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    Mamyo, the former British retreat in the Hills




    Rising early the lady of the pension house told me how to get a vehicle to Mamyo from the main public market of Mandalay. And she wrote in Burmese my destination so it would be easy to get the right transportation. Before leaving the house, I was going to stay in Mamyo just one night; I reserved one more night in her pension house and asked her about getting a ticket to Inle Lake.




    “Tourist Burma is near the market too, so I suggest you buy yourself a ticket before going to Mamyo?”




    “Good idea,” I replied, “but tell me, did the military men return to interrogate your son and you? Did they harass you?”




    “We expected them, but they did not return, not yet,” she smiled relieved.




    “Do you think they will return? And, if so do you think I should be there?” I asked.




    “Normally they come back very soon, but in this case I don’t know,” she replied as now her son joined her as he had returned from the train station but without new passengers.




    “I don’t think they will return, but I think they may want to keep an eye on you. Perhaps they have someone following you. I am sure they were flabbergasted and want to know who you are,” he explained.




    “Well then, there is nothing much for them to find and they can do as they please,” I laughed. And, from here I will be on the train to Inle. I don’t think they will put a tail on me all the way to Inle and Rangoon?”




    “True,” said the son, “but they can inform their counterparts there to take over?”




    “Yes of course, obviously!” I reacted and cursing myself.




    “Because the officer had to back down, I am sure they like to keep an eye open on you,” his mother said.




    “In that case I will keep mine open too. So, I will be back tomorrow for another night and you say the Candagraig is now a hotel and I can stay there? “




    “Yes indeed, and not expensive too. It’s a little higher as price as we charge here.”




    “Would you like breakfast before you go?”




    “Yes please,” I answered which triggered the lady, the mother, to go into the kitchen as she beckoned me to follow her.




    “One more thing,” I asked, “do you mind if I leave one bag here, so I don’t need to carry it around?”




    “By all means, we have a small storage room. You can leave it there,” she smiled.




    It was a nice hearty breakfast she served with fine black homebrew coffee. And when I had finished it took my photo backpack and after a smiling goodbye left and went on my way




    Mamyo is not that far but public transport is minimal and I got myself into a covered pick up which could carry something like eight people. I had to wait a little because only when full the driver would leave. Soon after Mandalay was behind us when the vehicle actually began but still picking up passengers on the way out. So with people standing and hanging on at the back the country side as the Burmese live it came into full view. Wide expanses of fields, either with or without crops on them, hit my eyes. This now was the life of the Burmese, the ordinary life and the life that an estimated ninety percent of the population lived. In beautiful light, light that struck the fields sharply and anything on it had deep dark shadows, for it was close to eleven morning now when the hills came into view and pick up started its ascend to the higher areas Mamyo, a favorite place of the British colonizers to escape the heat of the plains. While in charge of Burma before it became independent they made Mamyo a retreat for, as they put it ‘the murdering heat’ was too much bear. And so the colonizers with families went there to unwind and enjoy the somewhat milder climate, or they would escape with their Burmese mistresses for an ‘unforgettable’ sojourn. So, Mamyo more than a retreat was also a holiday resort and a pleasure spot.




    Though from the rolling plains the hills still looked far away, they could be seen and so not very long after the vehicle went up on a winding road and into the hills. My fellow passengers were all local Burmese and had been on this journey many a time. And so, not surprisingly, they had no eye for their surroundings and had dozed off soon after the pick up had left Mandalay. Only a young woman, a baby on her lap and sitting next to a lovely looking older lady, was wide awake. She was equally curious, not so much curious about the surroundings but about me. Timidly she glanced every now and then at me while making sure her eyes were away when I looked at her. The older lady proved to be her mother and the young child on her lap her sister. I deduced this because when her mother woke up as the pick up bumped into the uphill road; she expertly took the child off the young woman’s lap. The road up was not as smooth as the road through the plains, but because there was hardly any traffic not much of any danger was in store. Or it must have been when the pick up came to a screeching fast halt for a large unbudging bull standing in the middle of the road. All were thrown forward and all were immediately awake. The unshaken bull moved only when the car stopped to wait for it to clear the way. It did not! The unmoved driver was not impressed and without success hooted the horn a few times. Then only and very slowly the bull moved out of the way. Once riding again it took the driver just about 15 minutes to arrive in Mamyo, once the place to be for the British Army and civil administrators.




    “Candegraig,” the driver shouted. Aha, this was my stop as I aimed to stay in this former recluse of the British and got off. The driver stopped right in front of the hotel and so I had only twenty meters to bridge to get to the entrance of this beautifully laid out place. Inside and before I was accepted as a guest, upon the firm request of the receptionist I had to draw the exchange paper to officially pay in foreign currency. He led me to a room which took me back in time for I was welcomed by teak furniture in fact the whole room had the atmosphere of the forties. It was very nice indeed, but I had not come for the British history remarkably kept alive as a tourist attraction, but to feel Burmese life, ordinary Burmese life. So after I dropped my things and took the camera bag out, I went downstairs again over the polished and waxed steps to browse through the folders the friendly receptionist provided. He informed me about breakfast and other memorable hotel matters needed to have a pleasant stay. Before going out I asked him:




    “This is a place of historical significance, the British elite spending their holidays here. Did that have any impact on the people who lived here then?”




