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SPRING GETAWAYS
Don’t let confusing weather stop you from
enjoying March break with your kids, T4

COLOMBIA—I’m holding coca leaves in
each hand, between my thumb and first
two fingers. As instructed, I give thanks to
Mother Earth and attempt to toss the
leaves into the sacred lake (though they
blow back and hit me in the face).

Standing here, in the jungles of Colom-
bia’s Sierra Nevada, it’s hard to believe
this slice of paradise was, until quite re-
cently, one of the most brutally violent
regions in the world — thanks in part to
those coca leaves.

The Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta is the
highest coastal mountain range in the
world, jutting straight out of the Caribbe-
an Sea. The land is still inhabited by sev-
eral indigenous tribes, though many of its
current residents, such as Juan Sebastian
Correa, fled to Bogota during the civil
war. Correa, who is now 28, returned to
Sierra Nevada five years ago and now
runs an eco-tourism company, Sierra Ne-

vada Mágica, showing travellers like me
his culture’s traditions.

For Correa, the coca leaf is revered, not
reviled. “The coca leaf is a plant that is
very sacred in South America,” he says. “It
is a symbol of the Mother Earth and the
symbol of female energy in nature.”

In the Kogi tribe, for example, men
chew coca leaves to get in touch with their
feminine energy.

Most other people use coca leaves in
their synthesized form: cocaine. And
probably not to get in touch with their
feminine energy.

Colombia is often associated with the
three Cs: coffee, cocaine and civil war. (Or
maybe four: cartels.) The country has a
long-running history of internal conflict
involving guerrilla and paramilitary
groups with various acronyms like FARC,
ELN and AUC. And it’s still the top pro-
ducer of cocaine in the world.

Postcard-perfect Cartagena boasts tiled roofs, medieval cobblestone streets and restored 300-year-old colonial buildings in shades of ochre and dusty rose.
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Colombia’s
changing face
of tourism
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Long associated with war and drugs, country
becoming top hub for intrepid travellers COLOMBIA continued on T7

“The coca leaf is
a plant that is
very sacred in
South America.
It is a symbol
of the Mother
Earth and the
symbol of
female energy
in nature.”
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ECO-TOURISM
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Wanted: 25 intrepid travellers for Cana-
da’s most unique vacation.

The youth of Kitchenuhmaykoosib In-
ninuwug First Nation (KI) are once again
inviting people to experience life for a
week on their remote, fly-in reserve in
northwestern Ontario. 

“When people travel, they don’t just
want to see new things, they want to be
new themselves,” says trip co-ordinator
Andrée Cazabon, a Toronto filmmaker

with Productions Cazabon.
“They want to transform themselves

through a trip. This is a life-changing trip
— and it’s also a lot of fun.”

On the Reconciliation Trip itinerary:
Truth-telling, active listening, bridge
building (figuratively speaking), creating
transformative relationships, fishing,
swimming, games, community infra-
structure visits, laughing.

You’ll examine deep social issues, chal-
lenge stereotypes and racist attitudes,
and explore reconciliation which, in a

Canadian context, “is about truth telling
and about understanding our collective
history together.”

“Reconciliation is about righting the
wrongs of the past that were done by
Canada to indigenous people and creat-
ing a positive relationship together,” Ca-
zabon explains. 

“It’s also about understanding treaties
and how we agreed to live in mutual 
respect.”

One-of-a-kind vacation a life-changing trip

Camille-Sophie, left, (here at age 12) has been coming to 
KI First Nation every year since the age of 7 with her mom,
trip co-ordinator Andrée Cazabon.

PRODUCTIONS CAZABON

Remote Ontario reserve invites a group of Canadians to be immersed in oft-overlooked culture
JENNIFER BAIN 
TRAVEL EDITOR

FIRST NATION continued on T6

EXCLUSIVE FREE TOURS for Hola Sun passengers when booking a package to Varadero, Cayo Coco, Holguin, Havana, Santiago de Cuba or Camaguey.

FANTASTIC CUBA VACATION SALE!

