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During 25 days this past winter of 2007 I traveled to 4 countries—Germany, UAE, India, and Nepal, and visited some of their most charming cities: Cologne, Germany’s 4th largest city for their largest furniture, interior design, and accessories tradeshow, IMM: to Dubai, the largest of the 7 emirates of the United Arab Emirates, UAE;  to Delhi, the capital of India for a business meeting and then to Agra, home of the Taj Mahal, and Jaipur;  and finally to Kathmandu, the capital of Nepal and home to the Himalayas and Mount Everest. 
Airfare from Los Angeles was provided with 80,000 points from British Airways, and the roundtrip from Dubai to Delhi was purchased through www.travelocity.com for approximately $450. 
Cologne, Germany
Germany’s 4th largest city which was 90% destroyed by WW2 showcases  the country’s greatest gothic cathedral at city center, which took over 600 years to construct.  Dotted with charming pedestrian shopping areas, the bus city tour even includes mention of Pascha (www.pascha.de/eng) Europe’s largest bordello, which offers on its website a “Costco money back guarantee” on its services!! The Chocolate Museum was one of the best (chocolat-koeln.de, one should not miss the large upscale gift shop), as  also were the costume stores such as Dieters (www.deiters.de) which were gearing up for Carnival in February with high end type Halloween costumes!  There are also the famous “4711 stores” where tourist can purchase the original “4711 cologne”, the original cologne of the world. My highlight during this visit to Cologne was a three day visit to the very high end furniture, interior design, and accessory show, www.IMM-cologne.com with 150,000  attendees from over 100 countries  showcasing many new and leading edge products (see, for example www.bretz.de, www.leolux.com, and www.desde.ch). (Locating interesting international trade shows may be found on www.alibaba.com)  Germans, by the way, still enjoy excellent job security and social benefits including  6 weeks vacation from most jobs, and the unemployed receive 350 euros/month plus heat and housing.  Pregnant mothers receive 80% of their salary from the government for 12 months… The only scary moment of our trip (I went with my friend Alan) was the last night when hurricane force winds closed down all the trains and most airports in Germany for 12 hours (first time ever for Germany), but fortunately when we were to travel by ICE fast train to Frankfurt airport, the winds has subsided, and the trees from the train tracks has been cleared.
Dubai, UAE, the magic emirate

Of the 60 plus countries I have visited, none is as surprising and magical as Dubai, the largest of the seven emirates (states) with population over 1 million, of the United Arab Emirates, UAE, with population over 3 million. Everything, seen and built, and on the drawing board, is beyond belief.  The Burj Al Arab (www.jumeirah.com) is the world’s only 7 star hotel, is the world’s tallest hotel (with only approximately 220 rooms), and is so exclusive that you must make a reservation just to visit. (Alan and I opted for the tea which set us back $75 apiece, but the inside of the Burj is beyond words with its magic fountains, fabric lighted architecture, rainbow atrium, 21 carat gold elevator walls, and jewelry shops with $2 million and up Columbian emerald necklaces. ) Many other 5 star hotels are near the Burj, and my favorite was the Madinat Jumeirah, a “Venice style Arabian paradise” with a soak (Arabian market) with reasonably priced souvenirs.  There is an excellent bus tour which for 24 hours lets you get on and off to visit the sites: museums, mosques, soaks, hotels, and other spectacular areas.  One of the shopping highlights is the www.malloftheemirates.com which competes and surpasses Rodeo Drive, Harrods, 5th Avenue, etc., and even has an indoor snow skiing area (which is refreshing in the summer when the outside temperature approach 50 degrees C.)  You will also find in the Mall of the Emirates and other shopping centers many booths for the high rise real estate (check out, for example, www.damacproperties.com)  I was told that of the 5 great construction cranes in the world, 2 are in Shanghai, and 3 are in Dubai! There is an old part to Dubai where Alan and I stayed, and there are many hotels which you may find on www.asiarooms.com or www.hotelclub.net  (good sites as they show pictures of the rooms and lobbies, show where the hotel is near, and have competitive prices). In fact, our Landmark Plaza hotel was walking distance from the Gold Souk, where you should not take your girlfriend or wife unless you want to declare bankruptcy shortly thereafter. (In the gold building there, you will see the largest gold ring in the world, weighing 63 kg!)
Other places of interest include the Dubai museum which traced the history of this magic emirate from the 1930s being a camel and Bedouin community to the 1960 discovery of oil to the 1971 independence of the UAE  to the 1999 opening of the 7 star Burj Al Arab, and the attempt of the rulers to transform Dubai into a top tourist destination and Hong Kong/Shanghai region for the middle east. 

