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Rural Chile has  
become gourmet,  

urbane and exciting.  
Jonathan Franklin 
leaves the hustle of 

Santiago behind and hits 
the road for a week to 

discover Chilean cowboys, 
penguins on surfoards 
and the best pisco sour  

in the world (really!).

WILD
CHILE

WILD
PHOTO GR A PH Y BY F E R N A N D O RO D R I G U E Z
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Cowboy traditions 

live on in the 

Colchagua Valley 

wine region
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IF YOU wish to follow along, you’ll need 

a detailed map. Chilean road signs are 

special. Instead of indicating recognisable 

features like cities or major highways, 

Chileans prefer arrows with a single cryptic 

word like “East”. In the age of Instagram, it’s 

so retro as to be quaint but can easily confuse 

the visitor. You will get lost. You’ll also lose 

wi-f connection, your phone signal and GPS 

coordinates. You might even forget the days 

of the week. Drive slowly as rural traffc is 

still interspersed with elegant Chilean huasos 

(cowboys), their stiff-brimmed hats offset by 

elegant ponchos and knee-high leather boots 

adorned with spurs big enough to prod an 

elephant. The teenagers on horses are worse, 

often texting while trotting.

Leaving Santiago behind, we cruise north 

on Route 5, emerging from a mountain pass 

90 minutes later and going by La Campana, 

Chile’s most visited national park. Its 

bell-shaped mountain is flled with trails 

and offers a rewarding – and tough – four-

hour climb to the 1880-metre peak. From 

there you can glimpse the 6962m Mount 

Aconcagua, the tallest peak in the world 

outside the Himalaya. 

Fruit stands dot the shoulder of the 

highway and year-round sunshine means  

a constant supply of oranges and surprisingly 

delicious fruit from the prickly pear cactus. 

Avoid the roadside shacks marking queso de 

cabra (goat’s cheese), unless you’re curious 

about the symptoms of listeria, and continue 

driving until a band of women wave you 

I love Santiago. The 
arts explosion. The blue-
haired teenagers with 
skateboards. The recent 
pride embodied in a 
label that reads “Made 
in Chile”. The students 
protesting for a right to 
decent public education. 
But too many days in a city 
will drive a person crazy. 
Santiago is a seven-million-
person metropolis with  
a booming middle class  
and politicians never 
planned for so much 
trafc. It’s easy to get 
tired of a sushi shop and 
pharmacy on every street 
corner so I grab three 
unread books and two of 
my daughters and hit the 
road for a week to explore 
the charms of rural Chile. 

down by fapping a white fag in one hand 

while swinging a picnic basket in the other. 

The rural countryside in the north of Chile 

has a sweet tooth honed on a mixture of 

meringue, caramel and powdered sugar  

– all sold by this army of white-smocked 

roadside vendors. If you’re enjoying  

a peaceful drive, avoid letting small  

children eat these addictive sugar bombs  

in the car.

Branching off Route 5 and following signs 

to Maitencillo, we head west towards the 

Pacifc Ocean, up a mountainside latticed 

with orange, olive and avocado plantations. 

In the 1990s, the Chileans ambushed 

the world’s wine shelves with merlots as 

a budget alternative to Californian reds. In 

the following decades, the country’s wines 

migrated upmarket. Now Chilean olive oil 

is taking the same path and is considered 

among the world’s fnest. 

Viña Santa Cruz 

(left) is one of the 

wine estates that’s 

transforming  

rural Chile; a cowboy 

on the road to 

Pichilemu
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Chileans might not be gregarious like 

neighbouring Argentines or Brazilians but 

their more cautious, reserved nature has 

served them well on the economic front. 

I used to explain to visitors that Chile was 

nothing like the Third World shantytown 

stereotype of South America but was more 

like “a poor corner of Spain”. Today it is 

like a wealthy corner of Spain – and much 

friendlier. Chileans are opinionated, wired, 

worldly, quick to laugh and eager to pitch 

in and help. I once saw a uniformed police 

offcer playing goalie in a fast-paced street 

football match with a team of eight-year-olds. 

And where else do highway patrolmen stop  

to help motorists with a tyre change?

Arriving in Maitencillo we pull into 

Cabañas Hermansen, a clutch of basic but 

large hillside cabins with vast wooden decks 

from where you can watch the glowing 

sun sink into the horizon. Dumping our The sun rises over farmland, on the road from Pichilemu to Lolol
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suitcases, we head for lunch up the coast. At 

El Chiringuito, a seafood restaurant on the 

end of a pier at the upscale beach of Zapallar, 

we have a 10-minute wait for a table. I down 

a pisco sour while we watch pelicans fsh 

in the bay and a small regatta of sailboats 

founder in a listless wind. 

Chile and Peru are in legal dispute over 

naming rights for pisco, a South American 

brandy. The dust-up spurred a battle to see 

who makes the best but consumers won that 

war. Today’s pisco is aged in oak barrels for 

years. A sour is made by mixing pisco with 

whipped egg whites, lemon juice, powdered 

sugar and a dash of bitters. Served cold, it 

christens our meal at Chiringuito, which 

includes the local specialty, conger eel.  

I order picoroco – a crab-like delicacy served 

in its shell – and I toast my wife, who’s arrived 

after a frantic work week to savour a Tabalí 

sauvignon blanc. Our vacation has begun.

Zapallar has the orderly feel and 

restrained tastes of an English village by the 

sea but today the architecture is a mix of old- Surf schools in Punta de Lobos have lessons – and boards – for every level of surfer
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stayed for about 10 minutes, just looking 

around; I think he kind of liked it.” Another 

surfer tells how a frolicking seal dropped in 

on his wave.

As tempting as it is to stay, we have more 

to explore. Next morning we head south 

along the rocky coast, where yellow and green 

wild grasses mingle with felds of cactus on 

the hillsides, giving the route a Northern 

Californian feel. At the city of Viña del Mar we 

turn inland up the hill to Route 68 and follow 

signs towards Santiago. Half an hour later, 

we take an exit to Algarrobo, heading for the 

small beach town of Isla Negra, where Nobel 

Prize-winning Chilean poet Pablo Neruda 

lived, wrote and was ultimately laid to rest. 

Built above a cluster of boulders that catch 

waves and shatter them skywards, Neruda’s 

home now serves as a museum. His Casa 

de Isla Negra was known for the legendary 

dinner parties he held there; artworks left by 

guests such as Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera 

still adorn the walls. More recent tributes to 

Neruda can be found on the wooden fence 

Watching the waves 

roll in at Pichilemu 

(left); the point break 

at Punta de Lobos is 

Chile’s finest

Traditional stone houses in Zapallar lend the village an English-seaside feel

school stone homes and the crisp, modular 

lines inspired by acclaimed Chilean architect 

Mathias Klotz. The Zapallar cemetery, 

established on a coastal lookout point above 

the crashing waves, contains many English 

surnames, a legacy of the strong British 

infuence along this lightly settled coast. 

Twenty minutes south of Zapallar is 

Cachagua beach. At the western end of the 

beach you can climb a stone staircase and 

see Magellanic and Humboldt penguins 

on an island reserve 100 metres offshore. 

After 15 minutes playing frisbee in the surf 

there, I start to lose the feeling in my toes. 

The water is freezing but the penguins 

seem comfortable. Although it’s a holiday 

weekend, huge stretches of Cachagua beach 

are empty – perfect for beachcombing and 

family conversations that somehow never 

fnd a footing in hectic urban days. 

Dinner is back in Maitencillo at La Canasta 

restaurant bar. Designed like the inside of  

a gigantic bird’s nest, it’s packed on weekends 

and during the summer but otherwise is a 

quiet place. If you like shellfsh, try the razor 

clams or loco, Chilean abalone harvested 

along the southern coast.

Maitencillo is home to several surf schools 

so we spend the next morning trying to 

master the waves. As we lie on our boards, 

wannabe surfers in wetsuits jog along the 

beach and pose for selfes as they firt with 

the slo-mo lifestyle of this small holiday  

town. Even the wildlife wants to show off.  

“A penguin was swimming around us so  

I grabbed him,” says Pablo, a local surfer.  

“I put him standing on my board and he 
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Cabañas Hermansen, Maitencillo

hermansen.cl

Reserve a room as high as possible 

in this beachside cabin complex. 

Both the view and the sound of the 

surf improve as you make your way 

up the hillside. The setting is rustic 

and pared-back but you can count 

on clean rooms, excellent service 

and great restaurants nearby.

The following morning, we drive half an 

hour south and visit the brackish lagoon in 

Cáhuil, a village that has been a provider 

of salt to vast swathes of Chile for at least  

500 years. Today the ocean foam is 

harvested, dried and used in a line of 

gourmet sea salts. “The top layer is so fne 

that when we mix it with spices you don’t 

notice,” explains Carolina Diaz, the founder 

of Aukas, a line of traditional Chilean spices  

and favours. 

The sun pops out after lunch, which is 

often the case along this stretch of the coast. 

I once again attempt surfng lessons. With the 

wetsuit, I feel no chills and spend two hours 

waist deep, battered by shore breakers and 

admiring the fve-metre swell 200m offshore. 

Cosmopolitan Santiago feels pleasingly 

distant. Even faux surfng is exhausting. 

By 10 that night we are asleep.

I love wine but this coast is too frigid for 

grapes so we head inland. First, we drive 

north to Pichilemu, then east towards Santa 

Cruz and the heart of Chilean wine country. 

A decade ago Wine Spectator magazine 

dubbed this entire Colchagua Valley “the 

next Napa” and now boutique hotels, fne 

dining and dozens of wineries have sprouted 

throughout the valley. 

The Noi Blend hotel in the village of 

Palmilla, just before Santa Cruz, makes a 

great base. The owner, Joaquin, can design 

itineraries and has been known to fre up 

a fabulous barbecue when guests need a day 

of pampering and lazy sunshine by the pool. 

The Colchagua Valley is home to the 

best small museums in Chile, particularly 

Museo Colchagua in downtown Santa Cruz. 

Completely rebuilt and expanded following 

the 2010 earthquake, the museum comes 

from the private collection of controversial 

entrepreneur Carlos Cardoen, who was 

infamous in the 1980s for selling weapons 

to Saddam Hussein. Today, photos of Cardoen 

with Saddam and Fidel Castro have been 

shelved and he has reinvented himself as 

a patron of culture. In his quest for legacy, 

he’s built a remarkable museum. 

In 20 years travelling South America,  

I’ve never seen a fner small art and 

archaeology collection. It’s a scale model  

of the Smithsonian in Washington, DC.  

