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Foreword


The crocodile is killed, stuffed and sent home, to England. There it is most probably treated with respect like the urns containing the ashes of beloved relatives. Maybe it is placed atop on the mantel, so that the cat will leave it alone. Because this is no ordinary beast, it has eaten the uncle. Where? In Burma. As it is told by the queen of crime, Agatha Christie, in her memoirs1.


Regarding the cute kitten, she is taught the English language by her owner, which she learns so well that she can understand everything that is spoken in society. That goes so far, that one day she starts telling everyone what she has heard about him from others. This might not be anything extraordinary, after all the animal behaves just like humans do, it takes digs at everyone, which the decent British society however finds inacceptable. The cat must disappear! Out of punishment its owner is transferred to Germany where he is killed by a mad elephant at a zoo. “He got what he deserved!” – is the reaction of noble society. “He probably tried to torture the elephant with irregular German verbs.”


This comical tale2 was put to paper by a British policeman. Some years later a related story is published where the whole animal community behaves humanly (Animal Farm3). The author of this fable is also a British policeman.


I could take it as a curious coincidence, would I not be convinced that it is no coincidence, since both writers have spent time in the same corner of Asia and have gotten used to the absurd which rules everyday life in interesting or frightening ways. In this corner of Asia everything impossible becomes possible, it is a country which for a European remains unpredictable. This country is Burma.


The spiritual father of the naïve culture-cat is Saki, a British police officer, who has to decide whether after seven attacks of Malaria he remains in his beloved Burma and dies there or whether he saves himself by returning to England. He chooses life and leaves Burma. The author of Animal Farm is Eric Blair alias George Orwell, he is forced by his conscience to leave Burma. In Moulmein (back then still the loveliest city in Burma) an unlucky Indian is trampled to death by a sick elephant. A young policeman named Eric Blair is assigned to the case. A greenhorn, known for his extreme empathy for every living creature. The young man sets out to find the evil elephant accompanied by the vengeful crowd that keeps chanting: „Kill the monster!” When Blair finds the elephant, the animal is already peacefully grazing somewhere. Blair shoots the creature on the spot. Thereupon the hatred of the people is directed towards him. – After all what is the life of a dead coolie worth? An elephant on the other hand costs a lot of money. As a consequence out of punishment Blair is transferred to Katha, a sordid little village in the north. A little while later he gives up his post at the police and leaves Burma. Instead about the marvels of nature and sunlit coasts he will in future write about rainy coal dumps, under the name George Orwell. Before his death however he is only preoccupied with one thought: to write about Burma, the land of wonders, again.


Is it any wonder then that during my wanderings through Burma I was constantly accompanied by the writer Eric Blair, since he has committed everything to paper of which we should be afraid today? He is also the sign I am following, even though he only spent a few years in Burma.


He who fights with dragons, becomes a dragon himself, says Nietzsche somewhere. – As uncompromisingly as Orwell, I would add. We know that the dragon of our time is called Big Brother and is an invention of Orwell (“1984”), even though he, a spoilt citizen of a civil democracy, only knew the constraint of the British Empire, he did not live to see the brutal dictatorship of after-war Burma which mindlessly destroyed minorities. I have experienced Big Brother myself, along with his sick view, that every different sounding language or different religion should be destroyed. It was exactly this fear acquired in the shadows of the Carpathians that filled me with a sense of home and made me wish that there would at least be peace between the inhabitants of this magical land in the future.


Every captivating journey is a kind of adventure. This book too, since it combines the tales of several travels, of those made by me and my friends, at home and far away in Burma, in the course of many years. I had it more interesting, since I explored an exotic fairy tale, while they only lived through the everyday life in a dictatorship. But we became adventurers together. My book can also be seen as the history of a Burmese family. They became my friends, wonderful people, who took care of me and I as their new European “relative” (with a similar historical experience) could only keep my fingers crossed for them.


“The landscape through which this road led, showed signs of disappeared men and gods. When I read the old accounts, I can feel the bewitchment that guided all my steps”, writes Márai4 in his Oriental travel reports. My own steps were also guided by my Burmese friends. I would like to thank them for this.


During all my travels through the wonders of the tropics and the Orient I keep asking myself the frightful question: Will they be able to live in freedom and peace one day? Being a realist my answer was usually: No. Later it turned out, that I might be a realist, but not entirely. There is also a third way to survive. I will talk about this in the second part of my book.


For a while now it seems that democracy could find its way to Burma too. While we are hoping for this to happen, I have to remind myself that Orwell’s Animal Farm was originally only allowed to be published as a children’s book and that his book about Burma (Burmese Days) was rejected several times by the publisher and only printed after a complete revision of the names and the setting. Should I take the spirit of the scenery seriously and emphasize that the “inhabitants” of my book were invented as well and that the events are pure fiction? I will do so and claim that this tale and its characters are no real people, the country however a (possible) paradise.


