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Picture this: you're sitting with us on the open after deck of a small riverboat, sipping a glass of good wine and watching pink dolphins rise near the boat. The sun drops below the horizon, and we turn to watch clouds tinted with twenty shades of pink change into layers and columns and great swirls of whipped cream.
The aroma of grilled peacock bass and piranha, which we caught just hours ago, drifts over to us, and dinner is announced. We get up, all thirteen of us, and walk over to the buffet table.
This was the scene most evenings of our expedition by riverboat on the middle Amazon. This is the sort of travel that I enjoy. We've sailed in southeastern Alaska on a 70-passenger, shallow draft ship, moving up salmon-clogged streams by zodiac and walking along trails, shouting "hey bear, hey bear!" We've motored up the waterways of central California for a close look at delta marshes and the Napa Valley wine country and watched the sun set through San Francisco's Golden Gate.
We swam with sea lions in the Sea of Cortez, watched hundreds of dolphins--the naturalist estimated a thousand--converging on the ship, and petted whales in Magdalena Bay.
Farther afield, we have walked in fields of wildflowers in the Alps around Mürren and had tea on a canyon-side terrace, almost in tears at the magnificence of the Jungfrau range opposite. We have watched the sun rise over the Serengeti from a hot air balloon and strolled the streets of the tiny mountain village of Stölberg im Harz in Germany, just awakening from its decades of isolation on the western border of then East Germany.
We've biked through tulip fields in northern Holland. We sat for hours on an early morning, watching the sun's rays pierce the dark overcast and illuminate the walls of Machu Picchu, sparkling from last night's rain. We sailed the turquoise waters of Turkey's Mediterranean coast and hiked inland, marveling at unexcavated Hellenistic and Roman ruins reachable only on foot.
We stood in wonder, gazing at the snow-capped mountains from atop Tibet's Potala Palace. We thrilled at the sight of a resplendent quetzal pair in Costa Rica's Monteverde Cloud Forest and wondered at the magnificence of the lost Mayan cities of Tikal and Xunantanich in Guatemala and Belize.
We've been inspired by the wonderful colors of autumn in Japan and Uluru at sunset. We returned often to the Caribbean, making sail on a windjammer at midnight under a full moon, bagpipes playing Amazing Grace . . . .
Soft adventure. The sort of experience that goes beyond the typical tourist itinerary. There is no great physical challenge involved here. There is considerable food for the spirit. And the body. And on the windjammer, a rum swizzle at every turn. Not to worry, you're not driving.
I wrote travel articles about many of my trips. The articles published in the travel sections of newspapers all over the United States and in travel magazines. This was back in the salad days when newspapers had budgets for freelance writing.
This thin volume is a collection of some of those articles. They tell about where I traveled and something of how I felt about the experiences. I began traveling in Europe and wrote about these experiences, familiar to most Americans who travel abroad, but soon turned to soft adventure travel.
The term, soft adventure, refers not only to the sort of travel I did, but also to my general outlook. I have tried to live life to the fullest, neither moving at a frantic, hell-bent pace at one extreme or at a safe, conservative, boring pace at the other. I was an academic, a history professor, and I have included a few of my scholarly articles that reveal my biases and research interests.
Since some of the articles were written many years ago, I thought of updating them—prices, what to see, where to stay, contact information—but I thought better of it. Updating data of this sort simply perpetuates the inevitability of dating. That’s why print travel guides are revised every year. Even so, any print guide is obsolete the day it is issued. The online guides are more reliable for data of this sort since they can be updated instantaneously. I decided to leave the obsolete data in the articles as historical curiosities. It goes without saying that one should be very careful about relying on any data in my articles.
Read these pieces for pleasure, for a good story, for nostalgia. It’s what I do. My favorite guide for my favorite region in England is Highways and Byways in Oxford & the Cotswolds, part of the Highways and Byways series. It was published in 1905. It is nostalgic and useful. It is delightful reading. Of course, I consult my Rick Steves and Lonely Planet when planning, but when I sit down to tea or a glass of wine in the B&B garden, I read my Highways and Byways.
I hope you enjoy these pieces, as I enjoyed the experiences and the writing. I hope you travel vicariously with me. If they encourage you to strike out on your own adventure, so much the better.
"Our eyes set upon Aigues-Mortes . . .
a jewel carefully set in a case of stone."
Alexandre Dumas's tribute to Aigues-Mortes still rings true, though the town's name in English, "Dead Waters," is less poetic. Located in the heart of the marshy Camargue region on France's Mediterranean coast, Aigues-Mortes is a completely walled town that has changed little in appearance since its glory in the Middle Ages.
The town was founded by Louis IX in 1241. Before that date, all of the ports on the south coast of present-day France were owned by the king of Aragon, the Germanic emperor, and the Pope. With no access to the sea, the French did not share in the lucrative Mediterranean trade, nor were they guaranteed free departure for the crusades. This situation changed when Louis obtained the flatland of ponds and marshes from an order of monks, whose Psalmody Abbey on the site dated from the fifth century.
Recent archaeological excavations of the ruined abbey have uncovered even earlier ruins dating to the Gallo-Roman era.
Aigues-Mortes was an immediate success. Settlers were attracted by Louis's offer of exemption from most taxes. With the construction of his opening to the sea now underway, Saint Louis departed in 1248 for a crusade to Egypt. This seventh crusade was largely organized by Louis, and its members were mostly French.
The new port quickly became important in maritime trade and a source of revenue for its proprietor. Louis began construction of the town walls in 1266, but he was not to see them finished. He died in 1270 on his second crusade en route to Tunis. The walls were not completed until almost the end of the century. By that time, the population of the town had risen to 15,000, three times today's population. At that point, Aigues-Mortes's fortunes were at their peak, and began to decline. The town's eclipse began with the rise of Marseille. It was completed as the basin, which fronted on the sea, was gradually filled by silt deposited by the Rhône River. It never recovered.
Modern visitors to Aigues-Mortes, now about five miles from the sea, will rejoice at what was calamity for the fourteenth century inhabitants. As rival ports rose, and access to the sea was blocked, trade decreased, and townsmen moved away. The town stagnated, but it did not die. It was maintained as a fortified city, potentially important for coastal defense. Since there was nothing in the following centuries to attract new inhabitants, the town did not grow, and the walls were not torn down. Today, visitors wander about in a virtually-intact thirteenth century fortified town.
