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Welcome to this month’s issue of Itchy Feet
Magazine, which is packed with new inspirational
travel tales from our fellow travellers and
subscribers. In this issue we hear about
learning to surf in California, the villages and
cities of Laos, and one of Australia’s most
remote locations. We also share some
more spiritual experiences in India and
Peru, and learn about the mythical black
leopards of South Africa.

Why don’t you join our Itchy Feet group on
Facebook and link up with other
subscribers?! 
www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=6039441943

Don’t forget to visit our website,
www.itchyfeetmagazine.com, which
has had a bit of a refresh in recent months.
Check out the Feet First Forum, where
you can exchange ideas, travel tips or
questions about any place on earth! 

Our front cover photo this month was
taken in Ladakh, India by Ben Alexander
from New Zealand.

Please help us to spread the word about
Itchy Feet Magazine! You can subscribe to
receive every issue by emailing
info@itchyfeetmagazine.com (It’s free!) You
can also contribute by sending photos for
the image galleries or recommending your
favourite places on the website.

“Certainly, travel is more than the
seeing of sights; it is a change that
goes on, deep and permanemt, in

the ideas of living.”
Miriam Beardn
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Itchynews
Eco-News:
NEW ECO-LODGE TO HELP GORILLAS

A new eco-friendly lodge opened in Rwanda in July, and will,
will donate part of its profits back into mountain gorilla
conservation.The Sabyinyo Silverback Lodge has been built
thanks to a trust set up by the African Wildlife Foundation, the
Governors’ Camp Collective and the local Kinigi community. It
has the dual goal of improving the livelihoods of residents in the
Kinigi area while contributing in a meaningful way to
conservation.The lodge is in the Virunga Heartland, a
mountainous landscape in the western part of the Great Rift
Valley which is home to chimpanzees, golden monkeys, forest
elephants, many bird species and of course, mountain gorillas.
Craig Sholley, the AWF’s Senior Director of Development, said
“Visitors can help put conservation enterprise into practice
while getting a chance to see majestic mountain gorillas and a
special part of the world”. More info about the lodge can be
found at www.governerscamp.com

What’s on where?
Some of the best global festivals and events coming up...

Germany: Oktoberfest for lovers of beer and bratwurst in
Munich. 20 Sept-5 Oct

UK: Ottery St Mary Tar Barrels procession of huge flaming
barrels in rural Devon. 5 Nov

Ireland: Galway International Oyster Festival all sorts of
events during 25-28 Sept.

UK: Mayor’s Thames Festival, Londonl Spectacular annual
reiverside event culminating in a great parade. 13-14 Sept.

Thailand: Chonburi Buffalo Races Wide variety of water
buffalo contents. 6 Oct.

India: Dussehra In Mumbai especially, parades, giant paper
puppets and firworks. 6-9 Oct.

Peru: Procession of the
Lord of Miracles In Lima,
the whole city turns out to
sing, dance, parade and
wear purple. 18-28 Oct.

Mexico: Dias de los
Muertos multiple
ceremonies and fancy
dress, Oaxaca is a good
base. 31 Oct-2 Nov.

USA: Miami Carnival The
parade to the Orange
Bowl is the highlight.
12 Oct.

Sarajevo: Hotel Michele
Hotel Michele  is in the old part of Sarajevo , a short stroll
from the famous ottoman quarter Bascarsija.They’ll offer you a
warm welcome and you’ll be delighted with the quirky design
and eclectic range of antiques which give this small, boutique
hotel such character. Best of all, despite playing host to the
likes of Richard Gere and Bono, Hotel Michele is excellent
value for money – not a budget hotel but well within reach of
most people’s pockets for a special place to stay.There are six
apartments and two double rooms, each with a unique design
and all the comforts you would need.A bit of a hidden gem!
www.hotelmichele.ba

Louise Alexander
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Unique
places to stay

Great Coast Walk
New walking route down under
A spectacular new walk has just been opened in Australia, aptly
named the Great Coast Walk. Hugging the Pacific for 100km
from Barrenjoey to Cronulla, it takes in stunning blue views, one
of the world’s most beautiful cities,Aboriginal rock art, cliffs
sculpted by the elements and much more. The vision of the
project is to promote public access to, and enhance the
appreciation and recreational enjoyment of, Sydney’s coastline
and estuaries. Useful brochures relating to different sections of
the track can be downloaded from
www.walkingcoastalsydney.com.au
Louise Alexander

 



Deep within the corridors of bureaucracy,
the luminaries-on-high have awarded
Luangprabang its World Heritage badge for
its mixture of French colonial architecture
and living Buddhist culture.While not
openly impressive, at least by European
standards, the city has immense charm,
feeling not unlike a slice of Louisiana that
has been accidentally dropped into Asia and
then not repaired for the best part of fifty
years.

At dawn, monks and novices, barefoot and
clad in orange robes, walk in procession
through the town receiving alms. It is a
modest but unique spectacle that attracts a
daily crowd of Falangs. Sadly, the number of
almsgivers is declining and judging by the
advanced age of most of those that remain,
the tradition seems doomed to fade away
sooner rather than later.The town is
papered with posters asking people not to
use flash while photographing the
processions.They don't work! We watch
the monks walk solemnly through town, lit
up like Oscar nominees. One western
woman makes a stand, berating a shameless
group flashing away at the monks.
Indignantly, they move thirty yards down
the line, snapping as they go.The Lao are

being pushed down the seemingly
unstoppable path towards cultural
blandness, little incident by little incident.

