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S egkiggO solace
in Sri Lanka

As the island paradise of Sri Lanka welcomes British

holidaymakers once more, two writers embark on

contrasting journeys to recover and recharge
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HIGHLAND TREK ON THE TRA
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Soul-seeking Ellen Tout sets off on a moonlit mountain pilgrimage, and learns to let go

ITSMIDNIGHT. ANDWERE SNAKING through the tes
plantations of Dickoys. I want to rest my woary head on the
window of the muimibas but, to keep myself awake, [ check
my kit As we approach Adam’s Peak, 1 forget nhowt the lure
of shewp in my distant coloniol tes planters’ bangnlow

We arrive st one in the moming, when
the peak is a mere silhonette, Standing

Peogde rush by, pushi ng through the pack in their bid to reach
the top. My guide explains there's ittle chance of reaching the
summit today. There are 100 many people and. in this
situation, Jocals will sieep on the steps, dedicatiog days to
their journey. It's dissppointing, but Sei Lanica has taught me
to Jet these things go. Whether faced
with the overwhelming heat busyness

ot the foot, all | can see are the gimmering "X( »WCIN i“,\n“l N, oreven finding a - relatively harmless

lanterns of pllgrims making their way to
the top. I we start the four-hoar clamb

just the birds

keeuh crawling on my person, t's in
Bowing with the snforeseen that you

now, we'll be rewnrded with sunrise views ~( "'Il'il]‘_: ;||}(| can fully experience the beauty of this

Every nighvt, pligrins food here hoping

buffaloes making

Coumiry. As we desconsd the mountain,

to see Uhve poak’s ballowed footprint, or = the sun bogins to rise and the call to
‘seh pada’, an Indentation in the rock mear theirwav to the prayer fills the alr,

the summit, One of St Lasnka’s most sacrod
Places, it Is where faiths unite - some
Muslims sttribate the foot prist 1o Adam,
Hindus 1o Shiva, Christians 1o 5t Thomas and Buddhists

1o Boddha My guide, Scjun, soow locals may make the climb
10 themes bn their Hives, to mark occasions such asbirths or

to pray for healing when thelr health |s failing

Sweet surrender
Al the hase, car horns toot and tuk-tuks whizz around in
typical Sl Lankan style - drivers unfazed by the pilgrims
It feels chaotic - o glaring juxtapasition bn this holy place
but to Sri Lankats, the fusion of modern, ancient and
sacrod s commonplace. This is o land of contrasts and the
unexpectod. As | guickly lkearn, you are wise Lo sccopt it and
albow yourself 1o be swept along by the colimr am nolse
I'm guided up the mountain by my senses, Although 2%
dark, stalbs dotted aloog the steep trail Hight the path. The
sroma of steeping tea engulfs me as | pass. People play music,
others sell Sowers for offerings and muny prepuare rotis
It % mo casy climb, As we progress, the temperature
plummets and the sweat turns icy on my back. The stops are
rdenthessc | thimk of my bed as | plod along. Bt i1 privilege
o walk here, ane that paigrime - even those who are il - will
figh 2o complete. Arosnd mw, it gots busher still with Gomilies,
mathers cradling babues, lead ing the way baredoot. Many
walt incense and chant songs. Olider relatives are carried
by thowe who beve them, boping %o find comfort at the peak.
Turning o corner, we are met by masses of people. [ can
barely move; squashed in the crows - and it ' still an howr
to the top. This ks not how I'd imag ined the boly moantain
ot dawr, We retrent 10 2 canvas stall and sip stenming tes
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| rest for the alternoon before
ergoying o traditianal rice and curry
dinner and 2 wander around the
undulating tea plantations. Sri Lanka feels so far from
bBome, so different from our culture and yet, the carpet
of Ceylom toa around me Is Just ane of the marks the Beitish
left behind. As | wander down the tea plockerns’ path,
children wave and women conlimue carcfully selecting
ton losrves before stowing them om their backs. Later, I visit
an organic and ethical factory and learn move shout ten
production. The fresh, sweet arome stays with me for days

I spend two wee ks trekoking (n Set Lanka's highlands
Each area offers a contrasting landscape - rice paddies,
Jungles, mountains and tea plantations, as well as the
Famons Siglriya, or Lion Rock, an sachent stose fortress
Our walking efforts being incredible views and total peace
Everywhere we go, people are kind and welcomang. A family
serves ws Tea and sticky rice bn the foothills of the Knuckies
mountain range, so named becaase it looks like a clenched
st Gemerously, they send me on my wiry with more food
wrapped in bamana loaves. At the top of the Mamigala hiking
trudl, | open my lunch of dahl, rice and sambal.