My favourite wing is dubbed The Great 

Escape and is overfowing with the original 

tools and equipment used to save 33 Chilean 

miners trapped underground for 10 weeks  

in 2010. 

Eager to see another of Cardoen’s 

museums, we drive 40 minutes southwest 

towards the village of Lolol. There we lunch 

on the terrace at the entrepreneur’s vineyard, 

Viña Santa Cruz, before we drag the kids to 

the classy automobile museum that’s part  

of the grand estate. 

Viña Santa Cruz also has a cable-car  

ride up the side of the hill. From the top  

you can enjoy a sunset view of the valley  

or, if you come at 8pm (on weekends),  

gaze at the stars through a giant telescope. 

I spend the last night of our trip pointing  

out constellations to my daughters, breathing 

the fresh mountain air and giving thanks  

we had abandoned the constant rush of 

city life for an escape into the Chilean 

countryside. After the children fall asleep  

I spend the evening fnishing off a book  

and my favourite Chilean wine. I won’t tell 

you what that wine is; by the end of your  

own week-long trip, you will have discovered 

it for yourself.  

SCL
Qantas flies to Santiago from 

Sydney, with connections 

from other Australian capital 

cities. qantas.com

F L I G H T  P A T H

surrounding the property, where fans have 

carved or painted passages of his poetry and 

messages of love.

With few high-end accommodation 

options in Isla Negra, we stay at the Winery 

Boutique Hotel in nearby Algarrobo – and 

leave our luggage there while we pay homage 

to Neruda. A warning: if you leave a suitcase 

inside a car in public, you can consider it 

stolen. When eating or sightseeing on the 

road, keep nothing of interest in the car. I’ve 

lived in Chile since 1997 and have never seen 

a bar fght or heard a gunshot but the petty 

theft borders on kleptomania. Once thieves 

even stole a cake I’d bought for my daughter’s 

birthday from the front seat of my parked SUV.

After Neruda, we want to further escape 

civilisation so we drive two hours down 

the coast, past the city of San Antonio and 

through the village of Litueche. Piles of rubble 

and collapsed homes are evidence of the 

destruction caused by one of the biggest 

earthquakes ever recorded. On February 

27, 2010 – as tourists celebrated the fnal 

weekend of summer – an 8.8 magnitude 

quake and tsunami that followed wiped out 

this coastline for several hundred kilometres. 

Adobe buildings were toppled and only now 

is the area being substantially rebuilt. It’s an 

understatement to say your tourist dollars 

go to a good cause when you make local 

purchases in this stretch of Chile.

Our next beach escape is Punta de Lobos, 

named for the sea lions – lobos marinos – that 

colonise the rocks. Home to international 

surfng championships every year, this is a 

magical, little-known getaway – even for non-

surfers. We stay at the nearby Hotel Alaia that 

offers beach views and great conversations 

around the bar. 

Hotel Alaia, Pichilemu 

hotelalaia.com

A four-star facility with a surfer 

vibe, this boutique beach hotel also 

appeals as a romantic getaway 

for those who don’t care about 

catching waves but need a chilled-

out escape. It serves up excellent 

breakfasts and there’s an in-house 

surf school for adventurous guests.

Noi Blend, Palmilla 

noihotels.com

Fantastic service, local knowledge 

and fine dining – there is no better 

place to make HQ for a Colchagua 

Valley wine tour. A combination 

of country mansion and boutique 

hotel makes guests feel at home 

while being immersed in the culture 

of the valley. 

Where to stay in rural Chile
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Clockwise from above: A local in Colchagua wine country; Carlos Cardeon’s Viña Santa Cruz, Lolol; a more modest home in Lolol; local produce
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A TINY urn containing the ashes of  

a burnt cricket bail has become an iconic 

symbol of one of the world’s most enduring 

international sporting contests. Since the  

frst Ashes series in 1877, there have been  

314 Test matches of which Australia has  

won 123 and England 103, with 88 drawn.

The battle is on again, beginning in 

Cardiff on July 8 then moving to London, 

Birmingham and Nottingham before 

returning to the UK capital for the fnal 

Test at The Oval, starting on August 20.

For the thousands of Australians who 

will descend on England and Wales, the 

experience is about on-feld glory. It’s also 

a pilgrimage to hallowed grounds and the 

cities in which they reside. But whether you’re 

jetting in for one Test or going the distance 

for all fve, how do you make the most of your 

stay? And what to do when the Baggy Greens 

pummel the Brits into submission on day 

three and you have two days up your sleeve? 

We’ve got your Ashes tour sorted.

Around 
the
Grounds
The action during The Ashes isn’t confned to the fve 
matches. From London to Cardif, Robert Wainwright 
discovers there’s plenty on ofer just a hook shot away. 

Lord's is famously known as the home of English cricket
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From free museums and art 

galleries to the magnifcent 

architecture of Westminster and 

the Tower, Samuel Johnson was 

right, if a little sexist, when he 

declared, “When a man is tired 

of London, he is tired of life.” 

The two London Test matches 

split the city in two – Lord’s to 

the north and The Oval near the 

southern banks of the Thames 

– so why not do the same with 

your experience? 

STAY
North: The four-star Dorset 

Square Hotel lies barely one 

kilometre from “the home of 

cricket”, Lord’s, with easy access 

to the West End, London’s famed 

entertainment district. The 

square is also the site of the frst 

of three cricket grounds created 

by Thomas Lord, hence the 

memorabilia adorning the walls 

of this sumptuously renovated 

Regency-era building. 

39-40 Dorset Square, Marylebone

firmdalehotels.com

London.

South: Wright Brothers Oyster & 

Porter House is an award-winning 

restaurant where a relaxed vibe 

and blackboard menu belie its 

impressive standard of seafood. 

11 Stoney Street, 

Borough Market, Southwark 

thewrightbrothers.co.uk

PL AY
North: The London Gin Club in 

Soho has 130 different gins and 

is reputed to serve the best gin 

and tonic in the city. It’s small 

but popular so book in advance.

22 Great Chapel Street, Soho

thelondonginclub.com

South: For quality ale, a distillery 

and good food, The Draft House 

near Tower Bridge is a safe bet. 

What more could you want in a 

pub? A psychedelic cocktail bar 

in the basement? Done!

206-208 Tower Bridge 

Road, Southwark

drafthouse.co.uk

E XPLORE
North: When the tide is low, 

the banks of the Thames come 

alive with “mudlarkers” seeking 

treasure – from Roman roof tiles 

to Tudor beer mugs. Go with 

a Museum of London guide to 

understand what you’ve found. 

46 Eagle Wharf Road, Hackney

www.thamesdiscovery.org

South: Take an hour’s cruise 

down the Thames from the 

Tower of London to King Henry 

VIII’s Hampton Court Palace. 

Hampton Court Road,  

East Molesey

hrp.org.uk 

South: London Bridge Hotel 

overlooks the River Thames  

near the renowned Borough 

Market and galleries, museums 

and attractions of the South 

Bank. From the hotel, it’s  

a 10-minute bus ride to The 

Oval. This is a good-value 

four-star hotel with 138 well-

appointed rooms. 

8-18 London Bridge  

Street, Southwark

www.londonbridgehotel.com

E AT
North: In a neighbourhood 

of great restaurants, few are 

better than Moro – a family-run 

eatery of Spanish and North 

African infuence. It’s great 

value, friendly and hip. It’s also 

popular so make sure you book. 

34-36 Exmouth Market, Islington

moro.co.uk

❶ Wright Brothers Oyster & 

Porter House is smack-bang in 

the centre of Borough Market

❷ Chargrilled produce at hip 

north London eatery Moro

❸ Want to be close to the action 

at the final Test? The London 

Bridge Hotel is the ideal base

❶

❷

❸
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The Welsh capital, where the 

series begins on July 8, is home 

to a relatively new Test cricket 

venue. Sophia Gardens, or 

SWALEC Stadium as it is 

offcially known, has hosted 

only two Tests – the frst an 

Ashes match in 2009, which was 

drawn. The coal trade of the 19th 

century transformed Cardiff into 

a signifcant European capital 

and, even with the demise of the 

mines, it’s still the 10th largest 

city in the UK. But there’s more 

to Cardiff than the remnants 

of an industrial past. Described 

by National Geographic as  

“a gem”, the city came sixth 

on the magazine’s 2011 list of 

alternative summer destinations.

Cardiff.
Jolyons Boutique Hotel and 

Jolyon’s at No. 10 are charming 

stays owned by the same 

business. One is a revamped 

seamen’s lodge with six rooms 

overlooking the harbour, the 

other a refurbished Victorian 

townhouse with 21 stylish 

rooms in the heart of the city’s 

entertainment district. Both  

are four-star rated and judged 

among the best hotels in the UK 

at less than £100 ($196) a night. 

5 Bute Crescent and  

10 Cathedral Road

jolyons.co.uk; jolyons10.com

E AT
The Clink Charity is a unique 

concept in which 30 Cardiff 

Prison inmates prepare, cook 

and serve a menu of surprisingly 

excellent fare that travel website 

TripAdvisor rates the best in the 

city. As an added beneft, 

the venture has helped slash 

prisoners’ reoffending rates. 

Her Majesty’s Prison Cardiff, 

Knox Road

theclinkcharity.org

Known for its “nouvelle Indian 

cuisine”, Purple Poppadom 

is an award-winning fusion  

of the favours of India with the 

traditions of hearty, seasonal 

Welsh fare. 

185a Cowbridge Road East 

purplepoppadom.com

PL AY
The Cricketers pub is close to 

the stadium with plush lounge 

areas, locally made ales and, if 

the sun is shining, a charming 

beer garden.   

66 Cathedral Road 

cricketerscardiff.co.uk

Gwdihŵ Café Bar, roughly 

pronounced “goody hoo”, 

is a lively cocktail bar and 

late-night music venue. It 

fttingly touts itself as “a cosy 

but very kooky living room”. 

6 Guildford Crescent 

gwdihw.co.uk

E XPLORE
Cardiff boasts the largest 

concentration of castles of any 

city in the world, the best of 

which is Cardiff Castle. This 

imposing and complex structure 

dates back to 50AD when the 

site was a Roman fort. It then 

spent time as a Norman keep 

and fnally a gargoyle-fringed 

monument to John Stuart, the 

Marquess of Bute, who made 

the city the biggest coal and 

steel exporter in the world.

Castle Street

cardiffcastle.com

Though there’s much to see and 

do on Cardiff Bay – including 

whitewater rafting, galleries 

and museums – the Doctor 

Who Experience is a drawcard 

for fans of all ages.

