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TOP REASONS TO TRAVEL WITH US!

Cruise Authority

We are the #1 cruise seller in Canada.  

We specialize in recommending only  

our preferred cruise partners, whom  

we know thoroughly. 

Convenience

One-stop shopping for car rental, air,  

hotel, tours, cruise and insurance. 

Time Savings

We source the best deal for you,  

so you can spend your time on  

more important things.

Professional K    nowledge 

We can assist you with vital information  

regarding visas, passports, medical 

requirements, currency and safety 

precautions. 

Travel Insurance

We provide you with the right travel  

insurance advice to suit your needs.

Peace of Mind

We’re available to assist you  

throughout your vacation. If you book  

on the Internet, who will you turn  

to if something goes wrong?

Best Value

Cheapest is not always the best. We make 

sure you get top value for your dollar –  

the quality you want at the right price. 

Personal Service

Based on your needs and wants, we’ll use 

our extensive range of contacts to tailor an 

exceptional vacation designed just for you.

Expert Advice

We have invaluable, unbiased knowledge  

and expertise about travel products  

and destinations to help guide you  

with your choices.

GET MORE WITH ENSEMBLE TRAVEL® GROUP



Underwritten by RBC Insurance Company of Canada. In Quebec, certain coverages underwritten by RBC General Insurance Company. 
® / ™ Trademark(s) of Royal Bank of Canada. Used under licence.  VPS82126

Whether you’re exploring new destinations or returning to a favourite vacation spot, protect yourself. After all, 
the cost of travel insurance is minimal compared to the risk of being faced with a medical emergency expense 
while away from home. With affordable coverage from RBC Insurance®, you can be taken care of with:

Q�  Our toll-free number offering immediate multilingual emergency assistance, available 24/7.

Q�  Medical care that will help get you back on your feet as quickly as possible.

Q�  Coverage for Trip Cancellation, Trip Interruption and Baggage & Personal Effects.

Q�  Upfront payments for eligible emergency medical and hospital expenses 
whenever possible, so you won’t pay out of pocket.

Stay covered during your sun-soaked adventure.

Underwritten by RBC Insurance Company of Canada. In Quebec, certain coverages underwritten by RBC General Insurance Company. 

TM

For more information on travel insurance,
call your travel professional today.





Personalized service. Sophisticated  
ambiance. Over 135 years of global  
exploration.

Explore the world with  
Holland America Line. Choose from  
a wide array of artful itineraries, each 
designed to showcase a destination  
at its best. Step aboard your five- 
star ship complete with generous  
accommodations and travel  
effortlessly to new discoveries.

itineraries to

    inspire
10-Day Gems of the Baltic
ms Eurodam  07/10/2013 
Roundtrip Copenhangen  
Ocean-view (cat. H) from CAD$2,249*
 +Taxes CAD $175.52

7-Day Norse Legends
ms Ryndam  07/13/2013
Roundtrip Dover  
Ocean-view (cat. H) from CAD$919*
 +Taxes CAD $130.08

12-Day Mediterranean Tapestry
ms Nieuw Amsterdam  07/26/2013
Barcelona to Venice 
Ocean-view (cat. H) from CAD$2,249*
 +Taxes CAD $104.22

11-Day Adriatic Explorer
ms Noordam  08/04/2013
Rome to Athens 
Ocean-view (cat. H) from CAD$1,739*
 +Taxes CAD $81.31

For reservations, please call your 
Ensemble travel advisor

Spacious, Elegant Ships
Gracious, Award-Winning Service
Worldwide Itineraries
Extensive Activities and Enrichment Programs
Sophisticated Five-Star Dining

*Fuel supplement has been suspended. Holland America Line reserves the right to re-instate the fuel supplement for all guests at up to USD $9 per person per day should 
the price of light sweet crude oil according to the NYMEX (New York Mercantile Exchange Index) increase above USD $70 per barrel. Please consult our website for 
current information. Fares are based on Promo RH. Featured fares are per person based on double occupancy, cruise only. Fares are in Canadian dollars and include 
non-commissionable fares. Taxes are additional and vary according to itinerary. Subject to availability. Offers are capacity controlled, and may be modified or withdrawn 
without prior notice. Restrictions may apply. Please refer to the appropriate Holland America brochure for full terms and conditions. Ships’ Registry: The Netherlands.



* TERMS & CONDITIONS:  Save 5% when you book a 2013 European Insight Vacations tour before Apr. 30, 2013.  A deposit of $200 per person is required within 3 days of the booking and full payment is required by Apr. 30, 2013. 
Offer is only applicable on Insight Vacations tours featured in the 2013 Europe & Britain and Insight Gold brochures. Valid on NEW bookings only. Early Payment Discount savings will vary by itinerary and is not valid on all tours and/or 
departure dates (blackout dates may apply). Discount CAN be combined with other brochure discounts where applicable and only applies to journeys featuring the ‘Early Payment Discount’ in the price panel. Discount is not combinable 
with other limited-time offers. Subject to availability and offer may be withdrawn at any time without notice. Savings of $822 per couple is refl ective of the 31 Day - European Grandeur tour.

The fi nest way to discover Europe & Britain...

2013 Europe & Britain - ON SALE NOW! 

BOOK A 2013 INSIGHT VACATIONS

JOURNEY TO EUROPE AND

SAVE UP TO $822 PER COUPLE*

DON’T BE DISAPPOINTED, BOOK EARLY & PAY BEFORE APRIL 30TH, 2013

Ask  for  your  copy  today!

SAVE5% * PAY IN FULL BY: APR. 30, 2013

Alhambra Palace, Granada

 To Book A Tour, Contact Your Local Travel Agent or visit www.insightvacations.com



Discover all the extras in store for you when you book your travel at one of more than 
420 Ensemble Travel® Group agencies across Canada. Our wide array of exclusive programs,

including additional amenities on Ensemble® Hosted Cruises, exclusive offers from our
Hotel & Resort Collection and great savings on Ensemble® South Pacific Experiences

are only available at Ensemble Travel® agencies.

To learn more about our exclusive programs, contact your Ensemble Travel® Group agent,
or visit ensembletravel.ca for our agency locator.

E X C L U S I V E S

Exceptional amenities,
exclusively yours. 
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Walt Disney World Resort is the place where worries disappear, fun reigns supreme and dreams come true every day. With four Theme 
Parks, two Water Parks, over 20 themed Resort Hotels, two entertainment districts, a state-of-the-art sports complex, dining, 
shopping and recreation galore, it’s easy to see how this vacation of a lifetime has enough smiles for everyone.

Make a splash into savings of up to $500 CAD* when you book a 7-night /7-day Walt Disney World Resort vacation package for a family of 
four at select Disney Resort hotels, including Theme Park Tickets. Book by May 31, 2013 for travel between February 18 and June 14, 2013.

Save up to $500 at:
Disney’s Art of Animation Resort** 
Disney’s Port Orleans Resort – Riverside†† 
Disney’s Caribbean Beach Resort†† 

Save up to $300† at: 
Disney’s All-Star Music Resort 
Disney’s All-Star Sports Resort

Save up to $310† at: 
Disney’s Pop Century Resort

Save up to $950 at:
Disney’s Animal Kingdom Lodge††

*Book by May 31, 2013 (11:59 p.m. MT) for travel from February 18, 2013 to June 14, 2013. Up to $500 CAD savings amount is based on a 7-night stay at select Disney 
Resort hotels and a 7-Day Magic Your Way Base Ticket for a family of four (2 adults & 2 children (3-9)). Savings are based on the non-discounted price for the same package. 
Savings are also available on room and tickets separately, but may vary. Discounts are available for smaller or larger groups but may vary. No additional room charges 
will apply for children age 2-17. Child age for Theme Park Tickets is 3-9. The number of rooms allocated for this offer are limited and subject to availability. Magic Your 
Way Base Tickets are for one Theme Park per day and must be used within 14 days of first use. Minimum 5-night/4-day room and ticket package required to qualify for 
discounted rates. This offer is not applicable to campsites, 3 bedroom villas or The Little Mermaid Standard Rooms at Disney’s Art of Animation Resort. Blackout dates: 
Travel dates from March 24, 2013 – April 1, 2013 are at regular rates and are not discounted, but you may stay through them. Magic Your Way Base Tickets are not affected 
by this blackout period, and you may still add on the discounted tickets during this period. The same package must be purchased for all guests in the party. This offer 
may not be combined with other discounts or promotions, and may only be sold to consumers within Canada. **Savings available on all room categories, excluding The 
Little Mermaid Standard Rooms. †Standard room only. Other room types are available; savings amount may differ. ††Standard view room only. Other room types are 
available; savings amount may differ. Advance booking required. Non-refundable and nontransferable. Offer subject to change and expiry without notice. New bookings 
only. Not valid on group bookings. Other restrictions may apply. A fuel surcharge applies to Air Miles™ redemption bookings. As to Disney artwork, logos and properties: 
© Disney. Quebec licensee. Ontario travel agents are covered by TICO. Mailing address: 6085 Midfield Road, Toronto ON, L5P 1A2. TICO registration number 50018683.

Save up to $500*on a Walt Disney World  
Resort package with WestJet Vacations.

For more information, contact your  
Ensemble Travel® Group agency.



Sun-drenched vineyards, Romeo and Juliet, and the poetry of Dante—

there truly is no place on earth quite like Italy. From the palazzo-lined 

canals of Venice to the fertile olive groves of Tuscany, and from the 

spectacular ruin of Rome’s grand Colosseum to the pilgrim-packed 

Vatican, Italy offers enough historical, cultural, and natural wonders 

to enchant even the most experienced traveler. Uniworld is proud 

to present a banquet of these wonders—a veritable feast for the 

senses—on our new 13-day, “Splendors of Italy” river cruise and tour.

*  Ensemble Exclusive Savings listed in Canadian dollars and is applicable to select 2013 Uniworld Boutique River Cruise bookings made by the expiration date; it can be combined with other promotional offers. Subject to availability. Capacity controlled. Other restrictions 
may apply. Uniworld reserves the right to change or withdraw offers at any time. For complete details on all promotions, general information, and terms and conditions applicable to all Uniworld trips, please contact your Ensemble Travel® Group Agency today.
Ontario Reg. #50018458 | Uniworld River Cruises (Canada) Limited, 33 Kern Road, Toronto, Ontario, M3B 1S9 Canada

For more information, contact your 
Ensemble Travel® Group Agency today.

Splendors of Italy
Venice to Rome | 13 Days

This Boutique River Cruise Includes:

  7-night cruise in a riverview stateroom

  2 nights in Florence and 3 nights in Rome 
at superior fi rst-class hotels

  All meals onboard

  Complimentary fi ne wine, beer, and soft 
drinks during lunch and dinner onboard

  12 fully-hosted shore excursions

  Exclusive Epicurean Adventurer Program™

 Arrival and departure day transfers

Experience La Dolce Vita
in Italy with Uniworld.

Ensemble Exclusive Savings:
Book select 2013 Uniworld Boutique River Cruises and SAVE C$200

per couple on bookings made before April 30, 2013.*

13-ADS-024-EVM_Italy_FP_Spring 5.indd   1 2/7/13   6:41 PM



Ensemble® Hosted Cruises (EHC) is an exclusive collection of sailings, tailored with special, 

personal touches that create a truly memorable vacation. Choose from any destination, 

any cruise style and any price range and you will be sure to find a hosted cruise to meet 

your needs. 

Contact your Ensemble Travel® Group agency for information on the entire collection of 
Ensemble® Hosted Cruises.

SAIL AWAY WITH AN ENSEMBLE® HOSTED CRUISE 

Exclusive for EHC Guests:

EHC EXPERIENCE
  featuring a complimentary 
  Ensemble shore excursion

your Ensemble® Host 
is on the voyage with you

cocktail party



Pick up a copy of our River Cruises brochure featuring
EXCLUSIVE offers on 2013/2014 river cruise vacations!

River Cruises 
                                                                                                                 2013/2014

Breathtaking journeys along the world’s grandest rivers
Because there’s no better way of exploring exotic places than by cruising 
along the world’s most celebrated rivers.

ENSEMBLE 
EXCLUSIVE

OFFERS

SAVE 
      $1,000

up to



11 days, from Côte d’Azur to Paris
March 24, April 7, June 30 & 
October 20, 2014

Opportunities abound on this grand vacation to 
learn about France and to taste its sumptuous 
wines and cuisine.

BURGUNDY!&!PROVENCE
13 days from Vienna to Amsterdam
April 20 & July 20, 2014

This magnifi cent vacation includes a deluxe 
cruise that reveals the best of Europe along 
the Danube, Main, and Rhine Rivers. 

EUROPEAN!SPLENDOR

8 days, from Amsterdam to Basel
March 29, 30, April 6, August 10, 15 & 
October 19, 2014

Discover the legendary Lorelei rock and the 
imposing medieval castles that line the banks 
of the mighty Rhine River.

ROMANTIC!RHINE
8 days from Paris to Paris
March 25, April 1, 8, July 1, 22, August 5, 12, 
October 14, 21 & 28, 2014

Combine time in France’s marvelous capital 
with discoveries of quaint towns along the Seine 
and in the picturesque Normandy region. 

PARIS!TO!NORMANDY’S!LANDING!BEACHES

DISCOVER SMALL SHIP CRUISING, CUSTOMIZED TO YOU. DISCOVER AVALON.

FOR!RESERVATIONS!OR!MORE!INFORMATION"!CONTACT!YOUR!ENSEMBLE!TRAVEL®!GROUP!AGENCY#
* Book a select 2014 Europe Avalon Waterways vacation to receive $500 off per person on the cruise/land or cruise only price. For A Taste of the Danube the promotion applies only to the land inclusive price. Booking must be made, under deposit, and discount 
applied between January 30 and April 9, 2013 for travel at select times of select cruises in 2014. Avalon and Royal Suites excluded.  Book a 2014 Europe Avalon Waterways vacation to receive $250 off per person on the cruise/land or cruise only price. Booking must 
be made, under deposit, and discount applied between January 30 and April 9, 2013 for travel in 2014. Offers reliant on space availability and may be withdrawn at any time. Not combinable with each other or any other offer, 
other than Journeys Club Repeat Traveller benefit. Offers apply to new 2014 bookings only, and will not be applied to pre-existing bookings. Offers reliant on space availability at time of booking. Full cancellation penalties 
will apply. Additional restrictions may apply. 1061 Eglinton Avenue West, Toronto, ON M!C 2C", TICO#1893755

Some big ship cruise deals sound like an incredible bargain…until you are on board and have to pay extra for everything. 
On an Avalon Waterways river cruise, “included” is the name of the game—and it has been since our inception a decade 
ago. Spacious outside staterooms with expansive riverscape views—included. VIP access into the must-see sites—
included. Your choice of shore excursions—included. Wi-Fi access—included. Sparkling wines with breakfast, regional 
beers and wines at every on board dinner, and unlimited lattes and co# ees—included. Plus, we’re proud to o# er Avalon 
ChoiceSM, an exciting concept in river cruising that gives you freedom to personalize your cruise from the beginning to 
the end. INCLUSIVE RIVER CRUISING…EXCLUSIVELY FROM AVALON.

SAVE UP TO
!"#$$$

PER COUPLE ON SELECT
2014 EUROPE DEPARTURES*

 to receive $250 off per person on the cruise/land or cruise only price. Booking must 

8 days, from Amsterdam to Amsterdam
March 23, 26, April 2 & 5, 2014

Discover picturesque Holland and Belgium 
in the spring on this delightful river cruise 
vacation.

TULIP!TIME!CRUISE
13 days, from Budapest to Prague
April 14, June 9, July 4, 14, 21, August 6, 
August 11, October 13, 15 & 27, 2014

The delightful Danube sets the stage for this 
incredible journey as you sail through beautiful 
European scenery and quaint towns.

THE!BLUE!DANUBE!DISCOVERY

For all applicable cruises and departure dates, please contact your Ensemble Travel® Group Agency.



 
 

A F R I C A    A L A S K A    A S I A    A U S T R A L I A    C A R I B B E A N    E U R O P E    S O U T H  A M E R I C A    S O U T H  P A C I F I C

Y O U R  W O R L D    W AY

E N R I C H I N G  D E S T I N A T I O N S

I N S P I R E D  C U I S I N E

P A S S I O N A T E  S E R V I C E

*Offers expire March 31, 2013. Business class air upgrade is capacity controlled and available on select sailings for categories Veranda and above, is priced per guest each way, applies where available to international flights and may not apply to U.S. domestic 
or intra-continental flights. All advertised fares, offers and any applicable shipboard credits, upgrades or special amenities shown are per person based on double occupancy unless otherwise indicated, are subject to availability at time of booking, may not 
be combinable with other offers or loyalty program benefits, are capacity controlled and may be withdrawn without prior notice or remain in effect after the expiration date. All fares listed are in U.S. dollars, per person, based on double occupancy and include 
Non-Commissionable Fares. Cruise-related government fees and taxes are included. For itineraries shown with multiple departures, sailing prices may vary and any “Fares From” pricing is based on Category G unless otherwise indicated. Single rates and 
rates for 3rd and 4th guests are available upon request; call for details. Cruise Ship Fuel Surcharge may apply for new bookings and, if applicable, is additional revenue to Oceania Cruises. 2 for 1, Early Booking Savings and Special Offer fares are based on 
published Full Brochure Fares. Full Brochure Fares may not have resulted in actual sales in all cabin categories, may not have been in effect during the last 90 days and do not include Personal Charges and Optional Facilities and Services Fees as defined 
in the Terms and Conditions of the Guest Ticket Contract which may be viewed at OceaniaCruises.com. Full Brochure Fares are cruise only. “Free Airfare” promotion does not include ground transfers and applies to economy, round-trip flights only from the 
following Oceania Cruises Primary Air Gateways: ATL, BOS, CLT, DCA, DEN, DFW, EWR, HNL, IAH, IAD, JFK, LAX, MCO, MIA, ORD, PHL, PHX, SAN, SAV, SEA, SFO, TPA, YOW, YUL, YVR, YYZ. Airfare is available from all other U.S. & Canadian gateways at an additional 
charge. Any advertised fares that include the “Free Airfare” promotion include airline fees, surcharges and all government taxes. Some airline-imposed personal charges, including but not limited to baggage, priority boarding and special seating, may apply. For 
details visit exploreflightfees.com. Oceania Cruises reserves the right to correct errors or omissions and to change any and all fares, fees and surcharges at any time. Suite and stateroom measurements are approximate, and those in same category may vary 
in size. They may also have different furniture placement than as depicted in the photographs. Additional terms and conditions may apply. Complete Terms and Conditions may be found in the Guest Ticket Contract. Ships’ Registry: Marshall Islands. MAR13104

Experience incomparable value onboard elegant mid-size ships.

Ask your Ensemble Travel® Group agent about 2 FOR 1 CRUISE FARES with FREE AIRFARE*, 
BONUS SAVINGS up to $5,000 per stateroom, EUROPE BUSINESS CLASS AIR upgrade 
from $799 each way, 2 FOR 1 ALASKA UNLIMITED SHORE EXCURSION PACKAGE 
and exclusive Ensemble exclusive PRE-PAID GRATUITIES on select voyages*.

MAR13104 Full Page ad Ensemble Canada.indd   1 2/7/13   12:11 PM



Europe & Britain
The time is now

SAVE $740UP 
TO

per 
couple*

Insider experiences to Europe for less

The Olympics and Queen’s Jubilee are over, the crowds have gone home, the sites and 
monuments have been polished, plus our dollar is strong and prices are more affordable 
than ever. Europe has been pulling at your heart strings for some time; now is the time to 
see it for yourself. It’s never been better!