There is always something special going on in Dubai, and during our trip there was the Dubai shopping festival (45 days, www.mydsf.ae), and global village expo (like a mini-world’s expo with over 75 countries showing their culture, fashion, products, etc.). 

Alan and I also took a one day   tour of Abu Dhabi, the second largest emirate, a two hour ride from Dubai, and witnessed many spectacular, though less famous sites, 5 star hotels (like the Emirates Palace), shopping centers, souks, golf courses, etc..

Dubai is not perfect, and the bad traffic needs the subway to be completed fast (3 more years), and the summer weather with high humidity is challenging.  But on the drawing board, and just starting construction are Dubailand (the largest amusement park in the world which will be surrounded by 50 plus new 5 star hotels), Asia, Asia (the world’s biggest hotel with 6500 rooms), the Mall of Arabia (the world’s biggest shopping center), and the tallest building in the world—Burj Dubai, whose number of stories is sort of a secret, but rumored to be near 200!

Delhi, India

The capital of the world’s second most populous country (1.1 billion people) Delhi has been India’s capital since the independence from Britain in 1947. As the capital of a  predominately Hindu country (over 80%) the  city has architecture, culture, and fashion influenced by thousands of years of its history, and more recently, and unfortunately, some of the worst traffic (can be 2 miles in two hours), dirty areas, and strong willed beggars I have ever witnessed. We stayed near Connaught Place, a British built open air shopping center near the government buildings. Our car and driver (which you can get for $25/day!) took us to the large Red Fort where the Moguls ruled the empire for several hundred years, the Jami Masjid (the world’s 3rd largest mosque after Mecca and the Blue Mosque in Istanbul),  the Birla Temple (Delhi’s largest Hindu temple), the India gate which celebrates the brave fallen soldiers, the new Akshardham (www.Akshardham.com) with its Hindu Disneyland fantasy attractions,  the India Expo Center (www.epch.com) where the new convention activities of the city will start to occur,  the Qutb Minar which at 72.5 is the largest stone tower in India, the Gurgaon area with its new high rises and shopping centers, and Humayan’s Tomb—a mausoleum built by the second mogul emperor which resembles the Taj Mahal built over 80 years later by the 5th Mogul emperor in Agra—see below.  Your driver will also take you to the CIE tourist stores (www.cieworld.com)  for the upscale and overpriced handicrafts where undoubtedly 30% commissions are given to the driver and tourist company—so if you want the good prices, go to the state emporiums near Connaught Place on your own, or take a taxi after doing research to the bazaars and flee markets where the commissions are not present! Also, don’t forget to visit the lobbies of the 5 star hotels like the Intercontinental, Taj Mahal, or Sheraton (we saw President Putin of Russia walk in with his twenty “Friends”) for shopping and relaxation. It is also possible to arrange tours with the many local private tour companies, or the state tourist office located at the airport.
Agra, the Taj Mahal, and Jaipur

