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I left Melbourne on 27 August 1997, destined for Canada, England, Scotland, Holland, Egypt, 
Kenya, Uganda, Nepal, Thailand, Laos, the Philippines, and Malaysia.  The trip, which took four 
months, was largely planned around my address book; most of the destinations I chose held 
friends, acquaintances, or business contacts. It was first planned to include other African 
countries, like Zambia, the country of my birth; however I spent too much of my budget in the 
first 6 weeks, so I cut that part short. 

Such a short stay in each of the 12 countries provided me with a `taste', rather than a 
substantial experience, of course.  Nevertheless, a taste can often give an accurate 
impression...  These notes record my impressions. 

 

19 September 1997 

Our New Zealand Airways plane flew from Sydney to Los Angeles. At the airport I extracted 
$US 200 from an ATM, as I had left Australia with no travellers cheques or cash, instead relying 
on a Visa and a Mastercard.  As it would turn out, once I got to Asia, I found US hard currency 
very useful, and I could well have done with many more greenbacks (even though Nepal and 
Laos were the only countries I visited which did not have ATMs). 

Seeing LA from the air, I couldn't help wondering why such a big city had grown in what appears 
to be an arid, inhospitable environment, sitting on the western edge of the Mojave desert - 
between the desert and the ocean.  The desert itself looks (from the air) devoid of vegetation, 
although I'm sure that's not true.  And it's crisscrossed by roads.  Desolate, but by no means a 
wilderness.   

Cloud cover stopped view of the land until we approached Detroit, in northern USA.  A different 
picture.  Green rectangular fields of cropland, lines of trees, waterways and lakes.  And cities 
and towns (and roads) everywhere.   

Flying on to Ottawa in Canada, we crossed the northern part of the Great Lakes.  Inflow streams 
leave huge areas of silty water.  The lakes themselves are heavily polluted by industrial wastes 
and nutrients, in spite of their enormous size.  As far as I could make out, the main crop is corn.  
Field size seems relatively small, and I was told (by a fellow passenger) most small holding 
farmers can't make a living from the land, and usually hold part-time or full-time jobs in the 
adjacent urban areas.   

 

CANADA 

By the time I crossed the Canadian border I was feeling pretty weary, having had no sleep for 
about 38 hours (but lots of fun time wandering around the airports at LA and Detroit!!).  
Americans and Canadians are, like most Australians, a friendly bunch, and start conversations 
easily.   

Landing in Ottawa I found a clean, well kept and attractive city of around 300,000 people 
(800,000 in the surrounding region).  Ottawa is Canada's administrative capital, just as 
Canberra is to Australia.  Many people seem to prefer apartments rather than free-standing 
houses, but apart from that (and the  weather, and a bit of French spoken around the place) 
things seem much like Australia.  Wages and costs are very close, and social issues and 
structures seem much the same.  Like Australia, Canada has a clumsy multi-tiered (3-4) system 
of government.  I think the Canadians are noticeably more polite than Australians.  I've been 
told they're more optimistic, too, but I can't say I've really noticed this. 

Beggars are not uncommon, unlike Australia, although of course our big cities have their 
homeless too.  It's not uncommon to see a beggar, sitting on a rug in an Ottawa street, stubby 
of beer in one hand, and a cigarette in the other.  In Australia, it's believed that around 80% of 
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our homeless have some mental or psychological deficit.  I guess it's the same here.  There 
must be a better way of supporting these people: politicians, I suppose, don't accord it a high 
priority, and so adequate funds are not provided. 

Canada, once more, brought views of large semi-natural areas: this time lakes and mixed 
deciduous / conifer forests.  Squirrels and small birds are common.  Black squirrels seem 
particularly good at adapting to urban areas.  Fascinating to see them burying acorns - putting 
aside a food source for the spring thaw.  One would have to live here through a full cycle of 
seasons to appreciate Canada properly.  If I had the time, money, and contacts, I would like to 
spend time walking and canoeing Canada's far north - areas remote from constant human 
presence.   

I stayed with Elisabeth Arnold, who works as a city councillor in Ottawa.  Her family moved to 
Canada from Norway a generation ago.  She and her mother took me to their holiday `cabin' on 
Devil's Lake.  We used a kayak and Canadian canoe, and took some short walks in the forest.  I 
saw (and heard) my first loons - a sort of migratory fresh-water cormorant; their cry, in the early 
morning mist, is pretty distinctive - rather lonely.  The cabin is a large log cabin, on a traditional 
design, which they bought from a farmer.  Of course it had to be dismantled and resurrected, 
but now it's in the forest it looks as if it has always been there.  Even though the forest around 
these parts is pretty populated, you still get, apparently, the odd bear passing through.  Not that 
I saw one though. 

Wages in Canada appear to have a wider range than in Australia, with the low end lower, and 
the high end higher - although I wasn't struck by an apparent "upper" class.   

I couldn't believe my eyes when I saw the bill-board headlines: "Princess Di killed in Paris car 
crash".  I've never been a great supporter of the British monarchy, but, with Di's picture 
constantly on the covers of the glossy monthlies, it seemed as though she would always be 
around...  Later I passed by the British High Commission in Ottawa: the entrance was covered 
in flowers, open letters, soft toys which children had sent...  Di had certainly touched a heart-
string somewhere... 

On the flight from Canada to London, the pilot drew our attention to an "aurora borealis" in the 
evening sky.  Huge sheets of colour, slowing changing form and brightness in the dark northern 
sky.  Amazing... 

 

ENGLAND 

The wealthy are more visible in Britain, where wages also have a wider spread cf Australia.  
Large country mansions contrast starkly with the small flats and apartments of the `working' 
classes.  My friends Robyn and Barry share a small third-floor flat near London's central 
business district.  In this building, there are even flats below ground level!  Light?  Fresh air?  
Views?  I don't know; I suppose such dwellings provide cheap accommodation, but I wouldn't 
want to live in one.  Overall you could say British costs are definitely higher, and wages 
generally a bit lower, compared with Australia.   

Londoners are certainly a reserved lot, compared with the outgoing Americans and Canadians (I 
learnt never to call a Canadian `American' - a great insult). Just try to strike up a conversation 
on a London train or bus...  

There are large numbers of Londoners with dark skins but very English accents.  It would be 
fascinating to be able to journey forward in time, and view the racial mix in 100 years.  And, 
indeed, the culture... 

Much London architecture is quite grand, and, of course, the city has considerable depth in 
written history.  The museums of London are fascinating.  Saint Paul's cathedral is a 
magnificent building, which should be surrounded by parkland, but in fact it's so cramped by 
surrounding buildings that it's actually hard to get a good view of the whole thing.  Public 
transport runs well, although it can be a bit grubby.   
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I visited my friend Steve, near Ipswich, in a small rather delightful village called Woodbridge.  
The church there tracks its pastors back to 1190, with the actual church on that site having been 
re-built in 1260.  Beautiful stain-glass windows.   

Steve lives alone in a small first-floor flat.  He seems to be heading in several directions at once.  
His ex-wife and children live in Canberra.  His dismasted yacht is moored in the nearby estuary.  
I felt a bit uneasy as I wished him goodbye.  He had left Australia after trying hard to find 
environmental work. 

 

SCOTLAND 

Scotland, though, presents the feeling (if not the reality) of `untamed' landscape, especially 
impressive in the west (and, apparently, in the north, and in the islands - but I didn't get there).  
Although a lot of the landscape looks pretty wild, in fact it has been substantially altered, with 
much (most) of the original forest cover now lost or greatly altered.   

An important part of my initiation into the local culture came on my first day, browsing a book 
shop in Edinburgh.  I picked up a children's book on the history of Scotland.  The very first 
paragraph referred to: "our English enemies"!  Hmmm.... better not make the mistake of calling 
a Scot "British"... 

Geologically intriguing, the landscape is dominated by huge tectonic faults, running SW to NE.  
For example the valley containing Loch Ness is created by such a fault.  So linear valleys create 
rows of hills separated by long thin lakes or Loches.  The topography isn't spectacularly high, 
with only a scattering of hills over 1000m (the "Munroe" list?) but the scenery is spectacular in 
its wild and rugged beauty.  Glaciation was widespread, so the valleys are typically "U" shaped, 
and of course the hills, though rather small in form, often have very steep sides.  And the feeling 
of wilderness is heightened by the wet and windy weather, and the stunted moor vegetation - 
well adapted to the cold, soggy, and windswept environment.  Patches of semi-natural forest 
occur lower down the slopes, and extensive conifer plantations form major components of the 
landscape in some areas.   

It came as a surprise for me to find the Highlands bilingual in Gaelic/English, with Gaelic coming 
first in river name signs.  Television programs are sometimes produced in Gaelic with English 
sub-titles. 

Castles and manors - ruined or renovated - dot the landscape.  Fields edged by old dry-stone 
walls form a constant reminder of a feudal past.  Old wrought-iron fences too, rusted and 
overgrown...  Walking through the woods, you can stumble on the past quite unexpectedly. 

I stayed with Vicki Lees and her daughter Ruth in Edinburgh, where Vicki works as a nurse in a 
old-persons' home.  Vicki is homesick for Tasmania, even though she loves Scotland. 

Edinburgh seems to have a history which gets darker the farther back you go into it.  Today, it's 
a vibrant city of Scottish culture and historic architecture.   

We took a weekend trip to the west coast.  We walked, and climbed, around the ruined Tioram 
Castle, built in the 14th century, and burnt out in the 17th, and never repaired.  It apparently 
belonged to a part of the MacDouglas clan.  It seems the fire was the outcome of a dispute 
between neighbouring `noblemen'.   We were told the ruins have just been sold by an American 
MacDouglas to the Scottish Heritage Trust for about a million UK pounds ($Aus2.3m).   

It's a small castle situated on a tidal island, overlooking the loch's ocean entrance.  By the time 
we had finished exploring the ruins, the tide had risen, and the land bridge was knee deep and 
still rising.   

Although all the woodwork of the castle had gone, you can enter a store room, and a dungeon.  
One little room on the third level looked as though it was built as a toilet, with a stone seat 
positioned over a flat stone angled to deflect excreta to the outside of the castle wall.  We were 
able to reach the ramparts above the third level, but the remaining high point, the look-out 
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tower, proved too difficult.  And we probably shouldn't have been climbing there at all, bearing in 
mind the age and historic significance of the building.   

Anyhow, my last day in Scotland was spent browsing the Royal Scottish Museum - where they 
have an excellent environment display for children.  In their `why save the world' section, they 
have put the moral reason first, not last - the position this argument usually gets, if it gets a 
show at all. 

 

HOLLAND 

Having flown the London-Edinburgh link, I decided to travel to Le Hague by bus.  The 
connection with Irene in Holland was good - in some ways Holland is my favourite out of my 
three European destinations.   

Well organised, friendly, and pleasant.  Le Hague was a good place to start my visit.  A friend to 
show me around, the ocean, art galleries, old buildings - like the building which houses the 
international court of justice: superb architecture, and wonderfully set in expansive grounds.   

