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Praise for
LAND OF JADE


“Lintner’s… book deserves a lot more attention and recognition than it will probably receive, in a day when real deeds take second place to armchair analysis.

John McBeth, Far Eastern Economic Review (FEER), Vol. 150/41, Oct. 11, 1990

Land of Jade concerns the four-decade-long revolts against Rangoon’s rule by the country’s hill peoples and the time the intrepid couple spent in their midst. …told from the unique position of authority his travels, studies and work as a journalist have earned him.

Derek Davies, Traveller’s Tales, FEER, 1990

Land of Jade is both a fascinating travelogue and a dramatic eye-witness account of the different insurgencies that were then being waged against the Burmese government. He was the first Westerner to visit the rugged, insurgent-held north of Burma for many years and provides a rare insight into the daily lives of the hill people, caught up in the struggles between the government, the insurgents, and the local opium lords.

Andrew Selth, Asian Studies Review, Vol. 15/2, Nov. 1991

…the ultimate hill trek: two years through jungles and hills, being passed from one guerrilla group to the next. Land of Jade is a cross between a travel narrative and a history of the insurgent groups.

Andrew Metten, Great Expeditions, March/April 1991

To say this book is the best there is on the subject is no recommendation at all, since it’s the only one available. More meaningfully one can predict that it will continue to be read as an absorbing account of a very difficult journey, and as a first-class piece of balanced political journalism, long after it has rivals.

Charles Browne, Northern Monthly, Vol. 2/3, March, 1991

Land of Jade still ranks as one of the best I have read, describing not only the couple’s remarkable 18-month, 2,275 kilometre expedition, but also providing remarkable new insights into the long-forgotten struggle by the Naga, Shan and Kachin ethnic groups against Burmese military rule.

John McBeth, Reporter: Forty Years Covering Asia, Talisman Publishing, Singapore 2011
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Map 1: The entire Journey from the Indian border through Burma to the Chinese border
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In October 1985 the Lintners crossed the border between Nagaland and Burma with their daughter who was then six weeks old. Here, she is six months and the Lintners have reached Kachin State in northern Burma. Hseng Noung is keeping her warm by the fire in a small mountain village hut.
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The journey through Kachin State went by elephant, by river boat and on horseback. Sometimes they took part in local festivals, such as this ceremony to ordain Buddhist monks in a village near the Chinese border
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The Kachin guerrillas, who escorted us from Naga headquarters, near the Indian border, across northern Burma to the Sino-Burmese frontier, deserve a special acknowledgment. In my work as a journalist in East Asia, I have visited more than twenty different rebel groups in Burma, Kampuchea and the Philippines. But the Kachins are incomparably the finest soldiers I have ever seen.


Major (later Sir) Bernard Fergusson, who fought together with them against the Japanese during World War Two, wrote of these tribesmen in the northernmost corner of Burma: “I can do no more than commend that gallant race to my countrymen.” They stand equally high in our esteem. The Kachin guerrillas not only looked after our family’s security during almost half of our altogether 2,275 kilometre long trek through upper Burma, but also took care of all our basic needs during our arduous journey.

Three of them were killed while resisting a Burmese Army attack on a camp where we were staying. This book is dedicated to these three brave young men—and to a fourth Kachin friend, Lashi Naw Ja, who was shot dead when Burmese government troops fired indiscriminately into his village.


Zekope Krome, another person to whom this book is dedicated, was a young Naga friend of ours. While the work with this book was in progress, the sad news reached us that he had been assassinated in Kohima on August 15, 1987.


Khun Nawng, a young second lieutenant in the Kachin rebel army, acted as our guide and interpreter during several months of travelling. We appreciated his patience with us and all our probing questions which he translated to villagers, private soldiers and others we met along our journey through the Kachin Hills. Although my wife Hseng Noung is fluent in Burmese and Shan, Khun Nawng was our main help in communicating with people who knew only the Kachin language.


Of the many Kachin guerrillas we met, we were especially impressed by their tough NCOs. Sgt.-Maj. Dingring Naw Bawk, who commanded the company that escorted us from the Triangle area in northern Kachin State down to the Chinese frontier near Na Hpaw and Pa Jau, was one of them. I still remember waking up early in the morning in our jungle bivouacs, hearing his voice all over our temporary camp, getting his soldiers ready for the day’s duties. He was killed in action in May 1987, and this book is dedicated to him as well.


While at the Na Hpaw-Pa Jau headquarters of the Kachin rebels, Maj. N’Chyaw Tang’s notes on the war in northern Burma provided an inexhaustible fund of information which I was later able to cross-check with other sources.


Other Kachins also helped and encouraged us in our work. There was no instance when I was prevented from interviewing someone I wanted to see, even if the facts that came out would not necessarily be to the advantage of the guerrillas. Nor did they ever try to interfere in my work, check notes or manuscripts. This made their proclaimed dedication to democracy and freedom of the press thoroughly credible.

In the then communist-controlled areas in northeastern Burma—where we spent almost half a year after marching down from the Kachin Hills—we felt sympathy for the rank and file hill tribe soldiers who have been caught in the fighting for a cause I do not think they ever believed in, but who are determined to defend their homes and families if attacked by any outside force.

The communist cadres were more reluctant than the Kachin rebels to let us work independently and to talk freely to people inside their area. I often had the feeling that they wanted me to hear only the party line. Nevertheless, it is to their credit that they talked surprisingly openly about their party’s history, revealing many facts which until I gathered them had remained unknown to the outside world. Without their help and assistance, I would never have been able to write my articles about them and other Burmese rebels which were published in the Far Eastern Economic Review on May 28, and June 4, 1987, and my subsequent book The Rise and Fall of the Communist Party of Burma, which was published in 1990.
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The author together with his photographer wife, Hseng Noung, and their daughter Hseng Tai Ja Reng.


This book, Land of Jade, is also dedicated to the tens of thousands of Burmese government troops who are posted in the country’s remotest areas under extremely difficult and hostile conditions. Despite recent cease-fire agreements with most of the rebel armies, I do not think that they can ever achieve what their government is hoping for: a victory over the country’s 25,000-30,000 odd insurgents. Nor do I believe that the regime they are at present fighting for is worth defending.

However, I saw the Burmese Army in two major actions and I was thoroughly impressed by their fighting skills, endurance and discipline. My only wish is that they, at some time in the future, will be able to devote their military skills to a more honourable task than fighting against the country’s own ethnic minorities. Burma, with its rich natural and human resources, deserves a better fate than being torn apart by a civil war which neither side can win by military means.

After our return to Bangkok, where we normally live, many friends and colleagues helped us market our material, edit manuscripts and photographs—and encouraged us to write this book. I am especially indebted to Bob Nickelsberg of Time magazine and Bob Theriault of Radio Thailand who both went through our picture material.


Finally, I am grateful to my old friend Geoffrey Walton who edited the manuscript, tidied up my English and provided valuable advice and criticism.

Bertil Lintner


ABBREVIATIONS


BSPP   Burma Socialist Programme Party. The only legal political party in Burma from 1962 to 1988. Also referred to by its Burmese abbreviation Ma Sa La (Myanma Sosialit Lanzin Pati). Renamed the National Unity Party in 1988, but failed to win any significant support in the May 1990 election. In 1993, the Burmese government formed the Union Solidarity and Development Association (USDA) to replace the old BSPP as a mass organisation to back up the ruling military. In 2010 it became the Union Solidarity and Development Party, the new ruling party which assumed power after a blatantly rigged election in November that year.


CPB   Communist Party of Burma. Went into armed rebellion with Rangoon in 1948—and collapsed in March-April 1989 following a mutiny among its hill tribe rank and file. The old Burman, Maoist leaders were forced into exile in China and the CPB’s “People’s Army” split up into four different armies based along ethnic lines: the former 101 War Zone in Kachin State (the New Democratic Army, NDA); Kokang (the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army, MNDAA); the Was (the United Wa State Army); and the former 815 area bordering China and Laos (now called the National Democratic Alliance Army-Eastern Shan State).


KIA   Kachin Independence Army; the armed wing of the KIO.


KIO   Kachin Independence Organisation. Established in 1961 to fight for an independent Kachinland. Since 1976 this group has advocated regional autonomy for Burma’s various ethnic minority areas. The KIO signed a cease-fire agreement with Rangoon on February 24, 1994.


NDF   National Democratic Front. Umbrella organisation comprising about a dozen different ethnic rebel armies in Burma, including the KIA and the SSA. It virtually disintegrated following a string of ceasefire agreements between several of its members and Rangoon in 1989-94.


NNC   Naga National Council. Set up in 1946 to safeguard Naga interests. Later led by A.Z. Phizo, who spearheaded the Naga fight for independence from India. Phizo died in exile in Bromley, Kent, in 1990.


NSCN   National Socialist Council of Nagaland. Break-away faction from the NNC; formed in 1979 by Thuingaleng Muivah. In 1988, the Burmese Nagas, led by S.S. Khaplang, drove their Indian cousins out of Burma. Today, there are two NSCNs: Khaplang’s group which is based in the hills northwest of Singkaling Hkamti, and Muivah’s faction which is active in the Indian state of Manipur.


