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Paul Norton
Managing Director, Harrods Aviation

Foreword

Welcome to the latest edition of Halcyon magazine.
Designed with our clients and friends in mind, the 

publication brings an insightful approach to lifestyle 
and culture.
This issue we discover a new luxury hotel in Oman 

and travel to the Gascony region of France to 
sample its famous food and drink. We also meet the 
musical instrument makers of Istanbul, crafting their 
wares in ways that have barely changed in centuries, 
in addition to trying out some of the world’s 
greatest drives and finding out why leading auction 
houses are turning increasingly to forensics to back 
up their research.
I hope you enjoy the magazine and I hope to see 

you at one of our FBOs soon.     

mailto:mailto:sales@harrodsaviation.com
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Classic cars

It began as a brief article in a specialist car magazine, considering why some 
vehicles are given nicknames while others never receive such an accolade.

Those initial musings have now grown into a larger project for illustrator Helge 
Jepsen and writer Michael Köckritz.

The pair have researched the nicknames of 99 classic and race cars and have 
produced a charmingly illustrated and comprehensive guide to the backstory of 
these famous motors and why they earned their names. 

Making an appearance on the list are the Citroën DS ‘Goddess’, so called 
because of its shapely lines, the ‘Pink Panther’ Land Rover – named from the ‘sand 
pink’ shade in which it was painted for desert patrols – and the Mercedes 300 SL 
‘Gull Wing’, with its iconic, upwards-opening doors.
99 Nicknamed Classic Cars is published by teNeues, books-teneues.com

Illustrations celebrate 99 nicknamed motors

A circus troupe comes to 
New York in the 1950s (left); 
a scene amid the lights of 
42nd Street in 1983 (below)

Photography

Marvin Newman is a pioneer of colour photography. A native 
New Yorker, born in the Bronx, he set about chronicling his 
home city in the 1950s, capturing its people, landmarks and 
energy in a medium that, at the time, was still relatively rare.

He also shot sports photography commissions for magazines 
such as Life, Look and Sports Illustrated.

Newman’s work has been known to specialist collectors for 
years, but first came to wider attention through his first book 
New York: Portrait of a City. Now a second book of the 89-year-
old photographer’s work has been published, including 170 
images from the 1940s-1980s.

The volume includes memorable scenes from across New 
York, as well as examples of his sports photography and 
images from the Midwest, Chicago and Alaska, among others. 

Newman’s vivid, original tableaux offer fresh perspectives 
on familiar New York landmarks but, above all, they bring 
a distinctive sense for life in the city and for the drama, 
extremities and complexities that existed within it. 
City of Lights: The Undiscovered New York Photographer Marvin E 
Newman is published by Taschen, taschen.com

Veteran lensman shares 
scenes of New York life

http://books-teneues.com/
http://taschen.com/
http://lg.com/uk/lgoled
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Exhibitions

Tate Modern’s major exhibition of the moment focuses 
on the work of Swiss artist Alberto Giacometti.

Equally as adept as a sculptor, painter and draughtsman, 
Giacometti’s distinctive elongated figures are some of 
the most instantly recognisable works of modern art. 
The Tate’s major retrospective, the first in the UK for 20 
years, seeks to cement Giacometti’s place as one of the 
great painter-sculptors of the 20th-century, alongside the 
likes of Matisse, Picasso and Degas. 

Through its wide access to the collection and archive 
of the Fondation Alberto et Annette Giacometti in Paris, 
Tate Modern’s ambitious and wide-ranging displays bring 
together more than 250 works. 

Included are rarely seen plasters and drawings which 
have never been exhibited before and which demonstrate 
the full evolution of Giacometti’s career across five 
decades, from early works such as Head of a Woman 
(1926) to iconic bronze sculptures such as Walking Man I 
from 1960.
Giacometti is at Tate Modern until 10 September.

Giacometti takes a 
bow at Tate Modern

Giacometti with a selection 
of his signature works (left)

There is a lot of red in the British Library’s exhibition to mark 
the 100th anniversary of the Russian Revolution.

The colour provides a dramatic backdrop, made more 
striking by a running theme of slogans from the time – 
displayed in the style of Soviet-era posters.

Using the library’s extensive collection as a basis, Russian 
Revolution: Hope, Tragedy, Myths tells the story of Russia’s 
dramatic upheaval from the final years of Tsarist rule until the 
consolidation of communist power in the 1920s.

It also explores both the lives of the major characters in 
the drama, Nicholas II, Rasputin, Lenin and Trotsky, and the 
experience of ordinary people trying to survive conflict and 
economic collapse.

Some of the items on display have rarely, if ever, been seen 
in public before. These include an extensive collection of 
Bolshevik and anti-Bolshevik propaganda, as well as a letter 
written by Lenin in April 1902, applying to become a reader 
at the British Museum Library, now part of the British Library. 
The letter is signed with his pseudonym, Jacob Richter, a name 
he was using to evade the Tsarist secret police.

Katya Rogatchevskaia, lead 
curator of Russian Revolution: 
Hope, Tragedy, Myths, says: ‘It 
is impossible to understand 
the world today without an 
understanding of the Russian 
Revolution and we will be 
taking visitors on a journey to 
explore how the events of the 
revolution changed the world.’
Russian Revolution: Hope, Tragedy, 
Myths is at the British Library until 
29 August.

British Library show marks the  
Russian Revolution’s centenary

Exhibitions
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Exhibitions

The 18th-century Venetian painter 
Canaletto is perhaps best known for his 
highly detailed views of his home city. 

For years, art historians and 
researchers believed that he must have 
used a camera obscura to help him 
capture such intricacy, but now infrared 
photography of the artist’s drawings has 
cast that theory into doubt. 

The discoveries were made during 
research for the Royal Collection 
Trust’s exhibition Canaletto & the Art of 

Venice, on show at The Queen’s Gallery, 
Buckingham Palace until 12 November.

Royal Collection Trust conservators 
used a special camera to pass infrared 
rays through the surface of Canaletto’s 
pen-and-ink drawings. 

Their photographs of six drawings of 
the Grand Canal revealed Canaletto’s 
extensive use of pencil under-drawing.  

Technology reveals secrets of Canaletto’s 
technique prior to Royal Collection show

They show how the artist set out the 
details of buildings with meticulous 
accuracy, plotting in the chimneys, 
façades and windows. Using a ruler, he 
extended the lines of the architecture 
into the water to serve as reflections of 

the buildings.  With the pencil lines as a 
guide, he then drew in details, such as 
clouds and ripples on water, in pen and 
ink, to add spontaneity to his work.  

The infrared photography showed that 
Canaletto was not tracing the outlines 
of  buildings in the open air, but was 
carefully planning the scene with pencil 
and ruler in his studio.

The images also show he was prepared 
to manipulate scenes for his artistic 
ends, moving architectural features and 
even entire buildings to create more 
balanced compositions. 

For example, the photograph of the 
drawing The Piazzetta looking towards 

Santa Maria della Salute shows that 
Canaletto initially drew in pencil the 
two columns at the entrance to the 
Piazzetta. He clearly changed his mind 
while he was working and omitted one 

In 1762 the young monarch George III 
purchased many of  Canaletto’s works 

This page: Canaletto’s  
The Bacino di San Marco  
on Ascension Day (right);  
fellow artist Rosalba 
Carriera’s Winter (below)

column from the completed pen-and-ink 
composition. In the final painting, which 
can be compared to the preparatory 
drawing included in the exhibition, the 
column reappears.

Exhibition co-curator Rosie Razzall 
says: ‘Only occasionally are the pencil 
lines in Canaletto’s drawings visible to 
the naked eye. Although we knew that 
he made preparatory markings on paper, 
our discovery of the extent to which 
he used underdrawing to plan out his 
compositions was entirely unexpected 
and very exciting. The infrared imaging 
shows meticulous, mechanical ruled 
lines, which Canaletto would have 
intended to cover with the more 
spontaneous draughtsmanship usually 
associated with his work.  The imaging 
shows categorically that these sheets 
were not made with a camera obscura.’ 

In 1762 the young monarch George III 
purchased a large number of Canaletto’s 
works, including 142 drawings, which 
remains the largest single body of 
graphic material by the artist, and over a 
third of his surviving drawings. 

The exhibition Canaletto & the Art of 

Venice presents the work of the city’s 
most famous view-painter alongside 
that of his contemporaries, including 
Sebastiano and Marco Ricci, Rosalba 
Carriera, Francesco Zuccarelli, Giovanni 
Battista Piazzetta and Pietro Longhi.  

The exhibition explores how these 
artists used their skill to capture the 
essence of Venice for their 18th-century 
audience, through over 200 paintings, 
drawings and prints from the Royal 
Collection’s exceptional holdings.
Canaletto & the Art of Venice is at the 

Queen’s Gallery, Buckingham Palace, until 

12 November, royalcollection.org.uk

Opposite from left: works 
from the Royal Collection 
exhibition include Marco 
Ricci’s Caprice View with 
Roman Ruins; Canaletto’s 
The Central Stretch of the 
Grand Canal; Marco Ricci’s 
Farinelli in Walking Dress

http://royalcollection.org.uk/
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Auctions 

This October, London auction house 
Sotheby’s will present Living in a Material 

World, an auction dedicated to exploring 
how leading designers have employed 
materials in new and cutting-edge ways. 
The auction will feature high-quality 
items of post-war and contemporary 
design and will be curated by Tony 
Chambers, editor-in-chief of design and 
lifestyle magazine Wallpaper*. 

Living in a Material World promises  
to celebrate the glories of design

The selection will trace the history 
of how and why designers have chosen 
to work with specific materials, from 
simple, though highly crafted, modern 
pieces to complex creations made using 
advanced technology. 

Chambers explains: ‘As our lives 
become increasingly governed by the 
digital world, we have subsequently 
become more appreciative and sensitive 

to the analogue. We now crave the 
touch, the feel, even the smell of the 
material world. This is the perfect 
time to explore how post-war and 
contemporary designers have employed 
and manipulated all manner of materials 
in elegant and innovative ways.’

Highlights range from experimental 
and adventurous creations by Joris 
Laarman and Thomas Heatherwick to 
provocative and tongue-in-cheek designs 
by Rotterdam-based Studio Job. 

Laetitia Contat Desfontaines, Sotheby’s 
20th-century design specialist & head of 
sale, adds: ‘Our exhibition will consider 
the use of materials by the designers not 
only for their aesthetic properties, but 
also for their structural strengths. 

‘It is fascinating to see how designers 
might have been using the same 
materials at exactly the same period 
but achieving radically different results. 
From traditional materials such as wood, 
stone and marble to concrete, plastics 
and organic materials, the exhibition will 
encourage the viewer to look at each 
object in new ways.’
The auction will take place at Sotheby’s 

New Bond Street on 17 October 2017.  

It will be preceded by a public exhibition 

and series of gallery talks.

sothebys.com

‘We now crave the touch, the feel,  
even the smell of  the material world.’ This page: Joris Laarman, 

‘Rocker’ armchair, 2007. 
Studio Job, cabinet from the 
‘Perished’ collection, 2010

A detail from Ron Arad’s 
‘Blo Void’ chair (2006)

http://sothebys.com/
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Adventure

More than 100 years after she was 
unveiled as the epitome of luxury 
travel, ill-fated liner RMS Titanic is set to 
become a destination in her own right.

From March 2018, London-based 
luxury tour company Blue Marble 
Private is planning to begin dives to the 
wreck-site to allow intrepid visitors 
to see the remains of the ship for 
themselves. Scheduled to last for eight 
days, the firm’s Titanic tours will begin in 
Newfoundland, before taking visitors out 
into the North Atlantic, and then two 
miles beneath its surface in a titanium 
and carbon-fibre submersible.

‘We will be able to explore Titanic’s 
massive debris field, home to numerous 

Dive trips to explore the wreck of the Titanic

artifacts strewn across the ocean floor, 
nearly undisturbed for over a century,’ 
says Blue Marble Private founder, 
Elizabeth Ellis.

‘During the dive, the crew may 
conduct 3D and 2D sonar scans or 
search for one of the ship’s giant 
boilers, enormous propellers and other 
landmarks of this famous vessel.’

Also on the agenda are the remains 
of the deck, the bow, the bridge and the 
space once filled by the grand staircase.

Paying clients will be known as 
mission specialists and will be able 
to learn how to assist the expedition 
team both in the submersible itself and 
aboard the expedition yacht.

Weather permitting, there will be the 
potential for three days’ diving, with 
dives lasting around three hours.

Those who want to see the Titanic 
in a recognisable form may want to 
take this opportunity. A recent report 
warned that the wreck may be in danger 
of falling victim to rust-producing 
bacteria and gradually disappearing over 
the next 15-20 years.

The cost for a trip will be $105,129 
(£82,000) per person. Blue Marble 
says this is equivalent (after inflation) 
to a first-class passage on RMS Titanic’s 
inaugural (and only) voyage from 
Southampton to New York in 1912.
bluemarbleprivate.com

An impression of the 
remains of the Titanic  
(left); the ship leaving  
port in 1912 (below)

‘We will be able to explore Titanic’s massive 
debris field, home to numerous artifacts 

strewn across the ocean floor, nearly 
undisturbed for over a century.’ 

http://bluemarbleprivate.com/
http://www.cannesyachtingfestival.com/
mailto:vipcannes@reedexpo.fr
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Sport

Few, if any, current athletes dominate 
their sport as Rachel Atherton does. 
Last year the downhill mountain bike 
rider won every single round of the 
World Cup as well as the World 
Championships.

As the year wore on and the prospect 
of a 100 per cent victorious season 
became more likely, Atherton tried to 
ensure the thought didn’t cloud her focus.

‘Mostly when I did think about it I 
thought, “nobody has ever done it so it 
must be impossible,”’ she says. ‘And in a 
way the closer it got to the end of the 
season, the less likely it seemed.’

At the last race of last season in 
Andorra, Atherton was in considerable 
pain – because of a back injury picked 
up in training – and she feared she might 

World champion mountain biker Rachel Atherton  
talks about how to follow last year’s epic season

costs any more. I’ve got nothing left to 
prove to myself.’ 

Long-term, there is the bid to become 
the most successful rider in World Cup 
history with 41 wins but, with such a 
number not mathematically attainable 
during this season, she is adamant it is 
not currently part of her thinking. 

