MY ASIAN ADVENTURE

PART 1: |I NTREPI D6 S CKL GRAND CHI NA COMFORT TOUR
22 DAYS FROM 12 APRIL TO 2 MAY 2010

China is not ever yoskeénsatthedop of my have-toaee lisb u t
for many years and here | was, on April 9, on my way to what was to prove a lifetime
and life-changing experience. CHINA
I am about to discover all the wonder and beauty of fascinating China, one of
the ol dest nati onds o nafoca totbdreckoned with asnits b

Beijing

economy grows from strength to strength (Obama, take note!).  The depth of Xi'and-=<===-. )
Chinads <character has arisen as a res Y Shaﬂghalordinary e
ancient realm of the emperors, through the turbulent years of revolution, and into its T
rapid modernisation in the 21* century and it is here that I will savour the captivating cnengdu Kol Hangmou
culture, stunning countryside, vast history, ancient archaeological sites and bustling [ _chhan
cities that make up this rapidly evolving land. Yangzi River

| was very impressed with both Cape Town International Airport and OR Tambo ) Chongqing
International Airport, in particular with the proactive friendliness and helpfulness of %
the ground staff who guided me through the labyrinth of passages to the waiting k‘\
aircraft. Bring it on, FIFA World Cup Soccer 2010! *._ Yangshuo

Hong Kong time on landing was 06:30 which made it around 00:30 back home "\OHOHQ Kong

and my first impressions of this sprawling metropolis are dampened by rain, which
gave me an excuse to lie up in my room to let the jet lag ease away which is at the Stanford Hillview Hotel located in a quiet
corner of Kowloon's bustling Tsimshatsui, Hong Kong's premier shopping and entertainment area.

Breakfast over | hit the road, Jack, down Chatham Road South into Salisbury Road to Tourism Information at the Bus
Terminal for advice on buying an Octopus ticket literally to ferry me wherever | wanted to go.

The Star Ferry ride took me to Pier 7 from where | walked over reclaimed land and
onto bus 260 to Stanley via the Aberdeen Tunnel, past Ocean World, through Repulse
Bay (some serious real estate here, not to mention the array of luxury German cars)
and down to the street market where colourful displays of silk scarves, jade and other
semi-pr eci ous stone jewellery and calligraphical art
di dn 6t bbuutiken, ,emember, | still have seven weeks of touring to go.
| opted not to walk, walk, walk up to the Tin Hau Temple, built in 1767, and which
hous e sreluctanbtno s ay Oboastso6) tshtigersh@inelanglKosgki n of t he
Not wishing to see this atrocity was to me a softer excuse than the fact that | was fast
getting weary.

Such civilized people these Chinese: they wait for the little green man; they only smoke in demarcated areas; no one talks
above conversational tone; the streets are squeaky clean and the green spots and gardens that align the street ways are
topiary-trimmed. (And so thini but, wait, Vietnam is still to come!)

| shared the cobbled streets with myriad other travellers all out enjoying the splendour of
these southern shores and spent a while at the (replicated using original material) Blake
Pier watching ferries and catamarans afloat before returning to Hong Kong Central via
Happy Valley Road. Another Star Ferry ride to the north side, up Nathan Road, having
passed the Peninsula Hotel on Salisbury Road i the link point for those taking the Orient
Express i then into Kimberley Road, my mind swamped with names such as Versace,
Rolex, Tiffany and other mega-millionaire boutiques.

The two hours | spent at the Hong Kong History Museum were far too short to absorb
the amazing exhibition from Prehistoric Hong Kong to Modern Metropolis and the Return to
China and | simply didndédt have the time to S
(The Hong Kong Jockey Club)

Sci ence Mus

For my second breakfast - and | am getting bold i | go native: congee (like mielie rice gruel, but tasty) which is served with a
sprinkling of nuts and finelcki choppéedyspbdieg daisiangd the Redgkgpbo n 6t Dlercd s i
Lamma/Landau Islands. | settled for the former but thick mist prevented me, as did my fear of heights, from taking the
funicular to the very top. The bus ride in itself is pretty scary albeit with fantastic views.

