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The daily grind of life often leaves us 
incapable of noticing and appreciating 
everyday things that happen around 

us; we fall into a rut that makes it increasingly 
difficult for us to challenge ourselves to 
greater heights or to venture into experiencing 
something new. 

We become so comfortable in these routine 
doings that the very thought of breaking out of 
them and having a fresh experience becomes 
daunting. But life is defined by experiences and 
it is only through more experiences that one is 
able to better define and appreciate life.

Traveling is seen as one of the best providers 
of experience and is the perfect antidote to 
routine regimens. It gives you time to observe, 
to think and learn new things, or to do old things 
in new ways. It revives, exhilarates and inspires 
you; it makes you feel more alive and receptive 
to everything around you, allowing you to 
introspect and form new benchmarks on life. In 
short, traveling changes you; it forces you to see 
things from a new perspective.

Confined by daily routines to people and 
places in our immediate surroundings, we 
generally do not get the opportunity to meet 
and interact with those who hold different 
views and values, and go about life in a different 
manner. This limited exposure to our little 
corner of the world tends to manifest itself in 

the form of insular views that lack empathy and 
are culturally insensitive. 

In a world ridden with prejudice, ignorance 
and bigotry, travel provides an opportunity 
to makes us more appreciative of different 
cultures. It expands our awareness of others and 
by introducing us to people of diverse cultures 
and customs it helps generate understanding 
and compassion, while removing the biases and 

prejudices that accumulate in our daily lives.
Traveling allows us to meet different people 

and it exposes us to the history, culture, religions 
of others, which in turn permits us examine the 
underlying values that often explain certain 
behaviors. Ultimately, travel gives you a better 
knowledge and appreciation for the world 
around you. As the American author Mark Twain 
observed, Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry 

and narrow-mindedness. Perhaps the greatest 
reward of travel is being able to experience 
everyday things in a new light. Waking up to 
sunlight streaking in through half-drawn blinds 
in a hotel bed in a strange town; sipping on a 
cup of coffee while watching the world go by; 
walking the streets taking in the colors, tastes, 
smells and noises of a new place, can all be 
quite exhilarating and a real awakening for your 
senses though you may have done these things 
mundanely all your life.

Traveling is a great way to find yourself; 
it allows you to confront and overcome your 
fears and realize your hidden potential. It 
helps us reevaluate our priorities in life and 
teaches us appreciate each moment and to 
live in the present. We are always told that to 
seek happiness, you need to try and live in the 
moment. But it feels almost impossible to do 
this in the process of your nine-to-five job and in 
the midst of routine. However, when you travel, 
your mind is there, you experience so much for 
the first time that without any effort, you are 
living in the moment. It is no wonder that so 
many people become addicted to traveling, as 
it is the easiest way to reinvigorate yourself and 
deliver a shake-up to your life.

Life, they say, is like a book, and those who do 
not travel get to see only the cover page. So, pack 
your bags and go riffle through the pages of life.

Travel – An elixir to rejuvenating your life
Traveling is the perfect antidote to routine regimens. It gives you time to observe, to think and learn new things, or to do old things in 
new ways. It revives, exhilarates and inspires you; it makes you feel more alive and receptive to everything around you, allowing you to 

introspect and form new benchmarks on life. In short, traveling changes you; it forces you to see things from a new perspective.
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India is a land of infinite variety with 
white mountains on the north to golden 
desert in the west and the wide open 

deep Indian Ocean in the south. The best way 
to explore India and its beautiful places is by 
undertaking a  tour to various parts of the 
country on its railways.

Indian Railways which is the second largest 
rail network in Asia covers almost all the places 
of the country. A major portion of this rail 
network pass through the country side which 
displays the original India and its living. Read on 
and take a look at some of the most memorable 
train journeys that one can undertake in India to 
enjoy the various facets of nature.

Qazigund – Srinagar – Baramulla route
Kashmir is often referred to as the paradise 

on earth, Switzerland of India, and many other 
names. Take a ride along the snow-laded route 
from Qazigund through Srinagar to Baramulla, 
and you will know that there is not an iota of 
lie or exaggeration in these references. For 
the most unforgettable journey, travel during 
the winter months and you will be greeted 
by a blanket of snow upon surroundings with 
Chinartrees in the distance. 

