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Festival-goers attend the Kaleidoscope Festival in Alexandra Palace Park in London on Saturday. — AFP photos

This photo taken on July 19, 2021 shows people hiking up to watch the sunrise from the summit of Mount Fuji, some 70 km west of the capital
Tokyo. —AFP photos

Nearly 10,000 music fans savored
new-found freedoms at London’s
Kaleidoscope Festival on

Saturday. “I’m really excited to be here, I
haven’t done anything like this in two
years”, said Leonie Louis, one of the fes-
tival-goers, who decorated with sequins
and flower crowns, braved the stormy
weather to invade the grounds of north
London’s Alexandra Palace, a legendary
music venue that has previously hosted
Pink Floyd, the Rolling Stones and Jay
Z.

“It’s really nice to just see everybody
out and drinking and just enjoying them-
selves,” Louis told AFP from the comfort
of a deckchair in the palace gardens.
Kaleidoscope, which featured bands
including Groove Armada and The Coral
along with renowned comedians and
writers, is one of the largest live events
to have taken place in England since the
country lifted its last coronavirus restric-
tions on July 19.

Louis, a 24-year-old management
consultant, said that it was “a great time”
to open up again, adding that people

have “had enough of being cooped up
and going in and out of lockdown”.
“Obviously, there’s never going to be a
perfect time... coronavirus is never going
to completely go away. We have to learn
to live with it,” she said.

Negative tests 
The health situation has, however,

made organizing the gig “hard”, accord-
ing to Alexandra Palace event manager,
Simon Fell. He feared a last-minute can-
cellation, with sudden changes in health
rules common in recent months. “How
do you sell tickets to people if you don’t
really know if the event will take place?
It’s a very difficult position to be in,” he
told AFP. “It has been really hard for all
contractors, production teams, security
teams. It’s been a challenging environ-
ment,” he added.

No masks were to be seen around
the main stage, only the broad smiles of
festival-goers, swaying with beers in
hand and enjoying the panoramic view
of London. Families mingled with extrav-
agantly-dressed ravers, united in antici-

pation for the return of music on the
stage. Joshua Brigts, 25, said he was a
“little bit” anxious about the health risks,
with the so-called delta variant causing a
spike of infections across the country.

“But at the same time, I know every-
one here has had a negative test in the
last 48 hours,” he said. “Whereas, walk-
ing through central London, there’s as
many, if not more, people. So in a weird
way it actually feels safer here than on
my commute to work.”

Music as therapy 
Sitting next to him on a straw bale, his

friend Stephen Parsons, 25, sporting a
trendy floral shirt, said he was “over-
whelmed” and that the afternoon music
had given him a new sense of optimism.
“The music has completely lifted my spir-
its,” said the reveler, who came from
Bedford, about 100 km north of London,
for the day. He spent a year-and-a-half in
lockdown watching many concerts
online, but said that nothing could repli-

cate the atmosphere of live music.
“The reason that I love coming to fes-

tivals is seeing the big bands, but also
coming to these smaller stages and just
experiencing that completely unique
atmosphere,” he said. “You can’t have
this on Zoom! It’s not the same, not the
same at all.” — AFP 

For a year, the peak of Japan’s iconic
Mount Fuji has been off-limits
because of coronavirus, but now

hikers are flocking back to catch the
spectacular sunrise above the clouds.
The active volcano’s symmetrical slopes
were closed to the public last summer
due to the pandemic, and only reopened
this month. In the early hours of a recent
morning, more than 100 people were
gathered at the summit of the sacred
mountain, which is capped with treacher-
ous ice and snow for most of the year.

“Fuji has always been revered. It is a
mountain that is an object of worship,”
said Takeo Tokunari, a 34-year-old hiker.
“Even though I am not particularly reli-
gious, I do feel purified by coming here,
somehow.” Fuji-san, as it is known in
Japanese, is the quintessential symbol of
the country currently hosting the virus-
postponed Tokyo Olympics.

Cycling events are taking place on
and around its slopes, with the steep
climbs of the long-distance road race
challenging even the fittest athletes in
Japan’s sweltering summer heat. The

3,776-m mountain is about two hours
from central Tokyo by train. But it can be
seen for miles around, and has been
immortalized in countless Japanese art-
works, including Hokusai’s world-famous
“Great Wave”.

Just after 4:30 am, after a long night
of climbing and a short rest on the moun-
tainside, hikers were treated to the
majestic sight of the sunrise. Climbers at
the summit can watch it breaking through
the clouds behind a traditional “torii” gate
on the mountainside. “I have already
climbed other mountains, but Mount Fuji
is special,” said Haruka Fujimori, a 23-
year-old flight attendant. “It is a volcano
not connected to any other mountain
range, it stands alone majestically on the
landscape, I find it beautiful.”

