
I was feeling apprehensive en 
route to the Four Seasons Tent-
ed Camp situated in northern 
Thailand’s Golden Triangle re-

gion. Certainly I was thrilled about 
sleeping in one of the luxurious 
600 square-foot tents the camp is 
famous for, but it’s also a well-known  
mahout-training destination where-
in guests learn the tricks of the ma-
hout’s trade, that is, elephant care-
giving and “driving.” Having fallen off 
a horse and been bitten by a dog the 
size of a small horse in my lifetime, 
I’m not a large animal person. But 
then, as the long-tail boat whisked 
me along the Ruak River I spotted 
one of the magnificent beasts lurking 
along the shore and it struck me.

Riding an elephant through a jun-
gle in Asia? How could I miss out? 

Besides, it would be educational, 
in keeping with the theme of this trip 
— a tour of Four Seasons properties 
in the region. 

 It started in Hong Kong where 
I arrived via Cathay Pacific’s busi-
ness class feeling pampered and 
well rested despite a 16-hour flight 
from Toronto. Before leaving the 
hotel to explore the city, I signed up 
for a Tai Chi class thinking it would 
be a lovely start to the following day. 
But, after spending hours wandering 
through the maze of mayhem that is 
HK, the next morning my exhilara-
tion had turned to exhaustion. Why 
drag myself out of bed when I could 
try a martial arts class back home? 
I asked myself burrowing my head 
into the pillow. Because you’re in 
China, I answered.

The class was held on the pool 
terrace where small bodies of water 
— a whirlpool, lap pool and plunge 
pool — share outdoor space with an 
infinity-edge pool that seems to spill 
into Victoria Harbour. Against the 
stunning backdrop of his native city, 
Master William Ng, the 78-year-old 
instructor, spoke about the import-
ance of Tai Chi. 

“One must stop to breathe and 
meditate in order to become calm 
and peaceful.”

Calm and peaceful are not my go-
to states, but as Master William took 
us through the moves, I became mes-
merized by the cadence of his voice. 
I could feel my heart rate slow, hear 
my mind stop yakking and see the 
waterfalls he referenced washing 
my worries away. More soothing still 
was when he’d stop by to adjust one 

of my wayward limbs so that I could 
achieve the correct pose. 

“Oh, you are so smart,” he’d coo, 
and although he said this to all of the 
other participants, I believed him.

Soon afterwards, I was off to Four 
Seasons Chiang Mai, where my pavil-
ion’s private sala (terrace) overlooked 
lush tropical gardens that sloped to-
ward a large pond and working rice 
paddy field. From my perch, I wit-
nessed a humble parade, an end-of-
the-work-day celebration that sees 
rice farmers marching through the 
field’s winding, narrow footpaths 
playing ching (small cup-shaped 
cymbals), klong (tom-tom drums), 
and a kong (gong). 

I’m not much of gardener, but 
inspired by the spectacle, I signed 

up for a rice- planting lesson. I love 
learning activities that require the 
wearing of a uniform (the sleek black 
wetsuit inspired me to take scuba), 
and so I was thrilled to don the rice 
farmer’s traditional attire, the mor 
hum. Clad in rubber boots, a loose-
fitting denim shirt and pants with a 
sarong wrapped around my waist, 
I followed my class into the field. 
There, a farmer taught us how to 

transplant the sprouts into the mud; 
later, we learned about selecting, 
picking and harvesting. 

This was not to be my only lesson 
of the day. After a short drive to the 
ancient city of Chiang Mai, once the 
main trading centre of the Kingdom 
of Lanna, I visited Wat Chedi Luang. 
The temple offers “Monk Chat”, a 
program that invites visitors to plunk 
themselves down at a picnic table 
and engage in a one-on-one conver-
sation with a monk. Although it is 
designed to improve the young Bud-
dhists’ foreign language skills, I took 
away valuable tips on meditation.   

“It takes a long time to learn,” the 
monk empathized upon hearing of 
my struggle. “But you mustn’t give 
up. You must keep practicing.” 

Back at the resort, my final lesson 
of the day came in the evening when 
I attended the interactive chef ’s table 
dinner, held at Four Seasons’ lavish 
open-air cooking school. Although 
I’m pretty competent in the kitchen, 
I have only three Thai dishes in my 
repertoire. This was the lesson I’d 
been waiting for. 

Chef Nuttaluck Roswa, a lo-
cal woman, took us through the 

basics and a demonstration be-
fore directing us to individual sta-
tions. Under her watchful eye, we 
were charged with making Som 
Tam Ma La Kor, a green papaya 
salad spiced with bird’s eye chili; 
and Goong Sarong, a dish in which 
large shrimps are wrapped in egg 
noodles, marinated and then deep 
fried. After everyone was done, we 
all sat down together and devoured 
our creations. 