Guwahati-Silchar trail
The Guwahati-Silchar stretch in Assam is 

one of the most amazing and dangerous tracks 
in India. You will pass by green bushy fields 
and forests rolling along huge valleys, with the 

Jatinga river winding down the rough terrains 
and separating the valleys. One of the oldest 
tracks in India, this route was laid during the 
British period to transport tea leaves from 
different parts of Assam. So, you can see the 
tea gardens in Barak valley, which will give you 
a glimpse of the rich vegetation growing on the 
fertile plains of the state. 

Darjeeling toy train route
The Darjeeling Himalayan Railway, between 

New Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling in West Bengal, 
also called the Toy Train, offers a true joy ride. 
Constructed in the years 1879-1881, this route 
is amongthe oldest and the most picturesque 
train routes in India. In 1999, it was declared as 
a UNESCO World Heritage site. One of the most 
stunning features of this ride is the series of 
loops along the natural ascent, with the Batasia 
Loop being the most famous among them. You 

can get a view of the distant mountains, tea 
gardens orchards, forests, and if you are lucky 
enough to get a clear weather, then you can also 
get a view of the snow-capped Kanchenjunga. 

Dooars Safari
A train ride from Siliguri to Alipurduar 

through Dooarsin West Bengal is one of the 

most uniquely scenic train routes in India, as you 
pass through lush forests and witness nature 
and wildlife at its best. The train chugs through 
the Mahananda Wildlife sanctuary, Jaldapara 
Wildlife sanctuary, Chapramari forest and Buxa 
Tiger Reserve, thus giving you the opportunity 
to absorb the sights of endemic flora and fauna 
to your heart’s content. You can also see the 
streams meandering  down the  hills of Sikkim 
and Bhutan, with the wildlife sanctuaries at the 
stream crossings, as well as the gurgling Teesta 
and Sankosh rivers, all against the backdrop of 
the Eastern Himalayas. 

Pamban bridge train ride
The Annai Indira Gandhi Bridge, or Pamban 

Bridgein Tamil Nadu is the second longest sea 
bridge in India, connecting Rameswaram on 
Pamban Island to Mandapamin Tamil Nadu. 

The train ride along this thin bridge across the 
flat blue waters of the Palk Strait and crossing 
the Gulf of Mannar is one of the most beautiful 
experiences you can have. The 2065 m long 
bridge was opened in 1914, with Indian Railways 
upgrading the bridge in 2007. This ride is not for 
the weak hearts – it is along one of the most 
dangerous bridges in the country, surrounded by 
nothing but vast expanses of waters that meet 
the eyes during this thrilling journey. 

Jaipur – Jaisalmer route
This train ride will take you through the 

famous Thar Desert of Rajasthan, giving you a 
view of the expansive desert, with glimpses of 
rural life and pastoral activities. You can witness 
the chromes and dunes stretching beyond the 
horizon, the barren lands with sparse vegetation, 
vibrant settlements with colorful huts, stray 
camels grazing here and there, and a lot more. 
The scenes along this route are very different 
from what you get on most of the train journeys 
in this country, as it upholds the true essence of 
Rajasthan, instead of offering glimpses of hills 
and mountains, seas and river. 

There are several other scenic train 
routes in India. You can take a trip along 
the Mumbai-Goaroute in Mandovi Express 
starting from Maharashtra, the Chennai-
Rameswaram of Tamil Nadu in Sethu Express, 
the Udhagamandalam-Coonoor track of 
Tamil Nadu in the Nilgiri Mountain Railway 
toy train, the Ratnagiri-Madgaon-Honnavar-
Mangalore route across the three states 
of Maharashtra, Goa and Karnataka, the 
Mumbai to Delhi path in the Indian Maharaja 
Deccan Odyssey, and many more.

Beautiful railway rides 
in India

Lifeline of the Nation

Hop on board the Goa Express fromVasco Da 
GamainGoato Londa JunctioninKarnataka, 
and experience the side of Goa that you are not 
familiar with. This route exposes a whole new 
face of the region, complete with excellent 
thick jungles, splashing waterfalls and green 
hills. As you journey along the precarious 

curves of theWestern Ghats,you get a splendid 
view of theDudhsagar Waterfalls, one of the 
highest and most spectacular waterfalls of 
the country. The train will also brush past the 
beaches of Goa, and you can sneak a peek into 
the fun-filled activities of families and friends 
gathered by the sea to enjoy themselves. 