We choose to travel the seven hours up
the Mekong to Nong Khiaw by riverboat.
This far up its course the river is a pretty,
greenish little thing winding its way around
Karst Limestone peaks. It is still a long
way from becoming the Mighty Mekong of
guidebook lore and war films. Nong Khiaw

is a sleepy connection node where the only
asphalt road in the area meets the river.
We visit caves, guided by eight-year olds for
a dollar each. Once they were used as air-
raid shelters by now they are just
unremarkable caves.The next day we trek
to neighbouring minority villages giving out
colourful books, printed by a charity in
Luangprabang, to the small children.All
the children aged eleven or more are in
school, two hours walk away. Everywhere
we go there are crowds of children but
almost no old people. On the trail we
pass a few coconut palms and rows of
foundation stones; all that is left of a village
abandoned during the US bombing
campaign.

Stopping for lunch in the shade of a teak
plantation we lunch we have black sticky
rice mixed with sweet coconut milk and
cooked in bamboo.You peel back the
bamboo covering and eat the rice like a
banana. It makes a great hiking lunch and is
much tastier than trail mix. Lao food is
delicious and so varied. River weed is a
staple, either steamed or fried and there
are dozens of variations on sticky rice and
delicious dips. In Luangprabang we

found tiny live bats on sale next to giant
frogs, smoked squirrels and grilled catfish.
There is even porcupine!

As we walk along the narrow raised paths
through the rice fields the harvest is well
under way. It is all sticky rice in Laos,
harvested by sickle and threshed by hand.
Subsistence stuff! Any excess rice is brewed
into Lao Lao, a potent firewater that we
found surprisingly drinkable.

The slash and burn agriculture still
practiced by the hill tribes seems so
destructive! We come across entire
hillsides littered with charred tree trunks.
We ask the guide why they don't sell the
wood from the forests they cut down.

this far up its course the Mekong is a pretty, greenish
little thing winding its way around Karst limestone peaks 

Discovering Laos
Alex Bramwell reflects upon village and city life in South East Asia
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"Who would buy it?" he asks, waving a
hand out over the empty landscape.There
are water buffalos everywhere and they
seem to be very well tended. Our guide
tells us that the villagers treat them like a
savings account, only selling them in times
of hardship. One water buffalo is worth
about five hundred dollars, about the same
as an imported Chinese moped.

We move an hour upriver to Mong Noi, an
unlikely backpacker hub miles from
anywhere that seems almost prosperous.
The main activity in the town

seems to be organised trekking but we
decide to walk out on our own to
neighbouring villages.We follow a sign-
posted trail out through the field towards
Banna Village, getting hopelessly lost.
Arriving at the wrong village we have to
choose between two identical restaurants,
neither of which have anything at all except
warm beer and fresh venison.Venison
it is then! Somehow time seems to get
stretched in Lao kitchens so it is almost an
hour before we get bowls of venison
noodle soup. Our host beams at us as we
try to chew the tough meat and pick lead
shot out of our teeth.

When we finally find it, Banna Village turns
out to be the quintessential rural Lao
village, complete with the odd shell casing
and water buffalos penned under bamboo
houses on stilts.What electricity there is
stretches far enough to run a village telly,
blaring out Thai soap operas, and a few
econosave 40 watt light bulbs.

Lao cockerels seem to think that dawn
starts every ten minutes from midnight

onwards, making sleeping in rural areas
something of a challenge. Rising at the
genuine dawn reveals the village shrouded
in mist and the Lao clustered around fires,
singeing the fur off an incredible range of
wild animals.With rats, deer, giant rats,
porcupines, squirrels, lorrises and civet cats
all falling prey to the hunters' antique guns,
it looks like someone has invaded the zoo!
One small child heads to school munching
happily on a smoked rat wrapped in sticky
rice. Our morning coffee is rich and
delicious, smokey from the fire. It is far
from a rural idyll though. One woman tells

us that she has three children but has given
birth eight times.

We trek away as the mist burns off the hills
and the villagers carry 40kg sacks of rice
along the narrow paths as if they were full
of feathers.The afternoon before we
discover that the exchange rate among
these jolly farmers is a shot of Lao Lao
(local whiskey) for every Marlboro Light
you hand out; something we wish we had
know before distributing the better half of
a pack. Back in Mong Noi we take the last
of our books to children at the poorer end
of the village.As always, we don't have
enough and some of the children we
photographed a couple of days before go
without. Heartbreaking as it is to walk
away we know that Lao kids are good at
sharing.The Lao language doesn't even have
separate words for "yours" and "mine" and
the concept of personal possession is a
recent import.

Along the road back to Luangprabang in
the late afternoon, the schools empty their
charges onto the streets. Every few

hundred yards a small crowd of children,
on foot or bicycles, makes its way home. So
very many children! Where are they all
going to live, what are they all going to do?
Will they still get up at dawn to give alms
to the monks? But that I suppose is Laos
right now, a country with its future ahead
of it, modest yet wonderful, with far more
to lose than to gain.A great country, unless
you happen to be a porcupine!

