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SundayHerald travel Virginia’s lost history
In Northern Neck in Virginia, history
mingles with undulating landscapes,
dramatic riverside cliffs and bald eagles,
but miraculously few tourists.

MAGICAL RENDEZVOUS

Amidst forts
and camels

Hidden treasure
BHAVEN JANI visits the Canadian Rockies and finds it pristine, serene, unexplored
and yet, completely accessible.

W
ith just 30 million people in
a landmass twice the size of
India, Canada is what you’d
fantasise as being unex-
plored, uninhabited and

next to heaven, especially Alberta, home
to the Canadian Rockies, with its innu-
merable rivers and lakes. And true to your
belief, it is as close as one can get.

Waiting to be discovered, Banff lost its
virginity a couple of centuries ago to in-
trepid adventurers and an enthusiastic
government. Originally built as a railroad
station named Siding 29 during the late
19th century, Stephen Cohen, the then
Scottish president of Canadian Pacific Rail-
way, renamed it Banff from his birthplace
Banffshire in Scotland. The railroad sta-
tion has now grown into a global resort
town that wraps itself around Tunnel
mountain as the Bow river meanders
through it offering picturesque spots for
picnics, angling and biking. The Fairmont
hotels at Banff Springs and Lake Louis are
testimony to this. Both have been around
for over a century amidst pristine forests
and snow-capped mountains. The Banff
Springs, constructed in Scottish Baronial
style, has a twist to its tale, when its Amer-
ican architect Bruce Price, on a visit to its
construction site, discovered to his utter
dismay that it was built backwards with
the million dollar view of the mountains,
valleys and the Bow river going to the
kitchen and dormitories. Obviously, this
is corrected when I check in.

My bags are packed with ample woolens
and full sleeves, but the weather in the
Rockies is a damp squib. It is the hottest
week of this summer, and the hottest sum-
mer in memorable history. My idea of
Canada being perpetually frozen in snow
is shattered. The sun is harsh and almost
everyone we meet is profusely apologetic
about the unusual temperatures and the
swarm of mosquitoes we encounter. It’s
the humidity says one, global warming,
says another. I believe both.

A scant 10 minute bus ride from Banff
takes us to the Gondola tourist centre,
from where rise a long pair of cables trans-
porting tourists to a height of over one
kilometre in under eight minutes. The ex-
citement is palpable as we glide up the
slope on Sulpher Mountain, every minute
bringing forth new panoramas of the sur-
rounding mountainscape. The town of
Banff recedes to a set of lego toys, the Bow

river is now a silver string, and Tunnel
mountain, just a lump of mud on the earth.
Ubiquitous towering cliffs, snow-capped
mountains and tall coniferous trees stretch
into the distance. We need to take a leaf
from how Canada preserves its national
parks.

That evening, we dine at Masala, the
only authentic Indian restaurant in town.
Over dinner, I probe for what it takes to
settle down here. This is the sort of town
where people, attracted by its pristine
beauty, come to intern in one of its hotels
for a season but end up staying back sev-
eral winters, such is its allure, charm and
beauty, I am told. With a cap on its popu-
lation at 10,000 people, in summer
tourists routinely outnumber locals. And
the government has found a unique
method to control rampant construction,
where one only owns the structure, the
land still belongs to the government.

Pedestrian-friendly
Next day, I decide to explore Banff on my
own and realise how extremely pedestri-
an-friendly it is. I immediately rent a bicy-
cle from Blue Canoe and ride the trail
along Bow river. People lie on the grass in
the park along the river, reading books,
nodding their heads to music or just gazing
into the flowing water. Kids spill out of
motor homes parked alongside as elders
set up barbecues. I spend the afternoon
nosing around Banff avenue, impressed
by beautiful flower pots adorning its side-
walks and cute signboards on its shops.

When at the Banff Springs hotel, don’t
miss out on a guided tour with Dave, their
local historian. He’s spent five decades
here and besides enriching you with its
history, he will delight you with narratives
bound to make you smile, laugh and gawk.
He willingly disclosed how in the 1970s,
Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s visit
here almost brought about his divorce.
And if ghosts are your thing, he’ll tell you
about the phantom of the bride. Both true
stories, mind you. After filling yourself on
these chronicles, go down to Bow Falls
and spend a lazy afternoon soaking your
feet in cold water. The view of the hotel
from here, against the backdrop of the
mountains, is spectacular.

A stone’s throw from Banff is Lake Min-
newanka, a perfect location to lay out a
yoga mat and work on your meditation.
Its crystal clear and absolutely still water

blissfully reflects the majestic mountains
around it.

