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THAILAND
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The Hummingbird and The Monk
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Wat Doi Suthep

Chiang Mai

Thailand

6.30am - 2002

My toes began to warm again.

Riding a scooter feet away from the back of a bus filled to the brim with Chinese tourists, flip flopped feet welcomed the hot exhaust fumes now flowing across them.

It was always a surprise the Asian country I had called home for almost three months had its own share of dawn light chills - sometimes as foreboding as English mornings left behind.

The hilltop temple of Wat Doi Suthep sat another twenty minutes away, its golden stupa and marble flooring reached only by the ascending twisting hillside road now taken.

This was my destination. A want not only to be surrounded by the tranquility of Buddhist concepts new to me, but for the sunrise and inevitable view across Thailand’s second biggest city, Chiang Mai.

As the purples of dawn slipped into the blues of a new day sleepy Chinese tourists were overtaken and left far behind.

A weaving and ever steepening road lay ahead - a road which had taken just six months to complete in the summer of 1935, and so allowing pilgrims to reach their 14th century temple with relative ease.

I shared the road with no-one else; a high pitched scooter engine the only sound echoing through jungle forest on either side of me.

With the temple officially known as ‘Wat Phra That Doi Suthep’, Doi Suthep is actually the mountain I would traverse twice a week by scooter or red songthaew - a small red van carrying shared taxi rides to various destinations.

At 3,520 feet/1,073 metres, Doi Suthep is a Theravada (old school) Buddhist temple. Sacred to the Thai people, many legends swim around its beginnings. One is of a great king who on the back of a white elephant climbed the steep banks of Doi Suthep, at that time called Doi Aoy Chang (Sugar Elephant Mountain) - Doi means mountain in Northern Thai. Nearing the top the elephant came to a stop, trumpeted three times then died. Seen as a favourable omen Wat Phra That Doi Suthep was built on the very spot the elephant came to pass.

The final resting place of a long ago visionary elephant neared, as did Doi Suthep’s final bend in the road and a much feared sharp curve - a steep almost forty-five degree turn to the left. A turn I would fall foul of a further six months in the future resulting in two broken toes and a tarmac scuffed elbow and cheekbone.

The scooter whined as it and I fought to climb and turn at the same time. Slowing to almost a halt the road straightened and so came acceleration. A turn of throttle aided my arrival to the temple’s dusty tree shaded car park. Opposite the car park Doi Suthep’s ornate staircase awaited - its three hundred and nine steps leading devotees and visitors alike up to glistening golden stupa and pagoda.

Flanking the first of temple steps horned Naga dragons rise high.

With piercing glare and gaping jaws of sharp, whiter than white teeth, these Nagas’ necks of red and gold scale are held in the mouth of two other dragons. Reproduced in shining tile, each dragon’s long green scaled body leads up to the temple, acting as lavish banisters on either side of the steps Doi Suthep’s guests must take.

Doi Suthep’s monks have another option - a hillside elevator taking them in ease from dusty car park to a temple’s marble floor.

The morning’s building heat accompanies this visitor’s climb. A haste about him in want to catch a Thai sun’s break from night. To see dawn fade above a now much loved city, and home.

Only a few others climb these steps this morning. Those buses of Chinese tourists are still yet to arrive. No doubt an infamous steep bend in the road is playing a part in their lack of appearance.

Several followers of The Buddha leave Doi Suthep’s final step and make toward golden shrines. Between hands held in prayer each carries candles, three incense sticks and a white tulip bud on a long green stem. All are keen to present their gifts as blessings.

I follow those eager to give prayer then glance back from the dizzying height of the temple’s last step. There is still no sign of other foreigners such as I.

Leaving behind a summit climbed sees entrance into temple grounds. I am welcomed by a statute of its white elephant forefather. White painted trunk, legs and hide are straddled by red straps holding a saddle in place. There a small golden stupa sits atop a blue cushion.

The morning’s slight breeze ignites a soft tinkling of metal. Small wafer-thin hearts hang from the eaves of shrines surrounding the temple complex. Signifying a donation given from temple guests, each fine bronze blessings is inscribed with the name of a loved one now passed.

A leaving of footwear on designated shelving and a barefoot step into Doi Suthep’s main arena.

Large metal cast bells hang at head height. Line upon line of them border the place those have come to bless and be blessed. To the right a huge brass gong stands, its dimpled centre ready to be struck by the side of a devotee’s clenched fist.

Amid all these bells, gongs and shrines stands the stupa - home to a fragment of bone from Lord Buddha himself. At twenty-four metres high, the stupa’s golden tiles begin to shine in dawn’s continued break.

Soon a Northern Thai sun will rise, allowing the stupa’s golden tiers to warm those who circle its four walls; three times clockwise in devotion, three smouldering incense sticks and a long stemmed tulip bud held between palms pressed together.

