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SIMILAN ISLANDS
Comprising 11 islands and covering 140 square 
kilometres, Mu Koh Similan National Park is an idyllic 
destination with clear turquoise waters and abundant 
wildlife. One can swim alongside many species of sharks, 
turtles and fish at the many dive sites in this divers’ 
paradise hailed as one of the top dive locations in the 
world. Due to the fragility of the ecosystems in the park, 
it is designated as a protected area and some of the 
islands are not open to visitors. Only isalnds 4 and 8 are 
open to visitors. While you can get from one island 
to another via paid boat rides provided by the 
Similan Islands National Park, schedules 
are not fixed and it might be more 
efficient to engage the services of 
a local dive company. There is no 
accommodation within the park.

Where: Phang Nga Province, 70km off the coast of the 
Andaman Sea, 120km northwest of Phuket and 50km west 
of Khao Lak 

Getting there: Take a car, taxi or bus to Khao Lak or 
Thap Lamu Port, the main gateway to the islands. Then, 
take a speedboat, which will take 60 to 80 minutes, or 
other vessels available through travel service providers. 
Travellers can also take a boat owned and operated by 
the national park (4 hours, 1500 baht or about USD45); 
this service is not available from May 17 to November 14 
during the monsoon season when the park is close. 

The land known for its hospitality, multiple temples  
and great food has a host of natural wonders that beckon

NATURAL GEMS OF  

THAILAND
Text: Rachel Kwek
Photos: Tourism Authority of Thailand
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PHA TAEM NATIONAL PARK 
Spanning 340 square kilometres, the park is a haven 
with its intriguing rock formations, abundant wildlife, wild 
flower field and picturesque waterfalls. The numerous 
rock paintings that adorn its cliffs are believed to be about 
3,000 years old and provide a glimpse of life in the area in 
prehistoric times. Another must-see in the park are the 
peculiar mushroom-like rock formations at Sao Chaliang. 
The area is believed to have been submerged around 1,000 
years ago and small fossils can be seen in the rocks. 

As the park is located less than a kilometre from the 
Mekong River at the Thailand-Laos border, one can see 
Phou Xieng Thong National Protected Area in Laos on the 
opposite side of the river from Pha Mon Viewpoint. The 
park’s location in the easternmost part of Thailand 
means it sees the earliest sunrise and sunset in 
the country. The entrance fee is 400 baht for 
foreigners. As there is no transport available 
within the park, visitors who do not have 
their own transport and do not wish to walk 
are advised to join a tour group. 

There are campsites with tents and 
bedding within the park and a few food and 
drink outlets near the visitors’ centre. ag

Where: Ubon Ratchathani Province

Getting there: It takes about 1 hour 
40 minutes to drive there from Ubon 
Ratchathani Internatonal Airport 

Opening hours: 6am to 6pm

KHAO BIN CAVE
This 300-metre-long cave offers spectacular 

stalactites and stalagmites — formations of calcium 
deposits that are shaped by dripping water. The cave 
has eight chambers and a formation that resembles 

a bird’s wings can be seen in one of the chambers. 
There is a well-defined path that makes exploring 

the cave easy and colourful lights illuminate the cave 
interiors. It takes less than an hour to reach the end 
of the cave but it can be quite hot and humid inside. 

All visitors need to pay a 20 baht or USD0.60 entrance 
fee. Visitors may also want to visit Chomphon Cave, 

which is a 15-minute drive away.

Where: Ratchaburi Province, 114km or a 
2-hour drive from Bangkok

Getting there: Take a car from Bangkok. 
If you are travelling from elsewhere in 

Thailand, take a train to Ratchaburi Railway 
Station or Ban Kluai Railway Station, then 

take a car (about 30 minutes).

Opening hours: 8am to 6pm

 
TIP

Wear comfortable 
covered shoes as 

the trek has jagged 
rock paths and small 

sections that 
require climbing.
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Spiritual pilgrimages

middle easT

The Path to Death That Led to Life 
Easter has nothing to do with eggs and everything to do with 
death. During this time every year, thousands of Christians gather 
in Jerusalem to celebrate Jesus Christ’s resurrection by retracing 
his final steps and witnessing the mysterious and miraculous Holy 
Fire at the place he was buried.

BY GILAD FISKUS AND RACHEL KWEK

96
china   

The Princess and the Mani Stones 
In Yushu Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, locals  
worship not gods or gurus but a princess who was 
credited for laying the cornerstone of Tibetan Buddhism, 
the chief religion of the region.  
BY THOMAS BIRD AND RACHEL KWEK 

AsianGeo @asiangeographic @asiangeographic

fEaTurES
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ABOVE  
Jyekundo Dondrubling Monastery is one of Yushu’s largest 
monasteries. It was severely damaged in the earthquake 
but has now largely been rebuilt. 

66
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}{ E d i t o r ’ s  N o t E

“No matter how much we try to run away  
from the thirst for the answer to life, the intensity  

only gets stronger and stronger.” 
Ravi Zacharias (born 1946)

ASIAN Geographic can be found on board and  
at the following locations:

Spirituality is a complex concept to unpack but spiritual fulfilment is 
important to all of us whether we realise it or not. As Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 
puts it, “We are not human beings having a spiritual experience. We are 
spiritual beings having a human experience.” As such, people have long since 
sought spiritual fulfilment in various forms, at different times and through 
different means. Is it a wonder how our paths to spiritual fulfilment can vary  
so much? 

 In Thailand, young boys of Shan descent are initiated into monkhood by 
living as princes who are being waited on hand and foot (p30) in a grand rite 
of passage. An equally dramatic custom happens in Israel where Christians 
witness the miraculous Holy Fire and retrace the final steps of Jesus during the 
Holy Week (p88). For others, spiritual pilgrimages are more part of everyday life 
and less date-bound. Striking examples are how Varanasi encapsulates both 
life and death for Hindus (p60) and how the Sikhs’ religious attitudes are lived 
out in communal kitchens (p40). As you will discover through the pages of this 
issue, there are commonalities in the spiritual pursuits among the seemingly 
disparate peoples of this continent that fascinates us endlessly.

What is undeniable is the existence of a spiritual hunger amongst us and 
the need to quench it. Ravi Zacharias says, “No matter how much we try to run 
away from this thirst for the answer to life, the intensity only gets stronger and 
stronger. We cannot escape these spiritual hungers.” It is ironical that as I was 
trying to uncover and make sense of others’ spiritual journeys, I got lost in my 
own. But I take heart that every step of the journey – planned or unplanned –
enriches it. And I hope you will be inspired to discover and embark on your own 
spiritual journeys too.

 
Kwek Zhi Yin Rachel
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www.wakatobi.com

An experience
without equal

“The reef systems here are some of the most pristine I have seen anywhere in my dive 
travels around the globe, and Wakatobi resort and liveaboard are second to none. The 

diversity of species here is brilliant if you love photography.”  ~ Simon Bowen 
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A MECCA FOR

W A K A T O B I  S P E C I A L

For many underwater adventurers, satisfaction 
comes from discovering diverse marine 
creatures in their natural habitats, and a highly 

biodiverse place never fails to excite. Of all the ocean’s 
ecosystems, none are more fascinating than the coral 
reefs of the Indo-Pacific region known as the Coral 
Triangle — famed for being the most biodiverse 
marine habitat in the world. Wakatobi Dive Resort, 
where a privately-funded marine reserve showcases 
the best of the Coral Triangle, is the perfect base to 
explore the pristine reefs and diverse populations of 
marine life in the region’s warm and clear waters. 

“These are some of the healthiest reef systems that 
I have ever had the pleasure of seeing first-hand,” 
says Simon Bowen, who has logged more than 
3,000 dives in some of the world’s most celebrated 
destinations. He considers Wakatobi a favourite 
destination because “the most incredible biodiversity 
and experienced guides who know the sites well are 
a perfect and rare combination”. Simon has made 
Wakatobi the base for his underwater adventures 
three times in the past two years. “It is one of the 
very few places where I always know what I will be 
getting,” he says, “and even then, my expectations are 
always exceeded. I’ll be backagain soon to enjoy this 
very special and rare corner of the Earth.”

Wade Hughes and his wife Robyn — who 
have travelled to 55 countries together and dived 
sites from the Arctic Circle to the tropics — echo 
Simon’s delight of seeing the incredibly healthy and 
biodiverse coral reefs in Wakatobi. Wade has logged 
nearly 400 dives in Wakatobi, and Robyn has spent 
hundreds of hours snorkelling among its reefs. 
Between the extensive seagrass beds close to shore 
and the upper portions of most reefs, there are nearly 
endless possibilities for discovery. Robyn’s personal 

favourite is the house reef, which begins directly in 
front of the resort beach and stretches for more than 
two kilometres to encompass thousands of hectares 
of protected habitat. This site has been named the 
world’s best shore dive and many divers and snorkellers 
consider it a personal favourite.

The couple has already visited Wakatobi eight 
times and are planning for their ninth visit early next 
year. “We come to Wakatobi repeatedly for numerous 
reasons,” Robyn says. “We appreciate that the money 
we spend here not only gets us great service, comfort 
and superb diving but also helps directly support the 
local economy and protection of the coral reefs.”

More than two decades ago, the founders of 
Wakatobi Resort created the Collaborative Reef 
Conservation Programme. The first of its kind, this 
innovative initiative uses lease payments made directly 
to local fishermen and villagers to promote the 
cessation of destructive fishing practices and encourage 
local participation in creating a marine reserve 
that now stretches across 20 kilometres of prime 
coral habitat. This programme has transformed the 
surrounding community into stewards of the reefs and 
demonstrated the economic value of protecting this 
unique ecosystem. Because the programme is funded 
by a portion of resort revenue, all guests of Wakatobi 
Dive Resort become part of the solution.

The promise of impressive, pristine coral formations, 
abundant marine life and an idyllic beachside 
resort setting makes Wakatobi Dive Resort a dream 
destination for many and a mecca for divers. After all, 
legendary explorer and filmmaker Jacques Cousteau 
said the place offers “possibly the finest diving in 
the world”. And as many who have discovered this 
destination can attest, it is a place that entices them 
back for more. ag

DIVERS & 
SNORKELLERS

Wakatobi  
Dive Resort

TOLANDONA  
ISLAND

TOMEA ISLAND

Jakarta

i N d O N E S i a 

Bandara  Maranggo
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Top lefT Aerial view  
of Wakatobi Resort 
and House Reef

main A brilliant  
red seafan at the  
site known as  
Treasure Chest  
 
BoTTom lefT  Adult 
green turtles are 
regularly encountered 
on both the House 
Reef and neighboring 
Turkey Beach
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Bright Lights
More Fun in
the Philippines
Delight your senses with the dancing lights and joyous music 
at the Giant Lantern Festival celebrated in the Christmas 
Capital of the Philippines; San Fernando, Pampanga.

HeldHeld annually in December, the Giant Lantern Festival is a 
lantern competition open to towns of Pampanga. The 
competition originated from a local religious activity called 
‘Lubenas’,  a street procession held every night of the 
nine-day novena before Christmas, which involves candle-lit 
bamboo and paper lanterns with various shapes to illuminate 
the images of the patron saints of the participating towns 
during the procession. during the procession. 

Today, the Giant Lantern Festival attracts visitors from all 
over the world with skilfully-crafted colossal lanterns that 
exemplify the Filipinos’ creativity and ingenuity.

Giant Lantern Festival
San Fernando, Pampanga
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MONASTERIO DE TARLAC
Where: Tarlac, Central Luzon 

Perched atop Mount Resurrection, part of 
the Zambales Mountain Range is Monasterio 
de Tarlac – home of the Relic of the Holy 
Cross. It was enshrined in the chapel in 
January 2007 in a ceremony officiated by 
Cardinal Fernando Filoni, the then papal 
nuncio to the Philippines. The cross is 
believed to be one of three used in Jesus’ 
crucifixion that Saint Helena excavated in 
Jerusalem. Pilgrims can touch it at 3pm on 
Sundays and 10.30am on other days.

 Constructed for use as a hermitage for 
monks, the monastry is now a popular 
place of worship for Catholics. Its founder 
Reverend Archie Cortez desired a place 
where the new community of believers 
known as Servants of the Risen Christ 
could dedicate themselves to a life of prayer 
and solitude, and shared this with the then 
governor, who later granted a piece of land 
for this purpose. Its foundation was laid 
in 2000 and hermitages for the monks 
were completed three years later. 
Besides a nine-metre-high 
statue of Jesus, a 12-
room dormitory and a 
columbarium are also 
built in the compound. 
Holy Week, when special 
services and rituals are 
held, is a popular time for 
pilgrims to visit.

  
OUR LADY OF  
LOURDES GROTTO 
Where: Bulacan, Central Luzon

An exact replica of Lourdes Grotto in France, 
this well-known religious venue features a 
reconstruction of the 14 Stations of the Cross 
with life-size statues and Rosary Hill with 
155 huge concrete beads. Opened in 1965, it 
was built by the Guanzon family as an act of 
thanksgiving after Anita Guidote-Guanzon 
was miraculously cured from cancer after 

pilgrimaging to Lourdes in 1961.  
The privately owned property is 

now run by the eldest child 
 of Anita, who passed away in 
1990. It is also known for a 
spring that runs below  
the statue of Our Lady  
of Lourdes whose  

water is believed to have 
healing powers.

 
BANAL NA BUNDUK  
DALAN NING KRUS
Where: Pampanga, Central Luzon 

Located at the foot of Mount Arayat, this 
is a popular site where local Christians like 
to visit, especially during Holy Week. It is 
the brainchild of Soroptimist International 
(SI) of Magalang, a voluntary organisation 
of women from 21 countries founded in 
1921 to better the lives of other women. 
Banal na Bunduk Dalan Ning Krus draws 
pilgrims from the Philippines and beyond 
with its life-sized statues that replicate the 
Stations of the Cross, including a 12-metre-
tall statue of Christ, erected in 2015, which 
marks the 14th station. Moving sequentially 
from one station to the next takes you on a 
1.6-kilometre trek to the summit, where you 
can get a bird’s-eye view of Pampanga. ag

During Holy Week, Filipinos practise Visita Iglesia 
— the act of visiting and praying in at least seven 
churches that was introduced to the Philippines 
by Augustinian missionaries in the 1560s. 
ASIAN Geographic takes a look at three popular 
pilgrimage sites that the local Christians visit.

THREE SITES FOR 

 VISITA  
IGLESIA

Text: Rachel Kwek

riGhT The Jesus statue 
at the Monasterio de 
Tarlac in Central Luzon 

inserT  
Mount Arayat towers 
over the countryside 
in Pampanga, Central 
Luzon

BoTTom Statue of 
Mother Mary in the 
Grotto of Massabielle 
at Lourdes in France 
after which the statue in 
Bulacan is modelled
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Gazetted as a public holiday in place 
of Sarawak Day in Malaysia in 
1964, Gawai Dayak is an important 

occasion for the Dayak, a collective name 
for the non-Muslim indigenious tribes 
of Borneo like the Bidayuh, Iban, Kayan, 
Kenyah, Kelabit and Murut.

Though the festival falls on June 1, 
celebrations begin on the evening of May 
31 with the muai antu rua ceremony which 
is meant to remove the spirit of greed. 
Families who live in longhouses will also 

place unwanted items in 
a winnowing basket and 
throw them to the ground 
from the end of the houses 
to symbolise the riddance of bad 
luck. Dayaks typically brew a kind of  
rice wine, tuak, for the festive celebrations.  
In Sarawak, street parades and cultural  
activities are held as early as one week before 
Gawai Dayak.

On the evening of Gawai Dayak, an offering 
ceremony (miring) is presided over by a 
community chief, who thanks the gods for 
the harvest and seeks guidance and blessings 
from them as he sacrifices a cockerel. The tribal 

communities will then gather 
for dinner comprising traditional 

delicacies like pansuh (marinated 
chicken cooked in bamboo stems), 

peganan (cakes made from coconut milk, 
rice flour and sugar) and ngelulun pulut 
(glutinous rice roasted in bamboo stems).

 At midnight, a gong is sounded. The 
longhouse chief leads everyone in drinking 
ai pengayu (tuak for long life) and the 
villagers wish one another long life, health 
and prosperity. Following this, they walk up 
and down the entire length of the longhouse 
to welcome spirits in a ritual known as ngalu 
petara. Celebrations continue into the night 

PHOTOS © 123RF.COM

GAWAI DAYAK

On the evening of Gawai 
Dayak, an offering ceremony 
(miring) is presided over 
by a community chief, who 
thanks the gods for the 
harvest and seeks guidance 
and blessings from them as 
he sacrifices a cockerel.

For the Dayak tribes, the harvest festival  
is a time to give thanks, rid themselves of bad 
luck and mingle over traditonal feasts.
Text: Rachel Kwek

and the following day with traditional 
music and dancing. It is also common for 
the tribespeople to visit one another’s 
houses to indulge in festive dishes and 
tuak. In a practice called masu pengabang, 
hosts of longhouses serve guests tuak 
before they can enter.

The following day, festival activities 
like poetry recitation, cock-fighting, 
blowpipe demonstrations and ngajat 
competitions take place. Believed to 
be performed by the Iban people since 
the 16th century, the traditional ngajat 
dance form is performed to music made 
by ethnic percussion instruments. Tribal 
communities traditionally hold beauty 
pageants that crown a festival king and 
queen from each tribe.  ag

Below An Iban warrior performs 
the ngajat at the Sarawak  
Cultural Village

lefT A row of ngelulun pulut  
roasted over charcoal

M A L A Y S I A  H I G H L I G H T S
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Inhabited by dinosaur-like reptiles and 
featuring Jurassic-era views, Komodo Island 
offers a slice of paradise. 

I N D O N E S I A  H I G H L I G H T S

Located 180km west of Flores Island 
in East Nusa Tenggara, Komodo 
Island is one of three islands and 

many islets that make up Komodo National 
Park and is particularly well-known as the 
natural habitat of the Komodo dragon. 
The Komodo Dragon is the largest living 
lizard and takes its name after the island. 
The dragons can smell prey as far as six 
miles away, and sprint in short bursts 
when attacking. Extremely dangerous, 
their serrated teeth that can tear away flesh 
and grind up bone make them fearsome 

predators, and the venom 
they emit is deadly. Each 
lizard has an identification 
tag that records its weight 
and size, so rangers 
can determine how the 
population is faring. Komodo dragons 
are fickle. They don’t like too much water 
or humidity. The lumbering lizards can 
grow up to 10 feet in length and weigh 200 
pounds. They might look docile as they 
lounge by a water hole, but that is how 
they deceive their victims, said Suprayitno, 

who works with the park’s police to ensure 
people abide by regulations against littering, 
disturbing the lizards and bomb fishing, 
which destroy marine life in the cerulean seas 
around Komodo island.