    “I was born here and my parents were very much aware of the British presence. As far as I know they behaved like gentlemen, though I have heard stories of the contrary too! They are not proven to be factual though,” he laughed.




    “Tell me one,” I asked.




    “Hhmm, well let me first say to you that it was the crème de la crème, the high class who came to take, what they called, a well deserved rest here, away from it all and that included the heat of the plains. You see, it is about 7 degrees centigrade cooler here and the British officers loved it.”




    “Did they mingle with the people Mamyo?” I asked.




    “Yes and no the stories are confounded,” he smiled, “you know the British on that level behave like gentlemen. They had no women with them unless they were administrators and then they were married women of course, of no use to the soldiers of high rank. High ranking officers normally behave. That is what I have heard from the people of Mamyo too,” he smiled enigmatically.




    “Yeah, of course,” I smiled back at him, no doubt. But, they are not here now, so you can speak freely,” I prompted him. He laughed, thought for a moment and continued:




    “Well there are these stories of men who when drinking long and much go on the rampage, you know!”




    “That is what the British and not only them can do when bored out of their wits,” I said, “in Mandalay I saw a lot of lovely ladies. How is that here?”




    “Like everywhere, we have all kinds, so attractive ones too,” he answered diplomatically smiling still.




    “Does that category of ladies have anything to do with high ranking officers?”




    “There are these stories yes. One, now an old lady of course but young then can tell you. She is still alive. She knows how officers behave when drunk. It was quite a row then, she tells us, and the officers wanted to hush it up, cover it up. Would you like to talk to her?”




    “That would be quite interesting,” I said.




    “Then I will arrange it, she will tell you a few things, and from her it is first hand, so better than the hearsay you hear in town.”




    “Yes, of course, do you still get British here, returnees with a sense of the past when they ruled, or perhaps with a lust for the forbidden fruit?”




    “Yes quite a number, but there is no forbidden fruit anymore. For that you may have to go to Rangoon, perhaps you find some willing ones in Mandalay, but not here,” he laughed warmly.




    “Yes I know, there were offers in Rangoon. Even at the train station or in the hotel there are, so I wondered how the British behaved around here.”




    “Well on the whole I think not too bad considering. I am not too sure we knew any prostitution though before them.”




    “Do you think the upper class in Burma does not have their way when they want to?”




    “I am sure they had, perhaps they still do,” he said.




    “I am saying this in relation to what is happening rampantly. You see as I go around I meet people who were being watched, even while talking to me. Are you restricted in any way, people looking over your shoulder?”




    “It is a government job of course and I am accountable for what I do. The military will come to check the register. Here too they check the records officially on guests spending one night or more. Of course the unofficial spending they cannot touch,” he smiled again then, so do you want to change any money?” he asked.




    “That must be a sideline,” I reacted.




    “Well, the salary is meager and sometimes a sideline pays better,” he laughed, “but if you are interested I know some women who are interested in your dollars and will provide you with a phenomenal service.”




    “So, it is happening after all, just not very obviously and for those who can afford?” I asked smiling.




    “I cannot tell you outright, but I think when you look well enough, you will find ways practically anywhere. This place with its foreign influence may not be an exception,” he explained.




    “Does this put the story of the lady you mentioned not in another light then?” I wondered aloud to him.




    “No, no, we are not talking women hired for an occasion; I hear some were even brought from Mandalay or other places where the officers were quartered. But of course there were some high grade hoodlums too, rapists.”




    “Oh that is something indeed,” I reacted, “astonishing even, especially from officers who serve as examples to their men. What more to think of those who have less command over themselves?”




    “Lot’s of stories of course, but the true story comes from the old lady now. I will take you to her after my shift?”




    “Lovely,” I answered, “I appreciate it. Thank you, I will leave you be now and I go for a walk. See you!”




    “See you after dinner, you will have it here?”




    “Yes that would be excellent,” I answered.




    “You are most welcome and mind you it is included in the price,” he smiled.




    I waved at him and then stepped outside for a walk with the idea of letting things happen. It did not take me long to arrive at the dead centre of Mamyo and stopped short at in front of the tower a hundred meters up which dominated the small square. Close to the tower sat a smiling old man in lotus position. He had a lot of things in front of him that, aside from his face, attracted my attention. He moved his hand over his peculiar wares then spoke in well chosen English, slowly but well articulated:




    “Good afternoon Sir, may I show you a few things which may contribute to maintaining your health?”




    “I would be delighted if you would be so kind,” I answered, “I cannot promise you I will buy anything though Sir.”




    “That is all right and your prerogative,” he smiled amicably, “I have things that will keep you healthy but also things that fend off dangers. I am sure there is something of your liking, something that prevents you from making mistakes for instance.”




    “You certainly have the capacity to draw my attention,” I smiled as he picked up one item after the other and told stories oftheir value. Beginning with his herbal compounds, pills, elixirs, tablets, dried herbs and woods to brew teas from he went on to bones, skins and even alcoholic mixtures based again on very special herbs. Enthusiastically he talked about cures of a multitude of diseases and infections. Lastly he picked up the skin of a cat, the spotted fur of a lynx like cat.