Of these sights I will see later. For now a sunrise beckons.

A bench is found and a sunrise is received. Chiang Mai below is bathed in orange rays and the River Ping glistens on its meander southwards to Bangkok’s Chao Phraya River, and beyond.

A silhouette blocks my view. Short in stature, the monk’s orange robes are a reminder that I am a guest in another’s home.

“Hello,” he says to me. “My name is Tu Long Bin.” He pauses and smiles. “But not like Bin Laden.”

Still sharp in people’ minds, Bin Laden’s acts on New York had taken place only a year ago. Taken by surprise I return a smile.

“You like coffee?” I am asked.

“Yes,” comes my reply.

Hesitant at first, I follow the monk I would come to know as Tu Long. Leading me away from a glimmering stupa we step down stone steps beneath a green canopy sparkling in morning sun. I follow into a cabin perched on Doi Suthep’s hillside.

A small corridor leads to an open balcony. Looking out onto Chiang Mai’s rooftops far in the distance, clouds pass by close enough to touch. At times a stray tendril causes a momentary chill to flow across this monk’s home.

Coffee is prepared, a cigarette is shared.

So comes a lesson in meditation. Talked through a breathing technique we close our eyes. After a few moments mine open.

I look once more to the clouds, unaware that this will not be my only visit to this balcony. Unaware that my host and I will be writing and narrating Doi Suthep’s dictaphone guide, one which tourists will listen to for many years to come. Unaware that I will be given a monk pass allowing me to use an elevator to the temple instead of climbing three-hundred and nine steps between two dragons’ green scales. Unaware that in six months’ time, broken toes and a scuffed elbow and cheekbone would come from racing to an appointment in Chiang Mai’s centre after a morning reciting a visitor’s guide.

I close my eyes once more. I try to carry out what has been taught.

My eyes open again. I look to my right.

A hummingbird hovers just above a balcony rail. Fine green feathers shine and glisten as minute adjustments are made in the humming bird’s stance.

Then it is gone.

I turn back to the monk before me.

Eyes open, Tu Long smiles.
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NEPAL
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A First Meal in Kathmandu
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Thamel

Kathmandu

Nepal

5.30pm - 2004

Backpack straps cut into tired shoulders, yet this feels like home. A oneness within the self. Hungry to confront unknown adventures sure to lay ahead. Leaving Kathmandu airport’s small red brick walls that step into the unknown is greeted by taxi drivers’ calls.

So arrives a game of bartering, frowns and eventual smiles.

A driver is chosen. A trusty backpack is thrown onto the back seat of my small white Fiat ride. I opt to sit up front.

With the offer of a cigarette and acceptance, we drive into a Nepalese dusk highlighted by two glowing tips of Thai Marlboro Lights. Our destination? - Kathmandu’s centre, and a promised room in a hotel belonging to my driver’s brother.

A radio filled with female Bollywood singers accompanies our drive through ever darkening streets, an apt accompaniment for new sights now seen, the evening’s cool touch so different to a Thai climate left far behind.

As we drive I watch people wrapped in warm blankets gather around street side mobile kitchens. Plumes of silver steam rise above the crowds as vendors offer dishes of dhal curries and hot momo dumplings, delicacies as yet to be tasted.

The streets are left behind as the driver beside me navigates through narrowing lanes lined with small doors. Fleetingly highlighted in a taxi’s strong beam, each door is painted a different colour of red, blue, yellow, orange or green.

With the lane getting impossibly tight the taxi escapes at the last moment into a vast courtyard. Three tall buildings are lit by moonlight. My driver nods to one and pulls up beside it. Greeted by the brother and with all concerned paid I am guided to my room.

The ensuing staircase causes another bite from backpack straps across my shoulders. I feel the weight of all I own in the world packed tight within the bulging pack on my back. I also feel light.

There is a true lightness within the freedom of having little possessions. A concept so clear to me now. A perception only discovered after years already spent living on the road. Each item within my bag was there for a reason. For why carry something on your back if it serves no purpose?

The hotel owner disappears as I enter my home for the night. With backpack thrown onto one of the two beds in the room a toiletry bag is placed in the bathroom - an act to confirm I am home.

A TV sits in one corner. After warming up it at last provides a channel filled with Hollywood movies. A treat for later. For now a shower and change is in order... Then an evening in exploration of a capital and country never visited before.

Showered and dressed the tourist area of Thamel is my chosen destination. It seems Nepal’s night sky commences its march into full darkness between the hours of 6.30pm and 7pm, much the same as all other countries met with throughout South East Asia.

This is my first day after leaving Thailand and eighteen months of living there. Nepal will be a home now. As will other countries to follow. Home is now marked by wherever I place my bag down in this, the nomadic part of my life.

