Ian and Manda on tour – Part Two

Jun 22, 2004

Sleepy Day in Melbourne
Just as it was on the last boat journey across the Bass Straight, our morning start was obscenely early - we both awoke at 5am with all the people bustling around the boat getting ready for the 7am arrival in Melbourne. The crossing had been amazingly smooth - hard to believe that this stretch of water has got such a bad reputation based on last night's journey.

As soon as we departed, we made tracks for a caravan park. We opted for one that we had stayed in before out in a place called Rockbank. It is 25km outside the city, but close to a couple of people whom we intend to see before we leave, and is easy enough to find. It seemed crazy, in a way, to be checking in to a caravan park at 9am for that evening, surely the earliest we'd done that. But we had no great plans for the day except one - relax. One hour later both of us fell in to a much needed, near catatonic power sleep.

We managed to fit a film in to our oh-so hectic schedule, that being the excellent Shrek 2, but aside from that nothing much happened. No possums to feed, no near-accidents in Ethel, no extreme mountain weather to contend with. It was a lazy day, through and through.

Jun 23, 2004

Bye Bye Chris
We're almost done with Melbourne now. Today we had a first, though - I drove into the centre of the city, something that I had purposely avoided to date simply because I wanted to avoid driving alongside the trams. If this sounds irrational, there is a reason. Firstly, we only have very basic insurance on the van and secondly, the presence of tram lines makes for one of the strangest right-turns on the road.

Remember, firstly, that in Australia drivers are on the left, like England. This is the easy part. To turn right at an intersection, you would normally pull to the centre and wait until the way is clear. However, in Melbourne the tram lines run down the middle, and car drivers play second-fiddle to these trams - you are not supposed to block their way. So, if you want to turn right, you first have to pull over to the left of the road, leaving the tram line clear ... and then pull right over, potentially in front of other traffic that wants to go straight on. They call them hook turns here. I call them scary, and that's why we'd always caught the train in before!

The reason for heading into the city - a visit to Sitepoint's office to meet the good folks that work there. I had written a bunch of articles for them in the past on various web design/programming topics (well, just 4 articles) and thought it would be good to meet some of the faces behind the emails. Most people in the web world would probably assume that Sitepoint are a US operation, but I saw the logo on the door - I have the proof! They are, however, a fairly multicultural bunch as we lunched with Aussies, a Canadian, an American and a Brit. Actually, I'm not sure if that qualifies as multicultural - perhaps international is a better description.

In the afternoon, I stopped for a quick Internet session, and was keen to find out if my bank balance had been boosted by an employee bonus from work. Yep, I left in December, but was expecting to get the bonus share from April (beginning of UK financial year) to December. Was expecting. Was. There was no sign of it, so I left the Internet Café wondering whether I had previously been given duff information - that being that I would be eligible for the bonus having taken a career break (which isn't quite the same thing as leaving the company proper). I am keeping my fingers crossed that it is just an administrative error but, alas, luck may not be on my side.

As evening approached, we took a trip over to see my Auntie Chris, whom I'd met for the first time just a month ago when we arrived in Melbourne. She was well, suffering a little from the cold weather Melbourne has been experience ("It plays havoc with me asthma"). We stayed for a light dinner - a bowl of delicious home-made pea and ham soup and bread before saying goodbye - for the night and for the forseeable future. Chris, a little shape silhouetted against the living room light, waited by the door letting the cold in and no doubt making her asthma worse, but it was nice that she wanted to wave us off on to whatever pastures await. Our departure from Melbourne is looming now. Just a couple more loose ends to tie up before Ethel hits the open road at full steam.

Jun 24, 2004

Everybody Needs Good Neighbours
Manda writes:

A trip to Melbourne would not be complete for any Neighbours fan without stopping off at Ramsay Street, aka Pin Oak Court in real life (for those unfamiliar with Neighbours, it is a popular soap opera). Admittedly, I was an avid fan in the late 80s when Charlene and Scott were in it, as well as Nel Mangel, Plain Jane Superbrain and Bouncer, the dog who was often told to 'rack off'. It was on this show that I would pick up some select Australian phrases (such as 'fair dinkum', 'dag' etc) - not only an entertaining show but an educational one no less! 

In recent years, I have lost the plot (well, in a manner of speaking) as I have not been watching the soap on a routine basis and was only vaguely aware that the Kennedys, Toadfish, Lou and Harold were still in it. However, since being in Australia, I have been tuning in again and am now able to put names to faces of some of the 'newer' characters. My interest in the soap has picked up again, especially after today's visit to the street.



This small, ordinary-looking street is Pin Oak Court, better known to millions of Neighbours fans as Ramsay Street.

The street itself is a lot smaller than I had expected, although the houses themselves were instantly recognisable. There were several cars parked on the cul-de-sac; mainly residential ones but I noticed a chap getting out of one of the cars and looked like he was delivering filming schedules to each of the houses. Naturally, I was walking around, doing circles of eight, trying to catch his attention in the hope of getting an extras part (hey, I'm not fussy!) but all my efforts were to no avail! Maybe he was just some random postman doing his job and was as confused as anything seeing me at every turn! Oh well, it was worth a try.



Manda and Ethel fail to score parts as extras on Neighbours.

Apparently, there is an opportunity to meet some of the cast members with a tour organiser every Monday night at a Melbourne pub. Unfortunately, we had to miss this (otherwise we'd have to wait around for five more days in Melbourne) and instead made tracks for Adelaide. We made a start on the less direct but more scenic route along the Great Ocean Road which we picked up from Geelong, getting as far as Wye River before setting up camp for the night. We were the only people there - it looks like we had left the 'Neighbours' behind in Melbourne.

Jun 25, 2004

Stalking The 12 Apostles
Bang!

What the hell was that?

Picture the scene - it's 3am, you've had fitful sleep so far on account of wind so strong that it seems likely to lift off the kombi's pop-top roof and you awake to a bright flash outside the van and a cracking noise. The wind has died down now but has been replaced with torrential rain, and something just went bang outside the van. That was how I awoke this morning, aware in my confused state that there was something strange happening outside.

I peered through one of the vents in the pop-top and saw something sparking. It looked like a power outlet immediately next to our van, and I wondered whether we were safe to be plugged in to the mains. Then I noticed about 50 metres away another tall pole with various electrical parts hanging off it. It looked like one of the feeds to the caravan park (not quite a pylon, but clearly quite a serious bit of kit) - and part of it was on fire. I grabbed my torch and went out into the rain to see what was going on, still sparking away as it was. Then, all of a sudden, there was a really loud bang and part of the caravan park seemed to go dark. It was enough to make me jump out of my skin and run back to the van, frantically disconnecting the mains supply. This was not a good thing to do - in these cold nights, we need the power for the mini fan heater but risking electric shock was not on the cards.

Thankfully, the electrical fireworks had aroused the attention of the caretaker. Seeing another torch (the caretaker's) pointing at the electrical mains, I ventured back out in to the rain again to see what I could learn. I was reassured by him that I could plug the mains back in to the van, that it was quite safe for us. Music to my ears! Even so, back in the once-again powered van I was still wary, and tried my hardest not to let my toes touch any metal parts!

The morning brought an improvement in the weather. There was a hint of blue up there, so we made our way further along the Great Ocean Road towards the 12 Apostles, stopping briefly for a spot of oh-so-British Devonshire Tea. It's just a couple of hours' drive from River Wye to the 12 Apostles, but naturally it took us longer what with all the road-side stops to take photos of the stunning coastal scenery to our left. But you're probably wondering just what the 12 Apostles are? Here they are:



The 12 Apostles, Great Ocean Road, Victoria.



OK, there are not 12 here, that's true, but there are 12 of these rocky outcrops dotted along the coast, some of them hidden just under the waves and only visible from the air, all of them the result of many thousands of years of erosion. Looking at how rough the seas can get here, it's not surprising.

The weather - sometimes our friend, sometimes our arch-nemesis - had settled on being 'moody'. Cold, windy, mostly rainy, not the best conditions for taking photos of a place as stunning as this. I felt sorry for those people who were coming in by tour bus and who had to be away for their next destination so soon. We, on the other hand, weren't restricted by rigid timetables, so decided then that we would not stray too far today, thereby giving ourselves the opportunity to come back at the drop of a hat should the weather improve.

Just a little way up the road is Loch Ard Gorge, the site of one of many shipwrecks to occur on this fierce coastline. The vessel Loch Ard foundered off a nearby island losing 80 or so people to the thrashing seas. Just two people survived along with a sculpture of a peacock that was being transported for the 1880 National Exhibition in Melbourne - it's amazing to think that the seas were too strong for so many fragile bodies, yet a 2-foot tall porcelein peacock managed to come ashore in its packing crate intact. Once again, we watched the violent waves crashing through the gorge and understood at once how a 19th century vessel could get into such difficulties here.



Loch Ard Gorge.

Remember what I was saying about returning to the 12 Apostles? Well, the weather improved even in the short time we spent at Loch Ard Gorge, so we zipped back down the road and re-traced our steps to the apostles all over again. But we still hadn't bagged the shot we really wanted yet - the 12 Apostles at sunset. That would have to wait a little - it was only 4pm, and sunset would be around 5:30, so we decided to stay put in the car park and wait. Once more, though, the weather changed much for the worse, so we gave up on that idea and drove to Port Campbell for the evening.

Maybe tomorrow?



Not quite the sunset shot we were hoping for - it was a challenge enough to avoid lens-flare.

Jun 26, 2004

The Southern Ocean Rocks
Manda writes:

Hoping that the cluster of clouds would part to let the sun shine through, we headed back to The Twelve Apostles, feeling uncertain but cautiously optimistic. It would be a shame not to see the spectacular coastal scenery in good conditions and it was, after all, only a 12km back-track. We pulled up into the car park and fully intended to wait a few hours for the perfect moment. The gods above were looking down on us today, though, and within five minutes the sun had pierced through a tiny gap in the clouds. That was our cue to hot-foot it out of the van and down to the lookout point. 

Puffing and panting at the entrance to the lookout, we were relieved to see the Twelve Apostles still bathed in sunlight. The seven visible stacks stood prominently in the sea, covered in a golden glaze. I stood looking in awe at these rocks that are millions of years old. The ocean looked ferocious, thrashing at the foot of the apostles, driven by a strong south-westerly. The stacks are a fair distance from the mainland which highlights how powerful the forces of erosion can be.



As we left this area, the winds picked up some more and the weather pretty much went downhill after that. This didn't dampen our spirits though - with all this beautiful coastal scenery around us, we couldn't complain really. We spent most of the day continuing our journey down the Great Ocean Road and stopping off at various lookout points along the way.

The Blowhole and Thunder Cave

The Blowhole and Thunder Cave are in the same group of bays as the Loch Ard Gorge (which we'd covered yesterday). It was surprising to see the amount of activity going on in both these areas. The waves were extremely strong and the effects were magnified.

The Blowhole was like a highly-charged geyser and the Thunder Cave looked like a scaled down version of something out of the film: 'The Day After Tomorrow'. The Thunder Cave looked bursting with energy - at one point, a high wall of waves as tall as the height of the limestone cavity came piling in through the gap and rebounded on every single surface exposed to the water. Fortunately, the lookout point was set further back and we didn't get a drenching - although I did have my reservations!



A wall of water makes its way through the narrow cutting leading into Thunder Cave. 

The Arch

From the roadside, there was a sign indicating 'The Arch lookout' to our left. We took the diversion and saw the arch sitting in the sea in all its splendour. Again, the waves were attacking its base with force. The lookout platform is located in an exposed area and we, too, temporarily suffered the wrath of the wind.

London Bridge

Our next stop, London Bridge, used to be two adjoining coastal arches linked to the mainland. However, the first arch - the linker - collapsed dramatically in 1990. Fortunately, there were no fatalities, just two very shaken-up tourists who had crossed the link to the newly isolated arch only moments before. The stranded tourists were later rescued by helicopter! It is difficult to get an idea of perspective from a photo but these rocks are very tall. I shuddered to think how those tourists must have felt after watching the pathway collapse - how scary must that be?!



London Bridge, it's fallen down: to get a sense of scale, the people in the foreground are a good 100 metres from the point where the arch used to be. The two tourists who got stranded on the second arch would be no bigger than a few pixels tall in this image.

Bay of Martyrs / Bay of Islands

The plan was not to stop off at any more lookouts until the Bay of Islands. Every time we got back in the van and warmed up a little, it was time to go back out again to check out another lookout. Seconds after making this decision, we stopped off at the Bay of Martyrs! From here, we could see the closely clustered stacks in the neighbouring Bay of Islands - it was too beautiful to miss. They are just as attractive as the Twelve Apostles, albeit slightly further away from the mainland. The thing about the Bay of Islands, though, is not so much the stacks that are left standing but the vast area that has obviously disappeared over the millions of years. It was almost incomprehensible, the sheer amount of rock that has disappeared into the sea over time.



The rough seas crashing into the many rocky stacks of the Bay of Islands.

Warrnambool

Whale-watching is a major attraction at Logan's Beach in Warrnambool especially between the months of May and October. This is when the southern right whales come to the warmer waters of South Australia to give birth and rear their young. It intrigues me why these whales come to the same spot every year - what is it about this place that they like?

The local newspaper was reporting on the front page that whales had been spotted over the last few days off Logan's Beach. So we, along with the many others who appeared to have read the article, piled onto the observation deck. Unfortunately, we didn't spot any as the seas were too rough. On a good day, the whales swim within 100m of the beach. The lady next to us spotted one far away in the horizon but she was using professional-looking binoculars. I looked down at my 'point-and-shoot' camera and gave up shortly afterwards. 

Having covered a fair distance, we set up camp for the night further along the Princes Highway at a place called Port Fairy. It had been a busy day, stopping at one lookout after another. The highlight was definitely seeing the Twelve Apostles bathed in sunlight - a textbook example of 'third time lucky'!

Jun 28, 2004

Crossing the Border to SA
Yesterday was another one of those driving days:

· Get up

· Drive

· Stop for lunch

· Drive

· Sky's getting dark, set up camp for the night.

That pretty much summed up the day. It's amazing just how different it is driving in Ethel at this time of year to how it was in January down through Queensland. Being air-cooled, it's not normally a good idea to push a kombi van too hard for too long ... unless you want to kill the engine, that is. We've treated Ethel with care, but now that Australia is in winter time and we're further south, it's easier to get further in a day - Ethel is driving faster and I'm not even remotely concerned that the engine is overheating. In fact, after a 3-hour drive, I can open the engine bay and place my hand right there on the engine and it's not even 'tepid'. Dependable? Reliable? You bet - I'm thinking of getting a sticker for her that reads 'Ethel the Ever-Ready' .. but I don't want to jinx us, so perhaps that's not so wise!

So, yesterday's driving took us from Port Fairy, crossing the Victoria/South Australia border and eventually to a place named Meningie, just 150km shy of Adelaide proper. I was pleased to stop for the evening as it had been a difficult day driving. It wasn't the distance that bothered me, and the sky was clear ... but talk about wind! It seems like the whole of southern Australia has been getting strong winds (100km/h winds forecasted for Melbourne this morning), and Ethel, being a relatively high-sided vehicle, felt every single gust. At times I felt I was wrestling with the large steering wheel to keep her going in a straight line, with some gusts forcing us just into the opposite lane. It's a good thing the roads were not that busy.

We left Meningie this morning and soon covered the 150km to Adelaide, stopping briefly at Mount Lofty on the way. Mount Lofty is only a 20-minute drive from the city of Adelaide and, at 710 metres above sea level, offers good views over the city, suburbs and out to the coast. At least, it would if it weren't raining over Adelaide. Mount Lofty had escaped that weather but we knew that we would be heading into it very soon.



The observation beacon at Mt Lofty.

Into Adelaide

When arriving at a new city - in Australia and New Zealand, at least - our tactic has mostly been to follow the road signs and maps right into the centre, to wherever the shopping centre is. This is not because we have a craving to go shopping, but generally it seems a good way to familiarise ourselves a little with the districts. Looking at a map is useless before visiting a place. Sure you can do research, but you need a context, and driving around the city trying to find a parking space that affords enough head clearance to park a kombi is a good way of learning the streets; quite often, we'll see the same street three times over. Then, looking back at the map it all seems to make a little more sense.

This is what happened today - we found the centre of Adelaide and just about found a parking space. It was open-air (good thing for the kombi) but immediately after paying for the ticket Manda pointed out the array of empty bottles of Bundaberg Rum, Johnnie Walker Whiskey and other suitably strong spirits at the side of the car park, then spotted the broken bottles. Was this the place the winos (or 'derros', to use a local term) hung out? It looked like it. Walking down Hindley Street towards the main shopping area of Rundle Street gave us further proof that we were in the less salubrious part of town, as we passed a selection of tattoo parlours, strip clubs and adult 'book' shops. We made a mental note not to park there again if it can be helped.



A reflective ... er 'thing' ... in Adelaide's main shopping area of Rundle Street Mall.

What was I saying about not shopping? Well, we succumbed ... but mostly for stuff that we need to get (including some overdue birthday presents that I have to mail back to England). Then it was time, once again, to find a caravan park for Ethel for the night. We made our way out of the city to a place called Glenelg, then up the road a couple of kms to a site called Adelaide Shores - possibly the largest and best equipped caravan park we'd been to yet. Don't get too carried away about that last, earth-shatteringly exciting nugget of information, folks. I'm sure I can conjure up more if pushed.

Jun 29, 2004

To Jab or Not To Jab?
Ian writes:

That is the question. Whether it is nobler to suffer the misfortune of being bitten by a mosquito carrying Japanese Encephalitis or the very likely side-effects of an expensive and not-very-pleasant vaccination. Right, enough of the cheesy pseudo Shakespeare nonsense. What am I talking about?!

Japanese encephalitis (JE) is a very nasty thing. It's carried by one specific type of mosquito, and only in areas where there is a lot of low-lying water, such as rice paddy fields, of which Thailand has millions. They are more prevalent during the wet season (we'll be in Thailand in the second half of the wet season), and are statistically more likely to bite at dusk or dawn. If you get get bitten by a mozzie that carries JE, and if you get the clinical disease, your chances of survival are not good - around 10-25% mortality rateor almost-certain permanent neurological damage (ie brain damage). But there is a vaccine.

This seems like good news, but for the fact that it is very expensive and, judging by what we've read up on it, seems to have significant side effects.

So, on the one hand, you've got a disease that can, if you're extremely unlucky enough to get it, kill you or you have a vaccination that will put you out of pocket and likely make you very ill anyway through side effects, problems that can be avoided by not taking the vaccination. What to do, eh?

Some more facts, then. First, from the Canada Communicable Disease Report website:

"The risk of illness to most travellers is as low as 1 per million for short-term travel (< 4 weeks) depending on factors such as season, location, and duration of travel ... Twenty-four cases of JE have been reported in Western travellers from 1978 to 1992."

Oh, nothing to worry about then. Hang on, what's this guy saying (from a newsgroup discussion) ...

"Japanese Encephalitis also seems to be a more common malady for travelers than malaria."

More common? Oh, wait up ... here's some more (from the Canada Communicable Disease Report again):

"For persons travelling to rural areas during the transmission season, the rate per month of exposure is 1 per 5,000 ... "

That seems pretty low.

"... In 1969, at least 10,000 Americans were infected in Vietnam, ..."

Whhaaaaat? 10,000? Then again, I imagine the conditions were slightly diffferent to what we would be experiencing.

"... and 57 encephalitic cases were reported."

Only 57 cases of the clinical disease in all those American GIs, who were in the thick of it, up to their knees in the wet for months on end?

This is the problem.You can read so much information and still not be decided. It's difficult, but right now I'm leaning towards not having the vaccine and putting my faith in the not-so-holy trinity of Aerogard (mozzie spray), long sleeves and common sense avoidance techniques (staying the heck away from any darned rice paddies!).

The reason for this post? Well, today we had a consultation at a travellers' medical centre and although we didn't get any jabs, we had plenty to think about. It's been one of those days - lots of admin kinda stuff (registering for medicare, getting ticket dates changed/confirmed, the aforementioned jab advice and a whole bunch of other things that we didn't find time for).

The strange thing is that we've now been in Adelaide for two days and we only have 3 photos to show for it. Trust me, this is far from normal. As soon as we get a clear day, we'll make amends and stop these fact-laden diary entries. You want pretty pictures? So do we! I'm sure Adelaide will deliver soon.

By the way, am I the only person who thinks Adelaide sounds like the name of some nice old lady?

Jul 01, 2004

Wildlife at Victor Harbor
Manda writes:

On a peninsula 80km south of Adelaide is the holiday town of Victor Harbor. A place that attracts whales, seals and penguins as well as tourists. Victor Harbor is a pretty place that was built up around whaling and sealing back in the late 1830s. Thankfully, whaling has been outlawed in this part of the world long since then. The town feels different from the rest of the mainland - tourist venues aside, there is a sense of remoteness as if it were on a separate island.



Whale-shaped fountain in Victor Harbor. 

Keen to find out more about whales and whether any had been spotted recently, we went over to the Whale Centre. We were told that the last sighting took place last week. By this time of year, there should be more southern right whales on the migratory path but perhaps due to weather and rough seas, not many have made an appearance at Victor Harbor. We'll just have to sit tight and wait for a bit.

Granite Island is a small island that is connected to the mainland by a causeway. It takes about 15 minutes to walk across or alternatively, you could take the horse-drawn tram. We went for the latter option first as it was something different to try. I felt a bit guilty halfway through as there were a fair few of us on the tram and I wondered how Bill (our horse) was coping down there. He didn't look uncomfortable or like he was straining with difficulty. I guess once the momentum had been built up, it wasn't too bad. Still, we decided to walk back on our return journey!



The horse tram from Victor Harbor to Granite Island. 

We followed the boardwalk up to the top of Granite Island and admired the views. Granite Island is basically as the name suggests and we could see granite boulders dotted around everywhere. We spotted a group of three tourists sat precariously on some rocks watching the waves crashing just below them. "They'll be swept off if three waves come in one after another," came the voice of a man with a Scottish accent. I looked at him and nodded, "Yes, the waves look pretty strong down there." "It's happened before - tourists being swept off those rocks," came the voice of another familiar sounding accent. Despite the regional British accents, the couple were locals (since 1970) and told us about their whale sightings close to shore (alas, not today).

The clear blue skies meant that we could see The Bluff (a highpoint overlooking Encounter Bay) and a few smaller islands in the distance. Later, once back on the mainland, we drove over to The Bluff and did the same thing, looking back over the bay to where we'd been just an hour previously - just making sure we get it covered from all angles!

In the evening, we wrapped up warm and headed back over to Granite Island, also a rookery to the 2000 resident penguins. We joined a tour and were taken to the penguin hot-spots. We watched the penguins come up from a day of fishing - they swim as far as 25km out to sea and come back to feed their young and rest. They are very active and only sleep for 4 minutes at a time. Before they know it, their day starts all over again and they go back into the sea again before the sun rises. And I thought we had busy lives! We saw lots of penguins dotted around including some chicks and a group of five penguins scaling up steep rocks coming up from the sea. The tour guide giggled as she shone her red-beamed torch (the red filter is kinder to their eyes) at an amorous couple, joking "and here's the red light district. It is the mating season after all!"



Who's boss here? The penguins, that's who!

We spotted possums too but were told that they do not attack the penguins. They do, however, steal their eggs. I read somewhere that there was also a seal colony here and asked our guide whether she has seen any penguins being eaten by the seals. "Yes, it's horrible," she winced, "but I guess it's part of the food chain. Not much we can do about it. One time, I saw this seal propel a penguin high up into the air, the penguin landed on the water and swam off. The seals play with them like this - it's the only way the little birds ever get to fly!" 

It was a good tour and we learned a lot about these amazing birds. We stayed behind for a bit longer after the official tour finished and listened to the croaking noises the penguins made - they are a rowdy bunch!

Jul 02, 2004

Light's Vision - Different From Ours
Ian writes:

Light's Vision? Sounds like one of those sound-and-light extravaganzas, doesn't it? No? Well, that's how it sounded to me, but this particular tourist must-see is definitely not a multimedia experience to behold - it's a statue of a bloke pointing.



OK, so I've somewhat reduced one of Adelaide's most famous people with that last sentence. Colonel William Light is said to have stood at this spot back in the 1800s (excuse the lack of exact date) and looked down below at what would one day become the central business district of Adelaide. The truth, however, may be very different. In one of the free Adelaide newspapers was a feature dismissing him as the 'founder' of the city, claiming that he had no visionary skills, that he was merely handed the title of 'Surveyor General', coming "forth place in a competition that only had three prizes", and that the real visionary was an entirely different man. Naturally, the current city folk are not keen on undoing history; officials have not dismissed the research but neither have they sought to confirm it or address it in any way. Besides, it would mean knocking down this perfectly good statue.

The view that Colonel Light (or some other chap more deserving of the honour) had would have been very different from ours. The view of Adelaide from this spot is not as good as I'd hoped, having read that it is a 'city of churches'. There is no outline of spires like you might see in Oxford or Prague, and no impressive skyscrapers like we'd seen in Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne. In short, the view was quite ordinary. Apparently, the view from The Oval (cricket ground) is pretty good, described in Lonely Planet as having the most picturesque setting of any cricket ground. But we were on the outside looking in.



Adelaide's ordinary-looking skyline.

I spent some time in the afternoon wandering up and down North Terrace, alternating between using the digital camera and the camcorder as I pointed them at the various buildings that line this street. If you felt so inclined, you could easily spend a day on this street going from museum to library to war memorial and so on. Much of it costs nothing (always good for the financially-challenged traveller), but I wasn't really up for chin-rubbingly good cultural enlightenment. I just took photos. What a tourist!



A view down North Terrace, Adelaide.

The favourite photo I took today, though, was an odd one - it was a sign that read: 'Et Begna with S Raimi'. Sam Raimi? The director of Spiderman and Spiderman 2? And what is Et Begna?



A look at the other side of the sign revealed what it should have read: "It begins with a dream". A perfect example of irony - to rearrange the letters on a sign advertising language tutelage into almost plausible complete nonsense!

Along the Fleurieu Peninsula
Ian writes:

Come on whales, where are you? We know you're out there somewhere! So, we stayed on a little longer in Victor Harbor this morning on the off-chance that there might be a sighting. OK, truth be told I was just a bit lazy today in getting started and had some menial tasks to carry out. But we did check with the whale centre one last time before heading off at lunch time to Cape Jervis.

There really is not much to see at Cape Jervis, apart from this:



Yep, it's another 'Ethel parked in front of a lighthouse' photo. But this one's different - the lighthouse looks more like some kind of fancy household lamp than the usual lighthouse shape. Aside from this, there's little to see here - Cape Jervis seems to exist only for the purposes of ferrying passengers across to Kangaroo Island. Unlike most towns that host ferry terminals, there's been little evidence of commercial growth in the surrounding area - unless you count vending machines.

We continued up from the cape on the Main South Road passing some vineyards (there are a lot of them in the Fleurieu Peninsula) and the occasional glimpse of stunning coastal scenery. At one point we took a brief diversion off the main road to see Myponga Dam. It was signposted as a photo opportunity, but personally I thought it looked pretty ugly and run down. As long as the walls are still intact, though, that's all I'm concerned about (or at least that was my thought as I drove Ethel across the dam wall and then back again).



The sun pierces the cloud near Sellicks Beach on the Fleurieu Peninsula.

We could have continued up to Adelaide for the evening but there seemed little point in doing this, as the caravan parks would be more expensive in the city and we'd have to fight our way through rush-hour traffic (and I have to say that I was surprised at just how busy Adelaide's main roads can get once it turns 5 o'clock). So we stopped at a place called Aldinga. We have no idea if there's anything to see here - maybe a quick recce tomorrow morning before we head off again..

Jul 06, 2004

Chocolate Heaven
Manda writes:

Haigh's chocolate is considered by many as the best-tasting chocolate in Australia. Its customer-base is solely concentrated in the south, with just eleven retail outlets in the states of Victoria and South Australia. The family business started off in 1915 and is currently owned by the forth generation of Haighs. In the beginning the founder, great grandfather Haigh, was a novice in this field and had written to several chocolate manufacturers to ask for advice. Out of the ten letters sent, Lindt, an already-successful Swiss chocolate manufacturer, were the only people to write back. They even offered great grandfather Haigh an apprentice role, training him up, withholding no trade secrets. Such generosity and openness were even uncommon in those days. Lindt did not feel threatened by a fledgling business venture and were only too happy to help.



Continuing the Lindt genorosity, Haigh opens its doors to the public every day, and today we joined a free tour of the factory grounds, with complimentary hot drinks and free tastings to boot. We followed a guide who gave us a brief history of the Haigh empire, the rundown on chocolate-making, accompanied by commentary about what we could see taking place down on the factory floor. We watched chocolate almonds, honeycomb block, rocky road and rum truffles being made. I was surprised to learn that all the ingredients are made in the kitchens, including the marshmallows and honeycomb. No cutting corners in this place!

We watched Suzy, who has been working there for thirty years, skilfully mixing up honeycomb and chocolate. It reminded me of how builders mix cement with a trowel on a board. The workforce of thirty are multi-skilled and job rotation allows them to perfect other skills but it'll still take a while for others to get as good as Suzy!



Manda biting into some Haigh's chocolate honeycomb block. 

The tour and optional chocolate-buying afterwards doesn't take long - just over half an hour - but it's still a worthwhile diversion for anyone staying in Adelaide for a while, even if you have done a similar tour before. If you were in the area and had any doubt, you could just walk past the building and smell the delicious chocolaty aromas streaming out of the vents - I think you would agree, it's very difficult to resist!

Jul 07, 2004

Preparing to Cross the Nullarbor
Manda writes:

It was an early start for us today as we had an appointment with the garage folk. We took Ethel to the other side of town for an oil change and a service, just to make sure she's still in good shape for the big journey over The Nullarbor Plain to Perth. After an in-depth inspection, Ethel was given a clean bill of health, so it looks like we are all set to make a start on the 2,700km journey tomorrow. A daunting task for us but Ethel is taking things in her stride!

The mechanics finished the job quicker than we'd expected and with a few extra hours to kill, we took a drive over to Glenelg. This town is just 10km from the centre of Adelaide and has a nice marina and a beach. There weren't many people milling around but I can imagine this place being very popular in the summer. We bought a couple of ice creams and took a stroll down the beach. This place reminds me of a cross between the Gold Coast (with accommodation lined closely alongside the beach) and Ocean Village in Southampton, UK (with many boats and eateries around the marina). It was a nice day for a mooch around the area and the ice cream went down a treat.



Holdfast Marina, in Glenelg, south-west of Adelaide CBD.

We took another trip up to Mount Lofty but unfortunately the skies had turned overcast by the time we got there. It wasn't as cold as the last time we were there but the visibility hadn't improved much either. It was worth a try!

Back in the centre, we tried to find a lookout point that we'd seen on a fridge magnet of the high-rise buildings in Adelaide. On our travels so far, we have restricted our souvenir buying to fridge magnets (they're cheap and they don't weigh much - perfect for backpackers!). We found the location, pinpointed to Brougham Place, but the picture on the magnet looked like it was taken from a higher viewpoint, like from the roof-top of the hotel situated on the corner - right place, wrong elevation. We decided not to get a room on the top floor of the hotel and made do with street level views instead!



St Peter's Cathedral with Adelaide's CBD in the background.

Happy that we have covered everything we wanted to do and see in Adelaide, we went back to the campsite. We have prepared Ethel as much as possible for the journey ahead, now we just need to prepare ourselves for the long distances.

Jul 08, 2004

Port Augusta: The Crossroads of Australia
Ian writes:

Adios Adelaide and hellooooo to Port Augusta. We said our final farewell to Adelaide with a trip to the Internet Café, allowing one last update to the web site for a while and a visit to McDonalds. Manda commented the other day that she had never had a Care Bear, and Maccas have been doing a promotion here in Australia (and possibly elsewhere), so we've been stopping in at lots of McDonalds restaurants asking the same question: "Got any Care Bears?" and getting the same answer: "Nope, not a cat in hell's chance you're gonna find any Care Bears now." OK, so nobody ever said those actual words, but that's the basic story - there's a national shortage of the little fellas. Still, two out of five is better than nothing, and these two below have started to hitch a ride with us in the kombi:



The drive to Port Augusta is around 350km from Adelaide. It's not the smallest distance to cover, but it is still an 'easing in' to the distances we'll be covering once we head west - I'm expecting to cover 600-700 km a day in old Ethel. Let's hope that she's still up to the job. Rather than head west straight away, though, we'll take a brief diversion north into the Flinders Ranges. We did consider heading even further north to Coober Pedy, an opal mining town renowned for its harsh, arid conditions (so much so that most people there live in underground or cave-cut dwellings). But then we're looking at a diversion of 530km one-way - I wasn't sure that an extra 1,060 kms on top of the 2,500 we planned to get to Perth was a good idea.

Half way up to Port Augusta, we passed a huge breakers yard. I wondered whether I might be able to get any bits and pieces for Ethel, but drove right past. We stopped for petrol and I decided that maybe we should just take a look after all, so we backtracked 1km up the road and tried asking in the office.

"Hello?" I said, peering in to an empty office. Except it wasn't empty - there curled up on a greasy couch was a Staffordshire Bull Terrier with his nose tucked in behind his hind leg but with his eyes fixed on me. Friendly dog or guard dog, I wondered. The dog made no move to protect the other grease-covered possessions inside the Portakabin office. Looked like I was safe for now.

The owner appeared in a beaten-up delivery van and, as luck would have it, informed me that he did have some rusting old kombis there. I wasn't after engine parts, just some cosmetic items - interior trim for the old girl that had long since been removed. There I was, scavenging these old kombis with a screwdriver in one hand and a knife in the other, thinking to myself "Ah, this bit would look good on Ethel" and so on. But then we'll be selling her soon, so it seemed crazy to go too far. I managed to scavenge some covers for air vents on the dashboard and some hood-lining to do some patch-up repairs, cost just $10.



"The kombis are over there mate". By the way, that's a yawning dog in the background, not some other strange Aussie animal.

I commented on his (apparently friendly) dog's beautiful tiger-like coat, asking about a couple of marks on his side. "Has he been bitten by another dog?" "Ah, I think it was a rat," said the owner. "He's always out on the site chasing them, or snakes. Got a death wish, he has."

Snakes? Where I'd just been rummaging around by myself (no supervision) just minutes before, probably in breach of numerous health and safety at work rules?

"He's been in the wars," continued the owner. "I've squashed him once - reversed over his hips I did - he's been hit by a semi-trailer out on the main road and I've run into him another time on the site."

The dog walked nonchalantly off, back to his favourite spot on the couch then gave me a big yawn, revealing a full set of teeth undamaged by regular run-ins with vehicles.

We carried on the drive, arriving at Port Augusta just before 5pm, and therefore just before dark. Dusk is the most dangerous time to be driving on Australia's long highways because of the kangaroos' insistence on jumping out at you and testing the strength of your car/van's roo bars or the efficiency of the brakes (I don't want to test either on a fully-grown Australian red). As such, 5pm is our cut-off time. By 5:15 we want the pop-top up, the kettle on the boil and the fan heater cranked up to the max so that we can start to plan the next day.

Jul 09, 2004

Spotting (and Avoiding) the Kangaroos in Flinders Ranges
Ian writes:

From Port Augusta we took a drive north to Flinders Ranges this morning. I knew we wouldn't get to see all of it, given that it stretches some 400km north of Spencer Gulf (upon which Port Augusta sits), but with good roads leading far into the heart of the ranges, we could be guaranteed to see (arguably) the best of it.

I made a note of the various towns that we would pass on the way, expecting to turn off at each one for some form of sight-seeing or other, but instead ended up driving straight through the towns of Quorn and Hawker, ignoring the potential attractions of Yourambulla Caves (we'd done the whole limestone caves thing to death already in Sydney and Waitomo, NZ) or the historical interest of the Pichi Richi railway. We did, however, make endless stops at the roadside to catch photos of the ever-changing (due to changes in the weather/lighting) ranges to our left and right. Every time I pulled over, I would snap a photo fully expecting to get an even better one just five minutes up the road. To say this was a stop-start kind of drive would not be exaggerating.



Arkaroo Rock, Flinders Ranges. 

We ploughed on as far as a place named Wilpena Pound. It may sound like a dog kennel, but you're more likely to find kangaroos and emus here. In fact, in the last few kms outside of the National Parks Visitor Centre I think I saw more kangaroo road-kill per 100m than anywhere. This was a roo graveyard on a grand scale, but I was relieved that's all it was. If that sounds heartless, I'll explain why: a few miles back up the road I had been driving at around 60km/h and as I glanced over to the left I saw a human skeleton. "Shit!" I let out, quite understandably, then pulled over in something of a hurry. I ran back down the road, wondering how long it had been there and how nobody had seen it yet, or if they had why it had not been reported to the authorities. The answer came soon enough - nobody reported it because they'd look a bit stupid calling a kangaroo skeleton 'human remains'. Jeez, I was relieved. It was amazing, though, just how human it had looked at 60km/h - all kangaroo-like shapes and fur had long been removed by carrion, leaving only the skeleton and just about enough connective tissue to give it some form. It was the way that the long legs were stretched out straight that gave the skeleton a human adult's height and dimensions. I got back in the van and happily reported to Manda what I'd found.



Clever kangaroos they have in the Flinders Ranges. You really gotta watch out for the snowboarding ones though, they're even more radical. Dude.

From Wilpena Pound, the roads are pretty basic - unsealed and only good for high speed in a modern car with good shock absorbers. Still, we soldiered on through some extremely bumpy rough tracks that shook our (nearly) 30-year-old kombi left, right and centre. Sometimes the unsealed roads would change from being a smooth, water-sculpted finish to a corrugated-iron finish within metres. Unfortunately, the groove of these corrugated sections was always perpendicular to our direction of travel. Equally unfortunate was the fact that we'd always find these viciously 'groovy' sections when we were doing something like 30km/h.

Rattled bones aside, it was worth venturing off the bitumen and deeper into the park because we got to see lots of kangaroos (there's always something more special about seeing them in the wild, and not in a zoo or sanctuary) and even some wild emus; we also saw some (apparently rare) yellow-footed rock wallabies. The most comical thing about these kangaroos is the way they all stop whatever they are doing and just stare at you, perhaps twitching an ear back, but not really moving much. They know that they are safe, but occasionally I'd hop (no pun intended) out of the van and pretend to chase them, just to get some movement out of them - well, what's the point of using a camcorder if they are just gonna stay still?!



Pretending to chase the 'roos gets them to do something more interesting than simply looking at you blankly, chewing and twitching an ear.

We left Wilpena Pound just before our 5pm 'curfew' (see previous entry for the low-down on that) and were treated to some spectacular colours on one of the ranges as the sun just dipped out of view, momentarily bathing the hills in a vivid red shade. No sooner had we taken a couple of photos than the colour drained away for another day. 



The Chase Range at sunset. 

Now all we had to do was get to a caravan site without harming Skippy or one of his distant relatives.

Jul 10, 2004

Up, Up and Away
Manda writes:

Yesterday's experience of driving Ethel on unsealed roads made us realise that the poor dear was just not cut out for this type of terrain. If we wanted to see more of Flinders Ranges, there were only two options available to us: hire a 4WD or go up in a plane. We did some investigation into what was available and, to our surprise, found the flights to be reasonably priced. We opted for a half hour plane trip and better still, they had room for us this morning. 

Our pilot picked us up from Rawnsley Bluff and flew us over Wilpena Pound, pointing out landmarks such as Tanderra Saddle, St Mary Peak (the highest peak in Flinders Ranges) and the ABC Range (on account of there being 26 peaks in this range). The views were spectacular from up here and we got a totally different perspective seeing the ranges from this angle. It almost felt like we were in a different location to yesterday, as we looked down at the ice cream-like landscape below us. 



A gorge snakes its way inside 'the pound'.

These ranges were created by movements of the tectonic plates and sculpted from erosion. "Not created by volcanic activity nor a meteor, despite it looking like a crater," explained our pilot, Joe, with a grin not too dissimilar to a Cheshire cat. I can tell that Joe is proud of being a pilot and so he should be with an 'office' as beautiful as this one! He only works in the Winter months as it gets very hot in the Summer and hardly any tourists come out to visit. Trekkers have apparently died in the past, hiking up the gorges, caught off-guard by the unforgiving sun.

Joe continued to fill us in on the history about this place. Rawnsley Bluff was named after a man sent out here to do some surveying but who evidently didn't have a clue. He basically blagged his way into the job and was given food and shelter for four months in this beautiful area before anyone realised he was a fraud. How he still managed to get a range named after him is puzzling! Not bad for doing nothing for four months!



The peaks surrounding Wilmena Pound give away their original source - oceans from millions of years ago (the lines showing the different sedimentary layers).

The flight was calm and we only noticed turbulence flying across the rim of Wilpena Pound. Joe pointed out the only homestead in the centre of Wilpena Pound, an area of some 80 square kilometres. I guess they don't need to worry about keeping the noise down in case the neighbours complain!



The Heysen Range shows various different bands of rock. It almost looks like a spine snaking its way up into the distance.

On the way back to the airstrip, we flew by the Chase Range. "You can see some lovely sunsets here," commented Joe. You sure can and we can attest to this, having seen it just yesterday evening. Spectacular scenery from the ground and above, nice blue skies and a lovely sunset, all in all we were very lucky with this trip to Flinders Ranges.

We drove back to Port Augusta and stocked up on groceries, ready for our impending journey over to the west. It's gonna be a long drive ahead - see you on the other side!

Jul 11, 2004

Port Augusta to Ceduna
Ian writes:

I remember reading in the Lonely Planet about Ceduna that it was 'still a long way from Adelaide'. The implication - you may think that you've done the West-East crossing, but you're still in for some long hours of driving. Great. We hadn't even got to Ceduna heading from East to West, but that would be the aim for today, even if it was only part of the journey (about one fifth).

We did, however, reach our first milestone in the journey today - we officially crossed the half-way point across Australia at a place called Kimba. 



Naturally, there was a tourist shop selling 'half way across' type merchandise, but we weren't buying. We did spot the Big Galah, though - you may remember from previous diary entries that the Aussies seem to have a thing for these 'big things'. Incidentally, the phrase 'you great big galah' would be a very minor insult over here, meaning 'you stupid idiot'. For some reason, galahs have got something of a bad press over here; I have no idea what makes them the epitomy of stupidity.



Even though we had reached the half-way point across Australia, we were not even at the 1/5th mark of our journey to Perth. Ceduna still seemed quite a distance away:



It's a long way to Ceduna, let alone Perth! 

After a good four hours of driving, we pulled over along the Eyre Highway for a spot of lunch (a couple of cup-a-soups) and bit of a rest for an hour, then made for the road again. Oh crap, I thought, as I turned the key and nothing happened. No mobile signal, and even if there were, there would be no breakdown cover for this distance. "Are you sure you still want to go across the Nullarbor?!" Manda asked. We had, by this time, committed ourselves somewhat. However, it really wasn't the problem I thought it might be - I slipped underneath the van and checked the contacts to the starter motor. I gave them a wipe and a quick spray of WD40 and we were good to go once again - turning the key resulted in the van firing up straight away. But perhaps what I really needed was a can of this:



Genius!

Jul 12, 2004

Whale-Watching Along The Nullarbor
Manda writes:

At 250,000 square kilometres and 300 metres thick, it is hard to imagine that this slab of limestone, known as The Nullarbor, was once part of the ocean floor. Nullarbor is based on 'nullus arbor', Latin for no trees and there is indeed a stretch where there are no trees, just shrubs - the kind the kangaroos love. 

It took John Eyre, the first European explorer, five months to complete the East-to-West crossing back in 1841. Fortunately, nowadays, the Eyre Highway is well surfaced and the journey from Port Augusta to Perth should take four to five days by car. The drive is surprisingly comfortable, albeit a long one. I don't know what I was expecting before embarking on this journey but I wasn't expecting it to be as well set up for travellers. Fuel stations, accommodation and eateries are at manageable intervals along the way.

As tourists, we took the obligatory photos at the 'look out for camels, wombats and kangaroos' and 'Eastern end of Treeless Plain' road signs. We didn't see any live animals though, just a handful of roo road-kills.



Manda's attempts to blend in with the wildlife were unsuccessful (spot the ears on the hooded top). 
On the plus side, there are small attractions en-route that break the monotony of driving this long distance.

Whale-watching

Between the months of May and October, many Southern Right Whales make the migratory journey to the warmer waters of Australia's southern coast to breed. The reason being that the calves do not have much blubber on them at birth and would not stand a good chance of surviving in the cold Sub-antarctic waters. We hadn't spotted any at Victor Harbor (also on the migratory path and billed as a good whale-watching location) but we had seen on news reports that as many as forty whales had made an appearance at the Head of Bight. This was reported a few weeks ago and today as we approached said location, we had our fingers crossed, hoping to see some.

We were in for a treat - we spotted no less than three whales before we'd even reached the lookout point. In total, we saw ten at close range from the viewing platform at the edge of the cliff, and another ten in the distance. Some people had binoculars, but these were not really needed for those whales closest to us - they were so close that we could clearly see the callosities (the white parasitic growths) on their heads and could hear every rasping noise they made. There were three sets of mothers and calves in amongst our sightings. We watched intently, observing their mannerisms and behaviour. We observed them forcing water out of their blowholes, flapping their fins, poking just their heads above the water (known as 'spy hopping'), lying on their backs (body rolling), lifting their tails up and generally swimming playfully with their calves.



Mother and young - Southern Right Whales, right by the coast line at Head of Bight, South Australia.



An adult whale slaps the water with its fins.

It was an amazing sight and we could have spent a whole day there just watching them. But we had a timetable to stick to and only stayed for an hour and a half before making tracks again.

Crossing the SA/WA border

After driving 500 kilometres (from Ceduna), we'd arrived at the South Australia and Western Australia border. We went through the mandatory quarantine checks for fruit, veg, honey, nuts, seeds etc but not before posing Ethel in front of yet another 'big thing' - this time it was a kangaroo, holding a beer, welcoming visitors to the border village. Go figure! 



"Welcome to the WA/SA Border Village", reads the sign underneath the big roo.

Old Telegraph Station, Eucla

We ventured deeper into Western Australia - well, another 12 kilometres to a place called Eucla to be precise. Crossing the border gave us another 45 minutes (as we had crossed a date line) so we went to see Eucla's Old Telegraph Station, now almost completely buried by sand dunes. According to the leaflets, Eucla was a busy place in the early 1900s and the telegraph station was at the hub of the town. Eucla was an important link in the chain of relay stations from Esperance to Port Lincoln. But now all that remains are ruins gradually being engulfed by a moving desert. 

Crossing the Nullarbor may be considered by some as a challenging thing to do, and there are many locals who have never ventured across (or at least not in anything that doesn't have wings and a couple of jet engines strapped to the side). The boredom of long drives might be too much for some people, it's true, and in summer the sheer heat can take its toll, but for us the drive has been really enjoyable so far. Winter is definitely the best time to cross the Nullarbor, both because of the cooler climate and also because it ties up nicely with the whales' migration. So, while it might be a cliché, we can say that we've had a whale of a time!

Jul 13, 2004

Across the Nullarbor: Eucla to Fraser Range
Ian writes:

I woke early this morning - 6:50 am - and immediately set about getting ready for another day of serious driving. Some people were obviously more serious than me, though, as I spotted a car pulling a caravan out of the park and heading west just after 7am. For me, this was still just a little too early - nothing to do with being sleepy, but rather it was not quite light enough and in my books that means there's still the chance of running into a kangaroo. We eventually got back on to the Eyre Highway just before 8am.

The weather was perfect for driving - dry but not so sunny that you have to squint through the windscreen and cool enough to run a VW Kombi for hours and hours at high speed and not feel like the engine is gonna blow up on you! Someone was having bad weather, though. To the north, we could see clouds stretching over the nearly featureless plains way into the distance, and those clouds at the outer edge (nearest us) resembled jellyfish - the rounded clouds looked like the jellyfish's body, while the rain cascading to the earth below looked like the jellyfish's tendrils. And no, I had not been taking any drugs to help keep me awake for the day's impending drive! Another strange weather-related phenomenon was to see a rainbow from many miles away. There was no hint of an arc, just a straight multi-coloured band from the cloud base to the ground.

Just 60km down the road from Eucla was our first stop of the day. Nothing exotic, just a petrol stop at a place called Mundrabilla. We had been told that this place was a cheaper option to fill up than Eucla. I've not really paid much attention to petrol prices, but for this stretch I certainly have. For example, the usual price per litre of unleaded in cities is about 98 cents (approx 40 pence UK), but once out here in the middle of almost nowhere, the prices can be 135 cents per litre, and our source had suggested that Eucla might charge as much as 150 cents per litre. When the petrol can cost 1.5 times the usual amount, and you are filling up for long distances, it pays to be a little choosy (and Mundrabilla was a good option at 119 cents per litre). On the other hand, you cannot be too choosy - I imagine that a lot of people see the prices and say to themselves "You're having a laugh, mate" and opt to try the next service station ... and then run out of fuel another 130km down the road. It happens, and the only way to get going again is to hitch a lift to the nearest station and back again - they don't do deliveries!

We passed another sign warning of animals on the road. 



Honestly, these signs lie - where are all the leaping kangaroos, running camels and foraging wombats? Maybe the signs are just there for the tourists. It would be more truthful if they just put up signs like this:



OK, so someone must be knocking them over for so many dead roos to be littering the road side, so the warning signs are for real. At a service station in Cocklebiddy we saw a wise piece of advice: 'Don't travel at night'. The hand-written note appeared underneath a photo laminated on to the counter of a roo/car encounter. The roo was not a big one, but in the collision had managed to become completely jammed into the car's radiator grille. It was almost comical, like an over-enthusiastic postman had tried to force a large package into a small letterbox and gave up half way through. The bulk of the body, an arm and a leg were somewhere in the engine bay, while the remaining arm/leg combo and a rather sad-looking head hung out the front.

Judging by the prevalence of kangaroo carcasses, I reckon that by the time we get to Norseman - the end of the Nullarbor Plain crossing - we will have easily passed a good 500 dead roos, in various states of decomposition from freshly mulched, through 1-week-old ready-to-bursts (you should see how some of these big suckers bloat up!) to the barely-there collection of sun-bleached bones. My only hope is that we don't make it 501.



A common sight along the Eyre Highway - large, but very much dead, kangaroos.

We continued on, scanning the sides of the road for any hopping movements, and soon found ourselves on the longest stretch of straight road in the whole of Australia. 90 Mile Straight (or 146.6km in new money) is exactly that - a boring road that goes up and down a little, but little else. It is, however, so easy to cruise along it's a joke. Wanna get good fuel consumption? This here's your spot. I have to say, though, that I've never been so excited about spotting a slight kink in a road as I did after those 90 miles, and I'm sure I'll never be that excited at such an ordinary feature again.



The Rules of Waving

Something else in addition to the road-kill that travellers doing the Nullarbor crossing will soon get used to is 'the wave'. Now, we have waved to other travellers before, but only to Kombi drivers; it's an unwritten rule but well understood. Other minivan/campervan drivers - for example Mitsubishi L300s or even other Volkswagens, like the Transporter range - don't warrant a wave, and caravan drivers don't count either. 

In some ways, it's a little like the greetings you exchange when staying at caravan parks - the more remote a place you're staying in, the more likely you are to say hello to complete strangers as you walk to the amenities, while in bustling caravan parks near major cities the more you keep your greetings to yourself. And so it translates to crossing the Nullarbor ...

Pretty soon after leaving Port Augusta, we noticed that other drivers would wave as we passed. Not just Kombi drivers (there aren't many on the Nullarbor), but all travellers - they wave, you wave back or vice-versa. Truck drivers don't partake; they do this route all the time, it's not any fun for them. Caravan owners, other camper van drivers, people bombing along in their saloon cars, they all give you the wave. 

After a while, the wave/response wave can get a bit tedious, and so you notice that some drivers have given up actually raising their hand off the steering wheel - the hand rises, but the heel of the palm stays firmly planted on the wheel. Then there are the supremely lazy wavers who merely raise their index finger in acknowledgement, as if pointing to something in the sky. Then, just occasionally, you get the really enthusiastic wavers who flap their hands around like they're being filmed for the end credits of a TV game show, which makes it all fun again.

You remember what I said about waving to other Kombis? Well, on the Nullarbor, that wave thing goes into overdrive - it's flashing lights, over-enthusiastic waving and cheesy grins on both sides as the respective Kombi drivers take pleasure in realising that the Nullarbor is not only being crossed by people in reliable, shiny, new 4-wheel drive vehicles with working heaters/air conditioning. Keeping it real? You betcha!

We saw two Kombis today on the road, and then, as we pulled in to a service station at Balladonia (site of the Skylab crash in 1977), I spotted another. Naturally, we exchanged waves and, after refuelling, I went over and chatted with the owners. They had already crossed the Nullarbor one way and were heading back again - see, Kombis are up to the job! The other van in the convoy of two was a nondescript-looking Toyota Hiace that was sporting a rather large dent in the front. I asked the owner what happened and got the reply I was expecting: "It was a roo." 

"What time was that?" I asked, keen to be reassured that sticking to daylight was a good recipe for roo-avoidance. "5am," replied the Aussie woman, "and I was doing 110km/h. I didn't stop, 'cos I didn't want to look at the front and see bits of roo sticking out." She didn't seem too perturbed about the incident - which took place a few days ago - but reported that her 8-month-old puppy had been off its food for a couple of days, so traumatised was it by the event.

So, by my reckonings, that will bring the roo-kill count up to 501 after all.

Jul 14, 2004

Destination: Esperance, Mission: Just Chill
Ian writes:

I was determined that after the last few days of full-on driving, today would be an easy one. The plan was to cover the final 100km to Norseman (we only fell short of completing the distance because of fading light, and you know why that's a bad thing out here!) and find a a motel room or caravan cabin. Basically, something that would give us some room to stretch out for the day, a TV to veg out in front of and generally be lazy in. It had been a long time since we had treated ourselves to a proper room anywhere and I was looking forward to it.

Arriving in Norseman, we both got the impression that it looked quite a shabby kind of place. We certainly weren't expecting pavements lined with gold (although, ironically, having a gold mining history perhaps there might be some traces there?), but it wasn't immediately obvious where would be a good place to stay for the day. Oh heck, I thought, let's go to Esperance. In doing so, I added a further 207km to my non-driving day, bringing the total over 315kms!

The arrival in Esperance was a different experience from Norseman - it looked like a pretty place, even if the weather was a little forboding, but we were not doing any sight-seeing today; I was determined to have an easy day - we arrived there early afternoon, checking in to an on-site caravan, but soon enough I was back out on the road again in an effort to find the ever-elusive Internet Café that will allow me to plug in the laptop. I was lucky, though, and struck lucky at the first place. I then spent the next hour and half updating our site, making some other overdue tweaks and then accidentally trashing the entire site in a couple of seconds thanks to a mishap with copy/paste. I sat there looking at the very broken web site, then at my watch - just 10 minutes before the place was due to shut. Thankfully, I managed to put things almost right, but I'd undone a lot of changes. Must stay calm, must stay calm. Ah, here's an idea: look at the 'screen saver' next to me and see if that takes my mind of my diary disaster:



A fish tank made to look like a screen saver (trust me, there were real fish in there!).

I got back to the caravan and, once again, immediately headed back out with a food order - we were doubly treating ourselves - a proper place to stay and a takeaway pizza. It beats warming up tinned food on a portable stove in the Kombi for a change. The rest of the evening was spent in front of the tiny TV, laughing at the often dire early auditionees for Australian Idol while supping some VBs (that's Victoria Bitter, for those thinking, perhaps, that it's a programming language or a disease of some kind). See, I told you we planned on blobbing out!

Jul 15, 2004

Climb Frenchman's Peak!
Manda writes:

The Esperance region is fortunate enough to be surrounded by four beautiful National Parks. Situated 56km east of Esperance, Cape Le Grand National Park is the most accessible and the best known of the four. Arriving only yesterday and being new in town, we had yet to find out what there is to do around here. We had a head start, though, as Ian's brother, Andy (who has travelled around Aus before), had sent us a text message with the advice: 'Climb Frenchman's Peak and have a look from there'. That was our focus for today, find the peak and conquer it. 

As we approached Cape Le Grand, we noticed a change in the landscape - it looked rugged, green and untouched. We could see the many vegetation-covered sand dunes and towering granite mounts on either side of the road. Every now and then as we turned a bend, we could see a glimpse of the sea glistening away in the distance.

We eventually found Frenchman's Peak and then the realisation set in. So, this was the oddly-shaped peak that we could see from our campsite, 56km away. 



