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BANGKOK: This photo taken on June 22, 2021 shows a security guard patrolling
the platforms at Bangkok Railway Station, more commonly known as Hua
Lamphong, in Bangkok. 

Photo shows people standing in the ticketing area. Photo shows a convenience stall.

Ancient vicuna
wool shearing
tradition lives
on in Peru 

At daybreak on a freezing cold day
high in the Andes, dozens of
Peruvian peasants clamber up a

mountainside to carry out a centuries-old
tradition of shearing the highly-prized
wool off vicunas, which are relatives of the
llama.

One week each year, the peasants of
Totoroma, a village 50 kilometers (30 kilo-
meters) to the southwest of Lake Titicaca,
join forces for a process of herding and
shearing known locally as the “chaccu”.
They trudge up the mountainside and
herd around 500 vicunas back down the
slope into a pen made of posts and three-
meter high mesh-a necessary precaution
to keep the agile members of the camelid
family from escaping.

The comuneros-men and women,
some even carrying children-wrap up
against the cold and wear wide-brimmed
hats to protect them from the sun. This
year, they’re also wearing face masks to
protect against COVID-19.

“It’s an ancestral activity that has been
going on since time immemorial and now
we’re helping out as a public state admin-
istration,” vet Jaime Figueroa told AFP.
Jesus Pilco Mamani is following in the
footsteps of his father and grandfathers.

“I started working as a comunero in
1986,” he told AFP. The vicuna appears
on Peru’s national coat of arms and there
are an estimated 200,000 of the Andean
camelid in the country. The annual chac-
cu helps support families in 290 commu-
nities in the Peruvian Andes.

Vicuna wool is highly-prized for its soft
qualities and is one of the most expensive
in the world. The vicunas live at least
3,500 meters above sea level so getting
their wool-by rounding up and shearing
them-is a difficult task.

The communities in the Peruvian
Andes produce around 10 tons of vicuna
wool a year. Unlike llamas and alpacas,
amongst Andean camelids, vicunas and
guanacos have not been domesticated.
Alpaca wool is far more common, while

llama wool can be used to make rugs and
carpets but is considered too rough for
clothing.

Guanaco wool is also highly-prized,
although not as soft as vicuna. Inside the
pen, the comuneros hold each brown
vicuna down on a blanket on the ground
while an expert quickly shears them using
a machine powered by a portable genera-
tor. The wool of each vicuna is collected

and placed inside individual plastic bags.
Once shorn, the vicuna is immediately

released from the pen and runs at top
speed back up the mountain.

A kilogram (2.2 pounds) of
unprocessed vicuna wool sells for $400
— much more than alpaca wool. But a
single sheared alpaca produces three
kilograms of wool, compared to “150 to
180 grams” from the much smaller vicu-
na, Erick Lleque Quisoe, an official in
the regional Puno government, told AFP.

He said that in Totoroma the locals
“took off 35-40 kilograms” of wool from
the 500 vicunas. In 2019, Peru made $3
million exporting seven tons of vicuna
wool, whereas alpaca exports bring in
around $300 million, according to official
figures. — AFP

An uncertain fate awaits the hawk-
ers, drivers and rough sleepers
who have made a second home

under the ornate arched ceiling of
Bangkok’s century-old central railway sta-
tion. The elegant Italianate columns and
stained glass windows of the station at
Hua Lamphong will soon echo no more to
the constant rattle of trains arriving and
departing.

The vast majority of services will move
to a new rail hub on the capital’s northern
outskirts later this year, with plans for
eventual fast services to China through
neighbouring Laos. The coronavirus pan-
demic has already bought a year’s
reprieve for the current station, near the
city’s Chinatown district — its replacement
is almost finished but currently being used
as a vaccination centre.

But movement restrictions and a lack
of foreign visitors have crippled the
kingdom’s tourism-dependent economy
and the dozens of people eking out a
living are already feeling the pinch. “We
have to be very frugal — I’m using my
savings to cover living expenses,” said
Boonkerd Khampakdi, who has sold
food to hungry travellers at the station
for the past 20 years.

The 51-year-old told AFP she now
makes only 1,000 baht ($30) per day, a
tenth of what she made before the pan-
demic and barely enough to cover month-
ly rent for her stall. Nearby, tuk-tuk driver
Wutthisak Inthawat waits patiently for
what few potential fares pass through the
station’s entrance.

He said it had been increasingly diffi-
cult to cover the hire fees for his vehicle,
pay rent and feed his family. “I have two
young daughters — a three and nine-
year-old,” said Wutthisak, 34. “If I can’t
manage to pay off my debts I will have to
return to my home province.”