Liberation in the wild
That evendig is » highlight, We carsp by a simall lake -0
prospect that had been terrifying me. | search my tent
for sngkes and exittors, then payeh myself up to brave the
makeshift shower - a pipe in a canvas frame. | jamp ander
the cold water and squeal. How froetng’ The alr bs fresh und
clean; there's no civilisation, just the birds soaring sbove
und bu faloes making their way to the ke todrink

Being here forces me to log off and immerse mysel! >

CLOCKWISE FROM BOTTOM LEFT
fte e weidd maans modest
RECOFENOONTON N Teats, DUt nature
18 the hostess weth 1he mustest
snee IBEY the island, formardy
Cuylon, has had a thenviing ten
Inchistry imposing Sageiys, or Lion
ock; hundreds of pigrims ke the e
winaling way down Adanm's Peak
Ellen lwara to go with the fow in &
land of geogrnphvcal wonders anad
sacred siten. ol sboard Sel Lanka's
litthe rod Dusey, o b tubk previous
pege, Adam's Peas, whers talths
Converge in pogremage 1o honeur
Adam, Shiva_ St Thomas and Suddna
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CLOCKWISE FROM BOTTOM LEFY
Geace down by the riverside -
the arch of a temple: sall into the
sumaet in feruwala: the emerald
gory of Morton Piains Natwnal Park;
take the tramn from Pattipels and
mwet ordimary S0 Lankans on the
1o - selhing and laaghing through
the vateys, Grace grins prowdly
atter caompleting 1200 steps to
the tnp of Lion Rock; during the dry
seazon (July 10 September ) water
supphes reduce drastically and
slephants congregate at a reservolr
in Minneriya National Park, whare
the grasses arw rich and fertile

o the moment. 1 eat dinner outside, Nstening to the frogs
and clcadas bn chorus 2s fireflies twinkle inthe trees
Tletroating to my tesd, | fewl nervous about creepy companiony
bt soon slip into shamber. It 's plessantly warm and still all
ght o T ans aveoken st susrise by dogs Barko ng nid bisds
chirping. It the best sheep I've hid ina whide

Past the cloud forest into the tunnel
Gotng off the beaten path like this allows me an suthenti
experience of Sei Lanka Twill always rememnber the hike
und train journey through Hortom Mains National Park
Sambar deor, wator mositors snd purple-faced monkoys
ure among those that call the protected grasslands and
forest hoose. My roete takes me theough the cool elowd
forust to Worlds End At the top of the §80m ptunge into
the valley, | wonder at the views while Hstening to the
chattor of monkeys, As 1 poss Bakers Falls the beat rises
and the clouds cover this wood ross place in their mist
Toead my jourmey, | head for Puttipols raibway station,
the highest i thoe country ot 1LSHOm sbove sea level At
o, a trukn ride woold be insignificant, but this one ls

well traveled

different - acultural and sensorisl experience. There are
no spare seats, 1o | stand, hot amd tired, but | soon see it

s an opportunity to witness a nugge! of real life; people
run along the truin line selling vegetables to passengers
through the window, Familios travel with childoen

on grandparents’ laps, mothers and fathers alomgside;
penerations huddied together, It is hot and stuffy, with desk
fann stropped to the celling. From the rich red of the paint
10 the carefully lscguered wooden interiors, Nt the has
changed sinoe these routes were commissiooed by the
British. It's a festival of colour and commmunity. Despite