    “This is my favorite animal,” he said, “it will not help you with anything at all but to have it will give you strength. This predator radiates it and for you it is quite cheap because your money is priceless here while ours is practically worthless,” he laughed.




    “Oh, you mean it depreciates as we stand here?” I asked.




    “Precisely,” he laughed, “with this government we are all going to down the drain. Soon, I assure you, we cannot afford to buy our own food anymore and the food we produce ourselves is being sold so the army can keep it up. Already our economy is down beyond recovery as the shadow economy is taking over. The Karen are trading with Thailand and from there the goods come in. Nobody wants to buy my things anymore either, no money, but they look for things from Thailand instead. A mad world it is now. I am sure you know that?”




    “I have seen and heard a few things, but people are afraid to tell. I noticed though that they would love to talk but feel restricted,” I answered him.




    “No wonder of course when the walls have ears and before you realize it you could end up in jail and will be interrogated. It happens,” he said, “do you want to buy anything?”




    “Nice change,” I laughed, “but yes I will buy something. I have no preference, I think all your things are unique so when you look at me and considering your knowledge of the things you sell, what do you recommend?




    “That is simple,” he laughed in turn, “these potency pills will help you with all kinds of things. They invigorate you and keep you healthy plus that you will have the endurance of a lion. I believe you can use that?”




    “Oh my goodness,” I laughed, “do you think I lack potency and energy?”




    “Oh no, you are a healthy young man, you can use this as an extra. There are times you need some extra energy. Sometimes during the night,” he chuckled cheekily, “sometimes during the day when you are tired but have to go on and stay alert?”




    “Okay dear Sir,” I said then, “I am convinced, you are the expert. Here is some money and for what it is worth you can collect something that you think is good for me?”




    “That is quite a challenge,” he laughed, “but I will take it,” and he picked up a small paper bag and put in a selection, a kind of cross section, of what he had in mind for me. On top of that he took a kind of medallion which, instead of depicting something Christian, had the face of an important monk on it. He said:




    “This is what I have for you and the medal will protect you from evil, not all, but some. The compounds are all to maintain your physique and your mental capabilities.”




    “Thank you very much, you are giving me much more than I thought, but this protection against evil Sir, enigmatically you said not all?” I asked.




    “You have to have room to move young man. When you are fully protected you cannot move anymore. To learn you must take risks and with risk comes danger. This medal allows you to do all you need regarding exploring, but it will help you assess dangers and act accordingly!”




    “I might be just what I need,” I said and winked cheerfully not quite convinced it would work but thankful that he had sought out something for me in consideration of my safety. He wrapped the compound and pills in the paper bag, but insisted on hanging the medal around my neck saying;




    “If you concentrate now you may feel the power of the medallion!”




    Solemnly he fixed the lock of the chain and as I heard it snapping shut there was indeed a sensation passing through. I felt it, but immediately thought it could be from the fascinating old man in front of me, for I strongly felt that he had some unseen power too. He smiled as he released the medallion and stared at it for a moment, murmuring something. Then he suddenly looked up and explained:




    “I prayed for your health and by initiating the medallion as yours it is empowered to travel with you now. It is your talisman, when you decide to give it to another person; it will not do the same as it does to you. It is your talisman and will have no function for anyone else but you.”




    “Very personal indeed,” I smiled.




    “I am here three days a week and you can call on me if you need anything,” he informed again changing the subject




    “Unfortunately time is very limited. Foreigners like me have only one week to traverse your country Sir, so I must say that it most likely will be not be another time, but another journey it could be that we will meet again so I can replenish the unique compounds you have so expertly shown and sold to me.”




    “It is all right young man; I am here to advise and to sell a few good things. That is what life is all about, to help people to help yourself. I wish you well and wish that your journeys may bring you insight.”




    “Thank you indeed,” I answered as we exchanged smiles before parting. I waved from the other side of the street as I saw him sitting there alone, but quite content. Walking around then almost led me out of the small town for quite suddenly the houses were further apart. Right in front of a house I saw some people winnowing rice. When I looked to see how they after pounding rice and used the wind to separate the husks from the rice they caught me watching them and called me over. There was no way we could talk because, unfortunately, I did not speak Burmese and they not English. But laughter about a stranger who showed interest in their ordinary work became my part. I smiled and laughed along with them then pulled out a camera from my bag and pointed it in a gesture which could be universally understood as:




    “May I take some pictures?”




    The lady standing on a chair strongly nodded as she held the basket with rice to let it flow from her into a bigger basket down while I saw the husks and skins dancing away in the wind like in a small cloud. The husband proudly looked on with his three children inquisitively standing by as his wife resumed while I portrayed; some close ups with the clouds in the light made it look like she was proudly praying. She was fixed on the chair but not in a good light so I asked her to turn a little so that she would not be against the light. I looked for background so that her natural movement on the chair would enhance the ordinary but for me unique way of the winnowing. After while she came down and when a neighbor passed by and he was called in by the family. We sat down for they wanted to explain their work.




    “You know,” the neighbor translated, “you can take pictures and they are delighted with your attention. They are surprised you are interested in such ordinary work as winnowing.”