‘Grandiose and austere’ 
The long platforms and languid atmos-

phere of the Hua Lamphong station have
long imbued an element of romance to rail
travel in Thailand. It was a crowning
achievement for Italian architect Mario
Tamagno, who worked extensively in

Thailand at the turn of the century and
whose blueprints drew inspiration from
the Frankfurt central station in Germany,
built near the end of the 19th century.

“The structure itself is quite imposing,
in that neo-Renaissance style and it’s
quite ornate and almost grandiose and
austere in a way,” said Dave Kendall, the
former host of travel TV show Destination
Thailand. Work on the terminal began in

1910 and the first train rolled into the sta-
tion six years later.

The fountain that now greets visitors at
the station’s main entrance sits at the site
of what was once a 100-person bunker
built after the Japanese invasion of
Thailand during World War II, local train
enthusiast Wisarut Bholsithi told AFP.

A bomb hit the vault during an Allied air
raid and killed all those taking shelter

inside, he added. At its pre-pandemic
peak, the station handled 37 million pas-
sengers each year, according to the State
Railway of Thailand.

Authorities plan to turn the station into
a train museum — coupled with com-
mercial space — as a way to preserve
the building’s heritage. Less clear is
what the future holds for the small com-
munity of homeless who sleep rough

around the station, relying on donations
from a dwindling number of passing trav-
ellers to survive.

“Right now I don’t have enough food to
eat every day, I drink water to ward off
hunger,” said Nares Kaysao, who has
been homeless for 20 years. “I don’t know
what will happen when there are no pas-
sengers.” — AFP

Archaeologists have discovered the
remains of a 7,200-year-old skeleton
from a female hunter-gatherer in

Indonesia that has a “distinct human line-
age” never found anywhere in the world,
according to research published this week.
The relatively intact fossil, which belonged
to a teenager aged 17 or 18, was buried in
the foetal position inside Leang Panninge,
a limestone cave in South Sulawesi. It was
found among artefacts from the Toalean
people, an early culture of hunter-gatherers
in the region. The remains are the first
known skeleton of a Toalean.

The study, which was published in the
journal Nature on Wednesday, was a col-
laboration between Indonesian and inter-
national researchers. Excavation began in
2015. “This is the first time anyone has
reported the discovery of ancient human
DNA from the vast island region between

mainland Asia and Australia,” Adam
Brumm, archaeologist at the Australian
Research Centre for Human Evolution at
Griffith University in Brisbane, who co-led
the research, told AFP Friday.

Brumm was referring to an area stretch-
ing from Kalimantan and Lombok to the
western tip of Papua that is known to sci-
entists as Wallacea. Researchers found
the excavation to be particularly challeng-
ing because DNA can be easily degraded
in the tropical climate.

“It is very rare to find ancient human
DNA in the humid tropics-that’s why this is
such a lucky discovery,” Brumm said.
Analysis of the DNA revealed that the
woman was part of a population group
related to modern day Papuans and
Indigenous Australians.— AFP

Egyptian scientists have discovered
the fossil of a new species of
amphibious whale that dates back 43

million years, a member of the research
team said. “This is a species that was not
known” previously, said Hesham Sallam,
an Egyptian palaeontologist from the team.

“This is the first time that an Arab
research team, specifically an Egyptian
one, is in charge of documenting such a
discovery,” he said on television late
Thursday. The fossil was found in the
Fayum region, a part of Egypt that was

once covered by sea and is home to
Whale Valley, a UNESCO World Heritage
site. The newly discovered species, which
was more than three metres (10 feet) long
and weighed about 600 kilograms (about
1,320 pounds), has been named
Phiomicetus anubis. Egypt’s environment
ministry said in a statement Wednesday
that the species of whale “was the most
ferocious and ancient in Africa”.

“The whale had both the ability to walk
on land and swim in the sea,” it said,
adding that the discovery was evidence of
the evolution of whales from land mam-
mals to marine mammals. “An anatomical
study of the fossil shows that this new
species of whale is completely different
from other known species,” the ministry
said. It was a “large predator with large,
powerful jaws” that allowed it to “control the
environment in which it lived”. — AFP

TOTOROMA, Peru: Picture of vicuna wool taken as members of the community of Totoroma
participate in the traditional Chaku, or Chaccu, an annual vicuna round-up and shearing
festival, in Puno, southern Peru, on August 25, 2021.  — AFP

This aerial photo taken on August 20, 2021 shows the
Bangkok Railway Station.— AFP photos