PLA   People’s Liberation Army. One of several rebel armies in Manipur.


SSA   Shan State Army. Formed in 1964. Main politically-oriented rebel group among the Shans in Burma until it made peace with Rangoon in 1989 following the CPB mutiny. Most of its soldiers subsequently joined the Mong Tai Army of opium warlord Khun Sa. However, Khun Sa surrendered to the Burmese government in January 1996, disbanded his army and moved to Rangoon with his money. He died there in on October 26, 2007. Remnants of his MTA and some other Shan factions are still active along the Thai-Burma border, now united under a new banner: Shan State Army-South, led by Yawt Seik who we did not meet during our trek through northern Burma in 1985-87.


ULFA   United Liberation Front of Asom [Assam]. Rebel group in Assam, northeastern India.



INTRODUCTION TO THE THIRD EDITION


This is an account of a journey that took place twenty-five years ago. My wife Hseng Noung and I managed to sneak into the northeastern Indian state of Nagaland, a restricted area for foreigners. There, we got stuck for several months before we eventually managed to cross the border into Burma. Our final goal was to reach areas in the northernmost part of that country, which were then controlled by rebels from the Kachin Independence Army, KIA. At the time, no foreign journalists had visited their part of Burma, and it was to cover that protracted and little-known conflict that we left our home in Bangkok in March 1985 and went to Kolkata, or Calcutta as it was then known.


After spending seven frustrating months trying to make contact with the Naga rebels, who controlled the area in Burma immediately across India’s northeastern frontier, we eventually managed illegally to cross the border on October 22. By then, our party had grown to three as our daughter had been born while we were in hiding in Kohima, the state capital of Nagaland. She was only six weeks old when we carried her into the wilds of northern Burma. The three of us spent 18 months behind rebel lines, first with the National Socialist Council of Nagaland, NSCN, then with the KIA, and later with the now defunct Communist Party of Burma, CPB. During our 2,275-kilometre trek, at times in great danger, we were able to chronicle the history of Burma’s decades-long civil war, a history that I believe would otherwise never have been written in such detail. In April 1987, we slipped into China where we were arrested for illegal entry and, after almost a week in custody, deported to Hong Kong.


Although we had passed through only the minority areas in northern and northeastern Burma—which are a world apart from the plains of the Burmese heartland—we came back to Bangkok with the definite impression that we had crossed a country which was straining at the seams, ready for a showdown with its repressive military government. And that did happen in 1988-90. Although a number of ethnic rebel armies, including the KIA, have reached ceasefire agreements with the government, the situation along Burma’s northern frontiers remains volatile. Some of the areas we trekked through in 1985-87 may now be more easily accessible, even for foreign tourists, but Burma’s seemingly eternal ethnic conflicts have by no means been solved. To understand the present, I feel it is necessary to learn from the past, and, in that sense, this account of the situation a quarter of a century ago is still valid.


It should also be said that the journey this book describes would not have been possible today—and not only because of the ceasefire agreement the KIA concluded with the Burmese government in 1994 and the collapse of the CPB five years before. India has also changed a lot; it has become hi-tech. If the internet, e-mail and mobile phones had existed in 1985, we would never have been able to bluff our way through checkpoints and get away with forged documents, as we did at that time when erratic telephone lines provided almost the only means of supposedly instant communication. India’s then poorly developed infrastructure definitely worked to our advantage.

In recent years a new, more developed and much more self-confident India has emerged, quite different from the country we went to in the mid-1980s. Many of the idiosyncrasies, or serendipities as I call them in this text, also belong to history. Many would argue that those were the legacy of colonial rule anyway, and not typically Indian. But, even so, I have not changed the original text as this was the reality 25 years ago, and what I wrote at that time. I hope no one in India is offended when reading my account of how we outsmarted the authorities and tricked our way into Nagaland, because we had no intention to do so when I committed my experiences to paper and the first edition of this book was published in 1990.

Inevitably, we were blacklisted in India after undertaking this illegal journey. We had forged documents, overstayed our visas, entered a restricted area without permission—and then left the country on foot at a small village on the Indo-Burmese frontier, hardly an official border crossing. But I was nevertheless allowed to visit India a few times, with special permission to attend seminars and similar activities, before the statute of limitations for our transgressions finally expired in 2000.

In December 2009, I returned to Nagaland—legally this time, equipped with a Protected Area Permit, as passes for foreigners are called. It was a fantastic feeling to be able to walk around Kohima, to explore a town I previously had only seen from behind a curtain in one of our hiding places, and then after dark, or caught glimpses of from under the canvas-covered rear of a jeep. It had become a boomtown, quite unlike the place where we were in hiding for several months twenty-five years before. There are now terrible traffic jams in the hilly streets of Kohima, new shops have sprung up everywhere offering the latest electronic gadgets, and Naga youths are as trendy as their counterparts in Thailand or Malaysia. But I managed to find the house where our daughter Hseng Tai was born on September 13, 1985. At that time, it was located in an isolated area on the outskirts of Kohima. In 2009, it was still there—now in a state of disrepair and completely surrounded by new, concrete buildings. I took a few pictures, which I later sent to Hseng Tai, who is now 25 years old and works as an architect in Southeast Asia. She is proud of the fact that her Swedish passport, for she is a Swedish citizen, states as her place of birth: “Kohima, Nagaland, India.”


Despite economic development, however, many of the problems and issues we encountered in 1985 remain the same. The NSCN has split into one faction led by Isaak Chishi Swu and Thuingaleng Muivah and another by the leader of the Burmese Nagas, Shangwang Shangyung Khaplang. But, despite the democratic liberties the Nagas no doubt enjoy, the desire to break away from India has not disappeared, and, at the same time, Naga society is still riven by tribalism and deep mistrust of its Manipuri and Assamese neighbours. It is my hope that this new edition of Land of Jade will contribute to a better understanding of the roots of these problems, as well as those facing Burma. It is also my wish that the long-suffering peoples of Burma, regardless of ethnicity, will enjoy some day what we in other countries take for granted: genuine peace, freedom and democracy.


Bertil Lintner

Chiang Mai, March 2011


1


THE NAGAS

The buzz of the alarm clock woke us up at five in the morning. Dawn had not yet broken when I staggered out of bed in our bamboo hut in the village of Kesan Chanlam near the headquarters of the Naga rebels in Burma’s northwestern mountains. I put my field jacket on and went to the fireplace on the earthen floor to make some tea. I blew on the embers, fed some dry sticks to the fire and put the kettle on to boil. My wife Hseng Noung and our two-months old daughter Ee Ying had woken up too, but the early morning chill kept them in bed under our Naga shawls.


At 6.15 there was a sudden burst of automatic riflefire, followed by two mortar explosions. I left the teapot on the fire and rushed out. Smoke mixed with morning mist billowed around the big wooden crucifix in the headquarters area on the plateau about half a kilometre below our hut in the village. The chatter of machine-gun fire followed a few seconds later. The Burmese government’s troops had launched an attack on the camp. Hseng Noung hurried out from our small bedroom behind the kitchen space.

“You must leave immediately! You’re too easy to spot for a sniper!” she shouted. “And don’t forget your bush hat! You might have to run in the sun!”

I slung a camera bag over my shoulder, heaved my army pack onto my back and grabbed my bush hat—and rushed out. Hundreds of half-naked, panic-stricken villagers from Kesan Chanlam were fleeing helter-skelter into the bush—away from the firing zone—carrying with them their meagre belongings in cane baskets on their backs. I went over to the teachers, Nagas from the Indian side, who were staying in the hut opposite ours. It was impossible to talk to them; they were screaming hysterically.

“Run! Run! They’re shooting! Get away! The Burmese are coming!”

The battle at headquarters sounded fierce. The machine-gun fire continued non-stop and mortar bombs were exploding every few seconds. Acrid, brown smoke swirled in waves over the camp on the grassy plateau below Kesan Chanlam. I looked up the slope behind the village and saw that most of the people were over a denuded nearby hillock. I hurried northwards after them to get out of sight, trying to conceal my height—180 cms—by running at a half-crouch. Once over a knoll, I halted under cover to give Hseng Noung, who was still back at our hut packing Ee Ying’s nappies, time to catch up with us.


“Go! Go!” the Indian Naga teachers shouted again and tried to push me ahead of them. There was no sign of any Naga rebel soldiers anywhere close to us which made me feel angry and bitter. Whenever we had raised the issue of security, the Naga insurgent leaders had always told us not to worry, assuring us that guards would whisk us away to a secret hiding-place in case of any emergency. Now I was lying flat in the dense grass behind a knoll above Kesan Chanlam’s school with frenzied villagers running past and bullets flying around.

It was almost an hour before I sighted Hseng Noung hurrying uphill. A Naga girl was carrying Ee Ying on her back and there were three young soldiers with them. Hseng Noung had been told to leave, but she had insisted on staying on long enough to pack the rest of our belongings, especially what Ee Ying would need.