    “Because there is not much attention paid ordinary work and you are doing it every day or in cycles at different times of the year, like this winnowing, you cannot look at it with fresh eyes,” I explained why I was interested, “I did not know it was done like this, so to me it is all new. Please thank the family for their hospitality. I appreciate that very much.”




    After he had translated my answer, the father looked at me and talked, and then the neighbor turned to me and said:




    “They ask you to share a drink with them, will you accept their invitation?”




    “I cannot refuse,” I said as I was pleasantly surprised, “even if I wanted to!”




    Though the daughter and mother did not quite understand what I had said, my nodding said enough and they went inside to prepare. The father laughed too as he pulled his young son onto his lap and talked to the neighbor. I took the opportunity to look around and take some pictures of the wooden house with its native thatch roofing. Then I took a few pictures around the house with the two in front while deliberating. Soon mother and daughter returned with her mother carrying a tray with iced tea with a lemon twist. Of course they wanted to know where I came from and because neither of them knew the Netherlands a world map was borrowed from people of a house nearby. When the map was opened and I could point out how the Netherlands related in distance and size to Burma, they could hardly believe their eyes:




    “This is so far, how many days it takes to go from there to here,” the mother asked.




    “It depends on the mode of transport,” I explained, “nowadays traveling by plane like you can do from Mandalay to Rangoon is very fast. So, to Rangoon is just one hour.”




    “But how long then from Amsterdam to here?” the father eagerly asked.




    “If the flight is direct it is about 12 hours,” I said, “but you land in Rangoon first.”




    “Only 12 hours?” he asked in exasperation, I cannot believe that. From Mandalay to Rangoon by train is already twelve hours. I went to Rangoon myself, so I know,” he stressed.




    “Yes I came to Mandalay by train overnight, so yes some 12 hours. But the plane will fly nine hundred kilometers an hour and the train goes less than a hundred. So, you see, there is a difference,” I explained as I looked at the neighbor who busily translated every word. I understand it was an arduous job because in the Burmese language, he told me, the modern technological words had not taken root yet. Consequently he had a lot of explaining to do. I snapped some pictures of the family as they were listening with heightened attention. When they were satisfied with the answers and we had finished the refreshment, they resumed winnowing. Not long afterwards and after a few close ups of their children and a goodbye, I was on my way again. The neighbor asked me to peek into a house a little further up the road for there was something old fashioned there but still in use. What that was?




    “The people there make lemonade,” he had said, “and the bottling machine was made in Britain, but still going strong!”




    “So, it is a lemonade factory, but just for Mamyo?” I asked.




    “Oh yes, and I think you should have a look, most foreigners like to see it,” he invited. And so now in front of the house I was reluctant to just barge in. As I stood there I saw a woman busy in the garden and decided to attract her attention.




    “Good afternoon,” I said and smiled, “I hear you are producing lemonade and some people in this street recommended me to have a look. Is this the right house?”




    The woman looked up and smiled as she saw a stranger standing there:




    “Yes we have a small but old factory here,” she answered, “come in please!”




    I opened the gate and stepped into her garden full of vegetable beds. She had been attending them but now she beckoned me to enter the house as she turned to lead me. The living room of the house had been transformed into a bottling station with the bottling machine as the center piece. Later I found that the living room had been extended and the bed rooms were built more or less around it.




    “I have coffee if you like?” the lady asked.




    “That is very nice, do you mind if I take a few pictures of your beautiful machine?”




    “Please,” she said, “it looks like the older the better,” she laughed, “it is strange though the older the machine gets the more people are interested in it. But, mind you, it is no longer a viable machine. It takes a lot to maintain it and it will soon cost more than it can earn. So, now I think we are considering to get rid of it!”




    “A museum piece indeed then,” I remarked.




    “Oh once it was very good, a delight to have it running, smoothly and in those days the speed of which the bottles could be filled amazed us all. When I was a young lady yes I worked on it many a time,” she smiled.




    “You do not have competition from the local and foreign soft drink brands?”




    “Oh we have of course,” she laughed again, “but this lemonade is home made quality. There are no additives of any kind, pure nature we use and produce,” she said and poured me a glass and handed to me, “please taste and judge for yourself?”




    “Coffee and lemonade?” I asked smiling.




    Lemonade first,” she said with a twinkle her eyes.




    “Okay,” I winked as her husband and two children came in, one boy about eighteen and a daughter of twenty. She was not shy but rather in command as she spoke:




    “A foreigner what a surprise, you like our machine, are you a British man?” she asked.




    “No, no, a Dutchman, but near to Britain. I have never seen a bottling machine like this,’ I said as I tasted the lemonade. It was quite good I thought and I said so:




    “It lacks the chemicals that are used as preservatives no doubt, so I can only say that this lemonade is tastier and healthier.”




    “You are saying the right things, but the people nowadays do not think like you, they like the really fabricated stuff I do not like to call lemonade even,” the daughter said showing conviction in voice and face.




    Advertising lures them into believing that a brand is better, I suppose?”




    “People should know better though, but yes that is what is done,” she answered, “mother has made us coffee!” she exclaimed as the lady returned with a tray and cups on it plus a kettle full of coffee. She put the tray on the table poured then invited all to take:




    “There,” the son said, “you see the company who made it in Britain. Here is the plate and the date it was made, 1936.”




