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Thai'd and gone to heaven i
Article By: Jo Kromberg
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The DA has vowed to continue the fight to
have President Zuma pay back some of the
money that was spent on the upgrades to his

Nkandla home.
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A Buddha statue at the Tiger Cave Temple in Krabi, Thailand. Credit: fiickr.comyRobert Kolsek

“Would you like some champagne, madam?” The soft, beautifully accented voice of the flight
attendant is accompanied by an equally beautiful smile. I nod enthusiastically, smiling back
like a Cheshire cat and slump deeper into my huge, plush seat.

Cathay Pacific is transporting us on a 12 and a half hour flight to Thailand via Hong Kong and I
feel like rovalty. The Premium Economy space feels a lot more exclusive than economy, with
just four rows in a 2-4-2 configuration. The seats themselves are very comfortable and wide,
with an eight-inch recline, soft cushioning and a headrest. I watch my favourite show (the in-
flicht entertainment options are numerous and varied with noise-cancelling head phones) for
what seems like minutes before an excellent meal is served shortly after take-off - and the
drinks options include 12-year old premium scotech! The service and food on this airline is the
best I have ever experienced and I have flown on four other Asian airlines. I fall asleep in my
plush seat and the hours fly by, yes pun intended...

It is hot and sticky as we alight from our Dragon Air transit flight at Phuket from Hong Kong,
another three and a half hours later. Phuket Airport is busy as hell so it is with great relief that
I immediately spot our Destination Asia transfer driver. Another two and half hours later we
stop in front of the beautiful CENTARA ANDA DHEVI “ RESORT® & Spa in Krabi, our abode Sponsored Links

for next two nights.
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Krabi is set on the edge of Phang Na Bay and all along the road from the airport the green-clad Hmmier
cliffs and towering limestone islands like emerald skyscrapers leave me awestruck. The resort
that is located about 5 minutes’ walk away from the soft sands of Nopparatthara Beach, and is Dating
also conveniently close to the centre of Ao Nang, with its quaint little shops and restaurants.
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Our very nice DOUBLE ROOM “ on the fourth floor overlooks the beautiful courtyard pool.
And then like in the Chris de Burg song, the rain came down - as in torrential - and we couldn’t
escape the confines of the room.

Thinkingoutloud

| am a freespirited person who

likes o try to live life to the full. |
We are offered a dinner special — a two-for-one set choice between a Thai meal and a Western enjoy gym, cycling, running,
meal. In other words, you pay for one meal and get two. The food is absclutely fantastic. We
literally pass out very early after dinner in the gargantuan bed and I sleep the sleep of the

innocent all night.
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Breakfast the next morning is a lovely buffet affair, accompanied by a Bloody Mary should one

choose to start the day with a kick. i
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The next morning we visit the Tiger Cave
Temple in Krabi. This Buddhist temple is
one of the most sacred sites in the
province with  truly  breath-taking
giant Buddha statues inside the massive
cave and the strenuous flight of stairs to ¢
reach the summit - 1272 small steps to be 38
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precise.

That evening we eat street food at one of
the many authentic roadside food stalls
near THE HOTEL® and we get eight
delicious tempura prawns for about R30...
The night is hot and sultry as we walk
along the boardwalk next to the erashing
sea and we find a lone little beach pub
with Bob Marley strains where we linger
under the stars, drinking ice-cold beer.
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Life is good.
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The next morning we catch a boat from Nopparatthara Pier to CENTARA GRAND“ Beach
Resort and Villas, about a 10-minute boat ride away on the same peninsula but set within its

own bay. The day is beautiful and the scene of translucently blue, blue waters straight out of
the movies.

A golf cart takes us up into the hills and our VILLA © is revealed — a vision to behold. We have
an uninterrupted view of the Andaman sea. Designed in a modern Thai style, the villa is a study
in tranquillity.

After a swim in the tranquil, tepid sea we are invited to dinner by the amazing management
which presents as an intimate table for two on the beach. We wolf down the delicious starters
of spring rolls and dipping sauces but little do we know what is to come.

