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ADVENTURE & TRAVEL

I T IS IMPOSSIBLE for Lauren
Haydel to escape Mardi Gras.

The New Orleans entre-
preneur owns Fleurty Girl, a
chain of local gift shops,

which means for several months of
the year, her stores are awash in the
purple, green and gold colors of Car-
nival season. She’s married to Ryan
Haydel, whose family runs one of
the best-known king-cake bakeries
in town. “My whole life is consumed
[by Mardi Gras]” said Ms. Haydel.

That’s why she’s firm when she
draws an early conclusion about
this year’s season: “I have never
seen a Mardi Gras with people so
pumped up.”

Because of the pandemic, which
hit New Orleans particularly hard
in 2020, it has been two years since
the city has properly celebrated
Carnival, with its weekslong festivi-
ties, parades and costumed revel-
ers. In many ways, Mardi Gras
marks the passing of time more
than any other holiday in the city,
at once a cathartic ritual and a
burst of joy, and so it is with great
fanfare—and a few Covid-era
changes—that New Orleans’s Mardi
Gras is officially back on.

Though Carnival has already
started, the season runs until
Mardi Gras Day, March 1. That

means you’ve still got plenty of
time to get to New Orleans, and
plenty of options for enjoying it at
your own speed.

When to Go
Carnival begins every year on Jan.
6, which is also known as Twelfth
Night or Kings’ Day. The weeks be-
tween it and Mardi Gras Day, al-
ways the Tuesday before Ash
Wednesday and this year March 1,
are a steady drumbeat of parades
and parties, with the majority of
events in the final two weeks. The
local visitor’s bureau website has a

full parade schedule, but it’s safe
to say that, the closer you time
your visit to Mardi Gras Day, the
busier the city will be.

In the earlier weeks, you’ll find
smaller crowds and are more likely
to encounter walking parades than
big, street-filling float parades.
You’ll also have an easier time snag-
ging reservations at the city’s best
restaurants, a near impossibility in
the season’s final days, not to men-
tion an easier time getting around—
later in the season, many streets
close to accommodate long parades.

“The season goes on longer

than people probably think,” said
Trish Nugent, a co-captain for ‘tit
Rex, a walking parade that rolls
Feb. 13 and features tiny, shoebox
floats. “There’s a lot of variety
within what you can see, so you
have the chance to explore differ-
ent types of Mardi Gras.”

Where to Stay
Since the pandemic began, a hand-
ful of new hotels have opened in
the heart of the city, with new
properties from both Virgin Hotels
and the Four Seasons. Both are
within easy walking distance of

GE
TT

Y
IM

AG
ES

(H
OM

E)
;B

RI
TT

AN
Y
CO

N
ER

LY
(M

US
H
RO

OM
M
EL
T)

New Orleans’s biggest party is back on this year. A few key tips for joining the revelry and skirting the crowds.

How to Get a Bead onMardi Gras 2022

LAST WINTER, American skiers hop-
ing to hit Europe’s alpine slopes were
out of luck, with most borders across
the Continent still sealed shut. This
season, now that most countries have
reopened, vacations to the epicenter of
ski culture and heritage are back on
the menu. Booking for ski trips soared
in the fall, as people started planning
their winter getaways. According to
Dan Sherman, chief managing officer
for Ski.com, a ski-vacation booking
site, the number of trips scheduled for
Europe surpassed pre-pandemic levels
by 14%. In December, with the spread
of the Omicron variant, bookings
dipped but still remained relatively
high—just 2% lower than in December
2019. “Many skiers who weren’t able to
travel last winter are letting nothing
get between them and a chairlift this
year,” he said.

However, crossing borders these
days requires more advance planning.
Covid regulations still vary by country.
In France, for example, foreign tourists
must show proof of vaccination, in-
cluding a booster shot, to access most
restaurants, hotels and other venues.
(You can find the latest requirements
across Europe at Reopen. Europa.eu.)
Individual ski resorts also have their
own rules in place. At right, we recom-
mend three ways to simplify a ski trip
to the Alps, by either booking with a
tour operator or parking yourself in a
single, scenic town. —Brigid Mander

