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Under a summer sky
BELGIUM On a driving holiday, RISHAD SAAM MEHTA takes in the charms of a quaint countryside, grassy knolls and a bit of World War II history

getaway

SWEEPING VISTA Brugge PHOTO: RISHAD SAAM MEHTA

T

he day broke cover topped
with a sky that was the blue
of a robin’s egg. And, a quick
check of the weather forecast indicated that Belgium was
going to have a weekend that
was all about sunny skies and
days with temperatures in the
mid-twenties. In Nijmegen, the
Netherlands, where I was staying with friends, a plan quickly
formed.
I had the Skoda Yeti parked
downstairs. A lovely travel car
and such lovely weather together was a shame to waste, so we
soon got packing. In went the
tents, the pots and pans, the portable barbeque, stove, sleeping
bags, camp chairs and a portable
fridge.

Houffalize that lies in the Belgian Ardennes is about 250 km
south of Nijmegen. We headed
out on the motorway for the 150
km or so and then swung off the
motorway once we crossed into
Belgium.

Scenic roads

ming one 12 km west of Houffalize on the N860 on the banks of
the river Bressol.
We set about pitching our
tent on a lovely grassy knoll.
Other friends who’d left from
Eindhoven soon arrived, and we
realised that we’d need a lot
more food than we were carrying. So, I drove to Houffalize

along with Catheleijne and
bought stuff from a convenience
store. We came back to tents
that were standing and camp tables and chairs set up with coffee on the boil.
The next day, we went exploring La-Roche-en-Ardenne. A
typical Ardennes village, it was
full of streetside cafés, souvenir

Smaller roads are so much
more scenic. Houffalize is one of
the main towns in a national
park called Parc Naturel des 2
Ourthes. There are many campsites in the region and since it is
so close to The Netherlands and
the terrain is so different, a lot of
Dutch people holiday here.
The campsites were all quite
busy. But we found a very char-

Arabian Nights

INSIDE STORY

OUT AND ABOUT A fast-changing Muscat still manages to retain some of its
medieval charm

M

uscat has, for me, always conjured
up the image of a sandy, hilly city,
with silver bedecked Bedouins astride lumbering camels. The reality, as I found out, was quite different.
The Bedouins had disappeared, so had
the sand (except at the periphery of the
city), and the authentic silver jewellery
had been replaced by Janpath lookalikes. The camels had been replaced by
cars.
But, part of my romantic imagination
was realised. The white-washed capital
with its gold-and-blue domes and glittering turquoise sea was stunningly evocative of Arabian Nights. The Omanis
epitomise the genie with their gown,
headgear and hospitable nature.
Muscat is Oman’s capital and its largest city as well. Unlike the Gulf states Abu
Dhabi and Dubai — its immediate neighbours — Muscat has low-rise buildings
that follow a common architectural design, giving the city a definite stamp and
identity.
Geographically, the city lies on the
Arabian Sea, along the Gulf of Oman, and
is in the proximity of the strategic Straits
of Hormuz.
The Al Hajar Mountains dominate the
western flank of the city, while the port
district of Mutrrah, with its corniche
and harbour, forms the north eastern
periphery. Muscat’s economy depends
on petroleum, trade and port activities.
Oman and India have served the same
masters. The Portuguese and the Persians conquered Muscat at various periods in its history. Nadir Shah wreaked
havoc in Muscat much as he did in Delhi.

Coastal drive
Our group of 20 theatre artistes, who
had arrived for a performance at a festival, was determined to check out some of
the city’s historic and tourist spots. And
so, our host arranged for an air-conditioned bus with a shy but obliging Omani
bus driver and one of his own assistants
as a guide to help us explore the city. We
were advised to take the coastal drive,
said to be the most beautiful.
We left our hotel, the gorgeous Al
Nahda Resort and Spa, and got on to the
highway, dotted with elegant and slender roundabouts featuring marvellous

shops and bakers and butchers.
Since this is the other main access point to the national park,
campers come here to buy supplies, and butchers have an entire section of produce that is
meant for barbeques.
La Roche was where the Battle of the Bulge took place happened — the last serious German
offensive to push the Allies back
into the English Channel, and
The La Roche Museum of the
Battle of the Ardennes, which is
in the centre of town, gives a
good insight into the battle, and
on display are weapons, equipment and other paraphernalia.
That was a day well spent
walking around the charming
town, driving through lovely lit-

Brugge is beautiful; though
some might find it too touristy,
with its horse-drawn carriages
present to take tourists for a
ride, and its street-side cafes
that border two sides of the
main centre square.
And, since it was yet again
such a lovely day the city was
packed to its gills. Little motor
launches took tourists for rides
down the canals while other visSetting up camp
itors sampled the famed Belgian
waffles. These are really, really
We found a camping site good. Chewy like toffee on the
called
Camp
Memling outside and creamy like custard
(www.vweb.be) on the outskirts on the inside and topped with
of Brugge, and once we’d set up cream and caramel.
camp, headed out by local bus
Those three days were a lovethat took about 12 minutes to ly break, almost a holiday within
the centre of town.
a holiday.

tle country roads in the Yeti.
The drives around the Ardennes
are superbly scenic. As far as the
eye can see are rolling hills peppered with cultivated fields and
little homesteads.
We headed towards Brugge, in
West Belgium’s Flemish region,
the next day. Our 280 km-route
took us past Bastogne and
Brussels.

