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Fe a t u r e s

On a sweltering afternoon in Macau, panti-
ng greyhounds lie in tiny concrete ken-
nels at the gambling enclave’s notorious

dog-racing track, as a new plan to save them
emerged following the venue’s closure. The dogs
are currently walked each day by an army of
dedicated volunteers from all over Macau, who
have been helping out at the deserted
Canidrome Club since it shut down on July 21.
Some 533 greyhounds still live at the shabby
venue, which was Asia’s only legal dog-racing
track. Many of those remaining have patches of
fur missing, a result of sleeping on wet concrete
according to activists, who say injured dogs
went untreated when the Canidrome was still
operating.

They believe up to 300 greyhounds were
killed each year as they reached their racing
shelf-life. First opened in 1931, the track’s closure
was a victory for those who had spent years
criticizing its treatment of the animals. But the
firm which operated the track, Yat Yuen, failed to
rehome the animals ahead of the shutdown,
despite being given two years’ notice by author-
ities. Macau’s angry government stepped in to
guarantee the dogs’ safety, slamming Yat Yuen as
irresponsible and threatening heavy fines for

abandoning the greyhounds.
It was a direct challenge to Angela Leong,

fourth wife of Macau casino pioneer Stanley Ho
and a legislator in the city, who runs the compa-
ny. Yat Yuen finally seemed to cave to public and
political pressure Friday, announcing a joint pro-
posal with Macau animal protection NGO Anima
which would see the dogs looked after at the
Canidrome for another two months at the firm’s
expense then moved to a newly renovated shel-
ter, where any who are not adopted would be
cared for until the end of their lives.

Anima would run the shelter in the Taipa area
of Macau, to be called the International Centre
for the Rehoming of Greyhounds, and would also
be in charge of the adoption process.  Leong
would make a “financial commitment” to running
the center, the statement said, without giving a
figure. The plan has been submitted to the
Macau government. “We hope we can assist in
rehoming all the greyhounds-we hope they will
have a safe family forever,” Anima board member
Zoe Tang told AFP ahead of the announcement.
The adoption process for the dogs could still
take as long as a year, Tang said, given the med-
ical treatments and paperwork required.

Yat Yuen organized adoption days in the

weeks before the closure. But Tang says eight of
the more than 100 dogs found homes through
the firm’s adoption drive are already back in
Anima’s care. One dog adopted out has died, she

said, adding that adoption procedures must be
properly supervised in future. But some of the
greyhounds at least have started a happier chap-
ter. Macau pet shop owner Fei Chan, one of the

volunteers at the Canidrome, adopted two of the
dogs in the last few weeks.

When she took in female greyhounds BoBo,
9, and Choi Choi, 8, they had skin conditions and
some of their teeth had to be removed because
they were rotten, she says. They are now recov-
ering and roam gently around her store. “I
thought: ‘Why not let them live in our pet shop,
and educate our customers about the good
things we discovered in our greyhounds?’” Chan
told AFP. “In the end, I see no difference
between greyhounds and other dogs. The feroci-
ty of greyhounds only came from the training
humans gave them. Why can’t we teach them the
other way around and tame them?”

Another Canidrome volunteer, Georgina Lao,
who is considering adopting a greyhound,
dropped into the shop to spend time with the
pair of dogs.  She is still undecided on whether
to take in a greyhound of her own because she is
looking after a baby at home. But Lao says her
volunteer work has opened her eyes to a gentler
side of the dogs. “I found them very polite-like
well-trained soldiers,” Lao told AFP. “Even when
they want to dash out, as soon as you tell them
to they will follow you back. They are very affec-
tionate and very kind.”— AFP

Hundreds of Macau greyhounds 
await their forever homes

This picture shows greyhounds inside kennels at the shutdown Canidrome Club in
Macau, which was Asia’s only legal dog-racing track. — AFP photos

This picture shows pet shop owner Fei Chan posing with her adopted female grey-
hounds Bobo (right), 9, and Choi Choi (left), 8, taken in after the closure of the
Canidrome Club in Macau, which was Asiaís only legal dog-racing track.

A volunteer walking with greyhounds at the shutdown Canidrome Club in Macau,
which was Asia’s only legal dog-racing track. 

A general view of the shutdown Canidrome Club in Macau, 
which was Asia’s only legal dog-racing track. 

A pictures shows a
tunnel part of a 
network of 
subterranean caves
and tunnels known
as “Master 
Levon’s divine
underground” in the
village of Arinj 
outside the capital
Yerevan.
— AFP photos

A pictures shows
tourists lit candles

at an altar.

When Tosya Gharibyan asked her hus-
band to dig a basement under their
house to store potatoes, she had little

idea the underground labyrinth he would even-
tually produce would prove to be one of
Armenia’s major tourist draws. Their one-storey
house in the village of Arinj outside the capital
Yerevan may not look like much but today it
brings in visitors from all over the globe after a
23-year labor of love by Tosya’s late husband,
Levon Arakelyan.

They come to see a twisting network of sub-
terranean caves and tunnels known as “Levon’s
divine underground.” In the cold and quiet,
Tosya leads tourists through corridors that
connect seven chambers adorned with
Romanesque columns and ornaments like those
on the facades of mediaeval Armenian churches.
“Once he started digging, it was impossible to
stop him,” she said of the project that began in
1995. “I wrangled with him a lot, but he became

obsessed with his plan.” A builder by training,
Levon would toil for 18 hours a day-only paus-
ing to take a quick nap and then rush back to
the cave, confident that he was being guided
“by heaven”. “He never drew up plans and used
to tell us that he sees in his dreams what to do
next,” his widow told AFP.

Over more than two decades he hammered
out the 280-square-metre (3,000 square-foot)
space, 21 meters deep into strata of volcanic
rocks-only using hand tools. “My primary child-
hood recollection is the loud knock of my father’s
hammer heard at night from the cave,” said his
44-year-old daughter Araksya. At the start he had
to break through a surface layer of black basalt,
but at the depth of a few meters Levon reached
much softer tufa stone and the work progressed.
He pulled out 600 truckloads of rocks and earth,
using only hand-held buckets. Levon died in 2008
at the age of 67 from a heart attack after destroy-
ing the last wall that separated two tunnels.

‘Amazing place’ 
A decade on from the project’s completion,

Tosya also runs a small museum commemorat-
ing her husband’s work in the village of some
6,000 people. The underground complex has
several analogues in the world. An eccentric
man named William Henry “Burro” Schmidt
spent more than three decades digging a half-
a-mile tunnel to transport gold through a gran-
ite mountain in California, beginning his work in
the early 1900s during the state’s gold rush. In
Ethiopia a man named Aba Defar began carving
churches on a mountainside after claiming
divine inspiration from years of dreams.

Today the Armenian cave features promi-
nently in travel brochures, regularly drawing
busloads of visitors. Milad, a 29-year-old
Iranian tourist, called the maze an “amazing
place”. He said it made him realize just “how
boundless the spiritual and physical capabilities
of a person can be”. — AFP 

‘Heaven-guided’ underground maze
proves Armenian tourist draw

A pictures shows a tunnel part of a network of subterranean caves and tunnels
known as ‘Master Levon’s divine underground’.

A pictures shows a tourist lit candles at an altar. Picture shows a tunnel part of a network of subterranean caves and tunnels.

A pictures shows a tourist walking through part of a network of subterranean caves and tunnels.