Contact your travel agent for details. Prices are in CAD, per person, based on double occupancy and subject to change without notice. Space is subject to availability at time of booking. Rates based on lowest category
offered. All departures are from Toronto on Cubana Airlines. Refer to our current brochure for full terms and conditions. Hola Sun Holidays • 146 West Beaver Creek Road, Unit 8, Richmond Hill, L4B 1C2. Ont Reg. 4062527

www.holasunholidays.ca

Varadero ALL INCLUSIVE
Bellevue Palma Real ★★★+
March 26 • 7 nights

$598FREE TOUR

SAVE $370

+$210 taxes & fees

$798SAVE $400

+$210 taxes & fees

Cayo Santa Maria ALL INCLUSIVE
Melia Las Dunas ★★★★+
March 26 • 7 nights

Cayo Largo ALL INCLUSIVE
Olé Playa Blanca ★★★★
March 26 • 7 nights

$588SAVE $400

+$210 taxes & fees
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But after an aggressive anti-guerril-
la crackdown that started in 2002,
led by then-president Alvaro Uribe,
Colombia is a lot safer these days —
and it’s becoming the hottest tourist
destination in South America.

Indeed, Toronto-based adventure
travel company G Adventures is ex-
periencing 678-per-cent growth in
Colombia, and has responded by in-
creasing the number of its tours in
the country by 475 per cent (with
nine new trips, for a total of 13 itiner-
aries).

Perhaps it’s because the Ministry of
Commerce, Industry and Tourism
has been heavily promoting Colom-
bia’s “magic realism” abroad, or may-
be it’s the popularity of shows such as
Netflix’s Narcos. Or perhaps the
word is finally getting out: Colombia
is (relatively) safe and ready to prove
it is more than coffee and cocaine.

Colombia is, in fact, one of the most
bio-diverse countries on the planet,
from its two coastlines (the Caribbe-
an and the Pacific) to the lush Ama-
zon basin and snow-capped peaks of
the Andes and Sierra Nevada moun-
tain ranges.

You don’t have to be an avid bird-
watcher to appreciate Colombia is
home to one-fifth of all bird species
on Earth. There are jaguars, anacon-
das, giant anteaters, spider monkeys,
three-toed sloths, the world’s largest
rodent capybara (at around 48 centi-
metres in height) and the rare pink-
hued Amazon river dolphin.

And Colombia boasts some of the

largest intact coral reefs in the Amer-
icas. There are 55 national parks
here, as well as a number of private
parks — though some are still unsafe,
due to guerrilla or drug activity
(check before going).

For outdoor adventurers, it’s para-
dise: kitesurfing along the Caribbean
coast, paragliding in Bucaramanga,
diving off Islas de San Bernardo,
Class IV and V white-water rafting in
San Gil, and world-class trekking in
the mountains (including the chal-
lenging five-day trek to Ciudad Per-
dida, the Lost City, to see the ruins of
the Tayrona civilization).

The Pacific coast, with its black-
sand beaches, was once off-limits to
tourists, thanks to La Violencia, the
period of civil war from 1948 to 1958.

Now it’s opening up, with beach
towns, surf spots and whale watch-
ing, and the opportunity to dive with
hundreds of hammerhead sharks (if
that’s your thing).

Colombia is also the birthplace of
literary Nobel laureate Gabriel Gar-
cia Marquez, whose novels evoke Co-
lombia’s magic realism, and a bastion
of salsa music — you can dance the
night away in clubs all over the coun-
try, though Cali and Barranquilla are
salsa hot spots. Then there’s Cartage-
na, considered the most beautiful co-
lonial city in South America, and the
lush coffee plantations around Me-
dellin, the “City of Eternal Spring.”

Whether zipping through the
streets of Bogota in a cab with Pit-
bull’s El Taxi at top volume, or swim-
ming in a sacred lake in the jungles of
Sierra Nevada, it’s hard not to feel
like you’re in a Marquez novel —
where something magical can hap-
pen at any moment. And you realize
there’s a whole lot more to Colombia
than the three Cs.
Vawn Himmelsbach’s trip was spon-
sored by G Adventures, which didn’t
review or approve this story.