Book a 2013 Trafalgar guided vacation before April 30, 2013 and save up to $740 per couple* 
plus an additional 5% on fl ights^. Let Trafalgar re-introduce you to the magnifi cence of 
Europe & Britain.
Terms & Conditions: *Sample savings of $740 per couple ($370) per person is based on Trafalgar’s Early Payment Discount on the European Supreme itinerary, departing August 11 -18, 2013 if paid in full by April 30, 2013. Savings of 5% is 
only applicable to trips featured in Trafalgar’s 2013 First Class Europe & Britain, CostSaver, At Leisure & Family Experiences brochures. Valid on New bookings made between March 1 to April 30, 2013. Early payment Discount savings will 
vary by itinerary and are not valid on all vacations and/or departure dates (blackout dates may apply), A deposit of $200 per person is due within 3 days of reservation, full payment is required by April 30, 2013. Discount can be combined 
with other brochure discounts where applicable and only applies to vacations featuring the ‘Early Payment Discount” in the price panel. Discount is not combinable with other National promotions and limited-time offers. Subject to avail-
ability and offer may be withdrawn at any time without notice ^Additional 5% savings on fl ights is  based off of the Base airfare price (exclusive of air taxes and fuel surcharge) for travel departing before December 31, 2013. New bookings 
only, booked between March 1 to April 30, 2013. Full payment for Air is due by April 30, 2013. Offer is combinable with brochure discounts but not combinable with any other time-limited offers. Flights must be round-trip departing from 
a Canadian gateway. Open-jaws and Seat Sale fares are permitted but earlier ticketing payment may apply; not applicable to Published Air and One-way itineraries. Air is non-commission able. Flights are non-refundable once paid in full. 
No name changes are permitted. Offer may be withdrawn at any time. Other conditions apply. Please quote promotion code APT50AIR8. See the world from the inside is registered trademark of Trafalgar Tours for the use in CANADA
                    TICO# 1583987W. 33 Kern R, Toronto ON M3B 1S9

PLUSSAVE 5 %on air!

Ensemble_fullpage_feb2013.indd   1 13-02-08   9:31 AM
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Jacqueline Swartz grew up in San Francisco, lived in 
Greece and Paris and now resides in Toronto. She has 
ridden elephants in India, interviewed philosophers  
in Paris and sent political dispatches from Athens.  
Her work appears in major Canadian publications, 
and she has also written for Cosmopolitan in the U.S. 
and Condé Nast Traveller in the U.K. Travel writing en-
compasses her interests and passions, from food and 
art to health and archaeology. “I do not look for the 
next new place – so many people travel these days – 
or the most extreme adventure. I try to find the extra 
dimensions of a place, in its present and its past.”

Award-winning travel writer Ilona Kauremszky 
knows a thing or two about the industry and 
works with numerous tourism offices around 
the world. Her stories have been featured in 
major publications across North America, the 
U.K. and Southeast Asia. She lends her travel 
expertise as a blogger and makes appearances 
on national TV and radio. As a travel columnist 
for the Toronto Sun and QMI Agency, Ilona of-
fers a wealth of tips and advice. She is forever 
finding great stories in the strangest places 
and her bags are always packed, ready for her 
next big adventure. Follow her travels on Twitter 
@mycompasstv. For this issue of Vacations, Ilona 
investigates The Gathering in Ireland, a year-
long series of events celebrating all things Irish. 

Toronto-based travel writer and editor 
Tim Johnson loves beer, hockey and rock 
and roll, so his assignment to explore the se-
crets of the Czech Republic’s success – a 
journey that took him to the country’s finest 
breweries, ice rinks and Prague’s legendary 
Rock Café – suited him very well. Travelling 
more than 300 days a year, Tim has visited 76 
countries on six continents: venturing across 
Mongolia and Russia on the Trans-Siberian 
Railway, hanging perilously over the edge of 
Zambia’s Victoria Falls at the Devil’s Pool, 
spending time with fire dancers at camel fes-
tivals in Rajasthan, and dancing the samba 
in Rio de Janeiro. All this, of course, in the 
serious service of gathering material for his 
writing, which appears in some of Canada’s 
largest newspapers and magazines.

Contributors
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Book Now Cruise-Only Fares are per person in U.S. dollars, 
double occupancy, for category E on Crystal Symphony and 
category C on Crystal Serenity, include all promotional savings, 
apply to new bookings only made between 3/1/2013 and 
4/30/2013 and do not include port, security and handling 
charges of $325-$395. All offers may not be combinable with 
other promotions, apply to first two full-fare guests in stateroom 
or suite, are capacity-controlled, subject to availability and may 
be withdrawn or changed at any time without notice. Optional 
air add-ons are available from designated Crystal Cruises' gateway 
cities in the U.S. and Canada and include all government taxes 
and fees. Contact your Ensemble Travel® Group consultant for 
more details. All fares, itineraries, programs, policies and shore 
excursions are subject to change. Restrictions apply. See 
crystalcruises.com for complete terms and conditions of all 
offers. ©2013 Crystal Cruises, Inc., Ships’ registry: The Bahamas
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We invite you to discover some of 
the most fabled destinations on Earth 
with some of the best fares in history. 
Experience the luxury and beauty of 
a Mediterranean or Northern Europe 
voyage. Book by April 30, 2013 to 
enjoy limited-time Book Now Fares in 
every category and begin a new story 
aboard the World’s Best.
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FAST  
FORWARD
There may be no other continent that 
weaves its past and future together as suc-
cessfully – and as beautifully – as Europe. 
Brimming with a rich heritage, unique cul-
tures, spectacular landscapes and distinc-
tive flair, Europe continues to secure its 
place as a desirable travel destination.

The timeless, long-lasting appeal of its 
oft-visited countries is well recognized. 
But even if it were possible to tire of Italy, 
France, Spain or other iconic countries, 
there remains plenty more to discover in 
less visited but increasingly popular desti-
nations to the southeast. Tourism to such 
countries as Romania, Slovakia, Poland 
and the Czech Republic has been growing 
steadily. Sure, they are still developing 
and gentrifying – but for many that is  
part of their appeal. For now, they remain 
lesser-explored places that offer a whole 
new world of authentic experiences – at 
good value. 

Take Romania, which has stunning natural 
landscapes, a unique culture influenced by 
Central and Eastern Europe and the Bal-
kans, a wealth of imposing castles and 
spectacular architecture. Or Poland, which 
is shedding its reputation for bland, utili-
tarian cuisine and making a new name 
for itself with Michelin rising star chefs at  
restaurants that must be booked months 

in advance. Even Berlin, with memorials 
to its scarred history that co-exist with 
strikingly modern buildings in gentrified 
neighbourhoods, is building a new future 
on fast forward. 

Whether by motorcoach, train or automo-
bile, there are plenty of ways to explore, 
but one of the more relaxing and leisurely 
is river cruising. Companies like Uniworld 
and Avalon Waterways offer several itiner-
aries along the Danube that include stops 
in Bratislava, Budapest, Prague and Bu-
charest – check out our special river cruise 
insert on page 9 for more details.

And 2013 is a big year for Ireland, too, as it 
hosts The Gathering, a year-long series of 
events that welcomes anyone with Irish 
ancestry – or just a love of all things Irish – 
to experience its vibrant culture (page 28).  
For fans of other kinds of green, we take a 
look at some of the best gardens in Eng-
land, just in time for the Chelsea Flower 
Show, which takes place in May (page 32), 
and also give you a round-up of some of 
the best vegetarian restaurants in Europe 
(page 64) – yes, they do exist!

Go and explore.

Federica Maraboli, Editor-in-Chief 
editor@ensembletravel.ca
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When you’ve dreamed of visiting Britain forever—you want every 
moment to be perfect. With Globus, you can be sure of it. We’ve done 
the work to find just the right hotels in just the right locations, give 
your group VIP access to the must-see attractions, arrange all your 
transportation, and even provide a local Tour 
Guide to make sure everything goes smoothly. 
Your only task is to relax and enjoy.

BOOK BY MARCH 29, 2013

HBC GIFT CARD PER COUPLE

$100
RECEIVE A

AND

FOR RESERVATIONS OR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT YOUR ENSEMBLE TRAVEL® GROUP AGENCY.

Featured prices are per person, land only, based on double occupancy, and on the departure dates as indicated. Flights, taxes and travel insurance are additional.  *Book a 
2013 Globus Britain vacation (The Best of Southern England, Britain Sampler, Essential Britain, Bonnie Scotland, or Scottish Highlands & Islands) and receive a $50 HBC gift card 
per person.  Booking must be made, under deposit and discount applied between February 1 and March 29, 2013 for travel commencing by December 31, 2013. Offer applies 
to new 2013 bookings only and may be combined with other currently offered Globus promotions, as well as the Journeys Club Repeat Traveller benefit. Offer reliant on space 
availability. Full cancellation penalties will apply. Please quote promo code GREAT50 to receive the $50 HBC gift card per person. Additional restrictions may apply.  
1061 Eglinton Ave. W., Toronto, ON M6C 2C9, TICO#1893755

 The Best of Southern England
7 days from London to London 
$1,529, based on Sep 23, 2013 departure
London :: Hampton Court :: Oxford :: Stratford-upon-Avon :: Broadway :: Tintern Abbey :: 
Bath :: Stonehenge :: Salisbury :: Arundel :: Brighton :: Tunbridge Wells :: Leeds Castle

 Britain Sampler
9 days from London to London 
$1,439, based on Nov 9, 2013 departure
London :: Hampton Court :: Stonehenge :: Salisbury :: Bath :: Stow-on-the-Wold :: Stratford-
upon-Avon :: Llangollen :: Chester :: Grasmere :: Gretna Green :: Edinburgh :: Abbotsford :: 
Jedburgh :: York :: Stamford :: Cambridge

 Essential Britain
12 days from London to London 
$2,449, based on Oct 12, 2013 departure
London :: Stonehenge :: Salisbury :: Plymouth :: Cornwall :: Bath :: Llandrindod Wells :: 
Chester :: Liverpool :: Grasmere :: Gretna Green :: Mallaig-Armadale :: Isle of Skye :: Braemar 
:: St. Andrews :: Edinburgh :: Alnwick :: York :: Stratford-upon-Avon

Stonehenge, England



PERISCOPE
Diversions

tales. The brothers gave us such beloved 
characters as Cinderella, Snow White, 
Sleeping Beauty and Rapunzel. Kids, espe-
cially, will enjoy live public performances 
of The Pied Piper. The exhibition Expedi-
tion: Grimm in Hesse looks at the inspira-
tion for the tales, and also celebrates the 
brothers’ enormous contributions to lan-
guage, the law and politics. It all begins 
April 27 and runs until September 8. 

UNIQUE ADVENTURES 
Go to dazzling heights at the Riffelalp Re-
sort in Zermatt, Switzerland. Along with  
a perfect view of the Matterhorn, you can 
take a dip in one of the world’s loftiest 
swimming pools, at 2,222 metres above 
sea level. 

Pamper your beloved with a spa experi-
ence at the Waldheim Alpine Spa at Pep-
pers Cradle Mountain Lodge in Tasmania. 
Soak in the outdoor tub while admiring the 
remote wilderness of the surrounding na-
tional park. Wombats and other oddball 
creatures stroll the property and confirm 
the location’s exotic, off-the-radar vibe.

For a truly intimate and romantic dinner, 
try Solo Per Due, the smallest restaurant in 
the world, featuring a single table for two. 
Located in Vacone, a small village about an 
hour’s drive from Rome, this elegant res-
taurant makes diners swoon with attentive 
service and classic Italian cuisine. Needless 
to say, it’s probably a good idea to make  
a reservation.

ART SMART: THE BEST CITIES  
FOR PUBLIC ART 
Not all great art is found in museums. 
Some cities are renowned for letting it all 
hang out, creatively speaking, showcasing 
public works of art that are iconic, thought-
provoking and at times downright quirky. 

Philadelphia. Downtown, you’ll find sculp-
tures of a giant button, a towering clothes-
pin and a version of Robert Indiana’s famous 
LOVE sculpture. Where Philly really shines 
is in its colourful murals – more than 3,000 
created through the Mural Arts Program, 
the largest of its kind in the United States.

Melbourne, Australia. Its public art scene is 
now coming on strong, thanks to a recent 
city-funded program to beef up cityscapes 
with eye-catching works of art. Shoppers 
can pose for photos while sitting atop a gi-
ant purse at the Bourke Street Mall. Mean-
while, visitors can catch a performance of 
the Federation Bells, a combination sculp-
ture/musical instrument comprised of 39 
bells with different pitches.

Mexico City hosts some stellar public mu-
rals by such art stars as Diego Rivera. At 
the National Palace, murals depict Mexican 
history (from Mayan farming to tumultuous 

revolutions), with many figures that curi-
ously resemble Rivera’s wife, the artist 
Frida Kahlo. Modern pieces look right at 
home next to classical ones, like the myth-
ical archer Diana. Walking tours take the 
place of art history 101 classes and are well 
worth the exercise.

ANNIVERSARY EVENTS
This year marks some important historical 
milestones. Plan your visits accordingly to 
catch these celebrations:

The Tour de France turns 100. The most 
illustrious cycling race in the world chal-
lenges racers on a course that is 3,360 ki-
lometres long. The centennial event takes 
place from June 29 to July 21. Fans can 
catch the action along the scenic Seine in 
Paris without a ticket.

For history buffs and sun lovers, Florida  
unveils special events aplenty in 67 counties 
in recognition of the 500th anniversary of 
Ponce de León’s arrival on the east coast. 
For more information, visit vivaflorida.org.

Fairy tales can come true, at least in Ger-
many, where the country is paying homage 
to the 200th anniversary of the publication 
of the Brothers Grimm’s first book of folk 
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LITERARY ESCAPES
Required Reading

1   STUDIO SAINT-EX
Ania Szado 
(Penguin Canada, $30.00)

One of the hottest genres in literature 
these days is fictionalized history. It 
takes the facts as we know them and 
combines them with prose that sug-
gests what might have happened in 
between one real event and another. 
Studio Saint-Ex is an appealing, emo-
tionally charged fictionalized account 
of the love triangle between Antoine 
de Saint-Exupéry, the French author 
of The Little Prince, his wife Consuelo 
and Mignonne Lachapelle, a young 
Montreal fashion designer. Set in New 
York during the Second World War, it 
unravels the jealousy, passion and tur-
moil of three characters determined to 
get what they want. As Saint-Exupéry 
sorts out his feelings for two dynamic 
women, he’s in the midst of penning 
his best-known work – the story of a 
prince from another world who falls to 
Earth that explores the themes of lone-
liness, friendship and love that mirror 
his own life.

2  THE GLOBETROTTER DIARIES
Michael Clinton 
(Glitterati Incorporated, $30.00)

Wanderlust in all its forms is celebrated 
in this informative and entertaining 
book written by Michael Clinton. As a 
photographer and the president of 
Hearst Magazines, he has criss-crossed 
the globe in search of adventure. And, 
in the 151 countries he has visited so  
far, he’s found it. From the stark beauty 
of Antarctica to the maze of Shang- 
hai neighbourhoods, he has discovered 
common threads in what makes us 
crave exploration. Clinton writes: “Travel 
can open you up in ways you never 
thought possible. It allows you to ex-
plore your inner soul, to challenge your 
own beliefs, relationships, and spiritu- 
ality.” Even when faced with flight de-
lays, getting lost in Rome or language 
barriers in Bhutan, Clinton retains his 
joy of travel and handles these chal-
lenges with both moxie and intelli-
gence. For would-be globetrotters, the 
combination of tips and tales turns 
Clinton’s take on roaming the planet 
into an irresistible journey. 

3   419
Will Ferguson 
(Penguin Group Canada, $32.00)

Calgary’s Will Ferguson won the 2012 
Scotiabank Giller Prize with 419, a story 
of intersecting lives across continents, 
cultures and social classes. Named for 
the section of the Nigerian Criminal 
Code dealing with illegally obtained 
funds, 419 follows Laura Curtis’s jour-
ney as she tracks her father’s killer 
through the labyrinth that is the world 
of Nigerian e-mail scams. That Fergu-
son has written travel books becomes 
evident in his vivid depictions of Afri-
can life through the eyes of the novel’s 
three other protagonists. It is a dark, at 
times nerve-wracking read, yet one 
that is punctuated with flashes of hu-
mour that when combined, shine a 
light on the conflicting social mores of 
lives lived worlds apart.
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STYLE NOTES
Trends

1 SPRING FEVER
Canadian creative director Ben Gor-
ham’s niche perfume brand Byredo, 
based in Stockholm, has a dewy new 
floral scent: Inflorescence ($235 at 
Holt Renfrew beginning March 20). 
And insider style fave Consuelo Casti-
glioni is launching her cult Marni label’s 
first fragrance. The eponymous design-
er scent is smokey and absolutely as 
unfruity as can be: the rose oil and in-
cense are woody, spicy and perfect 
($110, also exclusively at Holt Renfrew). 

2 COLOUR ME BEAUTIFUL
The new film Oz the Great and Powerful 
may have had something to do with it, 
but only the Pantone Color Institute 
knows for sure. This year the trend-fore-

casting colour-matching system named 
emerald green the ‘it’ shade for 2013, 
in part because of the verdant hues on 
spring runways from the likes of Stella 
McCartney, Burberry and Michael Kors. 
Instead of a head-to-toe makeover, 
make last year’s outfits pop with low-
commitment accessories like nail polish 
(Ciaté, at ebeauty.ca) or a $20 Smart 
Set envelope wristlet clutch.

3 ABOVE THE FOLD
Steve McQueen had a thing for collaps-
ible specs, and in the spirit of fast cars 
and Autobahn rides, we’d have to agree. 
Particularly with these clever new fold-
ing aviator sunglasses by Porsche De-
sign ($500 at Porsche Design in Toron-
to, porsche-design.com).

4 BOUDOIR BRIEFS
Satin, lace and everything spice! Fort-
night Lingerie has opted to go retro 
with vintage-inspired unmentionables 
that are definitely worth mentioning. 
From the Elizabeth Taylor-inspired BUt-
terfield 8-style slips ($200) to the Mary 
Jane and Angie-style longline bras and 
matching panties, all are proudly made 
in Canada and pretty enough to be 
seen under this season’s filmy cardi-
gans and sheer blouses (from $110 at 
various boutiques across Canada, fort-
nightlingerie.com).
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STYLE NOTES
Trends

1 PATTERN RECOGNITION
As the cacophony of colours and prints 
in collections like Kenzo’s resort range 
can attest, mix, match and spatter are 
the order of the spring season. Co-de-
signers Carol Lim and Humberto Leon 
were inspired by the ‘animal magne-
tism’ of the clouded leopard, a native 
of East Asia – but resulting in colours 
not found in nature. To help understand 
it all, we’re reading Pattern: 100 Fash-
ion Designers, 10 Curators. This new 
coffee-table tome includes key design-
ers CanCon, Winnipeg’s Mark Fast, Cal-
gary-raised Michelle Ochs of Cushnie  
et Ochs and the pride of Peterborough, 
Jeremy Laing (Phaidon Press, $79.95).

2  IN ROYAL STYLE
For fans of royalty inspired by the on-
going international fashion show exem-
plified by the Duchess of Cambridge, 
Buckingham Palace has its first fash-
ion-related exhibition. In Fine Style: 
The Art of Tudor and Stuart Fashion 
combines garments and accessories 
from the 16th and 17th centuries along-
side paintings from the same era (The 
Queen’s Gallery, Buckingham Palace, 
from May 10 to October 6, 2013, royal-
collection.org.uk).