We are promised three thrilling halts
enroute Jasper. The first is Lake Louis, fa-
mous for mountain climbing due to ease
of access to various peaks, and climbers
from all over the world invade this place
to scale its heights. 

Blown away
As if what we saw till now is just the trailer
of an exciting movie, we reach the
Columbian Ice fields which blows us away
completely. A snow bus with massive tires
takes us to the middle of the toe of a glacier.
The driver fills us in; an Icefield is a collec-
tion of several glaciers, and when its snow
spills over into a valley, it’s called the toe
of the glacier. The toe we are about to set
foot on is over a thousand feet deep and
several hundred years old. Three rivers
originate here and end up in three differ-
ent oceans. Test it out by peeing here and
see it merge with the Arctic, Atlantic and
Pacific oceans, adds the guide with a smile.
Moving on from there, we spot elks and
bears on our way to Sunwapta Falls. Hid-
den behind tall pine trees and rocks, the
water on the Sunwapta river falls down
two levels. At the first drop, it sprays water
high up in the air, and with the sun burning
down brightly, we are treated to a lovely
rainbow within arm’s reach.

Jasper Park Lodge, another Fairmont
property, is spread over umpteen acres
and boasts a lake and Canada’s number
one golf course in its premises. It’s been a
long day and I plunge into their pool right
away and am crying for sleep by the time I
am back in my room.

Well rested, next morning, I am ready
for rafting on the Athabasca river. The
rafting guide walks us through the safety
drill as we slip into our life jackets. It’s a
slow drift for most of the stretch. The guide
asks if we are ready for some fun and takes
us down a couple of slopes as we scream
in unison. As a testament to their profes-
sional service and personal gesture, at the
end of the trip, I am pleasantly surprised
on receiving a framed picture of us on the
raft. And then I suddenly remember the
lady on the bridge with the camera, she
wasn’t an idling tourist after all.

Finally, kissing goodbye to the Rocky
Mountains, we descend into Edmonton,
the mall capital of North America. But that
should be left for another story.

When I reached KL (as Kuala
Lumpur is fondly known), it was
drizzling. In my hotel room, rain-

drops on the window glass refracted the
colourful lights of the city, creating an il-
lusion of a colourfully painted tapestry.
I tried to spot the building of which I had
heard much about — the Petronas Twin
Towers. And lo, there it was, at a dis-
tance!

After breakfast, I left for the Petronas,
which claims to be the tallest multistoried
skyscraper in the world. It is 452 m in
height with 88 floors. Its construction was
inspired by the five pillars of Islam, and is
now the symbol of Malaysia’s progress.
The two towers are joined by a horizontal
bridge at the 40th floor. It’s an experience

I could not miss, and when I was on the
bridge, I felt delirious. 

My next stop was the National Monu-
ment, where I saw a bronze statue de-
signed by renowned architect Felix de Wel-
don. This statue, which is 15.6 m in height,
was erected in 1966 to honour the coun-
try’s martyrs. A fountain with cool drops
of water flying in the air keeps the enclo-
sure cool. The National Mosque in KL is
also equally impressive.

Amongst the traditional constructions
in KL, I liked the Sultan Abdul Samad
Building the best, which was built during
the British rule in 1897 to house their of-
fices. It has a clock tower which is 40 m
high. Istana Negara, the official residence
of the Sultan of Malaysia, located near a

LIVELY

For a truly Asian experience...
small hill on the outskirts of the city, is also
a must-see. Guards on horseback adorn
the two sides of the main entrance. It’s a
treat to watch the immaculately dressed
smart guards’ changing-ceremony at the
main entrance. Remnants of a demolished
Hindu temple in the green and beautiful
Bhujang valley, a little away from KL, is
also worth a visit.    

Shopping malls and plazas are a spe-
cialty of KL. They are all centrally air-
conditioned and stocked with a variety
of goods. Sogo and Suria shopping
plazas are a class by themselves. While
Suria, situated just by the side of
Petronas, has a number of specialty
shops and fashion boutiques, Sogo has
a grand restaurant whose mini-porch

and the doorway have glittering gold
work on them. 

To be in KL and not experience the train
journey would have rendered my tour in-
complete. So, I booked a night train to Sin-
gapore in an economy second class sleep-
er, which was very comfortable. 