   Vasco Da Gama – Londa junction trip
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An African safari is a true 
adventure - a journey 
crafted in the tradition of 

wealthy 13th-century traders who 
first hunted the plains of Africa for 
wild game trophies to hang on their 
walls. Today, travelers hunt for photo 
opportunities instead of occasions 
to kill, but they encounter the same 
scenes that have fascinated explorers 
throughout history: thousands of 
zebras migrating across emerald 
grasslands, flocks of florescent 
flamingos creating a field of color 
across a shining lake, lions feasting 
on a hard-earned kill.

Many travelers trek to Africa 
in search of the ‘big five’: buffalo, 
lions, leopards, elephants and 
rhinoceroses. The chance to get close 
to these animals in their natural 
habitats is a once-in-a-lifetime 
experience, but your trip to the 
Africa is anything but a trip to the 
zoo. Safaris can be physically taxing 
and strenuous, and you may not see 
all the animals you expected. If you 
are planning a safari, be as prepared 
as possible. We have outlined some 
important safari basics to help you 
start planning a successful African 
adventure.

Types of safaris: For the most part, 
safaris are a costly vacation. But as 
with any other type of travel, you 
can tailor your safari to suit your 
personal budget. The length of your 
safari will affect its cost - although 
you may want to cut your trip short 
to save cash. If you are looking for 
luxury digs, prepare to pay more. 
Also, be ready to camp in tents or 
navigate a 4x4 through the African 
bush. If you are traveling alone, you 
will probably have to pay a single 
supplement, as most package pricing 
is based on double occupancy.

Self-drive: Pick a public game park, 
rent a car and tour the African bush 
on your own! Since self-drive safaris 
are only possible in public parks that 
usually have paved roads and signs, you 
need not worry about getting lost in 
the plains of Africa or becoming food 
for a hungry lion. For the cheapest 
possible safari, self-drive is your best 
bet. You can pay for a la carte for 
meals, tours and accommodations, 
enabling you to opt for the most 
inexpensive lodging you can find.

Where to go: Each country in 
Africa is different. It is impossible to 
capture the spirit and culture of an 
entire country in one paragraph, but 
below is a brief overview of some 
popular African safari destinations to 
get you started. 

East Africa:
Kenya: The most abundant wildlife 
can be found in the Masai Mara 
National Reserve, where massive 
herds of animals make an annual 
migration across the plains. Others 
include the soda lakes of the Great 
Rift Valley and Lake Bogoria, where 
thousands of colorful flamingos 
reside. 

Tanzania: Like Kenya, Tanzania 
houses part of the Serengeti 
National Park – where you can see 
great herds of wildlife in Africa. 
Other noteworthy sites include 
Mount Kilimanjaro, marine parks 
off the coast and the Ngorongoro 
Conservation Area. The Ngorongoro 
Crater is one of the largest volcanic 
craters on earth. Over 30,000 

animals live in the crater; it has the 
densest lion population in the world.

Uganda: The most famous safari 
destinations in Uganda are the 
country’s many primate reserves. 
Bwindi Impenetrable Forest and 
Ngamba Island offer visitors the 
unforgettable opportunity to get a 
close look at gorillas, chimpanzees 
and other primates in their natural 
habitats. Travelers can also see 
crocodiles, hippos and exotic birds, 
and witness the thundering water of 
Murchison Falls at Murchison Falls 
National Park on the Nile River.

Southern Africa
Botswana: Probably the most 
expensive destination in Africa 
due to the government’s push for 
high-end tourism, Botswana has 
smaller crowds than most other 
safari destinations, and is a common 
locale for luxury packages. See 
wildlife in game reserves such as 
Chobe National Park, famous for an 
abundance of elephants, or Moremi 
Wildlife Reserve, which offers plenty 
of the famous ‘big five.’ 

Namibia: Namibia is under the 
radar for many safari travelers and 
is dotted with incredible natural 
wonders from the Fish River Canyon 
to the Namib Desert. 

South Africa: Here you can expect 
a well-organized and modern tourist 
infrastructure - as well as plenty of 
other travelers in the high season. 
The best-known park is Kruger 
National Park, which is home to 
an impressive variety of African 
animals and is situated in the largest 
conservation area in the world. 

When to go
Africa is an immense continent 

with safari opportunities available 
across thousands of miles, so the 
best time to travel to Africa depends 
on your specific destination. You 
would also want to consider the 
migration patterns of animals, such 
as the Great Migration through 
Tanzania and Kenya. 