On reaching the place where we had ducked for cover, Hseng Noung smiled.

“You looked so funny when you ran away. If a sniper had seen you, you’d be his first target!”

I could not help laughing.

“Yes, I was damned silly! How can I look like a Naga even if I bend my knees? But come on! Let’s get out of here!”

Hseng Noung and I, the three Naga soldiers and the girl with Ee Ying on her back hurried away from Kesan Chanlam, the sound of gunfire reverberating behind us, till we reached a patch of jungle in the hills above the village. We found a well-sheltered place where we sat down on a couple of rocks. Intense firing continued in the distance, but by now we were at least a kilometre away from the actual fighting and felt reasonably safe.

The three soldiers—all Nagas from the Burmese side—inspected their guns. I watched them counting their bullets. 20-25 rounds a man. If we ran into a Burmese government patrol, we would not stand a chance.

Fortunately, one of the Naga soldiers could speak some broken Burmese, which is rare in these isolated northwestern hills near the Indian border. He turned to Hseng Noung who was sitting under a tree in the forest.


“Where do you want to go?”

We were startled by his question.

“Where did your officers tell you to take us to?”

He shrugged his shoulders:

“They didn’t say anything.”

“Bloody typical,” I muttered to Hseng Noung, feeling even more upset.

We talked the situation over and agreed that we would have to get in touch with the rebel officers as soon as possible. And the only way to do that was to reach a safe village where the rebel army had a civil administrator who could convey our message to his leaders.

“Where’s the nearest village?” we asked the Burmese speaking soldier.

He conferred with his comrades.

“There’s a village called Donyu a few hours’ walk from here.” He pointed in an easterly direction, towards a high mountain.


We assembled our gear and set off for the village. The Naga girl who was carrying Ee Ying seemed frightened; she was almost in tears when she strapped the baby to her back with a cloth-sling.

The walk to Donyu was extremely difficult. We reached it at about 2 pm after a steep and strenuous climb up the mountain. Just as we entered the village—a cluster of ramshackle bamboo huts—a local administrator came up to us. By chance, we had met him before.

“Are you all right? I’ve been so worried.”

He obviously had heard the shooting but knew little more. The only news he could add was that a hundred more Burmese government reinforcements were on their way.

“The villagers spotted them in the jungle a few hours’ walk from here!” He was gesticulating wildly.

“We want to send a message to your leader Muivah,” I said firmly.


He gave us no reply, but led us to one of the bamboo huts in the village.

“Let’s have some food,” he said. “You must be hungry!”

The Naga nursemaid put Ee Ying down on a straw mat on the split-bamboo floor and began preparing rice and fried pork. We suddenly realised we had had no breakfast that morning. Even my teapot must still have been boiling on the fire in our hut in Kesan Chanlam.


After a hasty lunch, the administrator told us his boys would take us to a safe and secret hiding-place. We left Donyu and walked behind them for almost two hours—and this sanctuary turned out to be a small makeshift shelter of banana leaves just beside a poppy field on an exposed hillside.

The Naga soldiers laughed off our objections to this spot, assuring us it was safe. As we did not know the area, there was nothing we could do more than hope the government forces would not come anywhere near the place. We could easily be spotted from any surrounding hilltop.

We resigned ourselves to the inevitable. I went to the forest just beside the poppy field where I began collecting wood for a fire while Hseng Noung settled the baby. Thanks to my remarkable wife, all that had been left behind when we fled was three teaspoons, a longyi—or Burmese sarong—and a pair of plastic flipflops. She had even managed to rescue a packet of Burmese rice noodles, and this we now cooked for dinner over an open fire.

It was terribly cold that night. Ee Ying cried and we tried to keep her warm with our Naga shawls. We heard sporadic gunfire and mortar explosions all day, which continued into the night. But we had no idea of the course of the battle.

On the following day we stayed close to our banana leaf hut by the poppy field and I went out as little as possible. Still no news—which was nerve-racking. No messengers had arrived, only some villagers from Donyu had come to give us rice and other food. After dinner, we went to sleep early at 8 pm.

I had been asleep for a few hours when I woke to hear Hseng Noung whispering my name. She put a finger to her lips:

“Listen carefully,” she breathed in my ear.

I sat up on the sleeping mat. The sound of men hacking their way through a bamboo grove with machetes cut the silence of a bitterly cold night. Voices came through the dark and the sound of heavy objects being dragged along the ground.

“Reinforcements,” I whispered. “In the gorge below us. Just a few hundred metres down.”

We moved quietly outside and squatted beside the hut, straining our eyes to catch a glimpse of any movement below us. We saw nothing. But the noises were so clear we could estimate the length of the column without difficulty. We concluded there were more than 50 men but less than 100. And they were moving westwards, obviously heading for a mountain range opposite Kesan Chanlam. I heard Hseng Noung’s urgent whisper:


“Send a runner to headquarters and warn them. There’s a lot of men down there. And they’re dragging quite a few ammunition boxes, too.”

“Oh God! Ee Ying’s woken up! Can you keep her quiet?”

The baby had begun whimpering. Hseng Noung ducked inside the hut to nurse her. She came with the suckling and now quiet baby in her arms and sat down beside me again.

“You see,” she said, “the Burmese may not suspect that there are Naga soldiers here. But if they hear a baby, they’ll think we’re villagers and come to ask for news about the rebels.” She rocked the baby in her lap.

We sat there for more than an hour listening in the dark. When the Burmese troops had moved about a kilometre away from us, we went up to the hut where our Naga escorts were staying. We found them sound asleep and had to shake them hard to wake them up. Hseng Noung explained calmly in Burmese what we just had heard. While she was talking to the sleepy group, I suddenly noticed one of the soldiers had just lit a fire a few metres away. I rushed over, cursing and smacked it out with my bare hands.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“But it’s so cold!”

None of the soldiers took what we had said seriously.

“It must have been the wind.”

“There’s no wind!” Hseng Noung and I snapped it out in unison.

“Perhaps it was monkeys.”

“Monkeys sleep at night and anyway they don’t cut bamboo with machetes.”

Trying to get through to them was hopeless. We returned to our hut. A few minutes later, we caught sight of another, bigger fire burning in their hut. I raced up the slope, burst inside and beat the fire out bare-handed.

“Are you out of your f***ing minds?” I hissed in plain English. Even if they did not understand the words, it was clear from their abashed looks that my message had got through. Obviously, strong measures were required. Hseng Noung and I conferred briefly and then came over to them with the ultimatum:

“We’re going back to Donyu right now. If you want to stay here, light fires and keep the monkeys company, that’s your business.”

“Oh, let’s go after breakfast,” they suggested.


“And what about your headquarters? That Burmese column will reach it before dawn. A runner has got to be sent to warn the people there,” Hseng Noung said.

We ignored their grumbles and started assembling our gear. When they saw how determined we were, they finally changed their minds. As we set off, they fell in behind us on the trek up to Donyu. Now and then we could hear the noises of the Burmese government forces cutting their way through the jungle on the opposite side of the gorge.

When we reached Donyu at three o’clock in the morning, it was swarming with Naga troops who had retreated from their headquarters. The officers strode around the bamboo huts of the village shining torches in all directions. We had, however, become accustomed to the failure of the Naga guerrillas to take even the most elementary security precautions, so we said nothing. I just sighed. Christmas 1985 was only a few days away, but we realised that we would have to celebrate it in a manner quite different from what originally had been planned.

For almost forty years, a virtually unknown civil war has been tearing Burma apart. The country’s ethnic minorities, who make up an estimated 40% of the country’s near 40 million people, have been fighting for autonomy, and in some cases even separation, for their respective homelands. I had been covering that civil war from Chiang Mai in northern Thailand since 1980 and made several trips up to the rebel bases along the Thai-Burmese border.


It was during one of these expeditions that 1981 I had met Hseng Noung, then a cipher clerk in the Shan State Army (SSA), a guerrilla group from Burma’s Shan minority. Two years later, in February 1983, we were married and she left her jungle life to become a photographer. Together we visited and reported on various insurgent groups along the Thai-Burmese border including the Karens, the Karennis, the Mons and the Pa-Os.


Such trips were always fascinating and often quite enjoyable. But we were always aware that to discover whether insurgency in Burma was simply an isolated irritant to the central government in Rangoon, or if the rebels did have the strength to carve out a legitimate role in the country’s future, a trip to the north where the main insurgent groups are active was a necessity.

After six years with the SSA, Hseng Noung had greater insight than I into the complex situation deep within the country. Even so, she had never been to Kachin State, the area of operation of the Kachin Independence Army (KIA). Though there are hardly more than a million Kachins in Burma, they are considered a martial race with a long and proud tradition, like the Nepalese Gurkhas, of past service with the British army during both World Wars. Their resistance movement is generally said to be the strongest ethnic rebel army in Burma, with approximately 8,000 armed soldiers. So far, no foreign correspondent had ever been to their area.


