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Cecilia

Carpe Diem!

Every year, I always come up with a list 
of resolutions – and like everyone else, I 
always fail to accomplish a few of them by 
the end of the year. But there’s one thing 
that I always always always do manage to 

accomplish – and that’s visiting at least one of my dream destinations and 
ticking something off my bucket list. Last year, it was travelling to Iran; the 
year before, it was climbing one of the Seven Summits… and the list goes on.

So what’s in store for me this year? Before 2015 ended, I told myself I’d better 
book that flight so there’s no backing out – and so for Chinese New Year, 
I’ll be going to Iceland (dream destination) to witness the Northern Lights 
(bucket list).

This issue of Next Stop features some of the Flight Centre crew’s bucket list 
experiences – covering everything from scaling the Himalayas and skydiving 
over the Great Barrier Reef to going on safari in Africa and exploring the 
Australian Outback. While these articles aren’t meant to tell you what your 
bucket list should be, we hope they inspire you to live life to the fullest!

If you haven’t come up with any New Year resolutions just yet, can I propose 
something? List a couple of places that you really want to visit or things 
you’ve always wanted to experience (Burning Man – I still have my eye on 
you!) and make a promise that you will tick at least two of those things off this 
year. And if you think planning that big trip will consume a lot of time… well, 
we at Flight Centre are here to do the hard work for you!

So now’s the time to discover the world, one amazing journey at a time. Don’t 
be afraid to do whatever you want… as the kids say, YOLO!

head office:
Flight Centre Hong Kong 
7/F, Island Place Tower, 510 King's Road,
North Point, Hong Kong
+852 2830 2866
www.flightcentre.com.hk

Shanghai office:
Flight Centre Shanghai
6/F, Regus Silver Centre, 1388 North 
Shaanxi Road, Shanghai, China 200060
+86 4008 810 325
www.flightcentre.com.cn

retail stores:
Flight Centre Lyndhurst Terrace
17 Lyndhurst Terrace,
Central, Hong Kong
+852 2830 2810

While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of 
information in this magazine, such information, however, 
is subject to change. The publisher shall not be responsible 
for any errors or omissions. The publisher will not accept 
any responsibility or liability for an inaccuracy thereof. 
All materials copyright to Flight Centre Hong Kong. All 
rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part, either 
electronically or conventionally, without the written 
permission from Flight Centre Hong Kong is strictly 
prohibited.
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Adrenaline 
Junkies

If sitting on a beach with a trashy novel bores you silly 
and you’re more likely to pack a pair of hiking boots than 
sunscreen when you travel, then have a chat with Flight 
Centre’s Active Travel team who can tailor-make the next 
adrenaline-fuelled escape on your bucket list. Need some 
inspiration? These exciting escapades should whet your 
appetite for adventure. 
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Fly Like a Bird
S k yd i v i n g  O ve r  G re at  B a r r i e r  Re ef

By Cecilia Yee
For many of us, a travel “bucket list” includes adventurous experiences, rather than just ticking 
off attractions from a guidebook. During my first trip to Australia, I planned all sorts of crazy 
experiences, and so, instead of heading to Sydney or Melbourne, I went straight to the Aussie 
adventure capital of Cairns to test my nerve. I’d heard of diving the Great Barrier Reef, but was I 
brave enough to skydive right over it? 

Viewable from outer space, the vast Great Barrier Reef is a 
spectacular sight to behold. While I might not have been heading 
up quite that far, I was certainly going to get a unique view from 
14,000 feet overhead! 

Boarding the small plane with my heart pounding, I wasn’t sure 
what to expect. The ride up was smooth and helped to calm me a 
little, although it was pretty chilly once we reached our cruising 
altitude. At this point it would have been easy to back out, 
especially as I do have a slight fear of heights. Strangely though, I 
felt extremely serene and not at all frightened – in fact, strapped to 
my instructor, I was the first to jump! Asking me to position myself 
at the very edge of the plane, we rocked back and forth, before 
slowly, slowly letting ourselves fall out of the aircraft into the clear 
skies. And the rest was just… beautiful.

I can tell you that there’s no greater rush than jumping out of a 
plane and free-falling towards the earth for an entire minute at 
speeds of up to 220 kilometres per hour. The force from the wind 
was relentless as it pummelled my face and howled past my ears. 

One of the most surprising things about the experience was that 
I didn’t see the earth approaching me as I fell. Surrounded by 
clouds and fellow jumpers, when I looked beyond the horizon, 

I was completely transfixed by the stunning sight of the Great 
Barrier Reef. I have to admit that, despite my earlier calm, during 
the free-fall I was too busy screaming my head off to appreciate 
my surroundings! However, I was totally exhilarated by the 
sensation of gravity pulling me back down to earth at speed. 

The parachute opening jolted us to what felt like a complete 
standstill after the extreme speeds of the free-fall. Suspended 
in mid-air and gliding gently like a bird riding the thermals, I 
soaked up the expansive views of Cairns, the lush rainforest that 
surrounds the city… and of course the Great Barrier Reef itself. 
After around ten more minutes of gentle descent, we landed softly 
in the grass. I half-recall a cameraman heading over to me to ask 
for my reaction, although I’m sure that all I managed was a goofy 
grin, such was my high after the experience.  

If you’re heading to the Great Barrier Reef and want to (literally!) 
elevate your visit to the next level, I would wholeheartedly 
recommend skydiving the reef for a liberating and thrilling 
experience that will stay with you long after you’ve returned home. FC
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Dive In!  
Scuba 
Diving 
in Apo 
Island
By Nick Ma

Where to go?
With 7,107 unique islands, the Philippines has a wealth of natural 
wonders to explore – from rolling hills to pristine beaches, jagged 

peaks to an underwater world of unparalleled beauty. 

Teeming with rich coral reefs, the lesser-visited Apo Island is one 
of the best marine-protected regions in the Philippines, with many 
world-class dive sites. Getting there is straightforward enough – fly 

into the city of Dumaguete in Negros Oriental from Manila, then take 
an easy and scenic 30-minute boat ride from the city to the island. 

Where to stay?
It’s very important for divers to rest between each day’s diving 
adventures, and Dumaguete’s Pura Vida Beach & Dive Resort 

provides a perfect place to relax in comfort before you don your 
wetsuit and hit the seas. 

With just 27 comfortable rooms surrounded by lush tropical gardens, 
the resort is intimate and peaceful, with all of the rooms just a few steps 
away from the beach. After a full day of diving, there’s nothing quite like 

a delicious ice-cold mango shake as the sun sets before sauntering to 
the beach for a well-deserved meal of freshly-grilled seafood.   
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Who to dive with?
The Sea Explorers PADI Five-Star CDC Dive Centre is conveniently 
located inside the Pura Vida, meaning less time searching for a dive school 
and more time beneath the waves. With a small retail shop, air-conditioned 
classrooms and three storerooms for guests to stash their gear, Sea 
Explorers offer courses that are suitable for divers at all levels. Open daily, 
from 8am to 7pm, the crew all speak very good English, which is also very 
helpful. They also take safety seriously, with all dive boats equipped with 
emergency communication equipment, a first aid box and repair tools.  

What to expect?
Although I had previously tried snorkelling on the Great Barrier Reef 
some years previously, I had never considered scuba diving. Without really 
knowing what to expect, I was a little nervous prior to my first dive. Before 
being allowed out into the open seas, we carried out some basic dive 
training in the school’s swimming pool where we learned exactly how to 
use the diving equipment correctly, plus all the relevant safety drills. 

Training complete, we were transferred to Apo Island to put our learning 
into practice! Jumping off the boat with my masks and fins on, I found 
breathing unexpectedly easy and the salty seawater kept my body buoyant, 
resulting in a sensation more like flying than swimming. Once I was 
submerged below the surface of the water, I soon forgot the water above me. 

