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welcome to

there’s nothing quite like the feeling of adrenaline as 
you jump off a bridge, only to be saved by a bungee 

cord – that’s why it’s on so many bucket lists. But what 
other adventures and destinations should be on your 

list of things to do before you die? that’s where Ultimate 
travel Bucket list comes in. there’s something for 

everyone, from exploring history’s greatest castles for 
the heritage buffs to every nature-lover’s dream of 

seeing the Amazon. Uncover the world’s most vibrant 
and fun festivals, take a look at the unique places you 
can stay overnight and explore the different cultures 

around the world. It’s time to figure out where you need 
to go and whether you want an adventure, to discover 
the past, to see animals in the wild or experience how 
they do things differently abroad, it’s time to hop on 

that plane and see the world.
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Fuel your inner adrenaline junkie and take your holiday activities to the next level!

Daredevil 
Adventures 

WORDS R eb ecc a G Rei G
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Cage of death Au s t r A l i A
Why wouldn’t you want to come face to face with the 
world’s largest reptile? Croccove offers visitors the 
opportunity to get up close and personal with these 
terrifying beasts. 

experience the thrill of sharing the water with saltwater 
crocodiles five metres (16 feet) in length. You’ll have the 
chance to admire their size and prehistoric features. how 
fast do you think your heart will be racing when you meet 

each other’s eyes?! each cage of death dive includes 15 
minutes in the enclosure where the handlers will regularly 
feed the creatures in order to encourage more movement 
and close-up encounters. each cage is suitable for one to 
two participants and is operated by an overhead monorail, 
which will have you hovering over the huge reptiles before 
you’re lowered in. the cage of death starts from aud$170 
and includes entry to Crocosaurus Cove.
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volCano 
boarding 
N i c A r Ag uA

sCale a glaCier i c e l A N d 

goZero g 
u s ,  vA r i o u s 

An adrenaline junkie’s dream. This is not an adventure for the 
faint hearted, but is an absolute must if you are travelling to 
Nicaragua. Before you take it on you’ll have to hike up to the 
top of Cerro Negro, which will probably take around an hour.

then you can slide or surf down the 728-metre-high volcano 
in around three minutes. Cerro negro is an active volcano, but 
it hasn’t erupted since 1999 and its activity is monitored very 
closely, so it’s unlikely you’ll be boarding away from lava! the 
volcano board staff will pick you up in a sturdy 4x4 before taking 
you to the volcano. the whole adventure costs around $30 and 
includes transport, a bilingual guide, insurance, volcano board 
and a drink at the restaurante Cocinarte.

You might think, ‘I can jump out of a plane, catapult myself 
and swim with crocodiles any day I like’, but can you scale a 
glacier? The Blue Ice Glacier Hike and Ice Climbing tour will 
take you on a journey through a frozen maze of towering 
ice formations, jagged ridges and deep blue crevasses. 

this activity is perhaps a little more accessible than the 
others listed, and even complete ice-climbing novices will 
be able to give it a go and enjoy the experience. the tour 
gives you the opportunity to hike and climb the colossal 

sólheimajökull glacier, and gives you a generous three hours 
on the ice. included in the tour, you’ll visit skógafoss waterfall 
and seljalandsfoss waterfall, which are both stunningly 
picturesque, as well as journey through quaint icelandic towns. 
You’ll be provided with everything you need to stay safe on 
the ice like axes, crampons, helmets and safety lines. glaciers 
are always moving and flowing, so every experience will be 
unique. this is one of the best ways to explore iceland, with 
the added thrill of ice climbing. 

Float like an astronaut and fly like a superhero in absolute 
weightlessness. We’ve all pretended to walk like we 
were on the Moon and dreamt about zero gravity, so this 
experience is truly one of a kind. 

in a specially modified boeing 727, parabolic arcs are 
performed in order to create a weightless environment, 
which will allow you to float, spin and soar as if you were in 
space. each Zero g experience includes 15 parabolas, your 
very own Zero g suit, Zero g merchandise, a regravitation 
certificate, a certificate of weightless completion, as well 
as photos and videos of your incredible weightlessness 
experience. this is the only commercial experience on 
earth that will enable you to enjoy complete weightlessness 
without going into space. the Zero-g experience starts from 
around $5,000.

Climb over the glacier and explore 
one of iceland’s biggest attractions

experience weightlessness 
without going into space 

experience the thrill of 
boarding down a live volcano

012

adventures



everest skYdive M o u N t  e v e r e s t

CanYoning  
dA  l At,  v i e t N A M 

nevis  
Catapult 
Q u e e N s to w N ,  
N e w  Z e A l A N d

If ever there was something to throw yourself into – quite 
literally – it’s canyoning in Da Lat. Da Lat is in the central 
highlands of Vietnam and is a major tourist destination, 
with canyoning being one of the best activities on offer.

Canyoning involves moving through canyons using 
different ways of getting around – abseiling down waterfalls, 
floating and swimming down the river, climbing, cliff 
jumping, scrambling and so much more! the best thing 
about canyoning is that you don’t need much experience, as 
you will be guided through every step – all you need is the 
courage and bravery to throw yourself into it! as adrenaline-
fuelled activities go, this is one of the most fun! how often 
do you get to flail around in a water-filled canyon using 
whatever means possible to travel down it? think giant 
natural water park with the most stunning of scenery. 

You’ll never be afraid of anything ever again 
after taking on the Everest skydive. Described 

as the world’s elite skydiving adventure, 
and only taken on by a few hundred 

people, you’ll jump out of a helicopter 
at a height of 7,000 metres and 

land in Syangboche and Ama 
Dablam Base Camp. 

it is said to be the most 
thrilling aerial adventure 

in the world. during 

the jump, your adrenaline rush will be joined by 
unconceivable views of the picturesque sherpa 
settlement with the backdrop of the world’s 
highest peak, along with its equally intimidating 
sister peaks. this is a once-in-a-lifetime 
experience. it’s not an adventure that you can 
take on a whim. the whole experience starts 
with a sightseeing tour of kathmandu, followed 
by around four days’ trekking in the beautiful 
himalayas and preparing for the jump day. 
tandem skydiving prices start at $25,000.

The Nevis Catapult is the biggest and most extreme 
catapult in the world. Participants will be propelled 150 
metres up and out across the Nevis Valley, experiencing 
up to 3Gs of force reaching speeds of almost 100 
kilometres per hour in 1.5 seconds. 

the minimum age for participants wanting to take on 
the catapult is 13 years old, and participants must weigh 
between 45 to 127 kilograms. a shot on the nevis Catapult 
will cost you nZ$255. You are obviously attached to 
something, and are not simply flung out into mid-air. the 
team will fit you with a harness, and you then get attached 
to a high-tech winch system before being lifted off the 
ground and eased into a horizontal position where you are 
launched across the valley. the whole ride lasts around 
three to four minutes, and after the drop you’ll bounce for a 
bit before being hoisted back up.

if bungee jumping is too tame 
for you, this is the activity 
you’ve been waiting for

see the himalayans from 
a new point of view

abseil down waterfalls and go 
down natural water slides for 
a wet and wild adventure
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Whether you want to hike, raft or walk the skywalk, the 
Grand Canyon must be on your bucket list

The

Jutting from the badlands of 
Arizona, the Grand Canyon is the 
centrepiece of Americana. Bold, 
rugged and mysterious; a lighthouse 

for spiritual and secular pilgrims alike. Rising 
a mile high, the canyon has been sculpted 
by the Colorado River into four plateaus. 
Almost 450 kilometres long and, at points, 
29 kilometres wide, it offers a unique cross-
section of 40 layers of the Earth’s crust – a 
two-billion-year-old story of growth, erosion 
and metamorphosis.

As the dying Sun bursts orange brilliance 
over the rising rims, vast shadows descend 
into the canyon below. Moments like this have 
captured the imaginations of scientists for 150 
years, and the Hopi tribe for far longer. The 
Hopi consider it the site of their creation and 
eventual return. Though they make annual 

pilgrimages to the canyon, they are not an 
exclusive club; six million people visit every 
year. Parents feeding their children’s insatiable 
curiosity, New Age hippies in search of their 
inner Jim Morrison, thrill-seekers desperate 
for that next great rush – all brought together 
by the beacon that is the Grand Canyon.

The park’s South Rim is a stunning gateway 
to the canyon’s multicoloured walls and 
brushy landscapes. Shoshone Point is just a 
short walk from the parking areas, but quiet 
even on the busiest summer day. For the 
crowd-averse, one of the better campgrounds 
is Ten-X, obscured by the Kaibab National 
Forest. Meanwhile, the West Rim, on Hualapai 
Indian Tribal Lands, is home to the Skywalk – a 
glass-bottomed, horseshoe platform jutting 
out over the canyon, allowing for dizzyingly 
unimpeded panoramic views. 

Grand
Canyon

Get up close and personal with 
the mighty Colorado River 

WORDS H A R E TH A L Bu STA NI
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tHe GRand CanYOn
explOReR’s essentials

essential infORmatiOn
the Grand Canyon offers experienced hikers 
numerous challenging trails, but preparation 
is crucial. Be sure to book campsites and 
accommodation well in advance, and obtain 
a camping permit. for those looking for a less 
strenuous experience, guided tours are also 
available, by foot, raft, plane, jeep and mule.

WHen tO visit  
although the best weather can be enjoyed between april and June, this is also peak season. 
for a more peaceful experience, visit the park between september and October.
Time zone utC–7
Currency us dollars ($)

links
www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/backcountry-permit.htm  
portal for obtaining a camping permit
www.recreation.gov 
Website for booking campsites, such as mather, ten-x and north Rim
www.grandcanyonwest.com 
Buy tickets for the skywalk and other West Rim attractions
www.wildlandtrekking.com/grand-canyon/hiking-tours.html  
Wildland trekking hosts a wide range of guided treks around the canyon

arguably, the most atmospheric entry point is the 
north Rim, which receives just one-tenth of the park’s 
visitors. adventurers who dare to drive the extra 
mile, or 200, are rewarded with a serene stay at the 
immersive stone and wood Grand Canyon lodge, or a 
night under the stars at the northern campground. for 
a truly memorable experience, hardened hikers can 
ramble the distance instead. Rule of thumb: the harder 
the hike, the thinner the crowd. the 34-kilometre 
trek cuts through the Bright angel trail, down to the 
bottom of the canyon, before climbing back up the 
north kaibab trail. the journey is one of solitude and 
drama – though the summer sun is unforgiving, the 
canyon’s indian Gardens offer reprieve, with an oasis 
of creeks, cottonwood trees and willows. 

though much of the park is closed in winter, there 
are few sights as picturesque as snow settling over 
the canyon. some trails, such as the Cathedral Wash 
near the historic lee’s ferry, are totally isolated. 
Regardless of the season, trekkers are advised to 
obtain a Backcountry permit for camping. While most 
lodges get booked up far in advance, the tiny phantom 
Ranch, nestled near the Colorado River, requires 
guests to enter a lottery 15 months in advance. 

as immersive as the canyon’s many hikes are, for 
adrenaline addicts, no trip is complete without white 
water rafting. the canyon’s dogged lava falls is one 
of the most notorious rapids in the world. Whether an 
entry-level enthusiast or a bungee-hardened extreme 
sports junkie, there’s a range of ways to experience 
the thunderous straights – from a three-day tour of the 
tamer lower rapids, to a three-week odyssey around 
the canyon’s most notorious bends. 

Beyond the delirious white-water dance, the 
Colorado River harbours a network of quiet creeks, 
limestone cliffs, hidden ruins and cactus gardens that 
are waiting to be explored by motorised raft, oar or 
dory. While the river can be fierce, the solitude of 
its labyrinthine caves, hidden waterfalls and sandy 
beaches is just as powerful. 

since 1887, the landlubber’s favourite mode of 
transport has been the trusty mule ride. these are 
perfect for the risk-averse adventurer, with a slow 
and steady journey down into the belly of the beast. a 
happy medium can be found aboard the high-octane 
jeep tours of the canyon’s greatest hits: historic 
stagecoach trails, the wildlife-rich kaibab forest and 
sunset over the canyon. visitors soak in the ancient 
native american cave paintings, walk with the elk and 
visit the historic sights – except with less filler.

to truly experience the canyon, one must view it 
from up close and afar. perhaps no visit is complete, 
then, without a bird’s-eye view, courtesy of a plane or 
helicopter ride. these swoop over not just the canyon 
itself, but monument valley, Rainbow Bridge, antelope 
Canyon and lake powell. meanwhile, city-dwellers in 
search of riches and hedonist escape might enjoy a 
one-day whirlwind tour of the canyon from las vegas, 
ending with views of the city’s iconic neon strip.
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Hop aboard the historic carriages that run the lengths of these eight railway lines, 
departing from stations across the globe with fascinating stories to tell

T
hey have inspired writers, artists, 
musicians and film-makers; their success 
was a key factor in the industrialisation of 
Britain; they have shaped the landscapes 

of nations; they have been of strategic importance 
in war; have both cost lives and have saved them. 
They are, of course, trains. It’s difficult to imagine life 
without railways, and their rich and varied history 

is surely best explored by taking a trip on a train – 
whether that is just a short hop on a heritage steam 
locomotive or an epic journey that lasts several days 
and crosses continents. 

Author EM Forster called railway termini “our 
gates to the glorious and the unknown”, but they 
can just as easily be a portal to the past – here are 
just some of the best historic railway journeys. 

Railways
WORDS REB Ecc A FO RD

The World’s Greatest
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The classic Trans-Siberian Railway journey takes seven 
days and goes from Moscow in the west to Vladivostok 
in the east. Construction of the line was inaugurated 
in 1891 by Tsar Nicholas II, and the work was carried 
out by convict labourers and Russian soldiers. It is not 
considered one of the most scenic routes – after all, being 
sent to Siberia was considered a punishment – but many 
of the stops along the way are rich in Russian history. 

yekaterinburg, for instance, was where nicholas ii, 
his wife and five children were murdered in July 1918 by 
Bolsheviks. the site is now marked by a large Byzantine-
style church. then there’s Perm, which was the childhood 
home of sergei diaghilev, founder of the Ballet russes in 
the early 20th century, and the place that inspired Boris 
Pasternak to write Doctor Zhivago. it was the railway line 
that facilitated the development and settlement of siberia 
and allowed the soviets to exploit its rich coal and metal 

deposits, turning it from a largely agricultural region to one 
that is now heavily industrialised.

the trans-siberian railway is, however, not just one line 
but a network of interlinking railways – all full of interest 
and potential to travellers. there are two branch lines that 
take the traveller into China: the first runs from Moscow 
to Beijing via Mongolia, crossing both siberia and the Gobi 
desert on the way; the second links the same cities but goes 
via Manchuria. alternatively, you can get off in vladivostok 
and take a ferry to Japan. this is the railway where east 
really does meet West.

For information on booking tickets on the trans-siberian 
railway, check out www.realrussia.co.uk . if you prefer 
something more luxurious, then you could join an escorted 
tour on the Goldeneagle, with operators such as Great rail 
Journeys (www.greatrail.com) or Ffestiniog travel (www.
ffestiniogtravel.com). 

the trans-siBerian railWay 
Ru s s i a
One of the longest continuous railways in the world at more than 9,200 
kilometres long, this railway crosses several time zones as well as the 
wilds of Siberia 
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West  
hiGhland line
s c ot l a n d,  u K

It’s a trip of only five and a half hours, but this 
264-kilometre-long journey from Glasgow to the fishing 
port of Mallaig is spectacular. Construction began in 
1889, with the aim of linking Glasgow to Fort William 
but the work was not without its challenges as it crossed 
remote parts of the Scottish Highlands, and the line 
was not completed until 1894. Conditions were harsh 
and 37 navvies died in just four years. The line was later 
extended to the coast, and the link to Mallaig opened  
in 1901.

after leaving behind the tenements of Glasgow, the train 
winds along the ‘bonnie banks’ of loch lomond – Britain’s 
largest body of fresh water – then chugs on to Crianlarich, 
where a branch line runs to oban. the scenery becomes 
increasingly rugged and further on, past tyndrum (once the 
heart of the scottish gold mining industry) a giant horseshoe 
curve winds through a glacial valley – a reminder that funds 
for the construction of tunnels and viaducts were limited, 
so obstacles (such as mountains) were skirted instead. after 
Bridge of orchy, the train traverses rannoch Moor and 
eventually reaches remote Corrour station, which featured 
in the film of irvine Welsh’s novel trainspotting.

after it leaves Fort William, the line passes an increasing 
number of sites of historic interest. at Banavie, suggested 
by some as the birthplace of saint Patrick, the train crosses 
thomas telford’s Caledonian Canal, characterised at 
this point by ‘neptune’s staircase’, a series of eight locks 
designed by telford in 1822. then comes the glorious 
21-arched Glenfinnan viaduct, constructed in concrete 
by robert Mcalpine and opened in 1901. today it’s most 
famous for the starring role it plays in the harry Potter 
films, but the viaduct also offers excellent views of the 
Glenfinnan Monument. this 18-metre-high tower designed 
by architect James Gillespie Grant commemorates the start 
of the Jacobite rising in 1745, when Bonnie Prince Charlie 
raised his standard above Glenfinnan. his fight to claim the 
throne (supported by english, as well as scottish Jacobites) 
ended at the Battle of Culloden the following year. a lone 
highlander stands atop the tower – a reminder that the 
defeat effectively ended the highland way of life. Further 
along the route, the train passes loch nan uamh from where 
he escaped to France after Culloden. 

trains run regularly along the line. in summer a special 
steam-hauled train, the Jacobite, runs from Fort William to 
Mallaig (www.westcoastrailways.co.uk) while the luxurious 
royal scotsman train also follows the route (www.belmond.
com/royal-scotsman-train).

On this scenic railway journey, you 
can take in sites of key importance 
in Scottish history
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The first railway line in India was constructed in 1853, and 
by 1929 there was about 66,000 kilometres of track. 
Trains were used primarily to transport troops across 
the sub-continent and to take goods, such as cotton, to 
India’s ports.

narrow-gauge hill railways were built to serve the remote 
and beautiful hill stations that the British established 
during the 19th and early 20th centuries. the terrain was 
challenging and construction of the lines frequently involved 
innovative and imaginative engineering that has stood the 
test of time. 

the darjeeling himalayan railway was the first of the hill 
railways, opening in 1881. Known now as the ‘toy train’, it ran 
from silguri, at the foothills of the himalayas, to darjeeling, 
where the climate was cooler and more comfortable for the 
British during the sweltering indian summers. darjeeling was 
also suitable for the growing of tea, and huge plantations 
were soon established. it became a little outpost of england 
in india, with mock tudor houses and a church. the line still 
operates today.

the Kalka-shimla railway in northwest india opened in 
1903, linking the town of Kalka to shimla and stretching for 

Mountain railWays oF india
i n d i a
You can travel almost anywhere in India by train, a legacy of British colonial rule. These three 
lines are considered of such importance they have even been listed by UNEScO

“It ran from SIlgurI, at the 
foothIllS of the hImalayaS, to 
DarjeelIng, where the clImate 

waS cooler anD more comfortable 
DurIng the SwelterIng SummerS”

this site on the course of the darjeeling 
himalayan railway is called the Batasia loop, 
and helps make the train’s descent more gradual
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96.6 kilometres. located in the himalayan foothills, shimla 
was cooler than delhi or Calcutta and became the summer 
capital of British india. the line exhibits plenty of examples 
of engineering wizardry with 864 bridges and 103 tunnels.

unlike the other two lines, the nilgiri hill railway is in the 
south of india, in tamil nadu. Construction began in 1891 
but the mountainous terrain meant that it wasn’t completed 
until 1908. using rack and pinion technology, it’s the 
steepest railway in asia – so steep, in fact that the downhill 
journey is nearly one hour shorter than it is when going 
uphill. the railway runs for just over 26 kilometres from 

Mettupalayam up to udhagamandalam, formerly known 
as ootacamund, in the nilgiri hills. ooty (or ‘snooty ooty’) 
to the British, was a colonial hill station and home to the 
ootacamund Club, where members could sip their gin and 
tonics and play relaxing games of billiards in surroundings 
more reminiscent of surrey than southern india. the club 
is still there today, its polished wooden floors, gleaming 
brasses and hunting trophies a reminder of another age.

For the best information on how to travel on india’s 
complex network of railways, check the excellent Man in 
seat 61 website (www.seat61.com).

http://www.seat61.com


the veniCe siMPlon orient 
exPress railWay
u K ,  F R a n c e ,  i ta ly,  t u R K e y,  G e R m a n y

Five-star service, fine food and Art Deco glamour – a trip 
on the Venice-Simplon Orient Express (VSOE) is one of 
the world’s greatest railway journeys. The classic route 
is to go from London on a British Pullman train to the 
coast, sometimes in carriages that have played their part 
in history - a couple, for example, formed part of Winston 
Churchill’s funeral train. Once in France, you then join the 
Continental Wagon-Lits train, which boasts beautifully 
restored blue and gold carriages from the 1920s, a bar 
complete with grand piano and sleeping cars that convert 
to sitting areas with white-gloved attendants. It whisks 
you through Paris and on to Venice, a magical journey 
lasting 24 hours. Once a year, in a nod to its historic name, 
the train travels on to Istanbul.

the original express d’orient was a service that began in 
1883 and took passengers overnight from Paris to vienna – it 
only disappeared in 2009. another train would then take 
passengers on to varna, in eastern Bulgaria where they 
would catch a ferry to reach istanbul. then there was the 

simplon orient express, a service that started in 1919 after 
the simplon tunnel was opened, which created a new route 
through Milan and venice. these trains went from Paris, 
then across europe and down to istanbul. it was this train 
that provided the setting for agatha Christie’s crime classic 
Murder on the Orient Express. 

the service was frequently used by the rich and famous 
– tolstoy, trotsky and Mata hari are all said to have taken 
the train, as well as diplomats and royalty. in the 1930s, the 
express d’orient, the simplon orient express and another 
service, the arlberg orient express, all whisked passengers 
across europe to destinations that included Budapest, 
athens and Bucharest. in later years the situation became 
even more confused – Grahame Greene’s novel Stamboul 
Train, for instance, is set on the oostende-vienna orient 
express. yet, although there may be no such thing as the 
‘real’ orient express, the romance of taking the vsoe from 
london to venice (or istanbul) makes you feel as if you have 
stepped into a far more glamorous past.

Surely the most romantic of all trains, the vintage carriages of the famous 
Venice-Simplon Orient Express have become a byword for luxury travel

the World’s Greatest railWays
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BelGrade  
to Bar  
s e R b i a  &  m o n t e n eG R o

Construction of this line began in 1955 and was one 
of Tito’s most ambitious projects – an incredible feat 
of engineering, with 254 tunnels and 435 bridges. It 
stretches for 476 kilometres from Bar, just south of 
Kotor, on the coast of Montenegro then passes through 
Bosnia to reach Belgrade, the Serbian capital. Leaving the 
Adriatic, the line crosses Lake Skadar to reach Podgorica 
– formerly Titograd (named after the wartime partisan 
leader), then crosses a river gorge via the Mala Rijeka 
Viaduct. Until 2001, this was the highest railway bridge 
in the world, towering 200 metres above the Mala Rijeka 
river. The scenery is certainly compelling – as are the 
historical associations. 

tito’s personal train, known as the Blue train, took to the 
tracks in 1959 and often made this journey. it was luxurious 
with velvet sofas, a dining car, a bathroom, office and 
tv room. Carriage walls were decorated with marquetry 
fashioned from mahogany, pear and walnut, and tito’s 
bedroom boasted a silken tapestry. the train allowed him 
to conduct high-level negotiations in secrecy and entertain 
visiting heads of state – including soviet leader leonid 
Brezhnev, haile selassie of ethiopia and Queen elizabeth ii. 

in May 1980, tito took his last journey on the train, as it 
carried his coffin. the vintage carriages were then stored 
in a siding until they took on a new life in 2013, when they 
were attached to the regular train so tourists could enjoy 
their comforts. unfortunately, that service is no longer on 
offer, but the same 11-hour journey can be made on the 
regular daytime service. in Belgrade, you can stay at the 
Metropol Palace hotel, where tito used to host guests such 
as elizabeth taylor and Che Guevara. 

southbound trains can be booked online at www.
serbianrailways.com, while northbound services must be 
booked at Bar station.

tito greets a crowd from the window 
of his famous Blue train

a steam-powered engine and 
carriage of the orient express

This line was opened by railway-
loving Marshal Josip Tito, leader of 
the former Yugoslavia, in 1976. He 
frequently made the journey in his 
own private train

http://www.serbianrailways.com
http://www.serbianrailways.com
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Wind down your windows, blast out your tunes and get ready for the 
ride of your life along Mother Road

Route 66
W

hen you don your leathers and 
mount your motorbike to begin 
your journey along Route 66, you 
never quite know when you’ve 

reached the end. That, in part, is because there is 
some debate over where the finish line lies, but 
it’s also because the route will offer so many life-
affirming experiences that it could easily be the start 
of something new: a real taste for the open road.

Route 66 is iconic. It rolls across America from 
Chicago to Santa Monica (or to 7th street in 
Downtown Los Angeles depending on who you 
talk to), taking you through the lands of the USA’s 
indigenous peoples while brushing past diverse 
and exciting cities as you journey across Illinois, 

Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, 
Arizona and California. Should you choose to go the 
extra distance to the junction of Olympic and Lincoln 
Boulevards in Santa Monica (and you must), then 
you’d be covering 3,940 kilometres.

Read John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath, 
published in 1939 after the Dust Bowl destroyed 
the American West and left its economy in tatters, 
and Route 66 takes on a greater resonance, which 
some would argue is as relevant today. It tells of 
the Joads, a poor family of tenant farmers, being 
forced from their home in Oklahoma due to bank 
foreclosures and drought. They decide to head west 
for employment where they encounter thousands of 
other destitute migrants doing the same. For them, 

WORDS DAv ID CRO O K e S
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route 66 – which came into being in 1926, linking the 
roads between small towns and country byways from 
east to west – was a lifeline and, given it was based on 
real life in the Great depression, it lends a poignant 
history to the highway.

at the same time, it became a symbol of hope. 
Motorcars were growing in popularity, and route 66 
helped to boost the economy. as traffic increased, 
people flocked to the roadside to cater for passing 
motorists. It led to a rise in mom-and-pop businesses 
running motels, gas stations and restaurants and, once 
the muddy road was tarmaced in 1938 – the first in 
america to be paved in such a way – it could be used 
come rain or shine. this was completed just in time 
for World War II, creating a perfect supply route that 
proved particularly useful for General George s Patton 
who was training his troops in the Mojave desert 
close to the road in California. With the war over, 
the romance of the road began in earnest: motorists 
sought to complete the journey and it became forever 
more cemented in popular culture.

today, route 66 remains the world’s greatest road 
trip, even though it was effectively wiped from the 
map in the 1980s and entails digging out atlases that 
retrace the historic highway. It certainly has awe-
inspiring beginnings. drive over to adams street in 
downtown Chicago and you will see the ‘Historic 
route’ start sign marking ‘Illinois us 66’ that will get 
the adrenalin pumping and the mind racing about the 
journey that lies ahead. It won’t be long before you’re 
riding through the cornfields south of Chicago and 

seeing the landmark Gemini Giant advertising ‘Muffler 
Man’ statue of an astronaut holding a rocket ship at 
the eastern entrance to Wilmington.

It’s a charming start that will eventually take you 
past scores more off-beat roadside attractions and 
delightful little stops, such as ambler’s texaco Gas 
station built by Jack shore in dwight in 1933 and 
an historic standard oil Gasoline station from 1932 
further along the road in odell. eventually, you’ll 
pass the famous murals of Pontiac and reach atlanta, 
Illinois, a city of just 1,700 people over 3.284 square 
kilometres that was once a frequent stop for president 
abraham Lincoln. Head over to Palms Grills Cafe and 
tuck into some fine fare, glimpsing across the street 
at yet another Muffler Man, this time the Paul Bunyon 
Hotdog statue. Created in Cicero, Illinois, in 1966, 
it was moved to atlanta in 2003 when the original 
hotdog stand closed.

there’s more Lincoln-fare to be seen in springfield, 
Illinois’ capital, with a population of 116,250 and the 
president’s home for 24 years. as well as being known 
for its corn dog snack, you can swing into the Maid-
rite sandwich shop, which claims to be the first us 
drive-thru, before taking in the Lincoln Home national 
Historic site, Lincoln’s tomb and the abraham Lincoln 
Presidential Library and Museum. once done, why not 
check out another Muffler Man – this time in the car 
park of the Lauterbatch tire and auto service – before 
heading over to st Louis in Missouri, home of the 192-
metre GateWay arch, and the location of the Missouri 
Botanical Gardens, numerous museums and saint 

Louis Zoo which, built for the 1904 Worlds Fair, pre-
dates route 66 and is free to visit.

In many ways, the true delights are outside of the 
cities. Continue on to Fanning and you’ll spot the 
route 66 red rocker, the world’s second largest 
rocking chair. You’ll cross the Meramec river us 66 
Bridge and check out the Meramec Caverns in the 
ozarks that were formed from the erosion of large 
limestone deposits. If you’re looking for somewhere to 
lay your head, drive to the neon-signed Munger Moss 
Motel in Lebanon, which was added to a sandwich 
shop, filling station and restaurant in 1946. It is right by 
a classic bowling alley, too, if you fancy some extra fun.

Fully refreshed, keep driving to Kansas where there 
are 13 miles of route 66 highways, numbered us-69. 
this is the shortest state stretch of route 66, but fill 
up at the old Kan-o-tex service station dating back to 
1934 and buy refreshments at eisler Bros old riverton 

Get a taste for historic america as you drive 
along a road that has brought hope for so many

there are plenty of places to stay 
along the route
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“In many  
ways, the  

true delIghts 
are outsIde of 

the cItIes”

route 66
exPLorer’s essentIaLs
essentIaL InForMatIon
american motorists drive on the right-hand side of the 
road, and you can get behind the wheel of a car so long 
as you have a driving license in your own country. to 
ride a motorbike, however, you’ll need an International 
driving Permit. of course insurance is a given, but 
rental companies won’t let you on the road without it.

