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I GAZED forlornly out of the plane 
window, but there was no sight 
of the world’s rooftop. Instead, 
humongous cotton-candy clouds 
enveloped us. 

As they began to obscure what 
remained of the azure sky, green 
patches peeped through from 
down under. Gradually, a vibrant 
sea of undulating hills revealed 
themselves.

world’s only capital city without 
traffi c lights was converted into 
a massive pedestrian-only fair-
ground. 

Thousands of locals, dressed 
in their resplendent traditional 
costumes, turned up at the mag-
nifi cent fortress, Trashi Chhoe 
Dzong, to celebrate the afterlife 
through an uplifting mix of song, 
dance and comedy. 

I experienced a more intimate 
festival at Gangtey, 200km east 
of Thimphu. This small village is 
famous for its proximity to the 
picturesque Phobjikha Valley, 
where hundreds of endangered 
black-necked cranes roost every 
October.  

At Gangtey Tsechu, which takes 
place in late summer, a toothy 
grandma beckoned me to sit 
next to her in the front row of the 
goemba (monastery) to watch the 
iconic mask dances up close.

An open-air cinema screened 
the latest local blockbuster, and 
pop-up gambling stalls drew large 
crowds. 

I explored the farmhouses and 
saw children chase one another 
with plastic toy guns. Under 
shady trees, families enjoyed 
festive picnics. Smiles, laughter 
and acknowledging nods were 
abundant. 

Curious company
A scenic three-hour mountain 
drive from Thimphu to Punakha 
via the panoramic Dochula Pass 
brought us some fl eeting encoun-
ters with curious beauties and 
beasts.

As we approached a grassy bend 
speckled with yellow summer 
wildfl owers, a brown, antlered 
deer made eye contact with us 
from a distance, before scamper-
ing into the bushes. 

During a rest stop, three inqui-
sitive long-tailed magpies peeped 
from the branches above.

Meanwhile, a fl irty butterfl y 
showed off its luminous wings at 
Chimi Lhakhang,  a temple built 
in honour of Drukpa Kunley, a 
15th-century wandering ascetic 
popularly known as the Divine 
Madman. 

His promiscuous behaviour 
inspired fortune phalluses to be 
decorated on the facades of many 
farmhouses. 

After a full day exploring 
pretty Punakha and its stunning 
17th-century fortress that sits 
prominently at the confl uence 
of the roaring Mo Chhu and Pho 
Chhu rivers, I found a hairy-legged 
centipede for company in my 
hillside hotel room.

Brush strokes from heaven
I spent a night in a rustic farm-
house in Punakha. 

Awoken by a symphony of dogs 
barking and birds chirping, I was 
in time to witness sun streaks sur-
round rice terraces, turning them 
into fi elds of gold. 

In the background, a mist-
shrouded mountain range began
to cast dramatic shadows onto 
Punakha valley, as farmers stream-
ed out in tractors and giggling 
children marched to school. 

After a hearty breakfast, capped 
with homemade rice wine for 
the road, we made our way to 
Chele La Pass. 

I was taking note of the multiple 
ominous road signs as we drove up 
the steep 3,800m pass, like “One 
who drives like hell is bound to get 
there”, when I noticed a dazzling 
white pyramid in the sky. 

 “That’s Jomolhari!” my guide 
Kuenzang said excitedly, as he 
pointed past fl uttering prayer fl ags 
at Bhutan’s tallest mountain. He 
was a little surprised at Jomolhari’s 
appearance, as summer monsoon 
clouds usually hide it.

Nature had more in store for us 
 — two rainbows appeared next 
to the 7,326m-tall snow-peaked 
giant. 

A spiritual moment
My fi nal day in Bhutan was 
reserved for its most fabled 
attraction. 

For nearly two hours, I endured
burning thigh muscles while on a
steep trek up to the sacred Takt-
shang Goemba, or the Tiger’s Nest
Monastery, which clings preca-
riously to a near-vertical cliff. 

