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Preface: The Art of the Alternative

Every seasoned traveller knows the feeling: you arrive at a destination that has lived in your imagination for years, only to find it buried under selfie sticks, souvenir shops and the elbows of ten thousand other dreamers who arrived before you. The magic is still there, somewhere beneath the crowds, but you have to work hard to find it.

This guide was born from a simple conviction: for every overcrowded landmark, there exists a lesser-known counterpart that offers a richer, more intimate encounter with the same essential experience. The alternative is not inferior. In many cases it is superior — less worn, less performative, more genuinely alive.

The fifty destinations collected here have been chosen according to strict criteria. Each one offers a real, verifiable experience of cultural, natural or historical significance. Each one represents authentic value, not merely cheapness. And each one has the capacity to become the most memorable part of a journey — the place you write home about, the story you tell for years.

The guide is organised thematically rather than geographically, because the logic of travel is rarely a straight line on a map. You will find chapters on ancient civilisations, medieval Europe, tropical nature, mountain solitude, urban culture and coastal wonder. Each entry follows a consistent structure: why the place matters, what makes it special, how it compares to its famous counterpart, and what the informed traveller needs to know before visiting.

One deliberate choice: this guide contains no prices, no opening hours, and no booking websites. These details change constantly, and any guide that relies on them becomes outdated before the ink is dry. Instead, you will find the kind of information that endures — the geography, the history, the culture, the atmosphere, the practical wisdom that no algorithm can replace.

Read this guide with a pen in hand. Circle the places that call to you. Dog-ear the chapters that resonate. Then go, with open eyes and without expectation, and let the world surprise you.




Chapter One: Ancient Worlds — Beyond the Famous Ruins

The ancient world left its marks on every continent. Some of those marks — the Colosseum, the Pyramids, Machu Picchu — have become so famous that visiting them now means joining a choreographed procession. Others, equally grand, equally ancient, remain accessible, untouched by mass tourism, still capable of producing genuine awe. This chapter explores ten of the finest.


1. Volubilis (Morocco) — The Alternative to Rome

Most travellers who visit Morocco pass through the imperial cities of Fez and Marrakech. Few make the short journey to the plains near Meknes, where the ruins of Volubilis rise from the wheat fields like a dream of the ancient Mediterranean.

Volubilis was one of the most remote outposts of the Roman Empire, a prosperous city that thrived between the first and third centuries AD. What makes it exceptional is not merely its state of preservation — the triumphal arch, the Capitol, the basilica and dozens of in-situ mosaic floors have survived remarkably intact — but the quality of its setting. Unlike Rome's forums, which are surrounded by modern traffic and urban noise, Volubilis stands in open countryside. Storks nest on the Triumphal Arch. The Atlas Mountains hover on the horizon. The silence is profound.

The mosaics here rank among the finest in the Roman world. The House of Orpheus, the House of the Bathing Nymphs, the House of Venus — each preserves intricate floor compositions in vivid ochre, terracotta and white. These were not the floors of provincial mediocrity but of genuine wealth and sophistication, commissioned by families who considered themselves full citizens of a Mediterranean civilization that stretched from Britain to Syria.


Practical Wisdom: Visit in the morning hours before midday. The site is large and largely unshaded. Hire a local guide at the entrance — they bring the ruins to life with historical context that no audio guide can match. The nearby town of Meknes is often overlooked in favour of Fez but is itself a rewarding destination, with a magnificent Moroccan medina and the monumental Bab Mansour gate.





2. Jerash (Jordan) — A Roman City Frozen in Time

While Petra draws the world's attention, the Roman city of Jerash — two hours north — receives a fraction of the visitors and delivers an experience that many consider more astonishing. Jerash is, quite simply, one of the best-preserved Graeco-Roman cities on earth. Where most Roman sites offer fragments and foundations, Jerash offers complete colonnaded streets, intact hippodromes, functioning amphitheatres, and temples that stand to their full height.

The city reached its peak under the Decapolis federation, a league of ten Hellenistic-Roman cities in the Levant, and its layout reflects the ambitious urban planning of the imperial age. The Oval Plaza — an elliptical forum surrounded by Ionic columns — is one of the most photographed spaces in Jordan, yet on an average morning you may walk it nearly alone. The Cardo Maximus, the main colonnade running the length of the city, still shows the wheel ruts worn by Roman carts.

The South Theatre seats three thousand and is still used today for performances during the annual Jerash Festival of Culture and Arts. The acoustics, designed two millennia ago without electronic assistance, remain extraordinary.


Practical Wisdom: Jerash is an easy day trip from Amman. The city is large enough to require a full morning and afternoon. The afternoon light on the columns of the Temple of Artemis, which crowns the city from its hilltop, is particularly beautiful. Combine with a visit to the nearby Ajloun Castle, a twelfth-century Crusader-era fortress, for a full day in history.





3. Paestum (Italy) — Greek Temples Without the Crowds

Sicily and the Greek mainland claim most of the credit when people think of ancient Greek temples. But the finest collection of Greek temples in the world — arguably better preserved than anything in Athens itself — stands in the flat coastal plain south of Naples, at a site called Paestum.

Founded as Poseidonia by Greek colonists in the seventh century BC, Paestum was absorbed into the Roman world but never destroyed. Three Doric temples survive to a degree of completeness that makes the Parthenon look fragmentary. The Temple of Neptune (actually dedicated to Hera), built around 450 BC, stands with its colonnade, entablature and pediment largely intact. The Temple of Hera, an earlier structure from around 550 BC, is the oldest surviving Greek temple with its roof structure partially in place. The Temple of Ceres (dedicated to Athena) completes a trio that has no equal anywhere.