How to get there
Avianca (avianca.com) offers
daily flights from Toronto to
Bogota, via San Salvador. Air
Canada (aircanada.com) has
direct and indirect options to
Bogota. Avianca also has an
extensive network of domestic
flights to 23 cities in Colombia.
When to go
Colombia lies near the equator,
so the weather is fairly consistent
year-round (hot and humid on
the Caribbean coast, damp and
cool in high-altitude Bogota).
That means you can travel year-
round, though the busiest sea-
sons are Semana Santa (Holy
Week, March 20-27 this year),
December and January. Several
tour operators offer trips
throughout the year.
Safety
While some people envision
being kidnapped by guerrillas and
held for ransom in the jungle,
these days Colombia is a safer
bet than some of its neighbours.
That being said, there are dodgy
areas best avoided: deep in the
Amazon, near the Darien Gap
and along the Venezuelan border
(basically, anywhere that drugs
are crossing borders). The biggest
threat to most travellers is petty
theft.
Zika virus
The Public Health Agency of
Canada (travel.gc.ca) has issued
a travel health notice for the Zika
virus infection in the Americas.
Pregnant women and those con-
sidering becoming pregnant
should discuss travel plans with
their health care provider.
FARC facts
Do you have to worry about
FARC? The Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia is a Marxist-
Leninist rebel group that opposes
multinational corporations and
the U.S. influence in Colombia.
Though it claims to represent the
rural poor, it’s funded primarily
through illicit drugs and ransom
kidnappings. Membership has
rapidly declined since the crack-
down in 2002, but FARC still
exists in remote pockets of the
country — areas most travellers
avoid.
Take a tour
G Adventures (gadventures.com)
offers 13 tours that visit Colombia,
ranging from $799 for a seven-
day trip to $19,999 for a 38-day
cruise that travels of the west
coast of South America.

> WHEN YOU GO

For outdoor adventurers, Colombia is paradise
COLOMBIA from T1

About 50 kilometres from Cartagena is Volcan de Lodo El Totumo.
Its crater is filled with mud acclaimed for its therapeutic properties. 

VAWN HIMMELSBACH PHOTOS

Worried about your security? 
These days, Colombia is a safer bet
than some of its neighbours.

Colombia is one of the most
bio-diverse countries on the
planet, from its two coastlines
to the Amazon basin and
snow-capped peaks of the
Andes mountain range

+$436 taxes (ATH)

$339

CasaMarina
Reef ResortHHHplus
Puerto Plata, D.R.
Mar. 21, 2016
7Nights
All Inclusive

+$380 taxes (SWG)

$395

Hotel Colonial
CayoCocoHHHplus
Cayo Coco, Cuba
Mar. 17, 24, 2016
7Nights
All Inclusive

+$425 taxes (SWG)

$595

RiuPalace Paradise
IslandHHHHH
Nassau, Bahamas
Mar. 20, 2016
4Nights
All Inclusive

Toronto departures. Applicable for new bookings only. March Inventory Clearout sale is a limited time sale. Travel FX card is applicable on new bookings only made fromMarch 5th, 2016 to March 28th, 2016. Must travel betweenMarch 5,
2016 and October 31, 2016 (inclusive).Minimum purchase $795 (before taxes) per person based on double occupancy. Receive a Travel FX Mastercard with the equivalent of $80 Canadian credit in either Pesos, US Dollars, Pounds or Euros.
Maximum 1 (one) card per booking regardless of total purchase amount. Minimum purchase $595 (before taxes) per person based on double occupancy. Receive a Travel FX Mastercard with the equivalent of $40 Canadian credit in either
Pesos, US Dollars, Pounds or Euros.Maximum 1 (one) card per booking regardless of total purchase amount. Not applicable to children rates. Group bookings do not qualify. This promotionmay endwithout notice. Bookingmust be paid in
full in order to receive the Travel FXMastercard. Not applicable toflight only purchases. Uponfinal payment, lead passenger will receive an email with instructions on how to activate and receive their card. The applicable promotional code
will be valid for 1 (one) transaction/redemption. Please allow a minimum of 10 business days for the delivery of the card from the time you activate your card. Please note that you will be required to answer standard identity verification
questions to activate your card. For full terms and conditions visit SellOffVacations.com or call 1-877-SellOff (735-5633). All above prices are per person based on double occupancy for 7 nights on all-inclusive vacations (unless otherwise
specified).All transportation taxes and related fees must be prepaid. Local taxes payable at the destination are extra (if applicable). Promotions are subject to change and can be withdrawn at any time without prior notice. Inflight service
varies according to flight times. While all reasonable efforts are taken to ensure the accuracy of the information in the ad, SellOffVacations.com accepts no responsibility for actions, errors and omissions arising from the reader’s use of
this information howsoever caused. SellOffVacations.com, a division of Sunwing Vacations Inc., 27 Fasken Drive, Toronto, Ontario CanadaM9W 1K6. TICO Reg. # 4276176 British Columbia license #39606 Quebec Permit # 702928