Looking up at this giant piece of granite, it suddenly dawned on us that there was no footpath, just white posts dotted around sporadically to indicate gentler inclines. The sign at the beginning of the walk confirmed it all really - this was going to be a '2 hour hard walking trail that should only be attempted by fit visitors'. They weren't wrong there. Although I would have added, 'not suited to those who suffer from vertigo' as well. Looking at the starting point all the way up to the summit, I could only imagine scaling up there with abseiling gear or some suckers attached to my hands and feet. It sure looked steep but we managed to convince ourselves it was still do-able. And so we made a start. 



This was before it got steep - the easy part!

Clambering up the naturally formed, randomly spaced foot holes, I made an effort not to look down too often! It was every bit as steep as it looked. In the back of my mind I was already wondering how we were going to come back down, whether to walk backwards etc. By the time we reached the top, I must have guzzled down a gallon of water. It was worth the effort though as the views were amazing and we could see for miles in all directions. From the top, we could see the many bays, beaches, lakes, green fields, other granite mounts, sand dunes and islands (of the Archipelago of the Recherche) spreading out below us like a piece of detailed tapestry. 



It's weird to be under a cave roof this high up a mound of granite.



Ian sitting at the summit, looking out towards one of the many bays in Cape Le Grand.

On the descent, we concentrated on one slow step at a time. Believe me, this was difficult as gravity was more than willing to give a helping hand! At one point we lost the 'suggested path' route as the posts were very spaced out. That or someone had taken a post and used it as a walking stick instead! Amazingly, we managed to reach the bottom unscathed ... down an even steeper gradient than on our way up. It was definitely not the best route down and I can imagine it being extremely dangerous in wet conditions but we both placed our faith in Adidas and had somehow made it.

Once we had taken a well-earned rest, we moved on to Hellfire Bay. A couple of hippies we'd met a few days ago had mentioned that they'd seen some seals at the bay that were 'totally awesome, man'. Looking around, we could see why the seals would love this place. The rocks on the side would be a perfect haven for them. But alas, we didn't see any today. The bay looked beautiful and we found we were the only ones there. It would have looked even better if we could see it from a higher elevation. I scanned the horizon and could immediately spot several potentials. The mind was willing but the legs had the final say and we gave it a miss. We'd done enough climbing for one day!

Jul 16, 2004

Crossroads at Ravensthorpe
Ian writes:

We took the short drive from the centre of Esperance to Bandy Creek, a small harbour used by local fishermen, and also took a look at a place called Wylie Bay. This was marked on our local map of Esperance as another possible whale-spotting location, but it looked just too shallow for any of those big blubbery fellas to make an appearance. I tramped up to the top of one of the many sand dunes in the area to see if there were any whales further out but still no luck there.

Manda and I headed back in to the centre and I tried to track down somewhere that might be able to fix my camcorder. I had only bought it 7 months ago (when we arrived in San Francisco) but it's got very sickly recently, making a horrible grinding noise when the tape goes round, resulting in (at best) noisy recordings and (at worst) recordings that are completely unwatchable because the tape is skipping. It probably has something to do with the many times I've dropped it (fallen out of a cupboard at head height on to concrete, fallen off the cupboard in the van on to the floor, dropped on rocks in Tasmania ... it's had it hard!). I promise to look after the next one better ... assuming that this one is beyond repair (I suspect this to be the case, alas). The bigger problem for us now, though, is that until the camcorder is repaired or we get a new one, we can't do any filming. So, we might as well just get on the road and drive instead ...

After lunch we got back on the road once more headed for a place called Albany, but once we got as far as Ravensthorpe, we had something of a quandary - we had left Esperance without doing the scenic 'Great Ocean Drive' or seeing the Pink Lake. Should we go back? It was about 180kms back, and we would have to come this way again in a couple of days' time again if we did turn back. In the end we decided to keep going, but instead of heading for Albany, we changed direction, heading north towards a place called Hyden, where Wave Rock can be found. But more of that in the next post ...

Jul 17, 2004

Wave, Goodbye, We're Going to Albany
Manda writes:

Wave Rock is a famous granite cliff that lies in the middle of nowhere. Situated 340km east of Perth, 295km west of Norseman and 342km north of Albany, visitors do not pass through by chance but make the deliberate detour to see the interesting rock formation.

Wave rock looks like the perfect surf about to break but freeze-framed. The rock contains different coloured bands, streaked from water that has trickled down from above. Both its shape and colouring has been caused by weathering and water erosion. At the top of the wave, there is a small man-made wall running the length of the granite which we later found out is used to channel water to a dam, providing Hyden (the neighbouring town) with its water supply.

At 15m high and 110m long, the rock is a lot bigger than we'd expected. Like most tourists, we did the obligatory surfing poses along the concave of the rock. It took me several attempts to get the stance right (not having ever surfed before in my life!) but I think I looked pretty convincing towards the end!



Everybody's gone surfing, surfing WA!

Before we left the area, we also stopped off at Hippo's Yawn and Mulkas Cave. Hippo's Yawn is a big lump of rock that, not surpringly, closely resembles a hippo with its mouth wide open. 

On the outside, Mulkas Cave looks like well, just another cave ... but what it does have on the inside is something worth looking at - interesting Aboriginal rock paintings. It's fascinating to think that these rock paintings are hundreds of years old. I could only spot two paintings on account of it being very dark inside, even with the help of a torch. Without much imagination, I could see a picture of a dog and (ok, a bit more imagination needed for the next piece!) what looks like a man hunting kangaroos. Paintings aside, there are many handprints on the walls - which Aboriginal legends have stemmed from.



Aboriginal rock painting.
The Legend of Mulka's Cave

According to legend, Mulka was the illicit son of a woman who fell in love with a man whom marriage was forbidden. It was believed that as a result of breaking the rules, she bore a son who was cross-eyed. Even though he grew up to be tall and strong, he could not aim a spear accurately and could not become a triumphant hunter. Out of frustration, Mulka is said to have caught and eaten children, earning him understandably, the reputation of 'the terror of the district'. Mulka is said to have lived in the cave, where the imprints of his hands can be seen higher than those of ordinary men. His mother scolded him for his anti-social behaviour and he killed her too. Legend has it that the Aboriginal people, outraged by his actions, took it upon themselves to track him down. They did so and killed him but Mulka did not deserve a proper burial as a result of his misdoings and his body was left to the ants.

After the caves, we decided to head down to the south again to Albany, passing the Stirling Ranges along the way. They looked lovely in the distance but we didn't stop properly, only pausing to take a few photos. Another long drive, this time to Albany - did I mention it is 342km away?



The peaks of Stirling Ranges tower above in the distance.

Jul 19, 2004

Sightseeing Around Albany
Manda writes:

A bit of a mishmash of a day today. We wanted to mix sightseeing and get a few outstanding tasks done. Ian had scribbled down a list of essentials which I found and added one final item to:

· Buy a paintbrush (to give Ethel's pop-top a new lick of paint)

· Go to Mt Melville 

· Go to Mt Clarence

· Get Ethel's wheel checked out

· Find camcorder repair place

· Don't forget to have some fun!

... after all, all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.

Mt Melville

With the first item crossed off almost straight away, we continued up to Mt Melville lookout. There is an observation tower here that is unmanned and free-of-charge. From the signage, there used to be a souvenir shop and café here too but these have long gone. It looks pretty scruffy close-up, but who's actually looking at the tower? The idea, of course, is to climb up it and then look out over the town and bays beyond - both of which look lovely. From the observation tower, we could see the entire town centre, Mt Clarence, Vancouver Peninsula, wind farms and the Southern Ocean. Albany is a truly beautiful place. Some aspects of it reminds me of Auckland in New Zealand (albeit at a much smaller scale) with its mini mounts protruding here and there around the town. 



Mt Clarence as viewed from the top of Mt Melville.

Ethel's Wheel

Two down, four to go ...

Over the weeks, the old girl has been leaking grease from her front wheel. We had initially thought that it was brake fluid which was a bit of a concern (even if it hasn't affected braking). But today the mechanic told us that it was definitely grease and that it wouldn't cause a problem. We just need to seal it. That's a relief!

Ian dropped the camcorder (not literally although he had done many times before which explains why it has come to this) in to the repair shop. The repairer told us he'd look into it and phone us to let us know whether it was fixable or whether we'd need to buy a new one - as it turns out, replacing the tape movement mechanism, or whatever its proper name is, could be more expensive than buying a new one. Mmmm, difficult choice!

Mt Clarence

Mt Clarence is home to a war memorial to the Australian troops who died in Gallipoli during the First World War. Like Mt Melville, Mt Clarence offers great views over the town and to the other mount across the way (hello Melville!). If you've been to the top of one of these mounts, you don't need to go to the other - it really is like getting a different perspective on the same picture, but Mt Clarence offers more views over the waterways.



Vancouver Peninsula. 

Once we had finished taking the views in, we walked back to the car park. Since it was a clear, dry day and we were still waiting for a phone call from the camcorder repair guy, Ian decided to kill two birds with one stone and started to paint Ethel's roof while waiting. With a new lick of paint, Ethel was looking even better than before - it looked like the fibreglass roof had not had a coat of paint in many years. But literally seconds after Ian had put the paintbrush down, a curious magpie flew over to take a closer look. She landed on the freshly painted canvas and, treating it like a catwalk, walked the entire length of the roof, slipping up once on a particularly fresh application of weather shield, before flying away with newly whitened feet. Ian had to paint over a whole raft of bird footprints, closely watching the naughty magpie who was still pacing around near the van. I bet he wished he could swap the expression around to 'killing one bird with two stones'!

The Gap and Natural Bridge

On the road from Albany's centre to Frenchman's Bay are a number of natural lookouts. We made the short journey down the peninsula, and over to The Gap and Natural Bridge. Both natural coastal features are absolutely huge and if we took a picture of them alone, you wouldn't get a sense of proportion. So we did one better than that - can you see Ian on the bridge?



So, we had done the sightseeing that we'd aimed for (and more that didn't make it on to the list) and crossed the other tasks off the list. We even managed to pick up the camcorder from the repairer, all fixed and cured of its grinding noises. But what about the last item on the list? The having fun part? Check! 

Jul 21, 2004

Climbing the Gloucester Tree
Ian writes:

When was the last time you climbed a tree? Admit it, it was a long time ago ... but given the chance would you?

At 32 years of age, perhaps I should know better, but today I went a-climbing. Near to the place we stayed overnight - a town called Pemberton in Western Australia's southernmost corner - is a tree known as the Gloucester Tree, one of many old-growth tall trees that carpet this particular area. It's a very strange feeling, actually, to drive through these forests as it's a total change from the usual Australian forests we're used to seeing. Tall, rod-straight trees with a good girth on them, these Karri trees are quite impressive. The Gloucester Tree is one such tree, but it has been 'pegged', that is steel pins have been driven deep into the tree all the way up and around the trunk to a distance of 61 metres. It's actually a fire lookout tree, and one of the highest in the world - now that's some good climbing!



So, the safety warning suggested sensible, sturdy footwear (no sandals, jandals, flip-flops, or thongs ... or whatever your local name for that particular type of footwear may be), not climbing in high winds and in the wet. It was drizzly weather, mind, and I did have solid trainers on (but they are not tightly laced up, as in I haven't tied a knot - just cut off the ends untied and treat them like slip-ons).

I began the climb up, and made very sure to follow the rule of keeping three points of contact at all times; it wasn't a race, and given that I was not harnessed I gripped so tightly that my hands were bright red. The other reason my hands were going red was because of the cold - only half way up and the weather got worse with the wind picking up and the rain coming down harder.

They say that the trick to climbing in such places is not to look down. Well, looking down was a little daunting but looking up was even more so - you mean I've still got all that distance to go?! By the time I'd reached the top, I was quite tired from the gripping on and the relentless moving forwards, and in some places the 'ladder' was almost vertical. At this point, though, it's customary to say 'but it was worth the effort' and in better weather that would certainly be the case. The views over the forest canopy must be great on a good day, but by this time I was getting battered by the high winds and the rain was threatening to give me another camcorder malfunction. Besides, I was doing this more for the experience of the climb than for the views that I might get at the top (I knew before the first rung that the visibility would be poor). I quickly snapped some photos, captured some film then packed everything away safely before making my way down again. 

Easier said than done.



It was the same thing as climbing up - take it easy, keep a tight grip on the steel pegs with my hands and be as sure-footed as it's possible to be in the wet. The problem with coming down, though, was that I had to look down at my feet, and I noticed a strange optical illusion taking place. The best way I can describe is this: you know on old car hood-linings (as in the roof interior) that they always had a dotted finish to them? If you looked at them for a while your eyes would go funny and you could only re-focus by pressing the lining, forcing your mind to accept the actual point of focus. Well, a similar thing was happening with these pegs - looking down at them snaking off around the tree below me, it became difficult to see exactly which peg was the nearest one, and once or twice I found my foot landing earlier than I had expected.

Soon enough I was back on terra firma, a lot wetter than when I went up. A quick cup of coffee soon brought me round again, and kept the sneezing at bay. Soon after that, we carried on our journey through horrendous rain and gale force winds to Augusta, a place reknowned for whale sightings. Yes, we do seem to be following the whales along their migratory path, but we should try to make the most of it before we carry out our own winter migration to warmer climes, in our case to Thailand in just a few weeks' time.

Jul 22, 2004

Augusta's Whales
Manda writes:

So just what are the ideal conditions for good whale watching? 

Quote/theory 1: "Calm waters? Yeah, you can see the whales clearly but they can also see you, so they may feel more vulnerable and might not swim near to the boat."

Quote/theory 2: "Slightly choppier waters? Well, they feel less vulnerable and if they are interested in the boat, they can sometimes come right up and 'mug the boat' (stay with the boat)."

Quote/theory 3: "If the water is too choppy, they are more likely to stay in deep waters until it all calms down."

So said the skipper on board the Naturaliste Charters, a whale-watching operation in Augusta. If the skipper's theories are anything to go by, we had somehow picked the ideal conditions to go whale watching on a boat today - clear blue skies, sun and slightly choppy water. While this might well be the case for good whale watching, this was also not the best combination for my weak stomach. Thinking that I had born-again sea legs (it's been a long time since I suffered on the seas), I resisted taking travel sickness tablets today. Besides, they never appeared to do much but give me a dull headache. Today was not a good day to test the theory, it transpired. 

Augusta has been a very popular spot with the whales this year. We'd watched TV news reports about the amazing turnout and how the humpbacks and southern rights seemed to have found their seasonal niche in this place. Many local businesses had proudly displayed whale posters and newspaper cuttings (taken around the bay) across their windows. Even the staff at the tourist information centre were enthusiastic about the abundance in whale-sightings. A local resident who lives in a house overlooking the bay also keeps a tally that she shares with the tourist information centre. She had notched up over 1,000 sightings in two months - this sounded promising, hence our reason for being back on a boat.

Ten minutes into the three-hour boat journey, the skies turned grey and the winds picked up. We, the passengers, instantly held on to every handrail available as our boat swayed from side-to-side and up-and-over the exaggerated motions of the waves. The surge was coming in from all angles - water seeped in through the sides and over the back of the boat. This was not good. Surely we wouldn't be able to see any whales in these conditions even if they were out there? 

Things began to look more promising as we pulled over to a small pod of whales. However, even though we could just about see one of them, no one could get a decent photo on account of the wildly rocking boat; this motion was further magnified once the motor had been switched off. My stomach just could not take the swaying for much longer and seconds later I found myself at the back of the boat with three others, unable to keep this morning's breakfast down.

This is the curious thing as when you least want to see something, you are more likely to, and vice-versa. Slouched on the padded seats, not caring whether I'd see any more whales today or any other day and just wanting to get off the boat, I looked up drowsily to see a whale doing a full breach - like something from of a postcard. The whale had literally propelled itself right out of the water and landed, making a very loud splash. Unfortunately, in my fragile state, I could not take a photo and only have a mental image of it. It was cool! Ian, who was looking to the left instead of the right, had missed it entirely. 

Ian adds: typical, we saw them out on the left one moment, and the next thing I hear everyone going 'ooooh' and 'aaaah' and such like, and I turn to see a whole lot of white water where the whale had just landed with a thud.

After seeing that particular whale, I didn't feel so bad. It had made the motion sickness worthwhile. Once back on dry land, I spent the day recuperating in the van. We'd rented some films from a local store and vegged out for the rest of the night. We could have reviewed the camcorder footage from the day, but I just knew it would make me sick all over again - much safer with Harry Potter!

Jul 23, 2004

Cape Leeuwin to Cape Naturaliste
Ian writes:

Augusta hadn't come up with the goods on the whale-watching front, and as that is pretty much the main reason for being there we didn't stick around for long. Ironically, the weather was absolutely perfect today - blue sky, still seas. I was almost tempted to get a seat on the whale-watching boat again, but knowing our luck ... well, you can fill in the gaps.

We headed south just a little - a few kms - to Cape Leeuwin, the most south-westerly point of Australia. Naturally, there was a lighthouse there, and naturally we took photos (I have a rather fine collection of lighthouse photos from around the world building up now!). The Cape has something more interesting than a lighthouse, and that is the claim to this little badge of honour: it is the meeting point of the Southern and Indian Oceans. And they have the signs to prove it:



Looking to the left and right, there didn't seem to be any discernible difference, but let's face it, they are just arbitrary divisions as set out on a map. Just a few hundred yards up the road from the lighthouse is an old waterwheel (over a hundred years old). 



The wheel stopped turning years ago, but there was water flowing over it this morning - posing for the camcorder, no doubt. However, I spent more time clambering over the rocks at the water's edge trying to avoid being swept away while simultaneously looking for some elusive, but very large, purple-coloured crabs. They sure can hide quickly!

We drove further north, taking a brief stop at a place called Hamelin Bay. We had been told by the skipper on the boat yesterday that we had a good chance of seeing giant stingrays here, right there on the beach. In the summer, when everyone is there for the fishing, the stingrays hang around by the boat ramp waiting for morsels of food from people cleaning off the fish they have caught. If they can't find any fish, they'll make do with a nibble on your toes, the skipper added. There was just one problem - the part about it happening in the summer, and here, in July in the southern hemisphere, it's officially winter. Although this is not like any winter I ever knew:



So, no stingrays today. There might be some other attractions in the water, though:



A surfer had recently been attacked and very quickly killed in the waters of Western Australia, not very far from this place, hence shark warning signs had gone up all over. While there were no surfers at this beach, we saw plenty of kids riding the waves all the way up from Cape Leeuwin to Cape Naturaliste. Fearless? Or is it more a case of statistics? After all, shark attacks are still rare, but when they do attack they tend to do a good job of it, scaring the heck out of the local population in the process. They never found the shark (or sharks, as it's believed - a shark tag team?) that killed the surfer, so it must be out there somewhere ...

We drove on through Margaret River, eventually stopping at Dunsborough in Cape Naturaliste. No sight-seeing there - just a stop-over as we continue on to Perth.

Jul 24, 2004

Her Name Is Freo
Ian writes:

Dunsborough was only really intended as an overnight stop, but seeing as we were here, we went to take a look at Cape Geographe - the opposite number of Cape Leeuwin (in that it is on the same notch of land in South Western Australia, but facing north). Talk about staying power, though - we started to take a walk up to the lighthouse but gave up after 15 minutes of walking - yes, just 15 minutes! - and made for the van.

We carried on the journey to Perth, stopping at Bunbury on the way. It looked like a very pretty town, the perfect holiday location by the sea. There were surfers everywhere, the most interesting-looking lighthouse we'd seen yet (another one for our collection) and a dolphin centre that promised opportunities of swimming with, well, dolphins - what else? As per usual, though, the time of year was just not right for swimming. Too cold, they reckon. I'd be willing to give it a go, though, but with no boat charters on offer it looks like I'm not gonna get to swim with dolphins on this trip after all (shame!).



Bunbury Lighthouse has a checkered history, guffaw guffaw.

So, on we ploughed once more, getting as far as Fremantle,or 'Freo' as it's called by the locals. It's just 20 kms south of Perth city centre and many Perth residents view it as a suburb of the city; the people of Freo might see it differently though. No sight-seeing for us today - that'll have to wait for another day.

Jul 26, 2004

Around Fremantle
Ian writes:

We did nothing at all yesterday. Well, that's what I meant to do - nothing. However, a lazy Sunday afternoon never seems to work out like that, as you tend to find lots of little jobs that you need to catch up on, and so it was that I spent the day doing washing, cleaning up the van (the first time Ethel has had a clean since making the huge journey across from Adelaide and around the south west) and other numerous odd jobs. By the end of my 'lazy day' I was knackered!

Today, though, we ventured out again and our first stop was just around the corner from the caravan park we'd been staying in. We called in to see a couple, Sharon and Dave. We'd never met them before, and I had only spoken to Dave for the first time last night, but we could be assured of a good welcome - Sharon is one of Ted's daughters (Ted as in 'Ted & Barbara' whom we stayed with in New Zealand and first met on a previous holiday in Turkey). "You must call in on Sharon and Dave when you get to Perth," Barbara had said, and so we did.

Very soon after entering the garden, where we made speedy aquaintances with the family dogs Mia and Colin, Sharon and Dave made us feel at home. We chatted over a cup of coffee and biscuits while the sun beat down on the back of our necks and baby Jess played with his toys in the garden. We stayed a couple of hours, exchanging stories (Ted's name was featured a few times!) before making our way into Fremantle's centre. Dave kindly escorted us in, leading us to a car park right next to the footy stadium, and gave us a brief orientation. Soon we went our separate ways, just doing a little bit of essential shopping and grabbing a late lunch. We only wanted a small snack, but the food was very filling - a club sandwich you could choke a donkey with, should one be in the vicinity, and an all-day breakfast that could take all day to polish off. This could be a problem, as Sharon and Dave had invited us back for dinner with them later in the evening! We walked some of it off around town, snapping a few pictures of Fremantle's attractive old buildings, and drove up to the Roundhouse, Freo's oldest building.



Fremantle Markets' building.



A boat's mast towers above the Roundhouse. 

Dinner was, thankfully, a good few hours after our last meal and despite the efforts of Dave (head chef) in filling us up with some of the chunkiest, juiciest slices of roast beef, we did manage to clean our plates. A great meal was accompanied with some good TV: the final of Big Brother. Yeah, yeah ... I know it's not cool to admit liking these programmes, but we have kinda got into the Aussie show. It was won by a likeable man called Trevor who, after winning the $1 million Australian dollars, proposed to his girlfriend on live TV. What do you think her answer was?! 



Jess chews on a teddy that we got for him in town, the smile belying the pain his teething had been giving him for much of the day.

Jul 27, 2004

Pincushion full of Pinnacles
Manda writes:

A trip to The Pinnacles Desert was in store for us today. It's funny but when I think of a desert I don't automatically think of miles of sand neighbouring low-lying heathland or being situated next to the coastline. So as we drove into Nambung National Park and caught sight of kangaroo territory (judging by the roadkill) and the Indian Ocean, I was a little surprised to say the least. It certainly felt as warm and sunny as I'd imagined a desert to feel like - even in Winter, the temperature was bordering on 30 degrees Celcius. At 3pm, the sun was still high up in the cloudless sky and cast a golden glaze over the sandy landscape.

In the distance we could see the desert punctured with thousands of tiny needle-like columns. A bit like a pin cushion crammed with needles and pins. As we drove nearer, we realised that not all these limestone pillars were so tiny after all and some reached the five metre mark. Some of the taller columns had jagged sharp tops, while others resembled rounded tombstones. The tiny ones looked like fragile stalagmites, trying to blend in with the ground. This landscape reminded me of a much scaled-down version of Cappadocia in Turkey.



A 'field' of rocks - these are not the biggest of The Pinnacle formations.

Formation of The Pinnacles

The Pinnacles were formed millions of years ago from sands that originally came from ground sea shells. Vegetation that sat on top of this compacted sandy area was the catalyst for erosion - plant roots created cavities that, when filled with water, created ever widening gaps in the base. Over time, the surrounding sands blew away revealing isolated, hard columns, appearing as if they have sprung up from the ground.

Loop Circuit

What was surprising was that we could drive through the interesting landscape in a loop circuit with lay-bys to park up in. I was expecting us to have to park Ethel in a car park and wander around on foot. The narrow vehicle track was marked with small pebbles on either side and was quite close to the stones in places - I imagine accidents must have taken place here where motorists have been pre-occupied with looking at the stones and not on the track!

We parked up at several lay-bys to take a stroll amongst the stones. The rocks looked lovely and golden and really stood out against a vivid blue backdrop that was the sky. It was a perfect day for photos and filming. We must have gone around the track three times trying to get the best vantage points and lighting!



Above: how the light changes the view of The Pinnacles; Below: Ethel among The Pinnacles, her last outing with us (but perhaps not her last trip to this place?).



At sunset, the pillars cast long shadows which made for more eerie-looking photos. There were a few professional photographers there with their tripods and expensive-looking zoom lenses all set up, waiting for the perfect moment. Some were lying on the ground, angling their cameras in unusual directions to get the desired arty shot, something we probably would have done had we brought all our camera kit with us too. But there is only so much you can do with a point-and-shoot. Still, we were pleased with our pin sharp results of The Pinnacles!



Jul 29, 2004

Ride a Bronze Swan
Ian writes:

On our way back from the Pinnacles yesterday, just as we were getting near to our chosen caravan park for the day, I took a wrong turn, one that must have been fate. After all this time driving around in a van named Ethel, I pulled over on Ethel Street to do a U-turn. Naturally, this was a photo opportunity not to be missed:



Having spent much of yesterday around the caravan park, today we ventured into the city centre. I had imagined Perth to be a much bigger city than it actually is. Sure, the suburbs stretch out in all directions, so it's not unlike other major Australian cities in this respect, but the centre itself appears to be smaller than, say, Melbourne. The images I had seen of Perth - the night-time shots of the city's skyline reflected in the Swan River - suggested something much bigger. However, I am always a little wary about driving in a new city for the first time (even if it is smaller than expected). Are the drivers here a bit crazy? Any quirky traffic control things I should know about? If this sounds a little wimpy of me, I'll just mention that we don't have 3rd party insurance cover on the van - an accident would cost us!

Driving in Perth wasn't too bad at all. There were the usual one-way systems to try to work out (which invariably meant doing a few circuits until I got them right!) but fairly soon I had the centre pretty much worked out. The reason for driving around: I was doing a whistle-stop tour of all the city's backpackers to put up for-sale notices for Ethel. I had a map with about 13 red dots marked on there, indicating sites to call in on, which ensured that I snaked around most of the city centre, covering the east and western ends and also the Northbridge district, where most of the restaurants, nightlife and backpackers are situated. 

With the donkey work out of the way, it was time to do a little bit of sightseeing. We hopped on to one of the free CAT (Central Area Transit) buses and went down to Barrack Square, by the water. Here you can find the Swan Belltower, resembling billowing sails. It is possible to go up the tower but we got there too late. However, entry is free on the first Tuesday of each month - hey, that's next week! You know where we'll be next Tuesday then.



The Swan Belltower, donated to Perth by London's St-Martin-in-the-Fields Academy. 

Dotted around the belltower are a number of bronze sculptures of swans. The one directly in front of the belltower had a very shiny back, suggesting that it had been sat on many, many times for the purposes of photo poses. So, I did what any normal tourist would do - I sat on the back of the swan, grabbed it around the neck then began whooping, kicking my legs in the air and slapping its tail feathers with my free hand. I carried on doing this, despite the man sat on the nearby bench giving me some funny looks (and, as it turned out, a bus-load of tourists sweeping past in front of me), until Manda walked my way, evidently having taken the photo. It felt like an age that I was making a fool of myself there, but sometimes you have to do these things for that 'Kodak moment':



This swan ain't goin' nowhere!

Jul 31, 2004

Shopping in Perth's CBD
Manda writes:

The alarm clock sounded at 7.30am this morning and, begrudgingly, I peered out of the curtains to see a grey and rainy day. Sightseeing was definitely a no-no today which only meant one thing - another half hour lie-in! As I dozed in and out of sleep, I was vaguely aware of some music playing outside. Was it opera that I could hear? Sure enough, it was and every five minutes or so I could hear a lady in one of the cabins opposite breaking out into operatic song. She'd sing a few bars and would stop almost straight away. It was as if she knew she shouldn't be singing (the walls are thin in a caravan park cabin!) but couldn't stop herself. So this continued on and off until such time that I gave up on my slumber. Considering the disturbance, I didn't wake up grouchy with the Maria Callas impersonator - she was pretty good actually! 

Since it was raining, we took a trip to the shopping district of Perth's CBD. Having not been in a built-up area for a while, shopping malls and, in particular, food courts are always a nice treat. After wandering around the surprisingly sleepy centre aimlessly for several hours, it was time for lunch. We followed our noses to the Thai counter in one of these food courts and ordered some very tasty green curry - just getting our taste buds ready for the South East Asia leg of our journey.

As well as putting up for-sale notices for Ethel around the city, we had also placed ads in two of the local papers, so we called in at a newsagent to see if our ads went in to the latest issues. All the details were present and correct - we just have to sit tight now and wait to see what happens ... 




We hadn't intended to do any sightseeing but found a tourist spot right in the centre of the main shopping street. We'd noticed London Court yesterday, stopping only briefly to admire the clock tower at the front, but today we walked through the archway to take a better look. To our surprise, we found a little piece of England! London Court is a lovely thoroughfare with Tudor-style boutiques on either side. For a short while, it felt like we'd been transported back in time to somewhere like Stratford-Upon-Avon in the UK. It was very pretty and quaint. I bet the coffee shop sells Devonshire teas too!



The thoroughfare by London Court, off Hay Street Mall in Perth's CBD.

On the way back to the caravan park, we stopped off at the Centro Shopping Mall to pick up some essentials. We spotted another Pets Paradise store and, like many others, were instantly drawn to the cute puppies in the window. There were some Schitzus and Maltese crosses biting playfully at each other's ears, and tucked away in a corner was a cute Jack Russell pup fast asleep. On closer examination, the pup had a very fat belly. "That doesn't look normal; there must be something wrong with that one," I heard a mother explain to her young son. This pup's belly was probably two-thirds the proportion of its actual size. Slightly confused, we left the pup and the growing audience and went to pick up some groceries. 

Before we made tracks for the campsite, we decided to take one final look at the cute pup. As we approached the store, we noticed that a sign had been put up on the window - obviously as a result of the increasing number of enquiries about the pup's well being. The sign read: "My belly is fat as I have had a big lunch and I am a small dog. Thanks for your concern. From The Jack Russell." Meanwhile, the pup was sleeping off his lunch oblivious to all the drama around him. Perhaps he had just eaten but what did he eat? A cow?!

Aug 03, 2004

The Bells! The Bells!
Ian writes:

    

We had a quite a few things to do today around the city. It started with       a trip to the post office to send a package back home, something that ended       up costing quite a bit more than we thought it would (damn those infernal       heavy books!). What with that and the parking for the day, we'd managed       to spend $75 dollars in a matter of a few minutes.

    

It was 10:40 am, just 10 minutes after McDonalds stop doing breakfasts.       Rats! I'm not a big fan of Maccas, but I do like their breakfasts, and on       a day like today when I woke up hungry, those ten minutes can make all the       difference. But we were in luck - they had some brekkies left and were shifting       them at half price. Excellent news! So, we placed an order, but changed       our minds a couple of times because they didn't have precisely what we wanted.       We must have looked like a right couple of imbeciles, I mean it's not like       it's a difficult decision to make? But then we weren't done yet ... when       it came to pay, I opened my wallet and found I had no notes in there (blame       the postal costs), and no change in my pocket (blame the car parking). "It's       OK," Manda said, "I've got $10 in my ...". The wallet was       empty; she'd already spent it. OK, so I handed them a card - my Australian       bank account that I will be closing soon but should have enough money in       to pay the measly $6. Oh dear, transaction declined. 

    

Help! Get us out of here! 

    

Somehow, we managed to scrub together some change though - Manda still       had some in her pocket. It wasn't quite enough, but the assistant just took       what we had (probably just wanted rid of us!), so we didn't have to go find       an ATM to pay for our cut-price breakfasts. And somehow, we managed to get       3 McMuffins - 1 sausage and 2 sausage and egg. How that works, I have no       idea, as we thought it was a 2-for-1 deal. Heck, we didn't stick around       any longer to work that one out, we just sat down, ate and got out as soon       as we could! As we left, Manda looked over and said goodbye to the person       at the counter, and she replied: "Excuse me sir, you left your card."       Oh nuts, it just gets better, doesn't it? And the irony of it all, there       was an ATM right outside McDonalds, literally plummed into their wall.

    

So, having failed miserably to manage something so simple as 'order a breakfast       and pay for it', we set about our next task: submitting a visa application       for our impending visit to Thailand. Heaven help us! We're not normally       scatty like this, so we really must have needed that breakfast!

    

Thankfully, the rest of the day was nothing like our poor start. We got       the visa submitted and approved without a hitch, so that's one less task       for us to do now. Along the way to the Thai Consulate we passed some kangaroo       sculptures that were pretty impressive. I sure hope that there are no 'roos       quite as big as these fellas. There's no doubt that hitting a 7-foot-tall       'roo would do some serious damage to any vehicle.

    



    

We walked on down to the Swan Belltower. As mentioned previously, the tower       is free on the first Tuesday of every month (today was that day), so we       made our way up to the observation platform to get some views of Perth to       the sound of the many bells ringing two floors below us. The bell ringers       are only there a couple of days a week, and only at certain times of the       day, so we did well to be there when it was free and the bells were in full       swing.

    



      The bells inside Swan Belltower spinning around, making a heck of a noise       (even when viewed through two layers ofdouble glazing and sound-proofing)

    

We also watched the bell ringers for a while through the smoked glass windows       (so as not to distract them and put them off their rhythm). It seemed strange       to match up the sounds with the actions of these people two floors below       their 'instruments'. I don't know how they get a feel for what they are       doing - it can't be like playing a guitar or a piano where your fingers       are there on the strings or keys, giving you instant feedback. Having said       that, I don't think people notice a bell out of time as much anyway - the       general public are quite forgiving on that front!

    

After a few more tasks to do around time, we met up with a couple we know       from back home, Jason and Jess. Jason has been a friend of my family for       years and came out to Perth earlier this year to stay with relatives (he       described his aunty as one of the 'ten pound poms' - she came out to Perth       on a boat for £10 over 40 years ago, a journey that took 6 weeks from       England!); Jess joined him shortly after and the two of them were about       to make tracks again, further north, around the top end of Aus and over       to Queensland. We were lucky to catch them, as they would be leaving on       Sunday.

    

We took a walk through Subiaco, where they have been living with Jason's       cousin Phil, to their local pub. There we caught up with everything they       had been up to in Perth, their plans for settling permanently in Australia       (they hear back from the immigration department this coming Friday) and       what's happening with their folks back home (for Jase, back home is England,       for Jess it's Wisconsin, US).

    

It was great to have a good long chat with the both of them, with no other       distractions. As we left them for the evening, we said our goodbyes and       then it struck me that this might be the last time (or at least for a very       long time) that we would be saying goodbye to them. Somehow, I hadn't really       absorbed the fact that this was intended as a permanent move for them but       it struck me then and there. We promised to try to squeeze in one last visit       before they left, which may be difficult as this week they would be insanely       busy. We'll just have to keep our fingers crossed on that one!

    



      Jason, Jess and Manda outside their place in Subiaco and in front of the       van that will be taking them around Aus very soon, just like our Ethel brought       us to this point.

Aug 05, 2004

We, Culture Vultures
Manda writes:

A rainy day meant that any sightseeing to be done was going to take place indoors. We had two sheltered venues tucked away up our sleeves, ready for such an eventuality: the Western Australian Museum and The Perth Mint. 

Western Australian Museum

We arrived at the museum dead on 11am which was just in time to join a guided tour. The guide gave us a short, informative introduction into the early settlers as well as some of its prehistoric ones, namely dinosaurs. After the tour we were able to walk around at our own leisure, taking in the exhibits in our own time. Even though this is not the biggest museum I have been to, it is still an interesting place to visit - some of the exhibits are very special indeed. 

The museum has a wide range of displays including a section on Aboriginal culture, a large collection of meteorites, stuffed animals, crystals, fossils, dinosaur skeletons, a mummified Tasmanian Tiger, a preserved Megamouth Shark (there have only been 9 sightings of this benign creature recorded). Perth's original prison (dating back to 1856) adjoins the museum and is also free to take a look around. 



How does this happen naturally? Perfect square shapes are embedded in this rock on show at the WA Museum.

As well as the permanent features, we were pleasantly surprised to stumble across the temporary Exhibition Gallery, which on this occasion housed the BBC's 'Wildlife Photographer of the Year Award' entries. There were some excellent photos on display. The photo that stuck in my mind was of a snake swallowing a Kingfisher. Not much of the Kingfisher was protruding in the shot as the snake was at the finishing stages of its meal. The only thing left of the bird was its wing, fanned out as if to wave a final goodbye before disappearing into the snake's mouth for good. 



Aboriginal art in WA Museum.

The Perth Mint

We arrived at The Perth Mint late in the afternoon and had just made it in time to see the 'gold pour' - so over we went to the Melting House. We watched the demonstration of a pot of melted gold, being poured into a brick mould and subsequently cooled to form a bar of gold. I was impressed to see that what was heated to 1300 degrees Celsius five minutes earlier, was cool enough to pick up by the end of the demonstration. Obviously, we weren't allowed to handle this bar as it was worth $110,000. Security is tight and the place is littered with security cameras - the fact that the mint handles one tonne of gold every day must have something to do with it! This particular bar of gold is kept busy and is melted into liquid then solidified once again into a bar 36 times a week.



It's gold, it's gold, I tell you! Statue outside Perth Mint.

Just outside the Melting House is a set of scales. Not just ordinary scales, this set measures your weight in gold - naturally I had to try it out. According to the scales I am worth just over $1m Australian Dollars ... but I kinda knew that already! :-) [Ian adds: I'm worth $1.62m. Not sure if that's good or not?]
There is a room full with gold bars from about 30 countries, contained in secure display units. Our eyes reflected the gold as we stared intently into the cramped cabinets. You can even hold one of the bars contained in a standalone Perspex cabinet with a small hand hole cut into it. At 400 ounces, the bar really tests your muscles! I tried with all my might but couldn't pick it up and only just managed to push it a little. Ian tried and lifted the bar off the mat, but not without some difficulty. Then an Italian lady tried and, failing to shift it, remarked: "Oh mama!" which summed it up pretty well I thought!

Aug 06, 2004

A Park Fit for a King
Manda writes:

Kings Park is by far the best spot to view Perth's skyline from. It offers a clear, elevated panorama of the city's high-rised buildings at a fairly close range. The hot weather, which was in complete contrast to yesterday, drew in the crowds. There was a nice relaxed atmosphere; people were sat on the grass, walking around the park leisurely, drinking cups of tea in the café and watching the world go by. It was one of those sunny afternoons where everyone seemed to be in a good mood.



Manda in front of Perth's CBD skyline.

We took a quick look-around the DNA tower, which I found a bit disappointing. The structure is made up of two, intertwining spiral staircases that make the tower look like a strand of DNA. While it is interesting to look at, the view from above is nothing to write home about. It may have looked great thirty years ago, but the trees have since grown and their leaves have concealed the view of much of the CBD.



The DNA Tower: more interesting to look at than it is to look from.

There is a memorial at Kings Park that looks tidy and well kept. The design and general tranquillity of the area, encourages thought and respect for those lost in war. A flame is constantly flickering away in the foreground, serving as a reminder to the past.

Before we left the area, we stopped off at the Aboriginal Crafts and Arts centre. I resisted buying the whole shop and only left with a couple postcards! An Aboriginal artist served me; he hadn't worked behind the counter before and this was all part of the job rotation practice they operate at the centre. The artists are encouraged to learn all aspects of the business which may help them to set up businesses of their own one day. I found this refreshing and was pleased to see that the artists are given a helping hand.

A trip over to Fremantle was next. We had borrowed some tools from Dave on our last visit, so today we went back to return them and also say hello. Only Sharon and baby Jess were in so we chatted about what we'd been up to over a nice cup of tea. We found a spot in the garden, facing the sun and watched as baby Jess followed the family dogs, Mia and Colin, around the garden, Benny Hill style.

In the evening, we dropped in to Clancy's Fish Pub, where Sharon works. We grabbed a bite to eat, only just about finding a space to rest our plates and drinks. Tables were in short supply - it was a very busy night as the football was on. Consequently, we sat at a table directly underneath the large menu on the wall, and felt not unlike goldfish in a bowl as row upon row of people came in, stood in front of us and looked at the menu above our heads. Well, it was marketed as a fish pub, so we couldn't complain about feeling like goldfish! Sharon kept bringing us goodies out from the kitchen and by the time we left, we were feeling extremely full.

Before heading back to the caravan park for the evening, we took a quick drive around Perth's CBD for the obligatory night-time shots. Somehow, the city seems to have a whole different feel once the sun drops and the neon lights are switched on.



Perth CBD, viewed from King's Park, at night.

Aug 07, 2004

A Phoney Moment in Freo
Ian writes:

When you are trying to sell a van, and you have an advert in the motor section of the weekend paper, it's really handy to have something like a phone for people to contact you on. I do have one, but for some reason it decided, today of all days, on advert publication day, to stop working. But only partially. People on the phone could connect OK, I would be able to answer but they could not hear me. So, after two missed calls I phoned Jason to see if I had any luck calling out (the phone had played up a bit the last time Jase and I spoke, so I thought he might hang on a while instead of hanging up straight away).

"Hello?"

"Hello Jase, it's Ian here, can you hear me OK? I think my phone is playing up and ..."

"Hello? Ian, I dunno if you can hear me but I can't hear you," said Jase.

"Ok, thanks anyway," I replied, somewhat superfluously, given that he couldn't hear anyway, then hung up and cursed the stupid phone for choosing today to break. There was nothing else for it - I would have to get a new phone and soon.

We were in Fremantle, having got there early this morning to check out the car market that takes place on Saturdays. We didn't leave the van there today, given the problems with the phone and also because of the way they run things there - you have to leave the van/car keys, and all relevant paperwork, with the people on site who then do the selling on your behalf. I wasn't too keen on that approach - nobody knows Ethel like we do, and let's be honest, it's not in their interest to sell the van quickly. The less effort they put in to sell it, the more likely they will get another $30 dollars the following week. So, we gave it a miss for now.

I managed to pick up a new phone in a shop in Freo, and immediately phoned Jase back to see if he could hear me OK ("clear as a whistle," he confirmed). We didn't hang about long in Freo - we were only there to recce the car market, and the phone problem was an unexpected extension to our stay. We headed the 20kms back in to the centre of Perth, stopping at the south foreshore to get more photos of Perth's CBD across the Swan River; we also snapped a couple of photos of the Old Mill that sits on Mill Point (well, that's a surprise!). 



The old windmill at Mill Point on Perth's south banks.

Later we headed back to the caravan park, just north of the city, for a few hours of rest before our evening's entertainment: a barbecue with Jason and Jess over in Subiaco.



Don't be fooled by the photo - it was Jason (not Jess) who was doing all the work on the barbie when this photo was taken! 

The barbecue was something of a celebration for the couple. Jason has already got permanent residency in Australia, but Jess had not, and Friday (yesterday) was the day that they hoped to find out. When I spoke to Jason yesterday morning, they had not got a final answer, but were told to be optimistic. Between that time and our visiting them this evening, they had got the final anticipated answer from immigration. 

Various family members (Jason's) had turned up to congratulate the couple, along with some friends from back home in the UK and other friends from Perth. I had one of those strange conversations with somebody whose face looked very familiar and rightly so. I knew that she was from a place just a few miles down from where I was born in England, and I knew that Helen (for that was her name) knew my older brother, but there was something else I couldn't put my finger on. We started talking about people we knew from back in the days, mostly my brother's friends, but then Helen asked me:

"Do you know Dave Riddell?"

Hang on ... I do, or did. But he had nothing to do with the previous mob of people we had been discussing. So it must be a different person she was thinking of to the one I was.

"Yeah, but he isn't from Bishopstoke," I replied. "He's married to someone I used to work with (Simone), so I don't think it's the Dave that you know."

Except it was. Turns out that this Helen was Simone's best friend and, some 14 years ago, I had bought a watch off Helen when she used to work for Omega (where they got a staff discount). Within the space of a few minutes we'd gone from being vague acquaintances to people with shared friends and lots to talk about. It was a surreal moment, for sure.

We didn't stay at the barbecue late, leaving Jason (and family) and Jess at around 9pm. Most of the other visitors had gone by then, anyway, so we weren't being party poopers. Besides, they had lots to do before they leave Perth on Monday, sleep being one of those things! We said our goodbyes again, and this time we knew it would be the last time we'd see them for a long time. But then these days nobody's ever that far out of contact. While we're travelling and they're travelling, there will always be email, so stay in touch guys - and have a great time up north!

Aug 09, 2004

Great Scot! It's the Hillarys
Manda writes:

The Hillarys is part of Perth's famed Sunset Coast. A stone's throw away from the city (about 20km), The Hillarys is home to the kind of coastal life that would make any salty old sea dog pine for dry land. It has a gleaming boat harbour filled with an array of sleek yachts and high-powered speedboats, lined up nicely on the edge of the Indian Ocean. Surrounding the harbour is the village-style complex of Sorrento Quays comprising a precinct of eateries and shopping outlets. The beach that sits on the other side of the complex has lovely refined sand and even on a Winter's day, a handful of sunbathers can usually be seen making the most of the rays.



The Hillarys Boat Harbour

There are some posh European-style harbour side apartments that, judging by the location, are probably worth a bob or two. Along with the trendy cafés and ornate-looking boutiques, there's a general air of lavishness to the place. At the same time, it does not come across as pretentious and you don't feel like an outsider if you walk along the jetty in the wrong clothing labels.



Posh Apartments by The Hillarys Boat Harbour.

We walked around the harbour and stopped to have some lunch in an Italian restaurant. We spent a relaxing few hours there, sat by the window eating our delicious food, watching the stationary boats and people milling around in the sun. Everyone seemed to be eating ice creams. It's difficult to believe that it's Winter - ice creams and Winter are two words that simply do not go together back home! Once we'd let our lunch go down we, too, took a stroll around the complex holding a cone each. It was a nice way to end our trip to the seaside.

Looking for Winnie

On the way home, we drove over to Greenwood to look for a Kombi. We're not looking to buy another one but there is one particular Kombi that we'd like to see if she is still around. Ian's brother, Andy, came to Australia five years ago as part of his round-the-world-trip. He loved the place so much that he stayed on for another four years. Like us, he'd bought a VW Kombi when he arrived, which he named 'Winnie'. According to Jase, Winnie is still in Perth and gave us directions on how to find her. We'd done some background work (i.e. driven around the estate five times, probably much to the amusement of the Neighbourhood watch lot!) yesterday afternoon and finally located Winnie's pad. But on both occasions, she was nowhere to be seen. Had they moved? Were they on holiday? Had she been sold? So, Ian decided to go to the door and ask. Mmm ... no-one at home. Were they at work? We decided to leave this for another day.

On the way back to Ethel, Ian passed a couple of young lads. One of them said 'hey dude' in a cheery manner, while the other was probably dying of embarrassment. Anyhow, Ian replied, 'you alright then?'. 'Yeah dude,' was the response he got and as soon as Ian was out of earshot - or, so they thought - Ian heard one of them whispering in a self-assured tone, 'He's Scottish!'. Yeah, right island, wee lad, wrong country! In fairness, we couldn't tell the difference between a Queensland and a Tasmanian accent, but Scottish? Ian? I think not!

Aug 10, 2004

Ask Us A Question
Manda writes:

We'd just like to thank everyone who has posted comments to our site. These messages are greatly appreciated and really make our day - it's nice to know that there is someone out there!

Quite often when we get comments posted on this site, the content is not directly related to the diary entries that they were posted to. Usually, such comments are general questions about our trip, or even questions about who we are/what we do. So, we thought we should put a posting up here that simply says: Got a question? Ask away!

So, if you have any questions you want to ask, we will answer them on this page for all to see (previously, we have replied directly to people by email). So, over to you! :-)

Cottesloe: Perth's Favourite Beach
Ian writes:

Sydney has Bondi, Brisbane has ... well it has a fake one near the CBD, and Perth has Cottesloe - a beach, that is. Given that 1.5 million of Western Australia's 1.8 million total population live in or around Perth, it could easily be said that Cottesloe Beach is WA's favourite. While it may be winter, and swimming is out of the question now, we decided to go take a look anyway.

What can I say? The water was a nice colour, the weather was gorgeous, albeit very windy, and there were just a handful of people on the beach. We really didn't get to see what Cottesloe is really all about. Every picture we had seen of the beach showed the summer season which, not surprisingly, meant playing a game of spot the sand because of all the bodies dotted around; it's also a popular spot for surfing and body boarding (but, once again, no sign of that today). The only other thing I knew about Cottesloe was that it was the spot of a very, very tragic shark attack a few years back. Some people might point the finger at surfers and say things like: "Well, you are in their territory, and what with your flippers and surfboard you look just like a seal from below ... you're just asking to get bitten." Well, that seems to be the general rule, but you don't have to be a surfer to feel the sharp end of a great white. A man in his forties had waded out from the beach into water that wasn't even waist height, certainly not deep water, then moments later had his legs taken away from underneath him. A great white had slinked right into the shallow water undetected by anyone and made off with pretty much everything below the knee. Within minutes, he had bled to death right there on the beach in front of hundreds of shocked sun-worshippers. I believe if you look in the dictionary for the word unlucky, this man's name should appear somewhere in the description.



Warning: Here be sharks ... or rather there have been (I'm a great believer in stats being on my side!)

We wandered along the beach, kicking up sand and generally taking it easy. We would have stopped for a tea at the Indiana Tea Rooms, a famous Cottesloe landmark, but decided that we would be paying extra for the name/reputation, so instead we stopped at a café across the road that didn't offer great views over the beach (but did a good cuppa nonetheless). 



The Indiana Tea Rooms on Cottesloe Beach - as much of an icon as Sydney's Bondi Pavilion.

And that was pretty much it for the day - a brief sight-seeing diversion from another normal day in Perth. We are running out of things that we can do that are within quick and easy reach of Perth's CBD, and I never want to stray too far in case we go out of mobile phone reception range, just in case that time we are not contactable is when someone tries to call us about buying Ethel. I have become a slave to my phone and a slave to the trials of selling a traveller's vehicle in this city. 

While having our own vehicle has been a great, liberating experience, I do have some envy for those people who just hired long-term and could simply hand over the keys when they're done. Selling a vehicle like this means constantly having to check in the backpackers places to see if your ad is still up, whether it's been buried under a heap of other photocopied ads. Looking at some of the other adverts, you can tell that some people have simply left it too late and will sell their vehicles for next to nothing just to be shot of them and get on their flight. At least we have some flexibility - we can keep changing our flight ticket as many times as we like, so until Ethel is sold (for a sensible price), we can delay our flight to Thailand. The down side, as I've already mentioned, is that we are running out of activities to keep us interested while we wait. So, if there are not as many posts in the coming days and weeks, you'll know why! But, hey, if you know the area and have some suggestions about what we can do while we play the waiting game, just let us know.

Aug 11, 2004

Rotten Weather in Rotto
Ian writes:

Just 19km off the coast from Fremantle is Rottnest Island. It's a very popular holiday island for Western Australia and Perth's residents and other tourists that happen to be passing through (just like us). The island got its name from early Dutch explorers who named it Rotte-nest, meaning rat's nest, after the native marsupials, the quokkas, were mistaken for large rats. Despite the early naming mistake, it hasn't left people with a negative impression of the place, and each year this small island receives 500,000 visitors.

We had been told a few times that we must go to Rotto (as the locals call it), and today was our day pencilled in for the trip. It didn't start all that promisingly though. We had stayed overnight in Fremantle (near to the ferry terminal) and woke early to check what the weather was doing. Clear blue skies above - this looked good! The TV report suggested otherwise, though, reporting showers by midday and even storms. This was a quandary because so often before now, the TV reports got it wrong, and given the size of Australia, a report for south-west Australia really isn't detailed enough. So, we used our eyes and took a gamble.

Having got up early and stayed in a caravan park near to the ferry terminal, getting there on time shouldn't have been a problem, but I ended up cutting it fine, and making a wrong turn then parking in the wrong car park didn't help. Looking back at the map on the flyer for Oceanic Cruises, I realised that we were far too far away from the terminal, and headed back past the railway station, watching the minutes tick by. We both fully expected that we would miss the 8:30 boat, but with just minutes to spare I found the correct car park, hastily grabbed the things we wanted to take with us (masks, fins and snorkels - Rottnest is a fantastic spot for snorkelling) then ran across to the ticket booth. We had just 5 minutes before departure, so we asked about the weather in Rottnest (I figured that they would have a better idea than some wide-ranging TV weather report). "Oh, it'll be like this," said the lady, as I looked up to see the white hangers nearby in stark contrast against the beautiful blue sky. "Are you expecting it to be choppy on the way there?" asked Manda. "No, you should be fine," we were reassured again.

Once on the boat, the skipper came through the upper deck and suggested that we should all head to the lower deck and sit at the back as it would "get a bit bumpy"; it wasn't a request, more of a command actually. 5 minutes out and we were getting very bumpy indeed, lurching violently back and forth, sometimes side to side, with waves crashing way over the boat. Sick bags were handed round to everyone on board and a few were, understandably, put to use during the (mercifully) short ride. 35 minutes can still seem like a long time, though, when you are being bounced around like this.

We got to Rotto in one piece, but it was immediately obvious that the lady at the ticket counter had lied on both counts - the calm water (yeah, right) and the sunny weather (non-existent). In my rush to get on board the boat, I now realised that I had neglected to bring a top, a jacket or anything else that might offer me some warmth. So, there I was, walking down the cold jetty in just a pair shorts and T-shirt, lugging around a bag of snorkelling gear that we wouldn't be using and wondering what we could do for the rest of the day to keep ourselves amused.

Our first stop at the information centre gave us more news about the weather - I overheard a conversion that included such phrases as "storm will hit within the hour", "rainy all day" and "gale warnings". With that, we headed for the nearby café and consoled ourselves with some hot chocolates. Realising that occasional hot chocolates would not be enough to keep me warm today, I did a little improvising - I grabbed my wet suit (a shortie), headed into the toilets and put it on underneath my shorts and T-shirt, like a thick set of thermals. It may seem like a bizarre idea, but immediately I felt warmer and I kept it on for the rest of the day.

In winter time, there is a limited bus service called the Bayseeker. Once an hour, you can hop on the bus (not free, I might add - $7 gets you an all-day pass) and work your way around the island. However, getting off at any given stop would mean waiting for another hour to get back on again, and with the rain streaming down and limited shelter at each stop it's not the best way to experience the island. So, we got on a bus, went all the way around listening to the commentary and then headed back to the café for a hot choc top-up and a snack for lunch.

While we ate and drank, we got to see our first quokkas. From a distance, I can see how these animals might have been mistaken for rats, but close-up they looked very much like small wallabies. While we ate, so did they - cleaning up whatever morsels they could find by our feet. The advice given to visitors is not to feed the wildlife (otherwise they won't remain wild for long) but when they just help themselves like this who's to blame? The staff there are used to their daily visitors, and would chase them off if they headed toward the kitchen area, but otherwise they left the little furry marsupials to mingle. Anyway, with the weather being so rotten, these might be the only quokkas we'd get to see!



'Yes, you've been caught red handed!'. A quokka scavenging for food at the Dome Café.

After lunch, we repeated the bus tour all over again. When we got back to the main bus station, we stepped off the bus into the rain and cold then changed our minds, turned around and got straight back on and went round again. After our third circuit, can you guess what we did next? We went to the café again for more hot chocolates! That pretty much summed up the day: hot chocolates in the café and bus tours around the island.

Leaving the island later that afternoon was a different experience from the trip over. No harsh bouncing around - this time around we 'surfed' our way back to Fremantle with the waves behind us. So we managed to get some water sports in after all!

While our visit may have been an almost total wash-out, we could still appreciate that Rottnest is a beautiful spot. The water along the various bays and beaches we saw was still tantalisingly clear for snorkelling, keeping a beautiful turquoise colour despite the grey skies. If we get time, we might well come back to Rotto and see it in a better light. Here's hoping.

Aug 15, 2004

Rolling in to Rockingham
Ian writes:

We ventured a little way out of Perth to day to a place called Rockingham. It is further south than Fremantle and is your typical holiday seaside village. We had picked a great day for it, and so did everyone else. We had to fight for a parking space as it was market day (or, at the very least, car boot sale day).

For a holiday getaway, there were surprisingly few shops around. This was a place for sightseeing (if you consider another beach a sightseeing opportunity), relaxing in the park under the shade of a palm tree or enjoying a refreshing drink at one of the seaside esplanade cafés. We opted for the latter (and I opted for a latté) where I snapped another shot for the Mirror Project.