“I am asking all those who want to hike through paradise, not to forget two important things from their luggage: Faust and enthusiasm!” Márai confides in us.


The author




Part 1 – The Land Of Promise
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Burmese girl







Europe’s Ghosts


“I often think about what life would be without books. A


book is like … like your own castle.”


George Orwell: Burmese Days5


Hotel to immortality


I am travelling in Burma, one of Asia’s vast and mysterious corners. “No one strolls unpunished under palm trees” Goethe’s warning appears in front of my inner eyes, however on this morning I am thinking of the West, of Europe. I am looking for a heritage of the old continent, here in Rangoon, with mounting disquiet, for a building on which I would inscribe the words: “Hotel to immortality”.


The avenue runs along the river. On this side it is flanked by large trees, on the other one by corpulent palaces. I envy them, because they can see the river. They are so gigantic that they can even look behind the giant trees, if they would like to gaze at themselves in the water-plane. This is of course only a fantasy. Rangoon’s former avenue is now more of a suburban street, a mixture of dug-up pits and deep holes which are covered with dust and trash, maybe to even out the bumps. Nothing can be seen of the river, warehouses and collapsing barns hide it from our eyes. Certainly to make me believe, there is no water here, and when the river is missing, then there can be no shore, there is no strand, and so the building which received its name from it, the strand, does not exist either.


I was wrong, on the opposite side there is a hunched tourist bus in front of a grey palace.


– That is the Strand! – my guide points out.


I cannot trust my eyes and ears. I had flattered myself that all was lost, succumbing to a mood of destruction, and now here it is! What I had thought a bombed out or collapsed ruin is standing in front of me. – Take a good look at it! – I remind myself in awe, like when I behold something in a museum, of which I had read before several times. –
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Yangon, the Strand Hotel





This is what you wanted to see anyway, as an introduction to your Burmese wanderings, as a preface to the book waiting for you, to which you do not know the title yet, if one could even give a title to something that is a mixture of imagination and reality. The only thing you know is, that it is about Burma, and that you would never have become curious of this country if they had not existed. They, the writers who wrote so enchantingly about it and who all visited this old hotel. I do not know whether they knew each other, whether they met each other here in front of the glass door. Whether the writings of the others fell into their hands by chance or deliberately? As something to read on their journey. … However it was this palace as a piece of literary history, full of mystery, like every such place, where those authors use to go, with whom you often roam around at least in your thoughts.


*


I grew up in Nagyszalonta, the small town, where the nation’s greatest poet6 was born and where he lived. Whether I wanted to or not the relatives and acquaintances always directed my attention to it, when we came to a place which had some connection to him. I should have been fed up with all the stuff they had told me about him, and I should have grown up phlegmatic among the immortal scenery, yet I was still overcome by excitement and awe every time I glimpsed it. Often I did not even feel the poet but the mysterious characters from his works, stepping out in front of me, so that I could almost touch them. In my imagination I played theatre where the town was the stage, but the actors only partially came from the inhabitants, most of them arrived from a non-existent world, from books and ballads. A witch that had turned into a crow, a triumphant knight who had chased away the Turks or a hungry cat materialized before my eyes. I thought I could see their “creator” too, there where we had both spent several years, in the former “great school.” I knew exactly in which part. In the bend of the corridor where the boarded staircase suddenly turned back. I imagined how at first the shadow of the long pipe approached one on the wall, before its owner appears, an old gentleman with a big moustache, in a cord-shaped dolman, as he had been painted on oil. I have been playing this game with the real and imagined characters since then and truly enjoying it on my travels. My wanderings in the world are a performance where I am the amateur. And so that I do not have any stage-fright in the entirely foreign parts of the world, the penmen travel with me accompanied by those who they have created in their imaginations. They had all been here. A quiverful company, but without them I could not enjoy this strange world.


**


I had been to Burma before. Back then, on this group travel, the visa, that had been difficult to acquire, was only valid for a week. Not much did fit into a week, and even from this the airway cut down some time. We were waiting to fly to Mandalay, spending twenty-four hours at the airport, to no avail. A day in each: Rangoon, Mandalay, Pagan, our curtailed programme was only enough for so much, for some headwords out of a guidebook, the must-see-s. Only for falling in love with the country. Rangoon, Mandalay, Pagan: temples, palaces, ruins, all unique. Burma’s temples would be admirable even if they would not exist and you could only see the empty space where they had been. My supposition might sound absurd, though I only want to express by it, that the place where the pagodas stand is marvellous in itself, because they were built on a mountaintop, at the river or on a lake. So you can feel, that the gods are unreachable or at least ungraspable, their habitation looks down at you from the sky, or it might be just an illusion mirrored by the water. I feel a certain disquiet, when I see human creations that have been taken over by nature again (which are being strangled by sand or the woods), even if they are not particularly beautiful, not old or monumental enough. However Burma’s ancient towns deserve the above attributes. You are in a forest of temples, surrounded by weed and half buried by desert sand.