    “Yes that is quite an interesting old one indeed. A pity I cannot see it working.”




    “We are planning a run tomorrow,” the father announced.




    “A pity then, due to the travel restrictions, this will be my only day here,” I explained.




    “Yeah, we have heard about that,” mother acknowledged.




    We talked for a bit as I admired the sturdy technology which still functioned well after all these years but for the fact that the maintenance cost plus the parts to be replaced when worn out were too high. The lady, her son and daughter, showed me their garden as well as it produced some of the ingredients used to make the lemonade:




    “Not in the least our secret which is increasingly worthless,” she laughed, “is the pure source water we use. Very rich in minerals you know!”




    “So, the lemonade is based on the mineral water and the machine is to make the bottling easier. Otherwise it would be nothing special?”




    “Right, the bottling machine is a means, but the quality of the lemonade is more important than that, we think!” the husband of the lady said.




    “That’s right naturally,” I smiled, “but people nowadays seem to have more interest in this lovely antique machine.”




    “It is a good one but now outdated, we cannot compete anymore with the big brands. They can produce cheaper than us like you see the cola’s in the shops. What to do?”




    “Yeah, it is a pity,” I agree, “and your lemonade is healthier for children too I suppose and when it is healthier for children is healthy for adults too?”




    “We know what we put in our lemonades of course. Do we know what is in the cola’s?”




    “That is right,” I acknowledged d and now that we all agreed and had finished our coffee, it was either time to move or to begin to really get to know each other. But they had lots of things to do and I still to discover, so I suggested be out of their way and said:




    “Thank you for your hospitality, I am most grateful.”




    “It was our pleasure too you know, please return when you can?” the lady insisted and the father, son and daughter followed suit immediately. Especially the daughter looked cheekily when she said that, which made me wonder what she meant. Neither one of us were able to find that out however, and perhaps with that in mind she had done that, extend that small enough challenge to startle but not enough to act on it




    So we parted in smiles as I went on my way again, wandering.




    I ventured into the living quarters of Mamyo and after a while I saw, spread out before me, lanes and street with separate houses and gardens in between. A tranquil sight it was and not many people were around so I soon got slightly bored and about to return to the centre when my eyes caught a lady tending to beehives. I stopped and looked and upon seeing me the lady immediately interrupted her work and came towards me asking:




    “Are you interested in beekeeping then come in and have some honey?”




    I could not resist that so when she saw my smile and had opened the gate, I joined her at the beehives. She had just closed one of them when she asked me to follow her inside to taste some of her honeys.




    “We have some royal jelly too, you know,” she said.




    “That is marvelous but rare and so expensive?”




    “Oh yes, but you can taste some if you like,” she offered and then asked me how I got here, kind of worried and with a feeling like she had to look after a man who could possibly lost his way, “I am a Karen,” she announced after I had introduced myself, “and have lived here among the Burmans for a while now.”




    “Are you not kind of worried? As I understand it, the Karen fight the Burmese forces because they do not want to be dominated by them?”




    “Not the ordinary Burmans, the majority,” she answered, “I have lots of friends here. It is an old political game of superiority and the Indigenous Peoples of the mountains and borders are advertised and therefore judged as second class people.”




    “That must have bearing on how the people here perceive you?” I asked.




    “Yes some, but many more have great respect for us, so living here does not worry me about that at all,” she explained as she talked about the job of her husband, a civil servant posted in Mamyo by the government. It made me think of the possible renegade kind of role she and her husband could play but she guessed my thoughts and went ahead of me answering the queries I had on my mind:




    “You see when the government asks, you cannot refuse. It is not that they trust us; on the contrary because we are continuously monitored. Most likely not here, but then you never know. We are selected for skills and education. They need civil servants and they order, so please you need not worry about our allegiance or who we support, unfortunately only mentally now.”




    “Yes to me it is obvious now for people can hardly talk freely because they run the risk of being arrested and interrogated if not tortured.’




    “That’s right,” she said, “and it is really intolerable, but what can we do?”




    “Yes, what can you do indeed, it looks like only a high geared resurrection can drive these military generals out of their powerbase,” I replied as she chuckled but with a hand before her mouth then said:




    “Yes a bold move would do it, which would be excellent. Too many people are suffering now, not only the indigenous around the Irrawaddy valley but all and that includes the Burmans themselves. The junta curtails tits own people, it’s like living in an open prison here Sir,” she stressed and looked deadly serious.




    “The only thing I can see is that the underground Burmans team up with the united forces of the Indigenous Peoples, the National Democratic Front?”




    “Burmans find that difficult, but I do believe their have been meetings and they are talking perhaps. Let’s hope for the best?”




    “Oh yes,” replied, “as far as I have experienced which is little, the people until I met you were only Burmans and Indians, and they told me horrible stories of repression and snitching. It is hard to live like that I think?”




    “It is not safe at all,” she readily agreed, “we are muzzled. But you cannot see the muzzles we are wearing. Here in my house we are relatively free, so we can talk about the bees, the hobby of my husband and I,” she said and changed topic with a ravishing smile. We went outside again to take a closer look at the bees. She picked one up at the wings and explained by questioning:




    “You see the sting?”




