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S
INGAPOREANS are a
well-travelled bunch, and
major travel companies

have long offered a stunning va-
riety of destinations to satisfy
their thirst for adventure.

But in recent years, independ-
ent “country specialists” have
sprung up to cater to a growing
niche of discerning travellers
looking for more in-depth tours
that avoid tourist traps and take
them to little-known locales in-
stead.

In short, country specialists
are about authentic, off-the-
beaten-track experiences.

And, for most of these opera-
tors, it’s their love for the coun-
try that has led them to run a
tour business focusing on their
favourite spot on earth.

Mr Huang Eu Chai, 50, runs a
travel company that specialises in
trips to Italy. He fell in love with
the country in 1973, when he
went to Europe with his mother.

“While I loved every moment
of the trip, I recalled feeling
particularly comfortable in
Venice,” he said.

He later went to school there,
taking up architecture, and lived
there for almost nine years be-
fore returning to Singapore to
work as an urban planner.

But his love of Italy never
waned and he started Ergo:
Travel in 2009, offering his
knowledge of Italy and fluency
in Italian to give Singaporeans a
unique travel experience.

“I felt I belonged in Italy, and
this is certainly one of the major
reasons I decided to focus on
travel there,” he said.

“I feel compelled to share my
experience with other people.”

Another specialist is Mr
C h u n H o y Y u e n . T h e
55-year-old offers “a la carte”
trips to Germany through his
travel company, Gute Reise
(meaning “bon voyage”).

His connection with the coun-
try began when he met his Ger-
man wife in London when he was
studying for his A levels in 1973.

In 1986, he started working
for a German engineering com-
pany in West Berlin and became
fluent in the language.

He enjoyed his work but,
when middle age arrived, he de-
cided to make a career switch
that drew on his extensive know-
ledge of Germany.

Gute Reise began last year,
when Mr Chun took two people
on a 10-day Christmas-market
tour to Munich and Nuremberg.

“They were well-travelled
people, but it was still a vacation
experience with a difference for
them,” he said.

That was Mr Chun’s first
trip, and he has plans to take
more travellers to Germany in
the next two to three months.

Like him, former corporate
banker Andrea Rossi-Ong felt
the need for a career change af-
ter meeting her Swiss husband,
Mario, in 2002.

Because of the couple’s long-
distance relationship, Ms Rossi-
Ong had to travel a lot and, even-

tually, she decided that she need-
ed to change her life. In 2003,
she quit her job and bought a
one-way ticket to Switzerland.

With no knowledge of Ger-
man at the time, she was unable
to get a job in banking there.

It was just the push the cou-
ple needed to go into business
together and, in 2005, they start-
ed Tour 168 of Switzerland.

Tour 168 is a reference to the
Chinese phrase “yi lu fa” – which
sounds like “yi liu ba”, or 168 – re-
ferring to a journey of prosperity.

“We know the authentic
Swiss destinations that many
foreigners don’t know about,”
said Ms Rossi-Ong.

Their most recent tour saw
them take six Singaporeans
around Switzerland for four
days, including stops in smaller,
more far-flung cantons like Ap-
penzelle, St Moriz and Lugano.

Mr Huang spoke of the
unique experience that travel
specialists possess.

“We have first-hand experi-
ence with the land and culture of
the places we specialise in, and
direct contact with the people
and their way of life,” he said.

“Which big travel company
can possibly claim that?”
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ITALIAN JOB: Mr Huang Eu Chai – seen here with members
of a private tour group in Italy – wants to give Singaporeans a
unique travel experience. (PHOTO: CHONG KHIN MIN)

GERMAN CONNECTION: Mr Chun Hoy Yuen offers “a la carte” trips to Germany. (Right) The view from
the Linderhof Castle in Bavaria. (PHOTOS: GUTE REISE)

AWESOME SIGHTS: Ms Andrea Rossi-Ong and husband Mario – with Switzerland’s Bernina Massive in the background – can
take you to authentic Swiss destinations. (Right) A view of north-eastern Switzerland. (PHOTOS: TOUR 168 OF SWITZERLAND)

Say bye to cookie- cutter Europe trips

Here are some travel tips on Italy, Germany and Switzerland
from the experts.

ANDREA ROSSI-ONG, 43
Tour 168 of Switzerland (established in 2005)
Hot tips: There are very pretty small towns and
villages located at the borders of Switzerland

that one must visit.
If you have only been to the obvious places, then you

have just “been” to Switzerland. But if you have seen hidden
gems, like the hamlets and small towns, then you have truly
experienced the country.