You can best feel the infinity of the monasteries when you get the first glimpse of Pagan from an airplane. You can see multitudes of ruins in other places too. In Guatemala, where some of the Mayan pyramids have not been excavated yet; you believe you are gliding over molehills and it takes some time until you realize that the grass on these is actually a forest and the bump in which its roots try to take hold a building of several floors. The two sights can only be compared by size, Pagan’s buildings are lovelier, created by many people over centuries.


If you approach the town by ship and arrive in the evening, you see a black paper cut with a flaming red background. The rays of the sun cut out the profile of a finely toothed saw. An endless saw, consisting of the towers of temples.


If you approach Burma from the pages of books, you are most often a pilot who had been brought here by the wind of war. From above you see it like a picture book, one of which every picture is double-paged, and the shadows on every photograph are of infinite length. This is how it has to be, since in the tropics morning and evening come suddenly, because the days are shorter. As a reader and traveller you are not only surprised by how many men came here, to the feet of the Himalayas, as pilots in the last years of the war, but also that their majority reaches for the pen as soon as they are home, as if writing and gliding through the air would be related. They start telling tales, like people who are incapable of keeping their experiences to themselves, the history of this piece of earth, with the size of a continent. After you have visited the country yourself, you have solved the riddle: it is impossible not to write about this world. If the view from above would not be enough, down there await you the thicket, the dust, the heat, the monsoon and the people. The life, as you might have lived it yourself, at home, in a village, when you were poor, after the war or in the empire of Ceauşescu7. Your memory at first hangs on the unusual things, which you have not experienced anywhere else. You close your eyes and see lion sculptures of several storeys height in front of you (they guard the entrance to the pagodas), stupas resembling golden bells, long lines of monks clothed in red robes along the perm of the hills, as they climb the way to some pagoda high above, clutching their alms-box to their bodies, you see gardens swimming on water, which are being worked from boats while the boatsmen are paddling with their feet, houses built on the lake, where on the only stable piece of earth the cat patiently keeps staring at the fish bound there for dinner.


You see the girls as they promenade alongside the road while they are carrying something and whatever it is, it is see-sawing on top of their heads. The girls are small and fragile like everywhere in Asia and are tripping in their sarongs as if they had been wrapped into carpets, their bluish black hair flutters in the wind like wings, you believe them angels, yet when you get in front of them you glimpse the devil or at least its mask made of yellow-white clay. If you would not know where you are, from this you would realise it immediately, only here in Burma is this “mud” as a make-up a custom. The tanaka is actually a paste, it is made of grinded bark and dried plants (it reminds me the most of the dough which we stole as children when bread was being baked to smear it in our faces.) The girls burn candles in front of the statue of the prophet of the house-saints and pour as many buckets of water on it as many years old they are. While you are staring at the, for you, indecipherable ritual, you secretly count the number of buckets and realize that these girls and women here are no more than eighteen years old … although it could be that they have trouble with math … or that they are simply women.


The novels teach you to never walk barefoot in the woods or on the grass, because unhealable wounds will appear on your feet. You do not believe them and do not follow the lesson and as a punishment suffer from the consequences for half a year. The books also tell you how you can endure for weeks on only rice and chili and many other indispensable and incomprehensible tricks, which help your life here in this strange land. Part of them turns out to be useful indeed, others seem dated, which does not matter, because they were born out of reality, and nobody can take away from you the joy of discovery: “Look! This is a foreign world, but one can get used to it, and one can learn to love it.”


From the books you get smart beforehand (or at least you think so); they teach you that this world here is the East, full of mysterious people who as strangers are more difficult to communicate with than at home. Whether they are friendly with you or not, they do not have much to lose. When your journey comes to an end and you part with them, you still feel a certain sadness. You realize that now you have arrived at the same point like the heroes of your books, they do not want to bid farewell to this country and its people even though their story has come to an end.


**


I keep staring at the heavy building and calm down. Look, the Strand does exist after all! That it would be beautiful I cannot claim, but famous it certainly is. It is probably the ugliest of the avenue’s colonial buildings. It is misshapen, too wide and angular. Its two storeys are unable to balance its flatness. It looks like the foundation for a skyscraper that is yet to be build. Its lack of perspective is just heightened by the terrace in front of the building, which you can reach from the first floor, like in an English country house, so that you can take a look at the park beneath. The legs of the gallery which runs along the whole street are colonnades, but the tympanum which would separate the Hellenistic columns is not situated here but somewhere far on the façade of the main building. I can remember there being some huge hulking buildings on Wall Street, and they fit in as badly there as here. I still have to take a look at this hotel – I convince myself – and I have to perceive it differently than its similarly ugly relatives, because this is THE PLACE, where the writers have lived.