WHen to vIsIt  
If you are looking to do the entire journey rather than 
break it up into states or sections, then around May  
or June would be optimal in order to enjoy the 
attractions and avoid the scorching summer sun. 
Winter is less fun.
Time zone utC-6, -7 & -8
Currency us dollars ($)

orGanIsatIons to ContaCt
Virgin Holidays 
virgin has 17-day self-drive tours priced from £950 per 
person together with accommodation along the way
Audley Travel 
this company (audleytravel.com) offers suggested 
itineraries and expert guides
AAA 
You can get Basic emergency roadside assistance with 
the american automobile association if you’re visiting 
for 90 days or less

LInKs
www.tomtom.com/en_us/routes/details/united-
states/route-66  
Plan your trip with tomtom and get the lowdown on 
sights along the way via tripadvisor
www.rentalcars.com 
search through the top car-hire companies of america 
for the best deals
www.completenorthamerica.com/ 
route-66-holidays 
everything you need to know before your trip

uncover the history along 
route 66 as you ride it

store, which was rebuilt in 1925 following a tornado. 
You can also walk over a concrete arch bridge built in 
1923 that immediately became part of route 66 three 
years later (it’s not possible to drive over it).

Into oklahoma and you’re on to the longest drivable 
stretch of route 66 with more than 400 miles of jaw-
dropping scenery and goofy roadside attractions to 
keep you occupied. You’re well into cowboy territory 
here, so take a nosy around the national Cowboy 
and Western Heritage Museum, or drive to Clinton 
for the oklahoma route 66 Museum for a taste of 
pure americana and a cabinet bursting with items 
discovered along the route over 100 years or so. Fill 
up your vehicle at Lucille’s 
service station, which was 
built in 1929, and visit the 
modern gem that is Pops 
to see the glass walls of the 
restaurant packed full with 
soda pop bottles arranged 
by colour, which you can 
buy. You may also want to 
check out the Blue Whale of Catoosa, which was built 
in the 1970s by Hugh davis as a gift to his wife who 
collected whale figurines.

Hit texas and you’ll be driving through the vast 
plains of the texas panhandle, a lonely-feeling yet 
reflective journey that requires a good map if you’re 
looking to stick to the original route rather than 
Interstate-40. there are some lovely sights – the 
Cadillac ranch in the cowboy town of amarillo being 
one (check out the steaks nearby) – as well as the 
texan ghost town of Glenrio, which suffered when 
route 66 was destroyed in the 1980s. after crossing 
into new Mexico, consider stopping at the city of 
tucumcari (you’ll see loads of signs saying tucumcari 
tonight, advertising the abundance of rooms, many 

in vintage hotels), but also enjoy the wealth of neon 
signs and historic ranches. If you decide on a few hours 
in santa Fe, it’s the site of the oldest church in the us, 
san Miguel Mission. the Kimo theatre in albuquerque 
astounds with its art deco theatre.

In arizona, the Petrified Forest national Park is the 
only national park that protects a section of route 
66. Meanwhile, earth’s best-preserved meteorite 
impact site is also off route 66 – it was here that an 
asteroid travelling at 42,000 kilometres per hour 
smashed into our planet 50,000 years ago, causing 
a crater 1.6 kilometres across and 168 metres deep. 
With the Grand Canyon national Park continuing 

to astound, tiny villages 
such as Hackberry in the 
northwestern region and 
oatman are also worth a 
visit. the latter has moved 
swiftly from gold mining 
to tourism thanks to the 
Mother road, and it has 
streets roamed by wild 

burros that you can feed. arizona is a state worth 
lingering in, for sure.

You’ll have had such an amazing time by now that 
you’ll want to savour the last leg of the journey: the 
trip through California across some 560 kilometres to 
the cities that migrants flocked for work and a better 
life. Your first glimpse of the state will be the old trails 
Bridge over the Colorado river on an abandoned 
portion of route 66, but continue down and you can 
eat at the iconic roy’s Motel and Cafe in amboy with 
its world-famous sign outside, then go on to visit 
the Calico Ghost town – a former silver mining town 
founded in 1881, which is now a country park.

In Pasadena, you can tour the rose Bowl stadium, 
while in victorville in the Mojave desert you can look 

around the California route 66 Museum. You can 
eventually bask in the glamour that is Hollywood en 
route to santa Monica where the official ‘end of the 
trail’ sign is located. In doing so, you can relax and 
look out over the gentle lapping of the Pacific ocean, 
thinking about all of the things you have seen and 
the wonderful people you have met along the way. 
there’s no questioning, route 66 truly is a (road) trip 
of a lifetime. ©
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https://www.audleytravel.com/usa/country-guides/route-66
https://www.tomtom.com/en_us/routes/details/united-states/route-66
https://www.tomtom.com/en_us/routes/details/united-states/route-66
http://www.rentalcars.com/
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rio Carnival R i o  d e  J a n ei R o,  B R a z i l
W h e n  T h e  l a s T  w e e k  b e f o r e  l e n T
When it comes to all-out festivities, the carnival in 
Rio de Janeiro is impossible to beat. For the five days 
leading up to noon on Ash Wednesday, the start of 
the fasting season of Catholic Lent, the people of Rio 
gather for a world-beating celebration of dance, music 
and general revelries.

Music and dancing permeate the entire festivities, most 
notably the Brazilian samba dance (which is infused with 
african influences). during the festival, the samba schools 
in Brazil parade in several instalments, from sunday to 
tuesday, all vying for a place in the Winner’s Parade, which 
is actually held on the saturday after the Carnival ends. 

While the big parade takes place in the sambadrome 
(you’ll need tickets – which are often very expensive – to 
get in), dozens, even hundreds, of other events are taking 
place all over the city. anyone and everyone is welcome to 
join in, and while the glitter and glamour might not match 
that of the sambadrome, the spirit of the participants is no 
less genuine.

More than two million people are thought to attend 
the carnival each day it takes place, with reports of 
‘blocos’ (street parties) of up to five million participants. 
incredibly, and contrary to rio’s notorious reputation, 
reported incidents of crimes are very rare during carnival.
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holi i n d i a
W h e n  a r o u n d  M a r c h

oktoBerfest  M u n i c h ,  G e R M a n y
W h e n  s e p T e M b e r  To  o c To b e r

la toMatina 
B u ñ o l ,  S pa i n
W h e n  l a s T  w e d n e s d ay                
i n  a u g u s T

You may know it as the Festival of Colours, but Holi 
is an integral part of not only the Hindu faith, but 
Sikhism, Newar Buddhism, and even other religions.

for a day in March, differing annually as dictated by the 
hindu calendar each year, holi is celebrated as a festival 
to take joy in the victory of good over evil, and spring over 
winter, as well as to make amends with friends and family, 
find forgiveness and forgive others. it’s also held to have a 
generally good time together, as any good festival is. 

festivities usually start on the night before holi, with 
a gathering around a bonfire where religious rituals are 
performed, before people go all out for joyous celebration 
the morning after: smearing each other with colours, 
drenching each other in water, and having playful fights 
with one another, often while singing and dancing to 
music.

this festival and its unfettered message of joy and 
friendship has spread across the world, where you’ll be 
able to find a variant of holi in most big cities worldwide. 
events like the Colour run are directly derived from holi. 
for the original flavour, though, you’ll have to go to india.

Oktoberfest is the world’s largest beer festival – every 
year it attracts more than six million people from  
around the world for a two-week celebration of beer, 
food and folk culture in Theresienwiese, a field in 
Munich, Germany.

despite its everyman identity, the festival, which has 
become a global phenomenon in recent years, has royal 
origins. in 1810, kronprinz ludwig (later king ludwig i) 
married Princess therese of saxe-hildburghausen. ludwig 
held a grand festival inviting the citizens of Munich to 
celebrate the joyous event at a fairground on what was then 
the outskirts of the city.

the following year, an anniversary event was held, 
adding a show to the festival, and things quickly spiralled 
from there. By 1818, carnival booths appeared; in 1850, a 
parade to commemorate ludwig and therese’s wedding 
became a scheduled event; and at the end of the 19th 
century, the extensive skittle courts, dance floors and 
trees for climbing were swapped out for large beer halls 
with space for musicians, creating what we recognise most 
clearly as oktoberfest today. now, you can probably find an 
‘octoberfest’ within an hour’s drive of anywhere you live in 
the Western hemisphere, but there will only ever be one 
original, one genuine oktoberfest.

On the last Wednesday in August every year, 50,000 
people from all over the world descend on the small 
town of Buñol in eastern Spain for a week of late-summer 
festivities, culminating in an almighty tomato fight, 
where the participants pelt each other with over 120 tons 
of squashed tomatoes – for fun!

legend has it that the tradition started during the annual 
Giants and Big-heads figures parade in 1945, which went 
through the town square. some young boys took part in 
the parade, but their boisterous energy resulted in one 
of their giant heads to fall off. that participant got very 
angry indeed and started to hit everything in his path. this 
quickly escalated into a giant tomato fight (thanks to an 
unfortunately placed fruit and vegetable stand close by), 
which had to be stopped by police. the following year, 
some people decided to ‘commemorate’ the event with a 
pre-planned tomato fight on the day of the parade, and it 
quickly snowballed into what is now a world-famous event. 
not even a ban in the 1950s could stop people, and now la 
tomatina is celebrated and publicised by spanish authorities 
as a successful tourist attraction.

the largest beer tent at the gigantic oktoberfest can 
accommodate more than 8,400 enthusiastic drinkers

fire engines are needed to wash down 
Buñol’s streets after la tomatina every year

Centuries of migration of people from the 
indian subcontinent around the world have 

turned holi into a worldwide festival
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veniCe Carnival  V e n i c e,  i ta ly
W h e n  T h e  w e e k s  b e f o r e  l e n T

sonGkran 
Water  
festival 
t h a i l a n d
W h e n  1 3  a p r i l

uP helly a a 
S h e t l a n d  i S l a n d S ,  
S cot l a n d
W h e n  e ac h  w i n T e r  
( s e v e r a l  f e s T i va l s )

Most countries have a certain tradition when it comes 
to celebrating a new year. In Thailand, however, 
their traditional New Year’s celebration has gained 
international fame. Not only because it interestingly 
takes place in April – the turn of the year in the their solar 
calendar – but because it also involves what can only be 
described as the most epic water fight on Earth.

streets are closed off to traffic, and turned into arenas for 
town-sized water fights. young and old alike gather to splash 
water on each other – all in good jest, of course – perform 
in and watch parades, take part in beauty pageants, and 
lighting firecrackers. Merits are made at temples, food is 
given to Buddhist monks, and elderly family members get 
extra-special treatment at songkran. 

With the tourism explosion in thailand in recent decades, 
the songkran Water festival has reached an epic scale in 
some places, such as in the northern city of Chiang Mai, 
where thousands of people from around the world gather, 
often armed with large water pistols, for an hours-long water 
fight to end all water fights – until next songkran, of course.

Over approximately three weeks leading up to Lent, 
a carnival no less colourful than its cousin in Rio takes 
place across the oceans in the historic city of Venice in 
Italy. Tracing its origins through the centuries all the way 
back to 1162, the Venice Carnival – or Carnevale – began 
life as a semi-spontaneous celebration of the Venetian 
Republic’s victory over the Patriarch of Aquileia, Ulrico 
de Treven.

the carnival as we know it today, however, took its 
general shape during the renaissance. serving to highlight, 
preserve and present venice’s cultural image to the world, 
it became a weeks-long series of musical, artistic and 

theatrical events, best known for the elaborate masks on 
display throughout the carnival. the types of masks each 
have a distinct meaning and attributed personality, and 
most have a name. this started as people with different 
occupations wore different masks, from the grotesque but 
humanoid, anonymising Bauta, to the bizarre, vulture-like 
Medico della Peste (Plague doctor), these masks have taken 
on a life of their very own in theatrical tradition around the 
world, thanks to the venice Carnival.

each year, up to three million people gather in  
venice for the unique, colourful and sometimes 
otherworldly Carnevale.

The title for best fire festival surely goes to the people 
of the Shetland Islands in Scotland. Celebrating the 
islands’ Scottish and British heritage in combination with 
its strong Nordic influence, Up Helly Aa is the name for 
a series of fire festivals held in the middle of winter to 
mark the end of the yule season.

traditionally, foolhardy young men would drag barrels of 
burning tar through town, getting up to mischief while doing 
so. however, as it gradually dawned on people that fire, tar 
and excessive consumption of alcohol wasn’t perhaps the 
greatest idea, tar barrelling was abolished in the late 19th 
century in favour of a march of torches. 

today, a separate event in around ten places across 
shetland comprises the building – and subsequent 
torching – of a viking longship, the naming of a ‘Jarl’, and 
a subsequent visit to a town hall, where an all-night party 
includes comedy acts performed by members of the 
community, a feast of food and an abundance of drinking. 
the magnetic lure of fire has begun drawing visitors from 
afar to witness and partake in up helly aa each year.

up helly aa sees the 
scottish islands embrace 
their viking roots

the water festival is especially huge 
in Chiang Mai, northern thailand

the masks of the Carnevale are a well-known 
feature of theatre and cinema today
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 If you want your stay to be more than just a bed for the night,  
spice it up by choosing somewhere truly different

World’s  
Coolest

The 

Accommodation
WORDS A lI ce BA Rne S-B ROWn
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igloo hotel
L a p L a n d,  F i n L a n d
F r o m  £ 4 5 0  p e r  n i g h t

Beach Bungalows
B o r a  B o r a ,  F r e n c h  p o Ly n e s i a
F r o m  £ 5 0 0  p e r  n i g h t

Yurt camping
K y r g y z s ta n
£ 1 2 - 1 3  p e r  n i g h t

If you’d love to watch the Northern Lights dance across 
the sky from the comfort of your bed, look no further. 
Scandinavia’s famous igloo hotels are made entirely of 
glass, and their domed ceilings let you gaze up at the 
beauty of the night sky without being out in the cold.

You’ll find them in the heart of arctic forests, away from 
the light pollution so it doesn’t disrupt the view. most igloos 
can sleep two to four people – perfect for that romantic 
break you’ve always dreamed of, or the culmination of an 
epic road trip with friends. each igloo usually contains a 
toilet, and the larger ones even have showers, so you don’t 
have to sprint to the shower block through a snowdrift.

the most famous glass igloo hotels can be found in 
lapland, Finland, where santa is said to live during the year. 
But if you want to go all in, you can stay in actual ice igloos all 
over scandinavia. it will be chilly, but thermal sleeping bags 
and in-hotel saunas will ensure you stay warm. inside these 
gargantuan ice hotels you’ll find intricate ice sculptures right 
next to your bed, which is also made from blocks of – you 
guessed it – ice.

We’ve all dreamt of staying in a cosy wooden bungalow, 
suspended over a clear blue lagoon, watching the fish 
pass beneath our feet. Such tranquillity can be found at 
many paradise destinations around the world, but one 
stands above the rest: Bora Bora.

Boasting a turquoise lagoon, which surrounds a verdant, 
dramatic mountain, it’s as close to heaven on earth as the 
holidaymaker can get. the island boasts a huge variety of 
accommodation options, but you’ll want to stay in an over-
water bungalow to make the most of your stay. while these 
cabins may look cosy and perhaps a little too quaint, don’t 

worry – they come with all the mod cons the 21st-century 
traveller could ever possibly want. 

most are en-suite, so you don’t need to worry about 
finding a toilet in the middle of the night and falling into 
the sea. the bungalows are often decorated in a traditional 
polynesian style, with woven mats adorning wooden floors, 
and vibrant flowers decorating comfortable beds.

the pièce de résistance of staying here are the balconies, 
which allow you to step straight into the transparent lagoon 
when you fancy taking a dip in the warm waters. it’s a real 
dream come true.

The nomadic tribes of Central Asia are famous for their unique 
living quarters: yurts. These circular tents provide a warm and 
spacious home, and if camping is your thing, you’ll absolutely 
relish the opportunity to live like a local.

Kyrgyzstan has many yurt stays, where a local family hosts 
guests in a mini campsite filled with yurts. they’re a cheap 
alternative to a hotel, and definitely more fun. inside each tent, 
furnishings are minimal – you’ll have a stuffed mattress instead 
of a bed, and seating mats instead of proper chairs. toilets and 
showers are outside, but we promise it’s an experience you’ll 
remember for the rest of your life. however, the tents often 
contain cooking facilities, so you can try your hand at cooking up 
some of the local delicacies from the comfort of your yurt.

sometimes, you’ll be lucky enough to get taken on an 
adventure with your hosts. whether they want to show you the 
sights, or get you to help them herd animals, every day will bring 
new surprises. get away from the polluted streets of the city and 
take in the fresh air of the steppes – there’s nothing quite like it.

each bungalow provides guests with 
a little taste of island paradise

the Kakslauttanen hotel in 
Finland is the perfect place to 
catch the aurora Borealis

despite their appearance, yurts are 
incredibly wind-resistant and toasty
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cave hotels c a p pa d o c i a ,  t u r K e y
F r o m  £ 1 5 0  p e r  n i g h t

palace  
hotels  
r a j a s t h a n ,  i n d i a
F r o m  £ 3 4 0  p e r  n i g h t

costa verde
M a n u e L  a n to n i o 
n at i o n a L  pa r K ,  
c o s ta  r i c a
F r o m  £ 2 7 5  p e r  n i g h t India’s palaces are unlike any other – their beautifully ornate, 

Mughal architecture contributes to their definitively Indian 
feel. With beautiful geometric patterned windows, domed 
towers and turrets with fantastic views, and symmetrical 
courtyards to rival the finest French gardens, they’re a 
sight not to be missed. Inside these vast and ostentatious 
complexes, the Maharajahs and aristocrats of north India 
once lived – and now you can too. 

in the state of rajasthan (literally meaning ‘land of kings’), 
there’s a selection of grand, history-rich palaces that have been 
converted into luxury hotels. as soon as you check in, you’re 
given the full vip treatment. marvel at the decorated mughal 
archways, decorative chandeliers and palm trees inside the 
lobby, before ascending grand staircases to your room.

rest your head in a four-poster bed, adorned with 
embroidered curtains in the local style. the luxury at these 
palaces doesn’t stop there – many have pristine, photogenic 
swimming pools and spas for you to relax in. their bars and 
restaurants give an exquisite taste of local cuisine, serving up 
delicious rajasthani food and a selection of high-class cocktails.

having featured in films such as octopussy, and played host 
to a variety of celebrities, india’s palace hotels are definitely 
something to check off your bucket list. 

Cappadocia in central Turkey is known for its stunning 
natural landscape, most notably its ‘fairy chimneys’. 
These were formed when volcanic eruptions rained 
down ash, which turned into rock, then eroded into 
irregular shapes depending on the hardness of the rock – 
leaving the chimneys poking up on the horizon.

ever-resourceful creatures that we are, humans adapted 
to carve out entire lives inside these cosy caves, and turkey 
has even built a tourist industry around them. For those 
looking for a night’s stay unlike any other, visitors can opt 
to stay in a cave hotel. some of these have been carved 

directly out of the rock, others have included the caves as 
part of a larger building around it.

many of these hotels boast terraces with fantastic views 
of the surrounding plains and fairy chimneys, and offer 
activities from turkish cooking classes to hot air balloon 
rides over the area. the accommodation options range 
from fairly basic B&B-type hotels to the full works – luxury, 
five-star service. in some of the priciest establishments, you 
can stay in a suite with your very own swimming pool inside 
your cavern. it’s perfect for those who really want to make 
the most out of cappadocia’s most famous attraction.

This high-flying hotel is perfect for those who have 
always wanted their very own private jet.

costa verde hotel in costa rica is no ordinary beach 
resort. set close to the shoreline and immersed in verdant 
jungle, you’ll awaken to the sound of exotic birds and 
monkeys going about their daily business. it prides itself 
on being eco-friendly, and alongside the wooden buildings, 
you’ll find a pool deck with a view to die for.

But their environmentally friendly stance goes a step 
further. costa verde’s premier suite is actually set within 
the fuselage of a rescued-from-scrap Boeing 727, giving 
the former south africa air plane a new lease of life it 
might once have dreamed of. dressed head to toe in teak 
furnishings, this fully air conditioned, two bedroom suite is 
truly one of a kind. 

For added effect, the plane sits 50 feet above the 
rainforest canopy, so if you imagine hard enough, it’s as if 
you’re really flying. if you want to continue your aviation 
adventure, the hotel’s restaurant a little way up the road is 
made from a salvaged american military plane, so you can 
dine in style – and trust us, the meals are much better than 
normal plane food.

the bright red airliner 
really sticks out against the 
rainforest canopy

the taj lake palace in udaipur 
requires guests to take a special 
boat service to reach it

they might look rugged, 
but these rocky retreats 
have all the creature 
comforts you could wish for
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F
or years, you’ve seen them in the movies, on TV and 
in travel guides. Your eyes have longingly poured over 
Instagram photos of them, wishing you could take your 
very own selfie there – but you’ve probably baulked at 

how expensive the hotels are. 
Still, the USA’s cities are a must for anyone seeking to cross off 

landmark locations from their bucket list. From New York’s Statue 
of Liberty to the glittering neon lights of Las Vegas, and from 
the misty heights of Seattle all the way to the subtropical plains 

of Louisiana, you’ll find an exciting array of things to see and do, 
wherever you choose to take your US city break.

Naturally, we couldn’t fit all of America’s amazing cities into 
one list, and it goes without saying that each one is unique. These 
are just six cities in a country with 50 states to its name. But 
we’ve carefully curated each one, so visitors can get maximum 
enjoyment out of every trip and experience a variety of different 
things that they’ll remember for a lifetime. Whether you’re an 
adventurer or a sightseer, there truly is something for everyone.

The USA’s biggest and best cities offer so much to the bucket list traveller

America’s 
Finest

WORDS A LI ce BA R Ne S-B ROWN
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Honolulu  H awa i i

lA C a l i fo r n i a

It’s the city of Hawaii Five-0. Hum the unforgettable 
theme song as you tour Hawaii’s largest city, starting with 
the beach. Visit one of the stretches of beautiful white 
sand, such as Waikiki Beach, to learn how to surf – or grab 
a cold drink to watch the pros have their turn.

the Hawaiian islands are volcanic, and if you want 
a spectacular view of an exploded, ancient one, go to 
Diamond Head. if you’re brave enough to hike to the top 
of its rim, you’ll be rewarded with a look into its verdant 
interior – now covered in greenery rather than lava. You’ll 
also have panoramic views of Honolulu’s skyscrapers.

Pearl Harbor is certainly an interesting place to visit,  
and contains a monument to those who died in the battle 
for the Pacific during World War ii. But before it was 
occupied by Americans, Hawaii was ruled by powerful 
Polynesians. to learn more about Hawaii’s former 
Polynesian rulers, visit the opulent ‘iolani Palace to learn 
about Queen lili’uokalani and the Kalākaua dynasty – one of 
only two palaces on us soil.

outside the city limits, the Hawaiian jungle offers exotic 
rainforests, waterfalls (such as manoa falls) and cliffs – plus 
plenty more tropical wonders for the intrepid hiker.

Head to Hollywood to see your favourite celebrities’ names 
emblazoned on pink pavement stars. If you keep your eyes 
peeled, you might be able to catch a movie premiere, where 
you can see the stars of stage and screen in person. To go 
behind the scenes, take the Paramount Studio tour.

los Angeles has a plethora of interesting neighbourhoods 
to get lost in, too. Venice Beach is one of them – this lA 
neighbourhood is populated by hipsters, artists and all sorts of 
performers, who you can sometimes see doing their acts out 
on the street. for the thrill seekers, santa monica Pier has an 
entire amusement park suspended over the sea, including an 
appropriately named ride called the ‘West coaster’. even better, 
drive a little way out of the city and you’ll find the world’s  
first Disneyland.

the Griffith observatory is a great place to relax after an 
exhausting day of sightseeing. Watch the sun set over the city as 
the glittering lights come out to play – see the ‘city of stars’ live 
up to its name.

xxxxxxxxx caption xxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

the ancient volcano Diamond 
Head is visible all over Honolulu

neW orleAns 
lo u i s i a n a
When you walk the streets of New Orleans, you might be 
lucky enough to hear jazz music coming out of one of its 
famous bars, or see some of its lively inhabitants perform 
out in the open. 

the heavily french-influenced city is unlike any other in 
the world, and if you’re lucky enough to be there in march, 
you might catch its legendary mardi Gras parade through the 
ornate streets of the french Quarter. if you’re in the french 
Quarter, look out for the wrought iron balconies, which add 
an elegant touch to this city on the Bayou. 

make sure you eat beignets (a local delicacy similar to 
sugared doughnuts) in the world-famous café du monde, 
then cross over Jackson square to see the city’s old 
cathedral, which dates back to the 1700s. 

Get a taste of the real Deep south by taking a steamboat 
cruise up the mississippi river, to admire the city from the 
water, or get a little way out of the city to see the plantations 
(built on the backs of slaves) that made the city’s white 
inhabitants rich.

When night falls, there’s always a party in Bourbon street 
– visit some of new orleans’ finest bars and music venues, 
where greats such as louis Armstrong once played. 

new orleans’ french Quarter is home to its 
colourful annual mardi Gras parade
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neW YorK citY 
n e w  Yo r k

lAs VeGAs  n e va da

If you’re looking to make a brand new start of it, look 
no further than the USA’s most iconic city – New York, 
New York. Manhattan’s skyline is filled with some of the 
world’s most famous skyscrapers, and the best thing is you 
can get to the very top of them to admire the view – but 
with buildings up to 550 metres high, it’s not suitable for 
vertigo sufferers. Step into the Empire State Building and 
ascend the lift to the 102nd floor, where you can take some 
fantastic snaps of the Chrysler Building, Rockefeller Center 
and beyond.

But if you prefer to keep your feet firmly on the ground, 
you can wander the city streets in search of the perfect pizza 
slice, or hail a yellow cab and ride over to central Park. new 
York’s museums are some of the finest in the world, and 
they’re well worth the admission fee. 

sail past the statue of liberty on the free staten island 
ferry, or get up close and personal to the lady herself with a 
tour. to round off your trip, take a romantic evening stroll over 
the Brooklyn Bridge, and imagine you’re starring in your very 
own rom-com.

When you visit Las Vegas for the first time, you’re in for 
a real treat. On the surreal six-kilometre stretch of road 
that the locals call the Strip, you’ll find Paris opposite 
Ancient Rome – just two of the many themed hotels 
nestled among the palms and busy intersections of this 
desert oasis. Inside these mega hotels, you’ll find lavish 
lobbies, whimsical pools and Vegas’ unique take on world 
landmarks. Each one is different from the last, and will 
surprise you in the best (and worst) ways. 

only in Vegas could you find such a bewildering array of 
attractions, and it’s called ‘sin city’ for a reason – it’s one of 

the few places in the usA where gambling is legal. Away 
from the casinos and nightclubs you’ll find some of the 
world’s top singers, stage shows and magicians to entertain 
you. Be wowed by the cirque du soleil or Blue man Group – 
you’ll have an unforgettable night. 

Aside from the many pleasures to be indulged on the 
strip, adventure is easily found in the las Vegas area. take a 
helicopter ride to the nearby red rock canyon, or check out 
the mighty Hoover Dam. if you’re feeling really wild, step 
on the gas and hire a speedboat on lake mead – or simply 
cruise and enjoy the view.

las Vegas is home to many stunning hotels, 
including caesar’s Palace and circus circus

“Aside from the mAny pleAsures to 
be indulged, Adventure is eAsily 

found in the lAs vegAs AreA”

As the USA’s first major city, founded by the English 
settlers in the 1630s, Massachusetts’ capital is a must 
for the history lovers. Walk the freedom trail, a four-
kilometre walk around the city centre, which takes you 
past 16 incredible sights – such as the Old State House, 
where the Boston Massacre took place, sparking a 
revolutionary movement that would see the US win its 
independence from Britain.

When you want a breather from the history, take a stroll 
around Boston common, the usA’s first public park. in the 
winter, ice rinks sit next to the frozen ponds, and in the 
summer it’s an ideal place for a picnic. Boston’s food scene is 
second to none, so head to the harbour for fresh seafood, or 
visit chinatown or little italy for more down-to-earth fare. 

Boston also boasts hordes of world-class galleries and 
museums, such as the isabella stewart Gardner museum. 
styled like a Venetian villa, this classy gallery hosts 
exhibitions of some of the most famous artists, and has a 
permanent collection of european, Asian and American art.

Boston is also home to fenway Park, arguably the most 
iconic baseball ground in the country. Go to a game and see 
the red sox smash their opponents out of the park – unless 
you’re a Yankees fan, of course.

Boston
M a s s aC H u s e t t s

manhattan Bridge looking  
rather spectacular

Boston truly does have 
something for everyone
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Cape Town may not quite be the end of the world, but it might feel 
like it if you miss out on visiting this cosmopolitan gem 

‘Mother City’
Explore Africa’s

WORDS Z a R a G a Spa R
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When Portuguese explorer 
Bartolomeu Dias arrived at the 
cape of Good Hope in 1488, he 
mistakenly thought that he had 

reached the end of the world. Although this rocky 
headland can’t actually lay claim to being the tip of 
Africa, it is quite possibly one of the continent’s most 
beautiful spots. 

But it’s not just its rugged coastline that makes cape 
town a must-see city – where else can you sunbathe 
with penguins, visit a president’s jail cell or hike across 
a flat mountaintop? Whether you’re a foodie, culture 
vulture, history buff or adventurer, the Mother city has 
something to offer everyone.  

cape town is not short of breathtaking views, but 
the most renowned of these is the backdrop of table 
Mountain. the iconic landmark, named after its flat 
top, gives a 360-degree view of the city as you hike or 
take a cable car to the 1,085-metre peak. Just be sure 
to check the weather before booking, as clouds or the 
mountain’s ‘tablecloth’ can make it hard to see! Other 
epic viewpoints include signal Hill and Lion’s Head, 
especially at sunset, and if you rent a car, it’s definitely 
worth taking the scenic route along the chapman’s 
Peak Drive to see the coast. 

With almost guaranteed sunshine year-round, 
where better to head to than the beach? cape town’s 
307-kilometre coastline is made up of 72 picturesque 
beaches. From clifton and camps Bay on the Atlantic, 
to False Bay on the indian Ocean, there are pristine 
white sands around every corner. Relax during the day 
or enjoy a sundowner at a beach bar at sunset. But if 
you really want something special, head to Boulder’s 
Beach, just outside simon’s town, where you can 
sunbathe in the company of a colony of around 3,000 
jackass penguins!

