining car serves congee [rice porridge] and rice dishes; its washbasin 
areas seem to be tolerated by guards as smoking zones. 

We bustled along through fudge-coloured hills. Dusty  
nowhere towns of square, flat buildings passed by. The earth 
looked harsh. At the Chinese city of Lanzhou, once visited by 
Marco Polo, we crossed the broad greenish waters of the Yellow 
River, and the hitherto silent Chinese lady on the opposite bunk 
smiled and proffered me some almond biscuits. An hour later,  
a member of the train crew walked past selling books of Tibetan 
flora and fauna. “Tibet piaoliang,” he said, grinning behind his 
spectacles. “Beaut-ee-ful.” 

As we got higher, the peaks became taller and more snow-
crusted. Dozens of yak appeared on the broad plains, all dark, 

shaggy and tremendously horned. 
In the afternoon we passed the 
sun-struck waters of Qinghai  
Lake, and as evening fell there  
were moments of expansive 
beauty, with silvery rivers flowing 
past terraced hillsides and white 
mares grazing in the orange light.

During the night we crossed over 
the pass and into Tibet, oxygen now 
hissing into the cabin. By morning, 

the plastic water bottle under my bunk had been pressurised to the 
point where it looked ready to explode. Outside, grey-green 
mountains stood under a wide blue heaven, and on the valley floor 
the land was periodically studded with whitewashed villages, their 
rooftops rainbow-veined with prayer flags.  

A show of devotion
Lhasa hides itself well. Arriving by train, you see new bridges, 
corporate hotels, construction cranes, Chinese flags and a large 
billboard of a jolly Mao Zedong. It’s only when you reach the  
mazy Old Town, having passed through one of the compulsory 
Chinese police checkpoints and find yourself drawn inexorably  
to the hive of ritualistic activity around Jokhang Temple, that you 
feel you’ve reached Lhasa.

“I did 300 prostrations once,” said Yonten, my young Tibetan 
guide. “I had to spend two days at home recovering.” We were 
watching the tide of humanity rotating around the outside of 

‘As evening fell over 
Qinghai Lake, silvery rivers 

flowed past terraced 
hillsides while white mares 
grazed in the orange light’

Drak’s 
entertainment
Just outside of Lhasa, 
the sacred site of  
Drak Yerpa attracts 
meditative visitors
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Lhasa’s most sacred building, 
Jokhang Temple, which was founded 
almost 1,400 years ago by King Songtsen 
Gampo, who is widely held to have 
brought Buddhism to Tibet. As with  
the Potala Palace, it sees constant 
hordes of devotees performing  
a clockwise kora – or pilgrimage  
circuit – around its 800m perimeter.

It was a scene of astonishing devotion. 
Huge stone kilns were being stoked with 
bushels and barley seeds, barrelling out 
clouds of sweet-smelling smoke. 
Crowds of walkers were filing past, and 
their diversity was extraordinary: 
waddling old ladies with waist-long 
braids, youngsters talking into mobile 
phones, hearty men in fur-lined bell hats spinning hand-held 
prayer wheels, wild-haired villagers mumbling mantras. In their 
midst, several dust-caked pilgrims were prostrating themselves 
around the entire kora, sliding onto their stomachs, progressing 
body length by body length. 

“It’s part prayer, part meditation, part a show of faith,” explained 
Yonten. “Some people come and spend hours each day just circling 
Jokhang. Every time you go around, your spiritual merit increases.” 

Outside the front of the temple, at least 100 believers were 
outstretched in prayer on thin mats. The day was cold but the 
high-altitude sunlight was brutal. Inside, however, among the 
slow-moving mass of pilgrims, the main light source was the 
thousands of yak-butter candles. Their rich, cloying smell was 
everywhere, filling the main space and the hundred-plus side 
chapels. Even the stone floor was slippery with dripped wax. 

People were queueing past draped pillars and dark frescoes                

to leave offerings to an impenetrable 
pantheon of different deities: thousand-
armed Buddhas, bliss-faced yogis and 
fire-wreathed half-beasts. In one dim 
chapel, an elderly monk was periodically 
banging a huge drum and clashing 
cymbals, murmuring invocations to 
higher powers. The whole temple was  
a heady, disorienting haze of activity.

Despite myself, I couldn’t stop 
whispering tactless questions to     
Yonten. Every time I blundered into 
another – about the Dalai Lama,       
about why so many pilgrims were here 
on a weekday, about the actions of  
Mao’s Red Guards – he smiled, placed a 
hand on my shoulder, lowered his voice 

and said: “It’s a little sensitive.”
Navigating a mound of curry and buttery naan bread that evening, I 

looked out at the dry mountains that ring the city on all sides. It wasn’t 
so long ago that the Potala Palace and the Old Town were essentially 
all there was to Lhasa. Now it was fast-growing and fast-changing, but 
retained a core of something pure and enchanted. What the future 
might hold was far harder to fathom.

My final morning was spent at the Potala Palace. Its exterior 
beauty – that wonderful broad geometry of white, red and gold – 
was mirrored inside by endless chapels, silks and stupas. “I was 
brought here as a baby too,” Yonten told me, as we watched the 
newborn being carried through the complex. In the next hall, a 
shaven-headed nun was gazing at an empty throne, her cheeks wet 
with tears. Forty-one hours by train separate Tibet’s capital from 
Beijing, but up here on the plateau, some would say the distance 
will always be far greater than that. 

‘Outside Jokhang 
Temple, at least 100 

believers were 
outstretched in prayer 
on thin mats. The day 

was cold but the 
high-altitude sunlight 

was brutal’
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China & Tibet Footnotes

3

Vital 
statistics
Capital: Beijing (China); Tibet (Lhasa)
Population: 1.4 billion (C) 3.2 million (T)
Language(s): Mandarin is China’s official 
language. In Tibet, different languages 
and dialects are spoken, but Central 
Tibetan is the most common in Lhasa.  
Time: GMT+8
International dialling code: +86
Visas: UK nationals need a visa to enter 
mainland China. Make an appointment 
to visit the China Visa Application Service 
Centre (visaforchina.org) in London, 
or simply turn up at the Manchester or 
Edinburgh centres. You can also apply by 
post. The embassy recommends applying 
one month prior to travel. An additional 
permit is needed for Tibet. For this, send 
a copy of your Chinese visa and passport 
to a licensed Tibet travel agency – UK tour 
operators can arrange this if needed. Entry 
regulations can change at short notice.  
Money: Chinese yuan renminbi (CNY), 
currently around CNY9.6 to the UK£.  

When to go

■ Winter temperatures in Beijing and 
Lhasa can be sub-zero. 
■ Spring sees temperate weather, 
particularly in April and May.
■ Expect high temperatures and sporadic 
rain in Beijing and Lhasa.
■ The first two months of autumn are 
generally cool and pleasant. 

Health & safety
Drink bottled water. To prevent 

altitude sickness, rest for at least a day 
or two on arrival in Lhasa.  

Further reading  
& information 

Lonely Planet Tibet (Lonely Planet, 
2015) – recently updated.
To a Mountain in Tibet by Colin Thubron 
(Chatto & Windus, 2011) – stirring stuff.

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

tHe trip
The author travelled with Audley Travel 
(01993 838 000, audleytravel.co.uk). 
There is the option of a 13-day Classic 
Tibet trip via Kathmandu or a ten-day 
tour via China, which includes flights to 
and from Beijing with British Airways, 
a tour of the Forbidden City, a cookery 
course, a berth on the Lhasa Express, 
guided excursions, a Lhasa-Beijing flight 
and accommodation from £3,450pp 
based on two people sharing.  

Getting there
Direct flights with British Airways 

(ba.com) from Heathrow to Beijing start 
from £731 return and take ten hours. 

Getting around
The Beijing-Lhasa train departs 

Beijing West Station daily at 8pm and 
takes 40.5 hours. Multiple airlines fly 
between Beijing and Lhasa (from 4.5 hrs); 
from £513. In Beijing, a comprehensive 
(and cheap) metro service links all major 
areas, with bike hire ideal for exploring. 
Lhasa has a public bus system, but Old 
Town is walkable. The city can also be 
reached by rail from Shanghai, 
Chengdu, Guangzhou and elsewhere.   

cost of travel
Beijing is reasonable, with a 

hearty meal easily found for CNY20 [£2], 
but luxury alternatives are always 
available. Lhasa can also be inexpensive, 
but quality hotels can be pricey.    

accommodation
Beijing and Lhasa boast stays 

for all budgets. International hotels 
have doubles from around CNY900 
[£93], with hostel rooms usually from 
about CNY200 [£21]. Lhasa has good 
traditional options, as well as numerous 
modern hotels away from its Old Town. 

Food & drink
Try Bejing street food, such as 

jianbing (savoury pancake) or a bag of 
jiaozi (dumplings)  – but you can find 
everything from burger bars to Peking 
duck joints in the capital. In Lhasa, 
quality Nepalese curries are readily 
available. Try momos (filled dumplings) in 
its many small eateries. Yak butter tea 
is found widely but is an acquired taste.

cultural sensitivities 
Tensions remain. Don’t take 

photographs of police checkpoints. 
The authorities will ask that you remain 
accompanied by a guide in Lhasa, 
except in the Old Town or Potala Palace. 
Be discreet if discussing politics. Entry 
regulations can change at short notice, 
and be aware too that China periodically 
closes Tibet to all international travellers.
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BeijinG & lHasa HiGHliGHts 

BeijinG
temple of Heaven park Go early in  
the morning to see this park come alive 
with exercising locals. The temples and 
altars remain highly impressive sights 
too (pictured).  
Forbidden city Beijing’s undisputed 
centrepiece gives an evocative notion of 
the godlike status of China’s past 
emperors. Tiananmen Square is adjacent. 
nanluoguxiang (nlGX) One of the 
city’s best known hutongs (alleys) is now 
a major shopping street. Explore the 
surrounding Gulou alleys for quiet bars 
and more authentic rewards.  
Drum tower & Bell tower A short walk 
from NLGX, both towers afford great 
views over the rooftops. Time your visit 
to the Drum Tower for one of the regular 
drumming performances.

lHasa
potala palace The former residence  
of the Dalai Lama remains a genuinely 
magnificent and unmissable sight. 
jokhang temple Occupying the heart  
of the Old Town, this is the main focal 
point of local Buddhist devotion. It’s 
constantly circled by pilgrims showing 
their devotion. 
sera Monastery Founded back in 1419, 
the monastery is still home to hundreds 
of monks and some fine prayer halls.
Drepung Monastery Said to have  
once been the largest monastery on 
Earth, back when it was filled with  
some 7,000 monks.
Drak Yerpa These meditation caves  
sit just outside of Lhasa; the sacred 
site was partly damaged during the 
Cultural Revolution. 