– Not only Asia’s beliefs are bound to spirits, but the ones of Europe too, - I am musing. –The poets who have once lived here have snugged themselves into my mind like a genie into its bottle (you could say they moved to my brain), whether I believe them or not will be determined by the sights which I am going to experience. Maugham and Orwell and Boulle have lived here, - I keep listing the names -, Bates and Mason and God knows how many others, who had drifted here to Burma, because of their fate or out of chance; some have even risked their lives, others have only travelled up and down through the country, but all without exception have fallen in love with it so much so, that as a confession they wrote a book about it. About the fields and the temples, the people and the girls, who after this have become unforgettable and immortal by favour of the words. These fields are yellow or purple red, and where they reach the edge of the hills, they are covered by fog or a cloud of mist, obscuring their infinity just like that of the mountains, which at dawn or after rain constrainedly wrap themselves out of the clouds. At the ledge of the mountain ridge sit the stupas like golden bells and look down on the temple-ruins hidden in the valley. Most of my writers are English, but it is difficult to imagine burnt out fields in rainy Albion and the temples (in form of large cathedrals) are awaiting the congregation in the heart of the towns. If you come from there the landscape, as you see it in Burma, is wondrous. It is an exoticism and an exaggeration like everything in Asia, naturally, as the continent is larger than our old terra firma. Therefore if you were born somewhere in the North or are living in Western Europe and feel a desire for fabled lands, go to Burma!


I have spent the majority of my life neither in the North nor in Western Europe, the country of the winter painted in green (Heine), but in my home country in Transylvania the fields in late summer are indeed darkly yellow or rust-red and strolling around Borszék8 I often marvelled at the chapels and belfries at the top of the hills. When they received a new tiled roof they seemed golden themselves. Where I came from was the realm of fairy tales itself yet Burma overwhelms me nonetheless (maybe exactly because I feel home there?), and I believed the books which were written about it, that they tell the truth.


Whether Kipling had been at this hotel I do not know, but I know that he wrote The Jungle Book9 here in Burma, he started putting words to paper here, on Ngapali Beach. Boulle however starts from here, in Rangoon for Yunnan in his Buick, to organize troops against the Japanese (The Source of the River Kwai10); Bates’ hero (The Purple Plain11) also flees the Japanese, from Burma to India, with a native girl, similarly to the protagonist of a Mason novel (The Wind Cannot Read12). These books start by making you believe you are entering a dream world, and that there could be no reason for which you would want to leave it.


The most astounding of all books about Burma might be Burmese Days5, a tale set in a time of peace. Orwell’s book is the vision of a British colonial administrate, a weird story about how a native schemer (or Eastern intrigant) cleverly uses European democracy, the spirit of Europe to get rid of his fellow countrymen, if these stand in the way of his own career. My own native democratism would object to such classification of villains, if my life had worked out differently. The years spent in a Balkan country (as a non-Balkan individual) force me to accept that there could be skilful and less skilful intriguers, more than that, that reaching over national borders there could be a massive tradition of scheming, of a kind that it easily outmanoeuvres the stout, bureaucratic Western European democracy. I am certain that Orwell, the European who had travelled Asia would concur with this: “If there is no war, then peace, a political system (or a tradition) too could force you to flee.”


**


Ohjaneinnein! This is a name. If you approach it as someone who does not speak German, at first it seems like a Finnish word. If you read it as a German speaker it is nonsense anyway. Of course only until you realize that this is a made-up name. Not me but its holder indoctrinated me with it. It is a sobriquet even if it was born out of necessity and the best intentions. I had to christen a man who has neither a family name nor a first name, at least not according to our own old fashioned European notions. A man, who is my German speaking attendant, guide, bad luck and good fortune, for the time I am travelling Burma, and who, no matter what I ask him, answers like this:


– Ohjaneinnein! Oh, yes, no, no!


Of course only if he grasps what I am asking, if he is allowed to understand it, if by my quizzing I do not commit an anti-state crime, an anti-religious mockery, or anything that could be cause for objection in a country which prouds itself of being the strongest and fastest, at least in its name (Myanmar means as much), which sadly the neighbours and the rest of the world are unwilling to accept, because Burma’s new name, this subtle self-laudation is unreadable and incomprehensible for others (because it is written in Burmese language and with Pali letters). Maybe that is why more and more people believe the opposite. (Before we conscious of our European superiority judge those, who rechristened this part of India as Myanmar, I remember that there were nations in Europe too who called themselves glorious (slava: the Slavs), more open (franc: the Franks) and their neighbours in the best case mute (niemecki: Germans in Russian). True, on that continent this was a thousand years ago.


Soon I realize that this mysterious moniker is not only a name, but also a message and a teaching. Here, in the Far East it is smarter if I pick up my guides’ behavioural philosophy, and at first answer to everything, all the time: “Yes!” Later there is still time to add cautiously: “Yes, it is possible, but not that easy” (see also the jokes of Radio Yerevan).