Discovery Quay, Cardiff Bay

doctorwho.tv

STAY
Renowned for its attention to 

detail, Lincoln House Hotel,  

a privately run B&B, is a restored 

Victorian townhouse of quiet 

luxury close to the stadium and 

within walking distance of many 

restaurants and bars. 

118-120 Cathedral Road 

lincolnhotel.co.uk

❷

❸

❶ Cardiffʼs St John the Baptist 

City Parish, as seen from 

vibrant Church Street  

❷ A fine diner where the chefs 

are inmates? Prepare to be 

surprised at the Clink Charity 

❸ Accommodation at the opulent 

Lincoln House Hotel includes  

a full Welsh breakfast  

❶



July 2015  |  QANTAS 7 1

E XPLORE
Take a tour in a canal boat 

with Away2Canal. Bustling with 

trade during the 18th century 

but neglected for decades, the 

city’s man-made waterways are 

alive again thanks to the leisure 

and tourism industries.

 The Waters Edge, Brindleyplace

away2canal.co.uk

Five hundred years old and still 

producing about 40 per cent of 

all jewellery made in the UK, the 

Jewellery Quarter bustles with 

silversmiths and jewellers. 

Jewellery Quarter

jewelleryquarter.net

Birmingham.

Edgbaston Cricket Ground, 

which hosts the third match  

in the series from July 29 to 

August 2, held its frst Ashes  

Test in 1902 when a new stand 

was built for spectators and 90 

members of the media. This year, 

a crowd of more than 100,000 is 

expected through the gates if the 

match lasts the full fve days. 

Birmingham was at the heart 

of the 19th-century Industrial 

Revolution and remains Britain’s 

biggest city outside of London. 

STAY
Beyoncé once rented the 

penthouse suite of Malmaison – 

a stylish four-star establishment 

in the heart of the city. Spot 

other celebrities in the ultra-

swanky Chez Mal Bar.

1 Wharfside Street

malmaison.com

Bloc is a 73-room, ultra-modern, 

four-star hotel in the Jewellery 

Quarter. Its construction is 

based on the Japanese concept  

of room capsules, with guests 

trading foor and wardrobe 

space for compact luxury and 

great prices.

Caroline Street

blochotels.com

E AT
The 24 Carat Bistro, in a back 

alleyway of the Jewellery 

Quarter, is celebrated for 

its melting pot of Caribbean 

and English dishes – from 

spicy jerk chicken and goat 

curry to traditional cottage 

pie and Yorkshire pudding.

27 Warstone Lane

24caratbistro.co.uk

Purnell’s is a Michelin-starred 

restaurant owned and managed 

by celebrity chef Glynn Purnell. 

It boasts both fne dining and 

a “living room” lounge area 

serving “Brummie” tapas, 

cocktails and after-dinner coffee.

55 Cornwall Street

purnellsrestaurant.com

PL AY
For live jazz and cocktails after 

stumps, head to The Jam House. 

A jive-funky venue in a converted 

Georgian townhouse, this is 

a popular city nightspot.

3-5 St Paul’s Square 

thejamhouse.com

Located on one of Birmingham’s 

oldest streets, the basement 

Bacchus Bar is a medieval retreat 

in the middle of the city. Its 

entrance is dark, the stonework 

broody and the bar made of iron 

lace. Don’t miss the excellent 

local cask ales.

Burlington Arcade, New Street

nicholsonspubs.co.uk

❶

❷

❶ Malmaisonʼs Chez Mal Bar 

features half a dozen craft 

beers on tap 

❷  Covering some 56 kilometres, 

Birminghamʼs canal network 

is larger than that of Venice 

Afer stumps

ABC Radio cricket- 

commentary veteran 

Jim Maxwell selects 

his well-trodden 

Ashes tour haunts. 

Cardiff: “Le Monde Fish Bar 

and Grill is a short drive from 

the stadium and excellent for 

a post-match dinner. If there  

is a rain delay, head here for its 

French-brasserie-style lunch.” 

le-monde.co.uk

London: “A short Tube ride 

from The Oval, the Admiral 

Codrington is a hole-in-the-

wall gastro pub with a 

retractable glass roof for 

sunny days and a great bar 

for not-so-sunny ones.” 

theadmiralcodrington.co.uk

Birmingham: “The Walkabout 

bar is where David Warner got 

into trouble a couple of years 

ago. It’s where the cricketers 

hang out. The whole set-up 

has a strong Aussie flavour.” 

walkaboutbars.co.uk

Nottingham: “The Trent 

Bridge Inn used to be a hotel 

where all the cricket greats 

stayed about 150 years ago. 

Current players go there for 

a post-match drink.” 

jdwetherspoon.co.uk
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Hosting the fourth Test from 

August 6-10, Trent Bridge’s 

cricket history dates back to the 

1830s, when the frst recorded 

inter-county match was played 

behind an inn near the ground. 

Nottingham’s renown also comes 

from its historic and literary 

legacy, particularly the rebel 

archer Robin Hood. Sherwood 

Forest still thrives an hour’s 

drive north of the city.

those still happily absorbed in 

face-stuffng activity.

11 King Street

tropeiro.co.uk

PL AY
The reuse of historic buildings 

continues with the Pitcher  

& Piano bar and bistro inside 

a 17th-century chapel in the  

Lace Market area. High ceilings 

and the bar in the centre of the 

room amplify the buzzy vibe.

The Unitarian Church,  

High Pavement

pitcherandpiano.com

Carved into sandstone beneath 

Nottingham Castle in 1189AD, 

Ye Olde Trip to Jerusalem claims 

to be England’s oldest inn. But 

despite the souvenir T-shirts and 

tankards, it’s popular with locals 

as well as tourists.

Brewhouse Yard, Castle Road 

triptojerusalem.com

E XPLORE
What could be more ftting in 

the land of Robin Hood than  

a trip to Sherwood Forest  

armed with a bow and quiver  

of arrows? Visit Edwinstowe  

in the heart of the forest, the 

village where Robin lived, for  

a spot of archery and falconry.  

Rufford Abbey Tourist 

Information Centre, Ollerton

newark-sherwooddc.gov.uk 

Visit the home and discover  

the infuences of a literary 

giant at the award-winning DH 

Lawrence Heritage Centre.  

Mansfield Road, Eastwood

nottingham.ac.uk 

Watching the Ashes from Australia? 

Check out our list of the best bars 

and pubs to catch all the action at 

travelinsider.qantas.com.au

Nottingham.

STAY
The boutique Hart’s Hotel 

sits on the ruined ramparts of 

Nottingham Castle, a medieval 

fortress high above the city. 

Marvel at the spectacular views 

from the chic four-star hotel’s 

32 rooms and restaurant.

Standard Hill, Park Row

hartsnottingham.co.uk

The Walton hotel, a 10-minute 

walk from Nottingham’s best 

shops and entertainment areas, 

was a hunting lodge in the 18th 

century. The four-star hotel’s 

dramatic heritage is refected in 

stately rooms and restaurant.

2 North Road, The Park Estate 

thewaltonhotel.com

E AT
World Service restaurant and bar 

sits inside a grand 17th-century 

home. Blending modern British 

cuisine with infuences from 

around the world, it has won 

the Nottingham Restaurant  

of the Year award four times.

Newdigate House, Castle Gate

worldservicerestaurant.com

Tropeiro Brazilian Churrascaria 

is a gaucho delight of grilled 

and roasted meat dishes served 

with a twist. Each guest is given 

a card on arrival – green on one 

side and red on the other. Green 

means “I am ready for another 

plate” – carved tableside. The red 

says “Whoa, I’m still eating” for 

LHR
Qantas flies to London from 

Sydney and Melbourne, with 

connections from other 

Australian capital cities. 

qantas.com

F L I G H T  P A T H

❶ Pitcher & Pianoʼs central bar  

is set beneath soaring ceilings 

❷ Fine dining in a 17th century 

home at World Service

❸ A view of Nottingham from 

Hartʼs Hotel, which was 

designed by award-winning 

architect Julian Marsh

❸

❷

❶



Creature

Exotic animals, luxury lodges and a sunrise cockatoo chorus. Can you believe you’re in Dubbo? 
 Larry Writer takes a walk on the wild side in the Central West of New South Wales.

See wild animals in their Western Plains sanctuary 

then retreat to yours



DROPPING into a deep canvas deckchair on 

the verandah of my private lodge, I scan the 

savanna. Minutes later, two curious giraffes 

amble up and stand metres away, necks 

swaying, coolly returning my gobsmacked 

gaze from behind their ingénue lashes. As 

I watch spellbound, more giraffes gather. 

They’re joined by zebras, antelope… and 

a mob of kangaroos. Wait. Kangaroos? It’s the 

sensory equivalent of an elephant wandering 

onto the set of Skippy. It’s also the clearest 

sign yet I’m not in Botswana; in fact, I’m 

six kilometres from Dubbo in the Central 

West of NSW, basking in the African vibe of 

Zoofari Lodge at Taronga Western Plains Zoo.

“Just slow down, enjoy and observe… 

connect with nature in your own time and 

your own way,” suggests Matthew Fuller, 

the zoo’s general manager. It’s easy advice 

to take.   

Zoofari Lodge is a luxurious resort 

comprising 15 canvas-walled, iron-roofed 

lodges, all of which have African-inspired 

decor, a king-size bed with billowing 

mosquito net and an enormous double 

bath. There are also binoculars for viewing 

animals but given that they meander up 

to the concealed perimeter fence near the 

verandah, these are surely for effect.

As tempting as it is to settle in, there  

are other animals (and my fellow guests)  

to meet. Our sunset tour swings by the 

cheetah pen where one resident, Leela, 

is draped over a log. With her haughty 

expression and huge orange eyes – the 

striking mascara-dark lines beneath them 

reduce glare when hunting – this glamorous 

specimen is known as the zoo’s supermodel. 

“She’s gorgeous and she knows it,” says 

guide Emma-Jane Fairbank.  

Comforts

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY

J U L I A N K I N G M A
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At dusk we watch elephants, rhinos and 

African wild dogs feast. As Cuddles, a 43-year-

old pachyderm, hoovers up a bucket of pellets 

with her trunk, her gut emits a symphony 

of stomach rumbles. (Steven Spielberg used 

the sound of an elephant’s stomach for his 

Jurassic Park dinosaurs.)  

Having seen the restaurant menu earlier, 

her tummy isn’t the only one rumbling. Back 

at the Zoofari main house, after tasting local 

and South African wines and African bunny 

chow – no, not rabbit food but delectable 

bread and pastry cups flled with spicy meats, 

peanuts and vegetables – Lodge guests are 

seated at long banquet tables. We dine on 

grilled crocodile, dukkah-crusted salmon, 

organic chicken and roast lamb (stuffed with 

rice, quinoa, apricots, prunes and dates). By 

the time we get to the chocolate “township” 

scones and spiced pears, we want to make 

like the animals and sprawl under a tree.