At that time there was also the powerful Communist Party of Burma (CPB), whose 10,000 troops occupied a 20,000 square kilometre large area along the Chinese frontier in eastern Shan State. The CPB took up arms only a few months after Burma’s independence from Britain in 1948 and was one of the last surviving communist rebel movements in the world.


Long before we left Bangkok we were aware that an important gathering of rebels was in the offing. Preparations were being made by all the insurgent groups along the Thai border for a long trek up to Pa Jau, the headquarters of the Kachin rebels. The various members of the National Democratic Front (NDF), an umbrella organisation comprising the KIA, the SSA and seven allied resistance armies, had been invited by the Kachins to study the situation in the strategically important north. There were also rumours of the planned setting up of a Kampuchean style resistance coalition, comprising the nationalist groups in the NDF and the ideological adversaries of the CPB. For years—even decades—the civil war in Burma had led nowhere; the insurgents were divided among themselves and unable to pose a unified threat to the Rangoon government, whilst the Burmese Army was engaged on too many different fronts to achieve a total military victory despite its superiority in manpower and conventional weaponry over the rebels.


In anticipation of major developments we decided to make our trip to the north of Burma at this particular time; our hope was to reach Pa Jau well before the NDF-delegation arrived.

We had spent months studying maps and old travelogues, mostly from World War Two when the last expeditions, then military, had been made into the Kachin Hills from India, and reached the conclusion that there was no other alternative.

Initially, we contemplated accompanying the NDF people from the Thai border but soon scrapped that plan at an early stage. Shan State, which we would have to march through in order to reach Kachin State in the north, forms part of the infamous Golden Triangle, Southeast Asia’s main opium growing area. There is a mishmash of private, mercenary armies who would not have taken our presence there lightly. Without us, the NDF delegates could probably move with little trouble. But had we been with them, the alarm would very likely have been sounded.


We were familiar with the experiences of Adrian Cowell and Chris Menges, two British filmmakers who had gone into Shan State with the SSA in 1972. Their intention had been to spend six months with the SSA and make a television documentary about the Golden Triangle. Eighteen months later Adrian and Chris finally returned to Thailand after the Burmese military authorities had made several sorties with the intention of assassinating them and various opium gangs had attempted to kidnap them. Though they eventually emerged unscathed, the prospect of similar adventures was unattractive.


Another, simpler possibility was through China’s Yunnan province. There are several roads leading from Kunming up to various points along the remote and rugged Sino-Burmese frontier, some controlled by the KIA and others by the CPB. Whilst the guerrillas, in civilian disguise, move relatively freely back and forth across the porous border, the presence of foreign journalists would have been a completely different matter. The KIA officers in Thailand with whom we had discussed our journey doubted if the Chinese authorities would allow us to pass through, let alone to return the same way again. Regretfully we had to decide against this route also; it was by far the easiest option.


There remained only the route through India, which approximately coincided with the one the Allied forces had followed during World War Two when Burma was retaken from the Japanese. A road had been built across the wild Patkai Range: the watershed that forms the international frontier, down through the dense forests of the Hukawng Valley and on to Myitkyina, now capital of Burma’s Kachin State, and from there to the Chinese border.


This extraordinary road construction project had been initiated and vigorously pushed through by an American general, Joseph ‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell, after whom the road became popularly known as ‘Stilwell’s Road’. It was also known as ‘the Ledo Road’ as the road began in the small railhead of Ledo in Assam.


From the maps we noted that the actual border crossing would not pose any major problem for there are many clandestine routes over the Patkai Range and once we had sneaked over the border and crossed the Chindwin River in North Western Burma, we would be safe in areas controlled by our hosts, the Kachin rebels.


In this area the Burmese government’s presence is limited to major garrison towns and the roads between them—each few and far between. KIA contacts in Thailand warned us that parts of the Ledo Road had even returned to jungle whilst the main stretch through the Hukawng Valley to Myitkyina is dotted with Burmese army camps. But the surrounding countryside would be safe.


The principal obstacles along this route would not be posed by geography, though the Patkai Range is high and wild, or by difficulties in dodging Burmese government troops—the problem was that the entire northeastern region of India, through which we had to pass to reach the Burmese border, is prohibited territory for foreigners.

The easternmost states of Nagaland and Manipur have for years been closed because of intermittent fighting between the Indian Army and separatist Naga guerrillas. Assam, once a tourist destination, was made a Prohibited Area after widespread unrest there in the early 1980s, when the local Assamese began violent protests against the influx of ‘illegal immigrants’, mainly from the overpopulated neighbour Bangladesh.


The plan was to establish contacts with the tribal guerrillas in Nagaland, who operate on both sides of the Indo-Burmese frontier, as they would be able to help us through the restricted areas in India’s northeast and across the Patkai Range, from where we could contact the KIA.

The leadership of the Naga guerrillas consists mainly of tribesmen from the Indian side who have been waging a persistent but apparently futile war for a separate country since the mid 1950s. They are of Mongol stock and Christians—having been converted by American Baptist missionaries at the turn of the century, which only served to reinforce their sense of a separate ethnic identity.


The Nagas fought against the Indian Army on the Indian side of the border until the mid 1970s, when a sustained Indian offensive drove them across the international frontier to take refuge in Burma. The isolated tribespeople in northwestern Burma are also Naga, and, unaffected by outside civilisation, had even been headhunters until quite recently.

From these relatively well-sheltered base areas in northwestern Burma, safe across the border from the Indian army and remote from the central government in Rangoon, the Naga guerillas launch periodic forays into India, to retreat back to their hide-outs after their various missions: ambushes of Indian Army convoys, political assassinations of Naga and non-Naga opponents, and the occasional bank robbery to replenish their coffers.


Though the KIA is a completely different type of rebel movement from the Nagas, for together with other members of the NDF it demands autonomy within a Burmese Union, not separation, there were historical links between the two insurgent groups which we hoped to take advantage of.

For, during the ten year period 1967-77, several hundred Naga guerrillas trekked through Kachin State to China where, and though they were ardent Christians and not communists, they received political and military training. The KIA had always escorted the Nagas on these trips.

In the late 1970s, following policy changes after the death of Mao Zedong, China cut off its aid to the Nagas. But the Nagas kept on coming up to KIA territory to make vain appeals to the Chinese for aid and, failing that, to request help from the Kachins. We knew that the KIA had occasionally given arms and ammunition to the Nagas, despite the different political aims of the two groups.


The most prominent of the Kachin officers we had met was the KIA’s Chief of Staff, Maj.-Gen. Zau Mai, who had paid a clandestine visit to the Thai-Burmese border area in 1984. He had given us a letter of introduction, inviting us to visit Kachin State. This letter, which was written in the Kachin language, mentioned the foreign guest ‘John Hamilton’ which was the pseudonym we had agreed on to confuse the Indian security forces in case our plans leaked out—and to keep the Burmese authorities guessing. Our names are quite well-known to them on account of our numerous Burma related articles in the press. Indeed, international journalists of any kind are not popular with the xenophobic military regime that has ruled Burma since General Ne Win seized power in a coup d’etat in 1962.


It seemed that with this document in hand, we were certain the Nagas would not refuse to help us, as there was no way they could afford to antagonise the Kachins. So we arrived in India confident we would make the necessary contacts. All we had to do, we reasoned, was to find somebody who was in contact with the Naga underground and pass on our letter.


However, none of the newspapers or magazines we usually work for had been willing to help finance our trip since it would plainly be an illegal one. All we had managed to scrape together was advance payments for the articles we had promised to write when we came back. We had enough for a couple of months’ stay in India and if all worked to plan, by April or May at the latest, we would cross the border, and reach the KIA’s general headquarters at Pa Jau, near the Sino-Burmese frontier 900 kilometres to the east, well before the rainy season began in June or July.

If we could not keep this timetable, we would be faced with tremendous difficulties. First of all, the rains would make the jungle paths almost impassable in August and September—and Hseng Noung was expecting a child.

She was two months pregnant when we left Bangkok, though, so as not to complicate matters, we did not disclose this. In general terms we had asked the KIA officers what medical facilities existed in their area. They had told us there was a well-equipped hospital at their headquarters with competent personnel, including midwives. We did not worry much; we were looking forward to having our first child born in Burma. After all, that was where Hseng Noung was born, and I have long had a strong personal affection for the country.

The search for people who might have contacts with the Nagas began in Calcutta on March 8, 1985. We had just arrived from Bangkok and checked in at the seedy Salvation Army Red Shield Guest House in Sudder Street, trying to look like backpack travellers rather than journalists—which was not especially difficult given our limited budget.


The first lead took us to the leftwing weekly Frontier, which embodies many of West Bengal’s unique intellectual traditions. Its editorial office is located upstairs in a dilapidated house in a narrow, winding back lane, not far from the bustling Bow Bazaar area. The furnishing is Spartan, consisting of a few, crude wooden desks and chairs, and bookshelves crammed with bound back numbers of the small, but well-respected, political weekly. The actual magazine is an old-fashioned letterpress product printed on brownish, frequently recycled paper which makes even the latest issues look ten years old or more.


