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AMAZING EXIT: The Grand Princess leaving Venice

Nick Hyde spends a romantic weekend in the Lakes
keeping up with the Potters

POTTER, Potter, Potter, it's the name on every-
one’s lips this year.

The diminutive teenager has been fighting the
so-called Dark Lord for the last of seven books
now and the world is obsessed.

But not so long ago, it was a very different Pot-
ter who was lighting up children’s storytime
across the world - and this one didn’'t need a
wand or magic potions to make her characters
come to life.

Forget Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger, it
was the likes of Jemima Puddleduck and Peter
Rabbit who were - and still are - the best-sell-
ers for bookshops everywhere.

Beatrix Potter loved the Lake District so much
she upped sticks from her home in London to
move north and buy a farm, using the views
from Hill Top as her inspiration for the books.
And spending the weekend in the surrounding
areas she loved so much, it is easy to see why
Miss Potter fell in love with one of England’s
finest beauty spots.

The towns and villages around Windermere,
where Potter made her millions, look much the
same as they did at the early part of last cen-
tury, and these are the sights with which we
would spend one of the most memorable
weekends of recent years.

Our base for a two-night break next to the
shores of Windermere was the luxurious Lake-
side Hotel near Newby Bridge, described as
the Lake District’s “best four star hotel”, it really
looks the business from
the outside.

The inside is pretty spe- Youn
cial too. It also helps

when there is a wed-
ding being held the day
you arrive, just so my
wife, and countless
other guests, can hang
around the lobby area
waiting to see what the
new bride is wearing!
To sum up the Lakeside
in one sentence would
do it an injustice. Itis
simply a fabulous hotel
with friendly staff, stun-
ning views, excellent fa-
cilities for family and
couples, and one of the
best brasseries in the
Lakes.

For our weekend away
we were given one of
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A week’s stay in
Eygpt in June last
year which was
fantastic. | fought

my fear of the sea
and learnt to dive.

It was an amazing
experience seeing
all the coral reefs
and sea life including
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and a sea turtle - part time
model Heidi Cliff who lives

Give us your holiday view.

the “cottage”-style rooms which comes with a
large lounge area overlooking the gardens and
a short set of stairs leading to the en-suite
bedroom.
A few drinks on the lawned area close to the
conservatory and you could be anywhere in
the world - when really you are just over an
away from home.
The hotel boats 80 rooms, all individually deco-
rated, a health and leisure spa and a cracking
little pub which can be entered via a Hog-
warts-style secret door near reception.
Its brasserie is superb and has some of the
best food in the Lakes at its disposal. Named
after poet John Ruskin, the menu is a mix of lo-
cally produced fish, meat and vegetables
blended with some mouth-watering desserts.
For those guests who want something a little
bit posher, the 2AA Rosette Lakeview Restau-
rant is also very good, just don't forget to pack
a pair of smart pants, which alas, | did.
But this weekend was not just about the hotel,
although we did spend a lot of time there. We
wanted to explore the world outside so we
headed for Bowness.
First though we ditched the car in the residents
car park at the hotel and caught one of the fre-
quent ferries which depart the Lakeside every
half hour with a bunch of American tourists.
The weather was dull — it was August after all -
but the 20 or so Yanks were in high spirits and
very appreciative of their current surroundings.
It is always nice to hear a foreign
person talking up the English
countryside and saying how
much they are enjoying their
experiences. It's something we
Brits seem to take for granted.
The rolling hills and pleasant
half-hour boat journey brought
us to a bustling Bowness where
the World of Beatrix Potter At-
traction awaited.
And what a fine experience it
turned out to be. Following the
success of the Renee Zellweg-
ger-fronted Hollywood block-
buster, the attraction has seen
a massive boost in business.
The models inside are charm-
ing and all their stories are told
in several languages to cater
for the multicultural audience.
The only problem we found
was the smell of the air freshen-
ers they use which tends to get
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ROMANIC VIEW: The Lakeside Hotel, and, above left, Hill Top, the home of Beatrix Potter at Near Sawrey

FACT

I For more short breaks to the Lakes, hit www.vis-
itenglandsnorthwest.com

1 Prices for the Lakeside Hotel start at £150 B&B for
a double/twin room and suites are £295 with rooms
from £80 per night, Visit www.LakesideHotel.co.uk

the back of your throat. Other than that, it was great
fun.

A short bout of retail therapy was next, followed by a
pint in one of the many great pubs located around
the centre of Bowness before a very chilly boat ride
home on one of the larger ferries.

Back closer to base, we decided to check out the
Aquarium at the Lakes which is located next to the
Lakeside to Haverthwaite Railway. The UK's award-
winning freshwater aquarium has more than 30 in-
door displays including a tunnel where you can
watch diving ducks for hours on end.

The aquarium and surrounding area makes for a
pleasant stop-off for families. There is a great little

% For more information of the World of Beatrix Potter
hit www.hop-skip-jump.com

% For more information on the aquarium, hit
www.aquariumofthelakes.co.uk

coffee shop and souvenir store selling everything
from Kendal Mint Cake to keepsakes from your trip
to this fascinating place.

