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    Introduction




    Though forebodes were there from how I ended ‘Oh Burma’ I could not have foreseen the Uprising was coming soon,. Omens abound but due to the fears expressed it did not feel a resurrection was at hand. But when it happened I was in Thailand, 1988, and so quite close to the Burmese border. I decided to go to the Karen areas, a staunch people who had been fighting the unwilling Burmese leaders for their right to self determination. And, they were not alone in that desire: from the Kachin and Nagas in the North, the Wa and Shan in the East, the Karenni, Padaung and Mon in the South, the Arakanese and Chin in the West, many more large tribes had their aspirations, were at par with the Karen. In fact during those days most peoples were members of the National Democratic Front, an organization of indigenous who had that one thing in common: the right to self determination which was not granted to them by the Central uprising Burmese Governments. And, now that the Uprising had come from within the Burmese People especially the Karen, who were projected as barbarians by the same Central Government, took in all those who had to run for their lives after the Uprising had been stamped up by the ruthless military apparatus of the Military Junta, then still headed by the from 1962 after a coup, utterly despised military dictator Ne Win.




    The sense of tension among the Burmese people I had felt then, see Oh Burma, came to an apotheosis when the built up storm in the teacups of the teahouses of Rangoon unleashed torrential rain which led to the insurrection of 1988. And it had begun with the students who had been building up tension for months till the crackdown of the Burmese soldiers, ordered by their generals. These soldiers had openly killed some of them which in contrast to what the military junta expected, had opened the box Pandora’s which led to the popular uprising of 1988. Thousands, nay hundreds of thousands, then millions took to the streets to protest against the stifling rule of the military. They protested against this iron grip and due to the students paving the way a tidal wave of angry people sensed that the time to remove this brutal regime from power had come. This was the time for finally the opportunity had risen as it was forced by the students who had the nerve to stand up and when some had been brutally killed this had been the last drop and the for many years cropped up feelings came thundering down like an avalanche which could not be stopped; the outrage had to be vented. out like And now, after hundreds of people had been publicly killed and many more, thousands, secretly but equally brutally and the world looked on without intervening, I went back to Manerplaw on the Moey River, close to Thailand, in fact just across that lovely river which flowed north to empty into the mighty Salween. I was there with a friend an on invitation because we were due to follow up on what we had done before, reporting on the Karen and the predicaments they were in and as a result had to endure from the attacks of the Burmese Armed Forces. Little did we know then that so many students and forced carriers, civilians, for that Burmese Army had taken refuge there. We had come from Chang Mai where we had teamed up with the vice president of the KNU, the Karen National Union and travelled with him and his entourage to a village along the Salween where we boarded a boat to the camp. But, before we reached that riverine village we passed through a logging camp and stopped for the Vice President had something to tell:




    “You know, with the floods in the south of Thailand it is likely that there will be a logging ban soon. And, Thai traders already have been active, or better said, have been active for some time in anticipation of that forthcoming ban. So, all these teak logs you see here come from Burma, this is Burmese teak and it has been transported by us. This is one of the ways of financing the war against them,” he explained before we rode off again. He also disclosed that something rather different was in store for me as he said:




    “After the bloody crack down on them and the civilians at large thousands of Burmese students fled Rangoon and other towns to regroup, reorganize and to carry on their struggle against that brutal regime. You will be flabbergasted,” he predicted, “the students are not the only ones who took refuge in our camp; many leaders of the Democratic Alliance of Burma, DAB, were able to reach Manerplaw in the nick of time too and are now busily planning future steps.”




    Aung San Sy Kyi, their supreme leader had been taken into custody and off and on would be kept under house arrest the future would learn. She, later to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, until now had not been able to be free from persecution, despite her efforts to show the world the importance of what was happening to her people. Looking back from the year 2007 when again, but now headed by the thousands of monks setting the example for all commoners to follow in their footsteps, the people took to the streets again only to meet with the same fate namely oppression and killing, the story of a people under the yoke of some powerful but brutal masters unfolds while this time with a glimmer of hope that the international community does not abandon them.