1hwe equeoze, yot more peaple trundle through the carriage
with baskets of samosas and spaces for sale. Passengers hang
thele arms, and beads, ot of the window to cool down and
Sor peocsous akr, The train shusts through the valleys and,
when we shoot into s tunnel, everyone - and | mean everyone
= lrnns oot the window snd screams, §oant help but lasgh,
Unprodictable, abundant, unforgettable Sri Lanka
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A physically and emotionally worn-out Grace Holliday fends off fatigue on a jungle
retreat in Dambulla, and seeks Ayurvedic healing in Beruwala on the coast

TARRIVE IN Sl Lanka truly exbanusted, and not just
from the Right, This tiredness stretchos back over a
decnde of chasing my career like it was an extreme sport
In the same period, my hushand and | had three wedding
ceremanies (a Jong religion-based story), moved 1o new
Bouses and cities elght times, and sdjusted 10 o huge pay
cut while becaming self-emploved

As so much changed sround me, | learned 1o manage my
ental health by instilling stability: routines, Lo-do lists,
nights of Grey » Amatoory reruns and Sunday self-care
sessions bocame my haseline. Maonotooy meunt socurity.

Get me out of here!

Then came the Mok, 18 startod slowly, bat | recognised it
immediately. Tired and overstretched as | was, the order
thst had once kept mwe mentally balanced was becoming
oo dall 1o bear. | plan o sobo two weeks in Sei Lanka

s motivation to get me through the winter and the
inevitable bout of SAD that it will heing | think carefully
nbout my packing. No to hairappliances or full coverage
Foundatbon, Yes to ugly but comfortubde tralners, s stash

of chocolate and M Yorkshire tea bags, | leave all
bat & couple of my Whats App grougs and set sy
first firm out-of office In years,

10% 10pm, dack but still warm, when | arcive o
Diyabubula jungle retreat in Damballa. My water villa sits
below a vast celling of reclaimed wooden railway sheepers
Ahond lies 3 private balcony jutting out into the trees
where the next morning [ will watch a dozen monkeys
play wo chose 1o my sum loanger 1 eould reach out and touch
them, Behind me 15 a dramatic, wall-sizod painting, the
work of the creator of Diyshabuls, Laki Senanayake

Artist, soulptor and ali-round environment healer,
Senanayake planted the forest rustling in the dark aroand
e 40 yours wgo. As It grew, e built o home aod stedio,
and drow up the plans for six guest villaa. 1've been
prormsised [oan meet him but, foe now: food (s waiting, s
i my first hot shower in what feels like duys, As | climb imo
my lacy mosquito net tent, it's peaceful: siience broken
only by birdsong and oceasional thuds that | pressme to be
ungracedul wikdlife. | wake up twoor three times that first
right. Each time, the tall trees become & Hithe bit clearer »>
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Then, n banging wakes me. I'd loft the blindds openon all 14
windows around my panoramic view of the forest, and tha
nokee b 3 hard-beaked hird, tpping ot the wood around my
window. My breath is gquite lterally taken away | can see
wow that T am entirely immersed in the forest, cach troe
sdorned with monkeys, hirds ar both

Ancient kings and baby elephants
I'm supposed 1o be at beeak fast, bot § can't move from
my apot in the centre of Lhe room, staring at everything
und nothing st once, | recognise the
feeling os surprise; a package tied
up with threads of excitensent,
shock and an ache that makes my
throat sore. It's an odd feeling that
I've not felt in years

Three busy days bie ahead. | go
1o towering Lios Rock, but stall
taking photographs of the vast arcas
where King Kasyapa once enjoyed
wwimming 've had years of back
Issues, so I'm not convinced 1 will get
1o the pinnscle pain-free, but the walk is not as
Intimidating os it looks from afue. AL the top, 1 focgot my
camera, the tourists and my power of speech as | wander,

surprine tialng yot sguin. Not only hod | meade it sans agooy,

the view isinumense and kish - and | feel incredible peace.
Withoat realising it | start chasing the feeling every day.
1 not hand 1o o] Before we even arrive at Minseciva
National Park for a safari, o baly elephant loflops across the
road in front of our cer. | take & boat down & river and see s
fuorescent blue jellyfish A gruelling walk to the Dambulla
cave temples rewards me with a view that stretches so far, |
eed 30 minutes to take 18 in, Secking shelter from the sun,
I marvel ot 150 Boddha statues and grosps of schoolgirls in
white dresses and long plalts with white bows. They gigalo
wd Dwinh 1 had 1he language to tell them they are beattiful

