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Pipes and stacks
— the odd lure of
factory tourism

shinji Hijikata

Crowds may be flocking to Japan’s
LED-illuminated city streets this
time of year, but another type of
light show is luring people away
from the metropolis: the factory
night view cruise.

The brainchild of the Kawasaki
City Office and the Kawasaki City
Tourist Association, the twice-
monthly factory night-cruise tours
began in January last year and use
the city’s Keihin industrial zone as a
sightseeing attraction.

On one recent tour, participants
gaze in wonderment at the factories
bathed in orange and white lights
that snake along the coastline facing
Tokyo Bay.

“It’s cool,” more than one visitor
says. “It’s just like a Christmas tree.”
With furnaces billowing white
smoke, an elaborate system of pipes

and spiralling staircases, the
factories resemble giant creatures.
The accompanying light and sound
show - the day-to-day running of
the factory — evokes scenes from
science-fiction movies.

Despite being blasted by the cold
sea air, the participants stay above
deck for more than an hour.

Surprisingly, women make up
about 70 per cent of the tour
participants.

“There are lots of shapes and
colours that can’t be seen on the
streets. I'm enjoying this [tour]
because I feel as if I've escaped from
daily life,” says first-time participant
Nao Tanigawa, feverishly taking
photos of the scene.

“I think female participants enjoy
the mystique of the factories — which
they are not very familiar with—as a
night cruise spot. The women can
join the tours as part of a group and
feel safe,” says Yasuyuki Kameyama,
head of the Kawasaki City Tourist
Association’s sightseeing promotion
department.

The company’s tours attract a
large number of participants, and a
bus tour that began in April is also
very popular.

AYokohama tour operator has
also started a similar tour of the area.

Organised by Marine Tourist Co,
based in Yokohama'’s Naka ward,
the company says its daytime
factory viewing tours have also
proved very popular.

“These tours win over people
who are perhaps jaded with
ordinary sightseeing, as they can
enjoy exploring something new and
seeing something they can’t usually
see,” says Eiichi Mitsuzaki, president
of Marine Tourist.

The sprawling industrial zones of
Yokkaichi, in central Japan’s Mie
prefecture, and Kitakyushu city on
the southern island of Kyushu, have
also begun factory tours.

The boom in factory viewing can
perhaps be traced to a best-selling
book titled Kojo Moe (Factory Love),
by 43-year-old photographer Tetsu
Ishii. The book has sold about 40,000
copies.

Ishii says the factories’
functionality is what makes them so
attractive. “[The factories] were not
built for their appearance. Every
detail involved [in factories] plays a
role. That's why they’re beautiful.”

He became interested in the
relationship between factories
and cities of the future after
watching the science-fiction
movie Blade Runner as a high school
student.

When he described his feelings
about factories on the internet, he
received many responses from
people with similar views.

“I'think the idea of factories being
ugly and spewing pollution has
weakened and a new age — in which
we can say we like factories —has
arrived,” Ishii says.

Workers at such factories wonder
what the fussis all about. “I'mina
factory all the time; I don’t see why
it’s so interesting,” says Takanobu
Sato, 58, a section chief at the
Kawasaki-based Toa Oil.

“But for us, for employees of a
company that doesn’t make
products under its own name, it
gives us great pleasure to hear
people view [our factories] in this
way,” he says.

However, other companies have
expressed annoyance.

An employee of alocal chemical
plant says: “We’ve had trespassers
try to take pictures of our factory
without permission.

“We want them to stop, as it’s
dangerous and some aspects of
our business need to remain
confidential.”

Laos’ Elephant Festival is a great way for visitors to venture off the
beaten track and get a taste of local life, writes Mark Andrews

Rumble in the jungle

louds of dust dance in the

early morning light filtering

through the canopy as our

pick-up races to conquer

the hill. Jolted in the back
of the truck, I'm finding it hard to
believe that less than 24 hours earlier
my transport had been so much
more sedate. Perched on an
elephant’s head, I had unwittingly
ended up a star in the mahout
training school event at the Laos
Elephant Festival.

This year’s Elephant Festival
takes place from February 18 to 20 in
Pak Lai (also spelled Pak Lay), a
small, scenic community on the
Mekong River that comprises a mix
of French colonial homes and
traditional wooden Laotian
buildings. Organised by the charity
ElefantAsia in conjunction with the
Sainyabuli (Sayabouri) provincial
government, the inaugural event
took place in 2007. Sainyabuli is
home to about three-quarters of
Laos’ 500 domesticated elephants
and a good deal of the estimated
1,000 remaining in the wild.

The festival is an opportunity for
travellers in Laos to divert from the
usual destinations in the central and
northern parts of the country to visit
far more remote areas and get into
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The 2010 Laos Elephant Festival at
Hongsa. Photos: Mark Andrews

closer contact with real Laotian life.
Reaching the festival involves a boat
trip up the Mekong River to Tha
Souang. Swallows dart over the
waters as we pass small settlements
sandwiched between the banks and
the steep, forested slopes. The boat
struggles with low water levels,
which Laos blames on damming by
the Chinese upriver. At Tha Souang,
we transfer to a songthaew (literally
“two benches”) truck for the ride
over the hills to Hongsa district.
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Arriving in the village of Viengkeo
on a Friday evening, it becomes
clear that although the festival is a
tourist draw card, for the locals it is
asif the circus has come to town,
and the party is well under way. We
are billeted in homestays while the
locals enjoy the food stalls and try to
win prizes at the fun fair by shooting
targets and throwing hoops.

