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In the beholder’s eye

I cannot zero in on one place as a favourite that I visit
repeatedly. Every time you travel to a new city or town,
you discover its charm and make your trip as exciting as
possible. At that point of time, that place becomes your
preferred destination. As an artiste you are always looking
around for inspiration and travel opens your eyes to many
things beautiful from the past and in the present. It may
lend a new dimension to your creativity.

Wide choice
Cuisine, literature, cinema, visual art, architectural mar-
vels…Italy appeals to me in every way. I have been to
Venice a few times. I am waiting to go to Tuscany and
Florence, where every inch of land is blessed by Nature.
Bangkok is a nice place for eating out and shopping.
Singapore, too, attracts for the same reasons but I also
have close relatives living there. So, it’s good fun.

Nearer home
Hampi and Belur in Karnataka, the beautiful Konark
temple in Orissa (amazingly well-maintained), the col-
ourful clothes and palaces of Rajasthan, the gorgeous
beaches of Goa, the pristine backwaters of Kerala, the
architecturally-rich temples of South India…there’s so
much to see in India, a lifetime is not enough. 

Travel…
Never with a cramped schedule and without planning. I
move at my own pace to be able to stop and admire places.
The purpose is to make every trip meaningful and
memorable.

The Bharatanatyam dancer spoke to
CHITRA SWAMINATHAN

MY KIND OF PLACE VANI GANAPATHY

I
awoke a deeply-hued African
dawn at Nysna. The minute I
pulled open the curtains of
room at hotel St. James in

Nysna, I congratulated myself
once again for following accom-
modation advice that I had
found on the travel website of
the Automobile Association of
South Africa. As promised, the
views over the Nysna Lagoon
were fantastic. 

This was my fifth day in South
Africa and I had already over-
dosed on adrenaline after
swinging from tree tops, bungee
jumping off a bridge and being
flung out of a perfectly sound
aeroplane in a thrilling skydive.
Now, I was looking forward to
Route 62 which is slated as one
of Africa’s most scenic drives.
But before that I had to drive
away from the Indian Ocean at
Nysna, off the Garden Route
and towards Oudtshoorn.

The small and charming town
of Oudtshoorn found its jackpot
thanks to those tall flightless
birds whose brain is smaller

than their eyeball, but whose
kick can disembowel a lion —
the Ostrich!

So, in Oudtshoorn you can
don a fine ostrich leather hat
and strut around town or rub
your belly in satisfaction after a
lovely ostrich steak that the Ka-
linka restaurant’s chef Olga pre-
pares to perfection. But I blitzed
through Oudtshoorn the first
time I arrived there because I
was headed to a place 20 min-
utes away, up a hill along a su-
perb driving road, the Kango
Caves.

Eerie thrill

I am borderline claustro-
phobic, so it gives me an eerie
thrill exploring dark and deep
areas like caves. But, claustro-
phobia was banished by awe
when my guide Crystal intro-
duced me to the first huge un-
derground area called Van Zyl’s
hall. 

Stalagmites and stalactites
made fantastic designs and the
soft yellow light added a fasci-

nating ambience. It looked like
the private studio of a very tal-
ented sculptor. The caves are
not brightly lit, but they aren’t
pitch dark either and though
there are warnings that you
shouldn’t take the tour if you are
claustrophobic, my advice is to
see them. Fascination will fend
off fear.

But getting a handle on fear
was easier said and done as I
stood in a circular cage just
above a water hole in the Cango
Wildlife Ranch. Carrie, the
winch operator slowly cranked

the handle that lowered me into
the water. The water was inci-
dentally quite pleasant, but then
it had to be like that because
‘they’ like it.

Croc encounter

‘They’ being three full-grown
crocodiles. At the Cango Wild-
life Ranch you can get lowered
into a crocodile’s water hole in a
cage, but when these humon-
gous creatures swim towards
you and stick their snouts into
the cage, you can wet your
pants. 

The solace is that they cannot
open their mouths when they
put their snouts into the cage,
but they can stare at you with
those cold beady eyes, which re-
flect the fact that the crocs are
lusting to take a bite off you.

Besides that, you can also pet
tigers and cheetahs at the ranch.
My favourite was Namita the ti-
gress who absolutely loved it
when I stroked her neck. She
purred like a finely tuned V8.

Another must do around
Oudtshoorn is a visit to the os-
trich farms where the tour is

informative and reveals a lot
about the big bird. Did you know
that you can stand on an ostrich
egg and it will not break? It can
resist weight up to 120kg. In
fact, Oudtshoorn chefs always
include a hammer in their array
of knives and other cooking par-
aphernalia. 