The walls are particularly interesting. The land side was protected by a sea-water moat, now
unfortunately filled. Three corners of the rectangular wall are protected by towers of different design and size that are almost separated from the wall to give defenders a clear shot at attackers. The Constance Tower, constructed 1242-1248, is unique. Located at the northwest corner of the town, it was completely separated from the wall. Saint Louis initially intended that the tower be the sole defense of Aigues-Mortes. With walls sixteen feet thick, the structure, in its design more keep than tower, contained rooms used by the king during his visits to Aigues-Mortes. The weight of the massive tower was so great that the foundation was laid on a platform of huge oak pillars driven through the marshy soil to the harder earth beneath.
The tower was originally surrounded by a moat, part of which can still be seen. Its height, 105 feet, was sufficient for lookouts to spot ships on the sea that were trying to evade the payment of taxes. The panoramic view from the top--after climbing fifty-three steps--is still rewarding. With the decline of Aigues-Mortes, the tower served as a prison for five hundred years, most notably to house Protestant Huguenots during the persecutions of the eighteenth century.
The center of the town, a sunny little square, predictably named Place St. Louis and graced by his statue, is a pleasant place for lunch. The restaurants that line one side of the square feature outside tables shaded by trees and umbrellas. After lunch, visit Our Lady of the Sands church, just opposite, one of the first buildings constructed in the town. Indeed, it may have predated the town. The main altar is a table from the Psalmody Abbey. The L'Hotel de Ville, also on the square, is a fine example of a typical town hall of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Two seventeenth-century churches, within three blocks of the square, are worth visiting. The Chapel of the Grey Penitents has a striking altarpiece. A number of large eighteenth-century paintings decorate the Chapel of the White Penitents. Government Hall, near the Constance Tower, dates from the sixteenth century. On the roof of the hall is a turret which defends the bridge that runs from the wall across the moat to Constance Tower.
The only local industry of note, the extraction of salt from sea water, has been practiced here for over two thousand years. Phoenicians and Romans labored at the same task on the same site.
The inhabitants of Aigues-Mortes have found novel uses for the salt. In the fifteenth century, the town was attacked and occupied by a force of Burgundians. When the town was retaken, the Burgundians were all killed. Faced with disposing of the mountain of corpses, and fearing disease, the bodies were piled into the tower and covered with salt. The tower has since been called the Burgundians Tower.
During the peak of the summer season, the main streets can be busy, though not oppressively so. A stroll down side streets can be most rewarding, especially if you have stayed overnight and are up before the arrival of the day trippers.
For information on Aigues-Mortes, the Camargue, and Provence in general, contact the French Government Tourist Office, 610 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10020, telephone 212/757-1125, 212/757-1125. For more specific information, including hotels, restaurants and events, write to: Office Municipal du Tourisme, Cloître des Capucins, Place Saint-Louis, B.P. 32, 30220 Aigues-Mortes, France. Telephone 66-53-73-00.
It's been said that the first day of a trip sets the tone of the entire holiday. I keep hoping that's not true.
Take my trip to Antigua. Our landlady met our plane at 10:00 p.m., as planned. She had come to the airport at 4 p.m., she said, to pick up my brother. In fact, he arrived with my wife and me and two friends. He had written her about the change, but she had not received the letter, she said. No harm done.
We collected our luggage and headed for her van. Hold on there, said a taxi driver, you can't do that! Only licensed taxis can carry passengers from the airport! Our landlady backed off, and the five of us were wedged with our luggage into a taxi.
We arrived at our lodging, a tidy row of apartments. I awaited instructions. There's been a bit of a change, our landlady said.
My wife and I would share a two-bedroom apartment with our friends. What happened to our confirmed reservation for one single and two doubles? Well, these young men from France had come in, she said, they had no place to stay, and they were so nice, so what could I do?
The place was well named: Murphy's Apartments.
Not to worry. The breakfasts were delicious, the garden patio was green and inviting, I saw my first yellow-breasted banaquit, and Mrs. Murphy was a character. The accommodation was satisfactory and inexpensive ($35 single, $55 double), and the Waggenhoffers are still friends. The ambiance was Antiguan, including a nocturnal serenade by assorted dogs, goats, roosters, donkeys, and tree frogs. The rum punches and margaritas at the nearby Crazy Cactus Cantina softened all edges.
Antigua was settled in 1632 by English settlers from St. Kitts, and the island remained British until after World War II. The confederation of Antigua and nearby Barbuda in 1981 became an independent monarchy which recognizes Queen Elizabeth II as head of state. Member of both the Organization of American States and the British Commonwealth, the state acknowledges tradition and also looks to the future.
Begin a visit to Antigua at St. John's, the capital and largest town. A well-planned half-day will suffice, more if you are a shopper. Visit the impressive Anglican St. John's Cathedral, dating from 1683. The present building was begun in 1843 after an earthquake destroyed the former structure. An older building of historic importance is the Old Court House. Built in 1747, it now houses the Museum of Antigua and Barbuda with collections ranging from the native Arawaks to the post-World War II era.
If you must fill your precious holiday hours with shopping, visit the cool, modern, upscale and expensive duty-free shops in Heritage Quay, near the cruise ship pier. Redcliffe Quay is more interesting. Shops and restaurants are housed in restored warehouses and smaller structures dating from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. One can find some Antiguan products--rum, clothing, ceramic ware, rum, wooden carvings, straw work, rum, costume jewelry of shells and coral, and rum--but most goods offered for sale are imported.
A visit to the public market where local fruits, vegetables, and meats are displayed, can be fun, especially on Friday and Saturday mornings. Have lunch at the second-story Hemingway's Restaurant. If you enjoy people-watching, get a table on the verandah overlooking the street. Don't look for Papa Hemingway. The restaurant's brochure explains that this is "the kind of place frequented by the celebrated author."
The best part of the island is outside St. John's. One day will provide a sampling, but a two-day excursion is better. Distances are short, but stops are frequent. Drive your own rental car, or negotiate a tour by taxi. It's not as expensive as you might think.
Here are some suggestions, moving roughly clockwise around the island. Drive east from St. John's to Parham which was settled in the seventeenth century. The octagonal St. Peter's Anglican Church, built in 1840, is important in the ecclesiastical and architectural history of Antigua. On nearby Fitches Creek Bay, visit St. George's Church. The mid-nineteenth century Anglican church is interesting, and the view of the bay is striking.
