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Partying Latvian style

Rishi Raithatha learns that it's not what you know but who you know when it comes to Riga

like my previous trips, I was

not compelled to visit Latvia

by a travel book unheard of

by most people. The idea was simply

to journey to a European city where

alcohol would be cheap and plenti-

ful, and where clubs would allow one

to revel into the carly hours of the

morning. This was a mission of

hedonism, and Riga litted the bill
perfectly.

Like most Eastern European coun-
tries, Latvia has changed hands many
umes over. During the Cold War,
Latvia tormed part of the bufter
between the West and the USSR, |
ndependence, albeit hard-won and
somewhat bloody, was achieved in
1991. Aside Irom their partzcipation at
the 1992 Olymprad and a visit by the
Pope 1in 1993, Latvia went quietly ofl
global radar.

In 2004 Latvia, along with nine
other countries, joined the EU and
thus allowed in 2 stream of (munly
British) party animals seeking pastures
new. Described by Lonely Planet as
the “big boy of the Balucs™, Riga
certainly lives up to its funky, vibrant
and magnetic atmosphere. Staying in
Riga's Old Town a UNESCO
Heritage Site - meant that we were
close 1o vanous clubs, bars and
lamous monuments, such as Riga
Castle and the old parhament
building.

Having friends in loreign cities s
normally an advantage. But in thus
case, our local Latvian took us to a
rather overpriced restaurant, whose

bill quickly set us back £13 each - a
substantial proportion ol our meagre
budget for the weekend's booze Lests
However, he did know which clubs
and bars we should avoid, and told
Latvian history much better than the

Pulkvedim, Riga's most popular club

gurdebook.

Led by an over-exuberant French-
man we mel at the hostel, the tirst bar
we visited was called Coyote. Il you're
thinking of the establishment 1n the
movie ‘Coyote Ugly’, you've got 1t spot
on: dangerously beautlul women
dancing on the bar - something un-
heard of and sadly unseen back home
The downsade of this wondertul place?
The bar was lor Latvians only - ethnic
Latvians. Theoretically we were
unwelcome.

Riga s one of the few capatal cities

where the loreign population of the
city outnumbers the native popula-
ton. Latvian Russians ~ descendants
of Russians who were encouraged to
immagrate to Latvia duning the Soviet
era ~ dominate the capatal and as such,

are much reviled 1n the country. Most
cthnic Latvians, such as our Inend,
regard them as oppressors and
colomalists who have no place n
today's Latvia. The tact that Latvian
ciizenship can only be attained by
passing 2 test on Latvian culture,
history and language has rendered
many people stateless amid a wave ol
resentment and backlash. And by
making Latvian the only ofticaal state
language, the government has further
marginalised the Russian community.

Nevertheless, by good lortune, we

all managed to get into the bar despate
the lact that three of us clearly looked
neither Latvian nor Russian - an off
day for the bouncer, perhaps. It was
mside the bar that I was instantly eyved
with disdain and cauuon lor no
apparent reason. One gentleman even
came up to me and, having heard me
speak 1n English, decided to shout all
the English words he knew at me
sheer profanity. Impressed with his
onginal and witly conversation, I gave
him a thumbs-up and moved along
had the disunct feelhing that the
rhetoric of dishking Russians may
have been extended 1o any non-
Latvians at all.

Alter a while of being mistaken for
Moroccans and shunned by just about
everyone but the cash-hungry bar staff,
we made our hasty departure for Riga's
most  popular  club, Pulkvedim
Neviens Neruksta (Nobody Writes To
The Colonel), managing to enjoy the
rest ol the might without inadent.

The next day, nursing splitung
hangovers, we indulged 1n some sight-
secing. Discovering the Old Town was
a delightiul expertence. The cobbled
stone streets, medieval churches with
their neverending spires, the famous
opera house, Riga Castle and umeless
architecture gave Riga an ellerves-
cence to rival other European citzes

Although not an  expert, the
architecture reminded me of what 1'd
previously seen mn Copenhagen and
Krukow, rellecting Riga's blend of
Scandinavian and Continental styles.
Fortunately, the Old Town had been

preserved quite well by the Soviets,
who managed not to blight it with
their usual concrete monoliths. One
could quite easily understand why
UNESCO had bestowed such an award
on 2 place so heavenly, and also why 11
needs this  protection from the
constant proliferation ol bars and
clubs springing up all over the place.

By the return journey 1 had under-
stood that the manner in which
British stag and lad parties pallaged
this gem of 2 city 18 the reason {or my
encountering  apprehensive  locals
And despate that hittle incident, I lelt
Riga quite satishied.

Epitomising the Balucs, Latvia has
much to offer any traveller, whether
1t's a boozy weekend you want, or that
lattle b1t more.

TRAVEL INFO

Ryanair flies to Riga twice daly from
London Stansted. Fares start a1 £40
return. Flight time 15 approximately
three hours. The Latvian national
carner, airBaltic, also serves Riga
trom London Gatwick.

A compact aity, Riga 1s easy to
walk around and nothing 15 more
than 15 minutes away. Quiside the
Old Town, trolley buses, trams and
taxis are avalable. Hostels are
avalable from £6 upwards for a bed
in 2 dorm. Most hostels are located
in the Old Town, making everything
reachable by a short walk.

| got back alive, can you believe it?