The on-site museum contains the Tomb of the Diver, a painted burial monument from the fifth century BC that is unique in the Greek world — the only complete example of Greek figurative painting from this period. The symposium scenes and the famous diver leaping into the blue waters of the underworld are haunting and beautiful.


Practical Wisdom: Paestum is reachable by train from Naples or Salerno. The site is at its most atmospheric in the late afternoon, when the low sun turns the travertine golden. The surrounding area — the Cilento coast — is one of the most unspoiled stretches of Italian coastline, offering exceptional seafood and wild Mediterranean landscape in equal measure.





4. Hampi (India) — The Lost Empire of Vijayanagara

Hampi is a place that defies easy description. Spread across a landscape of extraordinary geological beauty — enormous boulders balanced improbably on each other, the Tungabhadra River threading between them, banana plantations and rice paddies filling the gaps — lie the ruins of Vijayanagara, the last great Hindu empire of South India.

At its peak in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Vijayanagara was one of the largest cities in the world, with a population estimated at between five hundred thousand and a million people. Its sudden fall to a Deccani Sultanate coalition in 1565 left the city abandoned. What remained — spread across twenty-six square kilometres — was a UNESCO World Heritage Site of staggering scale and variety.

The Virupaksha Temple, still an active place of worship, anchors the site with its soaring gopuram tower. The Vittala Temple complex contains the famous Stone Chariot and the Musical Pillars, stone columns that produce different musical notes when struck (though striking them is now discouraged to preserve them). The Royal Enclosure preserves the foundations of palaces, stepped baths, the Lotus Mahal, and the Elephant Stables — a row of eleven domed chambers that once housed the royal elephants.

But Hampi's greatest quality is intangible: the sense of a civilisation suddenly frozen, of monuments that belonged to a living world and now stand in silence, visited by pilgrims, tourists and wandering sadhus in roughly equal numbers.


Practical Wisdom: Hampi is best explored by bicycle or moped, available for rent throughout the village. The site is large and the main attractions are spread across both banks of the river. The bouldered landscape north of the Virupaksha Temple rewards aimless exploration — climb any hill for panoramic views of the ruins and the river. The best light is at dawn and dusk.





5. Chichen Itza Alternatives: Uxmal and Ek Balam (Mexico)

Chichen Itza needs no introduction. Its image — the Pyramid of Kukulcan at the centre of a vast plaza — appears on every Mexican tourism poster. And it is indeed magnificent. But it receives millions of visitors annually and the experience on a busy day can feel less like archaeology and more like a theme park.

Uxmal, two hours to the south in the Puuc hills of Yucatan, offers a different and arguably more rewarding experience of Maya architecture. While Chichen Itza belongs to the Terminal Classic period and shows strong central Mexican influence, Uxmal is purely Maya Puuc style — characterised by intricate stone mosaics, rain-god masks (Chac), lattice patterns, and serpent motifs of extraordinary complexity and refinement. The Pyramid of the Magician has an unusual oval base, unique in the Maya world. The Nunnery Quadrangle is a masterpiece of decorative stonework. The Governor's Palace is considered by many archaeologists to be the single greatest achievement of Pre-Columbian architecture in Mesoamerica.

For those willing to venture further, Ek Balam in northeast Yucatan conceals a largely intact acropolis whose summit contains stucco sculptures in a state of preservation almost unparalleled in the Maya world. The entrance to a royal tomb, framed by sculpted figures with extraordinary detail — feathers, jade ornaments, human faces — was only uncovered in the 1990s and remains relatively unknown.


Practical Wisdom: Uxmal is best visited as an overnight stay in the town of Ticul or Santa Elena, arriving early to have the site largely to yourself. The sound and light show at Uxmal, projected onto the Pyramid of the Magician after dark, is one of the better such productions in Mexico. Ek Balam is reachable from Valladolid and pairs well with a visit to the cenote Xcanché within the site.







Chapter Two: Medieval Europe — The Roads Less Travelled

Medieval Europe left behind a legacy of extraordinary density: castles, cathedrals, walled cities, pilgrimage roads and market squares that define the visual identity of the continent. Paris, Prague, Florence and Bruges absorb the lion's share of visitors. But medieval Europe is vast, and its greatest gems are not always its most famous ones.


6. Albi (France) — The Fortified Cathedral City

The city of Albi, in the Tarn department of southern France, is the victim of a geographical accident: it lies between Toulouse (universally known) and the Gorges du Tarn (spectacularly wild) and is therefore often bypassed by travellers moving between them. This is a significant mistake.

Albi is home to the Cathédrale Sainte-Cécile, built between 1282 and 1480, which is the largest brick Gothic cathedral in the world — a fortress of faith whose exterior resembles a medieval castle more than a church. This is not accidental: the cathedral was built in the immediate aftermath of the Albigensian Crusade, the genocidal campaign launched by the Catholic Church against the Cathar heresy that had taken root in the Languedoc. The building was designed to intimidate as much as to inspire.

Inside, the contrast with the brutal exterior is total. The interior is smothered in one of the most complete and lavish painted decorations of any medieval church in Europe, including a monumental Last Judgement fresco across the west wall. The rood screen — an elaborate Gothic stone gallery dividing the nave from the choir — is among the finest surviving examples in France.

The old town of Albi, a UNESCO World







7. Gjirokastra (Albania) — The Stone City of the Ottoman Balkans











8. Óbidos (Portugal) — The Medieval Town in Perfect Preservation










9. Plovdiv (Bulgaria) — Europe's Oldest Continuously Inhabited City











10. Matera (Italy) — The Ancient Cave City
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