I got the distinct feeling the Dutch like doing things well the first time around.  The Dutch are fair, 
tall and good-looking.  Apparently renown for their spirit of cooperation, Irene puts this down 
partly to the nature of the land.  With something like half the country below sea level, the natural 
drainage systems of the land just don't work by themselves; they have to be managed, and 
managed well.  There's plenty of scope for sabotage, but of course everyone would suffer.  So 
the Dutch need cooperation to live their daily lives. 

I stayed with Irene and her parents in their terrace house.  I liked the way the kitchen drawer 
had all the knifes, forks and spoons lined up and fitting together exactly.  (I'm a bit that way 
myself! - nice to have everything under control!)   

Holland has high environmental awareness - I mailed some literature home to Rosemary.  They 
have well organised recycling facilities, and of course they use bicycles, scooters and 
motorbikes a great deal.  Why? well, you could say the flat land has something to do with it, but 
the real reason is, I suspect, that it just makes good sense.   

Amsterdam is a curious mixture of art and sleaze, great architecture and piles of rubbish.  
Historically it's been an important city from religious and political perspectives; today it seems as 
though it's a `shopping centre' for the nation (and perhaps for Europe).  Shops cater for 
shoppers of all kinds: the rich, the very rich, and the very very rich.  

The sex industry dominates a section of down-town Amsterdam.  I viewed the girls behind their 
windows with interest - as a sociological phenomenon only!  Fluorescent underwear is, of 
course, the only way to dress.  Given the city's reputation, I would have expected to see high-
class erotic art for sale, but (with the exception of some beautiful all-male photography) I found 
nothing but cheap sleaze, or worse.  And I did look! 

I was amazed at the double locks on even the cheapest bicycles here in Amsterdam.  
Apparently throwing bicycles into the canals is a favourite pastime amongst some of the 
population.   

Like London, there is a noticeable negro and Asian population here in Amsterdam, which I didn't 
notice in other Dutch cities. 

My last day in Holland was spent in their largest `national park' in the centre of the country.  
Freehold land (originally largely cleared farmland) the park was developed for private hunting by 
a Dutch shipping magnate in the early part of this century.   

His wife, an art collector, built a gallery, which, after the land was left to the nation, was rebuilt 
as a central focus of the park.  It houses, as you might expect, many works of Van Gogh.  Once 
inside the park, you just borrow a bicycle from the hundreds neatly parked in rows (they are all 
painted white) - the perfect way to see the park.   
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EGYPT  14 October 1997 

Coming back from Aswan to Cairo last night on the overnight train, a full moon was shining from 
a clear sky, lighting the fields of crops and date palms.  As the landscape swept by, 
accompanied by the "clickerty clack" of the train wheels,  I wished I had someone beside me, 
sitting leaning against me, enjoying the silhouettes and the silvery light...   

I found myself reminiscing: the dry Mojave desert behind Los Angeles, amazingly crisscrossed 
by vehicle tracks.  The great lakes stretching almost endlessly, yet still massively polluted.  
Friendly Americans and Canadians.  Summer houses beside Canadian Lakes; canoes, 
squirrels, loons, reminding me of parts of Russia (the lakes and deciduous forest).  The 
similarity in so many ways between Canada and Australia.   

Anyhow, on to Egypt.  Here the trip was done with my old friend Robyn Miekle.  She's a good 
travel companion, but unfortunately she come down with bronchitis the day before leaving, and 
the condition did not respond to either clarithromycin, or to erithromycin, which we bought here.  
So instead of having a happy, energetic companion, for most of the trip she's been low in 
energy, and a little anxious as to why the condition is so persistent.   

Buying the antibiotics in Cairo was interesting in itself.  Firstly, you don't need a doctor's 
prescription to buy drugs; all you need is money.  After giving up on clarithromycin, we bought a 
packet of 12 500mg erithromycin (for about $Aus10) with instructions to take 3 per day for a 
minimum of 5 days!  Is this responsible marketing? 

So, the first morning!  Cairo - well, yes...!  The cacophony of car horns starts in the city a bit 
before sunrise.  Cairo drivers: their whole orientation to driving is very different from ours.  They 
rely heavily on sound, unlike Australian drivers.  They just love the sound of their horns.  They 
honk: (1) whenever they pass another car, (2) whenever they think about passing another car, 
(3) whenever they get passed by another car, and (4) if more than three seconds has passed 
since they last honked, they honk if they see a car or a pedestrian.   

They rely so heavily on honks that, in urban areas at night (where there are street lights) they 
don't use their headlights.  When I asked our taxi driver, he said the use of headlights in Egypt 
is just a matter for the driver to decide - if he (and it seems it is always a he) thinks he doesn't 
need them, well, he doesn't use them.   

Lane markings seem to be viewed the same way.  They are there as a suggestion: "here are 
two lanes marked.  Would you like to use them?"  So, it's up to the drivers. Sometimes they use 
the lanes, sometimes they don't.  At night, the road to the airport has four lanes marked: two in 
each direction.  However, the traffic flow had formed 6 lanes, 3 in each direction.  It was tight, 
but it seemed to work.  Although the cars do a lot of "pushing and shoving", and the gaps 
between moving vehicles are small by Australian standards, actual contact between vehicles 
seems to occur relatively infrequently.  When a minor accident does happen, there's a lot of 
shouting and gesticulating; inevitably a guy with a uniform and a gun turns up (police are on 
every street corner in central Cairo) there's more shouting, then the drivers get back in their cars 
and drive away.   

Cars here also "dress up" with fancy lights to add a bit of interest.  I like the purple ones, and I 
am thinking of buying a few for the old Holden!   

Egyptian males seem to regard tourists as moving bags of money.  The object of interaction is 
to extract as much money from the unsuspecting tourist as possible, either by befriending or by 
trickery.  "Ah, my friend, where you from?"  "Australia! ah, I have a girlfriend in Australia.  She 
has sent me a postcard.  Will you come into my shop and help me read it?"  On stepping into 
the shop, drinks are forced on the tourist, who by this time is getting uncomfortable, and looking 
for a polite way of making an exit.  He realises that the postcard has been read many times 
before.  Luckily, such an exit can be provided if the tourist purchases goods from the 
shopkeeper at hugely inflated prices.   

And, of course, prices are rarely marked, allowing the shop-keeper the discretion of `judging' 
how much money to ask of the tourist, depending on his apparent affluence.  So you have to 
bargain.  In one such situation I changed the currency from Egyptian pounds to English pounds, 
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thinking I was getting a better deal.  But I mis-calculated the exchange rate in my head, and 
actually offered him more than he was asking!  I didn't realise what I was doing at the time, and 
presumably neither did the shopkeeper, because, after reluctantly accepting my offer, he 
congratulated me for being a "hard bargainer"! 

Moving up the street, to my surprise, only two shops further, I met another shopkeeper who also 
had a girlfriend in Australia.  Although he, too, wanted help in reading a postcard, I explained 
that, just at that very moment, I remembered an pressing appointment, so I had to keep 
moving...  Lambs to the slaughter... 

Another day I was stopped by a camel driver (he had his camel with him, that's how I knew he 
was a camel driver!  I'm no dummy!)  I was walking towards the west bank of the Nile, where I 
planned to catch a ferry.  The ferry was out of sight (just out of sight behind a group of palms).  
Firstly, after the usual introduction which established that he had an uncle in Australia, and on 
the basis of that piece of information we where firm friends, he attempted to persuade me that 
the ferry was a long way away, and that if I attempted to walk I would no doubt end up with a 
severe case of heat exhaustion (if not sunstroke).  The obvious thing to do, of course, was to 
take a camel ride.  "Very good price for you, my friend!"  When that ruse didn't work, he asked 
me the time.  "Ah, 8:30am!  My friend, the last ferry for the day leaves in only 10 minutes.  
Quick, jump on, we must hurry!"  

Anyhow, where was I?   Maybe I was about to say something about Egypt's ancient sites, and 
its astounding record of written history: hieroglyphs going back 4 to 5 thousand years!  A 
sophisticated time and date system, based of course on the stars.  Apparently an ancient 
Egyptian mathematician worked out the circumference of the earth, while Europeans went on 
believing that the earth was flat for another 2000 years!  He not only worked the sums, but, 
apparently, got the answer pretty right!  

Hippo, elephants and crocodiles abounded in the lower Nile 4000 years ago.  All gone now, of 
course.  Lizards, frogs and birds survive where they can adapt to crops and plantations.  The 
Nile really is the country's life blood, yet Egypt has no formal agreements with the nations 
upstream (eg Sudan, Ethiopia, and Uganda) to guarantee water quality and quantity.  Will a war 
be fought over water? 

The people: mostly Islamic, a minority of Coptic Christians.  Racial origins: Arabic for the most 
part.  Nubian in the far south - darker, finer features - often very good looking.  The people of 
the far western desert are apparently different again.  Younger men and a few women Arabs are 
quite strikingly good-looking, but with age soon put on weight, gaining a rather rounded 
appearance.  I guess the intense sunshine doesn't help skin much either.   

Speaking of sunshine, the weather here is hot.  Clouds are a rarity, and rain apparently much 
rarer.  Sunshine and vehicle emissions produce heavy photochemical air pollution around Cairo 
- the air is awful.  Looking back from the plane just after take-off, I was surprised to find the city 
had already disappeared under its blanket of pollution. 

But back to sunshine: I expected that the middle of the day - the hot part - would be 
characterised by shop shut-downs and siestas.  In fact, there's a lot of continuous activity in 
cities like Cairo and Aswan, starting before dawn, and running right through till after midnight.  
Maybe they take it in shifts!  Anyhow, the street market below our hotel in Aswan was an almost 
constant source of noise from dawn to midnight.  People talking, shouting, bargaining (no 
honking as the street was too narrow for cars, thank goodness) sheep baaing (scrawny dark 
brown sheep brought  to feed on a pile of refuse in one corner of the street) and so on. 

Gender stuff is so different!  How could we have got it so wrong in Australia?  Women know 
their place here!  Seriously though, it is very interesting.  You seldom see an Arab couple 
walking together (except occasionally in the most well-to-do parts of Cairo).  Males seem to 
spend time with other males of similar age, and the same can be said for women.  Women hold 
hands with other women.  Men occasionally hold hands with other men.  But you seldom see a 
man and a women holding hands.  Women and men often travel in different parts of buses, 
trains and ferries.   
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All the males smoke.  Men like sitting around in cafes smoking "water pipes" - where the smoke 
is drawn through a bowl of water.  Exactly what is being smoked?  I was told tobacco and 
molasses.  In fact, you can't help but get the impression that many working class Arab men 
don't do much during the day except sit around talking, smoking and drinking.   

Wages must be very low.  You often see two people doing a job which could easily be done by 
one person.  For example, at a Cairo restaurant, our meals were served by two waiters.  One 
carried the food to the table, at which point the other placed it, with a smile, before us.  Another 
example: we were picked up at the airport by two men: the first met us at the arrival gate; the 
second was our driver, taking us (and the first man) to our hotel.  

Prices?  Taxis are definitely cheaper than in Australia.  Restaurants are a bit cheaper, as are 
two-star hotels.  Four and five-star hotels may be a little more expensive than Australia, catering 
for elite tourists and wealthy Arabs.  The Hilton, across the square from our "Sun Hotel" is 
packed with wealthy Arabs, and the shops there of course reflect their clientele. 