Xtra

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

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/168 
for links to more content:
arcHiVe articles
♦ Himalyan China – issue 164
♦ Top 4 Tibetan monasteries – online exclusive
♦ Top 10 Beijing experiences – online exclusive
planninG GuiDes
♦ China & Tibet travel guides



Letters, tips, photos & exploits from you, our endlessly adventurous readers
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H igh in the heart of 
Switzerland, where dragons 
live in history and myth, 
a hotel touches the alpine 
sky, off ering a rare escape.  

Soaring imposingly above the charming 
lakeside town of Lucerne, Mount Pilatus 
welcomes thousands of visitors every day. 
We seemed to meet most of them as we 
crossed the town’s famous wooden 
footbridge on the way to take the slowboat 
across its glassy lake. We clung to the 
handrails of the vertiginous cog railway 
beside them and then followed them 

along the Dragon Path, which wound 
around the heights of the mountain, where 
centuries-old legends tell of fearful winged 
creatures that once dwelt among the crags.

Every one of the peak’s many vantage 
points off ered endless views of lakes, 
foothills and ancient towns. Tiny cows 
clanged their bells as they grazed the lush 
green grasses in the valleys below. Beneath 
us, the steep railway hypnotically ebbed 
and fl owed curious sightseers up and down 
the mountain. Some of my fellow visitors 
stopped for restorative hot chocolate and 
marshmallows in the tiny café by the 

A dragon’s-
eye view

Reader Dom Tulett won
our latest online writing

competition on ‘backdoor
travel’ with his magical,
lofty Lucerne adventure

■  Yo u r  S t o r y
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Pompeii and 
circumstance

Getting the ancient city
of Pompeii to yourself
isn’t a pipedream, as

 Nandini Chakraborty
discovered on her trip

■  Yo u r  S t o r y

station; the more adventurous strapped 
chutes to their backs and paraglided back 
down to the lake’s edge or slid down on 
toboggans. But they were the unlucky ones.

The true majesty of Mount Pilatus only 
reveals itself after dark, when the access 
routes are fi nally closed and the last of 
the day-trippers has departed for lower 
altitudes. Then, the lights of the hotel on 
the summit fl icker on and its doors swing 
open to the lucky few who have chosen stay 
the night in its magnifi cent isolation. 

We were invited for wine and cheese as 
a warm-up for a splendid dinner – and 
more wine – before stepping outside to 
take in the sparkling Alpine night air. There 
we stood in reverential silence, feeling that 
the mountain was ours alone, staring up at 
a star-studded sky that was mirrored in 
gold by the twinkling lights of distant 
Lucerne in a very diff erent world far below.

The legends say that the luckiest of the 
lucky may, on those darkest of nights, see 
giant shadows pass across the face of the 
moon as the dragons patrol the skies. We 
craned our necks, hopeful and fearful in 
equal measure, wondering if we might 
catch a glimpse of the dragons of Mount 
Pilatus – now we had the peaks to 
ourselves. The cowbells rang silent. The 
only noise was the gentle rush of wind 
hastening through the grasses on the 
slopes. No dragons rode the skies that 
night. We were truly alone. 

The following night, back in Lucerne, we 
yearned for the heights and rued having 
taken that last train back down the 
mountain, gazing up enviously at those 
who had taken our place at the hotel in the 
clouds, hidden among the stars. �

O n a sunny day tourists rain 
down upon the ancient 
Roman city of Pompeii. So, 
as we wandered its perfectly 
preserved streets, houses 

and palaces relatively undisturbed, soaking 
in the city’s timeless beauty, I couldn’t help 
but refl ect on a plan well executed. 

We visited during February’s mid-term 
break, choosing to stay in Pompeii town 
rather than make the arduous day-trek up 
from Naples. Long before the crowds hit, we 
would be at its gates, and eventually reached 
the amphitheatre entrance around 8.25am. 

Inside, it looked for all the world like we 
were the only visitors there, until the ‘guides’ 
descended. We swatted them away, choosing 
to wander on our own. But, as we passed, one 
pointed to a steel staircase, yelling: “Did you 
see the bodies?” – a hopeful look in his eye.

Ignoring him, we made our way to Porta 
Marina for an early reservation at the 

subterranean baths. There was no one at 
the gates when we arrived (and none of the 
queues I’d read about). A lone staff  member 
eventually showed us in, and after a leisurely 
hour with the building to ourselves, we 
continued on to the forum, then the Villa dei 
Misteri and its magnifi cent Dionysiac frieze. 

On we went, exploring the ancient streets 
until we fi nally arrived at Casa del Principe 
dei Napoli (reserved earlier). Again, there 
were no queues, nor were there any signs of 
staff  waiting to let us in. After a few minutes 
we found our way to the nearest porta, where 
a miscommunication led to a guard trying to 
give us directions to Naples. But the problem 
was soon resolved, and as they unlocked the 
doors it was once again just us echoing 
around another fascinating palace, its 
walls covered in paintings. 

When we emerged, we found ourselves 
near the amphitheatre entrance. It was 
then that we spied the steel spiral staircase 
pointed out earlier by our ‘wannabe guide’. 
Up it wound, disappearing into a higher tier, 
and since no signs forbade us from exploring 
this hidden area, on we continued and 
tentatively picked our way up the steps. 

The top of the staircase opened out onto 
a level plane carved into the hillside. Around 
it, a dozen human shapes lay strewn around 
a rectangle – possibly the outline of a dining 
table. They had presumably gathered for 
one fi nal meal as Vesuvius growled in the 
distance. Some lay with limbs intertwined, 
others with expressions of horror and pain 
clearly etched, their cries still echoing 
through the centuries. 

The sun was beginning to set behind us as 
we turned away, softening the outlines of the 
city spread below and erasing the horrors of 
the scene from our thoughts. All the while 
the snows on Vesuvius glowed orange.  

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

Wanderlust July/August 2016  |  113

From The Road



“The Lambourn-Batley family pose in the outback
of north-east Brazil, known as the Sertão, amid
some of its remarkable rock formations.”
Rob Lambourn

“Between two ‘Kims’ in
Pyongsong, North Korea.
Locals treat these statues
with great respect; I was
expected to do the same
 – hence the expression!”
Keith Ruffles

“I cycled around the temples
of Bagan, Myanmar – it
really is the best way to
get them to yourself!”
Steve Ryder
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YOUR 
PHOTOs

■  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!



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 Steph (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. 

“Me, my wife Mary and our American car 
in Havana, Cuba. Revolution Square 
was like a custom car show!”
Malcolm Jones

“My partner and I at Colca 
Canyon, Peru, watching 
the condors soar above 
us – fantastic!”
Lynda Nicholls

“Standing in front of the
memorial arch on the Great
Ocean Road, Australia –
a must-do road trip.”
Sharon Kimber

“Comparing Wanderlust issues (March
2016) in front of Grenada’s Concord
Falls – beautiful and totally isolated.”
Steph Morley

Wanderlust July/August 2016  |  115

From The Road



LETTERS
Your mail and missives: this issue, best books for travel inspiration, 
Venetian funerals, trip mementos and Vietnamese beach vibes

Invasive tourism 
I was recently in Venice for 
a few days of relaxing and 
sightseeing. As I was sitting in 
a piazza drinking wine and 
people-watching, I heard 
a commotion and looked over 
to see what was going on. I was 
taken aback to see a funeral 
procession leaving a church 
and walking towards a row of 
gondolas. As I watched, 
the co�  n was carefully placed 
in the fi rst gondola while the 
family climbed into the others.

At fi rst it seemed an unusual 
sight, but I quickly realised 
that, to the Venetian people, it 
must be a part of life – how else 
can they conduct funerals in a 
city with no roads?

After the initial surprise, my 
expression changed to one of 
horror because of the 
commotion caused by tourists 
vying to get the best view so 
they could photograph or video 
the event. What makes us, as 
tourists, assume we have the 
right to interfere with other 
people’s lives? Do others give up 
the right to privacy and respect 
merely by living in an area that 
people love to visit? We read 
about ‘responsible tourism’, but 
in our desire to see the world we 
seem to have forgotten about 
respectful tourism.
Clare O’Brien, via email 

Travellers’ tales
The books chosen by your ten 
travellers [May 2016, issue 166] 
made a broad and interesting 
list. I wouldn’t argue with any of 

those selected, but I have to say 
that I was a little disappointed 
that none of my own favourite 
authors were mentioned.

My personal choice would be 
In Siberia by Colin Thubron. In 
all of his books the elegance of 
his prose is captivating, but 
never more so than in this tale 
of a starkly beautiful but 
historically sinister landscape. 

Anything by Eric Newby 
also appeals to me: his humour 
is infectious, but if I had to 
choose one book and one only 
that, in Lyn Hughes’ words, 
got my feet itching, it would be 
William Dalrymple’s In Xanadu. 
We each have our favourite 
travel book, but we are indeed 
fortunate that we have such 
a rich collection to choose from.
John Appleton, London

Life’s a beach 
Thank you very much for 
covering the ‘Best beaches in 
Asia’ [November 2015, issue 161] – 
it inspired me to go exploring 
myself, and that was how I found 
myself in Vietnam!

I even read March’s issue of 
Wanderlust on Ong Lang Beach 
in Phu Quoc Island, Vietnam – 
a paradise on Earth. This place 
was the perfect escape and 
off ered tranquillity that the 
island’s most popular spot, Long 
Beach, can no longer off er 
considering the amount of 
tourists it attracts. In contrast, 
Ong Lang had only a handful of 
couples and families and 
provided a wonderful setting to 
relax and daydream about my 
next adventures!
Lelde Leoke, via email

in Phu Quoc Island, Vietnam – 
a paradise on Earth. This place 

island’s most popular spot, Long 

tourists it attracts. In contrast, 
Ong Lang had only a handful of 

provided a wonderful setting to 

Each issue, our winning 
contribution wins a haul 
of Wanderlust gear. 
This time, congratulations 
to Clare!

