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Above: Participants 
of the International 
Buddhist Conclave 
2018 at the Mahabodhi 
Mahavihara temple 
complex in Bihar. 
Left: The Dharmarajika 
Stupa was demolished 
for its bricks to build 
a bazaar in the 18th 
century.

Clockwise from 
right: Bodhisattva 
Padmapani is the 
most famous and 

iconic of the Ajanta 
artworks; sculptures, 

wall murals and 
ceiling paintings 

can be found in the 
Ajanta Caves; cave 
entrances along a 

horseshoe-shaped 
rock face in the 

mountainous region 
of Maharashtra.
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GETTING THERE
■ I fl ew to Indira Gandhi 

International Airport 
in Delhi via Air India. 
The closest airport 
to the Ajanta caves is 
Aurangabad, a two-
hour fl ight from Delhi. 
For the Mahabodhi 
Mahavihara temple, 
Bodh Gaya is also a 
two-hour fl ight away. 
Factor in plenty of time 
for car transfers as 
tra�  c can be slow. Hire 
a car to get around for 
convenience. 

TRAVELLER’S TIPS
■ Set aside four hours to 

fully explore the Ajanta 
caves. If you have an 
extra day, head to the 
nearby Ellora Caves, 
another world heritage 
site. The best time to 
visit is in winter, from 
December to February, 
where cool weather 
will make exploring the 
caves more pleasant. 
Be sure to wear shoes 
that you can slip in 
and out of easily — you 
will have to take them 
off before entering the 
caves. 

■ You cannot bring 
mobile phones into the 
Mahabodhi Mahavihara 
temple complex. If you 
intend to take photos, 
you may have to pay a 
nominal fee to bring in 
a camera. 

Sacred

Alan Yuen explores ancient cave paintings and holy sites in India

treasures
To the uninitiated, India’s centuries-old 
history can seem impenetrable. Look up any 
ancient or holy site online and you are likely 
to fi nd information on its complex history 
with a lengthy cast of historical fi gures. 

However, as I experienced on my recent 
visit to several sites, a little patience and 
effort to read up about each destination goes 
a long way. More than making sure whatever 
my guide did not fl y over my head, it brought 
each place to life, opening up portals to the 
fascinating worlds of bygone eras. 

Ajanta: Lost and found
For more than a thousand years, the Ajanta 
Caves were lost to history before they were 
discovered in 1819. The caves date from 
around 2nd century BC to the 6th century AD, 
and are situated in the mountainous region of 
Maharashtra, 400 km from Mumbai. 

Today, the Unesco World Heritage Site, 
which comprises 30 caves fi lled with sculp-
tures, wall murals, and ceiling paintings, is 
considered an iconic work of ancient art and 
architecture.

After hiking up over a hundred steps or 
more, I fi nally reached the caves. It would 
have been an easier climb if it was not such 
a humid afternoon. But the effort was worth 
it, for the reward was a panoramic view of 
the cave entrances along a 550m horse-
shoe-shaped rock face. 

Jutting out from an undulating hillside with 
dense foliage, it was not diffi cult to imagine 
how the caves were lost to the world for 
millennia. Although there was some sunlight 
streaming in through the entrance of the 
caves, it was pitch dark deeper inside. Armed 
with a torchlight, I ventured further in to 
explore the vast space within. 

The cave consisted of an ornately carved 
veranda, hall, prayer cells and sanctuary — 
an architectural feat given that they were cut 
from rock with only a hammer and chisel. 

More impressive were the sensuous paintings 
of opulent court life, animals, palaces and the 
Buddha, brought to life by masterful use of 
perspective, shading and vibrant colours. 

My guide shared the ancient stories depicted 
on the murals on the walls as we passed them. 
He pointed out the Bodhisattva Padmapani 
located at Cave 1, the most famous and iconic 
of the Ajanta artworks. It depicts a bodhisattva, 
Avalokitesvara, also known as Guanyin to Asian 
Buddhists. 

Peace at Bodh Gaya 
Outside the Mahabodhi Mahavihara temple 
complex, traffi c is gridlocked. Tour buses, tuk 
tuks and motorbikes jostle to occupy open-
ings and honk on their way up the narrow 
stretch of road leading to its entrance.

Once I got inside the complex, the hectic 
atmosphere faded quickly away in the calm 
and quiet environment. Monks from all 
around the world — identifi ed by the colour 
of their robes from ochre, bright orange to 
pristine white — lay prostrate in deep prayer. 
Others recited mantras, keeping count using 
prayer beads. 

Even camera-toting tourists observed the 
scene with hushed reverence. And under-
standably so. 

This tiny town in the north-eastern state 
of Bihar is one of the most holy sites in 
Buddhism. It was said to be where Prince 
Siddhartha attained enlightenment beneath a 
bodhi tree and became a Buddha more than 
2,600 years ago.  