Me reflected in Manda's sunnies, the beach and water of Rockingham clearly visible in the distance. 

After the brief mooch around the seaside area with all the other day-trippers, we headed off to a lookout just a little to the south where a World War 2 bunker still remains. It always seems like a good idea to go take a look at these things but you soon discover that it's not the same as finding such a place as a young lad. If I were 25 years younger, this would have been find of the century! Realistically, though, it was an ugly old shell of bricks with years of graffiti set into the hill. 



Not much to look at, but the view from this point makes it worth the (very short) climb.

Down in the parking area, however, was something much prettier to look at - another VW Kombi, an 8-seater (microbus) with a beautiful paint job. We had got chatting to the owner after he had come over to give Ethel the once-over, so it was only fair that we reciprocate. I have noticed a lot of Kombis in WA, particularly around Fremantle. It's good to see that they are being looked after over here. I imagine the climate is good for them here, which might explain why there are VW traders in the UK actively importing batch-loads of them back. Or maybe there aren't more of them - maybe I'm just noticing more of them now, and checking them out all the more often, because I know it's only a matter of time before we leave Ethel behind. Still, there's no harm in looking, is there?

Aug 16, 2004

Driving Miss Ethel
Manda writes:

Ethel had a date with a couple of old boys this afternoon. Frank and Ken were acting on behalf of their nephew, who is considering importing her to the UK. That would be great for us, as it would mean that we may see the old dear again and would make the goodbye a lot easier! The Northern chaps, who have lived here for over 30 years and still have their broad Lancashire accents, took a good look around. They have obviously been through this process many a time, and checked Ethel thoroughly using a magnet in a white handkerchief, looking for bodged up repair jobs where there's more filler than metal. After using a fine-toothed comb, they seemed extremely pleased with her bodywork.

Ken even took Ethel for a spin and drove her smoothly around the block several times, while Frank and I were crammed into the back. It felt awkward at first as Ethel has not been set up to take two seated passengers in the back but the test drive went by soon enough because, well, let me put it this way, Ken was not shy with the revs! A surprising end to the test drive as Ken did an unexpected emergency stop to test out the brakes which sent me and poor Frank lurching forwards. They seemed happy with Ethel - now, it's just up to their nephew in the UK to look into import/export procedures and decide whether it's a goer. Fingers crossed.

Campsite BBQ

Dinner was taken care of in the form of a campsite BBQ. Our campsite owners, Chris and Nella, decided to throw a BBQ tonight as it was Chris' (and two others) birthday. As we walked over to the kitchen, we could hear singing and music. I was surprised to see how many people had turned up for the celebration (or free food!) - surely they don't all stay at the campsite?! After looking for a space in amongst the rows and rows of packed tables, we finally managed to find some room next to our new buddies, Colin and Christie. We were the only ones there that did not have grey hair. This was going to be an interesting night!

The singing duo were very good and at first I thought they were professionals, but on closer examination, recognised that one of them was the cheery cleaner. Maybe he should give up the day job! He has a great sense of humour and kept us entertained all night. They sang Beatles songs and a number of other golden oldies that I'm sure my dad has in his record collection at home. The resident opera singer burst into impromptu song every now and then - like she does during the daytime - and was eventually encouraged to take centre stage. Although, strangely, she protested that "she didn't know what to sing" - normally, you can't shut her up! She did an excellent rendition of the Australian National Anthem in operatic style. The audience applauded and then a cheeky 6 year old went over to the front and requested his favourite song: 'Who let the dogs out!'. Maybe the timing could have been improved!

The BBQ food was delicious and no expense was spared. The table was crammed full with various salads, pasta, bread, steaks and sausages. We sang happy birthday to the three before Chris was asked to make a speech. "Just use the same one you did on your wedding day," joked the cleaner. Speeches over with, it was time for the chocolate gateaux. We somehow managed to find some extra space in our tummies for the delicious cake that Nella had baked. The singers retired shortly after but not before another cheeky quip from our cleaner: "Walk safely to your caravans!"

At 9pm, the crowds had thinned out and there were only a handful of us still glued to our seats. We chatted to Colin and Christie until it just got too cold to stay outdoors. It was a very pleasant evening - good food, good entertainment and good company - what more could we ask for?!

Aug 19, 2004

Ethel - Say Hello to Swindon
Ian writes:

[Note: this diary entry includes some recent amendments. Originally, it told the story of us selling our VW Kombi. But we were telling fibs. Big ones. Ethel was not sold, she was sent to England in a container. However, we couldn't resist dropping a few hints along the way, and these are the phrases highlighted in blue. Heck, even the headline for this entry was a big hint. Sneaky? Oh yes. But such fun!]

Some days you just don't know what's gonna happen; you think it's just another uneventful day but then a few little surprises come your way. And sometimes those surprises are all good ones. Today was one such day, but first I want to backtrack to yesterday and a phone call that we received ...

Normally, if you have something for sale and someone says they want it for sure you'd be happy. We had got a call much like this before about Ethel, but in the end it turned out that the person who wanted it was very young (17 or so) and the real decision-maker where the money was concerned was mum. Hence, a call that started off along the lines of "Don't sell Ethel to anyone else please" ended up with us saying "We'll let you know" and leaving it at that. We could only consider their offer if we were absolutely desperate.

Over the weekend we had advertised Ethel in a couple of papers, and even took a colour ad in the Auto Trader, but we were not really getting any biters. A couple of people who did call were asked to check out the web site for the photos, so that they could see first of all whether our van was what they are after. It seems a sensible thing to do, rather than the prospective buyer coming all the way across the city to realise in a minute of viewing that it's not what they want (and it saves us waiting around for them, too). Of those two people who said they'd take a look, none phoned back.

The Phone Call

Yesterday, just as one heck of a rainfall came down, and just as I was about to pull away from the caravan park, I got a phone call from some guy who was speaking so loud I had to hold the phone away from my ear, and he seemed to want the van but something just didn't quite feel right:

"Yeah, mate, I'm ringing about the Kombi ... "

"Well, it's still for sale"

"I want it. I wanna buy it."

"Have you seen the web site?"

"Nah, mate ... look, I wanna buy yer Kombi. I need a home now."

"Well, you might want to take a look at the web site - see if it's what you're after first, then give me a call b ..."

[Cutting in] "I need the van. I want it. I don't have the Internet."

"Can you get to an Internet Cafe?"

"Nah, look, I don't have a car, and I need a home, s'for me, me blue heeler (an Aussie breed of dog) and I need it now."

At this point you might be thinking DEAL! But the way he was shouting/whining, the fact that he knew next to nothing about the van, and the fact that our van was by no means being advertised with the 'desperate for something quick' brigade started to ring alarm bells. Was he winding us up? Was he just stuck somewhere needing a lift in the pouring down rain and hoping that a test-drive might be what he needed? Was he pissed as a newt? Was it all of the above?!

Me: "But you haven't even seen the van! How do you know it's what you want?" (Cos I really don't want time-wasters, especially ones that might very easily turn violent!).

"I just want to buy your van. I want it. Look, I'll give you $6,000 cash. Right now." [it was advertised for $5,700]

"OK, well I can't say yes right now as there are other people who have got to look at it and another that I'm waiting on to make an offer - I have to be fair to these people." His keenness for buying Ethel seemed all wrong. Could you believe that we might be turning down a sale? Gut instinct is a very powerful thing. "I'll have to call you back," I continue. "Can I call you later?"

"I haven't got a phone!"

No home, no phone, no means of transport, and he wants to buy our van. Sounds perfect.

"OK, then you'll have to call me back then," I say.

"How long?!" He seems agitated now.

"Gimme three hours," I say, plucking a figure out of the air.

"Oh bloody hell!" he whines, seriously put out by my stalling.

He ends the call, still moaning and bitching, and I look across at Manda and say "Did you hear all that?!"

So, we turned down an offer to buy Ethel, but seriously, neither of us thought that he was genuine. Frankly, he just came across as disturbing. And he never phoned back, - much to our relief, as it happens! [Because we didn't want to sell anymore ;-)] 
This Morning's Call

So, I said that there were some surprises today. The first one came as we got close to Fremantle (aka Freo). A guy who looked at the van a few days back called to make an offer - a sensible one that didn't involve shouting or swearing or possible consumption of alcohol. This was it! Ethel has found a new home!

We met the guy just half an hour later in Freo and got a deposit, so there's no going back now [Note: this was all untrue, of course - this person didn't even exist!]. We need to get a few bits of work done first, and we haven't let the old girl out of our hands just yet, but it's only a matter of time before Ethel is sent packing for pastures new. I have a good feeling that she'll be going to a good home where she'll be looked after (strange as it is, I always wanted her not to go to another traveller, lest she get into a routine of being thrashed all the way around Australia until there's nothing left working on her poor old frame). Who knows, maybe we'll see the van again one day? Stranger things have happened - just the other day we were talking to a couple from England who were considering importing Ethel, so it's not out of the question. Unfortunately, though, we didn't hear back from them after their relatives over here in Perth gave the van a test drive.

I popped into an Internet Cafe in Freo and saw a message in my inbox entitled "Would Like To Buy Ethel". It was from the couple in England, and they had just missed the boat, so to speak. It turns out that they had been somewhat sidetracked by their holiday home being flooded back in Cornwall (a huge deluge swept away large parts of one particular village, even making headline news down here in Australia) and consequently they had been a little late in getting back to us. I had to reply, telling them the bad news - Ethel was already taken and would not be making her way to England in the very near future.

Soon after this stop at the Internet Cafe, we noticed that Freo's High Street was being barricaded off for some kind of parade. Moments later there was a huge cacophony of horns, sirens and music. At first I thought it was the fire service or an ambulance (well, the sirens at least), but it was a procession of cars, trucks and jeeps that had been taking part in a charity rally across Australia in aid of the Variety Club of New South Wales. It was called the Burramatta to Bather's Beach Run, and if my geography serves me right, means an 11-day drive of your life right across Australia, along some of the dustiest and most remote roads going. There was no sign of driver fatigue here, though, as everyone looked to be in a party mood. I don't know whether they do a procession in every town, but the final day of the rally is supposed to be tomorrow, so who knows?



A dirty-looking Herbie after a ride across Australia's back roads.

I was amazed at just how much red dust can cake on to a vehicle, both on the outside and in the interior, too. Some drivers had purposely avoided removing any dirt, except for the areas that they needed to see through (or that the police would insist upon), while others looked like they had just come off a showroom floor.



The side of the car reads: "I wish my wife was this dirty".

One of the strangest sights was a team of ladies in wedding dresses whose car decided to break down right there on the High Street. There they all were, in their white dresses, looking under the hood and getting their hands dirty trying to get the vehicle going again. Still, if you're going to break down anywhere, that's the place to do it, not in the middle of nowhere!



The Wedding Dress Mechanics - sounds like the name of a band!

So, that parade was our second nice surprise of the day, but we had a third: celebrating the fact that we now know what's happening with Ethel, we treated ourselves to a meal at KFC. Having collected the order, I spotted a jeep parked in front of us with the number plate 'SWINDON'. Not SW1ND0N or some other permutation, but the actual word. [For those scratching their heads at this point, Swindon is where we live in the UK.]



"That can't be an accident," I said to Manda, and decided that this was another photo opportunity - Ethel parked next to a jeep marked Swindon. As we pulled around the back of the jeep, I noticed that the spare tyre cover on the back had Swindon Town Football Club's logo on it and the words 'County Ground'.



This was getting freaky, and here's why:

· Swindon Town's grounds are on County Ground Road, just around the corner from Manda's house. Back in the UK, we would see the floodlights every day

· Swindon Town are sponsored by Nationwide Building Society, the company that Manda and I work for (when we're not taking year-long career breaks)

· Swindon Town have fans out here in Western Australia?! I mean, the first two items in this list were weird enough, but this last one was almost unbelievable ;-)

I had to find out more, and discovered that the jeep was owned by the manager at this KFC, but stranger still was the fact that he was originally from Reading, a town not too far away from Swindon and hence one of its arch-rivals where football is concerned. By all rights, he should hate Swindon, but there he was offering me a car sticker and telling me proudly about having his picture taken for the Swindon FC newsletter.

So, that kind of topped off our day. I don't know what to read into this - Ethel meeting a jeep called Swindon on the very day that we set the wheels in motion to get rid of her. Was she trying to tell us something? It's all getting too spooky for me!

Aug 20, 2004

Packing and a-Shifting
Manda writes:

It was time for our campsite buddies, Colin and Christie, to move on today. Like us, they had a car to sell and finally managed to sell it yesterday evening. But not without a few hitches - it would've been too easy if everything had gone smoothly! While they should have been over the moon at selling their car, we found them looking glum in the kitchen yesterday evening, shortly after the exchange. Colin looked very worried indeed. The reason being that they had sold the vehicle to three Croatians who had paid for it entirely in cash, had not even test driven it, didn't even seem to know what make of car it was and didn't seem to care, and wanted to buy it straight away without haggling ('What? You don't want to haggle?' - check your Monty Python references here!). On hindsight, everything about the situation seemed strange.

Once the keys and cash had been exchanged and the Croatians had driven the car away, Colin and Christie retreated to the kitchen, mulling over the various conversations and working themselves up in to a right panic. Had they correctly heard the Croatians say that they had had problems with the Mafia back in their homeland? And that they'd had their restaurant burnt down (presumably not an accident)?

Colin and Christie now had $3,500 in cash on them, the dodgy Croatians had the car and what was even more worrying was the fact that these guys knew exactly which tent they were staying in. As more celebratory pizza and wine were consumed (especially wine, which was fast loosing its fizz), they came to the conclusion that the Croatians may come back for their money and suddenly felt very vulnerable in a tent that could barely offer protection against the elements. It was then that Colin decided to ask Ian to lend him his six-cell Maglite (heavy-duty torch) and diver's knife, purely for defence purposes. This is how worried poor Colin got.

Needless to say, they had an uneasy night but somehow managed to get some shut-eye. Maybe the peace-of-mind of having a torch and knife helped, or perhaps the wine had worked its magic?! Anyhow, they managed to survive the night and went to the bank at the crack of dawn to pay the money in.

In the afternoon, we helped Colin and Christie move lodgings - which involved packing all their stuff in Ethel and driving everything, including passengers, to a hostel 13kms away. They had accumulated many things over the past year in Australia, and it took two van loads to move everything across town. Colin had kitted out his car well and we were surprised how he managed to cram a cooker, full-sized gas cylinder, mattress, body board, two tents, massive esky, a couple of backpacks and more into a Mitsubishi Express. It was like Mary Poppin's handbag - very curious! Once everything had been unloaded, we left them to re-organise their belongings and promised to get in contact with them in the next few days.

Coincidentally, we are all leaving on Thursday and have a few lose ends to tie up before we fly off to our respective destinations: us Thailand and them, Adelaide. We still have our own packing and shifting to look forward to, once Ethel herself has been packed and shifted too!

Aug 27, 2004

Making the Mad Dash for Thailand
Ian writes:

It all happens in the finishing straight. Having watched some of the Athens 2004 Olympics coverage, it seems that the longer distance runs are all well and good, but it's only in the last few hundred metres that things really pick up. And so it is the case with travelling - we've been happily making our way round Australia (along with a couple of detours along the way) since January, under our own steam and at a pace that suits us, but once we had committed to a final leaving date everything seemed to go a bit mental. Oh, by the way, when I say final leaving date, what I mean is this: we've already re-jigged our flight out from Aus three times, but this time we're gonna stick to it! 

So yesterday was our final straight. The day previously we had spent some time packing things away to be sent home, thrown away or donated to the caravan park for other guests. This took longer than expected and we realised just how easy it is to collect 'stuff' while on travels when you have your own transport (true backpackers in Aus don't have this problem - no room for it? Don't get it!). With most of our stuff now organised we had a few errands to run which involved chasing back and forth across the city in some of the worst possible driving weather one could imagine. This didn't seem the best way of spending a final day in any country, but we were not going to extend the flight again just to make things easier. After a day's frantic driving, I eventually dropped Manda off at the airport at 4pm. Our flight was not until 1am, but we had failed to find anywhere in the city that would look after our bags for a day and so we had to just sit it out. Well, Manda had to for a little while longer than me, as I had one last trip to do - deliver Ethel to her next port of call, hand over the keys and say goodbye. Once more I found myself driving through torrential rain, rush-hour traffic and hitting every set of traffic lights, all the while hoping that the meagre amount of petrol she was running on would be enough (well, I hardly felt like spending out now!). By 5pm Ethel was out of my hands. I did the hand-over stuff, explained any quirks that I hadn't already done and kept my fingers crossed for her. Then I had to make my way another 24kms back to the airport (but managed to get a lift, although not in Ethel, unfortunately).



Ethel's final Km count - when we got the van in Cairns back in January, there were 29,000 kms on the clock. She's taken us a fair old distance!

By 6pm I was thoroughly worn out. Ah well, only another 7 hours until the flight to Singapore, eh!

Somehow we both managed to stay sane for that amount of time - I tortured myself leafing through the pages of VolksWorld while Manda made a start on a book that I bought her called The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night Time by Mark Haddon.

Despite the hectic day, and despite really feeling tired well before the flight, the opportunity of watching a new film on the plane once again took precedence over logic, and so I ended up staying up until 3am laughing at The Ladykillers. With just over three hours sleep, the transfer from Singapore to our next flight meant I was doing my all-time best impression of a zombie. Must. Have. Sleep.



What's strange about this in-flight meal? So strange these days that I took a photo of it? Answers in the comments section below, folks!

Arrival in Chiang Mai

Both of us had been getting a little nervous about Thailand. We had got used to our comfort zone in Aus and Ethel, and it really is easy to relax there. On the flip side, we'd done most things that we'd wanted to and really wanted to see something new. So, it was a real mixture of excitement and apprehension as we got ready to land in Chiang Mai. Had we allowed too long for our journey from Northern Thailand to Malaysia? Perhaps 3 months wasn't enough? How would we cope with the heat? Should we have taken anti-malaria tablets? And just how rainy can wet season get?

On that last point, it works out that we have arrived just at the point where the most rain will fall, according to the charts. Originally we were due to arrive in late June, which would not be so wet, but would be much hotter. Having said that, I read on one website that the rainfall chart had been removed from their site because it was misleading - rain might fall for 30 minutes, heavily, but after it's fallen the temperature soon sees to it that it dries up. Time will tell, but we're at least conscious of the potential for rain and won't go anywhere too far out of the way lest it gets dicey.

We got through customs, arranged a room for one night (to see how it is first before committing to further nights) and hopped in a taxi. Moments later the air-con was on to the max and we were adjusting to the novelty of living in a proper room once more. Strangely, despite being able to spread our stuff out more if we wanted to, we didn't because we know it always has to be locked up when we go out or that we might leave at any time, so the extra room does not mean freedom to sprawl. We could sprawl more, and as untidily as we liked, in Ethel - ironic, given the small living space she afforded.

We both found the last couple of days' tying of loose ends and travel quite exhausting and ended up sleeping through to mid-afternoon. After that, I made an effort to drag myself out of the room and take a walk around the city by way of orientation, while Manda stayed in the room making the most of the air-con. 

[Manda adds: After all that travelling, I felt exhausted and didn't feel in the mood for exploring. So I took it easy for the rest of the day, lounging around the guesthouse complex. I managed to finish reading my new book - it's coincidental that the book is based in Swindon (my home town), the main character is called Christopher (also the name of my nephew), who is a Mathematician (I have a background in Mathematics) and his mum went to live in Willesden Junction, London (where one of my best friends lives) - that's spooky! An excellent book that is well worthy of the Whitbread Book of the Year award].

It was by no means a thorough investigation of Chiang Mai and all it had to offer - my mission was simply to take a look at some other hostels, guest houses and hotels and see how they compare, maybe pick up some mozzie prevention (net, spray) and some supplies. I tried to blend in so as not to attract the attentions of over-zealous tuk-tuk drivers and such like, and purposely avoided carrying around a pristine copy of The Lonely Planet - if anything screams 'gullible tourist' more than this, I'd like to hear it!



A Thai Coca-Cola can: it appears to have my name on it ;-)

Initial reactions: a hot day, but nothing that sunscreen and a slow, laid-back pace can't keep in check; fairly civilised traffic (I'm sure we won't be saying the same about Bangkok!) despite the many moped riders who weave all over the road; Internet Cafés every fifth shop, nestled in among the many bars, fruit stalls (selling the immensely stinky durian fruit, I spotted ... or rather my nose did) and electrical repairs places whose workbenches seemed to be the pavements themselves. Everything is much cheaper than Australia, that much is immediately apparent - what we would normally pay to park up the kombi would pay for a good sized room with air conditioning, cable TV and access to a swimming pool and still leave some change. I know this because tomorrow we're going to try that place out (roughly £7 per night), have a little bit of luxury for a day or two before trying something a bit cheaper out - and it can get a lot cheaper!

Aug 28, 2004

What, Another Wat?
Manda writes:

The last time I was in Thailand, I was only 14 years old. It was an extended family holiday, tagged on to the end to one of our regular visits to Hong Kong. On that occasion, we'd visited Bangkok and Pattaya. I was probably too young to appreciate the architecture (only developed an eye for this kind of thing later on in life!) and all I could remember was that it was very hot and humid.

This morning as I set foot onto Chiang Mai's busy streets, memories of my previous visit came flooding back. The heat was the first thing that hit me, not a dry heat but a humid one. My attention was then drawn to the vast number of tuk-tuks (three-wheeled taxi carts) parked up on the roadside and their accompanying touts, trying to score a fare. I uttered 'mi-ow' on the way past and believe it or not, I wasn't trying to impersonate a cat. According to Bangkok bob, Mi-ow actually means 'no thanks' and is definitely an easy one to remember, even though I felt a bit silly saying it for the first time!

Wearing a helmet is still not a compulsory thing over here. We saw many mopeds go past, some transporting entire families balanced precariously on the feeble-looking two-wheeled-frames, their hair blowing freely in the wind. Somehow, they seemed to know what they were doing and have probably got that balancing act down to a fine art. Tuk-tuks and taxis weaved in and out, and it was like watching a slalom match. Then I spotted a disposal van with seven or eight people hanging off the roof. They smiled, so I gave them a wave and they reciprocated. On hindsight, it probably wasn't a good idea as they could have easily lost balance and come tumbling down! Oh well ... 



A disposal truck goes past the Tha Phae Gate on Chiang Mai's eastern side.

One of the things I'd like to do here is to go along to a Thai cooking class. I was surprised at how many were advertised. Like the Internet cafés, and eateries, there was no shortage of them. We picked up a few leaflets to compare prices and menus. 

The shops here do not take up much room and are crammed ten to the dozen into the narrow streets. Every now and then, we'd come across a gap which invariably made way to a wat (temple). We would see a wat one minute and then another one would reveal itself further down the street. They look beautiful and a lot of work has gone into the detailed patterns on the exterior. It's fascinating to think that some of these wats were built in the 13th century. They've seen a thing or two! After a while, it is easy to became blazé about it. Like when we went to Turkey - the first few ruins were amazing but after seeing five or six, it was 'just another pile of rubble'. Still, the novelty has not worn off just yet and here is a picture to prove it!



Manda poses happily in front of the Wat Dok Eung

Aug 29, 2004

The Sunday Markets
Manda writes:

Walking down the street towards the Tha Phae Gate, we could hear frequent whistle blowing and a general din. As we approached the Gate, we noticed more and more people, even the traffic seemed to have picked up. What was going on? The whistling began to sound more piercing as we neared the source. The police were trying to direct both the traffic and the never-ending flow of people wanting to cross the road by using plenty of animated arm movement, and superfluous amounts of whistle tooting. Before long, we realised that we'd in fact stumbled across the Sunday Markets along Ratchadamnoen Road. 

The markets take place inside the moat and sprawl out of Tha Phae Gate onto the many streets that roll out in front. It's difficult to say where the markets begin and where they end. Like watching mercury in a little maze puzzle taking up every inch of space, literally every nook and cranny along the street was taken up by a stall. Even the normally tranquil Wat grounds had been taken up by entrepreneurs, keen to haggle a few extra bahts for their wares. 

There was a lively feel to the place brought on by the numerous musicians making the most of the footfall. There were the obligatory old local folk playing their instruments, looking innocently and listening expectantly for the sound of a few silver coins to fall into their basket. Some musicians were as young as four years old. They played the mandolin excellently and were dressed impeccably. Many young kids were playing their instruments well into the night, with only a small lamp to give them some presence in the middle of the well-trodden path.



The old folk jamming in the market place.

The traders tend to leave you alone and are not constantly in your face. You'll hear the occasional Sawatdee-Kha ('hello') and see the ever-abundant Thai smile. But if you are not interested they leave you alone, which makes the market experience far more enjoyable than similar markets in other countries. I picked up a top and a skirt for, what in the Western world would be, a pittance. Haggling is 'expected' and traders deliberately raise their starting prices to account for this. Naturally, I took part in it and got a very good price (even though the starting price was good enough). I enjoy haggling when it is 'expected' (maybe because I'm used to haggling in the Hong Kong markets). Some of the market traders enjoy the banter too and there is definitely an art to it! Obviously, they will not sell you something if they are not going to make a profit from it. Ian absolutely hates haggling and much prefers to pay a set price, which is understandable and I'm sure the market traders will be pleased to know!

A few things caught my eye as we walked further into the mass of stalls. Firstly, monks wearing their bright orange robes could easily be seen, wandering around in small groups, checking out the merchandise. Another thing that stood out was a scruffy-looking old lady, who held two weaved baskets in her hand with what looked like a bird inside each one. She approached people, palm stretched out wide for money, presumably in return for releasing the birds. No one paid much notice to her. It was a strange concept really as it was basically kidnapping on a miniature scale. Once she'd set these free, she would no doubt try to catch some more to fill those empty baskets.



Monks check out the material goods on offer

As night drew closer, we went through the Tha Phae Gate where there were more market stalls. We heard music blasting out from some huge speakers even before we went through the gate. Great, free entertainment perhaps? We watched a number of karaoke soloists take the stage and belt out Thai songs, accompanied by a live band. We watched one after another take the spotlight and admired their confidence for giving it a go. I'd give them 100% for effort but their vocals were not great. They'd often sing out of tune and even the band had several pitching problems too. The singers had obviously put a lot of effort into their appearance - they looked all glammed up in their sequinned dresses, hair tied back neatly and caked heavily in make-up. No one clapped after each performance apart from a few Westerners in the audience. It was an eye-opener nevertheless and gave our feet a rest too!



Chiang Mai Sunday Market at night

I thought the heat would drop as soon as the sun did but this was not to be. Going back to the air-conditioned room in the hotel was nice and refreshing - a real treat from a hard day's shopping trip!



These tuk-tuks can shift when they want to.

Aug 30, 2004

Braving the Chiang Mai Traffic
Ian writes:

Driving in Thailand shouldn't be so difficult for us, in theory. They drive on the left hand side here, so that's a bonus, and generally speaking people obey traffic lights and traffic cops. On the other hand, once you are out on the road, there is still a bit of a 'each-man-for-himself' kind of attitude. Despite this, I decided to try a moped out today. It was ridiculously cheap - just 360 baht for two days' hire (or £4 for two days), and this was a higher powered moped (a 150cc, if I can believe the sales pitch!).

The first thing to do was familiarise myself with the controls - I didn't want to take up too much of the lady's time (who rented the bike), because while she ran through the various switches my passport was just sat there on a table by the street. The sooner she got through the instructions, the sooner she could get back to storing my passport somewhere safely (they keep this as security that you'll bring back the bike)! Moments later, I pulled out onto Chiang Mai's streets and quickly became at one with the throng of other moped riders, rickshaws, mobile vendors, tuk-tuks and taxis. It really wasn't all that bad. Once I realised that anyone else could move across any lane at any time, and possibly without warning, that was it - drive (or ride) defensively, don't hang about and when passing one of the various Buddhist shrines, offer up a prayer to the god of fool-hardy tourists.



Chiang Mai traffic - not all that bad, surprisingly!

I took the opportunity of finding an AppleCentre - yes, there is actually one here! I'm not looking to get anything, but the Powerbook (laptop) has started doing something really strange. Certain keys, such as the caps lock, the right arrow key and a few other punctuation keys have gone a bit mad, and are triggering off a number of strange characters instead of one. For example, hitting the right key produces '8jkf' or something like that, hitting the up key runs Exposé (it's a Mac thing, dear non-techy readers ... ie most of you!) and other weird things. So, I may need to get this repaired fairly soon, otherwise diary updates will become very tricky. And we can't have that now, can we?

Anyway, so I continued to ride around Chiang Mai with no discernible mission other than getting a feel for the place, locating landmarks and so on. On the way I spotted a few VW Kombis, something that I can't seem to switch myself off from these days! They were not in the greatest state of repairs, it has to be said. They probably ran about as well as the rancid-looking, three-legged dog that I spotted sprawled out in front of Wat Chiang Man!



Rusting old VW Kombi 

Later on, once I was confident with the moped and also with the general 'flow' of traffic, I took Manda out for a spin. This is not the first time she had braved riding pillion with me (we had done this before in Crete and had a great time), but the traffic was a little more daunting for the person on the back! Within 5 minutes we had to turn around and come back. The aim had been to head out of the city towards a temple up in the hills, but those hills were blanketed in clouds. Rain clouds. And they were heading our way. We made our way back to the hotel, passing many street-side vendors who had quickly pulled out their selection of rain ponchos, as the skies opened and continued to for several hours after. Welcome to Thailand's wet season!

Aug 31, 2004

Doi Suthep - The Temple in the Hills
Ian writes:

Yesterday we had a brief, quickly aborted attempt at getting to a temple outside of Chiang Mai's centre known as Wat Phrathat Doi Suthep. Today the rain was absent but still we never quite knew for sure if that might change - the sky was a blanket of grey and the hills were barely visible through the mist. Thankfully, though, we managed to power the moped all the way up the hillside road to the peak of Doi Suthep (1676m up) with no sign of rain. It was a very enjoyable ride up there, actually - just us and the open road with all its twists and turns, and the higher we got, the cooler it was. We had heard that some mopeds would have difficulty getting up there, but our little rental behaved itself impeccably.

Arriving at the entrance to the temple (the Wat), we were once more confronted with the usual selection of hawkers trying to sell us 'paintings' (they were anything but painted!) and the stray dogs that were completely fearless where traffic was concerned.



A dog sleeps in the road, bothered by no mopeds, tuk-tuks or coaches that drive past.

To get to the Wat, first there is the small matter of climbing some stairs - all 306 of the Naga Stairs. Trust me, this is a tiring climb, and the local youngsters are more than ready to take advantage of people taking a rest on the way:



These kiddies must have aching faces at the end of a long day of posing with tourists.

Inside the Wat are a number of golden statues, monuments and shrines. And bells. Lots of bells! Above the rows of bells are red signs that state in English and Thai 'Please do not push the bells'. Thais don't appreciate people shouting or generally being loud, they find it embarrassing, and in a quiet place of worship this is especially the case. So, there we were watching a family of four walking down the line of bells each one of them banging each and every bell on the way; they couldn't have got it more wrong if they tried! The Wat has an outer courtyard and an inner courtyard, and inside the inner courtyard is the Stupa Pagoda, otherwise known as the Golden Chedi. Typically, this amazing feature - a 79 foot tall pagoda covered with engraved gold plates - was undergoing restoration and was surrounded in scaffolding. Even in this state, though, the Golden Chedi was an amazing site to behold.



The Golden Chedai, Wat Phrathat Doi Suthep.



Buddhists making offerings inside the inner courtyard at Wat Phrathat Doi Suthep.

After spending about an hour and a half at the Wat, we headed back down the hill towards the city, stopping on the way at the Chiang Mai Zoo. The entrance fee is not expensive - just 30 Baht per person (roughly 40 pence). Not too steep, eh? Well, the same can't be said about the pathways around the zoo. Very shortly after entering the zoo, the combination of very steep pathways, humid jungle-like environment and heat got to us. We did one brief loop of one circuit then headed off, missing out maybe 75% of what the zoo had to offer. We could go back another day when we felt less tired and when it was a little cooler (heck, at that price we could go every day if we felt like it!).



An overloaded moped that we spotted on the way to Central shopping centre.

On the way back to the hotel, we took a brief detour to a shopping centre called Central. It was a real challenge just trying to find out where we should park the moped but eventually we found the spot. The question would be whether we could find the moped again later, given the hundreds of similar mopeds parked there. Manda picked up a new long-sleeved top while I picked up an obviously suspect copy of Spiderman 2 on DVD.

The funniest thing about this particular shopping trip was how many people tried to talk to Manda in Thai. They all thought she was a local (and by implication probably thought that I was only in Thailand for the women!) and would start long rambling conversations with her at the sales desk. There is not a specific Thai look, so it's understandable: some Thais look Chinese, others have darker skin (almost Indian-looking) and many others could pass as Japanese. The trouble was that we both know so little Thai language that we couldn't even pitch in, stop them in their tracks and tell them she's not Thai and as a result understands not a single word! We do have a phrase book, and I recently downloaded a Thai language course (just 30 minutes - lesson 1 of 10) so we're gonna try to get a bit more up to speed. Either that or we'll get T-shirts that read "I am not Thai" for Manda and "I'm here for your weather, your food and your beer ... not your women" for me ;-)

Sep 03, 2004

Let's Get Cookin' - Thai Style!
Manda writes:

Learning to cook Thai food was the mission for today. With so many Thai cookery classes available in Chiang Mai, it is difficult to choose between them - especially since all the menus and prices are so similar. We decided to go with Baan Thai (meaning 'Thai home') in the end as they provide an additional 'Web photo album' service, which stood out from the rest. This kinda clinched the deal for us. This didn't stop us from bringing our own cameras along though!

We started off bright and early, arriving at the cookery school to a full class. Our teacher, Boom ("It is nickname - it mean dimples!"), took us through the introductions and programme for the day. As we went around the room introducing ourselves, Ian realised he was the only male in our class of nine - he was definitely out-numbered on this occasion.

After a brief description about how to cook rice, we took a stroll over to the markets to buy our ingredients. We were all given small wicker baskets to carry our fresh produce back to 'the house'. Looping the basket on my forearm, I couldn't help but do a skip and kick my legs from side to side - like you do! Before you think I am completely barmy, I did this at the back of the group and made sure no one was looking!

At the market, Boom showed us around, pausing at several stalls to describe the different types of produce on offer. She took us to a colourful stand of desserts and was quick to point out one tray of white, innocent-looking, small, round balls of cake - with a couple of chillies lying on top! The Thais like the hot stuff! 



A selection of Thai desserts - can you spot the one with chillies?

Once again, there was no shortage of stray dogs mooching around nonchalantly. They were trying to blend in with the background and looking longingly at food to accidentally fall off the heavily ladened displays.

With all the descriptions out of the way, we were given ten minutes to walk around at our own leisure. This was a good time to watch what the locals were up to. Apparantly not much:



It's all go at Sompet Market in Chiang Mai. The strange-looking hairy fruit in front is called rambutan.

Once back at Baan Thai, we started slicing and dicing almost straight away. Our first dish of the day was 'Chicken with Cashew Nuts' - not really a Thai dish, but I'll let that one slide for now. It was a good 'warm up' to the authentic Thai dishes that we'd cook up later on in the day. Over to the woks next and under Boom's supervision this went smoothly, giving us the extra bit of confidence we needed.

Throughout the day, we prepared, cooked and ate the food. By the end of the day, we had successfully served up six dishes of: -

· Chicken with Cashew Nuts

· Spicy Noodle Salad

· Chicken in Coconut Milk Soup

· Red Curry Paste

· Fish Cakes

· Chicken and Red Curry



Manda cooking up a storm, or chicken in coconut milk soup.

Making the red curry paste was hard work. In the recipe book, the method was described in one simple step: 'put all the ingredients into a blender and blend well'. This was not an electric blender, though - we did it the difficult way, using a pestle and mortar. We were split into two teams and after slicing ingredients to near-powder-like granules, building up a few callouses on our hands along the way, we ground up the mixture into a blob of goo. A lot of elbow grease went into making the paste, which was later used to make fish cakes and red curry. I'm definitely going to make the most of modern appliances the next time I make this!



Preparing another course at Baan Thai. 

By the end of the day, we were all feeling rather full. The course was definitely worthwhile and there was so much food that we all left with a doggy bag each to finish later. Well, that's what they think, I'm taking my leftovers over to the night market to see if I can get a few baht for them! :-)

It seemed strange to say 'Compliments to the Chef' when you have in fact cooked the dishes yourself but we felt like saying it! The compliments should naturally go to Boom who made the day a success.

Sep 04, 2004

A Selection of Photos
I was just playing around with something that may or may not be up on the web for long (it's a trial 60-day .Mac account which lets me save photos and all sorts ... anyway). We've put up a few photos in a gallery which you can find here. Go take a look. Regular readers will recognise a lot of the photos from previous posts but there may be some new ones here anyway.

Sep 05, 2004

More of Wat U Need
Ian writes:

Another day with a moped means only one thing - another day of racing around Chiang Mai looking at Wats (or temples). We had a little map all ready with the bigger wats circled and I had a rough idea about the route I had to take to get to them. Our first stop was at Wat Chiang Man. I had already seen this one myself a few days ago when we first had a moped, but I hadn't actually stopped or gone inside (I had just been locating the place for later inspection!).

Wat Chiang Man may not have the spectacular hill-top location of Wat Phrathat Doi Suthep, but it's still a very impressive place tucked away in the middle of the city's moat-surrounded old quarter. As we walked up the steps of the temple, slipping off our shoes by the entrance as is the custom, I once again saw the resident three-legged dog basking in the sunshine. He knows a good opportunity when he sees one - dotted around the wat are donation boxes; a poster announces that it is for medicine and food for the local strays, and underneath the poster, a photo of a happy-looking dog walking in front of giant bags of dog food.

Not knowing much about Buddhism, taking a look around the inside of the wat was interesting but not too instructive - the pictures on the wall do not mean much to either of us. There was some information that had been provided for the benefit of (English-speaking) westerners: some A4 sheets explaining the history and origin of the Buddha and others explaining the different poses of Buddha statues and what they represent.



We took the brief stroll from the main temple to a smaller, but more elaborately decorated, temple next to it. As we made that 20-second stroll, we caught a glimpse of a golden stupa that was previously hidden behind the bigger temple but was now sliding into view, reflecting the mid-day sun brilliantly. We looked at the decoration inside the smaller temple for a short while, making the most of the relative cool that the dim interior offered. We then took a walk around the golden stupa that we had just seen, or to give it its proper title, the Sacred Elephant Encircled Stupa.



The Sacred Elephant Encircled Stupa (on the right), Wat Chiang Man. 

A short ride away from Wat Chiang Man is another highly recommended temple, Wat Chedi Luang. This is a much bigger complex than Wat Chiang Man with an interesting mixture of old and new. The newer temple buildings were nicely decorated on the outside but inside were fairly plain; signs dotted around the place apologised for the mess of renovation (I couldn't see any obvious signs of improvement though!). Of more interest at this site is an old Lanna-style stupa that dates back to 1441. It has undergone significant restoration - from about the 16th century up until the early 1990s, there was little to speak of other than a general shape of bricks. An earthquake and fire had all but destroyed the structure, but with the restorations of late there is now a very impressive sight to behold; the spire of the stupa has not been rebuilt because, frankly, no-one knows what it looked like!



Wat Chedi Luang. 

There are three giant golden Buddha statues set inside alcoves at the top of the structure and worshippers visiting the site can make offerings to the Buddha by using a pully system that's set up. The offering would be water, which is placed in a flask-like container and then winched up to the top of the large structure. Once up the top, a bit of manouevring of the ropes tips the flask over. I'm not sure of the significance of all this, but it was still interesting to watch others wrestle with the ropes as the pully system squeeked away. 

Like I said, I'm not going to claim I understand all about Buddhism, but somehow this sign, which was one of many 'words of wisdom' dotted around the site, seemed very un Buddhist-like:



In the evening we headed over to the Night Bazaar. This takes place every night, but tonight was also the night when Ratchadamnoen Road transforms into a street market (we visited there last week).Because of this, there were probably fewer people at the Night Bazaar than usual. 



This was good from our point of view as the alleyways are very narrow, and it probably gets quite busy but it had a down-side - the market traders had fewer people passing their stalls, so each and every one of them would try to entice you to take a closer look at their wares. A polite 'no thanks' usually does the job, unless you are up for a spot of haggling. I'm no haggler, though, so Manda did the dirty work for me. I'd spot a T-shirt, Manda would ask if I want it, do I really want it, and if so would begin haggling on my behalf. She did this several times, and I came away with a couple of T-shirts and a pair of Diesel (yeah, right!) trousers. There are real bargains to be had here, but only if you are thick-skinned and not afraid to push the price down, down, down. Well done, Manda!

Sep 06, 2004

Elephunk
Manda writes:

As a special birthday treat for me, Ian booked us on an Elephant Safari tour. Like many of the other companies offering elephant trekking tours, the itinerary was jam packed with other activities too. They all sounded interesting but we were mainly there to see the elephants!

Oot came over to greet us at the hotel lobby and told us that he was going to be our personal guide for the day. It is the quiet season and we found that we were the only ones booked on this tour. So off we travelled in a spacious people-carrier to Mae Ping Elephant Training Camp, an hour's drive from Chiang Mai.

Feeding the Elephants

After being given a brief run-down about the elephant show and where the best seating spots were from the helpful Oot, we went over to a couple of elephants. We bought some bananas and sugar cane to feed these gentle giants. Not knowing how best to feed them, I held out a couple of bananas and let them work it out. To my surprise, they sucked up the food gently into their trunks, like a hoover. The bananas then got manoeuvred over and deposited into their mouths, while the now free trunk made its way over to the remaining bananas in my hand. Sneeky things! Between the two of them, they managed to work through a couple of bunches of bananas and sugar cane - and there was plenty more where they came from as more tourists made their way over. I left with a cheeky hug and kiss from one of the elephants as he wrapped his trunk around my neck and kissed me on the cheek. Ew ... banana breath! 



Elephant Bathing

Over to the river next as the elephants were being steered one-by-one by their trainers-on-board into the muddy waters. The river must have been deep in the middle as we watched the elephants almost disappear, leaving their 'mahouts' (trainers) looking as if they were sitting or standing on the water's surface. 



The elephants seemed to enjoy the coolness of their bath under a scorching sun. Their trunks doubled as a shower unit and they were able to reach the difficult-to-reach parts, much to the disapproval of some of their passengers! Some of the audience on dry land got a drenching too as the mischievous elephants made their way out of their bath! 

Elephant Show

The elephant show was entertaining. We watched as a group of twenty elephants took turns walking on their hind legs, fore legs, carrying mahouts on their trunks, dribbling and shooting basketballs, kicking footballs, performing Thai massage on a few courageous volunteers in the crowd and playing musical instruments. 



Hearing the elephants jamming was what I enjoyed most in the show. We watched the line-up of drum-players, tambourine-bashers, symbol-crashers and hey, is that a harmonica I could hear? It sure was and Dumbo on the end wasn't just sitting pretty! This was good Elephunk! 

Elephant Trekking

We had been looking forward to the elephant trekking all morning and when it was finally time for us to board Nelly, we were both wearing smiles not dissimilar to a Cheshire cat! Elephants are very strong and Nelly didn't even bat an eyelid as all three of us (including the mahout) sat on his back. We made our way into the water, down the river and up the river banks to the jungle. Once on dry land, Nelly couldn't resist pulling leaves off the trees and munching on them. A few harsh Thai words and grunts were exchanged between the mahout and Nelly and soon we were off again. Half way through the one hour trek, we bought him some bananas, which he polished off in no time. 



The jungle ground was muddy and we could hear the squishy noises as Nelly took each step. It was such a hot day that Nelly seemed happy to go into the river on the final stretch back to camp. He deserved all the bananas he could eat after that trek!

Bamboo Rafting

After the elephant trek, our guide Oot was waiting by the platform, ready to take us to the bamboo rafting. The ride was very enjoyable and peaceful. We sat on the rafts taking in the river views while our bamboo raft punter did the hard work. We spotted a mother elephant and her baby at the river's edge and it was as if she didn't notice that we were there, travelling quietly past on the bamboo. 



Ian sporting the latest in bamboo rafting apparel (the hat, that is).

Ox Riding

We spotted Oot's smile, in amongst the pack of guides, as we pulled in. He quickly ushered us over to the ox carts - our next activity. The ride was very bumpy and we felt every single dip in the path. The idea of this was not for the experience of riding in an ox-drawn-cart but to see the Lisu hill tribe. I felt awkward about this as here we were, invading their space, sitting in noisy, clunky ox-driven carts and watching them like zoo animals. What must they think of us? 

I did not take photos on this occasion as I felt bad enough already for invading their privacy. A few of the locals came rushing over to the carts, holding out colourful hats and handbags for 100 baht each. There was a campfire burning in the middle of the community, surrounded by wooden shacks. A mother holding a baby in her arms looked up blankly at the parade of carts as if she'd seen this a thousand times before. I was glad to leave them in peace and to get off the cart. 

Factory and Farms

In the afternoon we were taken to a paper-making factory (the paper being made from elephant dung, I kid you not) and an orchid and butterfly farm. These were interesting and we managed to work our way through them quite quickly. 



Views from the orchid and butterfly farm.

Since we were the only ones on the tour, we were able to call the shots and both Oot and the driver were very happy to return back to the hotel two hours ahead of schedule! As we pulled up to the hotel, we could see other hotel staff shaking their heads, grinning and looking down at their watches. Oot beamed an even bigger smile as he pocketed a big tip from Ian! 

The Resort

In the evening, Ian took me out for a meal at The Resort, a nice restaurant next to the Mae Ping River. For the first time since arriving in Thailand, we travelled in that noisy, polluting little vehicle known as the tuk-tuk - a fun little ride to get to the restaurant. The restaurant staff didn't understand much English but were very attentive, to the extent that they would not place an open bottle on the table, but would keep swooping to re-fill our glasses when they were depleted by anything more than a mouthful! We enjoyed a lovely meal (despite our difficulty in placing the order with our non English-speaking waiter) in a beautiful setting with live music playing in the background. Looking back on the day, it was definitely one of the most action-packed and enjoyable birthdays I've ever had!

Sep 07, 2004

More Wallpaper Pics
I've published a few more of our favourite holiday snaps for your viewing pleasure. That is all .Enjoy!

Sep 08, 2004

Drenched Rats
Manda writes:

Travelling on the back of a moped with the cool wind blowing against my hair, I have to keep reminding myself not to smile all the time. It's amazing what a little bit of freedom can do! Mouth ajar is definitely not a good idea as it instantly becomes a flytrap. In no time you end up spitting out bitter tasting bugs, looking all the less eloquent whilst doing so.

Today was a pretty uneventful day. We spent most of the day walking around an air-conditioned shopping mall called The Central Airport Plaza. A big shopping centre that is not surprisingly, situated right next to the airport. It is a great place to indulge in retail therapy but we didn't go too mad and only picked up a few souvenirs. All mundane stuff but what set today apart from other ordinary days was the journey back to the hotel.

As we set off on our moped, the sky was looking overcast and dark clouds were looming nearby. Thinking we could make it back to the hotel before the heavens opened up, we made a confident start. Shortly after we set off, the rain came down heavily and within minutes we were completely drenched. Our clothes were saturated and water was running off them, as if they were part of our skin. What was worse was that we had hit rush hour traffic. Becoming despondent to it all, I started to sing 'Raindrops keep falling on my head' all the way back to the hotel, much to the amusement of Ian.

Normally, on mopeds we enjoy a lot of independence in that we can weave in and out, make U-turns where it might not be possible in a bigger vehicle and make our way right to the front of the queue at the traffic lights. But today, with cars and lorries lined up compactly in all the narrow lanes, it was difficult to squeeze through - we, too, had to wait in line. Visibility was poor and keeping your mouth firmly shut was definitely a must, unless you wanted a mouth rinse!

Cars and lorries seemed a little more sympathetic and gave way to us hard-core travellers a bit more than usual. Maybe it was just my imagination or Ian had put his foot down on the acceleration as soon as the road opened up a little. Not many bikes were on the road (yeah, you'd be crazy to ride a bike in this weather!) and the few locals that I could see who were on mopeds were well-prepared with their ponchos and umbrellas. I felt 'less of a tourist' when I spotted another local in the same predicament as us i.e. no umbrella or poncho.

The water was coming down so fast that my eyes were stinging. I began to wonder whether Ian could see the road clearly in front. I wasn't driving so I closed my eyes and when I next opened them, we were just a block away from the hotel.

I spotted some tourists standing on the pavement taking photos of us silly tourists caught in the rain. That was probably the low point of the trip - talk about adding insult to injury! As we pulled up to the hotel, a few of the staff tried to look professional but I could see the smiles they were trying so hard to conceal. Who could blame them as we both looked like we had jumped into the pool in all our clothes and had just pulled ourselves out. A couple of drenched rats.

Back in the shelter of our hotel room, I emptied my soaking wet bag and found an umbrella right at the bottom of it. Oh, the irony!!

Sep 09, 2004

Lots More Wats to See
Ian writes:

After yesterday's soaking, we weren't sure what to do today. Would the weather be good to us? Who could say? Not us! Besides, my only pair of trainers were still soaking wet and I didn't want to go exploring in flip-flops (I must be in the minority - most people hate wearing trainers in the heat and prefer flip-flops, but I just find them uncomfortable and downright dangerous. The number of times I've tripped up in those darn things ...) So, we decided not to head off to Chiang Rai (either under our own steam or in a tour) and instead hired the moped for an extra day to go see some more wats. Yep, there are more to see, more than you could possibly imagine. To think that this is just one city in Thailand and there are literally hundreds of the things. Oh well, better check a few more of them.

First we took a look at Wat Phra Singh, which is within the boundaries of the old city (or in other words, it's within the enclosing moat). There is no set formula for the layout of these wats, as far as I can tell, but there do appear to be some conventions, some features that are common to all. For example, the biggest temple building usually houses the biggest Buddha figure on the site, while at the back of the building's exterior, facing in the opposite direction of the big Buddha is a smaller Buddha set in a recess. There's usually some kind of secondary temple building, and often a stupa outside. Wat Phra Singh is much the same, but the smaller temple building was entirely covered in scaffolding and undergoing restoration from a fire that looks to have almost gutted it completely. The stupa was nothing too special here, but what gave this complex character was the activity surrounding it. 



Inside Wat Phra Singh. 

In every direction we could see young monks in their bright orange robes. These were intermingled with the white shirts and bright blue shorts of the local schoolboys. The number of monks here suggested some kind of monks' school; there were literally hundreds of them. Inside the main temple building, a group of monks were talking with some visitors. This is known as monk chat. No, seriously - this is something that many of the wats encourage, and you will often see signs that read: "Monk Chat this way" including the 'hours of operation'! The idea is to help the monks practice a foreign language and generally to provide a method for cultural exchange; the monks might learn about what a Japanese teenager enjoys doing at the weekend, while the Japanese teenager gets to understand about the life of a monk, Buddhism or the best way of washing orange sheets without losing the vivid hue a little better. We watched the group of monks, laughing and smiling with their foreign visitors. As one of them understood a new word/phrase, he would laugh and animatedly tell the rest of the group. Meanwhile, we had our own little cultural exchange: Manda and I were pounced on by a couple of school kids asking if we could complete a questionnaire for them. I tried to complete the first page, but soon ran into difficulty because of spuriously-worded questions (for example, giving various choices ratings from 1 to 6, but the explanation as to whether 1 was best and 6 worst or the other way around was impossible to work out!). Then I realised that there were three more difficult-to-understand pages to follow. I hope we didn't skew their statistics too much by getting things hopelessly wrong!

We next looked at Wat Suan Dok, outside of the city moat area a little. According to one of the many leaflets we've amassed since getting here, this is the location of the ashes of Chiang Mai's royal family. The large stupa was covered with scaffolding here (well, they are all getting rather old) but the graveyard was quite an impressive sight. I also spotted the most unlikely use for a VW Kombi here - as we pulled in to the grounds, a beat up old Kombi was being attached to a trailer carrying an elaborately decorated coffin. Judging by the state of it, I wondered if this shabby-looking van might expire itself quite soon.



The graveyard at Wat Suan Dok 

Finally, we made our way to Wat Chet Yot (Wat Jet Yot, Wat Ched Yot ... so many maps, so many different spellings!). This was one of the most antiquated-looking sights we'd yet seen; even the local stray dogs looked ancient. We did a quick tour of this one then made our escape - the sun was getting quite fierce again. 



An old Buddha sculpture at Wat Jet Yot.

I then took us on to the 'super highway', wondering whether small mopeds like ours would be allowed on this route. Moments later I was overtaken by three people on a single moped (none of them wearing helmets) and figured that we were OK! We headed back through the city, past Wororot Market and a girl throwing up over the railings into the River Ping (I'm not buying any produce from that market!) and then back to the hotel. I managed to squeeze in about an hour by the pool in the largely obscured sun. I was trying to do something about the 'tourist tan' I've developed - tanned forearms, back of neck, and after today a very impressive pair of tanned feet (minus a glowing white strip where the flip-flops are held on). Then, predictably, the rains came down again. And boy did they come down. I truly have never seen the likes of this kind of rain, nor heard rain so loud before ... well apart from yesterday when we were right in the thick of it. The planned evening of scooting around on the moped and getting night-time photos went right down the drain.

Sep 11, 2004

The Umbrellas of Bo Sang
Manda writes:

Bo Sang is also known as the umbrella village on account of the many umbrella manufacturers that line the streets. Taking a visit to this village seemed rather appropriate given how much rain we've had here in the last couple of days (lots of it and continual). However, if it were to rain, these umbrellas would probably be of little use as they are mainly for decorative purposes. 

As we pulled up in to the main street in Bo Sang, we could see a handful of umbrella shops, various craft shops selling silverware, bamboo, teak, china and lacquerware. As we drove further in, we noticed that there were equally as many beautifully hand-painted fans as there were umbrellas. We drove all the way down this road thinking that there would be more to come but soon realised that we had driven out of the village and into a more rural-looking area. Nothing a quick u-turn couldn't fix though.



The umbrellas at Bo Sang.

Postcards showed the village with plentiful colourful umbrellas on display and to be honest, we were a little disappointed. There were only a handful of umbrella shops and souvenir shops seemed to be the only thing in abundance. Perhaps we had come at the wrong time of year (rain season not being ideal for displaying this type of umbrella!)? Maybe the postcards showed the Umbrella Festival that takes place at the end of January? We stopped anyway to take a look around. We watched an artist paint on the blank canvas of a fan and spent a few minutes admiring his artwork. There was generally a quiet feel to the town and the numerous stray dogs, getting up reluctantly from the middle of the road and walking across lazily to avoid traffic, pretty much summed up the atmosphere of this place. Everything seemed to be too much effort on a hot day!

After leaving the sleepy village, we headed north of the city to the Tribal Museum. This museum sits overlooking a lake in Ratchamangkhala Park in admidst a tranquil setting. Wooden thatched huts line the water's edge and people can admire the views of the lake and the pagoda-like museum building while eating their food. The food sure smelt good as we drove on past.

The Tribal Museum houses a large collection of handicrafts, costumes, jewellery, ceremonial paraphernalia and anything else connected with the major hill tribes in Thailand. The hill tribes are made up of nine main ethnic groups: Hmong, Yao, Lisu, Lahu, Akha, Karen, Lua, H'tin and Khamu. With the aid of photographs and brief exhibit descriptions, we were able to piece together what daily life must be like in these communities. This was going to be very good background information for our visit to the Akha and Yao hill tribes tomorrow.



Hill tribe doing lunch.

Sep 12, 2004

The Golden Triangle
Ian writes:

A busy day and an early start - we had a lot of ground to cover today. The last couple of weeks we've been able to take things quite easy, so a 6am wake-up (for 7am departure) is a shock to the system. But it's still not as much of a shock as finding out that our driver was putting a little too much faith in the Buddha and none whatsoever in the Highway Code, if such a thing exists in Thailand (I suspect not). What can I say? This was some scary, erratic and downright dangerous driving. Overtaking was evidently too boring on a straight road, so we watched through gaps in our fingers as our driver hurled the Toyota Hiace round bends at 90km/h while overtaking another vehicle (or more) with no idea about what might be around the next bend. And even when he wasn't gambling with our lives on blind bends or at the peaks of hills, driving on a straight road presented its own fun: he seemed incapable of maintaining a consistent speed, so we would be sitting there feeling short bursts of accelleration followed by a brief lapse and then all over again.

Just as well we'd only be spending around 6 hours on the road then, eh?

The reason for the long day was this: we were heading up to the northernmost point of Thailand, through the Chiang Rai province. We could have made our way there under our own steam, but we thought it might be good to go on a tour, see what the place was like before heading up there ourselves for any length of time (or not head up there, if we decide that one day is enough).