3 FIT TO BE TIED
Canadian label Bay Cooper makes 
hand-tailored, pre-tied bow ties (and 
now neck ties) in small batches of lim-
ited editions. We love the fine tweed, 
but for spring are opting for Italian 
cotton and fine Tussah silk ($55 at 
Dalston Grey in Toronto, online at bay-
cooper.com).
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TRAVEL COMPANIONS
Packing List

1 ENGINEERED GEAR  
The ultimate design in smart outer-
wear for your smartphone and other 
devices, the Scottevest Fleece 7.0 – 
the newest member of the Scottevest 
family – is functional, sophisticated 
and stylish. Contributing to this jack-
et’s uniqueness is the Quick Draw 
pocket (one of 23), which allows you 
access to your phone through the Clear 
Touch fabric without ever needing to 
take your hand out of your pocket. 
The jacket can also accommodate a 
tablet or iPad, and features a pick-
pocket-proof, internal zipper locked 
pocket for passports and other valu-
able documents. $160, available online 
at scottevest.com.

2  LIGHT THE WAY
London Fog has created a practical  
umbrella with a built-in LED light in the 
handle to illuminate your way along a 
city sidewalk or country road. Best of 
all, this umbrella is constructed in lay-
ers, so if it’s blowing hard, the wind can 
vent through without turning it inside 
out. A steel and fibreglass frame also 
helps shoulder any inclement weather. 
This umbrella comes in a variety of pat-
terns and colours so you can face those 
dark, stormy nights in style. $40, avail-
able online at eBags.com.

3  TRACK IT
Lost luggage is every frequent flyer’s 
nightmare. Now you can track your 
bags with Trakdot Luggage, a device 
that uses cellular networks to determine 
the location of your bags. Simply pop 
the small, lightweight, battery-powered 
device into your checked baggage, 
where it will ‘sleep’ during your flight. 
When you arrive, it will ‘wake up’ and 
alert you, via a text or email, as to the 
whereabouts of your luggage. Even if 
your bags haven’t landed with you, at 
least you’ll know where to find them. 
Trakdot Luggage also lets you know 
when you are within 30 feet of your bag 
(a bonus at the carousel), is compatible 
with all cellular carriers and is FCC-cer-
tified and FAA-compliant. There is an 
annual service fee of US$13 – a reason-
able price to pay for the peace of mind 
it provides. US$50, available April 2013. 
http://209.198.195.135:8080/TrakDot/ 
index.jsp

4  NATURAL BOOST
Can the coffee and forget the sports 
drinks! If you need a pick-me-up on the 
road because jet-lag has kicked in or 
you’re too busy exploring to sleep, pop 
a botanically based, vitamin B-enriched 
Energy Fizz Tab into a glass or bottle 
of water. Faster than you can say “let’s 

go!”, you’ll be back to climbing every 
mountain or museum staircase, thanks 
to the tab’s energy-boosting green 
tea, ginseng, guarana and rhodiola (an 
immune-system boosting herb). Avail-
able in natural citrus or pomegranate 
flavours, with no animal by-products. 
20 tabs for $34, available online at  
arbonne.ca.  

5  SPLASH PROOF
The perfect travel companion if you’re 
anywhere near a beach, pool or other 
body of water, the DryCASE Water-
proof iPad Case is flexible and crystal 
clear, allowing you full use of your tab-
let or e-reader without worrying about 
it getting wet. Each case comes with 
waterproof headphone and micro-
phone jacks, as well as a small hand 
pump that helps create a vacuum, 
keeping your electronic toys com-
pletely waterproof – even when sub-
merged. The transparent cover also 
means that you can take some snappy 
underwater pics, should the opportu-
nity arise. $59.99, available online at 
drycase.com or at select Best Buy and 
Bass Pro Shops locations.
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EXCLUSIVE ACCESS &  
ALL-INCLUSIVE LUXURY 

Cruise News

THE REAL DOWNTON ABBEY
Fans of the enormously popular PBS series 
Downton Abbey can now get an exclusive 
insider’s look at the iconic sites featured in 
the period drama, thanks to Viking River 
Cruises’ Oxford & Highclere Castle pack-
age ($1,399 per person).

Offered as a pre- or post-cruise extension  
of the Cities of Light or Paris & the Heart  
of Normandy itineraries, the package fea-
tures a three-night stay in the rolling hills  
of England’s countryside. Viking guests will 
enjoy access to Highclere Castle, including 
an exclusive champagne welcome, and a 
private tour co-created with the owners  
of the magnificent property, the Earl and 
Countess of Carnarvon. “Highclere Castle 
stands as a spectacular illustration of Eng-
land’s history, from medieval beginnings to 
‘Downton’ times, and we are delighted to 
welcome Viking’s guests as they explore 
and enjoy our ancestral home,” says Lady 
Fiona Carnarvon, the eighth Countess of 
Carnarvon, who also recently authored the 

book Lady Almina and the Real Downton 
Abbey: The Lost Legacy of Highclere Castle.

A SIGNATURE SERIES
Windstar has introduced its Signature  
Series – a unique collection of themed voy-
ages that offers intimate access to some  
of the world’s most exclusive destinations 
and events. Three packages, which may be 
added to select Windstar Europe cruises, 
are available for 2013: Grand Prix, Legend-
ary Links and Footsteps of Faith Voyage.  

Grand Prix ($2,599 per person, May 21 to 28), 
available with Windstar Cruises’ Yachting 
the Riviera voyage, gives you exclusive 
access to two days of Monaco’s legend-
ary Grand Prix and includes preferred 
seating in Section K for both Saturday’s 
preliminaries and Sunday’s Grand Prix 
race, dinner at the renowned Café de 
Paris, a gala evening at Monte Carlo’s 
Grand Casino and more. Play world-fa-
mous golf courses from Edinburgh to Dub-
lin, including the Fairmont St. Andrews, 

with the Legendary Links package ($2,995 
per person, August 22 to 31) or visit sa-
cred sites of some of the world’s great  
religions from Athens to Alexandria, with 
expert lectures and tours, on the Foot-
steps of Faith Voyage ($4,899 per per-
son, October 5 to 15).

ALL-INCLUSIVE LUXURY
In 2014, Uniworld Boutique River Cruises 
will introduce all-inclusive river cruises in 
Europe, creating a luxurious and worry-
free experience similar to that of high-end 
ocean cruise lines such as Crystal, Regent 
and Silversea. Uniworld already offers a 
host of inclusions, such as all non-alcoholic 
beverages, fine wine and beer during lunch 
and dinner onboard, fully hosted shore ex-
cursions, free Internet and WiFi, and all ar-
rival and departure day transfers. But the 
boutique river cruise line will expand its 
services and amenities to include unlimited 
fine wine, beer and spirits, and all gratuities 
for onboard and onshore services, includ-
ing pre- and post-cruise extensions.   

Uniworld SS Catherine  
stateroom
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TRAVEL FILE
Ensemble® Hotel & Resort Collection

LE SIRENUSE
From its dramatic cliff-side perch, Le Sire-
nuse overlooks the shores of Positano, pro- 
viding breathtaking views of the azure 
Mediterranean, the almost vertically stacked, 
colourful villas with bougainvillea-laden bal-
conies and the iconic tiled dome of Santa 
Maria Assunta church below.

Like its namesake, Le Sirenuse beckons se-
ductively, and no sooner have you crossed 
its threshold than you are immediately un-
der its spell – from the earthy scent of the 
hotel’s signature perfume, Eau d’Italie, 
wafting in the air to the spectacular vis-
ta that greets visitors upon arrival.  

What was once a summer residence is now 
a family-run, luxury boutique property – 
one of the Leading Hotels of the World. 
Each of the 58 rooms is uniquely decorat-
ed, filled with antiques and artwork per-
sonally curated by the Sersale family to 
create an inviting atmosphere of a private 
home. Dazzling white walls are set off by 
warm woods and gold, blue and orange 
accents; the floors and bathrooms fea-
ture hand-made tiles in the typical style 
of the region.

The Champagne & Oyster Bar, overlook-
ing the boats moored along this stretch of 
the Amalfi coast, is the perfect spot to en-
joy a pre-dinner cocktail or Prosecco. One 
June evening, the sultry, moody sound of 
Lana del Rey’s Born to Die plays in the 
background to muted conversations and 
tinkling laughter of guests. No A-listers are 
in sight, but romance is in the air as sever-
al couples – all smiles and coy glances – 
bask in the heady surroundings. 

But perhaps the pièce de résistance is La 
Sponda, helmed by the newly Michelin-
starred chef Matteo Temperini. A garden 
oasis by day, the restaurant becomes an 
enchanted lovers’ dream by night; sur-
rounded by large windows, guests dine in 
the warm glow of 400 candles while gaz-
ing at the spectacular view beyond. 

During the day, lounge poolside, surround-
ed by oversized terracotta planters filled 
with lemon trees, roses and frangipani, and 
enjoy drinks proffered by handsome Italian 
waiters. Or head down to the beach to get 

closer to the action. The walk is a shortish 
but zig-zagging journey on stone steps 
past shops filled with everything from per-
fume and clothing to the ubiquitous Li-
moncello and classic Capri-style sandals. 
Choose from an endless variety of colours, 
materials and accessories – they’ll custom-
make you a pair for a mere 150. 

Be sure to take advantage of the hotel’s 
complimentary excursions, including sev-
eral on its private boat, the Sant’Antonio. 
Daily outings include trips to the fish mar-
ket with the hotel chef, yoga on a private 
terrace near the sea, olive oil tastings or a 
sail along the coastline.

DETOURS
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BRATISLAVA, SLOVAKIA
City Snap Guide

Tim Johnson

Reflected in the shimmering waters of the blue Danube, Bratislava, capital of Slovakia – 
a nation that gained its independence only in 1993 – has long been overshadowed by 
other European capitals like Vienna or Prague. With nearly half a million residents, 
Bratislava was once relegated to a somewhat provincial status. But those days are 
over, and the city – which has poured its resources into renovating and beautifying  
its central core – is coming into its own, basking in newfound international attention as 
it celebrates two decades of leading a proud, independent nation.  

WALK IT
Bratislava boasts an extremely compact central core comprised mostly of pedestrian-
only streets, which makes it perfect for exploring on foot. Start at the mighty Danube 
and work your way toward the core through the winding lanes of Bratislava’s Old Town. 
These have received an extensive facelift over the past 10 years, paving the way for a 
flourishing café scene popular with locals and tourists alike. Pass through Michael’s 
Gate – the only surviving passageway from the city’s original medieval fortifications – 
to Hlavné námestie, Bratislava’s charming main square, as well as its Old Town Hall, 
which now houses the Bratislava City Museum. Then climb up to the hrad (castle), 
which crowns a hill overlooking the city centre. The nearby Slavin Monument, a soaring 
column that commemorates Soviet losses during the Second World War, is a historic 
place and an impressive sight, but most people head there for the view – set on the 
highest point in town, you’ll be rewarded with a breathtaking panorama. 

GET RELIGION
Slovakia remains one of the most devoutly Roman Catholic nations in Europe, and 
Bratislava is home to a number of magnificent historic churches. The Gothic St. Martin’s 
Cathedral is one of the city’s largest and oldest places of worship, and is where Hungar-
ian kings were crowned as long ago as 1563. Its tower, which soars to 85 metres, is a  
distinctive feature on the Old Town skyline. The Church of St. Elizabeth in the eastern 
part of Old Town – commonly known as the Blue Church for the distinctive colour of its  
façade, roof and mosaics – is also a popular and worthwhile stop. And the Franciscan 
Church, consecrated way back in 1297, is one of the most ornate and historic buildings 
in all of Bratislava. The church, at whose site nobles were made knights of the Order 
of the Golden Spur, features a beautiful rococo pulpit that dates to 1756, unique reliefs 
of St. Francis and a relic reported to be more than 1,600 years old.   

TAKE ME TO THE RIVER
Bratislava’s nickname is ‘Beauty on the Danube’ and this famous river is perhaps the 
city’s greatest feature. There’s much to do for those who want to get out on – or even 
just near – the water. Nov! Most (New Bridge) is a striking span and you can actually 
have dinner or a drink in the aptly named UFO, a bar and restaurant that rises like a fly-
ing saucer atop the bridge’s steel girders (you can also ride the elevator up to the ob-
servation deck for a relatively small fee and observe the busy river below). Hike, bike 
or inline skate along the many kilometres of paths that line the river banks, or take a 
boat tour from one of the local operators. Ride downstream, past the cafés that line 
the riverbanks, to the remarkable Danubiana Meulensteen Art Museum, a striking 
modern art gallery, while upstream the boat will take you to the ruins of Devin Castle, 
which straddles the border between Austria and Slovakia. Set high on a precipice, it is 
an arresting sight – especially the so-called Maiden Tower, a tiny chess piece of a 
watchtower that seemingly springs from a lone rock, which has spawned numerous  
romantic legends involving lovesick young women leaping from its perilous heights  
to the river below. 
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ON THE RADAR:  
SIX TOP TRAVEL DESTINATIONS 

FOR 2013

2. URUGUAY
Long living in the shadow of Argentina’s 
big steaks and full-bodied wines, modest 
little Uruguay is finally being recognized 
for its beautiful, pristine beaches, cosmo-
politan culture and colonial architectural 
heritage. Ultra-glamorous Punta del Este 
has been called the ‘the St. Tropez of 
South America’ and neighbouring La Pe-
drera is a laid-back, surfer-chic alternative. 
Montevideo is a fusion of influences, with 
its 18th-century Portuguese architecture 
and bustling Mercado del Puerto.

3. SLOVENIA
Little Slovenia has yet to appear on the ra-
dar for most people – but only until you 
meet someone who’s actually been there. 
Visitors rave about the glorious mountain 
ranges, hearty food (think goulash and 
poppyseed cake) and excellent artisanal 
vintages in one of the greenest countries 
in Europe. Take in the flower markets and 
wine bars in its walkable capital Ljubljana, 
release your tension by covering yourself 
in sea mud before a soak in thermal wa-
ters, and then visit one of 14 wine regions.

1. NICARAGUA

Now billed as one of the safest and most 
unspoiled countries in Central America, 
Nicaragua has quickly gained a reputation 
for eco-tourism and a host of charming co-
lonial towns. Explore hot springs and rain-
forests in Sabalo, or try sport fishing in the 
San Juan River. Find a rustic beachside 
tree house, then surf and spot tiny lizards. 
And visit Managua to explore cathedrals 
and volcanoes, and feast on tamales and 
beef stew while keeping your ears open for 
indigenous flute and drum music.

If you’re looking for some fresh new  
venues to visit, here are six entry stamps  
that will offer bragging rights in any  
traveller’s passport.
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4. MONTENEGRO
Canadian gold magnate Peter Munk, found-
er of the superyacht marina and luxury wa-
terfront development Porto Montenegro, 
has helped turn Montenegro’s Bay of Kotor 
into the ‘Monaco of the Balkans.’ But in ad-
dition to high glam, Montenegro also offers 
natural beauty – in spades. Hike in Durmi-
tor National Park, relax with cocktails while 
celeb sighting on tiny Sveti Stefan island, 
laze on one of the many stunning beaches 
or hit the ‘olive trail’ to see 2,000-year-old 
trees and then dine on the freshest catch in 
traditional seaside taverns.

5. MYANMAR
After years of being shunned, thanks to  
its ruling military junta, Myanmar has final-
ly made it onto the Southeast Asian travel 
circuit. Described as the intersection of In-
dian and Chinese cultures, the country is 
dotted with glittering golden Buddhist 
temples, unspoiled beaches and wild jun-
gles, and the legendary pink dolphins of 
the Irrawaddy River. For a glimpse of ‘old 
Asia’ – think Bangkok before the multi-
plexes arrived – visit Mandalay and Yan-
gon, where street vendors sell everything 
from bright silks to whole grilled fish.

6. SOUTH KOREA
Everyone’s now going ga-ga(ngnam style) 
for catchy ‘K-pop’ music and delicious 
dishes like spicy bibimbap and sweet beef 
bulgogi. But there’s a lot more to this small 
country. Ski and skate in the mountains  
of Gangwon-do, sun yourself and visit vol- 
canic craters on beautiful Jeju Island, 
steam your troubles away at a bathhouse 
resort, or hit Seoul for contemporary art, 
nightclubs and the riverside stands selling 
grilled eel and soju.
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Ireland’s  
Gathering
Ilona Kauremszky

Mention Ireland and thatched-roof cottages,  
shamrocks and the odd pint or two of  
Guinness might come to mind.

But the Emerald Isle wants you to know 
there’s so much more to its wonderfully vi-
brant culture, which has spread to every cor-
ner of the world. 

Folks from far and away will descend upon 
Ireland’s historic cities and impossibly green 
countryside to celebrate all things Irish, as 
2013 has been designated the Year of The 
Gathering.  

So pull up a bar stool, uncork some Irish 
whiskey and share in the festivities with 
young and old alike at this blockbuster peo-
ple’s party that’s guaranteed to have you  
Facebooking and scrapbooking, with a life-
time of memories.

“You don’t have to be Irish to enjoy The 
Gathering,” says Jayne Shackleford, market-
ing manager in Canada for Tourism Ireland, 
who describes the year-long series of com-
munity-driven events as a special chance to 
attend gatherings and see other locales be-
sides ever-popular Dublin.

“The Gathering invites anyone who has 
Irish blood, a link to Ireland, or even just a 
love of our country to join the Irish for  
a series of amazing and diverse events,”  
enthuses Shackleford.

The latest stats indicate millions of ‘Irish’ are 
scattered around the world. At last count 
more than 70 million people worldwide claim 
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Irish ancestry and organizers are anticipating 
a tide of visitors will flood their shores. A vast 
spectrum of people will attend a wide variety 
of events, all feted with gigantic potluck din-
ners and the requisite ceilidhs. International 
sports teams (pro and amateur) will showcase 
their talent at stadiums in Kerry, Longford 
and Tipperary. Meanwhile, Dublin is pre-
paring to host 18,000 sports fans for 25 inter-
national tournaments, from cricket to soccer.

Since hospitality and the gift of the gab are 
national traits, the Irish are ready to spin a 
yarn and enchant you at the more than 2,000 
events that will make up The Gathering. 

The Gathering will most definitely be the 
place to go for weddings, too. Ian Duffy, pres-
ident of Royal Irish Tours, is preparing for a 
huge clan wedding to take place at beautiful 
Bunratty Castle in County Clare.

Family names like Gallagher, Murphy, Fitz- 
gerald and Kelly represent colossal clans 
aiming for big reunions. For Mike Chidley,  
a Newfoundland native living in Renews, 
who’s been instrumental in spearheading 
Irish-themed events on the Rock, thoughts 
of the Power reunion are strong. “It’s my 
grandmother’s family name – my father’s 
mother,” he says. 

Here’s how the green carpet will be rolling out:

St. Patrick’s Day – Get ready for the biggest 
St. Patrick’s People Parade the world has ever 
seen. More than 8,000 people are expected to 
march in this free festivity in Dublin celebrat-
ing Ireland’s beloved patron saint. The only  

requirement: registration. See stpatricksfesti-
val.ie for more information.

Morpeth Roll – The Irish like to do things 
big. This hefty document, signed by more 
than a quarter of a million people back  
in 1841, makes its first public appearance 
since being hidden in a vault for 170 years. 
Head to Dublin on St. Patrick’s Day for 
the great unfurling. Other Irish cities will 
also have a chance to showcase the Mor-
peth Roll throughout the year.

County Kerry – In addition to the stunning 
scenery, here are a couple of other notable 
reasons to visit: the quirky Puck Fair, Ire-
land’s oldest festival (dating back 400 years) 
featuring livestock and dance in Killorglin; 
and the four-day Kenmare Lace Festival, 
where lace makers unite to showcase a tradi-
tion among local nuns since the 1800s. 

Redheads – Ginger is in! Join in the fun at 
the always colourful Redhead Convention 
in County Cork in August and let the wacky 
ginger-loving begin. Highlights: Freckle-
counting competition, the Carrot Toss and 
more. Location: Crosshaven, County Cork.  
redheadconvention.ie

Twin Fest – Twice is nice at this Gathering, 
calling twins from all over the world to show 
up in Sligo on August 24, 2013.