Something of Antigua's early sugar industry can be seen in two restored estates. In the interior, Betty's Hope, dating from 1674, is one of the largest of the old sugar plantations and the most interesting that is open to the public. Continuing to the coast, visit the restored estate buildings of an 1843 sugar mill at Harmony Hall on Nonesuch Bay which house an art gallery, displaying works by local artists, and a restaurant and bar. At the southeastern extremity of the island, the beach at Half Moon Bay may be the most beautiful of the island's reputed 365 beaches.
The south coast is the most interesting and scenic region of Antigua. Visit the historic sites on Shirley Heights first. The extensive ruins and restored British military buildings, collectively called The Blockhouse, overlook the coast and harbor. Most date from the late eighteenth century. The panoramic view from windswept Cape Shirley, four hundred feet above the sea, is memorable. The ruins are as romantic and melancholy as any I have seen, and I was quite moved by them.
Nearby Fort Shirley also is ruined, with the exception of the ordnance building which has been restored and houses a restaurant, bar, and gift shop. It's the place to be on Sunday when entertainment features a steel band, 3-6 p.m., and a reggae band, 6-9 p.m. It's the place not to be on Sunday if you don't like crowds.
Walk through the restaurant to the gun platform, scattered now with picnic tables. The view from the edge is one of the most dramatic in the West Indies, and probably the most photographed. Five hundred feet below lie the historic English Harbour and Nelson's Dockyard. Sunsets from the platform are something to write home about and come back to.
Before leaving Fort Shirley, walk down to the ruined hospital above Nanton Point. Stop on the trail at the cemetery and ponder the fate of the lonely young men, like soldiers of every generation and many countries, who died in their country's service and were buried far from home.
En route to English Harbour, stop at Clarence House, the official country residence of the Governor-General. Built in 1787, it is a delightful example of a Georgian house, adapted for life in the West Indies, and authentically furnished and decorated in period style.
The Royal Navy began using English Harbour in the early eighteenth century. Naturally protected from hurricanes, the English in 1704 built Fort Berkeley, now in ruins, on the point to protect against foreign marauders. The dockyard, begun in 1743, served the Royal Navy until the late nineteenth century.
Associating the facility with the famous English admiral, whose ship was stationed in the Leeward Islands, 1784-1787, is ironical. Nelson lost no love on Antigua and the Antiguans. He called English Harbour "a vile spot" and "this infernal hole." That's show biz. The carefully restored buildings in the Dockyard are worth a leisurely visit. Popular today with yachtsmen, the harbor is busier than ever.
Above English Harbour, visit the ruined Great George Fort, also known as Monks Hill Fort. Inquire locally about the condition of the road to the fort. Constructed in the late seventeenth century, the huge fort was designed to protect local inhabitants during attack. The view of the harbor below is alone worth the visit.
Continuing westward, the Fig Tree Drive from Liberta to the coast is one of the most scenic on the island. The road passes through lush rain forest on rolling hills, dotted with banana groves and huge mango trees. Ruined sugar mills and picturesque little churches evoke old Antigua. Occasional pineapple and coconut plantations border the coastal road. If you fancy a moderate hike of a half hour or so, climb to the top of Green Castle Hill, south of St. John's, for a magnificent view.
Other pleasures offered by Antigua include casinos, tennis, deep sea fishing, swimming, snorkeling, and scuba diving. The island is one of the premier sailing destinations in the Caribbean. Accommodations range from flats and apartments to luxury beach hotels.
For information on Antigua, write to Antigua & Barbuda Department of Tourism, 510 Fifth Avenue, Suite 311, New York, NY 10020, or call (212) 541-4117. Immediately on arrival, buy a copy of Antigua and Barbuda: Heart of the Caribbean, by Brian Dyde. If the packet from the tourist bureau does not include a good map of the island, buy one before venturing outside the city.
One of the most thrilling experiences of my life came when I picked up three small shards on a wild stretch of the Gila River in central Arizona. The pieces were later identified as the work of the Hohokam, "the ancient ones," who lived in the American Southwest long before the arrival of Europeans in the western hemisphere in the sixteenth century.
My three shards are not important, historically or scientifically. Museums and private collectors own some fine, virtually undamaged, Hohokam pottery. But I found these. When I held those three pieces of smooth clay and looked around the sagebrush-covered flat where I picked them up, I felt very close to the ancient craftsman who had fashioned the bowl from which they came. The shards are now in a frame on my study wall.
That experience hints at my fascination with archaeological excavation. If you are as enchanted as I, as only a nonprofessional can be, perhaps you also have dreamed of someday taking part in a dig. You can. Now it's not necessary simply to watch excavations or read about them. There are expeditions in various locations throughout the world which welcome amateurs to take part. The most intriguing one I have come across is the dig at Tel Dor in Israel.
Located on the coast sixteen miles south of Haifa, Dor was one of the largest cities of ancient Israel. The site is known to have been occupied by Bronze Age, Canaanite, Israelite, Assyrian, Phoenician/Persian, Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine peoples.
Tel Dor was never lost to scholars. There are numerous scriptural references to the city. The first historical record of Dor dates from the reign of the Egyptian Pharaoh, Rameses II (1304-1237 B.C.), but there is shadowy evidence that Neanderthal man may have lived here, pushing back the date of earliest occupation possibly to 30,000 years ago.
The site is rich in history. Dor was one of a coalition of Canaanite cities that was subdued by the Israelites under Joshua. Circumstantial evidence suggests that Dor itself finally was captured by David. The city eventually served as an administrative center for Solomon and was governed by his son-in-law. The city was one of the three ports of ancient Israel.
The Assyrians conquered and destroyed Dor in 732 B.C. (The tragic result of the siege was verified during a recent excavation by the discovery of burnt bricks and charred beams.) The Assyrians rebuilt the city and made it their provincial capital. Later, it became an administrative center for the Persians before passing to Eshmunessar, the King of Phoenician Sidon.
Dor remained a Phoenician city for centuries before its transformation into an independent city-state in the Hellenistic empire. During this era, Dor fell first under the domination of the Ptolemies of Egypt, who built its massive fortifications, and then the Seleucid rulers of Syria.
The construction of the port city of Caesarea by Herod the Great in 30 B.C. proved the beginning of the decline of Dor, though it still flourished during the early Byzantine period. The site was virtually abandoned following the Arab conquest of the region in the seventh century.