In fact, the bodhi tree — believed to be 
a direct descendant of the one Buddha sat 

under — still stands. The massive tree can 
be found at the western side of the 52m-tall 
grand temple, one of the oldest remaining 
Buddhist structures built entirely in brick 
from 5th century Gupta period.

Mysterious Sarnath
On the tourist map, Sarnath has always played 
second fi ddle to its more popular cousin, the 
holy city of Varanasi. 

Located 10km away, the latter lays claim 
to be one of the oldest cities in the world. It is 
common to see people bathing in the sacred 
Ganges River — holy waters that they believe 
will cleanse away their sins.

Not that Sarnath’s history is anything to sneer 
at. Buddha came to Sarnath after attaining 
enlightenment to deliver his famous fi rst 
sermon. Emperor Ashoka later built stupas and 
monasteries in the 3rd century BC. At its height, 
Sarnath was home to 1,500 monks living in 
monasteries and a 91m-tall stupa. 

However, most of the place was destroyed in 
the 12th century by Mughal invaders, relegating 
the city to obscurity until it was “rediscovered” 
in 1835 by British archaeologists. 

One of the rare structures that survived is the 
12m-tall Dhamekh Stupa, an enormous struc-
ture built to mark the spot where Buddha gave 
his sermon. The Dharmarajika Stupa nearby 
was not as lucky. Reduced to rubble, the stupa 
was tragically demolished in the 18th century 
so that its bricks could be used to construct a 
bazaar. 

Still, I witnessed a monk circumambulating 
the demolished stupa. The monk rhythmically 
made rounds with an unhurried pace, over and 
over, impervious to the heat.

In any other context the act would seem tor-
turously mundane. But observing the monk, the 
act had a transcendent quality. He was a conduit 
to the distant past, where countless pilgrims 
travelled from around the world, making long 
journeys for a brief stay in a spiritual home. 

The writer’s trip was sponsored by India 
Tourism, as part of the International Buddhist 
Conclave 2018.

CHAN BROTHERS JAPAN CARNIVAL
Check out hot deals at Chan Brothers Travel Powerhouse located at Fook 
Hai Building (Level 1) at South Bridge Road from Friday to Sunday.

Expect discounts up to $1,900 or 50 per cent off the second traveller per 
booking, up to $200 off per room, and up to $100 off per foursome, as well 
as free fl ights for a family’s fi rst child. These deals apply to any selected 
Japan package tour.

In addition, get up to $100 off per room for any selected Japan package 
tour departing from September to December, and $150 off fi nal offers when 
you apply for a Citi Credit Card with a minimum charge of $500.

One of the highlights is the 7D Hokkaido Winter Special Saver Tour from 
$1,888. Enjoy $200 off per couple, with taxes ranging from $100 to $250. 

Highlights include a one-night stay at both Noboribetsu and Jozankei 
Authentic Onsen Resorts, shabu-shabu and yakiniku buffet meals, and 
assisted horse riding or horse carriage ride at Northern Horse Park. 

Terms and conditions apply. You can also call 6212-9590 or visit 
Sale.ChanBrothers.com to make bookings and enquiries

CTC TRAVEL’S IN-HOUSE TRAVEL FAIR
Discover awesome travel deals to many destinations such as Europe, Japan, 
Korea, China and Taiwan at this special fair at Chinatown Point on Saturday 
from 10am to 8pm and Sunday from 11am to 7pm.

There will be one-for-one travel deals, discounts up to $2,600 for couples 
and 50 per cent off the second person per booking, and “waive-off” travel taxes. 
Visitors can also expect to receive a Lucky Ang Bao, pick up free souvenirs and 
enjoy free fl ow of ice cream.

If you desire to go on unique vacations, escape on a fl y cruise or plan your 
own fl exible itinerary, check out CTC Travel’s cruise perks such as a discount up 
to $800 for couples and $1,400 for families.

All promotions are for selected tours and departures. Terms and conditions 
apply. Visit CTC Travel at Chinatown Point (#03-03/04/05) or call 6536-3995 
(International) or 6536-4733 (China) for more details.

2 to Go, Daily Departure Land Only

8D Savour North India
With Mediacorp Artiste Guo Liang
Fly Direct by Singapore Airlines
Stay at 4 & 5★ Hotels Throughout 100% Meals
Sunset View of Taj Mahal From Mehtab Bagh

Special Dep: Mar 9

MY STAR GUIDE 14
Channel 8 23 Jul - 15 Oct Every Tue 8pm - 8.30pm

Participate in
Production of
TV Programme

FREE Limited Edition
28” New Yorker Trolley Luggage

per Citi Credit Cardmember with
$5800 charge for new bookings only,

while stocks last

PLUS $150 OFF Final Offers
when you apply for a Citi Credit Card

with min. $500 charge*
www.ChanBrothers.com/Citi

*Selected tours & departures;
conditions apply. While stocks last.
All information is correct at time of print.

