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Canada’s latest must-see destinations. Page h3 PALM 
SPRINGS
WITH A LONG HISTORY OF TIES 
to Hollywood and a modern return to form 
via a “cool redux,” this desert city comes by 
its Mad Men ethos honestly. Page H6

ANNE SUTHERLAND

/THE GAZETTE

One of the Big 
Island visitors, 
a n  a c c o u n t -
ant who teaches 
spinning classes, 
leaves the town of 
Hawi on the way 
to  Pololu Valley. 
Of course, he had 
no problem taking 
on any of the trip’s 
hills.

Hawaii
Where there are volcanoes, there are hills. But  on this cycling trip, no one  is judging

A MAGICAL RIDE IN 

ANNE SUTHERLAND

THE GAZETTE

T
hings I lear ned biking 
around the Big Island of  Ha-
waii:

If  an island boasts three 
volcanoes, there will be hills.

The terrain will vary from the arid 
and strangely beautiful moonscape of  
lava fields to lush and almost fecund 
greenery in the rainforest, in the same 
day.

Temperatures will range from lows of  
50 F in the mountains to 80 F at sea level, 
in mere hours.

The staff  of  Backroads, who have been 

leading bikes trips since 1979, are excep-
tional in every way possible.

There’s something delicious about es-
caping winter to go south, or in this case 
west, to the island of  Hawaii, close to the 
equator.

The temperatures are not too hot, not 
too cold, the ocean is spectacular and 
if  you like to ride a bike, Berkley, Calif.-
based Backroads can set you up with a 
trip that shows off  the entire island.

I had been to Big Island before, but the 
opportunity to see it from two wheels was 
tempting, so I signed on. 

The price of  the trip included a super 
light 27-speed bike, helmet, the services 
of  three trip leaders, all hotels and all 

meals save one lunch and one dinner. 
These were premium hotels, where the 

normal room rate ranges from $400 to 
$1,000 a night, and we could order what-
ever we wanted off  the menu at meals. 
Alcohol was not included, but all gratuit-
ies were.

I cannot say enough about our trip lead-
ers and support staff. All three women 
— Emily, Kate and Sarah — were experi-
enced mechanics, unfailingly cheerful, 
willing to bike along in the sometimes 
pouring rain, and full of  so much know-
ledge and enthusiasm that they really 
added to the experience.

MINDY SAM

 Author Anne Sutherland travels the road from Waimea to Kohala Coast , which offers an exceptional view of Mauna Kea, a dormant volcano that towers 13,803 feet above sea level.

Please see BIG ISLAND, Page H2
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GUIoneS, CoSta RICa 

A vacation to escape the 
cold led us to Costa 
Rica’s Pacific Coast, 

where we went surfing, 
horseback riding, deep-sea 
fishing and even visited a dry 
tropical forest. Our extended 
family of  seven, ranging in 
age from 17 to 55 years old, 
ranked it one of  the best vaca-
tions ever.

But we also felt good about 
choosing a destination, Playa 
Guiones, that for nine years 
in a row has been recognized 
for sustainable tourism. The 
Costa Rican government’s 
Ecological Blue Flag program 
honours sound ecological 
practices, community efforts 
and coastal protections.

The consistent surf  and 
long breaks on Guiones’ six-
kilometre beach also make it 
one of  the most popular surf-
ing beaches around, and it’s 
stunningly beautiful besides.

The dry season here runs 
November to April, and the 
result is dry tropical forests 
and brilliant blue skies near-
ly every day. Costa Ricans we 
met said the climate remains 

pleasant even when the rainy 
season starts in May, with 
sunny skies in the morning, 
and rain in the afternoons.

We arranged in advance 
for a van to take us the 112 
kilometres from the airport 
in Liberia to Guiones, and it 
was waiting curbside when 
we arrived. Our Costa Rican 
driver was a delightful guide, 
patiently answering all our 
questions and pointing out 
highlights along the way.

The ride took nearly three 
hours as the two-lane high-
way eventually turned into 
a bone-jarring dirt road. On 
the way we passed by arid 
pastures with grazing horses 
and cattle, one-story build-

ings with tin roofs and dusty 
yards, sugar cane fields and 
melon stands shadowed by 
palm trees.

The small town of  Guiones 
has a few gift and surf  shops, 
some restaurants, a bank and 
a couple of  small markets. 
There’s no high-end shopping 
or rowdy nightlife, and except 
for the constant roar of  the 
surf  in the distance, the town 
quiets down to near silence 
by early evening. Nearly all 
activity revolves around the 
tides, and surfing.