Left Hand Festival – Good luck is around 
the corner for this much-anticipated festi-
val. Find out which historical figures were 
left-handed and be among the many south-
paws expected to attend (August 9, 2013).

Golf and Pub – Canada’s leading Irish-
themed tour company, Royal Irish Tours,  
has an eight-day pub and heritage tour called 
the Irish Twist, with stopovers at legendary 
properties. In Dublin visit the Man O’ War 
pub, dating back to 1595, and the Guinness 
Storehouse, before heading cross-country 
to Galway Bay for more surprises. Or how 
about the inaugural launch of the seven-
night Royal Irish Tours Golf Classic, 
which includes a three-night stay at the his-
toric Druids Glen Hotel & Resort in 
County Wicklow and a round of golf at its 
two championship golf courses, plus a three-
night stay at the Randles Court Hotel for 
more golf in stunning Killarney, with a final 
overnight in Dublin.

Irish Certificates – The Irish government  
is issuing a special Irish Heritage Certifi-
cate to those who can prove they have Irish 
ancestors. It’s even signed by the Irish Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs. That’ll beat your ‘Kiss 
Me I’m Irish’ T-shirt any day. Check out  
discoverireland.com/ca-en/campaigns/home-to- 
ireland for more information.

Tours – Watch for specially themed Gather-
ing packages offered by countless travel 
companies. Insight Vacations has six pack-
ages including Irish Elegance, a nine-day 
cross-country tour that takes you from the 
cobbled streets of Dublin to Killarney, the 
Ring of Kerry and Galway, before winding 
up at legendary Ashford Castle. Dining at 
this illustrious castle is considered among 
the finest culinary experiences in the world.   

30  Ensemble Vacations Spring 2013



©
B

R
IA

N
 M

O
R

R
IS

O
N

/T
O

U
R

IS
M

 I
R

E
L

A
N

D

Ensemble Vacations Spring 2013  31



PEACOCKS  
AND PEONIES
The Grand Gardens of Britain

Anne Gordon

Since the 17th century, when plant collecting in the more remote corners  
of the world was avidly pursued, the English have created spectacular  
gardens. From mystery to romance, each garden offers something unique.  
Whether you have a green thumb or are simply enchanted by botanical  
beauty, you will not want to miss this round-up of some of  
England’s best gardens to visit this spring.
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1.  Mystery: The Lost Gardens of 
Heligan, St. Austell, Cornwall 
(heligan.com)

Abandoned during the First World War and 
rediscovered just 30 years ago by Tim Smit, 
England’s renowned garden restorer, The 
Lost Gardens of Heligan has once again 
claimed its place as one of Cornwall’s most 
beautiful gardens. After decades of rampant 
overgrowth, its Italian Garden, Sundial Gar-
den and the Jungle are enchanting secrets 
for visitors to discover.

Over the years, gardeners have unearthed a 
huge stand of tree ferns and a priceless col-
lection of rhododendrons planted in the 19th 
century. Now, in a walled kitchen garden, 
300 varieties of fruits and vegetables grow in 
lush splendour. Wisteria in a froth of mauve 
and purple tumbles over a high wall. Earth 
sculptures emerge from dense undergrowth, 
one of them the massive head of a troll-like 
figure with ‘hair’ – a sprouting of grasses – 
that trembles with each whisper of a breeze.

The Lost Gardens also boasts a Victorian 
pineapple pit – the only one of its kind in the 
U.K. – in which eight precious pineapples are 
currently ‘fruiting,’ scrupulously nurtured by 
a team of dedicated gardeners.

2.  Secret: Chelsea Physic Garden, 
66 Royal Hospital Road,  
Chelsea, London  
(chelseaphysicgarden.co.uk)

Nestled in an upmarket residential area 
close to the heart of London is a 17th-centu-
ry garden from which apothecaries and heal-
ers at one time acquired their herbal stock. 
Confined within its high walls, London’s  
‘secret garden’ ranks among the oldest of its 
kind in the world, preceded only by a physic 
garden in Pisa, Italy and the Oxford Bo-
tanic Garden.

Edible, medicinal and poisonous plants are 
cultivated in long narrow beds, while Brit-
ain’s largest outdoor olive tree and a massive 
cork oak pay homage to sunny Spain.

The use of pesticides is strictly forbidden 
in the Physic Garden. Plants thrive on a 
‘superior’ diet of 30 tonnes of manure, de-
livered each winter from the Buckingham 
Palace Garden.

The going rent for this prime piece of real es-
tate? The princely sum of five pounds per 
year, negotiated in perpetuity with Dr. Hans 
Sloane, the property’s 18th-century landlord. ©
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3.  Topiary: Levens Hall Garden, 
Kendal, Cumbria 
(levenshall.co.uk)

The elaborate topiary garden at Levens Hall 
was established in 1694 by Colonel James 
Grahme and has remained relatively un-
changed throughout the centuries.

Chock full of obelisks, pyramids and col-
umns – 90 shapes in all – not to mention curly 
trees and peacocks, this world-class garden is 
not to be missed. For the past 25 years, Chris 
Crowder, the enthusiastic head gardener, has 
been responsible for the annual haircut that 
keeps the fantastical shapes trim.

With Morecambe Bay nearby and the daily 
tidal changes extending more than 30 miles, 
the gardens are occasionally flooded. I can’t 
help smiling when Crowder describes his 
rescue efforts on these occasions. “At such 
times, you’ll find me paddling around on 
stilts rescuing goldfish from the lawn, the 
flowerbeds, in puddles and in the ‘ha-ha’  
(a ditch to keep cattle from grazing in the 
garden) and returning them to the pond.”

4.  Royalty: Hever Castle Garden, 
Hever, near Edenbridge, Kent 
(hevercastle.co.uk)

Just a 30-minute drive from Gatwick Air-
port is the childhood home of Anne Boleyn. 
It was here that Lady Anne was wooed and 
won by King Henry VIII – who later had her 
beheaded.

In 1903, the property was acquired by Wil-
liam Waldorf Astor, who restored the dere-
lict castle and garden to its former splendour.

Today, two moats with a garden and Anne 
Boleyn’s Orchard in between surround the 
castle. Both the Yew Maze and the Splash-
ing Water Maze, programmed to shoot wa-
ter in one’s face following a wrong step, are  
a child’s delight. A medieval Tudor Garden, 
a Chess Garden with a full set of sculpted 
golden yew chess pieces, a Rose and Foun-
tain Garden, and an Italian Garden, home 
to Astor’s collection of classical sculptures 
and antiquities, provide a glimpse into Eng-
land’s past.

5.  Experimental: Nymans Garden, 
Handcross, near Haywards Heath 
(nationaltrust.org.uk/nymans)

Strolling along the Lime Walk to the Wall 
Garden in Nymans Garden in May, I was 
fascinated by the wisps of liquid that trick-
led from the grotesque faces adorning an 
overflowing Verona marble fountain.

Just a few more weeks and the Rose Garden 
would be transformed into a tumble of old-
fashioned roses, collected over the centuries 
from English, French and Italian gardens.

Nymans has an exceptional Heather Gar-
den and a Tudor-style Knot Garden, planted 
with stately lupines, delphiniums and roses, 
edged with low box hedges.

Spring is an idyllic time for a visit. Flowering 
camellias grow in dense clumps alongside a 
cherry tree heavy with blossom. Peonies, like 
giant golden bowls, droop among the green-
ery. Snow-white doves flutter overhead as 
they take their place on the dovecote beside 
the manor house, and all around the grass is 
dense with daffodils and narcissi.
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6.  Romance: Scotney Castle 
Garden, Lamberhurst,  
Tunbridge Wells 
(nationaltrust.org.uk/scotney-castle)

Voted among the top 10 best English gar-
dens to visit, Scotney Castle Garden is also 
one of the most romantic. Nestled near a 
grassy hillside lush with rhododendrons, 
azaleas and daffodils, the 14th-century 
moated Scotney Castle, with its circular 
Ashburnham Tower, needs only Rapunzel 
to bring to life a much-loved fairy tale. The 
castle’s lichen-covered sandstone walls, lined 
with heavy blooms of wisteria, shelter clumps 
of wallflowers in cracks and crevices, and 
near the moat’s edge, a gabled boathouse sits 
on the bank.

Tended year-round by a team of seven gar-
deners and a group of volunteers, the gar-
dens, designed by Edward Hussey in 1830 
and influenced by the Picturesque style,  
offer plenty to discover, from tree walks to 
art sculptures.

There’s also plenty for kids to enjoy, from  
geocaching to good old-fashioned den-build-
ing classes. Grab an estate ‘Explorer’ map 
and wander the trails, plan a picnic in the 
newly created woodland picnic area or visit 
the main house to view the immaculately re-
stored rooms, filled with a variety of period 
furniture and beautiful art. Stop in at the tea 
shop for a delicious seasonal lunch, or enjoy 
afternoon cakes and tea.  

CHELSEA FLOWER SHOW  

Royal Hospital, Chelsea, London  

(chelsea-flower-show.com)

An annual event that started in 1913 and  

is now celebrating its 100th anniversary, 

the Chelsea Flower Show is for garden 

lovers on a par with the premier catwalk 

events for fashionistas in Paris and Milan.

On the spacious grounds of the Royal 

Hospital Chelsea, you will find summer 

houses and sundials, miniature gardens 

and exotic flower extravaganzas, and 

everything in between. For the shopaholic 

the choices are almost infinite.

Entertainments are lavish and restaurants 

abound. Sip a summertime Pimm’s at a 

pavement café, bubbly in the Champagne 

Lounge or a yogurt smoothie at a path- 

side stall.

Visitors to the Chelsea Flower Show 2013 

should book early. The show runs from 

May 21 to 25.

7.  Victorian: Biddulph Grange 
Garden, Biddulph, north of 
Stoke-on-Trent 
(nationaltrust.org.uk/biddulph- 
grange-garden)

With gardens representing China, Egypt, 
Italy, a Scottish glen and the Dahlia Walk – 
the dahlia is the national flower of Mexico – 
a visit to Biddulph Grange Garden has been 
described as ‘a mini-tour of the world.’ With 
much to see, there is also the Lime Avenue, 
Pinetum and Arboretum, a cherry orchard 
and rose, verbena and Araucaria parterres.

The Stumpery, a garden fashioned from dead 
trees and roots, is one of my favourites. Tree 
stumps artfully arranged with ferns, mosses 
and lichens planted on and around them 
make for an unusual but fascinating set-up.

Perhaps an all-time favourite in a cornucopia 
of garden treasures is the Chinese Water 
Garden. Strolling in the colourful Oriental 
landscape leaves you with the impression of 
stepping into a Chinese painting, like those 
seen on antique porcelain, or maybe one  
of those delicate painted artworks inside 
Chinese snuff boxes.

Whether it’s discovering a thousand-year-old 
box hedge, stalking a peacock among the roses 
in a manor house garden, or coming upon the 
sinuous form of a woman created from earth 
and moss in a woodland glade, English gardens 
are an Aladdin’s cave of glorious surprises.

PHOTOS

1: Levens Hall Garden  
2: Verona Fountain, Nymans Garden

3: Chelsea Flower Show
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In the Spirit  
of Love

Toby Saltzman tells her personal tale of  
sweet romance aboard the Seabourn Spirit
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In the ephemeral mist of dawn, Venice 
looms like a mirage, an ethereal beauty of 
gilded domes and mosaic façades above a 
shimmering green lagoon. From our vantage 
at the bow of the Seabourn Spirit, this mys-
tical approach to La Serenissima – as Venice  
is lovingly called – entices us to embrace and 
to reminisce about la dolce amore – the  
sweet romance – of our life together and the 
joyous celebration of our 45th wedding anni-
versary cruise. 

Sweethearts since our teens, we recall how we 
arrived at this special moment after epic ad-
ventures all over the world, from our first- 
ever flight to a Bermuda honeymoon to ex-
peditions that have taken us up to the North 
Pole and south to Patagonia and Cape 
Horn. After considering places where we’d 
loved to linger, Venice tugged at our hearts, as 
we’d celebrated three previous anniversaries 
there, two in the Venetian splendour of the 
historic Westin Europa & Regina Hotel, 
where we’d danced on its Grand Canal-side 
terrace under starlit skies. Cruising on a small 
ship appealed to us because – after some 30 
cruises – we’d come to savour the intimate 
lifestyle of a small vessel and the deferential 
luxury of being coddled with personal ser- 
vice at sea. Seabourn Spirit’s 10-day Adriatic 
Gems itinerary looping from Venice lured us 
with the option of a pre-cruise interlude plus 
a final shipboard overnight in Venice. And 
having previously sailed on all the Seabourn 
vessels, we relished returning to this 200-pas-
senger yacht, assured of its sumptuous ambi-
ence and delectable cuisine. 

The Seabourn Spirit set a pace for pleasure as 
we settled into our ample suite while lovely 
views passed by our French balcony. As al-
ways, the all-inclusive line had arranged a fes-
tive welcome with flowers, fresh fruit, Cham-
pagne chilling in a silver bucket and a bar 
stocked with wines and spirits. This time, we 
found an invitation to dine at Captain David 
Bathgate’s table for the next evening. 

At sea the first day, we attended a lecture 
that shed light on the Adriatic coast’s wealth 
of UNESCO World Heritage Sites remain-
ing after a litany of conquests: by Greeks and 
Romans; Venetians, who flaunted their vic-
tories by erecting their signature lions in 
conquered territories; the armies of Napo- 
leon, and the Austrian Hapsburgs who suc-
ceeded him. Many sites would be accessible 
via Seabourn’s guided excursions, along with 
nature and adventure activities.  
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For active types, Seabourn offers kayaking in 
Montenegro’s Kotor Bay; and from Croa-
tia’s Split, a river-rafting expedition down 
Trogir Island’s Cetina River rapids. For 
culture buffs, a visit from Brindisi to see Al-
berobello’s 18th-century trulli houses with 
their conical limestone roofs; and from Ven-
ice, a day trip to the Murano glass blowers 
and Burano lace makers. Gourmands and 
oenophiles can opt to accompany a fisher-
man in Split to tour oyster and mussel beds; 
or explore the Rovinj wineries and olive 
groves after visiting the Roman amphithe-
atre in Pula. Romantics can snuggle on an 
evening gondola ride through Venice’s qui- 
eter canals or visit Romeo and Juliet’s Vero-
na, where the world’s best-preserved Roman 
arena dates from 30 BC. Since this was our 
third visit to the Adriatic, we planned lei-
surely visits to familiar places on our own, 
and we consulted the ship’s concierge for 
customized, private tours in ports that were 
new to us, such as Kotor and Brindisi. 

At dinner that evening, Captain Bathgate 
toasted our anniversary with vintage wines 
to match each course of a feast that included 
caviar, sea bream, herbed rack of lamb and  
a chocolate dessert. Our tablemates – who 
have since become friends – agreed: this 
meal would rival any in a Michelin-starred 
restaurant. 

Rising before dawn the next morning, we 
were ready with our cameras to capture the 
fjord-like entrance to Kotor Bay and the 
black mountains that inspired its name. It’s a 
steep hike up to Kotor’s 15th-century walls, 
but well worth the effort. Kotor is one of the 
Adriatic’s best-preserved medieval cities, 
and its Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, circa 
1166, is a testimony to its historical resilience 
against conquest. Taking advantage of the 
perks of a private tour, we hopped in a mo-
torboat to Tivat – a local seaside gem that 
most cruisers rarely visit – to see the über-
luxe Porto Montenegro, where a marina 
and pool cater to some of the world’s big-
gest yachts. Near the marina, we found for-
mer Yugoslav leader Tito’s personal tall ship 
berthed alongside a bank of small hotels with 
outdoor cafés. Lunch at the Hotel Pine con-
sisted of the robust flavours of Montenegran 
fish and cheese – with local Chardonnay for 
yet another anniversary toast.    

When the Spirit berthed at the Greek island 
of Corfu, we experienced a juxtaposition of 
love and life cycles when we stumbled onto 
historic remnants of Corfu’s religious herit-
age. Wandering from the Austrian Empress 
Elisabeth’s opulent Achillion Palace into a 
warren of narrow streets, we found a bell 
tower looming over a little church, where a 
young couple cradled their newly christened 
infant. Nearby, in a small synagogue with 
stained-glass windows, an elderly lady re-
counted stories of its members who per-
ished in war.

My husband and I both appreciate historic 
architecture and art, and after sailing into 
Brindisi the next day our private guides were 
waiting for us, ready for the drive to Lecce. 
In this Italian city, called the ‘Florence of 
Apulia’, we visited the Roman amphithea-
tre, the ornate Church of Santa Croce  and 
the papier-mâché studio of Marco Epico-
chi, who is renowned for crafting nativity 
scenes. For lunch, our guides led us to a  
romantic restaurant tucked into the stone-
walled cellar of an ancient building, where 
we enjoyed local delicacies and wine.   

©
C

R
E

D
IT

: P
S

H
E

N
IC

H
K

A
/S

H
U

T
T

E
R

S
T
O

C
K

©
S

IM
E

/e
S

T
O

C
K

 P
H

O
T
O

38  Ensemble Vacations Spring 2013



Love was in the air as the Spirit set a course 
for Split with a deckside dining extravagan-
za followed by dancing under the stars; we 
laughed that, decades after meeting at a 
dance, we could still twist and jive. 

Sea days were pure bliss aboard the Spirit, al-
lowing us the opportunity to lounge side-by-
side on the pool deck while stewards ap-
peared as if by telepathy with cool towels, 
spritzers and skewers of fruit, or to offer a 
complimentary frangipani massage in a shady 
corner of the deck. Or perhaps join the spa’s 
complimentary yoga and fitness classes and 
indulge in a skin-silkening seaweed massage. 
We cultivated shipboard friendships, and 
many of these friends were repeat Seabourn 
passengers. Interestingly, among the British 
judges, Australian entrepreneurs, American 
doctors, European professors and Canadian 
teachers we met, chats often led to matching 
Seabourn ships with global itineraries. Popu-
lar consensus: the Spirit and her sisters for 
the Adriatic; the newer Odyssey and her sisters 
for the Caribbean. 

The last call prior to returning to Venice was 
surprisingly delightful. Jutting from the Is-
trian Peninsula, Rovinj loomed like a fairy 
tale village on the sea, its cliff-top church 
spire rising above the tiers of brightly col-
oured houses. Its ancient walls and town 
square – marked by the ubiquitous Venetian 
lion – led to a steep labyrinth of streets, 
packed with artists’ studios. 

“It’s unbelievable we saw so much in ten days, 
yet still had time to relax,” Ken said as we 
rose before dawn to stand in the bow on our 
approach to Venice. Revelling in our happi-
ness on this, the day of our 45th anniversary, 
we watched the rising sun work its kaleido-
scopic magic, casting orange and crimson 
hues across the sea before turning it blue, 
then green at the misty lagoon. 

Watching the mist lift like a gossamer cur-
tain over Venice, we reflected on how we 
loved lingering in our favourite piazzas and 
galleries, then retreating to the Europa & 
Regina, overlooking exuberant daily life on 
the Grand Canal. Dining at the hotel’s  
‘Titanic table’ – which juts into the Grand 
Canal like the prow of a yacht pointed at the 

Basilica di Santa Maria della Salute – we 
toasted Champagne as the setting sun tinted 
the Basilica’s white marble to gold just be-
fore it faded under a celestial sky. Looking 
back, this seemed an auspicious prelude to 
the many glorious sunsets and sunrises of 
our cruise.   

That evening, we strolled on deck to see the 
sun set over Venice before dinner. Later in 
the show lounge, we were stunned to hear 
Canadian flautist Tara Whittaker play Moe 
Koffman’s Swingin’ Shepherd Blues. How ser-
endipitous! Back in our dating days – when 
pizza was a pricey treat and celebrating 45 
years together aboard a luxurious yacht was 
beyond the scope of our dreams – we’d often 
listen to the musician finger variations of  
his now famed composition at George’s 
Spaghetti House in Toronto. 