All prices are subjected to associated
taxes & surcharges correct at
time of print & subject to change fr $0 to $550

CHAN BROTHERS
TRAVEL 6212 9575

150 South Bridge Road #01-12 Fook Hai Building
Mon - Fri 10am - 7pm Sat 10am - 6pm

Sun & PH 12nn - 6pm

ASIA GLOBAL
VACATION 6704 9199
101 Upper Cross Street #02-56 People’s Park Centre

Mon - Fri 11am - 8pm Sat 11am - 7pm
Sun & PH 1pm - 7pm

PLUS $200 OFF
Per Couple*

fr $3098

9D Reimagine North Korea
With UFM100.3 DJ Wenhong
1N Stay at Masikryong Ski Resort

With 2hr Ski Lesson Panmunjom DMZ
Pyongyang Metro Train Ride
6-Course Dinner at Revolving Restaurant

Special Dep: Mar 15

Stay at 5★ Hotels
Throughout

PLUS $200 OFF
Per Couple*

fr $3488

10D Iran - Land of the Great Persian Empire
Stay at 4 & 5★ Hotels Nasir ol Molk Mosque Persepolis
Fire Temple Chehel Sotoun Palace
Fin Garden Golestan Palace

Dep: Apr 16 May 21 Jun 18
Jul 16 Aug 13 Sep 17

PLUS $200 OFF
Per Couple*

fr $3498
10 to Go,

Fully Escorted
Visit 6

UNESCO Sites

fr $2346

PLUS $200 OFF
Per Couple*

10 to Go,
Fully Escorted

10D Inside Mythical
North Korea
1N Stay at Masikryong

Ski Resort With 2hr Ski
Lesson Pyongyang
Metro Train Ride
Panmunjom DMZ

Dep: Feb - Junfr $1798

PLUS $100 OFF
Per Couple*

6D Classical India
Taj Mahal Agra Fort Chand Baori
Amber Fort Hawa Mahal
Chokhi Dhani
India Gate

Dep: Apr 3 May 1
Oct 8,22 Nov 12,26
Dec 3,10,17

Private Tours
5D Charming
Kerala
Dep: Jan - Sep fr $848

10D Buddhist Trails &
Varanasi
Dep: Jan - Sep fr $1448

7D Gujarat -
Jewel in the West
Dep: Jan - May fr $1798

7D Majestic Rajasthan
With Taj Mahal
Dep: Jan - Sep fr $1248

Opt for 3D Kashmir Extension

(TA 109) (TA 1549)

*Selected tours & departures; conditions
apply. While stocks last. All information
is correct at time of print. (TA 848)fr $50 to $145

All prices are subjected to associated
taxes & surcharges correct at
time of print & subject to change

CHAN BROTHERS WORLDWIDE
CRUISE CENTRE 6212 9944
150 South Bridge Road #07-01 Fook Hai Building Mon - Fri 10am - 7pm Sat 10am - 6pm Sun & PH 12nn - 6pm

Book Online 24/7
www.ChanBrothers

Cruises.com

GENTING DREAM
2N KUALA LUMPUR GETAWAY /
MALACCA ESCAPE
Sailing: Feb - Oct (Wed) fr $219
2N BINTAN ISLAND
WEEKEND GETAWAY
Sailing: Feb - Oct (Fri) fr $409

4NWONDERS OFASIA
Koh Samui Pulau Redang
Sailing: May 20 Aug 12 fr $490

5N IMPRESSIONS OFVIETNAM / TREASURES OF INDONESIA /
SOUTHEASTASIA SPLENDOUR /WONDERS OFASIA /
COASTAL GEMS OFASIA
Nha Trang Ho Chi Minh City Surabaya North Bali Penang
Phuket Langkawi Kuala Lumpur Pulau Redang Sihanoukville
Bangkok South Palawan Kota Kinabalu Brunei
Sailing: Feb - Oct (Sun) fr $468

3N SOUTHEASTASIA GETAWAY /
ISLES OFMALAYSIA
Penang Phuket Langkawi
Sailing: Mar - Oct (Sun) fr $349

Cruise Only

5N SHEILAMAJID LIVE AT SEA
PENANG, PHUKET, LANGKAWI &
KUALA LUMPUR CRUISE
60-min Concert
45-min Award-Winning Production Show“Sonio”
Cooking DemoWorkshops by Award-Winning Chefs
Selected Halal-Certified Meals
Live Fireworks Display

Special Sailing: Jan 27

fr $468Cruise Only

1-FOR-1* CHILD CRUISES FREE*2ND PAX CRUISES AT $25*

FREE CABIN UPGRADE* FREE $100 ONBOARD CREDIT PER CABIN*
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