An old friend, the assistant editor, despite his obvious political inclination to the far Left, has always been one of our most reliable sources on West Bengal politics and even the all-India scene. We were quite certain he would have contacts with the Indian underground who could put us in touch with the Naga guerrillas, especially since we knew that their most active faction today is a left-leaning one, the National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN). He might even have a pipeline to the CPB, which would be useful later on.


Filled with anticipation, Hseng Noung and I hurried down the narrow back lane, with its open sewers, past old plaster cracked houses, reached the familiar building, which houses Frontier’s office, and climbed the ramshackle flight of stairs up to the first floor. The door was open and we saw the assistant editor, tall, skinny and bearded and dressed in a white shirt and a brown cardigan.

“Oh! The Lintners! So nice to see you again. Come in. What brings you to Calcutta this time?”

He smiled warmly as we entered his office and sat down on a pair of wooden chairs opposite his desk. An office boy was immediately sent down to order Indian tea with buffalo milk from one of the vendors in the narrow lane outside. Without revealing our real mission we talked vaguely of the Punjab and Assam.

“Ah! These groups are getting so militant. And they have good arms. Not like the pocket armies of revolutionary peasants in the Indian countryside.”

Trying to sound as casual as possible while I sipped my tea I brought the discussion round to the Nagas. The editor picked up on my lead.

“They’re also revolutionaries, not just separatists. The problem from our point of view is that they’re strong nationalists and they often view migrants from our overpopulated plains, mainly Bengal, as targets for their attacks.”

“Yes, that’s horrible. But I’d like to meet and interview some people from the NSCN. Do you think that’s possible?”

“If you manage to get in touch with them, please let me know. I’d like to talk to them myself.”

To our surprise, India’s northeast seemed as remote and alien to him as it was to us. Foolishly I had overlooked the racial element. The Frontier editor was considerably more interested in discussing the CPB.

“One of its founders, H.N. Ghoshal, was a Bengali. It was here the revolutionary movement in the East was born. Later, it spread all over India and South-East Asia,” he said with evident pride.


But he had no direct contacts with the CPB. He only knew that Ghoshal’s ageing sister lived somewhere in Calcutta. That was not much of a help since Ghoshal himself had been executed by the extremely radical CPB in 1967, accused of being a ‘revisionist’.

We left the office after a stimulating enough discussion but with a sense of frustration at our lack of progress. All we had were a few addresses of Indian journalists who just might have some information on the Naga underground. But they all lived in New Delhi, not in Calcutta.


A trip out to Calcutta’s university quarter, the legendary College Street with all its bookshops and coffee houses, proved equally unsuccessful. There were only Bengalis, no Nagas. The Naga students, we were told, shunned crowded Calcutta and preferred studying in New Delhi.

Our next stop was the Assam House in Russell Street where we hoped to get more information on the legal possibilities of getting closer to the Burmese frontier. Putting on our best innocent tourist look, we entered the office to be confronted by a middle-aged woman, dressed in a sari, who, shaking her head, greeted us with:

“If you’re wanting to go to Assam I’m telling you that’s impossible.”

We explained that we wanted to visit Kaziranga, the national park, to see the rhinoceroses and had been directed here by the Indian tourist office in Bangkok.


“Permits are not being issued to individual travellers. Only groups. And there are no groups going to Kaziranga at this time.”

Realising we were not going to get any assistance from her, we went next door to the Meghalaya House, the representative office of another of the restricted northeastern states. We were met by a soft-spoken official who, judging from his East Asian looks, was a Khasi tribesman from the hills. He was considerably more helpful and better informed than the women at the Assam House.

“Individual visits can be approved. But applications take time and can only be processed by the Home Ministry in New Delhi,” he said and presented us with a useful tourist map of Meghalaya and its capital Shillong.


This made us optimistic, even if the screening of the applicants was strict and the permit would be valid only for Shillong. But once there, we could sneak into the more restricted area to the east, Nagaland or Manipur. At least so we thought.


We returned to our shabby room at the Salvation Army feeling downhearted. Calcutta, after all, was maybe not the right place. So we decided to try some of our journalist contacts in New Delhi.

On March 8 we packed our bags, took a taxi from Sudder Street across the Hooghly Bridge to the station in Howrah and, feeling affluent, departed on the Rajdhani Express, a superfast train which covers the 1,445 kilometres to New Delhi in eighteen hours. The train left on time, at 4.40 pm; it picked up speed as we passed through the western slums of the city, and crossed the vast countryside. When daylight faded, I turned to some books about the Nagas which I had bought in a second-hand bookshop in Calcutta. I read them as the train rushed through the dark, Indian night. I must have fallen asleep somewhere in Bihar.

In Delhi, with the help of an old friend, Roger, a bright, amiable New Zealander who had married an Indian girl from Rajasthan, we managed to find a small room near New Delhi’s Bengali Market, not far from the city centre at Connaught Circus. In fact, he lived upstairs in the same whitewashed stone house which belonged to a stout, elderly Marwari landlady who had the flat on the ground floor.

She seemed a living parody of the stereotype Marwari as enshrined in the prejudices of other Indian communities; she was incredibly stingy but at the same time reputed to be extremely rich and Roger had had endless arguments with her about overpriced water and electricity bills. But the place was conveniently located and it provided us with the privacy we needed to negotiate with our local contacts.

We could even sit in the dark with only one candle and study our maps of the border areas without attracting our landlady’s suspicions. If anything, this only made us go up in her esteem as economical tenants. If we had more than one light-bulb on, she would rush out of her flat downstairs and shout:

“Bertil and Hseng Noung! You aren’t wasting electricity, are you? You know it’s included in your rent and you aren’t paying extra for it!”

Our search for the Nagas continued and we were far more fortunate this time. One of our Indian contacts said he would try to put us in touch with someone he knew. A few days later, he phoned us:

“Bertil? This is Dinesh speaking. Can you come to that small coffee shop behind Ashok’s bookstall on Jan Path at 2 pm? There’s a friend who wants to see you.”


Such studied vagueness was a positive sign. Hseng Noung and I caught a scooter rickshaw, a small three-wheeled taxi, and went to central New Delhi. When we arrived at the coffee shop Dinesh was sitting at a table in a corner beside a young man who looked more like a tough, sturdy Tibetan than an Indian. They gesticulated to us to sit down.

“Well, this is Vemesü. He’s a Naga student at Delhi University.”

As we exchanged greetings, it became clear that the young Naga was not entirely at ease. He looked slightly sceptical. As we began to reveal our plans, he seemed taken aback.

“How are you going to get up there? There are checkpoints everywhere. For Hseng Noung, it’s no problem. She can pass as a Naga. Even if you disguised yourself as an Indian, it wouldn’t work. Even Indian citizens need permits to enter Nagaland.”

I argued that nobody should see me. I was willing to pay for a jeep and hide in the back of it—if someone could drive us up to the border.

“Well, I’ve actually got some contacts with the underground,” Vemesü said, looking even more apprehensive. “I’ll let them know that you’re here with a letter from the Kachins.” And he promised to contact us again after a week or so. Realising that this was clearly as far as we could go for the present, we thanked him and parted.

The tension in the restricted area had been further aggravated by a series of recent bank robberies in Nagaland, obviously the work of the NSCN. Then, in February, the NSCN’s gunmen struck again: thirteen Indian soldiers had been killed in an ambush on a lonely road in the Naga-inhabited areas of Manipur. As a consequence, army patrols were out combing the area. It was not a propitious moment for an illegitimate journey.

The Indian press for weeks carried stories about the unrest in Nagaland. The only picture they had of Thuingaleng Muivah, the de facto head of the NSCN, was a twenty years old photograph of him, dressed in a Mao suit during a visit to China. Despite his youth at that time and the broad smile he had in the picture, qualities of intelligence, shrewdness and ruthlessness could clearly be detected. It was probably this combination of traits that had enabled him to survive and prosper throughout the turbulent decades of civil war. A shrewd man, but with a chilling cut to his charm.


Since we also wanted to try the legal possibilities, we went to the Home Ministry and submitted an application to visit Kaziranga and Shillong. We claimed we were wildlife photographers, collecting material for a book about national parks in India. To apply for Nagaland and Manipur was out of the question; we would only have attracted unnecessary suspicion if we had mentioned those states.


A secretary received us with the surly insolence typical of Indian bureaucracy. Usually it is annoying. In this case, we appreciated his minimal attention and that no more questions were asked than those directly concerning our answers in triplicate on the application forms.

“You’ll be having an answer in three weeks,” he mumbled as he tossed our file on a stack of other applications.

But we doubted that it would be that fast. Even the helpful Khasi officer in Calcutta had recommended our paying a visit to the ministry at least once a week to make sure the forms were actually being processed.