Lower class and middle class Arab males dress differently: poorer males generally wear a 
traditional garment called a galibayo - a cotton `shirt' going as far as the ankles.  Pastel shades.  
Middle class males (eg bank/office employees) wear western dress - surprisingly often of 
synthetic material, even in this heat.    You see a few Arabs wearing jeans in Cairo (a sign of 
wealth).   

While girls dress more freely, women (at least outside Cairo) even in their twenties, are most 
often seen in black robes, complete with head-scarf.  Even when sitting in the sun selling dates 
in the street market.  I wonder if women out-live men in Egypt, as they do in western societies?  
Occasionally you will see a woman more `strictly' dressed: black shoes, socks and gloves, and 
scarfs on both lower and upper head; all you can see of the person is her eyes, of you're lucky.  
And then, rarely, a complete veil.  It looks most unhealthy in this intense heat, but I suppose at 
least the incidence of melanoma is low!   

Shoes are usually leather sandals or, for the middle class, western style.  Here and there, on 
poorer people, you'll see a rubber thong.  Men wear a turban on their head, or nothing; you just 
don't see Aussie-style wide brims around here. 

You don't see much TV around, but it's there - although I don't know how much western TV gets 
through.  You can buy kits from street vendors in Cairo to convert your TV "to satellite".  In rural 
areas the few TVs you see are often black and white. 

Tourists, with their back-packs, cameras and pale Caucasian faces stand out pretty clearly, of 
course.  The big problem with being a tourist here is that you get constantly hassled by people 
wanting to sell you something.   

I almost succeeded in 'getting away' at the Pyramids of Giza, which are on the suburban 
outskirts of Cairo.   I did not do the requisite climb inside Cheops, choosing instead to wander 
alone (Robyn was resting under a tree in a nearly graveyard) through ruins of massive tombs 
not far from the Sphinx.  There were no other tourists anywhere near, so I started to explore 
dark tunnels, rooms, and shafts, many constructed of stone blocks, but some apparently cut into 
the underlying sandy limestone (of which the pyramids themselves are mostly made, 
apparently).  Some square shafts were maybe 15m deep, and you could see tunnels branching 
off someway below.  I found myself wishing for a rope!   

I walked into one chamber; it was dark and led into another room.  This next room was very 
dark, so, after entering it (I had no torch) I sat down quietly on the floor for a few minutes, 
enjoying the silence, while my eyes adjusted to the dark.  It was just as well!  If I had taken 
another step I would have disappeared down yet another of the square shafts.  Indiana Jones 
stuff!  I wondered if there were any bodies at the bottom, and tossed down a small rock.  
Judging by the sound, the shaft was about 10m deep - enough for a fall to be fatal.  On 
emerging I found - yes! - an Egyptian wanting to sell me a personal guided tour of the ruins.  I 
was enjoying my solitary adventure, so a tour was the last thing I wanted (even if it was what I 
needed!).   
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Being constantly hassled (eg: walking down any Aswan street) gets pretty wearing.  Cairo isn't 
so bad, but here also you get constantly offered taxi rides, perfume, clothes, souvenirs, 
jewellery and lots of other things.  This kind of touting really detracted in a big way from my 
other pleasures here - like admiring the ancient sites.  Even there you are almost inevitably in a 
group of 6-10 people, with a guide, jostling hundreds of other tourists.   

However, I did get to see "The tombs of the nobles" at Aswan alone, because (a) they aren't as 
impressive as many other sites, so tourist visitation is low, and (b) I actually approached them 
from the desert, not from the river.  Leaving Robyn resting in the hotel, I had risen early to avoid 
the heat, crossed the Nile by local ferry, and walked far enough into the desert to give myself a 
view and a felling of isolation.  I sat there for quite some time, wondering where on earth the 
occasional camel driver was going as animal and rider plodded leisurely into the distance of the 
western desert hills.  What could possibly be out there?  I felt the calm and quiet of the desert.   

After an hour or so I walked back towards the river, deviating to reach the tombs.  As I 
approached the larger chambers, small bats, chirping, would abandon the front cavern, form a 
cloud and disappear into the dark recesses of the tunnels, shafts and chambers where they 
knew I would not follow.   

The ornaments and offerings usually associated with such burial grounds have long since gone, 
yet the occasional human skeleton remains.  I was reminded of `aboriginal burial grounds' I had 
visited near Nourlangie Rock in the Northern Territory.  Here I was told the bones had been 
placed by a white tourist operator many years ago.  Could these Egyptian skeletons really be 
those of the original nobles?  Or were they extracted from some recent grave by an 
unscrupulous tourist guide?  Who knows? 

We asked our guide why it was only the temples and tombs, and not the ancient civic and 
residential buildings, which had survived.  Apparently the temples were made of stone; the cities 
themselves were made of brick; now only dust remains. 

Today concrete bricks and mud bricks are favoured construction materials.  It's interesting 
observing a building in the process of being built.  There is not the sense of doing things quickly 
that there is in the west.  Workers come and go, and sit around.  Standards of building safety 
make you hope that earth tremors wait until after you leave the country!  Mosques are rounded, 
while everything else tends to follow a rectangular format.  And of course there's dust and sand 
everywhere! 

Industrial safety standards are slack by western comparison.  For example: no safety helmets or 
footwear or ear protection; welding using only sun-glasses instead of a welding shield. 

I was tempted to buy `native dress' in the hope of achieving anonymity, but I realised this was a 
forlorn hope.  Instead I bought jewellery as presents: a little gold (about $US40 a gram) but 
mostly silver ($US2-3 a gram).  Some beautiful pieces, mainly ear-rings.  However, as it would 
turn out, none of my purchases were to make it home to Australia. 

Safety was one of the reasons Robyn and I chose the expensive packaged tour and Nile cruise 
from Luxor to Aswan. The boat was well appointed, and the food was great.  It was nice having 
a period where we didn't have to make any decisions at all.  There weren't many other tourists 
on the boat (which had a capacity for about 90): a honeymoon couple, a elderly gay couple, and 
a small group of ladies, past middle age...  and us.  That was about all. 

The month before we arrived in Egypt a tourist bus was fire-bombed, with about 9 fatalities and 
many injuries: the work of hard-line Islamic militants.  With so many police around the place, 
and no noticeable hostility to tourists, we felt safe enough while we were there.     However, a 
month after we left the country, about 60 tourists were killed and many more injured, in a militant 
massacre at one of the Luxor temples we had visited. 

 

KENYA 31 October 1997 

It's the end of October, and it feels like I've been away more than 2 months.  I've certainly spent 
a lot more money than I had planned to in this period.  The trip so far has made me appreciate 
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lots of things about home..  Canada, England, Scotland, Holland, Egypt, Kenya and Uganda - 
all only `glimpses' of the countries of course, but in each case the same feeling: "Glad I came, 
but glad to be leaving".   

My original plan for Africa was to move south, visiting my birthplace (Luanshya, Zambia) as well 
as friends in Botswana and South Africa.  Because of higher than expected costs in Europe, I'm 
cutting my trip short, and, hopefully, moving on to Kathmandu (via Dubai and Delhi) tomorrow.  
Changing air-flight time-tables was no problem in America and Europe, but has been a problem 
in Africa. 

My first reaction on arriving in Kenya was one of relief.  I had found Egypt fascinating, but a bit 
of a strain.  As a European you are constantly hassled.  Even when you think you've "escaped" 
into the desert, an Arab will appear out of nowhere, trying to sell you a camel ride or a guided 
tomb tour.  I also had a bad feeling about the way women were treated in this predominantly 
Islamic society.  So it felt good to arrive in Nairobi, to have only minimal hassling, and to see 
women and men walking and talking together, women driving cars, working in shops, and so on.  
Kenya is a secular state with a predominantly Christian religious background.  The official 
national language is Swahili, but English seems universal, at least in Nairobi. 

While being hassled by touts is not a real problem in Nairobi, street safety is.  The Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs issues advice about the different African countries: however, each 
advice seems similar: Australians (or any one for that matter) are not safe here in the way we 
are in Australia.  Muggings are a daily if not hourly event here in Nairobi city - in crowded streets 
in broad daylight!  Tourists, expatriates and the more well-off nationals are targets.  Also 
pickpockets, car hijacks, and petty theft are common place.   

A group of three of my `new' friends (German backpackers) were mugged at about 6pm 
yesterday, just outside our hotel.  My black shoulder bag, complete with gifts for friends in 
Australia (mainly Egyptian jewellery) was stolen from a bus at the Uganda/Kenya border (I had 
been assured by the bus company that luggage was safe, and I guess I was lulled into a false 
sense of security).  The air-ticket proved the most trouble to replace. 

Of the hazards of Nairobi, theft by `confidence trickery' seems the most common.  You can't go 
outside your hotel without hearing someone say "hello" behind you.  Almost invariably it will 
either be a tout trying to sell a "safari", or a request for money, or a trick of some kind.  The 
simpler tricks are: "school-girls" (why aren't they in school?) collecting money for school books, 
or "university students" collecting money for a polio immunization program, or "hospital workers" 
collecting money for wheel chairs.  My Kenyan friends inform me that these are all tricks, 
although of course it's hard to tell. 

Another "PhD student" had enroled in an Australian university, but, due to unforeseen 
circumstances, could not access his bank account to pay for the ticket to Australia.  I've 
forgotten exactly what his excuse was, but it seemed plausible.  If I could just loan him the 
money for the ticket, he would be able to repay me as soon as he reached Sydney! 

The most complex scam I came across was this:  I was approached in the street by a friendly 
African male, in his mid-twenties.  He was, apparently, a refugee from Sudan.  He was very 
interested in Australia, and would like to go there to study.  We spent 15 or 20 minutes talking 
together, mostly about Australia, as I walked back to my Hotel (I was staying in the 
Ambassador, a pleasant, if expensive, hotel in the centre of Nairobi.  They just have the best 
breakfasts: as much as you could eat, and plenty of fresh fruits and passion-fruit juice. Yummy!)  
He asked my name, and how long I was staying in Nairobi.  He did not ask for money, although 
his story suggested he needed money.  His name, I think, was Israel Obouyu. 

Anyhow, the next day I was again returning to my hotel, when I found two burly Africans each 
side of me.   

 Mr Jon Nevill?   

 Yes, that's me. 
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 We are plain-clothes police officers.  We believe you were talking to Israel Obouyu 
yesterday? 

 Yes, that's correct; I met him in the street. 

 Mr Obouyu is now in jail.  He has been arrested on charges of terrorism.  He has also 
been charged with dealing in counterfeit foreign currency.  We wish to question you as a 
witness. 

 I was only talking to him in the street.  I don't know anything about him. 

 Sir, this is a very serious matter.  You must come with us for questioning. 

 That's fine, I'll be pleased to help, but I would like you to come back to my hotel.  It's just 
across the block.  We can talk there. 

 No, you must come with us.  We can discuss the matter in a cafe just a few minutes 
walk away. 

 Let me see your identity cards, please. 

At this point both "police officers" produced fake identity cards.  They're laminated, contain 
photos, and bear the name "Kenya Police".  Being the trusting soul that I am, I accepted them 
as genuine.  When we arrived at the cafe they asked me if I would like a cup of coffee.  As I 
don't often drink either tea or coffee, I declined.  Afterwards, I wondered whether it would have 
been drugged. 