Time seems to stands still as you take in 
panoramic views of the 
island’s turquoise seas, 
green rolling hills, blue 
skies and fascinatingly 
pink sand. Aside from 
the picturesque views, 
Komodo is not short of 

DESTINATION
PARADISE

© 123RF.COM



interesting activities to partake in. Once 
you have finished taking in the magnificent 
surroundings, take a dip in the waters and 
uncover the underwater beauty that Pink 
Beach has to offer. It is a terrific choice for 
snorkellers and beginner divers as even the 
shallow waters are home to an abundance 
of marine life to keep you more than 
entertained. The corals beaneath the Pink 
Beach’s waters are in excellent condition, 
with hundreds of species of both soft and 
hard corals and thousands of species of 
fish. It garnered international attention 

when the New 7 Wonders of 
Nature campaign, founded by 
eccentric explorer Bernard Weber, 
shortlisted the park among its 28 
finalists, which include the Amazon 
Basin, Vietnam’s Halong Bay, the Grand 
Canyon and the Galapagos Islands. Rinca, a 
smaller island where the Komodo dragons 
can also be found, is a good alternative to 
crowded Komodo Island.

Being less known and less visited yet 
more reminiscent of Jurassic Park than 
Komodo, it is a good place to see the famed 
dragon in its natural environment with 
fewer people. On Rinca Island, you can 
see these giant lizards hunting, preying or 
leisurely basking under the trees outside the 
homes of national park rangers. Aside from 
the dragons, Rinca Island also abounds 
with local wildlife including macaques, 
buffaloes, deer, birds and pigs. The island 
also offers stunning beaches and is a great 
place to snorkel and dive given its abundant 
underwater life. ag

Jakarta

i N d O N E S i a 
Time seems to stands  
still as you take in 
panoramic views of the 
island’s turquoise seas, 
green rolling hills, blue 
skies and fascinatingly 
pink sand. 
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KOMODO  
ISLAND

PADAR ISLAND

RINCA  
ISLAND

Komodo
Loh Liang

National Park Ranger 
Camp (PHPA)

Pink Beach

main Top view of Padar Island 
from Komodo National Park on  
a morning 
 
Top lefT (inserT) Pink Beach in 
Komodo National Park, Indonesia 

Top lefT Fighting Komodo 
dragons on Rinca Island
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Images of Asia 2018 Showcase
Asian Geographic’s annual photography competition, Images of Asia, 
culminated in an exhibition, judging session and workshops on 24th and 25th 
November. We present this year’s winning photographs along with shortlisted 
entries taken with Sony cameras.

PiCTurESQuE
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Photography  
Competition 201801

LANDSCAPE  
PHOTOGRAPH  
OF THE YEAR 2018 

Winner: Lee Shing Yaw,  
Malaysia “Pigeons at Jama Mosque”  
Nikon D750  
18mm︱f/5.6︱ 1/2500 ︱ISO 800
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STREET/PEOPLE 
PHOTOGRAPH  
OF THE YEAR 2018 

Winner: Mohd Nazri Sulaiman, 
Malaysia “Sharing Emotion”  

SONY SLT-A58  
85mm ︱ f/5.6︱ 1/100︱ISO 400 

YOUTH  
PHOTOGRAPH  
OF THE YEAR 2018 

Winner: Wisnu Bangun  
Saputro, Indonesia  
“Robberfly Mating”  

Vivo 1611  
3.8mm︱f/2︱ 1/210︱ ISO 50 

PiCTurESQuE
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Photography  
Competition 2018

MOBILE 
PHOTOGRAPH  
OF THE YEAR 2018 

Winner: Khairul Amin, 
Singapore “#IShotOniPhone”  

Apple iPhone X  
4mm ︱ f/1.8︱ 1/120︱ ISO 50

WILDLIFE 
PHOTOGRAPH  
OF THE YEAR 2018 

Winner: Franco Tulli, Italy  
“Dreaming Indonesia”  

Canon EOS 7D Mark II  
60mm ︱ f/14︱ 1/160︱ISO 100 



LANDSCAPE  
CATEGORY SUBMISSION 

Robert Lie  
“Karakul Lake Reflection”   

SONY ILCE-7M2  
70 mm ︱ f/4︱ 1/400 sec︱ ISO 50

PiCturEsQuE / SONY SPECial



Photography  
Competition 2018



LANDSCAPE CATEGORY  
SUBMISSION 

  
Robert Lie  
“Great Journey of  
Taklamakan Desert” 

SONY ILCE-7M2  
35 mm︱f/10︱1/500 sec︱ISO 160

LANDSCAPE CATEGORY  
SUBMISSION 

 
Mohd Ezairi Mohd Amiruddin 
“Dusk at Singapore” 

SONY ILCE-7SM2  
18 mm ︱ f/11︱ 5/1 sec︱ ISO 400
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PiCturEsQuE / SONY SPECial



WILDIFE CATEGORY  
SUBMISSION 

 
Craig Ansibin  
“Alpha male of OrangUtan  
looking straight to camera” 

SONY SLT-A77V  
250 mm︱f/9.5︱ 1/60 sec︱ISO 800

YOUTH CATEGORY  
SUBMISSION 

 
Devendra Singh  
“Festival of colour”  

SONY ILCE-6000  
35 mm ︱ f/2.2︱ 166/10000 sec︱ ISO 250
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Photography  
Competition 2018



PHOTOJOURNALISM [NEW]

STREET / PEOPLE 
LANDSCAPE
WILDLIFE
MOBILE
YOUTH 

SUBMISSION CLOSES   

01.11.2019

C E L E B R A T I N G  T H E  H E A R T  O F  A S I A

Photography  
Competition 2019

“Arrested God”  
A boy dressed up and painted his face like the Hindu 

god Lord Krishna during Gajan festival, a famous 
festival that happens yearly during the last month of 

Bengali New Year. By Sandipani Chattopadhyay 
Canon EOS 5D Mark III 17 mm f/4 1/60 sec ISO 2000 

Be a part of our community! 
  Asian Geographic    

 Images of Asia (Asia Without Borders)   
 asiangeographic 

www.asiangeo.com/ioa
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PIXERF
Home to authentic Asian images.

Discover the community that appreciates the world’s 
best photos and photographers from in and around Asia. 
Showcase your work, get connected and discover more 

ways to earn. Start now at pixerf.com.

The Kayans 
of Myanmar
MM Din
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THAILAND

Jewelled Princes    

  SOuThEaST  aSia

The Shan people celebrate the ordination of young 
Buddhist novices with Poy Sang Long — an extravagant 
spiritual party that usually takes place between  
late March to mid-April.

Text: Claudio Sieber and Rachel Kwek
Photos: Claudio Sieber
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This paGe During Poy 
Sang Long, the boys 
are being dressed up to 
the nines in imitation 
of Gautama Buddha’s 
son, Rahun. 



Every Buddhist male in Thailand needs to 
attend a monastery of their choice twice a 
lifetime: once before 20 years of age and again 
after that. Most Thais embark on this spiritual 
path when they are around 20 years old whereas 
the Shan typically do so from 7 to 14 years 
old. The Shan ethnic group inhabits Mae 
Hong Son and other northern provinces in 
Thailand like Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai. The 
majority of Shan (known as Tai Yai in Thailand) 
are Theravada Buddhists who observe Poy 
Sang Long – a rite of passage that marks the 
ordination of young Shan boys as Buddhist 
novices. In Chiang Mai, the annual ceremony 
lasts three days, whereas in Mae Hong Son, it 
lasts five days. 

10-year-old Nawin Nanit had travelled 
from Chiang Mai to Mae Hong Son where his 
grandparents live to prepare for his ordination. 
His father, Ryung Nanit, a Thai of Shan descent, 
is keen to pass on this tradition and had spoken 
to Nawin about it.

On the first official day of Poy Sang Long, 
the boys prepare themselves mentally to 
get their heads shaved as a sign of spiritual 
devotion. The earliest tales of Buddha’s 

Top Shaving of hair is 
a the sign of spiritual 
devotion and is done 
on the first day of  
the ceremony.

riGhT Nawin bows  
for prayer after his 
head is shaved.

renunciation indicate that he cut his long 
hair short when he left the king’s palace to 
wander the path to self-discovery. Buddhists 
believe that one gets rid of confusion, hostility 
and attachment by shaving his head. Besides 
hygienic reasons, being bald also removes 
the risk of vanity and therefore allows one to 
focus on things more important than fixing 
his hair every day. Nawin wasn’t anxious about 
losing his hair as the excitement of becoming a 
novice overwhelmed him. What really troubled 
him instead was the fact that during his time 
as a novice, he would be missing this year’s 
Songkran in Chiang Mai.

Traditionally, monks have the privilege to 
cut some hair first, then families cut a tuft of 
hair just before the monks return to shave the 
whole head of the boys. Buddhist principles 
forbid the use of electrical razors so only old-
fashioned ones are used. After being shaved, 
the novices are ritually cleansed with sacred 
water and anointed with turmeric before being 
escorted to the temple hall for their first prayer 
and chanting session. 

On the second day known as Rup Sang 
Long, the boys are dressed up to the nines 
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The short-lived royals, just like real princes and kings, are not allowed 
to touch the ground — at least not until they enter the monastery as 
novices on the final day of Poy Sang Long. 

in imitation of Gautama Buddha’s son, 
Rahun. Historical tales indicate that Gautama 
Siddhartha (who became later Buddha) was 
a prince when he set off for self-discovery. 
Nevertheless, according to the Tripitaka (the 
Buddhist almanac) Buddha himself had never 
been ordinated. Thus, the novices follow the 
path of Rahun. The Shan strongly believe in this 
legend and follow tradtions that stem from it. 
When I reached the temple grounds, Nawin’s 
mother, Thong, was already busy applying 
some burgundy gloss on her son’s innocent lips. 
A seemingly wealthier family next to us even 
hired a professional make-up artist to do their 
son’s make-up. The ongoing metamorphosis 
didn’t seem to bother Nawin, who observed 
his mother through his small mirror. Nawin’s 
older sister Rinrada said it didn’t really affect 
her when I asked if she felt a bit left out as a girl 
because she was not allowed to be ordinated the 
same way the boys are. 

To complete the prince-like look, the 
boys were wrapped in festive dresses and 
adorned with traditional jewellry such as rings, 
necklaces, bracelets and, last but not least, the 
crown decorated with colourful flowers. Sadly, 

the Ministry of Culture in Mae Hong Son  
had abolished the Shan tradition of painting 
gold designs made of Tanaka powder on the 
novices’ faces, justifying that the ceremony 
should remain substantial and not be a  
kitsch exhibition. 

At the temple Wat Klang Thung, tapae, 
who were responsible for carrying the jewelled 
princes (sang long) on their shoulders from 
temple to temple, patiently waited for the 
boys to come out. They are responsible for 
preventing accidents from happening to the 
boys. The short-lived royals, just like real 
princes and kings, are not allowed to touch 
the ground — at least not until they enter the 
monastery as novices on the final day of Poy 
Sang Long. Rung who is one of the tapae for the 
occasion explains, “That’s why we carry them 
on our shoulders to make sure they are well 
protected and will safely attend the ordination.“

While Nawin and his fellow novices sit on 
the tapaes’ shoulders, other attendants shaded 
them with elaborately decorated umbrellas. 
Some wealthier families drive their sons around 
instead. Amidst the sounds of drums and 
clashing cymbals, the procession moved from 

POPULATION

Mae Hong Son has 
the lowest population 
density in Thailand 
with approximately 
250,000 inhabitants. 
63% of the residents 
belong to ethnic groups 
such as the Karen,  
Lawa, Lisu, Hmong  
and Shan (Tai Yai). 

It’s been said that three 
of Bangkok’s main 
Shopping Malls (MBK, 
Siam Paragon, and 
Central World) suck up 
more electricity than  
the entire province of 
Mae Hong Son. 





opposiTe paGe Top Poy 
Sang Long is a  grand 
ceremony that involves  
many helpers.

opposiTe paGe BoTTom 
A helper puts make-up 
on one of the boys  
who will be ordained  
as a novice.

This paGe Nawin is all 
dressed up and ready 
for the ceremony.
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This paGe 
Shan boys aged 
between 7 to 14 
partake in Poy  
Sang Long at  
various temples in  
Mae Hong Son.



place to place. Family members danced to the 
rhythm and threw 10-bhat coins wrapped in 
cloth towards the sang long. Whoever catches 
them will have good luck.

Responding to me, Nawin said with a grin, 
“Yes, I like it very much. Being carried on the 
shoulders of a tapae is definitely my favourite 
part of Poy Sang Long.“ As I listened to him,  
I hoped he would forget about Songkran for  
a while.

It was astonishing to observe the stamina of 
the tapae as they marched from place to place 
with 30 to 50 kilogrammes on their shoulders 
under the merciless sun. Fortunately, they 
got a break every 30 minutes when the parade 
reached another temple. Even when the sang 
long slept, the tapae slept nearby in case they 
needed to carry the boys to the toilet.

At one of the temples, I watched a senior 
monk tell the novices a tale before giving them 
some money in an  envelope as a blessing. In the 
meantime, Tum Metanantavasin, a 32-year-old 
photographer from Mae Hong Son shared with 
me what he had gone through when he became 
a novice. When Tum entered a monastery after 
Poy Sang Long, the monks taught him the 

“That’s why we carry them on our 
shoulders to make sure they are well 
protected and will safely attend  
the ordination.”

opposiTe paGe Sang 
long (Buddhist 
novices) are treated 
llke royals and carried 
on the shoulders of 
tapae as they are  
not allowed to touch 
the ground.

BoTTom Buddhist 
novices are well 
protected to ensure 
they will safely attend 
the ordination ritual on 
the last day.

history of Buddhism and its philosophical ideas. He 
also learned the craft of meditation, which was to 
him the most important part as it helped him to be 
more tranquil and balanced. 

With sympathy, I glanced at Nawin whose 
eyelids apparently became heavy as he listened to 
the tales. It was quite difficult for me to imagine 
that these boys will soon have to stay away from 
worldly fun and instead sit in a cross-legged 
position to identify their delusions and cultivate 
virtuous minds. 

Later in the afternoon, the youngsters returned 
home to celebrate with their parents and relatives 
after visiting about 15 holy places. Visitation 
continues on the second day of Rup Sang Long and 
Nawin’s family received many guests. Rung told 
me that that an average clan will spend easily more 
than 100,000 baht for Poy Sang Long festivities and 



so did he. This covers most expenses for things 
such as the Shan orchestra of three that follows 
the family throughout all five days and the salary  
of helpers including tapae. Part of this is 
recovered in the form of monetary blessing from 
close relatives. 

On the fourth day of the ceremony (Hae 
Kabon), Nawin and his fellow novices were 
carried from Wat Klang Thung to Mae Hong 
Son’s main Buddhist temple, Wat Chong Kham, 
and back again in the company of percussionists, 
family members, helpers and bystanders who 
danced along to the music. When the novices 
returned to Wat Klang Thung, the boys partook 
in a ritual that uses sai sin – a white cotton 
thread commonly used in Buddhist ceremonies 
across Thailand on occasions like weddings, 
funerals and relocation. A large ball of thread 
is first tied around a Buddha figurine before 
being passed along a row of sang longs. Sai sin 
is supposed to protect and bring good health 
to people who hold it, and the merit derived 
from chanting is thought to flow through the 
thread to reach those holding it. Post-ritual, the 
boys who continued to be treated like royals 
were fed by their parents. After the feast, a head 
monk addressed the children and narrated a 
story about a mother’s life so they could better 
understand what giving birth and motherhood 
is all about. 

The fifth and last day of Poy Sang Long, 
Wan Kham Sang, is the day of ordination. At 
Wat Klang Thung, Rung and his wife Thong 

proudly awaited the ordination of Nawin. His 
eyes sparkled when he received his orange novice 
robe, an event that marked the end of his  

After Nawin got dressed in his novice garb, 
his father stopped him when he asked Rinrada if 
she would take a walk with him by grabbing her 
hand. The novice wasn’t allowed to touch females 
anymore! Rung wanted Nawin to stay in the 
monastery for 15 days. Many won’t stay that long 
and return home after a week. While monkhood 
is a rite of passage for devoted Buddhists, most 
of them spend a few days to a few months on the 
temple grounds as novices rather than making 
a lifetime commitment. After Poy Sang Long, 
novices’ fathers are invited to sleep over at the 
monastery to be with them during night time. 
The following morning, Nawin learned how  
to collect alms, comprising mostly food from  
the villagers who see if as a chance to gain 
spiritual merit. 

Although a little sleepy after all the activities 
over the past few days, Nawin was in good  
spirits. When asked how he felt, he sighed, “I’m 
doing fine but my feet hurt as I’m not used to 
walking anymore.” ag

CLAUDIO SIEBER is currently wandering Southeast 
Asia. The emerging photojournalist has been featured 
in over 30 publications including the New York Post, 
Terra Mater, Geo and The Guardian. He records the 
traditions and lifestyles of various Asian cultures and 
hopes his photos can create a more understanding 
and tolerant society. 
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WHEN
The best time to visit Mae 
Hong Son for ideal weather is 
from November to February.

WHERE
885.6km from Bangkok and 
250km from Chiang Mai. 
 
HOW
The fastest way to get to  
Mae Hong Son is by flying 
in from Chiang Mai. Other 
options include catching a 
train from Bangkok’s Hua 
Lamphong and hopping 
on a long-distance bus at 
Bangkok’s Northern Bus 
Terminal (Mo Chit) before 
transferring to a mini  
bus once you arrive in 
Chiang Mai.

E X P E R I E N C E  
M A E  H O N G  S O N

T H A IL A ND

BANGKOK

Mae Hong Son

Chiang Mai
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INDIA

One for the 
Community
Opulent as the Golden Temple may be, it is  
the attitudes it represents and espouses that  
shine brighter than the buiding’s elaborately 
ornamented facade.

Text: Francesco Lastrucci and Rachel Kwek
Photos: Francesco Lastrucci
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This paGe One of the four 
entrances of the Golden Temple. 
The temple has an entrance at 
each of its four cardinal sides, 
symbolising the openness of the 
Sikhs towards all types of people 
and religions.



Sikhism, one of four religions that have evolved 
in India, is currently the fourth-most practised 
religion in the country. To Sikhs, the Golden 
Temple — also known as Harmandir Sahib — in 
Amritsar, Punjab is the most sacred site in the 
world. Much of the country’s Sikh population 
lives in Punjab and regularly visits the temple 
while other Sikhs in India and around the world 
endeavour to make a pilgrimage there at some 
point in their lives. The Golden Temple is only 
a small part of a huge gurdwara complex that 
houses pilgrims’ dormitories and dining halls 
where all persons, irrespective of race, religion, 
or gender are lodged and fed for free. Today, an 
average of about 100,000 people visit the temple 
every day, making it one of the most visited 
places in the world. 

The main temple complex is surrounded by 
a holy pool known as Amrit Sarovar or “pool of 
nectar”. It was excavated in 1577 by Guru Ram 
Das, the fourth Sikh guru, and is surrounded 
by a walkway called parikrama, which devotees 
use to circumambulate the temple. Connecting 
the walkway with the Golden Temple is a 
marble causeway called the Guru’s Bridge, 
which symbolises the journey of the soul after 
death. Fed by an underground spring, the pool’s 

lefT Pilgrims 
circumambulate the 
sacred pool surrounding 
the gold-covered Hari 
Mandir at twilight. 
Connecting the temple 
and the pathway 
surrounding it is a marble 
causeway called the 
Guru’s Bridge, which 
symbolises the journey 
of the soul after death. 