© Alex Bramwell, USA



The recent death of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi
(perhaps better known to the western
world as the bringer of Transcendental
Meditation to The Beatles) reminds us of a
philosophy whose benefit extends beyond
the ‘hippy’ peace-and-love idealism often
associated with it. Perhaps contrary to
popular western belief,Yoga is not just
about contorting the body into elaborate
poses named after obscure bending
animals.This I learned in detail, amongst
other pearls of wisdom, whilst studying
Yoga with devoted Swamis,Yogis and fellow
travellers at an Ashram in southern India

for two weeks during a two month trip
across the subcontinent.
Far from typical objectives of the classic
holiday getaway, I willingly submitted to a
fortnight’s programme of 5am wakeup calls,
a strict caffeine-free vegetarian diet,
dubious-at-first bodily cleansing regimes,

philosophy lectures and five or six hours a
day of Yoga practice and meditation.Alone
in the first week of arrival in a country that
can be as overwhelming as it is exciting, the
traveller might expect such a regime to
intensify any culture shock already taking
hold. But it was the perfect introduction.
The Sivananda Ashram is set amongst the
lush green Cardamon Hills of Kerala, whose
serene location is as conducive to peace
and meditation as the spiritual practice
itself. Temples, shrines and villagers’ huts lie
scattered across the hills, through which
silent meditation walks would take us to a
still open lake (exploited dramatically for
metaphorical analogies to the mind, of
course).

The Ashram has no expectations of

religion, race or even yoga ability; beginners
are welcome and anyone can stay for a
very small donation (approx. £4/ day) which
includes balanced, vegetarian meals,
lectures, basic accommodation and expert
yoga and meditation teaching from the
Gurus.All that is asked is a willingness to

adopt Ashram life; to leave behind mobile
phones and Facebook, to eat cross-legged
with your hand and to engage the usually 
stiff British upper lip in chanting Sanskrit
verse.

Whilst meditation can take a long time to
master, the very stillness of Ashram life is a
welcome peaceful interjection to life in the
west; offering in addition to pure
relaxation, a vital new perspective. Its
teachings are central to concerns of
university life; pressures to conform,
unspoken feelings of inadequacy, academic
competition and stress. It reminds us of the
transience of the things we deem worthy
of occupying our time and shaping our
mindset on a daily basis: the bus home, the
contents of the fridge, looming deadlines,

SShhaannttii 
SShhaannttii

Anya Kinneavy takes time out at a Yoga retreat in Kerala

“ sseett aammoonnggsstt tthhee lluusshh ggrreeeenn CCaarrddaammoonn HHiillllss

ooff KKeerraallaa,, tthhee sseerreennee llooccaattiioonn iiss aass ccoonndduucciivvee ttoo 

ppeeaaccee aass tthhee ssppiirriittuuaall pprraaccttiiccee iittsseellff ”



the telephone bill.Yoga, indeed Indian
philosophy in general, teaches us not only
to realise the potential for happiness and
inherent beauty in the everyday, but the
value of maintaining an inner peaceful self
despite these daily distractions. Common
feelings of pressure are often more self-
imposed than we realise; happiness is a
state of mind and ‘Yoga shows the way’.

My twenty-first birthday fell during my stay.
Certainly a lot more sober in all senses of
the word than in previous years, I couldn’t
have spent it in a more meaningful place.A
card from an Indian girl wished me “a life
full of peace and happy as an apple”. Quaint
as it is, this sentiment to me says as much
about the philosophy of Yoga as any
definition.

The rest of the trip took me up the coast
of Kerala and on to Bangalore to meet my
friend and travelling partner to be.The
contrast of cosmopolitan Bangalore (a
bewildering first night spent in a karaoke
bar, breaking any assumption that Indians
enjoy Bangra more than Bon Jovi)
exemplified the series of contrasts that was
set to continue.After flying to Delhi, we
went on to explore the heat and colour-

infused deserts of Rajasthan before heading
north to hear the teachings of the Dalai 
Lama and stay in Tibetan communities in
the foothills of the snow-capped Himalayas.

India can seem like a land of paradox.
Honking rickshaws trapped in Delhi
traffic gridlock, hectic spice markets
and cows meandering city streets all
peacefully co-exist with rows of fresh
flower sellers, delicate fabrics and an
all-pervasive spirituality and attitude of
“Shanti, Shanti” (peace). But for me, the
contrasts encompass not so much a
paradox as a balance. ‘Mother India’, as
it is affectionately dubbed, is vibrant,
frantic, loud and hectic.And yet,
underpinning it and somehow holding it
all together is a natural harmony. It is
utterly chaotic - and happy as an apple.

© Anya Kinneavy, UK

To find out more about Sivananda Centres,
their locations around the world and the
teaching itself, visit

www.sivananda.org The website offers
details of all the Ashrams, and yoga vacations
available.The different Sivananda Ashrams are
open all year round and always offer the Yoga
vacation schedule. In addition to the regular
program some special theme-retreats are
organised.

For information about Kerala, visit
www.keralatourism.org 
www.incredibleindia.org also has some
useful information for travellers.
India is at GMT +5.5 and the currency is the
Indian Rupee.The Monsoon is July to
September and the best months in which to
visit the south, generally, are January to
September. Most overseas visitors will require
a visa.

“ IInnddiiaa ccaann sseeeemm lliikkee aa llaanndd ooff ppaarraaddooxx...... ffoorr
mmee,, tthhee ccoonnttrraassttss eennccoommppaassss nnoott  ssoo mmuucchh aaii   

ppaarraaddooxx,, aass aa bbaallaannccee..  ”



I found myself sitting in a bare, symmetrical
room just off the only road out of Iquitos,
only two years old and cut straight through
this part of the Peruvian Amazon Basin. It
was ten o’clock at night on a Wednesday in
February, and I had to get up for work in
the morning. I’d arrived on the back of a
scooter, down the dirt track which led
round the back of the small airport, and
into the trees which marked the outskirts
of the jungle, gradually encasing its sounds
and binding its hot black air. We’d pitched
up late and I was quickly introduced to
Juan, the owner of the house and the
evening’s ‘shaman’ or ‘ayahuascero’. I looked

round and nodded shyly at the only other
face I recognized in the room, trying to
remember his name.

