enjoyment of discovering a new destination that far
exceeds your expectations. | had this rare pleasure when
my travels took me to Latvia, a little known Baltic state
sandwiched between Estonia, Russia, Belarus, and
Lithuania. Having been under Soviet occupation, one
could be mistaken for expecting to find a grey and deso-
late place with antiquated infrastructure and services.

IF you've trotted the globe a bit you'll appreciate the &}

SPEHCER enjoys
theldelights of Latvia
and'its capital Riga,
Eastern Europe’s
new'Prague

Instead you will find a young vibrant nation, which has
taken the best from its previous occupiers; the architec-
ture, the culture and the economic structure and com-
bined this with new technology, first class service and
cold war prices.

Latvia's fledgling national airline, www.airbaltic.com,
recently started flying to the UK. British Airways also
offers a direct service from London. Arriving in Latvia is
easy. The newly modernised international airport is about
10kms from its capital city, Riga. You will appreciate
what good value this place is to visit even before you
reach the centre as the bus from the airport costs about
30p or if you really want to push the boat out a taxi will
end up costing £7.

Riga sits quaintly on the banks of the Daugava River
which flows into the icy Baltic Sea. For a city that for so
many years was oppressed by the Soviets, Riga has done
a wonderful job in re-inventing itself since independence
from Russia in the early 1990's. The old town is filled with
history from the reconstructed House of Blackheads to
the Occupation Museum. Geographically, the centre of
the city is the Church of St. Peter, which dates back
nearly 800 years to 1209. At one time its wooden steeple
was the highest in Europe and is still today one of the
best places to get a panoramic view of the old town. If
history and going back in time is your thing, there are
many boutique style hotels situated in and around the old
town, which offer all the mod cons without loosing any of
the medieval charm that is so in abundance here. Look
out for Gutenbergs in the very heart of the old town, the
luxurious Grand Palace or the art noveau Laine Hotel
where a suite only costs £80! Of the larger modern hotels
| would recommend the Radisson SAS Daugava
Hotel (24 Kugu Street) which sits right on the river and
boasts a great gym, swimming pool and casino. The

Hotel Latvija (55 Elizabetes Street) is
a must see for any visitor to the city. Not
for it's 3 star rating and rather ordinary
rooms, but for the wonderful Skyline
Bar on the 26th floor which gives spec-
tacular views of the city day and night,
with great cocktails too.

Food-wise, everything is on offer from
Kosher to Korean and Indian to Irish.
But when in Riga, do as the locals and
try the homemade grub. One of the
best places to try traditional Latvian
food is in the Lido (www.lido.lv), com-
plete with it's own brewery. Fish fea-
tures a lot in the local cuisine, so | was
in my element with a selection of
seafood, salmon, and other delicacies
from the deep. A fiver will cover a
hearty meal and a drink so eating out
won't break the bank.

There are only two gay bars in the Riga
but for information on the many other
gay parties that move around these are
good starting points. Open nightly from
9pm till 6am, Purvs (60 Matisa Street)
is a busy gay bar and dance club. Be
aware that the absence of a sign makes
it hard to find but maybe that's the idea.
For more about this place check out
purvs.gay.lv. The second is XXL (4A
Kalnina Street). Open from 11pm till
6am, it's a popular bar with a disco on
the weekend when it's £3 entrance.
Good food is served and there are
video cabins and dark rooms. The local

brew is Balsam liquor prepared form an
ancient mix of herbs, flowers, juices and
medicinal roots. It's worth a try but may
strip your throat at the same time. If this
isn't really your bag, try the locally
brewed beer, Aldaris, which is on tap
almost everywhere.

For a breath of sea air to detox, the
beach resort of Jurmala is under an
hour away from the city. Here long
golden beaches meet a calm Baltic sea
and today rich locals inhabit this sea-
side retreat, which is almost totally cov-
ered in forest. To really appreciate the
beauty of the area you must visit the
Hotel Lielupe with its lovely rooftop
bar. From here you can see above the
treetops for miles around, it almost feels
like you could be in Africa. As Jurmala
is only 26kms out of Riga, it's easily
accessible, if just for an afternoon.