Atherton, though, admits the pressure 
did take its toll last season particularly 
at the World Championships after her 
World Cup clean sweep.

‘I wanted it so badly and I just tried to 
ignore it. I was pretty loopy the whole 
race, my emotions really were all over 
the place.

‘Each morning I would have to 
physically run around the pits early like 
a mad dog trying to get rid of enough 

excitement and energy so that I could 
contain myself and get on with warm-
up and practice. I’ve never had that 
much nervous energy before. I literally 
couldn’t keep myself still.’

Whatever the approach, it paid off 
with a winning finale, a season so prolific 
that it earned her two major awards: 
The Laureus World Action Sportsperson 
of the Year and BT Sports Action 
Woman of the Year. 

For her, the awards were more about 
the sport than her own individual 
achievement: ‘I think the awards put 
downhill mountain biking in front of a 
lot of people who won’t have seen it 
before so I’m really grateful.

‘Everyone who watches downhill for 
the first time is absolutely wowed by 
it. They all totally love it and want to 
know more. That is so cool and proves 
our sport can be appreciated by a much 
wider audience.’

‘Everyone who watches downhill for the  
first time is absolutely wowed by it.’

Winning ways: Atherton 
is looking to build on last 
year’s success, but knows 
the pressure will be on

not even race let alone aspire to victory 
in the World Cup finale. 

Understandably, she has an even 
greater target on her back in 2017 for 
her rivals and will once more be the 
rider to beat. 

Can she hit the same heights this year? 
Who knows? ‘The last two years have 
been unreal. In 2015, I was second at 
round one in Lourdes. If I had won that 
first race that would have been two 
perfect seasons.’

The winning mentality has not shifted 
but, after the pressure and expectation 
of the past two seasons, she is allowing 
herself to focus on enjoying her season 
in the saddle a little more. 

‘I want to soak it all up because no 
one races forever,’ she explains. ‘Of 
course, I still want to win, but not at all 
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Restaurants
London’s recent launches cover all the bases, from 
elegant Englishness to colourful Peruvian innovation

Mere
Monica Galetti earned a special place 
for herself in Britain’s culinary milieu 
by serving as senior sous chef at Le 
Gavroche and judge on TV’s Masterchef. 

Now she’s decided to join forces 
with her husband, David, naming their 
restaurant after her mother Mere 
(pronounced Mary) and drawing 
heavily from her youth in Samoa and 
New Zealand, albeit with the sort of 
technical precision for which Michel 
Roux Jr is renowned. 

The svelte dining room is sunk into 

Charlotte Street in London’s Fitzrovia 
with an abundance of natural light and 
tapestry cloths on the wall, courtesy of 
her cousin Solomon Daniel. A few dishes 
have already earned cult status: the 
mushroom and marmite tortellini, the 
rhubarb-glazed squab with ras el hanout 
pastilla and the banana and coconut 
cream pie all compete for pole position. 

The Game Bird at Stafford 
Want a dose of stiff upper lip 
traditionalism? There’s no better 
neighbourhood than St James’s and no 

better hotel than The Stafford, which has 
complemented its perennially popular 
American Bar with one of the best 
British restaurants in the capital. 

The Game Bird is headed up by James 
Durrant, who previously plied his trade 
with both Gordon Ramsay at Royal 
Hospital Road and Jason Atherton at 
Maze Grill. 

Words: Nick Savage

He brings the precision of both, with 
excellent dishes such as Norfolk Black 
chicken Kiev, steak and suet pudding and 
a phenomenal trolley of smoked fish. 
One tip: ask master sommelier Gino 
Nardella for the perfect pairing from 
The Stafford’s 380-year-old wine cellar. 

Coya Angel Court
Since opening on Piccadilly, Arjun 
Waney’s Peruvian palace has spawned a 
small empire, with further locations in 
Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Miami. His second 

A strong hint of British 
tradition at the Game Bird 
at Stafford (above); sleek 
interiors at Mere (left)

http://abercrombiekent.co.uk/
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London restaurant and private club 
will be situated in Angel Court, right in 
the heart of the City, and will feature 
the same sultry design and smoky 
ambience that won it a devoted retinue 
in W1, as well as enough pisco sours 
to supply the entire Square Mile. Those 
who have sampled the fare in Mayfair 
can look forward to the same amazing 
array of anticuchos, seductive ceviches 
and blisteringly beautiful cuts of meat 
roasted on the robata grill. The City 
continues to grow slicker. 

Jamavar
Jamavar shouldered its way into 
Mayfair and quickly established 
itself as one of the finest Indian 
restaurants in London, in a year that 
has seen an unprecedented number 
of subcontinental eateries opening. 
India’s Leela Group accomplished this 
by giving their swanky Mount Street 
address – one that played host to the 
ill-fated Le Chabanais – a gorgeous 
refit that conjures the sensation of 
dining in a Mughal palace. Their savviest 
move, however, was installing chef par 
excellence Rohit Ghai, formerly of 
the Michelin-starred Gymkhana. Step 
this way for what’s probably the best 
authentic Indian cuisine in the land. 

Hawksmoor Borough
Hawksmoor has flexed its beefy muscles 
once more and opened another London 
location, this time opting for the 
Victorian lanes behind Borough Market. 
Since first rebooting the concept of 
the Great British steakhouse it has 

become wildly popular for its beautiful 
converted warehouse settings almost as 
much as its dictionary-thick steaks. This 
160-cover dining room is particularly 
well suited for Hawksmoor, offering a 
wealth of natural light streaming through 
expansive windows.

Inside Jamavar (above) and 
one of the Mount Street 
restaurant’s curries (right)

Jamavar is one of  the finest 
Indian restaurants in London

Hawksmoor (right): 
purveying high-quality 
steaks in south London’s 
vibrant Borough district
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In central Istanbul master craftsmen have created musical 
instruments for decades, but as modernity transforms the 
city their traditional workshops may soon be gone for good
Words: John Wreford

Newly made ouds hang in 
Cengiz Sarikus’ workshop

Notes in

T
he sounds of Istanbul are as compelling as its 
iconic, minaret-studded skyline; the regularity 
of the call to prayer, the ferry horns from 
the Bosphorus strait, the clang of cow bells 
belonging to the ice cream sellers. It is an 

urban orchestra that both competes and complements 
the eclectic mix of the street musicians and gypsy 
buskers, reflecting the city’s ethnic mosaic where cultures 
converge and the music never stops.

As popular as hip hop, rock and Arabesque pop are, 
traditional Turkish folk music continues to thrive, bridging 
the generational and regional divisions not least because 
of a small band of artisans dedicated to the craft of 
producing the instruments needed. 

In hidden ateliers dotted around the sprawling city 
skilled craftsmen work devotedly, most specialising in 
just one instrument although a few can turn their hand 
to several. For the most part they are also talented 
musicians, a good ear as important as a steady hand. 

As urban gentrification transforms Istanbul, the future of 
the city’s musical artisans may well be fragile.

Cengiz Sarikus 
In a side street off the busy Aksaray neighbourhood, 
Cengiz Sarikus is busy putting the finishing touches to a 
violin; his work is renowned and the violin is destined for 
a customer in Europe. He regularly interrupts his work 
to debate politics with a customer sitting drinking tea. A 
referendum is around the corner and they disagree and 
debate, but also laugh and joke.

Sarikus was born in the eastern Anatolian city of 
Malatya and came to Istanbul to study. He started to play 
the stringed baglama and build his own instruments as a 
teenager, but it was art history in which he graduated and 
later went on to teach. He opened his Aksaray atelier in 
1973. It is now a father and son business that turns out 
up to 10 ouds (lute-like instruments) a month.

With the Turkish economy suffering, Sarikus expresses 
concern about government treatment of the arts and 
especially the musical nightlife. The influx of Syrian 
refugees, though, has though been a bonus; the shared 
culture means new business and Sarikus is proud his art 
can bridge cultures.

the margin

Cengiz Sarikus at work on a 
violin. He has been making 
instruments here since 1973
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work coat and sets to work making a Turkish frame drum, 
the bendir. He stretches a goatskin over a beech wood 
frame with dexterity, constantly tapping his fingers on 
the skin. His inventory includes tambourines made with 
the catfish skins hanging in the corner, and the davul, a 
large drum used mostly for ceremonial occasions from 
weddings to football matches and also for waking the 
fasting faithful during the holy month of Ramadan. He 
also makes several variations of the traditional darbuka, 
synonymous with the Middle East and belly dancing.  

Rifat Varol
Listen to the ney said Jalaluddin Rumi, Sufi poet and origi-
nal neyzan. Using the ancient reed flute as a metaphor for 
the human spirit, the wispy sound of the ney still accom-
panies the Dervish as he whirls.

In the Galata Mevlevihanesi cultural centre, the Sufi 
order performs the ritual dance under a balcony 
containing 12 musicians, each playing a ney that has been 
produced in the workshop of Rifat Varol.

The making of the flute is a collaboration between 
maker and musician, Varol has a natural instinct for the 
best reeds and, on occasion, will travel to the far  

People get up and dance one  
by one, strangers connected  

by their culture and the music

Semo Yilmaz
Tucked away in the crooked streets that lead away from 
the Galata tower is the workshop of Semo Yilmaz; two 
small rooms, the floors covered in wood shavings and 
long-necked baglamas hanging from the ceiling. Frustrated 
at not finding the right instrument Yilmaz decided to make 
his own and, despite the business being relatively new, his 
reputation is growing. As with most of the other artisans, 
he makes instruments to order.

The baglama is without doubt the most popular 
instrument in Turkey. Musician Özgür Damlalar had his 
lovingly crafted by Yilmaz and performs to a lively crowd 
in a Taksim Türkü bar, surrounded by the smell of raki 
and flouted smoking laws. People, mostly young Kurds, 
get up and dance one by one; strangers connected by 
their culture and the music, holding hands or linked just 
by their pinky finger, stepping forwards then to the side, 
the baglama is as important to Turkish music as it is to 
regional identity. 

Emin 
Emin seems to be the only name in town when it comes 
to percussion instruments. The sound of duelling drum-
mers can often be heard echoing from his shop at the 
top of Galip Dede Caddesi. Since the days of rock ’n’ 
roll Galip Dede street has become the musicians’ bazaar 
and is known simply as music street, home to shops and 
studios catering for every musical taste from Byzantium 
to the present.

Tall and dressed in black jeans and black T-shirt, Emin 
cuts a rock-star figure. He is a musician and also a 
craftsman, making some of the beautiful percussion 
instruments he both plays and sells. With dried fish skins 
hanging from a hat stand in his Beyoglu atelier he dons a 

He stretches a goatskin over a beech  
wood frame with dexterity, constantly  

tapping his fingers on the skin

Emin (this page) specialises 
in all types of percussion 
instruments and is also  
an esteemed musician

Semo Yilmaz at work in his 
atelier. When he could not 
find an instrument he liked 
he decided to make his own



 034 035

Reportage Reportage

south-east of the country to gather them. They then 
need months to dry out, their length and girth of equal 
importance in relation to tone. 

After selecting and trimming, a suitable reed is warmed 
gently over a gas flame, Varol rolling it in his fingers like a 
fine cigar. The reed must be perfectly straight before being 
hollowed out, the same gas flame used to heat a poker 
and bore through the interior. There are quicker ways to 
do this, but musician Neyzan Volkan Yilmaz prefers the 
traditional, time-tested way. Varol works methodically, 
with gentle accuracy, consulting and advising his friend 
as he produces the oldest of instruments. While the 
construction is traditional, however, an app on his phone 
is used for tuning.

Turkish by Mehmet Tamdeger
Almost as soon as Mesopotamian alchemists successfully 
combined copper and tin to make bronze they devel-
oped the art of hammering metal and began producing 
the cymbal. A simple metal disc it may appear, but this 
instrument is as complex as its long history.

The military bands of Turkey’s Janissary elite used the 
cymbal and drums to rally their troops and by the 17th 

After selecting and trimming, a suitable  
reed is warmed gently over a gas flame

This page: Rifat Varol 
working on a ney (reed 
flute); baglamas on show

Dervish dancers whirl to the 
haunting notes of the ney
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century had inspired European military bands to follow 
suit. The art of cymbal making in Ottoman Turkey was by 
then renowned.

Fast forward to an industrial estate in the suburbs of 
Istanbul, where Turkish cymbal making continues in pretty 
much the same fashion as it always has done. 

Mehmet Tamdeger’s Turkish cymbals are created in 
the time-honoured fashion; copper and tin are mixed, 
melted, heated and rolled before the instrument is hand-
hammered to create a unique character, shape and tone. 

Tamdeger began his apprenticeship with Armenian 
master cymbal makers in the 1950s aged nine. Later he 

formed a partnership with Agop Tomurcuk and began 
exporting to the US under first the Zildjian brand then 
the Turkish and Istanbul mark. The early cymbals have 
become collectors’ items and now Tamdeger’s teenage 
son, Murathan, is serving his apprenticeship in the foundry.

The brothers Kalaycioglu
Erol and Erdem Kalaycioglu work in a tiny, split-level work-
shop in the Tarlabasi neighbourhood. The gentrification 
process of the city is now at their doorstep; the building 
that was next door has now disappeared and the sounds 
of construction drown out the noise of craftsmen at work.

Erol hobbles around making tea while Erdem works a 
lathe, they specialise in the baglama and mardin kemençe, 
an instrument with three strings and distinctive round 
bowl known in the Arab world as the rehbab. The neigh-
bourhood is home to many musicians who ply their trade 
around the bars of Taksim and the brothers do a good 
trade in repairs.

 A customer enquires after a baglama, the price is 
accepted and a credit card is produced. Unable to 
deal with the transaction themselves the brothers rely 
on a neighbour, but sadly the card is declined and the 
customer departs. Erol slurps his tea in disappointment.

As the urban regeneration inches closer the brothers’ 
atelier is facing an uncertain future. Almost half a century 
of artistry and tradition will no doubt be pushed into the 
suburbs and slip by the wayside. In a world of shopping malls 
and hipster coffee joints it’s a battle few are left to fight.