LAKSHMI SHARATH

The legend of the hills
HERITAGE Who is Iguthuppa, the lord who can’t bear to see anyone hungry?

O
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clock towers. We crossed the As Sultan
Qaboos Grand Mosque (built using
300,000 tonnes of Indian sandstone),
with its exquisite gold dome.
We drove through the Diplomatic Area with its elegant white government
buildings and gleaming, wide roads,
whooping in unison at the sight of the
sea, which suddenly appeared. We headed straight to Al Qurm Beach, running
out like little children, sinking bare feet
into the sand and yelping in pain as the
heat singed our toes.
After some of us had soaked ourselves
in the warm and inviting waters, we returned to the bus. We crossed a fortified
wall and drove into Darsayt, near the
building of the Port Services Corporation, past Muscat’s famous fish souk, and
entered the old city by the harbour.

Sailing away
We girls sailed into the Muttrah souk
despite the boys’ protests, in the hope of
picking up Omani handicrafts. Unfortunately, most of the knick knacks seemed
to have been manufactured in India.
Some shopping was done, however, at
the gold souk.
We stopped for lunch at a wayside
café, eating delicious Omani kebabs with
aromatic rice and puffed on sheesha.
From old Muscat, we drove past Al
Mirani and Al Jalali forts, constructed in

the 16th Century by the Portuguese. The
two forts, astride rocky pinnacles, once
defended the Muscat harbour and the
old city from sea-borne attacks and commanded a magnificent view of them.
Their smooth walls now house museums
that exhibit old and traditional Omani
artefacts such as weapons, household
goods and silver jewellery. Visitors are
not encouraged to enter, but are allowed
to photograph the buildings from
outside.
From Al Jalali we raced towards the
Sultan’s palace. Sadly, he only uses this
palace for visiting dignitaries, and so we
had to remain content photographing its
artistic exterior.
After that, we drove southwards, on
As Saidiyah and Sidab Streets, past Sidab
harbour and Marina Bandar, where
there was an aquarium, to Scenic Steps, a
pretty road zig-zagging through hills,
commanding amazing views of the harbour.
The sharp climbs and dips of the
broad, tarred road were picturesque.
From the scenic drive, we moved towards Bandar Al Jissah, a lovely, secluded beach surrounded by coral reefs and
turquoise waters.
After a couple of photo-ops, we made
our way back to our resort, and to cups of
steaming Omani coffee, and then, India.
SOHAILA KAPUR

ur journey into Coorg’s
heritage takes us on a
spiritual quest — atop
mountains, inside forests and coffee estates and
by the riverside. These are
temples etched in the cultural landscape of the Kodavas, although some of them
never find mention in any
religious texts.
It is misty as we climb a
small hilltop to the Padi
Iguthuppa temple in Kakkabe. The bells toll the moment we enter the temple, as
a gentle breeze blows from
the rolling hills around.
The priest Kush Bhat welcomes us and insists we stay
back for lunch. “No one
comes to the Iguthuppa
temple and goes away without lunch,” he says. For,
Iguthappa means giver of
food, and the deity is a form
of Subramanya or Muruga,
son of Shiva.
Legend has it that centu-

SANCTITY IN SILENCE The Iguthuppa temple PHOTOS: LAKSHMI SHARATH
ries ago, Shiva and Subramanya came here, and loved the
hills so much that they decided to settle down here.
The temple is known to feed
every visitor, and all pilgrims offer food, not money,
to the deity. “Iguthappa told
the people of Coorg that they
would never go hungry as

long as he was there and if
they accepted him as God,”
explains Kush Bhat.
Now, every festival of the
Kodavas starts with an invocation to Iguthappa; the
most important festival of
the temple is Tulabharam.
We go to the another
Iguthappa temple in Naljee,

Rowing away
DEAL A package for the Nehru Trophy Boat race
at Alappuzha

A

sia Pacific Tours offers
a premium package for
Chennaiites interested in
witnessing the Nehru
Trophy Boat race at Alappuzha on August 14. The
‘three nights, four days’
package is offered in association with IRCTC
and The Lake Pala Resort, Alleppey, and costs
Rs. 9,999 per person on
twin-sharing basis. For
details, contact 044-3190
1926
or
mail
asiapacifictoursmaa
@hotmail.com

inside a forest through a lush
coffee plantation. There is
not a soul around, and it is
peaceful to just listen to the
sounds of the forest.
These monuments are
probably lost to the average
tourist, but one finds sanctity in the silence around
them.

For instant tickets
TRAVEL MakeMyTrip
presents instant
ticketing

O

nline travel company MakeMyTrip now offers instant ticketing.
This ensures that customers get their
tickets seconds after the conclusion
of the booking process.
The instant ticketing option puts
an end to apprehensions over whether the payment has gone through,
and the delay in printing the ticket.
With instant ticketing, reservation
and ticketing are compiled as a single
process.
The customer also has the option
of printing, downloading (PDF) and
forwarding the ticket to any e-mail
address.
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