I sat down on one of the hard plastic chairs
and looked around barely thinking; I felt
neither nervous nor at ease.Two Buddhists
dressed in white and already in a state of
meditation were beside me to my left, and
Angel sat to my right, listening intently to
Juan’s slow careful speech. I’m not really the
spiritual type, but I was curious and it was
late already, I thought, I might as well stick
it out for a few hours; at least then I’d be
able to talk about it.

Soon, the electric bulb which swung from
the grey ceiling was switched off and, in
total darkness, we were in turn asked to
come forward and sit before him. He
pronounced my name slowly and precisely,
thick with the accent I had by now grown
accustomed to. I closed my eyes as he
shook large palm leaves loudly and
unevenly above my head, air forcing shivers
across my skin. He carried on for too long,
and I was relieved when he finally handed
me the small cup of brown liquid and a
stub of sugar cane.

I was not intimidated by the thought of a

Jessie Akin shares her unique experience in the Peruvian jungle

An Ayahuasca Experience



mouth-full of foul taste.This only reminded
me of nights spent in my local club holding
illuminous cups of tequila in one hand and
clasping wedges of lemon in the other and,
while others groaned, squirmed and took
to the outside hut with wrenching disgust,
for me the bitter shot went down pretty
painlessly, and I sucked on the cane only
because I thought I should.There was no
fire running down my throat and over my
chest, no vile traces which doubled back
when I swallowed, no retching, no gagging.
‘Are you ok?’ whispered Angel anxiously,
touching my arm in the darkness. He was
one of only two who had chosen not to
drink, and I barely knew him but he was
there, I only realized afterwards, because I
would need him to be. I nodded somberly,
conscious of the need to respect the
atmosphere of this ancient and spiritual
occasion, and not wanting to reveal my well
contained cynicism. I felt fine.

I stared wide-eyed into the black space
around me, listening to the Juan’s icaro. His
voice rose and fell through the strange

Indian lexis of which I only understood a
few single words. One stood out over the
rest, repeated over and over, stretched out,
pulled in, sung and whispered with his
wailing, soothing song:Ayahuasca. I’d heard
it spoken a thousand times before,
discussed in conversation II’s ‘Traditions &
Customs’, hailed by loud North American
tourists who’d had it change their lives,
called out in the Belén market by the
strong wrinkled lady who stood among
herbs and plants and multi-coloured syrups
and strictly condemned alongside drugs
and alcohol by the evangelists on the
corner of my street. I’d got used to the way
it sounded over the months and had began
to wonder how it felt.

As the music distanced, the room came
alive with little tiny spots of colour which
crawled and danced towards me in the
darkness. Soon they were pulling me in,
quickly surrounding me. My skin began to
feel tender and slowly I became aware of
every nerve in my body as though it were
shivering with life. My back straightened
and I sat completely still. I tried wiggling my
fingers, almost believing them paralysed, but
any  slight movement sent every atom
chasing around my body so a weight of
nausea lifted in my chest. I tried to close
my eyes, thinking I might sleep it off, but
instead it pulled me in further, losing me in
the chaotic depths of the darkness.
With my eyes wide open and dilated in the
pitch black I saw myself under streams of
running water.Time disappeared in the
same way it does in dreams and, similar to
the way that dreams intensify feelings and
experiences that you’ve had in real life, all
at once as I was confronted with
everything I’d ever felt, and forgotten. I 
was overcome with grief, guilt and
happiness all at once, and a simple, clear

understanding of why.

Every now and again it all became too
much for me, and violent waves of nausea
ran through me. Determined to gain
control, I stepped outside, where the air
clung and pulled at my body and the
darkness spilled out of my mouth in a thick
tar, letting out an alien groan which
vibrated through my chest. I’d heard it
would make you sick. Sometimes my body
jerked but nothing came out and it took all
my strength to accept that I had to go back
in and confront what I’d seen before my
body could reject it.

I recognized almost all the people who

approached me, their faces vivid and clear
in the darkness. Some stayed and watched,
quivering with the complexities of our
relationship, making me laugh or cry
silently. Others made my chest swell as
though it would burst under my ribs,
clutching on to me as I pushed them back,
just as unable here as in my normal life, to
understand what they meant to me.

When, six hours later, I finally began to feel
the effects wear off, I was relieved, weak
and exhausted. I was alert and happy, calm
and content in my surroundings and alive
to the wind as it rushed through my body
on the long motorbike ride home.The sun
was beginning to show its first rays and I
was excited by the fact that in just a few
hours I’d be collecting up my papers and
making my way to my little office in the
centre of town.

I was pleased that my trauma was over. It
had undoubtedly been one of the hardest
things I’d ever had to do, and it would be a
long time before I’d even be able to

consider whether or not I’d like to try
again. But, as I looked at the faces around
me, and I thought about the weeks, months
and years ahead, I knew that it had helped
me understand this place which had been
so strange to me at first, it had helped me
trust what my own self had always known.
The pain was quickly beginning to fade but
I knew that I’d experienced  something
which I’d never forget, which I’d think
about years on when I’d would feel like I
was losing control, and that I’d survived
something which, for a few hours, I’d really
thought I wouldn’t.
© Jessie Akin

I closed my eyes as he shook large palm leaves
loudly and unevenly above my head, air forcing

shivers across my skin
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Of course, I’d heard the stories about
mythical black leopards existing in South
Africa. But I’d put them in the same
category as wild tales of monsters in Loch
Ness or of big foot.That was until I met a
young zoology graduate working with the
Ingwe Leopard Project in Mpumalanga. He
told me of a spate of black leopard
sightings in the mountains outside
Lydenburg. I dearly wanted to be the first
to photograph black leopards living wild in
Africa. Just one image would be pure gold
and if there was to be a gold rush, naturally
I wanted to be the first to stake a claim.

