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We’re nuts about our
new pear crumble
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Spoii 'you':rs"e'lvés
this weekend!

It’s a cup-cake!
~ Pear and forest
- fruit crumble

Bridezillacake,
- from Bake X
winner John Whait




JEQTemple tuk tuk- ’hnwara
the elephants’; sea
i Mgews- at Chena Hqts

iscaping to a luxurious beachside game reserve after the
hustle and bustle of Colombo, Rachel McCormack discovers
this Asian island is a beautltul mix of colours and cultures

I here are more than
{00,000 tulk-tuks in
Colombo, and every
single one of them
seems to have a horn.,
Fhe one 'm travelling
e is pristine white, ;
and my detver Sean s taking me on
amorning tane oF the ey
Until recently, most visitars just (lew
inand out of Colambo to avoid perting
Caughi i the ciey's notarious cealfic
ialns, and e ull'll"., there was nowhere
decent to stay, Now, with the 2¢-vear
civil war belitod them, o network of slick
new roads and a hand il of grear horels
to Cl‘ln()_‘." Itulll{ LOUEISES are w.lLlll_:*_

cosmopolitan Asian city with a laid-back
island atmosphere that's well worth
spending some time in.

1y base is Residence by Uga Fsc -apes

( ar-old grand ¢ olonial tow n]‘mu«.o
rurnul luxurious boutique hotel, with
avery good gourmet restaurant and
bar. With jusl' 1t bedrooms (cach with
its own enclosed
terrace), the place
feels intimate and
residential. There’s
alsoa lovely central
swimming pool,
ll‘.||l'|' gardens

‘Colombo

is a vibrant
city with a
laid-back
atmosphere’

and a communal

&

courtyard - the ideal spot for a late- -night
Martini - making it an of calm in
the centre of town. Hidden behind leafy
Park Street, just beside the Gangaram:
Buddhist shrine, it is also one of the
few pla Colombo where it is
impossible to hear a tuk-tuk horn!

From the mome g

haven’t taken t}l‘i in the
Ul\, au(l I have to explain that it’s too
for them. But here, where anything
more than a five-minute u..ilk would
) hl» lead to ({IHJI)& om he:




Our first stop is
St Anthony’s shrine
in Kochchikade, It's
a Tuesday, which is
St Anthony's Day, so
the church and the shrine
are full of worshippers lighting
candles and asking the saint for help. So
many candles are lic that someone from
the church is there to extinguish and
remove them as soon as the supplicant has
gone. On the annual 5t Anthony's Feast
Day, the whole of Kochehikade joins the
procession and celebrations, whatever
their religion, After humping into one of
Sean’s neighbours, who has come to pray
at the shrine, he tells me that the man
has his own shrine to Lord Buddha in his
home, and is probably hedging his bets,

Back at the hotel, 1 get chatting to
German executive chef THolger Joost,
who tells me this is one of the reasons he
loves Sri Lanka so much, ‘Lveryone here
is very religious but also very tolerant of
other religions, There is a multiculeural
mix of people, from descendants of
furopean settlers and Indians to people
who have always been here, The war
ended in 2009, and the people juse want
to get on and take the country forward.'

Local producers

The hotel’s gastronomic restaurant, Rare,
serves modern international food with
Sri Lankan spices and is a favourite

with the Colombo cool crowd. Almast
all the ingredients are Sri Lankan; there
are now local producers of Brie and
mozzarella, and the vegetables are grown
on a family farm, Joost's dishes remain
faithful to the Sri Lankan style of
spicing, where balance and nuance are
key and every flavour can be tasted. |
love my dinner of octopus with carrot
purée and the country'’s famed black
pork with a couscous-like prain from a
local lotus flower root.,

Aside from the mosques, giane Buddha
statues and Hindu temples, where live
cows jostle for space with carved lions,
Colombo’s various settlers have also
lefr their mark on the city archicecrurally.
[ join a group of British and Malaysians
on a tour around the city’s old colonial
centre, led by Marks Forbes, 2 man whose
family has been in Sri Lanka for more
than 200 years. We meet ac the old Dutch
hospital, now filled with interesting
restaurants — try the Ministry of Crab
and shops selling Sri Lankan crafts, While
we sit at Harpo's cafe watching the world
go by, Mark tells us the story of the 1996

with carrot purée; the
courtyard in the old
Dutch hospital

central bank bombing,
which killed 91 peaple,
and left most of the
buildings either destroyed
or later abandoned. Since 200q9,
the 5ri Lankan Government has
made it the duty of the armed forces
to restore the area, which is being slowly,
painstakingly done. Mark explains that
when he firse started doing these tours,
no-one could understand why any
foreigners would want to see this part
of town, but now locals take great
pride in his visits with groups.