– I behave like a directorial council of a business or an investigative magistrate would in Europe, or like several of my teachers expected me to, - I am comparing the examples and realizing that this is not even that eastern. Not only eastern. My Burmese friend only developed this European or one could say cosmopolitan behaviour further, so that he arrived at absurdity. He adds the prefix “Oh, yes” as a time-saving introduction even when this is unforgiveable. When a hard “No!” would be necessary, because there is no electricity, because there is no running water, it is not allowed to enter somewhere or to stop there.


This is not the only linguistic innovation of my companion. According to Eastern notion it cannot be determined about anything, anywhere, anytime scot-free whether it is much or little. This is why he does not settle for: “Little!”, or quite few! “Ein bisschen wenig!” It is much smarter to say it like this: “Sehrsehrvieleinbisschenwenig!” (with one breathe). Which means as much as: “Very-very much, a little bit few!” After this it is only on you, long-nosed foreigner (meaning white man), to decide whether to only take the first half of this statement as true, that something is very much, the second, that it is very little, or what our friend (probably) really wanted to say, namely that it is very-very little! If you have managed to guess the correct message, you have made the most important genie your slave, which is called: the spirit of the East.


**


I keep listing the Strand’s onetime guests and the books and I am quizzing Ohja:


– Have you read them?


He does not answer. At this moment I believe that Orwell’s book could never have reached my guide. This book is a believable fiction. Believable and cruel. Its protagonist is a Burmese who, if he builds a monastery, can get to heaven despite all his misdeeds. I know this was over half a century ago, and what I am reading is only a fictional tale, still it is disillusioning. It is not suited for letting you take a liking to the characters or the scenery. Have I called it fiction? Burma is full of ten thousands of monasteries, which have once been built for atonement. Ten thousand sins and just as many condonance-cards out of stone?


Out of the foreign language books it is usually the ones which paint a rosy picture of the world there which are translated in any country. As it is known, the authors even in these carefully state, that everything they have written is a product of imagination, and that the coincidences – if they exist at all – are works of chance. Unfortunately this method only protects from the petulant people, the individuals, if you insult nations the fault is not correctable. It does not help either if you transplant the story from present time into the unattainably seeming far future or to non-existent lands, like Orwell. A deterrent example comes to mind: Europe and America were equally offended when 198413 came out, this universal nightmare of Orwell which annoyed every power and every ism. Left and right both objected to the fantasy of a totalitarian state. “An absurdity!” – they claimed. A generation later we did not have to fudge, we had experienced the future imagined in the book, this absurdity, and even today we are constantly fighting against it, everywhere in the world, seeing it either as socialism or capitalism.


However I have come down from the clouds regarding the scientific prophecies. Recently I came across a book about the future by Hermann Khan and Anthony Wiener (You will live to see it. Predictions of science until the year 200014), which had been very successful back in the day. I opened it to know (in retrospect) what would become of us in 2000. “Poland and Hungary will probably leave the Soviet bloc” – so the prognostication. I cannot complain, the prophecy has come true, although a bit like the horoscope of the local paper. I have to admit, I imagined the solution very differently.


As my faith in sociologists is waning, my delusion, that the picture painted by writers about our future is more substantial, is getting stronger.


It is undoubtedly the fault of the Strand, or more precisely that of Orwell, that in my thoughts the wide world and this little piece of it, which I am travelling, get next to each other. He made predictions both “in small and large”. His famous prophecy, the vision of a repressive state (1984) had been familiar to me before, but I could not even suspect, that his book about Burma (Burmese Days) is a forecast as well, and one which has come true today.


Ohja has not read Burmese Days. Not because the book did never reach this country, the scene of its action. I was wrong, Orwell’s work is not forbidden here. (Is it enough for censorship that it was written with Latin letters and in English?) The book can be bought everywhere, mostly where the tourists visit. “Go, read it, so you can see how corrupt the British lion was”!?


Rangoon’s (maybe whole Burma’s) most famous sight is the Shwe Dagon pagoda. A gathering of glistening temples on the top of the hill, some of them older than a thousand years. According to faith (maybe in reality too) they hide the prophets earthly remains. Their light has been born out of many layers of gold plates; and if this would not be enough, somewhere up there, where the point of their tower is duelling with the sunrays, the gems are sparkling in baskets, by kilos. (Would it be a bribe for God?)


Orwell’s book is being sold in the cloisters like they are aware that no one is really interested in it. Its key figure is a minor provincial character, he can only ruin the lives of few, and even that only in fiction.


– If you give me another dollar, you get it as an extra! – the souvenir-seller tries to convince me.


– I have already bought it, what would I do with another copy? – I fend him off.


– A fly customer, - he must think of me, - he thought out a clever lie.