Penguins aren’t the only unforgettable wildlife 
encounters. You may not see the safari’s Big Five 
(lion, leopard, buffalo, elephant and rhino), but cape 
town is home to the Marine Big Five: sharks, whales, 
dolphins, seals and penguins. Visit False Bay from June 
to November to see southern right whales migrating, 
or take a boat trip from Hout Bay to seal island. And 
it’s not only the wildlife that’s unique – the cape Floral 
Kingdom has been recognised by UNescO as one of 
the world’s richest biomes. Visit Kirstenbosch Gardens 
to explore this unique flora, in particular the beautiful 
native shrubland, fynbos.

A trip to Robben island, where former president 
Nelson Mandela was incarcerated for 18 years, is a 
must. the four-hour tour includes a boat trip and a 
guided walk often led by a former inmate, but try to 
book a 9am or 11am tour to avoid choppy waters! Also 
worth a visit is the 17th-century castle of Good Hope, 
Africa’s oldest colonial building, and the District six 
Museum, which takes you back to what cape town life 
was like during the Apartheid.

Known as Africa’s most cosmopolitan city, cape 
town is fast becoming the country’s art hub. Head 
down to the V&A Waterfront to visit the Zeitz Museum 
of contemporary African Art, or take to the streets. 
Find local art and curios at one of the city’s oldest 
markets in Greenmarket square or head to Bo-Kaap 
to see the roots of cape Malay culture in the colourful 
buildings that make up this neighbourhood. 

south Africa may be known for its braais 
(barbecues), but cape town is also a hotspot for fine 
dining. try chef Luke-Dale Roberts’ chef’s Warehouse 
or the test Kitchen (named best restaurant in Africa) 
for some of the city’s best meals. Foodies should visit 
the Old Biscuit Mill market on weekends or head to 
Long street for affordable gastronomy on weekdays. 

cAPe tOWN 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials
esseNtiAL iNFORMAtiON
Visas aren’t required for UK and Us citizens if visiting for 
90 days or less. cape town international Airport is 20 
kilometres (12 miles) from the city centre. shuttle buses 
take 45 minutes; taxis 25 to 30 minutes. the safest 
mode of public transport is the cape town explorer, 
the city’s official sightseeing bus, or Uber. Privately run 
minibuses and buses or trains are not generally advised. 

WHeN tO Visit  
summer (December to February) is the most popular 
time to visit with temperatures around 22°c, but the 
best deals can be found from september to November. 
if you want to see whales off the coast, make sure to 
visit from July to November.
Time zone Utc+2
Currency Rand (R)

LiNKs
www.capetown.travel 
cape town’s official regional tourism organisation, 
highlighting the best places to visit, stay, eat and drink
www.citysightseeing.co.za  
the city’s official sightseeing bus and tours
gourmetwinetours.co.za  
Book an individual or group wine tour
www.robben-island.org.za
the official website for Robben island tours
www.tablemountain.net
the official cableway website for table Mountain. Book 
a cable car online to avoid queues.
www.sanbi.org/gardens/kirstenbosch
the south African National Biodiversity institute. 
information and bookings for Kirstenbosch Gardens

if you like your wine, then you have to experience 
cape town’s wine route. closer to the city, Groot 
constantia offers excellent wine-tasting tours, and 
further afield stellenbosch is well-known for its award-
winning reds. 

the nightlife in cape town is worth checking out. 
Head to Bree and Kloof streets for music and drinks. 

When you think of south Africa, you probably think 
rugby or cricket, right? the springbok experience allows 
sports fans a glimpse of the country’s rugby history or 
why not tour the Newlands cricket Ground? 

if you want adventure, there’s plenty on offer. Go 
surfing at Muizenberg, paraglide off Lion’s Head or try 
shark cage diving at Gansbaai. You’ll be sure to write a 
biting review of the city after this. 

century city has everything: shops, 
entertainment, offices and homes
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If you are in search of culture, art and history, the 
cities that Europe has to offer will not disappoint. 
Choosing just six to put at the top of your bucket list 
was a near-impossible feat. We’ve explored Italy, 

Spain, Scotland, Montenegro, Austria and the Netherlands 
to find the best of what Europe has to offer. Hunt for 
ghosts in Edinburgh, Scotland’s stunning capital city, climb 

up to the fortress in Kotor and enjoy one of the most 
stunning views on the Adriatic coast, explore Roman ruins 
and discover gastronomic delights in Rome, take in awe-
inspiring and whimsical architecture in Barcelona, take 
it steady in Amsterdam and go on a tour of Anne Frank’s 
secret annex, and eat the famous Sachertorte after a night 
at the opera in Vienna.

The cities of Europe offer art, culture, culinary excellence and so much more

WORDS REB ECC A G R EI G

Europe’s 
Top Cities
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enjoy ancient Roman ruins, interesting 
historical sights and so much more 
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Rome I ta ly

AmsteRdAm t h e  N e t h e r l a N d s

KotoR  
M o N t e N eg r o

Italy’s capital will take you on a journey into the past 
while allowing you to enjoy the cosmopolitan buzz of a 
fashionable city. Explore ancient Roman ruins, soak in the 
art and culture, and enjoy the incredible cuisine. 

Begin your day with a trip to the colosseum, then take a 
walk through the Roman Forum and on to the pantheon. the 
colosseum is a spectacle not to be missed – it’s the largest 
amphitheatre ever built and is still an icon of imperial Rome. 
Later, why not visit the Vatican city where the headquarters 
of the Roman catholic church reside? it’s home to st peter’s 
Basilica and the Vatican museum, which contains artistic 
masterpieces such as michelangelo’s sistine chapel frescoes.

in the evening ,take a romantic walk to the famous trevi 
Fountain and make a wish by throwing a coin with your right 
hand over your left shoulder – a tradition at the fountain. 
standing 26 metres tall and 49 metres wide, it is the largest 
Baroque fountain in the city, as well as being one of the most 
famous in the world. After a long day exploring the once 
‘caput mundi’ (capital of the world), enjoy watching the 
world go by in one of many pizzerias or trattorias located 
within the many piazzas. enjoy delicious italian coffee, 
sample crisp white wine from the nearby castelli Romani hills 
and make sure you don’t miss out on trying the gelato.

Hop on a bike or climb aboard a canal boat and explore 
this wonderfully laidback city. The people are friendly, 
the sights are plentiful and the streets are laced with 
atmosphere and intrigue.

Amsterdam is a popular destination for both stag parties 
and culture seekers alike; there’s something for everyone. 
From art galleries to the sex museum and the Heineken 
experience, this city has it all.

the one thing that you must not miss when you visit 
Amsterdam is Anne Frank’s house, where tourists can 
explore the attic where the famous diarist hid with her 
family during World War ii. experience the tiny living 
quarters, narrow staircases, hinged bookcase and creaking 
floorboards that the family had to endure. see the secret 
annex where they hid and experience the true story though 
quotes, photos, videos and original items.  

canals flow throughout the city and are lined with tall, 
distinctive buildings and houses, and finding a street corner 
without a bike or two is near impossible. the best thing you 
can do is hop on a bike and follow the flow of the locals. 

street food is popular in the city too and you can’t go far 
without bumping into a seller of some kind – we recommend 
a cone of chips and mayonnaise or a freshly pressed 
stroopwaffel to sate your hunger.

Another unmissable sight in Amsterdam is the flower 
market, which is the only floating flower market in the 
world, and this fragrant and unique event has existed since 
1862. At the market you can buy fresh flowers, plants and 
bulbs that are ready for export. 

it’s hard to get very far in this city without stumbling 
upon an artistic masterpiece or two. the Van Gogh museum 
is home to the largest collection of the celebrated artist’s 
work and the Rijksmuseum is filled with artistic excellence 
including works by Rembrandt, Vermeer and more. 

don’t leave without taking a walk through the Red Light 
district at night – now we’re not necessarily saying that 
you should partake in any of the sexy activities on offer, 
but just experiencing the red light district is exciting and 
eye-opening, especially if you aren’t used to such a blasé 
approach to selling sex. 

The city of Kotor is situated in a secluded section of the 
Gulf of Kotor and the high mountains surrounding the bay 
make it feel like the edge of one of the Italian lakes. The old 
Mediterranean port is surrounded by fortifications built 
during the Venetian period and is located in one of the most 
indented parts of the Adriatic sea. 

the old town feels similar to dubrovnik with its Venetian 
architecture, medieval monuments, churches, museums, narrow 
streets and markets. during the day the streets flow with cruise 
ship groups, but this buzz doesn’t detract from the culture-filled 
town. the streets are filled with little gift shops, cafes and bars 
hidden around almost every corner. 

to get away from the daytime buzz, climb the steps up the 
old city walls to the st John Fortress and get the most stunning 
view. if this is the only thing you do in Kotor, your journey will be 
more than worth it – the views of the bay from the fortress are 
unmissable and unforgettable.

Another must for your visit is one of the many boat trips that 
take you across the bay to perast, where you can enjoy delicious 
seafood on the edge of the water before visiting our Lady of the 
Rocks church on a tiny island, or Risan with its Roman mosaics. 

in the evening the old town of Kotor transforms: buttered 
corn stands line the marina and the narrow streets become 
romantic and alive with live music and delicious food. 

Visit the biggest 
amphitheatre ever built 

the view from the fortress at the top 
of the hill is breathtaking

Attractive tall buildings line the 
canals of Amsterdam making it one 

of the most picturesque cities
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ViennA 
au s t r I a

BARceLonA  s pa I N

edinBuRGH  
s cot l a N d

Imperial palaces, Baroque streetscapes, artistic and 
musical masterpieces, and a stylish coffeehouse culture 
define Austria’s capital. Situated on the Danube River, the 
spectacular city has been home to some of the greatest 
minds, from Mozart and Beethoven to Sigmund Freud. 
The city’s museum quarter features the Leopold Museum, 
with its numerous works by Schiele, the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, and the Kunsthalle, which is an array 
of restaurants, cafes and bars that make this part of the 
city an essential part of your trip.

the city’s grandeur is a lasting legacy of the powerful 
Habsburg monarchy, and schönbrunn palace, their summer 
residence, is a must-see with its pristine gardens and 
stunning interiors. next to the palace you’ll find Vienna’s 
zoo, or tiergarten schönbrunn, which is home to red pandas, 
jaguars, tigers and so much more.

in the centre of the city you will find the Vienna state 
opera House (Wiener staatsoper), which is is one of the 
leading opera houses in the world. each season, the state 
opera house offers around 350 performances of more than 
60 different operas and ballets, from world-class artists 
to the permanent ensemble who perform various operas, 
including Cinderella and Giselle. Get dressed up and spend 
an evening at the opera for a truly Viennese evening of 
opulence and sophistication.

Vienna is known for its sumptuous coffeehouse culture, 
where decadent coffee is served on silver trays alongside 
delicate cakes and sweet treats. You can’t visit Vienna 
without trying sachertorte, which is chocolate cake created 
by Austrian Franz sacher in 1832 for prince Wenzel von 
metternich in Vienna. the chocolate cake has a layer of 
apricot jam in the middle and is topped with a shimmering 
chocolate glaze and is one of the most famous Viennese 
culinary specialties.

if sweet treats and creamy coffee aren’t for you, head to 
a traditional pub and enjoy a Wiener schnitzel or warming 
goulash washed down with a stein of beer.

A culture-filled seaside city packed with stunning 
architectural wonders that span more than 2,000 years, 
as well as a world-class drinking and dining scene, make 
Barcelona a city that you have to visit. The enchanting 
city has long been the inspiration of talented artists 
like Pablo Picasso and Joan Miró, who both have major 
museums dedicated to them here.

in recent years the largest city in catalonia has worked 
hard to steer away from the stag and hen party culture and 
has developed into a sophisticated and smart city with art, 
culture and michelin-star restaurants.

the whimsical architecture found throughout the city 
is like no other, and is truly jaw-dropping. the masterful 
buildings by Antoni Gaudí are without a doubt the top 
tourist attraction in Barcelona – and rightly so. one of the 
best vantage points is the parc Guell, which is one of Gaudí’s 
most famous creations, and from here you can gaze across 
to one of the catalonian architect’s other colossal works, 

the sagrada Família cathedral. the sagrada Família is an 
unfinished Roman catholic church and should be visited 
without question. construction started on the Gothic 
building in 1882 and is still going on today. Another must-
see of Gaudí’s is the casa Batllo, which is possibly one of the 
strangest buildings in europe. 

After a day exploring the enchanting city, take time to 
enjoy the tapas pintxos and vermouth. pintxos are Basque- 
style tapas that consist of bite-sized delights served on top 
of a piece of bread and are a culinary trend in Barcelona. 
each pintxos has a toothpick and at the end of the evening 
you’ll be charged according the number of toothpicks left 
on your plate.

Fc Barcelona is probably one of the most famous 
teams in the world, so you can’t leave without a trip to 
camp nou. if you are lucky to be visiting when there’s a 
game scheduled, tickets start at €25, or you can go on an 
organised tour of the stadium.

 Arguably the best city in Scotland, Edinburgh should 
feature at the top of everyone’s bucket list. The beautiful 
city is absolutely steeped in history.

the iconic edinburgh castle sits atop of an extinct 
volcano in pride of place in the centre of the city – 
completely dominating the skyline. You have to visit the 
castle on the rock, even if only to recognise the pivotal role 
that it played in scottish history. 

explore the city’s spooky past by embarking on an 
adventure underground to the city beneath the city and 
delve into 400 years of history – the Real mary King’s close. 
during the day enjoy a historical tour about the close and 
warren of streets, homes and passageways and unlock 
the secrets about edinburgh’s buried past. Learn the eerie 
stories about those who lived in the city, visit the butcher’s 
shop and find out about the plague.

during August, edinburgh transforms into a hub of 
culture, comedy and fun. experiencing edinburgh during the 
festival is a bucket list must – the edinburgh international 
Festival and the edinburgh Fringe Festival run alongside 
each other. to get an unusual and unique view of the city 
visit camera obscura, or learn about how life on earth 
evolved at dynamic earth. if you’re brave enough, climb the 
288 stairs up to the scott monument for an impressive view 

the striking sagrada Família 
dominates the city’s skyline

A scottish city 
steeped in history

Visit Venice around christmas to see 
the city lit up with beautiful decorations

of princes street, the gardens, the old town and the castle. 
Finally, you can’t visit the capital without going into one 
of the many tartan or whiskey shops. if whiskey isn’t your 
thing, try the edinburgh Gin distillery for a taste of the spirit.
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Conquered by King David in the 11th century yet occupied  
many times since, Jerusalem is the world’s holiest city

Jerusalem
WORDS Dav iD CRO O K e S
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Jerusalem

Jerusalem 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

essential information
Given the religious nature of Jerusalem, it’s 
important to be respectful. Dress modestly 
and appropriately and be aware of religious 
customs: it’s not advisable to drive into ultra-
orthodox Jewish areas from sunset friday 
to sunset saturday. avoid taking photos 
of military personnel and be prepared for 
intense searches at many tourist sites.

When to visit  
to avoid the worst of the crowds and hot weather, you should look to visit in april and may or 
october and november. Demand and prices will rise during religious celebrations.
Time zone utc+2
Currency israeli new shekel (₪)

links
www.touristisrael.com/jerusalem
a website promoting tours, trips activities and experiences, along with lots of accommodation
new.goisrael.com/discover_jerusalem
useful information about visas, transport, languages and what to pack
justjerusalemtours.com
a tour company based in Jerusalem that will work out a flexible itinerary for you
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Walk the walls
the ancient ramparts 
of Jerusalem, which 

were rebuilt in the 16th 
century, surround the 
old city and provide a 
magnificent vantage point.

Pay your respects
visit Yad vashem, the 
holocaust memorial 

centre. silence is the only 
adequate response to what 
happened during World 
War ii.

Haggle in a market
traders, whether 
Palestinian or israeli, 

in Jerusalem, particularly at 
stalls, expect to barter over 
the price of goods – it’s all 
part of closing the deal.

Where to staY
Old City 
Ecce Homo Jerusalem 
Pilgrim House
stay in the convent of the 
sisters of notre Dame de 
sion, near the Jaffa Gate and 
right on the via Dolorosa. 
the building is old and 
atmospheric (naturally) 
and the terraces provide 
wonderful views. no air-con.

West Jerusalem 
Abraham Hostel
clean, comfortable hostel, 
located in the centre of the 
city, near machane Yehuda 
market and its surrounding 
bars and restaurants. free 
continental breakfast is 
provided and there is plenty 
of luggage storage and 
lockers available for guests.

Western Wall 
King David Hotel
stay where world leaders, 
celebrities, artists and heads 
of state stay when they visit 
the holy land – including 
every president of the united 
states since richard nixon 
and emperor haile selassie 
of ethiopia, who stayed here 
when he was exiled.

https://www.touristisrael.com/jerusalem/
https://new.goisrael.com/discover_jerusalem
http://justjerusalemtours.com/


F
ew cities are as spiritual and intense as 
Jerusalem. claimed by both israel and the 
Palestinian authority as their capital, it is 
one of the oldest cities in the world –  

sacred to Jews, muslims and christians in equal 
measure. for it is here, among the narrow, winding 
streets and alleys where the temple containing the 
ark of the covenant once stood; where mohammed 
is believed to have ascended from heaven; and 
where christ died and rose again. With so many  
holy sites – most of them contained within an area  
of just 0.9 square kilometres – it’s little wonder that 
3.5 million tourists pay a visit each year.

Walking around Jerusalem is to see, feel and hear 
history all around you. the city’s air is filled with the 
sound of the ancient Jewish musical horn, the shofar, 
as well as church bells and the islamic call to worship, 
or adhan as it is known.

vendors also yell about their wares in the colourful, 
bustling shuk, which dates back to the end of the 
19th century. formally known as machane Yehuda 
market, it is packed with fresh fruit, meat, cheeses, 
spices, wines, clothing and textiles, and it is ringed by 

cafes and restaurants that let you soak up the jostling 
atmosphere day and night. 

there is so much to do in Jerusalem. of most 
importance is the old city, which, until 1860, was 
Jerusalem in its entirety. temple mount (known 
to muslims as the haram esh-sharif) is particularly 
venerated by Jews since the Bible cites it as the 
location of the first and second Jewish temples. the 
first was built in 957 Bce by king soloman and the 
second under Zerubbabel in 516 Bce and, although 
they’ve since been destroyed (in 586 Bce and 70 ce 
respectively), the ground remains sacred. You’ll also 
find the spectacular islamic shrine the Dome of the 
rock in the old city. it is one of the oldest surviving 
works of islamic architecture, along with the huge 
al-aqsa mosque, although it is forbidden for non-
muslims to step inside either.

all faiths, however, are welcome at the ancient 
Western Wall, which is also known derogatorily as 
the Wailing Wall since Jews not only gather for prayer 
but to weep over the destruction of the temples. the 
romans had left the wall standing while they carried 
out their demolition 2,000 years ago, so it took on 

the DeaD sea  
i s r a E l ,  J o r da n  a n d  
t h E  W E s t  B a n k

Situated 431 metres below sea level, the Dead Sea is 
the lowest place on Earth. It’s 8.6 times saltier than 
ocean water and there appear to be no fish, plants or 
other visible life. However, it is hugely popular with 
tourists, since swimming in it feels like floating, and 
the waters are rich in health-giving minerals. The 
surrounding vegetation is so green that some have 
claimed the Dead Sea and the Garden of Eden are one 
and the same.

the Dead sea is certainly Biblical. king David fled 
there to hide from king saul while ezekiel prophesied 
that it would one day come to life. king herod the Great 
used it as a health spa while close by on the Jordan river, 
Jesus is said to have been baptised by John. But it’s also 
modern. there are many hotels and resorts as well as 
opportunities to go kayaking or boating. it’s also worth 
checking out ein Gedi, a beautiful nature reserve west 
of the Dead sea near to masada and the Qumran caves 
where the Dead sea scrolls were discovered.

lie back and relax – your body will feel light and 
buoyant in the Dead sea, relieving you of stress

historical and stunning architecture 
will surround you in Jerusalem
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it’s well worth taking a stroll through 
the alleys of the Jewish Quarter

the orthodox crucifixion altar at 
the church of the holy sepulchre

great significance, particularly after sultan suleiman i 
established the ottoman empire in the 16th century. 
there is certainly plenty of space for those who 
visit today. many houses in the muslim-populated 
mughrabi Quarter – which was once as close as four 
metres to the wall – were controversially bulldozed 
by the israelis following the six-Day War in 1967. a 
large plaza emerged, although where you can go 
depends on your gender. 

even so, the area bustles, not only with 
worshippers but with people attending bar mitzvahs 
or simply taking photos. military leader moshe Dayan 
revived a tradition of leaving paper wishes in the 
cracks of the limestone, and it is also possible to take 
an underground tour into the tunnel that runs the full 
length of the Western Wall. While this gives a great 
insight into the construction of the old city, you can 
find out more about Jerusalem at the tower of David, 
an ancient medieval fortress close to the Jaffa Gate 

entrance where east meets West (other gates include 
Damascus, Dung and lions). the former palace of 
herod the Great gives jaw-dropping views of the 
city from its towers and it is also the location of the 
museum of the history of Jerusalem.

more artefacts can be viewed at the israel museum 
– most notably the Dead sea scrolls that were found 
in the Qumran caves in the West Bank – but the old 
city continues to fascinate across its Jewish, muslim, 
christian and armenian Quarters. the church of 
the holy sepulchre, for instance, is believed to be 
the site of Jesus’ crucifixion as well as the location 
of his tomb. it also contains five of the stations of 
the cross, the other nine being marked along the 

via Dolorosa road, highlighting Jesus’ path over the 
course of some 600 metres, and the focus of many a 
christian pilgrimage.

adjacent to the old city is the mount of olives, 
a mountain ridge that has been used as a Jewish 
cemetery for more than 3,000 years and the place 
where Jesus is believed to have ascended to heaven. 
mount Zion is just outside the old city walls, and a 
30-minute drive from there is Yad vashem, israel’s 
official memorial to the victims of the holocaust 
spread over a 45-acre campus and comprising indoor 
and outdoor museums. elsewhere is a Bible lands 
museum, which explores culture and history from a 
Biblical perspective. it really is an extraordinary city.

“ the area bustles, not only with 
worshippers but people attending 

bar Mitzvahs or taking photos”
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There’s nowhere else in the world quite like Mumbai. 
Nowhere else in the world will you find so many 
‘opposites’ all under the roof of a single city: 
heritage buildings meet modern skyscrapers; 

expensive homes stand tall next to sprawling slums; stray dogs 
roam below exotic birds; servants work alongside prosperous 
business people. Mumbai is a unique place.

Arriving by train, you’ll immediately be greeted with one 
of Mumbai’s most iconic landmarks: the Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Terminus. If you’re going to visit any train station in India –  
and no trip to the country is complete without doing so –  
this UNESCO  World Heritage Site is the one to choose.  
Located in the Fort precinct of Mumbai, it showcases 
High Victorian Gothic as well as Indian architecture, 
and is the perfect cultural blend of Indian and 
colonial designs.

Take in the sights, sounds and smells of India’s most vibrant city

Mumbai

mumbai 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

EssEntial information
remember you will need to get a visa before travelling 
to india, because you won’t be permitted into the 
country without one. between the months of June to 
september, mumbai experiences monsoons, so it’s best 
to avoid the city during this time.

WhEn to visit  
visit mumbai between october and march to avoid its 
monsoons and the worst of its humidity. however, the 
exciting Ganesh Chaturthi festival takes place in august 
and september if you’re feeling brave!
Time zone ust+5:30
Currency indian rupee (₹)

orGanisations to ContaCt
www.mumbai.org.uk mumbai’s official website
www.grandmumbai.com Private tours of the city
www.mumbaimagic.com tours tailored to you

“ There are reminders 
of The briTish ra j and 

colonial influences 
everywhere you look”

WORDS SA R A H BA Nk E S
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http://www.grandmumbai.com/index.html
http://www.mumbaimagic.com/


there are reminders of the british raj and colonial 
influences everywhere you look in mumbai. Even the 
city’s most recognisable monument, the Gateway 
of india, was built to commemorate the visit of King 
George v and Queen mary in 1911. Completed in 
1924 and located in the apollo bunder area of south 
mumbai, the waterfront arch stands tall at 26 metres 
high and overlooks the harbour, welcoming visitors as 
they approach the southern part of the city by boat. 
it’s a sight you wouldn’t want to miss when in mumbai. 
step through the Gateway and you’ll be greeted by 
commemorative statues of important indian figures, 
street vendors and even more architectural marvels, 
including the taj mahal Palace – one of india’s finest 
hotels. offering both luxury and a taste of history, it’s 
directly opposite the Gateway and well worth a visit. 

the Gateway is also the perfect place from which to 
explore the ancient, rock-cut Elephanta Caves, since 
its surrounding jetties offer ferry trips to Elephanta 
island just ten kilometres away, where the caves are 
located. becoming a unEsCo World heritage site in 
1987, it is believed by many that the cave temples date 
back to the 5th century CE. the five hindu caves and 
two buddhist ones house some impressive sculptures, 
some of which are now in ruins. unfortunately it’s 
not possible to stay on the forest-covered island 

overnight, but a day trip is all you need to admire the 
heritage on display.

before leaving south mumbai, be sure to check 
out the heritage and art district of Kala Ghoda in 
downtown mumbai. the crescent-shaped precinct 
houses art galleries, heritage buildings, museums 
and much more. Whether you choose to explore the 
buildings themselves, or browse the pavement art 
stalls and creative spaces as you pass through, this 
compelling cultural hub with its hip cafes and popular 
restaurants is a welcome contrast to the hustle and 
bustle of the rest of the city. 

further up in central mumbai is the magnificent haji 
ali Dargah, which is both a mosque and a tomb. built 
in 1431 in memory of wealthy muslim merchant sayed 
Peer haji ali shah bukhari, who made an important 
pilgrimage to mecca, the landmark is located on an 
islet off the coast of Worli, and can only be accessed 
via a walkway during low tide.

now you’re spoilt for choice when it comes to 
bazaars to mooch around in mumbai, but if you only 
have time for one, make sure it’s Chor bazaar. literally 
meaning ‘thieves’ market’, it got its name after some 
of Queen victoria’s belongings went missing when one 
of her ships docked in the city’s harbour. supposedly 
they were later found for sale in the bazaar. located 

near bhendi bazaar in south mumbai, you’ll find 
everything from vintage clocks to antique furniture. 
and if you believe the legend, perhaps you’ll even 
locate some of your own belongings there should 
anything go missing while you’re in the city!

if you want to escape the noise and grime of 
the city’s bazaars, hawkers and general chaos, we 
recommend you either head to the densely forested 
sanjay Gandhi national Park, located between the 
suburbs of mumbai and thane, or make your way 
to Juhu beach, north of the city centre. the national 
park will spoil you with an abundance of flora and 
fauna – a welcome contrast to the polluted air of 
the city – whereas the popular beach destination in 
affluent Juhu is perfect for unwinding and watching 
the sun set over the arabian sea with locals and 
tourists alike.

before you leave the incredible city of mumbai 
altogether, you’ll want to sample a little bit of 
bollywood in all its glory! Whether it’s simply catching 
a bollywood movie at the cinema or going on a full-
blown bollywood experience, there are tours galore. 
and there’s nowhere better to enjoy the song-and-
dance fusion than in its birthplace.
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It is the beautiful city where East meets West –  
and where two cultures collide and come alive

Istanbul
WORDS Dav ID CRO O k E S
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istanbul 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

essential information
istanbul is a generally safe city but turkey does have 
its problems. there was a failed military coup in 
2016 along with recent attacks on the city’s atatürk 
international airport, so the advice is to be vigilant. 
take care on the roads and always co-operate with the 
turkish authorities.

When to visit  
You’ll have a wonderful time in istanbul throughout the 
year but avoid December through to march if you enjoy 
warmer weather and head out during summer if you 
particularly love the sun.
Time zone utc+3
Currency turkish lira (₺)

organisations to contact
howtoistanbul.com
check out the sights and things to do and see at any 
particular moment at the official website for the city
ayasofyamuzesi.gov.tr/en
Discover more about the hagia sophia museum ahead 
of your visit and buy a ticket online
bosphoruscruise.com
as well as being able to book on general tours of the 
bosphorus, you can also look into booking a private sail

S itting either side of the bosphorous strait, 
istanbul is the only city in the world to span 
two continents, europe and asia. it’s a  
visual and cultural delight, not only packed 

with ancient mosques and churches, but also bustling 
markets, cool art galleries and a vibrant contemporary 
night scene.

istanbul certainly drips with history. founded 
in 660 bce as byzantium and re-established as 
constantinople in 330 ce, it was, for many centuries, 
the roman empire’s new capital, fashioned by 
constantine the great. but when the ottomans – led 
by sultan mehmed ii – successfully invaded in 1453 and 
promptly renamed the city istanbul, it flipped from 
being predominantly christian to islamic.

such diverse influences, both culturally and 
architecturally, are evident in the city’s packed streets 
today. up to 400,000 people visit the ancient grand 
bazaar daily, for instance, haggling for jewellery, 
turkish carpets, leather goods, furniture and lots  
more at the covered market’s 4,000 shops. others 
flock to the eminönü quarter of the faith district for 
the mouth-watering delights of the spice bazaar or 
skip over to the chain stores lining the cosmopolitan 
istiklal avenue.

most people, however, will seek out the sheer 
beauty of the sultanahmet district, and no trip to 
istanbul could ever be complete without a visit to 
hagia sophia. once a greek orthodox christian 
church built in 537 ce, it became an ottoman imperial 
mosque marked by the addition of four minarets and 
an impressive islamic refit. today, it is a museum and 
there is much to admire, from the huge 32-metre main 
dome to the jaw-dropping mosaics. 

this now secular building is simply beautiful inside 
and out, and complemented by the equally stunning 
sultan ahmed mosque, which is across a park. the 
latter continues to function as a place of worship some 
400 years after it was built and it will astound you 
with its five main domes, eight secondary domes and 

six minarets as well as a design that blends ottoman 
architecture and byzantine christian influence. 

another museum, the topkapı Palace, is also a 
must-see. between the 15th and 19th centuries, it 
used to be the opulent, sprawling administrative 
headquarters and main residence of the ottoman 
sultans – the home of mehmed the conqueror until 
he died in 1481. although it was blighted by natural 
disasters – an earthquake shook the palace complex 
in 1509 and there was a fire 156 years later – it’s 
comprised of mosques, four courtyards, gorgeous 
gardens and the harem, and it continues to dominate 
the golden horn along with the ottoman-built 
süleymaniye mosque located on the third hill.

to see the city from a different perspective, a cruise 
along the bosphorus is highly recommended, and 
it’s possible to spend an entire day on board one of 
the many boats, stopping off at numerous european 
and asian banks. in doing so, you’ll be bobbing 
along the sun-kissed waters that were once sailed 
by conquering armies and merchants throughout 
history. it’s also a good way of viewing the golden hall 
Wall, which stretches 5,600 metres towards the land 
Walls. they were built to keep invading hordes out 
of constantinople and succeeded for many centuries 
despite numerous attempts.