Chiang Mai’s jungle city seems far from me now, as do those Thai sunsets that disappear in haste - only to be replaced with dark starlit skies within the blink of an eye.

I walk through dimly lit streets and alleyways. It feels strange to be wearing a jacket in early evening again.

A year and a half of humid Thai nights gave rise to t-shirt or light collared shirt, not the jacket I pull tight around me now.

The lights and noise of motorbikes and cars with continual beeping horns guide my way. An excitement present. A want to see the new. To see how others live in the shadow of the world’s highest mountain range.

After twenty minutes I step onto Thamel’s dusty streets. Hunger sets in. The food Nepal offers causes a further distance from Thailand within me. Curries of green and red, chicken and cashew nut dishes and fresh pineapple on a stick are all absent. Plates of dhal, rice and chicken on the bone sit beside white steamed dumplings, each plump package sitting in a bamboo slat tray.

Walking by shops filled with cashmere blankets and silk scarves I see a sign which will release me from my hunger. In tall hand painted yellow letters it says Cheese Sandwich.

Part of me berates myself for not trying the foreign delicacies around me, but the idea of a cheese sandwich wins through.

I step into the small shop. A large counter runs from front door to rear of the shop.

Behind the counter a man stands up and smiles. A young boy sits on the floor behind him. Guessing the boy to be four years old, he sits engrossed in the toy he plays with. I feel sorry for the boy. I see his favoured toy is a simple block of wood, its brown edges just big enough to be held in such small hands.

“Namaste,” the man says.

“Cheese sandwich please, sir,” I reply.

The man reaches behind the counter and produces two slices of bread. Soon buttered and with a single lettuce leaf positioned on one the man looks back to his son.

Leaning down he takes the block of wood from the child and places it next to my half made sandwich.

The child’s cries fill the shop as his father starts to slice what I now realise is not a block of wood, but a block of cheese.

I say nothing as the sandwich is completed. Pushed down by a large palm my dinner is wrapped in a sheet of newspaper.

The child’s cries come to an abrupt stop as his father hands him back his favourite toy - it’s one bright yellow side soon to disappear under the constant turning of an infant’s fingers.

I thank the man and step back onto Kathmandu’s streets. Tired and ready for bed I make back to my hotel, two slices of discarded cheese in my wake.

The twenty minutes it took to arrive to Thamel seem longer as I crisscross street after street and alleyway after alleyway. Soon an hour passes with still no sign of the moonlit hotel I had been delivered to.

Another hour passes. I am no closer to where my entire belongings in the world sit, packed away in a backpack in front of the TV set that promised me a movie on my return.

In another eleven years I would come to know Kathmandu’s streets well. Nepal’s capital would become my home for close to four years when working as a documentary photographer for the United Nations and various disaster charities, both during and after the country’s devastating earthquakes of 2015.

Those moments remained far in the future as the hunt for my hotel continued. A future that would see to using digital photography, not the film camera I had tucked away in a yet to be found hotel.

It would take a further thirty minutes to find my hotel. Relief overruled any hunger still felt.

Beneath an itchy hotel blanket the TV observed its promise – the movie? Vertical Limit, a mountaineering story set in part within the Himalayas, the same mountain range that would watch over my first night’s sleep in Nepal.
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FIJI

––––––––
[image: ]


Sweetcorn and Sharks
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Beachcomber Island

Fiji

2002

The plan had been to visit all of Fiji’s islands. I arrived at the first and stayed.

An hour or so boat ride from the main Fijian island of Viti Levu, Beachcomber Island is the first of the Mamanuca Islands. Arcing northwards through the South Pacific Ocean, these small islands run parallel with Viti Levu’s western coastline.

A plan to island hop from one paradise to another seemed futile on stepping onto Beachcomber Islands warm sands. I had found my Eden. I was to stay for a sun kissed eighteen days.

A supposed three month trip exploring Australia would eventually evolve into a nine month journey around the world.

Unknown to me then, Fiji would mark the near middle of my trip, with the Cook Islands, America and Canada yet to come. These destinations were decided by the flip of a coin...

Owning a busy business back home in England, I knew I had to return. My heart felt otherwise. This new found freedom of little if any responsibility gave a much needed replenishment to a once jaded soul. A renewal of self. Enhanced by friendships made whilst on the road - no matter how brief those kinships were.

A coin seemed the only way to show me where to go next, my destination left to fate. If the coin landed heads I would go to my next chosen country to visit, whereas if landing tails this would mean the game was up and it was time to fly home to the UK.

Choosing heads each time, a first coin flip in Hawaii had seen to my arrival in Fiji, via a two day return to Australia and a twenty-three hour layover in Auckland, New Zealand. Upon the sands of Beachcomber Island, another coin toss would land heads and I would head for The Cook Islands. From there a flight to Los Angeles was denoted by another coin landing heads, as was a flight to Vancouver where another island was visited, resulting in an afternoon of drinking, of which my drinking partner and I got matching tattoos - my first, the next being in China on my thirty-sixth birthday four years in the future.