I love HongKong. Itds vi brant yet disciplined, cl ean biandeverythingr i sti ne; i
works, including its inhabitants. Very few beggars and the womenfolk sweep the streets. Oh, South Africa!

i NS The group embarking on the tour, under the leadership of Guo Hongmei ( iYou can cal | me
| Me i or Ramonao,; wig smalle Jahet om New Zedlerdi and Seaghan
(pronounced Sean) from Ireland. Our first overnight is on a soft sleeper and he is teased

v

unmercifully about having to sleep with three strange women and one on
top to boot! The complimentary coach transfer to the Magnolia Hotel
meanders through glorious countryside, rice paddy fields running up to
the karst peak foothills.  Yangshou is a pretty little town with quaint,
cobbled streets. Just a pity itods raininfgg
up on winter clobber. (How did | manage to get the trainers knocked
down from RMB229 to 997).

And it is here that we have our first cookery school
soon gets the hang of chopping spring onion without
culminated in the nine of us on the course sitting
(labour? There was absolutely nothing to it. Now to
bamboo steamer back to myself?)

experience. Reluctant Seaghan
cutting his fingers. A delightful 2+ hours
down together to enjoy the fruits of our labour
work out how can | mail a wok and a 5-tier




Page 2 (part 1)

A highlight was the trip down the Li River aboard a curved-bottom, open-sided, canopy-
topped barge. For all of three hours we putt-putted through spectacular karst peaks with a
(I declined the opportunity of being

break onshore to mingle with local vendors.
photographed with a Cormorant on my arm.)

o,

way the city fathers have seen
designed along ancient lines i
see both the Giant Panda and
Research Base | could happily
the experience of enjoying the
endear me to this city What |
courtesy of the fast train to

Although  Chengdu is an
attractive city i and | do like the
to it that any new buildings are
truth be tol d tot
the Red Panda at the Breeding
have given it a miss. And even
famous Sichuan hot
did love was the over 600 km trip
Chongging in just on two hours.

( Mei and Seaghan tuck into hotpot)

Next is the trip down the Yangzi River on the East King, a superior tourist boat, through
the Three Gorges: Qutang, Wu and Xiing. During the safety drill director Teddy chirps,