Of course, we don’t. The hippos are taking 

a moonlight swim and no-one wants to miss 

that – or the chance to see what the other wild 

residents get up to at night. With the guide’s 

torch ready, we board the minibus for the fnal 

tour of the day. “Experiencing animals in 

their natural environment touches our hearts 

in ways that seeing wildlife in cages cannot,” 

says Fuller. “Our keepers try to ensure that 

visitors leave with a deeper appreciation of 

wildlife and are inspired to conserve it.”

There can be few more luxurious ways 

to be a conservation crusader than spending 

a night at Zoofari Lodge. After a nightcap 

on the verandah, it’s time to collapse into the 

capacious bed and dream of adventures in 

the wild – the snorts and bellows of savanna 

residents adding a touch of reality. When the 

sun rises to bathe the lodges in a warm glow, 

squawking cockatoos explode in gleaming 

white focks from the casuarinas and acacias. 

Nature’s alarm clock.

After a morning coffee by a roaring fre, 

a buffet breakfast and check-out, Zoofari 

guests feed the giraffes. Under the eye of 

keeper Andrew O’Brien, we mount a platform 

to handfeed carrots to the towering beasts. 

“It’s best to hold the carrots sideways so 

the giraffe can curl his half-metre tongue 

around each one and draw it into its mouth,” 

he advises. 

The children – and some adults – giggle 

and wince at contact with the coarse, black 

saliva-drenched tongue. “Their tongues are 

rough and strong because in the wild they 

dine on branches with thorns sharp enough 

to puncture tyres,” explains O’Brien. “And 

don’t worry about the saliva… it’s no more 

harmful than dog, cat or little brother saliva!” 

Giraffes sated, we head back 

to the zoo’s visitor centre, where 

bikes and electric buggies are 

standing by. The enclosures 

at the zoo are linked by a 6km 

paved circuit, with every bend 

revealing a different delight. 

Here, guests get a feel for 

the zoo’s aim – to thrill and 

educate its 220,000 annual 

visitors and, through breeding 

and conservation programs, 

save wildlife from extinction. Its 

300 hectares house paddocks, 

bushland, enclosures and 

waterways bound by concealed 

moats and fences, plus breeding, 

veterinary, quarantine, research 

and educational facilities.

Sumatran tigers vie for 

“oohs” and “aahs” with 93 other 

free-roaming species – 50 per 

cent of which are threatened, 

endangered or extinct in the 

wild – including African lions, 

black and white rhinos, African 

and Asian elephants, monkeys 

and meerkats. “If these animals disappear 

from their native habitat, they at least survive 

here,” says Fuller. “We’re an ark.”

It’s feeding time that has most visitors 

awestruck. As a crowd looks on, keeper 

Denyelle Woodhouse flls a hessian sack with 

chicken carcasses and hoists it to the top of 

a six-metre pole. Walking out of the enclosure 

frst, she springs open a door for Sumatran 

tiger Indah to enter. Indah bounds across the 

clearing and leaps to the top of the pole. In 

seconds, she descends with lunch in her jaws. 

One observer suggests Woodhouse re-enter 

the compound to give Indah a well-done 

pat. “If I did that,” quips the keeper, “forget 

chicken. Her dinner would be me.”

It falls to Woodhouse to feed and exercise 

the tigers and report on their health to the 

resident vets. Each day, she checks the 140 

locks on the compound’s entry points and, 

lest any beast get ideas, the sophisticated  

Enjoy snacks on the savanna 

(above), before an African  

banquet in Zoofari’s main house

Bakhita with her new calf, born through the breeding program for the endangered black rhino
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their trunks, they daub bright 

blobs of paint on canvas. Their 

abstract art fetches hundreds 

of dollars at the zoo’s gift shop, 

the money raised going into 

research and conservation. 

Elephant painting is part of the 

enrichment program that helps 

wild animals retain natural 

behaviours and psychological 

wellbeing in captivity. 

“We don’t allow predators  

to prey on other species as  

in the wild,” explains Fuller,  

“but we do provide scent trails 

and opportunities, such as 

painting, that stimulate them 

in different ways.” 

Diet is also a priority. It’s 

worth a peek into the building 

where huge amounts of meat and 

vegetables are prepared daily. 

Every week the wallabies and 

kangaroos, rhinos and primates 

consume 50kg in apples alone. 

“We want our animals to be healthy and 

never obese – always a danger in captivity – so 

our nutritionists and vets cater to the dietary 

requirements of each species and we replicate 

what they’d eat in the wild,” adds Fuller.

The zoo established a rhinoceros breeding 

program in the 1990s – since then 12 calves 

have been born, the most recent in April – and 

created the world’s frst black rhino embryo 

by IVF in 2008. “Every rhinoceros counts,” 

says Fuller. “I can think of no fner thing than 

to help bring another rhino into the world.” 

As he talks, a huntsman spider scuttles 

from cover and scales his trouser leg. Fuller 

cups the critter in his hands and gently places 

it on a plant. “The only ones treated better 

than our visitors here,” he laughs, “are the 

creatures.” After a night in a Zoofari Lodge, 

I reckon it’s line-ball.  

Visit travelinsider.qantas.com.au to discover five  

other experiences in Dubbo.

◖ Zoofari Lodges cost from 

$269 per person per night 

(twin share) for Bushland View 

accommodation and from 

$309 per person for Animal 

View (with kids aged five to 15 

from $149 and under five from 

$49). As well as park admission, 

this pass includes behind-the-

scenes tours, bike hire and an 

authentic African meal.

DBO
QantasLink flies to 

Dubbo from Sydney, with 

connections from other 

Australian capital cities. 

qantas.com
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gate system that separates the tigers from  

each other – and the keepers. 

There’s no threat today from the black-

maned male sunning himself in the African 

lion enclosure. He opens his eyes long enough 

to glare disdainfully at a guest making cow 

and kookaburra noises to rouse him. (Had 

the man read the sign that this lion could 

wolf down 40kg of raw meat in one sitting,  

he may have shown more respect.) 

There’s even less risk from the three 

elderly residents huddled together in the 

Galápagos tortoise enclosure – the oldest is 

aged 90. The zoo was the frst in Australia to 

breed the rare species. Today, while the kids 

Pena, NJ and Turbo – hatched between 2011 

and 2014 – explore their enclosure, the old-

timers look serene, as if recalling more active 

days on the Ecuadorian islands. 

In contrast, it’s action stations over in 

the elephant house where Cuddles is joined 

by Burma and Gigi. Grasping brushes in 

Staying overnight at the zoo

◖ Savannah Cabins offer two-

bedroom, two-bathroom 

family accommodation on 

grassland 3km from the  

zoo. They’re air-conditioned 

with a self-contained kitchen  

and an alfresco dining area  

with barbecue. Prices start 

at $388 per cabin per night for 

two adults and two children 

(includes zoo admission). 

◖ Visitors can also sleep in  

3x3m heavy-duty canvas tents 

with solid floors and comfy 

stretcher beds at Billabong 

Camp (from $169 per adult 

per night, children from $95, 

families from $450). As well as 

a base from which to enjoy the 

zoo, Billabong Camp activities 

include catch-and-release 

yabbying, communing with 

Australian native animals such 

as koalas, echidnas, emus and 

quokkas, night spotlight tours 

and an evening barbecue.

As dusk falls, enjoy 

the sounds of the wild 

from the comfort of 

your lodge



80  QANTAS  |  July 2015



July 2015  |  QANTAS 81

For an island that brought us the mathematician  
Archimedes, the composer Bellini, the acclaimed novelist  

Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa and, yes, the Mafa,  
Sicily is remarkably modest, writes Lee Tulloch.

Sicily

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY TO N Y A M OS

Ancient ruins  

of Malfa on Salina
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ALTHOUGH IT’S THE LARGEST ISLAND 

in the Mediterranean and easily reached 

from the Italian mainland, Sicily still feels 

a bit wild and unspoiled. Cruise ships sail 

into beguiling Taormina and bustling 

Palermo but few other Sicilian towns are so 

well visited. It’s an island of dreams, with 

lush hills in the interior, romantic volcanic 

outcrops lying off its shore and a chain of 

beautiful beaches along the coastline.

Embraced by the sparkling waters of three seas, Sicily’s culture 

has been enriched by the civilisations that have conquered it, from the 

Phoenicians and ancient Greeks to the Arabs, Normans and Spanish. 

An unparalleled concentration of magnifcent buildings in styles 

spanning millennia makes it a must-visit for architecture buffs.

The enormous active volcano Etna dominates the island and 

provides rich soil for its produce, while award-winning Bordeaux-

style wines are cultivated on its slopes. The food throughout Sicily is 

sensational, from simple grilled sardines to culinary specialities such as 

the indulgent dessert cassata and caponata, a delicious eggplant dish.

The island – which could almost ft into Tasmania three times 

– is easily navigated by car. There are a number of charming 

bed and breakfasts in each region, including converted baglios 

(countryside estates) and palazzi, to stop off at. But to really do 

Sicily justice, set aside at least a week. For frst-time visitors, it helps 

to be guided by someone who knows the landscape and favours  

of the island, such as Lisa and Alfredo La Spina of Melbourne’s Bar 

Idda restaurant, who lead food-focused tours of Sicily for small groups  

(savoursicily.com.au). But regardless of how you travel, here are  

10 places you really shouldn’t miss. 

Palermo
Sicily’s capital has had something of a bad 

rap and it’s wise to use a little caution when 

wandering its dark, narrow streets. But 

it’s magnifcent nonetheless. Despite its 

turbulent past, the ongoing battle with the 

Mafa (now abated) and corruption that 

saw the expansion of soulless housing estates 

from the 1950s onwards, central Palermo has 

managed to retain much of its beauty, with a 

number of Baroque, Gothic and Romanesque 

churches and historic precincts. The island’s 

Arabic history has made an imprint in the 

town’s bazaars and lively markets like Ballarò 

and Vucciria transport you to another time. 

You’ll fnd outdoor restaurants around the 

harbour serving traditional barbecued 

fsh. Make sure you detour to Monreale – 

its cathedral offers the fnest example of 

Norman architecture in Sicily.

Fall in love with the 

view from Erice’s 

Norman castle,  

built on the site of  

a temple dedicated  

to Venus
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Marsala
Sicily’s wild and wonderful west is only  

155 kilometres from Tunisia, across the 

Mediterranean, and it’s here that the Arab 

infuence is most pronounced – particularly 

in the cooking. The landscape is a tangle of 

lemon and olive trees, cactus bushes, red 

poppies, wheat and vineyards, with many 

beautiful abandoned villas and farmhouses. 