Anyhow, they proceeded to ask questions about my trip, my activities here, how much money, 
travellers cheques etc I brought into the country.  Naively, I told them everything, so they knew I 
was carrying over a hundred US dollars on me.   

Apparently, at this point in the scam, many foreigners try to bribe their way out of the situation, 
and the bribe is usually accepted.  "Here's $US 100, let's just forget about the whole thing?"  
"Well...   OK". 

I didn't try this approach.  The `police' then told me that they would have to take all my foreign 
currency to a special machine which would tell them if the bank notes were fake.   

The penny finally dropped.  I told them they were confidence tricksters, and that I was going to 
get up, walk out, and return to my hotel.  They just sat there, and looked at me as I left.  I 
breathed a sigh of relief as I reached the hotel.  A big sigh, actually! 

While these encounters have some entertainment value at first, this quickly wears off. 

However, perhaps I should have started with the good things about Kenya and Uganda first.  
The Africans who aren't trying to take your money are very friendly and helpful.  They have an 
erect, proud stance, and the young at any rate have great bodies - although a tendency towards 
excess weight in middle age.  Stature and skin colour vary considerably with tribe (there are 42 
different tribes in Kenya; most have moved in to Kenya in the last 2 or 3 centuries from 
somewhere else in Africa).  I found working out which tribe was which confusing.  Most seem to 
have an English first name and an African first name; surname may be missing, especially for 
women.   

Kenyans are 75% Christian and 25% Moslem (the latter predominate on the coast, where I 
haven't been).  The culture here provides for much greater participation by women by 
comparison with Egypt.  It's good to see women running businesses and reading the news on 
TV (only one TV news, and that's controlled by the government).  With so many tribal 
languages, you can understand why a language like Swahili or English is important.  In Kenya, 
most of the signs in the city are in English; I don't know exactly what place the two languages 
have in the education system, but most Kenyans I met could speak good English.  "Jambo" is 
"hello".  It's also a pleasant change to find a country where smokers are the minority.  It seems 
every Egyptian Arab male smokes, while I was struck by the high proportion of both males and 
females smoking in London. 
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As for dress, this is the place to open a suit shop!  Even the taxi driver lying underneath his taxi 
trying to fix something has his shirt and suit jacket on, if not his tie as well!  I think there's only 
one adult male in the whole of Nairobi today wearing a T-shirt, and that's me! 

Hair length is also characteristic.  While women have short or long, braided or just curly, African 
men have only one length: "short short".  I should have said "African negro" because there is a 
sizable African Indian population here, and Indian males almost always have medium length 
hair. 

I couldn't leave a description of the local culture without mentioning driving habits.  Kenya, 
apparently, has the highest road fatality rate in the world!  While traffic moves slowly 
(sometimes excruciatingly slowly) around Nairobi, (it has to, because pedestrians spill over from 
the overcrowded footpaths onto the road) this is NOT the case on the open road.  Here the 
accelerator pedal has only one position: wide open.  And the largest vehicle has right of way!  
Large trucks and buses seem the worst offenders.  If they can, they overtake anything 
anywhere - even small vehicles (like cars) coming in the opposite direction are ignored.  Well, 
not totally ignored,  Honks and flashing lights are used to force these unfortunate vehicles onto 
the road shoulder.  Police presence on the roads is pretty well zero, and road rules and speed 
limits are ignored by just about everyone. 

It's also worth noting how rare white faces are in Kampala and Nairobi.  Given the incidence of 
street crime in Nairobi, maybe it's not surprising.  Apparently expatriate Europeans don't like 
Nairobi city, so places like the Australian High Commission have moved to the suburbs.  Bad air 
pollution from vehicles and open burning (of garbage) in the city have contributed to its bad 
reputation, I'm sure. 

I visited the Australian High Commission in Nairobi's inner suburbs.  It's surrounded by 3-4 
metre concrete walls topped with broken glass and rolled barbed wire, and of course the 
`fortress' mentality doesn't stop with the fence.  Armed guards and bullet-proof glass partitions 
ensure that you can't actually touch a staff member. 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) has its world headquarters in Nairobi, but it's 
in the suburbs - an enclave all of its own.  Beautiful buildings, gardens, its own shopping 
complex, and of course its security guards.  I talked to several people from the UNEP team; it's 
very multicultural.  I wouldn't mind working for UNEP, although I'm not sure about Nairobi, with 
its commonplace muggings and car hijackings. 

The tourist industry here is based on what are called "Game Parks".  I guess this name comes 
form the old days of the "great white hunters".  I hope they get renamed Nature Reserves soon.  
I took a "safari" to the Masai Mara reserve, which abuts Tanzania's large Serengetti reserve.   

The Masai people don't like getting photographed, at least in the absence of tourist money.  
Understandable.  If I was photogenic, I would want payment myself!  Our driver/guide (James) 
was not Masai.  Maybe if he had been, he would have been more informative.  As far as spoken 
information goes, he was close to useless, but we did get to see flamingoes (truly amazing in 
their vast pink flocks) rhinos, lions, cheetahs, buffaloes, elephants, vultures, giraffe, antelopes, 
wildebeest, hippos and crocodiles. 

We were watching a group of hippos in the Mara River.  Some were in the water, while others 
were on the sandy river bank, lying like sardines in a can, a few metres from the river edge.  
Although park rules forbid disturbing animals, one of the group (an Australian named Rosie) 
called out: "Hey hippos, some ACTION please!"  The hippos in the water did nothing but twitch 
their ears.  In fact, when a hippo is in the water, you can't really see that much of them except 
their ears.  However, the group on the beach stumbled slowly to their feet.  Then it was as if 
they were `frozen in motion'.  They eyed each other in a sleepy, dumb-founded way.  You could 
hear them saying to each other: "Does anyone know why we stood up?"  They stood like that for 
quite some time, but eventually concluded that there was no good reason to stand up, so they 
lay down again. 

Apparently, illegal killing by poachers is still a major problem, mostly for rhinos and elephants.  
Kenya had 20,000 rhinos in 1970; by 1990 there were only 400 left!  And the numbers now are 
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lower still.  Small family groups of elephants are noticeably nervous at the approach of humans.  
The park is policed, but if police effectiveness here is anything like the effectiveness of other 
police areas, the elephants have good reason to be concerned.   

My trip was done with Planet Adventure Safaris at $US 55 per day, but I couldn't recommend 
them.  Nevertheless you get much the same view of the animals from your open-top safari van 
whatever you pay.  The real difference is in the quality of the accommodation, and the standard 
of the guide. 

Africans seem to have a different metabolism to us whites.  I can't believe how heavily dressed 
they are.  We passed a guy riding a bicycle up a long hill, in blazing sunlight.  We were sweating 
in the van, doing nothing, yet he had a heavy jumper on!.  It's pretty normal for me here in 
Nairobi to be wearing only a T-shirt and jeans, and pass an African in the street wearing a shirt, 
jumper and a jacket!  And he still looks cold!  Nairobi, like a lot of central Africa, is a fair way 
above sea level: over a 1000m I think. 

 

UGANDA 

Like Kenya, most Ugandans seem literate in both their own tribal language and English, which 
is the official national language.  Travel is pretty straight-forward.  I flew in with Uganda Airlines 
(I was nervous!) and returned to Nairobi by bus.  There was a train link until it was closed a 
couple of years ago. 

My stay on the outskirts of Kampala (the capital of Uganda) with Pauline and Janet was 
interesting.  The are in their early 20s; Janet is the elder, and has an 8-yo daughter Betty.  Their 
father has several wives (this is not only legal, but common practice) and many children, so he 
has taken a small role in the two sisters' upbringing.  And has little to contribute in terms of 
wealth, although just enough to see the elder sister through teachers' college.   

Unfortunately there is huge unemployment here as there is in Kenya, and although Janet is now 
qualified as a school teacher, she can't get a job - at least in Kampala.  Corruption is routine, 
and a large bribe, which she can't afford, could help her get a job.  Pauline, who hopes to 
continue her studies, also has no job.  Their half-finished concrete block home is at least 
lockable (which they take great care to do) although at this stage it has no water, sewerage, or 
electric power connected.  If they can get the money together, they will have water and power 
connected (these services are reticulated nearby).  A small out-house is used for washing, and 
it contains a latrine.  Light at night is by two simple kerosene-wick lanterns, and, like their 
ancestors a million years ago (Homo habilis used simple tools) they use two stones for grinding 
seeds (a large flat one and a smaller hand-held roundish one).  I had peanut paste made this 
way.   

There's no refrigerator, so, where possible, food is bought in small quantities each day or so 
from nearby markets.   

Cooking is done on a simple coke stove, which uses wood coke and burns well - just as well, 
seeing it burns inside the house.  I guess the coke is produced from forests rather than 
plantations, although I hope I'm wrong.  They have a kerosene pressure stove, but don't use it 
at present.  I guess I should have bought kerosene for them, but I didn't think of it at the time. 

Pauline and Janet made a fuss of me while I was there, and cooked the most delicious meals, 
which I'm sure they couldn't really afford.  Betty kept pretty much in the background.  I guess 
having a Caucasian male stay was a bit of a rarity, and they examined my travel baggage with 
interest.  They asked if I cut the hair on my arms (I wondered if they thought I should).  The 
Africans don't have the same body hair that I do; they have a much `cleaner' skin.  They 
introduced me to some of their friends: Patrick and Grace.  I liked Grace; she had a great sense 
of humour, and was very easy to talk to.  She works as a nanny for an English couple. 

With so much unemployment, it's not surprising that many Africans would like to emigrate to 
Australia if given the opportunity.  As is the case in Egypt, the normal day of the average African 
seems to consist of doing very little.  There are many industries (mines, manufacturing) where 
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the scarcity of jobs is exploited, and Africans work far too hard for their own good, but this I 
haven't seen first hand. 

Security is paid for here.  All the hotels  have armed guards.  In Nairobi the `arms' were large 
wooden batons; in Uganda they seem to use rifles and repeating shotguns.  Shop windows 
have steel guards and shutters.  The Speckt Hotel in Kampala had bullet marks all along the 
front facade, but these have now been repaired. 

Government in both Uganda and Kenya seems to be by `one party' democracies.  Tribal 
rivalries, as you might expect, are still very much alive.  In practice, I think it may be some time 
before true democracies are commonplace on the African political scene. 

In terms of infrastructure (roads, water, power, telephones) Kenya seems to have the edge on 
Uganda; however, it's not unusual for services to fail in either country (as was the case in 
Egypt).  So, if you're unlucky, you can spend a lot of time waiting.  Waiting for the water to come 
back on, or the telephone service to resume.  Just don't count on a hot shower!  At least not 
every day. 

One thing you generally don't have to wait for is transport.  Taxis cluster around hotels, 
apparently pleased to get one or two rides each day (tourism is right down at present).  In 
Kampala I travelled mostly by Matutus or service taxi (HiAce or Nissan vans).  Licensed for 14 
passengers, they can, and usually do, take 16 or 18.  But Africans seem to overload all their 
vehicles, again with the results you might expect.  Between 6am and midnight, Matatus appear 
within seconds whenever you want one!  I guess the service works so well because such a 
large percentage of the population doesn't own cars, so patronage, at least on the main radial 
routes, is good. 