WIN
WANDERLUST
GOODIES

★ STAR LETTER ★

Written souvenir 
I made up one of the group 
on the Philippines trip 
written about by Nick Boulos 
[June 2016, issue 167]. What 
an excellent article, and 
superbly written! How lucky 
am I to have such a wonderful 
piece of memorabilia of my 
trip! The picture of the 
Ifugao man is amazing.
I was there when Nick took 
the photo – wow!
Louise Ellis, via email 
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Birding and biking together 
in the Netherlands. I cycled 

the Ijsselmeer and spotted geese, 
kestrels and more. Dineke ten Hove

Gawping at Kangaroo Island’s 
wildlife. I’ve really got to 

travel to Australia one day! 
@bokefl o

Sharing the waters with 
gentle giants. Swimming with 

humpback whales is a humbling 
experience. krismadden
 Inspiring the next 

generation. Wanderlust has 
defi nitely taught my two to 
value the world and become the 
hardworking adults that they are.
Sharon Charlemos-Cheung
 Being wowed by whale 

sharks. I was once 

This month you have
been mostly...

View from ‘the Rock’, 
New York City
Rory McDonald
My wife and I were in New York 
City for fi ve days and trying to 
fi t in all the sights. This photo 
was taken from the top of the 
Rockefeller Center, overlooking 
the Empire State Building. We had 
already been to the top earlier in 
the day, but we thought it would 
be better to return there in the 
evening to see the city at night. We 
were fascinated by all the lights on 
in the city and the Empire State 
Building just dominated the New 
York skyline. We must have stayed 
in that spot for almost the whole 
day in the end. This is defi nitely the 
best place to photograph the city.

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

surrounded by 25 of them as the sun 
dipped below the South Atlantic 
horizon. Best evening ever. 
@Essex_Grouch 
 Meeting death-defying 

cyclists in Tuscany. Tiny, 
winding roads with hairpin turns 
and then boom! Cyclists right 
in front of you – it seemed 
so dangerous! Kelly Follett

Getting top-notch travel 
inspiration for the fi rst time. 

I’m super happy with my fi rst copy 
of @wanderlustmag. It’s a great 
read with fab photos.
@sunforsarah

Seeing Guatemala’s wild side. 
The northern jungle region of 

Petén has villages, ruins and wildlife 
– an indelible experience. Dangie
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PHOTO OF
THE MONTH

JUST BACK
FROM...

Scotland
Wanderlust forum 
user Kenneth 
Langley refl ects 
on 19 days in the 
UK’s wild jewel

The highlight: The Isle of Skye 
was unspoilt and rugged, with 
great hiking, tremendous views, 
wildlife (golden and sea eagles) 
and wonderful seafood. 
Must see: Lots – the pass of 
Glencoe, Eilean Donan castle, 
the road from Ullapool to 
Durness, the coast at ‘the top 
end’ and a boat trip to Canna.
Top tip: Travel around. We’d 
investigated which area to spend 
most of our time, but concluded 
that the answer was all of it! 

Cautionary tale: In Spring, 
CalMac ferries are liable to 
change their sailing times at 
short notice. Our ferry was 
moved forward an hour and 
we only just made it on time.
I wish I’d known... That it isn’t 
always raining in Scotland. We 
put this trip off  for over 40 years, 
fearful of a washout. We didn’t 
pack sunscreen or sun hats! 
Anything else? The scenery 
is as sensational as anywhere 
else we’ve been.

■  E x p e r i e n c e s
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Guinea-Bissau

Hope floats
Mooring up at a 
traditional village 
in the little-known 
Bijagós Archipelago



Guinea-Bissau is easily overlooked – discover 
hippos, kings and ancient traditions in the islands 
and villages of West Africa’s forgotten country

THE LOST
WORLD

words & photographs Nick boulos



Guinea-Bissau
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A bit of a handful
(from left) Guinean 
women walk around 
the Bandim market; 
hatchlings in the 
hand; one of the 
many tribal ‘kings’ 
that oversee 
the island

P
oilão Island was cloaked in darkness, 
shaded under an inky black blanket 
suspended from the stars. A soft wind 
wafted across the sands where we stood, 
parting the scattering of low cloud above 
and allowing the palest threads of 
moonlight to drift down and illuminate 
the scene unfolding before us. 

Gentle waves washed over the rock 
pools and glossed the dark shore, yet something stirred in the 
shadows. A mysterious shape inched up the beach, hauling its 
heavy body with unwavering effort the final few steps of a journey 
hundreds of miles in the making. 

Like us, Tina the Turtle had travelled far to reach Guinea-Bissau’s 
sacred Bijagós Archipelago – considered the most important green 
sea turtle nesting ground in Africa. Thousands of these reptiles 
make the annual journey to this remote chain of Atlantic islands, 
arriving between November and February, at a time when all 
manner of sealife and birds find their way here.

“This is a special place. We are lucky that nature has blessed us 
with a rich soul,” said local guide Augusto M’També. Tina and most 
geographers would concur. Guinea-Bissau is an improbable slither 
of a country. A former Portuguese colony, it borders Senegal to the 
north and Guinea to the south and east, occupying an almost 

discreet slice of the West African coast. Turtles and the odd tourist 
aside, very few make it here and what little international reputation 
the country has is tied to that of the surrounding region.

“There’s a perception that West Africa is a dangerous and 
unstable place,” explained Augusto, outlining the problems the 
country faces in attracting visitors. The Ebola outbreak was 
catastrophic for the area, and not just for the lives lost but for  
how it positioned West Africa within the wider world. “It makes  
me sad that we are known for little more than danger and disease,” 
he added mournfully. 

Yet of the 16 countries that collectively form West Africa, only a 
handful were directly affected. Guinea-Bissau didn’t record a single case 
of Ebola, and while it has its problems and remains among the poorest 
African nations, those that look beyond the headlines will discover  
a land of great biodiversity with a living culture unlike any other. 

Our rendezvous with Tina happened some time after midnight. We 
left our beachfront campsite and kept a distance as she diligently dug 
her nest, the heavy thuds of her flippers and loud swooshes of the 
spraying sand sound-tracking the night. “She was born here,” said one 
of the local rangers, dressed in a pair of mismatched flip-flops. “Turtles 
always come back to their birthplace to lay their eggs.”

Leaving Tina hard at work, we moved on. While she had just arrived, 
other turtles had visited months ago. The eggs hatch between 50 and 
70 days after laying, and we patrolled the beach armed with buckets 
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containing hundreds of just-emerged baby turtles, each small enough 
to fit in the palm of my hand. Survival rates for these endangered 
animals are slim – just 12 out of every 1,000 make it to adulthood – so 
they need all the help they can get. As part of a small army of local 
volunteers, we did what we could to give 
them a fighting chance: collecting the 
eggs, helping them hatch and releasing 
them under the cover of darkness while 
hungry predators dozed. 

Close to the fizzing shoreline, we laid 
our buckets down and watched as 
hundreds of the tiny turtles were swept 
up by the surf, each guided by instinct 
and the moon. As they crawled away,  
I couldn’t help but wonder how many, 
if any, would ever return to this place, 
but I knew that we’d at least given them 
a chance.
 
Long live the king
Our journey through Guinea-Bissau had started days earlier in  
the markets and noisy streets of the capital Bissau. From there,  
we travelled north-west, along bumpy roads first laid during the 
colonial days of the Portuguese and lined with giant cashew-nut 

trees – the country’s biggest export. Women wearing bright tribal 
dresses carried stacks of firewood on their heads, as young boys 
ferried canisters of water in wobbly wheelbarrows. 

Our destination was Canchungo, an area of small villages 
scattered around a peninsula that lies 
sandwiched between the Atlantic and 
the Cacheu and Mansôa rivers. An 
unlikely spot to bump into royalty.  

The community of Bassareh was 
largely peaceful when we arrived, only 
the shrill call of a cockerel disturbed 
the afternoon stillness. King Pedro  
was asleep but woke from his slumber 
to greet us outside his old colonial 
house, which had seen better days – 
imagine a patchy white paint job  
and a crumbling garden wall made of 

crushed seashells. Still, the breezy porch, overlooking a large  
ceiba tree, was a pleasant spot to mingle with a monarch, though 
there was little that was regal about King Pedro. 

The 72-year-old ruler emerged yawning. He wore baggy jeans 
and frayed sandals and hid his potbelly beneath a scruffy orange 
T-shirt. His exposed arms featured several scars, earned  
through a lifetime working the fields. This was a king who  

‘We travelled along 
roads lined with giant 
cashew-nut trees as 

women in bright tribal 
dresses carried stacks of 
firewood on their heads’



Yellow and Orango
Hiking to see the rare 
saltwater hippos; 
(right) a wildlife-rich 
lagoon is found on 
Orango Island

‘Hidden among the 
undergrowth were a handful of 

old wooden sculptures, each 
several feet high and modelled 
on members of the community 
who had passed away – some 

creepily lifelike’
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got his hands dirty. Balancing the duties of o�  ce with his 
other job (a rice farmer), he could be forgiven for needing a nap. 
“My father taught me to always do things for yourself and not 
rely on others,” he explained. “This is important even to a king, so 
I still harvest the rice.”

To the tribes here, the title is a calling. The spirits select a worthy 
individual, someone with ‘a clean heart’, to become king. To refuse 
the honour may prove fatal. “It’s believed you will die if you 
decline,” he later explained. 

His ‘kingdom’ consists of 11 locals villages, each with an appointed 
chief answerable directly to him. “I rule over 3,000 people. They 
come to me to resolve land disputes,” he explained as we walked 
together through the countryside that bordered his home. Hidden 
among the undergrowth were a handful of old wooden sculptures, 
each several feet high and modelled on members of the community 
who had passed away – some creepily lifelike. It’s an ancient custom, 
designed to pay tribute to the dearly departed, and believed to be the 
stepping stone between us and the spiritual world. 

King Pedro led us deep into the forest, clapping sticks together 
to awaken the spirits. “They’re strong here,” he added. Eventually 
we reached a ramshackle shelter where dozens of dusty spirit 
bottles lay on the fl oors. The scene resembled the remnants of 
a wild party. Here, King Pedro sat pensively, hands clasped and 
eyes closed. He muttered prayers and poured droplets of a potent 
local spirit onto the parched ground as an off ering. Traditional 

displays of culture are to be found all across Guinea-Bissau, and 
this wouldn’t be my last encounter. 