Our first stop of the day was at some hot springs, the location of which escapes me because I'd just woken from an almost-slumber (it seemed the best tactic for not scaring myself silly with the crazy driving). There were just three open pools at the site, and had we felt like an egg for breakfast, we could have bought some quail eggs, dunked them in the almost boiling (90 degrees celsius) water and eaten them with a coating of soy sauce. In the end, though, we spent just a short while looking at the pools. They were fairly sad-looking and had nothing in common with the very natural surroundings of the hot springs we'd seen in Rotorua and Wai-O-Tapu in New Zealand; the only thing they had in common was that eggy, sulphurous smell. 



This sign - spotted at a stall near the hot springs - is typical of the kind of signs you see around Thailand. Can anyone explain what this means?
- Fame is a ba
- It has a song
- It has a stong
- Ah too il has a wong.
And I haven't a clue!
Onwards and upwards: next stop, Wat Chedi Luang. But we went there before, didn't we? Well, no ... actually, we visited a Wat Chedi Luang in Chiang Mai, but this one was just over an hour north of Chiang Mai in a place called Chiang Saen. This Chedi was much more antiquated, in a great state of decorative ruin (there's something really special about seeing these old structures being taken over by nature: moss, vines, tree roots etc). A perfect photo opportunuity arose when a monk appeared carrying a dog that was, by Thailand's standards, a prize specimen. He had all his legs, a complete covering of fur and a pair of bright gleaming eyes. The dog, not the monk, that is.



Ay Chihuahua!

We carried on for almost two hours, two more scary, death-defying hours, until we reached The Golden Triangle. This is the area where the borders of Thailand, Laos and Burma (or Myanmar as they like to call themselves these days) meet at the Mekong River. It was once known for its widespread opium cultivation, and indeed there is still opium harvested further back in Laos and Burma, but in Thailand it's been illegal since 1959. Of course, if you were to venture in to the right hill tribe village, you could find it, but from Thailand's side, the Golden Triangle is a tourist trap. 

We took a boat ride out along the Mekong River as the guide pointed out Burma and Laos. This is how it went: engine at full pelt, engine stops, man at back of boat says: "Burma", we wait a few moments and then he starts the engine again, heads back down river a bit and says, "Laos." As you can see, all very enlightening! One of the funniest things to note was the casino. Firstly, the location tickled me, because gambling is illegal in Thailand, and there, across the water, the very first thing that you can see of Burma, is a casino! I noticed that outside the casino flew the flags of many different nations, including the Union Flag (UK). No matter how much those nations might denounce the Burmese, the Burmese in that joint didn't care: "We'll take anyone's money" it seemed to say.

We took a brief stop in Laos. No need for a visa or anything, as we were stopping at a little area that the Laos authorities set aside for day-trippers like ourselves called Don Sao Island. They still took a 20 baht tax for the privilege. Once again, this was a total tourist trap - the first thing I noticed as we stepped up off the boat on to the jetty was a stall selling bottles of alcohol and large boxes of cigarettes. The drinks also included some pretty nasty-looking 'snake whiskey'. A couple of Italian guys who were on our tour tried it out and confirmed that it tasted every bit as strong as it looked:



Anyone for a spot of Snake Whiskey? This one has bite!

The whole purpose of this little island was to take your money. I caved in ... but only a little (sending a couple of postcards from there, complete with Laos stamps and postmarks). One of the Italian guys bought a carton of Marlboros. How much are they here, I asked? 200 Baht he said - for 10 packs! Let's do the maths. 200 Baht is roughly £2.30 for 10 packs of cigarettes. "The price of just one packet in Italy!" he exclaimed. "The same price as half of a packet in the UK'" I replied. It's no wonder that people bring back loads from countries like this to sell on. That £2.30 carton would be worth something like £50 in the UK.

We soon made our way back across the water and continued to a place called Mae Sai, a village that sits on the border crossing into Burma (sorry, I mean Myanmar). There was very little to see here. The markets nearby were like so many others in Thailand, and once you've seen the same items at ten different stalls already, there's little else to do other than try your best to ignore the children that follow you around begging for money; they are very insistent and will follow you for some distance before getting the message. Standing at the northernmost point of Thailand, looking over at Burma, it was difficult to see where the control was in 'border control' - youngsters seemed to be playing freely on the bridge that separated the two countries (who still like the odd bit of target practice along some of the contested border regions further south). Thankfully, we didn't spend too long at Mae Sai, making our way back south to see some hill tribes.

The last time Manda and I saw hilltribe people, we were sat on top of an elephant and telling them that we didn't want to buy their goods. This time, we weren't on top of an elephant, but we did have to fend away the youngsters in the first village (an Akha tribe) who were offering bracelets and other items that we have seen hundreds of times before. It is a bit of a quandry - we know that these people make very little money from agriculture, and if anyone should get a few baht for these goods, it seems that they are more worthy than a market trader in a city. However, there is always a sneaking suspicion that we might be harming the traditional way of life here (and I don't believe it has always been the tradition that a whole alley in a village of straw huts and mud floor has, for the want of a better word 'boutiques'). I mean, what if disaster struck and tourism died away? It happens - the day I left Egypt in 1997, terrorists struck and the effects in lost tourist dollar were felt for years to come. Even taking a photo in an Akha village does not come for free, but this actually made us feel more comfortable. Instead of just taking a photo of a local sneakily, I just paid a toothless old woman who apparantly doesn't own a make-up mirror to pose with Manda.



Nice lippy, love! Manda and an old lady from the Akha tribe.
We also visited another tribe, this time Yao people, just a short distance away. We were told that these people would not ask any money for photos, and almost straight away we managed to snap this lovely smiling lady who laughed at everything, anything and garbled on in whatever language she was speaking, unperturbed by the fact that we didn't have a clue what she was saying:



Yep, she was a smiler alright, this Yao woman!

Even though we didn't have to pay for the photo, Manda felt obliged to buy something from this lady's stall. Then began some of the funniest scenes as Manda tried to find out how much one of the souvenirs cost with the crazy, unintelligable, laughing woman. As always, though, the communication problems were resolved with the aid of a calculator, as Manda and the smiler took turns typing figures into the calculator until a compromise was reached and both of them were smiling.

It had been a busy day, but it was not over just yet - we still had Death Race 2004 (part 2) to endure, and this time we had the added extra complication of torrential rain and a driver who only felt that the wipers should ever be used on 'intermitent' setting. Would our driver not spot a car coming in the opposite direction with its headlights off (a car that would be in the correct lane, I should clarify, with us most likely doing 100km/h on a bend)? Well, you're reading this post, so you know the answer to that. There were some close calls, though ... very close. And we still have Bangkok to experience!

Sep 14, 2004

Star Time at Tha Phae Gate
Manda writes:

There always seems to be something going on at the Tha Phae Gate. Whether it be a market of some kind, another karaoke competition or live bands, this area is definitely the ideal venue if you want to captivate a large audience. 

Something was definitely going on inside the Gate today as we could hear someone shouting into a megaphone from our hotel. We couldn't hear much, only a male voice spurting out Thai words ten to the dozen, sounding like some crazed game show host.

We ventured out to see what the commotion was all about. It took us a while to work out what was going on as everything is naturally in Thai. We could see canopies set up shading hundreds of people dressed in traditional Thai costumes, mobile food stalls feeding the thousands, a bull wearing a garland standing by the wall, lots of plastic water-guns gathered neatly in a pile on the floor, a handful of cops and about ten SAS-looking men holding machine guns. It all looked very colourful and felt surreal at the same time. Then it dawned on us that we had in fact stumbled across a movie set.



Piles of colourful water guns were drying out in the midday sun.

Wishing to escape the midday sun and since everyone was taking a break for lunch anyway, we decided to come back later to see some actual filming. As we approached the Triple N restaurant, we noticed a camera crew interviewing a smartly dressed lady. All the waiters had come out so we figured she must have been fairly important. We went over to take a closer look and found out that she is a famous Thai movie star. Her name is Pornchita Na Songkhla, also known just as 'Benz'. Everyone around her seemed star-struck, looking somewhat dazed and smiling constantly. We took some photos but obviously, she didn't mean much to us - maybe it will mean more to a few of our Thai friends back home?



Pornchita Na Songkhla, aka 'Benz'. Apparantly she's famous, so we took a picture and then went back to calmly eating our lunch.

After lunch, we went back through the Gate and stood in the audience to watch this movie being shot. The procession, made up of hundreds of extras, was arranged in a thick line down the middle of the Gate entrance. Another group of people were lined single file on the side. I could spot what looked like another movie star. She stood out as she was taller than the rest, with a lighter complexion and dressed in modern attire. A big fuss was made of her and she had her own 'umbrella-carrier' standing right next to her. Make-up artists constantly swooped by between takes, dabbing sweat off her rosy cheeks and applying more powder. As the sun beat down, she wore a frown which funnily enough, only subsided as soon as the cameras were rolling.

What I understood of this take was that a procession would walk down this strip, celebrating Songkran, the lunar New Year. Songkran normally takes place in April and involves the young sprinkling water on the hands of their elders as a sign of respect. Being the fun-loving nation that they are though, the Thais take this opportunity to throw copious amounts of water at everyone else, some with the aid of powerful water guns (which explained the armory of super-soakers we saw earlier).



The procession scene that we watched being filmed.

In this scene, water guns were used to try to re-create this festival and the extras at the back got a drenching. The stars at the front of the procession got off very lightly indeed! Anyway, back to the plot ... one of the main characters gets accosted by the police who, with the help of the SAS-type men, drag the man away, presumably into the back of a get-away vehicle. We didn't get to see the result though as after seven takes, the director was still not happy. His temper was rising under the heat of the sun and all we could hear was an impatient, 'CUT, CUT, CUT'. He was not a happy bunny. I felt sorry for the extras, who were cooking under the sun as the director tried to achieve that perfect shot. It was interesting to watch nevertheless and made us appreciate how much work goes into making a movie.

In the evening, we went to a Thai Night. We'd been to a Greek Night and a Turkish night before and it seemed fitting that we should do the same in Thailand. The venue was a place called Khum Khantoke, situated to the east of the old city. As we approached by coach, we could see the wat styled exterior looking majestic, shining in the floodlights. By the time we were seated, the rain was coming down like cats and dogs outside. Still, it didn't matter as we were sat under a high sheltering roof.



A traditional Thai drama/dance. Who knows what the story was all about?

We watched as the dancers performed the Finger Nail, Faun Tee, Sword, Hilltribe, Drum, Seung Kapo, 'Ramwong and Khon' (Thai drama) dances, while we feasted on Northern Thai cuisine. It was a very entertaining night and the costumes looked fantastic. We even managed not to get pulled up to dance along with them on this occasion, which is always a bonus especially if you possess two left feet!

Sep 15, 2004

Ian's Scissored Hand
Ian writes:

You may be wondering, what more is there to Thailand than Chiang Mai? I mean, we've been here for almost three weeks now - isn't it time that we moved on? Well, the truth is that we had planned to leave early this week, and had got a train timetable on Monday with that in mind, but it now looks like we may be staying in Chiang Mai for a little longer. Hopefully it won't be too much longer, but I have to be sensible, you see there aren't many hospitals that I'd trust between here and Bangkok.

Yesterday morning I woke with an ever-so-slightly dead feeling in my right arm. Must have slept on it funny, I thought. This time, though, I couldn't shake out that dead, been-lying-on-it-heavily-all-night feeling, and my right hand refused to work properly. As I type this post, it's been 40 hours since I first realised that there is a problem, and I have been to the hospital today with no conclusion from the doctor as to what's going on; tomorrow I'm going back to see a neurological doc to see if we can get to the bottom of it. So, what's the problem?

If you were to hold your arms out straight in front of you, then tilt your hands back as if to make a 'stop' hand signal, with all fingers together and in a straight line, you might be slightly disconcerted if you found that your dominant hand refused to do what's asked of it. This is what's happening with my right hand: as I tilt my hands back, the left one behaves impeccably, while the fingers of my right hand curl up uselessly. A picture tells a thousand words:



No, I'm not trying 'my hand' at Thai dancing: I'm trying to get my right hand to do exactly what my left hand is managing with no problem.

There are two types of tendons in the hand, flexors and extendors. The flexors let you make a fist, grab, etc, while the extendors bring the fingers back in a straight line. It's almost as if, overnight, someone came and snipped the extendors in my right hand (or shortened the flexors so that they're pulling more). The strange thing is that I feel no pain, am not numb and have no other discernible side effects, and nor can I pinpoint any cause for this. Is it a trapped nerve? Have I pulled a tendon out perhaps? And wouldn't either of these cause some pain? If you have an idea, please let me know (although I promise to listen to what the doctors have to say!).

So, we're staying put for a little while longer where there are no shortage of decent hospitals. With some hope this'll be diagnosed and fixed - or even better, it'll just sort itself out - and we can be on our way again. Until then, though, I'm probably not going to be writing as much ("yay!" I hear you cry!) because I'm not sure if it's all that wise and, to be honest, I'm not sure how much more we'll have to write about in Chiang Mai. Besides, hiring a moped and going to see more wats is now out of the question - I can't even grab the brake!

Sep 18, 2004

Lost in Translation in Phitsanulok
Ian writes:

In the last diary entry I mentioned the problem that I was having with my hand might prevent us from leaving Chiang Mai. As I write this we are in a place called Phitsanulok, about 6 hours by (slow) train from Chiang Mai, so a little explanation is called for.

I saw a couple of doctors, the second of whom was supposed to be a neurologist. Having said that, he performed almost identical tests to the first doctor I saw before coming to the conclusion that the damage was not anything to be worried about, that it was something called 'wrist drop', but also referred to as 'Saturday night syndrome' (very drunk people falling asleep in silly positions on their own arms) and 'honeymoon lover's syndrome' (falling asleep in and on the arm of your loved one). The bottom line - there is some nerve damage, but he has given me a course of tablets to take at regular stages through the day and I'll just have to keep my fingers crossed. Well, if I could cross my fingers, I would ;-) This was good enough for us to bid Chiang Mai farewell; if it turns out that the tablets and a little healing time don't work, there's nothing stopping me going to a different hospital in Bangkok. I have noticed a slight improvement though. I can straighten the hand a little more and wiggle some fingers a little more but it's nowhere near back to normal.

This morning we hefted our bags into a taxi and made our way to Chiang Mai train station for the 8:30 train. The ticket cost 350 baht each (roughly £4) for a seat in the second class carriage - an air-conditioned carriage, actually. This seemed pretty reasonable, especially when we were brought a spot of free breakfast and coffee, airline meal style. Getting lunch too - a rather potent chilli-laden chicken and rice dish - was an even bigger surprise. This was value for money, alright! I can't remember British Rail ever being this good value when it was state-run and subsidised. The employees seemed to take great pride in the train - having given it a good scrub all over on the outside before we headed off, we watched someone sweep and mop the floor inside at least three times during the journey. 



Miles and miles of green, rice paddy fields and who knows how many mosquitoes waiting for fresh blood?

The reason for heading for Phitsanulok was not really to see Phitsanulok. This is a location that is described as a good base of operations for surrounding attractions. In other words, Phitsanulok hasn't much to offer, other than a starting point. When we got to 'Philok' (as it is abbreviated to by locals), the first thing we were confronted with was the tuk-tuk drivers asking if we wanted to go to the bus station. Presumably this is what most people do - get there, then head straight on to Sukhothai (where we'll be going soon), not actually stay in the town. What, were we mad? Possibly ...

I wandered off down the road trying to find the hotel that we'd pinned our hopes on, based on the Lonely Planet descriptions. It was called Asia Hotel but not to the locals, it seemed. I was asking about to see if anyone could help locate it. Even though I had a map with the location marked on it, I discovered that this was not an easy task when every other shop and sign was in Thai. I could not see another sign in Roman letters that would help me cross-reference, but eventually I found the place, checked in, then came back to the station to collect Manda.

Phitsanulok very quickly gave me the impression of being a town that was not used to catering to westerners. In fact, it was about as different from Chiang Mai as we could possibly have imagined. Very few spoke or understood even the most basic English phrases, even in the hotels. I had a particularly difficult time trying to ascertain how much our hotel would charge for laundry. I managed to work out that 1 = 10 baht. So, is that 1kg of laundry for 10 baht? After another minute I realised that the girl at the counter was trying to tell me that it was 10 baht to wash each item. I then began drawing pictures of different items of clothing (picture of T-Shirt = 10, picture of trousers = 10) to clarify. But did that price include ironing? Or was that just for washing? Oh heck, out with the phrase book again. I found the Thai words for 'including' and 'iron, to' but still couldn't understand if that was included in the price. Out came doodle pad again (picture of shirt + picture of an iron = 10?). In the end, I gave up trying - I can manage until Bangkok!



There were very few signs in the street that were recognisable to these Western eyes. Walking down a street to look for a shop, it was impossible to go by the signs alone - I had to walk past each shop and look in, see if I could recognise what kind of business they were in.

If there weren't many tourists, who were the local shops selling to? It seemed that in the area near the train station, every fifth shop was a jewellry shop, staffed primarily by bored-looking 'attendants'. This town just didn't strike me as very affluent. There were also no Internet Cafés at all. No biggie, we could wait (although I did want to do a follow-up post just to let people know that my hand hadn't fallen off or anything!). 

Phitsanulok also seemed to have more dogs wandering the streets than Chiang Mai, most of them apparently very interested in the sight of a pale pair of legs walking past that seemed to shout 'foreign cuisine'. More than a few times, as I recce'd the area, I found myself trying to decipher the looks I was getting from these possibly rabid hounds! The strange thing about seeing so many dogs on the streets is this - where are all the dog poos? In just a short weekend in Paris, I found myself continually having to avoid 'dog eggs' in main shopping streets, although I wasn't always successful at that. Here, though, it doesn't seem to be a problem.

My friend, Nick, has a theory (or is it fact?). I mentioned to him that I thought it was funny how, whenever you order a soft drink here in Thailand at a shop, you are automatically given a straw or two and a little plastic bag. In these days of high oil prices and a more conservation-aware society, the frivolous handing out of plastic bags surprised me (oil is used to make all plastic items, and many Asian companies producing cheap plastic goods have found it hard to make a profit with the rising cost of raw materials). But every time I get a coke, I get a straw and a plastic bag. Sometimes, you'll get a plastic bag full of ice too, and that, along with the coke and the straw gets put in another plastic bag! Nick's theory? The plastic bags are being handed out so generously to encourage people to clean up after the strays. Now, if only we could get Parisians to adopt this idea.

Sep 19, 2004

The Annual Boat Racing Festival
Manda writes:

On the third weekend in September, the residents of Phitsanulok get together for an annual Boat Racing Festival. Ian and I seemed to be in the minority, looking very 'tourist-like' in amongst the hordes (we only spotted two other tourists that day).

The boat race can be watched from the Naresuan Bridge free of charge, but we paid the 20 baht entrance fee to get some riverside seating in front of a long street market. The first market stand caught our eye immediately. A hot and bothered looking lady was stirring a heavy wok full of something. On closer examination, we noticed that she was frying up some bugs. No kidding, her merchandise consisted of grubs, cockroaches and grasshoppers. A few of the locals smirked as they watched Ian and I pull wrenched expressions. This was definitely a 'local' market. The second bug-selling stall even sold another delicacy in the form of fried scorpion, while the third vendor sold all these bugs but with added seasoning. In amongst these dead critters was evidence of spring onion and garlic. Mmm, that's made them more enticing!



Fried cockroach for lunch? No thanks, I already had a plate of giant grasshopper for breakfast.

We found a nice spot on the steps to cheer on the teams. The steps were a bit wet from last night's downpour, so we bought a seat mat (a large sheet of foil paper) from an entrepreneurial lady. We watched the pairs of teams shift their boats down the Nan River at double speed, picking up the already-fast-momentum towards the finishing line. These Thai rowers definitely had their Weetabix this morning and the motorboats alongside them were struggling to keep up. Some boats contained thirty rowers while some of the smaller ones carried only three. All the boats were decorated nicely with ribbons at the front. After all, the day wasn't just about racing boats but also which one was the best decorated and who had the best cheer-leading team.



Longboat racing on Mae Nan (or the Nan River): another two teams get ready to make their way up-river to the starting point.

The cheerleaders danced and sang their support across the river. Some of their dance moves were mildly amusing. But what was even more amusing was the commentator. He sounded very excitable and did that take-one-deep-breath-then-speed-talk thing that commentators do. This one had a Mutley laugh though which made him even more endearing.



A member of a losing team sits bailing out the leaky boat, one cup at a time.

After a couple of hours, we decided to take a walk around the market. What was immediately apparent was how cheap the goods cost compared to Chiang Mai. I bought a leather pouch for my mobile phone, which only cost the equivalent of 60p. At that price, I couldn't be bothered to haggle!

From the market we could clearly see the temple, Wat Phra Si Ratana Mahathat, and decided to beat a path towards the beautiful structure. It was extremely busy and a constant stream of people could be seen going in and out of the temple. Apparently, this wat collects 12 million baht in donations a year. It is definitely a popular spot for worshipers. This is the first time we have seen a wat so jam-packed in Thailand. The famous Buddha statue (according to guide books, the second most important Buddha statue in Thailand) was shielded under a piece of cloth on this occasion, presumably under renovation. 



Wat Phra Si Ratana Mahathat.

As we left the temple, a group of school kids gestured with hand signals that they wanted to have their photo taken with Ian. It caused some confusion as we initially thought they wanted us to take a photo for them. The giggling school kids found the idea of a Westerner standing by the temple a novelty. I said to Ian that he should have stretched his palm out jokingly afterwards and asked for five baht, or whatever the going rate is over here to make an appearance in someone's photo! Ian, on the other hand, felt privileged and happy for five minutes thinking that they had confused him with someone like Hugh Grant (well, he's getting the long hair and the wrinkles!).

Sep 20, 2004

Roaming the Ruins of Sukhothai
Ian writes:

We left Phitsanulok at 9:30 this morning for a day-trip to Sukhothai, or rather Old Sukhothai, where the historical park can be found. This is the location of the first Thai kingdom, an area that boasts the remains of 21 historical sites within the old walls. Most tourists coming to Sukhothai opt to see these sites by bicycle, and we followed suit. Besides, my right hand is not improved enough for me to consider using an accellerator or hand brake just yet.

The bike rental place provided a suggested route around the various locations which we kind of followed. It was a photocopy that had obviously been run off many times before and some of the lettering was a bit difficult to read, so I opted to get a bearing on a wat, point the bike in that general direction and then see where it took us.

Even with some cloud cover, it was a very hot day for riding, but it was better to keep moving just to catch a breeze. Stopping at any of the wats to take photos reminded us that it was getting hotter the further south we got, and there was little cover from the sun at the ruined sites; they weren't big on roofing, those early Thai inhabitants. 

One of the most impressive sites inside the old walls is Wat Mahathat which has some 198 chedi (tower/spires) within the monastery, along with the requisite Buddha images. There were almost too many statues and structures to take in at this spot, but I could see that this location would be perfect for a sunset photo (the silhouettes of numerous spires and statues against the impending Thai night sky). 



The many spires of Wat Mahathat.

Another personal favourite is Wat Si Sawai, apparently a Khmer-style structure (it is very reminscent of the Cambodian temples of Angkor Wat and Angkor Thom, so that makes sense .. although we've yet to see those beauties for ourselves).



Wat Si Sawai, Sukhothai Historical Park 

The historical park is divided into sections: the central area where most people stick to, and four other quadrants north, south, east and west where more enthusiastic cyclists can explore further (the area of the ruins covers some 7 square kilometres). We ventured out to the western section but didn't stray too far before turning back. It was obvious that there were fewer sites to see, and that they would be further apart; it was also obvious that we would be more likely to be nipped by infectious mosquitoes here than anywhere we'd been to so far. Neither Manda nor I had taken jabs for Japanese Encephalitis, we weren't taking anti-malarial pills and here was the ideal spot to make the acquaintence of a mozzie carrying one such infection (rural, in the rainy season, close to still waters such as rice paddy fields and with a nearby supply of livestock - we could tick all of these off).

By 1pm we were ready to call it a day. The hot, muggy weather was taking the energy out of us. Well, most of it - there was still one thing I wanted to check out, so I left Manda in a guesthouse's coffee lounge sat next to a rotary fan (bliss!), washed down a can of ice cold coke and then set off for one last ride. I wanted to check out Wat Sapan Hin, what looked on the photocopy map to be an impressive statue overlooking the central walled section of the historical park. A quick check with the Lonely Planet confirmed it as a 12.5 metre high statue offering a good view from a 200 metre high base, so I began the tough slog up there hopeful that the effort would be worthwhile. By the time I had clambered up the steep stone path, and probably frightened the only other two people up there with my loud hyperventilating exertions, I realised that the distance to get there should have been an indication that there would be little to see. True, there were a few chedis poking out beyond the trees in the distance, but for my money the best sight below was my waiting bike that would, with a little encouragement, take me back to the guesthouse for a bottle of ice-cold water.

We headed back towards Phitsanulok in the afternoon, eventually getting back a little after 4pm, had a while to rest before making tracks once more. While Phitsanulok didn't seem to have an awful lot to offer for the English-speaking transients, there is a night bazaar near the waterfront, and also something called the 'Flying Vegetable' that we wanted to check out (more on that soon). The night bazaar was a much smaller affair than Chiang Mai's, and was almost totally geared towards the locals. Items are cheaper here, and prices are far less negotiable. In Chiang Mai, it was possible to almost halve an asking price at the night bazaar, and walking away from a potential sale would usually result in the stall-holder following you with a new figure punched into the calculator display. Here in Phitsanulok, you'd be able to shave off 10-15% off the asking price at the most. And walking away from a sale meant just that; they would not follow you. We had noticed this already with the prices being asked by tuk-tuk drivers, they were not up for negotiation - so, we had already walked to more places than we had planned in this town!

Well, what about the flying vegetable then? At the southern end of the night bazaar we hoped to find out for ourselves, but perhaps because we were not there during the busy tourist season (and it's difficult to imagine this place full of tourists!) we were not in luck. This is what the Lonely Planet says about it: "This dish [phak bung lawy faa - a stir fried spinach dish] is nothing glorious ... but there is a performance thrown in. The cook fires up a batch of phak bung in the wok then flings it through the air to a waiting server who catches it on a plate." Tonight, though, the only thing that the servers were catching was rest.

Sep 22, 2004

Around Ayutthaya by Bike
Ian writes:

We bade our farewells to Phitsanulok early yesterday morning. Well not literally, because they probably wouldn't have understood us anyway. We had another 5 hours on a train to get to our next destination, a place called Ayutthaya. This is the last major town now until we reach Bangkok (which is less than one and a half hours away from us), although Ayutthaya didn't exactly feel like a heaving metropolis when we got to our chosen guesthouse for the evening, a place called Wiengfa. We arrived there at around 3pm, but didn't venture out after that on account of the thunder, lightning and sheets of water that came down. This wasn't a big problem, though, as the room was a nice one by recent standards, and even boasted a fridge (this is the first room we had got in Thailand with one, so I made sure to take a walk to a 7-Eleven later and stock up on cold drinks - might as well make the most of it!).

With the weather improved again today, I hired a bicycle from the guesthouse and did my 'survey the area' thing, try to get a sense of scale of the map we had for the town and turn those distances on paper into something real. I managed to complete a general loop of the town, noting down the prices people were charging for laundry, bike hire and boat trips, trying to spot an Internet place and so on. In doing so, I also stumbled past a few of the old ruins that Ayutthaya is known for. Although I knew that Manda and I would come out and see them together some other time I still took some photos. Well, you never know when the weather's going to change here, so it's best to grab a photo while you can.

I also passed a place marked on the map as 'elephant show' but I couldn't see that any show was taking place; there were, however, easily 30 or more elephants standing under sun shades, all dressed up in red and gold, as were their 'drivers'. They didn't appear to have much to do, and when I enquired about the price I discovered it was 400 baht for a measly 20-minute walk around the town (not the best value as Thai rates go).



The elephants of Ayutthaya wait to take their next customers around the town's sights. 

I also took the opportunity of checking out other guesthouses that were listed in the Lonely Planet while I had a bicycle at my disposal. The Lonely Planet is a definite must-have for travels of this nature, but it's not fool-proof. It's written in such a collaborative way that you can never be 100% sure of the accuracy (just check out the thanks page at the back, I mean pages, that list all those who have helped contribute or clarify one fact or other). Our guesthouse that we'd picked was indeed a nice one, but it really was in a crappy location, and we couldn't have known this from the description in the Lonely Planet. Just before I headed out on the bike, Manda and I had taken a ten-minute walk down the road from the guesthouse to find the only restaurant nearby that was open for lunch, then waited 25 minutes for a couple of very ordinary dishes to be served by a very bored-looking waitress. We needed to have a little bit more choice than this. Thankfully, I managed to find a great guesthouse called Tony's Place that was in a much better location, near to shops, an ATM, had its own eatery downstairs and nice rooms to boot. Even so, I looked at a couple of others, including the U-Thong Hotel which was really grotty in comparison (amazing to think that it actually cost more for an 'equivalent' room there!). Tony's Place seemed like the best option for our next few days here. Besides, they had a well-looked-after VW Kombi parked outside with 'Tony's Place' adverts down the side, so they got my vote on that front.

Apart from my trip around the town on bicycle, we didn't do anything else today. Predictably, when the sun started to dip, the rain started and we found ourselves once more 'trapped' in the room of our guesthouse in the middle of nowhere. We promised ourselves that tomorrow morning we would get up early and make our way straight over to Tony's Place.

Sep 23, 2004

Jet on the Set
Manda writes:

It was a case of packing our bags and moving all our belongings over to Tony's Place this morning. After days of pestering us every time we set as much as one foot outside our room, we finally took up the tuk-tuk driver's offer of a lift. He and his motorcycle-taxi had almost become a permanent fixture glued outside Wiengfa Hotel. He was like a hawk that had been circling his prey for the past few days and it was fast becoming annoying. No more after today, though, as taxi mafia has a way of marking out the territories. Predictably Mr Tuk-Tuk Man tried to bundle more sightseeing stops at a cost but we remained focussed. Times must be tough!

Once settled at our new guesthouse, we spent much of the afternoon sat in the downstairs restaurant, watching the world go by. Well, by that I mean, watching the numerous tuk-tuks whizzing by outside, various hotel staff taking a nap on empty benches or hammocks and the resident dogs looking as if they were dead, sprawled across the floor. The heat was very intense and in these conditions, you soon learn to do what the locals do i.e. not much.

The 'Sunset Tuk-Tuk Tour' around some of the main temples became increasingly appealing. Riding a bike in these kind of temperatures (a humid 31 degrees Celsius) was simply too much effort for us. The tour operator, who was trying to sell the hotel's tours, pretty much said as much, "it's too hot out there, I stay in here!". We figured that by 6pm (which is when the Sunset Tour starts) the heat would have dropped and went ahead with the booking.

Thankfully, the heat had subsided considerably by the time it came to us boarding our tuk-tuk and in no time we were travelling with the wind blowing against our hair. Maurice and Wendy, a friendly Dutch couple were also on the tour. Together we put our faith in our driver and braved the Ayutthaya streets, which were surprisingly not too busy. 

Our first stop was Wat Phu Khai Thong, a big white temple with a leaning spire. This was the spot where we were going to get our sunset photo. We climbed the steps to a higher vantage point on the temple, overlooking rice paddy fields, more wats, people riding elephants below us and the general hustle and bustle that unfolded before us. Hundreds of Thai men dressed in red robes were wandering around the grounds below. It took us a while to work out what they were doing here and then it occurred to us that we had stumbled across another film set (we seem to have developed a knack for that!). According to another tourist, they were shooting a Jet Li film called 'The Kingmaker'. Judging by the genre of film Jet likes doing, we figured the extras were martial artists. I scanned the crowds but could not see Jet on the set! We left shortly after as we had more wats to see and who knew when, or if, Jet would make an appearance.



Wat Phu Khai Thong, apparently being used as a location in a Jet Li film.

We also visited Wat Chaiwatthanaram, Wat Phra Ram, Wat Phra Si Sanphet, Wat Mahathat, and Wat Ratchaburana. They all looked superb lit up and our driver gave us a brief description of each one. I'll let the photos do the talking. 



Wat Chaiwatthanaram.



The distinctive chedis of Wat Phra Si Sanphet lit up in Ayutthaya's night sky. 

Our driver was quite a character. He was the funny guy who had helped me with my suitcase earlier on and had jokingly asked for 500 baht afterwards. When some handbag sellers approached us, he scooped all the merchandise and pretended to run off with them. Seeing that we were all feeling hot, he offered to switch on the air con in the tuk-tuk. "What?" we exclaimed in unison and before we could finish our sentences, he'd returned with a wooden fan and a grin stretched out from ear to ear. Darn, that fan was good!

It was an enjoyable tour and a good way to see the town at night. Good views and good company, w(h)at more could we ask for? Except for seeing Jet, perhaps!

Sep 24, 2004

A Long-Tailed Boat Around Ayutthaya
Manda writes:

The town of Ayutthaya is at the conflux of three rivers: Mae Nam Lopburi, Mae Nam Pa Sak and Mae Nam Chao Phraya. The three rivers join into one and create a moat-type waterway around the town. In the past, boats have made the most of the river, transporting cargo and ferrying passengers around. Today we were going to try out the latter in a long-tail boat. 

Boat trips on the river have become increasingly popular over the years. This is by far the prettiest way to see some of the less accessible ruins, sitting on the periphery of the town. At 3 o'clock in the afternoon, the sun was still high up and the blue sky meant for better photos.

Together we, and the Dutch couple (whom we'd met yesterday evening on the Sunset Tour), Maurice and Wendy, clambered into our long-tail boat. Thankfully, it had a canopy, which afforded some protection from the intense sun. The ride was relaxing and the cool breeze was welcomed. We ambled past the riverside accommodation of wooden shacks and these seemed to go on forever. Occasionally, we'd spot a more obscure wat, not detailed on the tourist map, in amongst the shacks. A few of the locals were taking a dip in the water to cool off. One guy was standing in the deep end with only his head and a cigarette protruding on the surface. He looked quite funny as he was frowning and reminded me of a frustrated Bert (as in Bert and Ernie), erm, with a cigarette in his mouth!

Our first stop was Wat Chaiwatthanaram. A beautiful stone ruin, with a collection of prangs (Khmer-type tower) surrounding a wat. There were lots of school children on the grounds and it looked like all of Bangkok's primary schools were having a joint outing. At one point, Maurice and I were standing by the entrance to the ruins, taking pictures of our beautiful surroundings. A few minutes later, hordes of school children started to make their way out and as they walked in our direction, we remained rooted to the spot like rabbits caught in the headlights. 

Then a handful of young boys stopped and crowded around us. "What do they want?" Maurice asked me. Well, I wasn't entirely sure but spotting that one of them was half-heartedly shoving an exercise book and pen in our general direction, I suggested that they might want us to write something in it. So Maurice took the pen and scribbled, "Hello, my name is Maurice. I come from Holland. What is your name?". As he did so, a few more kids gathered around, almost blocking the entrance. The teacher at the back enunciated something and the crowd soon disbanded. As the teacher walked on by, he smiled at us. So did the young lad as he took his exercise book back, bowing his head and doing a wâi (prayer-like gesture) at the same time. Him and his best friend walked off looking intently into the exercise book to see what Maurice had written. As we were about to head back to the boat, the two boys chased after us. Slightly out of breath, one of them said, "My name is," followed by his name in Thai. His friend did the same thing and then they both ran back to their coach. It was very sweet and something I will always look back fondly on.



Ian by the Wat Chaiwatthanaram complex.

The next stop was Wat Phutthai Sawan. Another nice temple with a quadrant filled with Buddha statues (there must have easilly been one hundred). There was also a large Buddha lying on his side in another part of the site. It was surprisingly quiet. I only saw a handful of caretakers sweeping the grounds, a couple of tourists, one monk and a washing line full with colour-fast orange robes hanging out to dry.



A large reclining Buddha (as viewed from an ickle window!).

Wat Phanang Choeng was our final stop and after walking around the exterior of this complex, wandering what it was all about (the wat didn't look too impressive from outside), we realised that the beauty lay within. For inside was a 19m high sitting Buddha. A man was stood on the statue, dressing him with orange robes. This put everything into perspective as you can see from this photo:



See the man there? Bottom left hand corner ... yep, it's a big Buddha, this one.

Later on in the evening, we met Wendy and Maurice for dinner. We chatted into the early hours of the morning and only stopped when the restaurant lights had been switched off and we were almost sitting in the dark. Different tactic to using a hoover, I guess! Not that I make a habit of out-staying my welcome at restaurants! It was an enjoyable day all around. 

Sep 26, 2004

Baking on Bikes to see Buddhas
Ian writes:

Yesterday evening I hired some bikes from the place over the road from us. We didn't use them at all yesterday, as the main reason for getting them was to use this morning. It has become very clear to us in recent days that site-seeing in the middle of the day is not the wisest of ideas. Firstly, you'll be arriving at places the same time as bus-loads of day-trippers, but more importantly, you lose all enthusiasm for seeing new things when it feels like your retinas are being burned out by the midday sun and your clothes and skin appear to be melting together into some new toxic kind of chemical. There was only one solution for this - an early start!

The theory was that by having the bikes ready, and therefore not having to wait until a hire place opens, we could make it to the various sites we wanted to see early in the day. And indeed, we were on the road just after 8am. The problem was that today, of all days, was markedly hotter than previous days. By the time we reached the first site, Wat Mahathat, we almost felt like calling it a day and leaving it until later. However, we both knew that it could only get hotter and, as such, there would be no way we'd come out again. Ideally, we would have gone there on moped but given my recent hand problems (which has almost completely fixed itself), I was not confident enough that I could handle the throttle and brake correctly, or whether it might cause damage again. So, we both worked those pedals in the early morning sun while both of us went a shade of red very close to the top that Manda had chosen that morning.

We had seen Wat Mahathat during the sunset tour a couple of days ago, but had not gone inside the grounds. Generally speaking, I find that these sites are more interesting viewed from a distance, and a tower never looks so interesting when you are standing at the base of it looking up. In the grounds of Wat Mahathat, though, is something that does warrant a closer look and is worth paying the small entry fee of 30 baht. Throughout the grounds, there are scores of Buddha statues, mostly in a very poor state and almost all of them missing a head. This is probably due to the sacking of the site in ancient times by Burmese invaders. There is one Buddha head to be seen on the site, though, and it's very famous because it has been left to the forces of nature. After the site was destroyed, it was deserted for over 100 years, and the trees took hold. This was the result:



The Lord Buddha's head, surrounded (and cradled) by tree roots.

Given that we had paid for the entrance fee, we walked around the grounds but had little in the way of shade and very soon made our way back to the bicycles. They may take human effort to get them moving, but at least when they are there's a slight breeze to be enjoyed.

We carried on riding towards the western end of the town where Maurice and Wendy had told us we would find another giant reclining Buddha. It was a little tricky to find, surprising given the size of the darn thing, but we eventually found the place, Wat Lokayasutharam; unlike most of the wats, this one was lacking any signage from the main road, or at least in English.



Check out the people by the elbow for scale.

This was the biggest one we'd seen yet at 37 metres long and 8 metres in height, but it had evidently seen better days (despite having been restored as recently as 1989).

We then made our way back, passing Wat Phra Si Sanphet once more. Again, it's a case of 'better viewed from a distance' but we were also thinking "well, as we're here ...". We didn't stay long, maybe 15 minutes - enough time to grab a few photos and fight our way through the crowds of schoolchildren who once again appeared to be taking over the site (although why they should be here in such numbers, and in school uniform, on a Sunday was not exactly clear).

All in, we used the bikes for just under two hours, and were glad to park them back outside our accommodation before cooling off with a fruit shake each. We didn't attempt to go back out on the bikes at all later that day, so I guess we didn't really get our money's worth. But then again, with the sites we'd visited this morning we really had covered pretty much everything that Ayutthaya has to offer. No point in torturing ourselves in the intense heat just to get value-for-money, eh?

Sep 28, 2004

Taxi Trouble in Bangkok
Ian writes:

When we first arrived in Ayutthaya, we didn't think we'd stay all that long. The first couple of days were a bit of a washout on account of the weather, and then we moved to Tony's Place, did a few sight-seeing tours and ended staying another 6 nights there. All in, we'd spent over a week in Ayutthaya, something that most tourists would be hard-pushed to do but we managed it. That was testament to the quality of the room and the downright convenience of the restaurant/bar downstairs; if only they had more than one CD of western music though (after just a couple of days there we instinctively knew that Britney Spears would follow Lamarr would follow Steps, and so on)!

About time we moved on, though ...



The last thing I bought in Ayutthaya, a packet of biscuits with the less-than-savoury name of 'Collon' (OK, it's not the right spelling, but it's close enough to 'colon' ... and they sure do look like dog biscuits on the cover too!).

This morning we packed our stuff up and said our farewells to the various characters at Tony's Place, including the big gun dog who's scared of his own shadow ('Tur-a-dam'), the soppy black labrador-like dog with one protruding tooth and a tongue that permanently hangs out the side of his muzzle ('Luk-moon'), giving the tiles a bit of a clean, and the camp guy working on reception (whose name I never got) who was in full-on mincing mode this morning. If Thai TV ever needs a host like Graham Norton for their schedules, they should send talent scouts to Ayutthaya straight away.

We grabbed a tuk-tuk to the place where the Bangkok buses depart (not exactly a bus station - they just line up along Naresuan Road, leaving every 30 minutes or so), but discovered that the place that we had been advised to head for in Bangkok, a place called Victory Monument, was not where these coaches stopped. They stopped much further out, we were told, and so instead went over the road and found a place on a mini bus that could take us right in to the centre.

The journey took about an hour and a quarter, and the traffic got progressively worse as we made our way in. We stepped out of the mini bus at Victory Monument and were immediately confronted with the near-deafening noise of the traffic as many lanes of traffic belched their way through this busy part of the city. We had already earmarked a place to stay, a guesthouse/hotel called A-One in the area of Siam Square. I went over to a taxi that had just dropped off its last fare and tried to point out on a large map of Bangkok where I wanted to go. He looked confused, so I pulled out the Lonely Planet which had the hotel marked on a more detailed map of the area around Siam Square. Still he looked confused, and as any good westerner should do, I repeated myself in the hope that it would eventually make some kind of sense.

"A-One hotel," I would say, pointing to the location.

"Hotel. Yes, hotel," the taxi driver would say, his finger trailing a path that lead away from the point I had just indicated.

I gave up with that first taxi driver, working on the basis that we could end up anywhere. I tried again with a second driver, and this time added an extra detail, the name of the road that it was on, something that I could say in Thai. This made little difference, the driver still didn't seem to know where we wanted to go. I tried a third time, this time attracting the attention of a police officer as I waited at a busy road junction for a taxi to come past. The policeman took my map and then tried negotiating on my behalf with a passing taxi driver, although in truth he had few more details other than 'need hotel'. The taxi that he waved into the side road evidently hadn't been enlightened by the policeman, so I tried another tactic - I punched in the telephone number of the hotel into my mobile phone then handed it to the driver, hoping that he could ask the hotel how to get there. Moments later, he handed the phone back looking confused as it was put on hold. Finally, I tried a tuk-tuk driver who very quickly made it clear that he wasn't in the mood for trying to understand what this non Thai-speaking farang wanted, waving his hand as if to say 'whatever it is, I haven't got time for it'.

Perhaps I should give Stef a call.

Stef is someone I know from back home, although he has been in Thailand for 5 years solid now, and first went out there for some time almost ten years ago. The plan had always been to arrange to meet up (he had offered us a place to stay, which is always nice), but I had wanted to find my feet a bit first before ringing up; besides, Stef had not long ago been admitted to hospital after getting Dengue fever from a mosquito bite. I wasn't even sure if he was better, even if he was in good spirits and cracking jokes from the hospital bed the last time we spoke! Thankfully, he was much better, and even more thankfully (from a purely selfish point of view!) he said that we were still welcome to stay and he'd come to collect us.

It turned out that while we might have chosen a good spot for getting on to the Skytrain to Siam Square or hitching a cab (if only they understood where we wanted to go), we chose one of the worst possible places for Stef to make his way into. One of several points in Thailand where the traffic converges, it really was a frantically busy part of this city reknowned for its horrendous traffic problems. Ironically, had we caught one of the coaches from Ayutthaya instead of the minibus, we might have found ourselves dropped off within easy reach of their place in a district known as Bang Su. But then, that had never been 'the plan', so hindsight is a wonderful thing.

I know Stef through Nick, one of my best mates from back home, a person who might even be known to other readers of this site, given that since we have been in Thailand he's been keeping up a comment posting average of one for every other post that we put up (initially he was matching one-for-one - hey, Nick, what gives?!). Stef and Nick worked together on refridgeration repairs until Stef decided he had had enough and packed everything he owned into a shipping container and put it on a boat to Thailand. I'd only seen him a couple of times since he upped and left (the first time) and hadn't any idea what he's been up to since that time. I mentioned on the phone that Deek, his wife, should be able to spot us because we were wearing ...

"Don't say Deek, whatever you do!" Stef said down the phone. "We divorced two years ago, the missus'll go spare!"

So, it looks like we had to catch up on the past a little. Or quite a lot, as it turned out. I always knew that Stef liked a wild night out, but his wild days were a thing of the past. Stef told us how he went off the rails a couple of years back and was out every night on the sauce and had gone down to 50kgs and with a 24 inch waste ... I mean waist. But that's the thing, he was running himself into the ground and it took a 'moment of clarity' to bring him back round. He told us how, one night at a go-go bar, there was a guy there whose wife had left him, taken the kids and "not even left him a spoon in the house", just totally cleared him out. Meanwhile, Stef's 'friends' were of the opinion to "just give him another drink, he'll be alright". At that point, he realised that these were not really friends, and they'd never help him in a similar position, so he walked away from them, the partying and turned his life around with new partner Am.

The other reason for getting himself sorted presented itself once we got back to the house - little Dylan. Stef's little boy is a 4-year-old, pale skinned boy who looks more like a westerner than a Thai, yet speaks not a word of English. He seemed pleased to meet a couple of new people and also seemed to enjoy talking to us. I wanted to say to Dylan, "Look, we can't even order a taxi ... you won't get very far with us," but of course, I didn't. Couldn't find the words. Dylan is a charming little boy who has whatever the opposite is of selfishness (selflessness?). Anyway, rather than stealing toys from other kids, Dylan likes to go around picking things up and giving them to you. Had I stored up the items he gave me throughout the course of the day, I would be the proud owner of 4 lighters, 2 cups, a comb, a toy fire truck, a hair scrunchee and roughly 7 and a half baht in coins.

Dylan is also an epileptic, and does occasionally have fits. To counter that, he does take medication, but that has the effect of keeping him going for longer, like Duracell. Stef would be sat there and, as we talked to him, Dylan would walk back and forth past him too many times to remember. "It never stops," said Stef. "It's like a bad trip, only you're not gonna snap out of it in a day, it's gonna be like this for weeks, years!"

We all went out for a bite to eat at a restaurant near the local Tesco shop (yes, it's oh-so-authentic Thai!) and then headed into Tesco as they needed to get a mattress. Although we had a room set aside, Stef had not got a mattress put in there yet, but he assured me that they were going to do that anyway, not just on our behalf. Having picked one out, we ventured back to a tuk-tuk, while Am spoke with the Tesco staff about getting the mattress home. "How will they get it back?" I asked. "Oh, they'll probably strap it on top of a tuk-tuk," Stef said. "It's not our problem, they'll work something out."

Sure enough, once back at the house we soon heard the familar sound of a tuk-tuk coming up the soi (alleyway) and I went out to see our bedding for the evening strapped on the top of the roof, just as had been promised. Definitely a surreal moment.



Our bed for the night arrives, by tuk-tuk. Naturally. This is Thailand, after all.

We passed the time chatting, eating and learning a few more useful Thai phrases. Although we've been here nearly a month, we have learned less in this time than on other holidays abroad. Partly this is because most of the places we've been to, the Thais have spoken very good English (Chiang Mai was a doddle, and we only started to hit problems in Phitsanulok ... and then there was this morning's taxi problem!); partly, the problem is that we haven't felt comfortable asking someone to run through the language with us. Stef had been here for five years though, and with a Thai partner and a 4-year-old boy who only speaks Thai, he was a good person to learn from. "Although I'm useless with the tones," Stef admitted. "If you want to get the tones right listen to him (Dylan), he gets them perfect." 

For those that don't know, Thai is a tonal language, like many in SE Asia. Hence one word can have many different meanings depending on whether you say it with low, high, falling or rising tones or a plain old flat tone. A such the word 'maa' can mean horse, dog, silk-worm or 'come here'. The possibilities for getting things wrong are entertainingly varied.

Of the new phrases we learnt, the one that will probably come in most useful is roughly this: 'mor-dtoop'. It should normally be uttered after first having held a blank stare for at least 10 seconds while listening to a Thai person give you some important piece of information, and this wonderfully compact phrase basically means this: "I haven't the slightest idea what you are going on about!" Because, by and large, this is true.

Oh, and about the hotel confusion. Stef explained that there are numbered hotels all over Bangkok with names like 'A-One', hundreds of them, and generally they are the kind of hotels that businessmen would take their secretaries to of a lunchtime, presumably so they could ask them to 'take something down for me'. Thinking back to this morning's conversations, it becomes a little clearer why, to the first taxi driver, 'A-One' hotel just translated to 'hotel, yes, hotel'. Perhaps in his mind I was saying "Take me to a knocking shop" but appeared to be too fussy about the location? Well, we'll never know for sure.

Sep 29, 2004

The Grand Palace
Manda writes:

Breakfast consisted of lime green bread with some dark green paste that Am had kindly gone out to buy for us. This colour coordinated sandwich tasted sweet and very nice. Having finished our last mouthful, we were pleasantly surprised to find out that the dark green paste was made out of banana leaves.

Our plan for today was to visit the Grand Palace and a few of the other wats in the area. Am took us over to the taxi rank and made sure our driver knew where to take us. She also wrote down their address in Thai on a piece of paper with some extra directions for our return journey. It was probably just as well as we would never see Stef and Am again otherwise! According to Stef, the Thais don't use maps and when a tourist hands one over it only confuses them. They memorise all the roads and if they don't know a particular one, well, they need a Thai-speaking person to direct them. We now had the address on paper and also a mobile phone with the helpful Am ready to talk Thai when we got stuck. 

Being around Am and Stef has made a big difference; not just in terms of getting over the language barrier but also their invaluable local knowledge. We have also appreciated being warmly welcomed into their home and being given an opportunity to experience Thai family life. I like watching Am and Stef talking with the locals and wish I could utter more than a handful of phrases.

The cost of admission to the Grand Palace is 200 baht for foreigners and free of charge for Thais. This dual pricing system exists pretty much in all the tourist venues. Stef, who can speak the lingo fluently and has been living here for years and years, would still have to pay the tourist rate on account of the fact that he is English. At the counter this morning, I was tempted for a split second to answer, "Chai" (yes), when the Thai woman asked if I was Thai, even though I'd asked for two tickets in English! I must really look like a local! I resisted answering in the positive in case she broke out in full on Thai conversation, saying things like, "Yes .. so whereabouts in Thailand are you from? It's gonna be a hot day for touring the palace, have you brought enough water? etc etc".

I have been to the Grand Palace before on a family holiday seventeen years ago. As I stepped through the gates, I couldn't believe I had forgotten the beauty of this place. As a youngster, I was only bothered by the heat and didn't really take it all in. Everywhere we now looked, the scenery seemed to scream, "Take a photo of me!". The Temple of the Emerald Buddha, The Royal Pantheon, Wat Phra Mondop were all glistening in the sun, as the light bounced off the reflective tiles. So much detail has gone into the pretty mosaic patterns, it must have taken an age and several pairs of spectacles to put together. The occasional breeze would make the hanging mobiles chime and this gave the place a calming feel, even in amongst the hundreds of hectic tourists milling around. 



Various glittering tile-covered chedis inside the Grand Palace.

We went inside the Temple of the Emerald Buddha, who on this occasion, was dressed in his rainy season attire. We later found out at the Royal Thai Decorations and Coins Pavilion that he has a different wardrobe for summer and cold seasons. The summer outfit is very fetching and my favourite one but somehow, I don't think I'll ever get to see the Emerald Buddha in it - this season is hot enough for me!

The Grand Palace section looked different from the wats we had just seen but looked every bit as majestic as the name implied. The rooftops are covered in predominantly green and orange tiles. We had arrived just in time to see the changing of the guards. Once the 'new' guard was on the podium, the 'old' guard would check to see whether the 'new' guard's coat buttons were done up properly and belt fastened up. This was all part of the changing of the guards routine. Happy with the presentation of his successor, the 'old' guard would march off back inside the palace walls. We later saw him swigging water from a bottle and tucking into his food by the gate.



Chakri Maha Prasat Hall, Grand Palace Complex, Bangkok.

Thais pay a lot of attention to presentation. Apparently, the smarter and more formal your clothes are, the more polite you appear. So when Prince Charles came on a state visit to the Grand Palace, wearing a white suit and tie, the Thais truly appreciated his gesture. Prince Charles, on the other hand, was probably sweating buckets and close to passing out!

Wat Pho looked like walking distance on the map and so we moseyed along Maharat Road to the oldest wat in Bangkok. It dates back to the 16th century, and houses the largest reclining Buddha. The Buddha is impressive to look at but difficult to get a good photo of. There are many stupas on these grounds and cartoon-like statues that you would not expect to see on the oldest site. The stupa spires tower above and, as I had been doing for most of the day, found myself pointing the camera right up at the sky. 



Stupas everywhere you look, and a solitary Manda standing among them.

After a busy day of sightseeing, we jumped into an air-con taxi and fought our way through the traffic back home. But not before a phone call to Am as our driver didn't know the particular tiny soi (alleyway) we were heading for. We'll let him off as Bangkok has many streets after all!

Sep 30, 2004

Fending off the Touts of Pantip Plaza
Ian writes:

I had heard a lot about Pantip Plaza before getting to Bangkok. Many years ago I'd been told of this place by a friend who couldn't quite get over the vastness of this place where you could get just about anything computer-related, particularly software. Particularly pirated software.

There is a sign on the front door of the Plaza in Thai which, I am lead to believe, translates roughly as this:

"There is no pirated software in Thailand. If you see anyone selling pirated software inside this shopping centre, please call this hotline..."

So, that's the official line, and it's supported by an annual demonstration of Thailand's piracy crackdown whereby elephants happily trample all over a pile of all the pirated software that has been confiscated that year. 'This is Thailand's pirated software being destroyed', this spectacle portrays for the associated media assembled.

The truth is actually very different.

We stepped through the door - Manda and I, along with Stef, Am, little Dylan and Am's nephew Nai - and within seconds - seconds! - we were being offered shonky DVDs and porn. Stef had warned us that this was Mai-ow-khap land ('Mai-ow khap' being the Thai phrase for no thanks, or literally 'not want, thanks'), and I must have used the phrase a good five times within ten paces of entering. It seemed kind of appropriate in this place that sells so many computer games that I felt like I was in a computer game myself, trying to clear a path through the touts that would almost jump out at us from the sides with one of the following phrases:

"Sir, sexy movie?"

"DVD movie, PlayStation games."

"Sexy movie!"

Yes, there was definitely a theme here. That theme was 'sexy movie', and just in case we didn't understand the phrase, the touts would helpfully hold the cd case right in front of us, literally right in front of our faces, leaving us with no doubt that by sexy movie they were not talking about some tame half-naked model cavorting around for the purposes of a karaoke VCD (of which there are many).

It was kind of laughable, but at the same time quite irritating. Strangely, when Manda was by my side and we were holding hands, the young men with their sexy movies restrained themselves, but if Manda was as much as a couple of paces away from me in any direction, I was, once again, offered them. The irritating thing was when they would put their hand on my arm as they offered the sexy movie, which kind of creeped me out; it also made me double-check my bag to make sure that it wasn't some kind of distraction technique while they slide a sharp knife down my bag and grab inside for my belongings (something that is not unknown in this busy plaza).



Inside the 7-floor Pantip Plaza.

We spent a little while walking around the plaza with Stef, Am, Dylan and Nai, but they left shortly after lunch (Stef had just one thing to get and couldn't bear it for too long, especially since Dylan began repeating the mantra "I want to go home, I want to go home" in Thai). Manda and I then spent the rest of the afternoon traipsing up and down the seven floors of the plaza with nothing in particular to buy. I managed to come away with a couple of small items, though (keyring and fan, wow!) and I enjoyed trying to spot the next likely 'sexy movie' touts that might pounce on us before we got there. Mostly I got it right, except for one particularly surprising one who, I swear, had one of those workout trampolines hidden away in his stall. I mean the speed at which he appeared at my side to announce those now-familiar words must have some explanation!