Ailf you candét find a |ife jacket é tough! Grab o
on Dr Yeds demonstr at i on hinede sila enbpideryandlhowdo, t he art o
discriminate between sea- and oyster-pearls, but the highlight was the outride on the
trackers@ihtoattshey dondt go nat)i Hey ménrthesed naked) ar
reed-thin but ever so strong men have a tough life; first they tote a boatload of fatty
foreigners 3 km upstream for 2 hours) and finally they have to climb a goddam gorge to
reach home. No wonder they fall asleep in the gravy!
Sadly the transition through the locks is aborted and instead we are transported to the
airport and fly to Shanghai where preparations are under way for the World Expo which
is soon to open there. | love this city with its mix of art deco and the modern Pudong
(financial centre) across the river. Our four-star hotel is in a great location very near
the Suzhou Creek, a tributary of the Huangpu River on which The Bund (right) is
situated which, as anyone knows, is the place to be seen at night when its all lit up.
One of the highlights of my stay here is the Yu Fing Acrobats. What energy and what
pleasure the performers took in rousing the audience to the edge of their seats.
In no time at all by fast train we reach Hangzhou, a picturesque city in the heart of the
Longjing green tea-growing plantations. Once again Intrepid comes up trumps as we are taken into the fields themselves to
pick our very own leaves and watch the process of preparing the tea to be shipped and poured at tea parties worldwide.
Our dedicated driver provided much of the explanation of harvesting, processing, roasting and ultimately partaking of the
result of infused leaves.
On a walk through the forested area | am approached by two women who are enjoying
their lunch and who felt beholden to foist on me two packets of vacuum-packed edibles
(in my mind they were not even remotely so), an apple and tissues to clean up my dribble,
but | stopped them short of wrapping a jacket around my shoulders. Such is the
hospitality of this wonderful Asian world. Back at the tea house a local family served us
lunch: six dishes of fish, chicken, bamboo shoot, - B cabbage and celery and the
inimitable rice. | still‘"‘gew i dnsthatditbeifraniefynerss o st ore it all
The starting point of the Silk Road to Central Asia and
Europe aeons ago, Xid a n is of cour s
Terracotta Warriors, one of the highlights of my trip.
Little did the same big bad emperor, one Qin Shi
Huangdi, who pioneered the construction of the Great
Wall realise that he would ne of the
most significant archaeological discoveries. For a tour of =
this archaeological treasure trove we are placed in the = %
capable hands of local tour guide Jim Dang who also
arranges a trip for us to the miniature warriors the next day but, sadly, because of a visit by
the French president Nicholas Sarkozy, we are not allowed in and are turned away by his bodyguards. (The way France
played in the World Cup Soccer, they shouldndét be all owed out!)
The ancient Imperial city of ,ﬁ X'i Oiaance the largest city
in the world during the Tang “. Dynasty (618-907 AD) i is
surrounded by 14 km of Ming walls and is watched
over by the Bell Tower in the middle and the Drum Tower
overlooking the  Muslim Quarters. We had three
days there, but personally | could have happily spent a
further day exploring this fascinating city with many
interesting historical sites and which also turned out to
be a great shopping Mecca. Anditisher e t hat | |l earned an interesting thought: Xi 6an
capital of the present; and Shanghai is the capital of the future. How true.
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With a population of over 15 million people, B €
Republic of China and situated in north eastern China, is the final port of call. Not
onl y was it home to 34 emperors, it also housed t

the 2008 Ol ympi c Gameisa9a 000 seatlarena B was dsédsfor Ne s t
the opening and closing ceremonies. Together with over three hundred thousand

other locals, | spent Labour Day (1 May) on Tiananmen Square where single-child
families happily and peacefully went about the business of enjoying this annual holiday
together. Then together with Lily as our day guide we explored the Forbidden City

Again | was struck by the cleanliness of this city and how encouraging to see their

efforts in greening the boulevards and walkways; the Chinese are clearly
endeavouring to turn around their carbon footprint.

Home to about four million citizens, the hutongs are a charming reminder of days long gone, but are making way for more
modern structures. We had fun traversing the narrow alleyways, but were rather disappointed in the lacklustre way the
buildings have been allowed to be renovated rather than restored.

Inthe pre-readingl had read that #Alntre el 2 tted to a
of travel that is environmental, culturally and socially responsible .
which means conserving the areas visited and bringing positive &
benefits to localco mmuni ti es 0. Wi titéd the higy
School for People with Learning Disabilities (read mentally
challenged) where we were treated to tea and a concert.
Having a grandchild with a disability made this very personal. |
was touched to be given artworks done by the children. It is
also encouraging to know that my donation will be matched by
Intrepid Travel dollar for dollar.

traverses some 8 000 kilometres
of Beijing - were exceeded. Not
section, but the scent of peach
explains that it took 1600 years
workers losing their lives in its
blood and tears of the Chinese
staircase after the other and |
his memories of China will

My expectations of the Great Wall, which
westwards from the mountain ridges north
only was Mutianyu in itself a beautiful
blossoms filled the air.  Local guide Lily
to complete and with more than a million
construction, she says it was built with the
people. She leads us up and down one
was amused at Seagha
forever be a flight of stairs.