As we descended, my ears began hurting but my attentive instructor was 
quick to see my reaction, signalling for me to equalise my ears, which left 
me feeling much more comfortable. Relaxed and comfortable, I started to 
look around me and was amazed by the natural beauty of the reef. I saw 
lots of colourful coral, sea urchin and shoals of tiny fish including “Nemo”, 
the distinctive orange-and-white clown fish from the Pixar film! But what 
really caught my attention were the graceful sea turtles gliding along, as 
well as the whale sharks darting through the water with surprising agility. 

Time flies in the underwater world and my hour-long dive seemed to be 
over in five minutes. Ascending from the depths, we reluctantly clambered 
on board the dive boat where we were served hot drinks and snacks as we 
headed back to the dive resort. It’s fair to say that I well and truly caught 
the diving bug, and over the next four days, I went on to complete my PADI 
Open Water dive certification. Guess I’ll be packing fins and mask for my 
next holiday! FC  
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New York Marathon 
2015

By Kathryn Gardner
I’ve always had “run a marathon” on my bucket list,  

so when I finally got the chance,  
I decided to tick it off in style at one of the world’s five  
biggest races – the NYRR New York Marathon 2015.

With my race entry confirmed, there was no going back and I began to 
train in earnest – not always easy in Hong Kong’s heat and humidity. 
Before I knew it, it was time to fly off to the Big Apple, where I was 
due to land just a few days before the race, aiming to shake off any 
lingering jetlag and get my bearings in this great city.

Fortunately for my jetlag, I had booked a package that included 
accommodation at the W Times Square hotel. This luxurious five-star 
property is situated right in the middle of Times Square, so the location 
couldn’t have been better. The hotel is surrounded by bars, restaurants, 
shops and theatres, but most importantly for me, it was just a five-
minute walk from the special bus transfers laid on for race-day that 
took us runners from Manhattan to the starting line on Staten Island. 

Fuelling up the night before our race with a group meal of pasta 
organised by Flight Centre Active Travel, myself and the other runners 
in my group turned in early in preparation for the 5am wake up call the 
following morning. Fortunately for us, the clocks went back for daylight 
saving time at midnight, earning all runners an extra hour in bed – this 
was much appreciated the following morning!

On the big day itself, we were escorted to the transfer buses, taking us 
to the starting line and, before we knew it, it was time to start running! 
Although hard going, the race was everything we had anticipated 
and much more. The support in the form of cheering crowds and 
motivational banners was just incredible, and running over New 
York’s famous bridges looking out over the Manhattan skyline was as 
sight that I will never forget. Of course, the other thing that is etched 
in my memory is the sheer sense of relief that I felt crossing the 
finish line, but throughout the race, I was struck by the fact that the 
New York Marathon was one of the best-organised and professionally-
run races that I had ever come across. This is no easy feat when you 
are organising one of the world’s biggest races, with around 50,000 
participants!

Back at the hotel bar, we celebrated with some well-deserved drinks 
and took the opportunity to swap our race stories, sharing the highs 
and lows of the event. We were all in agreement that although the race 
had been one of the toughest we had taken part in, it was definitely one 
of the most special too. Bucket list – ticked! FC
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By Ian Anderson

I can vividly recall my first view of Everest. It came from the comfort of a scenic flight, 
flying alongside the majestic peaks of the Himalayas at the climax of an overland trip 
from Delhi to Kathmandu. I fell in love with Nepal from the very moment that I crossed 
its border and, as we visited Chitwan National Park, Kathmandu and Lumbini – the 
birthplace of Buddha – we promised that we would return one day to trek one of the 
country’s many challenging routes.

TREKKING

The 
Himalayas

Three of us followed our dream, signing up for the gruelling journey to 
Everest Base Camp. Knowing that it was going to be the hardest work 
we had ever encountered, we spent a long, cold winter training the 
Welsh hills – although of course, the hills there were only about 400 
metres high and we would be tackling altitudes of up to 5,400 metres 
in a matter of months! 

We flew back to Kathmandu in good spirits, looking forward to the 
challenge ahead. Arriving just in time for Holi, the festival of colour, 
the streets of Kathmandu were transformed into a huge water fight, 
with friendly locals covering us in coloured powder. We took this to be 
a great omen for the journey to come.  

We were up early the next day for the famous flight to Lukla. Built by 
Sir Edmund Hillary in the 1950s, this airport is hewn from the side 
of a mountain, and the 45-minute flight is truly spectacular… although 
certainly not for the faint hearted! Upon landing, we met our Sherpa 
guides and soon took the first footsteps on our journey through the 
awe-inspiring Himalayas. At a starting altitude of 2,600 metres 
we initially found the going relatively easy, and we had purposefully 
designed an itinerary with a couple of initial relaxed trekking days to 
help us to acclimatise.   NEXT STOP  | 15



Reality soon hit, with the seemingly never-ending climb up to our first stop at Namche Bazaar, an idyllic town, 
clinging to the slopes of the mountain, and surrounded by towering peaks. Now at 3,400 metres, altitude 
sickness began to kick in for some of us. Basing ourselves in Namche for a couple of nights allowed us to 
acclimatise and stock up on essential provisions and gear for the days ahead. A short hike up the hill above 
Namche rewarded us with breathtaking views of the mountain range, with Everest itself glistening in the 
distance and calling us on. 

Well-fed and rested, we continued up the valley, staying at the hamlets of Thyangboche and Dingboche. Now 
high above the treeline at 4,400 metres, the scenery was increasingly desolate. We also met the owner of a 
simple but charming teahouse, a retired Sherpa who had summited Everest several times. 

At the head of the Everest valley, we now had the great mountain clearly in our sights, surrounded by the 
peaks of Lhotse, Amadablam and Island Peak. Hiking along the side of the Khumbu glacier, we had our final 
overnight stay before Base Camp at the lonely outpost of Lobuche, 4,900 metres above sea level. An overnight 
snow flurry awarded us a beautiful scene for our final ascent the following day. 

With a final push, I’m proud to say that the whole group made it to Base Camp at 5,364 metres. This is 

testament to the support and expertise of our Sherpa guides, as well as the motivating camaraderie within 
our group. It seems funny that after all of the effort to reach the camp, we actually only stayed there very 
briefly – but long enough to capture a few photos and share some emotional hugs and high fives. The sense 
of achievement was palpable; a few of us wondered where the nearest bar was for a celebratory beer… and the 
answer was “a long way down”!

Our celebration had to be put on hold for a little longer, as we were still in the high altitude “danger zone” above 
5,000 metres, overnighting at the barren outpost of Gorakshep. We put ourselves through one last hardship the 
following morning, climbing the nearby hill of Kala Pattar for the most breathtaking views of Everest that we 
had experienced yet.

We then began our descent; we were so happy to be heading back that we pretty much danced our way 
down the valley, experiencing an incredible surge in energy levels as we descended to lower altitudes and an 
abundance of oxygen! Reaching Lukla, we finally claimed that well-earned celebratory beer. 

Taking seven days up and three days down, this trip added up to ten of the most memorable and rewarding days 
of my life. FC
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Running With The Bulls:  
The San Fermin Festival
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By Shane Davis

On the surface, the festival of San Fermin appears to be an adrenaline-and-sangria-soaked time 
– and believe me, it is! But dig a little deeper and you’ll uncover a community-based social event 
where everyone is very welcoming and keen to ensure that everyone has a great time. There are 
events taking place throughout the festival, including the opening ceremony, daily bull runs, bull 
fighting each evening, firework competitions and traditional Basque music and dance performances. 
Regardless of whether you’re an early riser or a night owl, there’s action at every hour, and people 
often wander from a night at the bar to the bull run at 6.30am.  
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The Festival

Beginning on the 6th July, the festival launches with an opening ceremony that’s not to be missed. Kit yourself out in a white outfit with a red 
waistband and neckerchief – this uniform should be worn throughout festival. The start of the festivities is marked by the firing of a rocket, or 
Chupinazo; once fired, the party doesn’t stop until midnight on the 14th! Throughout the first day you’ll witness a sea of white and red celebrating, 
with sangria quite literally raining down from the balconies of nearby houses. The party atmosphere here is amazing, ensuring that you are fired 
up for the running of the bulls the next morning. Although most tours stay for just three-four days, I would highly recommend experiencing the 
entire festival if you can.