Plenty of cruises offer food but you can also eat 
at the many bosphorus-fronting restaurants or at 
the hundreds of other eateries across the city, many 
tucked away and located on rooftops. even the 
fussiest of eaters will be spoilt for choice, with dishes 
including delightful fish sandwiches (balık-ekmek)  
and pizza-like iahmacuns served on the streets, and 
the chance to wolf down a dürüm or grab a kebab.  
the city continues to benefit from being by the sea 
just as it did in the heyday of the silk road. for that 
reason, you must surely raise a glass of rakı – an 
unsweetened, alcoholic, aniseed-flavoured drink – as 
the sun sets and, if time allows, prepare for another 
busy day.
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  In Peru lies an ancient city that should  
  be on everyone’s bucket list

84  Ancient Athens
  The birthplace of democracy is the   
  perfect place to get away from it all
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Follow this guide to exploring some of the 
most astonishing, beautiful and  

awe-inspiring historical sights the  
world has to offer

World
Wonders
heritage

O
ften history is dismissed as something that 
belongs to the past, to old dusty libraries 
and dog-eared books. However, across 
the globe there are a plethora of historical 

sites that still boast as much splendour and importance 
today as the day they were built. These heritage sites 
are not just a shadow of the past, but a living, breathing 
part of the present, and the closest we can come to 
experiencing the people, places and civilisations that 
came before us. 

Journey through the Forbidden City in Beijing, an 
enclosed world ruled by a man who could take your 
life for entering uninvited, or follow the narrow streets 
of Old Jerusalem, a city that has flourished through 
centuries of war, struggle and rebellion. From the 
towering Pyramids of Giza to the small, unassuming 
business house of the Birla family in India, where a man 
who fought for a nation’s freedom breathed his last, the 
sites in this guide have shaped who were are, not only as 
cultures of people, but as an entire human race. 

You need to discover
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Petra 
M a’a n  G ov e r n o r at e,  J o r da n
Half carved into the red-rose rock, Petra is a vast, unique city 
that served as a key junction for Indian incense, Chinese silk 
and other trade between Arabia, Egypt and Syria-Phoenicia 
more than 2,000 years ago. The jewel in Jordan’s crown, 
Petra is surrounded by sheer mountains, housing a labyrinth 
of passages and gorges. Petra’s position as one of the 
‘New7Wonders’ Seven Wonders of the World is well deserved. 

it houses hundreds of intricately cut rock tombs with elaborate 
carvings, a huge 3,000-capacity theatre and al-Madbah – a 
high religious place of sacrifice seated on the summit of Jabal 
Madbah. above, overlooking it all is ad-deir monastery, reached 
by ascending 800 steps cut into the rock. exploring every inch of 
Petra will take days, but it is a simply awe-inspiring experience and 
true testament to the combined powers of nature and man.

Petra’s treasury building lit 
beautifully at night
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In 79 CE, Pompeii was a prosperous Roman town. 
However, that year the eruption of Mount Vesuvius 
buried the city under mountains of ash, where it lay 
for 1,500 years. When it was finally rediscovered, 
archaeologists found a perfectly preserved Roman city.

For 250 years tourists have flocked to the ruins to 
glimpse a snapshot of the past. From the reconstructed 
gardens and breathtaking piazza to the bath buildings and 
amphitheatre, Pompeii offers a unique insight into what 
life was like during the Pax romana, and more is being 
discovered all the time. 

“Exploring EvEry 
inch of pEtra will 

takE days”

PoMPeii 
C a M pa n i a ,  i ta ly



Forbidden City  
B ei J i n G ,  C h i n a

angkor Wat 
S i e M  r e a p,  C a M B o d i a

the PalaCe oF Versailles  
v e r S a i l l e S ,  F r a n C e

For almost 500 years, the Forbidden City served as 
the home of the emperors of China. A complex of 980 
buildings, it was a place of secrecy, power and opulence. 

today the Forbidden City is hailed as the largest collection 
of preserved ancient wooden structures on the globe and 
is surrounded by a ten-metre-high wall with a unique, 
delicately crafted watchtower at every corner. With almost 
10,000 rooms containing countless works of art, beautifully 
preserved furniture and priceless relics of the past, every 
inch of the Forbidden City is dripping in rich history and 
centuries of Chinese heritage. 

One of the most important and outstanding 
archaeological sites in southeast Asia, Angkor Wat 
spans an impressive 400 square kilometres. The 
complex comprises the spectacular remains of the 
capitals of the Khmer Empire, including the Temple 
of Angkor Wat and the Bayon Temple. The largest 
religious monument in the world, Angkor Wat is 
far more than a ruin of the past, and even today it 
is inhabited and remains an incredibly important 
religious centre.

originally built by suryavarman ii in the early 12th 
century as a symbol to the hindu faith, the god-kings 
that followed all endeavoured to create increasingly 
impressive structures. this has resulted in an awe-
inspiring temple complex, with depth and detail so 
astonishing it must be witnessed to be appreciated. 
the most striking aspect of angkor Wat is undoubtedly 
its vast size and monumental grandeur, but the smaller, 
more intricate details, such as the 3,000 uniquely 
carved nymphs, are perhaps the most amazing of all.

The Palace of Versailles initially began life as a brick 
and stone hunting lodge, however, when Louis XIV 
selected it as his royal palace, it was transformed 
into an immense complex. Every single detail of the 
magnificent building and its exquisite gardens was 
designed to glorify the Sun King.

Versailles was modelled specifically to represent the 
power of the monarchy, but after louis XVii was forced 

to leave it in the midst of the French revolution, it is now 
a memory and footprint of absolute monarchy in the 
europe of the past. today, Versailles is still as opulent as 
it was during the reign of kings. set among 100 hectares 
of perfectly manicured lawns and with rooms such as 
the magnificent hall of Mirrors and the sublimely gothic 
chapel, Versailles boasts a splendour that can seldom be 
seen anywhere else in the world.

©
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“ExplorE 
400 squarE 

kilomEtrEs 
of tEmplEs, 
monumEnts  

and scEnEry ”



Once the centre of the Maya Empire in Central America, the ruins of 
Chichen Itza offer a unique and dazzling insight into a rich, diverse 
and often mystifying civilisation. Chichen Itza is a huge archaeological 
complex, comprising towering pyramids, chilling temples and the 
largest ball court in America, where men literally played for their lives. 

the most iconic landmark of Chichen itza is undoubtedly the dazzling 
pyramid of el Castillo, standing a towering 24 metres high, with its 365 
stone steps – one for each day of the year.

ChiChen itza
y u C atá n ,  M e x i C o
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alhaMbra 
G r a n a da ,  S pa i n

roCk-heWn  
ChurChes 
l a l i B e l a ,  e t h i o p i a

The Alhambra sits nestled on the al-Sabika hill overlooking 
Granada, Spain. Named after the reddish hue of its walls, 
the building originally served as a small fortress until it 
was renovated into a royal palace. In 1492, it was used 
as the royal court of Ferdinand and Isabella, and today 
this complex of buildings is a cornucopia of Christian and 
Muslim art working in unison to create one of the most 
breathtaking structures in Europe. 

In the 12th century, Ethiopian ruler King Lalibela set out 
to construct a ‘New Jerusalem’ in the heart of Ethiopia. 
These grand, towering churches were carved from within 
the earth from the ‘living rock’ of monolithic blocks. The 
structures of the churches were painstakingly chiselled out 
and then details like windows, doors and rooms added. An 
impressive drainage system was implemented, linking all 
the buildings with water that filled the church wells. Today, 
ten of these churches stand in two main groups, in the 
north and east, while the 11th church, the finest example 
and most preserved, stands isolated in the west. This 
unique site is said to have been carved by angels at night, 
but any visitor will be awed by the man-made details, 
mural paintings, intricate carvings and reliefs that survive 
inside these red stone structures. 



taJ Mahal 
aG r a ,  i n d i a

An iconic image of enduring love, the Taj Mahal was 
built by the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan in dedication 
to the memory of his favourite wife, Mumtaz Mahal. 
This masterpiece of architecture has earned the title 
of one of the world’s most spectacular wonders, and is 
one of the most admired works of art on the planet. An 
army of masons, painters, stone-cutters and artisans 
the world over combined their skills to create this feat of 
symmetrical beauty.  

The tomb of Mahal sits in the centre of a 17-hectare 
complex comprising luscious blooming gardens, a mosque 
and a guest house. every square inch of the Taj Mahal has 
been painstakingly designed, with intricate flowers carved 
into the marble, precious jewel inlays, incised paintings and 
sweeping archways. For many, the Taj comes as close as 
humanly possible to personifying beauty itself.  

not often seen in images of the taj 
Mahal, the main gateway of the 
complex is built in red sandstone

inside the mosque area of the taj 
Mahal, a beautiful example of its 

ornate archways and carved artwork
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la reColeta  
CeMetery 
B u e n o S  a i r e S ,  
a r G e n t i n a

PyraMids oF giza  G i z a ,  eG y p t

Qin shi huang  
di’s toMb 
S h a a n x i ,  C h i n a

the toMb oF 
Cyrus the 
great 
pa S a r G a da e,  i r a n

any visit to buenos aires is incomplete without a visit to 
this renowned cemetery. before buenos aires even had 
paved streets or public services, this burial site was created 
to improve city sanitation. over time, the elite of argentina 
adopted it as their own, and today it reads as a who’s who 
of argentine history. hours can be spent wandering through 
this city of the dead, marvelling at the famous names buried 
there and appreciating the fading beauty of the elaborate 
statues and marble mausoleums.

They are among the most iconic structures in the world, 
but nothing comes close to viewing the Pyramids of 
Giza with your own eyes. These celebrated, towering 
resting places of god-kings are located west and south 
of the bustling metropolis of modern Cairo.

giza’s great Pyramid is perhaps the most famous, 
and the sheer cubic content of this mammoth structure 

is staggering, at 2.3 million cubic metres. however, the 
smaller pyramids of Chephren, Mycerinus and those in 
the eastern and western cemeteries are also essential 
viewing. these ancient tombs are forever guarded and 
watched over by the spectre of the great sphinx, the 
world’s oldest monumental sculpture and a testament to 
human artistic achievement.

Found at the foot of the lishan Mountain, this vast 
mausoleum is the largest in China, and it served as the 
burial site of emperor Qin shi huang, founder of the first 
unified Chinese empire. Perhaps best known for its army of 
stone warriors, until 1974 this wonder of the ancient world 
remained hidden; it was stumbled upon by two local farmers 
who, while digging a well, discovered a pit housing 6,000 
terracotta figures. each member of this fleet of warriors is 
carved with a unique face, and equipped with weapons, 
chariots and horses.

The tomb of Cyrus the Great is not the biggest or most 
opulent of the sites, but its historical importance has 
earned it a place on the list. Located in the former 
Persian capital of Pasargadae, this stone monument 
was built as the final resting place of the founder of the 
Achaemenid Empire in the summer of 530 BCE. 

the monument measures 13 x 12 metres and features 
a platform of stepped stone. inside are two chambers: 
an attic and the tomb itself. Visitors to this famous 
monument will be keeping good company, as it was 
visited by alexander the great in 330 bCe.
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Iceland has been the subject of a 
centuries-long fascination with people 
around the world. From its wild, stark 
and beautiful nature to the creativity and 

strength of its people, Iceland has taken on a 
near-mythical image in the collective psyche 
over the last millennium or so. 

Sparsely inhabited by Papar – Irish monks, 
who took occasional eremitic residence on the 
then-untouched island – Iceland’s origins are 
most frequently traced back to 874 CE, when 
Norse explorer Ingólfur Arnarson and his crew 
settled in the southwest of the country, where 
the capital Reykjavik lies today.

Settled over the next decades and centuries, 
mostly by Vikings, intermixed with Scottish 
and Irish settlers, Iceland formed a unique 
parliamentary democracy as early as 930. A 
44-year period of internal strife and civil war 
raged in the 13th century, where rival clans 
and families vied for control of the country, 
ultimately leading to the end of its first period 
of independence, where Iceland was ruled 
by foreign powers almost continuously to 
1944, first by Norway and later by Denmark. 
However, Icelanders always remained fiercely 
independent in spirit, often to the point of 
belligerence, no doubt shaped and inspired by 
the relentless natural forces around them. 

As Iceland regained its full independence 
at the end of World War II, it also joined the 
modern world of industrialised Western 
nations. Developing at a breakneck pace, 
the country modernised over the next few 
decades, and today it is one of the most 
technically advanced and socially progressive 
nations on Earth. 

The nation’s long history of culture and 
literature also received a big boost with its 
independence. Publishing more original books 
per capita than any other nation in the world, 
the music and film industry thrives today, 
with an output that belies the country’s tiny 
population of 340,000.

With pop and rock bands such as Of 
Monsters and Men, Sigur Rós and Kaleo 
releasing hit albums in recent years, and 
Icelandic actors starring in hit dramas and 
major films, everyone is abundantly aware 
that the country’s offerings extend far beyond 
Björk and World Strongman champions. In 
addition, its otherworldly landscape itself is a 
frequent star in film and drama, from James 
Bond films and TV series Game of Thrones to 
sci-fi thriller Prometheus and action movie 
Fast and Furious 8, to name but a select few 
recent examples.

In turn, this newfound mainstream fame 
has brought an unprecedented number of 
tourists to this elemental island in the north, 
especially along its famed ‘Golden Circle’. 
So many, in fact, that some may be getting 
turned off going now. However, there are still 
ways to experience Iceland as intended; stark, 
beautifully desolate and relatively free of 
roaming orange parkas.

It must be noted, too, that much of Iceland’s 
magnetic attraction comes from the inherent 
danger it poses. The forces of the weather, 
its rivers, the frequently shaking ground and 
the dozens of active volcanoes mean that any 
visitor must be vigilant of their surroundings 
at all times. Heed every warning you see; 
they’re there for a reason.

It sounds like a cliché, but this really is the land of ice and fire

Iceland
WORDS ERlIN GuR EIN A R S S O N
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tHe nortHern 
ligHts
S k a f ta f e l l ,  Vat n a j ö k u l l 
n at i o n a l  Pa r k

iceland 
airwaves  
r e y k j aV i k

tHe first 
parliament
t h i n g V e l l i r ,  
S o u t h  i c e l a n d

You shouldn’t plan an Iceland trip without trying to catch the 
Aurora Borealis in its full glory. Early November to late February 
gives you your best chance. You’ll need clear skies, cold air and 
some luck too – they follow no set schedule, so if they stand 
you up, it’s best to get stood up in the stunning Skaftafell at the 
foot of the glacier Vatnajökull.

For a taste of genuine Icelandic culture, 
the music festival Iceland Airwaves, held 
in early November every year, offers an 
all-you-can-eat buffet. Featuring an eclectic 
international line-up, the real magic lies in 
catching an obscure Icelandic band you’ve 
never heard of in a packed, tiny pub, while 
breaking at least seven or eight fire safety 
codes in the process.

It’s been developed massively in recent years due to non-
stop tourist traffic, but you can still get a genuine taste of 
the original home of the Icelandic Althing by visiting the 
starkly beautiful national park in the winter or early spring.

066

History



one country,  
a tHousand worlds  
fj a l l a b a k  n at u r e  r e S e r V e,  S o u t h e r n  h i g h l a n d S

tHe gods’ footprint
Á S b y r g i  c a n yo n ,  n o r t h e r n  i c e l a n d

looking like a scene from an alien 
planet, Fjallabak and the nature reserve 
at landmannalaugar is dotted with 
volcanic craters, mountain ranges, lakes 
and hot springs. It’s also still relatively 
free of the hordes of tourists swarming 
the country’s more easily accessible 
attractions. You will need a guide and a 
custom-fitted jeep to get there, but it’s 
worth every second of the trek.

iceland 
exPlorer’S eSSentialS

essential information
there are frequent flights to iceland from most major 
uK and european airports. it’s also possible to get 
the ferry from Harwich, but the journey takes three 
days and the ferry docks in seyðisfjörður, which is an 
eight-hour drive from reykjavík. flights from london 
to iceland are approximately three hours, but bear in 
mind that the international airport is at Keflavík, 50 
kilometres outside reykjavík. from there, you can 
buy tickets for the flybus, which takes passengers to 
the capital. on the way, many tourists stop off at the 
Blue lagoon, the country’s most popular geothermal 
baths. to get to northern iceland you can hire a car 
and drive there via route 1. it’s about a five-hour 
drive from reykjavík to akureyri, the main city in the 
north. alternatively, you can take a domestic flight 
from reykjavík to akureyri, via the capital’s domestic 
airport. once in northern iceland, a hire car is also the 
easiest way of getting around, although buses are also a 
possibility but are not as easy.

wHen to visit  
in the summer, the days are long and the museums are 
open whereas the winter is the best time to see the 
northern lights but many places are closed.
Time zone utc
Currency icelandic króna (kr)

linKs
www.sagatrail.is/en
explore the saga and heritage sites of iceland
safetravel.is
The source for safe adventure
www.atlasobscura.com/things-to-do/iceland 
atlas obscura’s guide to weird and unusual things to  
do in iceland

wHere to stay
North Iceland 
Vogafjós Cowshed Café and Guesthouse, Mývatn
stay in cosy wooden chalets and eat breakfast in the 
‘cowshed café’, while you watch cows being milked on 
the other side of the glass wall. close to lake mývatn, 
this is the perfect base for a northern adventure. 
double room: £114 per night.

In the capital 
House of the Spirits, Reykjavík 
a popular guesthouse in downtown reykjavík, with 
studio apartments so you can settle in and feel at 
home. close to the harbour for lovers of seafood (try 
sægreifinn’s lobster soup) and opera.  
studio apartment: £150  per night.

Close to the beach 
Tungulending Guesthouse, Húsavík
a beachside guesthouse close to Húsavík, northern 
iceland’s whale-watching capital. each room comes 
with ocean views. settle down for the evening and 
enjoy the midnight sun or the northern lights.  
double room: £156 per night.

Abruptly dropping away from the high plain of the 
‘Diamond Circle’ in the north, and decked in vegetation 

surrounded by barren tundra, Ásbyrgi has a mythical air 
to it – indeed legend states it was formed by the hoof of 

Sleipnir, the horse of Pagan god Odin, touching down on 
Earth on his gallop across the world.
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O
ne of the best ways to immerse yourself in a country 
while travelling or on holiday is to explore its rich 
cultural heritage, something that castles and palaces 
offer in abundance. Serving as our gateways to the 

past, all of these impressive residences have fascinating and 
complicated histories, having paid witness to some of the world’s 
most momentous events. 

Of course, castles and palaces are a must-see for anybody who 
loves royal history. Even if you don’t, there is always something 
for everyone: history, stunning architecture, beautiful décor, 

decadent art collections, gardens and parks galore. Not only this, 
but many of these residences bear the hallmarks of the successive 
dynasties that owned them, allowing you to see how they have 
changed over hundreds of years. 

The following six royal residences are some of the most popular 
in Europe, with millions of visitors flocking there every year. 
They certainly deserve a place on your travel bucket list. Ideal 
attractions for a day out no matter the weather, make sure you 
arrive early to avoid the queues of people waiting to step straight 
into history.

Plan a visit to six of Europe’s most spectacular castles

RoyaltyFit for

WORDS JE S SIc a LEgg E T T
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NeuschwaNsteiN 
castle  
G e r m a n y

château de chambord  
F r a n c e 

PeNa Palace 
P o r t u G a l

Looking like it has just come out of a fairy tale, 
Neuschwanstein Castle is an absolute must-see for 
anybody who wants to explore one of Europe’s most 
beautiful locations. Situated in southwest Bavaria, 
Neuschwanstein is perched on a cliff high above a 
picturesque valley, surrounded by nature. 

created with a romanesque revival architectural style, 
the castle was built for King ludwig ii of bavaria, also 
known as the swan King, during the 19th century. ludwig 
was heavily involved with the castle’s design and paid for it 
through his own personal funds, intending for the castle to 
become his private escape from public life. 

unfortunately, the king died in 1886 before the castle 
was completed and rather ironically, it was opened up to 
the public seven weeks after his death. today, the castle 
hosts more than a million visitors a year, and fascinatingly it 
apparently served as the inspiration for the Sleeping Beauty 
castle in disneyland, california. 

located just an hour’s journey from munich and with the 
historical town of Füssen nearby, there is plenty to enjoy at 
Neuschwanstein castle. Just a warning though – book your 
tickets in advance if you wish to make a visit, otherwise you 
could be waiting for hours!

Known for its iconic French Renaissance-style 
architecture, Château de Chambord is a royal residence 
worth visiting. It is said that the design of the château 
was inspired by Leonardo da Vinci, particularly with 
regard to its iconic double-helix staircase. 

it is entirely possible that this is the case, as da Vinci was 
in the service of King Francis i of France, who ordered the 
construction of the château in 1519. in fact, the renaissance 
style of the château was also probably influenced by Francis’ 
military campaigns during the italian wars. however, in 
reality the king spent very little time at chambord and when 
he died in 1547, parts of it remained unfinished. 

it would not be until the 17th century that the château’s 
construction was finally completed during the reign of King 
louis XiV. he visited chambord with his court numerous 
times, hunting during the day and hosting glittering balls at 
night. Nevertheless, King louis eventually abandoned the 
château and he did not return again after 1685. 

although much of the inside was ransacked, the château 
survived the French revolution. surrounded by the largest 
enclosed forest in France, the château is located in the 
scenic loire Valley. more than 60 rooms are available for the 
public to explore, along with more than 4,500 art objects, 
although the moat outside is purely decorative! 

One of Portugal’s Seven Wonders, Pena Palace is located 
on top of a hill in the Sintra Mountains. Construction on the 
palace began in 1842 when King Ferdinand II decided to 
build it on the remains of an old monastery, which had been 
severely damaged by an earthquake in 1755. 

King Ferdinand was the king consort of Portugal’s queen 
regnant, maria ii, who was just as involved with the decoration 
of the palace as her husband was. Ferdinand wanted the palace 
– which was influenced by manueline, moorish and romantic 
architectural styles – to become a summer home for the royal 
family. after his death, it fell out of royal hands as it was passed 
to his second wife, but it would later be resold to the royal family. 

the eclectic palace was purchased from the royals by 
the Portuguese state in 1889 and following the republican 
revolution in 1910, the palace was designated as a national 
monument and turned into a museum. although the red and 
yellow colours of the palace had faded over the years, their 
vibrancy was restored during the 20th century. with almost 
two million visitors a year, it is one of the most popular tourist 
attractions in Portugal and perfect for a family day out. 

Neuschwanstein is Germany’s 
most famous castle

the palace was deemed a uNesco 
world heritage site in 1995

the château de chambord is another 
royal residence on the uNesco 
world heritage list
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bucKiNGham 
Palace 
e n G l a n d

royal Palace oF madrid 
S Pa i n

schöNbruNN Palace 
au S t r i a 

Arguably one of the world’s most famous royal 
residences, Buckingham Palace is a sight to behold. 
Located in central London, it is the residence of Queen 
Elizabeth II when she is in the capital. Many tourists 
wonder when the Queen is in the palace – if the Royal 
Standard is flying high then she is, but if it is the Union 
Flag then she is not.  

the palace started out as buckingham house, purchased 
by King George iii for his beloved wife, Queen charlotte, in 
1761. it subsequently became known as ‘Queen’s house’, 
before George iV hired architect John Nash to turn it into a 
palace. the famous balcony has since become an iconic part 
of british history in times of jubilant celebration.

the palace has 775 rooms and during the summer tour, 
you get to see 19 of the staterooms. the changing of the 
Guard takes place at 11am, but it is wise to check the palace’s 
online calendar for the latest date and time information.  

there is one drawback, though – if you would like to  
take a tour inside the palace, it is only open to the public 
for ten weeks during the summer months, although there 
are also selected dates during winter and spring, so keep 
an eye out for those. however, the palace always displays 
a different temporary exhibition in the summer each year, 
giving visitors a rare chance to glimpse the impressive  
royal collection.

One of the Spanish capital’s main attractions, the Royal 
Palace was built to replace the Royal Alcázar of Madrid, 
a 9th-century fortress, which was burnt to the ground in 
1734. King Charles III became the first monarch to reside 
in the palace and it is strongly associated with him, with 
the magnificent interior decorated to his tastes. 

the palace has more than 3,000 rooms in total including 
the magnificent throne room and the breathtaking royal 
chapel, although only a tiny proportion are open to the 
public. Guided tours of the palace are also available, which 
last for around 45 minutes.

 one of the most fascinating attractions at the palace is 
the royal armoury, with weapons and armour belonging 
to various spanish monarchs dating back to the 13th 
century. the royal Kitchens are also something to behold, 
particularly as they are the oldest well-preserved kitchens in 
a european royal residence. 

if you plan your visit right, you may be able to witness the 
changing of the Guard, which takes place on wednesdays 
and saturdays – it can take rather a long time if the weather 
is lovely and warm, so make sure you are prepared with a 
bottle of water. 

One of the most stunning examples of Baroque 
architecture in Europe without a doubt, Schönbrunn 
Palace is an absolute must for anybody who enjoys 
cultural heritage mixed with fascinating history. It 
is also the most popular tourist site in Austria, with 
millions of visitors every year. 

the palace, as it stands today, was built during the 
reign of empress maria theresa in the 18th century. 
however, it was originally built and designed by Johann 
bernhard Fischer von erlach as a hunting lodge for 
crown Prince Joseph, at the request of his father 
emperor leopold i. For a long time, the palace was the 
summer residence for the austrian habsburg dynasty 
and was at the centre of court life. with the congress of 
Vienna approaching in 1814, the facade was renovated 
to bring it up to date, and this can still be seen today.

after the austrian republic was established in 
1918, the palace was turned into a museum and was 
later used as offices for the british during the allied 
occupation of austria. Following the re-establishment 
of the republic in 1955, the palace was transformed 
into a museum once again.

though the palace has more than 1,000 rooms, 
currently only 40 of them are open to the public. 
schönbrunn Palace also boasts a number of other 
attractions including a beautiful park, the Privy Garden 
and even a maze and labyrinth, making it the perfect 
place for a day out. 

the royal Palace of madrid is considered the 
official residence of the spanish royal family

the palace’s iconic yellow paint is 
known as ‘schönbrunn yellow’

buckingham Palace has been in the spotlight again 
thanks to the popular Netflix series The Crown

©
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Unearthing the Moai of 

Easter

Nestled on the most southeastern 
point of the Polynesian triangle 
lies a small, volcanic Chilean island 
that has made an incredible impact 

on the field of archaeology and the study of 
ancient cultures. it doesn’t have pyramids that 
reach to the sky or elaborate temple ruins that 
stretch for miles across its surface, and yet rapa 
Nui – more commonly known as Easter island 
– remains one of the world’s most popular 
destinations for tourists and archaeologists.

it’s all thanks to a series of 887 statues that 
stand watch upon its coastline like an army 
of eternal guardians. these are the moai, 
the sculpted, extant remnants of a once 

populous people who share the same name 
as the island that has served as their home for 
thousands of years: rapa Nui. the island itself 
is believed to have drifted through the Pacific 
ocean following the breakup of an ancient 
supercontinent called Pangaea about 300 
million years ago.

Evidence on the island suggests that the 
first settlements were made in Anakena, a soft 
white-sanded beach that now forms part of 
the rapa Nui National Park. Polynesian settlers 
arrived by canoe in about 1200 and some 
historians even theorise that Easter island’s first 
settlers were in fact from south America, due to 
their expert seafaring navigation skills and the 

presence of sweet potatoes – a foodstuff that 
originates in the American continent. 

According to oral histories passed down 
through the modern day rapa Nui – who make 
up around 80 per cent of the island’s current 
population – their ancient ancestors had their 
own class system, ruled over by a high chief 
known as an ‘ariki’. this leader was always the 
eldest member of the community, with a direct 
blood connection to the legendary, almost 
mythic, first settler of the island, hotu Matu’a. 
Presiding over a series of clans and social 
groups, it was the ariki who would commission 
the creation of a moai and personally oversee 
its journey to the coast.

Standing along the coastline like eternal guardians, the iconic stone figures of the 
Polynesian isle hold the secrets of Easter Island’s cultural history

EAstEr islANd

WORDS D O m RE SEIg h-LIn cO Ln
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the moai were carved from the natural 
deposits of volcanic rock that form the 
composition of the island. Easter island is 
a volcanic high island, consisting mainly of 
three extinct coalesced volcanoes: terevaka 
the largest of the three, forms a large area of 
the island, while two others, Poike and rano 
Kau, form the eastern and southern headlands 
and give the island its instantly recognisable 
triangular shape. 

With such a variety of extinct volcanoes 
forming its history, the rapa Nui had a myriad of 
materials at their disposal, and it led to a style of 
sculpture that was both 
uniform and diverse. 
Most of the moai on 
Easter island are carved 
from a compressed form 
of volcanic ash known 
as tuff; another 22 are 
made from trachyte, 17 
are carved from a brittle 
volcanic rock called red 
scoria and 13 more from 
basalt deposits.

the moai themselves 
were all carved to 
represent the island’s 
deified warriors and leaders. these ‘living faces’ 
(‘aringa ora’) were sculpted in forms found 
commonly throughout ancient Polynesian art 
and literature – the broad, powerful nose, the 
prominent brow, the strong jawline and the 
elongated ears. that use of the word ‘face’ can 
also be a little disingenuous. We often think 
of the moai as a series of stone heads, jutting 
out of the ground, but in fact, all of them have 
bodies too. All of these are just as intricately 
carved as their heads.

the close association with faces and the moai 
comes from the fact that many of the most 
iconic photographs taken of Easter island show 
the moai situated in rano raraku, which served 
as the largest quarry for making  many of the 
famous statues. Many of the figures were left at 
the quarry unfinished and abandoned. some of 
them were buried by ground over time, simply 
because they were either incomplete and not 
fit to serve the same purpose as a finished 
moai, or because the said sculpture was still 
connected to the source of volcanic rock that it 
had originally been carved from.

in reality, most of the 
moai that encircle the coast 
of the island are standing, 
placed on carefully carved 
ceremonial platforms called 
‘ahu’. these were used as 
tombs for the people the 
statues represented, acting 
as both a mausoleum and 
a plinth for their eternal 
avatar. it isn’t known how 
long it would have taken 
to carve a moai in full and 
transport it from a quarry to 
a resting site, but estimates 

by archaeologists range from months to years 
at a time.