Ironically we completed our tour of China with a Western meal (and not the promised
Peking duck which both Janet and Seaghan were not keen on, having heard its very fatty)
on our last night together and then sadly it was farewell to excellent travelling companions,
but for me it w laveas rotv abguo to @érbbgark on yet another and which
turned out to be definitely the best leg of my Intrepid journey.

| flew from Beijing and, with a few days on my
own in Hanoi, | set about tackling those parts of
the city that were listed as optional activities, the
Army Museum being one of them. | also
discovered the historical and cultural vestige Van
Miéu-Qut ITu 6  Q@my8bot they spell funny!)
which was fdedicated to sages and Confucian
scholars and used for training talented men for
the nationa | also joined up with a group of 14
" other tourists for a day trip to, inter alia, the
Presidenti al Pal ace (6Ho Chi Mi n h 6.s | wae anything leubilnmoedestlg drésse@ buMu s eum of E
because my arms were bare, | was barred froment er i ng Ho chi MfedldsoMaubBodegpumseen O6em all,

Together with an American of my vintage who, through pressure brought to bear by his family, signed up and served in the
Vietnam War and who had returned to this country for the first time since 1975 to put to rest the demons he has toted these
35 years, we visit the Hanoi Hiton ( Aka A Hoa Loo6 and riSddandsod am alosvedttorshakedid pain ps he
confronts his past and his decision to spend the next year in Hue, a city he has fallen completely in love with. He has a love
thing going with the Vietnamese and | am about to learn just how intimate this can get.

Read on ¢é
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PART2: 1 NTREPI D6S VSF SPIRIT OF VI ETNAM SOUTHBOUND

10 DAYS FROM 5 TO 14 MAY 2010

*Halong Bay

Hoi An
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’
3 Ho Chi Minh City
Not only is a tour dependent on the group but
also on its leader and in Phuong we had
simply the best. Thi l ove for h
country and passion for his work showed in
every step of my sojourn through Vietnam.
On the first night together we dine at Ngon . L
(which means good) where Phuong introduces Si newn{odmaestsds partner a
disgusting pudding and, albeit fsteam sticky rice marinated with honeyd  (, thé texjure is like chewing on jellyfish (which
means not good!).
My love affair with Vietnam begins with a cup of the
most beautiful coffee | have ever tasted i at
Highlands Coffee House where | learn that the
country is ranked third in the world for its production
and quality of its coffee. | t dwwelteringly hot so
today its iced coffee which comes with my order for
a ham and cheese croissant which, by my
reckoning, works out to R35,00. | could live here!
On board Pearls of the Sea, a
double-decker wooden junk, lunch is a
feast for the eyes and a temptation to the
taste buds and T | there are gasps of iOh
no! o as another creation is
placed before us. Butmy travelling
companions work off all that food and all
but this fat, old lady tackle the humungous
climb to the top of the World Heritage site at
Halong Bay Z (ABay A Descending
Dragono) . Phuong and I, however, show
them up as we race them through the caves in our two-team kayak. | surprised even myself! A swim in the Bay and an ice-
cold Tiger afterwards never tasted so good!
And just when we thought e thimg, themeohefbre us is laid out a
banquet to beat the band. It took all of our willpower not to eat the decorations
too: vegetables and fruit carved in the shapes of birds and boats. We are apparently
considered a good group because as a reward Simon and Phuong (fiNo women!
invited to join the crew downstairs i and they are welcome to it as we girls watch the
rice vodka shooters being passed round (someone chirps, 6 T hamd renginé-o o d
cleaning spiritso)
Back on the coach Mr Hill again proves to be an able driver and with a happy house stop at a ceramics factory (how can |
justify that 4-level dolphin statue as hand luggage on the flight home?) we are soon back at our Hanoi hotel in time to take in
a last form of entertainment, the Thkng Long Water Puppets show, before the overnight train journey to Hue. And it is in
Hue, on the banks of the scenic Perf ume plsoutal thestopd anB éxposes g6 s homet o\
us to everything that Intrepid holds dear by way of its social responsibility programme.
Knowing my penchant for coffee, Phuong leads us to a street café where aromatic elixir bubbles up from a cup and | am
in my el ement. Gee, but these VietnameserlKndw tthhdairrd Heamse san g riotc
coffee. Then hel meted and onto the backs @dnclanotd lavelmy bwns ; my dri ve