Another thing worth mentioning is health.  Twenty-five percent of deaths in Uganda are caused 
by malaria, and deaths caused by water-borne diseases aren't far behind, apparently.  The 
incidence of HIV positive's varies from 5% of the population in the outer rural areas to 25% in 
urban areas.  Polio is still a problem,  in spite of the existence of a cheap and effective vaccine.   

It would be interesting to see the breakdown in expenditure between preventative and curative 
health programs.  One thing for sure: this isn't a good place to get sick.  Many (if not most) 
Africans have blood-shot, yellowish eye-whites; is this a sign of hepatitis? 

Beggars here, unlike America and Europe, are often severely crippled.  Many children are 
begging; now and again a whole family.  I did see one child begging in the street run up to her 
dad(?) who was sitting in a parked car.  Some families here, as in India, apparently cripple their 
children to make them more effective beggars!  I tended not to give money to beggars anywhere 
during my trip. 

Amidst this poverty, the rich, who I guess now are mainly Negroes and Indians, rather than 
Europeans, live in enormous houses, surrounded by servants, behind barbed-wire fences.  
However, I haven't met any during my trip. 

Tourists and travellers are conspicuous, wearing jeans, T-shirts and back-packs, clutching 
copies of the Lonely Planet.  Usually a bit younger than me.   

There are few Africans with grey hair.  This may be due to their not turning grey until later in life, 
say in their 70s rather than their 50s. 

As far as I can judge there doesn't seem to be much inter-marriage between negroes, 
Europeans and Indians - although maybe I just don't notice it. 

Nothing has come so far regarding my enquiries about professional work - Environment 
Canada, the London Ecologist, and here the UNEP.  But I'm not fussed. 

 

DUBAI AND DELHI 6 November 1998 

It was a good feeling to fly out of Nairobi heading for Asia, although I enjoyed my time in 
Uganda and Kenya overall.  Apart from those Africans who are a little over-enthusiastic at 
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extracting money from wealthy foreigners, most are a friendly, likeable and generous lot.  I 
remember Janet, Pauline, their friends, and a guy called Moses who I met in Nairobi, with much 
affection.  If I hadn't had my ticket stolen, and consequently had such a long and frustrating 
dispute with the Arab Emirates airline, I would have left feeling better about Africa.  The 
frequency of muggings too was disturbing, and I didn't feel all that safe, in spite of the fact that I 
was never threatened myself. 

I spent a day in transit at Dubai, the largest city of a small nation: United Arab Emirates.  Having 
all that oil, the Arabs, by and large, have built a city which is comparable to any in the over-
developed world.  And there is a considerable foreign labour force, mainly Indians and Asians.  I 
guess they do the dirty jobs.  Dubai, like Amsterdam, has become the sort of city where the 
wealthy from surrounding nations (including western Europe) come to shop.  And prices are 
great.  I could have bought an Olympus IS3000 new for the price of a second hand one in 
Australia.  But I didn't buy anything.  Having had that stuff stolen from me in Africa has taken 
away the incentive to buy presents. 

The smoke  (open fires, burning rubbish, 2-strokes engines or Tuk-tuks) hangs so heavily over 
Delhi that pilots use satellite navigation to locate the runway!  That was a foretaste of my day in 
Delhi.  I was charged 40 rupees for a 30 rupee bus ticket, but apparently that's standard 
practice here.  If you haven't got the exact change you probably won't get change if you're a 
Westerner.  I booked a room in a hotel from a desk at the airport, agreeing to what seemed like 
an outrageous tariff for the night. 

I was told the bus went directly to my hotel.  It didn't. The trip went something like this...   

 

The bus driver drops me off, saying my hotel is just around the corner.  It's well after midnight, 
so I take a Tuk-tuk (a 2-passenger, 2-stroke tricycle taxi) on what I'm told is a 3-minute ride.  
Two minutes later the taxi is stopped by two men standing in the middle of the very narrow dark 
deserted street.  My taxi driver informs me that there has been an accident and the road to the 
hotel is closed (there is no sign of an accident).  I will have to go to a different hotel ( I have 
already paid a booking fee).  Doubtless the Tuk-tuk driver (and the men on the road?) get a 
commission from the new hotel? 

I argue, but get no-where.  I eventually end up at a squalid hotel, charging more (!?) than the 
one I had booked.  Exhausted, I collapse on the bed.  Only the sheets are clean, everything 
else looks, smells, and feels grimy.  Theres no hot water, but a dribble of what I presume is 
water comes from the cold tap.  A sign says electric power is not available each day between  
6pm and 10pm!  The TV is switched on, but theres no picture, only a dull glow and a bit of 
crackle now and then, so I switch it off.   

I try to sleep.  It's a bit after 3am, but the room  on one side has a radio or TV blaring.  In the 
room on the other side I can hear someone continually coughing, and occasionally vomiting.  At 
least I can't smell him, thank goodness.  Or can I?  I scarcely sleep, and it's with a sense of 
relief that I notice the sky is lightening.  At last! The dawn.  The hotel serves breakfast, but I 
decide to give that a miss, in the interests of my health!  The hotel cat has placed a pile of shit 
just outside my door, however I notice this only after I have stepped in it.  This has to be the 
worst night of the trip.  I pack my back-pack (that's very easy, as I haven't really unpacked it) 
and order a taxi.   

Even at 7am the roads are congested with cars, trucks, and Tuk-tuks spewing smoke.  Walking 
to work are factory workers, shop-keepers, office workers, school children.  A variety of 
beggars, some terribly crippled, begin their day.  Others are so emaciated they are obviously 
near death.  There are occasional bodies on the footpath, wrapped in a blanket from head to 
toe.  Who knows if they are alive or dead?  Does anyone care?  My taxi driver gives a few  
rupees to a beggar (who looks like a moving skeleton, he's so thin) as we stop at traffic lights. 

Arriving at the airport, almost everyone is unhelpful.  However there are four flights today to 
Kathmandu, and I get a ticket for the first!  Whoopee!   
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NEPAL 

As soon as I arrived in Nepal, even at the airport, I had the feeling that this was a place I was 
going to enjoy.  The arrival lounge was full of people who were happy and excited.   

I didn't have a recommendation on where to stay, and I got shuffled to an expensive hotel by the 
hotel reservation staff at the airport.  It took me three days to wake up to the fact that I was 
surrounded by better and cheaper hotels!  I moved to the Down Town Hotel, but Thamel is full 
of good cheap hotels and guesthouses.  The Kathmandu Guesthouse is excellent though 
expensive, and pretty heavily booked.  Later still I moved to an even cheaper place, the Yeti 
Guesthouse, at only 150 rupee per night, including the government tax. (Downtown 220, first 
hotel 860)  One Australian dollar buys about 40 Nepalese rupee (Nov97). 

Kathmandu is totally different, it's really nice!  Canada, England, Scotland, Holland, Egypt, 
Kenya, Uganda: -  Nepal is the first destination so far I can see myself coming back to.  Most 
people are genuinely nice.  A good looking lot, they seem to be in-between Indian and Asian in 
appearance (and they're very short - a quality I admire in both men and women!).   

The shopping is amazing, not that I'm actually buying anything much.  I only look.  The shops 
form a complex jungle in a maze of ancient, tiny streets shared by pedestrians, Tuk-tuks, cars, 
motor cycles, bicycles, rickshaws, and trucks.  Bewildering.   

Yesterday I had lunch (with Nommi Stolow, an English traveller) near a shrine just outside 
Kathmandu.  The total cost (at the native cafe - as distinct from a tourist cafe) of lunch for two 
was 37 rupees, the equivalent of about 90 cents Australian!  Of course if you eat at a cafe in 
town (one for travellers) you pay heaps more, but it's still cheap.  I've just had a hearty breakfast 
at Mikes (an expensive open-air cafe) for 150 rupees.  If it wasn't for the pollution, I would be 
relaxed about waiting here for the air ticket to be sorted out, however I'm yearning to get to the 
mountains.  Because I've caught a cold I may not do the rafting I had planned, but I'll wait and 
see. 

I was immediately struck by how friendly the Nepalese are.  A few touts aside, the Nepalese I 
met tend to regard tourists as guests in their country, to be treated hospitably.  This contrasts 
strongly with the much more mercenary attitude I found in Egypt.  By hearsay, the touts of the 
touristy parts of India, Egypt, and Kuta Beach in Bali, have the worst reputations in the world. 

And there's so much good food in the tourist areas, and so cheap!  I've been eating so much I'm 
amazed that I haven't put on weight!  But then I never do! 

The tourist scene here mainly revolves around "adventure tourism" - activities like trekking, 
rafting, canoeing, mountaineering, and mountain bike tours.  The lowland national park, 
Chitwan, is a more traditional tourist scene: here viewing elephants and hopefully tigers is the 
focus of attention. 

Rafting: Ultimate Descents, a New Zealand company, seems to have more than half the rafting 
business in Nepal, in spite of a lot of competition..  Equator Expeditions also seems good, but 
it's hard to find a traveller with a bad experience of a rafting trip.  Equator also do canoeing and 
mountaineering expeditions. 

Kathmandu doesn't have a `high rise' centre, unlike most capital cities.  Judging by the bamboo 
and tree-branch scaffolding, building techniques here are not too sophisticated.  Possibly if you 
did build a high-rise here it would fall down!   

Thamel, to the north of the older part of Kathmandu, is where a lot of the tourist hotels and 
shops are.  The physical structure of the place is very detailed, with lots of tiny lane-ways off the 
main streets, which are themselves very narrow, and shared by pedestrians, cars, bicycles, 
rickshaws, tempos (Tuk-tuks) motorbikes, and a few dogs and cats.  There's heaps of `arty' stuff 
in the shops - clothes, carpets, jewellery, ornaments...  The clothes are very cheap, but watch 
out for the zips!  - also very cheap!   

The trekking shops are full of fake Lowe and North Face equipment.  There's even fake Gortex: 
the traditional label "Gortex: guaranteed to keep you dry" has been changed to the more correct 
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Nepalese grammar: "Gortex keep you dry!"  Fake brands aside, zips are again a problem, 
however the gear would be fine for short term use. 

Most of the hotels and guesthouses are cheap and pretty basic, just what I like.  If you really 
want to be pampered, you can pay for it in the city's expensive hotels. 

Getting back to the Nepalese, for the most part they are a calm, friendly, good-humoured 
people, hospitable and easy-going.  Although trekking alone is not recommended (there have 
been instances of robbery and murder of tourists) you see many solo trekkers on the Annapurna 
Sanctuary track.  That's the trek I chose, because, compared with the Annapurna Circuit trek 
and the Everest Base Camp trek, it's shorter, and doesn't take you too high (The Annapurna 
Base camp is at 4200m, compared with maximum heights on the other two treks of around 
5500m).  So you minimise your chance of getting altitude sickness, while at the same time you 
get into wonderful, truly Himalayan, mountain scenery. 

There are many nationalities on the trails; Europeans, north Americans, Israelis, Australians, 
Japanese, New Zealanders...  Curiously, judging by the lodge log books, most Australians seem 
to be travelling alone. 