We stayed at Villa Sonita, 
which we’d rented through 
VRBO.com. It was large and 
clean, comfortably outfitted 
for two families, and conven-

iently located a short walk to 
the beach. The owner, Scott 
Cornwell, says he first came 
to the area 12 years ago when 
access was entirely by dirt 
roads, and there were only 
three phones in town. A lot 
has changed since, but it re-
mains a quaint and lovely 
place to visit.

For a horseback ride along 
the Nosara River, our guides 
were Eduardo and Raphael 
Hernandez, brothers who 
live in the hills alongside the 
Nosara with their families. 
Eduardo matched each rider 
with a suitable horse; I was re-
lieved to be given the mellow 
Parte Blanca, who was more 
interested in grazing than 

trotting. The teenagers were 
given livelier steeds, which 
Eduardo urged into gallops, 
much to their delight.

We rode through dry trop-
ical forests on a small dirt 
path. Midway through we 
were served a wonderful 
lunch of  “comidas tipica” — 
typical local dishes — by Ed-
uardo’s mother in her home, 
three small rooms accessible 
only by the dirt path we rode 
in on. Eduardo gave us a tour 
of  their land with its coffee 
plants and fruit trees, let us 
hold tiny chicks, and cut open 
coconuts for us to drink. It 
was a wonderful day.

The dry tropical forests 
were a great adventure — we 

even saw howler monkeys 
— but the beach and the surf  
quickly drew us in. The teens 
and the boldest took surfing 
lessons, and all were hooked 
after just a couple of  hours.

The instructors stood pa-
tiently in the ocean as our 
intrepid surfers paddled out 
toward the break, turned, pad-
dled like mad as the waves ap-
proached, and practised pop-
ping up over and over, until 
finally they managed a bal-
anced crouch on the board and 
rode the waves in, upright! We 
spent most of  our time at the 
beach after that, surfing.

We also squeezed in a four-
hour deep-sea fishing trip out 
of  the nearby village of  Playa 
Garza. Getting there was an 
adventure since we rented 
a golf  cart instead of  a car, 
knowing most of  our time 
would be spent in Guiones. We 
didn’t catch any big ones, but 
saw dolphins and turtles, and 
just being out on the gorgeous 
open ocean was a pleasure.

For a final treat we hired 
a talented chef  from Playa 
Guiones, Lisbia Cruz Mora. 
She was wonderful and the 
meal was delicious. And once 
again, we were glad to be sup-
porting the local community.

Beach and surf will draw you in
life is sweet� on beautiful Costa Rican beach — and from horseback riding to deep-sea fishing, there is plenty to do and see

 ❚ iF YOU GO
Lodging: VrBo.com (Vacation 
rentals by owner), http://
www.vrbo.com

Getting there: Nearest com-
mercial airport: daniel oduber 
international Airport, Liberia 
(112 kilometres); Juan santam-
aria international Airport, 
Alajuela (260 kilometres)

outfitters: Nosara Paradise 

rentals, Minimall Guiones 
Beach, Guanacaste, cr (Us: 
904-591-2161), or http://
nosaraparadiserentals.com. 
Kayak, horseback, snorkel or 
fishing day trips start at $60 
per person (three-person min-
imum). Airport pickup and drop 
off, golf cart and ATV rentals.

Surf Shops: coconut harry’s 

surf shop and surf school, 
Nosara. http://coconutharrys.
com. rentals and lessons. 
Group lessons $45 each (five- 
person minimum) and private 
lessons at $60 each; 90 
minutes.

agua tibia Surf School: 
Nosara, http://aguatibiasurf-
school.com. Group lessons, 

$45 each (five-person min-
imum) and private lessons at 
$60 each; 90 minutes.

Catering: La cocina de Lisbia 
https://www.facebook.com/
cocinalisbia. Full course meal 
not including drinks, $20 per 
person.

official tourist Site: http://
www.visitcostarica.com

The first day, we met at the 
Sheraton Kona and were 
shuttled up some of  those 
steep hills to Higahihara 
Park, where our bikes were 
fitted and our marching or-
ders given.

Each guest had sent height, 
pedal and handlebar prefer-
ences far in advance, and I 
had a sweet little titanium 
bike, a helmet, two water bot-
tles and all the snacks I could 
cram into Ziploc bags.

Our group was small, 
four women and three men. 
Some of  the guests had done 
Backroads trips before and 
one was an accountant who 
taught spinning on the week-
ends. 

I gauged that his rock-hard 
thighs would conquer all 
roads and hills. They did.

And we were off, along a 
gently rolling road that took 
us through coffee farms, 
macadamia-nut plantations 
and then 2,000 feet down the 
most stupendous switch-
backs to sea level. 