Boys and girls
Travelling through the Bijagós Archipelago – declared a biosphere 
reserve by UNESCO in 1996 – we crossed open ocean, wide 
channels and narrow rivers, spotting dolphins in the murky 
waters and pelicans, egrets and storks lured by one of the largest 
mangrove forests in West Africa. This is also among the most 
important nesting sites for migratory birds on the whole 
continent, attracting some 96 feathered species. 

Over the next few days, we hopped between a smattering of 
the 88 islands in the chain, of which just 23 are inhabited. Some 
were busy and developed (principally Bubaque’s eponymous 
capital, the largest town in the archipelago and home to over 
9,000) but most were quiet, sleepy places: mud-brick villages 
with clucking chickens and elderly people in rocking chairs.

On Uno Island, however, festival fever had gripped the village 
of Agande and its 60-strong population. A raucous game of 
fi ve-a-side football came to an abrupt halt as the Vaca Bruto (or 
‘Wild Cattle’) ceremony began. Screams shattered the silence. 
Children fl ed, cowering behind their mothers’ skirts for safety. 
I was tempted to join them. At the other end of the village, 
and emerging from a haze of swirling dust, were four demonic 
beings with the bodies of men and the heads of bulls. 

�

�
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⊳ A display of masculinity and a coming-of-age initiation, the 
dancing participants – all toned torsos and bulging biceps – 
grunted and charged, battled and rolled around in the dust to  
the sounds of heavy drumming. They wore sashaying grass  
skirts and heavy masks fashioned on the heads of zebu cattle. 
Carved from a single block of wood, the masks were painted  
in red, white and black, and featured 
horns from real bulls. Crawling on all 
fours, as though possessed, they 
ventured toward the crowd, coming so 
close that I could count the beads of 
sweat trickling down their chests. 

“I was a young boy the first time  
I saw this, and I ran away,” recalled 
Augusto that evening over a beer as the 
bats circled overhead. “The whole 
thing was terrifying. Visions of 
demonic bulls attacking me even 
entered my dreams. It was only later 
that I learned about its cultural significance.” 

The Vaca Bruto ceremony is a slice of tribal history that was 
almost lost completely. The Portuguese, who first came sniffing 
around these parts in the mid-15th century, changed the fabric  
of much of Guinea-Bissau, forcing people to abandon their  

beliefs in favour of the Catholic Church. The Uno however, 
continued such practices in secret, at least until Guinea-Bissau 
became independent from Portugal in 1974. 

For several decades, the Bijagós slipped under the radar of the 
Portuguese. But all that changed when the island of Bolama was 
made the capital of Guinea-Bissau, largely in a bid to avoid the 

malaria that plagued the mainland. 
These days, its former capital is 

loosely described as a ghost town, but 
that’s not strictly true. Sure, it’s quiet; 
only small pockets of people mill 
around and it’s significantly less wealthy 
than in the good old days, when it was 
the seat of government from the 1870s 
right up until 1941. 

A taste of Bolama’s former grandeur 
remains, however, in the shape of its 
monuments (including one, bizarrely, 
linked to Mussolini) and the decaying 

mansions erected during more prosperous times, many now 
strangled by twisting tree limbs. But old traditions still survive. 

In a quiet corner of the pretty central square, a courting couple 
sat in the shade sharing some snacks. They say the best way to a 
man’s heart is through his stomach, and no place is that truer than 

‘The burliest of the 
hippos took umbrage at 
our presence. Huffing 
and puffing loudly, he 
slowly rose from the 
water. Time to move’

Heads & hippos
(from left) The thrilling 
but unsettling Vaca 
Bruto ceremony; 
saltwater hippos;  
a cyclist rides through 
the quiet former 
capital of Bolama
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Guinea-Bissau. When a courting couple decide to marry, it’s not 
the man that drops down to one knee in a symbolic display of 
eternal love. Instead, in certain communities, it’s the woman who 
does the asking, and she does so by cooking a specific meal of fish 
and mussels with rice and red palm oil. If the man accepts the meal 
and starts eating, then there’s a wedding to start organising. 

The road to divorce is even more bizarre. “If a wife wants to split, 
she hangs a special bag outside the house when her husband is out. 
When he sees it, he knows exactly what it means,” explained 
Augusto, matter-of-factly. 

Survival of the quickest
For our last stop we sailed south of Uno, across the Orango Canal, to 
meet some very important but reclusive locals: the rare saltwater 
hippos of Orango Island. These mighty and fearsome creatures are 
often found wallowing in the shallows on the beach, but today they 
were elsewhere. So we set off on foot, hiking along the shore before 
turning into the island’s national park interior, pushing through 
valleys of long grass that scratched our shins and tickled our earlobes. 
“We will definitely see them,” teased Augusto. “If we’re lucky.”

We reached the first lagoon, a serene spot of waterlilies and 
fluttering birds, and scanned the surroundings from a safe 
distance. No hippos. The search resumed for another hour, this 
time wading through leech-infested swamps. 

“The hippos cause a lot of problems for the villagers here,” said 
Augusto. “They’ve developed quite a taste for rice and have been 
known to ransack the fields. Farmers have installed electric fences.”

Fresh tracks were set deep in the mud. We were getting close. 
Several minutes later, Augusto ordered us to lower our voices. On 
the other side of the trees and in the middle of a large muddy pool 
were 11 hippos. We ventured closer and gathered together tightly, 
the sun-baked grass crunching underfoot, for our allocated  
20 minutes in their company. Only we didn’t get 20 minutes. 

The burliest of the herd took umbrage at our presence. Huffing 
and puffing loudly, he slowly rose from the water. “Time to move,” 
snapped Augusto. In an instant, we began our hasty retreat to safer 
ground. At that precise moment it dawned on me that hiking through 
swamps to see wild hippos perhaps wasn’t the wisest of pursuits.

As my heart rate stabilised, I reflected that the muddy mammals 
were merely ensuring their own safety. Like much of Guinea-Bissau’s 
most remarkable heritage, they’d faced an uphill battle for their very 
existence and yet still somehow survived. My thoughts drifted to 
Tina the Turtle and the hatchlings that we released in the dead of 
night. I wondered where they were, how many were still alive and 
kicking and whether they would ever return to that blissful beach to 
lay their own eggs in years to come. Everything I’d experienced in this 
oft-forgotten country allowed me to hope they will and that one day    
I might be there to welcome them back. Ala
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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
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Guinea-Bissau Footnotes

3

Vital 
statistics
 
Capital: Bissau
Population: 1.7 million
Languages: Portuguese and Crioulo. 
Some English and French is spoken. 
Time: GMT-1
Visas: Required by British nationals.  
Apply online at www.rgb-visa.com
Money: West African CFA franc (XOF), 
currently around XOF860 to  
the UK£. ATMs are not easily available  
and credit cards not widely accepted. 
 
When to go

■ The rainy season – July and August 
are usually the wettest months. 
■ The best time to visit, with cooler 
temperatures and dry conditions. 
■ Hot and humid, with average 
temperatures of around 33ºC. 
 

Health & safety
Proof of a yellow fever 

vaccination is required for entry into 
Guinea-Bissau. Precautions should be 
taken against malaria, but there have 
been no cases of Ebola reported. Avoid 
tap water. Guinea-Bissau is, largely 
speaking, a safe country, but take care 
against pickpockets in the capital and 
avoid the port area after dark. 
 

Further reading  
& information

West Africa (Lonely Planet, 2013) 
– includes a chapter on Guinea-Bissau.
Guinea-Bissau: Micro-state to 
‘Narco-state’ (C Hurst & Co, 2016) 
– an interesting look at modern-day 
Guinea-Bissau and how the international 
drug trade and repeated political 
upheaval have changed the country. 
www.allafrica.com – a good source  
for all local news. 
www.gbissau.org – the official 
Guinea-Bissau tourist board.

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun 

 Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

tHe trip
The author travelled with Explore 
(01252 884738, www.explore.co.uk). 
A ten-day Guinea-Bissau and the 
Sacred Bijagós Archipelago itinerary 
costs from £2,759 per person and 
covers time in Bissau and a number of 
the islands, including Uno, Orango and 
Bolama. Price includes international 
flights, accommodation, transport, 
guiding, excursions and most meals. 
The next departure is 18 February 2017. 
 

Getting there
There are no direct flights 

to Guinea-Bissau from UK airports. 
Moroccan carrier Royal Air Maroc 
(royalairmaroc.com) flies from London 
Heathrow to Bissau via Casablanca 
from £663 return (from 12 hours). 

Getting around
Guinea-Bissau is not large and 

there is no domestic air network. 
Public transport is often unreliable 
and time-consuming, so the private 
hire of drivers (around €100 a day 
[XOF65,500 or £80]) is advised. That 
said, public minibuses (from XOF2,500 
[£3]) connect the main towns and 
villages on the mainland. Travel around 
the Bijagós Archipelago is more tricky. 
Scheduled services to Bolama exist, 
but the weekly Bissau-to-Bubaque ferry 
was suspended at the time of writing. 
Another way of getting to the smaller 
islands involves hiring a boat (around 
€80 [XOF52,500 or £63], with captain), 
but distances and sailing conditions are 
not to be underestimated. Check the 
experience and credentials of any 
skipper and the safety and navigational 
equipment onboard the boat. 
 

accommodation
As you might expect, your 

options are more basic than boutique. 
Don’t expect much in the way of luxury, 
with some properties, particularly 
those in the Bijagós Archipelago, 
consisting of little more than a bed and a 
cold shower; with doubles from around 
€39 [£30] per night. Pack your own 
towel and toiletries. The best hotel in 
the Bijagós, perhaps even the country, 
is Ponta Anchaca (pontaanchaca.net) 
on the island of Rubane. It’s a beautiful 
four-star property with an infinity pool 
and thatched beachfront cabins filled 
with four-poster beds and tribal art. 
Expect to pay around €200 [£153] per 
night for a double room. 

Food & drink
Like many African countries, 
Guinea-Bissau offers good 

value for money. Expect to pay as little 
as XOF6,000 [£7] for a decent dinner of 

Ilha de Boloma

Ilha de Bubaque

Ilha de Orango

Ilha de Uno

João Vieira and 
Poilão Marine NP

Bijagós
Islands

Bissau

Canchungo

0 50km

3

Best oF tHe BijaGós 
arcHipelaGo and Beyond…

1 Bissau
Spend time exploring Guinea-

Bissau’s capital, its markets and 
former presidential palace.

2 orango island
Hike through this national park 

island to see its famous and rare 
saltwater hippos. 