Mehmet Tamdeger’s Turkish cymbals  
are created in the time-honoured fashion

Veteran instrument maker 
Erdem Kalaycioglu (right); 
cymbals are hammered out 
in the traditional way (below)

http://www.rogercharles.com/halcyon
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LARA (short for the London Atelier 
of Representational Art) is using 
time-tested techniques to educate  
the next generation of young artists
Words: George de Grey

LARA-trained artist Svetlana 
Semonova with a selection 
of her recent work (right)

What the

I
t’s like a scene from a different century. In absolute 
silence, a group of art students focus intently on their 
pencil sketches of a large, plaster eye. And it’s not just 
any eye, mind you, this is a copy of one that belongs 
to Michelangelo’s David.

Around the corner, a wall is adorned with a collection 
of plaster heads: their features old, young, refined and 
coarse. One has pointed, satyr’s ears and some look 
vaguely familiar from somewhere – the National Gallery, 
perhaps, or the V&A?

The London Atelier of Representational Art (or LARA, 
for short) is unique in the UK in teaching its students 
an approach to creating art that can directly trace its 

have qualifications or experience that is not true in every 
case. In fact, Napier’s belief is that if representational art 
is taught well then most people can become remarkably 
competent. ‘It’s a bit like learning a language,’ he says. ‘Yes, 
a few people will become totally fluent, but most people, 
given time and training, will be perfectly competent.’ 

Among LARA’s successful alumni is Lewis Hazelwood-
Horner, winner of the esteemed Columbia Threadneedle 
Prize for figurative art in 2016.

He says: ‘LARA offered me the chance to learn the 
skill of drawing. Its approach really helps an artist train 
their eye and it’s very methodical. Regardless of how 

eye sees…
Max Denison Pender (left) 
and one of his Alpine 
landscapes (above)

inspiration to the workshops of artistic greats such as 
Rembrandt and Rubens.

It is the brainchild of artist and sculptor James Napier, 
who set it up because he identified a gap in the market in 
a decidedly personal sense. 

Despite himself studying at a top London art school, he 
felt he hadn’t actually been taught the real fundamentals 
of drawing. 

He says: ‘A musician wouldn’t think of performing 
in public without understanding how to play their 
instrument, and it’s no different for a fine artist.’

Napier headed to Florence, where aspiring artists can 
still learn a technical side of drawing that in Italy is seen as 
forming the basis for serious representational artists.

He went on to study architecture at university and 
worked as a sculptor (his sculpture The Abandoned Soldier 
was on show in Trafalgar Square for a time). Throughout 
that time he says he expected someone would open an 
atelier-style art college similar to the one he had attended 
in Florence. 

But no one did, he continues: ‘Eventually I decided to 
do it myself, establishing LARA. Now I invest my energies 
into the atelier ahead of my own art practice because I 
feel it is so important.’

While many of the establishment’s students already 



mailto:info@monterei.com
http://www.monterei.com/


 042 043

Art Art

Sporting artist Tristram Lewis has 
made a storming start to his creative 
career, highlighted by an epic bronze 
of one of the greats of the track
Words: Dan Hayes

Lewis’ sketch of the hurdler 
Denman (left) and the 
bronze he created of the 
same horse (above)

State of

T
ristram Lewis did not have the most 
conventional start to his artistic career. 
Far from it, in fact. ‘I started off working in 
property in England,’ he explains, ‘but I’d 
grown up in Spain and had a fanatical desire 

to go to sea, so I ended up spending many years as the 
skipper of tuna-fishing boats.’

He could still be living life on the open seas, had it not 
been for close family ties that provided an enduring lure 
to the UK. ‘I absolutely loved what I was doing, but I was 
constantly going backwards and forwards and it just all 
became slightly untenable,’ he says.

In an bid to reduce his time away from wife and 
children Lewis built up a fish trading company, selling 
high-quality tuna to customers in Europe, Japan and the 
US. That went pretty well, but it didn’t appeal in quite the 
same way as had being the captain of a boat.

He tried, as he puts it, ‘fiddling about in commodities’, 
but realised that wasn’t for him either. ‘I did all right at it, 
but not especially well,’ he recalls.

What really appealed was art. ‘My mother was an artist 
and I knew I could create artworks. I felt I’d reached a 
stage in life where I had to do more with my art or I 
never would, so decided to throw myself wholeheartedly 
into it,’ he says. 

Lewis started with painting, in particular racehorses and 
other animals, but he quickly I realised sculpting was also 
something that appealed.

In this he was following in the footsteps of one of his 
artistic heroes. 

‘Just prior to deciding that art was the thing for me I’d 
also committed to writing a biography of [20th-century] 
sporting artist Sir Alfred Munnings – someone whose 
work I had been interested in since I was a teenager.’

Munnings also provided practical inspiration for Lewis. ‘He 
produced a famous bronze of a racehorse called Brown 
Jack that started off as a hurdler and ended up as an 
amazing flat racer. To make the model for that he had used 
a mixture of beeswax and oil to create a sort of plasticine. 

‘I operate in a similar way, albeit I use a modern material 
called Plastolene, essentially a commercial plasticine, but 
much more durable. It can withstand the rigours of the 
molding and casting processes without falling to pieces. 
It’s very flexible and, unlike traditional clay, if you come 
down in the morning and decide something’s not quite 
right from the day before, you can change it around.

‘I also focused on making an accurate armature to 
provide the framework. I thought that if I got that right 
then I’d have a starting point and everything else would 
come together.’ 

In so doing, Lewis found inspiration in the work of 
another great equestrian artist, George Stubbs, who 

revolutionised the depiction of horses and other animals 
in the 18th century.

‘Stubbs knew that, if you want to portray a horse in a 
convincing manner, you have to know how they operate 
inside. He spent three and a half years studying horses’ 
anatomy and then engraved all the plates for his book 
The Anatomy of the Horse. That took him seven years.’

It’s not all about tendons and sinews, however. Lewis 
stresses the importance of remembering that he’s 

inspiration
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creating an artwork and not a model for veterinary 
students. ‘I think a lot of bronzes are too orientated to 
showing every muscle. To me, a horse has a thick skin that 
reflects light. You don’t see the horse equivalent of a body 
builder walking along. I prefer to show what I see – the 
grace, power and calm serenity of the horse.’

Those characteristics are certainly visible in one of 
Lewis’ latest creations, a bronze of Denman – winner of 
the Cheltenham Gold Cup in 2008.

‘A friend of mine was riding him as a hunter [after the 
animal retired from competitive racing]. I thought if I 
could get a study of a famous horse in bronze that would 
really help my career.’

What Lewis has produced is a triumph. Not only has 
he captured the power of Denman, who was nicknamed 
the Tank on account of his fearless, forthright approach 
to fences, there is also something of the horse’s glory; 
a sense of calm determination and bravery. It is small 
wonder that Paul Barber, Denman’s owner, was moved to 
tears when he saw the original clay maquette. 

That success as led Lewis into more projects, he adds: ‘A 
lot of the feedback I’ve had is that my bronze of Denman 
really looks like a horse and, more specifically, it looks like 
the horse it is meant to. That has thrilled me because, 
while there are a lot of tremendous sculptors out there, I 
don’t know if they quite tune in to the true character of 
the animal.’

In the coming months, Lewis is likely to be a busy man, 
and not only thanks to his sculpting prowess. His biography 
of Munnings is attracting interest from distributors across 
the globe and it has also led him to become involved in a 
major exhibition of the artist’s work next year.

‘Munnings was commissioned by the Canadian 
government to go to the Western Front to paint the 
Canadian cavalry in the First World War,’ he explains. 
‘His 1919 exhibition of those pictures really launched his 
career. I’ve been working with [racing journalist] Brough 
Scott to bring those Canadian war paintings over here 
and we’ll be having an exhibition at the Mall Galleries in 
2018. The pictures are amazing, very much a fulcrum for 
Munnings, and possibly his best work.’ 

Adding exhibition organiser to his lengthy list of job 
titles sounds like something this former fishing skipper 
turned writer, painter and sculptor is rather looking 
forward to.
Tristram Lewis is on Instagram @tristramlewis 
Email Tristram.lewis@btinternet.com
Tel: (+44) 7970 508 935.

Paul Barber, Denman’s owner, was moved to tears when he saw  
the clay maquette of  the former Gold Cup winning racehorse 

Lewis began with paintings 
before trying his hand at 
sculpture, such as the 
bronze of Denman (right)

mailto:Tristram.lewis@btinternet.com
http://www.theabacoclub.com/
mailto:info@theabacoclub.com
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In the context of a booming art market, 
leading auction houses are increasingly 
turning to forensics to prove provenance
Words: Robert Verkaik

Gustav Klimt’s Bauerngarten 
sold last spring for the third-
highest price ever paid for  
a piece of art at auction

Beneath

I
n an uncertain world of stormy economic weather it 
is reassuring to know that at least one market offers 
a safe haven for investors. 

The international fine art trade was worth more 
than $50 billion last year and continues to grow from 

strength to strength, boosted by record sales. 
It was only two years ago that Picasso’s Women of 

Algiers became the most expensive painting to sell 
at auction, changing hands for £102.6m ($160m) at 
Christie’s in New York.

In March fellow auctioneers Sotheby’s sold a flowery 
impressionist landscape painted by Austrian artist Gustav 

Klimt for the third-highest price ever for a piece of art 
at auction in Europe. The 1907 work, titled Bauerngarten, 
was the subject of a bidding war and ending up fetching 
well above the forecast value of £48m, or almost $60m. 
The same sale also saw another Picasso, Tomato Plants, 
make a record for a still life by the artist, selling for £17m.

But with such high stakes comes high risk. For every 
record purchase there are cautionary tales of fakes and 
forgeries that have cost auction houses dear.

Sotheby’s recently began legal action over a Frans Hals 
painting it sold in 2011. The work, later revealed to be a 
forgery, is one of a number of such fakes to have rocked 
the Old Master world in recent months.

Investors spending seven figure sums on highly priced 
artworks need to be sure their investment is safe. 

Auction houses know that they can lose millions of 
pounds should their cataloguing turn out to be dubious. 
And insurers will only pay-out on claims where the 
artwork is properly authenticated.

Today’s fakes and forgeries are more sophisticated than 
ever before and so more difficult to spot. This has all 
taken a heavy toll on the art analysis industry.

Jordan Arnold is a senior managing director in K2 
Intelligence’s New York and Los Angeles offices and head 
of the firm’s private client services practice. 

Before joining K2 Intelligence, he was an assistant district 
attorney at the New York County (Manhattan) District 
Attorney’s office. 

As a prosecutor he worked with the Major Case Squad 
of the New York Police Department (NYPD) on some of 
Manhattan’s most sensitive art crime investigations. One 
of these investigations resulted in the return of a stolen 
Salvador Dali watercolour, and a high-profile conviction.

Arnold says: ‘The art market has exploded and prices are 
so high that experts don’t want to take the risk on an art 
piece which might turn out to be something less valuable.’

He explains: ‘Art is being treated ever more as an 
investment with collectors trying to buy up the work of 
the artists who they are heavily invested in to maintain 

the surface

The Sotheby’s sale in 
progress with Klimt’s 
Bauerngarten on show
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price.  It’s not unlike the way people see gold bars. But 
the bigger the market gets the more they attract the 
criminals who try to make a buck off unsuspecting victims. 
It’s a tricky landscape because making a mistake is a 
tremendous problem. That’s why some of the foundations 
that have done the authentification work in the past 
have disbanded. They don’t want to make a mistake 
on provenance pronouncements because they carry 
reputational risk of making that kind of mistake.’

Errors can also cost auction house millions in pay-outs 
or lost revenues.

Last year Sotheby’s became the first big auction house 
to acquire an in-house forensic analysis service.

James Martin who set up and ran one of only a handful 
of international science labs specialising in art, Orion 
Analyticals, is now Sotheby’s director of scientific research.

Martin, who has collaborated with Sotheby’s for 
the past 20 years, has also conducted high-profile art 
fraud investigations for the FBI, playing a leading role in 
investigating the fake abstract expressionist paintings sold 
through the now-defunct Knoedler Gallery in New York. 

Sotheby’s high-profile acquisition of Orion appears to 
have already paid off.

In January 2017 a newly discovered Study of a Horse 
with a Rider by Peter Paul Rubens sold for more than 
$5m at Sotheby’s in New York. Yet, in June 2015, the 
same oil study, set in a larger background and within a 
landscape, had sold as a work by a follower of Anthony 
van Dyck for only $14,000.

Careful scientific and expert analysis had shown the 
picture had been over-painted and helped reveal the 
original artist to be Rubens. 

Other auction houses are also strengthening their art 
forensics capability. Bonhams is working closely with 
Cranfield university to identify fakes, most notably in the 
world of European and British ceramics and Chinese art.

Chairman of Bonhams UK and Asia Colin Sheaf says 
auction houses are working hard to ‘seek unique markers 
that will enable us to foil the fakers’.

Setting out the challenge facing Bonhams Chinese 
porcelain market he explains: ‘For many years the 
global art market has optimistically but inconsistently 
investigated a number of forensic technologies which 
we believe have the potential reliably and unequivocally 
to resolve authenticity problems caused by 40 years of 
faking Imperial Chinese porcelain.’

Analysis confirmed that 
this Study of a Horse with 
a Rider was by Rubens 
and not, as was previously 
thought, by a lesser artist

‘It’s a tricky landscape because making a mistake is a  
tremendous problem. That’s why some of  the foundations that  

have done the authentification work in the past have disbanded.’ 

Three years ago Cranfield launched a new state-of-the-
art forensic laboratory dedicated to the non-destructive 
analysis of historic objects and archeological materials. 
Staff in the laboratory work very closely with collectors, 
auction house specialists, museums and universities in 
helping to date objects and keep vital data on a range of 
technology and manufacture techniques. 

Says Sheaf: ‘Bonhams defined the practical issues 
and supplied key dated samples to underpin the 
trace element analysis. We established a pragmatic 
methodology to produce significant deductions from tiny 
quantities of core sample.’

What kind of deductions? 
To this question Sheaf answers: ‘Well, we made the 

http://www.machdunes.com/
mailto:info@machdunes.com
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Bonhams is using forensics 
to analyse certain Chinese 
artworks. Sotheby’s has an 
in-house laboratory (below)

remarkable and utterly unexpected discovery that the 
origin of the cobalt mineral used to decorate some of 
the finest Chinese 18th-century blue and white porcelain 
has its closest trace-element parallel in the cobalt being 
used at the early Meissen factory in the small German 
electorate of Saxony.’