Following directions from my new young
friend, I made my way to a secluded valley,
hidden away in the Leutla Mountains.
Shielded from the world, it has been the
very epicentre of black leopard sightings
since 1952. Fortunately for me, a new bush
lodge has opened in the valley.The
Paperbark Bush Retreat was created to
generate funds for conservation. Its warm
design gives an eco-chic feel, while its

carbon neutral operation exists in harmony
with nature. All thoughts of living rough in
the bush were gone. My camping gear was
suddenly redundant.A spot of bush luxury
was much more to my liking.

Research has shown that this mountain
region is an ancient route for transitory
leopards. It is a place where previously

unknown behaviour patterns had been
recorded. Behaviours that fall outside of
those seen in the artificial environment of
fenced game reserves. However, there was
bad news. I wasn’t the first.A TV crew had
beaten me to the valley, bringing with them
a team of some of Africa’s top trackers.
They’d recorded and photographed
leopards and then produced a film of their
work for a worldwide audience.Thankfully,
for me at least, they’d left frustrated,
without a black leopard in the can.

Of course that should have been a warning.
How could I dream of succeeding where
Africa’s top trackers had failed? Maybe
there was only ‘fools gold’ in these hills.
After all, seeing a normal leopard in the

wild is difficult enough.This isn’t a fenced
reserve where animals have become
habituated to human presence.This is wild
Africa as nature intended.And then of
course, there are the local people.With
good reason, they feel very protective
about this pristine area and don’t want to
see it turned into a black leopard theme
park. But I was hooked, well to be honest

obsessed. I had gold fever, and all rational
thought was gone.

Over the next days and weeks, I mapped
out a search area based on the research of
my young graduate friend. I set out scouting
cameras along game trails and very shortly
started to get some good images.Antelope,
honey badgers, serval, caracal and leopards,
but, sadly none of them black. My plan was
to follow leopard tracks and then set
cameras to photograph them. Leopard
tracks are unique to each individual, which
helped, but unfortunately for me they don’t
identify colour! Each fresh set of tracks
could, and frequently did, lead to a dead
end.The proverbial needle in a haystack
would have been a far easier challenge.

Phil Spar searches for some of South Africa’s most elusive wildlife  

In search of the Black
Leopard

“ This isn’t a fenced reserve ... this is wild

Africa, as nature intended ”



Frustrated and dejected, it seemed that I
would be forced leave empty handed. My
time was running out and reality was calling
in the shape of irate messages from the
office.Then, in keeping with all good
adventure stories, at the eleventh hour, I
had my piece of luck.

At first I only heard her.That distinctive
sawing noise somewhere in the bush ahead.
I froze on the spot, hardly daring to
breathe or make any sound. A moment
later, no more than five meters away, a
small female leopard walked out. In the
dappled light of the forest, I could just
make out distinctive rosette shapes on a
jet-black coat.Almost ignoring my presence
as only a cat can, she hesitated briefly to
glance sideways at me, before gracefully
walking on. Momentarily stunned, I had
almost forgotten my camera.All
professional dignity and coolness went out
of the window. Fumbling at the lens, I
cursed my clumsiness, hit the ON switch,
forgot the lens cover, and cursed again.
Finally, as I put the camera to my eye, for
the first time ever, there was a black
leopard in frame. No time to focus or
adjust, I just pointed and clicked and kept
on clicking.

Later that evening, I sat anxiously waiting
for my laptop to power up, desperately
needing to download the images to see
them more clearly. Looking away down the
valley, I noticed a dust cloud kicked up by
an approaching land rover speeding
towards Paperbark. Only a few people live
in the area. It looked like word was out.

Soon after, a very uneasy farmer blustered
towards me, and, even though obviously
upset, he politely introduced himself.
Günter was a proud Afrikaner, now
humbled. He had come to plead with me
not to publish, looking away as the pictures
slowly uploaded on the screen in front of
us. It was as though even a glance would
signal a conspiracy against the valley he so
loved. I couldn’t help but feel sympathy for
him.While the story of black leopards
remained a myth, the local conservancy
could go on protecting these wonderful
animals. Low impact, responsible tourism is
their way of quietly funding conservation.
However, if black leopard photographs
were ever published, then it was very likely

that their control - which had protected
these illusive animals for decades - would
likely be lost.

That night I couldn’t sleep. My mind was in
a turmoil. I’d done it, but why then did I
feel like a traitor. I was sad to leave
Paperbark Bush Retreat the next day. My
time in this stunning place had been
unforgettable.Will and Carol’s warm
hospitality and evenings full of bush stories
and laughter would stay long in my
memory. Rising early, so as not to disturb
the European guests who had arrived the
night before, I quietly made my way out of
the valley. On reaching the conservancy
gate I looked back along the dirt road, now
obscured as it twisted away around the
mountains into the hidden valley.

I could never fully express my gratitude
and love for this place. I only hoped that
the memory card, which I’d left behind on
the study desk, would go some way to
showing my empathy with the conservancy.

Luckily, I have been able to return to
Paperbark Bush Retreat and the glorious
Leutla Mountains, now as a favoured son,
on many occasions since. Sometimes

leading small exclusive safaris and
sometimes just for myself.Although there
have been other sightings, so far the myth
remains. I’ve been asked countless times if I
was tempted to keep a copy of those
photographs. Perhaps my grandchildren will
answer that question for me one day.

