
Find peaceful respite on a pilgrimage to Buddha’s birthplace in Nepal   W
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OURNEY

 I ’m enjoying a cup of chai after a busy 
day exploring a Thai monastery, admiring 
Chinese architecture and trying to decipher 

Korean script. Of course, I haven’t been on a 
day-long pan-Asia dash. In fact, I haven’t left 
Lumbini, a tiny town in a low-lying corner of 
southern Nepal.

I started the day on the kind of journey 
that both thrills and terrifies me. Sitting with 
my back against the windscreen, I surveyed 
the marvellous mayhem of a Nepalese bus 
ride: a 3:1 passenger to seat ratio; distorted 
music blaring from decrepit speakers; lively 
grins; and, of course, a roof piled high with 
luggage, livestock and another dozen or so 
passengers. But I was confident I’d arrive 
in one piece. After all, I was on a pilgrimage 
of sorts – a trip to the birthplace of Siddhartha 
Gautama, better known as the Buddha. 

OK, so I was unlikely to find enlightenment 
in one day, but I was hoping to learn a little 
about Buddhism and enjoy some respite after 
three manic months in the subcontinent.

I wasn’t disappointed on either count. 
Leaving the busy market and rickshaw-lined 
streets behind, I find the sacred site silent, 
save for the fluttering of prayer flags and the 
occasional gleeful shout from a pilgrim excited 
to end their journey.

The Buddha was born a prince in 563BC 
but later shunned his privileged upbringing 
to seek enlightenment and follow a life of 

abstinence. So, having swotted up on the basic 
Buddhism outlined in my guidebook, I set about 
exploring Lumbini. 

First stop is the sacred pond, where Queen 
Mayadevi bathed before she gave birth to the 
baby that would be Buddha. It seems little 
more than a murky pool, but those on a true 
pilgrimage stop to bathe here before visiting 
the birthplace itself. 

Fearing what might happen to my digestive 
system if I accidentally ingest a drop of the 
green water, I head instead to the Ashokan 
Pillar. Erected in 249BC by a Nepali king, the 
pillar is now home to another ritual. Scattered 
around its base were some interesting offerings 
– coins, flower petals and the occasional clump 
of thick, black hair. The devout trim their locks 
and leave the clippings to honour the Buddha’s 
decision to shave his head and shun worldly 
possessions. Lacking the scissors and nerve to 
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BIG TRIP

“ There are no 
neon lights, bells 
or whistles”
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