    “Oh yes, it is wiggling!” I replied as she put the bee on her arm and allowed it to sting her. She took the bee off of her and put it aside as it was dying after shedding her sting. Then she pointed at the sting:




    “See it wiggling? The hooks work themselves into the flesh and the venom is injected, ingenious don’t you think?”




    “But is it not painful then?” I asked.




    “A little of course, but the venom is healthy when you apply it regularly. Beekeepers get stung occasionally and we do it on purpose too, good for your health,’ she said, “do you want some too?” she asked and laughed.




    “Please no,” I smiled and told her what I once experienced in Surinam, a former Dutch colony in South America, one of the Guyana’s and bordering Brazil. There I was once chased by killer bees, a swarm breaking loose on a graveyard in Paramaribo, the capital and as I had fled to a house nearby they had stung perhaps a hundred times. Later I found out that, because of sensitivity to overreaction, when stung again I could be in mortal danger as all the blood would jump to my skin. Doctors called that bee allergy and I had to carry an injection canister to apply immediately as a countermeasure.




    “Oh,” she exclaimed, “killer bees you said?”




    “Yes, killer bees,” I explained, “apparently in Latin America bees from Africa were imported in Latin America for crossbreeding purposes, but the new strain turned out to be quite aggressive. And, because they are they easily outdoing other bees they took over. So they were spreading from Brazil and I am told they are rapidly approaching the United States through Mexico now.”




    “So, it is dangerous here for you?”




    “Yes indeed, but your bees are not aggressive. Only when really provoked I think they will attack, right?”




    “Only when the queen is threatened they will attack,” she said, “so you are quite safe but I will not let any one of them on your skin to sting then,” she laughed.




    “You better not,’ I laughed with her, “or you may end up with a dead body and you have to explain to the authorities how a foreigner could be killed in your house?”




    “Hahahahahahaha,” she laughed, “come let’s have a dink, you frighten me young man.”




    “Do you still have your Karen clothing, your outfit?”




    “Oh yes, I do, but in the house in Mandalay, not here, I am sorry,’ she said.




    “It is a pity I would have liked to see you as a proud Karen woman and portray you too,” I said in smiles.




    “You can still take pictures here and of me,” she replied also smiling.




    “Okay, I will do that before I go, I still have the idea of taking pictures from the tower in the center,” I said, “so let’s do that now,” I asked in my sweetest voice that she immediately recognized as irony and reacted sharply in accordance.




    “Not a chance,” she smirked, “you will do some pictures here first and you will have a drink with me too, then you can go!”




    “Okay, okay,” I smiled, “let’s get started then.”




    “Let me put on some fine clothes, I want to look good,” she laughed and disappeared, leaving me in thoughts for a while as to what to do. To go and take some pictures from the tower itself was not such a bad idea at all I thought, taking out two camera, one for close ups one for totals. Soi when she reappeared all ladylike I was ready and as she posed in front of the beehives in smiles, we had fun after we finished that and talked some more with a coffee in hand.




    “Have you heard about the famous waterfall?” she asked, dropping the question out of the blue like she had forgotten to tell me about something important.




    “No, I can’t say I have,” I replied.




    “Then I will show you, it is very near,” she resolutely said getting ready to go out, “we can hire a horse cart you know!”




    “Don’t you need to lock the door,” I asked when we were on the street and making our way to the main road.




    “Lock the door, here? You have got to be joking,” she laughed, “tell me you are joking?”




    “Not at all,” I laughed along with her, “so you can trust your fellow men around here then. That is wonderful, it is like it was in the old days, but I am surprised criminality is not high here. Lovely!”




    “Everybody knows each other here of course, hard to get away with things like that,” she smiled as we came to the road and saw a cart passing. She stopped it and talked to the driver.




    “He will return shortly, but if you like we can go with him into town then return to go to the waterfall?”




    “That should be fine and will give us an opportunity to see things from a slightly different vantage point, right?”




    “Right,” she smiled and stepped into the cart as I followed, the driver looked to see if we were settled before setting off again. When riding we resumed talking about burglary as I put to her:




    “I can imagine that gangs from other places come in to steal. Some are well prepared, plan everything and have weapons to secure their retreat?”




    “Ha,” she laughed, “you know the strict grip of the junta has some advantages and perhaps this is one of them; nobody dares to try anything for when caught terrible things will happen to culprits like that. So, although that is an advantage, but now you judge what price we pay for that?” she asked.




    “A hefty price,” I reacted, “it is ironical when in the process of being strangled the crime rate drops, but I am sure that was not the aim of the junta, more like a byproduct I should think?”




    “We will never know,” she reacted, “because as far as I remember I have never heard of anything like what I hear about places like Bangkok!”




    “You do know about Bangkok?” I asked as we rode into town and soon reached the main square with the clock tower.




    “Many Karen refugees are there around Mae Sot on the Moey, the border river, so yes I know that well because I have family members who fled the war and are now living as refugees in camps there.”




    “Yes many complications with the policy of the junta,” I agreed with her and looked as the driver stopped and left the cart a moment, tying the horse to a pole then walked off to attend to some business.




    “Even for the people here the waterfall is a delight and many people go there,” she said as she changed the subject again.