The region is famous for Marsala fortifed 

wine, which was frst produced in the 18th 

century by an English trader. These days, 

local winemakers are experimenting with 

indigenous and unfortifed varieties with 

delicious results. La Divina winery at Baglio 

Donna Franca (donnafranca.it) is a good 

place to start exploring it for yourself. Before 

it catered to tourists it was the estate of the 

aristocratic Florio family, who marketed 

Marsala to the world.

Erice
This fortress city west of Palermo was 

once the Phoenician town of Eryx. Like so 

many Sicilian towns, it was ruled by Arabs 

until the Norman conquest and features 

superb examples of Saracen and Norman 

architecture. The Normans built a massive 

castle within the city walls and from its 

terrace visitors can revel in breathtaking 

views of the Tyrrhenian Sea and the white 

fatlands where local salt is produced. Narrow 

streets wind through the town, fanked by 

charming shops and cafés. The place to stop 

is the pasticceria of famous pastry chef Maria 

Grammatico (mariagrammatico.it). Watch  

the handcrafted pastries being skilfully 

shaped then relax in the courtyard with 

a plate of Arabic-infuenced delicacies. 

If you think you don’t like marzipan, the 

Sicilian variety might be a revelation. 

Valley of the Temples
Sicily is home to some of the best-preserved 

ancient Greek structures outside of Greece. 

Most famous are the seven Doric temples 

scattered along a high ridge outside  

the city of Agrigento in Sicily’s south. The 

UNESCO World Heritage site features two 

remarkably intact temples, most notably the 

Temple of Concordia, which was converted 

into a Christian church in 597 AD. This is 

a popular stop for tourist buses but it’s still 

possible to wander downhill through the 

ruins and groves of almond and olive trees 

and feel a sense of peace. There are some 

spectacular views of the coast all the way 

down but be careful where you tread – the 

Christians built catacombs into the hill 

at several points. When you arrive at the 

bottom, smiling street hawkers will ply  

you with cheap jewellery – and some of it  

is pretty good value. 

Cefalù
Only an hour by train from Palermo, this 

beach town sits in the shadow of a massive 

rock that’s served as a natural fortress since 

ancient Greek times. One of the prettiest 

towns in the region, Cefalù is an ideal spot 

to take the passeggiata (leisurely stroll) in 

the evening. Explore its medieval streets 

while you savour a brioche con gelato – an 

outrageously sweet, soft bun stuffed with 

gelato – before stopping for serious eating 

at one of the many bars and restaurants 

set around the port. When you’re not 

lazing on the beach, there are plenty of 

architectural attractions to explore, including 

a Romanesque cathedral, remains of an 

ancient Doric temple, a medieval bathhouse 

and the magnifcent ruin of a Norman castle 

on a promontory. If Cefalù looks familiar, 

that’s because it was the setting for much 

of the movie Cinema Paradiso.

The Aeolian Islands
Regular ferry services from Milazzo in Sicily’s 

northeast (where the best arancini you’ve 

ever tasted can be bought on the dock) take 

passengers to this wonderful island group 

in the Tyrrhenian Sea. The result of volcanic 

activity over the past 260,000 years, two 

of the seven small islands – Stromboli and 

Vulcano – are still active volcanos. One of 

the most popular islands for holiday-makers 

is Salina, set in clear blue waters with lush 

vegetation. Its tiny village of Malfa – with 

a population of about 1000 – has green-

shuttered houses and stone fences covered 

with bougainvillea, cascading downhill to 

a beautiful beach. Adventurous types will 

want to visit Stromboli, where a guided  

three-hour climb will have you watching 

regular explosions from the crater’s edge. 

Tours timed to reach the peak at sunset 

provide a particularly stunning lightshow. 

From top:  

The 2500-year- 

old remains of  

Temple of Juno; pig-

shaped mozzarella 

from Ortygia

Below: It’s only  

one hour’s drive  

from Palermo but  

laid-back Cefalù feels 

like it’s a world away 
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Mount Etna
It’s the tallest active volcano on the European 

continent at about 3340 metres and Mount 

Etna’s four summit craters have been 

intensely active throughout the past century, 

with lava fowing as recently as 2014. Don’t 

let that hold you back from taking a drive 

around the lower slopes or catching the 

cable car that rises to 2500m above sea 

level. Because of the fertile volcanic soil, 

Etna’s slopes are covered with vineyards 

and orchards. Indigenous varieties of grapes, 

such as nerello mascalese and carricante, 

have been cultivated in recent years and 

it’s worthwhile stopping at a cellar door to 

taste earthy, mineral-rich wines. Vini Biondi 

winery (vinibiondi.it) is set among terraced 

vines and has some excellent vintages. 

Syracuse
Philosopher Cicero described Syracuse 

as “the greatest Greek city and the most 

beautiful of them all” and today the ancient 

part of this eastern Sicilian city, situated 

on the island of Ortygia, is still one of the 

world’s most beautiful destinations. Ortygia 

has a UNESCO World Heritage listing for 

its stunning Greek, Roman and Baroque 

architecture. The island is set on a tranquil 

harbour fanked by bars and restaurants 

in converted palazzi. Narrow streets house 

stylish shops and restaurants, such as the 

rustic Sicilia in Tavola (siciliaintavola.eu). The 

market is one of Italy’s best, with vendors 

happy to give you a taste of their produce. 

Science lovers will enjoy the Arkimedeion, 

a museum devoted to mathematician and 

physicist Archimedes, while for more light-

hearted fun there’s Opera dei Pupi (pupari.

com) – a tiny puppet theatre that’s been 

operating since the 19th century. 

The Baroque East
A massive earthquake in 1693 destroyed 

much of the south-east of Sicily and its 

Spanish rulers rebuilt it at great expense,  

in a famboyant style known as Sicilian 

Baroque. Buildings were sometimes 

constructed from dark volcanic rock, 

alternating stripes of grey and black, but 

more commonly from pink-golden local 

sandstone and limestone. Churches and 

palazzi in the cities of Catania, Syracuse, 

Modica, Noto and Ragusa represent the 

fnest examples of this style. Fans of Italian 

television series Inspector Montalbano will 

recognise many locations around Ragusa, 

including the two-Michelin-starred Duomo 

(cicciosultano.it). Head for Catania’s 

central fsh market for a more humble but 

still fantastic lunch. Any of the trattorias 

around the market will serve you incredible, 

fresh seafood. And do stop by Caffè Sicilia 

in Noto – chef Corrado Assenza is one of 

Sicily’s most celebrated pastry makers.  

Taormina
This gorgeous cliff-hanging village is where 

the rich and famous holiday in Sicily. While 

its port brings cruise-ship passengers by 

the thousands, its flm festival has drawn 

movie stars every June since 1955. Numerous 

artists and writers have called it home, 

including Truman Capote and Tennessee 

Williams. DH Lawrence wrote of Taormina: 

“Here the past is so much stronger than 

the present, that one seems remote like the 

immortals, looking back at the world from 

their otherworld.” You feel the same way at 

the Teatro Antico di Taormina, a remarkably 

intact ruin of a Roman-era theatre set against 

the glittering Ionian Sea. If the narrow streets 

are too crowded, escape to the Wunderbar 

near the town square (wunderbarcaffe.it). 

It’s where Williams would take his aperitivo 

in the evenings. The slightly cranky, formal 

waiters give a glimpse of another era. 

Clockwise from top left: Swordfish prepared  

at Catania’s fish market; the trattorias around 

the fish market are renowned for their seafood;  

Neoclassical sculpture near the market;  

Cefalù from the sea

PMO
Qantas and partner airlines 

offer flights to Rome with 

connections to Palermo.  

qantas.com
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The pace is a 

little more relaxed 

on the ancient 

streets of Ortygia



Mostly fat and endlessly fascinating, New York City is the perfect place to explore  
by bike. Lance Richardson road-tests three cycling tours of the Big Apple. 

IN May 2013, when 6000 blue bicycles appeared overnight on the 

streets of Manhattan, many residents were dubious. A bike-share 

program in a city notorious for its aggressive drivers? Citi Bike 

sounded like a looming catastrophe. ¶ But two years later, with 

plans to expand the program further into Brooklyn, Queens and 

northern Manhattan, opinions have changed. More than 34,000 

Citi Bike trips are now taken every day. Protected bike lanes have 

sped up traffc, appeasing drivers. And cycling has become an 

avid pastime, a popular alternative to overtaxed subways and a 

revelation for curious travellers to New York. “I think the beauty of 

it is that you’re in one of the biggest cities in the world,” explains 

Jimmy Phillips, an Australian expat who recently launched cycling 

tour company The Domestique. “On a bike you break down the 

barriers. It sounds clichéd but you get all the elements – even the 

smell.” ¶ July in the Northern Hemisphere means clear skies and 

radiant warmth. The Tour de France is electrifying Europe and 

cyclists are more numerous than antelope on the plains of Africa. 

So I decided to put New York to the test, taking three different 

tours that look after everything (so all I have to do is stay upright). 

In 2015, what’s the Big Apple really like from the seat of a bicycle?  

POR TR A IT PHOTO GR A PH Y BY SA M P O LCE R

86  QANTAS  |  July 2015



July 2015  |  QANTAS 87

Film director Casey 

Neistat was featured 

in photographer Sam 

Polcerʼs 2014 book, 

New York Bike Style
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JFK
Qantas flies to New York  

from Brisbane, Sydney and 

Melbourne, with connections 

from other Australian cities.

qantas.com
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We head across the Brooklyn 

Bridge, which vibrates over the 

East River like a vast musical 

instrument. On weekends, 

Schwarz tells me, navigating 

the pedestrian promenade on 

a bike can be “nerve-racking” 

because crowds are so big. Today 

he rides ahead, whooping loudly 

so people clear a path for us.  

Before Iong, we’re standing 

on Montague Terrace in Brooklyn 

Heights. The wide, leafy terrace 

looks back towards Manhattan 

and you can trace the tour’s route 

up from Battery Park. Schwarz 

has lived here all his life and yet 

“it still makes me go ‘wow’”, he 

says, sweeping his hand along 

the skyline. “This is truly amazing.” 