Saint Fermin
Of course, there’s more to this festival than the Encierro. Honouring Saint Fermin, the celebrations consist of many other official and unofficial 
events that are just as entertaining. One notable example is the Saint Fermin procession, where statues, dancers and Gigantes (or giant statues) 
parade through the streets. There is also a junior “running of the bulls” for the local children, whereby parents push carts decorated as bulls 
along the streets. More unusually, in recent years animal rights activists have started an alternative “running of the nudes” as an alternative to the 
traditional Encierro, which is an eye-opening sight!   

The Running of the Bulls

The Encierro, or running of the bulls, begins every day at 8am and the first day is always the most popular. The majority of local residents 
take part, but will generally arrive early, so aim to arrive by around 7am to make sure that you get a good spot. You’ll hear four cannons fired 
throughout the run; the first two are the most important as it signals the opening of the corral, at which point the bulls will emerge. The third 
cannon signals the arrival of the first bulls into stadium, and the final cannon signifies that the final bull has made it into the corral. 

The run is fast-paced and in fact, usually lasts no more than three-and-a-half minutes – making it 850 metres of pure adrenaline-pumping action! 
Ensure that you reach Dead Man’s Corner either before or after the first six bulls get there, as the spot can be pure mayhem otherwise. Passing 
the corner, sprint as hard as you can to the stadium; to enjoy the grand finale at the Arena De Los Toros, you’ll need to make sure you arrive 
before the 3rd cannon. 

If you’re not so keen on outrunning several tonnes of angry bull and prefer to just spectate, the Arena De Los Toros is a great place to watch. 
Tickets cost just €8 and there are big screens showing the entire run within the safety and relative comfort of the arena, allowing you to watch the 
bulls cause havoc as they burst forth into the arena, running around all the exhausted participants.

This festival has so much to offer over the week of celebrations, so whether you’re feeling brave enough to take part or prefer to enjoy the sangria 
as a spectator, make sure you add San Fermin to your bucket list. FC  
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The Ultimate 
Sporting  
Bucket List
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By Callum Brown

You can spend a lifetime discussing your fantasy travel “bucket 
list” with family and friends and never experience any of it. I love 
sport and travel so at the age of 21, when a good friend suggested 
that we go travelling, my response was an easy, “Why not, mate!” 
After months of planning our trip, my fellow sports fanatic travel 
companion and I were adamant that we would make time on our 
global journey to attend some of the world’s most famous sporting 
events, and in doing so, tick a few items off our own bucket lists!

Running Man
I am a huge athletics fan and at that stage had been competing 
myself for over 14 years, which explains how we found ourselves 
in   for the 1999 World Athletic Championships. Purchasing (legal) 
tickets off a street vendor, we were lucky enough to arrive on 
the night of the men’s 100m final, and entering the stadium, the 
atmosphere was electric. When a friend (who shall remain nameless 
here) somehow managed to sneak us into the athletes’ area, I found 
myself sitting next to Linford Christie watching Maurice Green 
power his way to victory in just 9.81 seconds over Canada’s Bruny 
Surin – a real “pinch me, I’m dreaming” moment! We finished up 
our evening in a nearby sponsor’s bar with Olympic 100m champion 
Donovan Bailey, who was a very friendly and cool guy. It was sucha 
thrilling event that I also ended up watching the 2015 world Athletic 
Champmionships in Beijing, and witnessed Usain Bolt win the gold 
medal.

Making a Racquet
Next up was a trip across the English Channel to the UK. 
Strawberries and cream, Pimm’s and lemonade – just a couple of 
clues as to our next “bucket list” sporting event! The buzz around 
South-West London during Wimbledon is amazing, from crack-
of-dawn tube ride with fans from all over the world to post-match 
drinks at the Fox And Grapes pub in the evening. As the world’s 
foremost tennis tournament, this experience more than lived up to 
what I’d imagined it would be, and as Aussie tennis fans, we couldn’t 
have been luckier that year. We were treated to Wayne Arthurs 
knocking Nicolas Lapentti out in three sets, an 18-year-old Lleyton 
Hewitt turning on the power and winning his match in four sets, and 
my personal hero Pat Rafter putting in a spectacular performance to 
beat Jonas Bjorkman in four sets too.   
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From the Ashes
The 2005 Ashes tour of England was one of the most anticipated in 
years, with Australia winning the first test at Lords, and England 
winning the second test by two runs in an absolute thriller. 
Manchester’s Old Trafford stadium is one of the UK’s most famous 
sporting venues, and it’s fair to say the local Lancastrians are 
passionate about cricket. Arriving early on the first day, the ground 
was already filling fast, and was at capacity by the first ball. England 
won the toss and made 444, giving the Poms instant bragging rights. 

With typical English rain stopping play on day two, we found 
ourselves in Manchester city centre sharing a few beers and 
sandwiches with the legendary Australian cricketer Merv Hughes… 
resulting in an equally legendary headache the next day! Days three 
and four saw Shane Warne taking to the field and going about 
his business in his trademark aggressive style. With the English 
cheering almost as loudly as the Australians, it was clear that Warne 
is a much-loved sportsman in the UK. 

The fifth and final day saw over 20,000 people locked out of the 
packed stadium, as the crowd arrived early to witness what was 
shaping up to be another Ashes thriller. Although the cricket was 
tense, both the home and visiting supporters were in fine voice and 
full banter. After a nail-biting afternoon of highs and lows, Australia 
survived for an exhilarating draw and we hit the town to celebrate! If 
you’re a fan of English or Australian cricket, I urge you to experience 
an Ashes tour away from home for a sporting adventure unlike any 
other.   

Scrum Down Under
The Rugby World Cup is one of the world’s greatest sporting events 
and continues to be one of the most charged and exciting spectator 
tournaments I’ve been to. I was privileged enough to attend four 
weekends of the 2011 World Cup held in New Zealand, and can 
honestly state that the Kiwis make amazing hosts. Together with my 
Scottish father, I spent three weekends in Auckland (one watching 
England play Scotland) and one in Wellington – the highlight of my 
visit.

Having already seen the legendary All Blacks beat France, 
we watched Samoa beat Fiji in a very entertaining match. The 
celebrations spilled out of the stadium and carried on late into the 
night, with both Samoan and Fijian fans partying side-by-side. This 
fabulous, sportsmanlike atmosphere is what makes the Rugby 
World Cup so enjoyable, and the walk from Auckland city centre 
to Eden Park was much like a festival, with street performers and 
friendly supporters from around the world hanging out in the pubs 
and inviting us to join them. All too frequently we found ourselves 
several drinks down, surrounded by fellow rugby fans and suddenly 
remembering we had a rugby match to attend! 

Quarterfinal weekend was held in Wellington, and after Ireland 
knocked out the Aussies, we watched the Irish take on Wales, while 
Australia played South Africa. For the record, both Wales and 
Australia won their respective matches, but the entire city, regardless 
of nationality or age, was up for a party that day, with fun activities 
throughout the day for kids and plenty of nighttime festivities for the 
adults. We found ourselves singing with the Welsh before running 
into Australian player Tatafu Polota-Nau, who stopped off for a chat 
about all things rugby – what a bloke! Of course, as an Aussie, any 
weekend that my team beat South Africa is cause for celebration as 
far as I’m concerned!