© Phil Spar

The Leopard Facts:
Black Leopard sightings have been
documented in two area of Africa:
During the 1930’s in Kenya and since
1952 in Lydenburg, South Africa. Black
Leopard research is incomplete
however it is assumed that black
leopards are a melanistic throw rather
than a sub species.The Leutla
Conservancy is the setting of a soon to
be published 1hr documentary of the
Black Leopards of Lydenburg.
Photographs of captive black leopard
are available from zoo’s and captive
environments. Phil has given his word to
help protect this valley and therefore
cannot share images.

What not to miss:
The Paperbark Bush Retreat lies in the
Leutla Conservancy approximately
30kms NNW of Lydenburg. Paperbark
was established in September 2007 by
English couple Will and Carol Fox.
Paperbark operates on a carbon neutral
basis and routes profits back into
Leopard research via the Ingwe Leopard
Project. Paperbark is also the base of
Back on Track Safaris, which conducts
responsible travel based conservation
safaris with world-renowned zoologist
Gerrie Camacho.

Useful websites:
www.paperbarkretreat.com 
www.backontracksafari.com
www.ingweleopard.org.za

The basics:
Timezone: GMT + 2
Currency: South African Rand (ZAR)
Capital: Pretoria (administrative) / Cape
Town (legislative)
Essential costs (in ZAR):
small bottle of beer: 7.30
36 exposure film: 43.00
kilo of mangoes: 6.00
litre of bottled water: 5.00
souvenir t-shirt: 60.00 

Other top sights:
Kruger National Park
Jeffrey’s Bay
Cape Town & Table Mountain
South Africa’s wineries

“ almost ignoring my presence as only a cat
can, she hesitated briefly to glance sideways

at me, before gracefully walking on. ”

footprints:



An uninhabited island, off a small island
state, at the bottom of an island continent.
If it sounds remote, it’s because it is.
Rugged too, not to mention completely
intriguing, invigorating and intoxicating. It
could just be the perfect escape.Welcome
to Maria Island, a former convict outpost

and now a protected National

Park off the east coast of Tasmania. Maria
(pronounced Ma-rye-ah) has been breaking
hearts since the very early days of
Australia’s white settlement and has lost
none of her wild, seductive ways since.

When England shipped off her petty
criminals to the new island colony of
Australia more than 200 years ago, many
were sent even further south to Tasmania.

The ones that required a yet further
degree of separation were deposited on
off-shore islands such as Maria.
It was Maria’s wicked isolation that
attracted the colony’s first law-makers and
now draws tourists in search of a dramatic
dose of seclusion. It may only be a 20-
minute ferry ride off the Tasmanian coast,

but this is about as cut off from the
modern world as you can get, with no cars,
houses, services, shops or even inhabitants.
If it is peace and quiet that you are after
then Maria will not let you down.The small
ferry that runs across the Mercury Passage
from the coastal fishing village of Triabunna
can get crowded and bookings are essential
in summer. But once you get to Maria you
are sure to find a spot to yourself. On

arrival, you will need to drop in and
register with the closest thing the island
has to a permanent resident – the National
Park ranger based out of the old
Commissariat Store at the end of the jetty.
There is rough accommodation available at
the former convict settlement of
Darlington, if you fancy bunking down in a

penitentiary with some ghosts of the past,
and a neighbouring clearing-cum-
campground. But be warned. If you choose
an extended stay you will have to bring
absolutely everything with you, including
water, as there is nothing available on the
island.

What is on offer though is a powerful
combination of haunting history and raw

Matthew MacDermott uncovers one of Australia’s most remote spots

Alone with Maria

If it is peace and quiet that you are after, then
Maria will not let you down“

”



natural beauty.A day trip offers plenty of
possibilities, from strolling Darlington’s
former convict buildings to enjoying its
pure sandy beach and clear waters. But
inevitably Maria’s charm will send your
body and mind wandering. It is a true
walkers’ paradise and its scratched-out
tracks are the only human marks on much
of its unique untouched landscape. The
Painted Cliffs in one direction and the
Fossil Cliffs in the other are both popular
short-walk options and provide a
fascinating insight into the exposed
geological history of the island. The more
adventurous can push on past the Fossil
Cliffs to the commanding Bishop and
Clerk, so named after its distinctive
pointed peaks. It is a steep scramble in
parts but the Bishop and Clerk rewards its
worshippers with stunning views over the
island, the coastline beyond and north to
the delicate Freycinet Peninsula.The sheer
plunge of vertical rock into the crashing
ocean below is a stark reminder of Maria’s
extreme isolation – so despised by its
captive inhabitants and now so sought-after
by its current visitors.

All this raw natural beauty is further
complemented by abundant wildlife.The
island is awash with iconic natives, such as
kangaroos, wallabies, paddymelons and
black cockatoos, as well as more exotic
varieties such as the rare Cape Barren
Geese. Maria boasts a long colourful
history, which has seen her provide a home
to convicts, farmers, whale traders,
smugglers and entrepreneurs. She now
stands proudly untamed, never conquered,
but open for all to enjoy.