Bike and Roll:  

Guided Bike & Boat Tour

Cost: US$64 ($80) + tip for the 

guide (15 to 20 per cent is standard)

Duration: Three hours. Starts at 

Battery Park, Manhattan

Frequency: Daily

Level: Easy

 bikenybrooklynbridge.com 

FOR my first tour, I meet 

Joseph Schwarz near the open 

construction site of Battery 

Park, at the pointy tip of Lower 

Manhattan. Schwarz, wearing  

a beret, was once a video editor 

for PBS television but now he 

works for Bike and Roll, which 

operates out of a shipping 

container filled with bicycles. 

“I’m from the country of New 

Jersey,” he says with a laugh, 

pointing across the Hudson River 

to Jersey City – which, in the mind 

of most New Yorkers, may as well 

be a million miles away.  

This morning I’m the only 

arrival but the tour will go ahead 

regardless. As an introduction, 

we cycle to a nearby model 

of New Amsterdam – what 

Manhattan looked like several 

hundred years ago when 

Broadway was “de Heere 

Straet” and farms and windmills 

occupied the current footprint 

of multinational banks. 

It’s extraordinary how much 

history survives in New York, 

especially when somebody is 

on hand to point it out. Castle 

Clinton, for example, is an odd 

structure that prompts Schwarz 

to talk about the British during 

the War of 1812. “They torched 

the White House,” he says with 

a twinkle. “They had a lot of fun 

down in DC.” 

We cycle up the Hudson 

River Greenway, which became 

the most used greenway in the 

country within six months of its 

opening. As people go about 

their workday – drinking coffee, 

dodging yellow cabs and enjoying 

the sunshine after a brutal winter 

– we visit memorials like one 

dedicated to the Irish famine.  

The new World Trade Center rises 

above as a shard of glass. A film 

is shooting near the Woolworth 

Building; catering tables line 

the sidewalk near giant spotlights 

aimed at a second-storey 

window. Such is New York, always 

turning back to admire itself. 

SHORE  

TO SHORE

Sam Polcer captured this commuter heading to work on his “fixie” at Cortlandt Alley, Chinatown
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And a little  
closer to home...

Former Tour de France 

cyclist Stuart O’Grady 

has just launched The 

Vélo Precinct multi-

venue cycling hub and 

café in Adelaide’s Victoria Park 

(theveloprecinct.com.au), where 

bike enthusiasts can fuel up before 

and after their rides. Here are his 

top four Australian cycling routes.

1

The Great Ocean Road, Victoria  

“Start off in Cadel Evans’s 

hometown of Barwon Heads, 

head towards Torquay and then 

to Bells Beach, ending up in Lorne. 

This 75-kilometre stretch  

is one of the world’s most 

beautiful bike routes.”

2

Noosa, Queensland  

“This is not only a tropical 

paradise but also ideal for riding 

in any direction. The roads are 

smooth and the scenery is lush.  

Start in the main town with  

a coffee then ride wherever you 

like. It’ll be a great experience.”

3

Launceston, Tasmania  

“There are some beautiful spots 

in Tasmania. I particularly like the 

ride from Launceston towards 

Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair 

National Park, with the view of 

the distant mountains.”

4

Adelaide, South Australia  

“Head to Mount Lofty from 

Victoria Park then make your way 

to Lobethal and back to The Velo 

Precinct. It’s a good 80-kilometre 

ride through picturesque 

vineyards and stunning South 

Australian scenery.”

MY second tour takes me deeper into 

Brooklyn, to a small lot occupied by  

a taco truck, a pink famingo, hanging  

pots of coriander and Get Up and Ride,  

a company founded by Felipe Lavalle.  

“Bike + NYC = Love” declares the website 

and Lavalle’s chilled-out ethos extends to the 

bikes (sleek, monogrammed) and high-tech 

headsets that allow riders to communicate 

like secret-service agents.

My guide, the enviably named Chandler 

Wild, and I are joined by a French trio who 

say almost nothing throughout the day except 

“pizza”, once, when they’re hungry. So this is 

more like a private tour led by an extroverted 

artist who can wax lyrical on the maritime 

history of Brooklyn and then, in the next 

breath, point out signs for a hot-sauce festival 

and give tips on good dive bars like Turkey’s 

Nest Tavern (94 Bedford Avenue, Brooklyn). 

The tour begins near Hewes Street, 

in a neighbourhood largely populated by 

Hasidic Jews. Five minutes later we’re 

riding past CrossFit signs and million-dollar 

condos; 10 minutes after that, weather-

ravaged warehouses and a flm studio 

recently commandeered by Tina Fey for 

The Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt. The 

charm of Brooklyn is its odd juxtapositions  

– Polish delis next to hipster cafés. Even 

a short trip can feel like fast-forwarding 

through a dozen different cultures. “The 

closest equivalent to New York in terms of 

economic diversity is Sierra Leone,” says 

Wild. “Which is insane.” 

Over 20-odd kilometres of gentle legwork, 

we pass a farm growing produce on a factory 

rooftop, explore the Brooklyn Navy Yard and 

Downtown area (“The DA has been really 

good at prosecuting mobsters,” Wild explains 

as we spin past the courthouse) and cover 

topics from George Washington to night 

raves in an empty public pool.

That I’m sad when it ends is a testament 

to the tour’s pleasures. We catch the public 

ferry back up the East River to Williamsburg 

and, as we pedal towards Hewes Street, I’m 

tempted to ask for another round. Instead, 

I walk up to the taco truck and ask Stan for 

chicken with everything.  

Get Up and Ride:  

The Classic Bike Tour of Brooklyn

Cost: US$89 ($111) + tip

Duration: Five hours. 

Starts at 449 Broadway, Brooklyn 

Frequency: Wed, Fri, Sun

Level: Medium

 getupandride.com

BROOKLYN, 

BABY

The five-hour Classic Bike Tour of Brooklyn includes a pit stop at an artisan roaster
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CITI Bike (citibikenyc.com) is easy 

to use, provided you’re patient 

and aware of the limitations. 

Approach one of the 332 docking 

stations in Manhattan below 

59th Street, or Brooklyn as far 

as Bedford-Stuyvesant. Insert 

your credit card at the terminal, 

choosing either a day pass for 

US$9.95 ($12) or a week pass 

for US$25 ($31). The terminal 

will then give you a number 

code that you can key in at any 

bike stand to release the bike. 

Passes are unlimited; to release 

subsequent bikes simply swipe 

the same credit card at terminals 

to receive a new code. 

But here’s the catch: Citi Bike 

is designed for short commuter 

trips so passes are for 30-minute 

rides. Anything longer incurs 

additional charges. To avoid 

a bill, keep a watch handy (or 

download the free app, which 

includes a timer) and get into the 

habit of docking and releasing 

new bikes at any station. If you’re 

looking to ride for multiple hours, 

consider a regular bike rental. 

A free New York cycling map 

is available at many bike shops 

and online (nyc.gov/bikes). The 

best route in the city is along 

the Hudson River Greenway, 

which stretches the full length 

of Manhattan on the west side. 

Helmets are not compulsory 

by law but are recommended 

and available for hire at most 

city bike shops.  

I LIVE in New York, in the neighbourhood 

of Harlem just north of Central Park, so for 

my fnal tour I decide to focus close to home. 

What can a cycling tour tell me about the 

streets I walk every day?

It’s a Sunday morning, the sky as blue as 

the ocean, when I arrive at a bike shop on the 

Upper East Side. “Life is like riding a bicycle,” 

reads an Einstein quote in the window. “To 

keep your balance, you must keep moving.” 

A dozen people in chinos and lycra pants 

stand around, waiting to be assigned their 

rides by workers from Bike the Big Apple. 

A Belgian woman, observing me scribble in 

a notepad, asks, “Last will and testament?”

Our guide is George Pingeon. “There are 

people who do walking tours, food tours but 

the bike lets you combine everything,” he 

says. Pingeon has biked from Paris to Berlin 

and he rode tandem around Iceland for his 

honeymoon. “I basically live my life on a bike.”

Soon he’s leading us through Central Park. 

The park is a great feat of landscaping – “an 

illusion of nature”, Pingeon calls it – that 

houses everything from an Egyptian obelisk 

to a roller disco. But we zoom through, past 

people doing tai chi, playing baseball and 

gossiping on blankets, out the top end into 

Harlem, where things really get interesting. 

Once a Dutch village a day’s walking 

distance from “the city”, Harlem took off 

with the construction of a railroad that made 

commuting much easier. Eastern European 

Jews moved in, built brownstone townhouses 

then gradually gave up the streets to African 

Americans – 200,000 of whom lived here 

by the early 1920s. Today Harlem is the 

epicentre of black culture in the US. It’s 

a vibrant place where you can buy delicious 

steamed crabs from street stalls and fnd 

more churches than convenience stores.

“We try not to treat it like a show,” 

says Pingeon, as we park our bikes outside 

a tiny brick building labelled Shiloh Church 

of Christ. “They’re worshipping so be 

respectful.” Welcomed by the pastor, our 

group sits in the back pews, listening to 

gospel singers croon. Afterwards, we admire 

a white Cadillac outside with the number 

plate GODIZLOV. Then we eat soul food – 

collard greens, corn bread – and learn about 

one of the frst integrated hotels, the Hotel 

Theresa, and a Civil Rights movement that’s 

more relevant than ever given recent events 

in St Louis and Baltimore.   

The tour is fast, covering a lot of ground. 

But it makes me see details I’ve never noticed, 

from Stars of David to water towers. We fnish 

in Central Park, near the Dakota building 

where John Lennon was shot, and I realise 

that a single morning has made me feel like 

a new arrival again, dazzled by the exuberant 

excesses of the city that never sleeps. 

Bike the Big Apple:  

The Sensational Park and Soul Tour

Cost: US$90 ($112) + tip

Duration: Five hours.  

Starts at 1306 2nd Avenue, Manhattan

Frequency: Sundays

Level: Easy

 bikethebigapple.com

DIY Bike

AT HOME 

IN HARLEM

Street art on Harlemʼs H&M building depicts one of the areaʼs iconic venues, the Apollo Theater
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Ofen seen as the poor 
cousin of happening 
Hobart, Launceston 
is establishing its 
own cool credentials. 
With passionate locals 
producing some of the 
country’s fnest food 
and cold-climate wines, 
Carli Ratclif suggests 
spending a gourmet 
weekend in the nearby 
Tamar Valley. 

PHOTO GR A PH Y BY CH R IS CR E R A R



July 2015  |  QANTAS 93



94  QANTAS  |  July 2015

FR I

HOBART has long been one 

of my favourite food places 

but in recent years the 

produce and wines of 

Launceston’s Tamar Valley 

have begun turning up on 

mainland restaurant menus. Keen to know 

what – and who – is behind the culinary drift 

up the highway, I’m here for a weekend in 

northern Tasmania.