It is still better, if he believes so, as if he knew the truth, namely that a few years ago I sweated out twenty dollars for a copy of Burmese Days. Back then you could only buy it at the airport, now it is a sixpenny, they throw it after you. “Look, stranger, what a worthless tale. Foreign and false, something like this could never happen here. You believe us, don’t you?”


The Shwe Dagon is a holy place. At the holiest, most respectable place of the country, where the common mortal does not build temples, he only obsecrates. Still, since I had been here the last time, someone erected a new little monastery amongst the temples. I cannot believe my eyes when I glimpse it. Who could be its builder? As a stranger I could not know, however Orwell’s tale does not leave me alone, and I am immediately formulating my next question: Was this temple erected for the sake of absolution too? How grave could the sins of this man have been, that he had to build a temple here, and how much power could he have, that he could afford it? About 1984 it has already turned out, that it is more reality than fiction. And Burmese Days? How much of this tale about a devious Chinese-Burmese politician, who can only get to the top by murder and has to build a monastery as repentance, is real?


– Could such an intriguing, murderous world, as described in the book, even have existed? – I keep asking myself.


– Back then, about a hundred years before our time, certainly (according to Orwell’s book).


– And today?


– This is another era!


– The east too? Even if parts of Eastern-Middle Europe still have not changed? Where are we at, right here and now?


Years had to pass, so that I could give an answer to myself.
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Yangon, Shwe Dagon





– Boulle? – Ohja looks up, chasing the picture of Shwe Dagon from my mind. – Who is that?


“No! Do not mention to him the River Kwai and the Japanese!” – I calm myself. – He too is innocent about world-politics. The English guide-book which writes about Thailand’s places of interest, depicting over several pages the River Kwai and the building of the Siam-Burma railway with its (six hundred and eighty) bridges along with the suffering of the prisoners of forced-labour, publishes a bibliography too. About the books and writers, all of them (according to it), who have written something meaningful about Asia’s great war. Among the ones listed I do not find anyone named Boulle …


You enter the Strand between enormous wings with cut glass, it seems more like a gate than a door. It still opens automatically before you, almost soundlessly, like back in the days. Almost, since only the greeting of the liveried door-boy can be heard:


– Good afternoon, Sir!


You enter, and after the dust of the street take a deep breathe of the fragrance of the flowers, which are stretching themselves to the sky in the main hall, hiding the inhabitants of the sagging armchairs from sight. You follow the warm brown wood plating of the walls and the line of the lustres, to find yourself in front of a glass door again. It is more a wall than a door, it is that wide, but it has been opened for you, maybe so that you can without hindrance admire the next diaphanous door, behind which light is beckoning and spread tables. There is the dining room.


If you still set off in a different direction, in the next room you are awaited by a fireplace. On the wall are hunting trophies and in the most prominent place a drawing, a map of Rangoon. I inspect it full of curiosity: “It has to be here!” For a moment I am tapped by the charming incapability of the situation. I am looking for the Strand Hotel on the map in the Strand Hotel. A bit like on Cornelius Escher’s clever drawing, where a young man is standing in a gallery in front of a painting, on which a young man is standing in a gallery in front of a painting, and so on … until the image becomes so small, that you do not notice, that the young man has disappeared from it, but also you as a spectator, and the picture you have been admiring in any case. If I want I could play on with the idea of the Dutch artist using time as the brush. Once there were some writers who were looking at the world from here, later the whole world was admiring them, before they became smaller and smaller, until they disappeared entirely. Could it be that Escher’s work is a demonstration of the growing value of the passing time, of the disappearing past?


“At this moment I am here on this map myself!” – I continue the absurd line of thoughts, - by favour of the Strand. My eyes run over the chessboard-like squares of the streets (a British heritage) out onto the river, where I have to point at the Strand now. At the hotel which every visitor to Rangoon would like to see.


– I cannot find it, - I say to the uniformed Chinese girl.


– This square, there! – she shows me -, but it does not say “Strand”, only as much as “Hotel”. The current city leaders did not think it worth marking out.


On another wall I can see an old photograph. On it there is a splendid motorcar standing in front of the Strand, with radial tires and a spare wheel mounted on the bonnet. Maybe even a Buick, the one of Boulle? I continue the Escher-game and stare out the window, onto the spot where the car stood. The car has disappeared along with the riverside promenade.


If I want to, I can still imagine myself in the past, I receive some help for this too. Suddenly a crummy yard locomotive is puffing out from among the storage facilities on the riverside. It looks like the ones once used in the London docks, it is quite certainly like them. On its side one can glimpse a pig-iron coat of arms, on which two letters are cambering: “BR”. Not British Railway, Burma Railway … That one neither, not any more. When I take a better look at it, I notice that the B has disappeared, it has been painted over, and has become an M (Myanmar Railway).