OpposiTe paGe The 
colonnade inside 
the Golden Temple is 
surrounded by many 
other buildings covered 
with white marble. 
The temple combines 
both Hindu and Islamic 
architectural styles.

waters are believed to have healing powers, and 
devotees immerse themselves in it to cleanse 
their souls rather than their bodies. Temple 
workers bottle and distribute water from the 
pool to visitors, who take it home to purify 
themselves and keep themselves in good health.

Pilgrims from all over the world visit the 
Golden Temple every day. The entrances on all 
its four sides symbolise the Sikhs’ receptiveness 
towards people from all religions and socio-
economic backgrounds. All visitors, whether 
men or women, have to wash their feet at 
specified areas and cover their heads before 
entering the temple.

Construction of the temple began in 1574 on 
land donated by the Mughal emperor Akbar 
and was overseen by the Sikh gurus. Finally 
completed in 1601, the temple underwent 
restoration and embellishment over the 
centuries but was destroyed several times 
by raiding armies from Afghanistan and the 
Mughal Empire. It was quickly rebuilt each  
time and the marble compound surrounding 
it has grown to incorporate other buildings: 
offices, a museum, a clock tower and, of course, 
the langar, the communal kitchen where free 
meals are served to visitors.

KHANDA 
The Khanda is an 
important symbol 
of Sikhism that 
comprises four 
weapons that 
each encapsulates 
fundamental  
concepts of the faith.

Double-edged sword 
in the centre
Also called a khanda, 
it represents the 
sovereignty of God to 
control the destiny 
of all creation and 
power to distinguish 
between truth and 
falsehood. 

Chakkar
The circle that has 
no beginning and 
end symbolises the 
perfection of the 
eternal God.

Two single-edged 
swords (kirpans) 
Flanking the khanda 
and chakkar, they 
symbolise the 
concept of Meeri and 
Peeri (spiritual and 
temporal authority) 
introduced by Guru 
Hargobind, which 
emphasises the need 
for a Sikh to balance 
spiritual aspirations 
and societal 
obligations.

SOuTh aSia
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The Langar in Numbers

Average number of 
meals served per day

50,000

Amount of wheat flour 
used per day

7,000kg

Amount of rice  
used per day

1,200kg  
Number of times a plate is 

washed before reuse 

5

Amount of lentils  
used per day 

1,300kg

Amount of firewood 
used per day 

5,000kg

Capacity of  
dining halls 

5,000

Number of  
staff at temple

300

Number of flatbreads 
produced per day:

200,000 



FRANCESCO is a freelance documentary photographer 
who focuses on long-term documentary projects that 
highlight the culture and history of people. Besides 
working on such projects on Colombia, India and the 
Mediterranean, he contributes to publications around 
the world from his base in Italy.
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With hand-painted mosaics and patterns, 
decorated surfaces and intricate carvings, 
the Golden Temple is one of the most 
significant symbols of Mughal and Indian 
architectural genius. In the early 19th century, 
100 kilogrammes of gold, decorative marble 
and precious stones were added to the inverted 
lotus-shaped dome during the reign of 
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, the legendary warrior 
king and a major donor for the shrine who 
is remembered by the Sikh community. The 
gold-plated building features copper domes 
and white marble walls encrusted with precious 
stones arranged in decorative Islamic-style 
floral patterns. The interior and exterior of the 
structure are decorated with verses from the 
Sikh holy book, Guru Granth Sahib. 

This collection of devotional poems, prayers, 
and hymns that form the sacred scriptures of 
the Sikhs was composed by the 10 Sikh gurus 
and various Muslim and Hindu saints. From 
early morning till night, hymns are chanted to 
the exquisite accompaniment of flutes, drums, 
and stringed instruments. A chauri (whisk) is 
continually waved above the book as lines of 
Sikhs pay their respects by touching the temple 
floor and walls with their foreheads while 
walking in a clockwise direction. Every evening, 
the book is rested on a pillow in the Akal 

Takhat temple, the temporal seat of the Khalsa 
brotherhood. In the morning, the holy book is 
returned to the shrine and opened at a random 
page, whose contents will then serve as the  
prayer theme for that whole day.

Among key Sikh beliefs are equality of all 
mankind and the importance of community 
service. However, the traditional caste system 
in India forbade people from different castes 
to eat together. Thus, to uphold these beliefs, 
the first Sikh Guru, Guru Nanak, established 
the langar, a place where, all people, regardless 
of gender, religion, social status and race, 
sit together on the floor to eat. It was a 
revolutionary concept in 16th-century India 
when Sikhism began. Every gurdwara offers 
langar — which also refers to a communal  
meal provided by langars. The vegetarian  
meal consists of roti, rice, daal, vegetables  
and dessert. 

The Golden Temple langar serves 
approximately 50,000 meals each day and  
up to 100,000 on holidays. Throughout the 
day, helpers including some 300 permanent 
staff work tirelessly to not only cook and  
serve langars but also wash used dishes and 
utensils five times before their next use.  
Many Sikhs live out their belief in community 
service and roughly 90 percent of the helpers 
are volunteers. ag

riGhT  The langar in the 
Golden Temple serves 
an average of 50,000 
free meals daily. All the 
food is donated and 
most of the helpers are 
volunteers who come 
together regardless of 
gender or class.   

opposiTe paGe The body 
of water that surrounds 
it is a sacred pool that 
the Golden Temple 
believed to have healing 
properties and bring 
material and spiritual 
benefits to devotees  
who bathe in it.
 

WHEN
November to March when 
it is cooler. Temperatures 
are also lower from July to 
October but there will be 
mild to heavy rains as it is 
the monsoon season.

Depending on the time 
of year, opening times 
vary from 2am to 3am and 
closing times from 10pm 
to 11pm. Every night, the 
holy book is carried to its 
resting place in the Akal 
Takhat in a procession, 
which takes place at 
9.30pm in winter and 11pm 
in summer. 

WHERE
City of Amritsar, Punjab, 
India 
 
HOW
Take a plane to Sri Guru 
Ram Dass Jee International 
Airport, and then take a 
cab or bus directly to the 
Golden Temple. 

Visitors travelling from 
other cities in India may 
take a plane, train or bus 
there. The train station 
nearest to the temple is 
Amritsar Railway Station, 
which is about 2km from 
the temple. Visitors can 
walk to the temple from 
there or take a shuttle bus 
that runs frequently from 
Amritsar Bus Station to 
the temple. 

INDI A

New Delhi

Amritsar

E X P E R I E N C E  
G O L D E N  T E M P L E

The entrances on all its four sides 
symbolise the Sikhs’ receptiveness 
towards people from all religions 
and socio-economic backgrounds.
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SOuTh aSia

NEPAL

Through the Rubble:  
A Shaken Faith
As Nepal continues to rebuild itself three years after a devastating earthquake, 
we uncover how a disaster that sent shockwaves throughout the country and 
beyond shook the faith of the worshippers who embark on journeys to the 
world’s last Hindu kingdom and birthplace of Buddha in search of god.

Text: Nathaniel Soon and Rachel Kwek
Photos: Nathaniel Soon 



47

This paGe Workers 
sit amongst the 
rubble from the fallen 
Trailokya Mohan 
Narayan Temple, one 
of four temples in 
Kathmandu Durbar 
Square completely 
destroyed during 
the earthquake. The 
ancient temple  
was built in 1680  
is dedicated to  
Lord Vishnu.



On April 25 2015, Nepal was struck by a 
devastating 7.8 magnitude earthquake which saw 
nearly 9,000 fatalities, 22,000 more injured and 
infrastructural damage totalling USD10 billion. 
It brought entire townships to the ground and 
caused the catastrophic destruction of historic 
artefacts and religious monuments. As piles of 
rubble still stand in plain sight along the streets 
of Nepal’s major cities, memories of the tragedy 
remain etched in everyone’s minds. The state’s 
Department of Archaeology had previously 
estimated that it would take about seven years 
to fully restore the religious monuments and 
artefacts damaged during the earthquake. Till 
today, that appears to remain a distant reality. 
While pilgrims try to continue worship amongst 
the ruins, tragedy has made one thing apparent 
— as the ground shook, so did their faith. 

Situated in the lap of the pristine Himalayas, 
Nepal is renowned for its peace, harmony and 
deep-seated spirituality. It is home to some 
of the world’s oldest Hindu and Buddhist 
monuments and the holy rivers of Bagmati, 
Gandaki and Koshi. As such, for many pilgrims 
from across the world, Nepal is a destination 
of great religious significance. A census by the 
Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Civil Aviation 
in 2016 found that pilgrimage accounted for 11 
percent of the country’s international tourism. 
Most pilgrims, if not all, tend to be Hindus 
and Buddhists, whose faiths account for 
over 90 percent of religion here. Both regard 
spirituality and Nature as complementary and 
this is manifested in their common belief that 
all entities — from snow-capped mountains to 
fields and harvest — are governed by specific 
deities and signify the existence of a divine 
being. In turn, monuments in the country, such 
as the Temple of Pashupatinath (the Hindu 
national deity) and the province of Lumbini, 
which Buddhists believe to be the birthplace of 
Siddhartha Gautama Buddha, are revered. 

For many Buddhists, the act of pilgrimage 
is sacred and demonstrates their faith and 
devotion. Through his teachings, Buddha 
himself had encouraged devotees on the sites to 
journey to — namely the places where he was 
born, attained enlightenment, preached the first 

sermon and passed on into parinivāna (Sanskrit 
term for attaining nirvana after one’s death). 
Devotees are taught to reflect on Buddha’s 
virtues so as to purify their thoughts and actions 
in their daily lives. Of all the sites most significant 
to Buddha, only one is found in Nepal — in 
Lumbini, where he is believed to have been 
born. When the Indian Emperor Ashoka visited 
Nepal in 249 BC, he ordered a stone pillar to 
be built to commemorate his visit to Buddha’s 
birthplace. One of many Ashoka pillars erected 
during the Mauryan king’s reign, this has one of 
the oldest inscriptions in Nepal. He also ordered 
four stupas to be built — one in each of the four 
cardinal directions — in the ancient city of Patan 
(also known as Lalitpur). Through the years, 
thousands of similar Buddhist monuments have 
been built throughout the country, including the 
three Durbar Squares in Kathmandu, Lalitpur 
and Bhaktapur, all of which are UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites today. Pilgrims believe that “these 
monuments are special places on Earth where it 
is possible for [them] to reach out and commune 
with guiding goddesses and gods”, according to 
UNESCO Professor of Archaeology at Durham 
University and Director of Lumbini’s excavation 
site, Dr Robin Coningham. They are “the portals 
where heaven touches the Earth and […] the 
centre point for the lives of millions”. 

Legend has it that upon the death of Mother 
Goddess Sati, Lord Vishnu cut her body into 
52 parts, which then fell onto Earth to become 
scared sites where worshippers can pay homage. 
These sites are scattered across Nepal, India, 
Bangladesh and even China and are referred to 
by Hindus as tirtha, with the act of pilgrimage 
being known as tirtha-yatra. These are not just 
physical sites but spiritual fords where one 
crosses the endless cycle of birth, death and 
rebirth to reach liberation. While there are 
no documented pilgrimage circuits, a study 
by India’s Ministry of Tourism found a trend 
among Hindu pilgrims from around the region: 
They usually commence their journey in 
Kathmandu, stopping by Boudhanath Temple 
and Pashupatinath Temple among others before 
proceeding to Pokhara and then heading south 
towards India. 

While pilgrims try to continue worship amongst the ruins, tragedy has 
made one thing apparent — as the ground shook, so did their faith.

riGhT The iconic 
Swayambhunath 
Temple, also known 
asthe Monkey Temple 
is popular amongst 
locals and tourists 
alike. Badly damaged 
by the earthquake, 
it has largely been 
restored to its former 
glory and continues to 
receive visitors daily.
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36METRES HIGH
100 METRES WIDE
A UNESCO World 
Heritage Site, this stupa 
is the largest in Nepal  
and the holiest  
Tibetan Buddhist  
site outside Tibet. 

SYMBOLIC NUMBERS

2 eyes  
on each of its 4 sides

9 LEVELS 

13 sTeps  
on the pyramid  
above the dome 

3 LARGE PLATFORMS 
beneath the dome

MAJESTIC 
BOUDHANATH 







51

Beyond the physical devastation, the spiritual 
loss devotees feel is real. Chhopema Tamang, 
24-year-old student said, “The monastery near 
my home was a symbol of unity for Buddhists 
like myself. When I heard and saw that it was 
destroyed by the earthquake, I was greatly 
shaken.” The impact is not much different for 
the Hindus. Rajendra M. Dangol, a 50-year-old 
tour operator, said, “[The temple is] a centre 

of faith and spirituality and a symbol of unity for 
Hindus. When I heard it was no more, this was bad 
news for me. When I saw the Bhairabi Temple in 
my village in ruins right after the earthquake, as 
a devotee, I felt really hurt as I could not see the 
goddesses as usual.” Kabindra Pandey, a 52-year-old 
businessman, feels the same pain. “Temples are 
symbolic for Hindus. Their destruction upset me 
a lot and I was really hurt throughout the year in 
2015,” he said. 

With their places of worship destroyed, 
Hindus and Buddhists can no longer worship the 
way they did. Dangol shared that Hindu believers 
had to stop worshipping for the first few days after 
the earthquake because the gods and goddesses 
were fully covered under the rubble when the 
temples collapsed. “In our culture, worship 
should stop for a few days when someone in the 
family dies or someone gives birth for example,” 
he adds. 

However, devotees were keen to resume 
regular worship. According to Dangol, the gods 
and goddesses were taken out of the temples and 
temporarily transferred somewhere safe; he and 
other devotees then continued their worship as 
soon as possible. 

Pandey said, “Although we had to break our 
worshipping for a few days after the earthquake, 
we immediately resumed it with much more 
fervor as soon as we could.” 

Tamang said, “I started to worship more after 
the earthquake, [praying] largely for the recovery 
of those who were wounded.” 

Even till today, visible traces of rubble 
remain along Kathmandu’s streets as workers 

lefT Top Stupas are 
a common sight 
along trekking 
routes in Nepal. 
Pilgrims typically 
circumambulate 
them in a clockwise 
direction and use them 
as meditation sites. 
The eyes of Buddha 
facing the four cardinal 
directions suggest  
his omnipresence.

lefT BoTTom A farmer 
tends to his livestock 
along the busy streets 

BoTTom A row of 
trishaw riders waiting 
for passengers around 
the religious centre of 
Durbar Square 

With their places of worship 
destroyed, Hindus and 
Buddhists can no longer  
worship the way they did.

Patan  
Durbar Square 

Bhaktapur 
Durbar Square

Kathmandu  
Durbar Square

12 km 
30 min via   

Araniko  
Highway

5.2 km 
20 min via  

Tripura  
Marg 

All three  
durbar squares  

in the Kathmandu  
Valley are  

Unesco World  
Heritage 

sites  



riGhT Devotees 
congregate at a 
meditation ground 
at the foot of one of 
the most popular 
pilgrimage sites, 
Boudhanath Temple. 
A stupa on its grounds 
was badly damaged 
during the earthquake 
and as a result, the 
entire structure above 
the large dome had to 
be replaced.

continue the tireless endeavour to reinstate 
what had fallen to its former grandeur. Nepal’s 
Department of Archaeology reported that the 
earthquake had claimed heritage worth more 
than 12 billion rupees (over USD100 million) 
across the country. An estimated 721 structures 
such as temples and palaces were severely 
damaged, another 133 completely destroyed 
and 95 more rendered useless. They include the 
famous Swayambhunath Temple (or Monkey 
Temple) which is the oldest of its kind in the 
Kathmandu Valley; Boudhanath Stupa, one 
of the largest stupas in the world; Dharahara 
Tower, which took over 60 lives when it 
collapsed; and Kathmandu Durbar Square, 
which saw the entire destruction of  
four major temples: Kasthamandap, Maju 
Deval, Trailokya Mohan Narayan Temple and 
Vishnu Temple. 

Interestingly, several sites, such as Lumbini 
Complex and Kumari Ghar or House of the 
Living Goddess, were seemingly unharmed. 
While some saw the earthquake as a natural, 
amoral event, many believe that it was a sign 
from the gods that called for soul-searching and 
reflection amongst the people. The immediate 
rhetoric that emerged from the disaster was that 
the surviving monuments stood as a sense of 
hope for Nepalese while those that had fallen 
reflected god’s admonishment for good reason.

Many Nepalese now suspect that it was no 
coincidence catastrophe struck where and 
when it did. The same day the earthquake 
struck, a massive procession known as Bunga 
Dyah Jatra aimed at honouring Avalokiteshvara, 
the Buddhist bodhisattva of compassion, was 
ongoing. It was uncovered that the procession 
had been carelessly organised and adornments 
were attached haphazardly. Participants had 
also ignored pausing the procession at places 
marked by symbolic lotuses which are believed 
to be protected places where goddesses reside. 
Witnessing the procession with much dismay, 
Chanira Bajracharya, a former kumari of Patan 
(a kumari is considered an embodiment of a 
Hindu goddess and is worshipped as such), 
commented that “earth shakes as the god of 

compassion…cannot bear the weight of people’s 
sins”. Ironically, the earthquake triggered an 
outpouring of desperation amongst pilgrims and 
worshippers to reach out to their gods for help. 
The emblematic mantra om mani padme hum 
then started trending on social media to invoke 
Avalokiteshvara to appear and help. 

Over in Kathmandu, former kumari Matina 
Shakya, then nine, was preparing to receive 
devotees in the city’s Durbar Square when 
the earthquake occurred. As the temples in 
close proximity fell to the ground, her home 
escaped relatively unscathed. Observers said 
she maintained a calm facade and sat still on 
her throne in the face of panic, and worshippers 
seemingly took refuge around her and prayed. 
Like those in Patan, many believe the disaster is 
a punishment from the gods and that the kumari 
had known it was coming all along. 

For Hindu pilgrims, especially followers 
of Lord Shiva, the survival of Pashupatinath 
Temple is significant. “I knew full well that 
the gods and goddesses out there protect their 
devotees. After reflecting, I believe that the 
gods and goddesses had protected us during 
the earthquake. Otherwise, many more people, 
including myself, would have died in 2015. This 
greatly strengthened my faith,” Dangol shared.

Pashupatinath Temple was used for the final 
rites of hundreds of victims. For Nepalese, it 
became a source of strength and faith that the 
country will return to an eventual normalcy; and 
impressed upon them that the earthquake was a 
test of faith predestined by god and an inevitable 
result of human sin that necessitates repentance 
and forgiveness. For the devout people of Nepal, 
it seems this calamity serves as a religious wake-
up call that must be heeded. ag 

While some saw the earthquake as a natural, amoral event, 
many believe that it was a sign from the gods that called  
for soul-searching and reflection amongst the people.

eXperience  
KaThmandU
WHEN
Kathmandu is best 
experienced outside  
the monsoon season  
from early June to  
early September. 

WHERE
Kathmandu, the Nepalese 
capital, is about 5 km  
from Tribhuvan 
International Airport.

HOW
Fly to Tribhuvan 
International Airport and 
take a taxi (prepaid or 
metered) to the city. 

NEPA L
Kathmandu

Nathaniel Soon is currently pursuing his 
undergraduate degree at Yale-NUS College in 
Singapore with the prospect of majoring in 
environmental anthropology. He is interested 
in global cultures, marine conservation and 
humanitarian efforts and has launched a short  
film series on marine conservation in Singapore  
this month.