Staying safe
You may imagine that hungry 

crocodiles or packs of ravenous lions 
are the biggest dangers on safari. 
The truth is that humans rarely 
get attacked by wild animals, but 
they routinely fall victim to safari 
scams, dehydration and illness, or 
crime while traveling to Africa. Read 
through and take necessary steps to 
keep yourself safe.

When selecting a package, beware 
of safari scams. Research your 
prospective safari package provider; 
ask them for references and if they 
belong to professional organizations. 
Finally, always be aware of your 
package provider’s cancellation 
policy. Safaris can be physically 
strenuous and mentally taxing. You 
could be at a risk for dehydration as 
your body may not be accustomed 
to the hot sun and dry air of the 
bush. Drink lots of water and 
make sure you have the necessary 
arrangements.

Since you will be in a remote 
location and will probably be 
spending a significant amount of 
money on a safari, travel insurance 
is virtually a necessity on an African 
safari. Be sure to look for emergency 
medical coverage and financial 
protection when booking your policy. 

What you need
to know before 

travelling to Africa

Safari 101
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The images of Dubai’s towering 
skyline, of supercars swooshing 
on shiny roads and of shoppers 
laden with more bags than they 
can carry do not mean a weekend 
trip to the city has to burn a hole 
in your pocket. Read on for some 
top recommendations on how to 
enjoy an action-packed weekend 
trip to the city without breaking 
the bank.

Dubai sightseeing on the cheap
No invitation is required to visit the 
royals’ former residence at Sheikh 
Saeed Al Maktoum House. Built in 
1896, the iconic landmark narrates 
the story of Dubai’s glorious past with 
a rare and varied collection of historic 
photographs and memorabilia of the 
sheikhs and their lives.

Delve deeper into the city’s 
history with a trip to Dubai Museum. 
Housed in Al Fahidi Fort, Dubai’s 
oldest building has served multiple 
purposes in the past – from being the 
former premises of the monarch to 
an arsenal for artillery and weapons 
as well as a prison for outlaws.

While in the Al Fahidi district, 
hop on anabra (a traditional wooden 
boat) to enjoy a breezy and scenic trip 
along the Dubai Creek, the historic 
waterway around which the city has 
grown over the years. Abras cross the 
Creek between the Textile Souk and 
Spice Souk, so do not forget to pick 
up a few bargains while you are there.

Also visit the world’s largest man-
made island, the Palm Jumeirah. Take 
a ride on the Palm Monorail that 
connects the Gateway station at the 
base of the Palm with the Atlantis 
hotel at the far end for some stunning 
views of the famous landmark 
and surrounding city, flanked by 
numerous world-class developments 
along the way.

Priceless experiences 
at no price at all

Fondly referred to as the city 
of celebrations, Dubai is one place 
where the fun never stops. Kick 
off the year with the iconic Dubai 
Shopping Festival and find bargains at 
leading retailers and stores across the 
city. Top off world-class retail therapy 
with free live entertainment at public 

hotspots and malls while keeping an 
eye out for a flash mob performance. 

Other flagship festivals include 
XYoga Dubai, Dubai Food Festival, 
Emirates Airline Festival of Literature, 
Dubai Summer Surprises, Dubai 
Motor Festival, Dubai International 
Film Festival and the annual Global 
Village extravaganza. 

Take a stroll along The Walk in 
Jumeirah Beach Residence with 
its numerous cafés, restaurants, 
boutiques and child-friendly 
activities, a trip to the Spice and Gold 
Souks in Deira, or to Meena Bazaar 

in Bur Dubai, as well as a dip in the 
pristine waters of the Arabian Gulf 
at Jumeirah Beach or Kite Beach, 
complete with free public facilities 
and conveniences.

Eat the world on a budget
A melting pot of more than 200 

different nationalities and cultures, 

Dubai is home to some of the best 
restaurants and chefs with a rich 
culinary offering that is just as diverse 
in pricing.

Indulge in tempting local seafood 
delicacies at popular beachside 
eatery Bu Qtair or fall in love with 
international twists on traditional 
Middle Eastern food at one of the 
many home-grown Just Falafel 
outlets.

Alternatively, experience South 
East Asian culinary bliss with a biryani 
cooked to perfection in the kitchens 
of one of the city’s oldest Pakistani 
restaurants, Student Biryani, or try 
out the hot curries of Sri Lanka at Curry 
Leaf. And do not miss the vastness of 
vegetarian choices awaiting you in the 
streets of Oud Metha.