Crusaders recognized the strategic value of the place and erected a small castle in the thirteenth century, almost modern by Dor standards. For the next six hundred years, the Crusader ruins were the only evidence that the site had ever been occupied. It was simply a lonely, windswept mound overlooking the countryside and the ocean, seldom visited, largely forgotten.
That has all changed now. Dor is occupied once again, and the city is in the process of a rebirth--backwards. Since 1980, an international consortium has been excavating the site and plans to continue until the year 2000.
The results so far, to put it mildly, have been spectacular. Excavations in the forty-acre site have already yielded unmistakable evidence of all the civilizations known to have occupied Dor. Walls, gates, and streets have been found. A Hellenistic/Roman theater has been located, and a Hellenistic apartment house has been cleared. Coins, jewelry, figurines, sculpture and pottery vessels, both local and imported, have been uncovered.
Preliminary investigation of Dor's harbors has yielded the remains of a Bronze Age wharf dated around 1400 B.C. and a set of sheds where Hellenistic war galleys were stored. Underwater shipwrecks have been found: Roman, Byzantine, Crusader, seventeenth century and a fifth yet unidentified.
Not all the discoveries are made by professional archaeologists. On a recent dig, the project director watched a young woman uncover a rounded pottery fragment. He knelt beside her, and they worked together, carefully brushing away the loose soil, and there it was. The student had discovered not a fragment, but a complete, almost undamaged two-thousand-year-old storage jar. This was the first of a half dozen vessels in what turned out to be a Hellenistic storeroom.
On another day, a worker drove a pick into a wall, then jumped back in surprise when something tumbled from a cavity in the wall and rolled to her feet. The amateur archaeologist, a school teacher, had discovered a marble head of Zeus, the supreme deity of the ancient Greeks. Later, an unsuspecting worker tugged aside a stone in the wall to reveal a marble torso. The unknown wall-builder had put the priceless statuary to a practical use, as a building-block.
Plans are complete for the 1986 summer excavations, and you are invited to join the dig. Not as a spectator, mind you, but to get down on your hands and knees and dig down through history and, at the same time, make history. This is a rare opportunity for nonprofessionals to become personally involved in one of the most important archaeological excavations of the century. Experience is not necessary, only an interest in archaeology.
The Dor team will fly directly to Jerusalem for a five-day orientation session. Members will receive an introduction to the archaeology of Israel, including visits to the Israel Museum. One day will be devoted to a walking tour of the Old City to see its many important archaeological and historical sites. The group will visit Masada, site of Herod's palace fortress and the last refuge of the Zealots, Qumran where the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, and Jericho, one of the earliest walled cities.
Once at Dor, the team will live at nearby Pardess-Hanna Agricultural School. The school has its own swimming pool, easy access to public transportation and is adjacent to a small town. There is a kibbutz nearby.
The day at Tel Dor begins early. The crew wakes up to coffee, tea, bread and jam and is on the site at dawn. After two or three hours of work, there is a break for breakfast at about 8:30. Then back to work for an hour and a half followed by rest and fruit. Excavation continues until about 1:00.
Back at the college, the crew has lunch, and the afternoon is free. At 4:30, everyone gathers for coffee and cake, lectures and "pottery reading." Members surprise themselves by quickly becoming expert in identifying pottery by types and civilization, and they find it fascinating. (Participants are permitted to collect pieces from the excavation discards--and there are mountains of discards at this rich site--to carry or ship home.) Dinner is at 6:30, followed by more lectures and free time.
During the six-week session, the crew will take two Saturday field trips to other important archaeological sites. There will be four free weekends (one is three days) for independent travel. A glance at a map will show the abundant attractions close at hand: Haifa, Acre, Nazareth, Tiberius and the Sea of Galilee just for starters.
California State University in Sacramento, California is a sponsor of the Tel Dor Project. The program is a field school combining excavation, laboratory work and lectures. Excavation staff members will lecture on Biblical archaeology, analytical and field techniques and regional history. Participants will be able to take part in all phases of archaeological fieldwork, from excavation to recording, photography and laboratory analysis.
It's not all work and no play. There is leisure each day for the pool and the beach, private relaxation and making good friends. Members of past excavation teams, whose ages have ranged from eighteen to sixty-seven, become fast friends and came to think of the group as a family. They remain close after returning home. Perhaps this explains why there are repeat members each year. The hardy sixty-seven-year-old has worked at Dor three summers. Indeed, there seems no "best age" for this experience. Everyone works at his or her own pace. All contribute.
The 1986 excavation will center on a number of projects. Last summer, the team worked on a Roman public building of some sort, a basilica or temple, or perhaps a public bath. A portion of the foundations have been bared, and they are enormous: four feet thick and six feet high. Sixty feet along one side of the building have been excavated, and the far corner has not been found. Foundations of interior walls are three feet thick. The building's identity should be solved during next summer's dig.
Shortly before the dig ended last summer, it was discovered that the Roman street on which the building fronted was intact. The remainder of the street, which should also be intact, will be excavated in 1986.
Another exciting find in 1985 that will require attention next summer was a massive Canaanite city wall. It is thirty feet wide at the top and slopes outward, suggesting a base considerably wider. The wall dates from 1600 B.C. or earlier.
The excavations this year are set for July 1-August 13, preceded by the five-day orientation in Jerusalem. The team departs the United States on June 25. Cost of the full six-week session and Jerusalem orientation is $3,113. The price includes round-trip air fare, subject to change, from San Francisco. It is also possible to sign up for only three weeks, at the beginning or end. The cost of the three-week session and the Jerusalem orientation is $2,501. Deduct $300 from the three-week cost if you do not wish to include the Jerusalem orientation. Arrangements can be made to join the team at New York city. Deadline for applications is April 3, 1986.
The program fee includes seven units of university credit for the six-week session and five units for three weeks. But note: If you elect not to receive university credit for the program, the total cost should be tax-deductible. The IRS ordinarily considers expenses of this sort to be a contribution to a non-profit organization. If this sounds too good to be true, verify with the IRS.
Note: It is not certain that the excavations described in the article are still underway. The article is reprinted here for historical interest only.
Officials of the International Olympic Committee were in Beijing recently to review that city’s bid for the 2008 summer Olympic games. Beijing has an uphill battle to win the games. Opponents cite China’s human rights record and infrastructure problems. Beijing has another problem. The summer games are held in summer.