I noticed a new friend, 
a venture capitalist from 
N.Y.C., with a death grip on 
her handlebars and a ter-
rified look on her face. Her 
spinning classes had not pre-
pared her for braking or cars.

The staff  had a lunch of  
sushi, salads and amaz-

ing desserts set up for us on 
Pu’uhonona o Honaunau 
Beach — stunningly beauti-
ful.

The afternoon was some 
more ups and downs and then 
back to the Sheraton Kona for 
Mai Tais and delicious hors 
oeuvres while two of  our 
number snorkelled with the 
manta rays just beyond the 
restaurant.

Each day there were three 
options for distance and level 
of  difficulty, with many vari-
ations. Don’t like climbing 
hills? Hop in the van. No one 
judges.

Day 2, we headed south to-
ward Manaku State Park and 
the most southern tip of  Ha-
waii at Punalu’u, Black Sand 
beach and our final destina-
tion in the town of  Volcano, 
home of  the ... you guessed it.

This was on the west side, 
or drier side, of  the island, 
but the skies weren’t listen-
ing, and the rain came down. 
The packing list provided by 
the Backroads people prior 
to the trip is essential; they 
called for rain gear, and we 
needed it that morning.

Lunch was at a cosy bake 
shop and then a wonderful 
ride along deserted roads all 
the way to the coast where the 
sand really is black, because 
it’s chewed-up lava.

Our home for the next two 
nights was the Kilauea Lodge, 

complete with fireplaces in 
each room. These came in 
handy for drying out sodden 
bike clothing.

On Day 3, we had our own 
private geologist/guide for a 
hike through the nature park 
at the Kilauea Calder. The 
first sight of  the huge depres-
sion left after the eruption 
of  1959 took my breath away, 
and it was pretty trippy to be 
walking on what was previ-
ously a lake of  molten lava. 

After a yummy lunch, we 
had a tremendous ride, down-
hill, 2,000 feet almost to the 
sea. Big fun, lots of  singing. 
Oh, yes, as my mates learned, 
belting out show tunes is how 
I ride. They got used to it.

The first night in Volcano, 
we ate a scrumptious meal at 
the lodge. 

Second night, Thai food. 
I watched in awe as my N.Y. 
friend ordered her dinner at 
a fire-breathing level NINE. 
Yikes. 

Day 4, we headed to Hilo, on 
the east side of  Hawaii. It is 
the rainiest city in the U.S.A., 
where they measure rainfall 
in feet.

As luck would have it, we 
had no rain. We rode down 
4,000 feet into Hilo under 
sunny skies.

Some of  us (me) took the 
van ride 3,000 feet up to Wai-
mea in the centre of  the is-
land and rode downhill an-

other 3,000 feet to the Kohala 
Coast with an exceptional 
view of  Mauna Kea, a dor-
mant volcano that towers 
13,803 feet above sea level.

Day 4 was also one of  the 
days where there was an op-
tion of  riding a “century,” 
which is how cyclists de-
scribe a 100-mile-ride. The 
spinning/accountant rode 
112 miles. I did 70.

Our home for the next two 
nights was the Fairmount 
Orchid, an extremely luxuri-
ous resort.

We were on our own for din-
ner that night, and managed 
to choke down some delicious 
sushi and sake in one of  the 
premium restaurants at the 
resort. 

Day 5 dawned sunny again, 
and we all chose to ride in the 
van 25 miles to the town of  
Hawi, where we unloaded the 
bikes and took a spin to the 
Pololu Valley, an astonishing 
fjord where you can climb 
down the steeply graded path 
to a spectacular beach below. 
Again, black sand, and we 
had to climb back up.

The afternoon was a lei-
surely, mostly flat ride back 
to the Fairmont for our last 
supper together, a sumptuous 
feast at Brown’s Beach House, 
which has the reputation of  
being the most expensive res-
taurant on the island. Once 
again, we could order what-

ever we wanted, included in 
the trip price.

On Day 6, there was a 
15-minute ride ending at 
Puako Beach and a walk back 
along the shore to the Fair-
mount. A farewell reception 
and we were off  to the air-
port. 

Backroads offers varia-
tions of  this trip to families, 
couples and our trip, the sin-
gle/solo option. Prices and 
dates vary, so consult the web-
site at www.backroads.com

asutherland@ 
montrealgazette.com

bIG ISLanD Small cycling group conquers hills and valleys of Hawaii
ContInUeD fRom H1
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horseback riders trek along the Nosara river on a tour with outfitters Nosara Paradise rentals, taking a break midway for a lunch of “comidas tipica” — typical local dishes.
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A route passes trees covered with bouganvilla blooms.