Enchanted, we return to our suite to find it 
decorated with balloons. On the table is a 
bottle of Champagne, a plate of chocolate-
covered strawberries and a little paper boat 
bearing photos of our smiling faces. Sea-
bourn truly has perfected the art of making 
an anniversary cruise molto romantico. 
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Nostress Cafe Restaurant, Prague



 2
Years of  
Velvet
A journey into the secrets of Czech success,  
from peace to prosperity to rock and roll –  
and some of the very best beer in the world.

Tim Johnson 
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Tim Johnson

It is late in the evening, pitch-dark out-
side. I am lying flat on my back in the 

basement of a 700-year-old monastery. And 
I am completely covered in beer. Practically 
drowning in it. The warm, dark brew soaks 
me from chin to toe, its syrupy-sweet smell 
filling my nostrils. It is an unusual feeling, to 
be sure. But somehow, coming to the Czech 
Republic, I sort of expected I would end up 
in a position like this. 

After nearly half a century as a Soviet satel-
lite under the control of Moscow, Czecho-
slovakia emerged from its Communist 
shadow during the 1989 Velvet Revolution, 
a bloodless and smooth handover of power 
from an unelected and unpopular regime to 
the democratic leaders who had been agitat-
ing for change in this Central European 
country for more than a decade. Four years 
later – 20 years ago this year – the Czech Re-
public is now a truly independent nation, 
splitting from its forced and often awkward 
union with next-door Slovakia. In the years 
since the revolution, this nation of some  
10 million has proven to be a great success, 
surging ahead economically while preserv-
ing its unique cultural institutions. 

And if there’s one product that has un-
doubtedly set Czechs apart, proving to be 
both a time-honoured cultural icon as well 
as a runaway best-seller, it is most definitely 
beer. What wine is to the French and vodka 
is to the Russians, beer is to Czechs – a 
source of national pride, marketplace prof-
it, and, above all else, a beverage to be  
consumed in large quantities (Czechs drink 
145 litres of beer per capita every year, the 
most in the world). 

At the Augustine Hotel, a luxe Rocco Forte 
property in the heart of Prague’s picturesque 
Lesser Town, the monks still brew the stuff 
on site. Inside a centuries-old monastery ad-
jacent to the hotel, a number of the brothers 
still occupy space there, brewing St. Thom-
as, a dark beer that serves as the main ingre-
dient in the Augustine spa’s St. Thomas 

This nation of some 10 million 
has proven to be a great success, 
surging ahead economically 
while preserving its unique 
cultural institutions.
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that was brutally suppressed by the police 
(he was there on that fateful day), leading  
to mass protests in Wenceslas Square and, 
soon after, the overthrow of the government.

We arrive in Pilsen – from hence the word 
Pilsener – and find a working town, home to 
a number of factories, but also picturesque, 
boasting a beautiful 13th-century cathedral 
and lovely examples of Gothic, Renaissance 
and baroque architecture. But its main at-
traction is undeniably the Pilsener Urquell 
Brewery near the centre of town, where 
Pilsener, a pale lager that’s popular all over 
the world, was born back in 1842. The tour 
recalls the story of how a number of brewers 
banded together more than 150 years ago  
to produce a premium beer. It includes a 
unique opportunity – the chance to taste 
pure, unfiltered and unpasteurized beer, 
tapped directly from an oak lager barrel 
where it is being aged; it is crisper and 
smoother than any beer I have ever tasted.

On the way back to Prague, I ask Michal 
why his country has been so successful when 
others in the region have not. He ponders 
for a moment and then says, thoughtfully, 
“Here, it wasn’t like the former Yugoslavia, 
which was a catastrophe. Even when we sep-
arated from Slovakia, there was no argument 
at all. Here, we don’t negotiate with a knife 
on the table.”

Over the following days in Prague, I see what 
Michal was talking about, and I also encoun-
ter a number of other secrets of Czech suc-
cess – its well-developed industrial prowess, 
its prominent position in the Austrian Em-

Beer Body Ritual – which is how I found my-
self flat on my back, covered in beer. Wael, 
my therapist, explains that he calls ahead 
when guests order this treatment, and a 
monk hand delivers the beer to the spa in a 
sort of metal urn. After being exfoliated with 
a combination of scrub, lotion, beer and hops 
grown in the north of the Czech Republic 
(reportedly the best in the world, Czech hops 
are exported all over the globe), Wael wraps 
me in towels that have been soaked in warm 
beer and water (he assures me that beer is 
very good for the skin, with strong detoxify-
ing powers). It’s a two-part treatment, finish-
ing with a massage, and broken up by an in-
termission in the spa’s relaxation room to –  
what else? – down a pint of St. Thomas.

Not satisfied with being bathed in beer, I set 
out to find its historic source, travelling 
south toward the town of Pilsen with a 
guide named Michal van der Laan, a Czech 
who was raised during the Communist era. 
He recalls the exciting days in 1989 when 
Czechs saw their world change, including 
the pivotal student protest on November 17 
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pire, evidenced by magnificent structures 
like Prague Castle and in proud and beau-
tiful towns like medieval Cesky Krumlov.  
I attend a hockey game to witness the coun-
try’s athletic power – best displayed in its 
gold medal victory in ice hockey at the 1998 
Olympics, a sort of international coming out 
party in sport – a strength still showcased  
by its elite domestic hockey league, where  
a number of former and future National 
Hockey League players exhibit their skills.

And then there’s rock and roll. Of all those 
who shook off their Communist bonds in 
1989, the Czechs arguably had the coolest 
revolution. Prague rock band Plastic Peo-
ple of the Universe, named after a Frank 
Zappa song, played a key role as a subaltern 
voice, while Vaclav Havel – poet and play-
wright who went on to be the nation’s first 
democratically elected president – had strong 
personal ties with musical icons like Zappa, 
who became an official advisor to the gov-
ernment on matters of culture soon after the 
revolution. 

On the last day of my visit, which happened 
to be November 17, 2012 – exactly 23 years  
after the fateful student protest that eventu-
ally brought down the Communist regime – I 
visited the monument in Prague, which com-
memorates the event, adorned with flowers 
and lit by a thousand candles. And then I 
went straight to the nearby Rock Café, the 

city’s best-known rock and roll club. In hon-
our of the anniversary, and of the 20th year 
since the split from Slovakia, the bar was 
holding a special night of concerts, featuring 
three Slovak bands. In attendance were the 
former Slovak president as well as two candi-
dates for president of the Czech Republic, 
one of whom was Karel Schwarzenburg, 
the country’s minister of foreign affairs and 
heir to a number of noble titles, as well as a 
prominent human rights advocate and voice 
of dissent during the Communist era. 

I had a chance to sit down and chat with him 
and ask him why he, an older man and clearly 
a fish out of water in his sweater and bow tie, 
is at this event tonight. “Before 1989, the 
whole dissident movement was connected to 
rock and roll, which the Communists told us 
was Western and decadent. We’re all inter-
connected,” he tells me. “It’s natural for us to 
meet here, to see old acquaintances and share 
the joy of freedom with our Slovak friends.”

A little later, midway through the set of 
headliners Billy Barman – a group far too 
young to remember those revolutionary 
days – Schwarzenburg takes the microphone 
to make a speech. He speaks in Czech and I 
don’t understand a word, but then he appears 
to make a special request, whispering in the 
ears of the band and announcing something 
into the mic. I ask the guy next to me what’s 
going on. “We’re going to sing the old na-
tional anthem of united Czechoslovakia,” he 
says. “Probably no one remembers it.”

But they do. Everyone sings, although they 
do so while looking at one another with a be-
mused look on their faces, as if they’re doing 
something strange that they haven’t done in a 
very long time. It seems to go on forever, but 
soon enough it finishes and the concert con-
tinues. The lights lower, Billy Barman strikes 
a power chord, and the night descends back 
into a pure beer-soaked celebration of na-
tionhood – and rock and roll. 
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THE CONVENIENCE
Having only one person
plan your destination
wedding and travel
arrangements for your
friends and family is so
much simpler.

IT’S STRESS-FREE
DestinationVows Specialists
handle the stress, allowing
you more time to enjoy the
moment.

THE CONFIDENCE
You can put your mind at
ease knowing your destination
wedding plans will be
managed in a professional,
timely manner.

THE DV CONNECTION
DestinationVows Specialists
have established good
reputations and have built
great relationships with
hoteliers and on-site wedding
co-ordinators.

OUR PASSION
DestinationVows Specialists
truly care about planning
your wedding and will be
with you every step of 
the way.

Go to DestinationVows.ca
to find the DV Specialists
in your area.

Jennifer & Kyle, Beaches Turks & Caicos 
Wedding by DV Specialist, Sherry Dieks of

Collacutt Travel, Willowdale, ON
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ROMANIA 
RISING

Jacqueline Swartz

Romania is at a crossroads, warns Britain’s  
Prince Charles, and the pristine Transylvanian  
paradise must be protected. We suggest you  

visit while paradise is still found.



FOR MOST NORTH AMERICANS, Romania 
conjures mysterious and even sinister images 
of ailing orphans and street children, not to 
mention Dracula. The capital, Bucharest, has 
been described – usually by people who have 
never been there – as a city totally ruined by 
drab Communist-era high-rise buildings.

‘Don’t trust stereotypes’ is a lesson the expe-
rienced traveller learns again and again. The 
Bucharest I saw turned out to be a bustling 
city of two million people, with museums 
and traffic jams, wide boulevards and cob-
blestone streets, good restaurants and late-
night clubs. Yes, there are ugly high-rises, 
but there are also grand belle époque mansions 
and art deco gems from the inter-war period, 
when the city was nicknamed ‘Little Paris.’ 
(It even has its own Arc de Triomphe.) Bu-
charest certainly didn’t feel any more dan-
gerous than other European cities, and I saw 
far fewer people sleeping on the streets and 
begging for money than I do in downtown 
Toronto. Often I felt like the only North 
American visitor, even though there were 
plenty of tourists from Austria, Hungary 
and Italy. 

The most interesting part of the city is the 
Old Town, with its cobblestone streets and 
small cafés, antique stores and junk shops. 
Restoration only began in 2007, when Romania 

joined the European Union and received funds 
for restoring buildings and improving roads. 
This oldest part of the city, dating from the 
Middle Ages, was formerly the centre of trade, 
with streets named for the guilds that were lo-
cated there.

Bucharest is a walkable city – the interesting 
areas are fairly close to each other. There’s 
little uniformity, and you never know what 
you’ll come upon. Pasajul Macca-Vilacrosse 
is a glass-roofed arcade, with outdoor cafés 
and people smoking water pipes, or nargiles, 
a sign of the Turkish influence in this South-
east European country. On another nearby 
street in the Old Town, at Strada ûepcari 18, 
you’ll find Beros & van Schaik, a trendy wine 
shop and bar, and a good place to taste some of 
the vintages of this wine-producing country.

The former royal palace, now the National 
Museum of Art, is the place to see works by 
the famed Romanian sculptor Constantin 
Brâncuüi. Among the many churches, most-
ly Romanian Orthodox, the most endearing 
is the Biserica Stavropoleos (on the street 
of the same name), dating from 1724. Squat 
and medieval-looking, it is covered in murals 
and known for its peaceful courtyard and 
columns built in the ornate Romanian style 
called Brâncovenesc.

Romania was conquered by the Romans (hence 
the name) after 101 AD, and its language has 
similarities to Latin and Italian. Bordered by 
Hungary and Bulgaria, Serbia, Ukraine and 
Moldova, Romania shows Greek and Turkish 
influences through trade and conquest, and 
some areas of the country still display their 
German and Hungarian ethnic roots. 

In the capital, mid-20th century history still 
resonates. Bucharest was the seat of the cru-
el and destructive Nicolae Ceauüescu regime 
(1965 to 1989), which during its 24 years im-
poverished the country and left its grim 
mark on the city.

Ceauüescu razed 20 percent of Bucharest to 
make way for his enormous vanity project, 
the ‘House of the Republic,’ five times 
larger than the Palace of Versailles. Inside 
this monument to megalomania are endless 
marble halls and chandeliered ceilings. The 
building now houses the Romanian parlia-
ment and the exhibits of the Museum of 
Contemporary Art. Guided tours in English 
can be booked at the gift shop.

Romania took almost two decades to recover 
from its cruel and bizarre dictatorship. But 
post-Communist neglect of the capital also 
meant that gentrification has not ravaged the 
Old Town as it has in so many other historic 
districts in Europe. What’s more, prices can 
give the Western visitor sticker shock – in a 
good way. (The currency is the leu, which 
runs at approximately 3.3 to the dollar).

My first meal was an example. It was at the 
must-visit restaurant, Caru’ cu bere, or ‘beer 
cart,’ a multi-room Old Town restaurant built 
in 1879 in neo-Gothic style with vaulted ceil-
ings and a large outdoor area. On the exten-
sive menu, I spotted pan-fried trout at 28 lei 
(about eight dollars). The price includes en-
tertainment: live music every afternoon at 
1:30 p.m. and throughout the evening. I saw a 
string quartet one day and a flamenco group 
on another. 

I found another bargain at the pharmacy 
across the street from my resplendent five-
star hotel, the Grand Hotel Continental, 
housed in an 1886 building that was restored 
to its former glory in 2009. I had heard of 
the late anti-aging pioneer, Dr. Ana Aslan, 
and her amazing skin care products called 
Gerovital, so I eagerly bought the top-of-
the-line face cream and facial cleanser – for a 
grand total of $16. The country, with a third 
of the thermal waters in Europe, is dotted 
with spas – serious spas – with many treat-
ments requiring a doctor’s prescription. 
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My journey really began in Transylvania. 
The best route in terms of roads and inter-
esting sights leads to the stunning village of 
Sinaia, boasting forested mountains and 
pure alpine air, 125 kilometres outside Bu-
charest. I went by car, but the train stops 
here, as well as many other places in the 
country, and first class travel is inexpensive 
and efficient. Passengers disembark to visit 
the extravagant Peleü Castle, considered 
one of the most beautiful in Europe. Built at 
the end of the 19th century, just its gardens 

and statues outside the neo-Renaissance pal-
ace can leave you breathless. (Another rea-
son – the long, steep walk up the winding 
path, a foretaste of the steep walks and nu-
merous stairs to come). The dozens of rooms 
look almost lived-in; the dining room has a 
table set for 36.

In stark contrast is Bran, Romania’s best-
known castle. It’s Dracula Central, even 
though prince Vlad Dracul (the name means 
devil or dragon), the model for Bram Stoker’s 
fictional character, may or may not have spent 

a night there. Vlad, otherwise known as Vlad 
the Impaler, was a prince who kept the Otto-
mans at bay, and there are statues of him all 
over the country. Although Dracula is pure 
fiction, when I saw the castle in the drizzling 
rain, surrounded by the brooding Carpathian 
Mountains, even its red roofs looked creepy. 
The castle’s secret staircases and heavy 
wooden furniture help feed the fevered imag-
ination of Dracula fans. And there are plenty 
of Dracula souvenirs in the gift shop. 
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About an hour’s drive from Bran Castle  
(166 kilometres from Bucharest) is the city 
of Braüov, founded by the Teutonic Knights, 
a popular spot among Romanians for its 
laid-back atmosphere and restored central 
square. The shops and restaurants sur-
rounding it have kept their medieval and 
18th-century façades. Sergiana, a large rus-
tic restaurant with white arches and beamed 
wooden ceilings, features a menu of Roma-
nian specialties like wild boar and venison 
pastramă (in Romania it means any spiced 
meat, and it’s not cut thinly).

The city of Sibiu, to the west of Braüov, 
could almost be its more artful twin. Found-
ed in the 12th century by German settlers, 
Sibiu has a large central square surrounded 
by restored buildings in baroque and other 
styles. There are several smaller squares and 
a well-known bridge. Here again the Euro-
pean Community has been instrumental  
in the city’s restoration. It declared Sibiu a 
European Capital of Culture in 2007, and 
now the city hosts film and music festivals. 
The exquisite baroque Brukenthal Palace 
houses perhaps the finest collection of art in 
the country. Brukenthalmuseum.ro

Driving north, nature dominates. The Car-
pathian Mountains, which cover roughly a 
third of the country, are thick with fir trees; 
below are hills dotted with grazing sheep, 
and fields of corn and haystacks. The moun-
tains look primeval and with good reason: 
Romania has some of the largest expanses of 
virgin forest in Europe. Its wolves, bears and 
lynx are naturally protected by this un-
spoiled habitat. 

From the mountains I went straight down 
into the Praid Salt Mine – a weird wonder 
of the world. A bus takes you underground, 
where you descend what seems like hun-
dreds of stairs (the elevator is often out of 
service, so be prepared to walk back up) be-
fore coming upon enormous open expanses 
of salt, where the floors look and feel like 
marble, and the walls glitter. You never know 
what you’re going to find: sculptures hewn 
from salt, a restaurant, a chapel, even a gym-
nasium. The negative ions of the salt are sup-
posed to be good for respiratory problems, 
and sure enough, breathing seemed easier.  

But a blissful experience awaits in nearby 
mountainous Sovata, whose spas and resorts 
are on the picturesque Ursu (Bear) Lake, 
known as the ‘Dead Sea of Transylvania’ 
due to its high saline content. The sprawling 
four-star Danubius Hotel uses heliothermal 

waters and mud from the nearby lake for its 
pools, mud wraps and facials. The spa is pro-
fessional, glamorous and very inexpensive; I 
had an expert massage, the price of which – 
$10 – added to my relaxation. The woman at 
the front desk spoke perfect English – not al-
ways the case when you travel far from the 
capital. Indeed, Hungarian seemed like the 
second language, and for good reason: Tran-
sylvania used to be part of the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire, and some of the residents and 
many of the tourists are Hungarian. 

The most restful place of all turned out to be 
at the end of a dirt road in rural Transylvania. 
Casa cu Flori is a charming inn with friendly 
owners and hearty homemade food. Like 
everywhere else I travelled, the WiFi was 
impeccable, which seemed somewhat in-
congruous given the scratching chickens 
and trout pond just behind the inn.

Only a day-long rain storm prevented me from 
visiting the village of Miclosoara, where 
Count Kálnoky has carefully restored and 
preserved his family’s estate following 50 
years in exile. The buildings have been turned 
into guesthouses; Prince Charles owns prop-
erty in the area and his guesthouse is available 
to rent, which the Count manages. Visitors 
dine at communal tables, with the farm pro-
viding the produce. The Countess takes guests 
riding with horses from her own stables and 
guides lead hikes up the mountains. Be pre-
pared to relax in this rural location, where you 
won’t find television or radio but only Old 
World charm and simplicity that truly take 
you back in time. Transylvaniancastle.com
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QUICK 
TIPS
FOOD From Hungary to Turkey and 
Germany to Bulgaria, Romanian food is 
influenced by neighbours and conquerors 
from north to south. Menus typically 
include Greek salads, eggplant dip and 
grape or cabbage leaves stuffed with beef 
and/or pork. A superb version of this dish, 
called sarmale, is served at an opulent 
restaurant called the Pink Snake. The 
name has changed several times but the 
place is historic and features live Romani 
music, not easy to find in Bucharest.  
It’s at 163, Calea Victoriei, sarpeleroz.ro.

Romanians are serious about soup, which 
ranges from cream to chicken, vegetable  
to meat and bean.

Mămăligă, similar to polenta, is another 
staple, often served with melted cheese.

Beef and pork, from steaks to sausages, are 
plentiful on Romanian menus, along with 
such fish as sea bream, trout, perch and 
even sturgeon.

For vegetarians there are bean dishes and 
fricassees of mushrooms or leeks.