I visited Beijing in summer. It was hotter than the seven brass hinges of hell, more humid than Houston, and the air pollution was the worse I have seen anywhere on the globe. It was like breathing under water. I showered three times daily. Now that I’ve got that off my chest, I must add that the visit was most satisfying.
This was my first visit to China, and I got a taste early of what the English-only members of the groups that I organize and lead to Europe must feel when they try to communicate with Europeans. However, most Europeans that travelers encounter speak or understand some English. Not so in China. Shopkeepers and taxi drivers typically speak no English. At the front desk at my hotel, which caters to foreign tours, a basic question, like “should I leave my key here when I go out?”--a document in the room said that one should--was received with an embarrassed blank stare. After a huddle with four other clerks, the answer was a polite “no”.
I had heard that Chinese students like to practice their English with visitors. I had hardly stepped into Tiananmen Square when I was approached by a beginning college student who stayed with me for the next hour. He told me a bit about the square and commented on the exhibits in the adjacent Chinese Revolution History Museum as we strolled through. Afterwards we sat on the steps of the Museum, eating popsicles, and he ruined the encounter by asking for "help" with lunch money and bus fare, an amount that would have taken him halfway to Shanghai. Do what I did not do. Tell the student that you would enjoy talking, but that you don’t need a guide.
My spirits were lifted later when two young girls in white dresses and sun hats approached me. They said hello, asked if I was enjoying my visit to Beijing, and could they take my picture. We talked a few minutes, and they quickly exhausted their store of English. Each had her picture made with me, they said goodbye and left, chattering. In the Forbidden City, I had a pleasant conversation with five cheerful Korean college students who were on holiday. Later in the Wangfujing shopping district, I felt like a visiting dignitary when a whole class of seven or eight year old children crowded around me to say hello, how-are-you, it-is-hot, and Michael Jordan. Their teacher shooed them away, then stayed to talk.
The Chinese are confident in their English. Remember those instructions for the made-in-China VCR? I had hardly left the Wangfujing conversation when a man walked by wearing a T-shirt bearing a large picture of a basketball and the words, "MAERICAN BASKETBALL". English captions on exhibits, and even brass tablets fixed to the walls of structures in the Forbidden City and elsewhere, often are riddled with misspellings and incorrect grammar.
The unpleasant weather did not prevent me and tens of thousands of others, mostly Chinese, from visiting the attractions of Beijing. The Forbidden City, officially the Palace Museum, was crowded with tourists. Originally built in the early fifteenth century, the complex was home and seat of government to emperors. It was not open to the public. Any citizen who strayed inside the walls of the city was subject to death. The public was invited inside in 1949 following the successful communist revolution.
Enter at the south entrance. Don’t stop at the kiosk labeled "Tickets for Foreigners" near Tiananmen Gate. It lies. I stood in line and was waved off by the clerk. Keep walking north, looking to the right for the ticket office. The Y85 price (Y8.30=US$l at this writing) includes the rental of cassette player and tape in English for the self-guided tour. It’s worth the price. They will ask for a non-monetary security deposit which is returned at the check-in point at the north gate. I left my California driver’s license.
The buildings of the Forbidden City, mostly faithful eighteenth and nineteenth century restorations and reconstructions, evoke a civilization unfamiliar to most westerners. Spend the better part of a day here, stopping the audio tape often to visit secondary structures not described by the narrator. Don’t try to see them all; there are 800 buildings here.
South of the Forbidden City--a brisk walk or short taxi ride--and associated with it in imperial history, is Tiantan Park. Here the emperor each year presided over ceremonies that were meant to influence the fortunes of the coming year. The rites particularly focused on supplications for good harvests. Enter at the south entrance and visit the three principal structures: the marble three-tiered Round Alter; the Imperial Vault of Heaven; and finally the magnificent Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests, whose image is seen all over Beijing.
The park is the best place to see taiji (tai chi). Arrive between, say, 6:00 a.m. and 7:30 a.m. to see Beijingers perform this gentle, fascinating combination of dance, exercise, and meditation. Admission to the park is Y.50. I mistakenly offered Y5. and the clerk accepted it. It was the only time in Beijing that I was ripped off. The all-inclusive Y30 tourist ticket includes admission to all attractions in the park. There is an acoustiguide, but I did not learn of it until halfway through my visit so cannot comment on its worth.
The Natural History Museum is immediately west of Tiantan Park and can be conveniently visited in conjunction with the park. The museum contains a good dinosaur exhibit and the usual halls of local flora and fauna. Visitors, Chinese and foreign alike, are fascinated with the pickled human cadavers that are cut open to show internal structure and organs. Admission Y10.
The Lama Temple, smaller than the Forbidden City and not so crowded with visitors, is equally interesting. The temple entrance is around the corner and a short walk from the Yonghegong subway station. The temple is laid out as a wide corridor which contains three elaborate archways and five principal halls that house statues of Buddha in his various aspects. Formal gardens surround the structures. The buildings and interiors, of different size and style, show a distinct Tibetan influence. The temple in the mid-eighteenth century was designated as a lamasery and was administered by Tibetan monks. Most of the monks today are Mongolian. Admission Y10, a real bargain.
No one should leave Beijing without walking on the Great Wall. Three sites are accessible from the city. Most visitors see the wall at Badaling, about forty-two miles northwest of the capital. This is the carefully reconstructed part of the wall with guard rails that one sees so often in pictures of China. It is the closest, most commercialized, comparatively expensive, and invariably crowded.
I opted for Simatai. Of the three sites that can be visited, this section of the wall is the most isolated, least restored, most romantic, and, I found to my dismay, the most difficult. When I stepped down from the bus, I looked around and saw no wall. I followed the gaze of my co-passengers, and saw it. The wall ran on the ridge line of a high mountain range a few miles away. My spirits sank.
"Pas de problème," said a French woman from the bus. "There is a cable lift." I did not discover until near the top of the lift that it covered only about two-thirds of the distance to the wall. The last third was a trail of switchbacks up a slope that must have approached forty-five degrees.
After an exhausting climb, I reached the top and was rewarded with a magnificent view of the wall snaking down the mountainside and up and over the range beyond. With the cable lift at my back, I faced what had been enemy territory: Mongolia. The wall here has no rails and is very steep and slippery in places. As I climbed down from the wall, a party of French young people were moving their gear into a watchtower where they would spend the night.