    Try a budget weekend

Getaway to Dubai

You have definitely seen them. No matter which 
airport you are in, the stereotypes remain and 

after a few frequent travels, you will be familiar with 
their categories. And if you are not yet, then read on 
and identify which of these have you seen the most.

The coma patient: Not someone in need of 
medical attention; merely someone in transit, off a 
long-haul flight, and in such desperate need of sleep 
that he or she is willing to cast all dignity aside and 
fall to the floor in an unconscious heap. If you were 
to see such a person anywhere else - a public park 
or the entrance to a dark alley - sprawled headlong 
on the ground, fully dressed, their belongings 
scattered about them, you might very well imagine 
the worst and summon the emergency services. In 
an airport, you just step quietly over their curled-up 
or outstretched limbs.

The mad hatter: Not a reference to actual headgear, 
typically the Mad Hatter is one whose sense of 
perpetual lateness - with the consequent fear of 
missing a flight and life somehow falling apart at the 
seams - is almost always a state of mind rather than 
a response to temporal reality. He or she is breathless 
and flushed, forever rushing towards a departure 
gate, where the queue will turn out to be unmoving.

The gadget addict: Hooked on the idle pleasures of 
‘mobile electronic devices’, this person will ever be 
engrossed in their electronic devices. This does not 
mean they are idle, so do not make any assumptions. 

The flustered parents: Mum and Dad, gamely 

struggling to marshal the troops. Their struggle is 
more or less bound, in the face of delay, hunger or 
illness, to end in gales of tears and howls of misery. 
The flustered parents command sympathy from 
fellow travellers, at least initially; but after a certain 
point their struggle becomes the common struggle 
of all within earshot. The flustered parents are also, 
these days, gadget addicts. Observe in particular 
the use of the iPad as a narcotic to pacify the little 
natives when they begin to grow restless.

The soft-textures wearer: Found across all parts 
of the airport, almost always female, she may be 
festooned in a lovely pashmina, Loro Piana cardigan 
and Diane von Furstenberg-esque cotton wrap. Or she 
may sport trackie-bums, a fleece and baseball cap.

Dressed for destination: Distantly related to the 
foregoing, though more inclined to think beyond 
the immediate physical discomfort of the journey 
itself, these are the jolliest and most cheering of 
airport sights - and indeed of travellers.

The business-class creative: Almost invariably 
male, at first glance they can easily be mistaken for 
a student or a contender in an X-Factor. However, 
upon closer inspection he reveals himself to be 
some kind of a celebrity, probably in advertising, 
technology or the media. Close inspection is seldom 
required to reach this conclusion as the information 
will generally be volunteered to the rest of the 
lounge, in a loud voice, with tell-tale references to 
‘clients’, ‘accounts’, meetings conducted in well-
known restaurants or exotic locations.

You must have definitely met oneTop airport 
stereotypes
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Think of Scotland and you will 
conjure up images of tartan 
kilted Highlanders, skirling 

bagpipes, the Loch Ness Monster, 
lonely castles, birthplace of golf, 
magnificent scenery, and shaggy 
Highland cattle. 

All of these are part of the 
fabric that makes up this unique 
country. You can tour the castles 
and fabled battlefields where clans 
fought fiercely, trace the footsteps 
of legendary kings and queens, or 
follow literary trails blazed by the 
likes of Robbie Burns and Sir Walter 
Scott. Another of Scotland's great 
attractions is its solitude, with its 
remote stretches of heather-covered 
moors, secluded beaches and wild, 
romantic mountains with their deep 
glens and lochs, all waiting to be 
explored.

Isle of Arran: It is for good reason 
that the lovely Isle of Arran is known 
as ‘Scotland in Miniature’. Only 166 
square miles in size, Arran is a mirror 
image of the landscape found on the 
mainland. Like mainland Scotland, 
it boasts majestic mountains, 
moorland, sandy beaches, wildlife, 
castles, fishing harbors, great golf, 
and plenty of friendly people. It is 
also easy to get to from Glasgow, less 
than an hour’s ferry ride away, and 
buses run regularly around the island. 