As someone whose travel wish list continues to grow, I recommend 
throwing caution to the wind and taking every chance to explore 
the world when the opportunity arises. Of course, I couldn’t 
have predicted that my spectator experiences would have been 
as memorable as they turned out to be, but those unpredictable 
moments became experiences that will stay with me for the rest of 
my life. And after all, isn’t that what bucket lists are for? FC
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Nature’s 
Beauty

There’s no doubting that city breaks can be fun – but nothing 
quite beats the stunning beauty that Mother Nature has to 
offer. Whether it’s getting up close with wildlife on safari, 
witnessing the phenomenon of the Northern Lights or 
exploring the best of the Australian Outback, here are some 
breathtaking bucket list ideas.
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Africa
By Belinda Rothwell

This Time for 

A couple of months ago, I was sitting at work looking at my 
roster for the next few weeks when it dawned on me that 
with a little bit of manoeuvring, I could have seven days off. 
After spending three years doing every long weekend in Asia 
possible from Hong Kong, my husband and I wanted to take the 
opportunity to go further afield. We were looking at Iceland, 
Italy, Greece, America and everything in between, but for some 
reason couldn’t settle on any of the options. Time was closing 
in and I was nearly at the point of giving in and retreating 
to Thailand, when I stumbled upon that enormous beautiful 
continent of Africa. 

I hadn’t even initially considered Africa for this trip, as I 
didn’t think it would be possible to experience the best of the 
continent in such a short period of time… but once it was on the 
list, everywhere else simply faded away. We ended up booking 
that night and five days later, we were off! There is so much to 
see in Africa that we had to narrow it down and focus on just 
one thing – and for us, it had to be seeing wildlife on safari at 
Kruger National Park in South Africa.

It wasn’t the easiest place to get to, but we knew it would 
be worth it! We flew via Ethiopia and Johannesburg to 
Mpumalanga International Airport, which is one of three 
airports that service Kruger National Park. From there, we 
hired a car so that we could do some exploring on our own and 
drove the 90-minute trip to our lodge. If I had to do it again, I 
would just fly into Johannesburg and drive the four hours 
straight to the park entrance; this would have saved us the 
transit waiting time at Johannesburg Airport and once there, we 
realised that the roads are actually very well maintained and the 
scenery stunning. 

We stayed at the lovely Crocodile Kruger Lodge, which is 
located on the edge of Kruger but in Marloth Park itself. 
Although it is a game park, they don’t keep any dangerous 
animals there so we could freely wander around the grounds 
without worrying about being ripped apart! The lodge was 
exactly what we wanted – big open rooms, amazing views, 
traditional wood furniture, and everyone treated us like family. 
Breakfast and dinner were included in our stay, which meant 
we were fed amazing home-cooked local dishes. We arrived just 
in time for dinner, which was a local barbeque complete with a 
worm-eating ceremony that my husband took part in (a little too 
enthusiastically perhaps!); he now proudly displays his worm-
eating certificate at home. However, I was happy to stick with 
the toasted marshmallows around the fire!

Even though we were tired after our long trip, nothing could 
stop us from signing up for the 6am game drive the next 
morning, so it was an early night for us. Getting up well 
before dawn, we realised that it was much colder than we had 
anticipated; we were heading out in the safari vehicle with three 
other guests and were very grateful for the blankets that were 
piled high inside. The sun was just beginning to rise during the 
20-minute drive Kruger’s gate and with it, came the promise of 
a glorious day – we were so excited, we even forgot about the 
fact that we were freezing!   
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The game drive was from 6am to 4pm, with stops for breakfast and 
lunch. The driver was our spotter and as the day progressed, we were 
lucky enough to see four of the “Big Five” wildlife species, with only the 
shy leopard eluding us. We were fascinated by the boisterous bellowing 
hippos whilst the crocodiles lazed around nearby; the cheetahs looked 
just like playful housecats and baboons cheekily claimed whole 
sections of the road to themselves. Giraffes swayed gracefully along 
the road as rhinoceros calmly chewed through the underbrush… 
Every National Geographic documentary that we had ever seen was 
unfolding right in front of us! It was a long day but worth every mile 
that we had travelled to be there.

We decided to have a bit of a lie-in on day two and do some exploring 
ourselves. The main target for the day was Jane Goodall’s Chimp Eden. 
We had heard of this through the Animal Planet series; although I 
was a bit torn about visiting knowing that I would be upset about the 
chimps’ tragic histories, I still wanted to see it for myself, meet some of 
the characters from the show and learn more about the facility. It was a 
beautiful drive back towards the airport to get to the enclosure, driving 
through rolling hill country with lots of small local stalls and towns on 
the side of the roads.

Although chimps aren’t native to South Africa, Chimp Eden was 
fascinating. There are three enclosures in total, but only two of them 
are accessible to the public because the chimps in the third enclosure 
have been too damaged by their past interactions with people. On first 
looking into the enclosure, we saw an older-looking female chimp 
sitting so still upon a high platform that I initially thought she was a 
statue. Moments later, the other chimps bounded into sight and she 
erupted in a cacophony of sounds and gestures… Definitely not a 
statue! I could have sat all day watching these wonderful animals 
interact with one other; there were naughty teenagers, grumpy 

old men, cocky young adults – just about every subset of my own 
society was represented it was glorious. I was so glad that we visited 
and would definitely recommend it to everyone. The stories of the 
individual chimps are so sad but they are stories that need to be told 
and retold in the hopes of preventing similar tragedies.

The next day, we were up before dawn to head off on safari once again. 
We were the only people on the safari that day, so the guide knew that 
we were hoping to finally spot some leopards! After a couple of hours, 
one of the other safari vehicles drove past and told our guide that he 
thought that there might be a leopard up ahead… so off we went in hot 
pursuit. In fact, we ended up seeing not only a leopard in a tree with 
a fresh kill but also one walking around on the ground. That wasn’t 
all though – a pride of lions with multiple cubs walked so close to the 
vehicle that I could have reached out and touched them, a gigantic 
black hippo stood on the side of the road hundreds of metres from 
the river, and elephants paraded across the road at their leisure. Our 
memory cards and hearts were happily full of Africa by the end of that 
day!

On our last full day, we decided to explore some of the towns we had 
driven through earlier; everyone that we met along the way was so 
friendly and polite, and we really enjoyed the drive. We could have done 
a full day’s sightseeing of the Panoramic Route and God’s Window 
view point, or even done a day trip to Swaziland or Botswana – but 
honestly, we were pretty content with all that we had seen and done so 
far! 

This was our first taste of Africa and now that we know that it doesn’t 
have to be experienced in one epic trip, we will definitely enjoy 
planning many more trips there in the future. FC
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My first encounter with the Northern Lights was in 
Finland and came after days of waiting patiently; 
I was just looking up to the sky wondering if 
anything would ever appear, when suddenly I saw 
a glance of them! It truly was like the sky was 
dancing, with spellbinding colours and unexpected 
patterns continuously fading in and out. Reds, 
pinks, purples, greens and bright blue hues all 
appeared, dancing around and changing in shape, 
colour and form right in front of my eyes. Then 
suddenly in one breath it was gone, just as fast as 
it had appeared – leaving you wondering if it had 
really even happened at all!

To get technical about it, the Northern Lights are 
actually the result of collisions between gaseous 
particles in the Earth’s atmosphere with charged 
particles released from the sun’s atmosphere – the 
variations in colour are due to the different types of 
gas particles that are colliding. Pretty impressive 
stuff, if you ask me!

 A few of my Top Tips for    
 Northern Lights hunting:

1. You need to travel to the right country 
at the right time of year; November 
to February is the typical season for 
catching the lights.