An eventual flip of tails one week after that first tattoo would result in a plane ticket bought the next day and a return to England.

But, for now, I was on Beachcomber Island.

Also known as Tai, and barefoot island - it is commonplace not to wear shoes on the island, Beachcomber Island became popular with tourists in the 1960’s. Its legacy has continued as now it is regarded as the party island to visit if in the South Pacific.

Surrounded by warm crystal clear waters, the island’s beach is just over half a kilometer in circumference – it took an average of twenty minutes to circumnavigate the whole island.

To the south of the island there is an open air bar with a sand dune dancefloor. In the middle of the island a wall less dormitory houses over one hundred bunkbeds within. Below each bunkbed are two locked boxes with keys, one for each bunkbed occupant. The key has the number of the bunk on it and dangles on a piece of string to be hung around the neck. This was how you paid for everything on the island. Your number was taken when you bought something, which was then added to a bill you would pay when leaving the island. This practice did not work for everyone.

On one occasion whilst in the island’s reception room, I watched one backpacker physically shake when given their bill for a week of partying. My reason for being in that reception that day was a medical one.

The island’s nurse counted fifty-two angry swollen mosquito bites across my back and arms.

“You have too much potassium in you, Mr. Julian,” she said, calling me by the name she would throughout my stay. “The mosquitos like the way you taste,” she giggled.

I understood her diagnosis. On first arriving in Australia I fell ill and was told I was low on potassium. So for the next four months until my arrival to Beachcomber Island, I had eaten two bananas a day. Much to the delight of Fiji’s hungry mosquitos.

A change from an open dormitory bunkbed and to a single private room solved the problem. Now I was just a few steps from the large open air dining area I would meet new found friends each morning for breakfast.

It was easy to meet others on the island. There wasn’t much else to do but swim, sunbathe, or if energetic enough play volley ball or tag rugby with the locals, two of which were ex-Fijian international players. It would be one breakfast time that I suggested another game to play to my tablemates.

“Look,” I said. “We can fill an empty water bottle with food then go feed the fish.”

This is what we did. Sweetcorn was the easiest food to fill the bottle with and there was an abundance of it..

With bottles filled to the brim we fed the fish that swam at a small coral reef ten metres from Beachcomber’s southwestern tip - a tall red and white striped pole poked out of the water to mark its spot.

Each day bigger fish came, not so much for the sweetcorn, but for the smaller fish who devoured what we provided. By the fourth day the novelty had worn off and we were onto other things, also the fish were getting a little bit too big to be around.

A few days later laying on the beach two young women deep in conversation walked by.

“They said,” the one said.

“Who?” The other asked.

“In reception, they said they had never seen it before.” Both girls looked to the island’s southwestern tip. “They said it’s the first time sharks have been spotted so close to the beach.”

My sunburnt cheeks paled. I knew the reason for the appearance of sharks on Beachcomber’s coastline. There was no denying an increase of fish both in quantity and size searching for provided sweetcorn had led to the arrival of Tiger, Silver and Blacktip sharks. A menacing arrival only metres away from where I lay.

It would not be until the next day when I found out talk of nearing sharks was true.

I had been in the sea before hearing talk of sharks.

Days earlier as a scorching sun took hold I had ventured into the water. Swimming from the beach two black eyes popped out of the ocean before me. Thinking it was a seal I swam closer. I stopped. It wasn’t a seal (I’m not sure there are any in the South Pacific) it was a black jellyfish floating on the surface. I needn’t worry, there was no sting about them. It was the same breed of black jellyfish the local children would wear on their heads as hats to entertain the tourists.

The day after eavesdropping on two young women talking of sharks a friend asked if I would join them snorkeling. I agreed, thinking there would be safety in numbers.

With the sun burning across shoulders and back we both swam forwards immersed in a display of angel fish below.

Continuing onwards the water took on a cool chill. I felt a jab in my ribs. Looking to my snorkeling partner, the finger she had poked me with was now pointing ahead of us.

Two long dark shadows floated in and out of vision. One moved closer giving us a sharper view. Then I saw its eye. Dark and lifeless above a mouthful of a sharp untidy teeth, the Tiger shark watched us intently.

I looked to how far from the island we were. The ten metre pole from the beach was a good twenty metres away.

With not another look to sharks encountered, we glanced to one another then began to swim as fast as we could.

Reaching the shoreline I thought of an old Tom and Jerry cartoon where in a similar situation, Tom had left the water and continued to swim in the sand far up the beach.

On reaching the safety of Beachcomber’s shores I wasn’t far off that cartoon cat.
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