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Spring edition 
“Too often travel, instead of broadening the mind, merely lengthens the 

conversation” – Elizabeth Drew 

Melvin, Editor 

Avid traveller and history/knowledge buff 

Suan, Editor-in-Chief 

Expert Procurer of fine things and Finance Director at home 

Recently we have heard so much of people trying to distinguish 

themselves from tourists. They claim to be traveling as opposed 

to touring or vacationing. The implied meaning is that what they 

are doing are superior? Perhaps we might draw some thoughts 

from the words of Elizabeth. 

Remember to drop us a line at: melsuan0810@gmail.com.   

About this Edition 

For most people, Japan sounds expensive. And perhaps it is. 

This edition will show you how you might overcome some of 

that cost via accommodations that are actually affordable. 

Next, take a journey with us and see how some folks today still 

live like their forebears do from hundreds of years back! And 

finally, consider if you'd like to make that landing in St. 

Petersburg (Russia, not the Florida one) after reading our 

article on that beautiful city. 

So, we are back again!   

How’s life? 
The mischievous year of the monkey was finally sent off at 

the end of January, which coincided with our short journey 

to Bangkok. Wonderful eating and shopping was mostly 

what we did. Sure we did some sightseeing too... 

This should be fun! Meeting friends from lands 
afar and linking up to share experience! 

In February we were in Japan once again, celebrating 

Valentine's day. Also known as the red day in Japan, it was 

again something to behold thousands of women jostling to 

buy chocolate confectionery....  

This time we also ventured out 2 hours by Shinkansen to 

the northern coast (Toyama) where we picked up a rental 

and made like the wind. It was not as cold as we expected 

and we had excellent seafood to complement the road trip! 

Budget Japan hotels 
Two years ago, we wrote in one of our first newsletters that 

there is a perception that it is all expensive to live and eat in 

Japan. The same applies to the ease of driving in Japan too. 

Well, we debunked the myth about driving and today we 

will do so about hotel costs too! 

Traveling in Japan does not have to be all expensive. And 

we are not talking about the big cities either.  

 

Toyoko Inn logo 

When travelling in the country by road or even rail, you will 

be able to find a range of suitably priced hotels that are 

conveniently located. 

Enter the budget hotel chains of Japan.  

In our road trips across parts of Japan, we had booked and 
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stayed in a number of hotel chains catering specifically to 

travelers who just needs a good nights' sleep. 

The rooms are smallish and don't come with large flat 

screens, but they are comfortable. Most important, they have 

all the amenities such as your own ensuite bathroom that are 

very clean! 

 

Room in Chisun inn 

One last criteria - they are cheap too (well by Japanese 

standards)! At ¥8,000 per night, most even come with 

breakfast! And lest you think it's some crappy stuff served in 

the lobby, you'd be surprised... 

But what won us over is the fact that these hotels are located 

within easy access if you are driving or travelling by rail. The 

fact they are easily accessible makes all the difference when 

you are in a foreign land. You don't want to spend a lot of 

time looking for the accommodation that you booked! 

  

Breakfast is served! 

Thus, it does not mean that you must stay in the Ryokans 

(traditional inns) at all when you out in the country (Japan 

that is). That's due to the fact you will not use the facilities 

because you won't stay long! 

Actually the rates we state here are for the larger of the 

rooms at the inns (Suan needs a lot of luggage space). So if 

you have only small trolley bags, you can book the smaller 

rooms for an even lower price. 

 

Room in Toyoko inn 

On our most recent trip to Toyama we also stayed at these 

hotels for one of the nights. With ample parking, we were 

able to have both the convenience of self drive and that of 

an economical stay! 

So there you have it, it is possible to stick to a conservative 

budget and yet enjoy Japan! 

� 

Living like the Amish 
We have often heard and read about the Amish people in the 

US. One even heard of them being mentioned while 

travelling in Belize! Yeah, can you believe it? So, it was a 

godsend to be able to travel to this part of the US in 

Lancaster Pennsylvania to see this culture up close. 

Before this trip, the only impression we had was that the 

Amish are a closed farming community. They are said not to 

use electricity or most of the modern day implements that we 

take for granted.  

On this occasion Mel was alone and his first stop was to the 

Amish village, a heritage museum dedicated to the 

showcasing of various Amish artefacts, history and culture.  

 

Amish Buggy 

While it is true that the Amish do not use electricity, they do 

harness the power of natural gas to drive pneumatic systems. 

Surprisingly, they have adapted washing machines for 



3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?  

St Petersburg is celebrating its 314 years of being founded 

in May of this year? Specifically 27-May. Once a marshy 

patch of estuaries, it is now the second city of Russia. 