The discovery raised some fascinating questions. ‘Was 
it shipped to China from Europe as a novel East India 
Company export? Was it a leading component of the 
well-known Franco-Italian Jesuit programme (based 
on Limoges enamel production) to help the Chinese 
radically upgrade their coloured-enamels technology at 
the Imperial kilns in Jingdezhen?’

Private collectors, auction houses and insurance 
companies who find themselves in dispute over the 
provenance of traded artwork also rely on international 
investigators to help settle cases.

K2 uses outside experts for forensic analysis, including 
synthetic DNA from living artists who are still making 
work. ‘It helps protect the artist’s work as well as boost 
the value of the investment for the collector,’ says Arnold.

But he warns: ‘It’s becoming an increasingly opaque 
market. We are becoming involved with more and more 
cases where people have bought online, from eBay 
to Instagram, where people are simply not doing the 
required diligence.’

He says online buyers can easily get caught out with 
fake provenance documents or expert forgeries. 

‘With greater distance,’ warns Arnold, ‘comes greater 
risk – you are not necessarily meeting with a seller in 
person. That type of transaction is being treated almost 
like a purchase on Amazon of a household item instead 
of a valuable investment. It means due diligence is more 
difficult to get right.’

At the same time an army of expert counterfeiters and 
forgers are using relatively low-cost technology in a bid to 
con the market. 

‘Fake provenance documents are a growing problem,’ 
Arnold adds. ‘The graphic designer’s toolkit has never 
been more commoditised, using software such as 
Photoshop, and lot of those involved in art fraud are 
artists themselves. The counterfeiting of a provenance 
document is very basic, low-level graphic designer work. 
And graphic designers are finding counterfeiting a very 
lucrative way of earning a living.’

As they say in the ever-cautious world of litigation and 
lawsuits, caveat emptor.

‘Graphic designers are finding 
counterfeiting a very lucrative 

way of  earning a living.’

http://www.rogercharles.com/halcyon
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Swedish entrepreneur Hampus Jakobsson made 
his name in the mobile phone business, now he’s 
looking to help others make their ideas fly 
Words: Eugene Costello

Malmö: home of The 
Astonishing Tribe and  
the place the company  
was launched in 2002

One of the tribe

W 
hen Hampus Jakobsson founded 
The Astonishing Tribe in 2002 in 
Malmö, southern Sweden, with five 
friends, it was not so much as a 
viable business plan but as a group 

of young people wanting – in his words – ‘to hang out 
and work together… to do some fun projects’.

They were, he says, comparable to ‘glassblowers’ in 
that they were creating exciting designs in the world of 
mobile phone user interfaces (UIs) without worrying 
about funding, growth or – even further from their minds 
– an exit strategy. This was a bootstrap venture, with no 
external funds being sought. 

What Jakobsson and his co-founders had was a flair for 
designing great user interfaces (UIs) for smartphones – an 
early claim was that they had pioneered the first mobile 
phone colour screen – and they sought to leverage their 
talent in this lucrative emerging field of design by winning 
contracts with the big players. The firm is credited with 
shaping the look and feel of early Android devices and 
is widely hailed as being the design flair behind the 
BlackBerry 10.

Jakobsson is a graduate of the Faculty of Engineering at 
Lund University, southern Sweden, and the new company 
soon attracted sufficient clients to ensure a revenue 
stream that covered salaries and meant that, within a 
year, the new company had doubled its revenues and its 
number of employees.

This was a pattern that would continue over the next 
few years and, while such accelerated growth is welcome 
in terms of revenue and dividends, by Jakobsson’s 
own admission, it brought problems associated with 
an inexperienced management team. Johan Lenander, 
chairman of The Astonishing Tribe from 2004 to 2010 
when the company was sold, recalls that in those early 
years, plenty of would-be investors came calling but the 
company declined for the simple reason, as Lenander 
says: ‘We didn’t need the money’.

This changed in 2007 when the company decided 
upon aggressive expansion, most notably with growing 
their business in the US and South Korea and setting 
up offices there. They made a €3m share offer, the 
company’s first and only one, which was acquired by 
Swedish backer Jan Barchan of Briban Invest.

By October 2010, the company was considering an IPO 
after a failed M&A discussion with a would-be purchaser 
when it received an overture from Research In Motion 
(RIM), better known as BlackBerry. What started as 
discussions about The Astonishing Tribe working with RIM 
quickly, and intensely, turned into an M&A process, and six 
weeks later, on 2 December 2010, RIM announced that it 
had acquired The Astonishing Tribe for £150m.

Jakobsson now devotes his time to being an angel 
investor. ‘I’m running NordicMakers (nordicmakers.
vc),’ he says. ‘We’re a group of 10 angels who build big 
international startups from the Nordics. We all fear the 
brain drain to the US in combination with a more scary 
world (xenophobia, surveillance, societal gaps, automation 
creating unemployment) so we decided to “invest our 
children’s money” and be hands on and help to build 
companies in which we invest.’

Jakobsson: ‘We decided 
to “invest our children’s 
money” and be hands on.’
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Examples from the Tengri 
range (right); the brand is 
transforming the lives of 
Mongolian nomads (opposite)

Grand

F
ashion brand Tengri can trace its origins back 
to a photograph of Mongolian nomads seen 
by the company’s founder, Nancy Johnston, 
as a child. ‘It was an image that inspired me. I 
thought that when I grew up I wanted to travel 

to places like that and help those people. That led me 
into choosing a career as a social worker – something I 
did for nearly two decades.’

Fast forward to late 2013 and, made redundant a few 
hours earlier, Johnston was on a plane to Mongolia. 

Perhaps predictably for someone with her background, 
she eschewed the luxury hotel option and instead stayed 
with a family of yak herders.

She says: ‘I found out that there were major issues facing 
the local community. Desertification meant the herders’ 
animals were dying. I vividly remember one family who 
were utterly embarrassed because they had to serve us 
tea without milk. The national cuisine is based on milk in 
Mongolia so that was a big deal.’

Johnston was intrigued. ‘One question led to another 
and I found out that the cashmere industry was at 
unsustainable levels. There are more animals than the 
land could support and that was causing desertification. 
Mongolia is one of the few countries in the world that 
has more than half the population still living the life of 
nomadic herders. If the animals die, the people become 
impoverished. The capital, Ulaanbaatar, is built for 450,000 
people, but now it’s home to 1.5 million, many of whom 
are former herders who are living in poverty.’

Johnston could appreciate the challenges people were 

Fashion brand Tengri is using ethically sourced Mongolian yak 
yarn to create an innovative and sustainable fashion label
Words: John Edmunds

horizons
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Company ethos
Tengri’s activities are built 
on the three principles of 
sustainability: environmental, 
social and financial.
This philosophy is reflected 
in its sourcing strategy, 
brand positioning, product 
and pricing strategy. The 
company hopes to provide 
a long-term stable source of 
income, preserve heritage, and 
provide positive social and 
environmental benefits to its 
Mongolian partners. 
Tengri.co.uk

facing. She could also see the business potential of their 
herds . ‘I thought yak could be a sustainable alternative. All 
that was needed was a brand that championed the fibre. 
It was at that point Tengri was born.’

Returning to London she arranged meetings with 
friends with design and agency backgrounds. 

‘We came up with an idea and, within three weeks of 
designing the brand, we had won an international brand 
award. That was a great start. We then found a knitwear 
designer and the process went from there.’

Johnston returned to Mongolia with a new business 
card and her life savings, she recalls. ‘I met a cooperative 
of herders and soon I had bought a ton of yak. I wanted 
the producers really to be part of the company and that 
was a concept that they understood very well, because in 
a nomadic society you have to be able to share in order 
to survive.’

To begin with there were 298 families in the Tengri 
cooperative. Now, because of the firm’s involvement, that 
figure has grown to 4,500. The growth is understandable, 

explains Johnston: ‘We’ve increased their income tenfold 
and we’ve raised the bar for yak values – the animals 
were worth almost nothing beforehand. It’s made a huge 
difference to people.

And there has also been a cultural impact, she adds. ‘We 
organised a fashion show that turned into a festival,’ says 
Johnston. ‘That one event, in a remote part of Mongolia, 
attracted 1,500 people and generated much-needed 
trade for the community.’

For a former social worker the learning curve to fashion 
entrepreneur has been steep, she adds: ‘I had to figure 
out how to take fibre, to yarn, to cloth and then fashion. 
That journey took me almost two years.’

The yak fibres are combed once a year in the spring 
and summer when the animals shed their winter coats. 
The herder families then arrange to transport the raw 
material across the country to the capital where it’s 
washed and then exported.

Johnston wanted Tengri’s cloth to be produced in the 
UK, she says. ‘Yorkshire has a rich heritage of spinning and 
weaving so that’s where we went – specifically to Gledhill, 
a family company that can trace its origins back to the 
18th century.

‘We were helping the Mongolian herders ensure their 
heritage and we were doing the same thing in the UK. 
The Tengri business model is all about helping to preserve 

‘We came up with an idea and, within  
three weeks of  designing the brand, we  
had won an international brand award.’

Above and right: members 
of the Tengri cooperative 
assess the firm’s raw 
material in Mongolia

a way of life. There are a lot of parallels between 
Mongolia and Yorkshire in terms of the hills and the rivers. 
And the minerals in the Yorkshire water give the fabric a 
unique handle you don’t get anywhere else in the world. 
The water breaks up the fibres in a unique way.’

Tengri’s first fabric was delivered in early 2017. The 
company already has its own collection and is supplying 
upscale tailor Huntsman of Savile Row and luxury bed 
company Savoir Beds, among others. 

For Johnston, though, the highlight of her business 
journey so far has been seeing the difference the 
company has made to the nomadic herders of Mongolia.

‘People know all about Mongolian cashmere, but not 
much is known about yak. Even the herders weren’t using 
it for their own clothes,’ she points out.

Then there is the social side of breathing life into an 
endangered community. 

‘Before communism, younger people met each other 
through animal festivals. When communism took over 
a lot of that tradition was lost. Our fashion show and 
festival is bringing people together again. To be there and 
to see it was fantastic. 

And the company is still only in its infancy, she 
points out: ‘We star ted as a knitwear brand, then we 
became a yarn company, then a material innovator. 
Now we have a number of really exciting par tnerships 
in a number of different areas to introduce really 
innovative materials.’

The company already has its own collection 
and is supplying upscale tailor Huntsman of  
Savile Row and luxury bed firm Savoir Beds 

A Mongolian woman in 
traditional dress (far left); 
Tengri’s cloth in use  
on Savile Row (below)

http://tengri.co.uk/
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Words: Simon Heptinstall

Plenty of bends: The Road 
to Heaven weaves its way 
up the Tianmen Mountain

Get yourO
wners of the finest sports, prestige and 
classic cars have a choice. Keep your 
motoring investment safe in a secure, 
air-conditioned garage… or take it out 
on the road to see what it can do.

Today it seems more and more owners are choosing to 
enjoy their valuable vehicles by testing the car and their 
own driving skills on some of the world’s most exciting 
stretches of road.

Forget those old haunts of supercars, cruising the 
Corniche of the Côte d’Azur or the boulevards of West 
Hollywood. Instead, many of the most desirable machines 
are being spotted in much more challenging driving 
locations around the globe.

Here are five of the world’s best extreme road-trips, 
offering views to remember and turns to test even the 
most nimble supercar. 

Road to Heaven, Guan Men Yu, Hunan Province, China
Italian enthusiast Fabio Barone recently took his Ferrari 
458 all the way to China to tackle this extraordinary 
stretch of tarmac. Barone set a new record, tearing up 
the 10km (six mile) stretch in just over 10 minutes. 

You’ll find ‘The Road to Heaven’ just off the S10 
National Expressway, in the Tianmen Mountains National 
Park. That’s a 14-hour drive from Shanghai. Is it worth 
going so far for such a short stretch of road?

Barone, and an increasing number of Chinese supercar 
owners, have been attracted by the memorable challenge 
of this sensational serpentine route. The cartoon-like road 
includes 99 hairpins rising from the village of Guan Men 
Yu up the 1,519m (4,983ft) Tianmen Mountain. 

Chinese Country Road 104 has lots of local nicknames, 
including ‘The Avenue Towards Heaven’, ‘The 99 Bends’ 
and ‘Heaven’s Gate’. You’ll probably think up some more 
unprintable ones during the thrilling drive up it.

The road took eight years and millions of yen to build 
and features sturdy concrete barriers protecting the 
deadly drops. Thousands of people visit just to watch cars 
drive up it.

At the top you’ll find 999 steps leading up to a huge 
rock arch, a beautiful old temple on the summit and a 
glass ‘skywalk’ above a yawning canyon that’s probably 
scarier than the road. If that’s not thrilling enough, 
alongside is the world’s longest cable car journey 
(7.5km/4.6 miles) that is one of the steepest too, at an 
unusually heart-stopping 38 degrees. 

motor running…
Adventurous sports and classic car 
owners are searching for the world’s 
most challenging driving routes to 
test themselves and their machines 
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Nürburgring, Rhineland-Palatinate, Germany
It’s an unlikely setting for owners of some of the fastest 
and most exclusive cars on the planet to test themselves. 
Amid the pretty rolling green hills of the Eifel district of 
western Germany, you’ll hear the roar of their engines 
roar before you reach this iconic stretch of tarmac.

The old Nürburgring, or Nordschleife, in the woods just 
west of the border with Luxembourg, is a former racing 
circuit now open to anyone to turn up and drive round. 
The track has the status of a one-way public toll-road. 
And it has no speed limit whatsoever.

The Nordschleife involves 14 miles of tarmac with 73 
bends. The 1.5-mile downhill straight was once the fastest 
in world motorsport.

But today, as you power through the trees, you may 
suddenly have to overtake tourists in an old hatchback 

cars, including a single-seater on the lounge wall. There 
are hub caps in the restaurant, engines in the bar and car 
pictures everywhere, even the shower cubicles.

Stelvio Pass, SS38, Bormio, Italy
When the old BBC Top Gear trio drove a Lamborghini, 
Porsche and Aston Martin through the Stelvio Pass, the 
presenters declared it was the best driving route in the 
world. They drooled about the road, calling it ‘the cherry 
at the top of our cake’.