An ostrich egg needs to be
pieced with a stainless steel
knife which is gently tapped
with a hammer. The resulting
omelette will feed 24 men; the
egg shells are sometimes paint-
ed to make decorative pieces
ranging from ashtrays to lamp
shades.

Tomorrow, I’d leave the os-
triches behind and head down
Route 62 to dive in a cage once
more. This time, with great
white sharks outside. 

This is why I drove to Herma-
nus, the place you have to come
to if you want to watch Southern
Right Whales and indulge in
some shark cage diving. Yes,
there is some more fearful stuff
in store for me, but I’m loving it.
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In Africa,
and loving it
ADVENTURE RISHAD SAAM MEHTA gets up, close and
personal with ostriches and crocodiles and returns with
his adrenalin all charged

South Africa is ripe for a driving holiday.
People are friendly and helpful and traffic is
well behaved.
Route 62(www.route62.co.za) and the Garden
Route (www.gardenroute.co.za) are scenic
and very exciting routes to drive.
St James at Nysna (www.stjames.co.za) is the

perfect place for a romantic and pampered
interlude on the Garden route. 
Also visit www.aatravel.co.za for bookings
and reviews of accommodation. Better still,
grab their accommodation books which have a
comprehensive listing of the best places to
suit all budgets across South Africa.

If you have a thing for cul-
ture and festivities, here’s

a great chance to combine
them with a holiday. 

Singapore is in the mid-
dle of the festivities ob-
served by the Malay,
Chinese and Indian com-
munities — Hari Raya Ai-
dilfitri Celebrations at
Kampong Glam (till Octo-
ber 5) and Geylang Serai

(till October 12), Mid-Au-
tumn Festival at China
Town (till September 30)
and Deepavali at Little In-
dia (From September 20–
November 2). The event
aims at bringing together
people from different rac-
es and religions to have a
better understanding of
Malay and Muslim
culture.

During this time, Singa-
pore comes alive in an
explosion of colour, street
lights, festive bazaars, cul-
tural performances and
events. For visitors to soak
in the atmosphere during
the ‘One City, Three Fes-
tivals’ period, there are
free guided walking tours
organised by the Singa-
pore Tourism Board. 

Through these tours,
visitors learn about the
meaning, customs, prac-
tices, preparations and
legends behind the festival
and catch cultural perfor-
mances and demonstra-
tions at various
attractions.

For more information,
visit www.visitsingapore.

com/in

It’s festival season

PLENTY TO DO In Singapore PHOTO: REUTERS

TRAVEL Head to Singapore for the Three Festivals Celebration

You define a good flight by negatives:
you didn’t get hijacked, you didn’t
crash, you didn’t throw up, you weren’t
late, you weren’t nauseated by the
food. So you are grateful.

Paul Theroux

TRAVEL QUIP

AT A GLANCE

Sri Lanka, with its exotic
beaches and scenic

beauty, seems to be a
popular holiday
destination. To increase
tourism, Sri Lankan
airlines has launched a
Ramayana package. This
package will allow
tourists to visit sites
where the legendary epic
“Ramayana” is believed
to have reached its
conclusion. 

Sri Lanka claims to
have nearly 50 Ramayana
sites ranging from the
place of Sita’s captivity to
the battlefield where the
armies clashed. They also
have the ultimate
battlefield, where Ravana
was slain and the colour
of the soil continues to be
red and is surrounded by
light coloured soil. 

Likewise, one of the
sites is believed to be an
“airport” used by Ravana,
which was torched by
Hanuman. It still retains
the scorched-earth look.
Himalayan herbs and
pine trees are found in
some areas, drawing
parallels to the legend of
Hanuman carrying the
mountain to Lanka to
rescue Laxmana.

Among the main sites
that the package entitles
travellers to visit is
“Seetha Kotuwa”, where
the legendary city of
Lankapura is believed to
have existed. 

The Seetha Kotuwa is
believed to be the palace
where Seetha was kept in
captivity. Duniwala,
located on the outskirts
of the Wasgamuwa
National Park, is
supposed to be the site
where Rama fired the
‘Brahmaasthram’ to kill
Ravana, and
Divurumpola the place
where Seetha underwent
the Agni Pariksha. 

The package is priced
at Rs. 27,500 per person
for a six-night and seven-
day package, which
includes a stay in a three
star property.

A stay at a five-star
property costs Rs. 31,500. 

Most of the sites are
located at a distance of
200 km from Colombo.

TRAVEL Sri
Lankan Airlines’
Ramayana
package takes
you on a tour of
the sites where
it all took place 

Epic
journey