A number of theories have emerged over 
the years regarding just how these impressive 
stone creations were moved across the island. 
however, for terry hunt, dean and professor 
of anthropology at the University of oregon, 
the ingenuity of the rapa Nui has led to what 
has since become the most popular argument 
among that many that have been put forward: 
the walking method. “We now know that 

“ The 
preservaTion 

of The moai 
remains of 

The highesT 
imporTance 

for This 
gaThering  
of minds” 
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the monolithic heads are an 
attraction for archaeologists 
and tourists alike

if you’re incredibly lucky, a dive will 
show you the structures that have 
fallen into the ocean

there’s so much to 
see on the island
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EAstEr islANd 
E x p lo r E r ’ s  E s s E n t i a l s

EssENtiAl iNforMAtioN
While Easter island remains the most remote 
of the world’s inhabited islands – it lies an 
impressive 3,512 kilometres away from 
central Chile – it doesn’t take a degree in 
extreme adventuring to get there. in fact, 
you can get connected flights to the island’s 
modestly sized hanga roa airport. 
Keep in mind that the distance from the 
mainland equals around five hours of flight 
time just to cross from Chile to the island 
so expect a long flight time, and one or two 
changes, if you’re travelling from Europe or 
the United states.

WhEN to visit  
With Easter island being located in the 
southern hemisphere the seasons are 
reversed, so the best time to visit the island 
is during the summer months of November 
and february. 
Time zone UtC-5
Currency Peso ($)

WhErE to stAy
Luxury  
explora Rapa Nui
Considered to be one of the 
best hotels on the island, 
explora offers excellent 
services and on-site 
education programs. Prices 
start from £720/$940.

Good value  
Hare Noi
While hare Noi might be a 
little more on the outskirts, 
it’s all-inclusive, making it 
ideal for families and solo 
travellers alike. Prices start 
from £240/$310.

Basic   
Hotel Puku Vai
located close to Aeropuerto 
internacional Mataveri, 
hotel Puku vai has a large 
pool, on-site restaurant and 
facilities for large families.
Prices start from £150/$190.

liNKs
easterislandtourism.com Plan your visit to the island with this comprehensive list of attractions
www.eisp.org An interesting project undertaking archaeological investigation on Easter island
www.visitchile.com information and packages for visiting the remote island

03 
thiNgs 
to sEE  

& do

Check out Ballet Kari Kari
one of the island’s top 
cultural showcases, 

the Ballet Kari Kari is held 
in hanga roa. in between 
dances catch a talk on the 
local history and culture.

Rapa Nui National Park
the best place to find 
the moai is the rapa 

Nui National Park. there 
are on-site tours through 
quarries and plains, making it 
an ideal attraction.

Orongo
orongo, a stone village 
and ceremonial centre, 

is one of best educational 
sites. it is located right 
beside the lip of a now-
inactive volcano. ©
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the ancient islanders transported multi-ton 
moai by ‘walking’ them. The oral traditions 
consistently refer to the moai as walking and 
our detailed studies have showed that the 
moai in transit retain a different, unfinished 
shape with a lower centre of gravity and a 
forward-lean when compared with the moai 
standing on the ahu.”  

hunt was involved in a number of 
experiments performed on the island to 
simulate the primitive yet effective methods 
employed by the Rapa nui hundreds of years 
ago. “Our replication of a road moai – one 
abandoned in transit – then our experiments 
using ropes showed the physics of transport,” 
he added. “There is no other feasible way the 
large moai could have been transported. The 
ancient islanders figured out the form and 

physics to move the multi-ton moai with a 
small number of people using only ropes.”  

The finished articles were often rubbed 
down with pumice to smooth out any rough 
edges. Those bodies, whether standing tall 
along the coast or buried beneath the surface, 
also bear markings and symbols not too 
dissimilar to a tattoo. For instance, a curving 
line is one of the most common symbols found 
on the moai, with archaeologists theorising 
that this could well represent the canoe, an 
object central to the Polynesian way of life. 

much of the information we have 
surrounding the bodies of the moai comes 
from the work of American archaeologist Jo 
Anne Van Tilburg, who led an excavation of a 
number of moai back in 2012. “What we found 
underneath the base of one of the statues 

was a signature stone, a basalt rock with 
an incised drawing of a crescent, or canoe 
motif,” said Van Tilburg in an interview with 
University of california, Los Angeles, in 2012. 
The archaeologist believes that this special 
mark represented the identity of its carver, or 
the clan to which the carver belonged.

“Over time, it seems more of these canoes 
were etched onto the statue in a constant 
repetition of identity, reasserting who they 
were. As the community lost a sense of 
identity over time, perhaps they wanted to 
mark these statues as their own.”

Seeing these magnificent structures should 
certainly be on any travel bucket list, so why 
don’t you go and see these mysterious figures 
for yourself – and explore Easter Island itself 
while you’re at it, too.

http://www.easterislandtourism.com/


GREAT WALL OF CHINA 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

EssENTIAL INFORmATION 
The Great Wall of China stretches across 
northern China and south mongolia, and is 
made up of many individual sections. The 
most popular sections for visitors are in 
Jinshanling in the east, Badaling in the west, 
and mutianyu, which is close to Beijing. For a 
peaceful section, try Huanghuacheng. many 
volunteer trips take place near Beijing.

WHEN TO vIsIT  
Autumn (september to November) may be the best time to visit for many, with cool and clear 
weather on much of the Wall. visits in summer will be very hot and crowded in the popular areas, 
while winter can be tough-going due to sub-zero temperatures and snow. 
Time zone UTC+8
Currency Renminbi (¥)

ORGANIsATIONs TO CONTACT
International Friends  
of the Great Wall 
One of the biggest and oldest 
independent organisations 
for the preservation of the 
Great Wall, it deals with the 
spread of information on the 
Wall’s condition and projects 
to repair it. It works with 
China’s state Administration 
of Cultural Heritage to help 
oversee the Wall’s condition. 
Through WildWall, they run 
regular volunteer trips. Email 
william@wildwall.com or visit 
the WildWall Facebook page.

Abroad China 
Abroad China’s ‘Clean 
the Great Wall of China’ 
initiative is a conservation 
project that’s looking for 
volunteers to help clean 
and rebuild sections of the 
iconic structure. As well as 
helping out in reconstruction 
efforts, there will also be 
opportunities to hike sections 
of the Wall. There will also be 
seminars with local experts 
on the history and cultural 
significance of the Wall. visit  
www.abroadchina.net. 

Bespoke trips 
Countless charities organise 
trips to the Great Wall of 
China, some of which involve 
helping with certain cleanup 
or restoration efforts. Keep 
in mind that these volunteer 
projects are usually quite 
expensive to take part in. 
Travel companies such as 
China Highlights (www.
chinahighlights.com) also 
specialise in creating bespoke 
packages, including hiking 
both wild and restored areas 
of the Wall. 

LINKs
www.wildchina.com Travel company running tours on the Great Wall and throughout China
whc.unesco.org/en/list/438 The Great Wall’s UNEsCO history and current information
www.travelchinaguide.com A popular travel company operating across China

The Wall has a 
hair-raising slide 
for the brave 

The Great Wall is one of the 
UNsECO World Heritage sites
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Witness the remarkable landmark that started out over 2,000 years ago 

One of the most iconic sights in the entire 
world, a visit to the Great Wall of China 
constitutes the trip of a lifetime and it’s 
located just an hour and half from Beijing 

– ideal for those who wish to escape the hustle and 
bustle of the city for a day trip.

The beginnings of the Great Wall began between 
the 8th and 5th centuries BCE, when different 
ancient Chinese states started to construct their own 
fortifications. This continued into the Warring states 
period until the first emperor of China, Qin shi Huang 
of the Qin dynasty, connected the walls during the 3rd 
century BCE to prevent invasion from the north. 

The Wall was then developed by the Han dynasty 
to protect the flourishing silk Road trade, before 
the ming dynasty incorporated watchtowers and 
fortresses into the Wall between the 14th and 17th 
centuries to create a stronger defence, while restoring 
the older parts of the Wall. some parts have crumbled 
over the centuries, either due to natural causes or 
human destruction, and most of what you see today 
was built by the ming dynasty. It was known as ‘the 
longest cemetery on Earth’ because of the number 
of workers who were killed during its construction. 
stories emerged that their bodies were later buried in 
the Wall, although there is no evidence of this.  

Great Wall
ofChina

WORDS Je S Si c a Legg e t t

Though the purpose of the Wall was to stop enemy 
invasions, it unfortunately failed to prevent them. The 
first Great Khan of the mongol Empire, Genghis Khan, 
managed to breach the Wall to seize Northern China 
during the early 13th century. His grandson, Kublai 
Khan, completed the mongol conquest of China when 
he defeated the song dynasty in the south in 1279. 

If you enjoy hiking, the Great Wall is the perfect 
place to go, with recent estimates suggesting it is 
roughly 21,000 kilometres long. If you can’t stomach 
the length, the Wall can be explored at any point. 
Depending on the part you wish to visit, you can reach 
it by bus, train or car. 

If you’re after an adrenaline rush, the mutianyu 
section of the Wall, which can be reached via foot, 
chairlift or gondola, has a toboggan slide that takes 
around five minutes to reach the bottom of the Wall. 
It is also a quieter section of the Wall, compared to 
Badaling, which is usually crammed full with tourists.

The Great Wall is also one of those dream sights 
that can be visited during any season, depending 
on whether you prefer summer or winter weather – 
although if you want clear skies, autumn is the way to 
go. millions of visitors arrive every year to look at the 
Wall, which is considered to be one of the New seven 
Wonders of the World. With a fascinating history, the 
Great Wall of China is not to be missed. 
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There’s something for everyone, from the 
avid Egyptologist to the marine biologist

Egypt
From the honks and hawks of bustling 

Cairo to the stoic megaliths of civilisations 
gone by, Egypt is a land of bold contrasts. 
A historic powerhouse, the country is not 

only home to one of the world’s oldest civilisations, 
but to almost 100 million people. Almost one-tenth  
of them live in the capital city, Cairo, a living, 
breathing feast for the senses.

Kamikaze drivers throttle down narrow streets, 
occasionally stopping behind donkeys, bearing 
heavy carts of fruit. Shisha smoke wafts past freshly 
baked falafel and the entrance to Khan el-Khalili, the 
city’s central souq dating back to the 14th century. 
A masterclass in spices, antiques, incense, precious 
metals and haggling, the market also features 
various atmospheric cafes, such as El Lord – which 
ever belts out heart-wrenching songs by the beloved 
Umm Kulthum. 

The market is a short drive from a wealth of 
cultural sights, such as the Egyptian Museum, 
Bab Zuweila and the Saladin Citadel. The latter, 
established in the 12th century, eventually formed 
the heart of the Islamic world, housing the ruins of 
the Fatamid Egyptian capital Fustat, Mamluk palaces 
and the alabaster Mosque of Muhammad Ali.

Aside from its renowned ancient mysteries and 
modern Islamic status, Egypt was one of the first 

Egypt’s temples are dripping in history 
and well worth exploring

WORDS H A R E TH A L BU STA nI
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Egypt 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

EssEntial information
home to some of the world’s most spectacular 
historical sites, Egypt is a treasure trove of culture and 
adventure. Visitors can ride camels across the desert, 
cruise down the nile and float over the Valley of the 
Kings. however, they should book experiences through 
reputable operators and be wary of scams. 

WhEn to Visit  
With summer temperatures soaring past 40°C, the best 
weather can be enjoyed from november to february. 
During winter, days are sunny and nights mildly chilly, 
making this peak season. 
Time zone UtC+2
Currency Egyptian pounds (م.ج)

organisations to ContaCt
www.egypt.travel
the Egyptian tourism authority
www.memphistours.co.uk
a tour operator offering a wide range of experiences
www.gadventures.co.uk
organises diverse experiences across the country

linKs
www.farahnilecruise.com
a luxurious nile cruise ship, offering round trips 
between luxor and aswan
www.badawiya.com
Camel tours from Cairo across the desert, lasting from 
three to 12 days
www.emperordivers.com
scuba diving trips and training in the red sea from 
sharm El sheikh, El gouna and marsa alam

major Christian centres. the hanging Church, built 
atop the southern gate of a roman fortress, is a quirky 
hidden gem, with a wooden roof shaped like noah’s 
arc and a 5th-century pulpit.   

When the city’s cacophony of sights, sounds and 
smells grows too powerful, adventurers escape down 
the river nile aboard a traditional felucca sailboat. 
Camels are also on hand to whisk weary travellers 
to the nearby spiritual monuments of the ancient 
world. in Cairo, that means a bumpy ride to the 
giza pyramids. though a flight or night-train away, 
explorers can take more leisurely camel rides around 
st simeon’s monastery and the tomb of aga Khan. 
some operators even lead epic two-week journeys 
across the desert. 

from aswan, aspiring swashbucklers can step 
aboard a nile cruise ship and follow in the footsteps of 
the pharaohs, all the way to luxor – albeit, with a few 
modern comforts. luxor hosts a remarkable complex 
of ancient monuments, from the mysterious Valley 

of the Kings on the west bank of the nile to Karnak 
temple on the east. to truly comprehend the wonders 
of ancient Egyptian urban planning, hot air balloon 
rides are a must. 

for a slightly less spiritual break, the crystalline 
shores of hughurda and sharm El sheikh are prime 
scuba diving and snorkelling spots. Dahab, an hour 
from sharm El sheikh, even offers freediving courses, 
allowing divers to enjoy the corals, eels and fish, 
unencumbered with equipment. from the small  
town of taba, explorers can also dive around the coral 
reef of pharaoh’s island – fortified by the Crusaders 
and saladin in the 12th century.

from land to sea, Egypt evokes an enormous 
amount of mystery; the mighty river nile,  
breathing brilliant bursts of life into the barren sand; 
camels spitting in howling winds; hieroglyphed 
labyrinths; the reflective pyramids, watching over 
everything. all of these are true, and yet they are just 
the start.

no visit to Egypt is complete without 
spending some time in Cairo
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Perched high on a grassed peak, shrouded by the 
Peruvian cloud jungle, Machu Picchu has been 
added to an increasing number of people’s must-
see travel lists. This impressive archaeological 

site is one of the only Inca constructions left largely 
undestroyed by time or the Spanish conquest, and is a 
living testimony to the engineering ingenuity that its 
inhabitants possessed. But within its impeccable ruins lie 
mysteries waiting to be solved.

The questions of why it was built, who lived there 
and how they built with such complex methods can be 
explored when you visit – if you know where to look.  While 
there is agreement on when the site at Machu Picchu was 

built – in the mid-1400s – and by who, it can still not be 
said with complete certainty what its purpose was. With 
no written language, there were no existing histories of 
the Inca before the Spanish arrived. All the accounts that 
we have regarding the Inca past were written either by 
the Spanish or by writers who were half-Spanish and half-
Quechua. In addition, the writings were often based on an 
oral history that could have been mutated by the passing 
down of stories. 

However, Carlos Velaochaga, a Peruvian anthropologist 
specialising in cultural anthropology, has dedicated the 
last 30 years to investigating inca religion in the Andes and 
believes that “the myths and legends passed down in the 

Emperors, high priests, virgins, mummies, fortune hunters – 
Machu Picchu’s story is an intriguing one. Incredibly, it is also 

a puzzle yet to be solved

Machu 
Picchu

of
Decode the Secrets

WORDS M AuR EEn SA nTu CCI
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inca oral tradition may provide us with some of the best 
clues about them. Although written in allegorical fashion, 
they may well contain some important facts”.

so, what are the explanations derived from these clues 
that have been, or are now, most often cited as to the site’s 
purpose? Although it may seem frustrating that we can’t 
know, this also gives you an opportunity to see which theory 
makes the most sense to you, or make your own. 

When we take a look at the archaeological evidence 
that has been uncovered at Machu Picchu, one thing is 
certain. the spanish never came across this site, as it was 
found largely intact when Hiram Bingham documented his 
expedition there in 1911. Just as clear, however, is that it was 
abandoned by those who lived there, the reason for which 
presents us with another mystery.

it is truly remarkable the inca were able to build their 
temples taking the pathway of the sun at the time of the 
solstices into account. one of the windows in the temple of 
the sun and a corner of the intihuatana is oriented directly 
toward the place that the sun rises during the winter 
solstice. the other window of the sun temple is oriented 
toward the sun Gate, where the sun rises on the summer 
solstice. During the solstices, the intihuatana is oriented so 
perfectly that no shadow is cast. 

Within Machu Picchu, in the temple area, there is a spot 
that lines up perfectly on the solstice with another sacred 
spot in Llactapata, a temple located on a hilltop several 
miles across the valley. Near the main temple you will also 
find a rock that represents the southern cross, whose 
corners align with the cardinal directions and the largest 
mountains that surround the citadel. 

that it was also the royal estate of Pachacutec is almost 
certain, as it was built during his reign and it was customary 
for the inca to have private palaces in cusco and elsewhere. 
there are spanish records that state that Pachacutec’s 
descendants were asking for the rights to his estate at 
‘Piccho’, and this is believed to be referring to Machu Picchu. 
it was also common that such an estate would later be used 
as the inca’s mausoleum. there is a spot at Machu Picchu 
labelled as the royal tomb. However, this name and others 
used at the site are not necessarily correct. 

Despite all remaining uncertainties, research continues, 
and with each new find comes the opportunity to discover 
new clues about the secrets Machu Picchu may hold. Not 
only may new archaeological evidence come to light, but 
there may well be further written records archived away 
in Lima yet to be researched. in the meantime, though, 
despite the many visitors to Machu Picchu each year, you 
can still find yourself on a stretch of path on your own, 
feeling that you could be back in the time of the inca. 
the lack of certainty is a rare opportunity to let your own 
imagination fly. 

“ The Inca oral 
TradITIon may 

provIde us wITh some 
of The besT clues”
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MAcHu PiccHu 
E x p lo r E r ’ s  E s s E n t i a l s

EssENtiAL iNforMAtioN
you will need to fly first in to Lima, then to 
cusco, the closest airport to Machu Picchu. 
the only way in to Aguas calientes, the town 
at the foot of Machu Picchu, is by train or 
foot. from here, to get to the site itself you 
must hike or take a bus that takes about 20 
minutes. you can purchase entrance tickets 
in the office in cusco or in Aguas calientes. 
you cannot buy your ticket at the front 
gate. cusco is 11,152 feet above sea level and 
Machu Picchu is 7,972 feet so it’s important 
to give yourself time to adjust. there are no 
vaccinations required to visit Machu Picchu.

WHEN to visit  
the dry season – between May and 
september – is best, with May and september 
being ideal.
Time zone utc-5
Currency Peruvian sol (s/)

WHErE to stAy
Luxury  
inkaterra Machu Picchu 
Pueblo Hotel
this five-star hotel is one of 
the best available in the area, 
and as such is priced from 
$650 (£450) per night. this 
hotel is an excellent choice 
for families, as it has a great 
expanse of nature trails for 
you to explore.

Good value  
casa del sol 
A truly lovely hotel, the casa 
del sol offers a luxurious and 
more romantic experience 
than other hotels, for a more 
comfortable price than the 
inkaterra. rooms start at 
$240 (£170) per night. Be 
sure to get a riverside room 
for the best experience. 

Basic   
casa Andina 
somewhat more reasonably 
priced with rooms from 
$140 (£97) per night, this is 
a clean, comfortable option 
that offers excellent service. 
As one of the few hotels that 
can offer visitors adjoining 
rooms, it’s also a great choice 
for families.

LiNks
www.museomachupicchu.com the Machu Picchu Museum in cusco
www.machupicchu.gob.pe Get your Machu Picchu tickets here
adventureheartperu.com Adventure Heart Peru travel agency, based in cusco

03 
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& Do

Huayna Picchu
if you hike to the top 
and around to the 

other side, you can visit the 
temple of the Moon and the 
Great cavern for a chance to 
get away from tourists.

Inca Bridge
this is another less 
visited area, especially 

first thing in the morning. 
once you see it, you’ll know 
the inca could not have been 
afraid of heights.

Sun Gate
Many people do hike 
up here, and it offers 

great views of the citadel 
below. if you can’t get 
entrance tickets to Huayna 
Picchu, this is where to go.
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Ancient
Athens

A visit to Athens reveals an ancient hub of thought, where you can trace the 
origin of ideas at the heart of modern life

WORDS M A Ri S SA Te jA DA i
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A s the birthplace of Western 
civilisation, democracy and 
philosophy, the ancient sites of 
Athens are undeniably important. 

representing these very ideas is the city’s 
eternal core, the Acropolis, the icon of the 
city that continues to tower over the beautiful 
urban landscape.

our modern admiration for, and sheer 
fascination with Greece’s ancient world shines 
on the Golden Age of Athens, which flourished 
under the leadership of military general, 
talented orator and statesman Pericles  from 
461 to 429 BCE. this era was a time of peace, 
political hegemony, economic growth and 
flourishing culture. 

However, it was to be the trying times of war 
that sparked the greatest years of Athenian 
history. it began with the Persians capturing 

the city in 480 BCE. in response, Athens and 
its allies formed the Delian League, a military 
alliance focused on withstanding the Persian 
threat in order to keep the liberated Asian 
Greek cities free. Following a failed attack on 
the Persians in Egypt in 454 BCE, the Delian 
League’s treasury was moved from Delos island 
to Athens, and Pericles was elected strategos 
(military leader).

it worked; military victory over the Persians 
aligned the independent city-states that 
became the powerful Athenian empire. Pericles 
rebuilt his city with money from the treasury 
coffers, placing Athenians on a public payroll 
and funding a strong military force. 

the city itself flourished as a place of 
stunning classic beauty. to honour the goddess 
Athena, for whom the city is named, Pericles 
rebuilt the Acropolis in gleaming white marble 

in 449 BCE. on the flat top of the revered 
rocky hill, the glory of the Parthenon was 
unveiled, including a gigantic elephant ivory 
and gold statue of Athena. the intricately 
sculpted, roof-supporting caryatids (marble 
female figures) graced the new Erechtheum, 
and the temple of Athena Nike became the 
first ionic shrine dedicated to the goddess. 
two leading architects, iktinos and Kallikrates, 
designed many of the important buildings 
on the Acropolis. Another great feat was the 
completion of the parallel Long Walls. With a 
corridor 170 metres wide, the walls connected 
Athens to its port city of Piraeus. 

At the foot of the Acropolis, the newly 
constructed theatre of Dionysus came alive 
with performances. Athenians, who felt it 
was their civic duty to attend as many dramas 
as possible, flocked to the theatre regularly. 
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ANCiENt AtHENs 
E x p lo r E r ’ s  E s s E n t i a l s

EssENtiAL iNFormAtioN
Athens is the capital and largest city of Greece, set on a peninsula that stretches south into the 
Aegean sea. served by the Eleftherios Venizelos international Airport, flights connect to major 
cities worldwide including direct to the UK. the city’s main port of Piraeus often sees cruise 
ships and is a hub for ferries set to the Greek islands. the Athens metro stops at major points of 
interest, the port of Piraeus and connects to train lines. several stations exhibit ancient antiquities 
found during construction. A trolley and bus system also serves Athens.

WHEN to Visit  
Athens is a year-round 
destination, but very popular 
during the summer especially 
for those en route to the 
Greek islands. Avoid crowds 
and enjoy pleasant weather 
in the late spring and early 
autumn time. 
Time zone UtC+1
Currency Euro (€)

NEED to KNoW
Archaeological sites 
see Athens’ major sites with 
one reduced price €30 ticket. 
the package, which can be 
used over five days, includes 
the Acropolis of Athens, the 
Ancient Agora, the museum 
of Kerameikos and the 
temple of olympian Zeus.

Free entry  
there is free admission at 
most public museums and 
archaeological sites on the 
first sunday of the month 
between November and 
march. other free days 
include 6 march, 18 April and 
certain Greek holidays. 

Speaking English and a  
little Greek 
Greeks tend to speak English 
well, especially the younger 
generations and those 
working in tourism. However, 
Greeks will be even friendlier 
should they hear you 
speaking their language. 

LiNKs
www.cityofathens.gr/en Latest happenings and news on the city’s official website.
imanathenian.com refreshing ideas on what to do and see in the city.
odysseus.culture.gr A complete list of archaeological sites and museums including prices

Greek tragedies were written and directed 
by luminaries such as Aeschylus, sophocles 
and Euripides. meanwhile, historians such 
as Herodotus and Xenophon spread their 
innovative thoughts and ideas as well as the 
doctor Hippocrates, who is considered the 
father of Western medicine. the sculptures of 
Phidias and myron set an unsurpassed standard 
in art. so many great minds during this era 
exemplify that the ever-competitive Greeks 
reached higher levels of innovation in their field 
by seeing the bar raised in other areas.

the neighbouring city-state of sparta made 
sure that Athens did not revel in its glory for 

long. three decades of war ensued, known as 
the Peloponnesian Wars, with sparta gaining 
the upper hand. yet the 4th century BCE 
was still was the time of great orators and 
philosophers including socrates, Plato and 
Aristotle. Historians argue that the downfall of 
Athens was exemplified by the death sentence 
socrates received for the crime of corrupting 
the city’s youth with his ideas. 

After Athens lost the Peloponnesian Wars 
and its position as the premier city-state in 
Greece, the city never quite gained the same 
glory again. Like other city-states, Athens was 
conquered by Philip ii of macedon in 338 BCE. 

After Philip was assassinated, his son Alexander 
the Great rose to become the most successful 
conqueror of the ancient world. Alexander 
favoured Athens over other city-states, but 
after his untimely death, the city saw itself 
be passed into the hands of the monarch’s 
successive generals.

Within three centuries, the romans took 
control by sacking Athens and pulling down 
the Long Walls by 88 BCE. Despite this, Athens 
prospered under roman rule, remaining an 
important cultural and intellectual centre. 
Wealthy young romans attended schools in 
Athens and the roman elite all spoke Greek. 
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roman emperors also built impressive 
structures. Hadrian constructed the temple 
of olympian Zeus, the monumental gateway 
known as the Arch of Hadrian and engineered 
an aqueduct. the magnificent odeon of 
Herodes Atticus, built by the aristocrat and 
senator, was constructed at the base of the 
Acropolis and remains a performance centre 
today. the romans also built their own fine 
marbled roman agora, a commercial centre 
that featured the tower of the Winds, one of 
the earliest weather observatories.

When Justinian closed the schools of 
philosophy in 529 CE, the city declined into  

an outpost of the Byzantine Empire and 
temples were converted into Christian 
churches. By 1204, the Crusaders had captured 
Athens and invasions of the great ancient 
city would continue by the Franks, Catalans, 
Florentines and Venetians over the years. 
Under the 400-year turkish occupation that 
followed, the Parthenon was converted into  
a mosque. 

today, 2,500 years since it was built, the 
Acropolis remains one of the most visited 
archaeological sites in the world. it continues 
to undergo a slow, carefully detailed but steady 
restoration. Every day, travellers from across 

the world make their own modern pilgrimage 
to ascend its steps and stand in what was once 
the beating heart of a civilisation that has 
made an everlasting impact on Western human 
thought and culture. 70 metres above the city, 
the views of Athens continue to inspire. 

With thousands of years of history behind 
it, Athens has grown into its own as a unique 
metropolis where the archaic and modern 
converge, yet still sync together. However, one 
panoramic look at the city and it is undeniable 
that the feats and splendour of the ancient 
world still define the identity and culture of the 
modern Greek capital. 
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AMAZON 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

EssENtiAl iNfOrMAtiON
One of the most important considerations to make when travelling to the Amazon are 
vaccinations. Yellow fever vaccinations are a must, and it is required that you carry proof that you 
have been vaccinated. the rainforests are vast and dense, therefore do not attempt to explore 
without a tour guide. 

WhEN tO visit  
the rainiest months in the Amazon are 
february to April, and the driest and 
hottest are from september to November. 
therefore visiting in between season 
changes during May and June is the  
best time to explore all the Amazon has  
to offer.   
Time zone AMt
Currency Peru: sol (s/)
  Bolivia: Boliviano (Bs)
  Venezuela: Bolívar soberano (Bs) 
  Colombia: Colombian peso ($)
  Ecuador: Us dollars ($)
  Brazil: Brazilian real (r$)

liNks
www.lastfrontiers.com travel company running tours along the Amazon river 
www.uakarilodge.com.br for lodge accommodation in the forest  
www.amazonemotions.com Expedition organisation for tree climbing in the Amazon 

Amazon 
Adventures 

Discover the planet’s most biodiverse and illustrious location 

WORDS S cOt t D utfielD
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I
t has been described as a paradise on Earth, a 
place depicting the sheer breadth of life in all its 
majesty. the Amazon is so much more than a 
river meandering through the rainforests of south 

America. the Amazon river starts its journey in Peru, 
carving its way through several countries, including 
Brazil, Colombia and venezuela, before exiting land 
into the Atlantic Ocean. it’s this river, alongside its 
humid climate, that gives way for one of the world’s 
most breathtaking rainforests. But while it may take 
your breath away visually, in reality it is a breath giver, 
delivering 20 per cent of the world’s oxygen. 

in its entirety, the Amazon rainforest spans an 
impressive 1.4 billion acres, giving host to one in ten 
species on Earth. As the world’s most biodiverse haven, 
the Amazon basin has continued to evolve and grow for 
60 million years. it’s currently understood that 40,000 
plant species, 1,300 bird species, 3,000 fish species, 
430 mammal species and more than 2.5 million insect 
species call the Amazon basin home. however, don’t 
expect to see them all if you venture into the dense 
rainforest canopy. though bursting with wildlife, the 
coverage of the forest makes it challenging to witness 
animals on foot, such as the prowling jaguar or a 
swinging spider monkey. the coverage of vegetation 
is so great that only a small percentage of light reaches 
the forest ground, and it’s said that it takes around ten 
minutes for the rain to touch the soil.

the sounds of life, however, are abounding among 
the vibrant foliage. One of the best ways to view the 
rainforest’s many wonders and rich greenery is to take a 
boat trip down the Amazon river itself. stretching 6,992 
kilometres, you’ll pass through several countries in the 
southern hemisphere on your journey. it’s common 
for squirrel monkeys and the three-toed sloth to make 
an appearance among trees near the water’s edge. As 
macaw fly overhead, if you’re lucky enough you might 
catch a glimpse of one of the Amazon’s most iconic 
and unique residents, the Amazon river dolphin. A 
freshwater version of its ocean cousin, the river dolphin 
is most recognisable for its pink appearance. though 
magnificent in its rendition of paradise, the Amazon 
rainforest has faced devastating deforestation rates 
in recent times, with 18 per cent of the part that lies in 
Brazil lost in the past 40 years. 

staying in the Amazon largely depends on which 
country within it you visit. the Amazon is awash with 
lodges on the forest floor or among the treetops. if the 
pull of urban comforts is too high, then cities such as 
Manaus in Brazil can offer relief, enabling you to venture 
into the rainforest jungle with guided tours. 

visiting the Amazon basin often appears on a 
person’s bucket list for the simple mystery of the 
unknown and a chance to witness a natural spectacle. 
Unrivalled by any other location on the planet for its 
beauty and contrast to our urban lifestyles, the Amazon 
is an eye-opener to the world at its most pure.      