2. There is lower chance of seeing the 
Northern Lights when you are in a city 
due to light pollution; go to a more remote 
location for a better chance of spotting 
them.

3. Use the Internet to help – there are 
several websites that will predict what 
time of night has the highest likelihood of 
seeing the lights based on your location. 

4. Always come prepared; temperatures 
get very low at night (-10°C and under), 
so make sure you bring plenty of warm 
clothes.

5. Not all cameras will show the lights 
properly, so make sure you have the 
correct equipment to capture them in 
photographs.

The Aurora Borealis really is something you 
have to see for yourself at least once in your 
lifetime – it truly is the greatest light show on 
Earth. FC

The Greatest  
Light Show  

on Earth

By Alexa Reason

Seeing the Aurora Borealis, more commonly known as the Northern Lights, is something that is 
on most people’s bucket lists – and for good reason too, as the sight of this natural phenomenon 
in real-life is nothing short of spectacular. 
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People had warned me that Tibet has changed drastically in the past decade, so I arrived in Lhasa with mixed feelings of excitement and 
trepidation. Ultimately though, being in a place that remains a mystery to many, that has such a colourful culture and rich history was a privilege. 
It made me giddy. 

Tibet is also, of course, a place that’s higher than most. Lhasa, the capital, stands 3,650 metres above sea level. Like most travellers, I hunkered 
down in my hotel on arrival, determined not to succumb to altitude sickness.

In and around Lhasa
My guide, Tashi, greeted me with a welcoming smile the following day, ready to show me the sights. First stop, jaw-dropping Potala Palace. 
Founded in 637, it was reconstructed in 1645, and now towers over 100 metres.

It’s best viewed in sections, as there’s a lot to see. In the White Palace, you can view the 14th Dalai Lama’s former residential quarters. The Red 
Palace is completely devoted to religious study and Buddhist prayer. And then there are the chapels, stupas, fortifications and glorious gardens.

The Potala Palace complex is now a museum and UNESCO World Heritage Site. Packed with people chanting, ladling yak butter into lamps, 
and spinning prayer wheels, the religious enthusiasm in the chapels is intense. The interiors are dark; my impressions a blur of silk brocades, 
billowing smoke and elaborate frescoes.

That afternoon, we visited Jokhang Temple, adjacent to the Potala Palace. Built in 642 by King Songsten Gampo, who is credited with introducing 
Buddhism to Tibet, many see it as the country’s most sacred and important temple. Pilgrims pray inside and out, queuing patiently for hours just 
to touch their foreheads to the image of the Jowo Shakyamuni Buddha, the single most venerated object in Tibetan Buddhism.

Inspired by the all-pervasive spirituality, I also experienced sensory overload. The sound of chanting monks; the wafting smell of yak-butter 
candles and incense so intense you can almost taste it; and the sight of colourful draperies, gold Buddha statues and rainbow-hued prayer flags.

I wanted to stay longer but my guide hurried me out to Barkhor, the heart of the old town. Here, pilgrims prostrate themselves in prayer as they 
approach the Potala Palace and Jokhang Temple. Their devotional circumambulation is marked by four large incense burners. With its old 
Tibetan buildings, Barkhor is beautiful but there’s no denying that New Lhasa encroaches.

I spent three full days in Lhasa, and this gave me the chance to visit its ‘great three’ university monasteries: Ganden, Sera and Drepung. My 
favourite turned out to be the largest, 1416-built Drepung. Built on the slopes of Mount Gambo Utse, 5 kilometres out of town, it’s incredibly 
picturesque, and you can view the colleges, residential compounds and chapels. The monks with their high-boned, sunburnt features reminded 
me of Incas.   

Tibet:  
Taking in Monasteries, Glaciers 
and Mount Everest

By Cecilia Yee
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Himalayan highlights
On leaving Lhasa, I embarked on the ride of 
a lifetime; we drove for hours but I didn’t get 
bored. After crossing the mighty Brahmaputra 
River, which originates in the Angsi Glacier, on 
the northern side of the Himalayas, we began 
the steep, gradual climb to Kamba-La Pass 
(elevation 4,700 metres). Here I got my first sight 
of breath-taking, fan-shaped Yamdrok Lake. 
While taking photos, I had to keep reminding 
myself that I was photographing an actual place 
and not a painting.

I can still picture the blue sky (peppered with 
soft white clouds), the turquoise waters and 
verdant greenery… not a hint of pollution or 
smog.
On the other side of Kamba-La Pass, I saw a 
group of Tibetans tying prayer flags to a pole. I 
watched them arrange the colourful flags, while 
silently saying prayers. The scene was utterly 
transfixing.

An hour or so later, we arrived at Karo-La Pass 
(elevation 5,010 metres) for more spectacular 
views of snow-capped mountains. I took in 
Mount Nojin Kangsang, which stands 7,206 
metres above sea level, and the glacier that drips 
from its south face. Strange as it may seem, right 
there in the Himalayas, I was reminded of the 
Scottish Highlands.

The drive was long, and after a while, I dozed 
off, only to awake in Gyantse, an incredibly 
appealing and seemingly ‘untouched’ frontier 
town. Situated on the trade route to Bhutan and 
India, it remains a bustling centre of commerce 
and pilgrimage. I was greeted by shy Tibetans, 
market-trading Muslims, and store/ restaurant-

owning Han Chinese.
Gyantse Dzong fortress, built in the 1450s, 
which perches high above the settlement on a 
huge rock spur, is a must see, as is 1497-built 
Gyantse Kumbum, an awesome, 34-metre-high, 
octagonal stupa. 

Mount Everest Base Camp
We reached Pang-La Pass (elevation 5,150 
metres) on the morning of day seven. When 
we got there, dark clouds covered my eagerly 
anticipated view. My first glimpse of Mount 
Everest, the highest mountain on Earth, (its peak 
is 8,848 metres above sea level), would have to 
wait.

Tent Village, just off Friendship Highway near 
Shelkar, is the nearest private cars can get to 
Mount Everest (North) Base Camp. So at mid-
day, we set out on foot. Within an hour, (half way 
through the hike) I was totally exhausted, out of 
breath and dehydrated. Fortunately, a tourist bus 
appeared out of nowhere, and we were able to 
hitch a lift.

At base camp, Mount Everest (Tibetan name: 
Chomolungma) was still covered by clouds, and 
it stayed that way. But back at Tent Village, hours 
later, the skies cleared up and I got what I had 
come for. In spades.

Heading back to Lhasa the next day, we stopped 
at Shigatse (the second largest city in Tibet) to 
check out Tashilhunpo Monastery. ‘Templed out’ 
as I was, I still found this 1447-built, sublimely 
peaceful monastery beautiful. I gravitated toward 
the prayer wheels, and started turning them as I 
walked. FC  
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Drive New Zealand : 
A Road Trip Around 
Aotearoa’s South Island

When you think of New Zealand, I’m guessing that the All Blacks, sheep 
and Lord Of The Rings feature high on the list of first impressions – but this 
beautiful remote country has so much more to offer than Hobbit clichés and 
a great lamb roast dinner! Having toyed with a trip to the country known 
in Māori as Aotearoa for many years, my husband and I took six weeks to 
explore the land of the long white cloud on an epic road trip throughout the 
Kiwi winter, starting in the country’s South. 

By Kate Farr

Arriving in Christchurch, the capital of the South 
Island’s Canterbury region, we immediately felt 
at home as a pair of visiting Brits. This green 
and extremely scenic city takes its name from 
the Oxford University College that colonial city 
founder John Robert Godley attended in the 19th 
Century. Canterbury Museum is a great starting 
point to learn more about the region, boasting the 
world’s largest collection of Antarctic artefacts 
and a wealth of information about New Zealand’s 
rich Māori heritage. 