Step into my trechouse
The night before | leave, 1 meet “Mr Laki’. We share more
commen ground than | could have imagined having with
wrobed man in o trevlesse office. We cover Brexit, the
edecation system and soclal media. We chat as the sky
changes colour, 1he sculptures hall-lmmersed In the pond
beborw darkening. Mogyhe it's becanse the joting has gone
or something more diviee, but T sloop soundly that wight
I've been focused on my mind, now it s time 1o focus
on my body. 1'm off to Barberyn Reef retreat in Beruwals
for & striet seven-day Ayurvedic regime, 've read about
Oam duily youn, o vegetarion diet and tabdes far one. Then,

JOB PATCHOLOGIES MASAZINE OXCEMEEN 2O

"l recognise it as
Surj wise: a l‘il('k;l',’(' shoulders, tight hamstrings and painful

treat ments.. the words scupanciure, ofl, massage and
onema have appearcd in my pre-trip rescarch

Asfar as comfort 2ooms go, | am on the oxter odge I'm
anxioss, but an my first night | meet three other women
Petra, Ingn and Lara, in thelr 40, 30 and 20m rospectively;
friendly Germams travelling alone, snd I feel mvore relaxed

I'm not obese, a smoker or s heavy drinker, so | don't need
the restricted food plan of detox that many residents come
for - Imstead, | change into sy wniform for the week. o bottle
groen abeet, and st down with asari-wrapped professional
fo run through my issoes with mental
healthand scollosis. The lntter has Jod
10 not Just chromic back pain, but stiff

bunions. She tallocs my plan: herbal

| i\"l Ul)\\ ll I] ”“l K I.\ s iowen i paste, Tabdiet and Diguid
ol excitement,

form at Oam. Bam, dpam, 6pem and 9pm
| shide indo a rosstine of massage, followed

‘h' K'l\ dane | dan ;“'h(' by 45 minutes of relaxation ina herb
in my throat

garden, fresh papeys oo nay face and
cucumber om my eyes, Noxt, | climb into
adeep bath where s woman poars herbal
witter over my raked body in a siow, ritualistic manner

1 Bavo o cople of hours free for lunch, then acspunctune

Healing evolution
My treatment takes up most of the day, but by early
ovening | have time to swim in the warm sea, s 30-second
walk from my bedsonm, or take 2 yosa clivss. Afver dinnor
adelicious buffet of vegetarian food every thind day;
sennll, hendthy myeals the other days - a paste s appliod to
my feut, and | collect my medicines for the following day
161 thosght the woek was golng to be redaxing, 1 was wrong,
Astrict routine s necessary, especially as I'm anly there for
seven diuys (most peopde stay for two or three weeks), As the
days pass, my mascles loosen, the scupuncture transitions
fromm pad ol to peace-inducing and s sheeping better. My
skiin chears up, thanks to surpassing my five-a-day frult and
veg requlrvments several times over, snd 1 stop ceaching for
my phone bike a reflex. Unlike Dambulla, where surprises
are sudden, these appear slowdy - but they are just as joyful
O iy Joest g, 1 see o glamt stingraey Soating on the
edge of the shore, eyes fashing. It foels like my hundredth
mosert of woader, but 5o less special
871 Lanka will alwayw be the place where | exchanged
my safety net for something moee exciting, and learmed
how to msarvel at life oncoe again
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CLOCKWISE FROM BOTTOM LEFT
A member of Ma® carefuly prepares
Ayurvedic mpdicioe 41 Barber yn
Feed Ayurveda Pesort. cheehy
ekt Are o cOnnan sight n

Sel Lankia, a5 ESen and Gence can
Bstify, & rmodest tlenpie on the river
ot Barvwala: up 1hve steps to Geace's
vl At Digatibiuls pargie retrent
foriias on your physesl haath ot

e Bacberyn retrmat, whers » strict
Ayurvadio regume 5 the order of the
Ay the Dambuta Roysel Cave Termple.
with (t6 2 huge Budadha statue and
inseum, s a sell oresenved
UNESCO Workd Horttage Sitw
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