The Northern highlands:  
Encompassing a broad swath of 
Scotland stretching from Inverness 
all the way north to Thurso, 
Scotland’s spectacular Northern 
Highlands is separated from the rest 
of the country by the ‘Great Glen’. 
This ancient fault line was used to 
create the remarkable Caledonian 
Canal extending from the west coast 
to the east, from Loch Linnhe to 
the Moray Firth. While much of this 
mountainous region is uninhabited 
- and therefore excellent for hiking 
and biking adventures - it does boast 
many lovely small towns and villages. 
One of the pretties is the tiny coastal 
town of Dornoch, noted for its 
cathedral and castle ruins. 

Isle of Skye: The largest of 
Scotland’s inner isles, Skye is hugely 
popular amongst nature lovers. Its 
wild, romantic mountain scenery and 
green valleys, caves and attractive 
glens, magnificent waterfalls and 
sandy beaches - all crammed into an 
island makes it extremely appealing. 
In addition to its deep inlets and 

quaint villages, the island is home to 
the remains of primeval oak forests, 
as well as an abundance of wildlife 
including otters, seals, and some 200 
species of birds. 

Loch Lomond: Idyllic Loch Lomond, 
just a short drive northwest of 
Glasgow, is Britain’s largest lake. With 
plentiful trout, salmon and whitefish 
as a lure for anglers, this beautiful 
corner of Scotland is also popular 
amongst day-trippers, water sports 
enthusiasts, hikers and those simply 
drawn by the wonderful scenery. Loch 

Lomond is a great first stop when 
touring along the Western Highland 
Way from Glasgow through the 
beautiful Argyll countryside to Fort 
William. Cameron House at the south 
end is an excellent place to savor the 
romance of a Scottish castle, breathe 
in the lakeside air and enjoy a wide 
range of outdoor activities.

Loch Ness: Think of Loch Ness and 
you will probably picture the mythical 
monster that, according to legend, 
has made this amazing loch home for 
countless centuries. Nowhere does 
a better job of fuelling the legend 
than the Loch Ness Exhibition at 
Drumnadrochit Hotel with exhibits 
of the famous ‘beastie’ and the 
surrounding area. Then, of course, 
there is the much-photographed 
Urquhart Castle standing on a strip 
of land jutting into the loch. The 
center of many ancient myths, the 

12th Century castle fell victim to a 
fire some 500 years ago. Despite its 
condition, the castle and Loch Ness 
remain some of the most visited of 
Scotland’s numerous attractions.

Edinburgh castle: Scotland’s most 
famous fortress has dominated the 
city’s skyline since the 13th Century 
and is the most popular national 
monument in the country. Perched 
atop black basalt rock, Edinburgh’s 
spectacular castle affords magnificent 
views of city landmarks including the 
Royal Mile, Princes Street, and the 
Palace of Holyroodhouse. Entrance to 
the castle is via a drawbridge over an 
old moat from the broad Esplanade 
where the famous Edinburgh Military 
Tattoo is held every August. On the 
way, you will pass bronze statues of 
legendary heroes William Wallace 
and Robert the Bruce, both of whom 
defeated the English. 

The Royal and Ancient Golf Club 
of St Andrews: The Scots lay claim 
to many inventions, including the 
bicycle, postage stamps, telephones 
and steam engines. But perhaps their 
most enduring invention is the great 
game of golf. One of the country’s 
biggest tourist draws is the much 
revered Royal and Ancient Golf 
Club located in historic St. Andrews 
just 12 miles southeast of Dundee. 
Founded in 1750 and recognized 
internationally as golf’s ruling body, 
St Andrews regularly hosts the 
famous British Open at one of its 
many 18-hole course. 

BEST OF 
SCOTLAND

Stirling: Ideally situated between 
Edinburgh and Glasgow, Stirling 
is famous for the Battle of 
Bannockburn which saw Robert 
the Bruce defeating the English 
invaders in 1314, as well as the 
Battle of Stirling Bridge, a victory 
for Scottish independence secured 
by the legendary William Wallace. 
The splendid Bannockburn 
Heritage Centre offers excellent 
displays and exhibits regarding this 
important era. Between Stirling 
and Bridge of Allan stands the 
majestic Wallace Monument, a 
spectacular 246-step tower with 
incredible views of the area, as 
well as artifacts that belonged to 
the great Wallace himself. Finally, 
there is the  spectacular Stirling 
Castle built atop a 250 ft high 
volcanic crag. 