Legend has it that Guru Rin-
poche fl ew on the back of a tigress 
to subdue a demon there. 

Just as I reached a three-quarter 
mark viewpoint, monks in the 
monastery began chanting. Their 
hypnotic mantras echoed through 
the hills to Paro Valley below and 
put me in a state of zen.

I realised then that the fairy-tale 
monastery was best appreciated 
from afar, without my laboured 
pants — or dozens of others’ — 
drowning my thoughts. I stared 
at the monastery from the quiet 
viewpoint. Kuenzang stood next 
to me, silent. After taking a few 
photographs, we headed down to 
a tea house without looking back. 

Over cups of tea, we talked 
animatedly about life, our future 
and philosophy, and caught up 
like old friends from a previous 
life — only now reconnected by 
a spiritual moment.

SUMMER in Japan is party time. Families hit the 
beaches, workers fl ock to beer gardens and just 
about everyone ends up at a festival at some point. 

Festivals — matsuri — are held throughout 
the year in Japan but are particularly common 
in the hottest months. In the age before refriger-
ators and electric fans, cases of food poisoning 
and heat stroke would surge at this time, giving 
rise to purifi cation rituals that form the basis of 
many summer matsuri today. The focus has 
moved from expelling evil spirits to warding 
off boredom, but festivals are still a mainstay of 
summer. Having lived in Japan for more than a 
decade, I’ve done my share of festival-hopping. 
Here are a few events in Kyoto and the neigh-
bouring prefecture of Shiga worth checking out.

Ajisai Matsuri (Hydrangea Festival)
Summer festivals can be lively, raucous events so 
the tranquil Ajisai Matsuri makes for a welcome 
change. Held at Sanzen-in, a centuries-old 

Janice Tay recommends fi ve summer 
festivals in Kyoto and Shiga

Taktshang Goemba, or the Tiger’s Nest Monastery, spectacularly carved onto a cliff-face. PHOTOS: RYANDALL LIM

Above: Nature fl utters up close. 
More than half of Bhutan is 
pristine forests and mountains. 
Top: The country’s iconic 
mask dances, performed 
at Gangtey Tsechu.

in time
Moments

Matsuri 
magic

Getting there
I fl ew on Druk Air to Bhutan via 
Kolkata to Paro International 
Airport. 

Traveller’s tips
■ Plan your trip in advance as 

local tour packages get fully 
booked early, especially 
during the peak spring 
(March to May) and autumn 
(September to November) 
seasons.  

■ From June to September, a 
vast number of festivals like 
the more popular Thimphu, 
Gangtey and Haa Tsechus 
take place. Moderate 
monsoon rains may hamper 
travel to remote areas, but 
this is when high-altitude 
wild fl owers are in full 
bloom, and alpine scenery 
is most spectacular.

■ All tourists (except Indian 
nationals) must pay US$200 
(S$265) or US$250 per 
person, per day, depending 
on the season. This 
daily land tariff includes 
accommodation, transport, 
food, a personal guide and 
driver, but excludes airfare, 
tips and personal expenses. 
Solo backpacking is not 
permitted and a pre-booked 
tour package must be 
arranged. A reputable travel 
agent like Druk Asia 
(www.drukasia.com) can 
organise trips. 

Ryandall Lim pieces together 
a memorable picture of 
Bhutan from a collection of 
unexpected snapshots
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temple in Ohara, about 45 minutes by bus from 
the Kyoto city centre, this fl ower festival is a 
chance for visitors to unwind in nature as they 
wander among the blue and purple blooms.

Thousands of bushes have been planted over 
the sprawling grounds and those who go in June 
can also enjoy the translucent green of new maple 
leaves and carpets of moss that glisten after rain.