Game watchin

The next morning, 1 leave Colombo
with a driver and we make the four-hour
journey south to Chena Huts in the
Yala National Park, the newest addition

‘As someone to the Ugagroup
and one of the

who kRnows il

. oveliest places
little of ta stay in the area. i : Pl
nature, I'm  Bigon low-impact Explare the beautiful
enchanted’  luxury, each ofits landscapesiin Yala
EEEEmmmmmmSs (3 gorgeous huts b National Park

Chena Hill's boutique- §
like cabins even have
bathrooms with a view!




Spot leopards at
Yala National Park

Game watching
on safari in Yala
National Park

Chena Huts sits on both

the beach and the edge

of a game reserve
R

boasts four-poster beds, free-standing
tubs and private decks with plunge
pools overlooking cither the beach
or a watering hole.

While Chena Huts may look like
a luxurious Maldivian resort, you don't
come here to sit on the beach —and
the sea’s unpredictable undercurrents
mean you can’t swim. It's also right
on the edge of a game-filled national
park, so like on an African safari,
you can’t wander off the property
unaccompanied. But what you do come
for is a sense of genuinely unspoilt
wilderness that you can dip in and out
of from the comfort of your rather
extraordinary accommodation.

The hotel runs small-group excursions
to the National Park in sturdy 4x4s twice
daily, and it is well worth going to both.
As someone who knows little about
nature, I'm completely enchanted. Our
knowledgeable guides show us how to
look for tracks, spot lcopards (I'm thrilled
to see two walking

‘A guest REWLHEE
away from us and one

can?e back lying in the early

to find her morning sun in the

pool full of  distance), how to tell

monkeys’ the difference between

[ i ] wild and domestic

A master bedroom
overlooking the
pool in Chena Huts

buffalo, and the names of the myriad
different kinds of birds. The lovely,
accommodating staff are also happy

to take you on individual walks and
excursions outside the scheduled times.
I'm particularly thrilled by a bushwalk to
awatering hole where I see a crocodile
from a distance. T also get to visit a local
fishing village. Just 10 minutes from
Chena Huts, it feels shockingly primitive
in contrast, but I'm given a warm welcome
and get an insight into the nomadic
existence of the fishing communitics.

Gourmet dining

Food here is every bit as good as in
Colombao, and the menu offers Asian-
fusion food mixed with international
favourites and made with the best

Sri Lankan ingredients, There’s even

a wood-fired pizza oven. I love a cold
gazpacho-style soup and have never
enjoyed pizza so much as I do from
the terrace of the restaurant, warching
a family of wild boar thunder past on
the beach. Room service is forbidden,
as the smell of food might attract wild
boar, the accasional inquisitive elephant
or monkeys — a guest once came back
from a safari to find her plunge pool
full of them! The kitchen is virtually
hermetically sealed and encased in
steel to ensure that no smells get

out, and no animals get in.

Chatting to other guests, who have
also come to Sri Lanka for the first
time, we all agree on how extraordinary
the contrasts in landscape are within
such short distances, how safc we have
felt exploring it, and how much we
have enjoyed the food. I would go back
tomorrow for another tuk-tuk tour
of Colombo and a Sri Lankan Margarita,
enjoyed beachside. +

can tailor-makea five-night
holidayito StiiLankal from
£3,000, Including two nights
at the Uga Residence in
Colombos; three nights on
‘an all-inclusive basis at

'Chena Huts, plus international
flights, gu(ded transfers
and exclusive Experience
Travel Group signature |
tours throughout.
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