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A DISNEYLAND FOR BACKPACKERS, TREKKERS AND MOUNTAINEERS, NEPAL IS ONE OF THE MOST PERENNIALLY 
POPULAR DESTINATIONS IN ASIA.
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Nepal is famously draped along the icy heights of the 
Himalaya. Though it’s most renowned for these 
mountains, Nepal actually has an incredible variety of 
scenery, including the sweltering jungles of the Terai 
as well as the glacial ice fi elds of the Khumbu. In 
between these extremes lie the Middle Hills, a more 
hospitable area which is home to the bulk of Nepal’s 
population – and is largely shaped by human hand. 
The trans-Himalayan regions of Mustang and Dolpo, 
in the far north of the country, closely resemble the 
arid Tibetan plateau.
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The stunning architectural and artistic heritage of 
medieval Kathmandu, Patan and Bhaktapur date from 
the golden age of the Malla kings in the 14th to 16th 
centuries. In 1760 the brilliant general Prithvi Narayan 
Shah unifi ed Nepal and ushered in the Shah dynasty, 
whose lineage has continued from that time right up 
to the current king, Gyanendra Bir Bikram Shah Dev, 
with the exception of a century of Rana rule. The 
‘People’s War’ between the government and Maoist 
rebels has claimed around 13,000 lives throughout 
the last decade. 
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The ethnic groups of Nepal are almost as numerous 
as its mountain valleys. Broadly speaking, the country 
is the meeting place of the Tibeto-Burmese peoples 
from the Himalaya and the Indo-Aryans from the 
Indian subcontinent. The country’s mountains are 
shared by Rais and Limbus, the Tibetan-related 
Bhotiyas, entrepreneurial Thakalis and Manangis from 
the Annapurna region, the Tamangs north of 
Kathmandu and the Sherpas of the Everest region. 
The Newars, who live in the Kathmandu Valley, have 
been famous as craftspeople and traders for 
centuries. As well as these indigenous groups, 
signifi cant numbers of Tibetan refugees live in Nepal. 
Hinduism is the country’s predominant religion, but 
there are important pockets of Buddhists, including 
Tibetan Buddhists. In practice, however, Nepalis tend 
to combine the two faiths, and temples attract 
worshippers from both.

������������
Nepal is one of the poorest countries in Asia, with a 
GDP of only US$220 per person. Foreign aid is a 
signifi cant industry, along with hydroelectricity and 
tourism, though agriculture remains predominant 

and accounts for 40 per cent of Nepal’s GDP. 
Economic growth has stalled during the last decade 
of political uncertainty.
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 Yaks and yetis
 Trekking lodges
 Everest base camp
 Maoist rebels
 The Himalaya
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Hinduism in Nepal is tightly wrapped up in dozens of 
colourful legends. Perhaps the most popular deity in 
Nepal, Ganesh, is easily recognisable because of his 
elephant’s head. The story goes that Ganesh’s father, 
the mighty Shiva, came home from a long trip to 
discover his wife Parvati in bed with a young man. In 
a fi t of rage he lopped off  the young man’s head, not 
thinking to consider that his son Ganesh might have 
grown up a little during the years of his absence. 
Parvati forced Shiva to bring his son back to life, but 
he could only do so by giving him the head of the 
fi rst living thing he saw, which just happened to be 
an elephant.
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READING, WRITING AND REALLY LONG HORNS: A NOVICE MONK AT SHEDRUPLING MONASTERY, KATHMANDU  
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Hong Kong’s culture is diffi  cult to pin down, because 
of the dilution of long-standing Chinese beliefs by 
150 years of British rule, plus the entrepreneurialism 
of the past half-century. The spiritual demands of 
Buddhism and Taoism are tempered by what some 
would call the city’s true religion, work, which is not 
confi ned by weekday offi  ce hours. One ongoing 
tradition is superstition, with many Chinese paying 
respectful attention to feng shui, numerology and 
the Chinese zodiac, while fortune-tellers ply their 
trade in places such as the wonderful, incense-
wreathed Man Mo Temple. The six fl oors of the Hong 
Kong Museum of Art off er a formal introduction to 
Chinese art.

�������
Top Hong Kong fi lms:

 Enter the Dragon (1973) teamed Bruce Lee 
with Hollywood.

 Infernal Aff airs (2002) was the fi rst in a trilogy about 
post-Triad life.

 The World of Suzie Wong (1960) follows a woman’s 
path from Wan Chai prostitute to fashion icon.