Tom Yum soup (which could power Eskom with its heat but is also really addictively delicious),
vegetable satay, deep-fried river prawns, chicken eurry, fish, mango salad, pineapple fried rice
with seafood... and it keeps coming. Later I languish in my Jacuzzi, assimilating my surrounds.

In the full moon, the rock formation in the sea below rises about ten stories high out of the
black ocean like a silent, gigantie finger of God into the dark sky with its million stars.

After a superb breakfast, we head off back to Nopparatthara Pier by BOAT “ the next morning
for the approximately two-and-a-half hour drive to our next destination, Elephant Hills.

Situated deep in the tropical jungle of southern Thailand, Elephant Hills is in the Khao Sck
National Park. It is difficult to describe the awestruck feeling upon discovering the view of the
sky-high verdant mountains in this jungle of all jungles.

The pool must boast the best view in the whole world. The lusury-tented
ACCOMMODATION “ is en-suite and has a fan to relieve the worst heat. After all, there is no
mention of the Garden of Eden being air-conditioned.

A quick buffet lunch and it’s time for a KAY. ¢ trip on the Sok River, snaking its way through
the jungle. A river guide rows you as vou lazily swing down-river, stopping every once in a
while to have a lock at a shy snake or jungle frog. Our official guide here at Elephant Hills is an
inimitable and never-to-be-forgotten slip of a girl called Tik and she accompanies us to the
elephant sanctuary nearby.

There are 13 elephants here, all female and all rescued from logging camps. They are retired.
There is one little one, about two vears old and she has the imperial name of Haha. Completely
adorable of course with tinny little hairs on her head and everything. We wash and serub them
as they lie down and jaded, sullen and middle-aged, spoilt tourists transform into jovful,
laughing people in front of my eyes. Like magic.

We then prepare meals for them as well by chopping bananas and other fruit and feeding it to
them. Clever people, these Thai — making tourists pay to do their labour for them and loving
every second. Time apparently flies like Dumbo when yvou wash and feed elephants because
before we know it, we are back at the LODG ¢ , sipping a long cool drink in the heat.
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The rainforest is always hot and humid — which I know - and respensible for one out of every
four medicinal products we buy at the pharmacy, we are told — which I didn't know.

It is the night of the 6th of November and the entire country is celebrating Loi Krathong, an
annual festival. The name means "to float a basket”, and comes from the tradition of
making krathong or buovant, decorated baskets, which are then floated on a river.

On the night of the full moon, Thais launch their krathong on a river, canal or a pond, making a
wish as they do so, paying respect to the water spirits. We are all given a kratong in which we
then place a coin and a lock of hair or nail and we all go down to the river and launch our
floating, candlelit wish basket. The ritual in its honesty and purity is deeply touching.

After a magnificent buffet dinner — Thai cooking lessons are also offered to guests - I sit on the
veranda in front of my tent, immersed and drenched m the jungle night with the strange grunts
and squawks of the macaque monkeys and other ereatures all around me. There are very few
places left unscathed by the necessary evil of mass tourism and this is one of them...

We stop in a small town the following morning, perusing the local fish and fresh produce
market, en-route to Cheow Larn Lake. The man-made lake was created in 1982 by an
enormous shale-clay dam called Ratchaprabha. The limestone outerops protruding from the
lake reach a height of an astonishing g6om.

The lake covers an area of 185 square kilometres and is located about 70km from Surat Thani.
The flooding of a valley of dense rainforest formed the lake. Our next destination, Elephant
Hills Rain Forest Camp, is situated in the middle of the lake and takes about an hour by
BOAT".

www.elephant-hills.com

And then lo! What is this vision I see before me? All I can advise you to do is imagine all the
most exotic getaway fantasies you have ever had. Then multiply this by ten. And then I still see
vou and raise you Elephant Hills Rainforest Camp.

It is a floating bungalow paradise, unassumingly and calmly bucoyant on the emerald green
water, surrounded by tropical rainforest mountainous jungle.