From Delhi, we arranged for a tour of the Golden Triangle, Delhi-Agra-Jaipur, 4 days and 3 nights with driver and hotels.  A 4 hour drive from Delhi, Agra is the home of several important monuments, including the world famous Taj Mahal, the mausoleum built by the 5th Mogul ruler for his 3rd wife. According to our tour guide, during the birth of their 14th child, the wife became ill, and on her death bed had three wishes for her husband: 1. Treat all children equally, 2. never remarry, and 3. build a great mausoleum for them. After 22 years and over 20,000 workers, the dream was turned into reality. Bigger, more magnificent than any pictures one may have seen, the Taj Mahal’s colors, geometry, landscape, and magic are unequalled anywhere in the world for this type of building. Although foreigner pricing is alive and well here (admission is $15 for foreigners and 50 cents for Indian citizens), the experience is worth a lifetime of memories, and is  somewhat spiritual.  If time permits, there are also a number of other tourist stops in Agra—other mausoleums, museums, and, of course, many CIE and craft stores with Kashmir rugs, marble, wood, and metal statutes, and jewelry with rubies from Burma, emeralds from Brazil and Columbia, and diamonds from Africa.
Four hours from Agra is the city of Jaipur. The ancient pink city part houses the Palace of Winds—the famous red wall, the Amber Fort with the elephant rides to the top, the Water Palace with no water surrounding it due to the drought, and the City Palace with its museum, Astronomy observatory area,  and collection of the two largest solid silver jars in the world, each measuring 15 feet in diameter and having a height of 5 feet 3 inches, and weighing 345 kg.  While in Jaipur, Alan and I were invited to an Indian wedding reception with 500 people, and were told to our surprise that still over 50% of marriages are arranged-once intelligent 30ish man at the wedding with whom we spoke indicated that after 4 years of his arranged marriage with one child, he did not love his wife, but that was fine, as they were from the same caste, and would be married for life!

Kathmandu, Nepal, and Mount Everest

Arriving in Delhi, we hoped on a 1.5 hour airplane ride to Kathmandu, the capital of Nepal, an ancient country of 20 plus million.  Alan had suggested this  trip, and after the booking, when I checked on our state department site, travel.state.gov, found to my surprise that this country was still on the “travel warning-danger list” due to Mao extremists who had killed and kidnapped foreigners until very recently when the Nepal government had signed a truce just three months before. Also, I found that less than 10 years ago the entire royal family had been murdered by an unstable family member, and that the country was one of the poorest in the world with an annual per capita income of only $300.  We therefore proceeded with caution.

Our guide in the terrible traffic took us to some fascinating landmarks, which seemed directly out of the Indian Jones movies: the Pashupatinath, a Hindu area with an exotic temple, a place near a river where bodies are burned to ashes and put in the water (we saw this at night, and it is scary!), and a mother Teresa compound where the old, sick, and feeble are cared for; the Sowyambhunath Stupa, another magical temple at the top of a mountain with monkeys, views, and a souk with plenty of Kama Sutra books;  the www.Kathmandu.regency.hyatt.com, a five star new hotel with a casino and expensive gift shop area, and Bhaktapur—located 12 miles from city center with building that go beyond the Indian Jones visuals. 
The highlight of the tour was the $120 one hour  airplane ride on www.buddhaair.com to within 10 miles of Mount Everest, the tallest mountain in the world. Trekking is popular in that area, and at the other tall peaks, and can be inexpensive ($40/day with guide, tent, and food) or expensive (private helicopter rides to base camps at $1500/hour.) Actually, the Himalayas are a young mountain range, only 30 to 50 million years old, and formed when India broke off from Africa and bumped into Asia. Eight peaks in the Himalayas are over 26,000 feet, but Mount Everest, at 29028 feet (another book mentioned 29035 feet) is the tallest, and in over 3000 attempts to climb its 4 faces, nearly 200 have died due to avalanches and falls. Also, Nepal, with its elevations of 60 meters to 8848 meters (29028 feet) boosts a large variety of flower and animal types despite having a land mass of only 1/10 %. 
The return trips
A first trip to a new exciting area of the world often motivates a return visit and revisit to the same and close neighbors. Certainly a return trip to Dubai and its neighbors—other emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait, and even Saudi Arabia; to India and its great cities of Mumbai (Bombay, its financial capital with Bollywood—the Hollywood of India), and the southern and eastern parts; and to Nepal, its neighbors Tibet, Sri Lanka, and others for trekking and exploration—would provide for a magical adventure and learning experience, and hopefully new business opportunities. Although the realities of home, work, and family often control one’s live, one should, if possible, not wait too long as the youth of adventure, curiosity, stamina, and passion are so strong.
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