You may also be familiar with the city for the 
series of earthquakes that took place between 
2010-2012, during which 185 lives were lost and 
many parts of the city were damaged – including 
Christchurch Cathedral, which lost its spire 
during the tremors. Since the disaster, the city 
has been quick to rebuild, and Christchurch’s 
centre is once again a thriving place to visit and 
the ideal gateway to explore the rest of the region.  

A short drive from Christchurch lies Akaroa and 
the Banks Peninsula. The main attraction here 
is the opportunity to swim with the Hector’s 
dolphin, the world’s smallest – protected within a 
designated marine park in Akaroa Bay. Donning 
thick wetsuits against the frigid Kiwi winter, we 
headed on-board our tour boat and before long, 
found ourselves surrounded with these tiny, 
playful and curious creatures. Entering the icy 
water, we watched and marvelled as they played 
and swam all around us, unfazed by our presence 
but still completely wild and in their element. 
This was an experience that will stay with me for 
years to come, and one that I would recommend 
to anyone visiting the South Island. 

Next on the itinerary was a stop at Kaikōura, 
home to much of New Zealand’s native whale 
population. Unusually, you can spot Giant Sperm 
Whales in the nutrient-rich waters year-round, 
making it a popular tourist destination well 
served with guesthouses and restaurants.  As 
well as sperm whales, you’ll easily spot other 
whale species, as well as dolphins, fur seals and 
seabirds including the Royal Albatross, making 
Kaikōura the best place in New Zealand to view 
marine wildlife in its natural habitat. 

Heading south, we passed through the stunning 
lake regions of Pukaki and Tekapo, whose bright 
blue waters run straight from the glaciers of the 
towering Mount Cook and beyond. We hiked 
around Tekapo, marvelling at the silence, taking 
in the remote Church of the Good Shepherd and 
the bronze statue of a New Zealand collie nearby, 
built to acknowledge the indispensible role of the 
sheepdog in this rural region’s ongoing success.  

It was then onto Timaru, home of the aptly-
named little blue penguin. These tiny creatures 
are the smallest penguin in the world, and the 
sight of hundreds of them jumping from the sea 
onto the beach at Caroline Bay at dusk is almost 
unbearably cute! We watched in wonder as they 
waddled up the beach, squawking and flapping, 
oblivious to the crowds of admirers just behind 
them. 

Taking our time to savour our drinks, chat 
with the winemakers and admire the vineyard 
views, we reluctantly bade the beautiful South 
farewell as we headed to Picton and our ferry to 
Wellington, New Zealand’s capital city and the 
gateway to the North Island.    
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More of these flightless birds – this time, 
yellow-eyed penguins ¬– can be viewed 
just outside the city of Dunedin, a pleasant 
university city in the far south of the country. 
A peaceful spot, we happily explored the city 
by foot, calling in for a tour (and perhaps a 
taste or two!) at the famous Speight’s Brewery 
before trudging wearily up Baldwin Street, 
the world’s steepest, at a maximum gradient 
of nearly 1:2. 

While you can travel between Dunedin and 
Queenstown on what must be one of the 
world’s most scenic railways, we drove for 
three-and-a-half hours to New Zealand’s 
adventure capital, where my husband wasted 
no time at all in fulfilling all of his wildest 
bucket list fantasies. From white water 
rafting to jet boating and skydiving to skiing, 
Queenstown caters to the adrenaline junkie 
like no other place on earth. Widely regarded 

as the birthplace of bungee, watching my 
husband launch himself off “The Ledge” 400 
metres above the city remains one of the most 
petrifying moments of my life! We had initially 
aimed to try our hands at snowboarding 
at one of the city’s many ski schools, but 
unfortunately the snow was late that year, so, 
adventure itch scratched, we continued on to a 
more peaceful spot. 

The stunning fjordlands of Milford Sound 
rival anything that Norway has to offer, 
and it’s here, surrounded by mirror-still 
waters and towering craggy peaks that you 
can imagine yourself deep in the heart of 
Tolkien’s Middle Earth. The scenery is truly 
breathtaking, and the absolute best way to 
explore the Sound is by cruise boat. 

Travelling up the west coast, we entered the 
Mount Cook National Park, were we took 

the opportunity to don crampons and boots 
and hop aboard a helicopter for a guided heli-
hike of the Franz Joseph Glacier. Both Franz 
Joseph and the neighbouring Fox Glacier 
are tens of thousands of years old, and the 
creaking ice caverns and steep inclines made 
for an otherworldly experience that is forever 
imprinted in my mind. On our visit we came 
across a newlywed couple, still dressed in 
gown and tuxedo, celebrating with what has to 
be the best-chilled glass of champagne of their 
lives! 

Speaking of a welcome tipple, our final stop 
on our tour of the stunning south was the 
Marlborough region, famed worldwide for its 
deliciously crisp Sauvignon Blanc wine. With 
many of the region’s wineries offering tours, 
who were we to refuse the chance to sample 
some of the world’s finest wines at source? FC  
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Watching a documentary about the Galapagos Islands when I was a 
child was what first put the place firmly on my travel bucket list – so 
when I had the opportunity to take a few months off work, this South 
American archipelago was obviously my first destination of choice!

Travelling to the Galapagos Islands is quite easy; it’s actually a 
province of Ecuador so most flights go via the city of Guayaquil 
to Isla Baltra, one of the Galapagos’ main islands. As soon as we 
arrived, I was stunned not only by the place’s beauty but also how 
close the locals are to one another – this was island life at its best, 
where nobody watched the clock and everyone knew everyone else. 

On Baltra, there are bicycles to hire, beaches to visit and a great set 
of trails you could follow to explore the island at leisure. However, 
my favourite pastime was simply sitting in a coffee shop watching 
the catch of the day being brought in by small boats and then sold 
right by the sea; it was there where I saw my first blue-footed booby, 
a bird found only in the Galapagos. Visiting Baltra’s Charles Darwin 
Centre is also a must – this great non-profit organisation aims to 
preserve Galapagos wildlife, and is home to some of the largest 
turtles I have ever seen!

Most people visiting the Galapagos do a five-day boat trip around 
its island, but since I was travelling with someone that didn’t like 
sailing, we decided to split our stay between just two different 
places. After three nights in Baltra, we took a three-hour boat ride to 
Isabela, the largest island of the Galapagos. Having arrived, we soon 
understood why people told us to bring cash with us – there was not 
a single working cash machine on the whole island, with only one 
credit card machine in one of the hotels… but cut off from the world, 
we felt we had truly found paradise. 

We were one of only about twenty tourists on the island, and with 
such a small population, it’s a place where everyone knows each 
other. As in Baltra, the locals here were extremely friendly and 
would happily stop in the street to chat with you.
 
Isabela has an amazing untouched quality – where the wildlife was 
every bit as interested in you as you were in them! Birds would come 
and sit on your lap at the beach, whilst I was chased by sea lions and 
seals on quite a few occasions! I was also fascinated to watch the 
daily routine of iguana families making their way across one of the 
island’s dedicated “Iguana Crossings”.

It’s hard to explain quite how breathtaking the Galapagos Islands 
really are; overall, we stayed there for a week and a half but to this 
day, I still wish we had stayed even longer. FC

Getting Up Close with  

The Galapagos
By Alexa Reason

NEXT STOP  | 43



Starting your Red Centre adventure from Hong Kong or Shanghai 
can be done with relative ease; Qantas connects Adelaide, Melbourne, 
Darwin, Cairns, Perth and Sydney at least once a day to Alice Springs, 
and from Brisbane a couple of times each week. The best time to visit is 
April to September, to avoid the full brunt of the heat. 

You should plan to spend at least four to five full days in Red Centre to 
get a true feeling for the region without feeling too rushed. After settling 
into your hotel, I’d recommend the Alice Springs Desert Park as your 
first stop. It’s a fantastic educational park that will introduce you to the 
plants, animals and people of the desert; if you can time it well, don’t 
miss the Eagle Encounter there – it’s AWESOME! 