For one thing, the Home Ministry was overloaded with applications for the Punjab. There were also lots of overseas Punjabis applying for permits to visit their relatives and this made for total confusion. This suited us perfectly since an innocent looking application for Assam and Meghalaya would be mere rubber stamp routine, all the attention being focused on the trouble in the Punjab.

As the days passed by in New Delhi and we were reduced to killing time while waiting for news from Vemesü—and paying weekly visits to the Home Ministry. Gruff watchmen with bamboo sticks outside the gate attempted to keep a token order in the mixed queue of tourists and Indian expatriates, all of whom where trying to elbow their way to the front to save time.

Because of that, it never took less than an hour to reach the reception desk, where we had to register our names and were allotted a queue number scribbled on a paper slip which, in any case, was never announced in the crammed, smelly waiting room outside the actual office upstairs.

“No, I’m sorry, Sir. Your application is still being processed,” was the standard answer when we had at last fought our way through the crowds into the office.

The officer would bring out our applications, neatly tied up with a cotton string inside a pink file cover. It was obvious nothing was happening; the file always appeared from the same place in the wooden cupboard behind the official, doing little more than gathering dust along with stacks of other application files. But we kept our calm, tried to look disappointed but not annoyed when the answer invariably was in the negative. Muttering curses in assorted languages, we returned by scooter rickshaw to our rented room near Bengali Market.


The hanging around was beginning to get us down. Although I did file some stories for some Scandinavian newspapers, at the same time we tried to keep a low profile. We spent most of our time strolling around Connaught Circus, browsing through bookshops in search of anything on the Nagas and India’s northeast.

The days became weeks and the weeks became a month and still nothing new. We met Vemesü at the coffee shop on Jan Path a couple of times. But it was our impression that he was uncertain about helping us. Though most likely aware that the Naga underground needed media attention, the only thing we could offer them in return for helping us across the Burmese border, Vemesü had been through the disturbing experience of arrest before.

When we had heard nothing from him for more than two weeks, we took a bus out to his hostel near Delhi University. It was a large, shabby red brick building divided into cubicles which were shared by pairs of students. On the wall in the lobby, we spotted a list of room numbers and occupants. Vemesü was on the first floor in room 46.

We went upstairs and found his door open. He was not in but another young man with Mongol features was sitting in a chair reading a newspaper. On enquiring if this was Vemesü’s room he lowered his newspaper and waved towards a couple of chairs.


“Yes, he’ll be back soon. Would you like to come in and wait?”

“Are you Naga, too?” I asked.

“Yes, I am. You know about us Nagas, do you?”

“Yes, I’m interested in your culture.” Not knowing who he was I was as non-committal as possible.

Vemesü got back ten minutes later looking dismayed to see us and uncomfortable. He enquired if we had trouble finding the place, then turned to his friend and there followed a rapid exchange of information in their own tribal language. Then Vemesü began to look relieved:

“Bertil and Hseng Noung. I’m sorry. I should have introduced you. This is my friend Kewezeko. He may be able to help you more than I because his cousin recently joined the NSCN in the jungle.”


Kewezeko was beaming.


“It would be wonderful if you could get up there and report what’s really going on. Nobody reads anything about the Naga struggle except what’s in the Indian press. And that’s heavily biased.”

“That’s exactly what we thought. Do you know where your cousin is right now?”

“Yes. He’s in a base camp in northwestern Burma. He’s staying with Muivah himself.”


“Can you contact him? And let Muivah know we want to come?”

“Yes, I can send a letter. But it might take some time to get an answer.”

We instantly took a liking to Kewezeko. He came from Nagaland’s state capital, Kohima, and was young and lively with a mordant wit; one of the favourite targets for his jibes was, inevitably, the Indians.


We stayed in the hostel for a couple of hours and finally left in high spirits. We had made a contact which showed real promise.

We got on well with Roger and his wife Amala, although we never confided our plans to them. If things went wrong, we did not want them to get into trouble for having helped us. They had a little baby boy and Amala shared her experiences from her pregnancy with Hseng Noung. Since Amala knew a little yoga, she taught Hseng Noung how to do breathing and other useful exercises. We also got the name of a good local gynaecologist and Hseng Noung went there for a check-up in mid-April when she was four months pregnant.

The gynaecologist assured us all was well; she gave Hseng Noung a stethoscope and told her to put its head to her stomach.

“Listen! Heartbeats!” Hseng Noung said with sparkling eyes. Indeed it was; the rapid tapping of a tiny heart.

But this also made us even more eager to leave. One night at the end of April, we invited Kewezeko, Vemesü and some other Naga friends for a talk about our journey. Despite the initial enthusiasm, we were no farther forward. We knew the maps, the roads in the area, the border crossing points and even the timings of the trains and buses in the northeast by heart—but there had not as yet been any response to the letter Kewezeko had sent to his cousin.

Since we by now knew that most Nagas disliked Indian food, or at least claimed to, we invited all of them out that night to Ginza, a Chinese restaurant on Connaught Circus. I ordered Cantonese chicken, fried bamboo shoots, bean curd soup and other delicacies. Our friends seemed to enjoy it tremendously as taciturn Chinese waiters in the dimly lit restaurant placed one plate after another on the white table-cloth. While we were eating, I presented the proposal Hseng Noung and I had worked out whereby we would fund one of them to fly up to Dimapur, make contact with the underground and then return.


An animated discussion broke out in one of the Naga dialects. Hseng Noung and I glanced at each other. Using chopsticks, I helped myself to a piece of chicken. When they seemed to have reached a consensus, Vemesü turned to us:

“There’s one problem you ought to be aware of. There are two factions in the Naga underground. Apart from the NSCN, there’s also the original NNC, the Naga National Council. But we all agree it’s better if you go with the NSCN. They’re stronger and, anyway, Kewezeko’s cousin is with them. So we have decided to send Kewezeko to Dimapur and also Kohima, if necessary.”


Kewezeko nodded, looking proud to have been chosen for this mission. We were pleased too, since we trusted Kewezeko and by now felt we knew him well. The NSCN was also the most interesting Naga faction from our point of view. The old NNC had virtually ceased to exist following a peace accord made with the Indian government at Shillong in 1975.


“I’ll fly to Dimapur, meet the NSCN people there and send another letter to my cousin. I’ll tell them about your letter of introduction from the KIA. Then I’ll come back. I’m sure we’ll get a positive response.”

We felt confident, too. After saying goodnight to our Naga friends, we strolled back to our lodgings.

On the following day, the unbelievable happened. I made a routine visit to the Home Ministry—and our applications had been processed! We were not allowed to go to Kaziranga, but had been granted a week’s stay at Shillong. That was, actually, all we needed to get into the forbidden area in the northeast and then disappear with the help of the Naga underground.


Finally, we were all set. It was already the end of April and New Delhi’s summer had arrived. The temperature rose to more than 40 degrees Celsius, it was intolerably dry and we almost lived on cold drinks and ice cream. As the more affluent Indians often do during the hot season, we decided to escape to one of the old hill stations the British had built in the Himalayas. We left money for the air tickets with Kewezeko and agreed to meet him at our place near Bengali Market on May 7, by which time he expected to be back from Nagaland. Then we caught a bus to Mussoorie in the hills 240 kms north of New Delhi.


The journey itself was excruciating; it was steaming hot and the bus was overcrowded and slow. The road’s countless potholes were anything but good to Hseng Noung’s now quite advanced pregnancy. But she bore it all with her usual calm fortitude.

The hills were a pleasant refuge from the heat of the Delhi plain. We found an old mansion called Rokeby which served as a boarding house for semi-permanent residents. It had a traditional English-style fireplace in the common room downstairs, a small library and the garden outside was full of marigolds. We spent five days there, mostly walking up and down the steep, winding roads of the hill station to get some badly needed exercise in preparation for the long trek which lay ahead of us.

We left Mussoorie by bus on May 7. When the scooter taxi from New Delhi bus station pulled in towards our house near Bengali Market, we saw Kewezeko waiting outside. He looked glum as he followed us upstairs to our room where we sat down.

“I couldn’t get on the plane to Dimapur. They’re fully booked until the end of June.”

Hseng Noung and I exclaimed in dismay. Kewezeko looked disappointed, too, but tried to cheer us up.

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot while you’ve been away. Let’s go anyway. They can’t turn you back. Not with your letter from the KIA.”

We agreed and when he left, we told him to keep the money for the air fare and buy train tickets for us all instead.

After he had left, we parcelled up most of our books and unnecessary personal belongings to mail to Bangkok. After checking several lists and reweighing our packs time and time again, we settled for a minimum of clothes: for each of us two pairs of trousers, three shirts, a field-jacket, running shoes, socks, underwear and a bush hat.

Hseng Noung’s allowance included her cameras and film, some Chinese language text books and a first aid kit. I decided on my notebooks, maps, a pair of binoculars, a radio, a small tape-recorder, a compass and a Swiss army knife. Out of all the books I had considered taking along, I finally settled for two: Ian Fellowes-Gordon’s The Battle for Naw Seng’s Kingdom, which was about World War Two in the Kachin Hills, and E.R. Leach’s anthropological study Political Systems of Highland Burma. I also packed my fishing equipment: a rod, a reel and a set of spinners.