Swayambhunath 
Temple Pashupatinath 

Temple

Boudhanath  
Stupa

Kasthamandap
Trailokya Mohan 
Narayan Temple

Maju Deval

K a T h m a n d U 
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  SOuTh aSia

INDIA

Water from Heaven
Considered holy by believers of different faiths, the mysterious 
Gurudongmar Lake is known to provide water for the locals from  
a part that does not freeze even under sub-zero temperatures. 

Text: Prakhar Tripathi and Rachel Kwek 
Photos: Prakhar Tripathi 
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Located at an altitude of 5,136 metres, 
Gurudongmar Lake is one of the highest 
lakes in the world. A part of this sacred lake 
remains unfrozen at sub-zero temperatures 
in the northeastern mountain ranges of India 
as howling winds pierce through the barren 
mountains. The Lepcha people, who are the 
original inhabitants of Sikkim, call it Nye-
mae-el, which means ‘paradise’. Surrounded 
by snow-capped mountains, Gurudongmar 
offers breathtaking views of Mount Siniolchu 
(6,888m) and the world’s third tallest mountain, 
Mount Kangchenjunga (8,586m). The journey 
there takes pilgrims through lush green 
mountains and mesmerising waterfalls. The lake 
is one of the sources of the Teesta River,  which 
flows through Sikkim, West Bengal and finally 
empties into the Bay of Bengal. Around 200,000 
Sikhs pilgrimage to Gurudongmar Lake each 
year. Pilgrims drink the water from the lake as 
it is said to heal the worst of wounds and rid 
the body of impurities. Many of them bring the 
water back home to share it with their family 
members. Sometimes, pilgrims pray by the lake, 
toss coins into it and sprinkle water from the 
lake, believed to be holy, over themselves.

Named after Guru Dongmar, the lake has 
spiritual significance to Buddhists and Sikhs as 
well as Hindus. To Buddhists, Guru Dongmar 
refers to Padmasambhava, or Guru Rinpoche, 
the 8th-century founder of Tibetan Buddhism.

The original inhabitants of Gurudongmar 
who have been listening to the stories of 
their ancestors for decades tell us that Guru 
Dongmar, or Padmasambhava, touched and 
sanctified the lake. Local Tshering Bhutia said, 
“Padmasambhava is considered as an object of 
meditation. On his way back to India, he came 
across this lake and conducted rituals there as 
it looked so divine.” The lake used to remain 
frozen throughout winters, leaving the locals 
with no source of water, but it is believed that 
the guru placed his hands on a portion of the 
lake and it started melting miraculously. Thus, 
even in extreme winters, a part of the lake  
does not freeze, acting as an important source 
of water.

Pilgrims drink the water from  
the lake as it is said to heal the 
worst of wounds and rid the body 
of impurities.

lefT A Sikkimese  
man from the town  
of Lachen

opposiTe paGe 
Chungthang Valley, 
Sikkim, seen on the 
way to Gurudongmar

According to Sikh tradition, Guru Dongmar 
is associated with Guru Nanak, who founded 
Sikhism in the 15th century. Guru Nanak 
visited many of the places Guru Rinpoche 
had prayed at. It is said that the yak grazers 
of Gurudongmar not only appealed to Guru 
Nanak to provide them with water from the 
frozen lake but also sought his help with 
dwindling virility caused by the high altitude. 
At their request, Guru Nanak broke the upper 
layer of ice with his stick (also known as dang) 
and said, “The water of this lake will never 
freeze again. Whoever takes the water of this 
lake will gain virility and strength.” Since then, 
a portion of the lake doesn’t freeze during 
winter. To Sikhs, therefore, the lake’s name 
means “created with the guru’s stick”. His 
footprints, robe and a water-carrying utensil 
are preserved in a Buddhist monastery called 
Lachen Gompa nearby. 

RESTRICTED ACCESS
Gurudongmar 
Lake is protected 
and lies within an 
international border 
area, so it is not open 
to foreigners. Even 
Indian nationals 
need to apply for a 
Protected Area Permit 
to visit. Foreigners 
who wish to visit this 
area will also need to 
apply for this permit 
— only available 
through registered 
tour operators — but 
can only go as far 
as Thangu. Photo 
identification proof  
is essential.



High & Holy
Some of the highest holy lakes in Asia

Tibet

Lake Namtso

Maximum depth

90m

Altitude   

4,585m     

Tibet

Lake 
Manasarovar   
Both Buddhists and Hindus believe that bathing 
in or drinking from the lake — also called Jewel of 
Tibet because of its sapphire waters — cleanses 
one of sins and brings good fortune. Some pilgrims 
circumambulate the equally revered Mount Kailash 
that flanks the lake for similar reasons.

Altitude   

4,718m

Maximum depth 

125m

Pilgrims walk around the lake, which is significant in Bon 
and Tibetan Buddhism, to cleanse themselves of sins and 
accrue blessings. It is believed that the year of the goat is 
the best time to do this. In Tibetan, Lake Namtso means 
‘heaven lake’. One of the three holiest lakes in Tibet, it is 
also the highest saltwater lake in the world.



This paGe 
Lachen, Sikkim

Kyrgyzstan

Lake Issyk-Kul
China

Qinghai Lake

Altitude    

3,194m

Maximum depth  

26m

Sources: China Highlights, Lakepedia, RadioFreeEurope Radio Library, UNESCO, 
China Discovery, Tibet Vista, WestChinaGo, Pulitzer Center, Yatra, Sacred 
Destinations

    

Maximum depth  

668m

Altitude 

1,601m

Archaeologists discovered the remains of a 14th-
century Christian monastery on its northern bank. 
Historical cartographic records suggest that this  
could be the burial site of Apostle Matthew, one  
of the 12 well-known disciples of Jesus Christ.

Besides being the largest lake in China, it is 
also situated in one of the most important 
pilgrimage sites of Tibetan Buddhism. Devotees 
believe that they can be cleared of their sins by 
circumambulating it seven times.



Dispute Over the Holy Ground 
With the holy lake revered by Buddhists and 
Sikhs alike, both faiths have long staked a claim 
to a shrine built beside it. Believing that the lake 
is holy, an Indian army regiment of Sikhs started 
construction of a gurdwara — a place of worship 
for Sikhs that translates into ‘house of the 
guru’ — on its bank, at the India-China border 
in 1997 after demolishing an existing old stone 
structure, the Sangphur. The Sangphur was the 
place where the locals of this region have for 

opposiTe paGe 
Somewhere midway 
between Lachen and 
Gurudongmar  

Below Tibetan 
prayer flags around 
Gurudongmar Lake 

BoTTom  
A Sikkimese boy  
from Lachen

The lake used to remain frozen throughout winters, leaving the locals 
with no source of water, but it is believed that the guru placed his 
hands on a portion of the lake and it started melting miraculously.

centuries burnt incense and herbs in reverence 
and worship of Guru Rinpoche as well as the 
local deities that resided in the sacred lake and the 
surrounding mountains. 

The Sikkimese people became furious at what 
they considered an illegal construction at the 
place that had been sanctified by Guru Nanak. 
In 1998, the Lachen Pipon — the elected head of 
the local community who is the equivalent of a 
village chief under the traditional adminstrative 
system of Lachen and Lachung called dzumsa 
— openly challenged the army’s claims that the 
Lachenpas (the people of Lachen) supported 
the construction. The Sikkim government got 
involved and formed a committee to investigate 
the dispute. The construction was halted by the 
Forest Department as the mandatory clearances 
had not been obtained from the Ministry of 
Environment, Forest and Climate Change. Local 
Buddhists claim the monastery was built by 
them and documents submitted by the Namgayal 
Institute of Tibetology proved that Sikkim is a 
Buddhist place of worship as claimed by the  
local people. 

The Sangphur has an inscription that reads: 
“It is further believed that Guru Rinpoche 
personally consecrated the site, where Lepcha 
Buddhists built a monastery in 1788 AD and 
named it Tsungthang Ridgzin Choeling Gonpa.” 
In 2001, the gurdwara was handed over to the 
Lachen monastery by the Indian Army, and the 
monastery appointed a lama to look after and 
maintain the lake. The place was renamed Seva 
Dharma Sthal, which means ‘worship place for 
all religions’ Strangely, it was reported that the 
shrine is closed to Sikhs. Despite the religious 
and political undercurrents surrounding the site, 
pilgrims and tourists continue to go there just  
to marvel at its magnificence and dwell in its 
spiritual atmosphere. ag

Prakhar Tripathi believes there is a story, an emotion 
or an expression in everything around us and tries to 
convey these through his photography. He has shot 
for British Council, Youtube, Dusit International and 
Tropicana and published his works in publications 
such as Tiger Tales Asia, Asian Geographic and 
National Geographic.
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Gurudongmar Lake

New Delhi

Gangtok

 Gangtok

S i k k i m 

INDI A

WHEN
November to June. Most  
of the lake will be  
frozen from November  
to February.

WHERE
Gurudongmar Lake is  
located in North Sikkim,  
190 kilometres from 
Gangtok, the state  
capital, and about five 
kilometres south of the 
India-China border. 
 
HOW
Public transport vehicles 
are not allowed in 
protected areas so you’ll 
have to book a tour with 
one of the local tour 
agents whose vehicles  
are registered with the 
Sikkim government.

E X P E R I E N C E  
G U R U D O N G M A R  
L A K E



INDIA

A Place for Life and Death

  SOuTh aSia

To Hindu devotees, Varanasi is where life and death coexist.

Text: Prakhar Tripathi and Rachel Kwek
Photos: Prakhar Tripathi
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This paGe Devotees 
go to the holy Ganges 
River for their prayers 
and bath early in the 
morning. One can take 
a boat ride to watch the 
morning rituals. 



Regarded as the spiritual capital of India, 
Varanasi has been known in various eras as 
Avimukta, Benaras and Kashi — meaning 
‘where the supreme light shines’. Often referred 
to as the holy city of India, it is the holiest of 
seven sacred cities (sapta puri) in Hinduism 
and Jainism for the important role it plays in the 
development of Buddhism and Ravidassia, a 
religion founded on Sikhism. For ages, Varanasi 
has been the ultimate pilgrimage spot for 
Hindus. Hindus believe that it is an honour to 
die on the land of Varanasi and that a person 
who does so and is cremated there would attain 
salvation through moksha — final liberation of 
the soul from the endless cycle of birth, death, 
and rebirth. No place along the Ganges’ banks 
is more longed for at the moment of death by 
Hindus than Varanasi. Because of this belief, 
dead bodies from far-off places are brought 
there for cremation. Thus, Varanasi is also 
traditionally called Mahashamshana or the  
great cremation ground. 

Hindus believe that it is an honour to die on the land of Varanasi 
and that a person who does so and is cremated there would attain 
salvation through moksha — final liberation of the soul from the 
endless cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. 

opposiTe paGe Top  
A betel seller at Assi 
Ghat in Varanasi

opposiTe paGe BoTTom 
A holy man (called 
sadhu) on the banks of 
river Ganges after his 
routine prayers 

BoTTom A portrait of 
a sadhu at Assi Ghat, 
Varanasi

Burning ghats along Ganges’ banks 
are where bodies are burned, and the 
Harishchandra Ghat is a dedicated platform 
from where anyone can view this public 
display. Ashes of burned corpses are 
subsequently emptied into the holy river. 
There are five key and eighty-eight minor 
cremation and bathing sites along the Ganges. 
Among them, Manikarnika is the most sacred 
one as it is associated with Goddess Parvathi, 
Lord Shiva’s wife. 

Devotees long to die here and this has given 
rise to businesses that help them fulfill this 
wish. Hotels offer death beds where people 
literally wait to die on and one such “hotel”, 
Kashi Labh Mukti Bhavan, only accepts 
occupants expected to die within 15 days. 
 In her book, Banaras: City of Light, Diana Eck 
writes: “Death in Kashi is not a feared death 
for here the ordinary God of Death, frightful 
Yama, has no jurisdiction. Death in Kashi  
is death known and faced, transformed  
and descended”. 

The old city of Varanasi extends about two 
kilometres behind the Ganges and is a maze of 
alleyways and streets.

One of the oldest living cities in the 
world, this great north Indian centre of Shiva 
worship has had more than 3000 years of 
continuous habitation. Its prominence in 
Hindu mythology is virtually unrevealed. 
Mark Twain, the English author and literature, 
who was enthralled by the legend and sanctity 
of Benaras, once wrote “Benaras is older than 
history, older than tradition, older even than 
legend and looks twice as old as all of them  
put together.” 

Varanasi has been a symbol of Hindu 
renaissance. The city is a centre of learning and 
civilization for over 3000 years; knowledge, 
philosophy, culture, deity worship, Indian 
arts and crafts have all flourished here for 
centuries. Sarnath where Buddha preached 
his first sermon after enlightenment is just 
10 kilometres northeast of Varanasi near the 
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BoTTom A boatman 
watching the sunrise 
from his boat
 
opposiTe paGe  
Portrait of a sadhu 
at Assi Ghat
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WHEN
During the winter months 
from November to February, 
temperatures range from 
5ºC to 15ºC and the weather 
will be more pleasant to 
travel in.

WHERE
Uttar Pradesh, North 
India. 320 km south-
east of the state capital, 
Lucknow, and 121 km east 
of Allahabad.  
 
HOW
By air: Regular flights 
connect most cities 
in India to Varanasi. 
There are daily flights to 
Varanasi from Delhi via 
Agra and Khajuraho.

By rail: There are two 
railway stations in 
Varanasi, Kashi Junction 
and Varanasi Junction 
and trains run to and 
from them to major Indian 
cities. The Rajdhani 
Express that runs between 
Kolkata and Delhi also 
passes through Varanasi. 
There are certain trains 
that you can take from 
another important rail 
junction, Mughalsarai, 
about 10 km from 
Varanasi.

By road: Several state 
buses run between 
Varanasi and other cities 
in Uttar Pradesh. Private 
cars can also be hired.

E X P E R I E N C E  
V A R A N A S I

millions of Indians who live along its course 
and depend on it for their daily needs.

At Dashashwamedh Ghat, a public worship 
ceremony called Ganga Aarti dedicated to 
Lord Shiva and the Ganges River takes place 
nightly. Thousands of devotees gather to 
watch the ceremony during which priests 
spin smoky brass lamps, chant and sing on 
the seven-platform riverside stage from boats, 
ghats and buildings on the riverbank. At the 
end of the ceremony, the priests walk to the 
river’s edge and pour water into the river 
while chanting prayers. Devotees also float 
small oil lamps (diyas) on the river.

A favoured hermitage site for many of 
India’s most venerated sages such as Guatama 
Buddha and Mahavira, Kabir and Tulsi Das, 
Shankaracharaya, Ramanuja and Patanjali 
who all meditated here, Varanasi has been  
and continues to be one of the most visited 
holy places on the planet. While Varanasi  
may overwhelm first-time visitors with the 
myriad of sensory stimulation, this is what 
gives this city the spiritual flavour many come 
here for. ag

Varanasi and its surrounding  
area are considered especially 
sacred because Shiva is believed 
to have lived here with his wife 
Goddess Parvathi.

confluence of the Ganges and Varuna rivers in 
Uttar Pradesh. 

Varanasi and its surrounding area are 
considered especially sacred because Shiva 
is believed to have lived here with his wife 
Goddess Parvathi. Commenting on this part 
of Varanasi along the Ganges, the Hindu 
scripture Tristhalisetu explains that whatever is 
sacrificed, chanted, given in charity, or suffered 
in penance there, even in the smallest amount, 
yields endless fruit because of the power of that 
place. This fruit is said to be more than what is 
obtainable from three nights of fasting in this 
place and equivalent to what is accrued from 
many thousands of lifetimes of asceticism. 
It is said that there are some 10,000 temples 
dedicated to different gods and godesses here. 

Personified as a goddess known as Ganga, 
the river Ganges is considered sacred by Hindus 
who believe that bathing in the river causes the 
remission of sins and liberation from the cycle 
of life and death. Pilgrims travel long distances 
to pour the ashes of their kin into the precious 
water of the Ganges. The river is also a lifeline to 

Prakhar Tripathi believes there is a story, an emotion 
or an expression in everything around us and tries to 
convey these through his photography. He has shot 
for British Council, Youtube, Dusit International and 
Tropicana and published his works in publications 
such as Tiger Tales Asia, Asian Geographic and 
National Geographic.
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EaST aSia

LANDMASS

198,000
SQUARE KILOMETRES
Yushu Tibetan Autonomous  
Prefecture has an area that 
is as large as Cambodia.

MANTRA

The first word ‘om’ is a 
sacred syllable found  
in Indian religions.  
The word ‘mani’ means 
‘jewel’ or ‘bead’, 
‘padme’ means ‘lotus 
flower’ (sacred to 
Buddhists), and ‘hum’ 
represents the spirit  
of enlightenment.

OM MANI PADME HUM

CHINA

The Princess and 
the Mani Stones
In Yushu Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, locals worship not 
gods or gurus but a princess who was credited for laying the 
cornerstone of Tibetan Buddhism, the chief religion of the region. 

Text: Thomas Bird and Rachel Kwek
Photos: Li Zhengde

“I always wanted to come to Yushu. It’s our 
duty to walk this road at least once,” a Tibetan 
man explained in Mandarin.  Jyekundo is the 
native name of the town Yushu in the Yushu 
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, a vast area 
of southwest Qinghai province comprised of 
expansive grasslands and snow-capped peaks 
perched some 3,680 metres above sea level. 
Overhead, hungry eagles circle. Noticing my 
ominous glances to the heavens, he told me 
smilingly, “When we die, we leave our bodies 
on the hillside to be eaten by the birds. We 
wouldn’t want to remain in one place like a 
grave.” Approximately half the Tibetan massif ’s 
inhabitants are nomadic, and  I concluded that 
even in death, the nomadic spirit is retained.  

Life on a storm-swept tableland where 
frostbite and sunburn can occur simultaneously 
has shaped the Tibetans in body and mind. The 
people are strong and stoic and see everything 
from pebbles in streams to lofty mountaintops 
as holy.

At 7.49am on the 14th of April 2010, almost 
3,000 people lost their lives while a further 
12,000 were injured when a magnitude 7.1 
quake rocked Yushu. Hundreds of traditional 
Tibetan homes were flattened. As a reminder of 
this devastation, the wreckage of a hotel built 

just months prior to the earthquake has been 
propped-up with metal buttresses while a stone 
clock, sculpted to appear cracked and broken, 
recalls the time and date of the disaster. 

Like a phoenix, Yushu has risen from the 
ashes in the years after the disaster. It has no 
doubt been rebuilt with Chinese money and 
manpower, but it is imbued with Tibetan 
soul as a statue of the legendary King Gesar 
overlooking colourful Kham stone houses 
expresses. The Yushu Earthquake Memorial 
site is spookily quiet. Apparently, the Tibetans, 
schooled in the fragility of life, don’t dwell on 
the irreversible. And this attitude that life has 
to go on is apparent from the sight at the edge 
of town: locals dressed in colourful costumes 
congregate at one of Yushu’s scared sites, the 
Jiana Mani Stone Mound. 