Since then thousands of classic and sports car owners 
have taken a detour to discover this twisting spaghetti of 

admiring the view or slow-moving coach trips of photo-
taking racing enthusiasts.

You might expect to have to go to an office, fill in a 
form, sign a disclaimer, read the insurance, learn the rules, 
check your eyesight and get a map of the circuit. Instead, 
you simply pay a few euros to an app on your phone 
(downloadable at greenhelldriving.nuerburgring.de) and 
drive out onto the track.

The circuit hosted the German Grand Prix until 1976 
when a fiery accident nearly killed Niki Lauda. Safety 
officials deemed it too dangerous, so a new circuit was 
built alongside. 

If the Nordschleife experience leaves you feeling 
car-mad, you can stay in a 140-room luxury hotel and 
restaurant right on the starting grid. It’s where star drivers 
stay during races. The Dorint Hotel is decorated with real 

The thrill of taking on  
the Nordschleife (above);  
Italy’s Stelvio Pass (left)

The Nordschleife involves 14 miles of  
tarmac, 73 bends and a 1.5-mile straight 

http://greenhelldriving.nuerburgring.de/
http://www.dassaultfalcon.com/
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asphalt through the Italian Alps close to the Swiss border. 
They arrive amid glorious mountain scenery to find that 
Stelvio is actually an intimidatingly steep and narrow 
road. Drivers won’t have time to enjoy the wonderful 
mountain scenery and passengers won’t dare take their 
eyes from the road. 

For 15 miles, drivers hurl themselves up Stelvio’s wall 
of 48 hairpin bends climbing to the 9,045ft (2,757m) 
summit of the pass… and then face the 34 bends on the 
way down. That’s an awful lot of arm-twirling and tyre 
squealing – but just what enthusiastic drivers love.

 
Serra do Rio do Rastro , SC390, Santa Catarina, Brazil
Whatever car you drive, this 16-mile stretch of turning, 
twisting road can provide the road trip of your life. 

Drivers with a special car to try travel hundreds of miles 
to experience the thrill of these 250 continuous hairpins 
rising steeply through mountainous rainforest in southern 
Brazil. The route climbs from sea level to 1,460m 
(4,790ft) in just 13km (eight miles). 

You’ll pass waterfalls, canyons, exotic plants, colourful 
flowers and tropical creatures like racoons and monkeys 
screeching in the lush vegetation. You may not notice any 
of them.

Instead you’ll be focused on controlling your car as 
you speed close to dangerous drops at the edge of 
monstrous corners. 

From above, the Serra looks like a shoelace still in its 
packaging. It seems to be an optical illusion. Surprisingly, 
however, for a remote jungle road, the Serra do Rio 
do Rastro is completely lit at night by overhead lights 
powered by a series of windmills. More and more 
high-performance cars are driving the route to shoot 
promotional videos… or just to enjoy the drive. 

Strada Della Forra , SP38, Lake Garda, Italy
It has been called the ‘world’s most beautiful road’ so 
often that it’s easy to forget that this twisting route turns 
a four-kilometre (three-mile) distance into about 16km 
(10 miles) of tangled bends, narrow gaps between rocks 
and rough-sided tunnels. 

The road spirals up from the glorious western shore 
of Lake Garda to a mountain village high above the 
water. There are arches blasted out of the high sides of 
the gorge and jagged clefts that appear impossible to 
get through from a distance. It’s a memorably scenic 
experience in a breath-taking landscape but demands full 
concentration behind the wheel. 

Today it’s popular with supercar photographers, but 
over the years the road’s unlikely fans have included 
Sir Winston Churchill, who declared it was ‘the eighth 
wonder of the world’.

From above, the Serra looks like  
a shoelace still in its packaging

High-performance cars  
burn rubber on the Serra  
do Rio do Rastro in Brazil

mailto:info@davidbrownautomotive.com
http://davidbrownautomotive.com/
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With retro lines and modern performance 
the Speedback GT is a definite winner
Words: Tim Griffiths

A thing of beauty: a view  
of the car’s shapely flank 

A traveller T
he 21st century resonates with polarisation. 
The ubiquity of cable news and social media 
has brought about extremes of views and we 
find opinions seem to be bereft of facts. This 
doesn’t stop them from being propounded 

with absolute conviction, however. 
It is hard therefore to hold to TS Eliot’s maxim of 

a critic having to have the prerequisite attitude of 
‘disinterestedness’. To look beyond the superficial pleasure 
in a subject and analyse it merely on its merits and ethos 
rather than on the effect said item has on the reviewer 
is difficult. In consequence I promise to try to review the 
vehicular offering on these pages with a clinical pen rather 
than succumbing to the emotions that it stirs within. But 
please bear with me if I find myself transported into 
flights of fancy.

Having recognised that today’s society has engendered 
extremes of views it is easy for us to hark back to 
yesteryear in the search of an imagined nirvana. As an 
occasional Proustian exercise this is fun, but today’s 
actuality dictates that yesterday’s perceived perfection is, 
in fact, but a rose-tinted reality. 

The 1960s was a decade of huge upheaval. The 
austerity of the war years was fading away and the new 
liberalisation of youth brought about the advent of rock 
’n’ roll and a permissive society. In the motoring milieu 
there was a sense of schizophrenia. This most exciting 
of decades saw the beauty of the Jaguar E-Type and the 
elegance of the Aston Martin DB5 counterbalanced by 
the rear-engined, swing-axle lethality of the Chevrolet 
Corvair, a car so dangerous that Ralph Nader wrote a 
whole book about it entitled: Unsafe at Any Speed.

So the challenge then is how to take the best of our 
memories with awareness of their fallibility and to do 
justice to the former. Well, David Brown, with no link save 
his initials to the tractor-maker of Aston Martin renown, 
has taken the DB5 (with other, ancillary, inspirations) as 
his starting point and made a point of eliminating the 
stodge and the superfluous in his aim of creating a new 
icon. As Marcel Proust put it: ‘The only real voyage of 
discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes but in 
having new eyes.’ In other words, how can we make the 
best, better? 

By all accounts a big fan of rock band the Who, Brown 
has drawn inspiration from the middle of the 1960s 
(when the DB5 was launched) and the auto-destructive 
art-rockers from West London who had started to 
make their mark on the music scene. 

So to marry DB5 aesthetic inspiration with a Jaguar 
XKR, which is the fundamental foundation of the chassis 
and drive train… is it a case of meet the new boss, 
same as the old boss? 

Not a bit of it. What we have here is definitively the 
Speedback GT, a special car in its own right. With an 
aluminium body and chassis providing structural rigidity 
and, essentially, a means to keep the rain out of your hair, 
there is next to no weight to hinder getting the wheels 
to turn. 

Sound can stir your soul like nothing else. Imagine the 
delightful gurgle of a newborn infant. Or the susurration 
of trees as a soft summer breeze disturbs the tranquil 
idyll. These are delicate, transformative noises that soothe 
and bathe you in psychic balm. Then there’s the Jaguar 
supercharged V8 that lies throbbing at the heart of this 
vehicle. With the rumbling, symphonic harmonics of a 
John Entwistle bass line, this primal monster delivers 
mountains of torque and performance. 

Some would say that the gearbox itself is short on gears 
but it is definitely long on delivery. Personally I like the 
6-speed automatic packaged here rather than an 8-speed 

in time
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box that you might expect. Longer travel 
in the ratios means it feels like a proper 
tourer. It is not, never will be and never 
should be a car for thrashing round a 
track. Going fast while being elegant is this 
car’s sine qua non. Screaming sideways in a 
cloud of tire smoke into an Armco barrier 
would be infantile and this is very much a 
grown-up car.

Breathing new life into the etiolated art of coach 
building, David Brown Automotive has offered up to 
the discerning palate a tourer of genuine beauty and 
sweeping elegance. With the creative input of Alan 
Mobberley, formerly of Jaguar Land Rover, pivotal, the 
Speedback GT is less a car than a mechanical work of 
art. It almost feels insulting to talk so much about the 
performance of the chassis, engine and gearbox when 
the true majesty of this car lies in the 8,000 man-hours of 
build labour including 800 man-hours of paint and finish 
in each example. 

You will spend a lot of time admiring it from the outside, 
but you will spend most of your time in the cabin. Here 
is where the modern world is brought to the 1960s 
experience. Herds of cows have sacrificed themselves 
for the sake of the owner’s sedentary comfort. Dual-
zone climate control, automatic wipers, parking sensors, 
reversing cameras, soft-close doors and sat nav with 
Bluetooth and USB connectivity all come as standard. The 
wooden steering wheel, redolent of the car’s inspiring 
origins, is a nice touch while the picnic seat, hinged 
ingeniously into the trunk floor, is a glossy cherry on a 
finely baked cake.

And gripes? Well, sure, there are a few. Nothing major 

though. The convex glass on the clock that sits on top 
of the centre console reflects sunlight and prevents you 
reading it, but as I was doing this road test in late January 
there wasn’t too much natural light to worry about. The 
same held true for the concave wood veneer panels in 
the door cards that bounced light onto the aluminium 
window controls. Maybe it was form for form’s sake 
but, while they did look truly beautiful, there was an 
impracticality there. It is worth noting, though, that all 
these parts are available in a number of different finishes.

My biggest bugbear, though, would be with the 
infotainment system. This is not a criticism of the 
electronics and system themselves rather than with the 
utility of touch-screen navigation via oversized fingers. I 
can fully understand the company’s decision to use the 
underlying architecture rather than develop their own 
chassis, drive train and electronics as not to do so would 
make an already expensive car a ruinous black hole of 
R&D costs. It works and works well, but this is the one 
part of the bought-in components that you physically 
interact with and, for me, it mildly offset an otherwise 
wonderful experience.

Once upon a time those higher up on the fiscal food 
chain would buy a rolling chassis from the likes of Bentley 
or Duesenberg and engage the services of specialists like 
Mulliners or Vanden Plas. Having access to something 
both beautiful and unique was a great draw. However, 
with changing fashions and the advent of the unibody 
manufacturing process most legacy coachbuilders have 
now closed their doors. 

Thankfully David Brown Automotive seems to be 
bucking the trend. They aren’t coachbuilders per se, 
but the value in their products is definitely in that 
department. A starting price of £500,000 before tax 
might seem like a lot to pay for a car, but the opportunity 
to own something so striking makes it worth it. The 
company is just moving into purpose-built facilities 
at Silverstone and the next car off the line will be a 
remastered Mini. A reimagined DB5 followed by a Mini 
… icons of England. 

To quote another lyric from the Who, ‘Every day you’ll 
see the dust, as I drive my baby in my magic bus. I want 
it, I want it, I want it, I want it.’ I just hope that I have 
managed to keep my feet firmly enough on the floor to 
report objectively on this masterpiece. I salute both the 
vision behind the product and the product itself.

Elegant touch: it takes 8,000 
man-hours of build labour  
to create a Speedback GT 

David Brown Automotive has 
offered up to the discerning 
palate a tourer of  genuine 

beauty and sweeping elegance
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Excavations on London’s Crossrail 
project have yielded a treasure 
trove of archeological finds that 
speak volumes about the city’s past

Words: Petroc McShane

From top: 19th-century 
ginger jars, a flint axe head 
and one of many skeletons 
from a medieval burial 

The big dig

I
f, 80,000 or so years ago, you’d gone down to the 
part of London that is today Canary Wharf, the city’s 
modern quarter for financiers and lawyers, you’d 
have found big beasts of a different kind; mammoths 
to be exact, whose remains have recently been 

uncovered by archeologists working on the site of the 
Crossrail development.

Scheduled to be some nine years in the creation and 
including 40 stations, Crossrail runs for 60 miles and links 
the west of the capital with the east. While its creation 
may have provided the occasional challenge for travellers 
in the city, the subterranean work has proved extremely 
valuable for archeologists, who have been able to enjoy 
relatively long-running access to lower strata that are 
rarely available.

The resultant digs have yielded a huge number of finds, 
some 500 of which are currently on show at the Museum 
of London Docklands, in Canary Wharf.

Exhibition curator Jackie Keily says the work has added 
enormously to knowledge of London’s history, from 
evidence of flint tools being made in Woolwich 8,000 
years ago, to the railway repair sheds of 19th-century 
west London. 

Some of the findings have been predictably gory, 
she adds. ‘In the centre of the City of London, 
near Liverpool Street Station, the project’s largest 
archeological site produced extensive Roman and later 
remains. Over 50 Roman skulls were recovered, adding 
to over 200 skulls that have already been recovered 
from this area of London.’ 

Why just the skulls? What about everything else? 
Nobody can be sure, but the archeologists think it’s 
unlikely these were the victims of uprisings or beheaded 
prisoners of war.

Keily adds that, between the 16th and 18th centuries 
this same area was part of a burial ground called the 
New Churchyard. Here, the archeologists uncovered over 
3,000 skeletons, at least some of whom had succumbed 
to the Great Plague that ravaged London in the 1660s. 

She explains: ‘Modern scientific analysis (in the form 
of DNA) has allowed the identification of the plague 
pathogen from a number of these skeletons. This is the 
first time it has been positively identified on late 16th to 
17th century remains.’

Does she have any particular favourite finds herself? 
‘There is a very rare Roman medallion that dates to 

AD245. It would have been presented by the Emperor 
Philip I to a high-ranking official and this is only the 
second example ever found,’ she says.

‘One of the most fun items must be a 19th-century 
chamberpot that was found amid the excavations 
at Stepney Green in east London. It dates to a time 

Left: a rare Roman 
medallion from the third 
century and a temporary 
horse shoe (also Roman)

A comical 19th-century 
chamberpot from Stepney 
Green in east London
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Crossrail archeology
The Elizabeth Line is scheduled to open in 2018, linking 
west and east London and neighbouring counties.
Work on the project began in 2009 and the resultant ar-
cheological digs have been among the most comprehensive 
ever undertaken in the UK.
The exhibition Tunnel: the Archeology of Crossrail is at the 
Museum of London Docklands until 3 September.
museumoflondon.org.uk

when most houses didn’t have indoor toilets and so 
chamberpots were very important items to have in 
your bedroom, particularly at night. On the inside of the 
pot there is the face of a horrified-looking man with his 
hair standing on end and the motto: “Oh what I see I 
will not tell!”’