Three invigorating ways
to return to Europe‘s ski
slopes this season

Alps Wanted

The centuries-old vil-
lage of Andermatt in
central Switzerland’s
Ursern Valley and ski
resort Andermatt Se-
drun Disentis (ASD)
have an ambitious
sustainability pro-
gram. Visitors are en-
couraged to arrive by
train rather than drive
(it’s a 2!-hour rail
trip from Zurich). The
mountain’s two-year-
old Eco Skischool bills
itself as the first sus-
tainable ski school in
Switzerland, offering
pointers on technique
as well as how to be
a more environmen-
tally conscientious
skier and traveler.
Wind and hydropower
run ski area opera-
tions, hybrid snow
groomers lower emis-
sions, and ASD even

piles up snow in sum-
mer and covers it to
save for winter, to re-
duce the need to
manufacture its own
snow. What’s more, a
number of the town’s
buildings—both new
and historic—use car-
bon-neutral power
and restaurants fea-
ture locally sourced
menus. Many of An-
dermatt’s most invit-
ing accommodations
also tout their sus-
tainability practices
including the River
House, a boutique ho-
tel in a 300-year-old
building (from about
$200 a night), and
the new Chedi Ander-
matt (pictured
above), with its en-
ergy-efficient and
decadent digs (from
about $650 a night)

SUSTAINABLE SCHUSSING

To get off the well-
beaten alpine trail,
you’ll need a little lo-
cal knowledge. Epic
Europe, a travel com-
pany run by Jack
Shaw and Susanna
Magruder, two Amer-
icans based in Valais,
Switzerland, offers
unconventional itiner-
aries for adventurous
ski bums. The com-
pany prides itself on
helping visitors seek
out small, traditional
ski villages and un-
der-the-radar family
resorts, as well as ar-
ranging private,
adrenaline-pumping
outings. You can opt
for hut-to-hut tra-
verses in the Aus-
trian, French, Italian
or Swiss Alps, or ski-
mountaineering on
iconic mountains like

Mont Blanc or Mont
Dolent. Epic Europe
also specializes in
heli-skiing excursions.
Among the com-
pany’s standout itin-
eraries is a 10-day
trip that begins with
a few days of heli-ski-
ing in the Italian Alps,
followed by a guided
ski tour over Grand
Saint Bernard Pass
into Switzerland.
Guests overnight in
simple, cozy alpine
huts. The grand finale
is a heli-ski excursion
near the summit of
Dufourspitze—the
highest peak of the
Monte Rosa massif
(pictured above) and
the highest peak in
the Swiss Alps—fol-
lowed by a 8,500-
foot descent down to
Zermatt.

Private jet travel
company Air Charter
Service (ACS) rolled
out a ski service this
season that includes
the option to hire
champion skier Chris
Davenport as your
private guide. Since
every ACS trip is a
custom-built itinerary,
you can book Mr.
Davenport (pending
availability) to accom-
pany your group and
provide a pro’s per-
spective on European
skiing and connec-
tions to plugged-in
local guides at the
various destinations.
One especially ap-
pealing itinerary—of-
fered for private
groups of up to 13—is
a 10-day trip from
New York City to
France’s Grenoble Air-

port, aboard an ACS
Gulfstream IV or a
Global Express XRS
(pictured above).
You’ll be flown to
Courchevel where
you’ll spend five days
hopping between the
Trois Vallees’s inter-
connected ski resorts,
with its spectacular
scenery, 162 lifts, and
some 370 miles of
groomed runs. You
can also swing by
Tignes and Val d’Isere
on the way to depart
from Geneva, if de-
sired. ACS also books
luxury chalets, private
chefs and ground
transport. If the ski-
ing conditions aren’t
to your liking, ACS
will fly your ski group
right to the fresh
powder in as little as
three hours’ notice.

CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTUREHIGH PEAKS FOR HEDONISTS

PORCH SWING Clockwise from top: The Storyville Stompers in New Orleans last February. After the city canceled the
parades, locals celebrated Mardi Gras on a smaller scale; a mushroom melt at the Chloe; a parlor at Hotel Peter & Paul.

the French Quarter, which comes
alive during Carnival; it’s not un-
common to find costumed revelers
meandering the streets throughout
the year, but during Mardi Gras,
it’s odd if you don’t.

Those people looking to avoid
larger hotels would be best served
by heading farther afield to one of
a few tony hotel options tucked
within more-residential neighbor-
hoods. The Hotel Saint Vincent is
in a recently renovated 19th-cen-
tury orphanage in the Lower Gar-
den District. The Chloe has just 14
rooms, though its seat on St.
Charles Avenue puts it in the thick

of the Uptown parade route, and
Hotel Peter & Paul can be found in
the quieter Marigny neighborhood.
All three offer excellent outdoor
dining options, too.