    “That’s true! This is the truth and nothing but. Yet, there is nothing much we can do now but for the SLORC, the Military Junta to organize a general election. And, of course, the United Nations should initiate and support that move. These are testing times and Ne Win will be busy to regain control,” he said heaving his arms in despair. We met in Manerplaw just after the uprising of 1988 when Burma burned and many people lost their lives. But he, a man of the Democratic Alliance of Burma whose name cannot be revealed for rear of severe reprisals to him and more so to his family, had to remain unknown. Manerplaw was then the headquarters of the Karen National Union and the Karen Army and it was there that thousands of students and DAB members had fled to. Because after fleeing the relentless persecution of the Burmese Army the Karen, headed by general Bo Mya, had taken them in and now from here the press could meet those fortunate men and women who had been able to escape from the wrath of the junta. Though known throughout the world now and making headlines while the uprising was in progress here in Manerplaw, a stone throw from Thailand on the other side of the Moey River, a few deep digging journalists had come. The resurrection itself had been news; the aftermath seemed to have only caught the interest of those who wanted to know about of the Burmese people, their motivation and what the Burmese generals did to them. The stories these Burmese students and DAB members told in an offhand manner were difficult to believe, more so when the Karen showed us carriers of the soldiers forcibly recruited by the Burmese Army and left for dead when no longer of use, the atrocities unleashed the terrorism of the state perpetrated on its own people were real, very real. So when he, the DAB man, told me about these atrocities and I realized what actually had happened and was happening, defied belief. He referred me to the students the runaway carriers and even to defected Burmese soldiers themselves who had been given refuge in Manerplaw too.




    Years later and revisiting Burma, renamed Myanmar officially by the same junta, for the occasion of the Naga Festival held in the Sagaing Division of the Northwest of the country, I prepared for the organized touristic tour in Rangoon, also renamed and now called Yangon, Not knowing but sensing another resurrection was at hand, early morning I walked through the old city where all looked normal but felt the opposite. Not so far from the Motherland Hotel I wandered into a big market, one for ordinary people. While shooting pictures I noticed a long line of monks on the road collecting alms. It was a long line of young monks, aged between ten and twenty, who were headed by a few adults. They slowly walked through the market which upon following and picturing them went to the front of the scruffy market where they had their magnificent temple and Wat situated. When they had finished collecting the abbot as I later learned invited me to come and join them as he said in English:




    “I see you picturing us. Would you like to come into our Wat and talk?”




    “It would be my pleasure,” I reacted pleased with his hospitality. So, I went after him and the long row of young monks who as he told me were really abandoned children he had taken in; children who had nothing to go on and he was training to become good and sensible people. This was quite in contrast to what I had experienced in the Northwest of Burma, Burmese Nagaland where I was at first told and later had confirmed by monks themselves there that Buddhism was to be spread among the Nagas and if not willingly accepted then the monks had to resort to force to submit the indigenous people. To actually feel the motivation of the Burmese people to resurrect against the military junta knowing well and good that they put their lives on the line first. The trip to Nagaland however had some of the junta members showing themselves off to the tourists who in majority had come for the adventure, the adventure to come face to face with the infamous Naga headhunters.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Naga Festival in Myanmar with unexpected twists and turns




    





    Sealed off from the outside world Nagaland Myanmar together with a greater portion of land in India is the homeland of the Nagas many call Nagalim so as to not to confuse it with Nagaland State in India. Officially the authorities tell that this measure was taken and enforced because Nagaland is in turmoil and is consequently heavily militarized. So to prevent visitors from trouble beyond comprehension, no one is allowed to enter the Naga Hills. An exception to this measure comes once a year when the Naga harvest Festival is held. For tourists and travelers officially organized by a Myanmarese travel agency, Diamond, this year some 50 people of all kinds of western background came together at Yangon and Mandalay airports to begin their journey to Lahe, the venue of the festival. The flight via Mandalay to Khamti did not take very long, some three hours altogether, but the ride to Lahe was of different caliber. After arriving in Khamti, a Naga town on the Chindwin River, smooth traveling was left behind. The signs already apparent had cast their shadows ahead when we started from Yangon where ominous disorganization reached a level beyond belief in the run up to transporting eager visitors to Lahe. Since many of these visitors had their own personal guides with then, to enable them to communicate between the staff of the agency only not with the Nagas for these guides do not speak any Naga language either, all others were kept in the dark about timing and preparations for the arduous trip. This alone, in retrospect, threw a shadow on genuine attention for Naga cultures in Myanmar. Packed in worn out pickup trucks, the journey to Lahe went over narrow roads and over six ridges. When just after sunset the destination was reached the reception, though erratic in relation to where to sleep, was magnificent because of the restaurant and bamboo made makeshift hotel accommodation. Nothing less than a affine compliment should be extended to the organization for bamboo single rooms, probably built especially for the occasion, and the de luxe meals that were served. Pampering visitors in the Naga environment may be worth a compliment, informing them about the program left much to be desired.