toy-boy.
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And talking of toys VT
to an orphanage. & o
have their palms
pyj amas
to the States after
Deb exactly the
equally  delightful

before our visit
of the group
lady in pink
and returned
tteti Ruth and
the bridge an
time in purple
npyjamas, but
process of

we stock up at a local shop
At the happy house stop two
read by the most delightful
American soldier dumped me
the Warao) wh o
same good fortune. Across
old and stooped woman i this
pyjamas  (maybe I dm wrong and
some sort of custom wear) 1 describes the
harvesting and working rice. k

We meet a woman of 42 who has been making
good arm and the stump of her right arm, a
Orange. Using a tiny protuberance of finger to hold
sews the raffia hats which she sells to eke out a
Claimed to be the most toxic herbicide spray yet
50 mix of two chemicals, known conventionally as
product was mixed with kerosene or diesel fuel and
hand spraying. An estimated 19 million gallons
the war.

conical hats since 10 using her left
deformity caused by the terrible Agent
a needle, which she then threads and
living thereby supporting her family.
made by man, Agent Orange is a 50-
24D and 2,45T. The combined
dispersed by aircraft, vehicle, and
were used in South Vietnam during

The orphanage is both heartbreaking and a joy to visit where we can feel the
love emanating from the people who given their lives to running it. The little
tyke that | hold must be teething because all she wants to do is chew on my
spectacles.

Phuong leads us up to the bunker site overlooking the infamous
Hamburger Hill and only here does his sheer patriotism shine through as he
stomps on the roof of a tunnel i and we join him.

The incense-maker is a light moment in an emotional morning and we
each take turns to make our own joss-stick.

Back at the hotel one of our travelling companions discovers that her passport is missing and is understandably in a helluva
state (wo u | d n 6 t), butdPhuonig &kes this setback in his stride (and, remember its Sunday) only finds the fifth police
station he calls on prepared to help him with the necessary temporary documentation. He admits later that this is the first
time heds been saddl ed wthetcAim manderdrswhichfhe addrgssed the pebleth wier avio u | d
guessed it. What a little pro!

Hue offers much by way of antiquity and which | learn from Mr Chu, owner of the Mandarin Café. Six of the photographs
that | purchase from this able photographer will hang in my home reminiscent of three very happy days in this city.

The afternoon visit is a tour of the Imperial Citadel, once the royal residence of the kings of Vietham. During the
American incursion many of the temple buildings and relics were badly damaged i if not completely destroyed i and the
area is now under reconstruction. On the walk back through town we pass vendors selling army dog collars, bullets and
other warfare accoutrements. It made me so sad and |
metal ID tag.

(Phuong6s bite i9g worse than his bark

George and Courteney had told me about the royal

banquet but little did | realise what delights awaited us.

Simon and | were nominated king and queen for the

evening and accordingly attired. No adjectives can

describe the beauty of the meal; one creation after

another followed: a swan (a phoenix?), a cock, a

sampan, each carved out of vegetables and fruit and

every apprai si ng nod and a®coampdanyi ng fiooh

aahsO at t est euiharyt amd artibtie skills of a

master chef. The musicians kept us entertained on
their traditional instruments, which Phuong says take 10 years to master i and when have you ever heard of using
demitasse cups as castanets?

not have

consider

A very long and hot day culminates in a ride to and a
rewarding swim at the beach. We persuade
Jillian (whose passport it is that has been lost and
who is understandably distraught) and her sister,
Loretta, to join us and they happily sit watching  our
bikers  playing the inimitable card gambling
game. The tummy bug has crept up on a couple of the
group (Phuong sweetly calls it, AShitting

through the eye of a needled) and so cooling off at the

beach

S

w

a