She also suggests that some of the finds show that in 
some ways London maybe hasn’t changed all that much 
over the centuries.

‘The digs have unearthed some fabulous leather shoes. 
These show that Londoners were ever fashion conscious, 
even in the Roman period. At Liverpool Street the wet 
conditions have preserved metalwork including Roman 
jewellery such as bracelets and brooches. All of these 
objects help to give us an idea of what people looked like 
and what they liked to wear.’ 

The work has also provided evidence of what people 
liked to eat. ‘From the 16th and 17th century levels at 
the same site, the archeologists recovered seeds (such as 
grape seeds), nut shells (including hazelnuts and walnuts), 
fish bones (including cod and plaice) and other minute 
remains, which show what people were eating in London 
in the past. We even have a tiny house mouse jawbone 
on display, also dating to the 16th or 17th century, with 

the tiny teeth still in situ. Londoners in the past faced 
many of the same issues that we do today.’

Keily, like the archeologists themselves, was amazed by 
the number of objects found and their diversity. 

‘From all the archeological work along the route of the 
Elizabeth line, tens of thousands of artefacts were found. 
I think one of the most surprising must have been the 
13,000 ceramic jam and pickle jars and glass bottles that 
were found buried in a disused brick water cistern on the 
site of the Crosse and Blackwell jam and pickle factory at 
Tottenham Court Road. 

‘Although the archeologists knew from documentary 
evidence that the factory had been located there (from 
the 1830s to 1921), nothing could have prepared them 
for the discovery of this huge dump of complete and 
near complete vessels – one of the largest number ever 
found from an excavation in Britain.’

Inside the Museum of 
London’s exhibition

‘The digs have unearthed some fabulous 
leather shoes. These show that  

Londoners were ever fashion conscious.’

http://museumoflondon.org.uk/
mailto:enquiries@chartwell-group.com
http://www.chartwell-group.com/
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Restoring a Georgian villa to its authentic, 
18th-century glory is a challenging prospect, 
but the brief has been met at Belmont
Words: George de Grey

Belmont as it is today (far 
left); an example of the 
original Coade stone looking 
as detailed as ever (left)

The pink

E
leanor Coade was a woman ahead of her time. 
Born into a prominent Dorset family in 1733, 
she wasn’t happy with the conventional life of a 
Georgian lady. Instead she turned her attention 
to the world of commerce, buying a struggling 

factory in London and transforming it into a highly 
profitable concern that made artificial stone ornaments 
(known as Coade stone) – some of which still grace the 
gardens of the grandest country houses in the UK.

Never one to miss an opportunity, Coade also 
commissioned her own home in the town of Lyme Regis, 
partly as a showcase for her company’s capabilities.

Called Belmont, the house is an attractive example 
of a Georgian seaside villa. It was, however, in a state of 
some disrepair by the 1960s, when it was bought by the 
novelist John Fowles, who would later put the finishing 
touches to his novel The French Lieutenant’s Woman in his 
writing room on the first floor.

By the late 2000s, Fowles, by then in his seventies, was 
looking for a buyer for his property. Not wanting it to 
become a hotel, he approached several universities, to 
no avail, before finally finding a buyer in the shape of the 
Landmark Trust, a charity that rescues historic buildings 
and makes them available as holiday accommodation.

The Trust, however, faced a huge amount of often 
painstaking work to restore Belmont. 

Stuart Leavy, the Trust’s crafts’ team leader and the 
former site manager for the Belmont restoration project, 
explains: ‘The most challenging part of the restoration 
was returning the building to its original form.

‘Over the years the building was transformed many 
times. The Victorians added huge extensions and there 
were also more modern additions for us to deal with. 
Our job was to discover the grand villa that was hiding 
under those additions and turn back the clock in a 
sensitive manner. We did this by using all the evidence 
we could find of original existing materials and using that 
evidence to recreate what was missing.’of perfection
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The Landmark Trust
The Trust aims to preserve historic buildings that are in dan-
ger and to bring them back to life with as much sensitivity as 
possible. Once restored, the properties are made available as 
holiday lets. 
The Trust currently looks after around 200 buildings in Britain, 
several in Italy and France and one in Belgium.
While they range from the simple to the spectacular, all the 
properties have an intriguing history. Among them are coastal 
forts, medieval long-houses, Gothic follies and a former pigsty 
that resembles a Grecian temple.
landmarktrust.org.uk

throughout the whole restoration process. Every room 
layout and every colour were meticulously thought out.’

Leavy was also surprised at how well the Coade stone 
ornaments had survived 250 years of rain and frost, with 
details such as the female keystones’ lace collars and the 
dimples on the acorn cups in the cornice frieze barely 
worn since the day they were cast.

Belmont took around two years to restore, but the 
finished product is well worth it, says Leavy. 

‘To see the house restored to the standard that it is today 
fills everyone involved with an immense pride. The goal 
for the restoration team was to transform the building so 
that if Eleanor Coade were alive today she would instantly 
recognise it right down to the colour of the paint on the 
walls. A huge amount of research and work has gone into 
the project and the results are stunning.’

Leavy and his team had to be direct in their approach. 
Walls were knocked down, doorways and windows were 
moved. The overall plan was to restore the building to 
its original, 18th-century layout and there was always 
the potential something could go wrong. At times it was 
a challenge for the restorers to pick their way between 
the props and supports that were essentially keeping the 
building upright.

The builders were also the beneficiaries of meticulous 
research on the building carried out by the Landmark 
Trust’s in-house historian Caroline Stanford. They also had 
a reliable set of architectural drawings that they could 
check at every stage to make sure the building was being 
put back correctly. 

‘Belmont was a very grand building of the time and 
the first seaside villa in the country,’ adds Leavy. ‘It was a 
showcase for Coade and stood out as a 
superbly built and embellished property. 

Doing justice to that heritage required 
great commitment, he adds: ‘We used 
traditional materials and methods to 
restore the building to the tiniest detail. 
We also restored all the Coade stone 
and made new using the same technique 
Eleanor Coade would have done. Our 
team understood the Georgian methods 
and practices, but never stopped learning 

‘We used traditional materials and methods 
to restore the building to the tiniest detail.’ 

Belmont seen from the 
south, its later additions 
now carefully removed

http://landmarktrust.org.uk/
mailto:reservations.browns@roccofortehotels.com
http://roccofortehotels.com/


Charter Trips
Thinking about traveling the world but unsure of where to begin? 
Asian Sky Group’s (ASG) Charter Services is the perfect starting 
point, with endless solutions and possibilities

Asian Sky Group O ver the summer of 2016, a group of VIPs 
hopped aboard a Dassault Falcon 7X 
for a week-long European vacation. 
The group of 10 traveled the continent, 
beginning in London before heading 

to Lake Como. Milan followed before setting sail across 
the French Riviera and lounging in Saint Tropez and 
then Monaco, before finally heading back to London. 
Throughout the trip, arranged by ASG, the guests feasted 
on Italian and French delicacies from world-renowned 
restaurants, shopped in Italy’s fashion capital and 
enjoyed relaxation and pampering from some of the best 
five-star hotels in the world. 

If this agenda doesn’t match your ideal itinerary, there’s 
plenty more. In 2017, ASG is presenting an array of tailor-
made holidays to suit even the most discerning clientéle. 
 
Quintessentially British, the world-famous London-based 
department store Harrods has teamed with ASG to offer 
the ultimate shopping experience. Prepare to be whisked 
away to London, where you’ll be met by a private Sikorsky 
helicopter ready to fly into the city for a world-class 
Harrods’ shopping experience. Upon arrival, you’ll be 
greeted by the department store’s world-famous personal 
shopping team. Whether you’re looking to update your 
wardrobe with the latest designer fashions or update 
your home decor, your personal shopping team will be 
ready to assist, leaving you the envy of all your friends. 

Looking for more action? Check out the biggest teams 
in the English Premier League (EPL) all from a cozy, 
VIP box. Guests will enjoy a personalized menu, while 
experiencing the excitement of one of the world’s best 
professional soccer leagues. To top it all off, guests will 
have the opportunity to meet their favorite players in an 
exclusive post-match meet and greet session.

For a more relaxed and reserved holiday, take a trip to 
one of the most prestigious wine regions in the world 
– Bordeaux, France. Guests will be chauffeured to the 
top chateaus, with a chance to see vineyards, cellars 
and barrel rooms, and consume some of the finest wine 
in the world. Sommeliers will introduce vintage wines, 
paired with fine cuisine. After a visit to a few well-known 
wineries, guests will enjoy the sights of Bordeaux, where 
18th and 19th century architecture lines the roads.

Experience a romantic honeymoon, plan a picture perfect 
beach wedding or just enjoy vacation, complete with 

ASG is presenting an array of

tailor-made holidays
 to suit even the most discerning clientéle



thrill seeking or soothing relaxation on exotic islands in 
Malaysia. Award-winning luxury resort Berjaya Hotels & 
Resorts delivers unmatched experiences at its locations 
across Malaysia, as well as in the Philippines, Vietnam, 
Sri Lanka, the Seychelles, and in London. Enjoy the serene 
waters of Langkawi, rejuvenate your body with a spa 
treatment in Kuala Lumpur or discover underwater life in 
the Seychelles. Whatever the desire, for any occasion, all 
requests can be met. 

The Salzburg Festival (July 21-Aug 30), held annually 
in the Austrian town of Salzburg – the birthplace of 
Mozart, is the prominent festival of music and drama. 
Established in 1920, this festival is ideal for those 
captivated by high caliber artistic performances of opera, 
plays and concerts. A soulful alternative to Salzburg is 
the Montreux Jazz Festival (June 30-July 15), held in 
Switzerland. Overlooking the Lake Geneva shoreline, 
the annual festival has included the likes of famous 
performers in the jazz, blues, soul and rock genres. 
Trips to music festivals throughout Europe can also be 
organized, at request.

One of the most spectacular sights in wildlife is 
East Africa’s Great Migration, when up to two million 
wildebeest and zebra traverse the plains traveling into 
Kenya, with predators in pursuit. Guests will observe the 

Whatever the desire,

for any occasion
all requests can be met

migration in off-road vehicles, guided by experienced 
expedition leaders offering knowledge on the animals 
and local culture. After experiencing the phenomenon, 
luxurious and intimate lodges await, ready to provide a 
good night’s rest under the stars. 

A more prosperous getaway can include a trip to 
the U.S. or Australia, where potential future property 
investments can be scoped out in metropolitans across 
each country. While abroad, take the time to visit and 
learn about leading educational institutions for children. 
This trip will offer invaluable insight on the American 
and Australian education systems, as well as providing 
sound investment knowledge on real estate purchases 
throughout each country. 

For enquiries please contact Ms Carmen Chan at 
cchan@asianskygroup.com or +852 62 85 99 19

www.asianskygroup.com/charter

mailto:cchan@asianskygroup.com
http://www.asianskygroup.com/charter
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Polish photographer Dominika Gesicka has 
captured the enduring strangeness of life in  
Longyearbyen, the world’s most northerly town
Words: John Edmunds 

Traditional dancing in the 
snow (opposite); camera 
flash contrasts with the 
darkness of the polar night

Far from

I
t is the unreal, otherworldly aspect of the 
Spitzbergen archipelago that appeals to Dominika 
Gesicka. The Polish photographer is currently 
engaged in an ongoing project that aims to capture 
aspects of life in and around Longyearbyen, the 

world’s most northerly town, and a venue where people 

have to cope with extremes of light and dark, depending 
on the season.

‘This is a place where no one is born and no one dies,’ 
she says. ‘Of course you can die anywhere, but you 
cannot be buried here because it has been discovered 
that bodies fail to decompose.

reality
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‘You cannot be born here either because pregnant 
women have to return to the mainland [of Norway] to 
give birth. There are no cats, no trees, no traffic lights. 
There is no amusement park, but there is a circus troupe. 
In the winter it is completely dark, but in the summer the 
sun never sets.’

In the depths of the three-month-long polar night, 
living in Longyearbyen is like being in a remote outpost 
on another planet. Snow swirls around streetlights 
at noon and there is the nagging knowledge that this 
is somewhere where man is not the apex predator. 
That mantle is held by the polar bear and it is far from 
unknown for the animals to appear in town. 

For this reason groups heading out to explore the 
wilderness on skidoos, for example, always contain at 
least one person with a rifle capable of stopping a hungry 
bear. The necessity of this is underlined at the surprisingly 
large and altogether fascinating Svalbard Museum, which 
tells the story of Norwegian trapper called Georg Nilssen 
who, in 1921, decided to head out to the coast on a 
polar bear hunting expedition.

He was never seen again. His rifle, however, was. Rusted 
and decayed, with a round jammed in its breach, it was 
recovered in 1965, along with what was left of Nilssen.

That lurking sense of danger adds to the Wild West 
feeling that Longyearbyen, appropriately named after an 

In the depths of  the three-month-long polar night, living in 
Longyearbyen is like being in a remote outpost on another planet

Uncompromising images of 
the Spitzbergen landscape 
in winter (this page)

One of many huskies (far 
left); an artwork overlooks a 
bay near Longyearbyen (left)

Some of Gesicka’s work 
is more dreamlike and 
surreal, with bright colours 
contrasting with the snow
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American entrepreneur by the name of Longyear,  
‘It’s difficult to regard the town as the best place to live, 
but many people fall in love with it at first sight,’ says 
Gesicka. ‘Some people came here just for two weeks and 
stayed for five years or more, but not many decide to 
settle down here permanently.’

That sense of the surreal and insecure is also brought 
home at Barentsburg, Spitzbergen’s Russian coal mining 
settlement. Not much coal is dug these days, but a small 

community of around 500 people clings on, partly to 
keep alive Russia’s claim to the archipelago. Like some 
strange timewarp, the settlement still contains at least 
one bust of Lenin and several murals that would not have 
looked out of place in the Soviet Union.

There is a theme here that strikes a chord with Gesicka: 
‘Sometimes you have an impression that people here are 
trying to escape from something; that this is just a retreat. 
This is not a real life.’