On March 14, we told Roger and Amala that we had booked our flights back to Bangkok. They were surprised—we had almost become part of the scene as a result of our long stay there. The Marwari landlady came running up to make sure we paid our rent and had a good look around to make sure no minor fittings were missing or damaged.

On March 15, I entered in my diary:

Left New Delhi—at long last!—at 6 pm on 156 down Tinsukia Mail. Met our Naga friends at the station only a few minutes before departure. They travelled second class—we had a first class coupe for ourselves. It was dusty and dirty, but at least we had some privacy.

There were plenty of Indian troops on the train, probably frontier guards going up to the northeast. They crammed into the second class compartments, and even in the corridor outside our coupe, sitting on their bedrolls and haversacks.

The train pulled out of New Delhi on time. It made brief halts at Ghaziabad, Aligarh, Tundla and some other uninspiring places; we eventually fell asleep.

It was a 45 hour train journey to Guwahati in Assam, kilometre after kilometre of dry, hot and dusty plains with hardly a tree in sight. We passed villages which consisted of clusters of mud-houses, closely packed together in the stink of cow dung and with an air of boredom hanging over them. The landscape did not change until the third and last day of our journey when we woke up in Assam. Here, we saw small and neat villages with planters’ style half-timbered houses, lush bamboo grooves, tea gardens and green paddy fields. It reminded me of Southeast Asia, although the people looked different.


At 2.30pm the train rumbled across the stately steel bridge over the Brahmaputra River and we reached Guwahati half an hour later. The broad gauge track ends there and a smaller, connecting train continues along the old Assam railway to Dimapur, Tinsukia and Dibrugarh.

Kewezeko and his friends had to get off also and they helped us find a taxi to Shillong. We tried to look casual, as if we had met on the train, so as not to attract any suspicion.


“See you in Shillong on Tuesday,” Kewezeko said and went back to the station to catch the train to Dimapur.


Our arrangement was simple. He would go up to Dimapur and Kohima, borrow a jeep and come back to Shillong and pick us up. Then, we would travel together to the Burmese border. I had bought hair-dyes and dark sunglasses in New Delhi, so nobody would think twice if they saw me in the back of a jeep. If we had to stop and get out at any army checkpoint, it would be a different story. I had failed to find walnut oil or something similar that could have been used to darken my skin; in India, cosmetic shops sell only agents that make your skin fairer.


It took us a couple of hours to reach Shillong in the hills south of Guwahati and the Brahmaputra Valley. We shared the taxi with some Indian businessmen who asked us lots of questions. Pretending we knew nothing about the area more than that Shillong was a beautiful place, we fended off their inquisitiveness.


The taxi drove into Shillong after dark and dropped us off at the Tourist Lodge near the town’s polo ground. It was far more expensive than we had thought—65 rupees for a run-down double room—and it had water only in the morning and late evening.

Shillong’s roads wind up and down the hills and valleys on which the town is built, past old bungalows, administrative buildings of the colonial era, an extensive military cantonment, churches and even a cathedral. Most tribesmen here are Christians, with a large congregation of Welsh Presbyterians among the Khasis.


When I first visited Meghalaya in 1976, Shillong was still a mainly tribal town dominated by indigenous Khasis, Garos, Jaintias and fairly large communities of Nagas, Mizos and other tribes from the Indo-Burmese frontier who had come to study at the local university, or to look for employment opportunities. In May 1985, plains people clearly outnumbered the tribals—and the influx has not been without friction. Bloody clashes erupted between the native population and “illegal immigrants” not only from Bangladesh, but also West Bengal and other overpopulated parts of the subcontinent. A curfew was imposed and shoot-on-sight orders issued in Shillong. It was only a year or two before we arrived that peace and normality had been restored.


A similar movement among the Assamese in the Brahmaputra Valley was even bloodier. The Assamese today have become Indianised to a large extent, but still they trace their origin back to Mongol, non-Aryan peoples. The original Assamese were closely related to the Thais, the Lao and the Burmese Shans, Hseng Noung’s people, and they founded their own kingdom in 1228. Six hundred years later, this kingdom was occupied by the British and annexed to the Indian Empire. Included with it were several surrounding hill areas, inhabited by various tribal people: the Khasi Hills where Shillong is situated, the Mizo Hills and the Naga Hills.


The first rains of the monsoon set in while we were in Shillong. It made us worried for our trip and we counted the days it would take to reach KIA headquarters from the Indo-Burmese border. At least 60 days. It would be the end of July before we could make it.

On the day before Kewezeko’s expected arrival, we went out for a last Western style meal at the Pinewood Hotel, the oldest in Shillong. It is well-known throughout India for maintaining the gracious standards of the Raj. The building is a two-storey, half-timbered structure surrounded by green lawns and pine trees. We had pea soup, roast beef with Yorkshire pudding and a bottle of beer, anticipating a daily diet of rice gruel and jungle greens for at least the next year.

Kewezeko came on Tuesday as appointed. We met in a shabby cafe called Ee-Cee near Shillong’s bus station and ordered a cup of coffee.

“Well, there’s good news and bad news,” he began ruefully. We had been hoping nothing more would go wrong. But apparently it had.

“The good thing is that the underground contacts in Dimapur and Kohima were very glad to hear you’re coming. But, I’m afraid, they said they could do nothing more at this stage without a formal approval from their headquarters. So they sent a letter to Muivah’s camp across the border in Burma.”


We were told to wait for further instructions and, if possible, stay on in Shillong for another week or two. That was impossible. We had only a week’s permit for Shillong and even our Indian visas were about to expire. On top of that, we were also running out of money.

Kewezeko was as depressed as we were. There clearly was no choice but to return to Calcutta, apply to have our visas extended and send for more money. We were not overly worried about our permit since, surprisingly, nobody had bothered to check it so far. There were no annotations on it so we figured it would be possible to return on the same permit and just alter the “5” for May to a “6” for June if the need arose. A month was what we reckoned it would take to get a reply from the NSCN and to arrange our visa extensions in Calcutta.


According to the local ticket office in Shillong the train from Guwahati to Calcutta was fully booked. But we managed to buy two stand-by air tickets and the travel agent said we stood a fair chance of getting on the plane. We said goodbye to Kewezeko who was going back to Dimapur to wait for the NSCN’s reply. We had made up a primitive code for telegrams: ‘Varanasi’ stood for Guwahati and ‘Bombay’ meant Dimapur, depending on where we should go by train. Kewezeko said he would be able to make arrangements to pick us up at the appropriate station at just a few days’ notice.


We caught a taxi down to Guwahati, rushed through the town and continued towards Borjhar airport twenty kilometres further down the Brahmaputra. Though we forced a brave face it was hard to hide our disappointment. Even a month’s delay was a serious matter for us; the rainy season had begun and Hseng Noung would be six months pregnant in June, when we expected to make our next attempt to reach the Burmese frontier.

At the airport the plane was waiting on the tarmac but we were not allowed on it, though it was far from full, as the booking desk was closed and nothing in the world could persuade the sullen clerks to take out the passenger list and add our names to it:

“No, no, no. It’s closed. You’ll have to wait for the next flight. We can’t sidestep our procedures,” the head clerk said pursing his mouth.

I argued heatedly with him for fifteen minutes, but to no avail. The plane took off without us. We had to wait for another four hours for the next flight.

Then it happened. While we were sitting in the waiting hall, two smartly dressed Indians strode in. They were in civilian clothes, but had the unmistakable air of officialdom about them. They spotted me immediately and bustled over to the place where we were sitting.

“May I see your permit, please?”

I took out our passports—and the permit which was issued in both our names.

“How did you get in here? There’s nothing noted about your arrival on your permit.”

“We didn’t come by plane. We came by train.”

“So that’s why I didn’t see you,” the officer smiled. “But you should have reported your arrival to the nearest police station.”


He was evidently an intelligence officer and our passports and the permit were carefully checked. His companion sat quietly beside him and took down the details in a small notebook. The officer who seemed to be the more senior of the two took out his ballpen and scribbled on the reverse side of our permit: “Departed Borjhar airport, May 22, 1985.”

Damn it, I thought. That’s really blown it. I avoided looking in Hseng Noung’s direction and struggled to conceal my consternation. With an effort, I thanked him politely and asked for permission to leave. Our plane had landed and I wanted to get on as soon as possible.

It took off at 5 pm as dusk was falling. We were heading back to Calcutta.
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CALCUTTA

No matter how hard we tried to raise each other’s morale by assuring each other that we were not yet beaten, we could not conceal from each other our intense disappointment at our enforced return to Calcutta. It was drizzling when the plane landed in the darkness at Dum Dum.

After the exorbitantly priced taxi eventually had ploughed its way through the crowds down to Sudder Street, we found that the Salvation Army Red Shield Guest House was full. Tired and weary, we checked into the considerably more expensive Fairlawn Hotel across the street.