The best place for independent travelers to visit the Great Wall is at Mutianyu. It is a compromise in all respects between the two other sites. It is closer and less difficult than Simatai, less crowded and developed than Badaling. There is a cable car. It is about fifty-four miles from Beijing.
The Summer Palace is another rewarding excursion from the city. Here in the hills and gardens, around a lake and in temples and pavilions, the imperial court escaped the heat of the city. Today citizens and tourists can visit the Hall of Benevolence & Longevity, Precious Clouds Pavilion, and Temple of the Sea of Wisdom. One can also stroll, or do whatever one does, in the Garden of Harmonious Pleasure. There is no way to escape crowds at the Summer Palace, but go on a weekday anyway. Or in February, if you can avoid frostbite.
Beijing has a reputation for being expensive, but it need not be. My hotel, the Qianmen Hotel, is conveniently located and priced at about $75.00 for a single, including tax. One can dine well and inexpensively. My dinners from the a la carte menu at the Qianmen Hotel averaged $6-8. A sumptuous buffet breakfast was about $4. Even a half duck and side dishes at the famous Qianmen Quanjude Roast Duck Restaurant was only $11. Expect to be discriminated against when buying admission tickets for attractions. Prices for foreigners are many times the price for Chinese. It’s official policy to milk the tourist cow.
Transportation is reasonable. The subway is a flat Y2. My typical taxi ride cost Y10.40, little more than $1. Look for the yellow taxis that have a Y1.00 sign in the back window. For a bit more comfort and air conditioning, opt for the taxi with a Y1.60 sign. The Y2.00 taxis are more upscale, but they typically do not have meters, and you must bargain for the rate. I find that annoying. Avoid the pedicabs altogether. I offered a pedicab driver Y10 to take me to a restaurant, a distance that would have cost Y10.40 by taxi. He demanded Y30 and stalked away when I declined.
I was baffled a number of times when taxi drivers refused to take me to a named destination. It must have something to do with the one-way street system or their concern that they might not find a return fare. One driver, after first refusing to take me to my hotel, about two miles away, relented and motioned me to get in. For the next twenty minutes, he drove through deep Beijing, through twisting narrow lanes of a residential district where food and wares of all sorts were offered for sale on the pavement at the edge of the roadway and people sat in front of their houses, talking, fanning, playing card games, trying to escape the heat. The drive was most interesting. Finally arriving at the hotel, the meter showed Y10.40. I offered the driver Y15 since the route had been long and difficult. He returned Y5 and pointed to the meter.
Tip: always take a good map, with both English and Chinese place names. Also ask a hotel clerk to write the name of your destination in Chinese characters. You’ll often need to show these to taxi drivers and others from whom you request directions.
Some guide books suggest that biking is a good way to see Beijing. Good luck. I wouldn’t advise it unless you have a death wish. Bicyclists and pedestrians mix with moving vehicles as if they had the right of way. They do not. The westerners that I saw riding bicycles did not look confident. One woman was stranded in the middle of fast-moving cars and trucks that missed her by inches. She was laughing hysterically. She’s probably there yet.
Buy the Lonely Planet Beijing guide, the only reference you’ll need. By the way, if you must travel in summer, go to Norway. Save Beijing for October.
The day did not begin well at all. My wife and I arrived at noon in Thionville in northern France by train from Trier. I called the local Europcar agency to ask for directions. Before leaving the United States, I had booked through Auto Europe.
No answer. I stepped outside and called a taxi. The taxi and a driving rain arrived together. We piled our luggage into the taxi and drove to the Europcar agency. It was closed.
We finally left Thionville about 6:00 p.m. in an Avis rental. After unrewarding calls to three Europcar offices in France and one to Auto Europe in the United States, I had caved in and booked a week's rental with Avis at almost twice the cost of the Europcar rental. (Personnel at all three agencies were sympathetic and helpful, and the story has a happy ending. The Avis car performed beautifully, and Auto Europe arranged a refund of the difference between the Avis and Europcar charges.)
As I drove west from Thionville toward Stenay, my auto-rental anxiety gave way to accommodation-anxiety. Dusk was approaching, we were hungry, we could not reach Rouen that evening, and I didn't know the region. So much for well-laid plans.
We looked in the villages and countryside for that happiest of signs: "Chambre." But we saw none, which was strange. We generally have no trouble finding pleasant accommodation, anywhere in France. Then near Buzancy, a roadside sign caught my eye as we passed. It pointed leftward to the Chateau de Landreville. On the same post, below the chateau sign, a small sign said simply: "Chambre d'Hote."
I made a U-turn and pulled up at the sign. Five kilometers, the chambre d'hote sign said. Worth a look. It was almost dark.
I drove about a kilometer to a small village, turned down a road toward a hamlet, hoping it was the right turning, through the cluster of houses and barns, then down a narrow lane in a landscape of green fields and hedgerows. The road narrowed. Finally, on the right, there was the castle. A plaque beside the entrance identified it as eleventh- century.
I looked around. There was only the castle and the land and the fields. The odometer read five kilometers. But no chambre d'hote.
I drove slowly up the lane toward the chateau, the gravel drive crunching like crusted snow. I stopped in the courtyard. A woman who was tending flowers in front of a cottage stood and walked over, smiling. I got out of the car and asked if she could direct me to the chambre d'hote.
"Ici, monsieur," she said, pointing to the castle. It was a small, moated jewel. A bit stunned, I nevertheless asked the price: $175 for a turret room, a bit less for a room on an upper floor.
Not outrageous for accommodation in a delightful medieval chateau, but it would be a budget-buster for us. I explained and thanked her and turned to leave. She called me back and said that there was the house of the marquis's mother.
Adjacent to the moat, the dower house was not so old and therefore not so dear at $78. In fact, it was an exquisite two-story, eighteenth-century country house. We took it.
The woman asked me what time we would like breakfast. I told her and asked where it would be served.
"Le chateau, bien sur," she replied.
Our room in the dower house was enormous, with a high domed ceiling. The rich antique furniture complemented the rose, ivory, and green interior, but hardly filled the room. The regal bed, with a headboard of pink satin, was covered with a cream-colored taffeta-like comforter. The view from the front window was all green lawn, towering broadleaf trees, and lush meadows beyond. The bathroom was family-size.