I decide to make my base the heritage-

listed Hatherley House, which was built in 

the 1830s. Australia’s frst major colonial-

trained artist, Robert Dowling, once lived 

here. “When I saw this building, I thought, 

‘I could live in Launceston forever,’” says 

architect Jack Birrell, who bought the house 

with his wife, Rebecca, in 2010. Together 

they have transformed it into the city’s 

leading boutique accommodation.

Discerning guests – often creative types – 

stay upstairs in suites that were the ballroom 

and kitchen in a previous life. Behind the 

house, two self-contained contemporary 

garden pavilions boast private verandahs 

and deep stone baths.

The main house plays host to the Birrells’ 

art collection. The grand entrance showcases 

two large-scale works by Tasmanian painter 

Lindsay Broughton, a self-portrait by Brett 

Whiteley and an etching by Fred Williams. 

There’s also an intriguing piece by local artist 

Simone Pfster, which sees intricate pencil 

drawings of lilies bound together to make 

an enormous paper dress. “We love living in 

Launceston,” says Rebecca Birrell. “Tasmania 

has always been the unsung creative state.”

SAT

After breakfast in my pavilion 

– the fridge is stocked with 

local yoghurt, muesli and 

stewed fruits – I go to meet 

another creative mind. Josef 

Chromy’s eponymous wine 

estate is a 10-minute drive along Relbia Road. 

Once lush grazing land, the frst hint of its 

reincarnation is a sign on the road reading 

Pinot Parade.

A white gravel driveway bordered 

by towering conifers leads to Chromy’s 

cellar door. Walking through the Victorian 

garden, with the amber leaves of giant oak 

trees crunching underfoot, I arrive at the 

property’s original homestead. Inside is 

a cosy café and tasting station, while  

a sleek restaurant beckons beyond. With 

foor-to-ceiling windows framing a view of 

the estate’s 61 hectares and some 160,000 

vines (mostly pinot noir and chardonnay), it’s 

one of the prettiest wine estates in Tasmania 

and the perfect place for an early lunch.

Chromy, now 84 and moving slowly due 

to a stroke a decade ago, remains one of the 

state’s savviest businessmen. The one-time 

butcher’s apprentice walks through the 

estate with me, recounting how he fed his 

homeland of Czechoslovakia during World 

War II and migrated to Australia when he 

was 19. “I used my last penny on a pair of 

shoes before boarding the ship,” he says.

Chromy became one of Tasmania’s great 

success stories, frst with a meat wholesale 

business then cattle farms, abattoirs, a cold-

storage transportation line and his export 

business, which introduced Tasmanian grass-

fed beef to Japan. 

When he moved into wine in 1994, 

Chromy bought the struggling, frost-affected 

Stillwater’s 1830s timber 

building (left); Where’s 

the beef? Black Cow 

Bistro’s duck Maryland
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Rochecombe and turned it into one of the 

state’s most successful vineyards. Now 

called Bay of Fires, it produces the celebrated 

sparkling wine, House of Arras. He also 

developed the “fedgling vineyard” Jansz, 

Heemskerk and established Tamar Ridge.  

But this estate is his favourite. “This is 

the best vineyard I have owned,” he boasts 

as he hands me a glass of Josef Chromy 

2014 Chardonnay. “And it’ll be the last.”

Back in town, the Harvest Launceston 

Community Farmers Market is winding 

down. Held in the centre of town every 

Saturday morning, the market only sells 

Tasmanian products – from locally harvested 

black truffes to ready-made stocks and 

sauces. By the end of my inspection, my  

bag is heavy with honeys and ciders pressed 

from windfall apples and pears, their glass 

jars and bottles clinking as I amble along. 

Canadian-born Kim Seagram, who is 

president of the market, moved to Launceston 

in 1992. “Some of the best produce in the 

country and some of the best wines are here,” 

she says. “We wanted to show the public 

what this part of Tasmania has.” 

leaves, it’s earthy and tender. “Only three 

people have a licence to shoot wallaby in 

Tasmania,” says the affable waiter.

The accompanying wine – a glass of 

Holyman 2012 Pinot Noir – impresses as 

much as the wallaby. Inspired, I dedicate 

the afternoon to fnding Joe Holyman, the 

bloke who made it. I discover that he has two 

labels, Stoney Rise and Holyman, which he 

makes on his vineyard near Gravelly Beach, 

a 20-minute drive north-west.

The road from the mill winds between 

vineyards, including Velo and Tamar Ridge, 

and the glistening Tamar River. I drive past 

the town’s tiny marina and boat shed, into the 

village marked by a post offce and a lone café. 

Just beyond, I fnd a sign pointing inland to 

Stoney Rise along Hendersons Lane.

There, a small building sits on the edge 

of a paddock with a serene view over vines 

and across the river to the hills beyond. 

Holyman, dressed in a pair of shorts and 

woolly socks minus his work boots, is inside 

at the cellar door. 

He pours me a glass of pinot and we talk 

about life in the Valley. “When I left Tasmania 

With her husband, Rod Ascui, she’s 

opened several restaurants, including the 

much-lauded Stillwater, regularly described 

as Launceston’s best eatery. On the banks of 

the Tamar River, it’s housed in the mill that 

once provided Launceston residents with 

four, oats and even water. 

The restaurant’s warm interior retains 

many original features, including a bluestone  

cellar and exposed convict-laid brick walls. 

The menu favours the Tamar and East 

Coast producers Seagram is so passionate 

about. Leaves and vegetables are grown by 

Yorktown Organics just 45 minutes up the 

road, oysters hail from Freycinet (an hour-

and-a-half drive down the coast) and herbs 

including lemon verbena, sage and thyme 

are plucked from the garden out the back. 

“The producers who grow our food are like 

family,” enthuses Seagram.

Some menu items are raised slightly 

further afeld – saltgrass lamb from Flinders 

Island in the Tasman Sea; salmon and ocean 

trout from the Huon River near Hobart; 

and, rarely seen on menus, wallaby from 

the Midlands. Roasted and served with local 

Otto guards the crop at Moore’s 

Hill Estate (left); the Harvest 

market has highlighted top local 

produce since February 2012
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to go university, I said I’d never come back,” 

he recalls. Then 11 years ago, he and his 

wife Lou were on holidays and stopped at 

a vineyard. “I started talking to the bloke 

who owned it – he was keen to sell.”

The Holymans now grow chardonnay 

and pinot noir grapes, producing about  

3000 cases of wine each year under the 

Stoney Rise and Holyman labels. Their 

wines are on the list at Black Cow Bistro in 

the centre of town. Also owned by Seagram 

and Ascui (the pair seem to have a monopoly 

on fne dining in Launceston), the bistro’s 

signature dish is steak from a handful of 

grass-fed-beef producers.

At Black Cow that night my pick is the 

45-day-aged sirloin with Café de Paris butter, 

potato dauphinoise and a side of Dutch 

carrots. Soon followed by bed. 

SU N

“Launceston is very quiet on  

a Sunday,” Fran Austin of 

Delamere Vineyards tells me 

on the phone. She suggests  

I head out to Pipers Brook to 

visit her and her husband, 

award-winning winemaker Shane Holloway. 

Austin honed her craft at Jansz – and 

later Bay of Fires – before she and Holloway 

bought Delamere in 2007. Stone gates signal 

that I’ve arrived at the couple’s property on 

Bridport Road. Driving slowly through what 

was once an orchard heavy with apples, pears 

and cherries, I come to a quaint wooden 

cellar door covered in vines. 

S T A Y

Hatherley Birrell Collection

43 High Street, Launceston 

hatherley.com.au

T A S T E

Josef Chromy Wines

370 Relbia Road, Relbia

josefchromy.com.au

Delamere Vineyards

4238 Bridport Road, Pipers Brook

delamerevineyards.com.au

Bay of Fires / House of Arras

40 Baxters Road, Pipers River

bayoffireswines.com.au; 

houseofarras.com.au

Jansz

1216B Pipers Brook Road,  

Pipers Brook

jansz.com.au

Moore’s Hill

3343 West Tamar  

Highway, Sidmouth

mooreshill.com.au

Marion’s Vineyard

355 Deviot Road, Deviot

marionsvineyard.com

Stoney Rise and Holyman Wines

96 Hendersons Lane, Gravelly Beach

stoneyrise.com

E A T

Stillwater

2 Bridge Road, Launceston

stillwater.com.au

Black Cow Bistro

70 George Street, Launceston

blackcowbistro.com.au

D R I N K

Saint John Craft Beer

133 St John Street, Launceston

saintjohncraftbeer.com.au

S A M P L E  P R O D U C E

Harvest Launceston  

Community Farmers Market

71 Cimitiere Street, Launceston 

Saturdays 8.30am-12.30pm

harvestmarket.org.au

Austin and Holloway greet me with  

a glass of Delamere Blanc de Blanc, an 

elegant sparkling from the 2008 vintage. As 

we walk around the property, hens and their 

downy chicks dart across our path. A gnarly 

artichoke bush is in fower over the fence and 

blackberries are doing their damndest to take 

over the garden. “Most of these vineyards 

were founded by ‘weekend warriors’, 

retired professionals keen to have a crack 

at winemaking,” explains Holloway. 

The scene is a lot different now. “The 

new generation of winemakers is here 

because they want to make interesting 

wines,” he says. “Until now, Tasmania has 

largely been treated as one appellation. 

That’s slowly changing.”

Tasmanian beers are being defned by 

their geography, too. Saint John Craft Beer, 

in the centre of Launceston, opened last 

year and has an always-changing line-up 

of 12 beers and two ciders on tap. “We stock 

beers from all of Tasmania,” says co-owner 

Ryan Campling. “Here in the Valley, we have 

a number of independent craft brewers – 

Little Rivers Brewing at Scotsdale, Morrison 

in town, Van Diemen and Seven Sheds.”

At 4pm on Sunday the bar is full, as locals 

and visitors sample beers and enjoy live 

music. “We never imagined it would be as 

busy as it is,” says Campling. “We’ve also 

been surprised at the enthusiasm for local 

product. The people who come here are truly 

interested in artisan beers and supporting 

locals.” He grins. “That’s Launceston.”  

LST
QantasLink flies to Launceston 

from Melbourne, with connections 

from other Australian capital 

cities. qantas.com 

F L I G H T  P A T H

The Black Cow space 

was once a butchery 

(above); Saint John 

has some 150 beers 

on offer
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At about 50 rupees (50 cents) per kilometre, Colombo’s ubiquitous three-wheeled auto-rickshaw cabs are one of the cheapest ways to explore the city
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Planning a perfect day in Colombo 
is easier said than done. Make 

plans in Sri Lanka’s sunny capital 
and it will fnd a way to distract you, 

shufe your schedule and insist  
that you move at its pace, as 

Shehan Karunatilaka discovers.