That feeling is mirrored in her Svalbard portfolio; some 
of her photos are of realistic, harsh landscapes that 
capture the power of a potentially hostile nature. Others 
are more otherworldly, hinting at the strangeness of life.
dominikagesicka.com

A Longyearbyen car shows 
the risks of living in a place 
where tough weather is a 
reality throughout the winter

‘Sometimes you have an impression that 
people here are trying to escape from 
something; that this is just a retreat.’

http://dominikagesicka.com/
http://www.windmillinternational.com/
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Iceland’s culinary scene has been transformed 
in the past 20 years and now the country has 
gained its first Michelin-starred restaurant
Words: Petroc McShane

Local salmon on a piece  
of volcanic rock (right) 

Lone star state

T
hink of Iceland and all sorts of things may 
spring to mind. Vikings, geysers, hot tubs, 
a surprisingly capable football team… but 
perhaps not haut cuisine.

Until now, perhaps. The country recently 
gained its first Michelin-starred restaurant in the shape of 
Dill, located on trendy Hverfisgata in central Reykjavík.

The creation of chef Gunnar Karl Gíslason and 
sommelier Ólafur Örn Ólafsson, the restaurant casts itself 
as a pioneer of Nordic cuisine in Iceland, using local and 
seasonal ingredients to produce a modern take on some 
northern European classics.

Current head chef Ragnar Eiríksson says the restaurant 
has a very simple approach to its dishes. ‘We focus on 
flavour. It is as simple as that, we don’t worry too much 
about the presentation, we like it to look a little rough 
and that is beautiful in its own way.’ 

Dill’s chef also faces a challenge, shared by others of his 
profession in Iceland. It’s all very well concentrating on 
locally sourced produce, but this is a country with a short 
summer that takes the brunt of North Atlantic storms 
in a winter where days are short and sunlight rare. That’s 
hardly conducive to growing a wide range of vegetables 
or raising exotic animals and birds, despite the presence 
of geothermal energy that’s been a boon to farmers over 
the past few decades.

Indeed, an unforgiving climate has been an issue since 
the first Viking adventurers stepped off their longships. 
While they were impressed with rivers and lakes that 
teemed with fish such as salmon and Arctic char they 
noticed that the weather was too inclement even to 
sustain fruit or nut trees, making the native berries all the 
more important as a source both of flavour and vitamins.

Eiríksson admits finding ingredients is a perennial issue. 
‘We spend a lot of time talking to smallholders and 
other producers and we try to source as much as we 
can directly from them. Then, during the short summer 
months, we forage as many wild herbs as we can and 
preserve them for the winter.

‘I always look forward to spring so I can start picking 
herbs again. My favourite is definitely angelica. The flavour 
is something between fennel and celery and it grows 
almost everywhere in Iceland.’

Understandably Eiríksson is delighted with the latest 
accolade. ‘We’re very honoured and humble to have 
achieved this award. It is not something that we were 
directly aiming at since Michelin didn’t include Iceland in 
its guide until now. Obviously, we had heard rumours and 
seen tweets, but we were still pleasantly surprised.’ 

Dill’s down-to-earth interior 
design has also been well 
received by the critics
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More than just a one-star show
Dill’s head chef, Ragnar Eiríksson, took over the position when 
the restaurant’s original chef, Gunnar Karl Gíslason, moved to 
New York to set up the Agern restaurant with Claus Meyer. 
Agern received its first Michelin star in 2016.
This is not the first award for Dill and the restaurant has previ-
ously been on the short list for the Restaurant & Bar Design 
Awards (in 2015).
Dill’s ethos is driven by a combination of traditional recipes and 
state-of-the-art methods. Seasonal ingredients are top of its 
chefs’ agenda. 
Every week the restaurant devises a new seven-course menu; 
each dish paired with a wine from an increasingly wide-ranging 
wine cellar.
Specialities include dishes such as Arctic char with fennel or 
pork belly with honey and parsnips while the restaurant’s more 
inventive methods can be explored in dishes such as caviar ash 
egg and dung-smoked trout (a traditional method of cooking 
that dates back to the Viking era).
Fans of interior design can enjoy the restaurant’s paired-back, 
Scandinavian-style setting. Dill’s interior is the work of star 
Icelandic designer Hálfdán Pedersen, who has also designed the 
interiors of restaurants Hverfisgata 12 and Snaps in Reykjavík. 
The designer is also well known in Iceland for his work in the 
film industry and has worked as a set designer on Icelandic hits 
The Good Heart, Fúsi and Paris of the North.

He now hopes Dill’s achievements will inspire more 
Icelandic chefs to intensify their focus and push harder to 
achieve similar status.

‘This is a total game-changer for the restaurant industry 
in Iceland; finally we are on Michelin’s radar and surely it 
will inspire others. I am looking forward to seeing more 
stars in Iceland, I don’t think Dill would ever come near to 
qualifying for a second star, but there are definitely places 
in Iceland that could potentially get there.’

He sees this as the next step for a restaurant scene that 
has changed almost beyond recognition in the past 20 
years, driven paradoxically by an economic crash and the 
resultant surge in tourist numbers as the country became 
more affordable. 

 ‘Obviously your options are a bit limited with the 
native population of only around 300.000 but, since we 
gained about 1.5 million tourists, the restaurant clientéle 

A typically colourful product 
of the Dill kitchen (right); 
inside the restaurant (below)

‘This is a total game-changer for the 
restaurant industry in Iceland, finally  

we are on Michelin’s radar.’

has grown substantially. That gives us more restaurants 
and much more variety of restaurants. And not just in 
Reykjavik – there are exciting and cool places opening up 
around the country. ‘

http://marquesderiscal.com/
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In the French region of Gascony, 
armagnac has a cultural significance 
that takes it far beyond the counters 
of the local bars and restaurants
Words: Dan Hayes

Cherubs dance in the 
cathedral at Auch (above); 
medieval-style buildings  
in a Gascon square (left)

Realm of

T
o a Gascon, there can be something almost 
sacrosanct about an after-dinner glass of 
armagnac – the flavoursome, potent and 
historic brandy produced over just a few 
thousand hectares in southwestern France.

Sitting in a brasserie in Auch (pronounced Ohsh), within 
sight of the huge and impressive 15th-century cathedral 
of Sainte Marie, local wine connoisseur Guillaume Durand 
cradles a tulip-shaped glass in his hand and tells me about 
armagnac’s finer details.

‘First, you look and smell,’ he says, swirling the fragrant 
amber-coloured liquid around, bowing his head to bring 
his nose closer to its quarry – but not too close, as he 
is quick to point out. ‘There should be fruitiness there, 
something to tell you about the grapes and a hint of 
caramel, toffee or nougat perhaps.’

He pauses for a moment. ‘Then we taste,’ he says, taking 
a sip, ‘Warmth, we have. Burning, we don’t; perhaps an 
aftertaste of plums or violets? And now you realise why 
this is the finest brandy in France.’ 

In the mind of a proud Gascon such as Durand there 
is little point even debating that subject. The mention of 
cognac, which is produced just to the north of here in 
the Départements of Charente and Charente-Maritime, 
is dismissed with the sort of Gallic shrug that implies such 
distractions are fine if you’re the type who doesn’t mind 
that sort of thing.

the spirit
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Devotees claim armagnac to be the oldest spirit in 
France. It can certainly trace its roots back at least as far 
as the 15th century, and the traditions of viniculture here 
go back much further than that. In Auch’s cathedral a 
400-year-old stained glass window depicts Noah leaning 
on his elbow beneath a particularly grape-laden vine. 
In the crypt, meanwhile, the tomb of St Léothade, who 
was bishop of Auch in the seventh century, features both 
grapes and vines; as does a mosaic in an excavated third-
century Gallo-Roman villa at nearby Seviac.

The historic region of Gascony today encompasses the 
départment of Gers and parts of Lot and Garonne. The 
pace both of life and change is slow here. Villages can 
look like something out of a French movie; with shaded 
squares, colourful wooden shutters and leisurely games 
of boules. The whole region can feel strangely devoid of 
people – and for good reason, this is one of the most 
thinly populated regions of France.

Some locals will tell you that’s the enduring result of the 
sacrifices made by Gascons in World War I – following 
perhaps in the traditions of bravery shown by the most 
famous Gascon in history – the Comte D’Artagnan, 
who was both the real-life captain of King Louis XIV’s 

Reminders of the region’s 
history are everywhere 
(right); the river Gers flows 
through Auch (below)

Villages can look like something out of  a 
French movie; with shaded squares, colourful 

shutters and leisurely games of  boules
Musketeer D’Artagnan strikes  
a pose in the centre of Auch 
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musketeers and also inspiration for the eponymous 
character in the novels of Alexandre Dumas.

There may be an element of truth to that, but those 
quiet streets and squares are perhaps more a consequence 
of a long-standing population drift to Toulouse – the 
nearest large city – Paris and all points thereafter.

There is something timeless too about the region’s 
sprawling vineyards that, for more than 2,000 years, have 
been the source of a relatively low-alcohol wine, barely 
considered drinkable in itself, which in turn yields the 
precious armagnac.

That tale is told in more depth in the town of Condom 
– the unofficial armagnac capital – where there is a small 
museum dedicated to the spirit and its heritage. This is 
also home to one of the largest names in the business, 
Janneau, today part of the Giovinetti group, whose 
distillery can be visited by those keen to see the minutiae 
of the processes. Perhaps more attractive, though, is to 
hunt down some of the smaller producers, whose names 
are redolent with history and expertise.

Among these are Armagnac Delord in the village of 

An aged bicycle waits in a 
quiet backstreet (above); 
foie gras (right), another 
speciality of the region

For more than 2,000 years the region’s sprawling vineyards have 
been the source of  the wine that yields the precious armagnac
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Armagnac in brief
There are three armagnac-producing regions: Bas Armagnac, Tenareze. and 
Haut Armagnac.
Armagnac is distilled from three white wine grapes: Folle Blanche, Ugni 
Blanc and Colombard. The spirit is distilled only once (not twice, like 
cognac), then aged in oak barrels for a minimum of two years.
Young armagnacs (one-three years old) are called 3-star and can be 
quite harsh. VSOP (four-nine years) and XO (10 years) are smoother and 
rounder in flavour. The years indicate the age of the youngest armagnac in 
the blend – most armagnacs are blends.
Single-year vintages do also exist and certain houses, such as Castarede, 
Château de Laubade and Baron de Lustrac, specialise in these.

Keeping and serving armagnac
A bottle of armagnac should be kept standing up, not lying on its side. The 
spirit will spoil if it comes in prolonged contact with the cork. Experts 
suggest the best-shaped glass for armagnac is tulip-shaped – with a 
rounded bowl and tapered chimney.

Tasting armagnac
Put a few drops of spirit on the back of your hand. The alcohol will 
evaporate leaving behind the aromas of the spirit. After about a minute, 
pour a small amount in your glass, raise it to around chest level and let 
the fragrances rise up to your nose.

Local dishes include magret de canard, served pink and thickly sliced, 
and salmis de palombe, wood pigeon in a rich red wine sauce

Lannepax, Baron de Sigognac in Castelnau d’Auzan, 
Château de Pellehaut in Montréal and Château du Busca-
Maniban, set in a hilltop castle.

Even better still, perhaps, is to sample armagnac in 
one of the restaurants for whom local cuisine is almost 
a matter of honour. The spirit makes an appearance in 

many a Gascon speciality, which tend to be hearty, filling 
and based on the seasonal produce of the region.

Among them is garbure, the kind of soup that merits a 
cold day to enjoy properly, it’s made from cabbage, beans 
and duck confit; daube de boeuf – the beef sourced from 
the local Aquitaine cattle and marinated in a red wine 
sauce; magret de canard, served pink and thickly sliced 
and salmis de palombe, wood pigeon in a rich sauce made 
from reduced red wine, ham, garlic, onions and herbs.

Dishes are often cooked in goose fat – a bi-product of 
another glorious Gascon speciality, foie gras, and visitors 
should in particular look out for the words ‘foie gras 
fermier’ on their menu or, indeed, if they are sampling any 
of the local markets. The buttery, unctuous goose-liver 
paté won’t disappoint and the ‘fermier’ title indicates a 
small local producer.

After feasting on such dishes, the best way to conclude, 
of course, is with a glass of armagnac – indeed, in 
Gascony, it might be seen as a sacrilegious to suggest 
anything different.

Gascon geese: source of 
some of the finest foie gras
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The Italian resort town of Amalfi  
is a vintage classic of a destination,  
but does it still cast its secret spell? 
Words: Alexander James

Colourful houses in the 
centre of Amalfi (above);  
the town’s justly famous  
harbour and shoreline (left)

The muchness

I 
first read about Amalfi as a backdrop to pirate 
stories written 300 years ago; tales of sea-faring 
rogues seduced by the beauty of its women and 
wine, before they were outwitted by the ingenuity of 
its cunning merchants.

What is the magic of this seaside place, so potent it 
makes people take leave of their senses? Even in our own 
times, film stars have been known to strip naked fully to 
embrace its inky blue waters.

It may be an innate sense of freedom. The first sensation 
that hits you as you descend the winding mountain 
roads into Amalfi is one of refreshment. There’s the wide 
expanse of twinkling sea, the smell of lemon groves, the 
promise of serenity that beckons the world-weary.

Like many seasoned travellers, I’ve heard of Amalfi, but 
know little about it before I arrive. I wonder whether 
its household name will live up to the hype. When you 
first descend its steep cliff roads by car, on foot or by 
bike, there is something invigorating about being in the 
presence of a landscape that has captivated traders, 
clergy, travellers, artists, saints, sinners and those just 
looking to chill out.

One reason why this part of the Campania coastline has 
maintained its original grace, is it has adhered to a single 
aesthetic for centuries. As I arrive at the Hotel Santa 
Caterina (see box) I gaze out at the bay of Amalfi from its 
terraces. In this town, there is no building more than five 
storeys high. The pastel-painted houses seem to cascade 
from the mountains. From where I stand I see swathes of 
lemon groves and lush greenery adorning terraces that 
unfold like a stairway in a gradual decline to the sea.

of Amalfi
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Where to stay
The Hotel Santa Caterina is an address that oozes Italian hospitality. It’s
also one gloriously free from big business ownership, having been the property 
of the Gambardella family for generations. 