© M. MacDermott

”
The sheer plunge of vertical rock into the

crashing ocean below is a stark reminder of
Maria’s extreme isolation

“



This ticket is for yesterday’
‘Sorry?’ asked our guide,Valery.
’For yesterday, this ticket’ the agent
repeated.
‘We must get on this flight’ said Valery in
his stern but polite Russian manner.
‘Sorry sir, all full’
‘Tonight then?’
‘Sorry sir, all full’
‘Tomorrow?’ the stern look fading into
desperation.
I knew what was coming: ‘Sorry sir, all full’
‘When then?’ Valery’s was desperation
fading into anger.
‘Thursday sir’  
‘Three days? Great!’ said Kim, hidden in
amongst our group of eleven.We were
crowded around the check-in desk,
desperately trying to get back to Moscow
for our connecting flights, leaving that night.
‘Sorry sir, next Thursday’
Several people looked round as we groaned
in unison.After much discussion in heated
Russian,Valery turned to us:
‘My friends, do not worry, we go to
another airport’. True to his word it was
only a few minutes before a minivan turned
up to take us on our way.
‘Go ahead’ I said to Kim, seeing just one
remaining seat ‘I’ll get in the next one’.
‘ Go, go’ said Valery, indicating for me to get
in the already crowded minibus.

I dropped my bag at the door with the rest
of the luggage and squeezed in the only
remaining space. The minibus had just six
seats in the back and very little legroom.
The original seats had been removed and

boxes lined the sides of the van in their
place.As I sat down I could feel the hard
seat below, which I knew would quickly
lead to numbness, and the ill-fitting window
behind my head let in a minus twenty draft
of Siberian winter.

As the remaining five members of the
group began to come through the door of
the bus I got a little concerned.With two
people squeezed next to the driver, one on
the floor and three sitting half on laps and
half in mid air we looked certain to break
the record for foreigners in a minivan. Just
as we were trying to get comfortable the
bags came in; with no boot or roof racks
the luggage would ride with us. Fifteen

large bags followed with a few bits of hand
luggage for good measure. I would share a
ride with half a lap on my left thigh, half a
buttock on my right, a bag between my
legs, another one balanced on that and a

small daypack resting against my head,
giving me just a partial view of the roof.

The driver rocked on the door to make it
close against the bags (and the passengers);
the heavy combination meant every breath
fought against the weight on my chest. If we
were to crash would we be safe as none of
us could move? Or would it lead to a
painful and swift demise with the smallest
knock?

‘How far is the airport?’ someone asked as
we left the airport and sped down the iced
road of Tumen. ‘About 250 Miles, we
should just make it.’ The groan would have
been audible if it were not for the luggage

The Trans-Siberian Bus

Matt Scott takes the bus journey of nightmares in Russia
photo: Denis Kuchukov

ttoo ggeett ccoommffoorrttaabbllee,, tthhee bbaaggss ccaammee iinn ”
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constricting our breathing. Heads dropped
in despair.

As we bumped up and down the pot-holed
road I began to feel the tingling of pins and
needles in my thigh as well as the sharp
edge of something in someone’s luggage
banging against my chest.To relive the pain
I managed to lift the bag onto my arms,
however every bump made my elbow dig
into Kim’s breast.As if in retaliation the
sharp corner of whatever it was in the
luggage gradually moved its way down to
my stomach and with every bum-numbing
jolt I received a gut wrenching strike. I just
hoped it did not move down to my groin.

It was about three hours before we were
able to stop for a break. Rather than
remove the entire luggage we simply
climbed out of the windows (or given the
space in the van; popped out like
champagne corks). It was only as I dropped
down from the side that I noticed I had
lost all feeling in my legs: I collapsed into an
icy mud puddle, much to the amusement of
those in the van, a few of whom rapidly
followed suit. Lifting up my cold and icy T-
shirt I noticed my stomach had started to
turn blue from the continual bumping.
Looking up I noticed Kim holding her
breast, clearly not willing to give me
sympathy.

There was no way to get to my bag for
fresh clothes so after a brief walk to
restore the circulation in my legs I
reluctantly climbed back through the

window, wet and cold. Many of the bags
had fallen into the places we had been
sitting and we could only squeeze in as
best we could, in a semi-sitting, semi-lying
position.With every bump our limbs would
flail wildly as we tried to hold on, hitting
whoever was within our reach (which given
the size of the van was just about
everyone). Being slightly higher in the bus I
was now able to see us speed along the
frozen road which was slick with snow and
ice. Large vehicles came at an equally
frightening speed in the opposite direction
and watching these apparently neat misses
was the only thing that kept my mind from
the wind blowing on my freezing clothes. I

was reduced to removing most of my wet
clothes and hiding behind the others for
some basic protection. I shivered my way
the remaining hundred miles or so.

Unloading the bags in Chealabinsk we
discovered the van had heating and it was
working well, but had been blocked by the
various bags and suitcases: some of the
luggage had melted onto the grills, clothes
and bags were a mat of burnt fibres and we
unloaded them like string cheese.With just
a few minutes before our flight departed I

had time no time to delve into my pack for
new clothes, it was rushed to the check in
desk by a very anxious Valery.
We were the last passengers on the plane
and arrived out of breath after a near
sprint across the terminal and tarmac. On
finding my seat the person next to me
took one look at my appearance, sighed
and moved seats. But, we arrived on time.

© Matt Scott
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Famous for its year-around sunshine and
European charm, La Jolla features one of
California’s best surfing and diving. Not too
long ago, I read something interesting in a
magazine.“Travel, ultimately, is an
investment in memory.”  I don’t remember
the author, just this one sentence. It put a
bug in my head. I called my girlfriends to
organize a quick getaway.Without
arguments we selected our own
responsibilities. I looked for
accommodation, Lisa found a surf shop and
Eo set up the diving. It was all done in a
matter of hours.