So, these touts were mostly there on the ground level, trying to snare us as we passed, but upstairs a few levels were more of them hanging around various software stalls. Here the piracy was more blatant. There were catalogues of the dodgy software available, flip-books showing the covers of all the items on offer and so on. People were gathered around, building up lists of the titles they wanted which would be brought out to them 10 minutes later (who knows where they came from?). And then something funny would happen. The catalogues would be ripped from the hands of the bargain-crazy westerners, mid-browse, and slid under the nearest cabinet, while the flip-books of titles would be replaced with Karaoke booklets. Yep, the authorities were nearby, and the overt selling of pirate software became covert. What?! Like no-one's gonna know what they're there for?! It was obvious to even the most dim-witted individual with almost zero understanding of Thai what these stalls sold, so the police (or security guards) would definitely know. 

Truly, it was a laughable sight. Moments earlier these stalls had been a hot-bed of activity, now they were simply tables covered in karaoke booklets that no-one wanted to buy. They were surrounded by bored-looking youths, some of them playing draughts to pass the time, who were obviously just waiting for the all-clear so that they could spring into action once more and go about undermining the earnings of film stars, programmers and musicians many thousands of miles away.

Sexy movie, sir?

Oct 02, 2004

In the Market for some Variety
Ian writes:

If, for some strange reason, you found yourself of a weekend with hours to kill and a shopping list that included 5 live snakes, a couple of opium pipes, a few new DVDs, an 8-foot-tall welded metal Predator sculpture and a selection of kitchen utensils, I know just the place to go: Chatuchak Market.

Also referred to as Jatujak Market, this is the huge, and I mean huuuuuge market that takes place in the northern suburbs of Bangkok, with as many as 15,000 different market stalls that cater for roughly 200,000 visitors on each day of the weekend. Really, this place is just incredible, and you have to allow a whole day to see what's on offer.

We arrived at around 11:30, a good few hours after the stalls opened, but that still gave us hours to look around. I'm not sure what gate we entered through, but there was a a map of the stalls which were sorted into different sections much like you'd expect in a department store, except that each section here was larger than most department stores' entire floor space. We walked around for about an hour, forever taking random turns down different sois (alleyways), then came back out into the open (the stalls are in covered areas that get mighty hot, it has to be said) to discover that we'd managed to advance maybe a couple of hundred yards from the first gate. At this point I realised just how vast this market is.



Chatuchak Market: This is just the merest shaving of a snowflake sat on top of the very tip of the iceberg, so to speak.

Invariably, as we walked around the market, we saw some of the same items in different stalls, but not as much as I had expected. There was so much choice for people living in Bangkok to set out their homes with, and plenty, too, for the tourist to take home. We, on the other hand, found ourselves dismissing most of the potential purchases because they would be too big to carry around with us for the next couple of months or too heavy/large to send back. Still, it was good to window shop (well, if they had windows, but you get the idea). There was a sizeable pets section, too, with all manner of breeds of cats and dogs for sale. Some of them were absolutely tiny, and possibly too young to have been taken from their respective mothers. Having said that, they appeared to be well cared for and in good health. One of the funniest memories I'll have of this market is seeing a couple of Schitzu puppies whose faces were crammed into the corner of a cage (an open frame, not enclosed) right next to a pedestal fan. They had the coolest spot in the market, I reckon, and the fur on their face was blowing in all directions. When those two grow up, they'll definitely be the type to ride in a car with their heads hanging out of the window!



For Sale: a smog mask, fake Luis Vuitton, essential for those stuck-in-traffic, breathing-in-exhaust-fume tuk-tuk moments (and there are a lot of them in Bangkok).

All in, we spent a good 6 and a half hours walking around the stalls, and managed to double-back on ourselves somewhere on the line, although it's difficult to say where. I saw some people with guide books for the market, and wondered just how they managed keep themselves oriented. We, on the other hand, just kept walking and walking until our legs couldn't take any more and we had to get a tuk-tuk back to base (Stef and Am's place). 

Oct 04, 2004

Just Snaking Around
Manda writes:

Chinatown, otherwise known as 'Yaowarat' in Thai, was our first stop today. As we arrived, we noticed the abundance of neon shop signs with Chinese characters on them. This looked similar to some of the streets in Hong Kong with large and colourful signs hanging on the side of buildings, all of them vying for attention. Slightly disorientated by our taxi journey in and the general hustle and bustle of the area we were dropped off at, we walked over to a small side street to try to find our bearings on a map. What we hadn't planned on finding was a market which grabbed our attention from that point onwards. So apart from seeing a few neon signs, we didn't get to see much of Chinatown in the end.



Chinatown, Bangkok. 

The market was an interesting and vibrant place. A lot of bargains can be found in these narrow streets, especially if you happened to stumble into a wholesalers, of which there were many here. That's the souvenirs taken care of then! Family and friends be warned that you are all getting the same thing albeit in different colours!

Determined to do some sight-seeing and not spend another day milling around the shops, we went over to the Queen Saovabha Memorial Institute, better known as the Snake Farm. This Red Cross Research Institute regularly produces anti-venom from its resident snakes. This antidote is then distributed throughout the country. According to the slide show we watched, a lot of snakes are found in the rice paddies. Since Thailand is a major rice distributor, also known as the 'Rice bowl of Asia', the work that this institute carries out is invaluable. The quality of the slides was a bit ropey but the presentation was informative nevertheless.

After the slide show presentation, we all filtered out to the viewing auditorium for the snake show. A scruffily dressed, one-legged man, with a constant grin plastered on his face found a spot in amongst the audience. Much to the horror of a young lady that he chose to sit next to, this oddball was carrying a caged rat. She instantly swapped seats with her boyfriend. We thought he was part of the show but he wasn't, it later transpired.

The snake show itself was very good. The snake handlers brought out the various types of Vipers and Cobras. At the same time, provoking them in such a way that they would raise their heads up high and hiss. This was done mainly for the benefit of the audience, especially the photographers. 



The King Cobra, giving the audience the evil eye.

After the model parade, it was time for the milking of the snake. The handler grabbed one of the snakes so that its mouth was wide open. He then squeezed the sides of its mouth a bit more and several drops of transparent venom oozed out onto a Petri dish. Having done its work for the day, the snake was rewarded with three dead white mice. After each mouse was rammed into its throat, the handler would squeeze the blob down, like moving toothpaste down a tube.

The audience got an opportunity to hold a different snake and pose for photos. We naturally gave it a go. This one was rather heavy and fortunately it didn't wriggle around too much.



Manda keeps a close eye on the python's movements.

After the show, we took a closer look at the snake pit to see them roaming around in their habitat. It was then that we spotted a rat in amongst the snake territory. He seemed oblivious to his surroundings and was sat in a corner happily pruning himself. The scruffy man that we'd spotted earlier in the audience had released the rat into the pit. A few seconds later, the snake was surveying the area where the rat was. The rat instinctively stayed very still but a few seconds later, the snake had struck him. After the attack, the rat fled to a higher location, leaving the snake circling the area looking for its prey. It wasn't initially apparent whether the snake had bitten the rat but as time went by, the poor rat gradually keeled over. It was not very nice to watch but it all happened so fast. The scruffy man could be seen with an intense grin plastered on his face. We left shortly after that.

We popped over to the nice air-con MBK shopping centre in Siam Square for a late lunch. Bangkok is definitely a must for shopaholics! Everywhere you turn there are shopping malls, indoor markets, outdoor markets and mobile street vendors making the most of the moment. It is easy to spend an entire day just snaking around the interconnected malls to take a break from the sun and humid heat, and we know all about snaking after today's adventures. 

Oct 05, 2004

Mambo, the Cabaret with a Difference
Ian writes:

Anyone who knows me will agree that I have a liking for anything 'Mambo'. It's my favourite - actually my only - clothing label of choice, and just a random selection of photos posted on this diary will prove this to be the case. Tonight I was wearing a Mambo shirt, but there was a danger that my wearing it could be misinterpreted. Someone might look at me and think I have a thing about ladyboys or something. No, wait up, there's an explanation for this ...

This evening we headed to the Sukhumvit area of Bangkok, a place that has a large concentration of bars, go-go bars, massage parlours and so on. Basically, all the kinds of nightspots that Bangkok has got a reputation for. However, we were not there to bar-hop, but instead we'd booked tickets for a cabaret at a place called Mambo. And when I write cabaret, what I mean is a show that is actually all men, in one state of trans-gender migration or other. Ladyboys, transvestites, she-males - whatever your choice of phrase, or whatever phrase they prefer to be known by, this was what we were here to see. Heck, this is what a lot of visitors to Bangkok are here to see. So, as I walked up the steps to Mambo Cabaret wearing a Mambo shirt, I suddenly had second thoughts about my choice of clothing, and slung my bag over the front so that I didn't appear to be some kind of 'groupie'.

The show started at just after 8pm, and the audienced seemed to be almost entirely Japanese, with possibly a few Malaysians and Chinese. I had thought it would be largely westerners (or 'farangs', as the Thais would call us), and was really quite surprised at the mostly Asian contingent. We started the evening with a complimentary drink, brought to us at the table that is right in front of the comfy seating (arranged theatre style) and then the dancers came on stage.

There really is a moment of disbelief when you see these women come on stage. I mean men. I mean ... oh, whatever, it's all a bit confusing. Some of the women you can tell were not always so. Perhaps it's the shoulders that are too wide, perhaps a slightly fuller looking face with a square jaw? But then there are others who you would swear were 100% natural born, not-messed-about-with women; women whom you would pass in the shopping aisles and not for a moment think "Jeez, those are some big old hands, she must be a goalkeeper." Some of them don't simply 'pass for female' but are genuinely very attractive (and then you remind yourself: "That's a man you're looking at, it's not real").

By way of example, here is a picture of a (used-to-be) man:



Miss Tiffany 2004 - a contest for the most attractive trans-gender woman that, as our friend Stef put it, usually ends up with "winners that are better-looking than the Miss Thailand winner". Can you see any 5 o'clock shadow here? Nor me.

So, as for the cabaret itself, I have to say that I was impressed with the range of numbers they performed, the comedy aspect (there were some laugh-out-loud moments, despite the fact that the routines were done in foreign languages - it's all in the facial expressions) and the sets and costumes. Perhaps I shouldn't have been surprised by how 'glam' it was in places, but there you go.



The stage scenery and costumes were very colourful.



"In a previous life, I was a fork lift driver but I've since found my niche at Mambo Cabaret."

The 'girl' in the photo above was very popular with one particular group of Japanese girls down at the front. Every time she would go near them, they would all scream and their hands would wave in the air. And there I was thinking that I might come across as a groupie!



They weren't all oil-paintings at Mambo.

After the show guests could have their photo taken with any of the performers (for the small fee of 40 Baht). Manda would have done so but the camera battery had run out towards the end of the show, unfortunately, so we carried on straight for the exit. On the way, we passed the group of Japanese girls once more who, upon seeing their 'idol' had once again gone into a frenzy of screams. I think it's safe to say that they were very keen to have their photo taken next to the star performer.

Oct 07, 2004

Legendary Khao San Road
Manda writes:

Khao San Road is where all the 'farangs' (westerners) hang out. It has become a landmark on the tourist trail over the years and I'd say about 90% of the people we saw there today were tourists. There is an ethnic feel to this place, probably as a result of the tie-dye dresses displayed for sale, burning incense sticks and the numerous hair braiding services on offer (and boy can they braid hair fast!). Like most open spaces in Bangkok, this was another shopping venue. Both sides of Khoa San Road are lined with shops and in front of them, are market stalls selling ethnic goods, jewellery, trinket boxes, second hand books, CDs etc.



Backpacker central: Bangkok's Khao San Road.

There are a lot of travel agencies along this road offering day trips in and around Bangkok as well as transportation to nearby SE Asian countries. We made some enquiries and found out that flight tickets from Bangkok to Vietnam (Ho Chi Min), then to Cambodia (Angkor Wat) and back to Bangkok cost around £170. Something to think about for later. Does anyone have any ideas on how best to travel around these countries from Bangkok?

Boots, Dunkin Donuts, Burger King, as well as a mobile kebab van added to the 'home away from home' kind of theme going on here! As well as the countless number of pubs and outdoor eateries where you can watch the tuk-tuks go by. There are beauty salons dotted around where you can have a complete makeover but we chose to get a pampering of a different kind. 

We took a taxi over to the Metropolis Cinema and booked some VIP seats. For 500 Baht (£5.50) each, we enjoyed a fruit punch and biscuits in our very swish dedicated waiting room. We were there to watch 'Shark Tale' in a comfortable reclining armchair, along with pillow, blanket and socks (eye shields were not required on this occasion!). It was just like being on a plane - well, with these luxurious armchairs, it would have to have been in the first class section. 



Ah, the luxury. The only danger is getting too comfortable and falling asleep!

There were only a handful of us stretched out at the back, as if we were tanning ourselves on padded sun loungers. But when the National Anthem came on, I struggled to find my remote control to close this sprawling device. So I ended up stumbling out to stand and pay my respects to the King, like the rest of the audience (this happens before every film in Thailand). And because I didn't get to fold my armchair foot rest in time, I stood out a bit further than everyone in my row. Now, there's dedication for you!

Cinema tickets would normally cost around 150 Baht per person and at three times the cost of a normal ticket, this was really extravagant. We justified it on the basis that it's something we couldn't do back home and for once we'd get to sit in first class. After a busy week in Bangkok, it was time we finally put our feet up and what better way than to do this while watching a movie. It definitely brings a whole different meaning to multi-tasking!

Oct 09, 2004

A Bridge not too Far
Ian writes:

After spending just over a week in Bangkok, we made a little excursion yesterday to a place 136km away called Kanchanaburi (or Kanburi, or even Kan to the locals). This is a place that hasn't always seen the happiest of times. Even in the last month, it's been getting some bad press. A couple of British tourists were killed here a month ago by an off-duty police officer. I've not been following the case too avidly, but as I understand things it followed a heated argument with the police officer at a restaurant and ended up with the man being shot and his girlfriend then being run over. The police officer then went on the run and only turned himself in a couple of days ago. It may have put some people off travelling to 'Kan' but as I saw it, it was not like there was a serial killer on the loose (well, he was on the loose, but everyone knew who he was and he was in hiding ... anyway), or some terrorist threat to westerners in the area. I did, however, make a mental note to be extra polite to any police officer that might stop me for any reason. It does happen, too - the other day we were pulled over in our taxi at a roadblock for some random passport/visa checks (it is a legal requirement to carry your passport with you in Thailand).

Kanchanaburi is best known for one of its bridges. It spans the River Kwai. Yes, you know which bridge I'm talking about and today, after a day of relaxing in a cool hotel room, we headed out to see the bridge for ourselves.

The Bridge on the River Kwai, also known as the 'Death Railway Bridge', is famous not because of any aesthetic beauty - not surprising, really, because it could never be described as 'eye candy' - but because of its construction. During the Second World War, the Japanese army used prisoners of war to construct a railway linking Thailand with Burma, and it's estimated that it claimed the lives of 16,000 prisoners. That figure alone is bad enough, but including labourers from Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia and Burma, the deaths go up to between 90 to 100,000. It's easy to understand why this was dubbed the 'Death Railway', and the River Kwai Bridge was just a small section of this tainted railway.



The Bridge over the River Kwai.

As we walked down the railway bridge, I couldn't help but think of the absurdity of some of the sights in front of me, namely the karaoke rafts going up and down the river below us, the café playing C&C Music Factory loudly near the eastern approach of the bridge and countless people having group photos taken in front of the bridge, smiles plastered on their faces. It all seemed so at odds with the railway's original purpose, and I thought to myself how on earth could anyone who slaved away building the bridge even consider that one day it might be a focal point for the local pleasure barges, a weekend retreat for Thai teenagers who want to sing their hearts out to their favourite pop songs. As I walked along the span of the bridge, taking care not to put my foot in one of the many large gaps in the structure, I wondered just how much of what I was looking at was 'original'. Apparently, not much of it - the rails were torn up after the war and used to make rudimentary sun shelters in other stations throughout the country, and given that the bridge was bombed by the allies twice during the war, it's difficult to know what can be classed as 'original'.

We had arrived just as the sun was setting, and left shortly before darkness truly took hold. It had been a very muggy visit, perhaps more humid simply because of the water directly underneath us, and I was pleased to get back on our rental moped and feel the wind on our faces. Unfortunately, that's not the only thing you can feel in Kan - there does seem to be a large number of flying things here, and I think most of them bounced off my face as we sped away from the bridge; I even swallowed something, size, breed and propensity for stinging unknown. But I will get my own back in due time, thanks to a gadget I picked up in the market here - it is shaped like a tennis racquet, but the strings are a triple layer of electrified mesh. You charge the swatter up on the mains, then, when a mosquito or other flying nasty presents itself, you switch on the swatter and hold down a button while doing your best André Agassi impression, knocking those flies out of the sky with a loud electric shock. It's pure genius. I might just hold it in front of me when I go for a ride on the moped tomorrow ... 

Oct 10, 2004

The Floating Nun
Manda writes:

It was an early start for us this morning as we were keen to make the most of having our own transport for the day. So off we rode on our motorbike to re-trace some of our footsteps from the day before.

Bridge on the River Kwai

The blackness of the steel span bridge stood out in contrast against the light blue backdrop that was the colour of the sky. The blueness was unfortunately not the colour of the water as this had a murky brown hue to it. Something told us that it was going to be another hot day.

The bridge looked less eerie in daylight and with the busloads of tourists all buzzing around, trying to find the best photo vantage point, it definitely felt more manic than yesterday. Along with the mobile souvenir sellers and boat trip touts, this was simply too much commotion so early in the morning! We took a few pictures and carried on. 

We stopped to visit the nearby Chinese Cemetery along the way with its colourful tombstones. This cemetery is a resting place for all those Chinese who lost their lives during World War II. While we were there, a Thai family were paying their respects in some ceremonial display. They were burning a boxful of something and a monk was offering words of prayer. Seeing people pay their respects to loved ones, made us see the tombstones in a different light - it wasn't just another tourist location to cross off on a map. 

Wat Tham Seua and Wat Tham Khao Noi

Both Wat Tham Seua and Wat Tham Khao Noi are set on a hilltop 15kms outside of the centre of Kanchanaburi. To get there, we crossed a dam and lots of rice paddies and sugar cane fields. When we finally got near enough to catch a glimpse of the monasteries for the first time, we were very impressed. The cluster of beehive-shaped domes, Chinese styled architecture and the absolutely huge Buddha looked magnificent, all towering above the low-lying land below.

Once we had parked our bike, we made our way over to the cave monastery. It was refreshingly cool inside and so we took shelter in here for a little while longer. Once we had cooled down, we went back out and began the steep ascent up the steps to the Wat Tham Seua complex. Having made it to the top, we bought some cold drinks straight away then sat in the shade and watched others arrive at the top step, all gasping for breath. One young lad feigned collapsing, which pretty much summed it up.

If I thought the Buddha looked big from ground level, it looked enormous at the top. To my surprise, I could hear a mechanical sound churning away in the background. I then spotted a conveyor belt moving monetary donations into the lap of the Buddha. It was rather high-tech I thought!



The view from up here was lovely. On one side we could see the River Kwai and on another, a patchwork quilt of rice fields with mountains in the distance. It was like a postcard view. We climbed up one of the domes to get some better pictures of the complex from above and they turned out quite well! My legs, on the other hand, were aching and wobbling by the time I reached the top.





Views from Wat Tham Seua. 

Once back at the base of the domed temple, we found out that we could also climb up the Chinese-styled Wat Tham Khao Noi as well. The mind was willing but the feet refused to co-operate!

Wat Tham Mangkon Thong

Wat Tham Mangkin Thong is famous for one of its resident nuns. She is the well-known 'floating nun'. Yes, you read that correctly, the floating nun. Although not the original, this nun still manages to pull in the crowds. How did it all start? Well, her predecessor used to float on her back in a tub while meditating. The old nun has since passed away and her succesor has 'sort of' carried on the tradition. Except she does not meditate - instead, she strikes Buddha-like poses in the tub of water, much to the bemusement of the tourists. In case there is any confusion about the nun's routine incorporating any meditation practice, there is a sign by the entrance that basically says that the nun will not float for anything less than 200 baht (as there were over twenty people watching, we only had to pay 10 baht each). It has become a tourist show and is entertaining to watch, if a little odd. 



It's hard work, but somebody's gotta do it.

As we sat in the purpose-built auditorium surrounding the tub, I was surprised at how quiet everyone was as they watched the nun go through the various poses. She performed each one gracefully and rotated around so that everyone could see each stance clearly. At the end, she pulled herself out of the tub and did a wai (thank you gesture) to the audience. Naturally she'd have to perform the same routine again for the next busload. Poor dear, she must look like a prune by the end of each day!

Oct 11, 2004

Easy, Tiger!
Ian writes:

There's nothing like getting close to nature, so close, in fact, that it could quite easily bite your arm off or give you a playful slap on the face that you'll remember for the rest of your years on earth. So far during the SE Asia part of our year-long trip, our biggest worry was being bitten by something so small you can't see it until it's made patterns all over your back from a feeding frenzy (hello Mr dengue fever- and malaria-carrying Mosquito!), but today we had to be careful of much bigger bites, namely those from tigers.

We visited the 'Tiger Temple' as it is known in an area north of Kanchanaburi called Saiyok. Normally, we would read the Lonely Planet and base our decisions on that book's recommendations. That's how we usually choose our accommodation and get an idea of what trips are available, but this was a place that the book recommended against going to. Why so? Well, some silly reason about the potential for getting mauled by one of the tigers - as another tourist had been in the past - because the tigers aren't behind cages. Spoil-sports, eh?! 

The story goes that a monk took in a couple of tiger cubs who had narrowly escaped being killed and subsequently stuffed and continued to look after them. This happened again, and before long they had 8 tigers at the monastery as people heard about the monks looking after them. It's very common for people to hand disowned pets to the monks, knowing that they would be looked after. We've seen this in all the temples we'd visited so far with so many dogs wandering around; strangely, though, there were no dogs at this site. Must be something to do with the over-sized versions of the dog's favourite adversary, the cat. A chihuahu would make a good appetizer for these big cats, while a Jack Russell would just about do for dinner.

Despite the Lonely Planet's warning, I never felt in any immediate danger here. The cats had chains attached to their collars, and there weren't just a couple of little frail old monks trying to keep them under control! There was a team of people who were very good at directing people where to walk, where to pose for the cameras (and they took the photos with our cameras, too, just to ensure that nobody stepped back to frame it just right and on to another tiger's tail!) and who generally appeared to be looking out for anything untoward. Perhaps it was not always this way? Even so, as we posed for our photos, I stroked the tiger in front of me and paid special attention to any sudden movements in the hind quarters.



You just keep on chewing that bottle there, Tony, it's much better than one of our limbs.

At no point did anyone ever walk in front of a tiger, other than the 'handlers', and even if they had I think that the tigers are so used to having people around that they wouldn't feel the urge to leap up and tear off a random limb. But then again, Siegfried and Roy probably thought that Monticore, the Bengal Tiger, was quite happy performing on stage in Las Vegas until he bored of being a performer one evening, and instead decided to chomp on Roy's over-tanned neck, dragging him off stage.

The Tiger Temple isn't just doing this for kicks. Things just turned out that way when people kept bringing them more tigers to look after, and so now they are trying to get a bit more organised. They have big plans to develop the area so that the tigers can roam more freely, and visitors will no longer be able to interact so closely. These tigers won't go back in to the wild, though. This is the whole problem, they are tigers who have been kept as pets or worked in a circus or whatever, basically not being treated as tigers, and therefore pretty useless at doing what should come naturally to them in the wild. They had a couple of cubs there who were just 2 months old. I don't think I've ever seen cubs this small at any zoo, but even being as small as they were - about the size of a normal adult domestic cat - they had already develped a good set of lungs on them. These animals sure could make some noise, and watching them pace around inside their cage it was easy to see that these were no domestic animals - they definitely had an edge to them.



For a small cat, this tiger cub had a big set of lungs!



In the evening, Manda and I decided to try out a Korean barbecue at the restaurant opposite our hotel. We had seen people eating the barbecue meal before and it looked quite interesting. In the middle of the table was a large round hole, like an ice bucket holder, only ice would not last long here at all - into this hole they placed a bucket containing glowing coals, and on top of that a sort of sombrero shaped lid. Around the outside - the brim, if you like - went the water which was also brought to the table in a kettle, and this would be used for boiling noodles and other vegetables; the middle section, which had a series of slits revealing the red hot glow beneath, was used for cooking meat. Perhaps an image would help here:



Left: with the glowing coals revealed, right our cooking 'sombrero'.

The idea is that you help yourself to the ingredients from the buffet and take it back to your table, then just keep adding more stuff to the cooker as you want it. Pretty soon we discovered that when you are cooking the food, anything on your plate gets left, going partially cold, while you concentrate on making sure the next round comes out OK and is not overdone. Far from being a fun way of dining, it actually became a real hassle! I found I was getting stressed out having to constantly watch the food and try to eat at the same time. Eventually, we got to a stage where we had run out of ingredients in our raw dish from the buffet, and had taken off the last lot of cooked food to eat. As I ate what was on my plate, I could see the centre section of the cooker getting blacker as what remained burnt fast to the surface. It obviously needed something else to cook. Gimme a break, I wanna eat now!

A waiter came over and saw that, unlike the table behind us, we hadn't quite mastered the art of simultaneously eating and creating an intricate construction of food for the next round. We had, however, mastered the art of making our cooking surface so black that it would take days to soak and clean off (either that or the kitchen staff would use it as a frisbee, or even a sombrero, now there's an idea). The waiter swapped our lid for a clean one then, having transferred our food to the new cooker, grabbed a piece of meat from the buffet. He then motioned dabbing the lid with this meat, to grease up the surface. Hang on a minute ... this wasn't meat. This wasn't what we assumed was squid or something, it was pure fat. And there we had been cooking a couple of pieces earlier, hoping that cooking it might reveal its flavour and therefore origin (it didn't, and Manda quickly spat out the tasteless mass). After that, we managed to cook our food pretty well and didn't ruin a second set of kitchenware for the restaurant. I dunno, silly foreigners, eh?

Oct 12, 2004

The Waterfall Circuit of Erawan
Manda writes:

To get to Erawan Waterfall, you have to trek for 2km through Erawan National Park all the way up to the seventh level of waterfall. This includes going through winding and twisting paths that take you through numerous azure blue pools, falls, bridges, jungle, boulders and shingle. I wish I knew this before we joined our tour today. Being a last minute decision (i.e. minibus was due to arrive at 7.45am and we booked at 7am!), I was ill-prepared and wore my shoes instead of taking a pair of sensible walking boots with me. This made the 4km round trip, in 34 degrees Celsius heat, even more tiring! Still, I kept chanting my mantra: "If I managed Samaria Gorge, I can do this...I can do this..." over and over again. Ian and I did a 16km trek through Samaria Gorge last year in the height of summer on one of our holidays to Crete.

Even though the trek itself was difficult in places, we were treated to beautiful views of the waterfall at various stages of descent. The water was crystal clear and the blue at the bottom of the pools looked like the colour of a turquoise gem. People and fish were swimming in the water - it was very alluring - but our guide, whose name sounded like "No more" (quite an appropriate name considering our exhausting task!), had a timetable to stick to and the swimmers were promised a ten minute dip right at the end. 



Erawan Waterfall viewed from one of the many levels in the park.

By the time we reached the seventh level, we all slumped ourselves on the rocks to rest our feet. All of us were looking red in the face and had been sweating profusely. I don't know how our guide can do this every other day. Taking a dip in the pool to cool down was definitely on everyone's mind but our guide ushered us on. 

The journey down was easier than going up. When we made it back down to level 2 again, Ian joined a few others and took a dip in the pool. He, like me, hadn't brought along any swimming gear but decided that a refreshing dip would outweigh the discomfort of sitting in wet clothes. A few harmless fish swam up to him and took testing nibbles at his feet before deciding he wasn't fish food. The round trip took two and a half hours to complete in the end, which was good timing I thought.

Hellfire Pass

The Death Railway between Burma and Thailand was built during the Second World War by Allied prisoners of war and Asian labourers. During the construction, there was a section that was particularly difficult to get through - a series of 1000m mountain cuttings through solid rock using the most basic of tools. The men worked sixteen hour days for twelve weeks to cut through this range and by the end of it, seventy percent of the work force had died. The largest cutting, the Konyu cutting, was named 'Hellfire Pass' by the prisoners because of the hellish-looking image of the emaciated men forced to work through the night lit only by bonfire lights.

As our tour group walked gingerly through the Konyu cutting, it became apparent how difficult this section must have been to cut through. The black and white movie clip shown in the Museum also reinforced this fact. Like Ian mentioned in a recent post ('The Bridge on the River Kwai' post), it is a strange concept to think of all those people who had slaved away to meet some strategic Japanese vision, yet now the area is used for tourism purposes. 



Hellfire Pass (or Konyu Cutting), which was cut out without machinery.

Sai Yok Noi Waterfall

Our next stop was at Sai Yok Noi Waterfall. Fortunately, we didn't have to clamber for 2km to see the falls this time - after our earlier experience, I made sure to check with our guide first! Sai Yok Noi is another nice waterfall and maybe as a result of the time of day, it was busy with local tourists. Kids were splashing around in the water - it reminded me of a swimming pool with a tropical theme.



Kids enjoying the water at Sai Yok Noi Waterfall.

Krasae Cave

Next to Namtok Station, where we would soon be boarding the Death Railway train back to Kanchanaburi, is a small cave set slightly back from the railway line that overlooks the river. Inside Krasae cave, as it is known, sits a Buddha image, offering a cool place for a spot of worship. Looking at the wooden construction of the railway line, perhaps a quiet prayer might be wise before boarding the ominously-named Death Railway.

The train journey itself was an eye-opener. Going through the rice fields and various small towns, I kept thinking about the movie clip we watched in the museum. Even though we didn't travel the full length of the Death Railway (only travelled from Namtok to the River Kwai Bridge), this one and a half hour journey gave a further sense of scale.



The Death Railway, as viewed from our start point, Namtok Station (by Krasae Cave).

The sunset looked lovely to the West and by the time we reached the River Kwai Bridge, we were almost sitting in darkness. We had a quick ten minute photo stop before we were dropped back at our hotels. This was an educational trip and one which made us all reflect on the past - a fitting way to end our stay at Kanchanaburi. 

Oct 14, 2004

The Floating Market at Damnoen Saduak
Manda writes: 

We left Kanchanaburi yesterday afternoon and headed for Damnoen Saduak (where the floating market is held) - by way of a small town called Bang Phae. As the bus pulled out of the bus station, we started to wonder whether we were sitting on the correct one. Looking at a map, there appeared to be several towns with a similar sounding name. And they were all in very different directions - there was a Bang Pae (near Phuket), a Bang Pa-in (near Ayutthaya) and we passed a Bong Pan. Since Thai is a tonal language, we wondered whether we had pronounced Bang Phae properly. It was too late now, so it was a case of sitting tight and hoping for the best.

Fortunately, we'd made it to the right place and weren't so tone deaf after all! We stayed the night at Noknoi Hotel, ready for an early start this morning to beat the coach loads of tourists from Bangkok. By 7am we were on our way to a long tail boat, to catch a glimpse of this famous colourful market.

The boat weaved in and out of the canals and we passed several ladies wearing wide-brimmed bamboo hats, paddling their ladened boats to work. As we passed the residents who lived alongside the river in their wooden shacks, it occurred to us that this canal was used for more than just transportation. People were washing their clothes in the water, rinsing the shampoo from their hair, brushing their teeth, bathing and washing their dishes in it. These residents must have strong stomachs!

Some of the bridges across the canals in this residential area were very basic. A bamboo pole that was the 'path' and another bamboo pole suspended higher up so you have something to hold on to for balance. It looked pretty precarious to me!



Coconut seller decides to do a U-turn in the Floating Market. Lucky she did this before rush-hour!

We stopped off at a coconut sugar-making factory, which also housed tourist souvenirs for sale. [Ian adds: actually, it was a bit like saying "Do you want tea with your sugar?" The 'factory' occupied less than 10% of the floorspace. The other 90% was all for selling souvenirs. There can't be much money in cocunut juice!] We were offered some complimentary drinks made from the sugar and it tasted nice, but I soon put it down once I clocked the swarm of flies buzzing around the processed sugar in a mad frenzy.

Our first sight of the floating market was a marked change to the almost deserted canal ways leading up to it. We had arrived just when the market vendors were setting up i.e. paddling their boats to the perfect spot and having a natter with other market traders. The canal was still fairly quiet at that point. We could see fruit sellers and other wares being sold like rice and curry dishes, hats, flowers and souvenirs. Further down the canal, there were permanent stalls set up on the side, selling clothes, painted fans and more souvenirs. You could walk to the market and view some of it from dry land but to get a closer look, the boats do a good job of taking you into the thick of it.



Just take a look at that old fruit. No, I mean the green stuff in front.

The market vendors, who all seemed to be women, are used to seeing tourists snapping away with their cameras. They have become so used to it that they don't even bat an eyelid and continue as if they haven't spotted you holding a clunky bit of equipment and pointing it in their general direction. This wasn't always the case but now the market seems to operate largely for the benefit of the tourists.

Seeing that we were not interested in buying souvenirs and knowing we had two hours to fill, our boat guide took us to a fish farm. We bought some fish food and fed the fish for ten minutes. The canal was teaming with fish, splashing around and breaking the water's surface as they bounced off one another to get to it.

We then had another quick photo stop at a wat with a big Buddha (we didn't get the name) along the river's edge before returning to the market. It was getting busier and I can only imagine the traffic jams after 9am. We picked up a spot of breakfast on the journey back through - a bunch of bananas for 10 Baht, which was our only expense (apart from the boat trip itself) on this shopping trip.



An exchange of coins and bananas. "Nice doing business with you."

Despite having to wake up so early, it was a good idea to do the trip at that time of day when the sun wasn't too strong and the crowds had not arrived. We managed to leave before the scrum descended upon the tranquil town and managed not to hit traffic on the way back, making it into Bangkok just after 2pm. We spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing and catching up with Stef and Am. When we left for Kanchanaburi, we had planned to be away for a few days, but had been gone almost a week. I think it's safe to say that we are now working on 'Thai Time'.

Oct 15, 2004

Losing My Drive
Ian writes:

I have a system that makes it easier for us to update this diary. It basically means typing any given day's events as soon as possible. That's right, typing. Most travellers would not want to take a laptop with them around the world, but I knew from the outset that if I commited notes to paper, I'd never type them up when I get back home; in fact, I'd probably not write much, as I am a quicker typist than I am making scrawly hand-written notes. Because I have the laptop, it also means that I can use it for editing video that we've taken so far, and storing all the photos so far. All very handy ... but what if it got stolen?

If that were to happen, sure I could claim on insurance, but you can't replace those pictures or videos. Well, you can if you have a backup, and being the organised sort that I am, I have just that - a portable drive that I regularly back up all of the above to just in case the laptop went walkies. The only thing is, of course, that I have to ensure that the two items remain apart. No good putting the backup drive in the same bag as the laptop. Yesterday, though, I excelled myself. I managed to keep them separated by a a good 60km. With something of a jolt, yesterday evening I realised that in my effort to ensure that the two items remained apart, I'd placed the drive in a hidey-hole in the hotel room that was a little too well hidden. Out of sight, out of mind.

Today we had planned to strike off a few more places to see in the centre of Bangkok, but instead I found myself waking up at 5:40 am to catch a motorbike taxi to the main road, a taxi to the southern bus station, then a bus to Damnoen Saduak. Again. Three hours later, I arrived and the bus conductor helpfully stepped off the bus at the same time as me to show me where the floating market is, but was a little surprised when I walked in a different direction, repeating the word 'hotel'. Moments later, she hopped into a songthaew (a mini-bus, used for short distance rides, not in any way plush) to catch up with the bus that she'd just got off, no doubt wondering about where I thought I was going.

I reached the hotel, and pulled out a hand-written note (in Thai, penned by the ever-helpful Am) that explained that I'd left something in the room and was coming to collect it. I could see the room key there, but the guy behind the desk wanted me to wait for the manager. Moments later, she appeared with a bag, from which she pulled out the hard drive. Crikey. I had really shoved that out of the way and out of sight on the top of a cupboard, but somehow a cleaner had thought to check up there (and had been honest enough to hand it in).

Ten minutes after arriving in Damnoen Saduak, I was back on a bus bound for Bangkok. Two hours after that, I was back in Bangkok's southern bus terminal, looking for a nearby ATM so that I could get some money for the taxi back to Bang Sue district (Stef and Am's home). I asked a lady there who, upon turning round, must have been very confused to see the very same 'farang' she'd directed to the floating market 5 hours earlier. And we think that the Thais do some confusing things at time. Who knows what she made of me?

Oct 16, 2004

Vimanmek and Vegetarian
Manda writes:

Vimanmek Teak Mansion is the world's largest golden teakwood mansion. It was the residence to King Rama V (the current king, His Majesty Bhumibol Adulyadej's, great grandfather) in the early twentieth century .

The mansion was modern for its time and the interior is very plush looking. There are eighty-one rooms, some of them octagonal in shape. The quarters are colour co-ordinated and we were guided around the ivory, green, peach and pink sections. Some of the rooms contain antiques from different countries, including pottery from China, a rhinoceros tusk from Africa, crockery from Italy and even a pair of elephant feet in one of the rooms. The guide was very thorough and even pointed out that the wooden floorboards were held down by wooden dowels, not nails. A good idea and saves getting our socks snagged! 



A close-up of the windows at Vimanmek Teak Mansion.

There are family photos of the royals on some of the walls and when we got to the one of King Rama VI, the guide told us that he had been educated at Eton College in England. Another reminder of ole Blighty!

Surprisingly, the teak mansion survived during the Second World War. One of the bombs, that happened to land in the royal residence, caused a small fire. But after a while, it ran out of steam and only left a tiny black patch on the wooden floor. Amazing considering that the whole mansion is made out of wood. 

The mansion was interesting to look at and included in the price of admission was a dance show. These are always good entertainment. We nearly got dragged up on stage to dance but managed to wriggle out of doing so (Ian claimed "But I'm filming!", keeping the camera trained on the dancers).



The Dance Show at Vimanmek Teak Mansion.

We took a walk around the royal grounds and saw antique clocks, cloth, coral and photographs exhibitions. There are photos of the King playing musical instruments - apparently, he enjoys saxophone and Jazz music.

The present King likes taking photos and there is a collection of his snaps on display. Not surprisingly, there are quite a few of his wife, Queen Sirikit, and their children. We even spotted pictures of Her Royal Highness taken with Queen Elizabeth and various other monarchies from around the world. There was one photo that I particularly liked and it was of Queen Sirikit looking out at a blanket of people from a window in New York.

The Vegetarian Festival at Chinatown

We took a cab to Chinatown next to see the Vegetarian Festival. Thai Chinese celebrate this festival fervently for the first nine days of the nineth lunar month. We got dropped off at Wat Mangkom Kamalawat, in the heart of the hub, and it was heaving with people.



No shortage of lanterns at the Chinese Vegetarian Festival.

At the wat, we noticed that some of the worshippers were dressed in white. There were lots of lanterns hung up and since many people had lit incense sticks, it was very smoky. We stayed for a short while and decided to venture into Chinatown.

Last time we were here, we were distracted by some markets and didn't get to see much of Chinatown. This time, we took another detour to a different market but not out of choice. We were literally steered by the crowds into the jam-packed area. It was impossible to move anywhere fast. And every time a motorcyclist or a trolley pusher tried to work his or her way against the current, it made the obstacle course that bit more difficult to wade through. There were no shortage of stalls selling vegetarian food. It smelt delicious and a lot of people were stood by these outlets eating their food. Once we made a path out of there, we found a crowd-free air con restaurant and tucked into some fried rice instead. We were party poopers on this occasion and ordered seafood with our rice. We celebrated in spirit, anyway!

Oct 18, 2004

Wat's Left to do in Bangkok?
Ian writes:

OK, you'll have to excuse the cheesy 'wat' pun in the heading. It must be at least a week since I last used that one. But the point is, what do we have left to do in the centre of Bangkok? 

It is a luxury that we've got the time here to cover most things, rather than trying to squeeze everything in to a few days, and whenever we get bored of Bangkok, or just get worn out from the pace of things here, it's easy enough to have a lazy day or jump on a bus and go to one of the provinces outside Bangkok. 

Today, though, we decided to tick off another of the city's attractions from our ever-changing list: Wat Arun. Getting to Wat Arun would be quite difficult if we were to bus it or hop in a taxi or tuk-tuk, given its location quite far south-west in the city, and across the water (we are staying in a location known as Bang Su, in the northern suburbs, and Bangkok is not known for its speedy cross-town journies!). However, we took a slightly different route in today, catching a taxi to the Mo Chit Skytrain Station, very near to Bang Su. From there we were able to take the Skytrain all the way through the centre of the city and right up to the water, aka the Chao Praya River. Then we caught the Chao Praya Express boat (express is something of a misnomer, I have to say) heading north, past all of the most expensive city hotels up to Tha Thien (Thien Pier). From there, we just had to pay out the 2 baht fee for the cross-river ferry to Wat Arun.

Many of the temples we've seen in Thailand have been truly spectacular, and Wat Arun (which means the Temple of Dawn) is no exception. And like many of those we'd seen before, Arun just looked better from a distance. In fact, for the best view, we needn't have crossed the river at all, really (and if we hung around long enough, we'd get an even better view of the temple at night, when the huge central chedi gets the floodlight treatment). Up close, we got to appreciate the finer details of the temple, to see how it was decorated (it looked like a collage of broken crockery, to be honest!) and also to look skyward and get a sense of scale. This must surely be one of the biggest chedis of all Thailand's many wats, I would guess.



Wat Arun on the west bank of the Chao Praya River, Bangkok.

We took a walk around the central chedi, although we were only allowed to walk up to the first level (maybe 10 feet above ground level), and also wandered around the nearby temple buildings, then we went back on the cross-river ferry and back into the madness of Bangkok's tourist centre. Well, one of them, at least - Tha Thien is right next to the point where Wat Pho and the Grand Palace meet, and our experience from being here before suggested that we would be immediately pounced upon by tuk-tuk drivers who would like to drive us anywhere but our desired location, and would prefer to charge us anything but our desired price. Thankfully, we managed to flag down an honest taxi driver. This means that he agreed to switch on the meter without any fuss and without trying to agree a set fee for our next location, which was Baiyoke Tower 2.

What looks like a short distance on our map was, as ever, ridiculously misleading, and the usual traffic snarl-ups ensured that we had a good 25-minute 'ride' in the taxi. But hey, it was air-conditioned, so I wasn't complaining! It was also pretty easy to keep tabs on this taxi driver, to make sure he didn't give us the 'grand tour' of Bangkok just to up the fare - Baiyoke Tower stands head and shoulders above every other building in the city - actually, the whole of Thailand - and is the world's tallest hotel. In short, we knew we were heading the right way. Regardless, a 25-minute taxi journey doesn't have to cost a fortune here - the fare came to the equivalent of £1.10. When was the last time a taxi ride cost that little in England?!

We took the lift up. Well, 79 floors was just a little too much for my legs! 

We've been up a few tall buildings during the world tour, notably AMP Tower in Sydney (Aus), the Skytower in Auckland (NZ) and the Rialto Tower in Melbourne (Aus), but this was the first time that the height has really blown me away. Perhaps there's not so much difference in height (I haven't checked) but somehow the views here seemed all the more impressive, despite the fact that visibility was hampered by the ever-present Bangkok smog. Or maybe the smog itself served to make the place look bigger? Heck, this place is bigger - it's huge! 



The view over Bangkok from 83 floors up Baiyoke Tower.

I walked around the revolving observation deck on the 83rd floor, checking out the landmarks as best as I could, matching up the actual locations with the map in front of me. In every direction, there were skyscrapers of various sizes, and I surmised that beyond the smog blanket there probably were countless more. Herein lies the difference between this tower and those others we'd been up - Sydney, Melbourne and Auckland have very concentrated areas of high-rise buildings, small areas where you could almost draw a parabola curve over the profile of main buildings and say "That's the CBD right under there." Not so in Bangkok. Now I really know what the term metropolis means.



Manda vents her frustration about the traffic ... up here on the 79th floor of the Baiyoke tower (the tuk-tuk was just one of a few props placed here for photo ops).

So, that was another two 'things to do in Bangkok' done, so we ventured back down the tower and then down the road towards the shopping centres near World Trade Centre, just killing time until, once again, we would brave taking a bus back to Bang Su. This is the fun part of the day when we try to explain to the conductor where we want to get off, and invariably it's a different spot each time, as various people on the bus try to help us out. Tonight, though, we struck gold! A girl on the bus demystified the anonymous spot that we had got out at before (each time necessitating a ride in a tuk-tuk to complete our journey) by showing us a shortcut through a market. It lead right through to Tesco Lotus, the shopping complex just around the corner from Stef and Am's place. At last! No more jumping off the number 505 late at night and wondering "Now, where the heck did we get off this time?!"

Oct 19, 2004

Khao San Road by Night
Ian writes:

It was another lazy day today, a chance to wake up late, get ourselves a little bit organised for our next journey - a trip to Vietnam.

The first task was to get all the odds and sods that we'd collected up so far in the various markets up and down Thailand, stick 'em in a box and send them home. It's amazing how a few tops, hair accessories and other knick-knacks can soon add up (not mine, I hasten to add!). I had my usual fun and games trying to explain to the people working at the post office at Lotus Shopping Centre where I wanted to send the box, how long it needed to take and so on (Bang Su as a district is not heavily visited by westerners, hence communication can sometimes be a little tricky).

Having shed some of our load, I came back to the house and took a look at what we had left. There still looked like too much, but at least we won't have to carry it all around for too much longer, and thankfully we won't have to carry all of it around Vietnam, just what we need for the ten days that we've allotted (Stef has said we can leave our excess baggage at the house). Is ten days enough? Is it too much?

Originally, the plan had been to make our way to Vietnam then work back overland through Cambodia and once more into Thailand. The plans were changed somewhat, though, because of worries about malaria. We have not been taking any anti-malarial pills, and Angkor Wat - one of our planned destinations - was listed in our guidebook as being a place where malaria is a very real risk. So why not just take the pills, you might be asking? One of the side-effects of doxycycline, the recommended anti-malaria tablet for Cambodia, is that it makes you more susceptible to sunburn. Given that Angkor Wat would be just one day in this round-the-world trip, and also given that we had not planned to spend much time in Cambodia anyway, it seemed a bit silly to take pills for 6 weeks (2 weeks before, 4 weeks after, as a minimum) that would make our skin burn once we get back to Thailand and do the islands in the south. No, Cambodia can wait. I had read enough about the place to suggest that Cambodia is not the easiest place to travel around as an independent traveller, so maybe we'll come back and do that as part of an organised tour one day. Of course, Vietnam isn't likely to be a walk in the park either ...

We headed into the centre of Bangkok early evening to collect our passports from the travel agency, predictably in Khao San Road. The backpackers' hub has everything that most people travelling through could want - eateries, pubs, newsagents, clothing and CD/DVD stalls (none of it kosher) and a vibrant nightlife. Strangely enough, while undergoing 'operation: rescue abandoned hard drive' the other day, I'd been reading The Beach again (cliché though it is). In it, Richard describes how many travellers arrive in Bangkok, head straight for this place and never really get to see the 'real' Bangkok. I can see how it could happen - Khao San Road is its own little bubble, an insulator from the even more manic streets of Bangkok beyond. But while this street is not representative in any way of Bangkok, or Thailand as a whole, it's worth a visit all the same. For me, the appeal of visiting Khao San Road lies in watching the other visitors: eaves-dropping on people haggling with store holders; marvelling at people rifling through the catalogues of copy CDs, placing orders for entire collections; wondering who's next for the hair-braiding experience. It's not Thailand, but it's fun, fun that's only ocassionally spoiled by Mr Stumpy, the resident begger who cheerfully says "How are you? 1 baht for me?" while holding out the stumps of his arms, almost is if he's about to impale you with them. On every visit here I've seen him, and every time I've wondered the same thing: Where the hell would I put the money? . 

Once we picked up our passports from the agency, now freshly stamped with Vietnam visas, we sat down for something to eat as close to the road as possible and spent an hour and a half just people-watching. 



Khao San Road comes alive at night.

Oct 21, 2004

Over-run by Monkeys
Manda writes:

"... this city is being over-run by baboons." 

"Well, isn't that the fault of the voters?!"

[cue sound of comedy drum roll]

- quote from Naked Gun 2 ½
Lopburi is well known for its population of resident monkeys. Like most abandoned animals, the monkeys found refuge with the monks, who have a tendency to take in all manner of waifs and strays. The locals have adapted to having these creatures around and most shop fronts/houses have been made monkey-proof. Evidence of special monkey foil wrapped around TV antennae and cages mounted in front of hotel windows show that the residents have learnt the hard way from their mischievous behaviour in the past. So, why do they tolerate these animals? Well, the inhabitants of Loburi believe that the delinquent behaviour of these monkeys is far out-weighed by the tourism they attract into the town.



Are you looking at me?

According to some of the locals, these monkeys have settled in well too. A few of them have been known to jump on the trains and take day-trips elsewhere, only to return back to Lopburi in the evening. Love them or loath them, the locals have found a way to co-exist in this small town with the monkeys.

When we first arrived late yesterday afternoon, we noticed monkeys roaming around the streets, and that includes the roads. Monkeys could often be seen crossing the busy intersection to get from one wat to another but the town's traffic seems to have got used to them and slows down accordingly. It was a surreal sight to see them wandering around all over the place so freely; a few of them were even swinging from the electricity pylons.

There are two troops of monkeys - the ones that hang around the wats, 'temple monkeys', and the other 'town monkeys' who hang around the shops near to where we are staying. From our room, we can see both troops as our hotel, Indra Hotel, is right in the middle of monkey land. The 'temple monkeys' hang out at San Phra Kan (a shrine) during the day and Wat Phra Prang Sam Yod during the late afternoon, with just one road separating the two.



These 'temple monkeys' are on border territory.

We left our hotel late in the afternoon and didn't get very far, for just outside was a troop of monkeys swinging from the metal barriers covering the windows. The shopkeepers on ground level were having fun with this bunch moving them along with long metal poles and igniting firecrackers (throwing them on the pavement, not directly at the monkeys, I should add). It was all very spontaneous and fun to watch as the monkeys scarpered across, lightning quick. The ones hanging off the cables did not get away with it either and a shopkeeper ran his metallic pole along the length of a cable in pursuit of one particular monkey. One thing flashed across my mind and that was death by electric shock. Both beings seemed completely oblivious to this fact and maybe I was worrying too much on their behalf. Still, I took a few paces back just in case!

From the corner of the main road, we could see the 'temple monkeys' by Wat Phra Prang Sam Yod. A few of them were eating cabbages at the road side and a vast number of them could be seen rolling around, chasing one another and climbing on the tourists. We payed our entry fee and were led around by a young boy whose purpose was not to provide commentary, but simply to keep an eye on the animals and shoo them off if they got out of control. We were led inside the stone temple first and the door was closed after us. This was going to be our haven away from the monkeys for a short while. The ruins smelt of monkey excrement and didn't look particularly impressive from inside but it was a good way to introduce us gently to them i.e. behind caged windows.



Monkey by Buddha statue. 

Once we were brave enough, we ventured back outside. There were monkeys everywhere. A few latched onto Ian's leg, clambered up his back and then up on to his shoulder. I, on the other hand, preferred them not to climb onto me and the young Thai boy did a good job shooing them away. But not before one of the quicker monkeys made his way up to my shoulder and pulled several strands of hair from my head. Frowning at the stinging sensation, I watched him proceed to use my hairs to floss his teeth. Cheeky but ingenious!



A monkey clambers up Ian's arm (out of shot, another two are working their way up a leg each!).

Monkeys are very mischievous creatures and a few were running around playing with empty carrier bags and looking into compact mirrors that they must have stolen from unwary tourists. I even spotted one with a half broken pair of spectacles and he placed the remaining lens over both of his eyes to reveal a magnified set. It made me chuckle.



Check me out! Monkey looks intently at his reflection in the mirror. 

After spending two hours with the monkeys, we left the wat. They are fascinating to watch and there were just so many of them. While it was good to see so many living freely, there must come a point when the total number of monkeys will become too much of a handful. The town will become well and truly besieged by the little blighters and it wouldn't be the fault of the voters! What will they do with them then?

Oct 22, 2004

More Monkey Magic
Ian writes:

We intended to stay for a couple of nights in Lopburi, but the combination of a nice, cheap air-con room - which has given me an opportunity to catch up on some video editing backlog - and the ever-present monkeys to entertain us when we feel like it meant that we stayed for another day. Seriously, all we have to do here is open the window, rustle a bag of crisps and moments later a monkey or ten will appear at the cage, expecting a hand-out. 

It's not difficult to see that there's a pecking order going on. The smallest monkeys will make a very quick grab for anything offered, nervously looking around to see if they've been seen and if they're going to get in trouble for it. If there's an adult monkey around, the youngsters risk being reprimanded, and either make a speedy exit or take their chances grabbing for more food. But if the bigger monkeys give them a clout, they soon scarper. The adults might look fatter and less fit, but they can take a swipe at those youngsters in a flash, and I saw several of the young chancers get a good clout on the head or have their tails bitten by the adult monkeys.



Small monkeys at our hotel window make a quick grab for a snack.

Watching monkeys from the hotel window is one thing, but for the full 'monkeys-jumping-on-your-head' treatment, we went over to San Phra Kan, the small shrine that sits next to the railway line in the old town. Just like yesterday, we wandered round the grounds, constantly on the look-out for the next animal to leap up our legs, onto our backs and so on; it's an even greater possibility here because there are overhead ladders that the monkeys use and narrow paths around the grounds that force you to 'run the gauntlet'. At one point I had one of the little blighters on my head, and tilting my head back did little to shift him - all it did was show me how good a grip these monkeys have, swinging as he was from my straining hairs.

The monkeys here seemed more playful, or should that be more mischievous, than those we'd mingled with yesterday. At the shrine, they have a bathing area, and they would chase each other around the rim of the pool, push each other in and entering the bath involved a good, old-fashioned 'bomb'. If there is an afterlife, I wanna come back as one of these monkeys! [This is your cue to make a joke along the lines of "Well, who'd notice the difference?"]



These animals get well fed: a monkey sits surrounded by courgettes and tomatoes. 



Another monkey plays with a tap. Try as he might, he could never catch the water. 

We took a look around the centre of the old town which is dotted with a few ruins. None of them are any where as impressive as the ruins found in places such as Sukhothai or Ayutthaya, though. We had a bit of a wander aroud the grounds of Phra Narai Ratchaniwet, King Narai's palace. King Narai died a looooong time ago, though, so the deco left a bit to be desired. I mean, you can't hang a chandalier if there's no roof to hang it from. Yep, this was another rubble site, one that reminded me a little of Tintern Abbey in the UK because of the arched windows revealing nothing but the bright sky behind.

In all honesty, I wouldn't recommend coming to Lopburi for the wats or the ruins. The real reason for coming here, and the reason we double-backed on ourselves (we'd passed straight through on the train from Phitsanulok to Ayutthaya a few weeks previously), is to see the monkeys. It can be done in a day-trip from Bangkok, but we stayed for a couple of days just to get out of the madness of Bangkok. Actually, I'm not sure what's more hassle - fending off the monkeys that jump on you or fending off the tuk-tuk drivers. It's a close call.

Oct 23, 2004

One Last Look at Lopburi
Manda writes:

We were all set to board the Bangkok bus this morning but we couldn't leave Lopburi without one final look at the monkeys. So over we went to San Phra Kan again and the temple monkeys did not disappoint. 



We thought we were lucky to arrive at feeding time yesterday but as we walked over to where the majority of them were hanging out, we realised that these animals are fed constantly throughout the day. Donations are used to buy fresh supplies which, along with the tidbits visitors bring to feed the hordes, means that these monkeys are never short of a meal. No wonder some of them look overweight (a few had the body shape of a chubby cat - think Garfield!). 



"Is it just me or is this spaghetti?"

There were more fresh vegetables, nuts and jelly sweets laid out on the ground for them. As usual the older ones would get first pickings before the younger ones were allowed anywhere near the feast. We held out some snacks of our own and a few of the monkeys ran over immediately. They looked expectantly at the rattling packet - I guess variety is always a good thing. We had fun feeding them and they enjoyed eating, so it was a fair trade.