Whether you drive yourself or opt for a guided tour of the region, you’ll 
need to get up early on your second day; head 199km south on the Stuart 

Highway, before turning right at Erldunda Roadhouse for a further 
244km on the Lassiter Highway towards the region’s most famous 
icon and one of Australia’s biggest draw cards – the Uluru-Kata Tjuta 
National Park. 

Whilst flying from Melbourne or Sydney directly to   is possible (with 
Virgin Australia or Jetstar), I’d highly recommend travelling overland 
instead. It gives you so much more perspective of the distances explorers 
travelled back in the day, and also gives you much more opportunity to 
see the region’s incredible flora and fauna. The iron-coated red sand and 
native grasses, flowers and trees are simply breathtaking contrasted 
against the deep blue sky that rolls on for what seems like ever and ever. 
Look out for the spinifex grasses, mulga trees, goanna lizards, snakes, 
spiders, wedge-tailed eagles, kites and budgies, to name but a few of 
the incredible animals you’re likely to encounter in the region – and 

Australian 
Outback

definitely keep your eyes peeled for my favourites, the hopping mouse 
and incredibly adorable thorny devil lizard too!

On this amazing drive, you’ll also catch sight of “Fool-Uru” – otherwise 
known as Mt Connor. This breathtaking flat-topped, sandstone-capped 
mountain is often mistaken for Uluru due to its size. It’s on private 
property so only accessible on selected tours, but it’s still an impressive 
sight even at a distance. Travel over just a few more sand dunes and 
you’ll get your first glimpses of Uluru from almost 100km away – and 
now you’ll really understand why I recommend travelling overland rather 
than flying!

On arrival at Yulara, a little village that’s about 18km away from 
Uluru, you’ll find everything you need for your stay, including multiple 
accommodation options. No matter your travel style, you’ll find it here: 

from camping grounds right through to the luxury of the Longitude 131 
boutique hotel. Be sure to book your accommodation well in advance 
though, as this isn’t the kind of place you can just rock up to and hope for 
the best!

Once you’ve settled into your accommodation, you’ll need (and want!) 
to head into the National Park to find out what all the fuss is about. 
Your first stop should be the Cultural Centre inside the park; this is 
where you can pick up your visitor’s guide and learn more about the 
area, including how Uluru was formed, plus fill up on food and drink, 
and get all your general safety information. This part of the world gets 
extremely hot in summer  (with temperatures often reaching over 40°C) 
so remember to carry plenty of fresh water with you at all times. Safety 
really needs to be taken seriously out here!  

By Jennifer Thiele

Mention Australia’s Red Centre to anyone that’s been there and you’ll see amazing memories 
flitter across their faces; mention the same words to anyone who wants to go and you’ll see a 
sense of anticipation and excitement. It’s an incredible part of the world and one that in my former 
life as a tour leader, I was lucky enough to drive and guide tours through almost 50 times – and I 
can honestly say that even after all those trips, the magic of the region never faded. 
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with the world’s largest monolith. Standing at 348m high, 3.6km 
long and 1.9km wide, Uluru really is an impressive sigh – but if time 
permits, I’d suggest heading out to Kata Tjuta first. 

Kata Tjuta is the lesser-known but equally incredible group of ancient 
domed rock formations that lies about 25km east of Uluru; getting 
there requires a really beautiful two-and-a-half hour hike through 
the Valley Of The Winds to the Karingana Lookout. This was without 
a doubt my absolute highlight of the park and the view is forever 
imprinted into my memory. You’ll need plenty of water and sturdy 
shoes along with the normal sunscreen and hat – and don’t forget to 
always wear closed-toe shoes throughout your trip, as you’re never 
sure what wildlife you’ll encounter! If long walks aren’t your thing, 
you can still experience the magnificence of Kata Tjuta on the Karu 
Lookout track instead; this one is a relatively easy one-hour, 3.3km 
return trip. 

Once you’ve finished your walk, make your way back closer to Uluru 
and find the sunset viewing area. Get ready for a real visual treat 
watching the sun go down over the rock and seeing all the changing 
colours of both Uluru and the big sky that surrounds it. 

After such a huge day, be sure to get to bed early so you can wake up 

and head to the park early enough for yet another unmissable sight 
– Uluru’s world-famous sunrise and all the glorious colours that go 
along with it. 

If you’ve still got the energy, make your way to the base of Uluru and 
meet up with one of the park rangers, who offer a guided walk along 
the rock’s Mala section every morning. This will help you learn more 
about the Anangu people (local Aborigines), mala creatures (also 
known as the rufous hare-wallaby), the historic rock art at Uluru, and 
the way the park is managed. After this, you can continue the rest of 
the way around the base (a 10km walk in total) and explore all the 
other nooks and crannies along the flat path. Do remember that 
whilst climbing the rock isn’t prohibited, traditional law urges you 
not to do so. It’s a very dangerous climb and often closed for safety 
reasons; the Anangu people get very anxious for people’s safety even 
when the weather conditions are fine.

After lunch, start the three-hour drive to either Kings Creek Station 
or Kings Canyon itself to visit yet another impressive national park – 
Watarrka. Kings Creek Station is about 30km from the national park 
itself, but it’s a great place to stay and experience a working cattle 
and camel station. It offers both fixed accommodation and plenty of 
space to camp, plus you can also enjoy fun quad bike, helicopter or 

camel rides! If you prefer a little more luxury, Kings Canyon resort is 
the place to stay. Along with the basic cabins and a camping ground, 
there is also a good hotel. Once again, all the accommodation options 
here are limited, so be sure to book well ahead. 

Wherever you choose to stay, spend the evening relaxing and 
preparing yourself for another amazing day in the Red Centre. If you 
like walking, you’ll need to be up early the next day to avoid the heat 
(the walk is closed from 9am onward when temperatures reach over 
36°C). I always used to take my tour groups on the Kings Canyon Rim 
Walk at first light; it’s a 6km round trip, with the first part of the hike 
being the hardest. You’ll have to ascend what is affectionately known 
as ‘heart attack hill” but don’t worry, once you’re at the top, it is worth 
every single moment! After that, most of the walk is pretty undulating 
until you reach the “Garden of Eden” in the middle of the canyon, 
where there are a few more up-and-down sections. 

Whilst this walk is considered strenuous and shouldn’t be undertaken 
by those without good fitness levels, it is absolutely INCREDIBLE. 
You’ll see stunning colours, amazing wildlife, beautiful rock 
formations and incredible views out into the never-ending space 
– and nothing quite beats the feeling of hiking somewhere that 
genuinely feels so prehistoric. If you’re unable to make it up the hill 

or are time-poor or heat-restricted, there are other walking options, 
including one to a lookout point in the middle of the canyon that is 
much more shaded and and far less strenuous. This also gives you a 
real sense of the area’s size and is well worth doing. 

Once you’ve finished your hike, it’s time to make your way back 
toward Alice Springs. On sealed roads, the trip is about 460km; your 
journey time can be shortened by travelling on unsealed roads but 
before choosing this option, make sure you check both your car hire 
restrictions and the road conditions, as you’d be heading into very 
remote territory that’s not frequented by much traffic. 

Back in Alice Springs, you’ll probably need a bit of time to relax 
after your adventure in the Red Centre but if time permits, there 
is still plenty more to do! A couple of highlights here include 
the old telegraph station, Royal Flying Doctors Service Tourist 
Facility, School of the Air Visitors Centre, a day trip to the Western 
Macdonnell Ranges or my personal favourite, the Eastern 
Macdonnell Ranges. 