    Engines roared as the pickup trucks, eight people on board, moved over the narrow road through the Naga Hills of Burma/Myanmar. Because to me they really were more like majestic mountains I pondered about the British perception that during their colonial days reduced them to mere ‘hills’. On the way to Lahe for the yearly Naga Harvest Festival, a gathering of several Naga tribes to celebrate while taking the opportunity to socialize amongst each other, these roaring engines kept on for over six hours. Situated in the extreme northwest of Myanmar Lahe is a Naga village and this year’s venue for the festival. But to get there he trip was arduous one. Though normally off limits to foreign visitors once a year the military junta, only for the festival, the Military allows designated travel agents to book the trip to these remote Naga Hills. Still In Yangon, the capital of Myanmar, I tried to get information on the program of this trip, but not even the travel agency, a subsidiary, could come up with details.




    Though it had a colorful brochure aimed at wetting one’s appetite. Diamond Travels, owned or controlled by members of the Government, assigned to organize the trip for over fifty foreigners could not come up with details like which tribes would participate and what they were going to do; likewise no info on the cultural significance of what they were going to at the gathering. So, when I started out early morning to catch the flight to Khamti on the Chindwin River, I was flabbergasted by the disarray in organization to begin with. Checking in at five o’clock in the morning for the flight at six proved to be impossible for there were no representatives of Diamond Agency present. When half an hour later frantic fellow passengers besieged the at first lone Diamond Travel representative, I thought we were in for troubled start. Things worked out wonderfully well though once the check in personnel were properly informed and miraculously the flight took off only with a delay of at most half an hour. In Mandalay the rest of the passengers joined and the brief stop after the plane touched down in Khamti we were whisked off to the river by ordinary pick-ups. Ferries, a separate one for the luggage alone, put us across where ten pick-ups were waiting for us to begin the journey.




    





    On the road




    “This is so fascinating, the nature around here, the beautiful mountains, and the people as they are living here a secluded life. It is all very exciting,” a elderly lady exclaimed as I asked her what she knew about the Naga Culture. An American photographer and a couple of Canadians together with an older lady from New Zealand listened while we spoke trying to beat the sound of the roaring engine.




    “They are a wonderful people who know how to live in these mountains. Very little is known about them and I am happy I have the chance to come along on this trip. It is just a pity that it costs so much. I am sure the Government of Myanmar only organizes this to get some foreign exchange, don’t you think so?” she asked. The price for the trip was hefty indeed $1200.- for five days, but everything included so it was hard to actually think how the organization could make any profit on this. The trip alone by pick up to Lahe must have been costly. But when I asked her if she knew the area was heavily militarized, she with the others joining in said:




    “I do know of course that Myanmar had a military Government which undoubtedly can stay in power only with force. I have spoken with a few people in Mandalay and they were friendly but very reluctant if not scared to talk about any matter concerning the country. They told me talking is dangerous, anything can happen and this means not just getting arrested for no reason, but tortured. I found it hard to believe for everything looked so peaceful, not a soldier to be seen. Here on the road I see more than in Mandalay itself. So, yes why should they be here? I don’t think the Nagas are a threat to the Government of Myanmar. Don’t you agree,” she asked.




    “In the not so remote past they have left them alone indeed. However the Eastern Nagas of the Nationalist Socialist Council of Nagaland, NSCN, use Myanmar as their refuge when attacked by Indian Forces. Due to the divide and rule policy of India the NSCN split into two and the Eastern Nagas, called the Khaplang Group, have bases here nearby and fight both the Armed Forces of Burma and the NSCN of Nagaland. Culturally Nagaland is one and most Nagas want to have their own sovereign state, so separate from either India or Myanmar.”




    “Oh really they fight the Indians and the military of Myanmar?”