Ohara is a picturesque village fi lled with 
temples, thatched-roof farmhouses and shops 
selling local specialities, so do set aside a day to 
explore the area.
When: The festival is expected to run for a month 
from June 16 (dates to be confi rmed). 
Admission: 700 yen (S$8.50) for adults, 400 yen 
for 12- to 18-year-old students, and 150 yen for 
primary schoolchildren.
Info: www.sanzenin.or.jp/en/

The 
hydrangeas 

at Sanzen-in, 
a temple in 
Ohara, turn 

a brilliant 
blue, thanks 

to the acidity 
of the soil.
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Our hitherto uneventful 
descent into Bhutan then made a 
plot-turn. 

We gingerly navigated some 
bulbous hillocks, coming so close 
to cliff sides that the plane’s wing 
tips seemed to high-fi ve hysteri-
cally waving trees. 

My heart was racing, but I took 
comfort that others — like me 
— were grasping their armrests 
involuntarily. 

Following one graceful bank 
to the left, our skilful pilot made 
a perfect morning touchdown 
in Paro’s gorgeous sun-kissed 
valley. 

Summer festivals
Most tourists plan their Bhutan 
visits around tsechus. These 
jubilant Buddhist festivals — a 
number of which take place 
from June to September — are 
dedicated to Guru Rinpoche, an 
8th-century Buddhist saint cred-
ited with introducing Buddhism 
to Bhutan. 

During the Thimphu Tsechu 
that I visited last September, 
the main thoroughfare of the 
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Gion Matsuri  
(Gion Festival)
One of the most well-known festi-
vals in Japan, the Gion Matsuri is 
traditionally also the biggest event 
on Kyoto’s social calendar.

Entire neighbourhoods organise 
themselves in support of the giant 
wooden floats pulled through the 
streets on July 17 and 24. 

Decorated lavishly with art 
treasures passed down through 
the ages, the floats form a moving 
museum that wends its way 
around central Kyoto to the sounds 
of traditional music performed by 
musicians on board.

There are rituals, smaller 
parades and related events 
throughout July. During the three 
nights preceding the processions, 
the public can view the floats, 
parked in the Shijo-Karasuma 
area in downtown Kyoto, and even 
enter a few of them. 

Food and drink stalls line the 
streets, making the event more 
than a feast for the eyes, and every-
where you go, hypnotic festival 
music will fill your ears.  
When: July 1 to 31 (Yamaboko 
junko processions on July 17 and 
24; Yoiyama festival nights from 
July 14 to 16 and July 21 to 23).
Admission: Free with charges for 
entry to parade floats (about 1,000 
yen or less) in the run-up to the 
processions. 
Info: www.discoverkyoto.com/
event-calendar/july/gion-festival- 
yasaka-shrine-downtown/
Tip: The Yoiyama festival nights 
from July 21 to 23 are held on a 
smaller scale and are less crowded. 

Kyo no Tanabata  
(Kyoto Star Festival)
The star festival of Tanabata cele- 
brates the annual reunion of a 
pair of celestial lovers. According 
to legend, Hikoboshi (Altair) and 
Orihime (Vega) have been forced 
to live apart, but once a year — on 
the seventh day of the seventh 
month — they are allowed to cross 
the Milky Way that separates them, 
and meet.

In Kyoto, the festival is marked 
with several events in July and 
August, with the highlight being 
Kyo no Tanabata. 

At the two main sites, located 
alongside the Horikawa and 
Kamogawa rivers, bamboo and 
lights are used to construct paths 
that evoke the Milky Way so visitors 
can feel that they, too, are crossing 
a river of stars.
When: The 2018 dates have yet 
to be confirmed. Based on the 
schedule of past years, the festival 

is likely to run from Aug 4 to 10.
Admission: Free for the main 
Horikawa and Kamogawa sites.
Info: www.kyoto-tanabata.jp/en/ 

Gojozaka Touki Matsuri 
(Gojozaka Pottery Festival)
Billed as the biggest pottery festi-
val in Japan, the Gojozaka Touki 
Matsuri features about 400 shops 
lining both sides of the busy Gojo-
dori avenue.