But, why the name Kuala Lumpur? In
Malay language, kuala is a confluence of
rivers (in this case, that of Kelang and
Gombak rivers) and lumpur is muddy wa-
ter, which could have been the state of
affairs once upon a time. Where there
was muddy water once is a beautifully
developed capital of a robust country,
humming with life, justifying its ‘truly
Asia’ claim.
TEJ  NARAYANSPLENDID Petronas is the pride of Kuala Lumpur.

MAJESTIC The magnificent Bikaner Fort; (top) camel, the image of Thar Desert.
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Bikaner, fondly known as the desert
city of India, provides endless oppor-
tunities to travel junkies. Replete

with spectacular forts, ornate palaces and
profusely carved shrines, the medieval city
of Bikaner in the northern part of Ra-
jasthan has many joys to offer to travellers.

Our two-day trip to the walled city began
with Bhandasar Jain Temple, tucked away
in the south-west corner. Reputed as the
oldest of Jain shrines in Bikaner, the fasci-
nating shrine was the work of Bhandasa
Oswal, a wealthy Jain merchant. It dates
back to the time before the city of Bikaner
came into existence in 1468 AD. The
shrine is built with stones procured from
Jaisalmer. We made our way to the shrine
that flaunts decorative shikarasand towers
high above the city skyline. The shrine ho-
nours Sumathinathji, the fifth Jain
Tirthankara, and prides in having impres-
sive, colourful painted ceilings, walls and
pillars the relate tales from Jain scriptures.
We captured the highly carved interiors
of the shrine with our lenses and proceed-
ed towards Laxminath Temple in the vicin-
ity for a hurried glance.

Our next destination was the magnifi-
cent Bikaner Fort. Best known as Juna-
garh, the fort lies in the heart of the city.
Before embarking into the fort, we
brushed our knowledge of the fort’s histo-
ry. Ranked as the finest land laid forts of
India, Junagarh has been the brainchild
of Maharaja Rai Singhji in 1588 AD. The
impressive fort has been the ancestral
property of the rulers of Bikaner. The USP
of the fort is that it had remained uncon-
quered despite several attacks in the past.
The city of Bikaner was discovered by the
Rathore prince, Rao Bikaji, the son of Rao
Jodhaji, the founder of Jodhpur, in 1488
AD. It was Rao Bikaji who brought the
heirlooms of Rathore dynasty all the way
from Jodhpur to Bikaner. The foundation
of the Junagarh Fort was laid down by Ma-
haraja Rai Singh, the sixth ruler of Bikaner,
around 1589 AD. We reached the fort that
has four massive gates — Karan Pol, Suraj
Pol, Fateh Pol and Ratan Pol. We were
awestruck by the sheer magnitude of the
fort that has some exquisitely carved
palaces within — Karan Mahal, Anoop Ma-
hal, Gaj Mandar and Phool Mahal.

We entered the fort through the gigan-
tic Suraj Pol. Our premier spot was Karan
Mahal, that looks marvellous in red stone
and Italian tiles. Its silver gate, weighing
65 kg, forms its unique feature. We gasped
in wonder at the artistic brilliance of the
palaces. There is Anoop Mahal that has
the Durbar of Amar Singh and the splen-
did Badal Mahal made of white marble. A
flight of steps leads us to Gaj Mandar,

famed for mirror work, colourful paintings
and the Janmashtami jhoola. The Gaj
Mandar overlooks the picturesque Shiv
Garden below. Another not-to-miss palace
is Ganga Niwas that houses the Raj Durbar
with the sandalwood throne. It took nearly
14 years to complete the palace, we were
told.

Post lunch, it was time for us to see a
variety of camel breeds, the quintessential
image of Thar Desert. And there couldn’t
be a better place than the National Re-
search Centre on Camel at Jorbeer, situ-
ated 10 km away from the city. Set up by
the Indian Centre for Agricultural Re-
search, New Delhi, in 1984, it’s a one-of-a-
kind premier research institute equipped
with a camel museum, camel milk parlour,
camel dairy, research laboratories and an
agro forestry wing. Open on all days, the
centre charges Rs 30 for Indian and Rs
50 for foreign tourists. It highlights the
authentic significance of the Indian breed
of camels including Jaisalmeri, Bikaneri
and Kachchi. The centre wants to develop
genetically improved camel breeds so that
the Raika community (that rears camels)
of Bikaner is socially and economically
self-sustained.

At the Camel Museum, we sighted a
host of uncommon, interesting objects in-
cluding durries and jackets crafted from
camel hair, shoes made of camel skin, soap
made of camel milk, greeting cards made
of camel dung, and a range of items crafted
from camel bones. Before leaving the cen-
tre, we did not forget to taste camel kulfi,
that has become a hit among tourists.
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