    “So, you have visitors here too nowadays?” I asked.




    “This is Mamyo young man, the English already discovered the tranquility of the place as they gladly came to cool down and to have some fun here. Lots of military on holiday come here too; junta military, but also ordinary people so yes many visitors. But now it is very dry and the time foreigners come too. Foreigners like you,” she smiled.




    “So junta members discovered Mamyo too?” I ironically asked as I saw the driver of our cart returning with cartons he placed in a space under the cart.




    “Ready to go?” he asked.




    Once in motion again the sound of the wheels and the klik klak of the hoofs overpowered the sound of our voices:




    “They do not show themselves, but I am sure they come here. Not officially though, well may be they do, but I have not heard about that or seen any of them,” she told.




    The sound of the wheels went to ear deafening power when we hit the cobbled part of the road and so we were restricted to hold our tongues and look around from our privileged position. A little further we reached asphalt again and the driver drove the horse to a faster speed. It did not take very long to reach a path which led up to the falls. That path was wide enough to let the cart pass, but not as far as the falls itself it could take us. The diver came down from his box and tied the horse to a nearby tree. Then he accompanied us and walked up to the falls which, suddenly around a corner of the path and through a massive stone outcrop, became visible.




    “Oh my,” the Karen woman cried out, “it is very dry. I can only see a trickle of water now, this is very disappointing.”




    “Don’t worry, I don’t mind,” I said in an effort to reassure her that I did not just come here to see it in full splendor, “this must be a stage it goes through in dry season?” I asked and took a camera in hand. The rocky expanse was much larger than I thought for when we walked over the smoothly eroded stones and in the distance saw a few people bathing where the water trickled down and into a pool. On our left the smooth stone gave way to another expanse, but we settled for admiring the natural beauty in front of us.




    “This is indeed beautiful,” I said, “I wonder what it will look like when the rainy season is in full blast!”




    “Thundering water, you will see,” she smiled, “you will literally feel the power, not just sense. Well you can return one day and see it for yourself?’




    “Is that an invitation?” I teased.




    “Of course,” she laughed out loud as the driver looked at her and wondered because he did not hear what she had said. She quickly told him in her own language as the shy man nodded and laughed with her.




    “You know,” she said, “the driver will take you back to town where you can get him to arrange for your picture taking from the tower. You can drop me on the road when we return, okay?”




    “I can take you back home too,” I said to her as a gesture of being gallant.




    “This is my town and from where you drop me it is a leisurely five minute walk. You have walked there yourself, so don’t worry about it, just drop me there,” she insisted but smiled convincingly. We walked over the stones and as I jumped on them to reach the pool, the people who had been splashing there had already gone. From the distance it was quite possible to see they were in their underwear, the lady T-shirt and shorts. A pity it was that an overcast kept the stones in even light looking pinkish brownish.




    “Not too attractive now the light,” I said to her before we decided to leave, “with some sunlight at the right time of day, the water will sparkle amongst the stones. I am sure it can look remarkably beautiful here.”




    “Oh, I can assure you it does; the English enjoyed it, now many people can enjoy it.”




    “But I do not think many people know about it or find it important. I do not recall anyone but you telling me about it. If this is a tourist attraction, I would imagine that Tourist Burma would have informed me about it too. Are there leaflets about it? Is the area preserved? Could it be it has been declared a National Park?”




    “You ask a lot of questions young man,” she laughed, “but I suppose they are questions that need to be asked. To be honest? I do not know, I just know that it is a beautiful place and it deserved your attention, okay?’




    “Certainly,” I agreed with her




    “Well then, now we can go,” she said after I returned roaming a round a little while taking pictures again.




    “Yes it must be getting late. It is already close to sunset now. A good time to leave, perhaps the sky will be clear!” I said




    The Karen lady, now my friend, signaled the driver that we would be on our way again and with a last look on the naturally stone carvings, we returned to the cart. I petted the horse a little when the driver took the rope off the tree and climbed aboard. The familiar klik-klak returned and I alternated looking on both sides of the road. Apart from a house here and there, there was nothing else but farmland. Hilly, unlike the rolling plains, here it was more like the rolling hills.




    “Okay,” my Karen friend said after a while, “this is my stop young man.”




    “It is sad to see you going,” I said to her and smiled,” it feels like we have become good friends. I promise you this, when it is possible to return I will come to see you and your husband, okay?”




    “Yes, and you can bring your wife too and you can stay here. Would you like that,” she smiled heavenly.




    “I would and I will take your words with me,” I replied as she burst out laughing again.




    “I see clearly now that Karen are much more humorous than the serious Buddhists!”




    “No, no, when you are really with the Burmans, you will see they are jolly good. They are drinkers too you know,” she explained as we stopped near her street.




    “Wait, wait,” I asked her, “explain a little more please?’




    “Buddhism with the Burmans is skin deep, if you see them celebrating in festivals you see the real Burmans. Most of them are rooted in pre Buddhism times and when you see the women expressing themselves to the ‘nats’, the spirits, you know already that you touched upon their true nature is. To an extent it is like the Karen too. Most of them are Christians, some Buddhists but all are Karen with a common ancestry, the religions they have adopted are like a sauce dipped over them, you see the professed religion first but who they really remains hidden under the sauce, the surface. Think about it young man,” she said and smiled as she alighted but before she walked off I said:




    “Time to thank you and say goodbye, right and I hope I did not use too much of your time?”