Asias’s ghosts


“He indeed saw Burma like an open wound


on a stretched out hurting fingertip,


that is trying to scratch Asia’s gigantic body,


which was occupied by the


Japanese”. H. E. Bates (The Purple Plain)11


Semolina pudding


Early morning, before we start out, I leaf through the Bangkok Post. I strike upon it in the hotel’s hall, fixed to a stick frame like the newspapers back in the day, when we were children, at the barbers.


“This is how the reconditioned Hago looks like!” – it says in stark letters. What this Hago is, I realise immediately from the picture, a chariot. The paper calls it a tank, but I can only think of it in that term– regarding its weird form – in the meaning of the First World War, it seems so ancient. It does not matter, it could still kill. From the article it turns out that in Thailand the military now organizes war games for the tourists. They have retrieved some Hago tanks from the jungle and have organised authentic period uniforms from the Japanese. Japanese combat car, Japanese uniform and Japanese glory. And what is even more important: Japanese tourists, who are very much in love with themselves. “They can afford it,” – I am thinking, -“since Thailand had been an ally of the Japanese, and what it had conquered with their help still belongs to it.”


On our way to Pegu we cross the bridge over the river.


– It is called Si Don, - Ohja explains.


His Asian speak inserted in-between German words sounds like a melodic singing, it is like the musical intermezzo in a prose-play. It used to be the fashion in American movies once that the characters broke into song in the most unexpected moments. This is a tiny bit like that only substantially more pleasant.


The bridge is an old, riveted iron construction, which also carries the railway on its back. It was built by the English (writes the guidebook). They, whom the scenery recalls at every step. They, whose pure mention is enough for you to realise, that the human reason is finite, just like the much lauded patience of the East.


We are barely out of Rangoon, when our driver pulls up. In front of us, on the right side of the road, an enormous double colonnade, grey-white, and in the middle, instead of a tympanum, there is a balustrade (reminding me of the palaces of Bath). In front of it there is a stone cross, behind it a multitude of magnolias and gravestones. We have arrived in Taunkry, where the military cemetery is keeping the memory of 27.000 deaths.


– Ausländer! Foreigners, these were all foreigners! – Ohja tells me, and from his voice I can sense rejection. – We have nothing to do with them. They died in the war against the Japanese, foreigners killed foreigners.


I cannot help it, but every time I visit a cemetery, I have to think of the day of the dead. On this occasion my grandmother took us children too with her to the cemetery. At first I thought only to make us realise the importance of remembrance and to remind us of the deceased relatives. However she not only circled the graves of the family with us (which had almost been evened out onto the level of the footpath), but she also put flowers on the headstones on which she could not even read the writing, since it had been imprinted with Cyrillic letters. We were in the cemetery of the Soviet soldiers, the foreigners, I could say the enemies. Of course only, if I assume that the individual is master of his fate and not the political powers and that every common mortal fights wars in good humour and dies then when he wants to. If I believe so, than I am today still standing in front of the enemy. Maybe some of the fallen have as pilots bombarded Nagyvárad, so that our family lost its home … Who knows? Maybe they only sowed destruction here, far from Europe. … What do I have to do with them? They are strangers! Strangers who have died a senseless death. Another five years and Burma becomes independent. Who did they die for? For England? For the empire? What became of the empire? What binds me to England? Just so much that it is Europe too? I believe I could collect the arguments of indifference or soullessness until eternity, to prove I have nothing to do with these fallen soldiers. The anger which comes from the words of my companion would still be incomprehensible to me. Where did the much lauded self-control of the Eastern man go? I know of course that it is only gloss, just like the fish-bloodedness of the Northerner. However among the worries of everyday life I could only seldom observe that the mask did not fit the face beneath it. Would the mass-hysteria be a bigger lord? This is the point where I have to realize that European or Asian could both stop behaving humanly the moment they hear the spell-word: foreigner. … Today I know, my grandmother wanted to teach us forgiveness.


Not many stop in front of the memorial. Those who pull up instantly trudge over to the other side. There a few huts are bathing in dust, half-hidden by a large banyan tree. It is a holy tree, the home of guardian spirits. The huts only function as the cash-desk of the spirits.


It would be more accurate to call these weird creatures ghosts, nats, like the Burmese do. It is a curious company, there can be about thirty-six or thirty-seven of them. Their number is still being debated, even if this does not make much sense, given that there is enough of them to protect you from everything. Even if the dangers keep mounting. You can include your passions in everything. Whether you are womanizing, drinking, smoking opium or playing poker, it does not matter, one of them will keep his eyes on you all the time. That he is a skirtchaser, scoundrel or cheat is of no significance, it only robs him of his title as saint, fact is, that he is an expert in the problem that concerns you. (Maybe sooner or later there will be computer-experts too?) You can already find one among them who is responsible for the traffic. Our driver is donating to him, as proof he already has a flower-garland in his hand: “Look, I made the insurance with the higher-ups, I paid them.” “Maybe not enough!” – the devil in me chaffs, when the car breaks down on the road to Pegu, next to a village.