Grand Tour
Maybe because of this independence it’s an undisputed gem, both of Campania 
and the Med alike. One of the original stops on the Grand Tour, it still oozes a 
non-stuffy attention to detail. No matter where you go, the whole theme cries 
out: ‘We’ve thought about you.’
It’s the small things: the embossed bed sheets, the artwork in the floor tiles, 
the way the staff know what you want before you do. Even the menus of its 
restaurant are hand-printed daily in an artisan Amalfi style that can trace its 
origins back to the 13th century. 

Heart of the sea
All rooms face the sea, with sweeping French windows opening to elegant
balconies. The hotel floors are built along terraces. Guests can walk through 
ornate gardens and lemon groves, before arriving at a secluded beach club, with 
a swimming pool and the sea lapping at your toes.
The enormous homegrown lemons are also used in therapies in the spa and 
as ingredients in its dishes. Even if you don’t stay, take a drink on its terrace to 
sample the view and service, both the best in Amalfi. This hotel has an ingredient 
lacking in many far more publicised properties – emotion. 
Tel: (+39) 089 871 012, hotelsantacaterina.it

It’s a place both blessed and cursed by nature. Scorched 
by ashes from the same eruption that wiped Pompeii from 
the map, it was one of the most important Mediterranean 
ports from the 9th to the 11th century, when a savage 
earthquake devastated its wharves and warehouses.

I venture into the town and find the legacy of this era 
is the centrally located cathedral. Inside it’s adorned with 
gold, outside with giant copper doors, built when Amalfi 
was twice the size of London. Nowadays you can walk 
this town end-to-end in 30 minutes.

I’m hoping for gems more interesting than the usual 
rota of churches and town halls. A guide, fittingly named 
Michel Angelo, tells me the town is full of secrets. It’s in 
the secluded castles, coves and caves where the real story 
of Amalfi is to be unveiled.

For example, there’s a covered alley next to Supportico 
Sant’ Andrea, once used as a honey trap to capture those 

pirates of old. When Amalfi was a wealthy port, these 
amoral seafarers would stop supposedly for supplies, 
then plunder its women and wealth. To put a stop to 
such behaviour, the town governors enlisted the local 
womenfolk to take part in a cunning plan.

A bevy of youthful beauties waited by the port, 
like sirens beckoning the buccaneers into town. Duly 
refreshed by the local wine, the seafarers stumbled into 
this very alley, at which point the women vanished, the 
road was blocked off and hot oil rained down from 
above with very unpleasant consequences.

Walk through the alleyway today and instead of that 
gory fate, you’ll find a retreat sheltered from the heat 
and hordes. Along the path look out for hidden trattorias, 
such as Taverna Buonvicino on Largo Santa Maria 
Maggiore, serving Italian and Amalfi specialities.

At Piazzo Spirito Santo, you’ll find La Piccola Repubblica 
– offering free samples of the local tipple, limoncello, and 
local chocolate liqueur, as well as quirky gifts such as Viagra 
pasta. If any more evidence is needed of the hot passions 
that swelter under the Amalfi heat, look up to the 

furthest heights out of the town to spy a castle tower. It’s 
here, in the 16th century, that a noblewoman was locked 
up with her illegitimate sons and slowly starved to death; 
all as punishment for bearing the children of her servant. 
The tale has been retold via Elizabethan playwright John 
Webster’s drama, the Duchess of Malfi, almost ever since

Some of the finest parts of Amalfi are by the sea, 
including the Emerald Cave, hidden among rocks and 
found by a fisherman in the 1920s. It’s a less touristic 
version of the Blue Grotto in nearby Capri. Once inside, 
a rowing boat takes you into hidden depths, to marvel at 
stalactites that may date back millions of years.

These parts can easily be reached by a yacht trip with 
Private Charter Italia (premiumcharteritalia.com) which 
also includes the artist-favoured spots of Positano and 
Ravello. But, as for the hidden secrets of these places, 
those are stories for another time.

From left: beach club and 
terrace at the Hotel Santa 
Caterina; local lemons on 
sale in an Amalfi market

A guide, fittingly named Michel Angelo,  
tells me the town is full of  secrets

Hidden among rocks, the 
Emerald Cave was found by  

a fisherman in the 1920s 
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The launch of the new Anantara 
resort on Oman’s Frankincense 
Coast brings a different dynamic 
to a place that has been luring 
intrepid travellers for centuries

Words: Andrew Eames

A lure for travellers: the 
Anantara’s infinity pool  
(far left) and a handful  
of frankincense (below)

I 
fell into conversation with four residents of Dubai 
over dinner in the Anantara’s Thai restaurant in 
Salalah; a place where the interaction of travellers has 
plenty of precedent.

Outside, the evening sky was darkening over a 
brackish lagoon, a lagoon once used by sailing dhows 
in the fragrant frankincense trade, which travelled as 
far afield as China as long ago as the 12th and 13th 
centuries. And just across the water were the remains of 
a Unesco-registered ancient walled city visited by both 
Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta, the great Arab explorer, 
themselves following the frankincense trail. Beyond them, 
we could just about make out the silhouettes of a couple 
of horse-riders cantering along the silky white sands of 
the Dhofar coast.

So there we were, we modern-day explorers, those 
Dubai people and me, recently deposited in Salalah’s 
spanking new airport by the great dhows of the sky and 
now sitting in a restaurant which itself was barely three 
months old. Yet I too, like Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta, 
was effectively there because of the frankincense trail, 
lured here both by the region’s unique history and by 
the opening of the first five-star hotel on a traditional, 
unspoiled slice of the Arabian peninsula.

The Dubai residents had only just arrived, and seemed 
a bit miffed that I, who had come all the way from 
northern Europe, should be three days ahead of them 
in the discovery of a new Big Thing in their neck of the 
woods. We spoke for a while of what I had seen and 
done on the coast, and then I asked them for their plans. 
They wanted to lie in the sun, they said, because Dubai 
was chilly in the evening at this time of year (it was 
the European winter). They planned to enjoy the Thai 

Past and
present
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massage in the Anantara’s luxury spa, venture out onto 
the beach, and try the hotel’s four restaurants. 

Was there any shopping? I had to confess that Salalah’s 
Hafa souq was basically 100-odd stalls all selling the same 
thing: frankincense, more frankincense, or smokers for 
frankincense. No gold jewellery, no crystal chandeliers 
and no designer handbags. I could sense some overtones 
of disappointment.

The Dubai people were pleasant dinner companions, 
but after we parted that evening I couldn’t help but feel 
a bit critical of their… lack of curiosity. But then they 
already lived in the Middle East, so maybe fishing villages, 
old forts, translucent waters, verdant wadis and huge 
expanses of camel and sand were all too familiar. For 
them, the temptation of a new, lavish destination hotel in 
the sun was enough reason to travel; for me, it was the 
final piece in what added up to a very colourful mosaic.

Oman is the oldest independent state in the Arab 
world, and one of its most culturally undiluted. The 
Dhofar governate, the part that adjoins Yemen on the 
southern coast of the Arabian peninsular, has long been 
locked off from the rest of the peninsular by the vast 
sand desert of the Rub’ al Khali, the Empty Quarter. And 
its history as a place of fish and frankincense that looked 
to the sea for sustenance and to Africa and India for its 
trade is still very much visible in its everyday life. 

Ranging up and down the Dhofar coast with Hussein, 
the Anantara’s local guide, I’d been surprised at how the 
past persisted into the present. Back in the 14th century, 
Ibn Battuta noted the vast numbers of sardines landed 
here, and how the Omanis fed dried fish to their camel 
trains to sustain them on the arduous crossing of the 
Empty Quarter to reach the rest of Arabia.

The sardines have not gone away. Shoals of them were 
plainly visible loitering offshore, like welcome mats in 

Back in the 14th century, Ibn Battuta noted 
the vast numbers of  sardines landed here, 

and how the Omanis fed them to their camels

A hint of Oman’s traditional 
defences in contemporary 
architecture (above); a 
wooden dhow reminiscent 
of Ibn Battuta’s era (right)
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the turquoise sea, and a single pound sterling equivalent 
bought me 17, freshly grilled, in Salalah’s market, the vast 
majority of which I ended up giving away. They are still 
caught in big numbers by the fishermen that Hussein 
and I met on the beach in Fazayah, southwest of Salalah, 
where the coast rises up in rolling ridges of rock. These 
fishermen were seated in the shade cooking a leisurely 
lunch of camel meat, while on either side of them 
beachcombing camels were rootling along the shoreline, 
blissfully unaware of their cousin in the pot.

Omanis have a tradition of hospitality, and these 
fishermen were no exception. Mercifully, their camel stew 
hadn’t yet reached the edible stage, so we joined them 
only for a glass of sweet tea, spiced with cardamom. 

They’d never heard of Ibn Battuta, but some of their 
sardines, they confirmed, were indeed still used as camel 
fodder, once it had been laid out to dry in glittering stinky 
strips in the sun, under taut anti-bird strings that hummed 
like a harp in the wind. And their higher-value catch still 
ended up on the other side of the Empty Quarter, but 
these days it was loaded into refrigerated trucks for the 
11-hour drive around the edges of the sand desert to the 
restaurants of Abu Dhabi and Dubai. So the trade route 
was the same; only the infrastructure had changed.

Camels may have lost their cargo-carrying function, but 
they still had the status of prized possessions here, and 
still loitered at the edge of the desert they used to cross. 
Hussein took me up over the mountains which cradle 
Salalah, and down into Arabia’s huge back yard to find a 

Omanis have a tradition of  hospitality,  
but mercifully the fishermen’s camel stew 

hadn’t yet reached the edible stage

On the edge of the Empty 
Quarter (above); looking 
across one of the region’s 
immense beaches (below)

camel encampment out in the sands. The herders were 
Bedouin camel-breeders, with mother-and-baby nurseries 
where the youngsters tottered around on ridiculously 
long legs; recently born and already being made to walk 
on stilts.

They were still an important part of the economy, 
it seemed. Over a cup of slightly salty camel milk the 
Bedouin in charge told us how his animals fetched big 
money in the UAE. He’d just sold one beast for the 
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The Khareef 
Arabia’s only monsoon
The Dhofar coast has a unique appeal for tourists from the region. At the 
height of the Arabian Peninsular’s unbearably hot months of July and August 
a local micro-climate brings the clouds rolling in to this very specific slice 
of topography, delivering a constant drizzle which turns the barren-looking 
landscape into an overnight sensation of greenery and waterfalls. This local 
anomaly is called the Khareef and it is kettled by the mountains that ring the 
flatlands of Salalah. 
During the Khareef, regional tourists flock here from the dusty, sun-blasted 
Arabian hinterland to sit and take selfies having picnics in the rain. And when it 
is over, September is one of the best months for international visitors, because 
the skies have cleared, the sun is hot, and yet all around is green.

equivalent of two Toyota Land Cruisers, key assets in the 
dowry culture of the modern-day desert-dweller.

As for the frankincense business itself, it is not quite 
what it was, although the stunted, leathery trees 
themselves were everywhere along the coast. In his 
account of his 14th-century visit, Ibn Battuta described 
how they were tapped for their sap, much cherished 
for its fragrant smoke and anti-bacterial properties. In 
its heyday, this dried tree sap was almost as valuable as 
gold in this part of Arabia, until the fashionable perfume 
empires in the likes of France and Italy spoiled the fun. 

The international trade may have much diminished, but 
the locals are still loyal. Hussein told me how he lights a 
frankincense smoker every evening, to deter mosquitos, 
to purify his house and to keep his family healthy. He 
could have added that it had a new role to play in the 
economy, attracting visitors like myself who were curious 
about the place of origin of something with such a 
mythical, mystical status.

Of course frankincense alone is not enough. This is a 
coast with excellent seafood, with sun and sand, and with 
a belt of banana and coconut plantations where spring 
water gurgles through irrigation channels. It is easy to 
see why the Omani government has designated it as a 
tourism destination of the future and why a luxury hotel 
group like the Anantara would want to invest.

Stunted, leathery frankincense trees  
were everywhere along the coast

Camels on the edge of 
the Empty Quarter (right); 
some of the region’s many 
seasonal trees (below)
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Q: What does the role of operations controller involve?
A: As operations controller for Harrods Aviation, I am re-
sponsible for the running of the operations department, 
acting as the ‘manager’ for the duty period. By doing so, I 
carry out and oversee all aspects of aircraft handling and 
flight planning; ensuring that the highest level of service is 
delivered to all customer needs in a timely fashion. 

Q: What is the most rewarding part of the job?
A: It’s ensuring the customers get exactly what they 
would expect from the Harrods brand. On a daily basis, 
we receive requests from customers that, to most, would 
seem out of the ordinary; for example sourcing cater-
ing from a particular London restaurant to assist in a 
helicopter charter. Once you have completed the task in 
hand, it is very rewarding knowing that the customer has 
departed happy. 

Q: What are your best memories of doing this job so far?
A: Winning my BACA (Baltic Air Charter Association) 
award for ‘Young Person of the Year’. I felt very honoured 
to have even been considered for the award and I cer-
tainly did not expect to win.

Q: What has been your career path to get here?
A: I was fortunate enough to carry out my work experi-
ence while at secondary school within another company 
based at Stansted Airport. After completing my A Levels, I 
knew working within aviation was what I wanted to do so 
made contact with this company and was given a fantastic 
opportunity to join them full time, working within various 
departments and finally within operations. I am now en-
tering my seventh year and the time has gone by so fast. 

Q: Do you have any personal travel favourites?
A: I was lucky enough to go on a safari in Africa. This 
is something that I have always wanted to do and was 
also a special trip due to my family’s history. My dad was 
born and grew up in East Africa and we had a trip down 
memory lane. We travelled from Nairobi all the way 
down to Dar es Salaam. It was fantastic to see places 
such as my dad’s old family houses. The safari in Ol Tukai, 
next to Kilimanjaro, was brilliant.  

Q: When you are not at work, what do like to do?
A: Outside of work, I love spending time with family, 
friends and my girlfriend. We frequently eat out and love 
trying new places and foods. We spend a lot of time in 
London, at the theatre, and love the buzz of the city.  My 
girlfriend has stables and horses so I’ve grown fond of 
them, I’m just not brave enough to ride them!

Peter Ogilvie
Operations controller at Stansted

‘We travelled from Nairobi all 
the way down to Dar es Salaam. 
It was fantastic to see places such 
as my dad’s old family houses.’

mailto:hello@centurionclub.co.uk
http://www.centurionclub.co.uk/
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