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| STEADYAS SHE

GOES: The graup
carefully navigates

arivérbed inkaos.. -

Laos was once known
as The Land of a Million
Elephants. MIKE
LARDER found out why

RS Flower” delicately

plucks a succulent

leafy shoot from a

venient  shrub

and meditatively wafts her little

posy about her lime bulk, creating

cooling zephyrs and  effectively

disturbing a hovering squadron of
persistent insects.

Mrs. Flower is an Asian elephant
and a lucky one, if you can call being
seriously endangered lucky. For 22
of her 37 summers she has toiled
in the verdant Lao forests dragging
heavy logs from impenetrable
jungies. She now hauls much lighter
tourists for a living.

scant 1300 wild and
domesticated of her relatives
remain In {he Jand-locked Peoples
Democratic Republic of Laos, the
fabled Land of & Million Elephans.

The International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
describes the Asian clephant as
bemg serlously threatened with
exting

There are 560 working animals
left in Laos and a further 700 wild
ones rapidly running out of habitat.
The beleaguered species may well
soon vanish.

1 meet my trekking

apprehensively. Gripping elephant
ears and arms proffered by the
mahout we scramble  aboard.
Passing through the old world village
of Ban Then, we cross a stream
where our four elephants indulge
in playful water fights, squirting
refreshing showers over themselves
and their human passengers.

The swaying motion and lilting

in Pak Lay. Our group includes
Frenchman Sebastien Duffillot who,
with partner Gilles Mauer champion
ElefantAsia, a  non-government
Organisation, dediated to _ the

musical from
the elephants’ necklace of bells
DESTINATION

eventually induces a_semi-hypnotic
state. We lurch and sway, sure-
footedly probing an entangled trail,
our elephants deftly mancuvering
their lumbering bulk through rocky
creek beds with silent finesse.

The gloam of the evening
envelopes our tiring troupe. We
reach our camp - a barren paddy
field. Weary clephants are led to the
stream for bath time.

Next morning the guttural

LAOS

health, breeding and
the elephants to the Lao forests. '
clephantine task.

T will join Sebastien and fellow
countrymen, Guilhem, a video
journalist, and Gael and Pierre,
teachers holidaying from Paris, on
a unique elephant ramble into the
wilds of western Laos. Proceeds
assist ElefantAsia’s work.

We meet our caravan in Hongsa
in western Laos. Elephants,
mahout (elephant handlers) and
virgin trekkers eye each other

GETTING THERE: Viietnam Airlines flies to
Laos via Melbourne and Saigon. Visit www.
vietnamairlines.com.vn

‘welcome international guests to the third
Festival of Elephants, The three-day gala
celebrates the sacred elephant and the
ancient Lao culture.

DETAILS: wwwelephantadvenres,
), wiww.elefantasia.org, www.
clephantsumbrellaorg

FESTIVAL: In Febuary Sayaboury wi

Image
Google Earth

babbling of the mahout unshackling
their elephants awakes me. Mrs.
Flower, freshly bathed and perky,
appears through the mist and
trots past waving her trunk in

on.

Warmed by the mellow winter sun
our little convoy follows a winding,
vine-entangled ~ creek.  Progress
is slow but precise and virtually
silent. The clonking chimes of the
elephants’ bells echo about the
rearing cliffs lulling us into a sleepy
torpor.

‘The afternoon wears languidly on.
We meander through a tiered rice
paddy, aslender teak plantation and
follow a small river that dribbles into
the Mekong An elderly grandma
beams at us with a broad toothless
smile while washing herself and a
squirming baby in the Houey En
rivulet.

We must make an engaging
scenario for the villagers of Ban
Keng En. A crowd of slack-jawed
kids gathers atop a small cliff and
gape. Small boys bob up from
where they frolic in the rock pools,
bronzed and shiny, surprisingly

finding themselves face to trunk
with elephants.

We slither off the weary elephants,
dust ourselves down and remove
uncomfortable wedgies. Ban Keng
En is a solidly constructed and
neatly brushed hamlet perched
spectacularly on the precipice of a
small hill, overseeinga pristine pure
white beach and the meandering
Mekong,

‘The entire population drift from
their solid rosewood and rattan
duwellings to greet us. As honored

ests, we are invited to a village
celebration.

Recent_experience of the
Lao’s ability to party suggests
that this could be a long and
lively evening.

Tomorrow we will say a
sentimental farewell to our
friends the elephants and our
amiable support group.

We board, with some
apprehension, a longboat for
the 10-hour slow voyage to
Loaung Prabang, against the
swiftly flowing current of the

lekong,

LUNCH BREAK:
Meal time for
elephant trekkers
is a simple affair
featuring local
food

JUNGLE BOOGIE:
The group makes
its way through
the lush forest

0 Helping our big friends

ElefantAsia is a not-for-profit French-based

organisiation chartered in 2001 to care for the

remaining herds of wild and domesticated
elephants. ElefantAsia supports a

mobile “Sayaboury Elephant Care
Unit” (SECU) providing quality
medical care to wounded
and sick elephants in
remote areas. SECU
vets have successfully
| treated several hundred
ailing, exhausted or
broken-down animals.
ElefantAsia also
campaigns against
cruelty and abuse of
('} elephants and unethical
exploitation of the
creatures. Visit www.
elefantasia.org for
information.

Buys

Make itcount

Sightseeing experiences

+ Relax on Cable Beach, Broome

+ Geikie Gorge cruise

+ Vist the Argyle Diamond Mine

+ Tour I Questro Wilderness Park
+ Spectacular Kununurra

+ Cruise stunning Katherine Gorge
+ Explore tropical Darwin

For more information, contact
the coach holiday specialist on
1300 799 342

75 King William Street, Adelaide

Premium Inclusions

Superior hotel accommodation

+ Many meals including breakfast daily
+ Professional Tour Director and Tour Driver

+ Touring by luxury air-conditioned coach

+ Airport transfers and hotel porterage

11 day Complete Kimberley tour from $4130"

NIl S AATKings

“Conditions: Tour price per

pl, twin share, land only. Book and

deposit your ART

093ns

booking.
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tochange. City Travel Centre Licence No. TTA64062.

special offer or
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Travelling to
Bali, Cambodia, Nepal
Thailand or Vietnam?

Remember the children and . . .

carryforkids
www.carryforkids.org

/ Overseas emergency medical assistance
¥ A 24 hour worldwide hotline

v Cancellation cover

of our Medibank stores.

it e it Dise
au'to decideif this product s right foryou.
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It feels better to travel with confidence.

The big wide world doesn't seem so big when you're dealing with one of Australia's
trusted names, Medibank Private. As well as competitive prices, and a choice of
comprehensive and budget plans, you can enjoy peace-of-mind with:

V Cover for luggage, personal items, travel documents, cards and cash

Plus, you'll get free bonus days of cover that give you, for example, five days for the price
of four. So if you want to take on the world with confidence, take out comprehensive
Medibank Private Travel Insurance. Call 132 331, visit medibank.com.au or head to one

medibank