Desserts are not prominently featured in 
restaurants, although there are Hungarian-
style fruit-filled crêpes and baked apples. 

WINE  Romania has a wine-making 
tradition reaching back 4,000 years, and 
produces its own varieties in addition to 
better-known wines including Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Merlot, Sauvignon Blanc and 
Muscat Ottonel. Rhein Azuga Cellars has 
been making very good sparkling wine since 
1892, and is the official supplier to King 
Michael, the 91-year-old deposed monarch. 
Located between Braüov and Sinaia, the 
winery features a fine restaurant along  
with a 16-room guesthouse. 

GETTING THERE There are no direct 
flights between Canada and Romania.  
However, Air Canada flies to Bucharest via 
Frankfurt, and several airlines including 
Delta, KLM and Air France access 
Bucharest from hubs including Vienna, 
Paris and Amsterdam.
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Das Neue 

BERLIN
Sarah Treleaven discovers a city that has picked up  

the pieces of its past to shape its future
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Few cities wear their tragedies as well 
as Berlin, where the past is very deliber-

ately fused with the present. The city actively 
embraces its history, choosing not to relegate 
disturbing artifacts and narratives to some 
narrow institutional corridor, far away from 
the contemporary centres of commerce and 
culture. Instead, the Stolpersteine, ubiqui-
tous small brass ‘stumbling blocks’ mark-
ing the names of those victimized by the 
Nazis, are felt under foot while one navi-
gates the cobblestoned streets. The Sputnik- 
inspired World Time Clock in Alexander-
platz casts a Soviet-kitsch shadow over 
bratwurst vendors and shoppers clutching 
bags from H&M.

But there is increasing levity in this once-di-
vided city; it has become a magnet for artists 
and eccentrics, who flock to its inexpensive, 
cool, live-and-let-live ethos. Some of its most 
notorious buildings – for example, ones that 
housed the secret police – are being con- 
verted into beautiful public spaces, elegant 
restaurants and high-design hotels. The  
Bebelplatz, once the site of Nazi book 
burnings, is now a good place to buy a sec-
ond-hand book at an outdoor market. A 
building that was the former offices of the 
KGB is now Lux 11, a boutique hotel. Jü- 
dische Mädchenschule – at one time a Jew-
ish girls’ school – has been transformed into 
a cultural hub with art galleries, a museum, 
and a restaurant, appropriately named The 
Kosher Classroom, which serves, among 
other offerings, weekly Shabbat dinner.

Unlike many other cities – say, Paris, where 
you’re always reminded to look up to take in 
the overflowing window boxes and stone an-
gels – in Berlin, much of its past and more 
recent history is etched on the ground. Ber-
lin was reunified in 1990, less than a year af-
ter the Wall fell, and it still feels somewhat 
stitched together. The meandering line of 
the former Berlin Wall has been memorial-
ized in recessed brick, running across the 
city like a jagged scar. 

Following its prolonged deprivation, the 
East is emerging as hip yet down-to-earth. 
It’s cheaper, less stuffy and has a reputation 
for being a good place to lead exactly the 
kind of life you want. If your heart’s desire is 
to make sculptures out of unconventional 
materials, without the necessary complica-
tion of being a daily wage slave, you can rent 
a little apartment in artsy Prenzlauer Berg 
or scruffier Kreuzberg, get around by bicy-
cle and eat waffles at Kauf Dich Glücklich 
with expat performance artists sporting off-
beat haircuts. 

IN BERLIN,  
MUCH OF ITS 
PAST AND  
MORE RECENT 
HISTORY IS 
ETCHED ON  
THE GROUND.
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But, in fact, the best meals I had were ‘nou-
veau German.’ Rothaus, with its wood-burn-
ing oven, heavy curtains and huge schnitzels, 
offers a cozy respite on a chilly fall evening  
in the Mitte neighbourhood. Schneeweiss, 
in student-popular Friedrichshain, is pris-
tine white and modern, with an excellent  
variation on classic goulash. And Bäckerei 
Alpenstueck, where I sank my teeth into a 
warm cinnamon bun before gulping down a 
velvety café au lait, offers delectable German 
breads and sweets.

‘Currywurst’ is as close as Berlin gets to a cu-
linary icon. It consists of a grilled, sliced 
bratwurst covered with ketchup and curry 
powder, often served with fries and a gener-
ous dollop of mayonnaise. Also popular and 
even more odd is the bratwurst on a bun 
served by the fast-food equivalent of a one-
man-band: a guy with a propane tank on his 
back, a grill strapped to his front, and an um-
brella above his head in case of inclement 
weather. Talk about dinner and a show.

Of course, the whirl of gentrification in the 
East hasn’t erased all the hallmarks of recent 
history. Streets like Karl-Marx-Allee, an 
enormous boulevard lined with block-long 
Soviet-style apartment buildings, have seen 
significant but incongruous transformations. 
The first floors of most buildings are now 
filled with real estate offices, bookshops, 
steakhouses and contemporary art galleries. 
But even with all the commercial interven-
tion, the wide streets still feel as though they 
were built for tanks and feature eerie infor-
mational plaques detailing Second World 
War destruction and ‘collective plans.’

One interesting example of historical inte-
gration is Checkpoint Charlie, which sits 
in the middle of Friedrichstrasse. This now 
chic boulevard, overhauled during the 1990s 
into Berlin’s version of Fifth Avenue, is lined 
with international luxury brands like Wol-
ford, Bang&Olufsen and the Parisian ex-
port Galeries Lafayette. And in the middle 
of the boulevard, right next to Subway and 
Balzac Coffee, sits the former checkpoint 
between East and West, site of famous Cold 
War face-offs, where tourists can now have 
their pictures taken with actors dressed as 
military personnel.

The West feels, unsurprisingly, more pros-
perous and elegant, with the grander archi-
tecture one is accustomed to seeing in a  
European capital. Here, I stayed at the clean 
and efficient Swissôtel. It is brisk and busi-
nesslike, adjacent to the famous avenue Kur-
fürstendamm and near Tiergarten park. 
The hotel is huge, its rooms spacious and 
modern, and the clientele a mix of business 
and leisure travellers. Nearby, the neighbour-
hood of Charlottenburg offers tree-lined 
streets, expensive bakeries and high-end 
shoe stores. I spent an afternoon sitting on the 
sun-kissed patio at Café Brel on the lovely 
Savignyplatz, a mixed commercial and resi-
dential square, watching well-dressed children 
play in the park while surrounded by ladies 
who lunch. 

Speaking of lunch, Berlin’s culinary scene has 
enjoyed a less than stellar reputation. The 
dishes known around the world – spätzle, 
bready dumplings, giant sausages and schnit-
zel – are largely Bavarian or Austrian, and 
tend to be reserved for theme-park-style 
tourist traps complete with waiters in leder-
hosen. “Berliners don’t think German food  
is very interesting,” a local told me. Indeed, 
there is no shortage of Turkish, Mexican,  
Vietnamese and Italian offerings.

Berlin is undeniably changing. The constant 
construction rivals the building boom in 
Shanghai, and almost everything appears to 
be surrounded by scaffolding. Many previ-
ously gritty areas – such as Friedrichshain – 
are now decidedly gentrified, their streets 
lined with sushi bars and shops selling expen-
sive baby clothes and wines of the world. 
While the memorials to both the Holocaust 
and Soviet rule remain, there are nonetheless 
concerns over a loss of reverence for the 
city’s more recent history, for the artists who 
have helped transform Berlin’s global reputa-
tion into something enviable.

On my last day, I met one West Berliner in her 
early thirties, and within minutes of ordering  
a cappuccino she was recalling the night the  
Wall came down. Her mother rounded up her 
and her siblings, still children in their pajamas, 
and they went down to the Brandenburg 
Gate. “What I remember most are the men,” 
she told me. “All of the grown men were sob-
bing in the streets.” Even with the influx of 
Starbucks and the loss of such visual remind-
ers as the bombed-out buildings once used as 
squats and studios, history remains on the tips 
of tongues.



NEW AND NOTABLE
Worldly Delights

Mary Luz Mejia
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DOUBLE THE ESTRELLAS 
Not one but two Michelin-starred restaurants (M.B and Kabuki) await hungry vis-
itors to the Canary Islands’ Abama Golf & Spa Resort in Tenerife. This island out-
post is an offshoot of the Madrid-born Japanese fusion concept, whose restaurants 
now hold coveted Michelin stars based on quality, mastery of technique and con-
sistency of the food. Kabuki, helmed by 28-year-old executive chef Daniel Franco, 
is in the only hotel in Spain with this double honour. Japanese techniques inter-
twined with Canarian produce, seafood and other edibles are the hallmark of this 
five-star resort, surrounded by lush vegetation, volcanic landscapes and pristine 
views of the Atlantic. Buen provecho! abamahotelresort.com

EDIBLE ESSENCE 
Daniel Barber of New York State’s Blue Hill at Stone Barns restaurant has used 
them. So has Boston’s Todd English and San Francisco’s Michelin-starred chef 
Daniel Patterson of Coi. We’re talking about pure, all-natural edible essential oils 
called Chef’s Essences – the creation of perfumer and author Mandy Aftel. 
Throughout North America her essences are used to perfume high-end cocktails, 
soups, desserts and dishes as she explores the sensory connection between fra-
grance and food. There are 45 botanicals, ranging from ginger and blood orange 
to sweet basil, that take any dish from ho-hum to hedonistic. Prices start at $12 
per 5 ml bottle. aftelier.com/chefs-essences

REINVENTING THE MINIBAR IN D.C.
Washington’s Penn Quarter is the new home to the revamped and reinvigorat-
ed minibar restaurant concept by James Beard Award-winning chef José An-
drés. minibar is known for its avant-garde cooking that fuses art and science 
with Iberian tradition and technique. Andrés, under the banner of his culinary 
‘think tank’ he calls ThinkFoodGroup, tests his innovations on delighted minibar 
diners in an orchestrated symphony of more than 20 courses, which might in-
clude beech mushroom risotto with truffle or olive oil soup with mandarin or-
ange. It’s a front-row seat sensory exploration that has made this restaurant 
one of the most sought-after dining experiences in the world. Reservations: 
minibarbyjoseandres.com

SKY-HIGH HAUTE DINING
Qatar Airways has raised the bar for onboard menus by featuring the dishes of 
Michelin-starred chefs Tom Aikens, Vineet Bhatia and Nobu Matsuhisa, to name a 
few. The recently launched menu will feature some of the airline’s iconic dishes, 
including black cod with lemon and crispy rice with spicy salmon, all expertly 
paired with sommelier-approved vintages. You’ll want to board hungry to enjoy 
these A-list creations, available in business and economy cabins on select routes.  

DOUGHNUT TAKES ALL
Move over cupcake, it’s time to make room for the rebirth of a North American clas-
sic: the doughnut. Federal Donuts in Philadelphia has just opened a second loca-
tion to keep up with increased demand for its cake doughnuts, freshly brewed java 
and perfectly crisp fried chicken. The New York Times even declared the doughnuts 
‘world-class,’ with lineups starting as early as 7 a.m., when the doors open. Dough-
nuts can be ordered Hot Fresh ($1.25), straight from the fryer and rolled in one of 
several custom sugar blends including Turkish Mocha or Vanilla Spice. Or there’s the 
Fancy ($2), topped with flavours such as Double Chocolate, Spicy PB&J and Butter 
Pecan. Philly’s own boys in blue have declared Federal Donuts ‘the best.’ 
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POLAND: MUCH MORE  
THAN PIEROGIES

Worldly Delights

Tim Johnson

It’s a pretty well-accepted fact that the 
second half of the 20th century was not 
good for Polish cuisine. Saddled with a 
Communist regime that put ideology ahead 
of quality, the country was faced with mas-
sive supply shortages and an across-the-
board inhibition of creativity, reducing a 
once-proud cuisine to the utilitarian and 
stodgy. The most enduring symbol of that 
era? The milk bar. 

While most of these grim cafeteria-style 
restaurants closed in the years after Com-
munism ended in 1989, a few of them re-
main, and it’s in one of these surviving bar 
mleczny that I find myself on a chilly eve-
ning in Krakow, not far from the city’s stun-
ning central square. Only a handful of 
people huddle at the worn tables, eating si-
lently. I order a Polish staple – pierogies – 
from the unfriendly woman at the counter, 
who barks my order into an ancient micro-
phone. Moments later I sit down in front of 
a soggy mess: frozen dumplings that were 
pre-boiled, then reheated for ready con-
sumption. I poke at a few, then quickly 

dump the remains and head back out to 
the street. I came here out of curiosity, but 
I don’t want to waste any more time. After 
all, these days, there’s a lot of excellent 
food in Poland.

Having undergone a widespread reawak-
ening in the years since the fall of Commu-
nism, the kitchens of Poland are now 
serving some of the most interesting and 
delicious meals in all of Europe. Fusing 
new techniques and styles with time-hon-
oured traditions, Polish chefs are resur-
recting the recipes of their mothers and 
grandmothers, reinventing them in new 
and interesting ways. 

After fleeing the milk bar, I went straight to 
a place called Milkbar Tomasza. Built on 
the foundations of an actual bar mleczny, 
this restaurant is a joint venture between a 
Brit named Thomas Naughton and his Pol-
ish ex-wife, Monika Medrek (she drew him 
here from the U.K. more than a decade ago, 
and while the marriage didn’t work out, 
they’re still business partners). Here, they 

present fresh takes on traditional dishes. 
Naughton takes me for a little tour of the 
place, which mixes simplicity and style – 
chalkboard menu, exposed brick, ’80s rock – 
and boasts a completely rebuilt kitchen.

Naughton explains that they retained the 
concept of serving simple, hearty meals to 
the masses at a reasonable price, but have 
placed a high value on quality, with noth-
ing frozen and everything prepared fresh 
and cooked to order. “Here in Poland, we 
have a great culinary tradition, connected 
to wild game, soups and sauces,” adds Me-
drek. “We’re reintroducing simple but very 
good meals. Good pierogies and pork, and 
even better potato pancakes.” I take the 
hint and order the latter, and don’t regret 
it for a second, savouring the hot potato 
pancakes with cool dollops of sour cream, 
smothered in a savoury goulash that fea-
tures great hunks of pork, tomato, red 
pepper and onion.

The meal set the tone for the rest of my 
time in Krakow – every time I ventured out 
from my temporary home at Andel’s, a 
stylish design hotel just outside the city’s 
magnificent Old Town – I found something 
great to eat, from the saddle of rabbit in 
dill sauce (a Polish specialty) that I had at 
Wesele, a Michelin-recommended tradition-
al Polish restaurant that sits directly on the 
central square, to the delicious homemade 
pierogies I eagerly consumed at a little hole-
in-the-wall place on a cobblestoned side 
street, to the several shots of the nation’s  
favourite drink I downed at the tiny corner 
Wódka Café Bar, which boasts more than 
100 varieties, many of them from Poland. 
(When I mentioned to the young man be-
hind the bar that Grey Goose is very popular 
back in Canada, he scoffed. “It’s strange to 
drink vodka from France. I mean, wine, okay. 
But vodka? C’mon!”)

Having eaten my fill in Krakow, I headed a 
few hours north by train to Warsaw, the 
country’s hard-working capital. Arriving 
early in the evening, I hit the ground run-
ning, venturing just a couple of blocks 
from my room at the Hyatt Regency in the 
city’s leafy embassy district to a place 
called White Goose (Biala Ges). Housed in 
an elegant pre-war mansion that once 
served as the local headquarters for the 

Having undergone a widespread awakening in the years since the 
fall of Communism, the kitchens of Poland are now serving up some 
of the most interesting and delicious meals in all of Europe. 
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KGB, the restaurant is one of several 
owned and operated by Magda Gessler, a 
local celebrity chef, who hosts the coun-
try’s version of Kitchen Nightmares. Po-
land has a long tradition of raising and 
cooking goose, and Polish goose is known 
as the best in Europe, routinely shipped to 
other countries across the continent. I or-
der from the page-long goose menu, and 
I’m not disappointed – the meat is mouth-
wateringly juicy, the skin just crispy enough, 
the bed of beetroot that it’s served on 
roasted perfectly, like potatoes. 

But the best meal I have in Poland is one 
I eat in a former public bathroom. The 
restaurant is very small, just a few tables 
spread across a low-slung brick building 
(converted from said bathroom), but Ate-
lier Amaro serves internationally recog-
nized cuisine. The restaurant’s namesake 
chef and owner, Wojciech Modest Amaro, 
cooked alongside René Redzepi, execu-
tive chef at Copenhagen’s Noma, which  
is routinely recognized as the world’s best 
restaurant, and the two remain close 
friends. After many long conversations with 

trade routes ran east to west through our 
country, and we had ingredients that were 
available nowhere else on the continent – 
truffles, foie gras, even saffron,” he ex-
plains. “We want to surprise people. We 
want to take them on a journey.”

My seven courses are definitely a trip, tak-
ing me from foie gras pâté served on a 
rough stone cut from the Tatra Mountains, 
to a saffron milk cup with sage and juniper. 
It all tastes shockingly fresh, as if it were 
plucked moments before it was delivered 
to my plate. I chat with Amaro again after-
wards about his proudest moments at his 
young restaurant. “A grandmother was here 
the other day, and she burst into tears – 
these were all flavours she remembered 
from her childhood,” he says, adding that 
the biggest moments are still ahead. The 
country has its fundamental affairs in or-
der, and can now concentrate on things 
like cooking excellent food. “This is a big 
country, with great ingredients. We will 
build a truly great cuisine – one that will 
be known all around the world.” 

Redzepi, Amaro set out to apply the basic 
Noma concept – using fresh, local prod-
ucts in innovative and delicious ways – to 
Poland. “We have great ingredients in Po-
land, and our country is ten times larger 
than Denmark. We have small farms and 
primeval forests and great lakes and the 
sea,” says the contemplative Amaro.

Returning to Poland after a span of cook-
ing abroad, Amaro logged 60,000 kilo-
metres in his car, spending months on the 
road forging links with local farmers and 
other suppliers. Open just over a year, the 
restaurant is now fully booked for din-
ner months in advance and Amaro has 
already received a number of accolades,  
including a prestigious Michelin rising star 
award, given to him just three months af-
ter he opened his doors (a record, or 
close to it). Meals here are consumed in 
several courses, called ‘moments,’ which 
are mostly based on just three simple in-
gredients, and the menu changes every 
night. “Before Communism, Poland was the  
most cosmopolitan country in Europe –  ©

T
IM

 J
O

H
N

S
O

N
©

T
IM

 J
O

H
N

S
O

N

Ensemble Vacations Spring 2013  59

DETOURS



have passed through.” She’s referring to 
the cultural and architectural legacies left 
behind by the Venetians and the Haps-
burgs, as well as the unmistakable coli-
seums, temples and arches of the Romans. 

When asked, Bastianich will wax eloquent 
on Istria’s varying topography, the jagged, 
stunning coastlines with granite rock beach-
es that she and her brother used to warm 
themselves on before diving into the royal 
blue waters of the Adriatic. There are the 
mountains and the ‘naïve’ tranquility of in-
land Istria too, where goats still graze and 
houses made of stone (called ka!uni) stand 
the test of time while, high above, medieval 
walled cities grip the mountainous preci-
pices to steady themselves.

But if you were to ask this best-selling 
cookbook author, amiable TV celebrity 
chef, wine enthusiast and serial restaura-
teur what the region’s greatest treasure is, 
she will happily tell you: its cuisine. “The 
food here is glorious but often isn’t even 
known to outsiders,” she explains. 

Bastianich was born near Pula, at Istria’s 
southern tip. This city, founded by the Ro-
mans, was a valuable port once ruled by 
the Venetians (Venice is just a ferry ride 
across the Adriatic) and remains a popu-
lar destination for travellers. 