Hotel DanielaHHH
Rome, Italy
May. 12, 2016
7Nights
Flight + Hotel + Breakfast

+$571 taxes (ATH)

$889*Exclusive bonus
$80 Travel FX card

EuropeSale
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Speak toatravelexpert today! 1877SellOff
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I ’m still promoting the Med this week! This is a 14 night pack-
age aboard the gorgeous, brand new, 2600 passenger ms

Koningsdam departing on April 12. You’ll fly roundtrip Toron-
to, have 2 nights in a 4 star hotel in Rome before boarding the
ship for 12 nights cruising in a desirable balcony stateroom to
Olympia, Athens, Istanbul (overnight), Ephesus, Rhodes, Crete
and Pompeii. The price is only $2899 CAD pp also including an
onboard credit and all taxes. You can extend this cruise by an-
other 12 nights with Sicily, Sardinia, Gibraltar, Seville, Malaga,
Cartagena and an overnight in Barcelona. The 26 night package
(balcony, air, OBC and taxes) is only $4599 CAD pp. Or, just

take the 12 night second half of the cruise (which means you’ll
fly on April 24), and this 14 night pack-
age is also a deal (with the similar in-
clusions) for only $2999 CAD pp.

Transatlantics, the Med and Northern
Europe/Baltic are where the bargains are
this spring and summer (around $1000
per person less than last year), and with
these prices in Canadian dollars makes
now the time to take advantage!

Dave
Frinton
Co-Founder
& President
CruisePlus

Big Agency Deals…Small Agency Feel

1-800-854-9664
cruiseplus.ca.ca

New bookings only. Fares are per person in the currency noted, based on double occupancy, are capacity controlled, subject to availability at
the time of booking and may be withdrawn without notice. Optional supplier charges may apply and are not included. Amenities, if offered,

are based on double occupancy. Ships’ registry: Netherlands. CruisePlus Management Ltd. Consumer Protection BC License #: 3325-0.

VEGAS, SAN DIEGO & COASTAL

9 nts - ms Westerdam - April 26, 2016
– Balcony stateroom – 3 night cruise
– 3 nights Vegas, 3 nights San Diego

(4 Star Hotels)
– Roundtrip Toronto air & air from

Vegas - San Diego
– All taxes & more $

1899 CAD*

HAWAII

19 nts - ms Zaandam - April 26, 2016
– Ocean-view stateroom
– 1 night in Vancouver
– Roundtrip Toronto air
– All taxes & more
ASK ABOUT OTHER
SPRING/FALL SAILINGS!

CANADA/NEW ENGLAND

14 nights - ms Veendam
April 23, 2016

– Ocean-view stateroom
– 1 night in Fort Lauderdale
– Roundtrip Toronto air
– All taxes & more

$

2299 CAD*

DAVE’S CruISE DESTINATIONS

MEDITErrANEAN

$

3549

CAD*

PANAMA CANAL

20 nts - ms Maasdam - May 2, 2016
– Desirable ocean-view stateroom
– One night in Fort Lauderdale

(4 star hotel)
– Roundtrip Toronto air
– All taxes, onboard credit & more
ASK ABOUT OTHER
SPRING/FALL SAILINGS!

$

3699

CAD*