The vibrant colours and incredible sense of space in the Red Centre 
region really is hard to beat – a true bucket list destination, for sure! FC

NEXT STOP  | 4746 | NEXT STOP



Top 10 Travel 
Destinations 
for 2016

If you’re already planning escapes for the upcoming year, you may want to look further than the 
usual regional resorts to some of the world’s most unique and inspiring destinations. Whether 
it’s swimming in hot springs in freezing Iceland or sipping the best mojito of your life in buzzing 

Havana, here are our top ten travel destinations for 2016.
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Rio de Janeiro is blessed with a stunning natural setting, along with 
some of the world’s finest beaches, all beneath the benevolent gaze of 
the iconic Christ the Redeemer statue that towers over this spectacular 
city. Now gearing up to host the 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games 
in August and September, this is the perfect time to head to Brazil and 
experience the world’s biggest celebration in the world’s best party city. 

Not a sports fan? From Brazil and beyond, the continent has plenty 
more to excite even the most jaded traveller; think Amazonian 
rainforests teeming with wildlife, the mysterious ruins of Macchu 
Pichu, Easter Island’s imposing statues, the Galapogos’ unique natural 
diversity, La Paz’s head-spinning altitude and Cusco’s sleepy colonial 
cobbles… South America offers endless variety and adventure.

#04 Sri Lanka

#03 Brazil & South 
America 

03

04
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Taking over from Thailand and Bali as the current South Asian destination du jour, Sri Lanka is a true tropical paradise. From pristine white 
beaches, lush tea plantations and ancient temples to elephant sanctuaries, jungle safaris and stellar scuba diving, there’s countless reasons why this 
island is topping every discerning traveller’s bucket list.

Its capital Colombo is a glorious melting pot of times and traditions, where beautiful colonial architecture and a century-old railway sit alongside 
chic new boutiques and restaurants. Adventure junkies will lap up the hiking, surfing and white-water rafting opportunities, whilst nature-lovers 
shouldn’t miss a trip to the wonderful Udawalawe National Park. Remember to bring your appetite too; Sri Lanka’s fiery cuisine is influenced by 
Indian cooking, whilst still boasting plenty of exotic flavours of its own.

With Cathay Pacific launching a non-stop service to Madrid four times a week this 
coming June, experiencing la vida española is about to get considerably easier for 
Hong Kong travellers.  

A country of contrasts, from the ever-popular beaches of the Costa del Sol to the 
bustling and vibrant capital of Madrid; from rural Catalonian villages nestled high in 
the Pyrenees mountains to Barcelona’s iconic Gaudi architecture – a visit to Spain 
guarantees variety, culture and truly fabulous food. 

Lush forests, snow-capped mountains, rolling hills, crystal-clear lakes, bubbling volcanoes, spectacular glaciers… it’s no wonder that 
New Zealand’s natural beauty proved so magical that it became the mythical Middle Earth setting for Peter Jackson’s Lord Of The 
Rings film trilogy.

There’s more to New Zealand than acres of wilderness – although exploring its awe-inspiring scenery via one of the famous nine 
“Great Walks” is definitely a good start. Adrenaline junkies should take advantage of the stellar surfs and heart-thumping bungee 
jumping and sky diving opportunities on offer, foodies will love the fresh seafood and world-class wine – and everyone should take 
time to get to know more about the fascinating Maori culture that makes life Down Under quite so distinctive. With the NZ dollar 
currently fairly weak, this is the ideal time to visit to get more bang for your buck.

#02 New Zealand 

#01 Spain

02

01
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#07 Cuba 

#08 Laos 

08

07

It might require a bit more work to reach than most Asian destinations – there are 
still no direct flights in – but those that do make the effort to travel to Laos are richly 
rewarded. 

Unspoilt rainforests teeming with rare wildlife, ancient temples scattered liberally 
throughout UNESCO World Heritage Site Luang Prabang, laidback beaches offering 
incredible views of the Mekong River, unforgettable cuisine that blends the best of 
Vietnamese, Thai and French influences – Laos has the lot, and all topped with friendly 
locals who can’t wait to welcome you to their little slice of paradise. Life in Laos is 
firmly in the slow lane… but that’s all the better for savouring your time there. 
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#05 Iceland 

#06 Bhutan 

05

06
A world-class hiking and climbing 
destination set against the towering 
backdrop of jagged Himalayan peaks, a 
visit to Bhutan is a spiritual retreat from 
modern life that offers unparalleled peace 
and tranquillity in a country steeped in 
Buddhism. 

Capital city Thimphu is liberally sprinkled 
with significant monuments – the fortified 
Tashichho Dzong houses a beautiful gold-
roofed monastery, while The Memorial 
Chorten, with its iconic gilt spire, pays 
homage to Bhutan’s royal heritage. Visit in 
early October for the spectacular Thimphu 
Tsechu, a lively three-day festival of dance, 
food and music commemorating the saint 
who first introduced Buddhism to this 
devout country. 

From its otherworldly black sand beaches to its abundant natural hot springs and geysers, Iceland is a country defined by volcanic activity, steadily 
boiling away just below the ground of this charmingly eccentric island nation.

A walkable capital city with just the right amount of quirk, Reykjavik runs entirely on geothermal power, and, in keeping with its no-holds-barred Viking 
heritage, boasts a lively drinking and dining scene. Further afield, adrenaline junkies can get their fix snowboarding, ice climbing and snowmobiling 
over glaciers, before unwinding from the day’s excesses with a soak in the 38°C waters of Mother Nature’s own spa – The Blue Lagoon. A hedonist’s paradise, Cuba boasts a tropical climate, stunning white sandy beaches and, of 

course, the finest cigars and rum you’ll find anywhere in the world. 

Havana’s UNESCO-protected Old Town could have come straight from a movie set; 1950’s US-
made cars cruise the streets as dance clubs blast salsa music. The city’s 16th century Spanish 
colonial architecture makes for fascinating exploration, whilst the city also boasts some fine 
museums, including the Museum of the Revolution, which offers visitors an insight into the 
country’s often-turbulent history. Cuba’s relations with neighbouring USA are finally beginning to 
thaw after many years of embargo, so visit sooner rather than later to enjoy this Caribbean island 
while it’s still relatively undeveloped. 
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#09 Croatia

#10 South Korea

09

10
K-Pop, K-Beauty, K-Food, K-Fashion – there’s no doubt that the trend for all things Korean has gone global… and with it, South Korea as a destination 
in itself. The contrast between modern cosmopolitan life and ancient tradition is what makes South Korea so enchanting, where glitzy shopping 
districts and bustling night markets rub shoulders with tranquil Buddhist temples and majestic historical palaces. 

Natural beauty also abounds, with sleepy fishing villages, vast national parks and beautiful secluded islands to explore – including the ever-popular 
beaches of Jeju, known as “The Island of the Gods”. Whether it’s learning more about the country’s history at the Demilitarized Zone that separates 
North and South Korea, enjoying a relaxing soak in an open-air hot spring or snacking on street food delicacies into the midnight hours, South 
Korea truly does have something for everyone.

Winter is coming… and thanks to Game of Thrones, the stream of Croatia-bound tourists keep coming too! The walled city of Dubrovnik was the 
setting for much of the action in the cult TV show – and once you’ve wandered around its incredible Old Town, where medieval forts encircle awe-
inspiring Gothic and Baroque buildings, you’ll understand why so many have fallen in love with the place. 

If blissed-out beaches and stunning scenery are more your bag, Croatia has those in spades too; the azure lakes and cascading waterfalls of the 
Plitvice Lakes are a must-see whilst the coastline resorts of Istria offer a dose of sunny Adriatic charm. Head to Croatia in summer to catch its action-
packed festival season: the long-running Dubrovnik Summer Festival features theatre, dance and music performances, whilst Dimensions, Hideout 
and Croatia Rocks will have you dancing ‘til the sun goes down.
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