The area has a long association 
with Kiyomizu-yaki, a colourful 
style of Kyoto pottery, but the 
wares at the festival range from 
earthy tableware to refined cela-
don and cheerful kitsch.

There’s something for every 
taste and budget, whether you’re a  
visitor looking for interesting 
souvenirs, a serious ceramics 
collector or a newly-wed hoping to 
stock your kitchen without break-
ing the bank.

The mood is festive and the 
vendors, relaxed. They won’t take 
offence if you try to haggle, so bring 
cash and a hopeful expression. 
When: Aug 7 to 10
Admission: Free
Info: www.toukimaturi.gr.jp/en. 
html 

Gyuniku Summit  
(Beef Summit)
Beef vendors from all over Japan 
slug it out every August at the 
Gyuniku (Beef) Summit, held in 
Shiga prefecture, Kyoto’s neigh-
bour.

Once called Omi, the prefecture 
is the birthplace of Omi beef, one 
of the three best-known brands of 
wagyu, with the other two being 
Kobe and Matsuzaka. 

Customers can try beef in all 
kinds of permutations — steak 
cubes, yakiniku, beef sushi, 
beef noodles, beef rice bowls,  
American-style hamburgers — 
then vote for their favourite stall.

An eatery serving cubes of 
Matsuzaka steak has taken the 
top spot for three years, but don’t  
leave without trying the “drink- 
able” hamburger: an unassuming- 
looking mincemeat patty that falls 
apart in your mouth, releasing  
a rush of rich meat juices and  
leaving yet another happy sum- 
mer memory.
When: The event is usually held  
on the last weekend of August. 
Admission: Free. Servings at the 
booths cost 500 yen to 1,500 yen 
each.
Info: www.gyu-summit.com/ 
(Japanese only)
Tip: The vendors are paid using 
tickets that can be bought at the 
event. The stalls open at 10am.  
Go before noon for shorter  
queues.

Getting there
SIA and Scoot offer 
direct flights to Kansai 
International Airport in 
Osaka. To get to Kyoto, 
take a train (about 75 
minutes) or limousine 
bus (about 85 minutes). 
Taxi companies MK Taxi 
and Yasaka Taxi also run 
a door-to-door minibus 
service from the airport. 
A train ride of about  
30 to 45 minutes will 
take visitors from 
central Kyoto to the 
main tourist areas of 
Shiga prefecture.
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Matsuri magic

A tunnel of bamboo and LED 
lights suggests the Milky Way 
at Kyo no Tanabata, a star 
festival celebrated in August  
in Kyoto. PHOTO: JANICE TAY
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10/13D GREENLAND CRUISE &
ICELAND MIDNIGHT SUN HOLIDAY
Reykjavik • Kangerlussuaq • Sisimiut • Qeqertarsuaq
Eqip Sermia Glacier • Ilulissat
Highlights:
• 5N Shipboard Accommodation on Ocean Diamond With Full Board Meals
• Reykjavik City Tour • Blue Lagoon With Comfort Package Admission
• Shore Landings • Ilulissat City Tour • Old Settlement Walking Tour
Bonus:
• Welcome Dinner • Fully Escorted From Singapore
• Golden Circle, Southern Iceland Excursion*
• South Coast & Waterfall Tour
• Geothermally-prepared Bread & Eggs
• All Cruise & Land Tipping

From wondrous fjords to monumental glaciers, steaming
geysers and exquisite ice sculptures, the natural wonders of
Iceland and Greenland are simply sublime. The sheer beauty of
Iceland will take your breath away and your cruise around the
world’s largest island, Greenland, promises to be a voyage of a
lifetime. This is what it means to visit heaven on earth.

Up to

$1000 OFF
2nd Pax*

Brand New

Ilulissat Icefjord

Visit Booth 2 at Travel Revolution 2018 – The Event
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