Like a chameleon, the camp is the colour of its surrounds and completely solar and wind
powered as well as boasting a unique and eco-friendly waste management system.
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There are only ten tents ACCOMMODATING ~ two people each. The entire camp is set on a
flotilla secured to land by four underwater cables. The closest shore is at least 20 metres away.

The cicadas’ distinctive, eerie sounds ring out and echo in the cloudy, hot and humid sky and
we feel like we are the only people on earth. After lunch about five people, including my
intrepid partner, go on a walk to explore the caves in the hills. I stay behind alone and revel in
the silence, only broken by the invisible inhabitants of the rain forest.

I feel that familiar Stendhal Syndrome ereeping up on me. You know the one — being stunned
by overwhelming beauty in nature. I have along, languid swim in the cool green, pristine lake.
There is also the option of kayaking on the lake in your own personal KAYAK” | moored to
your tent, which we later do of course.

I always thought the phrase “one with Nature” very trite but all at onee I know exactly what
they mean... The impenetrable rainforests hold their own mysteries — pristine and most of it
never penetrated by Man. In a place like this, God cannot be very far away.

Every now and again a soft “plop” indicates a fish looking for a bite. The highly endangered
Indochina tiger ean still be found here but numbers are very low. It is said by the locals that the
tiger's lone mating call can still be heard around May. There are less than 2500 in the world
and 200 of them can be found here.

The cicadas start up again in the growing dusk, ringing across the vast body of water. Dinner
and high jinks follow into the night as we compare stories with other guests. A soft, penetrating
rain greets my sleepy gaze the next morning as I peer out over paradise.

The rain does actually subside later and we go for a long KAYAK ¢ ride, just the two of us,
speculating what might lie in wait behind the dense trees in the mountains as we float by. We
say fond farewells to the incredible Wari and her team with mournful promises to return scon.
The boat ride back takes half an hour at full speed and parting with our Tik really saddens me.
Her warmth and love for the environment will always stay with me. Almost five hours later we
enter the busy, chaotic touristy town of Patong in Phuket.
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We finally arrive at CENTARA GRAND BEACH RESORT PHUKET“ and what a place! Up
until this point Thai food (which is great, don’t get me wrong) was our staple diet so to be
introdueced to various dining options such as Italian and real steak makes us giddy with delight.

Since we are only here for one night we opt for both a sojourn in their wonderful Italian
restaurant as well as hopping across to the buffet restaurant where it is America night,
meaning meat, meat and more meat! Mare, the Italian restaurant, is the best in Patong I am
told. After a portion of their spaghetti carbonara and four-cheese pizza I absolutely concur!

Drawing its design theme from the classic Sino-Portuguese architecture that characterises
. v I‘-’ = . -

Phuket Town, this five-star HOTEL - is set directly on the sands at Karon Beach, backed by a

green hill, and grouped around its own water park which looks like a natural, meandering

river.

Our host Nat very kindly organises a car the next morning to take us the few minutes up the
road to our next HOTEL FOR © the night, sister property Centara Villas. The minute vou step
into the gazebo reception and observe the view, tranquility makes its home in vour head and
heart. Looking out over the entire bay, Centara Villas is located high in the hills above Karon

Beach.

The view of the sea is spectacular and all the villas are built into the tropical, lush hillside. The
Zen inspired decor of the ROOMS “ induces peace and the wooden floor is set off by marble in
the bathrooms and a white and burgundy colour scheme.

The rain colours the sea a soft shade of grey green as we enjoy lunch at the poolside restaurant.
The rain stops at about 7pm and we go up to the main restaurant for dinner with a stunning
view of the twinkling lights over the bay. The night is sultry and heavy with moisture.

Soft lighting, ambient music and some of the most memorably fantastic food in my life set the
tone for the next couple of hours. The menu is expansive but better vet, you can order off
menu, which is a sign of a very classy joint indeed.

We have the seared tuna and poached lobster as starter respectively and it is melt-in-mouth
delicious on both counts. The Angus beef rib eye steak (for me) and the steamed calamari with
chilli and lime (my partner’s) is a sublime culinary victory.