‘Mani’ refers to stones engraved with 
Buddhist mantras that are seen as sacred  
prayer aids. The faithful chant ‘om mani padme 
hum’ as they circle the world’s largest mani 
heap, spinning prayer wheels and prostrating 
themselves on the ground as a gesture of 
veneration. Other more casual adherents  
escort children, elderly and the occasional cow 
around what, to the unknowing eye, appears to 
be a consecrated pile of bricks. 

riGhT In the Leba 
Ravine, a monk gives 
some stupas a coat 
of paint at a hillside 
covered in prayer flags. 
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PEOPLE

25,000
BUDDHIST MONKS 
AND NUNS
97% of Yushu 
Tibetan Autonomous 
Prefecture’s population 
are Tibetan who believe 
in Tibetan Buddhism. 
Here, there are some 
25,000 Buddhist 
monks and nuns, 
with approximately 
300 incarnate lamas 
among them. About 3 
to 5% of the population 
are monastic, with a 
strikingly higher number 
of them in Nangchen 
County, where monks 
and nuns make up 
between 12% and 20% 
of the community.

69

Buddhism never truly supplanted the animistic traditions  
of the plateau people; it merged with them to forge the  
unique tapestry of spiritual expression we see today. 

Top A local lama takes 
off his shoes and reads 
before the Jiana Mani 
Stone Mound.

lefT Believers dedicate 
various items, 
including mobile phone 
cases and soft drinks, 
as offerings to Princess 
Wencheng believed to 
be a manifestation of 
bodhisattva Tara.

Stone worship can be traced back to over a 
millennium ago when native shamanistic beliefs 
and rituals — sometimes lumped together 
under the umbrella term Bon — were prevalent 
as Tibetan scholar Sam Van Schaik puts it: 
Tibetans have always lived in a world swarming 
with spirits, demons and minor deities… There 
were the spirits of the mountains, rivers and 
lakes. Buddhism never truly supplanted the 
animistic traditions of the plateau people; it 
merged with them to forge the unique tapestry 
of spiritual expression we see today. 

According to local lore, a Buddhist master 
named Jiana built a small mani stone pile at 
this location some three centuries ago. Since 
then, locals have maintained the practice with 
devoted artisans adding mantra-engraved stones 
to the pile daily. It is estimated that there are 
200 million mani stones here though nobody 
can be sure.

Following the pilgrims on their clockwise tour 
of the temple mound, I met a rock carver named 
Dorje who is selling his mani stones. 

“I’ve been here ten years. I carve stones  
and sell them to pilgrims who add them to the 
pile. People come from many miles away,” he  
told me. Some Tibetans travel here over days  
or even weeks. I asked him how long he planned 
to continue carving rocks.

“For the rest of this life,” he said,  
expressing another deeply held Tibetan  
belief: reincarnation.   

Tibetan animistic practises are, perhaps, the 
logical worldview of an isolated people bedevilled 
by extreme weather events, landslides and 
earthquakes before the holy Dalai Lamas, when 
governance was left to the tsenpo, the earliest of 
which were considered gods among men. 

By 7 AD, the tsenpo lost their divine status, 
and like most medieval rulers, sourced their 
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This paGe  A Tibetan 
sits beneath a pyramid 
of prayer flags, 
believed to bless the 
countryside, fluttering 
in the breeze. The 
tradition of hanging 
them is rooted in Bon 
shamanism and has 
been incorporated  
into Buddhism.



power on the battlefield. One notable tsenpo 
is Songsten Gampo who ascended the throne 
when China was unified under the Tang 
dynasty. After centuries of tumult, the city 
of Chang’an (modern day Xi’an) was once 
again the beating heart of a thriving empire, a 
cosmopolitan capital informed with all manner 
of Silk Road exoticism including Turkish 
dress and temples revering the Indian sage 
Siddhartha Gautama, known to the West as 
Buddha.

The second Tang emperor Taizong had 
little knowledge or respect for the emerging 
Tibetan empire and twice disallowed a Chinese 
princess and the “barbarian” Songsten to wed. 
He changed his mind after bloody skirmishes 
on the Chinese frontier in 638 AD convinced 
him of the need for a marriage alliance. In 
640 AD, his niece, Princess Wencheng, was 
granted to Songsten Gampo in a union that is 
commemorated in Yushu to this day. Tibetans 
credit her for introducing Buddhism to Tibet. 
She brought a Buddha statue to Tibet, and it’s 
still housed in Lhasa’s Jokang Monastery. She 
is considered by the Tibetans to be a physical 

She is considered by the Tibetans 
to be a physical manifestation of 
the bodhisattva Tara and as holy 
as Mother Mary is to Catholics.

riGhT An old Tibetan 
woman spins a 
prayer wheel outside 
the Gyanak (Jiana) 
Mani Stone Mound’s 
affiliated temple.

BoTTom Yaks are a 
source of milk, meat 
and wool for Tibetans.

manifestation of the bodhisattva Tara and as holy 
as Mother Mary is to Catholics.

20 kilometres south of Yushu Town, Princess 
Wencheng Temple was built to honour her in 
the Princess Wencheng Scenic Area — a valley 
pass believed to be the route the princess took 
while en route to Lhasa — is decorated with more 
prayer flags than one might imagine possible. 
A mandarin-speaking lama in the Wencheng 
Temple explained that when Songsten Gampo 
travelled to Lhasa with Princess Wencheng, they 
stopped here for a month and taught the locals 
any things. The footprints she left on a rock there 
quickly became an object of worship, and it was 
another Chinese princess named Jincheng, who 
also passed through the Leba Ravine, who built 
this temple built to honour Princess Wencheng.

ANIMAL

1,000
KILOGRAMMES
Wild yaks are one of the 
biggest bovids and can 
weigh up to 1000kg. Yaks 
don’t moo like cows but 
instead grunt. 
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The bald young monk went on to tell me  
I was fortunate to visit the area in quiet times. 
“During Tibetan New Year, so many pilgrims 
visit that the entire valley turns into a city,” he 
explains. Every Tibetan New Year, devotees 
perform kora — a practice that combines 
meditation and pilgrimage and requires the 
practitioner to circumambulate the temple 
dedicated to the divine princess.

Every rock and cliff face in Leba Ravine 
bears mantras. Our driver told us those were 
mountain mani that not only commemorate 
Princess Wencheng’s passage but also  
bless passers-by with good fortune. At the 
riverside where we stopped to wash our  
hands and faces, we saw a Tibetan artisan 
quietly chipping away at some rocks. We have 
no means to communicate but with a smile,  

an expression Tibetans mastered long ago. 
An internal gear change can happen 

in such circumstances, with your face 
shimmering before you in waters unpolluted 
by the industry of man. The world below the 
plateau is turning but it feels unimportant.

I sat beside this Tibetan craftsman and  
watched him meticulously carving text I 
cannot read into stones. “A thousand-year-old 
tradition,” I write in my notebook, “which felt 
strangely contemporary.” ag

lefT  A solitary 
stonemason chips the 
six-syllabled mantra of 
Avalokiteshvara into 
a river stone along the 
route Tang Princess 
Wencheng is believed 
to have taken. 

opposiTe paGe 
Even river stones 
are engraved with 
sacred writing in the 
Wencheng Scenic Area.

Every Tibetan New Year, devotees perform kora — a practice that 
combines meditation and pilgrimage and requires the practitioner  
to circumambulate the temple dedicated to the divine princess.

Thomas Bird is a Beijing-based writer who has 
contributed to several guidebooks including  
The Rough Guide To China, SCMP and The Guardian. 
He likes train travel, craft beer and the teachings  
of Zhuangzi.
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WHEN
June to October are 
warmer months. The 
high-altitude prefecture 
has a continental plateau 
climate and an average 
annual temperature of 
-0.8OC. 

WHERE
700km southwest of 
Xining and 1000km 
northeast of Lhasa
 
HOW
Take a domestic flight 
from Chengguan, Lhasa 
or Xining, which typically 
take slightly less than 
1.5hours, or if you enjoy 
long bus rides (of about 
15 hours), catch regular 
buses to Jiegu Town in 
Xining’s long-distance-
bus station in Jianguo 
Street. Jeeps and 
minibuses are available 
for private hire in  
the central square of  
Jiegu Town.

E X P E R I E N C E  
P R I N C E S S 
W E N C H E N G 
S C E N I C  A R E A

BEIJING

CHIN A
Yushu 

Qinghai Xining

Lhasa
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JAPAN

Walking  
Among Deities

  EaST aSia

Criss-crossing the Kii Peninsula, the ancient pilgrimage  
routes of Kumano Kodo, framed by sacred mountains,  
lead to the three grand shrines of Kumano Sanzan. 

Text: Lucas Vallecillos, Ian Bongso-Seldrup and Rachel Kwek 
Photos: Lucas Vallecillos



77

This paGe  A pilgrim 
walking in front of 
the stairs that lead 
to Tsugizakura-oji in 
Nonaka Village along 
the Nakahechi route.



Since the Middle Ages, thousands of pilgrims 
have walked Kumano Kodo, traversing a 
majestic landscape that embraces the deep 
spiritual roots of Japan. The arrival of Buddhism 
in the sixth century resulted in its fusion with 
the country’s indigenous religion, Shintoism, 
which considers local deities as manifestations 
of Buddhist entities. This syncretism 
transformed Kumano into an area revered 
by practising ascetics and where locals think 
Buddhism exists in its purest form. 

It was during the ninth and 10th centuries 
that the three great sacred shrines that today 
form Kumano Sanzan — Fungi Taisha, 
Hayatama Taisha and Nachi Taisha — were 
consolidated. From the 11th century, the first 
waves of pilgrims arrived and the Imperial 
Family made its first pilgrimage. Ultimately, 
these traditional pilgrimages were replaced by 
mass tourism, and by 2004, the sacred sites 
and pilgrimage routes had been inscribed in 
UNESCO’s World Heritage List. The area joins 
the Camino de Santiago, a network of routes 
leading to the shrine of the apostle Saint James 
in northwestern Spain, as only two network of 
routes protected by UNESCO.

Kumano Kodo is made up of numerous 
routes made over the centuries by people from 

all over Japan as they made their way to the 
shrines collectively called Kumano Sanzan: 
Nakahechi, known as the Imperial Route, 
as it was the path followed by the emperor 
and the aristocracy of Kyoto; Kohechi, the 
mountainous route running through the 
centre of the Kii Peninsula from north to 
south; Ohechi, the western coastal route with 
beautiful views of the Pacific Ocean; and Iseji, 
the eastern coastal route, which crosses an 
interesting variety of landscapes like bamboo 
forests and terraced rice fields.

My friend Tokiota Kimu and I took 
Kumano’s most emblematic route, Nakahechi. 
Travelled more than 100 times by relatives 
of the Imperial Family between the 11th and 
13th centuries, the route encouraged the 
mass pilgrimage and the emergence of the 

Kumano Kodo is made up of 
numerous routes made over the 
centuries by people from all over 
Japan as they made their way to 
the shrines collectively called 
Kumano Sanzan.

BoTTom Pilgrims at 
Kamikura-jinja and 
Gotobiki-Iwa rock. The 
fact that the rock is 
venerated as a deity 
highlights the tradition 
of nature worship in 
this area. 

opposiTe paGe Pilgrims 
in Heian period 
costumes at Nachisan 
Seiganto-ji Temple near 
Nachi Taisha shrine.

WORLD  
HERITAGE SITE  
In July 2004, the 
Kumano Kodo 
pilgrimage routes 
were inscribed as 
one of two places 
with sacred sites and 
pilgrimage routes in 
the UNESCO World 
Heritage List.
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This paGe  Kii 
Mountains where 
Kumano Kodo is 
located in 



KUMANO HONGU TAISHA 
GRAND SHRINE

Takahara Kumano-Jinja Shrine
Gyubadoji Statue

Hosshinmon-oji

Hyakkengura 
Kogumotori-goe Section

Koguchi

Waroda-ishi Rock
Ogumotori-goe Section

The Ruins of Jizo-jaya 
Teahouse Remains

Fudarakusan-ji Temple

Koya-zaka Slope

Nachisan Seiganto-Ji Temple

Kamikura-Jinja Shrine
Asuka-Jinja ShrineTakijiri-oji

 KUMANO HAYATAMA TAISHA 
GRAND SHRINE  

KUMANO NACHI TAISHA  
GRAND SHRINE

KUMANO KODO  
Nakahechi Route

SHINGU CITYTANABE CITY



infrastructure to support it. From Kyoto, the 
country’s ancient capital, pilgrims took between 
30 and 40 days to travel to Kumano Sanzan and 
return via this route. They followed the coast 
to the town of Tanabe before heading east to 
Takijiri-oji where the Nakahechi route begins. 
The trail is famous for its Oji shrines — small 
temples where pilgrims can rest, pray and make 
offerings — along the road. 

Before taking the first steps, Kimu grabbed 
my hand and led me to a large wooden box that 
is attached to the Oji. Upon finding two coins 
in his wallet, He gave one of them to me, and 
told me to do as he did. “This gesture is called 
saisen, an offering that will ensure us a smooth 
journey,” he said, dropping his coin into the 
box and pulling a thick rope to sound a bell. He 
bowed once and then, standing erect, clapped 
twice,with eyes closed and hands together 
pointing to the sky before offering a final bow. 
He gestured to me that it was my turn, and I 
dutifully repeated the same ritual.

We set out on a very narrow ascending trail 
that took us to the small town of Takahara 
after two-and-a-half hours. Many who take the 
Nakahechi route stay their first night here, but 
we follow the path for almost four hours until 
we reach Chikatsuyu-oji next to the Hiki River.

The next morning, we hit the road very 
early. It would take seven hours to trek the 21 
kilometres to reach Hongu Taisha, the first of 
the three great shrines of Kumano Sanzan. After 
an hour of gentle ascent, we reached the small 
town of Nonaka. We freshened ourselves in a 
spring at its entrance and filled our canteens 
with water. In the upper part of the village is 
Toganoki-jaya, a replica of the typical teahouses 
that gave pilgrims the opportunity to recover 
their strength with tea and food. Surrounded 
by impressive cedars, Tsugizakura-oji nearby is 
accessed via steep stairs. When we arrived at the 
temple, Kimu reminded me of saisen, saying, “It 
is always good to keep the deities happy.” 

After our offerings, we returned to the trail. 
At the Kobiro-toge Pass, the path led into a 
leafy forest before climbing to 650 metres at 
Iwagami-oji, the highest point we reached that 
day. We then descended to Hosshinmon-oji 

aBove Tourists in 
Hayatama Taisha 
shrine, one of three 
shrines that make up 
Kumano Sanzen.

opposiTe paGe Room 
in Hotel Nakanoshima, 
Katsuura Village, 
Nachikatsuura.

The trail is famous for its Oji 
shrines — small temples where 
pilgrims can rest, pray and make 
offerings — along the road. 
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WHEN
Weather conditions in 
the region are generally 
pleasant all year round. 
Spring and autumn are 
popular times to visit 
because of the cooler 
and drier weather as well 
as scenery typical of 
these seasons. Visitors 
should note that most 
accomodations are closed 
during the Christmas and 
New Year.

WHERE
Kumano Kodo is located 
in the Kii Mountains in the 
Kii Peninsula 
 
HOW
Fly to Kansai International 
Airport if you are 
travelling from outside 
Japan, then take a train 
(options available) to the 
Kumano region. Trains 
run only along the coast 
and connect all coastal 
towns and cities such 
as Tanabe, Shirahama, 
Kushimoto, Katsuura, 
Shingu and Kumano 
City. You can also take 
a train there from cities 
like Osaka and Nagoya. 
Buses complement the 
train services by providing 
connections from the 
train stations to inland 
attractions such as the 
Hongu and Nachi Shrines.

J A PA N
TokyoOsaka

E X P E R I E N C E  
KUmano KodÕ 

at around 300 metres. The route continued 
through villages endowed with impressive tea 
plantations that extended up to the Oyunohara 
viewpoint next to Fushiogami-oji. This is 
the spot where pilgrims could see Hongu 
Taisha from across a valley for the first time. 
‘Fushiogami’ means ‘kneel and pray’ which 
is what pilgrims used to do here. Kimu and I 
didn’t reach the viewpoint but enjoyed our last 
onigiri ( Japanese rice balls) while dwelling on 
the site’s spiritual significance.

A gentle descent led us to the bottom of the 
valley where Hongu Taisha sits on an elevated 
platform accessed via broad stone staircases. 
The austerity of the shrine surprised us. The 
original site of the shrine was at Oyunohara, a 
large sandbank located at the confluence of the 
Kumano and Otonashi Rivers. The shrine was 
moved after being almost completely destroyed 
in a great flood in 1889. 

After a night in the vicinity of Hongu Taisha, 
we went to Yunomine Onsen where pilgrims 
enjoy the therapeutic properties of the water 
and perform hot water purification rituals — an 
integral part of the pilgrimage. Established more 
than 1,800 years ago, the hot spring is one of the 
oldest in Japan.

After rejuvenating ourselves , we sailed on 
the Kumano River to another Kumano Sanzan 
shrine, Hayatama Taisha. The orange building 
emanated a sense of peace and tranquillity. 
Nearby is the Kamikura-jinja shine and its 
crowning glory, Gotobiki-iwa, a sacred rock 
within which locals say the gods of the sea 
dwell. We were rewarded with magnificent 

views of the city of Shingu against the ocean 
after climbing 500 stone steps up to the rock. 
We decided to return to Hongu Taisha by  
boat and take the Nakahechi route  
through Ukegawa.

In the Kogumotori section, we 
stopped for half an hour at Hyakken-
gura, a viewpoint offering incredible 
mountain views and where a Jizo 
statue stood. In the second section, 
between Koguchi and Nachi Taisha, we 
traversed some of the most enchanting 
landscapes of the trip. It sometimes felt 
like we were in a fairy tale, and Kimu and I 
looked at each other in awe. One such moment 
occured when we came across the three-story 
pagoda of Nachisan’s Seiganto-ji, a small 
temple founded by an Indian monk in the early 
fifth century that has the largest waterfall in 
Japan as its backdrop. This is also the origin of 
another network of pilgrimage routes that pass 
some 33 temples in the Kansai region. 

We were greeted by a large bold orange torii 
gate at the last Kumano Sanzan shrine, Nachi 
Taisha. The joy of reaching the final destination 
and the sadness that the trip had come to an 
end filled me as I entered the temple. After 
performing our final saisen, we descended 
Daimon-zaka, a gently sloping cobblestone 
staircase flanked by enormous cedars. Our last 
stop is the small fishing village of Katsuura, 
where we spent our final day soothing our 
weary bodies in its open-air thermal waters  
and contemplating the horizon of the great 
Pacific Ocean. ag

Osaka
Kyoto

Wakayama 
Prefecture



JAPAN

Gateways to the 
Past and Future 

  EaST aSia

Discoveries beckon in the lesser-
known region of central Japan.

Text & Photos: Tina Jacob

In Japan, torii gates that commonly mark the 
entrances of shrines and temples are said to be 
gateways to the sacred world. Crossing them is 
to leave mundanity behind and take a step from 
the earthly realm toward a transcendent space. 
To travellers, setting foot in new landscapes can 
have a similar transporting effect. On a  
trip around central Japan, I found my 
own version of these gateways in the most 
unexpected places.