 091

AMAZON AdvENtUrEs

©
 G

et
ty



092 093

Face to face with the green turtle and 12 other life-
changing seaside encounters

At the 
Beach 

WORDS L auR a Me a R S
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Maui Island in Hawaii is home to five out of the 
seven species of sea turtle, including the majestic 
green species. Fittingly, one of the best locations 
to watch them is in the waters that lap the shores 
next to South Maui Turtle Town. The best time to 
visit is between April and October, and while they 
are usually spotted grazing on algae or resting on 
the seafloor, you may be lucky enough to see one 
catching some rays on the beach. 

If you’re feeling particularly adventurous, why 
not escape to akumal in Mexico for the chance of 
an encounter with a loggerhead turtle? Named for 
their shell-crushing jaws, loggerheads are nature’s 
great recyclers. They feed on clams and sea urchins, 
crunching through their skeletons and returning the 
minerals back to the sea. You can book snorkel tours 
from the beach and swim out into the ocean to watch 
them eat. 

Hang witH 
turtles 
H awa i i ,  u s a
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Of all the animals you might hope to encounter at the 
seaside, pigs might not be at the top of your list, but 
Big Major Cay in the Bahamas is home to at least 20, 
and they’re always excited to see visitors.

Often spotted trotting across the sand, this band of 
porkers don’t naturally belong on the island. according 
to the local tourist board, they probably arrived as a 
food source for hungry sailors or as refugees from a 
wreck. Sheltered from the elements and with a supply 
of fresh water, these castaways have made the island 
their own. 

Feeding the pigs has become a tradition, and the 
group often launch themselves into the water at the 
first sign of company. They swim out to greet tourist 
boats, hoping for a snack. Sadly, in 2017 several 
animals died after eating sand along with their treats. 
Current advice suggests tossing fruit and vegetables 
into the water, but the safest option is to let the pigs 
find their own food in the forest. 

If you do make a trip to the island, make sure to 
look out for endangered rock iguanas too. The males 
are at their brightest in the spring, when they put on a 
colourful show to attract a mate.

Paddle  
witH Pigs
b a H a M a s
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Frolic witH  
FlaMingos  
A ru b A

dive witH Penguins  
C A p e  p e n i n s u l A ,  s o u t h  A f r i C A

see  
saltwater 
cowboys
a s s at e a g u e  i s l a n d,  u s

Flamingo Beach in Aruba offers an exclusive wildlife 
experience. Here, you can see some of the world’s 
brightest birds against a backdrop of pristine 
Caribbean sands and clear blue waters. The flamingos 
live on Renaissance Island, a private paradise owned 
by the four-star Renaissance Aruba Resort. Guests of 
the resort can travel to the island for free, while day 
visitors can hop aboard the ferry for a small fee.

available only to adults, the trip promises an idyllic 
day among feathery friends. these wading birds 
owe their distinctive colouration to pigments called 
carotenoids found in algae and crabs, and caribbean 
flamingos are some of the pinkest on earth. once on the 
island, you can feed them, pull up a lounger or book a 
romantic meal. if you visit during the breeding season 
you might even catch them parading back and forth in 
unison, turning their heads to attract a mate.

Boulders Beach in South Africa attracts 60,000 visitors 
every year, and it’s easy to see why. A colony of more 
than 2,000 African penguins live among the rocks, and 
they’re some of the country’s most charismatic holiday 
companions. 

also known as jackass penguins, they’re a loud and 
boisterous species that make a distinctive braying noise 
to attract a mate, and they reach just 70 centimetres in 
height. they spend most of their time at the seaside, except 
in september and october, when they’re out in the water 
looking for fish.

Jackass penguins are the only penguin species found 
in africa and are surprisingly well adapted to the sunny 
weather. the pink spots above their eyes work like mini 
radiators, helping to keep them cool by directing blood to 
the surface of their skin.

the protected beaches are open to families, so you can 
take the kids down to the boulders and into the sea. you 
might be lucky enough to see penguins on the ground, but 
there are also boardwalks so you can spot them from above. 
each bird has a wing pattern as unique as our fingerprints, 
so be sure to look out for your favourites.

Between the dunes of Assateague Island you’ll find a herd of 
wild ponies. They’ve inhabited the 60 kilometres of beaches 
since the 1600s, eating rose hips and persimmons from the 
salt marshes. Rumoured to have arrived on a sunken ship, 
they’ve thrived on the island, but the population needs a little 
help to stay healthy. 

each year, saltwater cowboys step in to make sure that the 
number of horses on the small island doesn’t get too high. to do 
this, they round up half of the herd and then swim with them to 
nearby chincoteague island, where some of the foals are then 
auctioned off.

the crossing happens during a slack tide when there is no 
current, and a vet checks the horses over before they swim to 
make sure that they’re up for it. the rest of the herd swims back 
to the island at the end of the event, keeping the wild population 
at a manageable size. tourists can watch the swim from boats, 
but make sure to get in early because places book up fast.

nature
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unlikely 
encounters

Cat lovers need not worry about missing their feline 
friends while on vacation because Japan offers beach 
explorers a choice of cat paradises, including the small 
fishing island of Aoshima.

Measuring just over 1.6 kilometres across, the tiny island 
has fewer than 20 permanent human residents, but it’s 
home to more than 100 plucky strays. the descendants 
of rat-catchers brought to the island by fishermen, these 
friendly felines now rely on humans for food. they’ll wait 

patiently at the harbour as your boat pulls in and gather 
around you hoping for a treat.

For a quieter cat holiday experience, you could also try 
the su Pallosu sanctuary in sardinia in the Mediterranean. 
Founded in 2011 on a private beach, the sanctuary offers 
its cats veterinary care, vaccinations and microchips. these 
animals are clean and tame and always up for a cuddle. 
beach time caps out at half an hour per visitor to give the 
cats time to rest between pettings.

Make Feline Friends 
Ao s h i m A ,  J A pA n

red squirrel
wild adventurers in the uk might be lucky enough to 
see a rare animal in Merseyside. Formby beach and 

its surrounding woodlands are home to the native red 
squirrel, which is increasingly tricky to spot.

cow beacH
cows enjoy special status in india, and beach visitors 
to goa may find themselves sharing the sands. these 
peaceful mammals spend their days sitting by the sea 

before moving inland at night.

koala beacH
koalas spend most of their lives in the trees, but the 

animals in queensland, australia, sometimes venture 
onto the sand. some even make the short swim 

between local islands.

dragon island
For an adrenaline-fuelled wildlife encounter, why not 

head to indonesia’s komodo island. the beaches here 
are home to the infamous komodo dragon, which can 

grow up to three metres long.

rabbit island
the Japanese island of okunoshima is a paradise for 
rabbits, with a floppy-eared population of more than 

300. a short ferry ride from the mainland and you’ll be 
surrounded by friendly bunnies.

at tHe beacH
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Lucky Bay at Cape Le Grand National Park near 
Esperance in Western Australia is a kangaroo haven. 
Attracted to the area by freshwater springs, you’ll 
often see these friendly marsupials lazing around on 
the sand. 

there are over five kilometres of coastline to enjoy 
and a nearby campsite for a truly wild experience. get 
up early and head down to the water before the sun 
reaches its peak for the best chance of having your own 
kangaroo encounter.

sunbatHe 
witH 
kangaroos
lu c k y  b ay,  
w e s t e r n  a u s t r a l i a
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An hour from Phuket lie Thailand’s Phi Phi Islands. With 
crystal waters and postcard-blue skies, their secluded 
beaches offer incredible wildlife encounters for 
adventurous travellers. 

in a hidden cove a two-hour kayak trip from loh dalum 
bay, a colony of macaques have set up home beside the 
water. cheeky and inquisitive, these wild monkeys are some 
of the most charismatic beachside residents you could 
meet. a word of warning though – they are unafraid of 
humans but they are not always friendly. they may even try 
to make off with your bag!

kayak  
witH Monkeys
P H i  P H i  i s l a n d s ,  
t H a i l a n d
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People have been travelling to the plains of 
Africa in search of wild animals for about 
200 years and, though there’s thankfully 
now far less interest in hunting them, seeing 

these creatures in their natural habitat is still every bit 
as thrilling. 

Africa’s savannah is full of fascinating animals, but 
different species are found in different areas so it’s 
worth doing some research if you’ve got your heart 
set on tracking down a particular one. The big names 
among the national parks are popular for several 

If your idea of a perfect holiday involves excitement, 
exotic animals and a slight sense of danger, a safari might 

be just the thing you’re looking for

Safari
On
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Seeing african animals in the wild is 
an unforgettable experience

Pick your Park

chobe national Park
botSwana

there are few places in africa with higher densities of 
wildlife than chobe. rivers and marshes dominate this 
park, and visitors spend many happy hours watching 

animals play, bathe and drink.

addo elePhant national 
Park South africa

this family-friendly reserve near the city of Port elizabeth 
is home to all of the big five. close to the coast, addo is in 
an ideal location for those looking to fit a whale-watching 

trip into their holiday, too.  

MaaSai Mara national 
reServe kenya

follow a Maasai guide out on a bush walk in the Maasai 
Mara reserve between June and october and you’ll see 
millions of zebra and wildebeest arriving on their epic 

annual migration. 

kruger national Park
South africa

 South africa’s most famous park is inhabited by more 
mammal species than any other game reserve in africa. 

reasons – they’re easily accessible, have high-quality 
guides and accommodation, and boast a huge variety 
of wildlife. if you’re looking to get away from other 
holidaymakers, though, consider visiting a smaller 
conservancy or staying in a private reserve. 

despite the well-known images of the modern 
safari, these holidays aren’t all about piling into jeeps. 
while this is the traditional way of seeing the wildlife, 
tourists are now watching animals from helicopters 
and planes, plucking up the courage to walk through 
the park and even trekking on horseback. these 
adventurous alternatives allow you to cover more 
distance in your search 
for wildlife or provide an 
opportunity to get closer 
to shy species frightened 
away by the sound of an 
approaching engine. 

if you do want the classic 
jeep experience, there’s 
a choice to make: join a 
tour or drive yourself. Paying to be driven by a guide 
means you’ll be taken to the best spots and you’re free 
to scramble around the vehicle to look out of each 
window and take photos, but a self-driven safari allows 
you to choose your route and guarantees you won’t 
be competing with other travellers for the best view 
from the car. 

no matter how you travel, nothing is guaranteed on 
safari, but there are ways to maximise your chances 
of spotting wildlife. Skip the lie-in and head out early 
in the morning, or wait until evening; most of the 
animals are most active at dawn and dusk, sleeping 
through the heat of the day. wear neutral colours to 
avoid drawing too much attention to yourself, and 

keep voices low, even if you spot something exciting. 
a good pair of binoculars and a camera with a decent 
zoom are invaluable for getting a good look at animals 
in the distance, but don’t forget to take breaks from 
looking through a lens and just enjoy the experience. 
above all, safaris require patience and an open mind 
– be prepared to wait, and accept the fact that you 
might not tick off all of the big five. there’s far more to 
see than just these famous beasts, so you’re unlikely to 
ever leave a safari disappointed.

as exciting as safaris are, they do come with more 
potential risks than other holidays. Protect yourself 

from insects and the Sun 
by packing long sleeves and 
a wide-brimmed hat, and 
remember to find out as 
early as possible whether 
you’ll need injections or 
malaria tablets. when 
you’re sharing space 
with the animals you’ve 

dreamt of finding, remember that they’re wild and 
unpredictable – always follow instructions and stay 
within boundaries. 

after long and exhilarating days of watching the 
wildlife and soaking up the Sun, you’ll be looking 
forward to returning to camp. those seeking comfort 
and a quiet night often head for luxury lodges, where 
meals and plush beds within the safety of solid walls 
await guests returning from the day’s excursions. for 
something wilder and less expensive, try camping; 
waking up to the Sun pouring through the canvas is an 
invigorating start to the day, and nothing makes you 
feel more immersed in the park than listening to the 
sounds of lions and hyenas at night.  

“ tourists are 
plucking up 

the courage to 
walk through 

the park”

 101

on Safari

©
 G

et
ty



Mountain 
Climbs

Scale the heights of the world’s finest mountain adventures

B
ecause it’s there.” George Mallory’s famous quote about 
why he wanted to scale Mount Everest does not only 
explain why he was prepared to risk his life to climb the 
previously unclimbed (and Mallory died on Everest a 

year after the interview), it also explains our enduring obsession 
with mountains. Few of us will ever attain the heights achieved by 
Mallory and his fellow mountaineers, but we still find ourselves 
drawn to the roof of the world.

Perhaps it’s the air – the higher you climb, the clearer the 
atmosphere; something that becomes particularly obvious when 

surveying the night sky. Perhaps the isolation reminds us of a 
greater power, whether natural or supernatural – it’s no surprise 
that the Greek gods resided on Mount Olympus, while Moses 
received the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai. 

Whatever the case, the choices faced by the modern tourist 
looking for mountain adventures are thankfully more numerous 
and less dangerous than those faced by Mallory almost a century 
ago. From retracing his steps on Everest to enjoying the Rockies 
from the comfort of a train carriage, these experiences are the 
peak of mountain travel experiences.

WORDS S COT T REE v E S
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Climbing Kilimanjaro takes a week of 
walking but is achievable by anybody 

with a moderate level of fitness
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live with 
berbers  
M o r o cco

The Berber people have lived in Morocco’s Atlas 
Mountains since at least 10,000 BCE, taming the wild 
environment in which they live. In winter, snow covers 
the ground; in summer, the Sun scorches the crops. 

Yet cotton-white almond blossom punctures the green 
pasturelands that feed the cattle, and donkeys provide the 
best form of transport on mountain trails. this is a far cry 
from the noisy, chaotic tourist trap of the Marrakesh souks.

Many berber communities are willing to welcome 
outsiders who want to live in their adobe mudbrick villages 
in the atlas foothills and partake in berber culture for a few 
days. stay in real family homes, experience great hospitality 
and have as much mint tea as you can drink. Marvel at the 
colourful artisan weaving, help bake bread in the communal 
oven, prepare the evening meal in the tagine, feed the 
family cow and help tend the crops in the fields. 

Most importantly, however, enjoy the kinship in these 
villages where every neighbour is a friend. Most of these 
villagers dislike the term ‘berber’ and prefer to refer to 
themselves as amazigh, meaning ‘free people’. You’ll 
certainly be hard-pushed to find a more amazing  
mountain experience. 

berbers tend to move their livestock 
between summer and winter pastures, 
meaning they have an excellent 
knowledge of the atlas Mountains

treK to everest base CaMp N e pa l

sKi the 
lauberhorn  
S w i t z e r l a N d

The highest point in the world is limited to the most 
experienced and skilled mountaineers, but everybody 
else still can get a taste of the tallest mountain because 
getting to Everest Base Camp is not a climb, it’s a trek. 
Around 40,000 visitors each year fly to Lukla and begin 
a two-day ascent to Namche Bazaar, capital of the Sherpa 
people who play such a crucial role on the mountain. 

another two days of walking ends at Dingboche, 
followed by a final two days to everest base Camp itself. 
each stint rises approximately 1,000 metres, making rest 
days between each a necessity to acclimatise and prevent 

altitude sickness. those hardy walkers who arrive with 
tired feet are greeted by a rudimentary but colourful tent 
city stretching for a mile in length. the mountaineers in 
residence, usually those who are still readying themselves 
for their attempt to reach the top of the world, come 
from all over the globe but are united in their friendly and 
enthusiastic demeanour. some base Camp trips don’t 
include an overnight stay and return straight to a lower 
level, but even those who only stay for an hour or two may 
spot an expedition to the summit in the distance and can 
boast that they went up everest.

Skiing in the Alps is a long-established way of life – 
initially a method of transport, over the past 150 years 
it has become a sport that attracts holidaymakers to the 
multitude of high-altitude villages. 

From picturesque hamlets in austria and switzerland to 
large resorts in France and italy, there is the perfect resort 
for every kind of skier. Complete beginners can enjoy the 
fun of the nursery slope, while recreational skiers can test 
themselves on blue and red pistes before enjoying a leisurely 
lunch in one of countless restaurants on the slopes.

For wannabe racers, there are few greater achievements 
than taking on the lauberhorn. each year, the world’s 
best congregate in the swiss village of wengen to ski the 
mountain’s famous downhill run – at 4,415 metres in length, 
it is the longest on the world Cup tour. even the winners 
take over 2.5 minutes to reach the bottom, so chances are 
it will take brave amateurs more like half an hour. still, it’s an 
enormous achievement just to reach the bottom, gasping 
for breath and with legs burning, but feeling just like Franz 
Klammer or lindsey vonn.

it’s also possible to visit a second everest base camp on the 
northern side of the mountain, but these trips are heavily 
managed by the Chinese government and rarer due to the 
permits required

head to wengen in mid-January to sample 
the raucous noise and excitement of the 
30,000-strong crowd for the world Cup races
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aDMire 
the blue 
Mountains 
FroM the air 
au S t r a l i a

CliMb 
KiliManJaro 
ta N z a N i a

riDe through the roCKies  
c a N a da

With its foothills starting just 48 kilometres west of 
Sydney, the Blue Mountains must be the most accessible 
mountain range, with day tours heading out from the 
Harbour City every day of the year. 

Most trips include a chance to see koalas, wallabies and 
kangaroos at a wildlife sanctuary, ride the steep incline 
railway at Katoomba and enjoy the spectacular scenery from 
echo point. others include an aboriginal cultural experience 
or a walk in the bush, but it is difficult to avoid the crowds 
and the feeling that you are just one of thousands of tourists.

For a true bucket list adventure, avoid the hordes of 
coach trippers and gain an exclusive view of the blue 
Mountains from the air. helicopter trips provide a whole 
new perspective of the unforgiving sandstone cliffs of the 
three sisters as they plummet into the Jamison valley. water 
droplets from the wentworth Falls fly high into the sky, 
creating colourful displays as they reflect the ever-present 
australian sun. the eucalyptus forests seem to stretch 
forever, making you forget that the blue Mountains are just  
a short helicopter hop from australia’s biggest city.

Reaching the top of the highest mountain on a continent 
is always going to be a challenge, but Mount Kilimanjaro, 
Africa’s highest peak, is perhaps the most accessible 
of the seven summits, accomplished by 20,000 or so 
experienced walkers every year. 

Most tours include guides to show the way and porters 
to carry the bulk of the kit, leaving hopeful mountaineers 
as fresh as possible to tackle the summit. no ice axes or 
oxygen are required, just a hardy pair of boots and the 
determination to plod steadily upward for a week or so. 

the trek will pass quickly. Kilimanjaro boasts five different 
ecological zones with a variety of plants encountered en 
route, not to mention impressive glaciers and craters. once 
at the summit – usually reached in the early hours in order 
to watch the sun rise – the spectacular views are legendary. 
Faraway peaks sprout from the red and orange soil of 
tanzania and Kenya. it is due to Kilimanjaro’s location within 
these plains that the summit is one of few places where 
the curvature of the earth can be seen. scaling the highest 
freestanding mountain in the world creates an enormous 
sense of achievement.

The panoramic views of the Rocky Mountains are 
breathtaking: the prominence of Mount Robson, the 
spectacular vistas of the Rocky Mountain Trench, the 
vertigo-inducing Deep Creek Bridge. For those who 
like to explore their mountains in comfort, the Rocky 
Mountaineer train offers the chance to take it all in 
without removing your slippers. 

travelling only by day to ensure that no sight is left 
unseen, passengers become rooted to their seats so as not 
to miss a single mountain, river, tree or waterfall. luckily 
they are sustained by the finest food cooked by master 

chefs and served to their seat by impeccable attendants. 
For the best route, begin in bustling vancouver and take 
the two-day train into the wilderness, passing black Canyon 
and the Kinbasket lake en route to banff. then travel by 
road to Jasper (with a cheeky stop-off at lake louise) 
before rejoining the train and looping back to vancouver via 
Quesnel and whistler on a route dominated by waterways 
and lakes. 

history buffs can explore the routes taken by pioneering 
explorers and gold rushers, while wildlife watchers can look 
for the bears and moose who roam near the line.

the rocky Mountaineer typically travels at a sedate 
48km per hour, perfect for those who want to 
capture the scenery on camera 

the long-told tale that the three 
sisters were aboriginals who fell 
in love with members of another 
tribe was probably an early piece 

of pr to drum up tourism

the Machame and lemosho routes 
seem to offer the best protection 
against altitude sickness and the best 
chance to make the summit
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Equally stunning from above and below the water, Australia’s 
natural wonder is a must-visit for every traveller

The Great

The Great Barrier Reef is the largest living 
structure on the planet, and the only 
one visible from space. It stretches 
over 2,300 kilometres off the coast of 

Queensland, Australia, from Cairns up to the Daintree 
rainforest, and is made up of 3,000 separate coral 
reefs and hundreds of islands. Almost legendary in its 
reputation, this wonder of the natural world attracts 
more than 1.5 million visitors a year. 

There’s such a huge diversity of marine species 
in and around the Great Barrier Reef that it was 
named a World Heritage Site in 1981 for its scientific 
significance. Whether you’re viewing it from a glass-
bottomed boat or through a snorkel, the life on 
the reef is breathtaking. 2,000 species of fish dart 
between bright anemones and lurk on the seabed; 
sharks drift over the branching coral; and manta 
rays glide serenely through the water. Seabirds like 
pelicans fly overhead, and lucky travellers can spot 
dolphins and whales leaping from the waves. 

Experienced divers are spoilt for choice, with 
seemingly endless reef to explore. The Yongala, a 
steamer sunk by a cyclone in 1911, now lies 28 metres 
below the surface and is considered one of the 
best wreck dives in the world. Those not so used to 

life in a wetsuit needn’t feel left out – snorkeling in 
the crystal-clear waters is an exhilarating activity 
available to anyone comfortable in the water. 
Even visitors happier just looking at the water can 
experience the reef close up; ReefHQ is the largest 
living reef aquarium on the planet, with the coral 
ecosystem replicated on land.  

Of course, the best way to see the whole reef is 
from the air. Helicopters and light aircraft leave from 
Cairns and Airlie Beach aiports to offer breathtaking 
views of the whole coast. For the daredevils, there’s 
the opportunity to leave the comfort of the plane 
and skydive over the Whitsunday Islands. 

The Whitsundays, 74 idyllic islands scattered 
across the turquoise water of the reef, are high 
on the to-do lists of many visitors. Landing at the 
Whitsunday Coast airport near Proserpine, it’s a 
25-minute bus journey to Airlie Beach. This resort 
town is a hive of activity with beaches, swimming 
areas, nightclubs and a marina full of boats ready to 
set sail for tours of the islands. Tours can last a few 
hours or several days depending on your schedule 
and budget; overnight visitors can camp, stay in 
island lodges or let the waves send them to 
sleep in the cabin of a boat. 

When you want a break from island-hopping 
and golden beaches, head inland to the Daintree 
Rainforest. Entering the dense jungle, teeming 
with unusual creatures and strange sounds, is like 
stepping into another world. It’s home to some 
of Australia’s unique animals like possums, tree 
kangaroos and forest dragons. Tread quietly and 
you might even catch a glimpse of the world’s third 
largest bird, the dinosaur-like cassowary.  

If dangerous birds aren’t your thing, Conway 
National Park behind Airlie Beach plays host to 
daintier birds like cockatoos and kingfishers. Rent 
some mountain bikes and you can fly through the 
rainforest alongside them.  

Combining water and wilderness, Heron Island 
is a protected Marine National Park and the perfect 
place to spend a quiet few days soaking up the sun 
and marvelling at the nature. Plan a trip between 
November and March and you’ll be able to watch 
turtles laying eggs and hatching on the beach.

The Great Barrier Reef sits at the top of millions of 
bucket lists, and with good reason. In case any more 
persuasion is needed, just remember this: Sir David 

Attenborough himself said it was the most beautiful 
thing he’d ever seen. 

Barrier Reef
WORDS V I C TO RIA WILLIA M S
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tHe Great  
BarrIer reeF 

ExplorEr’s EssEntials

essentIal InFormatIon
the sun can be strong in australia, even in winter, 
and uV rays bounce off the water, so pack plenty of 
suncream and a good pair of sunglasses. only swim 
where you’re told it’s safe to do so – not everything on 
the reef is friendly!

WHen to VIsIt  
the peak season for holidays to the Great Barrier reef 
runs from June to october. rain is rare in these months, 
so the water is clear and ideal for diving, and the 
temperatures aren’t too stifling.
Time zone utC+10
Currency australian dollar ($)

lInks
www.greatbarrierreeftourscairns.com.au
travel company running boat trips, tours of the 
rainforest and flights over the reef
www.australia.com/en-gb/places/cairns-and-
surrounds/guide-to-the-great-barrier-reef.html 
an extensive guide to the Great Barrier reef with tips, 
trips and example itineraries

tHe Great BarrIer reeF
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Walks 
Treks

T
he journey is more important than the destination,  
or so the old saying goes. Perhaps that’s why so many 
people choose to lace up their walking boots and hit 
the paths and trails rather than flopping on a beach to 

soak up the warm rays of the Sun.
Walking offers the opportunity to take in far more detail than 

you can see from behind a windscreen or a train window. It 
enables people to visit places that they would never have the 
opportunity to go if they were not prepared to walk – how else 

would you cut through a rainforest, climb a volcano or delve deep 
into woodland? Walking can provide the isolation needed to clear 
your head and retreat from the stresses of the modern world, but 
it also encourages the kind of companionship that only pilgrims 
trekking to a shared destination – religious or not – can ever enjoy. 
Whether you are a history buff or a leaf peeper, in search of 
spiritual nourishment or a lunar landscape, here’s your chance to 
hit the trails and follow in the footsteps of the samurai, the Inca 
and even one of Christ’s apostles.

Lace up your boots and put one foot in front of the other on the 
finest walks the world has to offer

WORDS S COt t Ree v e S
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kumano kodo  J a pa n

tongariro  
alpine  
Crossing  
n e w  Z e a l a n d

For the past 1,000 years, Japanese pilgrims have travelled 
to the Kii Peninsula, heading for three Kumano shrines 
collectively known as Kumano Sanzan: Hongu Taisha, Nachi 
Taisha and Hayatama Taisha. The network of trails through 
the deeply forested mountains around them became 
more than just a means to reach the three shrines – the 
pilgrimage paths, or Kumano Kodo, were designed to be a 
religious experience in themselves.

What was once a sacred pilgrimage undertaken by samurai 
is today a walking paradise for hikers. With no official start and 
end point and no prescribed route, there are options available 

for everybody from the easy day-tripper to the strenuous 
multi-day trekker.

the most popular option is the nakahechi trail, which leads 
nearly 30 kilometres from takijiri oji to the shrine at Hongu 
taisha. the paths here are well preserved and relatively easy to 
walk, with stunning forest scenery, occasional village pit-stops 
and a spectacular descent to the shrine. those who continue 
on to nachi taisha find that the walking becomes more 
difficult – the dogirizaka (body-breaking slope) is well named – 
but there is always the option to take the easy float downriver 
to Hayatama taisha instead.

Ever fancied walking on the Moon? Only 12 astronauts 
have ever done so, but the walkers who have completed 
the 19.4-kilometre path across Mount Tongariro have 
come pretty close.

an active volcano that last erupted in 2012, tongariro, 
on new Zealand’s north island, is described by many as the 
finest one-day hike in the world. Commonly walked from 
mangatepopo to ketetahi Hot springs to provide a point-to-
point descent of 360 metres, there is still a steep climb up 
the side of mount tongariro before the path undulates along 
the peak. it passes through two different volcanic craters 
and by the side of the emerald lakes and Blue lake – more 
craters that have filled with rainwater.

the crossing takes about seven hours of steady walking 
across a landscape that is more lunar than terrestrial. Barely 
a single plant can be seen. minerals have stained the rocks a 
brown-red colour, while solidified lava flows, volcanic bombs 
and loose fragments litter the ground. eerie fumaroles spit 
steam and sulphur dioxide into the air. even the water at 
ketetahi Hot springs must be avoided due to its high mineral 
content and scalding temperature. it will take more than 
one small step to complete the crossing, but you’ll feel like 
making a giant leap when you reach the end.

Camino  
de santiago 
S pa i n
According to Christian tradition, the body of James the 
Apostle – the first of Jesus’ followers to be killed for his 
faith – was snuck out of Jerusalem and taken by sea to 
modern-day Spain for burial.

over the next few centuries, the northwestern town of 
santiago de Compostela became a site of pilgrimage for 
those who wanted to pray at James’ shrine in the impressive 
cathedral, with the Camino de santiago (Way of saint James) 
becoming a medieval tourist industry. travellers stayed at 
cheap hostels that arose along the route to cater for their 
needs, a tradition that continues to be upheld today.

However, today’s Camino is for more than only Catholics. 
Walkers of all religions and none descend on northern spain 
to walk the Camino for a variety of reasons: the scenery, 
contemplation, health or simply the challenge. they take 
a variety of different routes along a network of paths that 
form the Camino de santiago, although to be granted a 
compostela – a certificate of achievement – they must walk 
at least 100 kilometres and have their pilgrim’s passport 
stamped along the route as proof of their long walk.

in 1985, only 690 recorded pilgrims 
walked the Camino – in 2017, more 
than 300,000 did

the route is described by many 
as one of the best one-day 
walks in new Zealand

For those with little time to spare, the 800-
metre tree-lined ascent to nachi taisha is an 
easy kumano kodo option
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mount roraima  
V e n e Z u e l a

The eerie tabletop, flat-sided mountains known as tepuis 
that tower over the South American rainforests have 
an otherworldly, prehistoric flavour. So it comes as no 
surprise that Arthur Conan Doyle was inspired to write 
The Lost World, his novel about an unknown land of 
dinosaurs, shortly after reading about the discovery of 
Mount Roraima.