Scotland’s castle trail: Much of 
Scotland’s spectacular castle trail 
focuses on Aberdeenshire, home to 
17 of the country’s best preserved 
and most dramatic castle sites. 
Using the city of Aberdeen as your 
base, your itinerary can, if castles 
are your thing, be stretched over 
four days, or crammed into one. In 
addition to seeing such lovely old 
fortresses as the fairy-tale looking 

Crathes Castle and 13th-century 
Drum Castle, you will be rewarded 
by a chance to explore the slightly 
more recent 15th-century Craigievar 
Castle with its delightful towers, 
gables, round oriel windows, quaint 
conical roofs, and ornamental 
stone cannons. The castle tour is 
also an excellent way to take in 
the Grampian Region’s majestic 
mountains and dramatic coastlines.
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Feeling burnt-out, grumpy, or just 
plain stressed? A reinvigorating hike in 
the great outdoors is often just what 
the doctor ordered. Get in touch with 
Mother Nature with these tips for a 
great day in the woods.

Hiking encompasses everything from taking 
a quick walk in the woods to climbing major 
mountains with a 40-pound pack. This article 
involves the less-intense side of the scale — we 
are talking day hikes with a small backpack. 
Regardless of distance, the best strategy to 
have fun and stay safe is to plan and prepare 
in advance. Read on for tips to get started and 
make your adventure smooth and safe.

Research: Getting in tune with nature usually 
starts on the computer. Before picking a spot 
on the map, do some research. If you are new 
to hiking, start with a shorter, less steep hike 
and progress over time until comfortable with 
longer distances and more challenging terrain.

As with any physical activity, it is important to 
get in shape for hiking and prepare the body for 
moving in a specific way. Start walking outdoors, 
beginning with one mile and working up to four 
or five while carrying a backpack. 

When training for a major ascent, 
focus on workouts that boost leg and core 
strength. A weight training routine can improve 
performance as well as protect the joints that 
are often strained during hiking. You are ready 
for the woods when an hour-long walk with a 
backpack is a piece of cake.

Do not forget to get new hiking shoes or 
boots before hitting the trail. For a light, easy 
hike, choose trail running sneakers, trail shoes, 
or light hiking boots. For intense mountain 
climbing or backpacking, go for heavy-duty 
hiking boots that provide more ankle support 
and cushioning. 

Action plan: Once you are ready to hit the trail, 
follow these guidelines for staying safe and 
comfortable.

Check the weather: It is important to know 
what kind of weather to expect so you can 
prepare and modify plans accordingly. Check 
the Internet or consult with a park ranger. If big 
storms are expected, play it safe and take a rain 
check.

Pack essentials
• Fill a small day pack with a list of important 

items for any hike in the woods. 
• Stay on the right trail with a good map, 

compass, and/or GPS.
• Take care of eyes and skin with UV-blocking 

sunglasses, plenty of wide-spectrum 
sunscreen, and a hat.

• Pack a few layers of extra non-cotton 
clothing. You never know when the weather 
might change. 

• Even if you are only planning to be out during 
the day, bring a lightweight flashlight and 
make sure it has fully charged batteries 
before leaving the house.

• Get your required first aid supplies, 
waterproof matches for fire and a repair kit 
consisting of  anything necessary to repair 
such as a Swiss army knife or other multi-
tool, duct tape, shoelaces, needle and thread.

• You would require some nutritious 
lightweight meal to get your energy going. 
Also pack water varying on the length and 
intensity of the hike.

• Get an emergency space blanket, tarp, or 
even an extra-large trash bag in a pinch.

Suit up: Avoid cotton clothing because it takes 

forever to dry and does not provide warmth 
when wet. A combination of cotton socks and 
sweat could also leave you with blisters. Use 
wool or synthetic materials instead.

Tune in: When hiking, pay close attention to 
your body and surroundings. Keep an eye on 
the position of the sun in the sky so you know 
whether you are moving at a pace that will get 
you home before sundown. If feeling tired, stop 
for a break and a snack, and drink plenty of 
water. 

Inform someone: Always inform friends and 
family about the trip and map, and check in with 
someone before heading into the woods. It is 
a good idea to travel with at least one other 
person for safety.

Stay safe: On the trail, respect the environment 
and be vigilant to potential dangers.

Do not touch, pick up, or eat any plants, 
flowers, fruit, or animals, especially if they are 
unfamiliar.