Our final day was spent up at Hill Top, the farm
bought by Beatrix Potter after she moved from Lon-
don. Itis still as beautiful as it was more than half a
century ago and despite not being able to take pic-
tures inside, the building is a wonderful insight in to
an imagination many of us can only dream about.
The gardens at Hill Top may be slightly overgrown
and the wait outside for your five minute slot to take
a brief tour of the facilities — all for £5.10 per person —
maybe a bit much but it's worth it to see how Miss
Potter lived and indeed, fell in love with the Lakes.

POPULAR PLACE: The World of Beatrix Potter attraction at Bowness
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Treatment royal
on this city at sea

THE best view of Venice has to be from the
upper deck of an enormous superliner.

From the 17-deck high Grand Princess,
there's a breathtaking panorama of domes,
sparkling canals, terracotta rooftops and
crowds teeming on the waterfront hundreds of
feet below.

Sailing out of the historic city makes for an
amazing start to the 12-night Mediterranean
Explorer cruise which travels to some of the
Med’s most thrilling cities in what they call
‘American Luxury’,

The ship’s massive size can be bewildering at
first, but there are maps everywhere — and
you can even rent a VHF radio to locate your
friends. And size has many compensations —
such as four huge pools and a range of enter-
tainment so broad you can actually watch a
movie slung from a giant screen while swim-
ming. When the sun goes down, it's usually
time for another American cruise craze —
Movies under the Stars — where you relax on a
lounger on deck.

If romance suddenly strikes, you can also get
legally married onboard in the Wedding
Chapel, directed by the captain, under the
ship’s Bermudan registry. Or
putt nine holes before dinner.

Whatever floats your boat. FAcT
The Grand Princess has the
most balconies of any ship
afloat and it felt pretty special

For 2008 brochures and
reservations, hit

320z — wow — with all the trimmings), or Saba-
tini’s Trattoria where 15 tiny gourmet courses
follow each other over a period of two hours.
Don't have lunch before you try that one.

To feed 2,600 passengers, Grand Princess
needs to be a slick operation —and itis. The
24-hour Horizon seamlessly transmutes from
breakfast buffet to magnificent lunch buffet
(with 30 different salads) just by closing one
side for a few minutes.

The staff work tirelessly to give you a good
time — my stewardess would appear at the
touch of a button — and while my mid-range
cabin was compact rather than generous, the
balcony was huge.

We had just a half day in the Turkish resort of
Kusadasi to see one of the world’s greatest
ruins, the city of Ephesus. Over 4,000 people
from three cruise ships trod the marble pave-
ments in blazing sun, past the glorious
columns and arena. Our tour of the vast Blue
Mosque and beautiful Topkapi Palace in ex-
otic Istanbul was another wonderful day out,
topped off by a brilliant Turkish lunch over-
looking the Bosphorus. The only low spot was
finding the famous Grand Bazaar closed as it
was Sunday.

Sailing between the Greek Is-
lands, the Med lived up to its
potential. Never was water
such an intense blue nor so
still. The new status of

to be having breakfast on mine  WWW.princesscruises.co.uk  Mykonos as party central was

while gliding up the Bosphorus  OF fing 0845 3555 800

into Istanbul. Some stops, like

Athens, can be a bit too much

to handle in one day on your own. But for
about £80 you could take an eight-hour tour in
air-conditioned comfort, exploring the Acropo-
lis, the stupendous National Archaeological
Museum, followed by a stroll around The
Plaka, with its lively open-air tavernas.
Leaving Athens we watched the timeless hills
recede from The SkyWalker Lounge 150ft
above the water, sipping Champagne cock-
tails. You need the two days they give you at
sea to get to grips with all that's happening.
This is almost a city at sea.

What about the lifestyle to be enjoyed on such
a big ship? A big step forward is surely the
concept of Personal Choice Dining, which
means there is no longer a danger of being
trapped on the same table throughout the
cruise with the same couple when conversa-
tion has run out.

Now you can move around as much as you
like, with a choice of three main dining rooms
as well as the speciality restaurants. For an
extra £8 and £12 a head you could visit the
Sterling Steakhouse (steaks weighing up to

another revelation. After a
stroll along the chic, blinding
white waterfront with its post-
card pretty windmills, we took a taxi driven by
Manalos, who had been Tom Conti’s driver
while he was filming Shirley Valentine. He had
also driven Macca, who sang to his unborn
baby as he and HMM toured the island.

As Rome and Florence are both up to 90 min-
utes’ driving distance each from their ports,
there was a big uptake of whole-day tours to
see such delights as the Sistine Chapel and
the Colosseum, or the Uffizi and the Leaning
Tower of Pisa. No-one seems to begrudge
paying £100 plus for these trips, which in-
clude lunch.

Naples was the only port where you could ac-
tually walk off the ship into the city. But by far
the most popular choice was the excursion to
the Sorrento peninsula with its hydrofoil trip to
gorgeous Capri.

The Grand Princess is a raging success story
and a very happy ship. It seems the Brits are
delighted to gatecrash an American party and
| didn’t meet anyone who didn't think this was
the perfect holiday.

Catherine Stott
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