Both the buildings and roads of Kathmandu give the impression of "organised chaos".  Things 
work surprisingly well, though.  There's water, power, and phone available most of the time.  
Although the traffic flows slowly, it usually does flow.  If you're in a hurry to get from one part of 
town to another, then take a bicycle (they are available for hire) or a motorbike taxi.   

One of the hazards of Kathmandu is its air.  The city has the reputation of having some of the 
world's worst air pollution, and I can believe it.  The city lies in a mountain bowl, and is poorly 
ventilated.  As usual, there's open burning of rubbish in and around the city, and there are 
masses of two-stroke engines, and badly maintained four-strokes and diesels.  A haze hangs 
over the city, but I don't think it's as bad as Delhi.  Why haven't 2-strokes been phased out here, 
as they have, for example, in Bangkok? 

Indoor air pollution is a hazard in the trekking lodges.  It's cold in the mountains, especially at 
night, and the lodges use a technique of putting a pressure kerosene stove under the dining 
table.  Woollen blankets are nailed around the edge of the table, keeping the air underneath 
(and your feet) very warm indeed.  But heaps of combustion products are there in the air that 
everyone is breathing.  And of course there's always some trekker smoking as well.  But you 
don't have much choice; it's dark and cold outside; the only other warm place is your bed.   

Trekking, certainly in the lower hills, is generally done on paths or tracks paved with flat stones.  
Presumably these tracks have been used by the hillside villagers for hundreds, maybe 
thousands of years.  Small streams are crossed on stepping stones or logs, while the larger 
rivers have steel-cable suspension bridges, having 2 main upper strands and two lower cables 
supporting the footpath.  I saw one bridge, still in use. where one of the two main supports had 
broken, so the whole structure was tilted precariously on its side! 

The track to Annapurna Sanctuary starts near Pokhara, and follows the main river valley 
running north.  The path on the first day rises steeply and descends steeply as it transverses the 
valleys created by the many smaller streams which flow into the main river valley.  I had taken 
excess baggage out of my pack, and left it at the Yeti (Three Sisters) Lodge in Pokhara - but 
even so I found the going tough in the afternoon, and by the night I had a bad headache, which 
was still there the next morning. 

But to go back a bit, Nepal is so friendly and relaxed that it's very easy to meet people.  When 
the Kathmandu-Pokhara bus arrived at the Pokhara bus station, I shared a taxi to the tourist 
district (Lakeside) with two women, one from the UK, the other from the USA.  Sheena was 
interested in sharing a hotel room, although at that stage we hadn't even introduced ourselves.  
She was planning to walk the Annapurna Sanctuary track, while at that stage I was planning the 
Jomson to Pokhara part of the larger Annapurna Circuit track.   

I had picked that largely on the basis of time: at 7 days it fitted easily into my itinerary.  It is a 
"valley" walk, following part of the ancient trade route from India through Nepal to Tibet.  While it 
has, over substantial areas, distant view of the Himalayas, on both sides, the track itself stays in 
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the cultivated valleys and does not enter the snow, although of course you can take side tracks 
to the mountains if you wish.  If you go no further than Jomson, the elevation does not exceed 
3000m, so altitude sickness is not a problem (as distinct from attitude sickness!).   

However, when I looked at the Annapurna Sanctuary track, it seemed to combine everything I 
wanted.  It starts in hillside rice paddies, meanders through hill villages, then forests, and ends 
in a spectacular Himalayan valley, surrounded on all sides by jagged towering snow capped 
peaks.  Himalaya means: the home of the snows.  It's fairly short (8-14 days, depending on 
walking speed and side tracks).   

The favourite side track is Poon Hill, where you watch the sunrise over the mountains.  The 
peak altitude is only 4200 at the Annapurna Base camp, although we climbed another 300m 
above that during the 24 hours we spent at the top.  The track from start to finish transverses 
varied and beautiful scenery, and is plentifully supplied with lodges or "tea houses".  So, it 
seemed just ideal!   

The only drawback is , as you probably guessed, it's very popular.  Known as one of the great 
mountain walks of the world, there are many trekkers, especially in October / November, the 
high season.  I've been told the Everest Base Camp walk has equally spectacular scenery, 
perhaps a little more spectacular, and certainly more extensive; however the walk is more 
arduous.  I guess you can't have everything!   

Anyhow, back to the first day of the trek.  Sheena and I had been joined by an Australian 
woman, Therese Brady, who we met over lunch at one of the lodges.  They (the two women) 
persuaded me I needed the assistance of a porter; actually I didn't need all that much 
persuading, seeing the cost is only about 300 nr per day (say $Aus8).   

Anyhow, a porter materialised while we where having brunch (dahl bhat at 10:30am).  There 
was a misunderstanding at first; when I asked if they could find a porter, they produced a jug of 
water.  "Not water, porter" I explained. "Ohh...  How much you want to pay?"    

His name was Dunbarhadou, 15 years old, born in Tolka, had a little English - he could 
understand more than he could speak.  He had nothing but the clothes he was wearing (jeans, 
T-shirt, and thongs).  As the days past, we got into colder country, and I hired him a wool hat 
and a down jacket (50 nr per day), and gave him one of my skivvies.  I also should have bought 
him sun-glasses, but realised this too late.  I bought him socks and sand-shoes (cost 350 nr).   

I quickly realised that he made the difference between me enjoying the trek, and finding it a bit 
of a struggle.  I also made much better progress; on the first day we failed to complete the 
section of the trail suggested in the guidebook (Lonely Planet, of course!).  The track difficulty 
on the second and third days was in many ways similar to the first day.  We climbed then 
descended, climbed then descended - all pretty steep stuff.  But we made better time.  Therese 
and Sheena were both fitter than me; they carried their own packs.   

As your altitude increases, you work your way out of the cultivated paddy fields (where the 
villagers grow rice and millet) into forests, dominated by rhododendron, hibiscus and oak.  As 
you move higher, the amount of bamboo in the forest increases, and in disturbed areas (for 
example, where there's been a landslide) bamboo is the dominant vegetation. 

On the third night be bathed in a hot spring, bubbling out of the valley wall not far from the river 
itself.  The air was cold, but the water was really warm.  Two rectangular concrete `baths' have 
been made, I suppose to control erosion caused by tourist use.  It was great, and worth the 
walk. 

The fourth day was easier walking, as we had climbed above the side valleys, and the walk was 
more or less one long incline rather than all the up-and-down stuff we had been doing.  That 
day we started at around 2000m, and finished at 3000m.  We also entered true "mountain 
scenery" that day: cliffs rising into the low cloud, waterfalls surrounded by broken ice, a large ice 
cave (we didn't go too far in, for fear of collapse).   
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Near Hinko Cave, the valley wall to the west (perhaps 700m away) is broken by a thin ravine, so 
deep and narrow it's very dark.  You can only just make out a large waterfall within its shadow.  
Mysterious, inviting closer exploration.  Another time... 

Patches of snow appear on the valley walls, and in one place a waterfall is lined with piles of 
ice, presumably pushed over the cliff edge by a mini-glacier higher up.   

We made an early start on the fifth day, and by midday we were at Annapurna Base Camp, a 
collection of three lodges.  The landscape here is snow-covered where the terrain is flat enough 
to allow snow to collect, but there are still large areas partly covered by a brown dry tussock 
grass, which appears for all intents and purposes to be dead, but in fact isn't.  Occasional flocks 
of smallish black birds move amongst the boulders.  I was also lucky enough to see a pika, a 
small hyper-active rodent.  Brown and furry, it looks like a cross between a rat and a guinea-pig.  
If only I could see a snow leopard, even from a great distance!  But no luck.   

Annapurna Base Camp (or ABC for short) is built on ancient avalanche debris that has slipped 
from the Annapurna range (the south flank of the Sanctuary valley).  Between the Annapurnas 
and the mountains on the opposite side (of which "Fish-tail" is the most distinctive, a glacier has 
ripped the avalanche debris aside as it has pushed its way down the valley, through the bottom 
of the sanctuary `bowl'.   

A few minutes walk from ABC takes you to the edge of the glacier's track, and you look down a 
near vertical cliff edge to the glacier's floor, around 150m below.  Be careful not to step too 
close!  Once on the glacier edge ridge, you can follow it up, ultimately leading to the saddle of 
the Annapurna Range.  I turned back at the edge of the deep snow; it appeared to me that 
crampons and an ice axe would have been necessary (for safety's sake) in order to progress 
further, but on returning to the lodge I was told that one of the other tourists, an American 
woman, had reached the top of the saddle without special equipment. 

The landscape is truly extraordinary.  Even though you are already over 4000m above sea level, 
the surrounding peaks tower another 3 to 4 kilometres above you!  Nearby rock cliffs remain 
clean and dark, contrasting against the brilliance of the snow.  The glacier itself is grey; a 
combination of snow and broken rock.   

Looking up, you see that clouds of wind-blown snow occasionally leave the mountains' highest 
edges - whipped off by the fierce winds which exist at that altitude.  Higher still, small clouds 
hover around the mountain peaks, presumably the result of oreographic uplift.  A rock cairn 
commemorated two mountaineers who died on one of the nearby peaks - one suspects they are 
not alone in death at this place. 

That night I rose at midnight to see the land under the light of the full moon.  The lodge lay 
silent; everyone else was in bed.  The scene was one of almost frightening brilliance.  Not a 
breath of wind, the whole landscape seemed completely silent.  The mountains exuded a 
coldness, a power which was truly awesome.  In fact, a bit scary.  Clad only in my jeans, boots, 
a T-shirt and my fleece, I felt my body warmth being sucked into the black sky.  Numbed by the 
cold, and awed by the spectacle, I returned to the cosy warmth of my down sleeping-bag, 
pulling the draw-string tight around my face. 

Free of the smoke, dust and vegetation of the foot-hill valleys, the air up here is crystal-clear, 
enhancing the feeling you get that the mountains are close enough to reach out and touch.  
After breakfast the next morning, Sheena and I headed back up the glacier's ridge, where we 
had walked the day before.  It is really surprising how much height you gain as you walk this 
ridge - it seems to give you another 200-300m above the camp.  Mind you, the views from 
anywhere in this mountain bowl are, of course, spectacular.  We returned to camp, and started 
the return trek after lunch. 

Sheena and Therese took the Poon Hill track, and I headed straight back to L...., arriving there 
on the third day (five days up and three back, including a day spent at ABC).  Too fast; I'ld like 
to do the same trip in much more leisurely fashion some time in the future. 
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As it turned out, the air ticket, mailed from Australia, had not yet arrived when I returned to 
Kathmandu, so I could, in fact, have taken the longer way home and enjoyed the Poon Hill 
sunrise. 

But if you like eating, talking and shopping, time spent in Kathmandu is not wasted!  I met some 
interesting people, bought a few bits and pieces, and visited the ancient city of Baktapur - in 
ancient times the capital of Nepal.  The bus there was only 6 rupees!  Although foreigners do 
pay $US5 to get into the old city, which really is a museum piece itself. 

The place is just packed out with old temples, richly decorated in figures carved in wood or 
stone.  As you walk the narrow streets, with 2-3 story buildings leaning towards each other, and 
no cars to be seen, it really is like a trip back in time - especially if you leave the main street 
where most of the other tourists are.  In the back-alleys, you are the only European.   