Conan doyle was never lucky enough to climb roraima 
himself, but modern visitors can do so by taking the 
paraitepui path from Venezuela. While the mountain 
sits on the border with Brazil and guyana, it can only be 

tackled from those countries with climbing gear. those 
who do ascend will find themselves on a sandstone plateau 
measuring 31 square kilometres with sparse vegetation – 
anything wishing to grow must fight for nutrients since the 
rain, which falls almost every day of the year, washes away 
much of the soil. the flat sides of the mountain, which rise 
400 metres, also mean that several endemic species can be 
found nowhere else.

those who take the six-day hike to the summit of mount 
roraima will find themselves in a world that, if no longer 
lost, is still just as inspiring.

appalaCHian 
trail  
uSa
You are not expected to complete the entire 
Appalachian Trail – it is, after all, 3,524 kilometres 
in length and crosses 14 states – but it is worthwhile 
enjoying a sizeable chunk of it.

the southern end of the trail in georgia, north 
Carolina and tennessee boasts several peaks in Blood 
mountain, standing indian mountain, Wayah Bal and 
the highest peak on the entire route, Clingmans dome. 
unsurprisingly, walkers here should be prepared for 
undulating paths and some steep hills. However, things 
level out on the well-maintained paths of Virginia – 
first-time hikers are best tackling one of the sections 
in shenandoah national park. once the trail hits new 
england, the forest trails really come into their own 
– make sure you attempt this section in the autumn 
for the best leaf peeping – although the paths in new 
Hampshire and maine include some of the toughest 
terrain that will leave feet throbbing.

and if you are feeling particularly keen to see it 
all, you could join the hardy (or just plain crazy) band 
of thru-hikers who walk the entire length of the 
appalachian trail over the space of a calendar year – 
1,186 footsore walkers did so in 2017.

the appalachian trail is overseen by 
an army of volunteers who maintain its 
paths, signposts and shelters

There are fewer finer ways to end a journey than this 
one. The Inca Trail – or more properly, the Inca Trails 
since there are three overlapping routes – ends at 
Machu Picchu, a royal estate built for Inca emperor 
Pachacuti in the 15th century but lost to the jungle after 
its abandonment 120 years later. Now rightly considered 
one of the greatest historical sites in the world, the high-
altitude complex above the clouds includes temples, 
tombs and a royal residence alongside the industrial and 
domestic buildings necessary for the palace to function.

to reach machu picchu, trekkers usually walk for four or 
five days. the distances covered aren’t vast – typically ten 
kilometres or so per day – but can take up to eight hours due 
to the many stop-offs along the route. after all, who could 
possibly walk straight past the impressive ruins at patallaqta, 
runkuraqay, Qunchamarka and phuyupatamarca? on any 
other trek these sites would be the highlight, but here 
they are just the appetiser. at the end of the trail is a steep 
stairway cut into the hillside. this is the inti punku – the sun 
gate – at the crest of a ridge that reveals the spectacular site 
of machu picchu below.

inCa trail 

p e r u

the views on his route are 
nothing short of stunning
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mount roraima was found by Walter raleigh 
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Find some of the world’s most impressive species and witness 
their natural glory 

Animal
Spotting
T here are more than 8 million animal 

species that roam our planet, and to 
witness some of them in the wild should 
be a welcome addition to any bucket 

list. From the tropical rainforests to the arctic tundra, 
life in the wild is a spectacle worth seeking – you just 
need to know where to look. 

Often thought of as the hub of biodiversity on 
Earth, the Galápagos Islands is one of the best 
locations to see wildlife at its most harmonious and 
varied. 95 per cent of the islands are a national park, 
offering protection for animal residents. From the 
islands’ iconic iguanas to airborne albatross, they 
offer an opportunity to witness several species 
at once. They are also known for their numerous 
bird species, including penguins, flamingos and, of 
course, Darwin’s famous finches. There is, however, 
a common misconception that giant tortoises roam 
the islands; though the islands do play host to the 
giant reptiles, they can only be found in the Charles 
Darwin Research Station.  

It’s not just tropical regions in the world that play 
host to some magnificent animals. The northern, 
colder regions of North America are home to 
wonderful species. If you go down to the Great Bear 
Rainforest in Canada, you could catch a glimpse of 

a grizzly or spirit bear. Exclusive to this forest range, 
the spirit bears are essentially a genetically blonde 
black bear. These massive mammals roam the forest 
floors, hunting in the rivers and lakes. Weighing more 
than 300 kilograms, their sheer size is a sight worth 
seeing. During the spring, mother bears bring their 
young down to the river to feed on a fish supper. 
Forest-mountain ranges, like Yellowstone National 
Park in the USA, also accommodate other large 
predators, like the elusive wolf and the stoic bison.               

Watching the individual interactions of wild 
animals can be glorious, but the spectacle of 
thousands can be breathtaking. Migrations can be 
one of the best ways to witness wildlife at its most 
plentiful. From monarch butterflies in northern 
America to wildebeest in Tanzania, migrations are 
one of the best ways to guarantee animal sightings.

One of the most unexpected and dramatic 
migrations is on Christmas Island, an Australian 
territory in the Indian Ocean. As a species, Christmas 
Island red crabs live predominantly on land, but once 
a year, 120 million of them scamper to the beach in a 
mass migration for the year’s later breeding-season 
months. Streets, beaches and everything in between 
are flooded with scuttling scarlet bodies heading to 
the water’s edge.
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In Africa, a similar spectacle occurs, but rather 
than running across the ground, a flurry of wings 
fills a darkening sky. Kasanka National Park, Zambia, 
hosts the world’s largest mammal migration with 
millions of straw-coloured fruit bats. The 
90-day event occurs during October 
to mid-December, occupying a 
few hectares of the national 
park. There are so many 
opportunities on this planet 
to see wildlife at its finest, so 
what are you waiting for?

nature



spotted

Narwhal arctic waters 
often referred to as the unicorns of the sea, the horn of a 

narwhal can be seen breaking the waves in the arctic waters 
off the coasts of canada and Greenland. cruises and boating 

expeditions offer the opportunity to catch a glimpse of 
these majestic creatures during May to June. 

MouNtaiN Gorillas 
uGanda and rwanda  

among the lush, green forests, one the world’s great apes 
can be seen setting its nest for the day. to watch a mountain 

gorilla troop play and interact with its surroundings is a 
glorious sight to behold. Bwindi national park, uganda, 

offers trekking tours to observe them in their natural habitat.      

Great white shark 
australia 

seeing an animal in the wild can get the heart pumping, but 
none more so than when diving with great white sharks. 

Boat expeditions to the neptune islands allow you to get up 
close and personal with one of the ocean’s biggest fish. 

BeNGal tiGer  india
Blending perfectly within the tall grass, Bengal tigers can 

be tricky to spot. at the ranthambore national park, india, 
you might just catch a glimpse of their iconic striped bodies 

pacing through the forest. 
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Marine iguanas are just one of the 
many animals you’ll find ont he 

Galápagos islands



Experience the full power of the natural world by visiting the world’s best waterfalls

Chasing

W ith busy lives and the 
pervasiveness of social media, 
the world can feel small and 
crowded. It’s little surprise, then, 

that people are so drawn to waterfalls; formed by 
water wearing down layers of rock over thousands of 
years, these powerful cascades of water remind us of 
the might of nature and make us feel like tiny parts 
of something huge. From the towering drop of Angel 
Falls to the streams spilling over rocky slopes of the 
Lake District, waterfalls across the world attract 
visitors looking to get away from it all and reconnect 
with the wilderness. 

People have tightrope-walked across waterfalls 
and flung themselves over the edge in wooden 
barrels, but just watching the water is exciting 
enough for most travellers. This feeling of awe is not 
a new one. When explorer David Livingstone first 
set eyes on Victoria Falls in 1855 he wrote, “No one 
can imagine the beauty of the view from any thing 
witnessed in England. It had never been seen before 
by European eyes; but scenes so lovely must have 
been gazed upon by angels in their flight.”  

Visiting a waterfall can be a breathtaking 
experience, but it requires planning. While some rage 
all year round, other waterfalls change dramatically 
between the seasons. The Jog Falls in India and the 
Jim Jim Falls in Australia are gentle trickles in the 
dry season, but when the rains arrive they become 
torrents and Jim Jim can only be viewed from the air. 

Many waterfalls in North America and Europe 
are easy to reach by car or family-friendly hiking 
trails – grab your trainers, a camera and some snacks 
and you’re ready to go. Niagara Falls is just metres 
away from roads and buildings, and even lights up 
at night. If you’re looking for more of an adventure, 
choose a waterfall off the beaten track. Angel Falls 
is so deep in the jungle of Venezuela that seeing it 
requires a journey by plane or boat. Laos is full of 
beautiful falls, but the ‘100 waterfalls’ trail from the 
small village of Nong Khiaw is especially popular. The 

Waterfalls
trek takes you across rice paddies, through forest 
and up wooden ladders until you reach a series of 
cascades, providing perfect photo opportunities and 
the chance for a refreshing swim in the pools. Wear 
sturdy shoes rather than sandals if you’re planning 
to trek to a waterfall; they’re safer on slippery rock 
and will save you from unpleasant encounters with 
leeches if the route crosses through a stream. 

Waterfalls are often associated with jungles and 
tropical lagoons, but fans of cooler weather needn’t 
miss out. Walkers and mountaineers in the Alps 
can stop to drink cold mountain water falling from 
the rock face next to their path, and Switzerland’s 
Reichenbach Falls have been popular ever since Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle chose the Great Reichenbach 
Fall as the location for Sherlock Holmes’ final story. 

The Fang in Colorado freezes into a thick pillar of 
ice during the winter months, making it a favourite 
with photographers and brave climbers. Iceland 
and Norway are home to some spectacular falls set 
against rugged landscapes – in fact, ten of the 30 
tallest waterfalls in the world are in Norway. 

Tall waterfalls are arguably the most impressive 
sights, but it can be difficult to appreciate them fully 
from a packed viewpoint close to the drop. For the 
best views, it’s often worth finding a path or platform 
a good distance away or even enjoying a flight over 
the top. To really feel the power of the water, see 
whether you can take a boat trip or walk behind 
the curtain. Large cascades produce huge clouds of 
spray, so make sure to take a raincoat if you’re not 
keen on getting wet!  
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NIAGARA FALLS  
uSa and Canada

the three waterfalls that make up niagara Falls are famed for 
their power. the smallest, Horseshoe Falls, has the highest 
flow rate of any in north america, with as much as 6,400 

cubic metres of water tumbling over the edge every second.

ANGEL FALLS
Venezuela

thanks to its isolated location and the effort required to 
reach it, angel Falls is rarely busy. Cascading 979 metres, it’s 
almost 20 times higher than niagara and deserves its local 

name: Parekupa-meru – ‘waterfall of the deepest place’.

VICTORIA FALLS 
zambia and zimbabwe

the world’s largest sheet of flowing water stretches across 
the zambia-zimbabwe border. Views are better from the 
zimbabwe side, but a helicopter gives the most stunning 

sights of all. 

PLITVICE FALLS  Croatia
it might not boast the highest or widest waterfall, but the 
number of falls in the Plitvice lakes national Park makes 

it worth a visit. waterfalls connect the series of lakes, and 
boardwalks wind through the park to the best viewpoints.

wHiCH 
waterFallS?
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Discover natural architecture at its finest, within the  
walls of the world’s caves  

Caves
C aves come in all shapes and sizes and 

are spread across the globe. From 
gargantuan tunnels to the seemingly 
ordinary outcrops, it’s what lies deep 

within that places some of the world’s caves on 
anyone’s travel bucket list. As a natural architect, 
water can create some of the most striking 
sculptures on Earth.

Carving through rock like a knife over thousands 
of years, water has shaped the way modern-day 
caves appear. It also brings with it minerals, which 
over time can form dazzling crystal-lined walls. 
Pushing the limits of crystal creation is the Naica 
cave in Chihuahua, Mexico, which is overcrowded 
with giant crystals, the tallest of which measures 
around 11 metres.

Known as selenites, these colossal crystals have 
formed because of gypsum-saturated groundwater, 
which has been heated over hundreds of thousands 
of years by a pool of magma around 4.8 kilometres 
below the surface. Protruding from every angle, the 
selenites create a geological obstacle course moving 
through the cavernous void. Due to the nature of its 
formation, the conditions within the cave push the 
extremes, reaching temperatures of around 58°C. 
However, the cave has now been sealed off and 
flooded with hot groundwater, where the crystals 
will continue to grow. 

Though this crystal cave is out of bounds, the 
Jewel Cave in South Dakota, USA, is a perfect 
example of crystal decorations, with calcite crystals 
covering its walls. Often called cave popcorn and 
cave bacon, small protrusions and ribboning crystals 
catch the cave’s man-made light. Lantern-lit tours let 
you experience the cave’s many twists and turns, so 
unnatural light can penetrate the cave.  

Around the world, caves display rocky structures 
unseen anywhere else in nature. From the fluid 
formations of flowstones to hanging stalactite 
chandeliers, the cave has created many wonderlands 
in rock. However, in the world’s colder regions, caves 
are formed in glaciers. In Europe’s largest ice cap, 

Vatnajökull in Iceland, there is a series of vivid blue 
ice caves within its glacier. At its thickest, Vatnajökull 
glacier is 1,000 metres of solid ice, but its network of 
caves gives an internal insight into what lies beneath. 
Though beautiful in its magnitude and icy interior, a 
trek through the glacier’s cavernous paths can be a 
slippery experience.    

The striking structures of the world’s caves are 
examples of wonderful natural architecture. When 
you add the glow of fireflies, a cave can seem out 
of this world. In Waitomo, New Zealand, deep in 
the Glowworm Cave is a light show like no other. 
As the name suggests, the ceiling of this cave is 
a constellation of glowworms displaying their 
luminescent abilities. This cave, however, is not 
pathed in stone but a still lake. So, in order to witness 
the wonderment, boat tours sail through with a 
starry sight overhead.    

Within them, caves offer a glimpse into 
environments like no other on our planet. Visit these 
natural creations to see shapes and structures like 
never before.  

The Glowworm Cave in New Zealand is bathed 
in the glow of a glowworm gathering
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Cave exploraTioN 

Puerto Princesa 
underground river 

palawaN, philippiNes
as the world’s longest underground river, the puerto 

princesa river flows for eight kilometres. as a complete 
mountain-river ecosystem, the cave plays host for many 
different animal species, such as cave-dwelling bats and 

crab-eating monkeys at its entrance.  

cuevas de MárMol  
(the Marble caves)  Chile 
These marble caves are unique not only in their stunning 
textures and colours, but for their unusual location. out 

in the secluded waters of the General Carrera lake, these 
water-carved caves require a couple of plane flights, a long 

drive and a boat trip to witness their wonderment, though it 
is totally worth it.    

lascaux caves  
MoTiGNaC, FraNCe 

These natural creations have been enhanced by human 
decoration. spread across the rocky walls of the lascaux 
Caves are drawings and paintings from over 17,000 years 

ago, and it is often called the ‘sistine Chapel of prehistory’. 
To maintain the cave paintings’ safety, they have been 
moved to an exhibition for a reconstructed cave tour.

Fantastic cave Pit 
GeorGia, usa

it’s the largest cave in the whole of the united states of 
america at around 178 metres deep, and therefore the best 
way to explore this cavernous tunnel is to abseil right down 
the centre of it. as you cascade down the very heart of the 

cave, what surrounds you is limestone that is millions of 
years old. 
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Whether your interests lie in the 
arts, traditional culture, food and 
drink, nature, or even seemingly 
endless karaoke sessions, Japan 

has it all – and then some. But, with the entirety of 
the Land of the Rising Sun at your disposal, packing 
in everything can get a little overwhelming. Do away 
with generic guidebooks and make your trip to Japan 
a little more special with this ultimate guide.

A wonderful blend of tradition and modernisation, 
Japan’s capital city is a treasure trove of cultural 
must-sees. Asakusa’s Sensō-ji – Tokyo’s oldest 
Buddhist temple – is the most visited temple in the 
city for a reason. Visually stunning during both day 
and night, nestled beside the famous five-story 
Asakusa shrine and Nakamise-dori – a small street 
filled with closely packed stalls and vendors selling 
traditional snacks and gifts – the temple, and its 

Step off the beaten track and experience Japan at its finest

Japan
WORDS Sa ffRO n a le x a nD eR
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surrounding area, is one of the best and easily 
accessible places in Tokyo to don a kimono and 
immerse yourself in traditional Japanese culture.

Anime and manga fans should keep away from 
central Tokyo and head west to Nakano. Well known 
enough that it can’t technically be referred to as one 
of Tokyo’s so-called ‘hidden secrets’, Nakano is still 
wildly unappreciated when compared with its more 
famous, tourist trap of a sister, Akihabara. Though 
Akihabara is the first spot many will recommend 
to those who enjoy anime, manga, games and 
everything else that encompasses Japan’s otaku 
culture, Nakano is home to the eponymous Nakano 
Broadway, a sprawling shopping centre with two 
floors dedicated solely to selling anime, manga, 
gaming and idol related goods. While away an entire 
afternoon wandering through the maze of stores 
designed specifically to get your nostalgia engines 
revving, try your luck on capsule machine games, 
and flick through stacks and stacks of your favourite 
manga before heading down to the basement to  
visit Daily Chico for one of its famous eight-layer  
ice-cream cones. 

If you’re lucky enough to be in Tokyo during its 
summer festival season (and you can stand the 
sweltering heat), don’t pass up the chance to visit 
the fantastic Awa Odori festival in Koenji. Over the 
course of the two days of the festival, over 10,000 
dancers take to the streets of Koenji to showcase 
traditional and energetic performances for over 1 
million spectators. enjoy the music, roar along with 
the crowd and indulge yourself in the finest festival 
food (takoyaki, kakigori and ikayaki to name just a 
few) that Koenji has to offer.

Those with a passion for fashion should head to 
the eclectic Shimokitazawa and lose themselves in 
the racks of the numerous independent and vintage 
stores that line the streets, sprinkled between cosy 
cafes and rare record stores. And, if you want a break 
from the bustling city life without having to leave 
Tokyo, both Hakone (a mountain town known for its 
natural hot springs, pirate ships, spectacular views 
of Mount Fuji, a delightful Open Air Museum, and 
even an active volcano) and Mount Takao (spend the 
day leisurely hiking up the mountain, stopping off 
at quaint food stalls and small shrines as you go) are 
both less than 90 minutes away from Shinjuku.

As amazing as the city is, there’s much more to 
Japan than simply Tokyo. Get yourself a JR Rail pass 

“As AmAzing  
As the city  
is, there’s  
much more 
to JApAn thAn 
simply tokyo”

explore the streets of Akihabara 
at night to see them lit up

The Arashiyama bamboo forest in 
Kyoto provides a beautiful walk

CuLTuRe
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Visit Gion in Kyoto and spot geisha 
wandering the streets while you enjoy tea

The Hakone Ropeway car offers 
breathtaking views of Mount Fuji

Japan is home to many festivals, like the 
Sumida River Fireworks Festival in Tokyo

(a must-have for any tourist visiting Japan) and 
spread your wings. Grab yourself a delicious bento 
box (a Japanese lunch box), and take a ride on the 
shinkansen (bullet train) to enjoy unrivalled views of 
the Japanese landscape as you cut across the country 
at speeds of up to 320 kilometres per hour. 

Whether you decide to stop off at Mount Fuji 
to climb (the climbing season is from July to 
September) or to relax by one of its surrounding 
lakes, visit Sendai (go for Aoba Castle, stay for the 
gyutan), spend the weekend in Niigata (famous 
for its sake – what’s not to love?), relax in Gunma 
(home to some of the best onsens in Japan) or 
even Kyoto (the former Imperial capital of Japan) 
– the shinkansen journey is as much a part of the 
experience as the rest of your trip so make sure you 
have your camera ready. 

If you decide to stop off in Kyoto (and you really 
should), be sure to allocate yourself enough time 
to see and do everything. Check out Gion, Kyoto’s 
famous geisha (also known as geiko) district, where 
you’ll find geisha and their apprentices performing 
in tea houses and restaurants down Hanami-koji 

street. Indulge your wildest fantasies and take part 
in an authentic samurai experience where you’ll be 
able to try on real samurai armour and learn genuine 
sword cutting skills at the Kyoto Samurai and Ninja 
Museum. Visit the otherworldly Arashiyama Bamboo 
Grove or take a trip south to Nara and spend the day 
at the Nara Deer park where the animals are so used 
to tourists, they’ll even bow for you. 

And for the foodies, Japan is a 380,000-kilometre 
dreamland. From seafood (there’s more to Japan 
than simply sushi) to sweet desserts, practically 
every city or town in Japan has its own special 
dish the locals pride themselves on, and you’d be 
extremely remiss not to try as much as you can.

Do away with Western notions of taste and 
expand your palate with gyūtan (grilled beef tongue 
from Sendai), sazae (grilled sea snail best eaten 
during the spring or winter), houtou (a hearty noodle 
soup from the Yamanashi prefecture), okonomiyaki 
(cabbage pancakes brought to use from the Kansai 
region), namagashi (beautifully designed snacks 
intended to be eaten during tea ceremonies) and 
more on your trip to Japan.

JApAN
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JApAN 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

eSSeNTIAL INFORMATION
When travelling in Japan, you’ll usually be walking or using the 
train. As such, it’s advisable that you have comfortable shoes, 
but they should be easy to take off and put on as you’ll be 
expected to take them off in shrines, temples and houses. In 
terms of money, a lot of places generally only accept cash, so 
it’s good to have this on hand. You will find ATMs that have an 
english option, so don’t worry about withdrawing money!

WHeN TO VISIT  
Although the summer festivals are a treat to 
behold, avoid the oppressive heat and visit 
during the spring for perfect weather, spring 
seasonal food and plentiful hanami (flower-
viewing) parties.
Time zone uTC+9
Currency Japanese yen (¥)

LINKS
www.hatobus.com/ sightseeing A tour company offering english tours of Hakone
www.tokyosnowclub.com An outdoor adventure club offering island tours, snowboarding weekends, festivals and 
Mount Fuji trips
www.boutiquejapan.com A boutique travel company operating across Japan offering unique and highly tailored 
individual experiences

ORGANISATIONS TO CONTACT
www.japanrailpass.net/en Japan Rail Pass 
www.mai-ko.com/samurai Kyoto Samurai and Ninja Museum 
www.hakone-oam.or.jp Hakone Open Air Museum
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From the seagull-perched walls of 
Essaouira to the macaque forest of the 
Middle Atlas, Morocco is nothing if not 
dynamic, a cultural crossroads between 

Europe and Africa. To some, it is a land of smoky 
bazaars, dangerous romance and Humphrey Bogart; 
to others, of colourful carpets, starry nights and Jimi 
Hendrix. The truth is far more exciting.

A strong first foothold can be found in the eye 
of the storm, Marrakesh. The Red City, named for 

its pinkish-red walls, is a living, breathing museum 
of medieval and modern culture. Founded by the 
Almoravids in the 11th century, the city grew into a 
political, economic and cultural powerhouse; a legacy 
kept alive by the architectural masterpieces of the 
Medina old town. 

The 12th-century Koutoubia Mosque is the 
country’s largest, with a 70-metre-high minaret and 
Moorish features, which inspired similar designs 
across North Africa and Spain alike. El Badi Palace 

From the hustle and bustle of Marrakesh to the stunning Atlas 
Mountains, Morocco has more to offer than just bazaars and beaches 

Morocco

morocco 
ExplorEr’s EssEntials

EssEntial information
from its snake charmers and blue cities to its 
otherworldly music and landscapes, morocco is a  
nexus of culture, history and adventure like no other. 
While its medinas overflow with medieval architectural 
marvels, its seaside, mountains, forests and deserts 
offer unchartered escapes for ambitious explorers, 
beyond comparison.

WhEn to visit  
moroccan summers are fiercely hot, and winters can be 
cold, especially in the desert and mountains. the best 
times to visit are spring or autumn, from march to may 
or september to november.
Time zone Utc
Currency moroccan dirham (Dh)

links
www.visitmorocco.com 
a hub of information about the country’s culture and 
popular destinations 
www.somorocco.com 
offers a wide range of cultural day trips and tours 
www.moroccodiscoveries.com 
comprehensive bespoke tours across morocco 
www.rugandrock.com 
adventure tours across morocco’s most  
stunning landscapes 
www.sahara-desert-dream.com 
hikes, camel rides and quad biking in the sahara Desert
www.adrartravel.com
Experience the trials and tribulations of nomadic life 
with a Berber homestay
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ait Benhaddou, at the feet of the atlas mountains, 
watches over the entrance to the sahara Desert

was built to commemorate the 1578 Battle of three 
kings, paid for by a Portuguese ransom. the tour de 
force of islamic architecture and design is a symbol of 
medieval saadian might, embellished by the saadian 
tombs. the lavish mausoleums were rediscovered in 
the 20th century; gilded plasterwork, stucco walls and 
marble graves intact.  

Past the mosaiced courtyards and marbled patios 
of Ben Youssef madrasa, once the largest islamic 
school in the maghreb, is the fabled Jemaa el-fna. 
to call this open-air square bustling would be an 
understatement. snake charmers lead belly-dancing 
serpents; rhetoricians recite epic stories; wily traders 
unfold endless Panama hats, spices and wooden 
figurines; tooth pullers yank screams from patients, 
and medicine men hawk their natural painkillers. 

it is the beating heart of a network of narrow souqs, 
unfolding into endless arrays of carpets, slippers, 
spices and lanterns. though there is method in the 
madness, it nonetheless warrants a night of peace 
and quiet in one of marrakesh’s many riads (such as 
la sultana, l’hôtel marrakech and riad Goloboy), 
traditional townhouses built around a gardened 
courtyard. further solitude can be found at the 
majorelle Garden, a stunning dreamscape designed  
by painter Jacques majorelle.

once the sights, sounds and smells of marrakesh 
have run their course, the mountains call. though 
the atlas range spans more than 2,000 kilometres, 
high atlas is a two-hour drive from marrakesh. few 
contrasts are as stark as the snow-capped peak of 
Jebel toubkal, the highest point in north africa. here, 
adventurers set a more leisurely pace, exploring 
the mountain and its rich surrounding valleys and 
villages, such as Zaouiat ahansal; whimsical worlds 
of mudbrick towers, red stone houses and traditional 
Berber life. across the wondrously perilous tizi n’test 
pass is tin mal mosque, built in 1156 in what was once 
the almohad caliphate’s capital. 

middle atlas, meanwhile, is home to thick oak and 
cedar forests, and the cheeky Barbary macaque. its 
stunning 110-metre ouzoud waterfalls are perfect for 
a short hike or a campfire sing-along with the hippies 
of the aptly named Bob marley camp. the middle 
atlas is just a short trip from the former imperial cities 
of meknes and fez. from here, one can soak in the 
roman ruins of volubilis and the magical blue streets 

of chefchaouen; famous for its mesmerising medina 
and indulgent goat’s cheese. 

to the south, the lower anti-atlas marks the slow 
descent into the sahara Desert. this is the land 
of explorers, who aren’t afraid to chart their own 
paths towards striking landscapes, like the stark 
Jebel el kest. the end of the line is ouarzazate, the 
gateway to the sahara. ait Benhaddou, a former 
trading hub between the sahara and the maghreb, is 
a time capsule; its earthen walls, homes and towers 
preserving pre-saharan construction techniques. it is 
also a launching point for expeditions into the sahara 
Desert by foot, jeep and camel. 

on the opposite end of the spectrum is Essaouira, 
a local seaside destination, with a fortified old town 
that is far easier to navigate than its counterparts in 
marrakesh and fez. the laid-back city is packed with 
art galleries, boutiques and live music venues, best 
enjoyed with fresh seafood and local wine. With a long 
sunset, there is no place more fitting to reflect, and 
pick apart the kaleidoscopic passion of morocco. 

“Once the sights, sOunds and 
smells Of marrakesh have run 

their cOurse, the mOuntains call”
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E
xperience the world through your 
tastebuds and sample a range of 
traditional delicacies from France, 
Italy and Scotland to Peru, Hong 

Kong and Japan. Be brave and try garlic-
drenched escargot in France or head further 
north and sample the delights of Scotland’s 

national dish. Enjoy a full tea brunch filled 
with dim sum in Hong Kong or sample 
super-fresh ceviche in Peru. Taste a part of 
history with South Africa’s bunny chow or 
celebrate the delights of Vesuvius with a truly 
traditional Neapolitan pizza. Discover more 
about each dish and how to best enjoy them.

Travel the world one meal at a time with our must-try guide

Culinary
Delights
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SuSHI 
J a pa n

Going to Japan and not trying sushi is like getting up 
in the morning and deciding not to open your eyes. 
Sushi is an iconic Japanese dish of specially prepared 
rice combined with things like seafood, vegetables and 
occasionally tropical fruit.

Styles and presentation of sushi varies a lot, but the key 
ingredient is shari (sushi rice), and seaweed also usually 
features prominently in traditional dishes. The most popular 
types of sushi in Japan include maguro nigiri (a lean cut of 
tuna), ika nigiri (squid), sake nigiri (raw salmon), kappa maki 
(cucumber) and tamagoyski (sweet egg omelette).

you just have to try sushi in Japan because the quality of 
creation and ingredients are miles better than anywhere else 
in the world. The skilled Japanese chefs create wonderful 
things that taste incredible. Watch out for the wasabi, 
though, as it will probably pack more of a punch in Japan 
than what you are used to at home.
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EScArgoT 
F r a n c e
Believe it or not, escargots are a delicious French delicacy 
that you must put on your bucket list. We know cooked 
land snails doesn’t exactly sound or look particularly 
appetising, but the French escargot, often served as an 
appetiser, is very tasty. Most people that try them end up 
being pleasantly surprised.

In France, the snails are traditionally collected, killed, 
removed from their shells and then cooked – usually with 
garlic and parsley butter – then served back in their shells.