In the central region of Inuyama, I came 
across my first gateway. Standing before the 
Jo-an Teahouse in Urakuen Garden, one may 
be perplexed by the structure that has been 
described as “one of the finest teahouses in all 
of Japan”. is, in reality, an unassuming cottage 
with pale yellow walls, a dark wooden roof and 
small windows. The size of a large living room, 

the teahouse is unembellished and could easily 
be hidden by the garden’s lush greenery. To 
enter the courtyard, one needs to first stoop 
to cross the low doorway.  A type of entrance 
conceived by the Japanese philosopher  
Sen no Rikyu, it was built by his disciple  
Oda Uraku in 1618. 

In a time he perceived to be the height of 
consumer excess, Sen no Rikyu promoted 
the concept of wabi-sabi. Roughly translated, 
this refers to satisfaction with simplicity and 
austerity and appreciation of the imperfect. 
In opposition to ostentatious teahouses 
where people gathered to flaunt their wealth, 
Sen no Rikyu advocated small and simple 
teahouses hidden away from the world. It 
is said that he wanted people to meander 
through trees and stones to break ties with the 

ABOVE  A sea of clouds 
shroud the mountains 
of the Hotaka mountain 
range in Takayama.

BoTTom riGhT 
The restored Jo-an 
Teahouse in Inuyama 
dates back to 1618  
and was designated  
as a National Treasure 
in 1951.
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Wabi-sabi refers to satisfaction 
with simplicity and austerity and 
appreciation of the imperfect.

ordinary realm before entering the teahouse 
for a solemn ceremony imbued with ascetic 
symbolism. Indeed, the doorway is deliberately 
disproportionate, compelling all visitors to 
bow while entering. It is an equalising structure 
whereby both nobility and commoner have to 
first humble themselves to enter.

Gazing at the structure while sipping warm 
matcha in the drizzle, I thought of the countless 
numbers of people that had lowered their 
heads at the entrance and strolled down the 
same path: from kimono-clad ladies from days 



of yore stepping delicately on the grey tiles 
to eager foreign tourists hoping to capture 
the moment. Across time, this space has 
played host to visitors from far and wide. 
The gateway gave people entry to a shared 
experience — one that was crafted specifically 
as a utopian ode to simplicity.

The next gateway came upon me 
unexpectedly on a cable car ride up to the 
Hotaka mountain range. Ten minutes into 
a steady climb, the vehicle was engulfed by 
grey mist. Thinking that it was due to bad 
weather, I steeled myself for a wasted trip. 
Yet, within a matter of seconds, the cable 
car rose above the gloom and was suddenly 
filled with bright light. I took a few seconds 
to register that we had actually passed 
through a layer of clouds. This ethereal 
gateway framed the mountains and  
verdant forests below. From such a vantage 
point, one would be hard-pressed to suspend 
one’s awe. 

As I ventured along onto the hiking 
trails of the mountain range, the musings 
of British writer Robert Macfarlane came 
to mind. Macfarlane espouses the idea 
that every path is a continuous story: Each 

walker adds a new note to a route, which over 
time evolves into a trail. A well-worn footpath is 
a message — one that advises people on the best 
route that others have trusted and trod. By using 
it, you are using the knowledge of people before 
you and adding to that of those after you.

The carefully crafted paths of the Hotaka 
mountains illustrate this. Each step has been 
carefully reinforced by fastened branches. 
Footpaths meander around boulders and tree 
trunks, up hills and along rivers. Much like 
entering the teahouse in the garden, walking 
atop the mountains creates a sense of tranquillity. 
I like to believe that the places we visit are as 
changed by us as we are by them. In the laughter 
echoing through the trees and the joy of shared 
meals and experiences, a part of us remains in 
that realm.

As with most journeys, the end is a return 
to normalcy. While quests for meaning and 
rest serve the individual, the traveller should 
take heart in the idea that the gateways they 
crossed have been changed by their presence. In 
passing through different worlds, visitors join a 
fellowship of travellers from both the past and 
future, and perhaps therein lies the fundamental 
pull to journey far and wide. ag

aBove The entrance 
to the teahouse at 
Urakuen in Inuyama

opposiTe paGe  
Visitors are treated to 
spectacular views at 
rest stops along the 
wooden walking paths 
of the Hotaka mountain 
range in Takayama.

Every path is a continuous story: Each walker adds a new  
note to a route... A well-worn footpath is a message...

SYMBOLIC DIVIDERS 
Commonly seen in 
Japan, torii gates mark 
the boundary between 
ordinary spaces and 
sacred spaces. They 
are usually painted 
orange-red and are 
constructed at the 
entrance of Shinto 
shrines in a variety  
of styles.
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joUrney ThroUGh The  
lesser-Known reGion  
of cenTral japan  

WHEN
Late spring (March to 
May) and late autumn 
(September to November) 

WHERE
The Shoryudo region 
which consists of  
nine prefectures in  
central Japan 
 
HOW
From Nagoya’s Chubu 
International Airport, 
purchase the Shoryudo 
bus pass for discounted 
bus and train rides. More 
information on getting 
around can be found at 
www.meitetsu.co.jp/eng/
ticket-info/shoryudo.html

Takayama 
Gifu Prefecture 
Places to visit: 
•  Takayama City 
•  Shin-Hotaka 

Ropeway

Kanazawa 
Ishikawa Prefecture 
Places to visit: 
•  Higashi Chaya 

teahouse district
•  Kenrokuen garden 
•  Nagamachi 

Bukeyashiki 
samurai district

•  Omicho Market

Toyama 
Toyama Prefecture 
Places to visit: 
•  Toyama Glass  

Art Museum 
•  Doraemon Tram  

in Takaoka

Inuyama  
Aichi Prefecture 
Places to visit: 
•  Inuyama Castle 
• Sanko Inari Shrine 
• Kiso River to see  

the traditional 
cormorant fishing 

• Jo-an Teahouse in 
Urakuen

J A PA N
TokyoNagoya

Nagoya

E X P E R I E N C E  
cenTral  
japan 

 
c e n T r a l  j a p a n 

http://www.meitetsu.co.jp/eng/
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CENTral aSia

This paGe The memorial 
complex of Sufi saint  
Bahauddin Naqshband



89

UZBEKISTAN

Noble Bukhara
One of the most important religious centres in 
the medieval world, Bukhara, which is more than 
2,000 years old, is a superbly preserved Islamic 
city in Central Asia that is now protected as a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site

Text & Photos: Sophie Ibbotson



riGhT Top  The rainbow-
coloured facade of the 
Madrasah of Abdul 
Aziz Khan

riGhT BoTTom Uzbek 
pilgrims praying at the 
memorial of Bahauddin 
Naqshband

Sacred long before the dawn of Islam, Bukhara 
is shaped by the cult of Persian goddess 
Anahita, Mizrahi Judaism, Manicheaenism 
and Nestorian Christianity. Dazzling mosques, 
madrasahs, and mausoleums dominate 
Bukhara’s skyline today, forming the archetypal 
image of Uzbekistan, but they are built upon a 
rich foundation of diverse spirituality.

Bukhara was one of the most important 
religious centres of the medieval world, second 
only to Baghdad as a place of religious learning 
and theological debate. The Persian scholar 
Imam al-Bukhari — best known for collecting 
the hadiths (the sayings of the Prophet 
Muhammad) — was born here, and so were 
the philosopher, astronomer, and physician 
Avicenna (widely regarded as the father of early 
modern medicine); and Bahauddin Naqshband 
Bukhari, founder of Sufism’s largest and most 
influential order, the Naqshbandi.

My plan for discovering Bukhara’s sacred 
sites began at the Chashma-Ayub Mausoleum 
(The Well of Job), but on my way through  
the park to find it, I became distracted by a 
curious cubic structure topped with a dome. 
Built in the late ninth century, it is one of the 
few ancient buildings in Bukhara that have 
survived destruction by Genghis Khan and his 
Mongol horde.

Made of baked mud bricks and unadorned 
with mosaics, carved stucco, or other colourful 
ornamentation, the building would be easy to 
pass by. But this is the mausoleum of Ismail 
Samani, a powerful Persian ruler of Central 
Asia. The architectural styles and motifs 
syncretise Zoroastrian and Islamic conventions, 
reminding us that for centuries, these religions 
coexisted along the Silk Road. The fact 
that the king had a mausoleum at all is also 
significant. Orthodox Sunnism prohibited their 
construction over burial places, so this building 
is a statement that the Samanid Dynasty was 
prepared to depart from the strictures of the 
orthodoxy and instead practise their religion as 
they pleased. 

The Chashma-Ayub Mausoleum is a short 
walk further on, and despite its name, it isn’t 
a mausoleum at all. Three cities — Al-Shaykh 

Bukhara was one of the most important religious centres of the 
medieval world, second only to Baghdad as a place of religious 
learning and theological debate.

Saad in Syria, Urfa in Turkey, and Jabal Qara 
in Oman — all claim to have Job’s body. The 
unusual conical dome here simply covers a 
well and, latterly, Bukhara’s Museum of Water 
Supply. Legend has it, however, that Job 
miraculously found water here in the desert, 
and that water has healing properties. Believers 
still come here to sit and pray.

Across Bukhara’s Old Town, which is now 
protected as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, 
tourists and pilgrims, often indistinguishable 
from one another, mingle. In Poi Kalon square, 
there’s a third group: the scholars and teachers 
of the Mir-i-Arab Madrasah — a rare sight in 
Uzbekistan today. Eighty years of communist 
rule destroyed almost all of Uzbekistan’s 
religious institutions; even when the buildings 
survived intact, they were often converted 
for secular use. The Mir-i-Arab Madrasah is 
a notable exception: It was the only religious 
education centre still functioning in the USSR 
after World War II, and thus all the region’s 
leading imams had to study here. 

Uzbekistan’s modern state permits religious 
freedom, but does so warily. Around 90 
percent of the population is nominally Sunni 
Muslim, but the active practice of religion is not 
encouraged. Religious organisations must be 
licenced, and the requirements that madrasahs 
and other religious schools must meet in order 
to gain registration are particularly arduous. 
There are strict penalties for participating 
in unlicenced groups or producing and 
distributing unsanctioned religious materials. 
The government fears that without such 
restrictions, foreign-backed extremist groups 
would rise and threaten the stability of the state 
as they have done in neighbouring Afghanistan 
and Tajikistan.

I wanted to step inside the Mir-i-Arab 
Madrasah to find out how this 500-year-old 
educational institution was surviving in the 
current, rather challenging context, but visitors 
are prohibited to cross the threshold. I therefore 
contented myself with a stroll across the 
square to Kalan Mosque, which was built to 
accommodate as many as 12,000 worshippers. 
Its roof consists of 288 domes supported by 

BUKHARA 
∙ Bukhara was 

founded in the 6th 
century BC and has 
been continually 
inhabited ever since.

∙ Genghis Khan 
levelled every 
historic building in 
the city, apart from 
the Kalyan Minaret.

∙ The majority of 
inhabitants speak 
Tajik rather than 
Uzbek, and are  
proud of their 
Persian heritage.

∙ There are 
approximately 140 
historic monuments 
in the Old Town, 
including mosques, 
madrassas, and 
mausoleums.

KALYAN MINARET 

48METRES 
built in the year 1127
The tower has been 
used as an observatory 
and during times of 
war, it served as a 
lookout to watch for 
invading armies. Its 
most famous and 
startlingly recent 
use was for public 
execution, where 
those condemned to 
die were thrown from 
the rotunda at the  
top to the stone 
courtyard below. 
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lefT Elaborately 
decorated facade 
of the Bolo Hauz 
Mosque 

riGhT A minaret 
at the memorial 
complex of 
Bahauddin 
Naqshband







lefT Top The carved 
wooden doors of the 
Kalyan Mosque

riGhT Top Decorative 
wooden ceiling of the 
Bolo Hauz Mosque

lefT BoTTom The 
central courtyard of  
the memorial of 
Bahauddin Naqshband

95

Sophie Ibbotson is the founder of Maximum  
Exposure Limited, and the Eurasian investments 
specialist at Glacex LLP. She is the author of five Bradt 
Travel Guides, including guidebooks to Tajikistan 
and Uzbekistan, and lectures regularly about Central 
Asian business, culture, and travel. 

208 stone pillars. A group of workers were 
hammering away at the stonework — its 
conservation is surely a never-ending task. 
Other than the workers, this mosque-museum 
was empty; no one preaches here now, and the 
vast open courtyard no longer hosts prayers.

I felt a certain amount of frustration. This 
is, after all, the country the BBC described as 
the “land of a thousand shrines”, a place that 
draws pilgrims from many faiths. Yet, I was 
left with empty buildings and shadows of the 
past. Taking time out over a bowl of tea beside 
Lyabi Hauz, one of the city’s few surviving 
ponds, I asked Leonid Danilchik, a travel agent, 
where pilgrims visit in Bukhara. Where do the 
pilgrims still go? I knew that what I sought must 
be here somewhere. Indeed, the Uzbekistan 
Tourism Committee estimates that nine million 
Uzbek citizens — almost one in three of the 
population — performed a pilgrimage last year, 
and the vast majority of them did so within 
their own country.

Leonid smiled when he heard my questions. 
To him, the answer was obvious. The holiest  
site in Uzbekistan — and arguably in all of 
Central Asia — is the memorial complex of 
Bahauddin Naqshband, around 12kilometres 
outside Bukhara.

Bahauddin Naqshband was born here in 1318 
and was adopted as a child by a Sufi khwaja, a 
spiritual teacher and guide. Naqshband  
became the 17th link in the silsila (Arabic), a 
genealogy of spiritual teachers starting from 
Prophet Muhammad, and he founded the 
Naqshbandi — the largest and most influential 
spiritual order of Sufism. The Naqshbandi 
spread from Central Asia to India, Russia, Syria 
and Palestine, and even as far east as China. 
Its adherents still return to Bukhara in large 
numbers to pay their respects.

I took a bus to the mausoleum complex and 
covered my head with a shawl before entering 
through the arched doorway of its blue tiled 
portico. There wasn’t a souvenir seller in sight. 
Neither was there a speck of dust or a grain of 
sand. The pavement had been swept until it  
was spotless.

The main courtyard was an oasis, with 
shaded patches beneath the roof and calming 
blue-white-green tiles decorating the walls in 
panels. Naqshband’s tomb was off-centre, and 
beside it stood a second, more ornate structure 
believed to have healing properties. Around the 
walls, lines of Uzbek pilgrims sat on benches or 
stood quietly, listening intently to the rumbling 
sermon of an imam. Unlike in the grand 
mosques, there was no minbar on which he 
could stand and preach; he instead stood beside 
the worshippers, speaking to them directly, not 
in Arabic but in their colloquial tongue. Every 
now and then there would be a prayer, and the 
pilgrims would pass their palms across their 
faces in a mark of utmost respect.

Humbled by the pilgrims’ genuine devotion, 
I sat awhile and watched, enjoying the sense of 
peace. Behind the courtyard, a huge dead trunk 
of a mulberry tree lay beside the complex’s 
hauz (water tank in Urdu). I was told that if you 
made a wish — in particular one for a child or 
a return to good health — and could squeeze 
between the bark and the ground, your wish 
would certainly come true. This is what I had 
hoped to find: the intermingling of Islam  
and folk traditions, which typifies the richness 
of Sufism. 

It is believed that Naqshband made the hajj 
to Mecca no fewer than 32 times — a remarkable 
achievement in any age and even more so in the 
14th century. His followers needn’t travel so far: 
Locals say that walking three times between 
the centre of Bukhara and Naqshband’s grave 
is equivalent to the hajj in God’s eyes. Just as 
with the construction of the Ismail Samani 
Mausoleum more than 1,000 years ago, 
Uzbekistanis are still flying in the face of the 
orthodoxy — which only makes the holy sites  
of Bukhara all that more beguiling. ag

UZBE K IS TA N

Tashkent

Bukhara

WHEN
Uzbekistan is most 
enjoyable in the spring 
and autumn months when  
the days are warm and 
bright.

WHERE
Bukhara is 437 km 
southwest of Uzbekistan’s 
capital, Tashkent, on the 
edge of the Kyzylkum 
Desert.

HOW
Fly to Bukhara 
International Airport and 
then take a cab, bus 1 or 
bus 100 to the city centre.

Locals say that walking three times between the centre of Bukhara and 
Naqshband’s grave is equivalent to the hajj in God’s eyes.

eXperience  
B U K H A R A



MIDDLE EAST

The Path to Death 
That Led to Life
Easter has nothing to do with eggs and everything to do with death. During this time every year, 
thousands of Christians gather in Jerusalem to celebrate Jesus Christ’s resurrection by retracing his 
final steps and witnessing the mysterious and miraculous Holy Fire at the place he was buried.

Text: Gilad Fiskus and Rachel Kwek
Photos: Gilad Fiskus
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This paGe The moment 
when the flame is 
passed around among 
believers on the 
Saturday of Light



Every year, tens of thousands of Christian 
pilgrims gather in the Holy City of Jerusalem 
to celebrate Easter. They walk the city’s alleys, 
bearing giant crosses and retracing Jesus 
Christ’s final steps along Via Dolorosa. They 
end up witnessing the miracle of the Holy  
Fire at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,  
where it is believed Jesus Christ was crucified 
and resurrected. 
 
Historical Significance of Jerusalem 
Holy to the three monotheistic religions, 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, Jerusalem 
is one of the most ancient cities in the world. 
King David made the city the capital of the 
Jewish Kingdom when he conquered it some 
3000 years ago (in 1000 B.C). Forty years 
later, his son Solomon built the first of the 
two holy temples that were centres of prayer 
and religious gatherings for Jews. This is the 
city where 12-year-old Jesus’ parents, Mary 
and Joseph, took him for Passover — a major 
eight-day Jewish holiday that commemorates 
how God delivered the Israelites from 400 years 
of slavery in Egypt (the first and last days are 
public holidays in Israel today). After  
the festival, Jesus’ parents found him missing 
upon returning to their home in Nazareth. 
Three days later, they found him sitting in the 
temple of Jerusalem in the company of teachers, 
deep in conversation, and demonstrating 
astonishing wisdom. 

lefT The Armenian 
order at a prayer 
ceremony in the Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre 
in Jerusalem

riGhT Every Friday, 
there is a multi-party 
procession that 
visits the 14 stations 
on Via Dolorosa, 
believed to be the path 
Jesus Christ took to 
Golgotha, where he 
was crucified.

Jesus Christ: The Reason for Easter 
Conceived by the Virgin Mary, Jesus’ birth 
was foretold, and he was to be the Messiah. 
According to Christian tradition, at around 
the age of 30, Jesus was baptised by John the 
Baptist in the Jordan River. Then, he began a 
three-year journey, roaming among the Galilean 
settlements and preaching about his love of 
God, modesty and the pursuit of peace. 