Like most of the shops in town, the mobile kiosk owner had a long pole handy to beat off thieving monkeys. We saw an angry vendor waving a pole at one of the little devils who had just snatched a small bottle of drink. She seemed irritated and determined to get it. She succeeded; the thief dropped the loot, looked back defiantly and opened its mouth wide (imagine the mouth made into an O shape, bearing no teeth) as a warning sign. She seemed oblivious to this aggressive display and has obviously seen it too many times for it to have any effect whatsoever. Then she went for it again and this time the monkey scarpered.



This yoghurt drink ain't 'alf bad!

It took three hours to get to Bangkok by air con bus. Now that we are back at Stef and Am's, we'll start packing for our next trip to Vietnam tomorrow.

Ian adds: When we got back, I asked Stef and Am to look at some directions I'd written for the bus driver on the way to Lopburi. I'd wanted to ask "Can we get off at San Pra Kan please?" so that we didn't shoot straight past it and have to find our way back from the new city to the old city. I did the usual thing of going through the phrase book, translating word-for-word and applying my rudimenatary knowledge of Thai sentence construction. 

What I ended up with was, I hoped: "We can get off at San Pra Kan, no?" I'd written this down phonetically, but knowing that I may not be too clear speaking it, I also did something very brave - I copied down the the Thai characters for the phrase, copied from the tiniest examples in the phrase book on a very jumpy bus. What I ended up with looked like Thai. When it came to the crunch, I'd said my phrase, got 'the look' in return ("Was he just speaking Thai to me?"). So, I pulled out the Thai version I'd written/drawn, and got more confused looks. The notepad then got passed around the front of the bus, to every row, the conductor and the driver. Somehow, they deciphered what I had written, though, despite the confused looks. We had been dropped off at San Pra Kan as requested.

So, what did my note read? Well, the best translation back to English would be: "We possibly/maybe get off at San Pra Kan, definitely not." I'd picked the wrong word for 'can' (maybe/possible instead of 'are able to'), and my questioning 'no?' at the end had been the equivalent of 'don't'.

I'd basically been saying in pigeon Thai: "Please don't drop us at San Pra Kan". Yet somehow, we got right where we wanted to!

Oct 24, 2004

Setting Down in Saigon
Ian writes:

Why is it that when you know you have to be up on time for something important, you never sleep properly? I wasn't nervous about today's flight, not even having read The Tombstone Imperative very recently (a book about airlines putting costs before safety), but somehow my brain thought it wise to wake me up at around 4am, forcing me to watch the sky get lighter while I grew increasingly irritable, scratching my head more and more as often happens when I wake up at an unsociable hour. As much as I wanted to, I wasn't getting back to sleep. Once the sun had risen, the temperature in the room started to rise and the exotic birds that Stef's next-door neighbours keep started their daily screeching. I was doomed.

We didn't hang around long today. Our flight was due to leave Bangkok at 2:30pm, but with security check-ins being what they are these days, we had to aim to be there at 11:30. And Bangkok traffic being what it is, we needed to allow an hour to get to the airport. So, at 10:30 am we said our goodbyes, once again, to Stef and Am as we undertook another little adventure - 10 days in Vietnam.

The flight to Ho Chi Minh City - or Saigon, if you prefer - was pretty uneventful and short at just 1 ½ hours; barely enough time to polish off the complementary meal. We made our way through the various levels of airport procedures (immigration, baggage claim, customs etc), at each phase wondering whether we'd get pulled to one side for some reason. Anecdotal evidence and stories from the guide books suggested that officials in Vietnam like to make a quick buck from travellers where they can, perhaps by claiming that some extra paperwork is required (at a cost) or some other variation on that theme. Thankfully, we got through without a hitch, then made our way outside the arrivals area where the masses of tour reps and taxi drivers awaited their prospective clients. There were literally hundreds of people waiting here, all kept to the sides by barriers. Stepping out and walking between them, I felt like we were walking the red carpet at the Oscars, the centre of attention. Don't look them in the eye, just keep walking, just keep walking ...

Of course, we had to catch a taxi in the end - we weren't going to walk to our hotel which was about 10km from the airport. Of course, the hotel didn't know it was our hotel yet. We haven't booked ahead for anything in a long time, instead we just show up, hope for the best and it's not let us down yet. The area we picked is called Pham Ngu Lao, chosen because of the price of the hotels and guesthouses. It turns out that this is pretty much Saigon's equivalent of Bangkok's Khao San Road, in other words, where all the backpackers and westerners hang out. 

It's early days to draw conclusions about this place - the city or the country as a whole - but there were a few observations I couldn't help but make as we took the journey from the airport to the hotel:

1. Bikes and motorcycles rule here. There is absolutely no question of it. It felt like our taxi was a big fish swimming against the tide somewhat as all around us people on two wheels swarmed around and past us. Taking a left turning invariably meant a scary moment when we would be side-on to these swarms of bike-riders, hoping that they would spot us in time.

2. What a relief to see roman characters on the signage. I'm sure there will be some pronunciation issues, but at least we could begin to hazard a guess at reading out a Vietnamese word; we certainly couldn't do that with Thai

3. There are ATMs in Vietnam! This was perhaps my greatest fear - underestimating costs, running short of ready cash and having no way of replenishing. Glad to have got that one so wrong!

4. Currency is gonna be fun. We've had to learn to adapt - US dollars, Fijian dollars, Aussie dollars for the longest time, NZ Dollars for 6 weeks, and most recently the Thai baht. But now we have to consider US dollars and the 'Dong' (yeah, don't laugh); dollars will be used to pay for trips/excursions and hotel bills while dongs are used for every-day items. We'll be converting all ways - dollars to £ sterling, dongs to dollars, dongs to £ sterling and maybe dongs to baht. I might just have to write some common ones down! 

So, we're here and over the next 10 days we hope to squeeze in as much as we can of Vietnam without totally wearing ourselves out. But if we do, we can always make up for it by relaxing on Thailand's beaches.

Oct 26, 2004

Braving the Saigon Traffic
Ian writes:

We spent yesterday just milling around the immediate area, finding out what was on offer, and that pretty much boiled down to DVDs and CDs. Still, it kept us occupied as we rifled through the catalogues of films, music and software on offer, especially as it's even cheaper than Thailand. An example - a DVD costs 20,000 Dong, which equates to $1.27 (US) or 69 pence (UK). That's damn cheap in anyone's books, although the old saying that you get what you pay for should be noted here. If a film is very new, too new for it to possibly be available on DVD and therefore 'too good to be true', then it's probably a dodgy copy filmed on a camcorder straight off a cinema showing, complete with crowd noises.

Yesterday was orientation day, on foot. Today we went for the moped option so that we could go further afield. Now, it should be noted that Saigon (aka Ho Chi Minh City) is not a place noted for its civilised traffic. As we discovered yesterday, there are just so many bikes on the road that it almost defies description. Once upon a time, it was all bicycles, but in the last ten years cheaper Chinese imports have made motorbikes far more readily available; now it's the bicycles that are in the minority.



A typical Saigon street - full of motorbikes.

At every junction, all rules seem to be ignored, and everybody just does whatever they need to do to get through to their destination. Often this would mean a group of 40-50 motorbikes going at right angles to another similar-sized group. Despite the apparant conflict of interests, everyone manages to get to where they want without incident. Just like some of the busier streets in Thailand, there seems to be an understanding that everyone else on the road could conceivably do anything they want, and so people know to expect the unexpected. In some ways this makes more sense than having a strict set of rules, just like we do in the UK, because it only takes one moment's lack of attention on one person's part and everything falls to pieces - nobody expects others not to play by the rules and when that does happen it's often tragic. But what happens in a city like Saigon when an accident does happen? If no-one's playing by the rules, who's at fault? It turns out that things are usually resolved by arguing until one person gets too bored or tired of arguing at which point they back down, effectively conceding defeat.

We asked about crash helmets but were met with looks of incredulity. "Where are you going then?" asked the man hiring out the bike. "Are you going out of the city?" To him, the idea that anyone would bother using a crash helmet inside the city seemed totally strange. Had he seen what the traffic was like out there?! We gave the crash helmets a miss on the basis that I would drive extra specially carefully. Whatever that means here ... 

So, with all this in mind, Manda hopped on the back, I pulled back on the accelerator and quickly joined in with the flow of traffic. What a ride! 

Our first stop of the day was the Notre Dame Cathedral. That wasn't the planned first stop, but I'd ended up driving round a block a bit too far and found a parking spot next to the cathedral which seemed pretty convenient. We didn't go inside the cathedral, but merely contented ourselves with taking photos outside while the local hawkers did their thing. 



A little bit of Europe in Asia - Notre Dame Cathedral. 

We had already learned yesterday that the hawkers in Vietnam can be pretty insistent, and are not shy about showing their displeasure when you don't buy something from them. As we ate lunch yesterday, a young girl appeared with a stack of books, including Lonely Planet guide books. We bought the Vietnam one off her for $5 (less than a fifth of the retail price), but passed on getting a Malaysia one, despite her objections. As we flicked through the Vietnam book at the table, we realised just how good a deal it was. Moments later, another book seller appeared and we asked her for the Malaysia book. She didn't have one to hand, but soon reappeared with a copy which we bought for $5. Like I mentioned earlier, if it seems too good to be true .... well. CDs and DVDs are not the only things that get bootlegged here - we had got ourselves a genuine, photocopied Lonely Planet guide, bound and wrapped in a colour cover. With hindsight, we could tell that the Vietnam book was also a bootleg, just a very convincing one. Ah well, it's all readable. Just as we realised that our latest purchase was a photocopy special, the young girl appeared again, saw the Malaysia book on our table and seemed totally distraught that we'd got it from somebody else! We apologised while she sulked in front of us, asking how much we'd paid, and we couldn't help but wonder if we'd got the book from her originally whether it, too, would have been a series of bound photocopies.

After the cathedral photos were done and dusted, we took a walk over to the Reunification Palace. This was once named Independance Palace, but in 1975 a tank rolled through the palace gates and minutes later the South Vietnamese administration ceased to be. That marked the end of the Vietnam War. Many years of armed struggle between the divided North and South Vietnamese (who were aided by Americans, Australians, New Zealanders, Thais and other nations) resulted in the death of millions from all sides and had, depending on your viewpoint, come to nothing. The communists that the Americans had battled so hard to prevent seizing power had finally done just that. Hence, Saigon is now officially known as Ho Chi Minh city, the largest city in the now united Socialist Republic of Vietnam.



Reunification Palace, Ho Chi Minh City.

Reunification Palace is not the most attractive of buildings, inside or out. It looks, for all the world, like it was frozen in time - the 1970s. And that's because it has been. The rooms inside still have the same furnishings and fittings, the communications rooms have the same rotary dial telephones and the war rooms contain the same maps that were used for military planning decisions. My favourite room was the casino which could easily have featured in a scene from an Austin Powers film. 

Another short walk down the road - assuming that you don't give in to the numerous 'cyclo' (bicycles with seats at the front) riders who follow you down the street touting for business - is the People's Committee Building. It's a very attractive building that looks out over a pretty square which is lined with some of the biggest and plushest hotels in Saigon. Evidently it has something to do with the socialist apparatus here, and it is not open for tourists, so we'll never get to see what's inside. Regardless, this is a nice spot in town and it reminded Manda and I both - independantly - of Wenceslas Square in Prague. The difference is that Wenceslas Square is the site of peaceful demonstrations that resulted in the end of the communist rule in the Czech Republic; almost the exact opposite is true of Saigon.



The People's Committe Building. 

Finally, we took a brief walk around the corner to see the Opera House, then headed back to collect the moped, stopping for a coffee along the way. Hang on ... walked to the the palace, walked to the Committee Building ... walked back? What was the point of hiring the bike? Well, it was a little way to get to that first attraction from our hotel, but after that point there seemed little point in hopping on the bike each time. Besides, it would mean finding a new parking spot each time (at a small cost) or risk having the bike taken away on the back of a truck if we parked it illegally. So, in all honesty, we hadn't got our money's worth with the bike. Only one thing for it - let's go for a spin!

I took us both on a magical mystery tour of the city at rush hour, with no idea where we were going or how we would get back. Rush hour in a city of 8 million people of whom 4 million own motorbikes is quite an experience. But we had a full tank of petrol that I'd paid for and it seemed silly not to use just a little of it. So, we immersed ourselves in the crazy 'flow' of traffic one more time and I practised my merging techniques at the busy intersections. Trust me, this is way cheaper than any fairground ride, it lasts a lot longer and is eminently more dangerous. What's not to like? 

Oct 27, 2004

The Tunnels of Cu Chi
Manda writes:

It was an early start for us this morning as we had a trip to Cao Dai Temple and the Cu Chi Tunnels planned. The itinerary promised an action-packed day and they were not lying!

Cao Dai Holy See Temple

The Cao Dai Great Temple (Thanh That Cao Dai) at Long Hoa in Tay Ninh is a temple with a difference. The architecture seems to have been influenced by several styles - Chinese, Islamic and European. This fusion seems to work in an odd kind of way. From a distance, the shape of the entire temple resembles a European church but a closer look at the detail soon dispels this impression. For on the structure, there are mosque-like domes, two Chinese-style towers, all covered in contrasting pastel colours with various pieces of artwork on them.



Caodai Temple at Tay Ninh. 

The fusion of the many designs on the exterior gives a lot away in terms of understanding about the religion practised at this temple. Caodaism is a fairly new religion that was officially founded in 1926. Taking its influences from various religions and philosophies (like Christianity, Islam and Vietnamese spiritualism), much of the religion's doctrine is drawn upon Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism.

The interior is very colourful and again, the theme of East and West was prevalent here too. There were statues of a Chinese general, Vietnamese poet and a French author, in amongst many others. Under the dome at the far end, is a large blue star-speckled globe with a big divine eye on it.

We had just arrived in time for the noon prayer session. All tourists were ushered to the upper balcony where we were allowed to watch and take pictures from above. We watched as the rows of women worshippers, all dressed in white robes, made their way into the temple from the left hand side. Then, the male worshippers, also dressed in white robes, filtered in from the right. After that, a small group of male worshippers, dressed in colourful robes, made their way in through the central section. They seemed of a higher rank as they moved further up towards the top, nearer to the globe with the divine eye. Once everyone had found their places, the prayer session commenced, with some live instrumental music and singing in the background.



Prayer time at Caodai Temple.

Cu Chi Tunnels

Cu Chi Tunnel was our next stop; there are two underground tunnels open to visitors and the one we visited today was at Bin Dinh. During the war, 250km worth of underground network was excavated out of red earth by the Viet Cong (VC) soldiers - going as deep as three storeys in places. This complex system of tunnels was used by armies of VC to move around incognito. These tunnels were sophisticated and had facilities dedicated to hospitals, kitchens, command centres, armoury and living quarters, all linked by narrow passageways.



The American GIs would have had difficulty penetrating these tunnels - it even looks a squeeze for this Vietnamnese man. 

A lot of thought had gone into constructing this underground hideout. The kitchen chimney's vents were located metres away from the complex and often surrounded by booby traps. Some entrances were found by the US troops who used sniffer dogs. Later the VC sprinkled pepper around the grounds to distract the dogs. They also started washing with US soaps and eating US-style foods so the dogs would confuse it for friendly smells. Trapdoors would be set up to stop tear gas, smoke and water from entering the main tunnel network; some sections even had electricity.

During the war, the tunnels were difficult to find as the exits were camouflaged by branches and leaves and often booby-trapped. There were even exits out to the river so the troops would not be trapped if the tunnel system collapsed. The VC would infiltrate close to the American troops, displacing many of their unsuspecting rivals before disappearing into these holes without a trace. What the peasant army lacked in armoury, they made up for in tactics. 

Our guide took us through the jungle and showed us booby traps - rafts that when stepped on would flip and propel a human into a spear filled pit. We were also given an opportunity to walk through a 30m tunnel. It was very cramped and definitely made for petite Vietnamese soldiers. It was tough work walking through these narrow tunnels for ten minutes and I could only imagine how they lived underground for such long periods of time.

The group was given the opportunity to test out some of the machine guns. At $5 US (for 5 bullets), Ian did not hesitate to take up the chance of firing an AK-47 at the target posts. It was very loud and the ear shields were apparently not great. I stood, like many of the others in the audience, watching with fingers stuck in my ears to shield the noise.



Do you feel lucky punk? As in the man standing behind Ian!

After walking through the jungle in the heat, our journey home in an air con bus was greatly appreciated. As we arrived in Ho Chi Minh city, we had hit rush hour traffic. Bikes were everywhere and I'm glad we were inside the cool bus instead of the hot, motorbike-infested streets outside.

Oct 28, 2004

Eat My Dust!
Manda writes:

Every morning Mr Moped from downstairs would ask if we would like to hire his motorbike for the day. He's very keen. This morning he didn't even wait until we came out the hotel - Ian stepped out on to the balcony for a yawn and stretch and there he was, two floors down, giving the 'you want moped?' signal (miming opening up the throttle). We took him up on the offer a bit later as we still had a few places to visit and didn't want to join a tour.

Our first stop was China Town, or Cholon as the district is called. Motorbiking around Vietnam cities is definitely an experience. People tend not to wear helmets but what a lot of them do wear are smog masks or scarves that are folded into a triangle and wrapped around their faces like bandits. To complete the incognito look, some don sunglasses and a hat too. All this covering up is not for the sake of blocking out the city's pollution, for in the evening hardly anyone wears one. The masks are purely for sun protection and some ladies even go as far as wearing long silky evening gloves to protect their arms. Barely an inch of skin is exposed.

Asians prefer lighter skin and consider tanned skin as not as attractive. This is why they go to such extreme lengths to cover up. Skin whitening products are sold in abundance here. I guess it is what you don't have that you crave for more. In the same way that Westerners are after that healthy glowing tan.

On the subject of observations.... Some of the Vietnamese ladies wear lovely long dresses called 'au dais'. Imagine a long Chinese dress ('cherny sam'), with a higher split on both sides and a pair of loose fitting trousers underneath. The school children wear pristine white ones that always look spotless and pressed. These dresses look elegant and are practical too. We've noticed that some motorbikes have added hooks on both sides for the ladies to hang their au dais skirts on to stop them from catching in the wheels.

China town is just a collection of streets selling medicine, odds and sods and food. It's difficult to tell where it all starts and where it ends. Unlike China towns in Western cities, there are no gates to indicate that you have arrived. We only knew we'd got there when we heard a smog mask vendor call out 'Ho Peng' ('Very cheap' in Cantonese). Thinking that he could speak fluently, I continued haggling in Cantonese only to find that he could only say a few words. He soon reverted to using his mother tongue. I did not understand enough Vietnamese; English was not good for him and so we resorted to sign language. The next stage after that would have been the calculator but we managed to agree on a price before then!

Our smog masks were used to block out pollution. With half the population on motorised wheels, this seemed like a sensible thing to do and a good way to blend in with the locals!



Saigon is not the easiest place for lip-readers to make a living. 

Ben Thien Market was next on the list. We ended up walking straight through it in the end, trying hard not to make any eye contact. Vendors would latch onto your arms trying to guide you into their stalls. With every vendor trying to do the same thing on both sides, this walk soon became a quick march. Since we have been brought up not to ignore people, it was a difficult thing to do at first. But after a while, you just have to be thick-skinned and get on with it. There might have been bargains to be had, but the sales tactic put us off and we made a sharp exit.

In the evening, we took a short ride over to the Rex Hotel. Our Kiwi friends, Barbara and Ted, recommended that we go up to the top to the Garden Rooftop Lounge and have a few beverages there. We could see the People's Committee Building and the square below when we stood up and peered over the tall barriers. It was very relaxing and we enjoyed wine and beer while listening to a Cabaret singer belting out Elvis tracks.



The view from the Rex Hotel roof over the People's Committee Building.

On the way back, our motorbike was playing up. It had been temperamental all day, and had already had a repair earlier on. The gear shifter stopped working soon after we got the bike and had been hanging limply, refusing to budge out of 3rd or 4th gear - and this is not great when you are at the head of a hundred bikes massed at a set of traffic lights. A quick getaway is needed!

Despite the earlier repair works, the bike was still quirky and Ian nearly took out an entire row of bikes that were riding past us as we were about to set off from the pavement. Thinking our bike was in neutral, Ian revved the bike because it was threatening to stall. However, the bike was already in gear and lept out in front, then rose up vertically in a sudden unexpected wheelie. The locals behind us gasped, but luckily Ian had a good hold of the handles and no damage was done. Once we got the bike moving (safely) again, I looked back to see that the locals had given us a wide berth after that fiasco. With my smog mask fastened on securely, I thought, thank goodness they couldn't see my red cheeks!

Oct 29, 2004

Mekong Delta - The Rice Basket
Manda writes:

We set off for the Mekong Delta this morning with an organised tour group. We figured that joining an excursion was the best way to cover a few areas within the Mekong, in a short space of time. There are many cheap deals offered by many of the tour companies along Bui Vien Road in Ho Chi Minh. To be honest, they are all much of a muchness and seem to offer variations on the same itinerary at similar prices. 

The Mekong Delta is best known for rice-growing. It is often referred to as Vietnam's rice basket. It produces enough rice to feed the whole of Vietnam with superfluous amounts to export elsewhere. Vietnam has become the second largest exporter of rice worldwide, after Thailand. That's one big rice basket!

My Tho Street Fruit Market

Our first stop was My Tho City. We literally got off the bus and straight onto a motorboat that took us on the Bao Dinh Canal to My Tho Street Fruit Market. The market sits alongside the canal and is very colourful. What struck us straight away was that all the women fruit sellers (and they were predominantly women) wore conical bamboo hats. It looked like we had been transported back in time. Unlike markets in the capital city, the fruit sellers here left us alone and didn't latch on to any of our limbs, pleading us to buy their wares.

Our guide, Dong, had warned us that some of the locals may stare at us tourists as they are not used to seeing foreigners. I seemed to blend in with the surroundings, in fact, a little too well as a few stall keepers started talking to me in Vietnamese. I seem to get this kind of response in most countries in SE Asia!



Hiding behind a giant-sized flask won't stop us taking your picture, lady!

Tortoise Island (Con Qui)

A few of our tour group bought some fresh fruit and one lady described some delicious banana wrapped in rice and bamboo leaves that she'd just eaten, which made me feel very hungry. Luckily it was lunchtime and we were taken by boat to Tortoise Island for lunch. We walked along a shaded path through jungle-like domain and ended up in a secluded restaurant. Apart from the restaurant, there didn't seem to be much else here. Dong pointed out that there are many longon fruit trees here. I resisted pulling some off despite feeling hungry!

Coconut candy (keo dua) factory and Honey Tea at Ben Tre 

After lunch we moved to smaller motorboats that could squeeze into some of the tighter canals. These were picturesque waterways, lined with water coconut trees and all manner of overhanging leaves and fronds that reflected in the sunlit water. It truly felt like we were being swallowed up by the encroaching jungle and had it been another part of the world, we might have expected a crocodile to swim past. Thankfully, this is not something that we would see in this area. We would, however, be sure to see more coconut, especially at our next destination: Ben Tre. 

Coconut candy is a speciality of Ben Tre and we watched women boiling large cauldrons of sticky coconut mixture, rolling it out, cutting it into squares before wrapping them in rice paper and sweet wrapper for sale. We bought a slab to munch on the bus.

We stopped off at a honey tea and honey wine place next, also at Ben Tre. Dong held out a board covered in bees and asked the audience to scoop some honey off using their fingertips to sample the syrup. I took a raincheck on that one - instead, I tried the honey tea and that was delicious. The honey wine, like most Asian 'wines' tasted like pure alcohol! As we watched the locals sing and play Vietnamnese folk music, the bees buzzed around noisilly. Despite this, we were still able to relax in the surroundings. Maybe the wine had taken its effect! 



Laughing away, Dong asks who's brave enough to stick their finger in to try the honey. 

There was an opportunity to handle a python but we had done this before on several occasions so we continued to sit back and watch others wince and squirm waiting for their photo to be taken.

Unicorn Island (Thoi Son)

Most of the day seemed to have been spent on the waterways. It was by no means the end as we transferred back on to the big boat and rode over to Unicorn Island. We walked through a large souvenir complex - again, this seemed like the only developed place that existed on this island - and straight to the row boats. Great, another boat trip, but this one had a difference - we were in costume! 



Cruising along the Mekong Delta in the appropriate attire. 

Everybody donned the traditional Vietnamese conical bamboo hats as our rowers took us down Tan Thach Canal. We watched lazilly as the surroundings slowly changed around us, eventually leading us out of the small canal back in to the main waterway. It was a pleasant boat trip in the sun and as we pulled up to My Tho, dark clouds were looming ahead. We had made it ahead of the bad weather and then, spent the next three hours on the bus watching the rain come down - all the way to Can Tho, where our beds were waiting for us.

Oct 30, 2004

The Floating Market in the Delta
Ian writes:

You've seen one floating market, you've seen 'em all. Well, that might be the first assumption you'd make - it was certainly mine. We had been to Thailand's most famous market on the water in Damnoen Saduak just a couple of weeks ago, but here we were at 8am making our way up one of the Mekong Delta's numerous channels to see the Cai Rang floating market. Thankfully, my earlier assumption was wrong. Sure, people were selling their goods out of their boats, but unlike Damnoen Saduak, they had not pandered to the tourists. It was definitely a market by the locals for the locals, and not a sign of any tourist tat/souvenirs.

Another difference to Damnoen Saduak was the size of the boats. They were not the small boats that could just about fit one person and a few bunches of bananas and squeeze down the narrowest canals, as in Thailand, but were large, family-sized house boats. As we understood it, these were very much places of residence and business. Looking at some of the boats, fully laden as they were with pineapples or melons, it was clear that some of them would have to sell some more stock before they would have anywhere to rest for the night! To make it easier for people on other boats to see exactly what stock they had for sale, they would tie examples to a bamboo pole, removing items from the pole as that item sold out:



A family sells its fruit and vegetables at the Cai Rang floating market. 

We spent around 15 minutes slowly making our way through the market, not buying anything - like I said, it's a market for locals, nothing here for tourists other than sight-seeing. After that, we continued on to a factory where they make vermicelli. I say factory, but it was a very small operation - more of a cottage industry. Just a few people were there spreading the mixture, laying the pancaked mixture out to dry before cutting into the thin vermicelli noodles that you would normally have in a soup. If it appears that my description is a little lacking in detail, that's probably because I was paying more attention to the cute little dog who was following everyone around, tail permanently wagging. I tuned out while making a big fuss of this little dog.

Back on the boats once more, we made our way down ever more canals to go see some monkey bridges. These are very simple bamboo constructions that span the river which have mostly been replaced by more practical concrete footbridges - more practical, but lacking somewhat in character. We were asked if we wanted to try out the monkey bridge, and about half of the group gave it a go. It's not an easy thing to work your way across - a few bamboo poles strapped together that wobble furiously under the weight of a westerner and a small hand-rail to steady yourself with. I was one of the first across, and was glad that the others following me held back a little; I wasn't convinced that the bridge would hold out with a few people on it at the same time.



Ian sat on the hand rest of a wobbly monkey bridge. 

Once over the other side, we carried on on foot to a village, while those who had not braved the monkey bridge found their way there by boat. We called in on a house where a mother and daughter were busily creating a mat using some kind of giant loom. Very quickly the mother added fresh strands to the mat, while the daughter moved the block back and forth to ensure the strands were pushed tightly together. They made it look so easy, and at that speed they probably managed to create a few mats a day. 

Elsewhere in the village, a group of people was preparing for a wedding that was due to take place the following day, and all the locals seemed very happy. Our group of 19 were all invited to take a seat where we were offered a tasty plate of ... pig's blood. You know, like 'black pudding', but without it being pressed into some neat little shape; this stuff looked like blackened entrails. While I'm partial to a bit of black pudding with a greasy fried breakfast, I didn't feel quite up to trying this. I did have a wafer biscuit and tried some of the rice wine while the locals all stood behind us, taking a break from the wedding preparations to look bemusedly at these strange light-skinned visitors.



The village people: they would leave doing the YMCA until tomorrow at the wedding. 

Finally, we visited a rice husking factory. Or at least I think that's the term for what we were watching. Either I missed the explanation of what was happening or there never was one, but we spent the briefest of times inside this factory watching a machine jiggling the rice about, channeling it somewhere hidden behind the rest of the machinery, only to see it come out through a spout in the front of the machine into the waiting rice sack. As far as I could tell, the two people working there spent their day pressing a button to release the rice and running an automatic stitching machine across each finished bag, and so on. Meanwhile they must be thinking to themselves: "Jeez, this is a dull job ... and to think that these silly tourists want to come and watch us. And they even take pictures!". We took some pictures then made our way back to the boat ;-) 

With our morning's boat-based activities well and truly done, we returned to the hotel we had stayed at last night for some lunch and then tried to work out what bus we needed to get on. Every day there is a fair amount of shuffling of people as some continue their journey onwards, while others head back - there are 1-day, 2-day and 3-day itineraries. We were ushered on to a very nearly full bus, and none of the occupants looked familiar. Were we on the right bus? We were told that it was indeed the Saigon bus, but we were expecting to make one more stop on the way back, to a place called Rung Tram forest. The long and short of it was that they were no longer going to stop there. The reason lay somewhere between 'it's rainy season', 'it would take too long to get there', and 'we can't be bothered and we just want to get home early'. The last one was not offered as a reason, but it got my vote for most likely explanation. 

Manda and I were not too bothered, though - we had our concerns about that location in terms of malaria risk (remember, we're not taking the anti-malarial treatments and are relying on covering up and repellant). However, it did annoy us that they put that on the itinerary if they had no intention of going there. And to be honest, had they gone there it would have likely added significant time on to the day; it seemed like they had been a bit ambitious including that. We had chosen that tour company because of the Rung Tram forest trip, but after an early start and many hours under the fierce sun, we were quite happy to sit back and relax instead!

Nov 01, 2004

23 Hours on the Bus
Manda writes:

· Mon 1st - Saigon - Nha Trang (on the bus: 7.30am - 5pm)

· Tues 2nd - Nha Trang - Hoi An (on the bus: 7.30am - 6.30pm)

· Wed 3rd - Hoi An 

· Thurs 4th - Hoi An - Hue (on the bus: 8am - 1pm)

· Fri 5th - Hue - Hanoi (on the bus: 6pm - 7am)

· Sat 6th - Hanoi

· Sun 7th - Halong Bay

· Mon 8th - Halong Bay

· Tues 9th - Leave Vietnam

This was our first attempt at trying to plan how to fill the remainder of our time in Vietnam. We devoted much of yesterday to this task. We were due to fly out of Ho Chi Minh City on the 4th November but having found our feet here we've now decided to extend our stay. The ubiquitous travel agencies that line Bui Vien Road offer open bus tickets, which make the commute up and down the country much easier (something we were unaware of until we arrived). 

Unfortunately, Vietnam Airlines was only open half day on a Sunday, which means that we will have to re-route our air tickets further up the line, at a bigger town like Hue. Changing these tickets will cost an additional £30 but since the bus journey from Ho Chi Minh City all the way up to Hanoi works out cheaper than a return bus ticket to Hoi An (which we were planning on doing from Ho Chi Minh anyway) this option is worthwhile. Well, this is how we justified it anyway and we would no doubt kick ourselves if we didn't take up this opportunity to see more of the country. With all the itinerary planning, budgeting and bus tickets arranged, it was time to wind down and say farewell to the South.

This morning we embarked on the first leg of our trip to the North. The plan was to stop off at Nha Trang for the night as the bus journey up to this point would take ten hours and this seemed like a logical place to take a break. We stopped off at Mui Ne Beach halfway for lunch and caught a glimpse of palm trees, high sand dunes and the beach. The beach was empty; nothing along it except for empty resorts. We only had half an hour here but it looked idyllic - it was a shame we were on a tight time frame and could not stay for longer.



A very deserted-looking Mui Ne Beach. 

We must have arrived at Nha Trang at 6 o'clock in the evening. As we pulled into the busy town, the guide told us that there was no morning bus from Nha Trang to Hoi An - only an evening one (6.30pm - 6.30am). We put our heads together and did some quick thinking. If we stayed in Nha Trang overnight as originally planned, it would mean that we would lose one day and considering we didn't know whether there'd be anymore unexpected cancellations later on, we decided to stay on this bus and continue to Hoi An through the night. This basically meant that by the time we'd arrive at Hoi An we would have spent 23 hours on a bus. And this is precisely what we did.

It was hard work: the last leg to Hoi An was especially challenging as, by then, our muscles were aching from having sat upright all day. The bus was also full and we didn't have a lot of legroom. As I shuffled in my seat trying to find a more comfortable way of sleeping (and of course, there was none!), I grew increasingly irritable. Irritated by the noise on the bus, other people's legs stretched out invading the personal spaces of others, someone within close proximity with serious bowel problems, endless and seemingly needless repetitive coughing from the people directly behind, someone chatting on a mobile phone at 3 o'clock in the morning ... under these cramped conditions, every bit of noise seemed more exaggerated. But strangely enough, I eventually managed to catch some shut-eye and block out the noise. We arrived at Hoi An at 6.15am and crashed out straight away on the spacious hotel beds. What a day!

Nov 02, 2004

Oooh! Suit You, Sir!
Ian writes:

After that hellishly long stay on the bus I was not in quite as good a state as Manda. I had barely had a wink of sleep, for the same reasons that she found the journey unpleasant, and to top it all off, I was experiencing the kind of headache pain that felt like Freddie Krueger was randomly stabbing the back of my right eyeball, particularly when I was talking to someone and trying to concentrate on the task in hand. Like checking in to the hotel, for example. 3 paracetamol and a couple of hours of proper sleep soon brought me back to something resembling a human.

I could quite easily have slept in all morning but it seemed silly to waste the time that we had gained by travelling through the night. So, by 10am we were up and about, checking out Hoi An and all it had to offer.

This town was recommended by numerous people because of its architecture and also because of its reputation as a place to get good clothes made for dirt cheap prices. We weren't sure about the tailoring aspect yet - we might not be in town long enough to place an order and pick it up - but we soon found out that the rumours were all true. Every second shop was a cloth shop/tailors (or some variation on that theme), and every third shop was selling art. I can't really use the term art gallery, because many of the pieces were the same from shop-to-shop. Regardless, it was a change from the usual collection of tourist tat. That's not to say that the people here were not wise to tourists' propensity for spending; there were still loads of hawkers latching on at every available opportunity to sell postcards, lighters and so on.



A street hawker, selling food of some description, goes about her business in Hoi An. 

So, we walked around the streets of Hoi An looking out for and avoiding hawkers, but not cars - in many of the streets in the old part of town, cars are forbidden. Those mopeds can be pretty darn dangerous, though! All the same, it felt very quiet around the old part of town, and added to the fact that there were so many old-fashioned buildings it did feel a bit like we'd been transported back in time. We visited 300-year-old family homes that were open to the public (for a price), several Chinese assembly halls, and just took in the low tiled roofs of all the other buildings in the town. At the eastern end of town is a covered Japanese Bridge which we walked up to and through. Like the rest of Hoi An, it looked rough around the edges and was showing its age, but this was what gave the buildings here such character.



The view from inside the Japanese Bridge, Hoi An. 

There are guidelines for any new building here that have helped preserve the old-style feel of Hoi An, and this is reinforced by Unesco listing it as a World Heritage Site. 

Since we were here, and since we'd walked the circuit and seen all the nice old buildings, we had to at least ask about the price of a suit ... 

A few minutes later, Manda had placed an order for a black business-like suit (jacket and skirt, lined) and a Chinese dress. The cost? $32 US for the lot. Moments ago, there were two rolls of fabric on a shelf, but already a young assistant was cutting the rolls to the basic dimensions required. Within 4 hours, the fabric would be made-to-measure clothing. You couldn't buy a pair of jeans for that in the UK!



Manda gets measured up for a jacket/skirt suit combo. A few hours later, the fabric she chose was a suit. 

I'm not much of a suit wearer. I don't need to at work, and the occasions that I need to wear something smart for a social event are pretty rare too. But I know I don't have a suit that fits me, and as we walked away from the shop it seemed silly not to get one made up. I might not need it for a while (so let's hope I don't balloon in size), but when I do, I know that I'd kick myself if I had to go out and find an off-the-shelf suit for for £150 when I could have got one made-to-measure for £15. So, I placed an order too.

We went back to the hotel room - an amazing room that got thrown in as part of the $16 bus ticket deal from Saigon to Hanoi - to chill out while the tailors did their thing, then collected them at 5:30pm. Manda tried her dress on first. There was a moment's trepidation for us both - would they be any good? Better than that, the dress fitted perfectly, as did her suit. I tried mine on and found the same attention to detail. Incredible: two suits and a dress - five items - measured, cut, tailored and delivered in under 5 hours. Manda immediately wondered whether we should change the itinerary again so that we'd have some more time to place more orders! This was just such a good deal. But time is limited, and these clothes all need to be carried around or mailed back, so we decided to stick with the plan. We'd got a bargain, we could move on for more adventures ... but that fabric over there would look great as a shirt! 

Nov 04, 2004

Hué City Tour
Manda writes:

Another day and another city tour. Today we were going to explore what Hué has to offer. Some of our friends had recommended that we drop by at this lovely city mainly for its abundance in old architecture. And there was no shortage of historic buildings. It's strange to think that this whole town was left to decay between 1975 and 1990 as the old buildings were regarded as politically incorrect - a reminder of the feudal Nguyen dynasty. However, in 1990 the local government realised the site's potential for tourism and declared the buildings national treasures. The city has not looked back since.

Tourism has brought wealth to the city of Hué and the locals are keen to help tourists shed the odd ten thousand dong or two. As soon as we got off the bus yesterday, several hotel and motorcycle rental touts, cyclo drivers and mobile food sellers were already there to offer their assistance. We made a beeline for our intended hotel and left them all behind. 

Always read the small print was our lesson for today. We had booked a city tour but found out soon enough that for $6.50 US, we had basically booked a taxi service. None of the additional admission charges (and some of them were pricey by Vietnam standards) were included nor was there a guide to explain what we were about to look at. Our driver turned out to be an impatient scruffy man in his late forties with greasy black hair, who had a "What am I doing here?" kind of attitude. If he ever had career guidance advice as a youngster, he would not have been linked to a role in the tourism industry in a thousand years. 

Thien Mu Pagoda

Thien Mu Pagoda was our first stop. It is probably better known for its link in the anticommunist protests that took place in the 1960s. A famous picture of a monk, Thich Quang Duc (from this pagoda), burning himself to death in Saigon appeared in newspapers around the world - his self-immolation was to demonstrate his protest against President Ngo Dinh Diem's policies. 

On this occasion, the seven-storey octagonal tower was unfortunately covered in scaffolding but the temple itself was interesting to look at. The monks were very friendly and even guided us to the best spots to take good photos. The Vietnamese people that we have encountered so far all speak good English. Maybe the fact that we use a similar alphabet makes a big difference (compared, say, to Thailand).

Antiques Museum

When we arrived at the Antiques Museum, the others in our group were dropped off and our driver took us to find an ATM. We had only brought enough money for lunch thinking that the admission costs were all covered. Fortunately, we found one ATM that worked after three attempts (as in, three ATMs).

The Citadel

If time is short and you do not want to join an organised tour, there are three things that you simply cannot miss in Hué and these are: Thien Mu Pagoda, The Citadel and Tu Duc Tombs. Well, this is what we had been told. 



Entrance to the Old Citadel.

The Old Citadel was constructed in the 1800s and was a fortress to Emperor Gia Long. The moated citadel encloses a 10km perimeter and is absolutely huge. Inside the complex are well-kept ruins of the palace grounds - the forbidden purple city (reserved solely for the use of the Emperor at the time), theatre halls, reading rooms, court ceremony halls, living quarters of other members of the royal family etc. You could easily spend half a day or more here but time was not on our side again.

Everyone on our tour group arrived back at the meeting point a few minutes earlier, after our driver had told us that he'd only wait for one minute and if we weren't there by 12.21pm, we would be spending the rest of the day at The Citadel. Did I mention our driver was a cheery chappy?!

Dong Ba Market

Dong Ba Market is like any other market in Vietnam. Predominantly run by women vendors wearing conical hats, selling all manner of things - including conical hats. We didn't spend too long here which was just as well as we weren't planning on buying anything and didn't want to stay too long in one spot in case we caught the eye of an opportunist hawker. Not that they needed any encouragement.

Nam Giao Temple

After lunch, we were dropped off at Nam Giao Temple for 15 minutes. The funny thing was that we didn't actually see any of it. We walked up to a circular platform to see a small pot with a couple of incense sticks poking out. We were a little confused - so where was the temple, was this space where it used to be?

All became clear, as we were carted off in our minibus around the corner and down a considerable length of road ... the temple stood majestically in the distance and would have taken 20 minutes to walk to, from the point we were dropped off at. Ah, so there it was!

Thien An Hill Church

Another quick stop at a church with an octagonal tower. Unlike the one at Thien Mu Pagoda, this was not covered in scaffolding. The church was nice to look at and again, the monks were friendly, trying to make conversation with everyone. These monks even spoke French, as well as English. Very impressive.

Khai Dinh Tomb

We paid the 55,000 dong entrance fee to set foot on the grounds of the Khai Dinh Tomb. A Canadian guy in our tour group made an interesting comment to the ticket inspector, having seen his Vietnamese partner paying 20,000 dong for the same privilege. Disgruntled by the dual pricing system, he made a remark that seemed lost on the inspector. "Why is there a dual pricing? This is supposed to be a Communist country." A good point I thought, and maybe the inspector had understood, but he put on the 'I don't know what this foreigner is saying' look, which he'd got down to a fine art.

Nothing prepared us for what we were about to see at Khai Dinh Tomb. Built on a hilltop, it isn't what you'd expect to see of a tomb. This grandiose structure is more elaborate and has steps leading up to a platform, with lines of stone statues of horses, elephants and civil and military Mandarin soldiers. There are two sets facing each other like pieces on a chess board. 



Stone Mandarin warriors. 

More steps take you up to the main building, which is beautifully decorated with murals and mosaics, made from broken porcelain and glass. There is a golden statue of Emperor Khai Dinh (who ruled from 1916 to 1925) and his remains lie underneath this effigy.

Tu Hieu Pagoda

Tu Hieu Pagoda was teaming with more hawkers. These ones were even more persistent and incense sticks were constantly thrust in front of me, even after shaking my head several times already. This motion was kept up all the way until we reached the slippery steps to the pagoda and surprise surprise I still didn't wish to buy any of those pungent sticks that I so desperately wanted after the umpteenth time they were thrust in my face - not! 

Tu Duc Tomb

Tu Duc tomb was our last stop of the day. Emperor Tu Duc (who reigned from 1848 to 1883) had designed the grand tomb himself and this complex was used before and after his death. Inside these grounds are courtyards, Tinh Khiem Island, Hoa Khiem Temple (which was used as a palace before his death), tombs, a boat landing sheltered structure, a lake and a pavilion where the emperor would sit with his concubines while composing poetry. Apparently, he had 104 wives and countless concubines but never fathered any offspring. He did however adopt a son, Kien Phuc, who became his successor.



Pavilion and lake at Tu Duc tombs. 

The view of the Chinese-styled pavilion, lake and bridge (connecting the pavilion to dry land) look like a picture postcard. Lotus pads fill the lake and look like something that Monet would have enjoyed painting. The grounds are lovely and green and a lot of thought had been put into designing the layout.

Ho Chi Minh Museum was supposed to be our last stop for the day but as we pulled up alongside it, our driver told us that it was closed. I hadn't seen him so happy all day - maybe he'd thawed and was beginning to warm to us. Then again, maybe not! An hour later, we found ourselves on an overnight bus to Hanoi. This trip is all go.



Preparing for the long journey ahead: Ian stuffs his face with a national dish - the banana pancake.
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Hanoi in a Day
Ian writes:

Another bout of overnight travelling on a bus - from Hué to Hanoi - once again took its toll on me. After the last time, when I'd managed to get very little sleep on account of the very noisy people on the bus, I was determined to do better this time around; also, there seemed to be fewer noisy types at the back. Things looked promising, and I did my utmost to get a full evening's sleep as the bus made its way through the dark Vietnamese night. I kept myself awake until midnight, as planned, listening to music while all around me had dropped off. The plan was to make myself so tired, and so bored of looking out of the windows into pitch black nothingness that by midnight I could switch off the music and fall into a slumber. 

It didn't quite go according to plan. 

The first thing to say about the tour buses is that they seem to be built with small people - like Vietnamese people, for example - in mind. My head was always hanging too far off the back of the 'head rest', putting a rather uncomfortable kink in my neck. No position was comfortable. The seats were also very narrow, so it wasn't possible to sit at an angle and stretch out more. And so it was that I listened to another album, watched the clock go past 12:30, 1am, listened to another album, watched the minutes tick by even more and so on until somewhere around 4:30am. At that point I think I managed to get some sleep. Given that we were due to arrive in Hanoi at 6am, this wasn't good. As before, as soon as we got to the hotel, we both zonked out, not waking until after midday. 

So, the lesson is this - cheap buses that run overnight might save you money, but won't necessarily save you time. For me, sleep has been nigh on impossible in those seats, so next time I might think about going by train in a sleeper cabin instead! 

With yesterday pretty much written off, I didn't do much other than traipse around the streets, checking out all the tours that were on offer. Like many other towns and cities in Vietnam, there are areas where almost every shop on the street is a tour ticket agent. You'd think that this might offer some variety, but in reality, out of 20 shops, the tours might only be spread between 3 different operators. They all want your money, though, and they'll tell you anything you want to hear. After our 'taxi service' tour around Hué, we wanted to hear that entry fees were included. Thankfully, everyone seemed to be saying this was the case. After much deliberation, I picked a city tour and a 2-day trip to Halong Bay and kept my fingers crossed. 

Being the first time I'd wandered around the streets of Hanoi's Old Quarter, I noticed some differences between here and other towns in the country. Like everywhere else, the motorbike is king, but with such narrow streets all rules about driving on the right hand side appear to be null and void - it's a total free-for-all. In addition, I noticed that pavements, usually something that pedestrians would use to keep out of harm's way, had another use - motorbike parking. On every street, motorbikes clogged up the pavements making them all but useless for walking along. Evidently the authorities had tried to do something about this - there were white dashed lines along the pavement that suggested parking on one side (near the road) and keep clear on the other. Of course, this was universally ignored. In the clear spaces is where you'd find the street vendors, families sitting on tables and chairs eating, people carrying out bike repairs, welding or some other similar task. So, the only way to get around on foot in Hanoi is to get out into the street and brave the traffic. It's crazy how you can become so blasé about walking across the street with so many bikes coming towards you from different directions, but somehow it works - everyone avoids you! 

Today, then, we were all set to go around the city. As we checked out of the hotel, the girl working on reception seemed put out that we were not staying more than one night, and didn't seem to buy our excuse that we would be 'staying with friends' (a somewhat euphemistic way of saying that the sheets were dirty, the room cramped and tatty). I can only presume that's why the $10 room suddenly became $11 (a VAT charge - first time we'd been asked in Vietnam) - hardly a massive increase, but irritating nonetheless. It's an example of how people can, and will, scam you out of a little bit here, a little bit there in Vietnam if they can get away with it. 

We waited outside the hotel room, having already carted our luggage to our next hotel down the road, then waited for twenty minutes for the bus to pick us up. I was starting to wonder if they'd forgotten about us when our guide for the day appeared. On a motorbike. Heck, was this our first surprise of the day - we'd be doing the tour on a bike now? It turned out that he was just coming to usher us over to the minibus. For whatever reason, they didn't come to us, but then once we were on board, they carried on around the cramped streets picking everyone else up. Strange. 

Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum 

We soon found ourselves at stop number one - the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum. I was very surprised at just how many people were here. We'd exchanged the manic flow of motorbikes for an even more manic throng of people, mostly tourists from abroad being guided round a set route. We didn't get to see 'Uncle Ho' in his sarcophagus - his old carcass was in Russia being given its annual embalming - but walked around the complex seeing where he used to live, then where he lived after realising that the palace building was a little too showy for someone supposed to be a man of the people, and then where he used to scarper when the American B52 bombers were flattening large areas of Hanoi - his bomb shelter. We met a guy named Scott who had just set out on his travels around the world having quit his job. He was just a few days into a 1-and-a-half year trip, the route almost identical to ours but in reverse (he hadn't planned to go to New Zealand, so we strongly recommended adding that in to the mix - wouldn't have missed that part!). 



Guards parading past Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum. 

Our group shuffled along the pathways, hemmed in by the hundreds of other tourists that were here, and on to 1-Pillar Pagoda. This was not the original pagoda which stood higher than the one before us - the French decided to blow it up just before they vacated Hanoi. I dunno, bad losers, eh? 

Our next stop was Tran Quoc Pagoda. Our guide, Tung, told us that it was the oldest in Vietnam, but as far as I could tell those bricks it was made of were fresh out of a kiln only days ago! Restoration, no doubt. Either that or I was looking in the wrong direction. Then, once more, we were whisked away to another location for more enlightenment, this time all things ethnic. We visited the Museum of Ethnology, a title that sounded like it had been made up if I ever heard one! It reminded me of the Tribal Museum we had visited in Chiang Mai, Thailand, only much better equipped, much bigger and with more interesting artefacts and displays. Nonetheless, both Manda and I were a little bored with all the information about the various hill tribes and ethnic groups in Vietnam. Been there, didn't buy a t-shirt but did buy a book. Besides, we were looking forward to lunch. 



The surprisingly well-kept (for its age) Tran Quoc Pagoda.

We were not the only ones looking forward to lunch - so, too, were a group of Malaysian Chinese girls on our group who we ended up sitting with. Manda got a chance to speak a little Cantonese with them, but it didn't last long - not all of their group spoke it, so they didn't carry on at the the risk of excluding anyone. They were a nice bunch of people whom we might bump into when we get to Malaysia (two of them offered to meet up, maybe show us around a little in Kuala Lumpur or Penang - very nice seeing as our acquaintance with them went as far back as the amount of time it takes to eat a plate of noodles!). 

After lunch (which was included in the tour price - yay!) we made our way to the Temple of Literature, the site of Vietnam's oldest University. Much of the old knowledge was inscribed on stone stelae (that rested on the back of stone turtles) but many had been destroyed over hundreds of years and many wars. Now just 8 remained. Knowing how clumsy I am, perhaps I should have kept a wide berth ... 

The day we were visiting was also the day that high school students were having some kind of graduation ceremony. This presented a perfect photo opportunity - for ages I'd wanted to get a good photo of a Vietnamese girl wearing the traditional 'au dais' dress but don't like to make it obvious. Here, though, all the girls were wearing their finest au dais for the special day, so we couldn't really go wrong - point the camera in any direction and there you go. Manda managed to catch a great photo as the group moved on through a courtyard entrance (moments before losing me for ten minutes - I had lagged behind and totally lost sight of everyone). 



Vietnamese high school girls wearing the traditional 'au dais' dress. 

I still want to catch what I think is the quintessential Vietnam picture - a Vietnamese girl in white au dais, riding a bicycle with the dress trailing out behind, preferably with a few palm trees and a suitably worn-out looking bridge over a river. I'm not being too picky, am I?! 

Finally the group made its way to the Ngoc Son Temple which sits on a little island in the middle of Hoan Kiem lake, right in the centre of Hanoi. What can I say? More shrines, more burning incense. Maybe we were getting all templed out. 

So, we'd had a good tour, even if we hadn't really paid too much attention to the guide (who was excellent). We'd met a good bunch of people, the food had been good but my suspicion that things might not go according to plan were correct. When I'd booked the tour, I did so on the understanding that it included a 1-hour cyclo tour around the streets of the Old Quarter. This never happened. Once again, the itinerary advertised and what actually materialised were very different. This time, though, I wasn't prepared to let it lie and went back to the company to have a moan about it. I managed to get a refund of $4 for the both of us. Yeah, I know. It sounds petty doesn't it? $4 can go quite a way in Vietnam, though, and I was a little fed up with being taken for a ride. Which was ironic, really, because that's precisely what I wanted them to do today - take us for a ride on a cyclo. 
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Cruising Along Halong Bay
Ian writes:

I can remember seeing pictures of an area in China that had these really strange mountainous outcrops that seemed to appear out of the ground at regular intervals, like up-turned cups, stretching off in to the distance. In the foreground, a worker in the field with a conical hat, harvesting rice no doubt. Manda had also seen pictures of this area, Guilin, and wanted to go there, but we had not planned to go to China this time. When we started looking through the Lonely Planet for Vietnam, we spotted a picture similar to this - just transplant the worker in the field with a junk boat on the water and you have Halong Bay. And this was part of our reason for making the trip up-country from Saigon - to go out on a boat in the beautiful Halong Bay. 

The bus collected us at 7:45am and made its way out of hectic Hanoi for the calmer surrounds of Halong. Well, it should be calmer, but at our half-way point on the 3-hour journey there, we stopped off for a comfort break only to be followed by another dozen or so tour buses. It was one of those meeting points where the tour guides all get together for a quick bowl of noodles and the locals fleece the visiting tourists for all they can, particularly over-priced water and cans of drink. There were so many people descending on this place, and we knew they were all heading to Halong Bay. So much for calm. 

Also at this tourist stop was an industrious group of girls busily embroidering while everyone watched, and naturally the embroidered clothes were for sale there too. In that case, though, the proceeds from sales went towards children who were still suffering the effects of agent orange - a nasty poison that was dusted over swathes of Vietnamese land to kill plant cover, thus preventing enemies of the US from hiding. Years later, children are born with deformities passed on from their parents, so at least the profits would go to some good. 



They'll stitch you up a treat here - with embroidery, I hasten to add.

We spotted our new Malaysian friends from yesterday (Li Ping, Siu Ling and Ching Yee), just as we thought we would - they had mentioned that they were going to Halong Bay on another tour, but we knew that, tour company aside, we'd all end up in the same place! We said our goodbyes for a second time and wondered if we'd see them again at the harbour. 

As with yesterday, many different people would have paid many different prices for exactly the same trip. Once they reached the harbour, the different guides would sort everyone, collect passports for those people staying on board a boat overnight and try to get everyone on the right boats - there were hundreds in the harbour - and all the passports back to their rightful owners. It looked like absolute chaos. That's because it was. There were 5 people on our boat who were asked to transfer to the one next to us. They had already settled down at a table and found homes for their luggage when they learned this, and the grumbles soon begun - because they'd just been transferred off that boat to ours! The people around us kept their fingers crossed that they would once again see their passports, including Nic, a girl sat opposite us who was taking a holiday in Vietnam on the way home to London after two and a half years in Japan. We talked about her travels. She, too, had done the year out in Australia then returned home to parents saying things like "Well, now you've got that travel bug out of your system, time to settle down with a sensible job ...". She was hoping to work in Spain next teaching English and learning Spanish with a view to travelling around South America in the future. I think the travel bug had a hold on her now, no matter what mum thought! 

After about an hour waiting on the boat and watching hundreds more tourists being sorted on to the right boats, we finally made our way out of the harbour. Lunch was also served (we'd been taunted by the sights from the boat next to us of plates of chips, Vietnamese food and bottles of red wine for too long). It had been a long wait and some of it was OK, but the chips were stone cold, and there wasn't really all that much to go around. I hadn't expected gourmet food, though. One of the more expensive tours (a bit too expensive at $70 per ticket) that had been recommended to us was reputed to have excellent cuisine. I thought of this as I crammed another fork-load of cold, saggy chips into my mouth. But then I reminded myself why we were here - it was for the sights, not the food, and we would all get the same on that front no matter what we paid. 



The skipper had an uncanny sense of direction - he just followed his nose. 

After lunch, I made my way out on to the bow of the boat to be confronted with the first of the ranges of karsts (as these mountainous outcrops are called). Immediately the camcorder came out, and Manda started snapping away with her camera. Every time we went past one set of interesting-looking peaks, another set would present itself in the distance. Because it was a hazy day and the sun was hidden by a uniform layer of cloud, the ranges appeared as various shades of grey with the darkest in the foreground and lighter shades in the distance. 



The different shades of the karsts, Halong Bay. 

We made a stop at a set of caves, along with boat-loads of other people. These were the Thien Cung and Dau Go cave systems. The first one was well worth a look around, and was nicely lit in various lurid colours. As we walked around with our group I came out with the insightful comment: "This place is so cavernous!" I meant that it was large, of course, but was essentially saying "Wow, this cave is so cave-like." Genius. We took a walk out of the first cave and over to the second but, despite the lack of sun, it was turning into a hot day and most of us were starting to sag. We got to the entrance of the second cave, noticed it wasn't lit up all fancily and decided not to bother walking around it - too hot! 



Tourists make their way around inside the brightly-lit Thien Cung Cave. 