Our official business was accomplished within a few days as we frantically ran around great dusty government offices and shabby banks. Our Indian visas expired on June 1, but we were able to extend them till July 1 without having to go through too much red tape. My ever-reliable Danish daily, Information, transferred another payment, which we picked up at the Bank of America’s Dalhousie Square branch. For once financially secure, we were even within the bounds of law.

We soon realised, though, that there was no legal way we could get a new permit for the northeast. At Meghalaya House in Russell Street, the same helpful Khasi officer whom we had met in March was happy to hear we had made it to Shillong. But he had his serious doubts as to what the response would be if we applied a second time. We said we liked Shillong so much we were longing to go back.


“That won’t be easy. The authorities may get suspicious if you go there too often. After all, it’s a sensitive area,” he hinted.

We went back to our hotel where we settled on a much more dubious solution. First, we changed the 5 for May to a 6 for June on our permit. In a pharmacy around the corner we bought a small phial of stain remover of the kind Indian ladies use when they have dyed their hair and got their clothes marked. It turned out to be too weak to remove the ballpen scribbling on the back of the paper. We had another bright idea. The visa extension we had got was not just a stamp in the passport; it consisted of a small booklet with signed and sealed documents, our passport pictures with personal details and extracts from the Indian immigration law. We stapled our permit to this booklet, thus concealing the cancellation.


After working out this creative solution, our next dilemma was to contact Kewezeko and inform him about what had happened at Borjhar airport. We wrote out an express telegram, asking him to come down to Calcutta, and went to the telegraph office in Dalhousie Square. Hseng Noung, who could easily pass for a Naga, went alone inside—while I waited by the main entrance of the old red-brick building.


She gave a Naga girl’s name when filling in the space ‘sender’ and the telegram was worded as a message from a lover:

“Dear Kewezeko. I miss you so much. Please come down to Calcutta soonest. We have legal matters to discuss regarding our future.”

We thought it would be clear enough for him to understand the urgency of the matter. Then we strolled back to our hotel room. Everything was set, once again. We had a legal visa extension, and a new permit of our contrivance which we fervently hoped would be passable and sufficient funds. We were ready to leave the moment we received news from Kewezeko.

The days went by and still there was no message from him. We moved back into the Salvation Army’s guest house when a vacancy came up. Luckily this time, it was a comparatively quiet room in a one storey-building at the back of the main hostel. At least, we could sleep soundly at night, though inevitably each morning we were woken up by the newspaper vendor, a thin elderly man dressed in baggy Indian clothes and with an irritatingly servile manner who had taken into his head to begin the day by delivering the paper direct to our room. He banged the door at six and if we were still asleep, he would rattle the padlock against the latch until I staggered out of bed and bought some peace at the price of a newspaper.

“Thank you, sir. Thank you, sir,” he said, bobbing his head repeatedly.

Then there was the turbaned flute vendor, a somewhat younger fellow who demonstrated the range of tones of his instruments by playing rapid sequences of scales as he walked around the cheap guest houses in Sudder Street. We never bought a flute, but he did not give up hope of clinching a sale and would frequently take up his post outside our room at any time of the day.


Calcutta was getting seriously hot and humid. In March, when we first arrived, it had been bearable; by May and June with the beginning of the monsoon the city becomes a living nightmare. The streets flood after each day’s heavy downpour, the water dissolving the accumulation of human and animal excreta that normally lies in the streets to form a reeking sludge bobbing on the surface amidst all kinds of unimaginable detritus.

If the heat and the stench outside was nauseating then retreating to our room offered little relief as the tropical storms caused frequent power cuts decommissioning the ceiling fans and lights. A lit candle only made the sultry room even hotter. So we would lie on the bed listening to the rain drumming on the roof. Intermittently, dramatic sheets of lightning illuminated the room to accentuate each crack in the walls and ceiling with its eerie flicker. Thunder followed, sometimes almost instantaneously, with a crash like an exploding bomb.

Better hotels, such as the Fairlawn across the street, had their own generators for emergencies. At night, the power cuts were especially annoying since it was impossible to sleep without a fan. If the power cut, we would be woken, soaked in sweat, to hear the Fairlawn’s generator starting up opposite.

If the blackouts were not due to rain, we could climb a flight of steps which led up to the roof of the building and take advantage of the breeze—to the extent it is possible to talk about fresh air in Calcutta. But every night, weather permitting, Hseng Noung made a habit of going up on the roof to practice breathing and do some exercise. Her pregnancy was progressing fast and her belly now was a little round.

In the daytime, to escape the stifling heat of our room, we went out whenever we could. Almost every morning, we had breakfast at the Blue Sky, a hippie joint further down Sudder Street, or as a special treat, walking ten metres down the street we entered another world and had ham, eggs and tea at the Fairlawn.

At the Blue Sky, Western and Japanese freaks in motley gear, some even with bells sewn on their dirty cotton trousers, drank fruit juice, ate wholewheat bread and smoked dope. It was always crammed with customers trying to discuss Krishnamurti or Carlos Castaneda over the shouts of the waiters. By contrast, the quiet and serene Fairlawn seemed to belong to another era. It consisted of a colonial-style building surrounded by an elegant, formal English garden in a private, walled-in compound. Naturally, it attracted a more affluent and more conservative clientele.


The proprietor, Mr Smith, was a reserved ex-British Army officer who fought on the Imphal-Manipur front during World War Two. His wife, an Armenian lady born in Calcutta, was more imperiously British in speech and manner than anything you can find today in Bournemouth. The Smiths lived elsewhere and were not always on the premises. But every afternoon, Mrs Smith would make her stately entrance in a chauffeur driven, grey Ambassador, clutching two white poodles fondly to her bosom.


She always dressed formally for supper and entertained her guests with spirited conversations, the flow of which were conducted by the dramatic flourishes of a cigarette that projected from the end of a long and slender jet holder. Interrupting her conversation to give orders in Bengali to the discreetly positioned bearers clothed in splendid ceremonial uniforms, the pukka Mrs Smith grandly continued that plucky memsahib tradition of yore.

Most of their guests were tourists who wanted to experience the last afterglow of the British Raj in Calcutta. There were also some hotel residents, who, ironically, were Soviet and other Eastern bloc technicians who worked as consultants for West Bengal’s Marxist government. The Smiths never said much to or about them. But we could sense they conceived it as an ominous sign of the new order in West Bengal that the old pukka sahibs in their starched collars and bow ties had had to give way to rough, taciturn Russian peasant types who stuck to themselves and ignored the other guests.


But some of the long-timers were also Westerners. One was Tony, a young, lively Australian who lived in Hong Kong where he claimed to be based as a freelance photographer, covering Asia for various travel magazines. He attracted our suspicion by staying for weeks at the Fairlawn, doing no photography and giving the impression of being far more affluent that the average, thrifty freelancer we usually meet in this part of the world. We thought he might be involved in some other business, but not wishing to be the ones to cast the first stones, we asked him no questions.

Our own pretext for staying in Calcutta longer than ordinary tourists do—the weeks were going by and there had still been no message from Kewezeko—was that we were stranded, waiting for money. A plausible explanation, since Indian banks are notorious for delays in processing overseas payments.


Having some kind of excuse was absolutely essential. In New Delhi, the number of foreigners is quite high and the city is large and spread out. There are countless places to move to, should you attract the attention of the authorities. Calcutta is an entirely different story, for, despite its huge Indian population, the city is small in area and the places where foreigners normally stay are few: just Sudder Street and some other hotels and guest houses in the run-down quarter immediately east of the Indian Museum on Chowringhee.


We frequently observed plainclothes policemen, easily recognisable with their walkie-talkies in hand, in the neighbourhood. We suspected they were looking out for black marketeers, illegal money changers, smugglers and possibly also foreigners who had overstayed their visas. In other words, the sort of clientele that usually hangs out in the Sudder Street area.

Thus, since our return to Calcutta on May 22 we had kept a low profile, particularly after our Indian visas expired on July 1.

It was impossible to reapply at the immigration office for another extension as the reason we had given when we had applied for our first extension was that we were travelling south and planned to leave the country by ferry to Sri Lanka. That was why we had no air ticket which they had asked to see when we made our application.

It was time to exercise further initiatives. The visa extension booklet, lavishly embellished with chops, signatures and photos, was as complex, elaborate and long-winded as the bureaucracy itself. But the actual date until which our visas had been extended was simply written with an ordinary ballpen in black ink: 1.7.1985.

We had noticed when it was filled in that the clerk had used the cheapest ballpen available in India, a 75 paisa yellow plastic Bic. So we bought one from a street-side stall, and, with this minimal investment, contrived in the Fairlawn’s garden another month’s stay in India: until 31.7.1985.

With all these faked documents in hand, we decided we might just as well add something more just to make our collection as spuriously bone fide, and misleadingly confusing, as possible. The wildlife photographer trick had worked in New Delhi, so why not strengthen that with some kind of corroboration?
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