    “Not at all, I am happy I was diverted, I should thank you young man!” she said in teasing manner from the street as we shook hands. We smiled and she waved a final goodbye before walking off.




    As the driver drove the horse back to town the light had since we left the falls changed to glowingly luminous and because the overcast had disappeared it struck magnificently. We approached the center again and I realized that I should move fast for the time between twilight and darkness was short.




    We stopped at the horse cart stop near the tower ahead and I paid him his fee.




    “There is the man who looks after the tower,” he said and tipped his cap thanking me for the small tipi gave him. Seeing the shop near the tower he had pointed out, I quickened pace and in the shop I asked the proprietor who could lead me into the tower:




    “I like to take some picture from the overlooking point,” I explained.




    “Well, that’s me,” he said in stern voice and looked at me from top to toe checking me out as if I was some criminal who was about to steal the tower away from him.




    “That’s nice, so I am with the right man.” I said respectfully in trying to appease him.




    “It is a mess there and very narrow. Are you sure you want that. Hardly anyone has been in the tower Sir,” he said trying to put me off.




    “I am interested in the open windows of the tower; from there I am sure it is a nice view. I do not mind about the rubbish, and please I am in a hurry for sunset is near and the sun will have disappeared soon,” I hurriedly tried to convince him.




    He took some keys from his pocket and without saying a thing went ahead to the tower. I followed him to saw him unlocking the door. Then he looked at met saying:




    “You see, so much rubbish, you have to jump over it. How long will you take?”




    “Yes,” I agreed, when I saw boxes and papers and stones lying around plus on the stairs too, “but I can jump over it and it will not take much more than five minutes.”




    “I will wait here for you,” he said.




    “Thank you Sir,” I answered and quickly climbed up the stairs. The tower was not as high as I thought and it took me about a minute or so to reach the open window. Narrow it was as he said and it took a while before I, down on the floor, could properly point a camera. I caught some of the last sunrays and I quickly shot a few panoramic pictures, some close ups and some of people and carts passing by on either side of the road. On the square I saw people setting up their stalls for –no doubt- an evening market and took a few shots of them too. Though still light enough the sun gave way to shadows and twilight and people on the square were already lighting their commonly used neon tubes. So, I packed it up and carefully climbed down again. The shopkeeper, happy nothing had gone wrong, showed me another face now:




    “I thank you for your hospitality in accommodating me,” I told him. After he had locked the door again he looked at me and beamed, happy with the compliment.




    “Where are you staying?” he asked.




    “In the Candagraig,” I answered, “in fact I should be heading there now for I have been invited to dinner there,” I entrusted him.




    “Are you an Englishman?” he asked.




    “No Sir, a Dutchman from the Netherlands,” I answered, “but staying in the once notorious Candegraig.”




    “You can stay in other places much cheaper you know and with full meals and coffee included, so if you are not English, you can stay with me too!”




    “Next time perhaps,” I answered, “I am only staying this one night, no more time has been given to me here Sir. Your government did not allot me enough, but next time, it will be my pleasure to stay in a place like yours. Is it is a pension house?”




    “Yes a pension house Sir, you will be most welcome and the price is about half of what the Candegraig charges you. Also,” he smirked now, “you don’t have to pay in foreign and do not need to put it on your sheet!”




    “Not bad,” I replied, “not bad at all! But I must go now, thank you again and goodbye!”




    Past the square with the market to be set up I walked back to the Candegraig. The receptionist was waiting for me but had an unfortunate thing to tell me:




    “I am sorry Sir. I am being called away to assist someone in my family. So, I am afraid I can’t be with you this evening.”




    “That is all right, I can move around by myself. All the best with your family problems,” I said to him emphatically.




    “I will serve you dinner Sir, but after that I must leave, I am truly sorry I cannot introduce you to the old lady!”




    “I can serve myself, if you need to go fast please do not feel obliged,” I encouraged him.




    “Thank you Sir,” he replied happily, “it is on the bale there now,” he said and left fast.




    After I had eaten I went back into town and moved around with the crowd. As nothing special really occurred that I cared to remember, soon afterwards I turned in for a good sleep. The next morning I rose early for, after breakfast, I thought of riding back to Mandalay .The young man, the receptionist was back on his post and whispered he could introduce me to the old courtesan now if I wanted to. I had nothing much to do in Mamyo and with almost a full day to go before the train ride in the evening, I jumped at the occasion:




    “Oh, that would be nice!” I reacted, “is your family okay?”




    “Yes Sir, it was not as bad as I feared. The old lady does not live far away from here, but I cannot stay away from the Candacraig too long. I will take you to her, introduce you to her, briefly tell her what you like to talk about and then I leave so you can spend some time with her. Is that all right with you? She speaks good English Sir!”




    “Excellent, could not better,” I praised him.




    “Then just a moment, I will ask my friend to look after things?”




    “Feel free, I can wait,” I told him and hearing that he left to return then minutes later with a beautiful young lady, about his age.
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