Following the back-streets, I stumbled on a ceremony, well underway in mid-afternoon.  Rows of 
3-4 year-old girls, with parents fussing around, were seated on each side of a narrow street, 
which had been blocked off.  The girls were elaborately clad in clothes of red and yellow, and 
practically smothered in silver jewellery.  I would have loved to take a photo, but it would have 
been with flash, and that would have been intrusive. 

Bus transport is certainly cheap here in Nepal, but not necessarily speedy or reliable.  My bus 
broke down on the way back to Kathmandu.  The passengers, including me, waited patiently as 
the driver and the ticket collector prodded and poked the engine.  After about 15 minutes, much 
to my (pleasant) surprise, the problem was fixed, and we proceeded on our way.   

Earlier, our bus to Pokhara (from Kathmandu) had a blow-out, just after we came to a standstill, 
thank goodness! 

We passed a few smashed-up or burnt-out vehicles on the Kathmandu-Pokhara road, a 
testament to the driving skills of the Nepalese, I guess.  As the Lonely Planet guide says: "in the 
centre of the road there's an invisible third lane, which all drivers feel entitled to use at any time.  
Overtaking on curves and crests is common practice; but then, with the appropriate `mini-shrine' 
fixed to the dashboard of the car, what could go wrong?" 

Buildings in the hills are usually of stone, naturally enough - dry stone `bricks' for the walls, and 
sheet slate for the roof.  The roof then sometimes gets covered in bamboo brush or long grass; 
is this for insulation against the snow?  Buffalo/cattle sheds and chicken sheds may be of stone, 
or may be of bamboo. 

Down by the rivers, not unexpectedly, river stones are used for the walls - this time with clay or 
cement to stick them together and fill up the gaps; these stones, of course, are rounded, quite 
different from the brick-like stones of the mountain houses.  The most popular roof in these 
areas seems to be corrugated iron, with river-stones laid on top to stop the iron sheets blowing 
away.  As you might imagine, the hill-side houses tend to look a lot more stylish than the river 
houses!   

City houses are often concrete and brick, perhaps two or three levels.  It's standard practice to 
leave the supporting column reinforcing rod sticking out of the roof, waving in the breeze, so-to-
speak.  Might just come in handy one day, if you ever need to add another story!  This practice 
is seen throughout Africa and Asia. 

If you've got friends on email, then Thamel is amazing.  There are heaps of small businesses 
offering tourists communications support: international phone, fax and email, all at very 
reasonable rates.  Typing, printing, photocopying too.  I used TelStar Communications; they 
were just fantastic, and too cheap.  I told them they should put their prices up.  Eighteen 
Australia cents to send a couple of paragraphs by email.  One day a French woman was 
arguing about a $1.60 bill.  As I left the office, I told them I would pay the bill if she did not.  
Which I did, later.  After that, whenever I called in, I got a cup of Nepalese tea!  They were just 
so nice.  The owner of the business gave me a goodbye card when I left. 
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THAILAND 

I flew out of Kathmandu for Bangkok (Thailand) on 25 November 1997 - arriving about 3pm.  
The huge forest wildfires of Indonesia and Borneo, which had polluted the air over several Asian 
countries, had subsided by this time.  The Asian financial crisis, of which I had been unaware, 
had begun. 

Coming from the `bright light' of Nepal into hazy, humid Bangkok was a strange transition.  I 
asked my friend Kurt, a Chinese Singaporian, why it was getting dark at 3pm.  "It's always like 
this" he replied.  I still haven't worked out how much of the haze is pollution, and how much is 
natural, due in part perhaps to the high humidity.  Why are all these cities so polluted?  At least 
here the Tuk-tuks seem to run on LPG rather than 2-stroke mix.   

I was immediately struck by the amount of building construction taking place.  There seemed to 
be new office blocks popping up everywhere, judging by the cranes.  A fair bit of the `big city' 
architecture in Bangkok is very stylish.  Compared to the Nepalese, the Thai seem more 
organised, and more interested in style.  They have a reputation of being a friendly, fun-loving 
people.   

I booked into the `Merry V' guesthouse (on the river side of K-S Road, Bangkok) then went on a 
stroll through streets bustling with side-walk stalls selling food, clothing, and all sorts of other 
bits and pieces.  I found a slot to plug in my Mastercard and extract Bhat.  Nepal has been the 
only country so far in which I've needed to actually go inside a bank to get money from my credit 
card.  It has, however, been useful having both Visa and Mastercard.  The exchange rate 
seems to be about $1AUS=28bhat (Dec97).  

The place has a very different feel from Nepal: much less `third world'.  Proper streets with 
gutters and sidewalks, buildings, new cars everywhere.  The whole place feels `modern'.  I 
wasn't conscious of the presence of the `very rich' in Nepal, but here you see them regularly.  
Card phones on street corners, garages selling petrol...  Things you take for granted in 
Australia, but don't see in Nepal.   

Bangkok: they like to party into the night.  Rivers and canals, families sleeping on cardboard, 
under bridges, living and dying and raising families on the streets. Great wealth here, and great 
poverty too.  Contrasts you don't see in Nepal (other than in relation to the Royal family, 
anyhow).  

I explored Bangkok city, taking care, of course, not to a miss the larger and more elaborate 
wats, which really are a remarkable spectacle in their size, colour, style and detail, not to 
mention their history.  These days, of course, they are one of the city's main tourist attractions.   

Bangkok's canals offer a fascinating window into the city's life.  Buy a standard fare on a river 
boat, and you see shanty towns, markets, flashy houses and flats, fancy boats and decrepit 
barges. The "long-tail" boats (equivalent to buses and taxis on land) provide an easy way of 
seeing the rich and poor, the ugly and the beautiful sides to this bustling city.  I took some 
photographs...   

Like Nepal, it's pretty easy to meet other travellers in Thailand, and, judging from the stories I 
hear, there seems to be opportunities to get short term jobs teaching English.  Maybe this would 
be a good way of getting to know the Thais better... 

Bangkok has a reputation for its sex industry.  However, it's contained to a relatively small 
section of the city, which I didn't visit.  The industry is, I suppose, discreet, and doesn't thrust 
itself on you the way it does in Manila. 

I took the day-train to Nong Kai, on the Mekong (the border with Laos).  Nong Kai is more-or-
less adjacent to Vientiane, the capital city of Laos.  The "friendship bridge" across the Mekong 
provides a connection.  It hasn't been open long, and still looks new. 

As the train moves north east from Bangkok central railway station, you realise how flat the land 
is.  Maybe it was all sea floor in the distant past.  Pretty soon the train starts passing magnificent 
karst outcrops (were these coral reefs?).  The train weaves between karst, then starts to climb 
the foothills of what turns out to be another flat plateau, which lasts more or less all the way to 
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the border with Laos.  The train is noisy, but comfortable enough.  I've got a window seat.  
People come past selling food and drink.  I dose intermittently, watching the fields, fields, 
temples, villages and towns roll past.   

A noticeable difference between Africans and Asians is that Africans don't seem to protect 
themselves from the midday sun; it's common to see men and women out without any form of 
hat.  Asians on the other hand , while still out in the sun (why aren't they sleeping like the 
Mexicans?) often use some form of hat, or even a sun-umbrella. 

After reaching Nong Kai, I stayed at the Mut Mee Guesthouse by the river.  A Malay there 
approached me, selling his introductions: "Many Thai women would like to marry Australians" - 
but I didn't ask for the catalogue...  

At Nong Kai sculpture park, huge concrete cobras shielding a Buddha: this sculpture is about 
20m high.  Impressive, but the materials used (brick and concrete) are already starting to 
disintegrate.   

Mut Mee was a place of rest for me.  Great food, sleep in the hammock in between reading 
Fridjof Capra's The Tao of Physics.  The epilogue (The Way Forward) was probably the most 
interesting part for me: dealing partly with the importance of  environmental stewardship.   

I've had a long-standing interest in religions and other value systems, and I found Capra's 
search interesting, particularly in respect to his failure to find, in eastern mysticism, a system of 
values applicable to the environmental path the planet is on (which seems to me, and many 
others, to be heading towards global environmental catastrophe).   

Human-kind is not good at making decisions on issues which are long-term, or outside their 
immediate geographical scope.  It seems to me that our future on this planet depends on the 
development of cultures and institutions which make up for the ordinary human failure to 
account for long term effects, or effects with a wide geographical scope.  Are we going to leave 
the planet in the same way the Incas left their ancient cities? 

Anyhow, I will try to get hold of his latest book, which was in preparation at the time this third 
edition of The Tao of Physics was published.  

 

LAOS 

Crossing into Laos the next day, it really didn't feel like a socialist republic (Officially the 
Peoples' Democratic Republic of Laos).  Shops, hotels, stalls everywhere; advertising signs...  
Apparently it's a lot more 'relaxed' than it used to be.   

And 'relaxed' is a good word for Laos.  Walking down a Vientiane suburban street at 11am, the 
sun is shining, the air is warm and moist, and there's a gentle breeze.  Nothing much is 
happening, and no-one really minds.  The whole city has a calmness about it.  The odd person 
on a bike or step-through Honda passes by; now and then a truck or Tuk-tuk.   And here's a 
garage mechanic asleep in a hammock beside a half-fixed car; a little further on a secretary 
asleep slumped over her desk; a girl in a tailor's shop asleep beside her sewing machine; a 
shopkeeper stretched out on a bench beside a food display.  Seems like they've got their 
priorities right here in Vientiane!  You find yourself yawning, and looking around for a park 
bench...   

Closer to the city centre (feels more like a country town) the place is a little more awake.  There 
are people on the street.  It's nice to see step-throughs and bicycles used so much.  It's not 
uncommon to see a family of four on a Honda step-through!  I waited ages to get a good photo, 
but so far in vain.  Motor bikes are very popular with twenty-year-olds, but their use is certainly 
not restricted to the young.  Lots of pretty girls with long black hair...  And it's not uncommon to 
see a girl with a boy as a pillion passenger.  Now you couldn't even imagine that in Egypt!   

And another wonderful difference: Laos drivers don't honk!  Actually, the Kenyans honk less 
than the Egyptians, the Nepalese less than the Kenyans, and now, here in Laos, no honking at 
all!  Just lovely!   
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There are lots of pretty flash houses here, or should I say mansions?  And quite a few big ones 
in the process of being built.  They have a rather French look about them, even though the 
French officially moved out many years ago now.  Concrete, brick and wood, tile roofs.  The 
cheaper village houses are wood and bamboo; sometimes a corrugated iron roof, sometimes 
wooden shingles.   

Dogs, cats, chickens and the occasional duck seem quite at home on the streets, and in the 
shops and yards.  People look at you as you walk by, and smile a welcome.  There's no touting.  
Yes, that's right, no touting!  And none in Nong Kai, either.  It's so nice!   

It's sometimes hard to find a person who speaks English (and quite impossible if you're in one of 
the local markets) however sign language seems to work well.  I guess I could get a better price 
if I bargained, but food is so cheap, why bother?  Whatever I buy in the markets here, whether 
it's barbecued bananas, egg cakes, or oranges (which aren't orange, they're green) it's always 
less than one Australian dollar.  I haven't mastered the words for numbers yet, so I often just 
hold out a palm-full of money, and the stall-holder takes what she wants.  I never feel cheated.   