3 Bubaque island
One of the more accessible of the 

Bijagós islands, famed for its beaches.

4joao Vieira-poilao islands Marine np
Camp on the beach and spend a night 

watching nesting green sea turtles totter 
ashore (Nov-Feb). 

5 Bolama
Explore the former capital, now best 

known for its crumbling colonial mansions.

6Uno island
Tour the traditional villages, where 

age-old ceremonies, such as the Vaca Bruto 
male initiation ritual, still take place. 

4

2

1

5

grilled meat and fish with rice or plantains 
and XOF1,000 [£1.20] for a beer. A bottle 
of water costs around XOF500 [60p]. 

need to know
Visit Guinea-Bissau between 

November and February to see green sea 
turtles come ashore to lay their eggs on 
Bijagós Archipelago. Carnival time (Feb) 
is a good season to explore local culture. 

People from Guinea-Bissau refer 
to themselves as Guineans, not to be 
confused with the neighbouring country 

to the south, which is known locally as 
‘Guinea-Conakry’ instead of Guinea, as 
it’s known internationally. 

Sailing between the islands of the 
Bijagós Archipelago can take between 
two and three hours, while conditions on 
the choppy Atlantic can be unpleasant. 
Pack seasickness medication, if required. 

Also bring waterproof footwear in 
order to hike to see the saltwater hippos. 
Areas of some islands are deemed sacred 
and are off-limits to tourists and even, at 
times, locals, so ask before visiting. 

6

Xtra

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

 Alternatively, visit wanderlust.co.uk/168 
for links to more content:
arcHiVe articles
♦ Return to West Africa – issue 165
♦ West Africa’s 5 must-visit destinations 
– online exclusive
planninG GUides
♦ Guinea-Bissau travel guide
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Northern Lights in Tromsø, Norway: 3 nights fr £420pp incl. Flights  - Save £90!

 

Venture to Tromsø – one of the best places on earth to see the Northern Lights, with this 3 night city break. Anyone who’s been to Tromsø will assure you there’s more to the city than what goes on above, with an animated street scene and creative culture 
re� ecting the vibrant colours of the Aurora Borealis. This short break o� ers a taste of the authentic Arctic and an opportunity to see the jaw-dropping and mystical experience of the Northern Lights. 

 

From £420pp incl. � ights and accommodation. Save up to £90 per couple on selected Winter 2016/17 dates. For more info visit wexas.com/135707 or call 020 7838 5950
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Hot o� ers, specialist directory, latest travel jobs, and more…

The Great Southern 
Touring Route: 
Save £360 per couple

Machu Picchu for 
£999 per person 
including fl ights
For a limited time only, take the 8 
day/5 night Machu Picchu Express 
tour for only £999 per person. Learn 
about Cusco’s Inca heritage, take the 
scenic Vistadome train journey to 
Machu Picchu and take a guided tour 
of the iconic  ruins. Price includes all 
fl ights & hotels.
Usual links: www.llamatravel.com. 

For more information please call 
0207 2633000 or for details. 
Email: mail@llamatravel.com

Insurance worth shouting about!

Thailand beach escape: 
Save up to £4,666 per couple

Enjoy three free nights 
accommodation when you stay 
seven and pay for just four nights 
at Soneva Kiri on the idyllic, 
secluded and unspoiled Thai island 
of Koh Kood. 
This luxury ‘no shoes, no news’ 
eco-friendly property o� ers pure 
relaxation and escapism in a 
stunning setting. Try watersports, 
diving, rainforest walks, dining 
in the treetops and the Six Senses 
Spa in this all-ages tropical 
playground. 

Visit www.exsus.com at 
http://tinyurl.com/ExsusKohKood
or call 020 7337 9010

Northern Lights in Tromsø, 
Norway: 3 nights from £420pp 
incl. Flights  - Save £90!
Venture to Tromsø – one of the best 
places on earth to see the Northern 
Lights, with this 3 night city break. 
Anyone who’s been to Tromsø will 
assure you there’s more to the city 
than what goes on above, with an 
animated street scene and creative 
culture refl ecting the vibrant colours 
of the Aurora Borealis. This short 
break o� ers a taste of the authentic 
Arctic and an opportunity to see the 
jaw-dropping and mystical 
experience of the Northern Lights. 
 
For selected Winter 2016/17 dates 
and for more info visit: www. wexas.
com/135707 or call 020 7838 5950

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

] 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

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser
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Specialist Directory: worldwide

Namibia
• Botswana 
• Victoria Falls 
• South Africa

• Tailormade safaris 
• Self-drive safaris 
• Fly-in safaris 
• Scheduled safaris 
• Volunteer and 
   conservation projects 

CALL US ON: +264 61 309 387 
VISIT: www.chameleonholidays.com
EMAIL: info@chameleonholidays.com 
SKYPE: chameleon.holidays

Chameleon_new logo.indd   1 18/12/15   14:53:34
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Self-Drive  Fly-in   Special Interest 

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

M O R O C C O

Riding Ventures
Tailor-made horse riding holidays

www.ventureco-worldwide.com
hello@ventureco-worldwide.com

01837 55 907
AFRICA         INDIA          SOUTH AMERICA

VC Advert Sept 15.indd   1 23/09/2015   22:27:19

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser
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Excursions included

Knowledgeable guides

Daily breakast and dinner

No hidden charges

www.skandaholidays.co.uk

Travel with award winning group and tailor made holiday specialist 

+44 (0)121 2855 247

DISCOVER THE HIGHLIGHTS OF PERU, BOLIVIA, CHILE,  ARGENTINA AND BRAZIL 

Take a train ride to explore marvellous 

Inca ruins of  Machu Picchu

Board Andean Explorer train across 

the Peruvian altiplano

Enjoy the breathtaking  Igaussu falls 

Discover the dazzling sights of 

BuenosBuenos Aires

20+ years 
of 

experience

Includes flights from UK, hotels & transfers

Award-winning Páramo Active Travel® designs using clever 
Nikwax fabrics keep you cool, block harmful UV rays and 
deter biting insects, to protect you all over the globe. 

Keep cool and protected - visit www.paramo.co.uk

More protection. 
Less packing.



Specialist Directory: WORLDWIDE

Let us take you 
on the paths less travelled…

WORLDWIDE TREKKING, CYCLING & MOUNTAINEERING

worldexpeditions.co.uk
0800 0744 135

C
L

A
S

S
I

F
I

E
D

Wanderlust July/August 2016  |  131

Dragoman, Camp Green, Kenton Road, Suffolk, IP14 6LA, UK. 
Dragoman is a Trading name of Dragoman Overseas Travel Limited.

No. 1077 No. 5232

01728 861 133 - www.dragoman.com
info@dragoman.co.uk - online via LiveChat

Chat to the Dragoman Team...

NOT JUST THE DESTINATION

With 100s of overland tours throughout

we have something to suit everyone!
Asia, Africa and the Americas

NOT JUST THE DESTINATION
IT’S THE JOURNEY

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser
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I would tell 
everyone to 
climb this 
magical 
mountain

Stand on the roof of Africa and see things 
from a new angle.

Trek Kilimanjaro, the world’s highest freestanding 
mountain, for Mind so we can be there for 
anyone with a mental health problem.

To find out more and get  
your free info pack visit: 

mind.org.uk/kili 
community@mind.org.uk

R
egistered charity no 219830

To adverTise
in MarkeTplace
call The sales TeaM on
01753  753471

jobshop
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Sales Executive – Events

Wanderlust Travel Media organises the Adventure Travel Conference, 
the UK’s only dedicated B2B event for the Adventure Travel industry. In 
January 2017 the conference will be growing to become a two-day event, 
and we are looking for someone to help launch a supplier marketplace, 
bringing together senior buyers with product suppliers.

The successful candidate will be a proven and determined sales person 
with a confident telephone manner, who is able to make relationships 
with senior personnel within the travel industry. The ability to work 
independently and to prioritise your workload are important, and you will 
be expected to regularly report on progress as well as recording all 
activity on a centralised sales-support database.

Your role will be to contact businesses (worldwide) that may wish to exhibit in 
the supplier marketplace and to sell exhibition space to them. You will need 
to be able to proactively research potential exhibitors and create your own 
sales leads (we only want the best, and we want a geographical spread). 
You will also be contacting UK travel companies and enrolling buyers/
product managers to participate in the event. You will also be enrolling 
travel professionals, who may not be buyers, for the conference itself.

The role is based in our Windsor office. We are willing to consider filling 
this role on either a full-time or part-time basis. The role will be initially 
offered on a fixed-term contract to the end of Jan 2017, with the possibility 
of a permanent contract thereafter if the event is a success.

Travel industry experience would be an advantage, but is not essential.

For more on the conference, please see:  
www.adventuretravelconference.co.uk. To apply, please email your 
CV and covering letter (explaining why you are right for the role)  
to recruitment@wanderlust.co.uk. Closing date is: 18 July 2016

Travel Expert

Exsus, known for its pioneering 
spirit, is a privately owned tour 
operator with more than 15 years’ 
experience of arranging luxury 
tailor-made trips around the world. 

Due to expansion we are looking 
for enthusiastic and passionate 
travel experts to join our busy team.  
We would love to hear from you if 
you share our passion for travel, 
love creating unique and 
inspirational trips and have 
travelled to and previously sold  
one or more of the following  
areas: USA & Canada, Europe,  
Asia and Africa.

Reporting to the Head of Sales, you 
will be responsible for:
● Working closely with high-end, 
discerning clients to create 
tailor-made trips using your 
first-hand knowledge and  
personal expertise.
● Responding quickly to enquiries, 
build rapport and show a good 
understanding of your clients’ needs.
● Designing innovative and  
inspiring itineraries. 

● Working closely with the marketing 
team and head of product to provide 
insight and share ideas about your 
specialist area.
●  Person Specification.
● Previous travel industry 
experience with a tailor-made tour 
operator is essential, preferably 
within the luxury sector.
● Good level of education.
● Experience of a busy office 
environment with strong 
administration and organisation skills.
●  Cheerful, confident, and 
committed, with a desire to work to 
high standards.
● Passionate and motivated 
individual, with a drive to exceed 
sales targets.
●  In depth knowledge of countries 
of expertise.
●  Strong customer service skills with 
an eye for detail. 
●  This is a full time role, located in 
our modern offices on Baker Street, 
London. Currently a Monday to 
Friday operation, we offer a 
competitive salary package, 
familiarisation trips and a fun and 
friendly environment.