Mizuki Ogawa, also 23, told AFP at
the summit that climbing Fuji had been a
personal challenge. “In my daily life and
at work, I sometimes experienced difficult
situations that made me lose confidence
in myself,” she said. “So I challenged
myself to climb Mount Fuji to try to regain
my confidence.”

But while the mountain is awe-inspir-
ing, it’s also dangerous. The climbing
routes from the fifth station on its slopes
to the top are only open from early July
to September. The rest of the year the
mountain is deemed too treacherous to
climb and lodges and toilets on climbing
routes are closed to discourage would-
be hikers. But that doesn’t always stop
people, and in October 2019 a man died
after falling down part of the mountain
while livestreaming.

Fuji last erupted in 1707, and while it
has not shown any signs of life in recent
decades, experts say an eruption could
shower Tokyo in ash and force hundreds
of thousands to evacuate. But right now,
it’s the preserve of early-morning adven-
turers like Chikako Kubo, 29. “There is
something fresh and divine: A sunrise is
a start, an opportunity to take stock and
start something new,” she said. — AFP 

Emerging from the crystal-clear
turquoise waters of the Aegean Sea,
Hans-Juergen Fercher has just

returned from his fourth dive to where
mounds of 2,500-year-old wine pots mark
the site of an ancient shipwreck - and
Greece’s first underwater museum. “This
is a combination of diving and archaeo-
logical diving. It’s diving into history,” says
the 48-year-old psychiatrist after pulling
himself onto the deck of the Triton dive
boat. “It makes it special and unique.”

The museum beneath the waves at
Peristera, a rocky outcrop off the island of
Alonissos, opened in 2020, though the
site has been largely mothballed until now
due to COVID-19 restrictions. As Greece
opens up its vital tourism industry, the site
offers an example of a new and more sus-
tainable source of revenue.

Divers like Fercher and Danish wine-
cellar maker, Lisette Fredelund, are willing
to pay Ä95 ($110) a dive - about 50 per-
cent more than the cost of a regular recre-
ational scuba outing - for a guided tour of
a site once the preserve of professional
archaeologists. “It was just amazing,” said
Fredelund. “I was just, while we were
down there, trying to imagine what it had
been like being on a vessel transporting
wine.”

More to come 
More wrecks have been discovered in

the area - the middle of the country’s
largest marine reserve - holding out the
prospect that more such museums will
open. Greece has made diving part of its
focus to attract visitors since legislation
passed in 2020 making it possible to
access such sites, Tourism Minister Harry
Theoharis told AFP.

“This is a type of tourism that attracts
people all year round, a special audience
that pays generously to dive,” he said,
adding that 10 new diving parks are ready
to be licensed under the process provided
for by the legislation. On board the Triton,
a group of six more visitors don their scu-

ba gear and plunge into the sea, closely
following their guide. About 300 people
have paid to visit the wreck since the
museum opened, according to Alonissos
Mayor Petros Vafinis.

Vafinis - himself an avid scuba diver -
joined a group of tourists as they one by
one launched themselves off the rear
deck of the Triton into the sea. All visitors
must first undergo a briefing about the site
and the strict rules - such as keeping at
least two meters away from the artifacts.

High expectations 
After a short swim from the boat, the

tour guide leads the group down through
changing layers of light and increasing
cold to the sea bed almost 30 m below.
“My expectations were really high from
the briefing, and it fulfilled everything,”
said George Giasemidis, a Greek tourist
who visited the area specifically to see
the wreck. Due to the depth and techni-
cal difficulty of the descent, only qualified
divers are allowed to visit the wreck of a
ship that was delivering wine and other
goods when it foundered, around the fifth
century BC.

More than 4,000 two-handled
amphorae are anchored in the sand, their
positions marking out the outline of the
wooden vessel, the remains of which
have been washed away over time. “We
want to propose another kind of tourism to
the people who come. I don’t want inten-
sive tourism we can find anywhere else,”
Vafinis said.

With four other wrecks discovered
nearby, the goal is that they will in turn
become accessible, adding Alonissos to
the must-do list for divers around the
world. “It goes to put Alonissos on the
world diving map, to have like an under-
water safari of ancient wrecks,” said
Kostas Efstathiou, co-owner of the Triton
diving center. — AFP 

Greece’s first underwater museum
opens ancient world to dive tourists

People hike to the summit of Mount Fuji. 

Scuba divers visit the underwater museum in the Aegean Sea off the coast of the Greek island
Alonissos on July 20, 2021. — AFP