Among the road there is a railroad meandering, further away a whitewashed lath fence leads to the houses. An often experienced road detail. Would the size of the river not bother me, I could imagine this scene anywhere in the world. Seeing the suffocating dust, the humid heat and the barren road still makes me remember the picture.


– Sit down! – with some black humour we create a slogan out of the water’s name. Sit down and keep staring at the water or at the driver, who is alone plodding away with the repair. It would make no sense for you to help him and it would be an offense. In Burma there is no caste system just tradition, one that determines for everyone what he is allowed to be an expert in. From the moment of his birth on.


– There is no caste system in Burma! – Ohja repeats.


I would even believe it, would I not recall my conversation with an unknown woman. She sat next to me on a flight from Thailand, she was just on her way from Bangkok back to Rangoon. She told me she was working for a travel agency and had to organize the local branch there. She had already rented a villa, it only had to be renovated. They started with the fence, but for a long time the work did not progress further than the first phase, until one day she found out why. The craftsman who was building the wall sometimes dropped a brick. Exactly the one that would have fitted into the continuation. At such moments the construction got interrupted. The builder made a break or went home. No plea, appeal or threat could help against this.


– I cannot do anything. – He finally admitted. – I am not allowed to pick up the fallen brick. That would be the job of someone from a lower caste, but from those no one is here today.


I know, I cannot help either to put back the tyre. Would I try and make myself dirty in the process, I might not be allowed back into the car. The danger is not that I would get dirt on myself, it would not even help to wash it off, it would even worsen the situation, because it would turn out that I know something about cleaning, which could only mean that I spend my time with such things at home like someone from a lower caste. Ruth Prawer Jhabwala15 writes how much the Indian servants looked down on those European wives who cleaned the house or washed the windows. They cannot be from a higher caste, - they determined, and there is no greater shame for a servant than his master being no real lord. In such cases it is the best for him to quit his job, even if he will have little hope of finding a new occupation (Ruth Prawer Jhabvala: A widow with money)


**


Later I take a look at the map, and it turns out that this mortared, endless water-plane is actually called Sittang. It would have been too easy to just write it Sidon the way it is spelled. I keep looking at the bridge without realizing that I am standing on a famous battleground of World War 2. There where the retreating Brits managed to hold up the Japanese on their way to Mandalay for two weeks. They had come up on the river from the sea after the taking of Singapore. This was the place in Burma where the Europeans and the sons of Nippon met for the first time. The Brits who had been chased here from Malaysia, decimated by diseases, run out of ammunition against the Japanese who thought themselves invincible and were going to try out their newest military technology on their white enemies, their planes, coming from airfields in Thailand, used their scatter bombs here first. Why exactly here? Because this railway is the destination that had to be reached. The bridge on the river Kwai and hundreds of its companions were added to it to secure the Japanese reinforcements from Siam to Burma, to the North against the English and to the Northeast for the conquest of China.


The bridge and the railway line in front of me are not only a historical example for importance but also of pointlessness. When the sons of The Land of the Rising Sun start their final attack against the Brits, the latter blow up the bridge on the Sittang river. Until the emperor`s soldiers rebuild it and the connecting line to Thailand is established, Japan is at the end. This end dumbfoundedly resembles the convulsion of a luckless frog which has lost its head. At this time there is no Japanese intelligence any more (the Burmese have deserted to the English) and according to myth when the Brits arrive in Pegu from the north, on the main street of the town, there at the crossing, on a boarded platform, is still a Japanese policeman standing. He is directing the traffic, and similarly to his military companions he has no idea that the line of cars in front of him is already the British army; he just conscientiously motions them on:


– Drive on there, that is where our people have gone!


“Our people”, the rest of the Japanese army never reaches Thailand. The monsoon season starts, and the fleeing soldiers literally drown in mud.


As a matter of fact I should take the above tale with a grain of salt, even though Churchill16 quotes it too in his memoires, if I do not, it is the journey’s fault. Its pot-holes are determined to separate the massy in me from the fluff; I feel like my bones have all converged at knee height and my head only rises out because it is empty, meaning light. The torture soon breaks me. “This story is still true, its second part definitely” – I agree. Maybe the same end would await us, but it is only February now, and there is no danger of rain until April. The distance between Rangoon and Pegu is about hundred kilometres. Burma has 285 km surfaced road altogether – I get to know from Ohja (the English have built it – writes the guidebook). This here is a main road, which (according to my companion) is included in the magic number above. In my opinion only in that regard that it had really been paved once. If we would not have to “enjoy” the road to Pegu for four hours, the above number would still make me thoughtful; it is barely one tenth of Burma’s length. The most miserly guidebook claims that the country is 1900 kilometres long, but I have also found authors who gave its length with 3500km-s. Here too the truth might be somewhere in the middle. I can remember that on the map Burma is drawn-out longer than Vietnam, which is 2500km long from north to south.
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