The next day, after about a three-
hour drive and short boat ride, we 
docked at the Tented Camp. Our 
training took place the following 
morning at the stables where ma-
houts tended to their elephants while 
the head trainer took us through 
some surprising rules. Don’t hug an 
elephant’s trunk. Don’t creep up on 
an elephant as you may startle it. If 
you fall off in water, swim away from 
the animal. Others like never walk 
underneath your elephant’s belly and 
never jump off an elephant when it’s 
moving were no brainers. We were 
taught too a handful of commands: 
pai (go forward); how (stop); goy 
(slow down), as well as how to mount 
and dismount the animals.

“Who wants to go first?” the in-
structor finally asked and my hand 
shot up, not to be a keener, but to 
squash the growing trepidation I was 
experiencing. 

Using the elephant’s bended knee 
as a hoist I climbed upon its back 
and shimmied up to its neck as was 
the instruction. My stomach lurched 
as the elephant shifted position, but 
seven feet up, I tried to relax by fo-
cusing on the view. After everyone 
had mounted, we formed a queue 
and set off along the undulating 
trails of the resort’s massive property. 
I remembered to lean forward when 
we went up a slope, and to lean back-
wards when going down. When we 
reached the river, a mahout climbed 
on board behind me, but by then I 
felt comfortable and confident.                             

“Pai!” I grunted to my new four-
legged friend and we waded into the 
water. 

When we emerged from the river 
I felt a tinge of sadness knowing that 
alas, my learning journey was com-
ing to an end. But then I realized the 
best lesson learned would stay with 
me always: Travelling isn’t so much 
about what you see; it’s about what 
you do. 
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The Lodge at Glen-
dorn in northwest-
ern Pennsylvania 
is a step back in 
time to the days 
of gracious living. 
Established in 1929 
as a private retreat 
for the Dorn family, 
its rooms and cab-
ins are perfectly 
preserved as if time 
stood still. Family 
mementos and 
pictures still decor-
ate the place which 
was sold in 2009 
to Cliff and Tracy 
Forrest. Wishing 
to preserve it in its 
entirety, the For-
rest’s bought all 
1,280 acres along 
with the cottages 
and main house and 
turned the property 
into an outstanding 
member of Relais & 
Chateaux. Guests 
can hike the trails, 
horseback ride, 
swim in the lodge’s 
pool or lakes, skeet 
shoot, fly fish for 
trout or even hunt 
their own grouse, 
pheasant, par-
tridge, wild turkey 
or deer for dinner. 
Executive Chef Joe 
Schafer cooks up 
gourmet tasting 
menus every night, 
much from produce 
grown on the prop-
erty (artichoke, to-
matoes, kale, peas, 
fava beans, beets, 
celeriac and more) 
or foraged from the 
forests including 
chanterelles, oyster 
mushrooms, wild 
leeks and water-
cress. My husband 
and I caught two 
trout while taking 
a fly-fishing lesson 
and Chef happily 
prepared us a dish 
with bok choy, fen-
nel and oranges 
with one fish and 
smoked the other 
for our breakfast 
the next day. His 
meals are so deli-
cious, it’s reason 
alone to stay here. 
One night we dined 
on house-made 
bread from Chef’s 
own sour dough, 
sweetbread and 
foie gras mousse 
hors d’oeuvres, 
wagu beef slice on 
fava bean purée, 
amberjack carpac-
cio, beet risotto, 
partridge two ways 
and strawberry 
panna cotta. It was 
a feast that original 
owner C. D. Dorn 
would surely have 
approved.  
glendorn.com 
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This writer conquers her fear of large animals to learn the art of mahout, or elephant caregiving and “driving.”

The old Thai try
From rice farming to elephant riding to meditation techniques,  
Rebecca Field Jager packs a lot of luxury learning into a southeast Asian adventure 

Getting there
Cathay Pacific flies 10 times 
weekly non-stop between 
Toronto and Hong Kong, and 
twice daily non-stop between 
Vancouver and Hong Kong with 
connections to five destina-
tions in Thailand. 

If you’d like to spend a few 
days in Hong Kong en route 
to Thailand, often a stop is 
included at no additional cost 
or a small fee applies. Go toca-
thaypacific.com/ca for options 
and fares.
Staying there
Four Seasons has one prop-
erty in Hong Kong and four in 

Thailand. A few words about 
the Tented Camp. As the name 
implies, guests stay in private 
“tents” as luxurious as any 
bricks-and-mortar suite of a 
5-star hotel. Only the zipper 
flaps of the windows and bal-
cony doors are reminiscent of 
camping. Instead, think uber-
glamping: a king-sized bed be-
neath a netted canopy, outdoor 
rain shower, claw-foot tub and 
almost 600 square-feet of living 
space. High season rates from 
$2,700 a night. fourseasons.com 

Travel support provided  
by Cathay Pacific and  

Four Seasons. 
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I love learning activities that  
require the wearing of a uniform
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