Kao Pat ("cow pat") is fried rice; it makes a good meal here, and every restaurant sells it.  A 
restaurant meal costs around a $1Aus.  (In Laos, Bank Lao's exchange rate was 
$1AUS=1200kip).   

Bruce and Rens North have been very hospitable, and let me sleep in their spare room.  It has 
the most enormous double bed I've ever seen: bigger itself than some hotel rooms I've slept in!  
What a pity I'm here by myself!   

Bruce and Rens work in the Vientiane International School; I guess it was set up for expatriates.  
I think they said that their two children are the only Australian kids at the school. 

There are no ATMs in town, but the bank here is very helpful.  With my Mastercard, I can get 
Laotian kip, Thai bhat, or $US.  If I had known this, I wouldn't have bothered buying those 
expensive US dollars on the Kathmandu black market!  Those carpet salesmen gave me a raw 
deal, but it seemed the only way to get $US, as the official banks in Kathmandu won't help.   

Bruce and Rens also loaned me a bicycle.  Given the size of Vientiane, a bike is the ideal way 
of getting around.   

In spite of the socialist political framework, the place (like Thailand) is just packed with Buddhist 
temples (or wats), some of which are very stylish and impressive. 

The markets sell bits and pieces of everything, including rare and endangered fauna!  I saw a 
street vendor selling the feet of some unfortunate animal; it had little claws for digging.  The 
vendor also had spines on display (some sort of ant-eater perhaps) and an antelope skull with 
its horns still attached.   

I visited the IUCN (International Union for the Conservation of Nature) office in town, and read 
up on the conservation status of the nation's fauna.  As you might expect, the large animals are 
in trouble from loss of habitat (to farming or forestry) and from hunting.  The country had 
declared some biodiversity reserves, but illegal hunting continues to be a major problem which 
the government doesn't seem to be taking seriously.  In the water, the Irrawaddy Dolphin is 
threatened, as are giant catfishes, the crocodile, and maybe the giant freshwater stingray (which 
weighs up to 600kg!).  Use of set nets and dynamite seems scarcely controlled in Laos, and not 
controlled at all in Cambodia.   

On land, antelope habitat had been lost to rice paddies,  The big cats are in trouble, especially 
the tiger and the clouded leopard.  The Javan and Sumatran rhinoceroses, and the elephant, 
are also threatened, and there's no good news on the horizon. 

Stuff in the Vientiane shops is so cheap, but of course I'm already overweight with some clothes 
I bought in Kathmandu.  That trigger-control soldering iron looks ridiculously cheap, but then, 
yes, you're right, I really don't need it! 

Vientiane has a monument which looks like (and probably is) a scaled-down version of the 
French Arch de Triomphe.  It was the scene of the only accident of the trip.  I paid the requisite 
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entry fee, and climbed the many stairs to the top, passing an empty, very dimly lit floor on the 
way up.  On the way down I decided to explore this floor, dark as it was.  I should have known 
better, after my experience in Egypt.  It sure was dark.  I took one more step, and found myself 
in free fall.  I didn't have time to feel scared, as I landed in a heap on a flight of stairs.  I had 
stepped into a stairwell.  My little finger on my right hand felt broken, I had hurt my shoulder, my 
bum was aching and both my arms were bleeding.  The Olympus wasn't damaged.  I had fallen 
a little less than 3m.   

I went to the nearest doctor, who could speak good French, but of course I can't.  The finger 
was pretty swollen, and I guess I can't blame him for thinking it was only soft tissue damage.  
However, the bone around the joint was broken, and this has been a lasting injury, and the torn 
ligament in the shoulder was to proved persistent too. 

 

THE PHILIPPINES 

I arrived in the Philippines, hoping to connect with a friend from my days at AIDAB, Gary.  His 
partner is based here in Manilla.  However, my timing was out, and when I arrived, Gary was in 
Papua New Guinea.   

I booked into a guesthouse recommended in my Lonely Planet.  The noticeboard advises 
guests not to talk to strangers, and not to bring prostitutes back to the guesthouse. 

Manilla is a busy, bustling city.  There's a small, efficient elevated railway, which gives you a 
view of some of the city's roof-tops.  I stayed not far from Manilla Bay.  Judging from the view 
from the aircraft as I came in, the main business district is a little inland, to the south - I didn't 
get there. 

If the train won't get you where you want to go, you can take a ride on a Jeepney (or a bus, or a 
taxi).  The Jeepneys are small trucks, made here in the Philippines.  They look like stretched 
World-War II American Jeeps.  You sit on bench seats, arranged either side at the back of the 
truck.  The vehicles are usually decorated (maybe over-decorated) with lights, fancy panels, and 
religious paraphernalia.  They're colourful.  You don't see many other tourists using Jeepneys, 
but they're reliable and at least as fast as the rest of the traffic (which slows to a crawl for much 
of the day).  The Jeepnies are privately owned.  I don't think I was ever over-charged using 
them. 

With the Philippines' history of Spanish and American domination, it's not surprising, I suppose, 
that the main religion is Christianity.  I didn't come across anyone speaking Spanish; English 
seems ubiquitous.  Local dialects are still used, of course. 

Like so many big cities, air pollution here is pretty bad.  So is water pollution.  Walking towards 
the bay, I wondered where the `sewage' smell was coming from.  It seemed to get worse the 
nearer I approached the sea.  Once I got there, and saw the huge sewers (they seem to be 
combined sewerage/storm water drains) running straight into the bay, I realised that the smell 
was coming from the sea itself.  Siting on the embankment wall, I watched the carcase of a 
large stingray float by, upside down.   

I had walked past the hospital on my way to the bay.  A family (two adults, four little kids) were 
begging near the main entrance.  They seemed to have all their worldly possessions with them; 
I guess they are living their lives out here on the street.  I wondered about the Catholic rules on 
contraception... 

On the embankment wall there were make-shift camps; tiny fire-places amongst the rock; a 
piece of ragged plastic strung up to keep off a bit of sun and rain.  I wondered what happened 
during a storm.   

A woman approached me and introduced herself.  Her name was Lourdes Cainglet.  She 
showed me where she lived, amongst the stones and litter.  It appears she gets water from a 
tap at one of the hotels across the road.  She has three children, who are apparently looked 
after by the mother of her husband, from whom she is separated.  She said she was 35 years 
old. 
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I took a bus to the town of Angeles, near Mount Pinatubo.  I found a cheap, clean guesthouse.  I 
booked a flight over the volcano with an aero-club which runs joy-flights.   

Angeles is the nearest town to what was the American Clark Air Base.  Although the Americans 
handed the base back to the Philippines some years ago now, the sex industry is still prominent 
here, although clearly less so that before.  As you walk the streets you pass empty buildings 
which were once hotels and brothels.  Girls approach you as you walk.  There are American, 
Australian and European tourists here, almost all men.  Some are in wheel chairs... 

Angeles has a bad feel about it.  Derelict, ugly.  Walking down a suburban street, you can't help 
but notice the barbed wire routinely strung around each house. 

My joy-flight was in a small open plane with fabric wings; the next model up from a powered 
hang-glider.  The volcano isn't nearly as big as it used to be before it blew its top - was it in 
1992?  You can still see the extent of the mud-flows which covered so much land during the 
eruption. 

Back in Manilla, I wondered whether to cut my trip short, or to explore the island's beaches, as 
Lourdes had suggested.  After exploring the historic Spanish precinct, and the city's shops, I 
decided to re-schedule my ticket, and push on to Malaysia.  Lourdes waved me goodbye at the 
airport... 

 

MALAYSIA 16 December 1997 

Well, my trip is nearly over and I'm reminiscing again.  The Canadians: very like Aussies, but 
more polite.  The English: reserved, conscious of place in society.  Scots:  fiercely independent.  
The Scottish Highlands: wet, wild and windswept.  Holland, Amsterdam: a city of contrasts -  
sleaze and art, great architecture and garbage.  The Hague: organized, sensible.  Egyptians: 
maggots still feeding on an ancient carcass.  Now, is that a bit hard?  Maybe.  Kenya: gentle 
and friendly.  Uganda: more gentle and friendly. Dubai: wealthy Arabs.  Delhi: dishonest Indians.  
Nepal: generous and hospitable.  Buddhist and Hindu seem to blend together.  Thailand, 
Bangkok: stylish, fun-loving, friendly.   

I'm starting to appreciate the differences between Malay, Chinese and Indian people.  I think the 
prettiest women in the world are the young Malays.  Malaysia's population is 60% Malay, 30% 
Chinese, and 10% Indian.  Malay girls, I was told, like to marry a Chinese; the Chinese have a 
reputation as hard-working and successful.   

To my pleasant surprise, I found Kualalumpa big but clean, without the air pollution so 
characteristic of other large cities.  Like Bangkok, there's some pretty impressive architecture 
here.  You get a great view of the city from one of the tall towers, and it's good to see park-land 
interspersed amongst the city's business and residential areas.  The city itself has a clean and 
cared-for feel about it, and the shops, hotels and restaurants are pleasant and good value. 

I took a bus to one of the country's large national parks, in the centre of the peninsula.  Taman 
Nagara, I think is the right spelling.  I stayed in a guesthouse for $US 1 a night, then one night 
spent alone in a `hide' in the jungle.   

The forest air is hot and amazingly humid.  As soon as I came to a hill, I became drenched in 
my own sweat, so much so that I took my T-shirt off and tried to wring the moisture out.  It felt as 
though I had been swimming in my clothes.  And of course, when I tried to hang them out to dry, 
they wouldn't dry. 

The night in the hide was interesting; most of the wildlife was inside the hide, not outside!  My 
day-pack still has the hole ripped by a large jungle rat; I should have known better that to leave 
the biscuits inside the pack!   

As the sun went down, a chorus of insects started in the still air.  The sounds of the jungle 
changed subtly with the deepening night...  Not just insects: birds, bats, and the occasional 
weird call deeper in the jungle. 
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By the time I reached the main camp the next morning, I had seen, or rather glimpsed, a tiny 
antelope hardly bigger than a large cat, as it jumped from the path into the safety of the jungle. 
A dark grey pig, a large goanna-like lizard, about 2m long, and a few birds.   

I guess the highlight of the excursion was the lone investigation of a limestone cave.  "Enter at 
your own risk" the sign advised.  I left my day-pack and camera outside, took my torch, and 
followed the rope as it led into the darkness.  The cave has a small stream running its length, 
and various caverns.  There's a huge bat population there.  The tiny fury creatures wiggle their 
ears at your approach, upset by the unaccustomed light.  Rock faces are just covered with their 
bodies, hanging upside down.   When they leave their roost the air is full of tiny bodies, wings 
beating rapidly. 

Back at base, I took off my boots, wrung the sweat out of my socks, and removed half a dozen 
bloated leaches from each foot.  Most of the visitors to the park when I was there were 
Malaysians.  One, a Chinese, gave me a herbal ointment for the wounds; it stopped the 
bleeding, but my feet were pretty itchy for a few days afterwards. 

 

 