Where to Watch the Parades
In December, New Orleans officials
announced changes to the city’s
parade routes, consolidating the
parading organizations’, or
krewes’, pathways through town in
an effort to curtail issues with lim-
ited police staffing. Look for all
Uptown parades to roll down St.
Charles Avenue. Walking parades,
which tend to run earlier in the
season, like the often bawdy
Krewe du Vieux, on Feb. 12, will
stick to their traditional neighbor-
hoods, and can be a great choice
for those looking to avoid crowds.

How to Stay Safe
The best practices apply here dur-
ing Carnival just as they do any-
where else: Wear a mask, wash
your hands and avoid busy indoor
spaces. But New Orleans does have
specific regulations in place, too:
As of Feb. 1, to enter restaurants,
bars and other businesses, every-
one over the age of 4 will have to
show proof of full vaccination
(meaning two doses of the Mod-
erna or Pfizer vaccines, or one
dose of Johnson & Johnson) or a
negative Covid test taken within
the prior 72 hours. A city-wide
mask mandate also remains in ef-
fect for all public indoor spaces.

Avoiding heavy crowds on parade
routes is possible with a little plan-
ning, too. Ms. Haydel suggests stak-
ing out a spot on the neutral ground,
or median, side of a parade, which
affords more breathing room than
the sidewalk side. Arrive early and
bring a small tarp or picnic blanket
to define boundaries for your space.
“There’s an unspoken courtesy that
exists in tarp-laying,” she said. “It’s
like your living room.”

Intheearlierweeks,you’ll
findsmallercrowdsand
haveaneasiertime
snaggingreservationsat
thecity’sbestrestaurants.

BY CHELSEA BRASTED

From $540 a person per day for a hotel and
ski package in the Italian Alps, not including
the price of heli-ski excursions

From about $224,000 for up to 13 travelers
for a 10-day trip to the French Alps with
Chris Davenport

Round-trip train tickets from Zurich airport
and six days of ski lift passes, about $390 a
person
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S INCE GROWING UP in the flat-
lands of southern Minnesota,
I’ve gravitated to mountains.
Now I live in the Colombian An-
des, where clouds envelop my

house. On vacation, I prefer a snow-capped
peak to a sun-dappled beach. Even my re-
cent excursion to the Colombian rainforest
turned into a high-altitude adventure.

The destination was Los Cerros de Mave-
cure, three massive rock formations that in-
congruously heave up from the jungle floor of
eastern Colombia. The buttes, the largest of
which rises 2,360 feet above sea level, are
spiritual totems for the region’s Puinave and
Curipaco Indians, and for visitors, they can
seem as majestic as Machu Picchu. But unlike
the crowds that clamber up that Incan citadel
in the Peruvian Andes, not many tourists make
their way to Mavecure.

For most of the past half-century, Colom-
bia’s guerrilla war scared away foreigners;
the relatively few visitors stuck to the coun-
try’s Caribbean beaches, steering clear of
the jungle, where drug-trafficking rebels of-
ten lurked. Yet Mavecure has always been
peaceful. The guerrillas were more inter-
ested in areas, unlike Mavecure, that were
rife with coca bushes, whose leaves can be
turned into cocaine. “The area was always
considered off-limits [to tourists] even
though it was safe,” said Fernando Carrillo,
a Colombian biologist who has lived and
worked in the region for two decades.

Interest in Mavecure began to pick up in
2016 when the Colombian government
signed a peace treaty that disarmed the
guerrillas and opened up vast swaths of the
countryside to tourism. Another boost came
that same year when the Colombian film
“Embrace of the Serpent” was nominated
for an Academy Award. Beautifully filmed in
black and white, the movie tells the story of
an Indigenous shaman who guides two sci-
entists through the rainforest on a quest to
heal them with a sacred hallucinogenic plant
found atop Mavecure. Though I’d lived in
Colombia for 25 years, I knew nothing about
the place until I saw this mesmerizing film.