Pre-World War II, Istria was part of Italy. 
Post-war, it became part of Yugoslavia, 
and now Croatia. To Bastianich, however, 
no matter what the geopolitical shift, this 

ISTRIA’S ITALIAN ACCENT  
WITH LIDIA BASTIANICH

Worldly Delights

Mary Luz Mejia

On a warm, sparkling day, my husband and 
I roam the colourful, awning-lined streets 
of the seaside town in Istria known by both 
its Croatian name, Rovinj, and its Italian 
counterpart, Rovigno. We’re greeted with 
either “dobro jutro” or “buongiorno,” de-
pending on which shop we enter and who’s 
addressing us. Conversations take place in 
both languages, making for a multilingual 
tongue-twister that is part of Istria’s inimi-
table charm. 

Istria is, according to one of the region’s 
greatest proponents, Lidia Bastianich  
(lidiasitaly.com/authentic-italian-recipes), 
“a unique place defined by a peninsula 
that juts out into the Mediterranean and 
where many of the world’s great cultures 
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part of the world will always be Italian 
thanks to her firmly planted Italian roots. 
Here, she grew up in a family that includ-
ed her grandmother, who instilled in her a 
passion for food. “She made ricotta every 
morning, grandpa made wine and I made 
olive oil. We had chickens and rabbits. I 
would help make pasta, we harvested our 
own wheat and would mill it in town,” she 
says, adding, “I remember harvesting po-
tatoes from our garden, still warm from 
the earth, and foraging for asparagus in 
the spring. The basics of existence – that’s 
my source of connection to food.”

If you’ve ever watched any of Bastianich’s 
cooking shows, you’ll notice little post-
cards from her childhood weave their way 
into her recipes’ narrative. If you came 
from a place “kissed by the sun and the 
sea,” where the family home’s courtyard 
was a place full of wonderment and good 
food, you would probably do the same. 

It’s because of her love for this region that 
I ask Bastianich to name her favourite eat-
eries, her most-beloved dishes and those 
ingredients anyone who prefers to travel 
via their tummy should not miss. Without 
further ado, here are her picks:

 If you’re visiting in March or April, go 
foraging for wild asparagus. “Amongst  
those rocky hills, my cousin and I go 
out for the whole day. It resuscitates 
me and it’s therapy, reaffirming who I 
am in a sense,” she says. A good tour 
guide, Bastianich explains, can help you 
source a foraging excursion and the 
end product will likely yield a beautiful 
asparagus frittata.

small fishing village of Trget. This is a 
slice of life you won’t find in the bigger 
cities and towns in the region. Bastianich 
advises you head right to the harbour, 
where both restaurants there promise 
just-caught seafood prepared simply 
and well. 

Vodnjan to see St. Bla" 
Church and its 62-metre-tall bell tower, 
while others make the journey for its de-
licious olive oil. Bastianich recommends 
you slow down, Istrian style, and make 
your way to one of her favourite restau-
rants – Vodnjanka – where the fu!i (Is-
trian pasta) dressed with truffle shavings, 
game and meat dishes are superlative. 
Other house specialties include Istrian 
prosciutto (pr"ut), a domestic cheese 
selection, gnocchi, ravioli and pljukanci 
(another pasta).

-
food lovers must visit Batelina – but 
make a reservation first because this hot 
spot is perpetually packed and impossi-
ble to get into otherwise. This family-
owned and operated taverna, serving 
honest seafood prepared with that laid-
back Mediterranean vibe, is considered 
one of the best restaurants in Croatia. 

“I love jota, a sauerkraut and bean soup 
that reflects the mixture of cultures there. 
Inland Istria is mostly Slavic. The Austro-
Hungarians passed through, leaving us 
their delicious apple strudel. I love any-
thing from the sea, like scampi (langous-
tines). Truffles are very much a part of  
the region, and I love fried sardoni too – 
fresh anchovies I buy at the market. I can 
eat a pound with a crisp radicchio salad,” 
says Lidia.

granze- 
vole – small spider crabs that are best 
enjoyed during the ‘R’ months. Bastian-
ich says granzevole salad prepared with 
crab roe, tossed with olive oil, pepper, 
lemon juice and boiled egg slivers, served 
on the shell, is a particular favourite. She 
also says the scampi a la buzara is divine. 
Where? At Restaurant Blu (blu.hr/en/) in 
Rovinj, or make it yourself using her recipe. 
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served with a red cabbage coleslaw and 
mixed greens on a perfectly toasted, slight-
ly grainy bun. 

If steak is on the menu, ask that it be 
served medium rare with sauce on the 
side. A rib-eye of Limousin beef was par-
ticularly juicy and had distinct notes of ex-
otic mushrooms and Parmesan, while the 

addition of an oversized mushroom sau-
téed with spinach, garlic and parsley en-
hanced the beef.  

At ely bar & brasserie, you’ll find a stun-
ning restaurant built in a 200-year-old to-
bacco and wine warehouse. With 400 arti- 
san wines on the menu, ely serves beef and 
lamb reared on its own organic farm in 

IRELAND: PROVENANCE MATTERS
Worldly Delights

Carrie Oliver

Driving southwest to Tipperary from  
Dublin along the M7 and M8, nothing 
could have prepared me for the striking 
beauty of Ireland. The sunlight intensifies 
colours and the air shimmers. Dotting the 
countryside are hundreds of impossibly 
fluffy sheep and impeccably clean cattle. 
Some visitors are drawn to Ireland’s scen-
ery and others to its ancient ruins, villages 
or beloved beers and whiskeys. Just as a 
wine aficionado might explore the various 
regions of France, I came to Ireland to 
meet its farmers, butchers and chefs, and 
to taste the meat from these storybook 
pastures, which produce world-class beef, 
lamb and pork. 

Ireland is, roughly speaking, a central plain 
surrounded by a ring of low-lying coastal 
mountains. It is a fraction of the size of 
Canada and one can drive from Dublin, 
the capital, on the east coast to Galway on 
the west coast in two and a half hours. 
Cobh, the Titanic’s last port of call, and Kin-
sale, a fishing village known for its spectac-
ular seafood, are to the southwest just three 
hours away. 

The provenance of meat begins with Ire-
land’s grass-growing season, which can 
last as long as 10 months. According to 
Bord Bia (the Irish Food Board), beef cat-
tle are fed a diet of 95% grass, hay or si-
lage (fermented hay) supplemented by 
wheat, barley, soya, distiller’s grains, rape-
seed meal or corn. Large feedlots that use 
a higher percentage of grain are very rare 
and the use of supplemental hormones 
and antibiotics is prohibited. For carni-
vores who take their meat seriously, read 
on to find out where to enjoy some of the 
best this country has to offer.

Dublin, a vibrant, colourful city and a walk-
er’s paradise, is a great place to test your 
palate. If you have beer or whiskey in mind 
but do not want to sacrifice thoughtfully 
sourced food, L. Mulligan Grocer is a smart-
ly outfitted gastropub that carries more 
than 250 libations and also offers one of 
the best lamb burgers I have ever tasted. 
Made from Charolais cross lamb from neigh- 
bouring County Wicklow, the sweet, deli-
cately flavoured patty was wrapped in  
bacon from Crowe’s Farm in Tipperary and 

Few people understand that meat is like wine:  
its flavour and texture vary by breed, growing region,  
diet, aging time and technique. But Ireland’s farmers, 

butchers and chefs know this, and the pleasure is all yours.
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County Clare and uses only locally sourced, 
seasonal ingredients. Here, I tucked into 
carpaccio that tasted of cherries, dusted 
with a subtle mix of pepper, coriander and 
allspice, paired splendidly with a medley of 
horseradish and sprouts. Unadorned, the 
burger offered notes of caramel, herbs and 
lavender, and was served with a decadent-
ly flavoured mushroom on a yeasty bun. 

But it was ely’s rib-eye steak that stole the 
show. With just the right amount of chew, 
it was sensual and tasted like butter with 
hints of lavender and toasted pecans. I vir-
tually begged to visit the farm to see what 
made this beef so unique and memorable. 
Unlike lush Tipperary, Glencarn Farm on 
the west coast in the Burren offers a stark, 
haunting vista of exposed limestone and 
shallow groundwater-fed lakes, or tur-
loughs, interspersed with pastures and 
fields of wild herbs. Hedgerows turn to 
stone fences here and seasonal grazing 
patterns are reversed. The Burren’s ter-
roir was the most easily discerned.

Just to the north of County Clare lies  
Galway, a sparkling seaside town. Walk 
through cobblestone streets and over ca-
nals to the intimate Aniar, billed as “a ter-
roir-based restaurant” that has since been 
awarded a Michelin star. The seven-course 
tasting carte featured beef, lamb and pork 
from Castlemine Farm in neighbouring 
County Roscommon. 

Travelling farther north to Newport, you’ll 
meander through the fascinating region of 
Connemara, slowing down for the herds 
of sheep that periodically crowd onto the 
road. If you ask Sean Kelly of Kelly’s But- 
chers what flavours his beef and lamb, he 
will direct you to the windswept, island-
dotted Clew Bay, which opens onto the 
Atlantic.

In nearby Westport, Frankie Mallon of An 
Port Mór, a warm bistro-style restaurant, 
agrees that “the salt blown in by the sea” 
is a key influence. His rack of Mayo Atlan-
tic Seaspray lamb, served rare, impresses 
with its soft texture, moderately adven-
turous personality and sweet, buttery es-
sence. Like Glencarn’s beef, it also tastes 
of lavender but Mallon honours this floral, 
intriguing lamb by serving it with salt alone. 

Ireland lives up to its reputation for beau-
ty, warm people, rich history, beautiful 
wools and great beer. But the best-kept 
secret may just be the provenance of its 
meat, and the diversity of the culinary de-
lights that await those with an adventur-
ous palate.  

Knockranny House Hotel 
For a different twist on Sean Kelly’s  
beef and lamb, visit La Fougère at 

Knockranny House, a five-star resort 
with stupendous views of Croagh 

Patrick. Head chef Seamus Commons 
offers a more classical French  

interpretation of the region’s food.

Moran’s Oyster Cottage
Just outside Galway, stop at Moran’s  
for some of Ireland’s finest oysters.  

Flat topped with nearly symmetrical 
round shells, Ostrea edulis has a very 

adventurous personality. Starting with  
an initial briny burst, as if tasting  

the ocean itself, it evolves to  
sweeter, earthier tones. 

McCarthy’s Black Pudding
Give this Irish specialty a try at Isaac’s  
in Cork. Jack McCarthy’s ledgers date  
to the 1800s, so you’ll taste a bit of 
history with this dreamy pudding. 

Piquant with hints of rosemary and 
sweet, savoury, herby and nutty flavours, 

when served with bacon and eggs  
it is reminiscent of eggs Benedict.

Nash 19
Just around the corner from  

Cork’s English Market, Nash 19 offers 
finicky meat eaters a traditional Irish 

breakfast with top-quality ingredients. 
The ‘half Irish’ features McCarthy’s  

black pudding, Crowe’s Farm creamy 
sausages, marmalade-kissed rashers,  

and a perfectly cooked egg with  
toast and sweet cream butter.  
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The film My Big Fat Greek Wedding epit-
omizes the prevailing attitude in Europe 
toward vegetarians and vegans: “What, 
you don’t eat meat? No problem, we have 
lamb!” Cue the laugh track, unless you’re 
the vegetarian or vegan longing to experi-
ence Europe’s food culture as much as its 
architecture, museums, nightlife and shop-
ping. The good news is that this cliché is 
changing, with cafés and restaurants final-
ly clueing in that this is no longer a niche 
market, but a viable, money-spending seg-
ment of society that wants delicious, plant-
based options beyond a salad.

The Dietitians of Canada estimates that 4% 
of this country’s population is vegetarian. 
Some would double that number, which of 
course doesn’t include vegans, in addition 
to ‘flexitarians,’ who dabble in both meat-
based meals and veggie fare. We spoke to 
restaurateurs in Europe, as well as vegetar-
ians and vegans who love to eat well while 
travelling, to get their top nosh picks.

A VEGETARIAN IN EUROPE
Worldly Delights

Mary Luz Mejia
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LONDON
It’s unanimous. Everyone we spoke to cited 
London as having a spate of delicious veg-
etarian and vegan options that are creative, 
flavourful and won’t necessarily break the 
bank. Part of the reason has to do with the 
wide variety of ethnic eateries offering In-
dian regional cuisine, Vietnamese, Malay, 
Thai and Indonesian delights. These are 
very veg/vegan-friendly cultures that know 
how to make pulses, vegetables, fruits and 
grains glorious! 

inSpiral (inspiralled.net)
This café is known for its creative, fresh 
takes on vegan food using seasonal, or-
ganic produce. It’s on the must-visit list of 
vegan chef and cookbook author Doug 
McNish, who says, “My former boss had 
nothing but great things to say about how 
delicious and healthy it was.” The eatery’s 
PR manager Katie Clare says, “inSpiral be-
lieves that a vegan diet is best for the 
planet and we make our food stand out 
with its creativity, optimum nutrition in-
gredients and artisan eye.” Forget flavour-
less, ‘beige’ stereotypes – here, the corn 
pasta and slow roasted vegetable lasagna 
with vegan béchamel has avowed meat-
eaters lining up for a serving. Or how about 
a raw Brazil nut loaf served with mushroom 
gravy and a side of marinated Brussels 
sprouts? Co-author of the e-book Tiny 
Treats and vegan cook Lisa Pitman also 
loves the café’s “decadent desserts full of 
healthful, nourishing ingredients.” Home-
made vegan ice cream, truffles and cakes 
galore abound on the dessert menu.

Whole Foods Market (wholefoodsmar- 
ket.com/stores/kensington), especially the 
Kensington location, offers vegan treats 
like marshmallows and truffles, as well as 
raw passion fruit cheesecakes, raw banof-
fee pie and yogurts in flavours such as rhu-
barb, currant and gooseberry. 

Maze by Gordon Ramsay  
(gordonramsay.com/maze) 
If you’re looking for romantic dining à deux 
or simply feel like indulging, opt for the 
vegetarian menu at the celebrity chef’s 
London restaurant. The food here is French 
via Asia in tasting-sized dishes, with white-
glove service in a beautiful interior de-
signed by David Rockwell.

OXFORD
Cherwell Boathouse  
(cherwellboathouse.co.uk) 
When in iconic Oxford, head to this family-
owned and operated working boathouse/
restaurant dating back to 1904. Situated on 
the River Cherwell and lined with 80 tra- 
ditional handmade punts, it’s the perfect 
backdrop for a creatively prepared, deli-
cious vegetarian or vegan meal (it serves 
proteins as well). Food and travel writer 
Kat Tancock had a memorable lunch here, 
where apart from plant-based dishes, it 
also caters to those with food allergies or 
sensitivities (gluten, lactose, nuts). 

ZAGREB
Kredenc’a (kredenca.hr)
Tancock spent time in Zagreb, where she 
discovered this raw-food restaurant. “Sur-
prising for Canadians – a raw-food restau-
rant with lots of wine and a smoking room. 
But when in Rome, you know?” she says. In 
Tancock’s opinion, the vegan sushi rolls 
with daikon rice and chocolate palačinke 
(Croatian-style crêpes) with a fresh berry 
sauce are standouts.

AMSTERDAM
Caf-Vino (caf-vino.nl)
While not strictly vegetarian, this pretty 
café with a sunny terrace offers a lovely  
selection of vegetarian fare because, as 
owner Ariena de Peuter says, “we see an in-
creased demand for it.” Much of her clien-
tele is also flexitarian, folks who want a 
delicious veggie option on occasion. The 
organic and fair-trade choices range from 
produce and wine to juices and coffees, ap-
pealing to the eco-conscious patrons who 
walk through Caf-Vino’s door.

VEGETARIAN  
HUNTING AND  

GATHERING
Having a rough go finding a  
vegetarian or vegan-friendly  
eatery? Our intrepid diners  

dish their top tips:

In most European cities you’ll find  
chestnut and other nut roasters, where  

you can stock up on delicious bags  
of the hot treats, says Tancock.

When dining at restaurants that  
are not necessarily vegan, chef McNish 

scans the menu for dishes that have 
ingredients he likes. “For example, if 

there’s a dish composed of meat, lentils 
and vegetables, I will ask if they don’t 

mind sautéing vegetables together  
with lentils and having a big side salad  
to go with it. The key is to be flexible 

and to look for an alternate source  
of protein to leave feeling full  

and satiated.”

In Naples, Pitman enjoyed “the most 
incredible pizza of my life. It was  

simply crust, basil, tomato sauce and  
a drizzle of olive oil. I encourage  

people to keep their eyes open for 
simple, traditional meals that may  

just happen to be animal-free.”

Do some dining research at  
happycow.net – a great source of options 

for plant-based foodies.

Hit grocery stores or check out ethnic 
restaurants, where you’re likely to find  

a falafel, some avocado maki, a tofu 
stir-fry or a veggie curry to keep  

you satisfied.
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REVEALING RAKIA   
Worldly Delights

Alison Kent 

Rakia, rakija, rachiu, pálinka, eau de vie, 
schnapps, slivovitz and fruit brandy – 
whether in Europe or here in North Amer- 
ica – can best be described as aqua vitae, 
Latin for ‘water of life.’ Regardless of the 
name or country of origin, there is little 
doubt as to the universal appeal and ex-
panding popularity of this plucky, usually 
fruit-based spirit. Now available at liquor 
stores, online and on a growing number of 
urban cocktail lounge menus, rakia is on-
track as a rising star in North America.  

The national drink of a number of Slavic 
and Balkan countries, including Croatia, 
Serbia, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Slovakia, Mon- 
tenegro, Romania and the Czech Republic, 
rakia has been sipped for centuries as a 

digestif and remedy for a multitude of 
ailments, drunk during times of celebration 
and sorrow, or simply to welcome neigh- 
bours and friends to your home. And while 
rakia is historically a spirit most commonly 
distilled at home, a new generation of 
artisan producers is crafting, and some- 
times barrel-aging, smaller batches of 
outstanding rakia for discerning palates – 
many of which rival the best bourbons 
and whiskies.  

By definition, rakia is any fruit-based 
distilled spirit, while in parts of Eastern 
Europe, regulations further stipulate that in 
order to be called rakia it must be purely 
distilled from one type of fruit that has 
been grown and harvested locally, without 

any added sugars, and with a relatively 
small batch size limit of about 150 litres.  
Of the many dozens of varieties of rakia 
produced throughout the Balkan countries, 
slivovitz is the most recognizable. Distilled 
from sun-ripened plums, some of the finest 
examples of this beloved drink are pro- 
duced by Croatia, Serbia and Bulgaria.  

Slivovitz may also be the most refined 
rakia, as it retains its pronounced fruit 
characteristics and is further enhanced 
through barrel aging. Rakia Bar in Toron- 
to’s east end has close to a dozen different 
types of slivovitz on any given day, in- 
cluding Jutra #ljiva, a smooth, lingering 
selection that’s oak-aged for almost three 
years, and Boykovcanka, affectionately 
named ‘The Grandfather’ – an unbelievably 
complex plum brandy aged in oak barrels 
for 30 years, with aromas and flavour 
nuances of vanilla, caramel, spice and 
wood. Rakia Bar also imports its own line 
of Serbian rakias, including plum, apricot, 
pear, raspberry, juniper, peach, grape and 
quince, along with five delicate plum 
brandy infusions with honey and herbs to 
be carried by the LCBO. One thing is for 
certain…this isn’t your Eastern European 
grandpa’s moonshine.

“Because of the way you drink it – sipped 
and lingered over a period of time, along 
with meze, it has wide-reaching appeal,” 
explains David Gulyas, head bartender at 
Rakia Bar. Akin to canapés, meze are 
meant to complement rakia and often 
include small bites of cured meats, cheeses, 
pickles and olives. To encourage sampling 
in its purest form, Gulyas offers half-ounce 
pours served in traditional Serbian čokanj – 
miniscule bottle-shaped glassware with 
narrow necks. The exception is aged plum 
brandies, which are best served in small 
snifters to swirl, aerate and warm slightly. 