Towards the end of this spiritual journey, 
Jesus and his 12 disciples, who are known as 
the first Judeo-Christians, arrived in Jerusalem 
for Passover. Infuriated by the setting up of a 
market in the second temple’s courtyard, Jesus 
drove out all who were buying and selling, 
accusing them of turning the temple into a den 
of robbers. That evening, following a meal, 
famously known as The Last Supper, with his 
disciples, a large mob comprising religious 
leaders and Roman soldiers arrested Jesus as 
one of his disciples had betrayed him. The chief 
priests and elders were eager to put him to 
death and many false charges were heaped upon 
him. Chief among them was blasphemy: calling 
himself the son of God. After a quick trial 
before Pontius Pilate, the governor of ancient 
Judea, Jesus was sentenced to crucifixion at 
Golgotha and was forced to walk along Via 
Dolorosa, battered and bruised. Following 
his death, Jesus was buried in an elaborate 
tomb purchased by one of his followers. His 
followers were shocked to discover that his 

38,000
Population of the  
Old City of Jerusalem. 
Interestingly, about 
75% are Muslims while 
the rest are Jews and 
Christians

0.9km2

Area of the Old City of 
Jerusalem. It is divided 
into four sections: the 
Christian Quarter, the 
Muslim Quarter, the 
Armenian Quarter, and 
the Jewish Quarter, 
and has seven points 
of entry

335 AD  
The year the Church of  
the Holy Sepulchre was 
built, roughly 305 years 
after Jesus’ death
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 I
   

Pilate  
ordered Jesus’ 
crucifixion 
Jesus was also 
scourged and given 
his crown of thorns 
here — an act of 
mockery by the 
Roman soldiers.

Al-El Omariye School 

  

Monastery of  
the FlagellationChurch of the  

Sisters of Zion  
(Ecce Homo Church)

Temple Mount 
(Haram esh-Sharif)

Dome of 
the Rock

Ecce Homo  
Church

Austrian Hospice 
(Hospital)

Armenian 
Church

Muslim 
Orphanage

Polish Hospice

Abyssinian 
Patriarchate

El Khanqa 
Mosque Coptic  

Patriarchate

Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre

Omariye Mosque

Church of the 
Redeemer

 I

 III

 IV

 V
 VIVII

 II

VIII

IX

X  XIV–

 III
   

Jesus fell for 
the first time 
This station is 
located a short 
walk from the Ecce 
Homo Church at 
the intersection of 
Via Dolorosa and El 
Wad Street. 

 IV   
Jesus met his 
mother, Mary 
Located very near 
Station 3, Station 
4 is further south 
on El Wad Ha Gai 
Street and is where 
you’ll see an image 
of Jesus meeting  
his mother on  
the doorway of a 
small chapel. 

Retracing Jesus’ Steps  
along Via Dolorosa
Meaning 'the way of suffering' in Latin, Via Dolorosa is the path Jesus took to 
Golgotha carrying the cross on which he died. Located in the Old City of Jerusalem, 
Via Dolorosa begins in the Muslim Quarter north of Temple Mount and ends at the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre at Golgotha in the Christian Quarter. The route has 14 
stations, each corresponding to an event leading up to Jesus’ death. Nine of the 14 
events have Bible references. Franciscans, who have functioned as custodians of 
Christian holy sites in Jerusalem since 1342, lead a procession along this route at 
3pm every Friday. 

 II
   

Jesus accepted  
his cross 
Between the 
Omariya Muslim 
College and 
the Franciscan 
Monastry, this is 
across the street 
from Station 1.

 V   
Simon of Cyrene 
helped Jesus 
carry his cross 
A small chapel 
dedicated to Simon 
was built in 1229 
at the intersection 
of El Wad Ha Gai 
Street and Aqbat 
ETaqiya Street.

 
 VI

  
Veronica  
wiped the face 
of Jesus 
Station 6 marks the 
home of Veronica. 
This event is 
not recorded in 
the gospels but 
tradition holds that 
his image remained 
on her cloth. 

 VII   
Jesus fell for 
the second time 
Jesus stumbled over 
a threshold as he 
passed through the 
Judgment Gate, so 
named as it was 
believed that a copy 
of Jesus’ sentence 
was posted there.
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This paGe 
Candle lightning 
and prayer in the 
Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre

VIII   
Jesus spoke to 
the women of 
Jerusalem 
Here you see a 
Latin cross and the 
letters “NIKA” — 
which means “Jesus 
Christ conquers” 
— are carved into 
the wall of the 
Greek Orthodox 
Convent of  
St. Charalambos.

IX   
Jesus fell for  
a third time 
This station is 
right beside the 
Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre and 
is marked by the 
drawing of a cross 
on a wall of the 
Coptic Patriarchate.

XI   
Jesus was 
nailed to  
the cross 
Within the Latin 
chapel in the 
Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre, the 11th 
station houses 
modern mosaics 
that illustrate Jesus 
being nailed to  
the cross.

XIII   
Jesus was taken 
down from the 
cross following 
his death 
Marked by an altar 
in an archway, here 
lies the Stone of 
Unction, where 
Jesus’ body was 
laid and prepared 
for burial.

X   
Jesus was 
stripped of  
his garments 
The first of a series 
of events that 
happened in the 
Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre, this took 
place in a small 
Franciscan chapel 
accessible by steps 
on the right of the 
church’s basilica.

XII   
Jesus died  
on the cross 
In the Greek 
Orthodox chapel 
within the 
compound, some 
pilgrims kneel and 
kiss a silver disk 
under the altar 
believed to mark 
the spot where 
Jesus’ cross stood.

XIV   
Jesus was laid  
in the tomb 
In the rotunda of 
the basilica, Mary 
Magdalene first 
found Jesus’ tomb 
empty except for 
his grave clothes. 
It is also here Jesus 
was resurrected and 
appeared to her first. 

 

 



This paGe Morning 
prayer at the  
Ethiopian church

riGhT A parade of 
crosses coming out  
of the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre  
during Easter
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descendants are continuing and carrying on this 
task on a daily basis. 

For hours, the air was thick with anticipation 
among the crowd of believers. Mesmerised,  
I watched the Greek Orthodox Patriarch enter 
the aedicula ( Jesus’s tomb) with the Armenian 
Patriarch, and together they prayed until a 
miraculous fire arose from the tomb. At exactly 
2pm, I caught a glimpse of the first round of 
lit torches. It was breathtaking to watch the 
lighting of four candlesticks holding 33 candles 
— a number that represents Jesus’ age at the 
time of his crucifixion. Immediately, the crowd 
was full of tremendous excitement. Believers 
erupted in loud whistles and singing among 
chimes of ringing bells. Occasionally, someone 
in the crowd loudly exclaimed 'Christos Anesti' 
which means 'Christ has risen' and the crowd 
immediately responded in unison with 'Alithos 
Anesti', which means 'truly he is risen' I could 
hear the words resounding through the church 
and the streets. Never have I felt a stronger sense 
of community.

Within minutes, the fire was passed from hand 
to hand and thousands of torches illuminated the 
entire compound. Some believers travel with it 
to various altars at churches around the city. It is 
also passed on to other Christian cities and even 
via special flights to other countries. ag

body was missing when they went to his tomb 
the following morning, a Sunday. Subsequently, 
Jesus appeared to his followers, who rejoiced at 
his resurrection.

A Celebration of Triumph Over Death 
Easter commemorates the resurrection of Jesus. 
The week just before Easter is known as  
Holy Week, which begins on Palm Sunday  
and ends on Holy Saturday. The last three  
days of Holy Week including Maundy  
Thursday (when Jesus was arrested) and  
Good Friday (when Jesus was crucified)  
are collectively called the Easter Triduum  
(or Paschal Triduum).

Holy Saturday, also called Saturday of Light 
by Orthodox believers, is when the Holy 
Fire miracle occurs in Jerusalem every year. 
In a ceremony unique to Eastern Orthodox 
churches, a mysterious fire that symbolises Jesus’ 
resurrection would descend from heaven and 
be distributed among believers, who believe it 
will not burn their hair, faces, or clothes for 33 
minutes after its appearance.

By 7am on Holy Saturday, the Old City was 
crowded with thousands of Christian pilgrims. 
The police had closed the roads leading to the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre and only those 
with pre-booked tickets were allowed to enter. 
At 10am, a mufti opened the doors of the Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre. The five Christian 
branches share the church compound, but it is 
the Muslim Mufti who has the keys to its front 
doors. Centuries ago, this key was entrusted to 
two Muslim families, the Joudeh and Nuseibeh 
families, and hundreds of years later, its 

Occasionally, someone in the 
crowd loudly exclaimed “Christos 
Anesti”, which means “Christ has 
risen’ and the crowd immediately 
responded in synchronisation 
with “Alithos Anesti”, which 
means 'truly he is risen'. 

E X P E R I E N C E  
M I R A C L E  O F  T H E 
H O L Y  F I R E  I N 
J E R U S A L E M

Dr. Gilad Fiskus is a Canadian practising dentist who 
has lived in Israel since his early childhood. He is 
passionate about capturing cultural rituals, people 
and traditional ceremonies, and his photos have been 
published in many travel-related publications.

West  
Bank

Jerusalem

Israel

WHEN
The miracle of the Holy Fire 
occurs on Easter Saturday 
(which falls on April 20 in 
2019) each year. The Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre is open 
from 4am to 7pm daily from 
October to March, and from 
5am to 9pm daily from April to 
September (except Sundays, 
when it closes at 8pm).

WHERE
The Christian Quarter in 
the Old City of Jerusalem. 
Jerusalem is situated 785m 
above sea level between the 
Mediterranean Sea and the 
Dead Sea.

HOW
Besides taking a taxi or 
driving, you can take of 
buses such as 99, 38 and  
38 . A free shuttle bus 
to the city departs from 
the first station every 20 
minutes (except Saturdays). 
Also accessible by train, the 
New Gate entrance of the 
Old City is a 5-minute walk 
from City Hall, the light rail 
station nearest to the city.
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TIMELINE 

2019 Festival Highlights
Your guide to the many colourful and unique  
festivals taking place across Asia

Jan 15
allahaBad, india

ARDHA KUMBH MELA
Throngs of devotees 

pilgrimage here during 
this time to bathe in the 

holy rivers, believing 
it cleanses their souls 

and brings them closer 
to moksha. Held once 

every three years at one 
of four holy places of 

Hinduism, Kumbh Mela 
is the largest peaceful 
religious gathering on 
Earth and is inscribed 

on UNESCO’s list of 
Intangible Cultural 

Heritage of Humanity.

JAN 5–
MAR 

harBin,china
HARBIN SNOW AND  

ICE FESTIVAL 
(Background Photo)

In its 35th year, the annual 
festival attracts people 
from around the world 

with spectacular ice and 
snow sculptures and a 

host of winter activities.

Feb 1–Mar 4
BaGUio ciTy, lUZon, philippines
PANAGBENGA
Sometimes known as the “Blooming Flowers Festival”, this  
annual flower festival in Baguio City reflects the history,  
traditions and values of Baguio and the Cordilleras. Besides 
colourful parades, displays and a bazaar, a highlight is the  
grand float parade on the fourth Sunday of February, which  
features a marching band and floats decorated with  
brightly coloured flowers. 

 

 JAN 15–20 
BaGan, myanmar 
ANANDA  
PAGODA FESTIVAL
Devotees pray and give 
offerings at the most revered 
Ananda Temple built in 1105 
AD, where 1,000 monks 
chant for 72 hours during the 
week-long event.

 FEB 19 
Taipei, Taiwan

PINGXI SKY  
LANTERN FESTIVAL

Taking place annually 
on the first full moon 

day of the Chinese New 
Year, the festival sees 

people write or draw 
their hopes and wishes 
on thousands of paper 

lanterns before lighting 
and releasing them into 

the sky.

Feb 5–6
BhUTan, TiBeT,  
nepal and india
LOSAR
A public holiday in 
Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan 
and Sikkim (India), 
the Tibetan New Year 
marks the start of the 
Tibetan year. The main 
celebrations happen on 
its eve and the first three 
days of the new year.

January

*Dates are subject to change

February

  JAN 20 
selÇUK, TUrKey

CAMEL WRESTLING
The lively season that 
honours a 2400-year-

old sport sees male 
camels compete  

in dramatic matches. 
Selçuk hosts one of  
the largest events.
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FEB 19 
laos, camBodia, 

Thailand, myanmar
MAGHA PUJA 

(Background Photo)

A public holiday in 
Thailand, Laos and 

Cambodia, Mugha Puja 
commemorates the 

spontaneous assembly of 
1,250 enlightened monks 

to hear Buddha preach his 
first important sermon. 

Buddhists aim not to 
commit any sins  

on this day, the second  
most important  

Buddhist festival 
after Vesak.

Feb 19 
TanGshan, china  

DA SHUHUA
Local blacksmiths throw 

molten metal heated 
up to 1000°C against a 

stone city wall to create 
spectacular fireworks-

like displays. Practised 
on the 15th day of the 
spring festival (Lunar 

New Year) each year, this 
tradition was invented 

some 300 years ago 
by blacksmiths as an 

alternative to fireworks 
they could not afford. 

APR 14–20 
HOLY WEEK 
Christians observe this 
week with solemnity to 
commemorate the passion 
of Jesus Christ. Beginning 
with Palm Sunday and 
ending with Holy Saturday, 
it comes just before Easter 
(Apr 21), the day Jesus was 
resurrected. Read about 
the Holy Fire tradition in 
Jerusalem on page 96.

Apr 14–16
laos 
BOUN PI MAI LAOS  
(Lao New Year)  
Besides praying and 
performing cleansing 
rituals, the three-day 
celebration includes 
festivities like grand 
parades with locals 
dressed in traditional 
costumes; elephant 
processions; water 
fights on the streets; and 
indulgence in street food.

MAR 20–21
india 
HOLI 

Holi is a joyous Hindu  
festival that celebrates the 

coming of spring and the 
triumph of good over evil. 

It gets its alternative name 
'Festival of Colours' from  

massive gatherings during 
which participants throw 

coloured powder and  
water on one another.

MAR 20
NOWRUZ
Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Iran, Iraq, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan

Rooted in Zoroastrianism, an ancient Persian religion 
that predates both Christianity and Islam, the Persian 
New Year has been celebrated for some 3,000 years. 
Falling on the day of the vernal equinox, Nowruz 
means “new day” and is a time to rid oneself of the 
old and embrace the new. To prepare for the occasion, 
families spring-clean their homes and display a haft-
seen, a collection of items that symbolise different 
hopes for the new year, in their homes. What follows 
is 13 days of feasting, family visits and reflections 
for the year ahead. Festivities include street fairs, 
traditional performances and rituals involving fire, 
money and banging on pots with spoons. 

 MAR 7–8
indonesia 

NYEPI
The Balinese welcome the 

Balinese New Year with 
Nyepi, a day of reflection 

and contemplation known 
as the Day of Silence, 

which falls on the third 
day of the Saka New Year. 

From 6am on this day to 
6am on the following, the 
entire island shuts down 
and work, traffic, fire and 
pleasure are prohibited. 

The Melasti ritual and 
Ogoh-ogoh parades take 

place before this day.

March
April

MAR 4–9 
rUssia  
MASLENITSA /  
PANCAKE WEEK
This week-long, second 
oldest surviving Slavic 
holiday celebrates the 
start of spring with feasts 
of Russian pancakes 
(bliny) before the  
fasting period of Lent.
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laos
BOUN KHOUN  
KHAO FESTIVAL
The harvest festival is celebrated 
in various villages throughout 
the month

To celebrate the land’s 
abundance, Laotians bring 
newly harvested rice to 
temples and food offerings 
to the Mekong River during 
what is also known as 
the Rice Festival. A “baci” 
ceremony is also held in 
villages to give thanks  
to the land and pray for  
the villagers.

Mar
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May 12
soUTh Korea 

BUDDHA’S BIRTHDAY  
Yeon Deung Hoe, or Lotus 

Lantern Festival, is held 
annually on Buddha’s 

birthday (eighth day of 
the fourth lunar month) 
and festivities are held 

at several locations 
including Buddhist 

temples. Attendees can 
not only enjoy traditional 

lantern exhibitions but 
also revel in the exuberant 

lantern parades and 
cultural performances.

In other Asian countries, 
it is also celebrated with 

Buddhist rites, prayer, 
street processions and 

lavish temple decorations 
on other days in May. 

JUN 7  
asian coUnTries  wiTh chinese commUniTies  
such as Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, Vietnam, 
Myanmar, Taiwan and China

DRAGON BOAT FESTIVAL 
Exciting dragon boat races accompanied by vigorous 
drumming action and consumption of sticky rice 
dumplings wrapped with bamboo leaves are highlights 
of this festival listed as a UNESCO World Intangible 
Cultural Heritage. Legend has it that it originated from 
the search for the body of patriotic poet Qu Yuan, who 
drowned himself in a river.

JUN 5 
coUnTries wiTh  
mUslim commUniTies 
such as Singapore,  
Malaysia and Indonesia

EID AL-FITR
The first day of the 10th 
month of the Islamic calendar 
marks the end of the fasting 
period (Ramadan) — a month 
of abstinence (from dawn to 
dusk each day) from eating, 
drinking, smoking and 
indulgences that detract  
one from goals of the fast.  
At this joyous time, it is 
customary for Muslims to 
attend morning mosque 
prayers, visit relatives, 
decorate their houses and 
buy new clothes.

Jun
syUniK, armenia
SHEEP SHEARING 

FESTIVAL
Besides witnessing 

the shearing of sheep, 
participants can see how 

skilled artisans make 
carpets from sheep fur. 

The sheep-themed event 
features Armenian folk 
music, dances and an 

open-air fair where local 
produce can be bought.

Jun 1–2
sarawaK, malaysia
GAWAI DAYAK
First celebrated in 1965, Gawai Dayak is 
a symbol of unity, aspiration and hope 
for the Dayak tribes and is an integral 
part of their social life today. Festivities 
include cock-fighting matches, 
ngajat dance competitions 
and feasting on traditional 
delicacies. Read  
page 17 for more. 

JUL 11–15 
monGolia

NAADAM
Meaning “games” in Mongolian, ebullient Naadam 

centres on traditional wrestling, archery and horseback 
riding tournaments that young and old partake in. On 
top of elaborate local music and dance performances, 
participants enjoy Mongolian food and games played 

with goat ankle bones during the national holiday.

MAY 15
lUcBan, lUZon, philippines  

PAHIYAS FESTIVAL 
Every year on this day, the 

farmers of Lucban give thanks 
to their patron saint, San Isidro 

Labrador, for their harvests 
by decorating their houses 
with agricultural produce, 

handicrafts and colourful rice 
wafers. A competition to select 

the most nicely decorated 
house is held and produce 
from the winner is given to 

festival participants. 

May June

Jul 1 
KyoTo, japan 

GION MATSURI 
The festival originated more 

than a millennium ago as 
a ceremony to appease 

gods during the outbreak of 
an epidemic and features 

two float processions with 
elaborately decorated floats 
that are up to 25 metres tall 
and weigh up to 12 tonnes. 

The practice of selecting 
a local boy to be the 

divine messenger to be 
paraded persists  

till today.

Jul 7
japan 
TANABATA
Traditionally said to be the 
only day deity lovers Orihime 
and Hikoboshi can meet 
across the Milky Way, this 
festival celebrated all over 
Japan since 755 is related to 
the Qixi Festival (commonly 
known as Chinese Valentine’s 
Day). During Tanabata, 
you will see strips of 
colourful paper decorations 
representing wishes hung 
on trees, buildings and other 
structures across the country.

Jun 
yerevan, armenia  
BREAD IN THE  
MOUNTAINS FESTIVAL
The festival is aimed 
at preserving and 
showcasing  
the best traditional 
Armenian dishes eaten 
during rituals  
and holidays. An 
important food item 
featured is bread, which 
symbolises the body of 
Jesus Christ and therefore 
considered holy in largely-
Christian Armenia.  