The next morning, we crossed the moat on the footbridge. My wife was wearing a skirt for the first time on this trip. And stockings. Our hostess from yesterday was waiting at the door, still smiling. She introduced herself. She was the Marquess de Landreville. She personally served us breakfast in the large dining room. We felt privileged indeed; we were the only guests. The tableware, golden cutlery, and gold and silver coffee and tea service had been in the marquis's family for centuries.
After breakfast, the marquess showed us around the chateau and told us something of its history. It had not escaped the violence of the wars that have regularly swept across northern France, from the Middle Ages through the Second World War. Portions of the chateau have been restored and rebuilt.
The next morning, as we packed the car, the marquis and marquess walked over. We talked about traveling, the attractions of northern France, and the joys and obligations of inheriting a small, historic chateau. They told us that they have few American guests and seemed pleased that we had found the chateau interesting.
We drove away, with spirits lifted. I marveled that only yesterday I had expended considerable energy fretting about a rental car. Those who travel with an open mind, a strong heart, and few obligations, will be rewarded.
Old clichés notwithstanding, the most memorable experiences are often the unplanned ones.
To book a room at the castle or dower house, write to the Chateau de Landreville, 08240 Bayonville/Buzancy, France. Or call 24.30.04.39. If you telephone, be prepared to speak French. The marquis and marques either do not speak English, or they were willing to tolerate their guest's imperfect French.
Since the breakup of the Soviet Union and the beginnings of democratization in the fragments, Russians and Americans have talked with considerable openness, indeed warmth. Russian President Boris Yeltsin has appealed to the United States for assistance and once announced that he wanted to replace the Russian legislature with a body similar to the American Congress. This coming together should come as no surprise, a Russian diplomat said, since the first Americans, after all, were Russian immigrants.
Well. That is stretching the historical record a bit, though the ancestors of today's Native Americans probably did cross the Bering Sea from Siberia to Alaska on ice or a land bridge. Course, there was no Russia then, or United States, or England, or any other nation state, but it makes a good post-cold war conversation opener.
California's modern Russian connection is not so tenuous. Tsar Paul I in 1799 granted a monopolistic charter for the Alaskan fur trade to the Russian-American Fur Company. Russians had been taking furs in Alaska since the mid-eighteenth century and established a permanent settlement on Kodiak Island in 1784.
The Russians had nothing but problems. Excessive hunting led to the virtual disappearance of the sea otter and other fur- bearing animals. The Aleut Indians, whom the Russians had brought from the Aleutian Islands for their hunting skills, were willing confederates, but other Native Americans, notably the Tlingits, were hostile. The most pressing problem for the Russians, however, was that they could not grow enough food to feed themselves.
Farms and herds were established farther south at today's Sitka in 1804, but they were no more successful there. The soil was poor, the climate cold and the growing season too short. Trade with American ships--furs for food--helped, but it was not the answer. A company official therefore was dispatched in 1806 to Spain's northern province of California. His immediate mission was to try to buy supplies, but he was also to investigate prospects for the fur trade.
Spanish authorities were not happy to receive Count Nikolai Petrovich Rezanov. Spain's hold on its frontier province was fragile, and it did not wish to assist another power that might threaten its claim. Besides, trade with the Russians was illegal.
Rezanov knew that he must succeed, or the colony at Sitka might starve. In the midst of the negotiations, which seemed doomed to failure, the count announced that he had fallen in love with Doña Concepción Argüello. It was no coincidence that she was the daughter of the commandant of the San Francisco presidio. The fifteen-year-old Doña Concepción, swept off her feet by the gallant count, who was thirty-five years her senior, pled his cause. The authorities of church and state, including her father, were won over, and Rezanov was furnished the goods he needed.
But the marriage had to wait. Doña Concepción, a Roman Catholic, must secure permission from Rome, and, for Rezanov's part, the tsar and the Eastern Orthodox authorities at St. Petersburg must consent to the marriage. Rezanov sailed for Sitka with his cargo of supplies, vowing to return to his betrothed as soon as possible.
Alas, he was never seen again in California. Rezanov died tragically en route to Russia. Doña Concepción learned of his death only after years of waiting. She never married.
Writers have made much of the star-crossed romance. In many accounts, Doña Concepción grieves her lost love; her life thereafter is desperate and empty. The evidence suggests a more commonplace affair. Rezanov might have intended to honor his vows, but his proposal probably was more a matter of expedience than love. Far from wasting away in later life, Doña Concepción, according to one historian, "became a stout and rather jolly woman who found much pleasure in acts of kindness and charity."
Giving up any hope of feeding themselves from their Alaskan farms, a force of twenty-five Russians and eighty Aleuts under the command of Ivan Kuskov in 1812 established a fortified settlement on the California coast north of Bodega Bay. Fort Ross would grow food for the Alaska settlements and conduct sea otter hunts along the California coast. It would also serve as a base for trade with the Californians.
Spanish officials protested this intrusion, but the Russians knew that the Spaniards did not have the military capability to dislodge them. They knew also that the Californians were starved for trade since Mexico and Spain were being ravaged in the early years of the nineteenth century by war and revolutionary upheavals. Californians might protest the Russian presence and condemn the illicit trade, but they would blink and trade nevertheless.
Fort Ross seemed promising. Scores of Aleut hunters in their kayaks took furs on the coast and in San Francisco Bay. Hundreds of local Indians were employed to lay out and work extensive farms and to tend herds of cattle and sheep. An incredible variety of goods, from household utensils and farm implements to furniture and clothing, were manufactured in the fort's shops and traded with Californians. The fort was visited by a number of notable scientists and explorers who studied the region and reported their findings
The promise soon faded. The northern California coast is known today for its fog during the growing season. The fort's wheat succumbed to rust, and its vegetables did not thrive in the moist air. The fort was built on a gently sloping bench that ended in a high bluff overlooking the sea; its port at Bodega Bay was eighteen miles away. The California authorities, still worried about the Russians, prevented their expansion by building missions at San Rafael and Sonoma and granting huge tracts of land east of the fort to Mexican citizens.
By the late 1830s, Russian-American Fur Company officials considered the future. Fort Ross had not proved the agricultural bonanza that its founders had predicted. The company indeed was forced to contract with the British Hudson's Bay Company to supply its Alaskan settlements. The sea otter had virtually disappeared from California coasts by the mid-1830s due to excessive hunting. Furthermore, company officials by the early 1840s were convinced that the westward-moving Americans eventually would overrun California.