If garlic isn’t for you then this perhaps isn’t a dish worth 
trying, but we think the more garlic that the escargots are 
cooked in, the better – so bring it on! The snails can often 
be a little chewy but never unpleasant. It’s best served with 
plenty of crusty bread on the side so that you can soak up all 
of the delicious butter.

you’ll find this in most traditional restaurants in France 
and it can be a bit more expensive than other things because 
it is considered a delicacy.

BuNNy cHoW  
S o u t h  a F r i c a

Despite the name, no bunnies were killed in the making of 
bunny chow. It is a South African fast-food dish that consists 
of a hollowed-out loaf of bread filled with curry.

The dish can be found all over South Africa and is a little 
piece of South African history. It was created in Durban, which 
is home to a large community of people with Indian origins. 
There are many stories of the actual beginning of bunny chow, 
but one account suggests that workers in the sugar cane fields 
would carry their curry in the bread for easy transportation and 
compactness. It was also often bought to take away for black 
South Africans, who at the time weren’t allowed to sit in.

The original bunny chow was vegetarian, but you can now get 
many variations with chicken, lamb and beans. It’s a cheap street 
food that is wonderfully messy to eat. No visit to Durban will be 
complete without trying some bunny chow for yourself.

A visit to Scotland will never be complete without trying 
a traditional meal of haggis, neeps and tatties (possibly 
followed by a fried Mars bar for good measure).

contrary to popular belief, a haggis is not, in fact, a small 
animal with two legs shorter than the others and runs round and 
round the many hills in the Highlands. In reality, it is a traditional 
Scottish savoury pudding made from sheep heart, liver and 
lungs minced with onions, suet, oats and spices. Traditionally 
the mixture was bound and cooked in a sheep’s stomach. Now, 
however, modern production sees it being sealed in plastic or a 
wax-like coating.

It became the national dish in Scotland after poet robert 
Burns wrote ‘Address to a Haggis’ in 1787 and is widely 
enjoyed as part of a Burns supper celebration on 25 January to 
commemorate the poet’s birth date. It’s a Scottish staple and can 
be enjoyed in many forms, from deep fried fritters in the local 
pub or stuffed in a chicken breast with a whiskey sauce. 

HAggIS S cot l a n d
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cEVIcHE p e ru

Taste some of the most delicious and freshest ceviches in 
the world on one of Peru’s many beaches. The 1,500 miles 
of coastline and coastal capital Lima are the birthplace 
and master of the art of ceviche.

ceviche is fresh fish, usually sea bass, that’s been cooked 
by marinating it in lime juice and spicy aji peppers. The dish 
is fresh-tasting and the best place to enjoy it is standing on 
the beach, where it is as fresh as it possibly can be.

ceviche has actually been declared to be part of Peru’s 
national heritage and has had a public holiday in its honour. 
The traditional method involved marinating the fish for a 
few hours, but modern versions are similar to the Japanese 
method for sashimi. The fish will be marinated for a few 
minutes before being instantly served.

Warm yourself up with smooth 
melted cheese

NEAPolITAN PIzzA 
i ta ly
Given that pizza is one of the most popular and convenient 
take-away foods, you might not be convinced that you 
have to travel all the way to Naples in order to experience a 
cheese and tomato pizza. You’d be wrong.

Although Naples is a city, it feels far away from the hectic 
buzz of Venice and rome, and you’ll likely need to brush up 
on your Italian skills here because not as many locals speak 
English. It feels more like the real Italy, with simple, authentic 

food that will be as memorable as the most lavish of meals. 
For a true Neapolitan pizza, the sauce must be made with San 
Maranzo tomatoes, which grow on the volcanic plains south 
of Vesuvius, and the cheese must be Mozzarella di Bufala 
campana. The art of making Neapolitan pizza is actually 
included on uNESco’s list of intangible cultural heritage. The 
pizza sauce here will honestly taste like no other in Italy – or 
the world – making it so much more worth the visit.

DIM SuM 
h o n g  Ko n g
To really experience a traditional Hong Kong dining 
experience, you must try a dim sum restaurant. Once a 
tea-time tradition of light bites, it has transformed into 
a signature meal in Hong Kong. From Michelin-starred 
delights to dumplings served from a basement shop,  
we would recommend that you try both for a truly 
authentic experience. 

Dim sum is a style of chinese cooking that involves 
bite-sized delights served in steamer baskets on plates. 
They are usually served with tea to form a full tea brunch. 
Traditionally this style of eating originates from teahouses 
that were situated along the Silk road where travellers 
would stop to rest. 

In Hong Kong, some restaurants open as early as 5am to 
serve the bite-sized treats, and traditionally older people eat 
their dim sum in the morning after their exercise.

Dim sum consists of buns with various fillings, from cha 
siu bao (barbequed pork in a steamed bun) to rice, wheat 
buns or rice noodle rolls stuffed with many different fillings. 
The dim sum are usually either steamed or fried and served 
with four in each portion.
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rAclETTE S w i t z e r l a n d
A cheese lover’s dream! Is there really anything better 
than freshly melted cheese? Raclette is a semi-hard cow’s 
milk cheese that is normally made into a large round and 
mainly used for melting.

The raclette dish is a Swiss delicacy where the cheese is 
heated either in front of a fire, or using a special machine, 
then the melted cheese is scraped onto the diner’s plate. It 
is usually it is accompanied by small hard potatoes, gherkins, 
pickled onions and dried meat.

The cheese was originally consumed by peasants in the 
mountainous Alpine regions of Valais, Savoie and Haute-
Savoie. cow herders would carry rounds of cheese with 
them when they were moving cows from pastures up to 
the mountains, and in the evening they would use the 
fire to soften the cheese and scrape it onto bread. usually 
the cheese is served with tea or other warm drinks but 
traditions warn that if it is eaten with any other drinks like 
water, it will harden in your stomach, leading to indigestion.
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From New Guinea to Easter Island, the Pacific Ring of Fire 
surrounds a world of intrigue 

PacificThe

Islands

F or centuries, the world of the Pacific Ocean 
was entirely unknown to outsiders. With 
thousands of small islands dotted across 
the enormous South Pacific, it’s hardly 

surprising that much of it remained a mystery to the 
wider world until the time that motored boats and 
aircraft had finally been invented. 

That isn’t to say that the Pacific Islands were 
desolate and entirely uninhabited – far from it, in fact. 
The truth is that civilisation has thrived even on the 
most far-flung Pacific islands for millennia, as humans 
started to migrate to Micronesian islands as early as 
3000 BCE, possibly from what is now Taiwan. By 1300 
to 900 BCE, established societies existed as far into 
Polynesia as Tonga and Samoa, gradually spreading to 
the rest of the South Pacific. 

Many of the indigenous societies lived without 
much interference from the outside world until the 
18th century, when explorers like British captain James 
Cook travelled across the Pacific, discovering the 
fascinating communities that dwelled on its islands. 

Unfortunately for some of those communities, 
this outside influence was less than constructive, 
introducing colonial rule to many of them, along with 
Western corruption, politics and, most tragically of all, 
disease. However, explorers seemed to have learned 
at least a thing or two from the decimation wreaked 
on the American indigenous nations in the couple 

Each community is unique 
in the Pacific Islands

The crystal waters of the Matapa 
Chasm, Niue, in the South Pacific
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THE PACIFIC 
ISlANDS 

ExplorEr’s EssEntials
ESSENTIAl INFOrMATION 
Getting to the Pacific islands, especially from Europe or 
North America, can be prohibitively expensive, but with 
enough forward planning you can arrange a trip to the 
area on a manageable budget. Avoiding the main tourist 
traps helps keep the cost down, and gives you a more 
genuine experience of traditional Pacific ways of life too.

WHEN TO vISIT  
Due to the tropical climate of most of the Pacific islands, 
visiting is easy for most of the year. Do try to be vigilant 
during the height of typhoon season, though, which 
usually runs from midsummer to October.
Time zone Nine zones, from UTC+9 through to -5
Currency Several – New Zealand uses the New Zealand 
dollar, many island nations have their own currency, but 
many will still accept Australian dollars, New Zealand 
dollars, US dollars or euros.

lINkS
www.fiji.travel Fiji travel information website
www.tongaholiday.com The official tourism site  
for Tonga
www.allblacks.com/tickets The place to get tickets to 
New Zealand rugby internationals

OrGANISATIONS TO CONTACT
www.newzealand.com 
The official tourism website for New Zealand, featuring 
information for prospective travellers, as well as further 
links to purchase trusted trips and accomodation
www.gohawaii.com/trip-planning 
The central hub for planning trips to and around Hawaii
www.austravel.com/holiday-destinations/ 
south-pacific 
A popular and trusted travel company that organises 
tailored trips to the South Pacific

visitors swim in the beautiful To Sua 
Ocean Trench in lotofaga, Samoa

of hundreds of years previously, so more effort was 
put into helping indigenous people to preserve and 
maintain their original culture and identity. 

Perhaps most successful of these are the Maori, 
who were spread across much of the South Polynesian 
islands. They formed their own political alliances to 
have leverage against the mostly European colonists, 
which is evident in the strong Maori presence and 
influence in today’s New Zealand, Samoa, Tonga and 
many other thriving nations on the Pacific islands.

The lifestyle and culture of the Pacific peoples has 
almost as many variations as there are islands in that 
ocean. Far from a homogenous collection of societies, 
they did not even have the same origin. Although 
many islands were inhabited by people and tribes 
who had gradually migrated across from Micronesia, 
Australia and Asia, there is also evidence of South 
American tribes having undertaken an epic migration 
across the vast ocean to Eastern Polynesian islands, 
most famously Easter Island. 

Travellers will find cultural commonalities among 
many of these nations, though. There is a strong 
tradition of music, art, crafts and – unsurprisingly – a 
connection with the ocean and its relentless power.

In New Zealand, which comprises the largest of the 
Pacific archipelagos with its two big islands counting 
for about 80 per cent of the total Polynesian landmass, 
Maori is an official language alongside English, and its 

culture is celebrated as a living, thriving part of the 
fabric of society, instead of a museum-like relic, as 
tragically happened in many other countries colonised 
by Western forces in centuries past.

Where the Pacific islands have succeeded perhaps 
more than elsewhere in their integration with the 
wider world is the electric sport of rugby. Fiji, Samoa 
and Tonga have built internationally respected teams, 
while New Zealand today fields the most dominant 
rugby team perhaps in the sport’s history, and while 
they are playing a British sport, they retain their unique 
identity and enrich the world of rugby with their 
playing style as well as their iconic pre-match ritual 
dance, intended to strike fear and respect into the 
opponent. Going to a rugby international in the South 
Pacific is an experience unlike anything else on Earth.

Many of these island nations have become sought-
after tropical paradise destinations for affluent 
tourists, such as the idyllic Fiji and the elemental 
volcanic archipelago of Hawai’i, and with it have come 
challenges of their own. Those include struggles to 
preserve the fragile environment of many of these 
low-lying islands, as well as the tendency to cater 
social development to incoming tourists rather than 
those who live there. Fortunately, those challenges 
are being met head-on, so hopefully the growing 
interconnectedness of the world won’t erode what 
makes the Pacific islands so magnetic and enchanting.
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It might be a temple or a tree, but a place that is sacred has the power to move 
us no matter where it is in the world

Mystery & Wonder
Sacred Places

A
sacred place can very often be a 
natural feature in the landscape 
– forest groves, trees, mountains 
or rivers, where the divine seems 

to manifest and where there has been a long 
tradition of worship. Primal religions often 
believed that gods and spirits inhabited such 
places – the druids, for example, held religious 
ceremonies in oak groves where they could find 
mistletoe, which they used in their sacrificial 
rituals. Such associations can endure and become 
a part of major faiths.

Hindu pilgrims have flocked to the Ganges for 
centuries – for them it is a goddess, a sacred river 
in which to bathe and be purified. High places, 
with their promise of proximity to the celestial 
world, are often assigned sacred status, and 
many are feared as much as they are revered. 
Take Mount Fuji, for instance – Japan’s highest 
mountain is an active volcano that has frequently 
represented in both art and literature over the 
centuries. The Japanese say that a wise man will 
climb the mountain once, but only a fool would 
climb it twice.  

While some natural features like these have 
inspired worship for their own sake or for 
the sheer wonder they inspire, others have 
gained special status following encounters or 
experiences that have been considered holy. A 
grotto in the French market town of Lourdes, 
for instance, was considered to be quite 
unremarkable until 1858, when Bernadette, a 
young Catholic girl, saw a vision of the Virgin 
Mary. After local people heard about the event 
and drank the spring water from the site, they 
praised its curative properties. Lourdes fast 
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sacred places of mystery and wonder

became a place of pilgrimage – one that is today 
still synonymous with miraculous recovery. 

The sacred can be man-made as well as 
natural – a shrine built to mark the appearance 
of holy apparitions or events; burial grounds 
that commemorate the dead, a church, temple, 
synagogue or mosque, built to function as a place 
of worship. They are places where the past is still 
a presence – even if we do not always understand 
quite what that past is. 

Other places considered sacred today were 
built to worship or revere a certain force, such as 

the renowned ruins of South America, including 
Horca del Inca in Bolivia. A sacred relationship 
with the Sun and solstices can be seen not just at 
this site but at many others. The importance of 
Sun gods, or the Sun as a god, to the societies that 
built these structures can only be guessed, but 
the relics they left behind inspire awe. 

Worship and reverence also lead the human 
race to make some of their most impressive 
structures, whether that means seeking almost 
impossibly high ground (as in the case of Saint 
Michel d’Aiguilhe) or creating an ornate, opulent 

shrine like the one pictured here, the stunning 
Golden Temple in India. 

Some sites, like Temple Mount in Jerusalem, 
endure for centuries and are revered by many 
faiths; others, like the stone henges erected by 
Neolithic people, become steadfast features in 
the landscape – objects of curiosity. Yet they still 
exert a powerful resonance that we experience, 
but cannot explain. What all of these sites have 
in common is the ability to take our breath 
away, and to leave us wondering at the faith and 
inspiration that led to their creation. 
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taktsang monastery 
B h u ta n
Remote, mysterious and seemingly inaccessible, this beautiful temple complex seems to embody Bhutan
When the duke and duchess of Cambridge visited 
Bhutan in April 2016, the highlight of the tour was 
their visit to the Taktsang Lhakhang – the ‘Tiger’s Nest’ 
temple that is the tiny kingdom’s most iconic landmark. 
Prince Charles had attempted the journey in 1998 but 
he only made it halfway to the temple. 

clinging to the edge of a sheer cliff above the paro 
Valley, at about 3,000 metres, it is an important historic 
as well as religious site. It has become a ‘must see’ for 
visitors, who are drawn by its combination of sublime 
scenery and spiritual mystique. 

the site has been recognised as a holy place, or a ‘ney’, 
since the 8th century, when guru rimpoche – credited 
with introducing Buddhism to Bhutan – meditated in a 
cave. one legend has it that rimpoche, also known as 
padmasambhava, flew there from tibet on the back of 

a tigress and consecrated the place to tame the tiger 
demon. another more popular legend has it that he 
transformed a tibetan woman called yeshe tsogyal into a 
tigress and she then carried him there on her back.

once in the cave, he meditated for three years, three 
months, three days and three hours, and the place 
became sacred. this is the best known of 13 ‘tiger’s lair’ 
caves in which he meditated. when he died later in nepal, 
his body is said to have flown back to the cave, where it is 
kept in a sealed room.

In the 17th century, Bhutan successfully repelled a 
tibetan invasion after the guru was invoked at this holy 
spot. gyalse tenzin rabgye, Bhutan’s then leader – who 
was popularly believed to have been a reincarnation of 
padmasambhava – eventually built a monastery around 
the cave in 1692. legend has it that the temple was 

anchored to the cliff face by the hairs of female celestial 
beings. one monk died in a fire that destroyed the original 
buildings, along with paintings, artefacts and statues. the 
cave, however, was untouched, and the monastery was 
restored and continues to be a place of worship. 

Bhutan was only opened to foreign visitors in 1974 
and it was the last nation in the world to get television, 
which arrived in 1999. this historic monastic complex 
– its four main temples lit by butter-fuelled lamps and 
interconnected by steps and wooden bridges – is by far 
Bhutan’s most iconic site. reached only after a steep 
two-hour hike, lined with fluttering prayer flags, and 
reliquaries, or ‘tsa-tsas’, containing the ashes of the dead 
lodged on crevices in the nearby rocks, the beautiful 
taktsang lhakhang seems as remote and as mysterious as 
the nation itself.
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Bayon temple  
a n g ko r
This stunning temple in Cambodia 
serves as a poignant reminder of a once 
mighty empire
The Khmer Empire once ruled over most of southeast Asia, 
stretching from the coast of Vietnam to the Malay Peninsula. At 
its heart was the walled city of Angkor Thom, thought to have 
been the world’s most populous city in the 12th century with 
about 1 million inhabitants. Imperial might reached its peak 
under the rule of Jayavarman VII, who built Bayon temple at 
Angkor Thom, sometime in the late 12th or early 13th century. 

Bayon was an official state temple, built primarily as a shrine to 
the Buddha and used for regular worship until thai invaders sacked 
the area in 1431. mystery surrounds the empire itself, as there are 
few written texts to draw on – however, the extraordinary complex 
of temples now preserved in the angkor archaeological park are 
its lasting legacy. this vast protected area is a tourist honey pot, 
with visitors waving selfie sticks, jostling to see the most famous 
temples of angkor wat, ta prohm, and the Bayon. 

It is the carvings on the Bayon that make it so compelling, as 
it is covered with enigmatic smiling faces celebrating the god 
avolokitesvara. Bas-reliefs also depict historical scenes such as a 
marching khmer army, complete with officers on elephants, as well 
as episodes from daily life including a market and people cooking.

the temple was eventually abandoned to the jungle, along with 
the rest of the complex, and disappeared beneath a blanket of 
creepers. europeans did not rediscover it until 1860, and the Bayon 
has now been restored. It is a ‘must’ on the tourist trail – seen to 
most visitors largely as a relic of a past civilisation.

the temple is covered with  
carvings of gods, armies  
and elephants 
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Perched on a jagged outcrop of volcanic rock, the 
little church of Saint Michel d’Aiguilhe stretches 
heavenward, rising above the village of Aiguilhe, near 
Le-Puy-en-Velay in the southeast of the Massif Central. 
The chapel was built by Bishop Godescalc to celebrate 
his return from Santiago de Compostela, and was 
consecrated on 18 July 961 CE.

the bishop was considered to be the first senior french 
cleric to undertake the journey, and this little shrine soon 
became an important starting point for others making 
the pilgrimage. the drama of the shrine’s location could 
hardly be bettered; the rock is 85 metres high and 
visitors can only reach it after climbing 268 stone steps. 
construction was a challenge as workmen had to haul 
their materials and tools up the rock face in baskets. 
people still celebrate mass here once a week.

with 10th-century frescoes, a medieval reliquary 
of christ and a walkway offering stunning views of the 
surrounding countryside, the church is a popular tourist 
attraction. But it is perhaps the needle of rock itself 
that exerts the greatest spiritual pull. le puy was once a 
volcanic area and this is an example of a ‘volcanic neck’, a 
remnant of an extinct volcano that persists even after the 
rest of the structure has eroded. they are often found in 
areas where volcanoes were active relatively recently and 
have long inspired awe.

this rock was almost certainly used for a sacred 
purpose in prehistoric times, as stones from a burial 
chamber have been found on the top. first, the romans 
dedicated the rock to mercury, and then the chapel 
was built and dedicated to saint michael the archangel. 
this was not an uncommon thing when sites were 
christianised as mercury, the winged messenger of the 
gods, was said to escort the souls of the dead to the 
underworld – a role the christian church later assigned 
to saint michael. as he was not an earthly being, and so 
had no relics to display, saint michael commonly became 
venerated in churches that were built in high places.

saInt mIchel d’aIguIlhe
F r a n c e
One of the earliest ‘pinnacle’ churches in 
europe and a pilgrimage site for centuries
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srI harmandIr sahIB  
(golden temple)
I n d I a 
The holiest site of Sikhism, this stunning complex in the 
Punjab is surrounded by a pool of holy water

Sacred spots have long been associated with water 
and the Golden Temple at Amritsar seems almost to 
float in a vast shimmering pool. The pool was created 
from a forest lake, which the Buddha himself is said to 
have visited and at which Guru Nanak – the founder of 
Sikhism – later meditated. The site went on to become 
the main shrine of Sikhism and the lake was enlarged 
and given the name Amritsar, or ‘pool of the nectar of 
immortality’. Building of the Sri Harmandir Sahib, or 
‘the abode of God’, began in the late 16th century, and 
then in the 19th century, Maharaja Ranjit Singh covered 
it with gold.

this sikh place of worship, a gurdwara, was intended 
to welcome those of all faiths and of all levels of society. 
as such, it was constructed so that the very architecture 
conveyed a sense of openness and reflected the central 

tenets of sikhism. there are four entrances, symbolising 
the fact that it is open to all faiths, all sexes and all castes; 
it is not elevated, so people have to walk down into it; 
and it is surrounded by holy water. once inside, visitors 
must simply observe respect by removing their shoes and 
washing their feet, covering their heads and refraining 
from smoking, eating meat or drinking alcohol. about 
100,000 people visit daily – a great many making their 
way to the guru-ka-langar, the huge canteen that serves 
free food. sharing meals with strangers is important in 
sikhism, being bound up with the principle of equality.

the most important shrine in the complex is the 
harmindir, built by arjan dev to house the adi granth, the 
holy scripture of sikhism. the dome, an inverted lotus, 
is decorated with gold and precious stones and the holy 
scripture rests on a throne beneath a jewel-encrusted 

canopy. the complex also contains holy trees – notably 
the 450-year-old Jubi tree, planted by the first high priest 
and reputed to have special powers. women hoping for 
a son hang cloths from its branches. the second most 
sacred shrine is the akal takht, which symbolises god’s 
authority on earth. In June 1984, it was occupied by 
supporters of sant Jarnail singh Bhindranwale, a militant 
sikh who was demanding the establishment of khalistan, 
a separate homeland for sikhs. prime minister Indira 
gandhi sent in the army, but Bhindranwale’s supporters 
were well armed and hundreds of soldiers were killed. the 
conflict lasted for hours. eventually the order was given 
to shell the akal takht. It was badly damaged and many 
more people died. the sanctity of the holy place had been 
disregarded – and six months later, Indira gandhi was 
assassinated by her sikh bodyguards.

the golden temple 
seems to almost 
float on the water
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Quench your travelling thirst with these tasty tipples

Six Drinks
you Have to Try

T
reat yourself to a slightly more 
lively sightseeing adventure 
with some alcohol-fuelled fun. 
Experience a truly iconic Irish 

pint at the Guinness Storehouse or sip on a 
delightfully Scottish whiskey in the Island 
of Islay. Enjoy a day of sophistication at the 
vineyards of Bordeaux or relax in the Sun 
learning about Italian limoncello. If spirits  

are more your thing, discover the heritage and 
culture behind tequila while sampling some 
of the powerful spirit or sip on some ice-cold 
vodka in Poland.

Learn about how the drinks are created, 
from the basic ingredients to the distillation 
process and bottling. Discover how is best to 
enjoy them from local, experienced guides and 
find out the best food to pair with them.

WORDS REB Ecc a G R EI G

140

culture



 141

Six DrinkS you have to try



tequila  
G ua da l a j a r a ,  M e x i co

GuinneSS  d u b l i n ,  i r e l a n d  

laGavulin, 
SinGle malt 
whiSkey 
i s l ay,  s cot l a n d

Visit Mexico’s wild tequila-making region and discover all 
there is to know about this party spirit. From Guadalajara, 
Experience Tequila will take you on a one-day tour 
visiting local providers. You’ll visit independent Mexican-
owned makers for a completely authentic experience.

tequila is a spirit that is distilled from the blue agave plant 
primarily in the area of tequila in the highlands of central 
western mexico. it is most commonly served neat in mexico, 
but served as a shot with salt and lime elsewhere. 

on the tour there will be a professional guide and private 
transportation. you’ll be taken to two tequila distilleries for a 
tour and tasting. have a Jaliscan lunch in the tequila village 
market followed by a walking tour of the historic town, with 
additional tequila tasting rooms and a gift shop. you’ll then 
also visit the national tequila museum and end the day with 
a picture opportunity in the blue agave fields.

a trip to mexico isn’t complete without a tequila or two, 
so what could be better than a tequila-themed day trip! 
you’ll be surprised at just how much there is to learn about 
the spirit – the culture and history behind it should be 
savoured and enjoyed just as much as the spirit itself.

Have you really experienced Dublin if you haven’t visited 
the Guinness Brewery – or at the very least sampled the 
iconic stout at Temple Bar?! The Guinness Storehouse 
is one of Ireland’s most popular tourist attractions and 
home to what is most likely the country’s most popular 
exported drink. 

the famed tour begins at the bottom of the world’s 
largest pint glass and takes you on a journey up seven floors 
that are packed with interactive experiences, which explore 
the long history of the popular drink. at the top of the 
pint glass, you’ll be rewarded for your uphill ramble with a 

delicious pint in the famous Gravity bar, ending your tour on 
a serious high. 

Guinness is a dry irish stout that originated from the 
brewery that was owned by arthur Guinness at St James’s 
Gate Brewery in Dublin in 1759, and is without a doubt one 
of the most popular beers in the world. it has a distinctive 
dark-brown colour with a white head. the rich stout is made 
from water, barley, roast malt extract, hops and brewer’s 
yeast. the dark colour and taste come from a portion of the 
barley that is roasted and the mixture is pasteurised and 
filtered to finish the process.

Scotland is home to a number of world-class single malt 
whiskey distilleries, and the Lagavulin Whiskey Distillery is 
one of the best. Found on the island of Islay in Lagavulin Bay, 
the distillery tour is something not to be missed.

on the tour you’ll be able to see the distillers at work and view 
the unusual pear-shaped stills. lagavulin has a complex, rich, 
peaty character thanks to peated malt, slow distillation and a long 
maturing process – the spirit is typically aged for more than 16 
years in oak casks. the distinctive smoked peat notes combined 
with a unique dryness make this a very interesting dram.

the tours start from just £6 – the basic one-hour version 
includes the chance to try one dram from the lagavulin range, as 
well as a complimentary glass and discount in the lagavulin shop. 
meanwhile others involve a sensory tasting experience with five 
samples and a warehouse demonstration tour, where you’ll get 
to sample younger whiskey pulled straight from the cask, as well 
as an informative session hosted by iain macarthur, who is a 
lagavulin legend.

the iconic irish drink is one of the most 
popular beers in the world

Distinctive smoked peat 
notes sets lagavulin apart

tequila is made from 
the blue agave plant
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reD wine b o r d e au x ,  F r a n c e

limoncello 
a M a l F i  coa s t,  i ta ly

voDka 
K r a Kó w,  P o l a n d

Often served chilled at the end of a meal, limoncello is a 
sharp lemon liqueur from Italy. The yellow drink is mainly 
produced in the south, particularly around the Gulf of 
Naples, the Amalfi area and the Sorrentine Peninsula. 

the liqueur is traditionally made from the zest of 
Femminello Santa teresa lemons, also known as Sorrento 
lemons. the zest and peel, with the pith removed, is soaked 
in grappa until the oil is released before being mixed with 
simple syrup. the liquid will vary in viscosity, flavour and 
clarity depending on the water to sugar ratios. 

there are various tours across southern italy that 
include limoncello tastings with informative presentations 
on the creation process as well as the cultivation of the 
luscious lemons. one tour in particular, by Select italy called 
limoncello tour & tasting: magic lemons of the amalfi 
coast, is a limoncello dream. lemon lovers listen up!

the tour takes place in conca dei marini at the le Bontà 
del capo restaurant on the amalfi coast where you’ll learn 
everything there is to know about this tangy liqueur, all the 
way from its origin dating back to the 1400s to the modern 
production and consumption. the three-hour-long private 
tour will take you on a visit to a typical terraced lemon grove 
that overlooks the mediterranean Sea where you’ll learn 
about the cultivation process of the world-famous lemons 
before heading back to the restaurant to find out how to 
make it and taste a glass of the delicious liqueur too. to end 
this wonderful tour you’ll have a meal that features lemons 
in every course.

The Bordeaux wine region in southwest France is home 
to the city of Bordeaux, the River Garonne and some of 
the best wines in the world. If you enjoy red wine then it’s 
an essential place to visit.

the main reason for such wine-growing success in 
Bordeaux is that it has the optimum environment for 
growing vines. the terrain in which the grapes are grown 
has a huge effect of the wine itself and this is known as 
the ‘terroir’. the soil in the Bordeaux region is made up 
of gravel, sandy stone and clay, and red wines from the 
region are usually made from a blend of grapes: cabernet 

Sauvignon, cabernet Franc, merlot, Petit verdot, malbec 
and carménère.

there are so many amazing wine tours in the Bordeaux 
region, and the office de tourisme in Bordeaux offers 
the Bordeaux vineyards wine-tasting half-day trip, which 
is really great. you’ll be taken to the subterranean cellars 
and learn the wine-making secrets of the region. on the 
five-hour tour you’ll visit two wine chateaux, which include 
tastings, learn more about the history and heritage of the 
wines from your guide, and enjoy the stunning rolling vistas 
filled with vineyards that surround the area.

It’s time to learn to appreciate the crystal-clear spirit and 
step away from your basic vodka and coke bar order. 
Where better to start than Poland, one of the best vodka 
manufacturers in the world?

when you visit kraków, be sure to include the vodka tour 
– offered by eat Polska, who also happen to host very similar 
tours in Gdansk and warsaw – in your itinerary.

vodka is a distilled beverage, which is a mixture of water 
and ethanol, and since the 1890s Polish vodka has had a 40 
per cent aBv. traditionally it is made through the distillation 
of grains or potatoes that have been fermented and the 
earliest recorded use of the word ‘vodka’ was in Poland in 
1405 by akta Grodzkie, which makes it the absolute best 
place to learn about the drink.

on the day you’ll get several vodka tastings as well as 
food pairings. your guide will be bilingual and you’ll also 
be given a written summary of the tour, as well as tips for 
the rest of your stay. this is a really fun way to get to know 
Polish vodka culture while also getting to sample some for 
yourself. the aim of the tour isn’t to get you drunk, but you 
should still leave with a nice buzz.

Best severed neat and chilled, 
Polish vodka is deliciously crisp

a fun, brightly coloured 
taste sensation

Sample full-bodied and delicious 
red wines in the Bordeaux region
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Six DrinkS you have to try
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