And while, according to Guylas, rakia 
“cocktails well,” it’s traditionally served 
straight up. “The only variant is whether you 
serve it chilled or at room temperature.” On 
occasion, especially in colder months, rakia 
is often warmed and served with a thin slice 
of apple, while slivovitz can be steamed 
with milk and honey or, with the addition  
of tea, made into a sort of Balkan hot toddy. 

“ There’s a big palette of 
flavours out there, and in 
the right hands, rakias 
stand up to any spirit.” 
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Rakia Bar is Serbian-Canadian owner 
Du!an Varga’s first location in Canada 
(there are four in Serbia). On rakia making, 
he explains, “Most European countries 
have their own version of rakia. While the 
method of production is the same every- 
where, the differences are in the quality of 
fruit available and the skill of the master 
distiller. There shouldn’t be any additives 
of sugar or synthetic flavourings.”

From Istria in the north down to its south- 
ern Dalmatian tip, Croatia has more types 
of rakia than you can shake a stick at… 
or perhaps a sprig of mistletoe, which is 
the base for one particularly assertive type 
of Istrian-made specialty known as biska. 
You’ll also find rakias made from everything 
from chestnuts to figs, and rosebuds to 
sunflowers. But "ljivovica (slivovitz) is far 
and away the most recognizable and 
commonly found throughout the country 
and is exported worldwide – though 
currently, the best of fine Croatian plum 
brandies do not always make their way to 
North America. 

If you find yourself in Zagreb, stock up at 
Natura Croatica, a shop that specializes in 
fine wines, Istrian truffles, and carries more 
than 80 brands of Croatian rakia. Accord-
ing to Ivana Tolić, who works at the 
shop, “More than ever, people are coming 
in to buy rakia – tourists, locals, younger 
adults, older customers and people 
buying for weekend parties and events.”  

In Vancouver, Lyubomir Radev of Radev 
Trade is an importer of Bulgarian wines 
and spirits to Canada, including Pomorie 
Special Rakia. This award-winning rakia 
has been made by Black Sea Gold for more 
than 80 years, and is considered one of the 
premier rakia brands in Bulgaria. Black  
Sea Gold also makes a Burgas 63 Barrel 
Aged – distilled from Muscat grapes – that 
is one of Radev’s favourites. “As a Bulga- 
rian, I would say our grape rakia in par- 
ticular has the smoothest, softest aftertaste 
of all rakias and grappas that I have tried,” 
says Radev. “I may be biased, but that’s my 
personal opinion. I wouldn’t say the same 
thing for the plum rakia, as Serbians are 
more famous [for theirs].”  

Canada is also blossoming in its fruit 
brandy production. With locations in Ver- 
non and Kelowna, Okanagan Spirits craft 
distills eaux de vie varieties made from 
100% B.C. fruit, including apricot, cherry, 
raspberry, plum, apple and pear. While 
most selections are classically clear and 
unaged, both Canados, made from apples, 
and Old Italian Prune, from prune plums, 
are barrel aged for added depth of vanilla 
and spice flavours and aromas. Picked, 
fermented and distilled at the peak of 
natural sweetness, these spirits are the 
essence of sun-ripened fruit captured in  
a bottle, highlighting the borderless and 
worldwide appeal of these and other dis- 
tillates from the rakia family. 

“In general, one of the things we’ve been 
trying to do is show people rakia offers 
more familiar flavours than they might 
think, and with alcohol levels on par with 
grain spirits,” says Gulyas. “The most inno- 
vative people are alcohol distillers,” Gulyas 
grins. “There’s a big palette of flavours out 
there, and in the right hands, rakias stand 
up to any spirit.” Or surpass them. 

LIPPIDDYDOODA
RECIPE BY  

DAVID GULYAS  
BARTENDER AT RAKIA BAR 

TORONTO

Makes: 1 cocktail

While Rakia Bar’s focus is on  

serving rakia ‘neat’ in order for 

customers to best experience and 

appreciate the individual flavours  

and characteristics, Gulyas was 

happy to showcase one of its more 

popular cocktails. On par with  

rakia, it’s made with Becherovka –  

a Czech herbal liqueur with hints  

of sweet, spiced cinnamon, cloves, 

ginger and currants. This cocktail  

has a bittersweet complexity of 

flavour that goes on for days.  

If desired, the raspberry liqueur  

can be replaced with cassis or 

Chambord, and the Pimm’s can  

be replaced with Campari. 

1 ! oz white port
! oz Becherovka Original Liqueur
! oz Pimm’s No. 1 Cup
2 Tbsp fresh orange juice
" cup tonic water
! oz raspberry liqueur

Garnish:

Orange slices

Fill a cocktail shaker with ice.  

Add port, Becherovka, Pimm’s and 

orange juice; shake well. Pour into 

old-fashioned glass. Top with tonic 

water. Holding back of spoon just  

over glass, slowly drizzle raspberry 

liqueur on top to ‘float’ it. Garnish  

with orange slices. 
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Often referred to as The Great Land, Alaska 
has attracted more adventure seekers ever 
since gold was discovered there in the 
1890s. Its epic status is ensured by the 
stunning glaciers of Glacier Bay and Tracy 
Arm, the pristine marine habitat, friendly 
frontier towns of the Inside Passage, as well 
as unspoiled wilderness and untamed 
ZLOGOLIH�Rō�WKH�EHDWHQ�SDWK�

Alaska is 2½ times bigger than Texas and 
RQH�ŎIWK�WKH�VL]H�RI�DOO�WKH�RWKHU����8QLWHG�
6WDWHV�FRPELQHG��,W�ERDVWV��������NP�RI�
coastline; Mt. McKinley, the highest point  
on the North American continent; and more 
glacial ice than anywhere outside of the 
earth’s polar regions. 

If you only have a week or two to take it  
all in, make sure you make the most of  
your time and choose a cruise or cruisetour 
that gives you as much time as possible  
in places that interest you the most.

Denali National Park is Alaska’s most 
popular land-based attraction. It contains 
celebrated sights including towering  
Mt. McKinley, and its pristine wildlife habitat 
is treasured by nature lovers around the world 
as one of the planet’s last intact ecosystems. 
The sight of Mt. McKinley without cloud  
cover is a soul-stirring experience ranking  
as one of life’s milestone events precisely 
because, like most things governed by 
nature, the 20,320-foot peak does not 
appear on demand. Spotting one or more 
large mammals in the park – the moose, 
FDULERX��'DOO�VKHHS�DQG�JUL]]O\�EHDU�WKDW�
make up Alaska’s legendary “Big Four” –  
is equally monumental. On a Holland 
America Line tour you’ll sightsee aboard  
the McKinley Explorer luxury glass-domed 
railcar; spend 1, 2, or 3 nights at a Denali 
wilderness lodge; and explore deep into  
the park’s extensive wildlife habitat.

In Canada’s Yukon Territory there are still vast 
landscapes to be discovered. Whitehorse, 
the capital of the Yukon, is nestled on the 
banks of the region’s famed “River of Gold”, 
and is the gateway to Kluane National  
Park. Here you can encounter some of the 
tallest mountains and most extensive ice 
ŎHOGV�LQ�1RUWK�$PHULFD��QRW�WR�PHQWLRQ� 
a great diversity of vegetation and large 
FRQFHQWUDWLRQV�RI�ZLOGOLIH��LQFOXGLQJ�JUL]]O\�
bears. You can choose a tour that combines 
wondrous Denali National Park with memora-
ble places in the Canadian Yukon and of 
course a cruise along the Alaskan coast.

Explore the Inside Passage the Holland 
America Line way – aboard elegant, 
PLG�VL]HG�VKLSV�WKDW�HQWLFH�\RX�WR�UHOD[��
rejuvenate and unwind amidst the polished 
SHUIHFWLRQ�RI�����\HDUV�DW�VHD��*OLGH�WKURXJK�
sparkling fjords in Glacier Bay National  
Park as you watch for marine wildlife and 
witness nature’s spectacular show as huge 
SLHFHV�RI�LFH�VKHDU�Rō�WKH�IDFH�RI�WKH�JODFLHU�
and plunge into the ocean. With extra-long 
days in port and over 200 optional shore 
excursions, the best of Alaska is yours.

There is no substitute for experience, 
especially when it comes to exploring a land 
VR�YDVW�LW�GHŎHV�GHVFULSWLRQ��/HW�+ROODQG�
America Line’s knowledge and expertise 
JXLGH�\RX�WR�WKH�IXOŎOOPHQW�RI�\RXU�$ODVND�
and Yukon dreams. After all, we’ve been 
bringing visitors here for over 65 years – 
longer than Alaska has been a state.

is one of those rare and magical  
places that you should certainly  
experience at least once in  
your lifetime. 

SPECIAL SECTION



†$75 onboard credit is per stateroom, based on double occupancy. Onboard credit may be used on a single voyage only, expires at the end of that voyage and is not redeemable for cash. Onboard credit is 
quoted in U.S. dollars. Void where prohibited by law. *$2899 fare is based on category BF on Royal Princess® sailing 09/15/13, $2899 fare is based on category BF on Ruby Princess® sailing 08/04/13, $3299 fare is 
based on category BF on Crown Princess® sailing 09/30/13, on a space-available basis at time of booking. Fares for other dates may vary. Fares are per person, non-air, cruise-only, based on double occupancy 
and apply to the !rst two passengers in a stateroom. These fares do not apply to singles or third/fourth-berth passengers. Oceanview stateroom may have an obstructed view. Government fees and taxes of up 
to $95.00 per person and are additional, are subject to change. Princess reserves the right to impose a Fuel Supplement of up to $9 per person per day on all passengers if the NYMEX oil price exceeds $70 per 
barrel, even if the fare has already been paid in full. This o"er is capacity controlled and may not be combinable with any other public, group or past passenger discount, including onboard credits. O"er is not 
transferable and is available to residents of the 50 United States, Canada, Puerto Rico, Mexico and the District of Columbia who are 21 years of age or older and receive this o"er. Fares quoted in U.S. dollars.  
Please refer to the applicable Princess Cruises brochure or princess.com for terms, conditions and de!nitions that apply to all bookings. ©2011 Princess Cruises. Ships of Bermudan registry.

See the Mediterranean   
with Princess Cruises.®

Call your Ensemble Travel® Group agent  
to plan your Princess vacation today!

12-Day Grand Mediterranean
Royal Princess® | Sail from Venice to Barcelona | 09/15 /13

balcony fares from

$2,899*

12-Day Greek Isles Cruise
Ruby Princess® | From Venice to Rome | 08/04/13

balcony fares from

$2,899*

14-Day Mediterranean Medley
Crown Princess® | Roundtrip from Southampton | 09 /30 /13

balcony fares from

$3,299*

Exclusive o!er: Receive up to $75 onboard credit†



TICINO
Cultural Close-up

Hemmed in by Italy to the east, west and 
south, the Swiss canton (province) of Tici-
no could easily be engulfed by its south-
ern cousin. But, rich in panoramic beauty, 
historical significance and art, Ticino has a 
unique cultural identity. 

How Ticino honed its own personality 
amid its Italian brethren may be best de-
scribed by the words that Robert Frost 
made famous: “Good fences make good 
neighbors.” The borders formed by rivers, 
lakes and mountains are well delineated in 
this region, so while friendly, this family of 
two nations is decidedly distinct. Although 
Italian is the official language, most resi-
dents speak at least three or four other 
languages, including German and French. 
Even with their Italian background they 
convey a strong sense of pride in their own 
definition of Swiss identity – an integration 
of Swiss cool and attention to detail with 
plenty of Italian flair.

Ticino’s turbulent history helped shape the 
influences still apparent today in the three 
UNESCO World Heritage Site-listed cas-
tles that surround the medieval capital city 
of Bellinzona. According to tour guide Ju-
lie Guidotti, “In the 14th and 15th centuries, 
Bellinzona was a thriving and wealthy mar-
ket city. Under the control of the Duchy of 
Milan, it was the main commercial passage 
for products going from Germany to Italy, 
and the dukes made lots of tax money 
from traders.” As an international trading 
area it absorbed and incorporated the cus-
toms of those who passed through it.

Meanwhile Lugano, with colourful, upscale 
villas lining the shores of Lake Lugano set 
against eye-popping verdant mountains, 
has attracted its share of both celebrity 
visitors and residents. Lugano is the larg-
est city in Ticino and Switzerland’s third-
largest financial centre, and its appeal lies 
in chic, cosmopolitan amenities and a tran-
quil setting. Shopping here is an interna-
tional experience – accents from around 
the world can be heard while retail clerks 
cheerfully explain the mechanics of a watch 
or the pedigree of a clothing designer. So 
while the district does attract foreign tour-

ists, it is also where many Swiss nationals 
choose to holiday. 

Take a funicular up one of the two moun-
tains, Monte Brè or Monte San Salvatore, 
that encircle Lake Lugano for spectacular 
views of the city below, and in the village of 
Brè, wander the cobblestone streets and 
take in the artists’ studios. Cyclists can en-
joy an extensive network of mountain bik-
ing trails in the surrounding area. On the 
shores of Lake Lugano you’ll find beaches 
and wide promenades, with people walk-
ing their dogs, jogging or just sitting on 
one of the numerous benches to gaze at 
the majesty of the snow-capped mountains 
beyond the lake. Sculptures dot the path-
way that leads through Parco Civico, a 
tranquil setting near the heart of Lugano, 

where people admire the floral arrange-
ments that punctuate the acreage.

The tranquility of the region is perhaps 
best exemplified in the ‘slow food’ style of 
Ticino’s cuisine. Almost everything is lo-
cally grown and made by hand in the tra-
ditional method – from cheese to salami 
and wine – making it a gastronome’s de-
light. As in northern Italy, where risotto is 
more popular than pasta, this dish is equal-
ly ubiquitous in Ticino, often served as an 
accompaniment and prepared to the chef’s 
taste. Choose one of Ticino’s many ‘grot-
tos’ – simple taverns located in spectacular 
outdoor settings – where you can savour a 
meal at your leisure while practising the art 
of il dolce far niente. 

Ron Pradinuk
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Having been National Manager of Experiential Marketing 
at Mercedes-Benz USA before joining The Ritz-Carlton 
Hotel Company in March 2012, Lisa Holladay knows  
a thing or two about luxury. As Vice President, Brand 
Management and Guest Experience for Ritz-Carlton, 
Holladay is the brains behind one of the most prestigious 
brands in the world. It’s her job to make sure every guest 
staying at any of the 81 properties around the world enjoys 
an authentic Ritz-Carlton experience – meaning VIP 
pampering from check-in to check-out. And with 25 new 
hotels scheduled to open within the next three years, 
Holladay will clock an impressive 120,000 miles in the air 
per year to ensure every new Ritz-Carlton lives up to the 
iconic century-old name.

JETSETTER:  
LISA HOLLADAY  

The Last Word

What does the Ritz-Carlton name represent?
We have a renowned service legacy at Ritz-Carlton 
that we’re very proud of. Our motto is ‘We Are Ladies 
and Gentlemen Serving Ladies and Gentlemen,’ and 
our mission is to create memorable experiences for 
our guests that will last a lifetime.

Do you have your own fond memories of the  
Ritz-Carlton?
Actually, yes! Every year I escape to The Ritz-Carl-
ton, Kapalua to ring in the New Year – it’s been a 
tradition of mine for the past four years. But my 
fondest memory by far is of The Ritz-Carlton, Buck-
head in Atlanta. Growing up in Charleston, South 
Carolina, I remember dreaming of one day treating 
my parents to a weekend there. Many years later – 
before I joined the company – that dream came true 
when my sister and I took them to Atlanta to cele-
brate their 40th wedding anniversary at The Ritz-
Carlton, Buckhead. As you can see, Ritz-Carlton has 
been a significant thread in my life.

Travel is such a big part of your job – where has it taken 
you so far?
So far I’ve visited our properties in Florida, California 
and New York City in addition to travelling abroad to 
Shanghai, Beijing, Hong Kong, Thailand and Moscow.  
I just returned from our very first Reserve property  
in Phulay Bay, Krabi, Thailand, where I had the oppor-
tunity to meet Koko, the resident baby elephant – he 
loves bananas!

With all the travel you do for work, where do you like  
to go on vacation?
I love to go to places I’ve never visited before. Africa 
and Vietnam are currently at the top of my list. For 
pure relaxation, Mexico is hard to beat. What could be 
better than great weather, beautiful beaches and a 
perfectly crafted margarita?

What’s next on your travel itinerary?
I’m heading home to Charleston for a week to visit 
family and friends. I’m looking forward to indulging in 
some Southern comfort food and going back to all my 
favourite Lowcountry restaurants.

Checked baggage or carry-on?
It doesn’t matter how long I’m going to be away, I al-
ways carry on. I love my black leather Mulholland 
Brothers wheelie.

What is your cure for jet lag?
A brief nap if time allows, followed by an energetic 
walk or run outside, a hot shower and lots of caffeine!

Nancy Won
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Underwritten by RBC Insurance Company of Canada. In Quebec, certain coverages underwritten by RBC General Insurance Company. 
® / ™ Trademark(s) of Royal Bank of Canada. Used under licence.  VPS82126

Whether you’re exploring new destinations or returning to a favourite vacation spot, protect yourself. After all, 
the cost of travel insurance is minimal compared to the risk of being faced with a medical emergency expense 
while away from home. With affordable coverage from RBC Insurance®, you can be taken care of with:

Q�  Our toll-free number offering immediate multilingual emergency assistance, available 24/7.

Q�  Medical care that will help get you back on your feet as quickly as possible.

Q�  Coverage for Trip Cancellation, Trip Interruption and Baggage & Personal Effects.

Q�  Upfront payments for eligible emergency medical and hospital expenses 
whenever possible, so you won’t pay out of pocket.

Stay covered during your sun-soaked adventure.

Underwritten by RBC Insurance Company of Canada. In Quebec, certain coverages underwritten by RBC General Insurance Company. 

TM

For more information on travel insurance,
call your travel professional today.



Visit your Ensemble Travel® Group Agency:
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Britain’s 
Grand 

Gardens
FROM ROYAL TO ROMANTIC, 
SEVEN MUST-SEE GARDENS

TOP DESTINATIONS  
TO VISIT IN 2013

IRELAND’S GATHERING

CZECH REPUBLIC: 
20 YEARS OF VELVET

ROMANIA RISING

BERLIN’S  
REINVENTION

ROMANCE ON THE  
SEABOURN SPIRIT

PLUS

Inspiring your passion for travel SPRING 2013
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TOP REASONS TO TRAVEL WITH US!

Cruise Authority

We are the #1 cruise seller in Canada.  

We specialize in recommending only  

our preferred cruise partners, whom  

we know thoroughly. 

Convenience

One-stop shopping for car rental, air,  

hotel, tours, cruise and insurance. 

Time Savings

We source the best deal for you,  

so you can spend your time on  

more important things.

Professional K    nowledge 

We can assist you with vital information  

regarding visas, passports, medical 

requirements, currency and safety 

precautions. 

Travel Insurance

We provide you with the right travel  

insurance advice to suit your needs.

Peace of Mind

We’re available to assist you  

throughout your vacation. If you book  

on the Internet, who will you turn  

to if something goes wrong?

Best Value

Cheapest is not always the best. We make 

sure you get top value for your dollar –  

the quality you want at the right price. 

Personal Service

Based on your needs and wants, we’ll use 

our extensive range of contacts to tailor an 

exceptional vacation designed just for you.

Expert Advice

We have invaluable, unbiased knowledge  

and expertise about travel products  

and destinations to help guide you  

with your choices.

GET MORE WITH ENSEMBLE TRAVEL® GROUP