Study safety precautions if hiking into an area 
known for poisonous snakes, bears, mountain 
lions, or other potentially dangerous wildlife.

Protect against bugs and insects by keeping 
skin covered.

Use only designated fire pits, clear away 
flammable leaves and pine needles before 
striking a match to prevent forest fires, and 
make sure the fire is fully out before moving on.

Keep your manners: The trail can be a rough-
and-tumble place, but it has its own code of 
etiquette and unspoken rules. Arguably the 
most important one is to leave no trace when 
hiking. Leave flora and fauna alone, and 
generally minimize impact on the trail and 
campsites. Remember: The only souvenirs 
should be photographs and memories; the only 
thing left behind should be footsteps.

Everything you need to know to stay safe on the trails
A beginner's guide to hiking

Choosing the right hotel is always 
a trying task, and with the 

enormous number of promotions, 
deals and programs out there, it can 
be downright overwhelming. It does 
not help that these days most hotels 
have websites full of tantalizing 
photos and slick promotional copy 
that make you believe you will be 
bathed in luxury as soon as you step 
foot into the lobby. 

Since every traveler has different 
needs when searching for a hotel, 
you will need to ask yourself what is 
most important to you. Here listed 
are some essentials which will help 
make your hotel search easier. 

What matters most?
Before beginning your search, 

ask yourself what type of 
accommodations you want and what 
your budget will permit. Do you need 
a hotel with a spa and fitness center, 
or would you rather stay at a small 
property with lots of local charm?

Once you have decided on your 
top priority, then you can make a 
more targeted search. Following 
are the most common determining 
factors in choosing a hotel, as well 
as tips for finding properties that 
suit each particular need.

Price: Nearly every major booking 

engine gives you the option to sort 
your results by price. Do not limit 
yourself to a few cheap hotels. Make 
full use of the search engines and 
find what is available and test rates 
at the properties you are interested 
in, and then go straight to the hotel›s 
Website to book directly - most 
hotels guarantee you the lowest rate 
when you book on their site.

Location: All major booking sites 
allow you to view search results on 
a map so you can see which ones 
are right on the beach or in the 
neighborhoods you prefer. Most also 
have the extra capability of searching 
for and mapping a hotel in relation 
to a particular point of interest. 
Good old-fashioned guidebooks are 
another useful source for finding 
hotels in a certain location.

Ambience and local flavor:If you 
would rather avoid the big chains, 
you are in luck - there are many inns 
and small independent hotels that 
do not appear on the major booking 
engines. However, finding them can 
take a little time and ingenuity. 

Amenities: Most hotel booking 
engines allows you to specify certain 
amenities when you are searching, 

such as a swimming pool or 
restaurant. This makes the process 
easier by allowing you to compare 
with other hotels so you can easily 
weigh such factors as star ratings 
and room types.

Loyalty programs and frequent 
flier miles: If you travel a lot or 
are a member of a frequent flier 
program, it may be worth your while 
to join a hotel loyalty program. Not 
only can you earn points toward a 
future hotel stay, but you may also 
be able to accumulate airline miles 
if your hotel is partnered with your 
frequent flier program. 

Eco-Friendliness: Travelers who 
are looking to minimize their envi-
ronmental impact can search for 
green hotels through a number of 
organizations.

Family-Friendliness: If you are 
bringing the kids, you would want 
to check for both special deals and 
family-friendly policies.

Real life experiences: Few of 
us book a hotel these days without 
checking out reviews written by 
fellow travelers on certain booking 
engines. This is where you can learn 
the truth about how friendly the 

staff is, how clean the rooms are and 
whether the Wi-Fi actually works.

Many review sites also allow users 
to post photos of their hotel - which 
are usually more realistic and less 
glamorous than the professional 
snapshots you will see on the hotel’s 
own Website. 

Pick up the phone: Internet has 
its speed and phone carries its own 
reliability. Calling a hotel directly 
might get you a room at the last 
minute or during peak travel times.

National reservations desks 
often have a cap on the number 
of rooms they can fill at any given 
hotel, with the rest left to the 
hotel’s own staff. Those working at 
the front desk have a better sense of 
the hotel’s capacity and will be more 
likely to check for cancellations 
or no-shows. Whomever you call, 
having a list of prepared questions 
to help you. Avoid calling in the 
morning or mid-afternoon, when 
front desks are busiest. 

Choose the best hotel for the holiday vacation