R U S S I A ' S  W I N D O W  T O  T H E  

W E S T  

You know the Russians had a slower start. Being closer and 

exposed to the Eurasian steppes, they were dominated for 

a long time by the Mongols. Later they were harried by the 

tartars. In many ways they were cut off from the west for a 

long time, some historians said as long as 300 years! 

 

So only from the 1500s did the Russians begin to push 

back the tide of the 'Mongol yoke', finally leading the 

principality of Rus to gain ascendency and declare itself a 

fully independent imperial state in the 1600s. 

When Peter the Great first acended the throne, he made 

various journeys to western Europe to sample how they 

differed from his homeland. In some ways he was aghast 

that his dominion had missed the renaissance and was 

considered backward. 

It was with this consideration that he set about building a 

new city at the mouth of the Neva river, so that his country 

can have access to the Baltic sea, most recently a 'Swedish 

lake'. It was this from this city that Russia began its import 

of know how and ideas from the west. Evident is the 

architectural influences that come from the employ of 

Italians. 

This mighty window to the west for Russia went on to 

serve its tsarist masters for well over 200 years. Today, it 

remains relatively untouched from the communist 

revolution that has transformed Moscow's architectural 

landscape. So much that it has left us a beautiful window to 

Russia's past. 

example to use gas for power instead!  

Who says the Amish only wash clothes by hand?! 

So, today the Amish use many forms of adapted instruments 

and technologies, but they have largely stayed within work areas 

that are related to the land or nature. No banking for the Amish, 

but cooperatives are incorporated to outsourced third parties. 

Amish people do not have telecommunications in their lives and 

do not have the use of cars as well. While they pay road taxes, 

they do not register their 'vehicles'! 

 

Amish clothing 

It is true that Amish only put on specific clothing depending on 

their age, social position and sex. Here in the picture you can 

see the shirts and dresses for boys and girls that are unmarried.  

Another interesting nugget of information that Mel found out is 

that young Amish people are allowed to leave for the outside 

world. This usually is upon completion of 8th grade (which is 

like Singapore's Secondary 4) which is taught in their own 

schools.  

During their time outside of the Amish world, they are free to 

live as us, with the option of returning to the Amish community 

at a specific time. It was very surprising to know that a high 

percentage of these young people return to this tight knit 

community!  

 

Amish farm work horses 

The Amish are known to be able farmers and they do not use 

modern implements to assist them. Thus, you can still see 
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flung to keep in touch with each other. 

Imagine trying to visit your relatives in Indiana when you live 

in Pennsylvania (roughly a drive of ~600miles). Imagine 

trying to keep up to date with love ones across these 

distances without phones or the internet! Imagine not able to 

drive or fly! 

Such is the tenacity of the Amish people, who have scoffed 

dependency on today's modern conveniences and 

entertainment.  This was some of the thoughts as Mel chance 

on an Amish buggy trudging along the road.  

 

Amish buggy in motion 

Lancaster county is a place of great contrasts. On the one 

side there is the "slower" traditional life style of the Amish. 

On the other hand, we can see the great technological and 

research hubs nearer to Philadelphia.  

To fully understand Amish culture, it would take more than a 

museum visit or drive about in the county. Spend a long 

weekend here and walk amongst these folks to better see 

what their lives are like. It can be a real eye opener on what it 

means to live a fulfilling life. 

� 

Architectural paradise St. 

Petersburg 
As a relatively young city compared to its compatriots in 

Europe or indeed even within Russia, Saint Petersburg surely 

offers a truly spectacular insight into how architecture in the 

country developed. 

As you might know, the city was founded in the early 1700s. 

Being a new city, there were so much opportunities to design 

and plan a "perfect" capital. And Peter the great did not 

squander this chance to do so. 

Having wondered (diplomatically) across the length and 

breadth of Europe, Peter had absorbed what he thought 

were the best elements of cities in western Europe into his 

strong farm horses that help plow the land (this fella's taller 

than me by a head). But they are no longer just farmers, 

having moved into areas such as carpentry, farm tools etc, in 

order to be self sufficient.  

Due to their expanding population, they have now spread 

well across the US in states from Ohio to Indiana, buying 

more land to support their way of life.  

They do not pay into social security taxes and insurance 

structures of the US and are largely isolated from the rest of 

society. They do value their privacy and respect for such 

would be appreciated when you visit. 

 

Covered bridges 

While driving around Lancaster county in Pennsylvania, Mel 

noticed there are many bridges that are covered. From 

research, these bridges were initially built by both local 

government and private individuals on lands to provide 

connection for roads that were being built.  