Putting all this together, the company in 1841 sold the fort and its contents to John A. Sutter, the enterprising Swiss-Mexican who had built his own agricultural empire around New Helvetia, today's Sacramento. The Russians withdrew to Alaska and never returned.
The fort remained and can be visited today. Built of local redwood, the fort has been faithfully preserved and restored. The twin-domed chapel, built in the mid-1820s, was the first Russian Orthodox Church in North America outside Alaska. Russian- Americans still meet in ceremony annually at the church. Other company buildings line the perimeter of the compound, all surrounded by a stockade with two blockhouses that were supplied with cannon and muskets.
The region still echoes with reminders of the Russian presence. About six miles south of Fort Ross, the three branches of Russian Gulch join near the coast. Six miles farther, the Russian River reaches the sea. Moscow Road borders the river. The town of Sebastopol is about fifteen miles inland from Bodega Bay. The “Stewards of Slavianka,” a volunteer organization, provides services to visitors in the state parks of the Russian River area.
The most striking “Russian” structure in the region was built in 1972. On the coast north of Fort Ross, the architecture of St. Orres, a bed and breakfast inn, was inspired by Russian nineteenth-century country style. Two turrets, topped by onion-shaped, copper-plated domes, frame the building. The smaller of the two houses a spiral staircase while the larger serves as a pretty dining room with a soaring ceiling of glass and magnificent old redwood beams. Breakfast there is a delight to all the senses. In fact, hundred-year-old timbers that were salvaged from an old mill were used throughout the structure by Hugo Black, the builder. The unpainted wood on the front of the inn gleams like burnished gold in the late evening sun. The sight would warm the heart of even a discouraged Fort Ross official.
To reach California's "Russian Region," drive north from the San Francisco Bay area on Highway 101. Nine miles north of Petaluma, turn west on Highway 116, and drive through Sebastopol and alongside the Russian River. At the coast, turn north about twelve miles to reach Fort Ross, now a unit in the California State Park System.
The coast is popular with visitors, and accommodation is not hard to find. St. Orres is just beyond Gualala, which is twenty-eight miles north of Fort Ross on Highway 1. Prices range from $60 for a delightful bed-and-breakfast room for two in the inn to $180 for a luxurious cottage. Call (707) 884-3303 or (707) 884-3303. For dinner reservations--required--call (707) 884-3335 or (707) 884-3335.
Historic Gualala Hotel, built in 1903 when the town was a lumbering center, has rooms at $44-55 and serves hearty family-style meals in its dining room. Dinner reservations are recommended. Telephone (707) 884-3441 or (707) 884-3441. Rooms at the rustic Sea Ranch Lodge, eight miles south of Gualala, are $125-180, with additional mid-week package rates, some that include use of the lodge's excellent golf course. Restaurant reservations are highly recommended. (800) 842-3270 or (800) 842-3270.
For information about the immediate area, contact Gateway to the North, P.O. Box 999, Gualala, California 95445, telephone (707) 884-3377 or (707) 884-3377, and Russian River Region, Inc., P.O. Box 225-B, Guerneville, California 95446, telephone (707) 869-9212 or (707) 869-9212.
In Europe, where one visits castles, churches and pubs that date from the fifteenth, fourteenth, thirteenth centuries and before, the eighteenth century can almost be referred to as “recent”. But in the United States, the eighteenth century is ancient history. There are few places in the country where one can see impressive living remnants of the nation’s European origins. That makes Charleston and Savannah the more notable.
Carolina, later split into North Carolina and South Carolina, was granted by a grateful King Charles II in 1663 to eight supporters of his recent accession to the throne. Spanish claims to the area, which were stronger than those of England, were ignored. The grantees could use the land as they wished, including the establishment of an aristocracy as long as they created no titles that were in use in England.
This American nobility was to include landgrave (German) and cassique, from cacique, the title of Indian chieftains in Latin America. The American titled aristocracy was short-lived, though there is still an association of descendents of landgraves and cassiques in South Carolina today.
The first settlement in the new colony was founded in 1670 at the mouth of the Ashley River. The walled enclave was named Charles Town in honor of the King, later changed to Charleston. The port flourished by the export of low country rice and indigo and the importation of goods from England. Black slaves, principally living on small rice plantations, soon outnumbered whites in the colony. By the mid-eighteenth century, Charleston was a sophisticated, cosmopolitan, commercial center which enjoyed frequent balls, concerts, and plays attended by members of the planter and shipper aristocrats in their fine carriages.
By the mid-twentieth century, most of the structures from Charleston’s golden era remained, but little of its luster. Like other American cities, its core was decayed and neglected. Happily, Charleston had not been so prosperous in the early twentieth century to warrant tearing down the old buildings in favor of modern utilitarian structures. That changed after WWII when economic expansion created new opportunities. It is fortunate that Charlestonians recognized that they were in danger of losing their heritage and saved the old town from the dubious benefits of “redevelopment”.
A visit to Charleston is a step back into the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The Visitor Center is a good place to start. One can book a bus tour, a tour by horse-drawn open carriage, or pick up a pamphlet that describes a walking tour. Opt for the slow-paced carriage ride, during which the young driver gives a good overview of the sights. Follow this up with a stroll, using the walking-tour map.
The structure that most characterizes old town is the unique Charleston Single House. Town lots in the original walled settlement were narrow and long, requiring the house to be, well, narrow and long.
The Single House is one room wide with a porch running the length of the house. The porch, which faces either south or west to catch the prevailing breeze, has a door on the street side. This gives some privacy to residents on the porch. The Single House style can be found in all sorts of residences, from four-story mansions with handsome gardens to simple one-level houses. For the best examples of Single Houses, stroll Tradd and Church Streets.
At the tip of the peninsula, walk in the parklike Battery and on the promenade along the shore. There is a good view of Fort Sumpter from here. On The Battery and adjoining East Bay Street, notice the restored houses and gardens of the rich eighteenth and nineteenth century planters and shippers. Most of the houses are private residences. Take time to read the plaques on the walls of historic houses that tell their stories. There are also descriptions in the walking tour pamphlets. The walking tour is highly recommended. Set aside a good half day, and walk leisurely.
Plan to go into one or two historic houses. Some were restored and are maintained by Historic Charleston Foundation, founded in 1947 to rescue important structures. Others are private, but open to the public. We toured the Nathaniel Russell House, a “mansion-house” set in beautiful gardens. Furnished with antiques of the period, the most notable feature of the house is the unsupported free-standing staircase.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/57893 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!