The next morning, we wake to
the rhythmic clanging of wooden
bells as the elephants plod past our
window. The opening ceremony is
about to begin. The ceremony is
attended not only by 40 or so
pachyderms from the surrounding
districts, but also ethnic minorities
in their traditional costumes.

At the elephant of the year
contest the stakes are high, with the
prize of a new motorbike up for
grabs. Judging takes place on
Saturday morning, with the
presentation on Sunday afternoon.
Selection is based on the elephant’s
condition, rewarding the mahout
who best looks after his animal.

“The elephant, one of the
defining components of Asian
heritage, is today under threat,” says
Sebastien Duffillot, one of the co-
founders of ElefantAsia. “In
response to these concerns, the
Elephant Festival has been
organised to raise awareness of the
need for action to protect the Asian
elephant as part of the vital cultural
and natural heritage of Laos.”

Pack your trunk

How to get there: Pak Lai is
accessible from Vientiane by boat, car
or bus. Alternative routes are shown
on www.laoelephantfestival.com
Where to stay: visitors to the festival
can choose homestays, which are
best booked in advance on the
website. There is also a limited
number of basic guest houses in the
town, which are also listed on the
festival’s website.

Conception for
Inception star

Oscar-winning actress Marion
Cotillard is pregnant.

Her spokeswoman says it will
be the first child for Cotillard and
her boyfriend of three years, actor-
director Guillaume Canet.

The 35-year-old French actress
and Canet worked together on
the 2003 French film Love Me if You
Dare. Cotillard won an Oscar for
her portrayal of Edith Piafin
La Vie en Rose. Her recent credits
include Inception, Nine and
Public Enemies.

The actress’
pregnancy was first
reported on
Monday by Us
Magazine. AP

Highlights of both Saturday and
Sunday morning are the elephant
logging demonstration and the
elephant bath. For most of the giants
in attendance, their day job is in the
logging industry.

Ostensibly environmentally
friendly in that elephants can be
used for selective logging, the
industry has in recent years been
gaining steam. This has led to
overwork and injury to elephants,
and alow birth rate of domestic
animals. During the demonstration,
the working animals’ three main
functions are on display. The most
important task is dragging the logs
with a chain. Then they move them
by lowering their head and pushing
with the trunk and front feet. Finally
they lift and toss the logs.

At the elephant bathing, it’s hard
to stay dry with up to five tonnes of
animal trying to squeeze into the
pool to cool down. Two ducks
appear quite perturbed by the
invasion of their territory, but the
elephants pay them no heed.

Generally, it quietens down in
the afternoon, the heat saps the
energy of both humans and beasts.
Things liven up again on Saturday
evening with a fireworks display,
concert and magic show. The
performers are top-rate and the
young magician is accompanied by
a camp assistant and a beauty to
perform the usual tricks with doves
and rabbits.

There is considerable overlap
between the events on the Saturday
and Sunday, with often just a slight
name change. But one event on
Sunday morning is different: the
mahout school.

“Do you want to ride an elephant
for free?” asks Giles Maurer, another
of ElefantAsia’s co-founders.

How could I refuse? The next I
knew, I'was sitting on the head of an
elephant with an expectant
audience of a few hundred. An A5
piece of paper was thrust into my
hand with some Lao commands and
their English translation.
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Sebastien Duffillot, ElefantAsia

First, you notice that you are very
high up, and it’s along way to fall. I
then realise I am quite safe; my
elephant knows I'm there and she
isn’t going to hurt me. Equally,
however, she isn’t going to do as I
say. Bang goes the figure-of-eight I
was meant to be guiding her around.
Elephants take their time to ponder
commands, and then only do them
if they so wish.

That evening, at my homestay
with the Somchit family, they
perform a baci ceremony to prepare
us for the journey ahead. Two elders
lead the chanting and place chicken,
rice, whisky and banana in a bag.
The villagers tie pieces of string
around our wrists before we share a
meal. Whether this fully prepares
me for five hours on the back of
pick-up truck along dirt roads back
to Luang Prabang, I'm not sure.
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Douglas says cancer is ‘beaten’

Hollywood star Michael Douglas says he has beaten his cancer
tumour and is eating “like a pig” to regain the weight he lost during

his battle with the disease.

In his first television interview since he was diagnosed

last August, the 66-year-old (left) said he hoped to live
g- many more years. “The odds are, with the tumour gone
% and what I know about this particular type of cancer,
that I've got it beat,” he said. Douglas still has to
undergo monthly check-ups, but said his life was
returning to normal.
“I'm eating like a pig ... Ilost about 32 pounds [14kg].
And I've put about 12 back,” he said. He is working
out, although “they want to keep the cardio down
because they want me to put weight on.”
Douglas said his genes gave him a good chance for
longevity, while admitting: “It’s put a timeline on
my life. 'm 66 now. You know, I'm fortunate
I've got amother who’s 88 —she’ll kill me,
she may be 87,” he quipped. “My
father’s 94. So, you know, I feel good
about those genes.” AFP



