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Trail runner Stone Tsang (right), 39, looking at the city from Hong Kong’s highest peak Tai Mo Shan. Trail runner Stone Tsang, 39, looking at the city from Hong Kong’s highest
peak Tai Mo Shan.

They may be called whale sharks but there’s nothing
to fear encountering one of these giant fish in the
ocean-so much so that tourists in northwestern

Mexico can swim alongside them on organized tours.
“These are tropical animals, very gentle, that you can
swim with, and which go along at a maximum eight kilo-
meters (five miles) an hour,” explained Fabricio Mujica,
who handles these up-close sessions in La Paz Bay, in
Mexico’s Baja California. Starting in October, when these
massive creatures-Latin name Rhincodon typus-come
close to shore, tourists converge on the area in boats
carrying 10 people.

The whale part of the fish’s name is a misnomer. They
are indeed sharks, but the non-dangerous carpet shark
type that feeds on small animals on the seabed. They are
around nine meters (30 feet) long and weigh some nine

tons. As the boats get close, the engines are cut so as not
to frighten the animals. Then the tourists slip into the
water, following instructions from their guide. “It’s a
species that is really sensitive to boats and noise. They
have a highly developed sense of smell-they notice any
sort of chemical product or oil and that makes them flee,
which is good because it lets them survive,” Mujica said.

One tourist, Eduardo Rodriguez, has returned a sec-
ond time to float in the water next to these giants. “It’s an
experience difficult to put into words.... It’s really spec-
tacular,” he said. These observation activities are regulat-
ed in Mexico by the environment ministry, which checks
on groups getting too close and fines any boats not
sticking to the rules designed to protect the whale
sharks. — AFP

Swimming with 
whale sharks in Mexico

Wooded hillsides, craggy ridges and wheeling
birds of prey are a world away from Hong
Kong’s famous skyscrapers but the city’s

country parks are a necessary balm for its stressed out
residents. With some of the world’s highest property
prices, many can only afford tiny apartments, some liv-
ing in infamous “cage homes” big enough only for a
bed. Hong Kong’s fast-paced lifestyle and long work-
ing hours also take their toll. Fortunately, within easy
reach of the densely packed tower blocks and traffic,
there is an extensive network of hiking trails which
snake over hundreds of peaks across the territory and
along its coastlines.

Forty percent of Hong Kong is protected country park
and nature reserves, amounting to 443 square kilometers
(274 sq miles), drawing hikers, runners and campers all
year round. For 29-year-old Dai-yu Cheung, those natu-
ral landscapes changed his life.  As a keen amateur pho-
tographer he decided to document some of the city’s
remoter areas, never having explored them before.  His
discoveries led him to ditch long hours in his job as a
graphic designer, during which he had developed a bad
back, and go part-time as he sought a healthier, happier
existence. Cheung lives with his family and cut down his
financial outgoings so he could work three days a week,
often hiking with friends.

“When we go hiking, we feel free, relax and forget our
troubles,” he told AFP, carefully gathering scattered litter
as he walked through tall grass to a rocky outcrop in the
northern New Territories. He and his friend AM Renault,
29, also a keen hiker, have set up Facebook and
Instagram pages under the name Yamanaka Yuko, sharing
photos and video of their hill climbs in Hong Kong and
abroad. They describe themselves as artists inspired by
nature. With a growing band of followers the pair are

now regularly asked for tips about routes by local walk-
ers and have teamed up for campaigns with environment
NGOs and outdoor clothing brands.  “Our message is
about protecting nature and the environment,” says
Renault, a freelance photographer. He worries about the
future of Hong Kong’s trails-the housing shortage has
sparked government proposals to build on the outskirts
of the country parks. But with hiking becoming more
popular, particularly among young people, he hopes
those plans will fail.  “More and more people like hiking
and go out and do it. Because of that there’s more resist-
ance to development than in the past,” he said.

Soul healing  
On a cool sunny morning, Stone Tsang skips sure-

footed along a shady path beneath Hong Kong’s highest
peak, Tai Mo Shan. The city’s most famous trail runner,
Tsang, 39, regularly wins long-distance competitions and
recently completed a gruelling local hill race which saw
him cover 298 kilometers (185 miles) in 54 hours, snatch-
ing naps when he could no longer keep his eyes open. As
a paramedic and father of two, he says getting out into
these wide open spaces is a vital stress relief.  “When I
come to the mountains it’s like therapy for me,” he told
AFP. “It’s healing for my soul.” 

Hitting a dirt trail, rough with gnarled tree roots and
scattered boulders, is part of the Hong Kong hill experi-
ence. But over the years, many paths have been covered
with concrete in an attempt to make them safer, some-
thing which Tsang is leading a popular Facebook cam-
paign to stop. 

He says former government technicians who helped
establish paths using natural materials have now retired
and contractors have little knowledge of how to do so.
Not only is the concrete alien to the natural environment,
it also becomes slippery and causes soil erosion, says
Tsang. “Most mountain rescues are because inexperi-
enced people get lost or dehydrated, there are very few
injuries because of the trail conditions,” he explained.

Tsang is lobbying the government to stop pouring any
new concrete and has introduced them to international
experts who are showing workers and members of the
public how to refurbish paths naturally. The agriculture,
fisheries and conservation department told AFP it would
use natural materials “as far as possible”. Tsang now
wants to bring hiking tours into the country parks to fos-
ter a love of the mountains in the face of the threat of
development. “The country parks are a very valuable
asset to Hong Kong, not just for us, but for future genera-
tions,” says Tsang.  “This kind of thing you cannot just
see - you have to go out and feel it.” — AFP

This picture shows trail runner Stone Tsang, 39, running on Hong Kong’s
highest peak Tai Mo Shan.— AFP photos

Natural therapy: Hong Kong’s mountain warriors

Dai-yu Cheung (right), 29, and AM Renault, 29, chatting as they walk on Hong Kong’s
highest peak Tai Mo Shan.

Trail runner Stone Tsang, 39, as he looks at the city from
Hong Kong’s highest peak Tai Mo Shan.

A woman posing on a rock for photos on Hong Kong’s highest peak Tai Mo Shan.