Closing date: 15/07/16. To apply please send your CV, 
travel profile and covering letter to anna@exsus.com
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How I got
into Travel

How long have you worked for All Points East? 
My brother, Mark, and I established All Points East in 1999.
What did you do before and what attracted you to 
the job? Nothing to do with travel but everything to do with 
management and organisation. Now, I manage the UK 
side of things. 
What do you like about your role? Working with people 
who are planning trips – there’s few jobs where they are 
so excited about their purchase and after 16 years, I still 
fi nd it infectious.
What challenges have you faced? Most things have been 
thrown at travel to South-East Asia over the past 16 years – 
SARS, bird fl u, fl oods, military coups, tsunamis. However, I’d 
still say it’s a great region to visit with some of the world’s 
nicest people.
How has your career progressed at All Points East? There’s 
not really anywhere to go in terms of a career structure, but 
there’s always something new to learn and, as new areas 
become popular, I rapidly become engrossed in them.
Tell us about your favourite moments so far. Too many to 
mention! We’ve been lucky enough to be given a number 
of awards but on a daily basis, it’s happy, satisfi ed customers. 
I can’t deny I love my own travels in the region too… 
purely research!

Lesley Schofi eld
UK Manager, All Points East 
(allpointseast.com)
Lesley on toppling SE Asia’s stumbling 
blocks and fi nding new challenges

Please don’t forget to mention                               when you contact an advertiser

We are looking for an enthusiastic, 
ambitious travel specialist, with 
experience in creating tailor-made 
safaris to Africa and Asia. You must 
have excellent communication 
skills, have a passion for the 
natural world and be great at 
working in small teams. 

Natural World Safaris is an 
international tour operator based 
in Brighton that specialises in 
designing journeys into the natural 
world. Our USP’s are based on 
tailor-made trips for discerning 
travellers who want to experience 
something unique and life-
changing, balanced with a 
responsible approach. We pride 
ourselves on our in-depth 
destination knowledge and high 
standards of customer service.

We are a small but committed and 
friendly team with a real passion 
for what we do. In return, we o� er 
a competitive package, fantastic 
central location in Brighton, and 
excellent career progression.

Skills & Experience Necessary
●  Excellent communication skills 
(verbal and written) as well as 
a great ability to listen.
●  Good organisation skills.
●   Managing/prioritising workloads.
●  Good computer skills.
●   Willing to travel abroad for 
familiarisation trips.
●  Great destination and camp/
lodge knowledge.
●  Passion for the natural world, and 
getting others to experience it.
●  Experience in selling travel and 
designing tailor-made safaris to 
Africa and/or Asia.

Job Purpose
●  Responding to potential clients 
and liaising with them via phone/
email to create the perfect safari 
for them, working alongside our 
chosen ground agents.
●   Managing your enquiries in our 
database and be proactive to 
ensure the best service possible.
●  You will work with the client all 
the way through the initial enquiry, 
to returning from destination.

This role is full time, if you’d like to apply, please email your 
CV and covering letter to jobs@naturalworldsafaris.com.

Travel Consultant

Trailfi nders’ unrivalled and award winning reputation for 
o� ering an e�  cient and friendly service to our clients is 
attributed entirely to the knowledge, enthusiasm and 
commitment of our sta� .

A strong worldwide geographical awareness is needed as 
well as extensive and recent fi rst hand travel experience, 
with particular preference for travel experience within 
Australia & New Zealand, America & Canada or Asia. Ideally 
you will have experience of working in a target based sales 
role, otherwise you will have a drive to succeed in sales with 
proven persuasive and infl uencing skills and a results 
orientated nature.

In return we o� er a competitive salary package, a unique 
and comprehensive in-house training and ongoing coaching 
programme, performance related promotions, the 
opportunity to progress your career through specialisation 
and excellent travel opportunities.

For more information or to apply visit trailfi nders.com/jobs

Sales Executive

We’re recruiting for an experienced, ambitious senior Sales Executive. 
This is an exciting opportunity to join a small advertising team. The role is 
demanding but tremendously rewarding; you will work across, Wanderlust, 
www.wanderlust.co.uk and our successful Travel Photo of the Year 
competition, Guide Awards and Travel Awards.

The successful candidate will be commercially minded; numerate; 
possess good analytical skills; ability to work on their own initiative as 
well as in a team; excellent communication skills; have a minimum of 
2 years of sales experience; an ability to present at all levels; a love of 
travel; and the desire to o� er our customers the best service.

We o� er: A competitive salary and bonus plus private health insurance 
(after a qualifying period). 

Email your CV & covering letter to: salesrecruitment@wanderlust.co.uk

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

Africa and Asia Destination Specialists
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Collette

How did 
Collette start?
Jack Collette started the 
company in 1918 with a bus tour  
from Boston to Florida. Nearly 
100 years later, we’re taking 
guests all around the world to 
all seven continents. Jack sold 
the company to Dan Sullivan Sr. 
and his brother-in-law Arthur 
McWilliam in 1962 and when 
Dan visited the New York 
World’s Fair in 1964, it was  
a turning point in the company 
and the perfect time to 
introduce escorted touring. So 
much has changed, but as the 
company thrives in its third 
generation of family ownership, 
the heart and soul of Collette 
remains the same.

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?
When Dan took over the 
company it was not without risk.  
He had six kids at home but he 
knew how to take the initiative. 
As his family grew, Dan’s 
children took on active roles in 
the company – in sales, tour 
development, marketing, tour 
guiding, and in its charitable 
arm. Working with a team of 
dedicated employees, they all 
stayed true to our original vision.

What makes 
Collette unique?
Collette really is one big family 
and giving back to the 
communities we visit on our 
travels is high on our agenda. 
This is something our customers 

8 

also take part in. On many of 
our tours, they spend time 
working within our projects, 
meeting local children and 
enhancing their lives. With a 
focus on hunger and education 
and a robust volunteer 
programme, we aim to make the 
world we travel a better place. 
Every member of staff is also 
encourage to spend at least four 
hours a month, during working 
hours, to volunteer within the 
local community.

Future plans?
Collette has continued to grow 
over the last 100 years and every 
year we are adding new 
destinations. In the UK and 
Australia we have low customer 
awareness and we are just 
scratching the surface when it 
comes to growth opportunities. 
We need to share our story with 
people a bit more and the rest 
will come naturally. This year 
new tours will be launched in 
Sri Lanka, India and our 
stronghold of North America to 
name but a few, and despite 
some challenging times, the 
diversity of what we offer allows 
customers to continue to travel 
with Collette, with peace of 
mind that they will be looked 
after every step of the way.
www.gocollette.com

Michelle Laverick
The Head of Marketing of guided-tour 
specialists Collette’s big break and giving 
back to the destinations it offers tours to

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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Before you arrive 
Set deep in the lush Gianyar foothills, amid 

tumbling ravines and rippling rice fields, Ubud’s 
inland setting is both its charm and saving grace. 
The city’s location has meant that it skipped a lot 
of the rapid 20th-century growth that befell Bali’s 
southern coast, letting it develop at a slower pace.

In many ways it’s a work of art. What were once 
a handful of artisan villages, home to wood-carvers, 
textile makers and painters, merged over time. By 
the 1930s, European artists flocked here, drawn by 
its creative spirit, building the city’s first galleries 
and confirming it as Bali’s cultural heartland.

But the old skills were not forgotten. Even now, 
some neighbourhoods and villages are still better 
known for their specialist crafts. Pay a visit to Mas, 
five kilometres south of the city centre and famed 
for its wood sculpting, to watch master craftsmen 
in their workshops. Only the city’s spiritual side 
plays a larger role in life in Ubud today. 

Hindu temples dot every street and garden, with 
canang sari offerings (baskets of flowers) on each 
doorstep – a daily thank you to the gods. It’s no 
surprise Ubud has been adopted by the yoga crowd. 
Western comforts shadow Balinese traditionalism 
at every turn these days, yet the two worlds exist in 
happy tandem: an ancient yin to a blissed-out yang.   

Take the city’s culinary scene for instance 
– among the most innovative on the island. Explore 
traditional warungs (family-owned establishments), 
serving up heapfuls of mie goreng (spiced noodles) 
and tempting babi guling (suckling pig), as well as 
artisan coffee shops and fusion restaurants. 

And yet it’s only when you wander away from the 
city centre that you see the true legacy of Ubud. Its 
babbling gorges and Tegallalang rice terraces still 
beguile, just as they did centuries ago. Meanwhile 
Bali’s volcanic peaks carve out a jagged horizon 
beyond the veils of morning mist, a siren call to 
hikers gifted the chance to see where it all began.

Getting there and around
Garuda Indonesia (garuda-indonesia.com) 

has recently launched the first direct flights from 
London to Jakarta (18 hours); five times weekly from 
£322 return. This can be combined with a two-hour 
connecting flight to Bali’s Ngurah Rai Airport (also 
known as Denpasar) with Air Asia; from £55 return. 

The airport lies 50km south of Ubud. Taxis are 
good value and efficient, taking 35 minutes to 
get to the city centre. This should cost around 
IDR195,000 (£10), but insist on using a meter. Once 
in Ubud, explore on foot or by scooter, with prices 
pretty low (£5 per day) for the latter – although 
helmets and nerves of steel are required on its roads.

Other ways to arrive
Fast boat transfers are available from 

Lombok and the Gili Islands to Padang Bai port, 
on Bali’s east coast. Tickets cost from EUR35 (£27) 
and usually include an overland transfer to Ubud.Sh
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Ubud, Bali
Ubud is a vibrant blend of ‘East meets West’ – but despite its blissed-out reputation,
you can still find the old Bali among its temples and terraces, says Melissa Burfitt
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Paddy power 
The rippling terraces 
around Tegallalang 
village date back 
centuries and offer 
panoramic views



  

Here’s tHe plan...

top end: The antique Javanese houses 
and bamboo structures of Bambu Indah 
(pictured; i-escape.com/bambu-indah) 
offer the ultimate in eco-retreat chic. 
Set in an organic garden overlooking 
rice fields and the mountains beyond, 
its natural swimming pool and open-air 
restaurant provide grassroots tranquillity 
in a quiet neighbourhood just west of 
town. Doubles from US$155 (£106). 
Mid-range: If you’re seeking self-
improvement during your visit, the Yoga 

Barn’s guesthouse (theyogabarn.com) 
couldn’t be more convenient. Breakfast 
at the Garden Kafe is included and the 
standard rooms have bathrooms with 
private showers; from US$80 (£55). 
Budget: An old hand (open since 1981), 
Taman Indrakila (tamanindrakila.net) 
nestles above a river valley to the 
north-west of the town centre. Rooms 
are clean, simple and traditional, and 
there’s a pool for cooling off at the end 
of the day. Doubles from US$40 (£27).

population: 30,000
languages: Indonesian, but locals often  
speak Balinese. English is widely spoken.
timezone: GMT+8
International dialling code: +62
Visas: Depending on which airport 
visitors to Indonesia land at, guests 
staying up to 30 days will either be 
free to enter the country without a visa 
(Jakarta Airport, for example) or will 
be asked to pay for a visa on arrival 
(Bali Airport and others). To minimise 
any hassle, try to bring US$35 (£24) 
in exact cash.  

of town to take a tour of the world’s 
largest bamboo structure at the Green 
School (greenschool.org), a remarkable 
building and eco-awareness centre.