After the cave stop, we continued on a little before stopping at a floating house with a fish-farm. There were quite a few of these floating houses here and they looked just like a typical British garden shed, albeit with a bit of decking around it and a view to die for. On the top of the wooden shed-like structure, a TV aerial; inside the shed, a decent TV and probably a VCD player/karaoke machine. The fish farm here had various sea-life held captive in its nets, including some shark-like fish and even some large turtles. I am not sure of the legality of catching the turtles, but out here who could stop these people? What do conservation laws mean to people living off the land (or sea) like this? Nothing at all. All I could do was not offer to buy one for the chefs on the boat to cook up for me, because that was half the reason for our stop. Nobody else partook of mini-shark or turtle and soon we were on our way. 



Sunset on Halong Bay. 

We carried on cruising along through the karsts until the sun dipped down behind them and we made our way to Cat Ba island. We chose to stay on the island overnight rather than on the boat. The reason for this was simple: the brochures suggested that we bring along various items including insect repellent. Now, going from past experience of Vietnamese leaflets, they don't tell you about anything bad, you normally have to find that out for yourself. So, I reasoned, if the tour companies are making a point of warning about insects then they must be ravenous out here. Therefore we opted to stay in an air-con room on this island rather than stay on the boat and get eaten alive by mosquitoes. 

It was a cool night and I'd not seen any evidence of mosquitoes all day. I wondered whether we'd made the right decision as we headed for our hotel. 
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The Tarasque of Halong Bay
Manda writes:

I could use every superlative in the book to describe Halong Bay and it still would not do the place justice. The landscape is truly breathtaking and seems to go on forever. With over three thousand islands jutting out of the deep emerald waters that make up the Gulf of Tonkin, there is no shortage of photo opportunites.



A solitary boat passes the karsts. 

Legend has it that Halong Bay was created by a great dragon who lived up in the mountains. As it ran into the sea, its floundering tail carved out deep valleys from the ground. These crevasses were later filled with water, leaving the taller mounts to protrude above the surface. 'Ha Long' literally translates to 'where the dragon descends into sea'. 

The dragon may indeed be a legend but over the years, another one has evolved. Local sailors have often reported sightings of a large mysterious marine creature known as the Tarasque. The more eccentric would believe it to be genuine - possibly a relative of 'Nessy' who apparently resides at Loch Ness in the UK. The more paranoid would speculate that it is connected to espionage and is in fact a spy submarine. The sceptics would argue that it is a ploy to rouse tourism. Whichever side of the fence you might wish to sit on, it is a mystery nevertheless. On this trip we did not spot Tarasque though, and it is not surprising as we are looking at 1500 square kilometres worth of playground here.

The day started off overcast and it had obviously been raining overnight. This helped lift the haze a little, which gave the landscape more depth of field. We could see the layering effect of the mountains with more clarity. Our newly found friends, Sue and Matt, who we'd met at dinner yesterday evening were also on the same boat as us. Matt had brought his SLR camera with him and together Ian and I tried out the different lenses, fiddling with various camera settings, looking through the viewfinder and wishing we had brought ours along with us too (unfortunately, not so practical for travellers). The potential for excellent photography here is great. We looked at our little point and shoot camera and did the best we could. 



The floating houses on Halong Bay. 
Fishing boats, fruit sellers and pearl sellers would occasionally make their way over to our boat (and all the other tourist boats on the horizon). If Mohammed will not move to the mountain, the mountain must move over to Mohammed. In reality, I'm not sure if there was anyone by the name of Mohammed on the boats but I'm glad the mountains stayed put!



Manda and Ian at Halong Bay. 

Back at Halong Bay, we saw various people that we'd met on different legs of the trip. During the two day trip, we had arrived on one bus, had three boat transfers and four tour guides. It seemed disorganised in an organised kind of way and somehow, all the stands came together perfectly at the end. Everyone had enjoyed the trip and went back to Hanoi feeling happy. It was a nice way of ending our trip to Vietnam - we fly back to Bangkok tomorrow afternoon.
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One Night In Bangkok
Ian writes:

The last couple of days had been a mixture of winding down and gearing up. We were winding down somewhat after our trip through Vietnam, the latter half of which had been quite intense in terms of distances travelled and tours taken; we'd packed as much as we could into a fairly short time. Then, having had a two and a half hour delay getting out of Hanoi airport, we'd pretty much spent much of the day in one of the emptiest airport lounges in the world. Rest was needed and we did get some today. But there was the other part of the equation - gearing up ... for our travels down south.

We had a lot of housekeeping to do today, such as washing clothes, sorting through all our luggage and having another throw away or send home session. All of this was done in the upstairs bedroom that we've been staying in at Stef and Am's, a room that seems to immediately heat up when it gets to around 8am, and Bangkok had suddenly, and a little inexplicably, gone up in temperature during the last week. While we'd been enjoying the relative cool of the northern towns of Vietnam, Bangkok was getting 35 degree (Celsius) days with something like 97% humidity. It was very uncomfortable. Stef's friend Nick reckoned that a sudden ramp up in temperature like this probably meant that it would be one last hot period which would then be followed very quickly by a much cooler period. I hoped this 'snap' would happen soon.

With most of our day's tasks out of the way, we made our way out in the evening to Sukhumvit. This is an area that we had, as yet, not really visited in Bangkok (apart from one very brief trip for a cabaret). The reason we had not been there? Well, a couple of reasons: firstly, this is one of the areas where single (or not single!) men prefer to go eating and drinking, because fairly quickly they can find themselves with a drinking or dining partner who laughs at their every joke, pays them compliments and shows them a good time. This was pick-up central, in other words - the scene that most people associate with the Thai capital. The second reason for not going here is because of what other people might assume about us as a couple (referring back to my first point!). Manda has continually been mistaken for a Thai in Thailand, and as a Vietnamese in Vietnam, so I did wonder what others seeing us together would think. Probably the same thing that I thought about other westerners walking hand-in-hand with Asian girls.

So, why were we here?

We were here to meet Robert, an Aussie whom we'd met on a previous holiday in Turkey. We'd narrowly missed out seeing him when we were in Sydney, so narrowly that we could have crossed the road when we met Louise in North Sydney, as he works in an office block just across the Pacific Highway. That brings the total of people we've met from our Turkey trip to 6 (the others being Barbara and Ted, Brent, Eric and the aforementioned Louise). But here was Robert in Bangkok for a few days, so we made amends for not calling in to see him in Sydney and made our way from Stef's place to Sukhumvit, a journey that ended up taking over an hour.

Robert was just as jovial as we remembered him, despite the uncomfortable heat. We met him at his hotel on Sukhumvit Road, a real 5-star affair. I was totally out of place, wearing board shorts, a Thai market T-shirt with pictures of VW Beetles all over it, wild straggly hair and 6 days' worth of beard growth (the batteries had run out on the shaver and I'd not yet got my act together on that front). I felt that I was lowering the tone, so I called his room, said we were waiting in the lobby then we got out of there ASAP.

The plan had been to try out an Italian restaurant in the area, as I'd been told there were a lot of good ones there, but Robert suggested instead that we try out Gullivers (an English pub). I was happy to go with the flow, and the food was very good and with reasonable prices. 



Manda and Robert at Gullivers Pub off Sukhumvit Road

We made a start on beers, ordering pitchers of Singha. As the night wore on, with food out of the way, we carried on with the Singhas until we were quite well oiled (although naturally we were not aware ourselves how well oiled we had become). I think the expression on Robert's face gives a hint that a quantity of alcohol had been consumed:



Hey, I can see stars!

However, we weren't quite at that state where we would have to use a facility that was laid on by the pub's management - a dedicated basin for being sick into. Think I'm kidding? Here's the sign that was above it, with Thai and English description (although if you couldn't read either, for whatever reason, the picture pretty much summed up the basin's intended use):



We talked through the evening about travels, work, anything that cropped up really until about midnight. At that point we realised that we - Manda and I - probably ought to grab the skytrain back in the direction of 'home'; Robert would only have to stumble up the road a few hundred yards. We said our goodbyes and did the customary 'if you're in England, drop us a line and we'll show you around' routine (a genuine offer, might I add. Manda's already worked out several itineraries for various lengths of stay). And that was that - our last night in Bangkok. Well, that was almost us done for the day. Stef and Am still had to endure a drunk and silly Ian when we finally got back to their house. Rest assured, our leaving the following day had nothing to do with any beer-induced faux pas on my part. Heck, I don't need beer to do something stupid - I'm as clumsy as they get at the best of times!

Getting to Koh Tao
Manda writes:

We finally left Bangkok yesterday evening. After bidding farewell to Am and Stef, who have kindly put us up, it was time to make tracks again. We decided to take a sleeper train for the eight hour journey down south, to Chumphon. This is where we'd get the boat to Koh Tao island from. Boat services run frequently and also connect to Koh Pang Ngan and Koh Samui, our next destinations after Koh Tao.

The bunk beds on the sleeper train were comfortable. Even though it was a communal arrangement, once the curtains had been drawn, it offered some privacy. I read a few chapters of The Beach (this is the second time I've read this book and it seems apt now that we are visiting the Thai islands) before settling down to catch some shut-eye. I managed to sleep for seven hours but Ian only managed a couple of hours. He doesn't seem to have much luck sleeping on public transport and looked like he'd been poked in both eyes by the time we'd arrived at our destination. I think he was subconsciously anxious about waking up in case we missed our stop, even though the alarm had already been set for 4am. 

After the train, bus, boat and minibus journeys, we eventually arrived at the Big Blue Resort at 10.30am. Koh Tao is well known for its excellent diving location and this is mainly why we've included it in our itinerary. Even though Ian had been looking forward to diving here, he felt too exhausted to give it a go straight away. Instead, we did a spot of snorkelling. 

We were taken out on a boat to White Rock, followed by The Twin Peaks just ten minutes from our resort. The water was lovely and warm and the sea calm - almost ideal conditions if only the visibility in the water was better. Still, it had been a while since we had used our snorkelling gear (the last time was probably in Clovelly in Sydney back in March) and we were just happy to get into the water. 



An as-yet-unidentified fish in Koh Tao's waters. 

The second spot, The Twin Peaks, was better than the first - from a snorkelling perspective. This is because the coral reefs are closer to the water's surface. We saw some amazing fish and even a large jellyfish that was probably the size of a football. We were careful to swim around it, avoiding its tendrils. We also spotted some clams, sea snakes and sea cucumbers in amongst an array of fish.



Manda keeps a close eye on the football-sized jellyfish.

Some of the divers spotted a turtle and some stingrays too. We didn't see these but we did, however, spot a trigger fish. And boy can these small fish do some damage. On our last trip to the Great Barrier Reef, one of the cooks (on a live-aboard dive boat) got a nasty cut above his eyebrow as a result of swimming too near to this type of fish. Apparently they are more aggressive around mating season but that's not now, thankfully. At least now that we've gotten some of the potentially troublesome marine life out of the way, maybe from here on in we can get to see only the colourful and cheerful ones - like the goodies from Finding Nemo.



Sunset over Koh Tao.

Nov 13, 2004

Koh Tao, Diving Mecca
Ian writes:

"Basically, just find an island and veg out." - words of advice given to me before getting to the Thai islands. This all seems pretty good in theory, and many people will do just that. The problem is that now we are on the final stretch of our trip, time doesn't allow us the luxury of 'vegging out' indefinitely. This is a shame, because Koh Tao seems to be just about the most perfect spot to forget about time and laze around the beach.

Our resort, like many others along the beach, was a dedicated dive resort - Big Blue. It had some pretty reasonable rates for the cheap bungalows (no air-con, no hot water), rates that were reduced by half if you did a couple of dives. Many of the resorts offered something similar - these places are there for people to dive, it's where the locals make their living, so there's little incentive to offer cheap accommodation for people who only want to laze on the beach. Even if you did decide not to dive though, and pay the higher rate for the room, there's every good chance that you'd still help the local economy by eating in the resort restaurant.

I decided I liked Koh Tao on the first day. Everything about the place seemed to be just right at the resort (except, perhaps, for the somewhat flaky electricity supply - we would notice that the bulbs would progressively dim at night to the point that candle light would be brighter, and then the lights would brighten to full luminosity once more, only to repeat the cycle all over again). Still, we shouldn't complain - up until recently many resorts didn't have 24 hour electricity. The diving was pretty good, too!

I booked up for 4 dives - 2 dives over two separate afternoons. I had a moment's doubt about whether I'd done the right thing as I set out on the boat from the resort for this afternoon's diving. Looking back at Koh Tao, I could see a very dark grey sky, and out to sea was evidence of approaching bad weather. Within a few minutes, the island was obscured from my view by the torrents of rain that had suddenly descended upon it, and moments after that it had caught up with our little dive boat. With such poor weather, the dive didn't promise to be all that good but ended up being quite enjoyable. Once under the water, all thoughts about the weather up there were forgotten and replaced with views of the South East Asian marine life. 



Anemone fish frolic in their underwater playground. 

By the time I surfaced 40 minutes later, the rain had stopped and the skies were looking much less moody. We made our way from 'No-name Pinnacle' to the next dive spot, Hin Pee Wee (which everyone resorted to calling Pee Wee Herman). It was another enjoyable dive with no specific high points, and by high point I mean the sighting of something larger than a grouper fish - it's amazing how you can quickly become blasé about seeing such pretty and colourful fish such as the blue ringed angelfish or parrot fish. Perhaps I should have reminded myself, once again, what it would be like in Stoney Cove: "Oh, another dull, indeterminate, murky-coloured fish."

The earlier clouds gave way to another spectacular sunset. We sat on the decking of the beach-front restaurant for an evening meal of pad Thai noodles as the last of the sun's rays disappeared on the horizon. 



Another view over the Gulf of Thailand as the sun sets on Koh Tao. 
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White Rock and Twins
Ian writes:

After yesterday's shocking - albeit brief - downpour, I woke this morning hoping for some better weather for snorkelling and diving. We got it. A quick look out of the bungalow/cabin door and through to the palm-fringed beach revealed a glorious day with very few clouds in the sky. In no time at all, Manda and I were making our way down the sandy track with our mask, snorkels and fins to check out the reef that runs parallel to the beach.

We spent about an hour bobbing around in the water, watching shoals of fish feeding on what living coral was there (being in-shore and in shallow waters, this coral was showing a lot of wear and tear). Manda was disappointed about not seeing a turtle, but quite happy at not having encountered a shark; I didn't think either would be all that likely to make an appearance at this depth, but, like Manda, would have been happy to have this theory proven wrong by a hawksbill turtle. 



A shoal of yellow fish feeding on the shallow corals.

On our first journey out on the dive boat two days ago, we stopped at two locations, known as White Rock and Twins (or Twin Peaks to give it the proper title). While Manda and I snorkelled, mostly sticking to the surface, 10-12 metres below us were all the other people who had come along on the same boat. Today it was my turn, though, at this same spot. I wasn't sure what to expect, because from 12 metres up it didn't look all that interesting. Sure, the other day I'd done a bit of breath-hold diving, managing to get down to 10 metres before making an about turn and heading for the surface again but this was not long enough to make any proper assessment of how good these locations would be for diving. Even so, I felt a little cheated being back here, because yesterday's weather had forced a change of location and I had originally wanted a morning dive today, rather than an afternoon one, and both of those would have meant new locations. Ah well, a dive is what you make it ...

I was buddied up with a guy called, well, Guy. He had arrived on Koh Tao just yesterday and had already secured a little bit of work as a Divemaster looking after 'fun divers' like myself. Thankfully, we did not have to follow a group of people doing training exercises - we were free to make our own way around and in our own time. The first dive was at 'White Rock'. Visibility was excellent, and we got to see a couple of moray eels as well as two scary trigger fish (the knife-weilding maniacs of the ocean).

For the second dive, we moved on to Twin Peaks. This would be my 34th dive and Guy's 100th. What better way to mark a centenary than with your first sighting of a turtle? I was so surprised that he had, as yet, not seen one of these animals, especially given that he had previously done many dives off Koh Tao, and the turtle at Twin Peaks was, for the want of a better expression, a 'resident'. But dive number 100 for Guy produced this beauty:



"Give us a hug". A turtle tries to have a bite to eat with the diving paparazzi (me!) on his case.

Before not too long, there was a group of ten divers all hovering around the turtle, rudely intruding on his afternoon snack, with me at the forefront randomly snapping away. After that point in the dive, none of the other smaller fish we saw could really compete. The turtle had won the day. 
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Overnight at Koh Pha-Ngan
Manda writes:

Despite wanting to stay longer in Koh Tao we headed for the next big island, Koh Pha-Ngan, in the Samui archipelago. We have got under a month to work our way through Koh Samui, Krabi, Phi Phi island, Malaysia and Singapore before heading back to London. It's a shame we cannot spend longer on each of these islands as they look like relaxing places to chill out. But at least we have got a flavour of each one and now have first hand experience of what Alex Garland was describing in his book, The Beach.

Koh Pha-Ngan is only a one and a half hour ferry trip from Koh Tao. As soon as we got off the boat at Thong Sala, the welcoming party (i.e. the hotel and taxi touts) were out in force. They seemed very persistent and even though we had wanted a taxi, we only took up the offer from an old lady right at the end of the long line of bustling salesmen - the persistence tactic has quite the opposite effect on us. Once we boarded our taxi, I looked around to see that most of the earlier taxis (or songthaews) were full. Maybe this tactic does work after all or maybe everyone just wanted to head in the direction of Hat Rin, like us.

Judging by our taxi journey, the island is very hilly but this did not stop our driver from speeding across, making our ride not too dissimilar to that of a rollercoaster. Some of the roads were steep dirt tracks that were occasionally connected by concrete roads. There was one section that was particularly steep and slippery since it had been raining. We watched a tourist come off his rented motorcycle here - fortunately he was alright.

The rain was coming down thick and fast as we approached Hat Rin. We headed into a restaurant-bar (of which there are many) and had some lunch, waiting for the rain to subside. 

Hat Rin is the most popular place in Koh Pha-Ngan. It lies on the southeast peninsula of the island. There are two beaches on either side of this strip, Hat Rin Nok and Hat Rin Nai. The former a busier affair and the latter, a more subdued one. We chose to stay in the quieter Hat Rin Nai, which is only a ten-minute walk from the hustle and bustle.

There was no one on the long stretch of beach at Hat Rin Nai, probably as a result of the weather. We could see a pier and Koh Samui directly opposite. We jotted down the boat timetable for our trip over tomorrow then made our way back up the main street. Sandwiched between the two beaches are streets crammed with tattoo parlours, bars, ethnic clothing and ethnic jewellery shops, pirate DVD/CD outlets and hair braiding places. In this sense, it's quite commercialised but the roads still have some catching up to do - many of the routes connecting the two sides of the peninsular are little more than dirt-tracks. Some have described this island as a halfway house between Koh Tao and Koh Samui and not just in terms of geography, it would seem.



No Thai street is complete without the obligatory 7-11 store. 

Before we knew it, we had arrived at Hat Rin Nok. 

The beach in Hat Rin Nok is where the full moon parties take place. This is where up to 12,000 ravers (at peak season) amass to dance the night away. Loud music spills out of the various stages and the partygoers spill out of open air dance venues and on to the beach. It sounds like a good place to party but since we hadn't packed our lunar calendar, we had no idea when this event was due to take place next.



Hat Rin Nok, home of the Full Moon parties (and the occasional curious dog) 
Hat Rin Nok beach is more attractive than the one at Hat Rin Nai and the fact that it is sheltered by a bay, gives it more character. It is apparently good for snorkelling but now would not be a good time to try it out as the surf can be rather tricky at this time of year. 

We walked around a few more shops before heading to another eatery for dinner. The restaurants along this strip offer a lot of choice - hamburgers, pizzas, fish and chips and some Thai dishes. Even the Thai dishes and portions seem somewhat adapted to Western taste. Our Pad Thai noodles were cooked in a sweet and sour sauce - which was different to what we have tasted before but nice at the same time. Or to corner a phase used by the locals: "Same, same ... but different!"
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Meet The Parents - Operation Koh Samui
Ian writes:

We always knew that it was going to be difficult to travel around SE Asia with the amount of baggage that we've ended up amassing (despite sending packages of clothes and other items to the UK). Mostly it's my fault - too many heavy items, power adaptors etc, not to mention the diving/snorkelling paraphernalia that's been following us around the world. Today was exactly the kind of day when the two backpacks + dive bag + laptop bag proved difficult to lug around. Yesterday Koh Pha-Ngan had a big monsoon downpour, but today the sun came back with a vengeance. Just as we were carrying our stuff along sandy tracks towards the pier.

Somehow we survived the transfer of luggage from the pier on to the boat and sat on a lower deck of our boat from Koh Pha-Ngan to Koh Samui to stay out of the sun and try to cool down a little. When we arrived at the other side, we were met by Alan and Ann. Oh, we haven't mentioned them before have we? Well, we hadn't met them before either! Alan and Ann are the parents of one of my sister's friends, and they'd heard that we would be passing through their new island home at some point. While we didn't know them from Adam (and I don't even know an Adam), we called them up because, frankly, they'd seemed quite keen to meet up despite not knowing whether we had atrocious B.O., shocking cases of Tourette's syndrome or some other socially unacceptable habit. Which of course we don't (as far as we know). Maybe they were missing the opportunity of talking with fellow Brits?

Alan and Ann had been in Koh Samui since April. This seemed like an age ago to us, a time when we had been making our way around New Zealand, and we'd covered a lot of ground since then, including our travels through SE Asia and Thailand in particular. Meanwhile, these two were still being given the run-around by the locals about their plans to build a house on land that they already owned (Official: "Yeah, we can get the electricity in within days." Alan and Ann, both at the same time: "Pah!"). If ever there were an example of working to 'Thai time', this was it. Regardless of the seemingly never-ending trials of setting up home on a Thai island, they both seemed in good spirits and seemed to be looking forward to the day when they could wave goodbye to their rented accommodation.

They kindly drove us from the ferry pier to a few places offering accommodation. We managed to find something passable after three attempts. I did wonder if, as Ann helped bring a case to the bungalow, she took a look at the place and thanked her lucky stars for what they did have on the island (nice, albeit temporary, acommodation). Our standards have definitely changed while on this trip - this room had a fan, but no aircon (we are getting more acclimatised now and aircon rooms can sometimes fel too cold), a sloping floor, an odd-smelling bed, peeling paint on the walls, photos of the Thai royal family, no hot water and a distinct lack of plumbing from the sink (the water simply drained out on to the floor .... but it was on a slope, anyway, so it would run into the drain in the corner no problem). Yep, for 300 baht, this room seemed perfect :-)

We stayed around the area - near Lamai Beach - for the afternoon, mooching up and down the main street and taking a stroll along the beach itself. The water was anything but swimmable. Unlike Koh Tao's westerly beaches, this eastern stretch seemed to be getting a pounding. The few people we did see in the water were not swimming, but sitting where the waves break, probably scared to venture any further from that spot. 



Lamai Beach. Swimmers dare not venture out too far during this season. 

In the evening we met up with Alan and Ann once again. They had suggested that we try out a Burmese barbecue place they'd frequented before. Uh-oh. Alarm bells sounded. What they were describing was identical to the disaster that was our last - and introduction to - Korean-style cook-yer-own barbecue dining. We had failed dismally then, but maybe we could learn from our mistakes?

As it turned out, things went swimmingly. And by that, I mean swimmingly in the sense of Koh Tao's clear waters and not Koh Samui's wild waves. We managed to cook lots of food, all of it edible, and with no change of burnt cooking implements at the half-way mark (I refer you, once again, to our last disastrous attempt). The fact that we had not met Alan and Ann before was irrelevent as we all spent an enjoyable evening sharing experiences of Thailand, reminiscing about what we'd left behind at home and cooking up a storm. We had finally managed to redeem ourselves with this style of cooking and thankfully, it was not a total wash out like last time! 



A great night out had by all at the Burmese BBQ place.
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Koh Samui's Delights
Manda writes:

It's amazing to think that the first two travellers set foot on the sands of Koh Samui in 1971, having taken a coconut boat all the way from Bangkok. How things have changed. Looking around, there is no shortage of plush hotels and accommodation to suit every kind of budget. The island is very commercialised and Thais are definitely in the minority here. Not just in relation to the swarms of holidaymakers but also the fact that the island's inhabitants refer to themselves as 'chao samui' (Samui folk) rather than Thais. 

The area we are staying in, Hat Lamai, is calm and relatively small. Being the second most popular tourist location after Hat Chaweng, it has its fair share of night life and tourist offerings. There is a strip of sand backed by a busy main road and green hills in the distance. It is not a bad spot! 

To get to see more of the island, we hired a motorbike today. Ann told us a story about a friend of hers who had crashed into another motorbike driven by a young lad. At first the young boy, realising it was his own silly fault, was very remorseful and wanted to make a quick apology before fleeing the scene. But seconds later, the locals gathered around and a few officials were also summoned over. The friend ended up paying roughly £100 in compensation money (which is a lot of money by Western standards, let alone Thai standards) to the young lad - even though it was not his fault. What was the rationale? Well, tourists should not be driving on the roads of Thailand in the first place - if they weren't there, the accident wouldn't have happened! The fact that the 14 year old was too young to drive and didn't have a licence was irrelevant. Armed with this knowledge, we were extra careful on the roads. Hell, we'd managed to drive around Saigon unscathed so this shouldn't be too much of a problem! But we exercised caution nevertheless.

Our first stop was at Hin Ta Hin Yai (Grandfather and Grandmother Rock), a kilometre south of Lamai. Legend has it that a local old couple had been shipwrecked, drowned and washed ashore. Thus creating these unusually shaped rocks. Before you think it is a cute and cuddly version of the old folk, think again. One word describes it all - phallic - if you get my drift. I'll let the pictures do the talking.



Grandfather Rock. 



Grandmother Rock - from a slightly less obscene angle than that used on postcards here!

The Big Buddha at Wat Phra Yai was next. We drove all the way up to the northeast of the island and across a causeway to get to this wat. At 12m tall, the golden Buddha is visible from several kilometres away. The view up close is even more spectacular and we took lots of photos of the Buddha silhouetted by a blue tropical sky.



The Big Buddha at Wat Phra Yai.

Having had our fill of the sightseeing spots, we took a drive over to Hat Chaweng. As we drove along the main street, both Ian and I noticed how similar it looked to Crete. I'm thinking Malia or Chersonisos here. The main road runs parallel to the longest beach in Samui, and is basically a highly commercialised strip. Restaurants, bars, clothes outlets, fake designer gear - basically, a you-name-it-they-probably-sell-it kinda place. This was definitely the happening place and makes Lamai look like an OAP home in Western-Super-Mare. We drove up and down the street taking all the commotion in. Eventually, we parked up and took a stroll. We ended up at a bar called The Deck and had a couple of cool beverages, watching the world go by.



Chaweng's main drag. 

We had planned on going to see the mummified monk at Wat Khumaram but ran out of daylight. Chaweng had absorbed us and we'd been truly running on Thai time!
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The Grabby Cabbies in Krabi
Ian writes:

After just two evenings on Koh Samui, we once again found ourselves packing our bags and lugging them to another port of call, this one being Nathon Pier, to board a ferry to a place called Donsak. Our 'barely-met-them' friends Alan and Ann had kindly offered to take us to the ferry, which saved us a few hundred baht and a whole lot of hassle. Actually, they seemed rather surprised that we were moving on so soon but we needed to keep the momentum going and make our way towards our next intended destination, Krabi.

The ferry from Koh Samui took just 1 and a half hours, and from Donsak we boarded a bus to Surat Thani. Then, after a 1-hour wait at a road-side café (where the owners know they can charge more than the going rate to for sub-standard egg rolls - I know, I was that hungry fool), we boarded another bus for the final leg of the journey to Krabi Town.

There is an old saying that if something seems too good to be true, then it probably is. This is very much the case with tickets and tours in Thailand. Our ticket from Koh Samui to Krabi was 250 baht, while others were charging 300-350 baht for what seemed to be the same journey. They have ways of making up that deficit, and here's how it worked with us:

When we got to Krabi Town, we were driven through the centre and were not dropped at the main bus station, or anything that resembled a government bus station of any kind. This was private property - a business in what seemed to be the middle of nowhere. We all got off the bus and were asking the same question: "What now?" We had expected that we could flag down a songthaew (taxi) but none looked like passing through here. The choices seemed to be either: 

a. pay 50 baht each to get on a cramped, filled-to-capacity minibus that would take us (what turned out to be quite a short distance) to the town centre or

b. succumb to the annoying, pressuring sales pitch of the tout who would not take no for an answer, and who took great pleasure in informing you that taking their minibus service would only mean that you'd end up paying the same, or even more, for a room in town.

We went for the first option. Sure, the taxi ride was over-priced but they had us by the short and curlies, and they knew it. That's how that scam works. Perhaps staying at the room suggested would have been cheaper, but it was the hard-sell tactics that ensured no sale; Manda was pushed too far, and had simply given up trying to reason with the man after a lengthy and escalating verbal rally, finally opting for a simple (and uncharacteristic) "Ah, shut up!" So, you do get what you pay for with travel tickets. (And for anyone interested in avoiding the same pitfall, don't go with P.P Family Tour). 

We had told the driver to drop us at K Guest House, telling him that we'd phoned ahead. This was a blatant lie, but we just wanted to be dropped at a decent spot near to other guest houses. They had told us K Guest House was full, but we just didn't believe them. Turns out they were telling the truth, though, much to our surprise. So that meant a recce mission for me - find a decent place to crash for the night - while Manda stayed at K's restaurant guarding our bags and nursing a cool coke. We opted for a gleaming new hotel called 'A Mansion'. It was a little more expensive than we intended to pay - a 400 baht room with fan and cold shower, which we managed to knock down to 350 - but the room was spotless, and didn't smell of damp, like the others I had checked out. Besides, it was late and we were tired from transferring from vehicle to vehicle. Enough for one day. 
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4 Islands Tour of Ao Nang
Ian writes:

We arrived so late yesterday in Krabi, and a little bit flustered after a 6-hour, 1-boat, 2-bus and 1-minibus journey that we hadn't been able to organise any trips to any of the local tourist attractions. On one hand I felt like having a lazy day today, or at least having a day of looking around the town and seeing what the agencies here were offering in terms of day trips. The problem with that approach is that it would basically waste a whole day, so instead I headed out at 7am and tried to book us on to a trip for today. I managed to get us on one that would pick us up at 8am, so very quickly we got ourselves ready for a 4-island excursion.

For those unfamiliar with the area of Krabi, it's a lot like Halong Bay in Vietnam and Guilin in China - large karsts (limestone formations) sticking out of the sea, in this case the Andaman Sea. We departed from Ao Nang Beach in a long-tail boat - the cheaper (half the price) option to the speed boat tours that were also on offer from all the agencies - and made our way to the first stop, Tup Island.

Tup island is connected to two other islands by a Y-shaped sand bar. It looked to be a good location for snorkelling, and indeed this is what we, and many other boats, had stopped to do. However, the weather was not perfect for swimming. The sky was clear but the wind was causing a bit of chop on the surface, and the currents were a little too strong to enjoy the water completely. It was hardly 'swept-off-to-sea' conditions, but the action of the water was sirring up all the silt. I swam around for a while before admitting defeat.

After an hour at Tup Island, we continued towards 'Chicken Island'. There's no question about how this particular rock got its name:



Chicken Island - It looks like a chicken, so why call it anything else? But does it taste like chicken?

After a brief pass-by of the island for photo-taking purposes, we headed back in to shore - under the protection of its wing, if you like - for our second snorkelling opportunity. Here the water was much calmer, and the fish were plentiful. If there hadn't been 50-60 other people in the vicinity stirring up the water, it could have been an excellent snorkelling spot. I imagine that when the tourists are not here turning the place into human soup, this could be one of the finest spots in Thailand to do a spot of breath-hold diving.

With our second soaking out of the way - and I wished we'd had an hour here and 30 minutes at Tup Island rather than the other way around - we continued by longtail boat to Poda Island. Lunch time! And for a change, the food that was included in the price was really rather good. Often you'll get some kind of instant noodles, or some insipid fruit that was cut hours earlier by an unclean kitchen worker using a rusty knife ... or at least it appears that way, but not today. We were handed little take-away cartons that contained some rice, a chicken drumstick, a little sachet of sweet chilli sauce and another bag containing some minced chicken and veg. It was the epitome of excellent Thai roadside vendor food (but without the roadside vendor - where did they get it from?). Manda and I sat and ate our luch, looking at the beautiful sights in front of us and keeping an eye open for the monkeys behind us who, no doubt, appear at the beach just when us two-legged types appear with our easily-stolen meals.



The monkeys at Poda Island could tell when lunch time had arrived - the same time as the tourists.

The final stop of the day was at Railey Bay. It was a bit of a misnomer to call the tour a '4-Islands' trip because Railey Bay was actually part of the mainland. However, it felt like an island, and it certainly looked inaccessible from the mainland, so I wasn't going to demand a 25% discount for false advertising! Further up the bay is a cave called Princess Cave. At its entrance were stacks of what looked like wooden penisis. Correction, not 'looked like' but 'were' wooden penises.

The cave is supposed to be where the spirit of a princess resides, one who watches out for the local fishermen if they make an appropriate offering. Apparantly, the appropriate offering for a spirit princess is a large, carved phallus, and those fishermen have been coming here in their hundreds and leaving a little something behind for the dead old gal.



The view from Phanang Cave over Railey Bay.

That pretty much concluded the tour, if you exclude the usual transfer boat and taxi back to home/hotel/guesthouse ... which I'm going to do. By the time we got back, both of us were very tired, I was sunburnt on my back (blame the snorkelling) and neither of us felt like doing much at all. So, we did what any other sane person would do in this scenario: we booked another trip out for more of the same tomorrow, but this time at Kho Phi Phi, an island that is now very famous, thanks to a certain Leonardo DiCaprio.
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Let's go Phi Phi!
Manda writes:

'There's no way you can keep it out of Lonely Planet, and once that happens it's countdown to doomsday.'

- So said Richard in Alex Garland's book, The Beach.

The story describes how a group of backpackers try to escape the commercialised side to Thailand and set off to find their own piece of paradise. The story is set in Thailand's Ang Thong National Marine Park, which is near to Koh Samui. It was later made into a blockbuster movie starring Leonardo DiCaprio. Except it was not filmed on the Marine Park but an island near to Krabi. Ao Maya (Maya Bay) on Phi Phi Ley Island to be precise. Koh Phi Phi is made up of two islands; the more commercialised Phi Phi Don and Phi Phi Ley where day-trippers visit. And this is where our group was headed for today.

When 20th Century Fox turned up on location, many protestors expressed their concerns about what impact filming would have on the island. Truth be told, the film production company probably did the bay more good than harm. Even before filming could commence, as much as four tonnes of rubbish had to be removed from the marred shores of Ao Maya. Rubbish accumulated from long-term abuse of holidaymakers and the not so eco-friendly dynamite fishing activities that took place here. Extra palm trees were also planted to complete the 'paradise island' ambiance, which can only positively add to the island's charm in the long run.



The Beach on Maya Bay, Phi Phi Ley Island.

We arrived by big boat in not quite an unorthodox a manner as Richard, Étienne and Françoise (the main characters in the book) had done. As we pulled up into the bay, it was unsurprising to see that we were not the only tourists here either. The place was teeming with boats and their quota of snorkellers paddling nearby. The water was lovely and warm and even though it was snorkeller-soup, we still had a good time.

What was slightly disconcerting to see at first was the clear plastic bags floating freely near the surface - I initially thought they were jellyfish. But then it dawned on us that old tactics die hard and the waters have reverted to their original state prior to filming. Once more, filled with litter, the bay contains a collection of items that people have jettisoned. I even spotted a straw sombrero and a pair of red shorts. Despite the mess, there were many fish swimming happily amongst the living coral.

At twice the cost of yesterday's 4-islands-trip, today's day trip to the Phi Phi islands seemed extravagant. It was definitely more enjoyable and less tiring though. Instead of being escorted to Ao Nang beach (where the boats depart from) by a noisy songthaew (open air taxi), we were taken by air-con minibus. Instead of visiting the islands by basic long-tailed boats, we cruised along luxuriously in an air-con big boat. Instead of eating take-away food on a beach, we dined in a very nice buffet restaurant on Phi Phi Don Island. It was a nice change and I'm glad we did the trips this way around!



Lunch break on Phi Phi Don Island.

After lunch, we stopped off at Bamboo Island for another dip in the Andaman Sea. This place is excellent for snorkelling and there were definitely fewer tourists here. The coral and variety of fish came close to what we had seen in The Great Barrier Reef and Naviti in Fiji. The water was very clear and warm. It was a shame we had forgotten to bring our underwater camera. You'll have to take our word for it!



Bamboo Island.

So was Richard correct in predicting doomsday for The Beach? I think he was you know. I guess everyone is trying to look for their piece of paradise even if it means that paradise is paying the ultimate price (said so in a Jerry Springer final thoughts kind of way!).

Nov 21, 2004

Thai T-Shirt Translations
Ian writes:

Over the last few days, we've seen some pretty places in the south of Thailand. I'd like to tell you that today we did more of the same, but the truth is that today was another chill out and catch up with some odd jobs that needed doing kind of day. We were both tired from the last few days' activities, but there was still something important to attend to today: get some bus tickets to Malaysia. So, that's what I did.

Not a very interesting day, was it? OK, it can't all be day trips to glorious islands, so to make up for the non-event that was Sunday the 21st November, here's a little something that I wrote a while back but 'saved for that [proverbial] rainy day'. It didn't rain, mind, but don't let that get in the way of things ...

In the UK, and the western world in general, there seems to be a certain panache in having Chinese, Japanese, Thai - or any other strange-looking foreign script - characters tattood on prominent parts of the body. Failing that, though, you can always walk down to your local clothing emporium and find a T-shirt or three with similar foreign characters splashed all over the fabric in haphazard but kinda cool-looking ways. But have you ever stopped to ask yourself what exactly your T-shirt says? The chances are that the designer responsible for placing that Kanji character over the right shoulder won't have a clue what it says. Or perhaps he or she did, but in manipulating the image, an important part has been missed off and the word for 'love' might have been transformed to mean something like 'unavailable on thursdays' or something equally nonsensical. I'm sure this is the case, because this seems to be what happens here in Thailand.

I've been sniggering at the T-shirts with English writing on that I see Thai people wearing for some time now. Some of them are funny because they just make no sense, others are just unintentionally funny or ironic - a one letter mishap might change the meaning of the sentence completely. As subtly as I can, I've been noting down some of the bizarre slogans I've seen on T-shirts here and offer them up now for your reading pleasure. So, next time you are tempted to buy clothing with trendy-looking foreign characters on (or worse still, a tattoo that you can't easily remove), you have to ask yourself one question: "You feel the lucky pnuk?"

· Three little my lovely look a girls my a girl love

· Might is right, Right is might

· Herlay Davison (spot the bootleg T-shirt there?!)

· This crakshaft weighs over 48 lbs

· Simple need party

· Don't play with a boy without C.D.

· Dance crazy, till a meal gets

· The seasonedly, I keep up with the fashion, Let's go for a picnic, Hello...! Morning, presented by SP Girl

· Yo man, lay me.

· Only a thing pleasent all the year round is a dome

· And ot's free inside. The time that you. In the f**king much poems. Now You See. Have Nothing. What the difference. Keeping cool while you are out of school. Winner. Get Dog. When you are. Dora the Explorer.

That last one sounds like a made-up load of old nonsense, doesn't it? All true, I promise. And here's the proof:



So, us westerners might be walking down the street with T-Shirts that, without us knowing, are basically complete nonsense or just out-and-out swearing. Just like the many Thai people who I saw wearing T-shirts emblazoned with the phrase 'F**k off w**kers!' They surely didn't know what their clothing said, did they? But then this is Thailand, and the concept of swearing here is a little strange - about the most insulting thing you can call someone, a phrase that is more likely to result in you feeling the sharp edge of a machete blade, is this: you big green monitor lizard. No, I don't understand it either!

Having compiled this list of weird T-shirts, I mentioned it to our man Stef back in Bangkok. He added his own experience of dodgy Thai T-Shirts - he told us about a girl who was showing off the new blouse/shirt she had just bought in the market, saying how suay (pretty) it looked. She was completely unaware that the words 'WHITE POWER' and the pictures of Nazi symbols were inappropriate. Just then, as Stef and friend Ricky were trying to lift their jaws back off the floor, looking in disbelief at the words emblazoned all over her front, four black friends of Stef's were making their way into the club. Moments later, the shirt was pulled off this girl and thrown into a dark recess, as she pointed at her recent purchase, repeating the phrase "Suay, suay!", still apparently oblivious to what was wrong with her politically incorrect attire.

Nov 22, 2004

Goodbye Thailand, Hello Malaysia
Ian writes:

After the previous day of winding down in Krabi, today was devoted to travel. We were awake at 6am, picked up by minvan at 6:45 am and then on our way, via a stop at Hat Yai, to Malaysia. I didn't really pay much attention to what we were passing along the way. There could have been spectacular scenery, but this was not a big bus that you could luxuriate in or stretch out. Consequently, I spent as much time as I could either asleep or getting that way, listening to music.

I did pay attention once we arrived in Malaysia. I noted that we crossed the border dead on 2pm and also spotted some subtle differences straight away. As if to make a point, the Malaysian side of the border looked very tidy, the surrounding countryside very ordered. The traffic looked to be pretty good too - the drivers seemed to have a good understanding of, and respect for, the local highway laws. It was all quite different to Thailand. (Heck, even the people on motorbikes wore crash helmets!)

After a ride across the ferry from Butterworth to Penang (or Georgetown, to be precise), we were dropped right in the heart of the old Chinatown area, a district that is well known as backpacker central. And this suited us fine - not too far for us to walk then! As it turned out, though, we both ended up walking back and forth along Lebuh Chulia (the main thoroughfare) trying to find a decent room. I looked at half a dozen and came to the conclusion that Malaysia, or at least this small part of it, was not quite as good as Thailand or Vietnam where catering for backpackers was concerned. Most of the rooms were in a shabby state of repair. In that they hadn't ever been repaired. One hotel appeared to made entirely out of those cheap, temporary partitions that are used in offices to quickly section off areas. It looked like you could probably push any one of the walls down without breaking a sweat ... and probably find someone next door giving some kind of presentation with an overhead projector. We didn't go for that one, nor the room that looked more like a horse's stable (minus the horse). In the end, we settled for a room that had excellent, if not a little too overzealous, air conditioning, a hot water shower (it has been a remarkably long time since we've had hot water, and this now seems something of a luxury), and lots of damp on the walls. Well, you can't have everything. Anyway, the people here seemed friendly, and the restaurant looked to be quite popular and reasonably priced too (judging by my fledgling attempts at currency conversion).

We didn't venture out after that, instead we vegged out. I would have a few tasks to do tomorrow before we could properly begin exploring Penang, and it had been a long and tiring day. It never ceases to amaze me how sitting in the same position and doing nothing can be such a tiring task, but I don't make the rules, I just follow them.

Nov 23, 2004

Fun With Confectionery
Ian writes:

The plan for today had been ... well, we didn't really have a plan as such, truth be told. I had a few tasks hastily jotted on a notepad, as I usually do, and being as this was new territory those notes of things to do and things to buy was a little longer than usual. All very menial, but needs must. The first thing I wanted to do was find a new SIM for my phone. It seemed a little excessive getting a new number for just a couple of weeks, but experience had shown that having a mobile while travelling can be a really handy thing (phoning ahead for guesthouses/hotels, phoning our friends Stef and Am in Bangkok when we are having difficulty trying to decipher some Thai person's gesticulations/rantings, and of course just being able to send a quick message to friends/relatives back home). Besides, they are very cheap to buy these days - almost like disposable razors. I managed to find a place that sold them and got a top-up card at the same time - it's always good to get the phone shop vendor to walk you through the process first time!

Another mission was to find an ATM. In the area that we were staying, there didn't seem to be that many. It turned out to be just a ten minute walk away, but I wouldn't have stumbled across that particular bank of ATMs by accident. I did the usual thing of putting my card in an ATM in a new country for the first time and saying my various prayers to the gods of banking machines worldwide to please not retain my card. That would be a Very Bad Thing.

On the way back from the ATM, I stopped in at a 7-Eleven for a few more items on my list. I managed to pick up a few extras though. Not because I needed them, but because I had to. Well, who could resist Nips in the morning?



You can get your hands on Nips at any 7-Eleven store for under a couple of Ringgits (aka Malaysian 'dollars').

You can imagine the fun I had with these when I came back to the guesthouse - "Hey, do you fancy a nibble on my Nips?" I asked Manda, flinging the packet over to her, who was looking a little shocked at my verbal outburst. And that pretty much set the scene:

· "These Nips are a bit hard, aren't they?" (they are peanuts with a candy coating)

· "One of your Nips just fell on the floor"

· "Should your Nips be that colour?" (green)

· "Stop throwing your Nips at me so hard!" (Manda was throwing these rock-hard sweets at me at the time)

And so on. And so forth. So then I went out and got myself a can of drink. I ended up with this:



A can of 'Kickapoo Joy Juice'. Who knows what it's made from?

I have no idea what the drink - Kickapoo Joy Juice ("The Original Joy Juice Recipe") - is made of, but judging by the picture it's enough to make you elevate right out of a bathtub by several feet. I vowed from this point on to scour the shelves of every Malaysian shop I went into for more stupidly titled snacks/household products, but I doubt that you can beat finding a packet of Nips on the first day, in all honesty.

I spent much of the afternoon - it quickly moved from am to pm as I realised that the clocks were 1 hour ahead of Thailand in Penang - trying to work out the best way of getting around the town. I hunted for a local free tourist map that had details of the free 'Heritage Trail' shuttle bus, but to no avail. Eventually, I resorted to copying the route off a bus stop map onto my photocopied map of the area while the sun beat down on the back of my neck. The sun is very severe here. Damn, I wish I hadn't left my shades, even broken as they were, on the bus from Thailand!

We ended up doing nothing much to speak of today. A late start, combined with the loss of an hour and my usual first-day-in-country tasks soon saw to that. Must do better tomorrow, I decided. Must do something that will give us something 'cultural' to write about, instead of childish double entendres. Tomorrow we'd get a motorbike - forget about the free, but probably unreliable, shuttle bus service - and have freedom to roam instead! If only things would work out quite so smoothly ...

Nov 24, 2004

Penang and the Penangites
Manda writes:

Today we took in the sights of Georgetown by motorbike. First of all, we stopped at the Clock Tower for a few photos and then on to Fort Cornwallis. This is where Captain Francis Light first set foot on the island in 1786. All that remains nowadays is the outer walls of the fortress and the occasional cannon scattered amongst the battlements. Apart from posing for photos with Abu (one of the workers there) in front of Captain Light's statue, there really wasn't much else to do here.



Manda poses with Abu Bakar, employee at Fort Cornwallis and possibly the most photographed man in Penang.

At the time of construction, no one knew what Francis Light looked like and so his features were modelled on his son, William Light, the (reputed) founder of Adelaide. We'd already seen a statue of Light Junior in Adelaide the last time we passed through town.

From the top of the fort we could see the sea and a good view of the business district of Georgetown further around the bay. We took a stroll to the water's edge and noticed some of the locals fishing while others were practising tai chi in the shade. There was a very relaxed feeling to the place.

We also stopped at the City Hall (which, on this occasion, was covered in scaffolding) and SE Asia's oldest Anglican Church, St George's Church - dating back to 1818.

Having had our fill of heritage sites, we headed up into the hills to see Kek Lok Si Temple (Temple of Supreme Bliss). The complex stands majestically on a hill in Air Itam and accommodates several tiers of temples. With a train connecting the upper and lower levels, there is a fairground feel to the place (it's also been described as a 'Disneyland of Temples', and is still having new additions to the complex). The lower level houses a pagoda of 10,000 Buddhas and the upper level is home to the giant statue of the Goddess of Mercy. The view of Penang from this upper level was superb on a day like today. There were hardly any clouds in the sky and the city looked stunning set against a blue backdrop.



Penang City seen from Kek Lok Si Temple.



The pagoda at Kek Lok Si Temple.

Since we were up in the hills, we took a short drive further up to the Air Itam Dam for more views and cooler temperatures. It can be as much as five degrees cooler up here than down at sea level. We made the most of the breeze before cruising back down the winding slopes.

Rental Bike Woes

The rented bike was progressively playing up (especially going uphill). The gear shifter seemed clunky and by the time we made it back to the bottom, it had stopped working completely. We were out in the countryside with nothing but a non-functioning bike. Fortunately, there was a row of food vendors nearby. It seemed odd that they should be out here with apparently nothing else around. They offered to help and tried to revive the bike but to no avail. It simply refused to come back to life.

In the end we phoned up the bike hire company and told them that the bike had broken down. A local took over the phone conversation and talked to the rental guy in their dialect. I'm not sure which language they were conversing in but I'd say it was probably Hokkien. The Penang people speak many different languages [Chinese (Hokkien, Mandarin and Cantonese), Malay and English] but mainly Hokkien. This local guy performed several checks as directed by the person at the other end of the phone. They came to the conclusion that we had run out of fuel - even though the fuel gauge was showing half full!

We were a bit stuck as we were in the middle of nowhere and there was no petrol station nearby; heck, there was nothing but green fields nearby. The local guy, who'd been helping us so far, then offered to go and buy some for us. Before we could say anything, he'd already hopped on a bike and was off. We ordered some roadside food of spring rolls and fried crabsticks while we waited. Ten minutes later, the guy came back with the petrol. Once filled up, the bike sprang back into life!

How much did the petrol cost? Well, this is the thing ... he could have charged us an arm and a leg for it but he didn't. He said his name was Boon and now that we were friends, we should not pay him for the petrol. He then continued to say, "Enjoy the rest of your holiday!". We both tried hard to give him some money but he just simply refused to take it. In the end, just before I hopped onto the already revved up bike, I thanked Boon once again and quickly slipped the note into his top shirt pocket. I then made a hasty jump on to the back of the bike and we sped off down the open country road, waving our goodbyes, before he could give us back the money. It was like some kind of inverse drive-by motorbike theft. Mission accomplished! Breaking down in the middle of nowhere could have been a bad experience but it was a nice one for us. We got to experience the hospitality and friendliness of the Penang people.

Penang By Night

On the topic of hospitality and friendliness ... in the evening we met up with Li Ping, whom we'd met previously on a city tour of Hanoi in Vietnam. Li Ping and her travel companions (made up of old school friends, colleagues and relatives) had been on holiday together in Vietnam and when we got chatting to them, we found we clicked instantly. Both Li Ping and Ching Yee had asked us to drop them a line when we were in Penang and Kuala Lumpur, respectively, and they'd show us the sights.

The first place Li Ping took us was to Midlands Shopping Centre for a few essential DVD purchases, before heading for some of Penang's famous culinary delights.



Dining is excellent in Penang and the place is well known for its array of Asian food concentrated in such a small area. Li Ping took us to an outdoor eatery along Gurney Drive, where mobile food vendor stalls stretched out with seemingly no end. Indian, Chinese, Malay and Thai stalls were all jostling for trade and judging by all the full dining tables, there is no shortage of trade. All the locals were eating here and that's a very good sign that the food must be up to scratch.

With so much choice it was difficult to make a quick decision but in the end, Ian settled for chicken curry and Li Ping and myself, a Laksa assam. Laksa is a well-known noodle dish that is served in a fish based soup. It was delicious and definitely had a kick to it, especially towards the end once the spices had time to infuse the soup. We also tried a dish called Pasembur, which consisted of seafood, bean curd and a variety of vegetables covered in a sweet spicy sauce. Extra chilis could be added on top of this but we declined the option.

We sat watching an Indian food vendor near our table, cooking, dancing along to Indian music and generally having a good time, while serving his customers. With the pirate CD stall pumping out dance music within close proximity, it gave his Indian music an ethnic-dance vibe. Maybe that was why he was bopping around so much?

We spent the night chatting away; occasionally jumping out of our seats from the sound of loud fireworks going off around us. Apparently, people are celebrating the Muslim festivities that started ten days ago and which go on for around fifteen in total. Li Ping had given us an insight into how the Penangites enjoy themselves and I must admit, I liked it a lot.

Nov 25, 2004

Batu Ferringhi and Back
Ian writes:

We hadn't had much luck with the motorbike rental yesterday. I actually tried out two motorbikes, but returned the first one after just a short distance because it was nigh on impossible to change gears. It should be just a gentle tap on the gear changer with my toes and hey presto, a higher gear; what I had to do was literally stamp on the shifter with my heal and it might, if I'm lucky, move up a gear but more likely it would do nothing while the engine would sound like it was revving itself to an early bike grave. At other times, it would change gear, but about 5 seconds after I'd expected it to (all I can assume, with my limited knowledge of bike mechanics, is that at a certain amount of revs, something would fall into place). That was the first bike. The second one, the one that broke down because it was reporting a half tank of fuel that wasn't there, was only marginally better in the gear changing stakes. So the message was clear - get an automatic.

That's what we did today, but not until about midday. I had other matters to attend to today - a sore throat that had been bothering me for about 3 weeks. I finally realised that just taking Strepsils was not actually helping to resolve the problem, so I ventured out to find a clinic nearby. The first I went to I was told "Doctor not here, he on leave," in a brusque manner by the lady on reception. That being the case, I wondered why the door was open and what purpose she served being there ... and just what (or whom) was that man in the waiting room waiting to see? At the second clinic I tried, I was told by the two ladies who were on reception that the doctor would not be in until about 11:30am; they told me this in between the mouthfuls of soup that they were both consuming in a fashion that suggested they might be racing each other to finish. The third clinic was billed as an ear nose and throat specialist. Excellent, I thought, until I realised that they also specialise in not arriving for work until 2pm. Finallly, just at the point where I was going to give up (or wait until late afternoon to see a doctor), I found a clinic with a doctor who was there, was available and who had reception staff who were receptive to their clients.

The doctor took a quick look at the back of my throat, diagnosed tonsilitus then began writing down the various medications that should put me right again - antibiotics, anti-swelling and pain killers. For the next few days I'd need to take these pills 4 times a day on an empty stomach. That was gonna be difficult - not taking the pills, but finding four times in any given day when I hadn't recently snacked!

Feeling better that I'd done something to shift the throat problem, I collected the automatic bike and we headed off around the northern tip of the island towards Batu Ferringhi. This was billed as a nice beach area with resorts and lots of shops to wander around, but personally I thought the best part of it was getting there - lots of winding roads, shaded from the sun by the trees lining the route with views out to see here and there. When we got to Batu Ferringhi, we ended up riding all the way through and out the other side before returning once more. This was because it wasn't really clear that we'd 'got there'. Where was there? Where was the great spot that was supposed to be Batu Ferringhi? We did pull over and find a route down to the beach to see what the fuss was about, but the weather was not great now - quite overcast and, as such, made the beach look gloomier than it would otherwise.

We didn't stay long in Batu Ferringhi, and on the way back to Georgetown the weather took a turn for the worst. We got caught in a downpour as I tried, in vain, to find a shopping centre called Midlands (the one that Li Ping had taken us to the previous evening). In no time at all, that idea was scrapped in favour of returning to base and putting on some dry clothes.

In the evening we headed out to another shopping centre nearby, called Komtar, but I still wanted to track down that Midlands place. After an hour or two in Komtar, just mooching around, I decided I should try to find the other place once more, while we still had the bike to hand.

I ended up seeing quite a lot of Penang's main streets, some of them three times as I looped round again and again, but still that shopping centre evaded me. If only I'd brought a map with me!

Anyway, seeing as today wasn't exactly a day for photos, here's a picture of some more goods bought from the local 7-Eleven. Note, you should check your Aussie slang dictionary for the meaning of 'root':



Sac Sac and Power Root - together, they form a powerful combination. Probably.

Nov 27, 2004

The Temple Cave of the Artists
Manda writes:

Ipoh is Malaysia's third largest city. It was a prosperous place in its heyday as a result of the abundance of tin mines. Some mining still takes place in the form of calcite; this mineral is being quarried from limestone outcrops dotted around the outskirts of the hub. Unfortunately, this activity is also having a negative impact on the landscape, which is a shame.

Why did we stop in Ipoh? Well, it seemed like a major spot on the map and it would also break down the journey from Penang to Kuala Lumpur. I also have a friend who is from Ipoh (although she is currently in London) and I was curious to find out where she had been brought up. Ipoh has a large population of Cantonese-speaking Chinese, which makes life easier for me.

One thing that struck me straight away about this city was that it didn't seem geared towards tourists. This was a 'locals' place and Ian got more than a few curious looks for being the only Westerner on the streets.

Since there were no bus stops near to where we were staying, we walked all the way over to the other side of town to see colonial architecture. The twenty-minute walk from our hotel, along Jalan Sultan Iskandar to the Old Town, felt more strenuous than it normally would have done as the sun beat down on our backs. As we wandered through the Old Town, we noticed rows of old Chinese shop fronts. Some of them looked rickety and in need of a good lick of paint, whereas other structures looked freshly whitewashed.