Worried about travelling alone as a woman in Africa?

ince September, I have spent

time in Burkina Faso, Mali and

Sénegal, three Francophone
countries in West Africa. Because no
woman is the same and Alrica is
such a diverse place, I limit this
article to my own experiences of
both travelling and living here.

It never occurred to me that people
would worry as much as they do about
women travelling 1in Africa. Lonely
Planet doesn't have 2 specaal "Women
Travelling On Their Own” guide to
match  ther “Travelling with
Children”. The Foraign and Common-
wealth Office (FCO) website doesn't
have a section telling women exactly
how to behave in public, but somehow,
even my mother was surprised when 1
came back 1n December not only alive,
but unmarried, not pregnant, not
raped, HIV negative, and only one
bout ol tood poisoning the worse.
People seemed genuinely shocked

Belore thes year, | had spent umen
Central Amenca and the Maghreb,
and can honestly say that 1 have lelt
less leered at here 1n West Alrnica than
in either ol these places. Maybe this
has come with age, maybe [ hold my-
self taller, or perhaps [ am more careful
with my general way of being here.

The countnies I have spent tume mn
are  predominantly Mushim. My
mnstinet when packing was to bring
clothes that would cover me up. Not
head to toe, and not so that I'd over-
heat 1in the swellening temperatures,
avord hassle. This
mnvolves no midndl baring, no skirts
shorter than kneelength, as hittle cleav-
age as possible and a small, but pres-
ent, sleeve.

but enough to

Such deliberate planming it turns
out was unnecessary. I could have sur-
vived with more cleavage showing or
even sleeveless tops. But when ['ve
needed to, I've {elt able to command a
little more respect than 1 might have
done had | shown more flesh; 1t's cas-
ter to be indignant when someone asks
you if he can accompany you to bed
when 1t doesn't look like your t-shirt 1s
about to burst 1ts seams or the peach of
your bottom 1s visible under vour
minmiskart.

Whale I don't hold with the view
that women who wear short skirts and
low-cut tops are asking lor trouble, 1
do thoroughly believe that everyone
should be aware of their environment
and go along wath the locally accepted
way ol being respectable. The only
women | have seen wearing anything

vaguely indecent, particularly short
skirts (showing vour legs here s rare),
are women 1n nightclubs who, though
[ have no preol, are probably prosu-
lules.

I started wearing a plain silver band
on the ning finger on my lett hand. 1
dishike doing this. Why should [ teel
the need to qualify myself wath the ex-
1stence of an (albeit imaginary) hus-
band? [ don't. I could say I was sangle.
But even the presence of 2 hicutious
spouse doesn't stop the endless
flow of young men asking for
my number, a date or, occa-
stonally, my hand in marnage
While I have now probably
found the best avoidance
tactics - a friendly but
lirm relusal, accompa-
nied by shght surprise
at why I would ever
give my number to
someone 1n the streel

I keep the pretence
of the husband (and
occasionally a child or
wo)

I have often lound peo-
ple asking me where my
husband 15 (usually a not-
so-subtle way ol working

Don’t fear, writes Isabelle Hewitt

out it 1 have one). Whether or not [
told them 1 was single/en couple/
engaged/'married /a nun, the fact that [
was on my own never fmled to elict
surprise. ' While many women n
Europe don't think twice about travel-
ling on thewr own, here people can't be-
lteve 1t 1 was told by someone at one
point that I wasa't allowed to go any
{urther unul my lather picked me up.
Errr, well he's not goang to travel from
London 1o Bamako just because vou've
decrded I'm not safe. This 15 casy to
avoud by saying your husband or
male relation 15 back at the hotel
A or meeting youin 15 minutes. A
_* doddle - apart trom long-dis-
tance bus rides, when it 1s
patently obvious you are
on Your own.
When [ first ar-
rived 1 was excated
to be there and
savourng seeing a
whole new way of
Iite. With hind-
sight, I was proba-
bly a lhutle o
chatty wath people in the
street. 1 dishike 1gnos-
ing people, but have,
since September, be-

come the master of the polite but tirm
tone that generally puts people ofl.

Where betore 1 would sit in the
front ol taxis, nol wanung Lo appear an
unirendly loreigner, I now always sit
in the back. [ have never experienced
any problems, but a {female Senegalese
triend expressed a little shock and
pointed out that 1t's better to be a but
uniriendly than to be perceaived as oo
triendly or ‘keen'

Conversely, I always sit as close as
possible to the front on coaches and
buses and have, on occaston, taken the
step of paying lor the front two seats
on 2 coach (equivalent to one car seat)
alter an unpleasant experience ol
having my leg stroked on a coach 1n
Moroceo. At least  the dniver's
attention tends to be on the road.

Before leaving, people were end-
lessly giving me advice and telling me
horror stories. Maybe 1 have been
over-cautious in the way I behave here,
but my feeling was that 1t s better to
be sale than sorry. Ultumately, when
the hairs on the back ol your neck say
there 15 something wrong, trust your
instincts - they are probably more 1n
tune with you and your surroundings
than any amount of pre-departure
advice.