We all like to travel when it is less busy, so
we decided on a Sunday till Tuesday
getaway. Having flexible work hours
definitely proved to be advantageous. Lisa
works for an insurance company, Eo has
her own accounting firm and I teach scuba
diving. One thing in common: we all love
adventures and are always ready for a trip.
We rendezvoused at Eo’s place Sunday
morning, gathered our belongings into one
car and hit the road. It still amazes me how
our freeways, in Los Angeles, are always
crowded.Where do people have to rush to
on a Sunday morning?

About an hour later, when we finally have
left the always crowded, smoggy city
behind, our eyes gazed at a picture Nature
composed ever so perfectly. On our left,
the mountain was covered with an array of
yellow and purple flowers, with no human
in sight. On our right there was a
commanding view of the California
coastline. Palm trees set the beach mood,
young and old, together laughingly splashed
around in the water. I loved our
vacation already.

Our temporary residence, the Grande
Colonial Hotel in La Jolla is a landmark
historic hotel that overlooks the shores of
the Pacific Ocean and is ideally located just
steps away from miles of beautiful beaches
renowned to Southern California. I opted
for this hotel because it’s within walking
distance of world-class shopping, dining and
entertainment.As much as we are
adventure-hungry wild girls, we all have our
typical female, shoe-loving side that needs
satisfaction.

Ever wandered along the streets
purposeless, just for the sheer joy of it? We
did.We explored glass shops, animal
accessories stores, furnishing and rug

outlets, and clothing boutiques while
roaming the seaside Village of La Jolla.As
we strolled through the streets I felt we
were really
on a
vacation.
We
blended
in with
tourists
from
France,
Italy,

Scotland and Australia.We just had to
travel less to get to this charming place
neighboring San Diego.

Monday morning, we ate breakfast at the
Grande Colonial’s restaurant, NINE-TEN.
Being a culinary aficionado, it is much
harder to please my taste buds than that of
my girlfriends, but we agreed it deserved to
be called the best breakfast place. I am a
true European coffee snob. I can hate a
place just because of the coffees they
serve. My café latte was perfectly presented
and started my day on a great note.The
darker coffee part was clearly separated
from the fluffy milk and the temperature

was neither too hot nor too cold. I sat
back and people watched while our food
was prepared. Lisa and Eo opted for house-

smoked salmon and eggs
benedict, while I chose
seasonal fruits and a croissant
to gain enough energy for the
activities ahead.

We had booked private surf
lessons at San Diego’s number
one surf school, Surf Divas.
Recognized worldwide as the
first all-girls surf school, Surf
Diva has introduced students of

California dreamin’
SSzziillvviiaa GGoogghh ttaakkeess aa bbrreeaakk aatt LLaa JJoollllaaaa

“ as much as we are adventure-hungry wild

girls, we all also have our typical, female, shoe -

loving side that needs satisfaction... ”



all ages to the sport and spirit of surfing
since 1996.
We were really looking forward to meeting
the legendary owners, Izzy and Coco
Tihanyi when we walked through the

doors of the Surf Diva 
boutique to sign in for our
lesson.They were not
there this time around, but
nevertheless we enjoyed browsing 
the variety of fashionable, yet functional,
surf gear for a few minutes before heading
to the beach.

Our instructor, the Australian competitive
surfer Josh Fuller, set a fun and encouraging
mood right-away.We practiced on our
oversized, foam covered boards in the sand
for a few minutes. We rehearsed how to
stand up when we caught waves and off we
went.

Lisa went first, followed by Eo.They both
stood up seemingly effortlessly when Josh
gave them the signal.Then it was my turn
to try. Just as I felt the push on my board, I
excitedly grabbed the front, pulled up my 

legs, arched and balanced as I straightened 
my back. I was standing and riding the
waves. I could not believe that it was that
easy.

The one hour lesson seemed to pass by in
five minutes. I experienced something
extraordinary and life changing. My body
and soul felt completely happy.There is
nothing like riding on a piece of plastic
board while the wind is blowing one’s hair
and the sun is stroking her face for a
moment before splashing into the ocean
with a happy scream.

After a hearty dinner, some
wine and a short stroll
through the village, we
retired relatively early to

recoup for next day’s
scuba diving excursion.
For a dive that’s easy to
access, La Jolla Cove is
a can’t miss. Just behind
the seaside Village,

steps are leading into the Pacific Ocean
showcasing the 

underwater world. La Jolla Cove is an
ecological preserve, which means no harm
can be done to any plant or animal within
it.The wildlife seems to know this and the
Cove is always teeming with marine life.

California has something that no other
ocean has to offer: it’s fast growing,
abundant kelp forest. Swimming through
the kelp forest is often compared to hiking
through Yosemite National Park. Marine life
includes sheep-head, halibut, horn shark,
lobster and of course California’s state
marine fish, the bright orange Garibaldi.

Our dive was outstanding.A short swim
across the sand took us to a small reef
crowded with tiny silver fish.The average 
depth was around 15-30 feet, providing 
great snorkeling opportunities to those 
who are not ready to submerge just yet.

As I looked up, I saw swimmers viewing the 
divers bellow.They were curiously checking
out what were we looking at a few feet
under them.

La Jolla is a world famous dive site,

provides great surfing, while also offering
quiet time under the palm trees for those
who prefer a more relaxed vacation.With
its coastal location, extraordinary
environment and European charm, it
provides an ideal destination for travelers.

© Szilvia Gogh, USA

“ for a dive that’s easy to access, La Jolla Cove
is a can’t miss...our dive was outstanding ”
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