O N E  P E R F E C T  D A Y
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0 7 : 0 0         Start with a cup of Ceylon tea from 

any roadside shop, served plain 

with a slice of ginger and large helpings of 

sugar. Then take a stroll through the city’s 

centre before Colombo wakes, before noise 

hits the air and the heat descends. Beira Lake 

is at Colombo’s heart, with arteries snaking 

from Slave Island to the Fort district, past 

hotels and railway lines. It’s fanked by trees 

and is home to a foating temple, an island 

park and colourful birdlife. If the boatmen 

are around, take a cruise of the canals. If not, 

follow the road to Gangaramaya Temple –  

a trove of antiques, artefacts and paintings 

of Buddhist mythology. (In February, this 

walkway comes alive with fre, elephants 

and drums for the Navam Perahera festival.) 

Alternatively, if you prefer ocean to lake, and 

if your hotel’s location allows, start the day 

on the soft sands of Mount Lavinia Beach on 

Colombo’s southern outskirts, along the road 

to Galle. It’s at its least crowded and most 

serene in the early hours. Climb to the famous 

terrace of Mount Lavinia Hotel – residence 

of British governors from the early 1800s to 

1947 – and watch the coastline curve towards 

the old fort. 

0 8 : 0 0   
Wedged north of Beira Lake and 

south of the harbour, Pettah Market 

enthrals travellers with its colour and bustle. 

That said, navigating its teeming streets in 

the scorching sun is tough work. So get there 

before the shops open and you can take  

in the city’s past and glimpse its future, sans  

the noise and the dust. The foating market 

built on the canal is a fresh urban initiative, 

unlike the shops across the road that have 

peddled bargains from the shipyard for 

generations. A walk through Fort – the city’s 

central business district – will take you to the 

Dutch Museum, the Galle Buck Lighthouse 

with its Indian Ocean view and to the 

distinguished Cargills building, a 19th-century 

department store that’s now a heritage-listed 

shopping centre. If you stick around Pettah 

after 9am, you can haggle for whatever the 

ships have brought in that week – everything 

from saris, toys and suitcases to fruit, gadgets 

and the occasional gem like an old watch or 

an ancient typewriter.

Until recently, not much about Colombo happened according to plan. Strange winds 
brought ships from Rome, Persia and India to its shores. Trade winds turned it into 
a battleground between the Portuguese, the Dutch and the British. Then came a 
civil war that lasted a generation. And then came peace. In recent years, the city has 
beautifed, blossomed and let down its hair – some of it planned, some of it by happy 
accident. Plan your perfect day by all means but allow for a bit of “Sri Lankan time” 
and expect to make detours. Afer all, this place inspired the word serendipity.

Red, white and beautiful: A riot of colours enliven the buildings of Colombo D
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1 0 : 0 0
While you’re on the street, hydrate 

with some coconut water, known 

locally as thambili. Or munch on short eats 

such as fsh buns, stuffed chillies and egg 

cutlets, all fresh from the oven. But don’t miss 

out on a good Sri Lankan breakfast served up 

at roadside tea kades (stalls). Traditional fare 

features bread, roti or string hoppers with pol 

(coconut) sambol, dhal gravy and fsh curry. 

If you’re after something more opulent, the 

Cinnamon Lakeside hotel’s brunch is served 

on Beira Lake, while The Kingsbury hotel’s 

Harbour Court offers breakfast with a view 

of the port from the edge of the Fort district.

1 1 : 0 0
If you want to squeeze your 

sightseeing into an hour or two, hop 

aboard an open-top double-decker and survey 

the city’s colonial heritage, temples, churches 

and mosques, plus its landscaped parks, 

renovated mansions and collections of statues. 

But cities are best discovered one attraction 

at a time – it’s better to explore in depth than 

to tick boxes. Spend your morning among the 

treasures of the Colombo National Museum in 

Cinnamon Gardens, walking the nearby street 

galleries of Kala Pola, or watching the beasts 

and birds of Dehiwala Zoological Gardens – 

one of Asia’s oldest animal parks. 

1 4 : 0 0      Time to seek out some air 

conditioning. It’s too hot to siesta 

in the park or trudge the streets but it’s the 

perfect time to shop. Barefoot is a café, 

gallery, music venue and a purveyor of 

richly coloured handloom materials and 

ornaments. If it’s a Thursday, the Good 

Market at Diyatha Uyana has organic food, 

local art and live music on offer. For branded 

clothes at minimum mark-up, visit House of 

Fashions and for fne Lankan craftsmanship 

try Laksala or Paradise Road. Literary types 

should drop into the second-hand bookstalls 

on DR Wijewardena Mawatha (popularly 

known as McCallum Road) in Maradana, 

where frst-edition Victorian classics hide 

amid airport novels of the 1970s. 

1 5 : 3 0
Some choose to spend  

the afternoon sprawled in  

the shade with a beverage or foating on  

a pool that refects the light-blue sky. But for 

some, a perfect Colombo day isn’t complete 

without cricket. Drop in at any of four Test 

match venues (see cricinfo.com for details 

of Colombo’s major grounds) and catch the 

fnal session of an international game or a big 

school match. The atmosphere is carnival 

regardless of how well the home team is R
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Butchers on a break 

at Pettah Market 

(left); runway ready 

at Galle Face Hotel

1 3 : 0 0
Your lunch options are many.  

There are fne establishments  

like The Bayleaf (in Cinnamon Gardens), 

Sakura, The Bavarian and Mango Tree  

(all in Kollupitiya, also known as Colpetty), 

serving Italian, Japanese, German and Indian 

respectively. But for it to be a perfect Colombo 

day, you can’t skip a rice and curry, available 

at city eating houses and at comfy settings in 

Kollupitiya such as Green Cabin or Raja Bojun. 

Try a lamprais – favoured rice steamed in 

banana leaf – or enjoy a crab banquet at The 

Fat Crab on Marine Drive or at the Old Dutch 

Hospital’s Ministry of Crab in the Fort area. 
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1 7 : 0 0     But don’t dawdle. You have a date 

with the sun at Galle Face Green. 

Essentially a park by the sea, Galle Face on 

a perfect day will give you orange skies, 

pink clouds, milky waves, colourful kites 

and seaside delicacies such as isso vade 

(fried patties topped with prawns) and 

devilled meats from Nana’s grill. Start with 

a drink at Galle Face Hotel’s Sea Spray bar 

and restaurant and watch the sunset. Then 

walk to the harbour and end up at the Old 

Colombo Dutch Hospital – another renovated 

building that houses shops and eateries.

1 9 : 0 0    What a long day. Time to sit on 

a rooftop and see the city from 

another angle. Hotel Cinnamon Red’s Cloud 

Red bar in Kollupitiya boasts an infnity pool 

and a 360-degree view of Colombo’s skyline. 

Or try the Sky Lounge at The Kingsbury that 

lets you stare down the coastline. All views are 

best enjoyed with a shot 

of arrack, a cold Lion beer 

or a cup of Ceylon’s fnest.

2 0 : 0 0   Here’s where 

serendipity 

kicks in. If you’re lucky, 

there’ll be a play at the 

Lionel Wendt Art Centre 

in Cinnamon Gardens or 

a concert at Park Street 

Mews. Colombo’s theatre 

serves up the satirical, 

the avant-garde and 

big-production musicals 

– and does those well. 

The music scene splinters 

between electronic raves, experimental jazz, 

local-favoured hip-hop and heavy metal. 

If nothing’s happening, there’ll always be a 

pub with a game on – or a murky tavern in 

Slave Island serving descending grades of 

arrack. For dinner, the recommendation is 

Chinese. Sri Lankan Chinese, that is. The 

city’s most popular cuisine fuses Eastern 

favour with local spice and is served at places 

such as Tsing Tao and Peach Valley (both in 

Cinnamon Gardens) and Min Han and China 

Doll (Kollupitiya), plus a hundred others.

2 3 : 0 0   
If there’s still adventure in you, 

dance with local nocturnal wildlife 

at Sugar (Kollupitiya) or Amuseum (in the Taj 

Samudra Hotel by Galle Face Green), chat at 

the Qbaa (Havelock Town) or Silk (Cinnamon 

Gardens) or engage in some off-key singing at 

Sopranos (Cinnamon Gardens). And if you’re 

desperate to donate to the house that always 

wins, Kollupitiya’s casinos will gladly oblige.

0 0 : 0 0   
This is where Sri Lankan time 

comes into play. You could fnd 

yourself wrapping up at midnight or closer 

to dawn. Whatever the time, the last act of 

your day should be devouring a delicious 

kottu roti at Hotel de Pilawoos on Galle Road 

in Bambalapitiya, washed down with some 

lime juice. This shredded mess of meat, veg, 

egg and roti is a borrowed dish that the city 

has now embraced. It’s the local equivalent of 

a late-night kebab and is also the perfect way 

to end a pretty-near-perfect day.  

For five great hotels in Colombo, visit 

travelinsider.qantas.com.au 

doing. But for the true Colombo experience, 

join a street cricket game at a grassy park or 

a neighbourhood clash on a dusty cul-de-sac. 

It’s played with a tennis ball and taken very 

seriously. The kids have a more-the-merrier 

approach to guest players as long as they don’t 

hog the bat, lose the ball or refuse to feld. 

1 6 : 3 0    Since the Sri Lankan Civil War 

ended in 2009, Colombo’s public 

parks have received upgrades and face lifts. 

What used to be the domain of lovers under 

umbrellas, bored teenagers and tired vagrants 

is now paved with walkways, benches, cycle 

paths and playgrounds. Colombo is at its 

prettiest in the amber of late afternoon. Start 

at Viharamahadevi Park at the cusp of two 

prime residential zones, Kollupitiya and 

Cinnamon Gardens. Walk up to the huge 

Buddha statue and the town hall that 

resembles the White House, weave past 

old homes and new 

high-rises and enter the 

avenue to Independence 

Square, where the affuent 

and ftness-obsessed 

stretch their legs. The walk 

will take you past gardens 

and fountains, around the 

grand courtyard where 

presidents are sworn  

in, through a colonial 

home now called the 

Arcade shopping mall  

and towards the old 

Colombo Racecourse, 

which is home to  

elegant restaurants. 

Seema Malaka Buddhist temple on Beira Lake A worshipper outside Jami-Ul-Alfar Mosque Kick off your shoes at Barefoot Café

C M B
Qantas and partner  

airlines offer flights to 

Colombo via Singapore.

qantas.com
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