We arrive at our final destination after about at about 12 noon the following day.

CENTARA GRAND “ West Sands Resort & Villas Phuket is set in 47 acres of lush tropical
landscaping, bordering on 500 metres of pristine beach frontage on Mai Khao Beach, the
longest and quietest stretch of sand on Phuket’s magnificent west coast.

The resort is well very close to Phuket International Airport, 15 minutes by car. So says their
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website and it is all true. It is the size of a small country and can ACCOMMODATE = up to
1000 people.

But the water park must be the biggest attraction and suffice to say it could make Disney World
envious.

We take to the road again with Destination Asia after breakfast on our second last day in
Thailand — this time for a boat trip and EAYAKING “ with a company called John Gray. Itis
the perfect opportunity to cance in Phang Nga and get the best of both worlds - by day and
night.

After lunch we explore the bay's limestone caves, which can only be entered by cance when the
tide is just right. Our guide is called Boa and he traverses the narrow caves with the skill of a
master.

I experience visceral, claustrophobic fear and my heart beats like a drum as we have to lie
completely flat while wading through the pitch black, barnacled cave tunnels, fragments of
millimetres from your face. Some of the caves are home to a gazillion bats and their chemical
smell is overpowering. But my trepidation quickly gives way to the most incredible feeling of
awe as we emerge into the inner “rooms” with the sun bright above us. The limestone caves are
700 million vears old, says Boa.

We find ourselves in a green lagoon or “hongs” - inner lagoon caves inside the limestone rocks
that are accessed through the small tunnel openings. Once inside the hongs, time stands still
and the only sound is the gentle splash of our paddles and the ealls of nature.

We are totally surrounded by limestone cliffs. Some caves are two or THREE ROOMS “. We
explore a few of these unbelievable caves with their ancient stalactites entrances and night
slowly makes its presence felt.

We retrieve our kratongs from the boat after dinner and KAYAK © back to one of the previous
caves with only our kratong candles and the light of the moon and stars as light soureces. This
time Boa negotiated the caves entrance effortlessly as the water has significantly subsided due
to low tide. The phosphorous in the dark water looks like tiny fairy lights and it’s wondrous.

Onece back inside the “room”, an ineredible feeling of deep spiritual peace descends on me as
we lower our kratong into the sea and make a wish in the stars’ and the moon’s reflections.

There are candles everywhere and the only sounds are the soft murmurs from the other guests
. . (k9
in their KAYAKS - .

In all my travels this counts as one of the most special lifetime moments.

We return TO THE HOTELY late but exhilarated. I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep until
almost the next morning’s tearful goodbyes.

The magic of Thailand lies in its beautiful nature and forests, and its wonderful Buddhist
culture and history. But most of all it lies in its people — their movements, the ways their slight
bodies tread lightly on the earth, always with a smile that extends right around their faces and
deep into your heart.

So I invite vou to come to Thailand and learn about the incredible lightness of being...

Jo Kromberg would like to thank The Tourism Authority of Thailand for co-ordinating our
entire trip, by bringing in partners such as Destination Asia, Centara Resorts AND HOTELS®
and Elephant Hills. You can find them on their website.

How do you get a similar trip to the one Jo had in Thailand? See the companies involved
below:

Centara Resorts AND HOTELS “ :

Whether you have money to burn or are on a tight budget, Centara Resorts and Hotels will
cater for all tastes and budgets.

Destination Asia:

This company specialises in Indochina travel and will arrange everything for you so that you
can enjoy the perfect holiday! Contact them on their website.

The Holiday Factory:

Contact The Holiday Factory for amazing, tailor-made holidays and special offers to Thailand,
Mauritius, Zanzibar and many more destinations from South Africa.

John Gray:
Find out more on their website.
Getting there:

Cathay Pacific flies to Phuket via Hong Kong from South Africa every day of the week. Go to
their site for special offers, information and BOOKINGS @,
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