 In the Mood for Love (2000) depicts a stylish 
love quadrangle.
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Chinese religion is replete with deities that look after 
diff erent aspects of everyday life, from study to the 
running of pawn shops. One of the most popular 
deities, whose name is associated with over 60 
temples throughout Hong Kong, is Tin Hau. The 
‘Queen of Heaven’ looks after seafaring folk, so it’s 
understandable that a place surrounded by water 
would want to keep her happy. Stanley’s Tin Hau 
temple is Hong Kong’s oldest building.
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The Cantonese cuisine that dominates Hong Kong 
meal times applies subtle, elaborately prepared 
sauces to the freshest of produce, such as recently 
expired chickens, pigeons and sea creatures. 
Innovation is paramount in a place as entrepreneurial 
as this, so few dishes are prepared exactly the same 
way every time. Similarly, Hong Kong’s busy pace of 
life is refl ected by the inclination to cook foodstuff s 
rapidly over high heat. The Chinese eat regularly 
throughout the day, with the most conviviality 
reserved for dinners and weekend afternoon teas.
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The Yue Laan (Hungry Ghost) festival is celebrated on 
the 14th night of the seventh moon, sometime during 
August/September. It’s during this lunar month that 
‘hungry ghosts’ emerge from hell to seek sustenance. 
Food off erings are made to these spirits and ‘hell 
money’ and other paper votives, often in the shapes 
of cars and houses, are burned to appease them.
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 Bobbing across Victoria Harbour on the 
Star Ferry

 Lying back and enjoying the ride on the 
steep Peak Tram

 Losing all sense of time bar-hopping in Lan 
Kwai Fong

 Haggling over fashion rip-off s at Temple 
Street Night Market

 Making a pilgrimage to see the Tian 
Tan Buddha
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  THE CENTRAL SKYLINE LOOMS OVER THE HARBOUR FERRY
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BUG-EYED CHILDREN AT A SWIMMING POOL IN KOWLOON    FEELING CHIRPY AT A BIRD MARKET OFF PRINCE EDWARD ROAD
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   BRIGHT LIGHTS, BIG CITY, TSIM SHA TSU A FINE BALANCE OVER THE SKYSCRAPERS OF HONG KONG  
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THE ENORMOUSLY SERENE TIAN TAN BUDDHA, LANTAU  

This title is available 
from Asia Books: 
asiabooks.com.

The Asia Book
Various Contributors
Lonely Planet
USD 50
Ambitious in scope and execution, The Asia Book is a truly 
comprehensive exploration of an enchanting continent of 
contrasts, from the tropical beaches of Bali to the frozen 
slopes of Everest. Hugely ambitious and stunningly 
beautiful, it covers Southeast and Northeast Asia, the 
Indian Subcontinent & the Himalaya, Central Asia and 
the Middle East. Both a solid regional reference book 
and a deluxe pictorial to browse through, The Asia Book 
stimulates the senses and takes the reader on a journey 
of imagination and possibility. In large format, hardback 
and full colour, this is a superb addition to any bookshelf 
or coffee table.

Wallpaper City Guides: Miami & Beijing
Various Contributors
Phaidon Press
USD 8.95
These focused city-guides are a godsend to the time-pressed 
traveller who knows what they want out of life. Within 
these informative little buff-covered books is a hipster’s 
guide to the best in urban design and architecture, hotels, 
what-to-do-in-a-day, where to shop, and city escapes, along 
with a city map, index and essential info section. 

The range within each category may be limited but they are 
pleasingly eclectic, and reassuringly chosen by the global 
style-mavens at Wallpaper magazine. Compact in size and 
discreet of cover, the books can be safely read in public 
without alerting every tourist-tout in the vicinity to your 
visitor status, and there’s a useful note-taking section in 
the back. The entries, by their mere inclusion, are assumed 
to be amongst the best that the city has to offer, which 
leaves the authors free for some amusingly catty caveats 
and asides, like this reference to the venerable Tides Hotel 
in Miami: “If it’s your bag, the hotel is directly opposite 
the 12th Street gay beach, so you can pick a hottie through 
the telescope in your room before venturing forth in your 
teeny-weeny Speedos.”

Guiding Lights
Reviews by Elise Meleisea

New travelogues, both contemporary and historic, 
offer insight and advice.

lifestyle +  travel booking
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Great Journeys: The most incredible tours, voyages, treks, 
expeditions and travels ever written
Various Authors
Penguin Books
USD 10 each

Adventure – A sense of boundless possibility, is often lost to today’s traveller, bogged down as we are with 
considerations of spa facilities, linen thread-count and approximate position vis-à-vis the nearest beach. The 
cure for the jaded tourist comes neatly presented in this wonderful 20-volume issue of pocket-sized Penguins. 

The books sample the writings of some of the greatest explorers, voyagers and adventurers of our time. 

Drop back to a time when leaving your backyard was a risky and daring enterprise and see the world afresh – in Snakes 
with Wings and Gold-Digging Ants dip into Herodotus, writing 400 years before Christ of his Egyptian encounters with 
dog-headed men, mad kings and fantastical creatures. Sold as a Slave is Olaudah Equiano’s 18th-century account of the 
horrors of slavery as he crosses the Atlantic both as a slave and fighting with the Royal Navy, while the wonderfully dry 
Mark Twain lampoons Americans abroad in Can-cans, Cats and Cities of Ash. 