As dusk draws in, head to the fine Café 
Pomegranate (cafepomegranate.org), 
where the sun sets over 360° rice-paddy 
views. Finish the night with a traditional 
Legong or Barong dance show in the 
18th-century Puri Saren Ubud (Royal 
Palace), back in the centre of town.

Get your bearings among the waters and 
lotus flowers of Pura Taman Saraswati 
temple [pictured] on Kajeng Street. Set in 
the heart of Ubud, it offers a truly serene 
introduction. Next, head west to Puri 
Lukisan (museumpurilukisan.com), Bali’s 
oldest art museum. Its collection includes 
works by the local 20th-century Batuan 
and Sanur schools of painting; plus there 
are also workshops on traditional crafts. 

Afterwards, see how the professionals 
do it at Ubud’s central craft market and 
artisan boutiques, the hub of which is off 
Raya Street (nearby Hanoman Street also 
has some fine shops). The stallholders 
here live up to Bali’s friendly reputation 
and negotiations are usually good-willed. 

Escape the bustle of Ubud centre by 
following the Campuhan Ridge Walk out 
to open countryside. Take the bridge over 
Campuhan river, which leads to the Pura 
Gunung Lebah temple complex, where 
exquisite carvings lie beside the rushing 

water. Guided herb walks 
(baliherbalwalk.com) also 

allow you to learn about 
the area’s healing roots.    

In late afternoon, 
drive 20 minutes out 

Stay – at least for a while. Ubud isn’t just 
yoga, lattes and boutiques, there’s plenty 
of traditional markets, lush rice paddies 
and ornate ancient temples to explore 
nearby, using the city as a handy base. 

That said, there’s plenty more to see 
in Bali. Take a transfer further inland to 
trek tourist-free rice fields and see the 
otherworldly Pura Luhur Batukaru temple 
complex, which rests in the foothills of 
active volcano Mount Batukaru (40km 
from Ubud). Views from the 1,700m-high 

Mount Batur (40km) and towering 3,031m 
Mount Agung (50km) are also both worth 
the early start and climb.  

Alternatively, head east to Padang Bai 
port (38km) and catch a fast boat to the 
super-chilled Gili Meno and Gili Air islands 
(both around 1.5 hours) for excellent 
diving and snorkelling. Or continue on to 
reach the island of Lombok (4-5 hours), 
where active volcano Mount Rinjani 
[pictured] hides a truly stunning lake 
within the creases of its peak  

Currency: Indonesian Rupiah (IDR), 
currently IDR19,249 to the UK£. However, 
many businesses use US Dollars or Euros 
instead. Credit cards are widely accepted 
and Ubud’s central tourist information 
office has a reliable currency exchange. 
Tipping is not expected, but a 10% tip for 
good service is always welcome. 
Best viewpoint: Unusually, the town’s 
best vantage points overlook the area’s 
famous rice paddies rather than the urban 
sprawl. Tegallalang, just north of Ubud, is 
particularly picturesque.
Health issues: Malaria is not an issue, 
but it’s always wise to be up to date on all 
your vaccinations. There is a risk of 
rabies, while dengue fever is prevalent 
during rainy season (see ‘Climate’). 
Web resources: Visit the official tourist 
board (alitourismboard.org/ubud) or 
bali-indonesia.com for tips and advice. 
Climate: Ubud has a tropical climate;  
it can rain at any time and is prone to 
balmy temperatures, though it’s 
cooler than Bali’s coastal 
areas. April to September 
is the dry season; 
October to March is 
rainy season. 
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top tip
If you do pay a visit to Ubud’s 

popular Indiana Jones-like sacred 
Monkey Forest, be wary. the 

monkeys verge on aggressive, 
so if you choose to visit, leave  

any and all snatchable  
valuables back at  

your hotel. 
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W
hether knowingly or unknowingly, 
if you have ever seen an image of 
the Republic of Macedonia, it will 
almost certainly be of the cute 
little church of St Jovan Kaneo, 

perched on a clifftop with the cerulean shimmer of 
Lake Ohrid twinkling behind it. And yet relatively 
few find their way to these ancient waters. 

Lake Ohrid (“Ok-rid”) is one of the oldest lakes in 
the world, almost certainly the oldest in Europe, 
and among the deepest too. Not surprisingly, it has 
a rich history and is a UNESCO World Heritage site, 
along with the jewel that is Ohrid town. Here you 
will find churches galore (it is believed that Ohrid 
once had 365, one for every day of the year) as 
well as a medieval fortress, a Roman theatre, 
Ottoman architecture and fine cobbled streets. 

Around the lake, a Bronze Age stilted village 
has been reconstructed on its shores, while cave 
churches and the former monastery of St Naum are 

a reminder of how, at the end of the 9th century, 
Ohrid was considered an important centre for 
religion, literacy and Slavic culture.

But there are natural wonders here too. Not 
only is the lake beautifully framed by hills and 
mountains, but it is considered the most biodiverse 
in the world for its size. Its depths contain several 
species of fish, including the endemic pink-fleshed 
Ohrid trout. One of only two species of trout found 
in the lake, it was once severely endangered but 
numbers have recovered enough that you can now 
eat it in the town’s restaurants without any guilt. 
Another fish, called plasica, has scales that can be 
turned into beautiful ‘pearls’ – a technique known 
only to two local families, who jealously guard the 
secret of how it is done. 

With no coastline, this is Macedonia’s seaside. 
Restaurants and cafés ply the waterfront, serving 
fish from the lake washed down by refreshing local 
rosé. There are hip beach bars or dark nightclubs 

for those who want them, while culture vultures 
can experience some of the world’s top musicians 
at The Ohrid Summer Festival.

In the height of summer, swimmers and 
sunbathers throng the small beaches, while the 
more active can scuba-dive or kayak the waters. 
Adventurers will find plenty to do on land too, with 
the Galicica mountain and National Park on its 
doorstep. Hiking, paragliding, caving and more can 
all be done from town. 

There are threats. In 2015, the mayor announced 
plans to drain the lake’s wetland, Studenchishte 
Marsh, an important filter for the lake, and develop 
luxury accommodation there. And then there’s the 
cheap prices and increase in international flights, 
which makes you pray that stag and hen parties 
don’t discover Ohrid. 

So, go there soon to discover the joys of 
this Balkans pearl. But shhhh – be careful 
who you tell about it. Sh

ut
te

rst
oc

k

Lake Ohrid, Macedonia
Whisper it quietly: one of the world’s oldest lakes has become Europe’s latest
secret escape, packed with mountains, history and magic, says Lyn Hughes
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As you lake it 
Arguably the finest 
(and certainly the 
most popular) view of 
Lake Orhid, taken from 
St Jovan Kaneo Church
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 Here’s tHe plan...

Take a boat trip or water taxi to get 
around the lake – you’ll probably be 
approached by boatmen in sea 
captain’s hats as soon as you 
approach the harbour. 

A daily boat service runs to the 
beautiful St Naum Monastery 
(pictured), near the Albanian border, 
taking one-and-a-half-hours each 
way (from €10 return). Or hire a taxi 
to take you (30 minutes); they will 
usually wait in order to bring you 
back (from €25 return). Once there, 
the church that was built over St 
Naum’s tomb lies in the grounds of 
what is now a hotel. Put your ear to 
the tomb to hear St Naum’s heartbeat. 

Stroll back down the road to take 
a serene row-boat tour to the springs 
that feed water from Lake Prespa 
into Lake Ohrid. Restaurant Ostrovo 
(restoranostrovo.com.mk), looking 
out to the springs, offers traditional 
Macedonian specialities.  

On the way to, or from, Naum, stop 
at the Bay of Bones, a reconstructed 
stilted village from the Bronze Age.
It’s also possible to dive below it 
(whatever your ability). Alternatively, 
take a taxi (or boat taxi) to the other 
side of the lake to visit Struga, the 
second-biggest town on the water, 
and the fishing villages of Radozda 
and Kalista and their cave churches. 

When to go: There are a number 
of summer festivals, including Ohrid 
Summer Festival (mid-July to 
mid-August) which has classical 
music and plays. Spring and autumn 
are beautiful, quiet and cheaper.  
Getting there: Wizz Air (wizzair.com) 
fly twice-weekly (Wed and Sun) from 
London Luton to Ohrid (3 hours; from 
£60 return). They also fly five times 
a week to Skopje (3 hours; from 
£64 return), with a three-hour bus 
connection (£4.50 return) to Ohrid. 
Getting around: The old town is 
easily walkable (although hilly). Boat 
trips and boat taxis are available 
from the harbour. 
Where to stay: St Naum, at the 
southern end of the lake (near the 
Albania border), is busy during the 
day but less so later in the evening. 
A stay in converted monastery Hotel 
St Naum (hotel-stnaum.com.mk) is 
a unique experience. Lake-view 
rooms from £40. 

The 20-room Hotel City Palace, 
(citypalacehotel.mk) is well situated 

to the lovely St Sofia Church if you 
didn’t visit it on the way up, before 
browsing the shops for traditional 
crafts and Ohrid ‘pearls’. 

Back in the centre, stroll to the 
900-year-old çinar (plane tree) and 
explore the old Turkish part of town. 
You’re spoiled for choice for dinner, 
with traditional options galore as well 
as the inevitable pizzerias. After food, 
chill out in one of the late-night bars, 
such as Duck Café, for some mellow 
soul, jazz or blues. 