When visiting, make sure you have a sweater and
windbreaker ready even if you go in summer, as the
temperature can vary by up to 20 deg C depending on how
high you are.

Check the weather before you go. The best time to go
would be in summer, when you are most likely to see the
country amid the sunshine.

There is good food to try, as well as some value-for-
money shopping to do.

The country is located at the crossroads of Europe, where
one can find German, French, Italian and Romansch (or
Rhaeto-Romanic) cultures. In other words, Switzerland is kind
of like a miniature Europe.

Each of the four seasons has something different to offer.
Take your pick!

HUANG EU CHAI, 50
Ergo: Travel (established in 2009)
Hot tips: There are plenty of thermal springs all
over Italy, ranging from ones in ancient
structures built around natural caves to those in

modern facilities located within forests. Each one exploits the
local geological conditions to offer a different experience, so
seek them out.

Practically all restaurants in Italy offer dishes which
contain no meat at all (and we are not talking about salads,
either), so visitors who are vegetarian would not feel left out
when it comes to food.

Don’t expect to be able to get even a hint of what the
country is like in just a week. Do take your time to explore the
huge variety of towns, villages and cities, and, of course, the
wonderful foods.

CHUN HOY YUEN, 55
Gute Reise (established last year)
Hot tips: Most of the European tours offered to
travellers here are of the “mass market” variety,

so do your research before going and get a good idea of
what you want before heading there.

English is widely used in Germany, especially in the cities,
and most young people can speak it – this makes it an easy
place for Singaporeans to visit.

When eating out, you will find that halal (or kosher) food is
widely available due to the large Turkish and Jewish
communities there.

TIPS FROM THE EXPERTS

HELPDESK
Discerning: 眼光敏锐的 
yǎn guāng mǐn ruì de

Venice: 威尼斯 wēi ní sī

Middle age: 中年 zhōng nián

First-hand: 第一手的 dì yī shǒu de

ATTEND HOKKAIDO TRAVEL
SEMINAR AND WIN PRIZES

THE Hokkaido Railway Company
will be presenting a seminar
next Saturday. Called Hokkaido
Winter Wonderland by Train,
the seminar will focus on the
best of Hokkaido in the winter.

Expect a Q&A session as
well as a quiz section, where
participants are eligible to win
prizes, from rail passes to
stuffed toys and Hokkaido snacks.
There will also be a lucky draw,
where the winner gets a return
air ticket to Hokkaido (excluding
fuel surcharge and airport tax-
es).

The seminar will be held at
the Regent Singapore hotel,
Royal Pavilion Ballroom ll. There
are two sessions: The first
starts at 11am, and the second
at 2.30pm. Admission is free,
but those who wish to attend
should register. Visit www2.
jrhokkaido.co.jp/global/pdf/e/
hokkaido.pdf to do so.

MORE DREAMLINERS FOR
ANA TO HELP CUT COSTS

JAPAN’S All Nippon Airways
(ANA) said last Friday that it
would order 11 more Boeing 787
Dreamliners, with a list price of
around US$2.68 billion (S$3.28
billion), hoping the fuel-efficient
aircraft will help cut costs.

The announcement comes
as Japan’s once-cosseted
airline industry faces rapid
change with the entrance of
several low-cost carriers. The
carrier said all of the new
aircraft will be B787-9 and are
expected to be delivered be-
tween 2018 and 2021.
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CHEAPER TO VISIT 80 SCENIC
SPOTS IN CHINA, DUE TO HOLS

UP TO 80 Chinese scenic spots,
including parks, museums and
relic sites, have lowered the
prices of admission tickets by
37 per cent on average, ahead
of an upcoming eight-day holi-
day that starts on Sunday, the
country’s top economic planner
said.

Of the total, 13 sites in
provinces including Jiangsu,
Guangdong and Zhejiang have
offered free tickets to tourists,
according to a statement on the
website of the National Deve-
lopment and Reform Commiss-
ion.

SPAIN ENJOYS RECORD
TOURIST ARRIVALS IN AUG

SPAIN received a record
number of foreign tourists last
month, a rare flash of growth
for its recession-stricken eco-
nomy, the government said.

Foreign-tourist arrivals for
the month reached 7.9 million,
the highest since records began
in 1995, figures from the Indus-
try Ministry showed. This was
5 per cent higher than a year
earlier.
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