In December, when Jennifer, a childhood
friend from Minnesota arrived, eager to see
the marvels of my adopted homeland, it
seemed the perfect excuse to finally scale
Mavecure. After paying $380 a person for
an all-inclusive four-day trip with Aroma
Verde, a tour agency and development foun-
dation run by Mr. Carrillo and his wife, we
took a one-hour flight from Bogotá to the
jungle town of Inírida. Motorcycle rickshaws
then whisked us to a chaotic port on the In-
írida River where our guide welcomed us
aboard a 20-foot aluminum boat with an
outboard motor. Our party of three, which
included me and my wife, Alejandra, and
Jennifer, spotted egrets and kingfishers on
the riverbank while parrots soared in forma-
tion overhead. Our flight had arrived late
and the sun was setting, so rather than
pushing on to Mavecure, our guide pulled
ashore at the hamlet of La Ceiba, which is
home to 34 Puinave and Curipaco families.
We were led to dinner in a spacious make-
shift dining/meeting room under a thatch
roof, and introduced to the village leader
Fabio Pérez. While we all ate fried fish,
green plantains and fresh pineapple, he told
us that, for centuries, the Puinave and Curi-
paco had resisted the encroachment of out-
siders, including rubber barons who sought
to enslave them and missionaries who tried
to eliminate their religious beliefs. But Mr.
Pérez insisted that tourists are welcome.
Since the peace treaty was signed, he said,
about 40 Mavecure-bound visitors stop by
La Ceiba every month with some of them,
like us, overnighting in a bunk house built a

BY JOHN OTIS

RISE AND SHINE From top: The
Mavecure Hills, near Colombia’s

border with Venezuela, rise from the
river banks of the Inírida River; a
group of tourists guided by the

Colombian travel company Sawa on
the summit of the smallest of the

Mavecure’s three hills.

ADVENTURE & TRAVEL

On a private tour deep into
the Colombian jungle, an
adventurous trio sets out—by
rickshaw, canoe, foot—to
climb a natural wonder that is
just starting to pique interest

Head for
The Hills
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WATER CRAFT In the riverside hamlet of La
Ceiba, accessible only by boat, locals sell
handicrafts to the few tourists who reach it.

few years back, where communal rooms are
furnished with beds and mosquito nets.

The next morning, we made a quick excur-
sion in dugout canoes, paddling to a bend in
the river to watch dolphins feed and frolic.
Back on our motorboat we sped south along
the river for another hour until the horizontal
tree line was suddenly broken by the three
rounded bulges of Mavecure. The buttes are
part of the Guiana Shield, a 1.7 billion-year-old
geological formation that underlies much of
northeast South America and gives rise to a
series of tepuis, cliffs and cataracts including
Angel Falls, the world’s highest waterfall.

According to scientists, the distinctive
white streaks running down the sides of the
three mountains are the result of rainwater
washing away lichens and exposing the
lighter-colored rock surfaces underneath.
Puinave and Curipaco legend holds that the
streaks are tear stains from an Indigenous
princess who was held captive at Mavecure
and cried herself to death.

We stayed in Remanso, a village at the
foot of the buttes that features several rus-
tic hotels and restaurants. There were no
police, though we did come across the Guar-
dia Indigena, a volunteer security force of
Indigenous men armed with bows and ar-
rows who posed for photos. Not that law
and order was an issue during our stay:
Nearly everyone was in bed by 10 p.m.

Two of the buttes, known as “Monkey” and
“Little Bird” require special equipment to
scale. So early the next morning, our guide
took us to the smallest bluff, called simply
“Mavecure,” a reference to the poison-dart
blowguns used by hunters to kill game. Any-
one reasonably fit can handle it. We were ac-
companied by about a dozen Colombian tour-
ists of all sizes. The toughest sections are
rigged with guide ropes and wooden ladders,
and there are plenty of spots to stop, rest and
take in the 360-degree views of the jungle in
both Colombia and nearby Venezuela.

A stunning orange sunrise was our reward
for making an early start. When we reached
the summit, the clouds that obscured the two
other mountains’ peaks soon lifted and the
sight of their massive domes entranced our
entire group. Jennifer, my fellow Minnesota
flatlander, threw up her arms in triumph. An-
other member of our group, Bogotá social
worker Cristina Mora, declared, “This country
is full of surprises. We Colombians need to get
to know it better.” As I reflected on its mar-
vels—mountainous jungles, dolphin-filled riv-
ers, sacred healing plants and mythological
tear stains—I thought to myself: So do we
Americans.

A stunning orange sunrise was
our reward for making an early
start up toMavecure.
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