The rational for the cover was to have protection of the 

bridge from the elements, in order to extend its working life 

and reduce the cost of rebuilding.  

Today, they are significant as historical landmarks since 

wood is no longer used for bridge making and concrete/steel 

elements do not have the same wear and tear risks. 

 

Amish country 

As Mel drove through Amish country, it is realized that it 

must be really daunting for these communities that are so far 
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grand design. 

 

Seemingly simplistic building 

You will find that the streets radiate from a central point 

with canals running along and across them. Just like 

Amsterdam. 

And the style of the day : Petrine baroque. Favored by Peter 

the great, it draws from a mix of Dutch and Scandinavian 

architectural styles which leaned more on the simple. You 

need to know that in the early years of the city's development 

there was a shortage of stone.  

Also, the marshland that Saint Petersburg once was meant 

hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of wood pillons 

had to be driven into the ground to hold it steady. 

The task of weaving together a beautiful city continued with 

the patronizing of Italian architects. 

 

Intricate but not overly conspicuous 

They heralded an age luxury, where even the humble looking 

building can be adorned with statues and carvings. 

And because this is a new city, numerous "palaces" were 

built, not only for the imperial family but also for the nobles, 

wealthy merchants that courted favors from the Tsars. 

Now these palaces were more like luxury mansion homes 

and not the palaces that you'd come to expect from the likes 

of Peterhof. They dot rivers and canals but also the main 

thoroughfare that is the Nevesky prospekt.  

 

Little details that lazy eyes do not spot 

The imperial family certainly contributed to the orgy of 

palace building, one of the most famous being the Winter 

palace, now home to the Hermitage. 

Today this museum of >1500 room house the world's 

greatest collection of art in one location. In a period when 

fortification of palaces became less, these structures came to 

be pieces of art in themselves. 

And like the other palaces of the city, this was constructed as 

a town palace rather than a private palace within a park 

modeled on the France's Versailles. 

 

 

Kazan Cathedral 

And the architectural renaissance was not limited to secular 

buildings. No different from other cultures, Russian rulers 

patronized and supported the church. 

Historically influenced by the Byzantines, the Tsars of the 

18th century onwards sought a departure towards a more 

"indigenous" Russian form of architecture. This is reflected 

in the way the various centre pieces of the Orthodox church 

are built such as the Kazan and St Isaac Cathedrals.  

The enormity of such building projects required a lot of 

money and resources and it is said that at one time the 

construction of stone buildings in Russia was halted so that 

the resources could be use in Saint Petersburg alone! 

The St Isaac Cathedral has 112 granite columns and its dome 

is the 3rd largest in the world. Supporting this weighty 



6 

 

All information provided in the publication is proprietary to the authors and should be accurate at time of print. While sharing of the content is permitted, the authors reserve the right to enforce copyright.  
 

structure was the driving of more than 25,000 pillons into 

the ground to stabilize the once marshy land it stands on. 

 

Enormous resources invested into this 

Nowhere is such grandiose more obvious than the Peter and 

Paul fortress. Originally intended as a defensive structure, it 

never was and in the last two centuries had served other 

more draconian purposes. 

Even till today the bell tower of its Cathedral is the tallest in 

the city standing at 122.5 meters. It's architecture certainly 

departs from over 700 years of Russian cathedral building.  

As a burial place of the Tsars, the interior is also incredible as 

it was built to house 60 tombs. Just so you know, Anastasia 

is also interred here. She was found drown and the body 

DNA tested before her re-burial. So, imposters beware... 

Its baroque designs differ from the other Orthodox 

cathedrals in that there seems to resemble triumphal arches 

commemorating military victories. 

 

Skyscrapers of their day 

The city has been considered by some to have good fortune 

of not being chosen as the capital of the Soviet Union. The 

rationale being: unlike Moscow with its Soviet era monoliths 

(seven sisters), no such buildings tower over Saint 

Petersburg. 

To some, it meant that unlike Moscow the cityscape escaped 

"defacement" that has led to the opportunity of visitors to 

enjoy the beautiful architecture as it was. 

When you are here, you have to set aside time to walk the 

cathedrals and palaces. Yes they are not as old (being barely 

200+ years), but they stand testimony to the vision of a man 

to build a city from scratch in the marsh land that now 

houses the northernmost city in the world with more than a 

million inhabitants.  

♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥ 

What’s in our next issue? 
Wine and dine in Victoria, Australia. We've counted the 

apostles, so time to eat and drink! And one more UNESCO 

heritage site to share with you. Until then, 

wonder if McDonalds had a branch in Borobudur hundreds 

of years ago...and 

 

 

 

Lots of hugs and kisses from the both of us! 