They say Riga is the new Prague as a
city break destination, although it is rel-
atively unknown. They put on a great
show in hosting the Eurovision Song
Contest last year, and joined the newly
enlarged EU on 1st May. | say it's one
of Europe's best kept secrets though,
and if you like being a step ahead of the
rest in terms of discovering the next hot
travel destination, | would well advise a
visit before everyone finds out!

> Online reservations can be made
for all hotels at www.rigathisweek.lv
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CAPE TOWN’S ONLY-GAY-HOT R

“IMPRESSIVE... AFFORDABLE LUXURY... BEAUTIFULLY
DESIGNED. WE RECOMMEND THE CASUAL AND
INTIMATE CHIC OF THE GLEN BOUTIQUE HOTEL”

- Gay Times January 2004,

WWW.GLENHOTEL.CO.ZA

4 STAR BOUTIQUE HOTEL LICENSED BAR, AND FULL ROOM

TEN INDIVIDUALLY STYLED SUITES, SERVICE
EACH WITH A PRIVATE GARDEN
OR TERRACE IDEALLY LOCATED FOR BEACHES,

LARGE HEATED POOL, SET IN MATURE SHOPS AND CLUBS WITH SECURE
TROPICAL GARDENS ON-SITE PARKING

TEL: + 27 21 439 0086 FAX: + 27 21 439 3552
info@glenhotel.co.za

SKALA ERESSOS z
OTHER ACCOM AVAILABLE ON REQUEST

DIRECT FLIGHTS FROM GATWICK & MANCHESTER ON THURSDAYS
1 WK FR £349 2 WKS FR £499

BASED ON 2 SHARING

NOW BOOKING FOR
ANTIOPI/SAPPHO

WOMEN ONLY ACCOM

GRAN CANARIA

VISTA BI?IDNITA N z
LATE LATE DEALS

ALL PRICES FROM

CYPRUS £219 £269  BENIDORM £209 £299
GRAN CANARIA £269 £359  LANZAROTE £239 £329
TENERIFE £259 £319  SHARM EL SHEIKH £319 £389
DOM REPUBLIC £489 £589  CANCUN £749

SINGLE SUPPS WILL APPLY +++++ MANY MANY MORE
EXTRA CHARGES MAY APPLY FOR TRANSFERS, MEALS ON PLANE, FUEL SURCHARGE

w 01253 400033

WEB:  www.skalaeressos.co.uk

E.MAIL: treasuretravel@traveleye.net
TTAT733X RETAIL AGENT FOR ATOL H
S EEEESEEEEEEEEERER

& gekyss cpporiankty ieirvem n e Leuseces Oy Bar gad Chub
FErarey in rewwy wvaifabls

E349.000

T i w gy ha mylt < g e s
ety mrmiTt

PHILBEACH HOTEL

LONDON'’S ONLY ALL GAY HOTEL
RUN FOR YOU BY
FRIENDLY GUYS AND GALS

8, Camde
(off Camden Street) Dublin 2

Room Rates from £35.00 to £70.00
with hourly or half-day lettings possible

Jimmy’s Bar for camp entertainment

Princess Diner -
romantic Thai cuisine

30-31 Philbeach Gardens
Earl’s Court, London SW5 9EB

PRIVATE GUESTHOUSE
IN THE HEART OF DUBLIN CITY
* Standard & En Suite Rooms %
* Prices on Request
*Television *Tea /Coffee *
* Hairdryers Alarms
* Close to pubs & clubs %
Sun Terrace

Enquires / Reservations
Tellfax: 4783087 / 4752182

Code from UK (00 353 1)

Ph. 020 7373 1244 / 020 7244 6884
Fx. 020 7244 0149
www.philbeachhotel.freeserve.co.uk|

Major credit cards accepted
frankiesguesthouse@ireland.com
www.frankieguesthouse.com



http://www.glenhotel.co.za
http://www.skalaeressos.co.uk
http://www.lanzarotegayguide.com



