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a Australia’s wide-open spaces 
make it great for road trips — and 

having a car gives you flexibility. But if 
you’re hopping between bases, it’s not 
essential. Most key spots on the east 
coast between cultural Melbourne and 
tropical Cairns — such as Byron Bay and 
Noosa — are served by nearby airports 
and cheap flights. For example, Tigerair 
(tigerair.com.au) flies from Sydney to 
the Whitsunday Coast airport from £59.

Otherwise, bus services link most 
towns of interest. Greyhound Australia 
(greyhound.com.au) is the only national 
coach service, with one-way fares from 
Brisbane to Byron Bay from £23, but 
there are myriad local alternatives. 

Buses 
link most 
towns of 
interest, 
such as 
BrisBane 
and Byron 
Bay from 
£23 one 
way

Other popular destinations can be 
tackled with a combo of flying in and 
tours. For example, Uluru Express 
(uluruexpress.com.au) will get you 
between the fly-in Ayers Rock Resort 
and the big red monolith itself. And 
Adventure Tours Australia (adventure 
tours.com.au) runs four-day trips 
through Kakadu and Litchfield National 
Parks, via Katherine Gorge, from Darwin 
(£645pp). Key wine regions such as the 
Barossa Valley and Hunter Valley can 
be done as day tours from Sydney, while 
Great Barrier Reef trip operators usually 
offer hotel pick-ups in airport-equipped 
hubs such as Cairns and Airlie Beach. 
David Whitley

a A volunteering holidays is a great 
way of giving something back 

while gaining new insights into a place, 
and you don’t have to be on a gap year to 
do it. In a fortnight or less, you could take 
part in a whale and dolphin survey in the 
Azores (from £1,395pp; wildlifeworld 
wide.com), cut back invasive plants in 
the UK (from £85pp; nationaltrust.org.
uk), or help build a school in Nepal (from 
£1,953pp; charitychallenge.com).

Don’t fancy a physical challenge? 
Traveleyes-international.com runs 
small-group trips worldwide — you 
describe the sights to a blind fellow 
traveller, and pay a subsidised rate  
(six days in Rome for £699, say). 

Wilddaysconservation.org arranges 
UK conservation holidays, with comfier 
digs than the dorm rooms often on offer. 
For wildlife and community projects 
worldwide, try gvi.co.uk, or african-
adventures.co.uk for development 
schemes in Kenya, Ghana and Zanzibar.

Responsibletravel.com is a great 
resource for holidays and guidance on 
the ethical issues around volunteering 
and how to make sure your involvement 
is of genuine local benefit.  
Liz Edwards

Know any good 
volunteering trips?  
Guy Maynard, by emailQA&

I want to rent a villa in Italy. Can you 
suggest some expert operators? 
Sarah-Jane Thomas, by email

The maldives, 
mauritius or the 
Seychelles?
Mike Hill, Bristol
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— you’ll find the self-catering 
independence and privacy you’re after 
in a sizeable stock of stylish and unusual 
homes (that would cost a fortune if they 
were hotels). Puglia, in the south, is a 
beautifully sun-bleached region; its 
unique conical stone houses are called 
trulli, and you can sleep in the tiniest or 
most lavish versions — look on CV Villas 
and Abercrombie & Kent’s websites 
(cvvillas.com; akvillas.com; from £1,108 
per week; sleeping five). If you’re a group 
or big family, try Puglia’s converted 
masseria — gorgeous farmhouses often 
built around a cool courtyard. Scour The 
Thinking Traveller (thethinkingtraveller.
com; from £4,790 a week; sleeping 10). 
The islands stay warm well into 

a Ideally? All three. Any of them  
will deliver that see-it-when-

you-close-your-eyes fantasy of  
warm turquoise waters and icing- 
sugar sands — in spades. But here’s  
a thumbnail guide:

The Maldives will only work if you 
want full-on Indian Ocean indolence. 
Each resort is on its own private island, 
with very few opportunities (or reasons) 
to leave. You’ll find excellent diving and 
snorkelling, but other than that, it’s 
pretty much reading, dozing and 
spa-ing on or around one of those 
dreamily perfect beaches.

Mauritius has an actual hinterland: 
storybook mountains; shambling 
market towns; molasses-scented sugar 
plantations; sexy Creole cuisine; safari 
parks and botanic gardens. But that’s 
just as well because only the best of its 
beaches (in the north, mostly) compare 
with those of its two rivals. Mauritius  
is the cheapest of the three, too. 

The Seychelles, on the other hand, 
usually works out dearest. That’s down 
to its relative inaccessibility (the other 
two have direct UK flights, with BA 
among others, but you’ll have to change 
planes to get to this French-accented 
archipelago), though there are plenty of 
cheap little guesthouses. Your reward? 
Real exoticism (‘Would Madame care 
for bat curry tonight?’), incredible 
animals (giant tortoises above the 
waves, ethereal eagle rays beneath) — 
and the world’s most delectable 
beaches, hands down.
Ed Grenby

Planning a trip? 
Get inside advice 
from the best in 
the business

l Write to Q&A,  
The Sunday Times  
Travel Magazine,  
Times Newspapers Ltd,  
1 London Bridge Street, 
London SE1 9GF, or send 
an email to travelmag@
sundaytimes.co.uk. 
Unless you state 
otherwise, we will 
assume you are happy 
for your question to  
be printed
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November — choose Massimo Villas 
(massimovillas.com) for Sicily, and try 
Just Sardinia (justsardinia.co.uk). Vintage 
Travel (vintagetravel.co.uk) proves that 
Tuscany and Umbria can be affordable —  
a week in a two-bedroom cottage with 
pool, just outside Lucca, can be yours  
for £695. But you’ll make the biggest 
savings on the vast owner-direct  
broker sites such as ownersdirect.co.uk, 
airbnb.co.uk and holidaylettings.co.uk. 
Get a good email rapport with the owner 
and ask for off-season discounts or 
low-occupancy deals (when they 
charge less for families only taking half 
the rooms). Or they might chuck in free 
pool heating, which can set you back 
hundreds of euros otherwise.
Katie Bowman

Ask the experts

TheKnowledge

How can I find  
a reliable guide and 
driver in India?  
Steph Small, London

Q

Q

 

i want to tour australia, but will i have to drive?  
Pat Chen, by email
Q

Q

a With crazy traffic, and sights often 
plagued by touts, a decent driver 

and guide is essential. It’s best to use the 
government-certified guides, who you’ll 
find at every attraction. As for the driver, 
you could just arrange one through your 
hotel (expect to pay £25-£60 a day, 
including fuel, driver’s bed and board, 
and 200km-250km of travel per day) 

— but if anything goes wrong, you won’t 
have much of a safety net. Or you can 
book your trip with a bonded UK tour 
operator, which can sort hotels and a 
driver-guide for about 10 per cent more 
than if you booked it yourself. This way, if 
there’s a problem, you’re financially 
protected under the Package Travel 
Regulations and the ABTA or AITO code 
of conduct. Try Transindus (0844 879 
3960, transindus.co.uk), which has a 
seven-night tour taking in Delhi, Agra 
and Jaipur, from £1,545pp, with hotels, 
driver and guides, and Heathrow flights. 
Chris Haslam