We took snapshots of a few mosques, the City Hall (Dewan Bandaran) and the Majestic Station Hotel (which had obviously seen more majestic days). Then we hopped on a bus out of town to a cave temple called Perak Tong, six kilometres away. This cave temple is one of many set amongst a clad of limestone hills in the area around Ipoh.



The temple's entrance, as viewed from inside the cave.

Named after its founder in 1926, Buddhist priest Perak Tong, the temple has a tranquil atmosphere that is accentuated with Chinese instrumental music playing in the background and well-manicured gardens. Inside is a combination of caves and grottoes, adorned with Buddha statues and Asian mural art. The artwork is truly exquisite and tastefully done.



One of the many murals inside the Perak Tong cave temple.

We climbed the 385 steps to the top balcony of the cave, where we were treated to views of Ipoh and mountains in the distance. Apart from the nearby factories, also in view, this was quite a nice sight. Ian braved another flight of steep steps right to the summit where he got to see the view on the other side. On hindsight though, he didn't think it had been worth the extra climb so I'm glad I gave it a miss!



The view from the summit at Perak Tong.

On the way down, we spotted a troop of monkeys near the top entrance of the cave. A few teenage girls were screaming their heads off at seeing these mischievous creatures who, on this occasion, moseyed on by. As the crowds left, the monkeys could be seen ambling up the steps, scampering along the handrails and swinging from the trees. Then all this excitable activity died down; maybe the midday sun had caught up with our furry friends too?!

The cave was definitely a cool and refreshing place to be and we really noticed the difference in temperature as we waited by the roadside for our bus. It turned up shortly after and we were taken back to the central bus station. On the way back to our hotel, we walked through the Indian district. Every third shop seemed to be a colourful sari wholesaler with vibrant rolls of materials on display, hoping to catch the eye of passers-by. Every second shop seemed to be a goldsmiths; along with a sleepy-looking armed security guard slouched on a chair. And by armed, I don't mean a pistol - these guys were holding shotguns that you couldn't possibly miss. We made sure to give them a wide berth in case they activated the trigger by mistake during their half-hearted slumber. Every other shop after that seemed to be a dark and dingy vehicle repair shop.

It had been a walking/public transport tour around the city and even though it was hard work under the unforgiving sun, it was well worth the effort. Visiting the cave temple was the highlight of our trip to Ipoh and had we had our own transportation or if the town had been more geared towards tourists, we would have visited more places. But for now, we're glad we made a short stop in this city and were able to see it for ourselves.

Nov 28, 2004

Arrival at KL
Manda writes:

After our short stop at Ipoh, we headed for Kuala Lumpur (KL) this morning by bus. At midday, we'd arrived at the capital city and were waiting by the meeting point at Puduraya bus station. But strangely enough, we weren't waiting for a taxi to transport ourselves and all our belongings to a guesthouse, as would be our normal routine on arrival. No, today we were waiting for a lift from my Uncle Gary. We'd arranged to meet him and my Auntie Anita (my mum's sister) some time ago.

Since my aunt was working during the day, the plan was for Gary to pick us up from the bus station and take us back to their house in Petaling Jaya - a suburb of KL. As we waited at the rank, I was wondering whether I'd be able to recognise Gary again after all these years (the last time I saw him was in 1987). Fortunately, and surprisingly, he hadn't changed much at all. I could still recognise him; it was probably more difficult the other way around as I was only a kid when he last saw me.

Gary is a Malaysian Chinese who has been living in Malaysia all his life - if you exclude the time he spent in the UK, studying in Sheffield. Then marrying my aunt, working in Hong Kong and Singapore before settling back in Malaysia again. Like most Malaysian Chinese, his English is excellent and Ian was chatting along quite happily within seconds of meeting him. Up until that point, I had been worrying that Ian may feel excluded due to language barriers. But it was apparent that this was not going to be the case. Like Ian, Gary could talk the hind legs off a donkey.

After a quick bite to eat, we headed back to the house where we were introduced to their three big dogs: - Rocko (Rottweiler-Alsation cross), Becky (Rottweiler) and Marlbo (Boxer-Bull Mastiff cross). The last one was named after my uncle's favourite brand of cigarettes (an abridged version, that is!) before he quit the habit three years ago! Rocko was limping around a bit but wagging her tail enthusiastically all the same. I put this down to nervous-excitement but was later told that she had been chasing cats away from the garden all morning and must have pulled a muscle. The dogs were great - it took a while for them to warm to us but we got there in the end.

Later in the afternoon, Gary took us to Bandar Utama Shopping Mall in Petaling Jaya for a coffee break. Since Starbucks offers free Wi-Fi Internet access, both my uncle and Ian were sat with their laptops open, making the most of the free surf. I'd tune in occasionally but spent most of the time reading guidebooks to find out what there is to see and do in KL. For a moment, we must have looked studious sitting in a corner, deep in concentration and nursing mugs of coffee in our hands.

Time was moving on and 6.30pm came around fast. We'd been enjoying ourselves so much that we didn't even notice the time. It was time to pick up my auntie from work and go out for dinner. My auntie hadn't changed much either but then, I'd seen her many times since 1987.

My uncle and auntie treated us to dinner at a place called 'Momo', a Japanese buffet restaurant. We talked the night away over sushi, miso soup and various raw and cooked seafood and meats. Occasionally, I'd translate conversations between my aunt (she doesn't speak much English) and Ian. Ian would utter the odd Cantonese word that I'd taught him over the years (mainly snippets of words I'd say to my Cantonese-understanding Chihuahua - he's bilingual actually!), and my aunt would beam a smile not too dissimilar to a Cheshire cat.

After dinner, Gary and Anita drove us into KL to see the Petronus Towers by night. They looked lovely lit up, as did the KL Tower whose floodlights changed colour every now and then.



The Petronus Towers sparkling against the night sky. The building next door looks like the cheeky youngster who wants to barge in on a photo. "Look at me too! Look at me!"

The night was still young though and we headed for a bar called 'Nest', Gary's local, judging by the number of people who knew him on a first-name basis (incidentally, that included all the bar staff!). By the time we got home, it was gone midnight. The day's events had taken their toll on me so I crashed out. But the fun continued downstairs with more beer in the fridge and DVD movies on play. We all had a wonderful day and it looked like Ian had met his match with my uncle, not just in terms of non-stop cheery banter but in the beer consumption stakes! I think that fridge downstairs needs re-stocking soon!

Nov 29, 2004

Petronus Towers ... From The Outside
Ian writes:

What's the first thing that visitors to Kuala Lumpur (aka KL) do first? Before 1998, I am not sure what the answer to that would be, but since that date a couple of very recognisable towers have graced KL's skyline and my betting is that the Petronus Towers is the first on the list of things to see for most first-time visitors to KL. Last night we got to see them in all their dazzling brilliance against the dark backdrop of evening, glittering like a couple of jewels. Very large and expensive jewellery, I'd hasten to add.

This morning, we made our way into the centre of KL, and discovered that the shopping centre, the towers and the surrounding complex that was once part of the Selangor Turf Club are all part of what is known as KLCC - Kuala Lumpur City Centre. We also discovered that our planned trip up the towers - to the 'Skybridge' that links the two towers - was not going to happen. We had been unlucky to arrive on a day when this viewing area was closed for some kind of maintenance. We did learn, however, that it was free - something that's very unusual, given how many other similar towers we'd been to the top of where money had to change hands first - and that spaces were limited. From 8:30 am each morning, tickets are allocated for specific time slots during the day. They don't mind people coming up to take a look around, but only in manageable numbers. It's understandable, and I was glad that we at least had the luxury of being able to come back again at another time to try again.

We settled for taking shots from the outside looking back up at these massive structures. Not to pre-empt the experience of walking across the Skybridge, but I thought that, in all likelihood, the view from below would be better anyway. Besides, the Skybridge is quite low down the structure, under a third of the way to the summit. Or apex ... or whatever the correct term is for the pointy part up top. Not that I'm trying to make myself feel better for us having missed our opportunity to go up there or anything ...



Petronus Towers viewed from below, with the connecting Skybridge in clear view.

With our fill of photos of the grand building, we hopped back on the light railway (Putra Line) and made our way back to Masjid Jamek a few stops away. This was marked as a good spot from which to conduct a walking tour of some of the older parts of the city, in particular Chinatown. On the way to Chinatown we passed a very impressive-looking mosque, some dilapidated old Chinese shophouses and more than a few market stalls. But then we hadn't seen the market in Chinatown yet ...



Old Chinese shophouses.

This was nothing compared to the likes of Chatuchak Market in Bangkok, admittedly, but the market in Chinatown can still quite easily shave a few millimetres of sole off your shoes of an afternoon. We walked up and down all the stalls, back and forth a couple of times, comparing prices and so on for almost two hours. Was it worth it? Well, surprisingly we came away with very little - Manda had got just one bag as a present, while I had resisted the wily ways of the numerous dodgy DVD vendors who would jump on me, catalogue in hand, at every intersection.

Despite not actually having seen much today, we were both tired. At around 8pm we began to make tracks for home (or, at least, our temporary home in Petaling Jaya with Manda's auntie and uncle). There could be a whole lot of crazy nightlife out there in KL to be experienced, but you'll just have to write to us and tell us about it. We were beat.



A sign spotted inside a toilet. You see, westerners like a seat on their toilets while much of Asia opts for the 'long-drop' squatting variety. The problem arises in shopping malls that increasingly cater for western visitors by providing seated toilets ... which many Asians simply climb up onto anyway. Or at least I presume that this is what happens on account of a) the sign above and b) the many toilet seats I've spotted that were heavily scratched or showing signs of recent footprints!.

Nov 30, 2004

Meeting Old Friends
Manda writes:

The day started with brunch at an outdoor eatery with my uncle and auntie. Parking around the area seemed very popular today and after going around the block several times, Uncle Gary decided to leave his vehicle next to an already parallel-parked car. "It's not in a parking bay, is this going to be ok?" I asked. Gary replied in the positive and we strolled over to a vacant table and placed our food order.

As we ate our noodles, we noticed a parking attendant circling the area, looking for his next victim. He found his first prey parked in a bay opposite to Gary's car. All those that had parked their vehicles within close proximity stopped eating and walked over to the pavement, watching the attendant go about his job. Gary, who hadn't even parked in a bay, looked very calm and remained seated. "Do you think you should move your car since it isn't in a parking bay and is kinda sitting in the middle of the road?" I asked. He shrugged and strolled over to join the other car owners, who were still standing by the restaurant entrance watching the officer's every move. After securing a ticket firmly between the wipers of the first car he'd caught, the officer walked in the opposite direction to the curious crowd. In turn, the relieved car owners made their way back to their noodles. "The attendant knew he couldn't fine anyone this side of the road as he could see all the car owners standing around. They'd simply move their vehicles if he were to walk over," Gary explained calmly. This was the Malaysian way. It looked like our illegally parked transport had been let off the hook too - Gary knew the score though being a local.

Apparently, bribery exists over here and for the right price you can negotiate anything from a more lenient parking fine to purchasing a university degree (along with posing for graduation photos with a fake University don). Anything goes ... but we will not be putting that theory to the test on this visit!

Gary dropped us off at the Power (Shopping) Centre in Petaling Jaya, where we found another Starbucks. We still had almost eight hours to kill before this evening's events, which included meeting up with some of my uni friends, whom I hadn't seen for almost a decade.

I first met Peter and Fei (now, known as Kenneth) at Southampton University. We'd all joined the Chinese Society in our first year and got to know each other very well. So much so that by the third year we decided to share a flat. Well, us and four other Hong Kong Chinese guys. Yep, I was the only female living in a flat shared by seven people and was treated like an honorary male! We have many fond memories of student life and were keen to meet up for a small reunion.

Anyway, going back to the shopping centre ... we still had many hours to kill and so we made the most of the free Internet access at Starbucks. With the diary posts uploaded, I didn't have much else to do on the Web and so I started doing some research on Kenneth, Peter and their close friend, Robin (who I also know). As I did more searches in Google, my jaw almost dropped to the ground. Robin had become a chief executive officer (CEO) of one of his father's companies and Peter and Kenneth were directors working for Robin's father. They had been very busy this past decade indeed!

From Power Centre we took a bus and train into the centre of KL where we spent the next few hours watching The Incredibles at Suria KLCC shopping centre. It was a very funny film and the whole audience were laughing along. The ticket only cost 10RM (£1.40) each - I can't believe we have to pay almost £6 for the same privilege in the UK!

After the film, I still had time to pick up a few presents for Peter and Kenneth before we finally met up with them at 8pm. They hadn't changed much at all and their appearance seemed to have been frozen in time. The only difference was that they seemed more business-like. Somehow, I can't imagine them at the Student Union bar now, making the most of a pound a pint on a Tuesday night! They took us to an outdoor eatery and we tucked into some noodles. We talked about the old student days - pranks the boys used to play on each other (especially on birthdays), people we still keep in contact with, going clubbing in London and Southampton, trips we used to take to Alton Towers (a UK theme park), Bournemouth, Portsmouth, Oxford and even my home town, Swindon! It brought back many good memories.

Later on in the evening, we went to a mamak (Indian-Muslim) place for tea. Since this was near to Kenneth's house in Taman Desa, he popped home and brought his wife, Grace, and daughter, Lydia, over too. Baby Lydia is simply adorable and Grace seemed to have taken to motherhood like a duck to water. It was past 11pm and Lydia was still as good as gold.



(l-r): Manda, Peter, Lydia, Grace and Ken.

After more trips down memory lane, we realised that time was just slipping past us and it was time to make our various ways back home. Peter took us back to Petaling Jaya (the opposite direction to where he lives) before driving all the way back to Cheras. It had been a great evening - good food and drink and excellent company. Hopefully the next time we meet it won't be as long as a decade apart. So, how does this Friday sound?

Dec 01, 2004

Up The Skybridge
Ian writes:

Two days ago we'd been unsuccessful in our attempt at getting up to the Skybridge at Petronas Towers, but today we managed to secure tickets. Just. As I recalled from the people there the other day, they start issuing tickets at 8:30 am, and tickets are strictly limited; we got there at 10:30 am, a whole two hours' worth of ticket allocations later. In the high tourist season (whatever that is for KL), this would almost certainly have meant that we would have missed our chance, but we managed to get a 2:45pm time slot. We weren't going to wait around until that time to go up the bridge, though.

We decided to head over to Times Square, another shopping emporium about 10 minutes away by cab (a cheaper and easier option than jumping on the monorail). There were a couple of reasons we wanted to check this place out. Firstly, the building was owned by the Berjaya group, the very same company that Kenneth and Peter, Manda's uni friends whom we met yesterday, are directors in. The other reason to check it out was the fact that there was a roller coaster inside the centre. I didn't know quite what to expect on that front, as it's not something I'm used to seeing in the same building. Would people be having a rummage through the sale items out the front of shops while ducking to avoid the occasional cart-load of screaming kids, arms outstretched as is the fashion when riding rollercoasters? We'd soon find out.

The shopping centre looked very plush indeed. At just after 11am, though, very few shops were open. This seems to be the way in Malaysia, as I'd first discovered in Penang; they're late risers but late finishers too. With few shops to keep us occupied, we headed for the fifth floor where Cosmo's theme park was indicated on the store's floor plans. This had to be the place, right? It sure was. Stepping through one part of the centre, the more restrained, more conservative part, we entered the section taken up by the them park in all its purple, orange and green glory. There, above our heads, was the track for the roller coaster, winding all the way around the park and over several floors. There wasn't going to be any danger of shoppers having to avoid speeding roller coaster carts, but I noticed that the track did go near to some of the fast food restaurants; near enough for the people eating there to hear the screams, watch the riders' expressions and wonder whether they could, after eating, manage to hold down their lunch if they tried the ride out for themselves. I gave it a go. I hadn't eaten yet, I knew I was safe on that front.

The entrance fee to the theme park is 25 Ringgit, which is about £3.50. For that you get a wrist band with a bar code that lets you get on the various different rides. I had just the one ride in mind, though - the roller coaster. The last time I had been on something like this must have been over 15 years ago, and it was a lot tamer than this one. Somehow I've managed to get through life without going on any scary roller coaster rides, so it was about time I changed that.



Cosmo's theme Park inside Berjaya Times Square.

I must have looked a little odd to any casual observers. I was walking up to the ride reading the latest issue of Time magazine, an article covering Chinese/Japanese relations. All very serious stuff. Then, when it was time to go, I carefully folded up the magazine, and gripped on to the restraining bar before being launched at some speed around the shoppping centre. I was whooping it up as the thing looped the loop, corkscrewed and did all manner of turns that threatened to leave my stomach behind; while this was happening, I kept one hand firmly on my right pocket that contained my camcorder. I had thought that I might be able to film the ride, but the warning signs suggested hiding everything that you value, such as keys, cameras, money etc. As I turned upside-down for the first time and felt gravity do its thing, I realised just how laughable the idea of filming now seemed. Thankfully, the camera remained in its hiding place; I had only lost one biro throughout the ride. Then, with the fun over, I stepped off the cart on somewhat wobblier legs than before and carried on reading Time as I made my way down to meet Manda.

Over the road (and down an alley) from Times Square is another shopping centre called Low Yat Plaza. This one specializes in electronics and computing bits and pieces. Like Pantip Plaza in Bangkok, it's the kind of place where, with a pocket full of cash, I could have an absolute field day buying gadgets galore, some of them actually needed or useful. But, alas, I didn't have the wad of cash I so desired, so we spent little time here, just picking up a couple of CDs, before making our way back over to Times Square to have some lunch, accompanied by the sounds of more people losing biros from their top pockets on the roller coaster.

Our time slot for visiting the Skybridge was creeping up on us, so we got a cab back to the Petronus Towers with just moments to spare (the traffic was painfully slow going the opposite way). We were issued coloured passes to hang around our neck, asked to go through a security check just like at an airport and then herded into a super-fast lift that took us up to the 41st floor. As I mentioned before, it's not that high up the two towers, but high enough to get a good view of the immediate area, as the pictures show:





Afterwards, we spent a little bit of time in the shopping centre, stopping at Starbucks for a spot of coffee and surfing the net (many coffee places in Malaysia offer wireless net access, sometimes for free). Manda took a photo of me looking puzzled as, once again, I failed to get a half decent signal in Airport (the wireless card that is installed in my Mac Powerbook) while all around me people were quite happily getting connected. I was reminded of a similar photo that she took in another Starbucks, but that was back in Los Angeles, on Hollywood Boulevard, on December 13th. Yes, that was almost a year ago. So, while I sat there hoping that the coffee would inject some vigour back into my near lifeless form, I pondered the fact that we'd been on the road for so long. As if that wasn't enough to remind me that our year-long trip was at an end, as I began typing up a diary entry later in the evening I got the following alarm notification:



So, this really is our last week of travels, to the minute.

Dec 02, 2004

As Lazy as it Gets
Ian writes:

You might think that with under a week left of travelling that we would be keen to cram in as much as possible. Certainly, there's that feeling that we should make the most of the time and our location, but the simple fact is that it can get very tiring. Everybody needs time out, and we had intended to do very little today. Manda's aunt was working while her uncle was attending the funeral of a distant relative who lived nearby. So, we had a bit of time to catch up on rest (no need to rush out of the house early in the morning) and then catch up on diary updates (I tell you, no matter how pleased I'll be in years to come that we made an effort to keep such a thorough record of our trip, I won't miss this aspect of the travels - the idea of going a week and not having to worry about getting a backlog of diary entries seems like an odd one right now!).

We managed to get some diary updates done but all too soon lunchtime arrived, as did uncle Gary back from the funeral, and we all headed out for a spot of Bak Kut Teh. This is a Chinese dish that comprises meat in a herbal soup. The way Gary described it, it would be an acquired taste and Manda might not be that keen (translation: Ian is definitely not gonna like it). I managed to suprise myself and everyone else, though, finding the soup to be very tasty indeed.

The Many Malls of Malaysia

After lunch, we moved along to another shopping centre. Now, don't get me wrong, we're not buying loads at all these shopping centres, but we are doing as the locals do - making the most of the cool, air-conditioned surrounds. Gary seems to alternate around a batch of different shopping centres to make use of the various coffee joints that offer wireless internet access (he doesn't even dial up at home now), and we did likewise. As ever, I had difficulties getting a signal on my powerbook while others had seemingly no problem. It's something to do with the metal casing that the laptop is made of, effectively turning it into a giant shield. Not the best design decision that Apple made (but I can forgive them for all the other right ones), but I was stuck with it. Realising that I wasn't having much luck where we were all sitting, I started pacing around the eatery we were in (a Delifrance) with the laptop open, looking to see where the signal was strongest. It turns out that the signal Gary was tapping into was from a branch of Coffee Bean opposite. Heck, I move a few yards in the wrong direction and the signal drops, while Gary can take a seat 15 metres away and still be surfing the net quite happily. So, I went and sat over at Coffee Bean!

One person who couldn't take a seat at Coffee Bean was Peter, whom we'd met a couple of evenings ago. We know this because he'd just phoned and was in the same shopping centre as us - the Mid Valley Megamall - in a branch of Starbucks waiting to meet someone. Even though we were but a few minutes' walk away, he couldn't pay us a visit because of politics - "It's a banned zone for me," he explained (the company he works for owns the Starbucks franchises, so he'd be patronising the competition ... and he didn't know who might see him there!). We took a wander over there briefly before his meeting turned up to say hello and to arrange another get-together. Peter was quite keen for us to meet his wife and kids, so Manda and I sat there and watched Gary and Peter discussing times, traffic routes, meeting points and all the other logistics required. Each of them knew their respective areas well (Gary's being Petaling Jaya, Peter's being Cheras), and were trying to work out where the overlaps in local knowledge lay. Within a few minutes they'd managed to work out 'A Plan'. I wondered quite how it would have been possible to organise by ourselves!

Going out for an Indian/Malaysian

With another evening's socialising organised, we headed off to pick up Manda's auntie, Anita, from her shop and then on to Gary's local drinking hole, a place called Nest. Suitably fortified with lagers, we continued on to a mamak food place. We had a great meal of nan bread, chunks of tandoori chicken and some local Indian/Malay specialities and interpretations (Indian noodles, for example), which was soon followed up with a few drinks at another bar called Titanic where we met one of Gary's drinking buddies. KK, as he was known, has spent 27 years living in the UK, so we all got chatting about places we all know (Gary had also studied in the UK).



Gary, Anita, Manda and Ian at 'Mosin', an Indian-style eatery somewhere near Petaling Jaya, KL.



And there's the food. Yummy.

Lager, tandoori chicken and talking about football? Was I really in Malaysia? And what happened to our 'lazy' day?

Dec 03, 2004

Up KL Tower
Manda writes:

At 421m tall, the Menara Kuala Lumpur (KL Tower) soars up towards the clouds and adds another defining characteristic to KL's skyline. Standing prominently atop Bukit Nanas, it is the fourth-highest telecommunications tower in the world - after the CN Tower in Toronto, Canada (553m), the Ostankino Tower in Moscow, Russia (540m) and the Oriental Pearl Tower in Shanghai, China (468m).



KL Tower - taller than a palm tree, for sure.

Its logo incorporates the strap line "Come and touch the sky" and today, as we made our way up to 276m-high observation deck, it felt like we were doing just that. We were given a free audio commentary via headphones, which helped explain what we were looking at. A good idea as we often see nice panoramic views from up high with little idea what we're looking at, the exception being the most famous landmarks that we can pick out.



The view from KL Tower of Petronus Towers.



The Petronus Towers have always looked so high up, but from the KL Tower, you're almost equal.
After viewing the city from above, we watched a documentary on how the tower was constructed in 1996, how they worked around a 100-year-old Jelutong tree that was clinging on to the edge of the foundations, and how the tower incorporated the traditional Islamic 'Muqarnas' design. All very informative stuff delivered in a much-appreciated air-conditioned room.

From there we made our way back to PJ where we met Uncle Gary who ferried us from the bus stop to Sun Pyramid Shopping Mall (the meeting point where Peter would pick us up from). There are many shopping malls in KL and we managed to count eight that we'd visited in under a week. These places are often havens offering refuge from the intense Malaysian sun. Like the name suggests, the Sun Pyramid is decorated with an Egyptian theme, complete with large sphinx outside. Inside the shopping centre, there is an ice rink to keep those who are not keen on shopping occupied. We spent a while watching the skaters go around the rink - picking out the confident skaters, the show-offs, the wobbly ones and the ones that would spend the entire session gripping on tightly to the sides. It was amusing to watch and before we knew it, it was time to go and meet Peter.

Peter had been fighting the commuter traffic over to the Sun Pyramid. From there, he drove us a fair distance to Cheras, where he lives. He introduced us to his family who own an eatery in the heart of the suburb. The whole family seemed to be on the premises either helping out or eating there. One of Peter's brothers, also known as Peter, came over to talk to us. He had been working in Finland for seven years before coming back home to help out at the family business. An unusual place for a Malaysian-Chinese chef to be working in but he seemed to have a soft spot for Finland as he reminisced about the past.

After dinner, Peter took us to his house to meet his wife, Ting Ting, and their two children - daughter, Rosamund and baby son, Rafael. Ting Ting was 'in confinement' (A Chinese custom whereby mothers stay at home for a month to bond with the baby and recuperate) as Rafael is just under one month old. Despite being cooped up for almost four weeks, she seemed in high spirits and we chatted the night away effortlessly. Both kids were well behaved and we hardly heard a peep out of them. Rosamund would hide behind her father's legs every now and then, not sure what to make of us strangers. But as the night wore on, she came out of her shell. Together we flicked through their wedding and baby photo albums and they, in turn, looked at some of our favourite photos we had taken on this trip so far.



Meeting with Peter's Family: (l-r) Ian, Manda, Ting-Ting, Rafael and Peter (Rosamund not pictured - she was busy sleeping!).

Peter kindly drove us home at 11pm. He must have arrived back in Cheras at midnight after that round trip. We said our goodbyes once more and Peter headed off in to the distance. As I watched his car pull away, I wondered when we'd next see him.

My train of thought was broken by the sound of barking. I turned to face the obstacle course that I'd have to get through before reaching the solace of the front porch - this included getting past three bear-sized dogs (grizzly bear, not koala!). Gary was still up and the kitchen fridge had been fully replenished with beers. The last time I looked at the clock it was 1am and after that, everything became a blur.

Dec 04, 2004

The Muddy Confluence
Ian writes:

Considering the time that we have spent (and would be spending) in Malaysia, we've done a lot of socialising and meeting up with people. Before getting here, I would never have said that I knew many - or any - people in the country that I'd be able to call in on. However, with Manda's university friends and relatives and the group that we met in Vietnam that's all changed. Instead of breezing through Malaysia, we've had to plan when we can slot people in to our hectic schedule ("Let me see if I have a window on Saturday ... yes, we can make it.")

With Malacca and Singapore still on our list of places to see, we might be forgiven for heading off today. It's Saturday in KL, and we are due to fly from Singapore on Wednesday. But then Ching Yee and Siew Ling had offered to meet up, show us a few places around the city and introduce us to some more Malaysian dishes, so how could we not stay around an extra day?

We began by meeting up at Ikano Power Centre, the shopping centre that Gary has dropped us off at before, either to use the free Internet access or the free shuttle bus to the light rail network. It seemed like a good place to start from - there was no way, or very little chance, that Ching Yee would be able to find Gary and Anita's house without some guidance. From there we headed into the centre of KL, parking up near Merdeka Square, also known as Independence Square. It is so named because this is the spot where Malaysia officially severed its ties with its colonial rulers (that being the British) in 1957. It really was a little slice of England - a nice green lawn, some tudor style buildings lining it and across the road, an attractive arrangement of bricks that is the Sultan Abdul Samed Building. The building is part Victorian and part Moorish in design and serves as the country's supreme court.



Ian and Manda standing in front of Sultan Abdul Samed Building.

We continued walking around the building to the side that backs on to the river, just up from the two rivers - Sungai Gombok and Sungai Klang - that join to give KL its name. Literally, Kuala Lumpur means 'muddy confluence' and even today the confluence of these two rivers is looking brown and dirty. Over the bridge, we had a brief look around the central market, then sat down for an early snack - some 'teh tarik' (translation: pull tea; the tea is poured from an ever-increasing height which makes the tea quite frothy) and a plate of rojak, another local dish sold by Indian vendors.

It was nice to take a break from the heat and humidity outside for a while but soon enough we were up on our feet and making our way to our next destination, Masjid Jamek. This is one of the most important mosques in KL, if not the most attractive, because it sits right at the join of the two rivers where the first tin miners set foot in KL and established the community there. To take a look around, Manda, Ching Yee and Siew Ling all had to cover up using the provided robes and head scarves.



Siew Ling, Ching Yee and Manda don cloaks and hair scarves to enter the Masjid Jamek Mosque.

Everyone is smiling in the photos, but believe me when I tell you that this was just too hot a day for adding layers, so we did a quick circuit of the mosque and then the girls handed back the robes as quickly as possible.

We had lunch at a place called The Coliseum (sic) that, according to the guide books, has been serving food and drink since the 1920s. According to me, they haven't used a paintbrush or bottle of spray cleaner since that time, either. The place certainly 'had character' and was reknowned for its steaks. They were obviously making a good living off their reputation, clean walls or otherwise, as the steaks were just too pricy for me. Instead I opted for a rice dish that was the size of a small mountain and tried some chicken satay, another local speciality.

Our next stop on the Ching Yee and Siew Ling touring experience was the national museum. We hadn't been to any museums in Malaysia yet, and I was interested to see what would be inside, partly because Malaysia is so multicultural that there is no single nation identity's history to speak of. As I always do in such places, I breezed through the exhibits, occasionally stopping to take a closer at something behind the glass only to forget it moments later. Really, I do like some museums but I find that I don't ever really take it all in, what with skipping every other display.

We finished the day with a visit to the Bangsar district of KL, an area that is known as an ex-pat hang-out, and an expensive one too. We weren't staying for long though, just enough time to try out an iced kacang (pronounced 'kachang'). This is something like ice cream - shaved ice with sweet sauces and condensed milk at the top, and at the base, some jelly and sweetcorn. Hang on, corn? Since when did an ice cream-like dessert have vegetables in it? Oh, and there were beans in the bottom, too. Ching Yee and Siew Ling thought it was a perfectly normal thing to have ("I like the corn," said Siew Ling), so I tried to explain that, to me, it was as strange a concept as having an ice cream with mushy peas at the base (assuming that they knew what mushy peas were, of course)! I really liked the kacang, but noticably slowed down when I started reaching that suspiciously yellow portion in the dessert bowl.

Having spent an enjoyable afternoon with Ching Yee and Siew Ling, we were dropped, once more, at the Power Centre for our now traditional meeting point. We said our goodbyes and promised to stay in touch and to visit each other if we happened to be in each other's respective countries again.

In the evening we had one final meal with Gary and Anita, again at the Indian place we had eaten at two days. Anita had evidently noticed how I had so readily devoured the tandoori and decided that it was a good option. And she was right. When it came to payment time, I had an awkward moment because I wanted to pay for the meal as a thank you for them puting us up, but as I stood up to go and settle it, Gary grabbed hold of my arm with a vice-like grip and fixed me with a stare that said 'don't even think about it'; I actually wondered if my arm might have a bruise the next day, he was that insistent! Unlike our experience with the generous people in Penang (who wouldn't accept any money for petrol), we weren't in a position to thrust the money in his pocket and do a runner. Because Gary was driving.

We had one last trip out around KL, heading out from the area to Shah Alam, a different state entirely from KL's (Selangor) for one reason - to see the Blue Mosque. We had seen postcards with the image of this impressive building on, but had no idea where it was. Given the drive it took to get there, we would not have found it by accident, nor would we have had the persistence to get there by bus, so it was very good of Gary to take us out there.



The Blue Mosque at Shah Alam.

To finish the evening, we watched a Hong Kong action film accompanied with a few beers and made promises to be up at a decent time in the morning so that we could get to Malacca in good time. Once again, having got a little settled somewhere - even if it was only a short while - I was feeling a little sad to think that this would be our last night here. Tomorrow we'd be back to our other routine of carrying our oversized baggage from car to bus, bus to taxi, from taxi to hotel, up several flights of stairs (probably) to the room at which point the contents would be spread out over the floor as is our fashion. Living out of a suitcase, eh? But not for much longer.

Dec 06, 2004

Malacca, Heritage Town
Manda writes:

After bidding our farewells to Anita and Gary yesterday, it was time to board the bus and head for our next stop, Malacca. It was sad to leave them both as we have got used to being around them and have enjoyed their company very much. I'm also going to miss my auntie's daily phone calls. She phones me up from work about five times a day on average - wondering if I am ok, where I have been to, whether I have eaten etc. It, therefore, did not come as a surprise when I got a call from her ten minutes in to our bus journey to check if we had got on the bus OK!

It took two hours to reach Malacca's new bus station (6km from the centre of town, if you believe the taxi drivers) and by the time we checked into our hostel near China Town, it was quite late. The past week's late evenings and early mornings had finally caught up with me and I fell asleep almost as soon as my head touched the pillow.

After a long night's sleep, we ventured out to check out the sights of Malacca this morning. This town is probably famous for two things. Firstly, its historical architecture; influenced by the Portuguese, Dutch, Chinese and Indian, amongst many others. The reason being that by the fifteenth century, Malacca had become an important port in Southeast Asia and as a result, attracted many to conquer its shores. Every country that did so contributed its own architecture to the town. The second thing that Malacca is well known for is its chicken rice - a Chinese-Hainan speciality that came highly recommended to us by the locals, namely Gary, Siew Ling and Ching Yee. "Yes, you must try this - it's delicious!"

The best thing about the attractions is that they are all close to each other and are within easy walking distances. We passed the many beautiful Chinese-Peranakan shop fronts that line Chinatown. The district appears to be stuck in time and looks just like how I imagine Shanghai to look in the 1920's. This place also reminded me of a town called Hoi An in Vietnam. The shop houses are well maintained and every now and then there would be a colourful temple in between the cluster of shops. We passed a few of these, including Malaysia's oldest Chinese temple, the Cheng Hoon Teng Temple, dating back to 1646.



The occupants seem to be having difficulty seeing over all the junk that's hanging off of this tri-shaw.

Our next stop was the Town Square, where there is a concentration of red Dutch colonial architecture. A windmill, clock tower, church, town hall (Stadthuys) and a number of museums border the square. It felt like we were in Europe (if we forgot about the heat for a moment). The traders made the most of the footfall; tri-shaw drivers, food and craft hawkers and other inventive traders tried hard to relieve us of a few extra Ringgit. We succumbed to one such trader, by agreeing to pose for a photo with his iguana for 3RM. Well, Ian did anyway.



Ian is a big Mac fan, so he was keen to get his hands on the new iGuana.

It was lunchtime and we managed to track down a restaurant near the bridge by the Town Square called 'Kedai Kopi Chung Wah', famous for its chicken rice. It was very busy in the restaurant and after ten minutes of waiting we found a space. The food was delicious; the chicken had been marinated in fragrant spices and served cold. The rice was moulded into small round balls and came on a separate plate. The bill, including soft drinks, came to a reasonable 14RM (£2). It was definitely worth a visit. Another Malaysian dish to cross off the (long) list!



Chicken rice - so called because there's chicken. Oh, and there's also rice (that's the white balls in the front there).

After lunch we walked up Bukit St Paul (St Paul's Hill), accessed via Stadthuys. At the summit sits the Portuguese St Paul's Church. There were many tourists at this spot but maybe as a result of the buskers playing relaxing music, it didn't feel manic. After taking a few snaps, we made our way down the other side of the hill. At the base lies A'Famosa, the ruins of a Portuguese fort, after the Dutch invasion. Not much is left of the fortress but, again, there was no shortage of tourists.

Ian was grinning like a Cheshire cat when I next caught up with him. I'd been sitting inside the ruins, taking shade up until that point. He was very happy as a Muslim lady told him that he was handsome and proceeded to take a photo of him. Then the floodgates opened and the rest of her tour group came over to have photos taken with him. Apparently, they'd taken about seven photos in total and obviously found it a novelty posing with a westerner [Ian adds: 'cos I can't see any other reason why they'd want to!]. It's amazing what a little flattery can do. If Ian had adopted the iguana's pricing system, he'd be 21 Ringgit better off!

Our final stop was at the Maritime museum which was closed today. We took some photos of the large boat anyway before making tracks back to the hotel. As if by magic, my auntie phoned the moment I stepped into the hotel room. "Yes, auntie. I tried the chicken rice and it was very good, thank you!"

Dec 07, 2004

A Not-so-swift Exit from Malacca
Ian writes:

Our experience in Malacca had been a very different one from the more frantic pace of KL; we'd been able to cover most of the main must-see sites (if not all of them) that Malacca had to offer in just a day. Just as well, then, 'cos that's all we had time for. Today we had to make tracks once more - for Singapore.

We got to the bus station at just before 10am. We had been told that the express buses to Singapore ran every hour, and that we would only be able to get a ticket by turning up (no phoning ahead to reserve a seat) but it wouldn't be a problem getting a seat at this time of year. It was just a Tuesday morning, and no religious festival or national holiday in sight. The truth was somewhat different. The buses were not running hourly, the 10am bus was full and the next available slot was at 2pm. Great. We would have to wait 4 hours at a bus station that is miles outside of town - not even the chance of doing any sight-seeing nearby and, besides, we had all our baggage with us. We decided to ride it out in a local café, ordering some chicken rice (again), and then keeping ourselves topped up with regular coffees and soft drinks and today's copy of The Straits Times. The time passed quite painlessly and we got on the 2pm bus without any further hitches.

Leaving in the afternoon would necessarily change our plans for Singapore. We had hoped that by setting off from Malacca in the morning, we could get to to a hotel in Singapore early afternoon, check in and leave our bags and squeeze in at least half a day's worth of sight-seeing. As it transpired, we arrived at 6:30 and I had my usual first-day-in-the-country issues to attend to (find an ATM, get some local currency, buy a phone card, call the hotel to check if there's a spare room, rustle up a taxi to get us there). In the end, it was nearly 8pm by the time we'd got settled. Still, it was going to be our only night in Singapore, so we headed out as soon as we could, checking out the nearby areas of Chinatown. We spent a few hours trawling around the market stalls on Pagoda Street, having the latest evening meal we can remember in a long time (a clue that we were dining late was the lights being switched off around us!) and taking a handful of photos of some of the more interesting local architecture.



An Indian Temple on South Bridge Road, Chinatown.

So, tonight was a landmark on the trip - at about the time we were drifting off to sleep, it was 1 year (given time difference) since we boarded the flight from London to San Francisco. This would be the last hotel/hostel room we'd stay in on this trip. In fact, it would be the 60th place we'd stay in for at least a day, not including our van, Ethel, that took us around Australia. After today, everything would seem routine.



All the rooms that we stayed in in the last year. Some of them were almost as small as these thumbnail images ;-)

Dec 08, 2004

Last Port of Call
Manda writes:

Our final day of traveling and even though we had a late evening the night before, we managed to wake up at a respectable hour. We only had one day in Singapore but since it was our last day, we didn't feel the urge to try to see everything we possibly could of what Singapore has to offer.

I have a couple of friends who live in Singapore but they were not around on this occasion. A new baby in the family had meant that one friend had to temporarily relocate to his second home in Hong Kong. My other friend, a family friend, who lectures at one of the universities in Singapore didn't get back to me in time regarding his availability. If they had been around, I'm sure we would have tried to arrive in Singapore sooner. Instead, we stayed longer than we'd planned to in Kuala Lumpur with my Uncle Gary and Auntie Anita.

I had been to Singapore a couple of years ago and had also spent just one day in this busy metropolis. What should you do if you only have one day in Singapore? Well, for us today it definitely included a motorised-sampan boat trip along the Singapore River. I remembered doing this trip with a tour group the last time I was here and it is by far the best way to see the city if you have limited time here.

The last time I was sitting on one of these traditional lantern-adorned open-air boats (with canopy), grey clouds were looming ahead and shortly into our journey the heavens opened up. So much so that rainwater was literally coming in from the sides of the boat and due to tidal conditions, water was being hurled in from the front as a result of steering against the strong current. Even though we'd opened our umbrellas inside the boat and held them sideways, we were still drenched. Not exactly ideal conditions to take in the city's skyline, the theatre, the numerous bridges that line the river and Singapore's landmark, the Merlion Statue.

Fortunately, we were very lucky with the weather today - we managed to get some excellent views of the city on our forty-five minute cruise. After taking a trip all the way up to Robertson Quay, we made our way back down passing the famous Fullerton Hotel before disembarking at the Merlion Statue. Flashbacks of our skipper, on my previous visit here, came to mind. He'd made the boat stationary at this point (well, in terms of stopping the motor as the wave action was making the boat sway anyway) and asked us whether we'd like to get off the boat. Once he finished the sentence, a big swell came over the front and engulfed him completely. As if he'd asked himself a rhetorical question, he then proceeded to turn the boat around and carried on.



The Merlion Statue standing in front of Singapore's CBD.

The strange-looking half-fish-half-lion statue that is known as the Merlion Statue sits at the mouth of the river. It was designed in the 1960s (heck, that probably explains it!) by the tourism board and somehow became the island's mascot. This was where we were dropped off for a closer look. Yep, it looked just as weird as it did from a distance. Opposite the Merlion Statue sits the S$600 million Esplanade Theatre. It is shaped like a durian fruit and like the taste of a real one, it is very distinctive. Ian winced at this point as he despises the smell of this (as he describes it) 'rancid-smelling' fruit.



The durian-like Esplanade Theatre.

From there, we walked over to the Supreme High Court, Old Parliament House and Raffles' landing site (where Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles first landed in 1819, setting up the colony for the British). Here Sir Raffles' statue looks haughty with his arms folded and looking resolute against a backdrop of skyscrapers. Funny to see, then, at the base of the statue a couple of colourful lion statues who seemed to be put there to mock the old guy and his serious demeanour. These lion statues could be seen dotted around the city as a result of a public art project, each one uniquely painted by a local artist or celebrity.



Sir Raffles' Statue has an imposing presence on the city.

We walked across one of the many bridges to the opposite side - back to the Boat Quay where there is a street full of colourful outdoor restaurants lining the river's edge. We had our lunch here at a fairly pricey venue (it is our last day, after all!), especially once tax and service charge had been added on top, and watched the world go by as we tucked into our Tex-Mex combination set meal. Very authentic, I know!

The thing about Singapore is that it is very westernised. Education and commerce is conducted in English, which made today's experience of walking around the city (especially the Raffles' Landing site) feel very much like we were sightseeing in the heart of London. Except much cleaner and ordered.

Singapore is well known for its strict cleanliness policy and before I arrived here I was expecting to see a sterile environment, along with Stepford Wives-type inhabitants. How wrong could I have been? Even though chewing gum in public is a fineable offence, as is crossing a busy intersection not in a designated crossing area, I think I was expecting to see a cop at every street corner. This is not the case though and people seem to understand that these policies are for the good of all and respect them. Take road rage for example, this has been more or less curbed by the policy of whoever throws the first punch will be thrown in jail. Extreme but it seems to work. Anything bad for you is clearly labeled - like the graphic health warnings shown on a packet of cigarettes:



The Singaporeans don't do things by halves and if they have a message to convey, they get straight to the point!

In the afternoon, we made our way over to Suntec Shopping Plaza. Happy that we had seen enough of the tourist sights, we were going to head to the shopping centre to pick up some last minute souvenirs. Taking in a bird's eye view of the island from Suntec Tower 4 was also a possibility - but it had started to rain and that put paid to that idea. We picked up a few odds and sods before heading back to China Town.

Time was slipping by and before we knew it, it was time to head for Changi Airport for our last flight of the trip. Together, we lugged our backpacks and bags from the hotel all the way to the MRT (Mass Rapid Transit) train station fifteen minutes away, then since there were no lifts and we were not allowed to carry our bulky belongings down the escalators, we had to use the stairs. After making our way down three flights I nearly passed out! "How much money did we save, Ian?", I asked. Finding out that we had only saved about £5 by taking the MRT instead of a taxi, I exclaimed, "Next time, I'll pay the difference! No, next time, I'll even pay for the whole journey by taxi!". It seemed like I was already working my way out of 'backpacker-logic'!



Manda makes the most of the spacious MRT trains on the way to Changi Airport. Leg room comes at a premium on the twelve hour Singapore Airlines flight back to the UK.

Changi Airport was cool - not just in terms of the air-conditioning. There was free wireless/network Internet access for laptops, as well as a handful of standalone Internet terminals. And this is where we remained rooted to the spot during the last two hours prior to take off.

As we boarded our 11.20pm flight bound for London Heathrow, we both looked at each other and for a split second wore a Thelma and Louise expression. After one year of traveling, this was it ... we're finally heading home!

Dec 09, 2004

Back in Swindon Town
Ian writes:

"Welcome to London Heathrow. The temperature outside is 5 degrees ..."

I didn't really hear the rest. All I could think was that when we left Singapore, it was 11pm and 25 degrees celsius. Everyone we'd sent emails or text messages to joked about coming back to the cold. I had thankfully kept hold of just one warm(ish) top as we made our way through SE Asia. It had stayed packed at the bottom of the case, but was now being put to good use. It still wasn't enough.

Manda's sister and mum came to collect us at around 6am and had also brought some extra layers of clothing. They were very welcome (the clothes and the people!). Very soon, we were on our way back down the M4 towards Swindon. It stayed dark the whole time, a very strange concept for us having come from right near the equator - dark at 7am? Not heard of. As we made our way off the motorway and into Swindon I got my first feeling of 'my God, it's just like we haven't been away' ...

A friend of ours who also used to work at Nationwide and who went traveling said that when he came back to Swindon, he had to keep looking at his photos to remind himself that he hadn't dreamt it all, that it had really been him who'd been been to all these places around the world. I completely understood what he meant now. We were passing places that we'd passed hundreds of times before, but not in a long time, but it might just have been last week for all it mattered. Nothing changes. Well, we've changed, and I'm sure that some of the roads may have been dug up in a year, a block of flats might have sprung up somewhere and maybe a shop or two has closed down, but essentially everything was the same. Just as we knew it would be.

Once back at Manda's house we got shock number one: in her absence, her family had re-carpeted her entire house, moved all sorts of furniture around and all the contents of drawers in all the rooms had been re-organised. Heck, it was difficult enough trying to remember where we'd put things a year ago and now we had an extra obstacle to contend with! It was a nice surprise, though, and perhaps it was the best time to do it. The other surprise wasn't quite so nice - the boiler wasn't working properly, so we had no central heating to warm the ice block of a house up. A small, portable heater would have to suffice until we could get a heating engineer out to look at the boiler and (hopefully) fix it.

Manda's mum and sister left us to unpack (or at least make a start). So confusing - just what do we do with this stuff? Where do we put it? After all, everything had been moved around in our absence, much like supermarkets that shift all the aisles around to confuse everyone, and we weren't sure where certain items 'lived' any more! We did our best, simultaneously putting things away and throwing away older items - it's amazing what being away for a year can make you think of some of the 'stuff' that you have collected in the past. It all seems so unimportant, so much clutter. Then we reminded ourselves that we had sent more packages back during our travels which might now seem like even more clutter. Even more reason to throw away more of our older stuff, then!

Not only was there no heating, but we had no entertainment (TV with no licence or reception, DVD player not connected) and no phone (land line or mobile). The first problem was partially solved - I was able to get a DVD working OK, but the TV would have to wait until a little later. The second problem would not be properly solved for a while. The land (telephone) line would no doubt involve several phone calls to arrange, and probably a visit from an engineer or some kind, maybe weeks from now. So, the quick solution would be to get a new mobile number for the time being. At least then I'd have some way of contacting people to fix the other problems! Besides, I'd changed my mobile number several times in the last year (a number for Australia, New Zealand, Thailand and Malaysia) and it had been a doddle to arrange. How difficult could it be?

I made my way down to Tesco in the freezing cold, wondering why I'd ever moaned about it being too hot or about the presence of mosquitoes - all is forgiven! I scouted around for the phones section and discovered that they sold SIM cards on their own for pay-as-you-go service (what I wanted right now), but the process of setting it up was more complicated than I'd been used to. Welcome to UK red tape. The cost was also massively higher than the equivalent charges I'd been used to over the last year (a rough estimate - 6 or 7 times more expensive for call charges). Welcome to rip-off Britain.

I have to say that walking around Tesco on a cold Thursday morning in December is about the best way of throwing yourself back in the deep end as far as acclimatising to UK is concerned. Everywhere I looked I saw grey faces, miserable faces, almost toothless mouths from which could be heard dull-sounding voices moaning about whatever took their fancy (I didn't tune in to the details). Youngsters all looked like potential trouble-makers, the girls all looked like council estate heroin addicts with 6 kids, the workers on the tills looked like they should be either at home squeezing spots into a mirror or down at the bingo hall, pencil hanging out of the corner of their mouths, a comatose expression on their faces. In fairness, they were probably all perfectly normal people, but to me everything seemed grey, grey, GREY. My perception of normality had changed. What was now normal for me was colourful people (in more ways than just the colour of their skin) who generally smiled, and if they were bitching about something or other, I would normally be blissfully ignorant!

So, I had achieved something today - a new telephone. My next task would be to try to find somewhere that I could send the various emails that had piled up in the outbox on my laptop. It seems weird to think that I would have to go foraging for this, but like I said, no land line at home ...

I ventured out into town. Swindon Town. It all seemed so strange to be back here, looking at the same old shops, trying to work out what subtle changes there had been (none, really, apart from the new Starbucks, woohoo [note: that was a sarcastic 'woohoo']). Here I was trying to find a place that I could connect the laptop at, a town for which tourism is not exactly a focus. Why would there even be an Internet café? I had my doubts about finding somewhere, but actually came up trumps at one of those LAN Gaming places (this was new to me).

Finally, I managed to secure some transport - a bicycle! My brother had been borrowing my bike in my absence but brought it back for me a short while ago, so there in my shed was my old mountain bike, still in one piece. It's not going to help me carry anything big around, but at least I'm half mobile with the bike. And this is pretty much the scenario for the coming weeks over Christmas - trying to get everything back to normal, getting all the things in place that most people take for granted. Manda described it best when she said that it feels like she's just moved in to the house. In a sense, that's just what we're doing.

So, that's the journey over, and our challenge now is to adjust back to UK life. It will be nice not having to do a diary entry every day, but it will not be so nice not having anything worth writing about. I know which option I'd go for, given the choice! Regardless, there will be a few more posts on this site covering the after-travel experience and, once we have regular Internet access, the site may get a face-lift, perhaps some other new sections (more pictures, perhaps, or even a travel tips type page), but that may be a little while yet. There are more immediate concerns for us now. And on that topic, where is the damn heating engineer? He was due here about two hours ago! Welcome back to England, eh?

Dec 26, 2004

A Sad Day
Ian writes:

I received a strange text message this morning. It concerned the well-being of a couple whom we met in Koh Samui, Thailand.  I was told they were 'fine but watching out for aftershocks'. Earthquake? In Thailand?

A quick check of today's news revealed the extent of what happened - a massive undersea earthquake that caused a tsunami to strike coastlines thousands of miles away, affecting India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand.

It occurred to us that it could so easily have been us - places that have been affected that we had been to just a month ago at the tail end of or trip around SE Asia, including Penang (Batu Ferringhi being one of the places affected), KL (which suffered shock damage, not from the tsunami) and Krabi. There can be fewer things more scary than relaxing on a beach, enjoying a summer break from the UK winter, and then spotting huge waves making their way towards your simple beach hut. Hundreds of divers and diving instructors in the waters around Malaysia and the Andaman Islands are now reported missing (many of them possibly dead). Again, that could easily have been me (although admittedly I only dived in the Gulf of Thailand which was not affected).

For now, I'm watching the events as closely as I can and hoping that the many people we met on our travels are safe and well.

[Update] I have received news that our friends in Penang and other parts of Malaysia are all well, including one of them who was staying in Chennai, India at the time (also affected badly by the waves).

"When the quake hit, I was actually with another friend in Penang and we had to evacuate from her 10th floor apartment. The tremor was not only felt, it was visible. The bed, ceiling fan and things were shaking slightly. But we were not near the coastline when the tsunamis hit Penang's shores. Tremors from quakes in Indonesia are sometimes felt in Penang, and it is not uncommon. But the magnitude of the tremors was a more than the usual. The tsunamis is a whole different story. Malaysia has probably not seen this type of natural disaster before.

Tremors were felt in northern Malaysia especially in Penang and Kedah, where Langkawi is. Smaller tremors were felt elsewhere including KL, but none felt in Malacca, Johor (closest to Singapore) and Pahang.

No communications interruptions were experienced. I have just returned to KL and saw this email. I think I received your SMS but did not respond cos I wasn't sure who it was from. :) Sorry.

Siew Ling is now in Chennai where tsunamis hit the Marina Beach, but she is fine as well. She's staying 10km from the coast, in the inner parts of Chennai. Many more people in Chennai died from the tsunamis than in Malaysia but Siew Ling is safe where she is right now. She is due to return to Malaysia this Wednesday.

Li Ping was due to go to Phuket today but has cancelled the trip. Thailand, especially Phuket, is badly hit as well."

You can read others' experiences of the tidal wave at BBC News.

Dec 29, 2004

Before the Tsunami
Ian writes:

I have noticed a lot of visitors to this site are arriving from search engines, looking for photos of various sites affected by the Asian tsunami. I am not sure whether the photos wanted are the before or after. I am lucky enough not to have been present at any of the sites affected when the waves struck; I was lucky enough to see these places before the devastation. 

Below are some photos of the beautiful locations that have been all but destroyed in recent days. Each of the images below link to a larger version. 




Batu Ferringhi, Penang, Malaysia.



The eastern shores of Penang, looking towards the popular area of Gurney Drive, that were strongly affected by the tsunami, Malaysia.



Overlooking Railay Beach, not far from Ao Nang in Krabi Province, Thailand.



Boats moored at Koh Phi Phi Don, Thailand.



Koh Phi Phi Don's perfect beach front, Thailand.



Maya Bay on Koh Phi Phi Ley, location from 1999 film The Beach, Thailand.



Another view of Koh Phi Phi Ley, Thailand.
Manda and I consider ourselves to be incredibly lucky. We keep seeing reports covering places that we have been to, reading newspaper reports about places where we once sat down for lunch that have been wiped off the face of the earth. All our thoughts are with those affected - the relatives of people still missing, the people whose livelihoods have been taken away from them so suddenly, those who survived but whose injuries and memories may haunt them for years.

Jan 14, 2005

We've Been Fibbing
Ian writes:

Everything we wrote on this blog is true. Every last word. Except for one day's posting. We fibbed a bit, it has to be said. Perhaps you should re-read that post - the one titled, Ethel - Say Hello to Swindon. Trust me, it'll make for interesting reading.

Then, when you've done with that one, have a look at this site.

You wouldn't believe how much I've been itching to tell this story!

Jan 15, 2005

Final Thoughts...
Manda writes:

It is finally time to draw a line and put an end to our diary. Thank you so much for tuning in to our adventures. Much as we wanted to, we could not physically  take you with us but felt that with this diary, it was the next best thing. Thanks also for your comments, tips and emails, which we have appreciated greatly.

Many thanks to Chris & Kirsty (Sydney, Australia), Barbara & Ted (Auckland, NZ), Brent (Christchurch, NZ), Eric (Melbourne, Australia), Chris (Melbourne, Australia), Stef & Am (Bangkok, Thailand) and Gary & Anita (KL, Malaysia) who have kindly put us up and shown us great hospitality. 

Special thanks also to Doug (San Francisco, USA), Tony (Brisbane, Australia), Louise (Sydney, Australia), Stephanie (Melbourne, Australia), Marni (Melbourne, Australia), Sharon & Dave (Perth, Australia), Jase & Jess (Perth, Australia), Robert (from Sydney but whom we met in Bangkok), Alan & Ann (Koh Samui, Thailand), Li Ping (Penang, Malaysia), Ching Yee (KL, Malaysia), Siew Ling (KL, Malaysia), Kenneth & Grace (KL, Malaysia), Peter & Ting Ting (KL, Malaysia) and numerous others who showed us how the locals enjoy themselves. 

There are still countless others who we've met along the way that have helped improve our experience in some way or another. We'd also like to thank these people but do not have the room to list each and every one. You know who you are!

We had a great time travelling to many countries and meeting some amazing people. Opportunities like these do not come often but every now and then they do. Much as it may seem like a difficult decision at the time, if you ever get the opportunity to see more of the world, what are you waiting for? Go ahead! There's a big ole world out there just waiting to be explored! To quote Mr Springer (because it seems appropriate) ... in the meantime, "take care of yourself and each other".

Manda and Ian