 
JUL/AUG
Bali, indonesia
BALI KITE FESTIVAL 
(Background Photo)

Hundreds of colourful kites 
in a myriad designs fill the 
skies of the island when local 
and foreign teams compete in 
numerous kite competitions 
during this period. The 
biggest events take place  
at the start of the festival  
in July and the end, usually  
in August.

*Dates are subject to change
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Jul 28 
armenia 

VARDAVAR
Celebrated 98 days after 

Easter, this celebration of 
pagan origin has evolved to 

become a national holiday 
with Christian symbolism. 
Known as the Feast of the 
Transfiguration of Jesus – 

when he appeared radiant 
with glory in front of three of 

his disciples – it is one of five 
major feasts of the Armenian 

Church. Armenians release 
doves and pour water on 

one another to represent the 
washing away of sins.

Jul 21
issyK-KUl, KyrGyZsTan 

SALBUURUN FESTIVAL
This is a festival that showcases 
the Kyrgyz nomadic culture in all 
its glory. Elements of traditional 

Kyrgz hunting practices such 
as the use of golden eagles and 

Kyrgyz hunting dogs are the 
highlight. There are also archery 

competitions, folklore shows, 
national dance and music 

performances, national games, 
and fairs that sell local products 

and food.

Jul–Sep
penanG, malaysia

GEORGE TOWN 
FESTIVAL

Held since 2010 to 
commemorate the town’s 
designation as a UNESCO 

World Heritage Site, the 
festival showcases local 

and international artistes 
in approximately 100 

events on dance, music, 
theatre, photography, 
art and film. Drawing 

some 200,000 people 
annually, the themed arts 
and culture extravaganza 

has focused on making 
the arts accessible and 

keeps about 80% of the 
events free. Penang’s 

wall murals, which  
have become one of the 

city’s most iconic draws,  
were commissioned by 

the festival for  
its inauguration.

AUG  5–15 
Kandy,  

(Depending  
on the full moon 

 Poya Day), sri lanKa
KANDY ESALA PERAHERA

Believed to be a fusion of 
two parades, Esala and 
Dalada, Esala Perahera 

likely dates back to AD 4 
when the sacred relic of the 
tooth of Buddha was taken 

from India to Sri Lanka. The 
grand procession is a ritual 

performed to beseech the 
gods to provide rain as well 
as to honour the tooth relic. 

The customary planting of 
a sanctified young jackfruit 

tree precedes a series 
of five processions that 

involve carrying the tooth 
relic amidst the cracking 

of whips, caparisoned 
elephants and traditional 

music and dance.

AUG 13–15 
japan
OBON FESTIVAL
The Japanese have been remembering their deceased 
relatives on this occasion for over 500 years. During the 
Buddhist festival, locals believe their spirits return to 
visit and light paper lanterns to guide them from their 
graves back home and then back again. Anyone can 
participate in Bon Odori dances, which are commonly 
performed in public places around Japan such as parks 
and temples. Festival dates and rituals vary across 
regions. Several highlights are the Daimonji Festival in 
Kyoto, Hokkai Bon Odori in Sapporo and the Gujo Odori 
Festival In Gujo.

AUG 
11–14

TUrKey
KURBAN BAYRAMI

Known as Eid al-Adha in 
most Muslim countries, 

Kurban Bayrami 
commemorates Ibrahim’s 

willingness to submit to 
God’s will and sacrifice 
his son; Allah rewards 

him by instead providing 
a lamb to slaughter. Turks 

celebrate by visiting the 
mosque for a festive 

morning prayer on the first 
day, visiting relatives and 
feasting on meat dishes. 

It is customary to sacrifice 
a lamb or a cow and share 

the meat with relatives, 
neighbours and the poor. 

Schools and private 
establishments close for 

the entire period of  
the festival starting from 

the eve of the festival 
(called Arefe).

Aug 
8-15
TaUnG Byone  
villaGe, myanmar
TAUNG BYONE  
NAT FESTIVAL
The raucous festival 
honours two of the most 
powerful members of 
Myanmar’s pantheon of 37 
nats (spirits), Min Gyi and 
Min Lay, who are believed 
to be military commanders 
under the reign of King 
Anawrahta. Many Burmese 
worship nats, believing 
that doing so will bring 
them prosperity and luck 
while not doing so brings 
misfortune. During this 
period, believers present 
offerings, make wishes and 
partake in wild dancing 
alongside male mediums 
who dress up as women to 
be possessed by the two 
aforementioned spirits.

JUL 28 
issyK-KUl, 
KyrGyZsTan
APRICOT FESTIVAL
Highlighting the 
importance of 
agriculture to the 
Issyk-Kul region, this 
festival celebrates the 
harvest of apricots, 
which are bountiful 
in this area. On top of 
tasting and buying the 
local harvests, there are 
classes on processing 
the fruit, eagle shows, 
nomadic games, and 
performances depicting 
local folklore.
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September October 

OCT 8–10 
BhUTan
THIMPHU TSHECHU
Observed on the 10th day of the eighth lunar month, Thimphu 
Tshechu is one of the most important festivals celebrated as 
tributes to Guru Rinpoche, the great Buddhist master who brought 
Buddhism to Bhutan. This religious social occasion is a time of 
cleansing and renewal. Locals are decked out in their traditional 
outfits and gather at Thimphu Tashichoedzong to watch cham 
dances depicting the life of Padmasambhava performed by monks 
and laymen in elaborate costumes and masks.

Oct 7–9
naGasaKi, japan
SUWA SHRINE 
ʻKunchiʼ means ʻautumn festivalʼ 
in a Kyushu dialect. Designated 
as a National Important 
Intangible Folk Cultural asset, 
this festival originated some 
400 years ago and features 
lively street performances 
called dashimono. They present 
huge decorated umbrellas, 
floats in the form of Dutch 
and Chinese ships, floats with 
representations of the seven 

Japanese deities and dancing 
dragons. The seven 

towns in Nagasaki 
take turns to 
showcase their 
dashimono and 

only one will do  
so each year.

OCT 13 
nonG Khai, Thailand
NAGA FIREBALL 
FESTIVAL (BANG FAI 
PHAYA NAK)
Mysterious fireballs are 
the stars of this festival 
which takes place 
around the full moon 
of the 11th lunar month 
(the end of Buddhist 
Lent) along the banks 
of Mekong River. In 
Udon Thani near the 
border shared with Laos, 
numerous fireballs rise 
up into the sky from the 
river in the evenings 
during this period. 
According to folklore, 
Naga – a serpent in 
the river that took the 
form of a human to be 
Buddha’s disciple – 
throws them up as a sign 
of respect.

SEP 20 (TBC)
almaTy, KaZaKhsTan
ALMATY APPLE FESTIVAL 
(Background Photo)

Almaty means ʻthe place with applesʼ 
and is where apples are believed to 
be first domesticated (as a local wild 
apple species has been proven through 
DNA analysis to be the main ancestor 
of the cultivated apple). At the festival 
dedicated to this famous produce of 
the city, the highlight is of course the 
variety of apples and apple products 
from different regions of Almaty on sale.

Sep 27
camBodia
PCHUM BEN FESTIVAL
In Khmer, “Pchum” means “to gather” and 
“Ben” means “a ball of food”. This important 
festival in the Khmer religious calendar is when 
Cambodians pay respects to their ancestors 
by presenting food offerings to them and 
partaking in grand temple processions. It is 
believed that spirits are released when the 
gates of hell open on the first day of Pchum 
Ben and can only receive offerings from their 
relatives. The last day of this important 15-day 
festival is called Pchum Ben and marks the  
end of the fasting period with a two-day  
public holiday.

SEP 13 
soUTh Korea
CHUSEOK
Known as Korea’s thanksgiving day, 
Chuseok falls on the 15th day of the 
eighth lunar month and is the time to 
celebrate the harvest. Koreans hold 
memorial rituals (charye) at their 
ancestors’ graves on this important 
traditional holiday.

Sep 13
asian coUnTries  wiTh 
chinese commUniTies 

such as Malaysia, Singapore, 
Hong Kong,Vietnam, Myanmar, 

Taiwan and China

MID-AUTUMN FESTIVAL
Falling on the 15th day of 

the eighth lunar month, 
the festival used to be a 

celebration of harvest in the 
past. Now, it is an occasion 

for families and friends 
to gather as the full moon 
symbolises reunion in the 

Chinese culture. Eating 
mooncakes and enjoying 

lantern displays are 
essential festivities.

 Sep (TBC)
KyrGyZsTan

WORLD NOMAD 
GAMES

Against the backdrop of 
globalisation, the aim of 

the festival is to preserve 
the unique and diverse 

identities and ways 
of life of the nomadic 

peoples. Proposed by 
President of the Kyrgyz 

Republic, Almazbek 
Atambayev, and started 

in September 2014 
under his leadership, the 
annual games saw some 

2,000 athletes from 82 
countries competing 

in 37 sports last year. 
The festival, which 

includes horse racing, 
archery and wrestling, is 

extensively covered by 
international media and 

has a dedicated website.
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November
December DEC 25 

all over asia 
CHRISTMAS
While associated  
with turkeys, Santa Claus and Christmas trees in 
modern times, Christmas traditionally celebrates 
the birth of Jesus Christ. ʻChristmasʼ is the short 
form of Christ's mass (Cristes Maesse), which was 
first recorded in 1038. ʻMassʼ refers to the Christian 
tradition of eating bread and wine in memory of 
Jesus. The day is often celebrated with special church 
services, feasting and the exchange of gifts.

MID–DEC 
Konya, TUrKey 
WHIRLING DERVISHES 
FESTIVAL
Synonymous with the 
practice of whirling as a form 
of worship to God, this week-
long festival is celebrated 
by Mevlevi Order 
believers (Whirling 
Dervishes) founded 
by Celaleddin 
Rumi (a Sufi 
mystic and poet). In 
whirling rituals (sema), 
semazen donning symbolic garb chant to the 
accompaniment of reed pipes as they twirl with 
their right hand pointed upwards towards God 
and their left pointing down to the earth — all 
believed to induce a state of spiritual ecstasy. 
Seb-i Arus is held on the final night of the 
festival to commemorate the death of Rumi in 
mid-December of 1273, believed to mark his 
union with God. Mevlana Museum, where the 
festival is held, is also where the mausoleum 
housing Rumi’s tomb and the dervish lodge 
he lived in. Believers gather at dargahs (Sufi 
shrines) to chant and sing after observing sema. 
Sema performances also take place regularly in 
other parts of Turkey like Ankara, Istanbul and 
Cappadocia.

Dec 22
cenTral and  
soUTh easT asia
DONG ZHI (WINTER 
SOLISTICE FESTIVAL)
In Chinese, ‘Dong 
Zhi’ refers to 
the astrological 
phenomenon of the 
longest night of the 
year in the northern 
hemisphere. Observed 
since the Han Dynasty 
period, it is a time for 
families to gather and 
feast in celebration 
of longer days ahead. 
Sweet glutinous rice 
balls symbolic of 
togetherness (due to its 
Chinese pronunciation) 
or dumplings are always 
eaten on this occasion.

Dec 
vieTnam, laos, 

Thailand and china 
(Dates Vary) 

HMONG NEW YEAR
Hmong New Year is 

when Hmong people 
celebrate the end of the 

rice harvesting season 
and the start of a new 

year. Ten different 
dishes are prepared 

each day over the three-
day festival, also a time 

when shamans invoke 
and honour spirits of 

the desceased as well 
as those associated 

with wealth and 
healing. Festivities 

include a traditional 
game called pov pob 

(tossing a cotton ball), 
ox fighting, top-

spinning contests and 
music performances. 
Young Hmong women 

and men also dress up, 
as it is an occasion  

for them to meet 
potential partners.

 
NOV 5 –11
TaUnGGyi, myanmar  
TAUNGGYI BALLOON 
FESTIVAL
(Background Photo)

Burmese celebrate 
the end of the rainy 
season by releasing 
gigantic hot-air paper 
balloons into the sky. 
Teams from the city 
design and make them 
for competitions that 
take place at night. 
Candles and fireworks 
are often attached to 
these balloons, which 
makes this spectacle 
a dangerous one to 
attend. Other festival 
activities include 
all-day weaving 
competitions and 
carnival games.

NOV 4–12
rajasThan, india 

PUSHKAR CAMEL FAIR 
Originally a cattle and 
camel trade fair, it has 
evolved into a festival 

that also includes music, 
dance, games and 

competitions representing 
the culture of Rajasthan. 

Pulling some 200,000 
local and international 

attendees annually, the 
fair coincides with Kartik, 

the eighth lunar month 
of the Hindu calendar, 
considered the holiest 

month and the prime time 
to take a dip in Pushkar 

Lake. Hindus believe doing 
this promotes spiritual 

wellness and helps them 
attain salvation.

Nov 12
amriTsar, india 
GURU NANAK JAYANTI
2019 marks the 550th birthday of Guru Nanak, 
the founder of Sikhism. Temples are decorated 
with flowers and lights, and devotees read 
scriptures on the exemplary life of Guru Nanak, 
attend in-depth lectures and partake in large-
scale community meals known as langars.  
On this day, many pilgrimage to the Golden 
Temple, where religious music and 
activities continue throughout 
the day till past midnight. 
Before this day, a series 
of ceremonial rituals 
take place such as the 
uninterrupted reading of 
the Guru Granth Sahib 
for 48 hours.
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THE QUIZ ON ASIA
The ASIAN Geographic Hot Soup Challenge 
is a competitive quiz that tests students 
on their general knowledge about Asia. 
Entries are open to members of the public!  
Enter the 8th ASIAN Geographic Hot Soup 
Challenge for a chance to be the national 
inter-school champion.
 
The contest is broken down into  
four different categories:
• Juniors (ages 7–12) to form teams of four
• Secondary (ages 12–16) to form teams 

of three
• Junior College and International Schools 

(ages 17–20) enter solo
• Open (age 18 and above) enter solo

Visit www.asiangeo.com/hot-soup-school-
challenge/ for more informationOpen  
(age 18 and above) enter solo 

CHALLENGE

Asia offers some of the world’s greatest 
man-made and natural wonders. ASIAN 
Geographic will be tailor-making travel 
expeditions to uncover the hidden gems 
of this diverse, amazing continent. 
Following the success of the last ASIAN 
Geographic Silk Road Expeditions to China 
and Uzbekistan, ASIAN Geographic will be 
running four expeditions in 2019:
• The Lower Ganges in India  

(to be announced)
• The Classic Mekong between Cambodia 

and Vietnam (to be announced)
• The Mandalay Pagan Packet on the 

Irrawaddy (to be announced)
• The Chindwin in Burma (to be announced)
 
Visit www.asiageo.com for information on 
our latest expeditions.

PHOTO COMPETITION  
LIVE JUDGING & WORKSHOPS
Organised by ASIAN Geographic, Asia’s 
leading geographic title, Images of Asia 
is a source of inspiration for professional 
photographers, photography enthusiasts 
and avid travellers. Celebrate the heart 
of Asia through the art of photography. 
Enter your best images to win the following 
coveted titles:
• [NEW] Photojournalist of the Year
• Street/People Photographer of the Year
• Landscape Photographer of the Year
• Wildlife Photographer of the Year
• Mobile Photographer of the Year
• Youth Photographer of the Year

Submission Deadline: November 1, 2019

UPCOMING EVENTS

2019

ASIAN Geographic brings you the best stories on Asia – from the 
peaks of the Himalayas to the depths of the Dead Sea. Covering 
culture, heritage, science, environment, arts, language, literature, 
adventure and other fascinating nuggets of knowledge, we bring you 
the region in all its beauty and complexity. 

AG PASSPORT is an annual special edition that offers readers a new 
perspective on travel in Asia. Featuring riveting accounts of practices 
and sights across the best-known cities and remotest corners of the 
region, this is also included in each bi-monthly issue of our flagship 
title, ASIAN Geographic, as a travel section.

FEB APR JUN AUG OCT DEC

SPECIAL  
EDITION

Since 1999 Since 2008

SPECIAL EDITION

Entry fee: 
∙ Print subscribers are allowed up to 5 FREE submissions
∙ E-subscribers are allowed up to 3 FREE submissions
∙ Non-subscribers pay $10 per submission

For more information, visit www.asiangeo.com/ioa

http://www.asiangeo.com/hot-soup-school-challenge/for
http://www.asiangeo.com/hot-soup-school-challenge/for
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I N D I A  H I G H L I G H T S

Situated at the foothills of the Himalayas in 
the state of West Bengal, Darjeeling is home 
to one of the most coveted tea varieties 

in the world. Darjeeling tea estates cover over 
17,500 hectares and produce over nine million 
kilogrammes of tea each year. Around 50 percent 
of the people in the region are employed in tea 
production jobs.

Tea cultivation only began in the late 17th 
century when the British took efforts to understand 
the art and science of it. Dr A. Campbell first planted 
seeds of the Chinese tea variant, which he brought 
from Kumaon, in Darjeeling at an altitude of 700 feet.

In 1845, the India government set up an 
experimental nursery and started another at Lebong 
two years later. Commercial tea plantations in 
Darjeeling started in the 1850s and 113 plantations, 
covering 18,888 acres and accounting for a production 
of 3.9 million pounds, were set up by 1874. 

A number of enterprising planters took over and 
tea cultivation rapidly proliferated across the foothills 
of the Himalayas and the hills of South India (now 

known for Nilgiri tea). 
Over time, cultivation 
practices are passed 
from generation to 
generation and the 
rich legacy of the 
Indian tea industry 
is unparalleled 
anywhere in the 

world. Introduced in 1986, the 
Darjeeling brand has come to represent a hallmark of 
excellence with the distinctive flavour unique to tea 
grown in this region. 

The tea plant has very specific requirements in 
terms of soil and climatic conditions. Indian tea is 
primarily cultivated in the hills of North-eastern and 
Southern states at an altitude of 600 to 2000 metres. 
The cool and moist climate of this mountainous region 
bordering Nepal, Bhutan and Tibet gives Darjeeling 
tea its muscatel flavour — a taste James Norwood Pratt 
describes as ‘a unique muscat-like fruitiness in aroma 
and flavour’.  ag

BENEFITS OF 
DARJEELING TEA:
• Flavonoids in it reduce 

the effects of free 
radicals and lower 
your risk of developing 
oxidative stress, which 
is responsible for 
cancer 

• Antioxidants found in 
this tea can also help 
to protect the integrity 
of blood vessels and 
arteries and thus 
lower the risk of heart 
attack, stroke and 
atherosclerosis

• Prevents gastric 
ulcers as it prevents a 
specific type of bacteria 
that often increases 
the chances of ulcer 
development

• Improves dental health 
as its antibacterial 
and immune-boosting 
properties can 
eliminate bacteria and 
fungi in the mouth that 
can lead to cavities and 
bad breath

• Aids weight loss 
primarily because 
caffeine in it stimulates 
metabolism and 
increases calorie burn

• Stimulates digestion 
and soothes symptoms 
of constipation

 
DID YOU 
KNOW?

India is the largest consumer of tea and its second-largest 
producer in the world. We take a closer look at one of its  
most well-loved varieties, the Darjeeling.

WHAT’S FOR TEA,
DARJEELING?

Text: Rachel Kwek
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