Take a stroll through the narrow 
streets and alleyways of the old 
town, making your way uphill to the 
2,000-year-old Roman theatre. 
Refuel with a macchiato overlooking 
it from the upstairs balcony of the 
friendly Gladiator restaurant, before 
heading uphill again to Tsar Samoil’s 
Fortress (pictured). From here, it’s 
a short walk to the church of 
St Kliment at Plaosnik, built on the 
ruins of a 5th-century basilica. Rather 
controversially, a university is now 
being built around the site. 

A downhill stroll through pine trees 
takes you to the most-photographed 
sight in Macedonia, the beautifully 
located St Jovan Kaneo Church. 
More steps take you down to the 
lakeside, where you can stop 
for lunch on the terraces of Kaj 

Kanevche or Kaneo restaurants 
(and take a quick swim 

while waiting for it to be 
cooked). Then, follow 

the boardwalk back 
to town, diverting 

Galicica National Park, the smallest 
of Macedonia’s three parks, borders 
the eastern side of the lake. Agencies 
in town can arrange mountain biking, 
trekking and tandem paragliding 
(http://paraglidingohrid.com) trips. 
There is also a peak from which you 
can see both Ohrid and Prespa lakes 
simultaneously, but the views of 
either lake are just as superb from 
the winding road that goes all the 
way over the mountain. 

Lake Prespa (above) is shallower 
and quieter than Lake Ohrid, and parts 
of it cross into Greece and Albania. 
Hundreds of pairs of Dalmatian 
pelicans and pygmy cormorants 

cohabit the lake and its reed beds, 
as well as numerous other birds.

Take a boat trip to Prespa’s 
Golem Grad. Despite its diminutive 
size (200,000 sq m), the uninhabited 
island’s name means ‘big fortress’ 
and it was once a significant cultural 
centre of which little is now known. 
The island itself is covered in rich 
vegetation and dotted with Roman 
and early Christian sites, as well as 
hundreds of tortoises. It is also 
known as ‘Snake Island’ due to the 
large number of mostly harmless 
water snakes living there, which 
you may be able to spot when you 
return to your boat.  

along the quay, just a few minutes 
from the harbour and old town. 
Lake-view rooms (some with 
floor-to-ceiling windows) from £62.

The old town offers many small 
guesthouses. Villa Mal Sveti Kliment 
(http://vilamalsvetikliment.com) has 
eight rooms, including a penthouse 
suite; rooms from €39 (£31).
Where to eat: You will be spoiled 
for choice! Reliable options include 
Antiko, in a 230-year-old mansion 
house, as well as Kaneo, Kaj 
Kanevche or Gladiator – all of which 
are scattered along the boardwalk.  
More info: www.ohrid.com.mk

■  E s s e n t i a l  I n f o Day One: Around the town

Day Two: explore the lAke Day Three: over the mountAin
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top tip
Hang on to your small change. 
some places – especially the 
inexpensive churches you’re 

likely to be visiting – are 
understandably not keen  

to be changing  
big notes. 
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First 24 hours

Get orientated 
If its old moniker holds true, there will always 

be a Rome. Forever is a long time, but 2016 could 
be the best year yet to embrace the Eternal City, 
as it gets a rather belated spring clean. 

The Italian capital is currently abuzz with Catholic 
fervour. Pope Francis has declared a ‘Year of Mercy’ 
– only the 27th such jubilee ever – with parts of the 
Vatican previously off-limits now open to the public. 

And in the spirit of dusting away cobwebs, two of 
Rome’s stars have had facelifts: the Trevi Fountain 
and the Colosseum. The latter spent more than 
a year being cleaned (for the first time), and now 
the scaffolding has come down, it has returned to 
its original sandy hue – not seen in 2,000 years.

Getting there and around
Direct flights (around 2.5 hours) to Rome 

are available from many UK cities, with Vueling 

(vueling.com) now having started flying there 
twice-weekly from Manchester; from £59 return. 

Rome’s landmark sites are easily walkable, but 
the city also has good public transport. Single 
tickets for the bus, train or metro cost €1.50 (£1.16) 
and can be bought in advance from self-service 
machines, ticket offices and kiosks. Once aboard, 
validate your ticket via a machine or risk a fine. 
Alternatively, a 48-hour Roma Pass costs €28 (£22; 
romapass.it), with unlimited travel and discounts.

The visit 
Glimpses of an ancient world can be found 

across Rome. Even today, digs are still unearthing 
treasures. Only last May, the addition of a third 
Metro line to Rome’s slender network was halted 
after 2nd-century Roman barracks were found, 
while the Palazzo Valentini villas (tours available; 
palazzovalentini.it) were only unearthed in 2005.

Elsewhere, the iconic Colosseum (€12 [£9.30]; 
coopculture.it/en) might have been scrubbed up 
but inside is the main draw, with tours of its terraces 
and underground area – where the gladiators once 
prepared – a rite of passage. Meanwhile water now 
flows again in the Trevi Fountain, having re-opened 
late last year following a lengthy refurbishment.

For something truly unique, visitors can enter 
the Holy Door (only unlocked during a ‘Year of 
Mercy’) at Vatican City’s St Peter’s Basilica until 
20 November. Inside lie medals and artefacts 
otherwise rarely seen, while events in Rome’s 
major basilicas and the Vatican itself are planned 
throughout the jubilee year (im.va).

Elsewhere, Rome is just the city that keeps on 
giving, from the Borghese Gallery to the Roman 
Forum (see over the page), to its bustling piazzas 
and more. Step into an ancient world simply by 
turning a corner or, indeed, booking a flight... Sh
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Rome, Italy
Think you’ve seen all Rome has to offer? The Eternal City has had something
of a makeover of late, offering the chance to appreciate some old sights anew

A step back in time
Rome’s iconic Forum 
was once the centre of 
the Roman Empire, and 
consequently the entire 
ancient world
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■  E s s e n t i a l s

The Roman Forum, Ancient Rome, Italy

1. Arch of Titus
The 15.4m-high and 13.5m-wide triumphal 
arch of the emperor Titus is the oldest Roman 
monument of its kind still standing.

2. Atrium Vestae
The house of the Vestal Virgins consisted 
of a large elongated atrium (courtyard), the 
apartments of the keepers of the ‘holy fl ame’ 
and utility rooms. Even today, the foundations 
of the complex are clearly visible, with
some of the pedestals occupied 
by the remains of Vestal 
statues from 3AD.

3. Tempio de Castore e Polluce
Otherwise known as the ‘Three Sisters’, the three 12m-tall 
Corinthian columns, complete with entablature, belong to 
a temple that was renewed by Tiberius in 1AD.

4. Basilica Julia
All that remains of the 101m-long and 49m-wide building that once 
housed the law courts are the foundations and column bases.

Language: Italian
Time: GMT+1 (Mar-Oct GMT+2)
Visas: Not required by UK 
nationals
Money: Euro, currently around 
€1.28 to the UK£
Health: Take a valid EHIC card

This feature is adapted 
from Marco Polo’s Travel 
Handbook: Rome, which 
contains infographics, 
insider tips, tour 

suggestions and a large pull-out 
map. See marco-polo.com

5. Tempio di Saturno
Destroyed by fi re on several occasions, this temple has 
been repeatedly rebuilt. All that remains now are the 
eight columns of the portico and the partially preserved 
pediment. The Saturnalia festival that was held each 
year on 17 December started here.

10. Basilica di Massenzio
The remains of the Basilica of Maxentius and 
Constantine provide a good idea of the scale of this 
imposing building, covering an area of 6,500 sq m. 
The central nave rises to a height of 35m.

9. Tempio di 
Antonino e Faustina
Six Corinthian columns in the 
front and several columns at 
the side of this temple remain 
standing. In the 12th century, 
the temple was converted 
into the San Lorenzo in 
Miranda church. 

8. Curia
The interior of this 
26m-by-18m hall, which once 
accommodated around 300 
senators, still retains fragments 
of coloured marble fl ooring. 
Here you can also see the Plutei 
Traiani, two large marble reliefs 
depicting scenes from the 
political life of Emperor Trajan. 
These include the destruction 
of tax records and his instituting 
of the alimenta, a charitable 
trust set up to support the 
children of needy families.

6. Tempio di Concordia
Dating from the Republican era, only the 
foundations of the once richly adorned 
Temple of Concordia now remain.

7. Arco di Settimio Severo
Marble reliefs depict episodes from the campaigns led 
by Emperor Septimus Severus on this 21m-high arch.

Destroyed by fi re on several occasions, this temple has 
been repeatedly rebuilt. All that remains now are the 

by Emperor Septimus Severus on this 21m-high arch.
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Japan is synonymous with the modern. Yet an 
older world survives. In rural Japan, the year is 
ticked off in festivals, marked by centuries-old 
rituals. These are the subject of Charles Fréger’s 
new book in which he recreates the folk figures 

(yokai) of traditional Japanese dances – many of 
which are still performed today. 

Deep in the southern hill town of Tsuwano see 
the sagi (heron; bottom left) dance every July in a 
good luck ritual. April sees taueodori (rice-planting 

dances) held across north-eastern Honshu villages, 
where a paddy owner welcomes a saotome 
(rice-planting maiden; top left) to his fields. 
Yokainoshima: Island of Monsters 
(Thames & Hudson) is out now
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Wanderlust Xtra is the perfect companion to Wanderlust Travel Magazine.

This great FREE app brings to life the exciting features found throughout your favourite travel 
magazine on your mobile or tablet. Watch stunning videos, enjoy extra content and detailed 

information, enter fabulous competitions and click to directly buy our top reviewed products.

Simply use your free app on your mobile device to scan a page where 
you see the Wanderlust Xtra app and all will be revealed.

Download your FREE app now!

Get more with
Wanderlust Xtra

Use your Wanderlust Xtra app where you see this logo

Xtra

How to use Wanderlust Xtra
The app can be used on your mobile phone or tablet:

1. Download your free app from either Apple App Store or   
     Google play (for Android devices)
2. Open the Wanderlust Xtra app on your device
3. Ensure you have internet connection
4. Locate the Wanderlust Xtra features and articles in your 
     Wanderlust magazine
5. Hold your phone or tablet’s camera 10-18 cm above the
     magazine feature and allow the camera to focus
6. Once the link is detected the Xtra content will be revealed 
     on your device

For detailed instructions visit www.wanderlustxtra.co.uk

Xtra

Xtra

Xtra
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