    “Since the Indians invaded Nagaland in 1954 yes,” I answered while we were almost thrown overboard when another sharp bend and a steep climb were negotiated barely successfully.




    “You are serious about this?” the Canadian, his son listening intently, asked in disbelief.




    “Certainly,” I replied, “this is all documented and you can check these facts easily.”




    “But you are talking about India not Myanmar,” the American photographer contributed.




    “Well, in comparison to Myanmar the Nagas in India have been more exposed to let’s say modern life and it is said that the Nagas in Myanmar were left behind. In the days after the border between Indian and then Burma was more or less agreed on, Myanmar did not care about them. They were called backward and were left untouched. The British never colonized their areas here in Myanmar. So, in a way the Nagas here are culturally more authentic.”




    “Yeah, yeah, I think that’s why we are here now,” the American chuckled, “man this is really a trip,” he laughed. Moments later on the way down from a ridge we passed a bridge heavily guarded by soldiers and the group on the pickup fell silent till we had passed and were on the way up again. This meeting with the fully armed soldiers had impact; it left some strong impression on my fellow adventurers.




    For while I listened to the excited foreigners on what they expected to experience but was rather astonished about what they knew of the Nagas and the war the had to fight against their invaders. I heard a German lady, a retired air hostess, talking about her world travels and her wish to be among the Nagas in this Forbidden Land as we were then approaching. Since no one informed us about the duration of that journey and the bumping over the spaghetti road seemed endless after three hours my fellow passenger began to complain about the nerve racking spins and bone cracking jumps of the pick-ups. Not knowing about the journey’s end, the counting of ridges we had to cross only to come down again to a river with a bridge before going up had begun. After six were counted and the bodies had become sore and with sunset nearing confusion and irritation set in. Five and a half hour of severe bouncing over precarious roads over ridges had caused that. Aahhhh suddenly in the distance and in dying daylight we saw lights, the lights of Lahe Nagaland. We arrived finally after sunset and the grumbling passengers were not delighted with the disarray in how the temporary shelters of bamboo were allocated. They were pleased however with the impeccably arranged restaurant where immediately after settling into rows of the single rooms with the meal served there. It was fascinating to experience how gourmet food was served in this isolated place in the mountains. Another disturbing factor for the foreigners, though they had been told about it, was the cold which set in during this time of the year right after the sundown experience. Surprisingly both the restaurant service and the bamboo rooms were well organized. Even the clusters of toilets and bathrooms had freshly made boiled water provided by a couple of young men who were up till very late should anyone need a hot bath. In contrast to what the foreign visitors had endured, this was truly something of high class.




    The next morning was a kind of a day off, the day of the arrival of the troupes and the day of preparing for the grand opening by raising of the bamboo made high flagpole early next morning. According to the agency it was also the day to visit other villages. This was easier said than done because the nearest village was a three hour walk at least if one would be foolish enough to go alone. Since the pick-ups were there and only extra fuel was needed, a ride to a few villages of choice was offered; of course for extra payment. I did not want to go in a group of strangers as I felt it was like looking at people like animals in a zoo. So, instead I decided to explore the village of Lahe alone thinking that this way I could get in touch with the people living there as well as the visiting groups of other tribes. Perhaps I, though being alone it would be possible too to find out how the Nagas live here and were feeling about the Government of Myanmar and the visitors which they had allowed to be here. Questions played through my head to ask like: What does the Army of Myanmar do here? Is there a presence of the Indian Naga Forces here? What is true of the reports on Buddhist missionary activities? Is it true Nagas are forced to become Buddhists? Is there any forced labor being implemented here? Perhaps there is forced army recruitment? Since I had no idea yet about the festival itself, little did I know minor but conclusive control by the military of Myanmar became obvious?




    





    Meeting the Military




    So, I set out for a walk and right after the reception of the makeshift temporary bamboo village for foreign visitors, which served s a control post too, I came to a Morung. A Morung is a training house for young men or women but not together, to become warriors, to learn their culture and history, to become eligible for marriage. Here they sleep and here was the log drum is housed. Both the log drum and the Morung itself are vital cultural assets. Though this one obviously was a poor replica it was the first one I ever saw in real, so I went in for a closer look. The log drum was the center piece of the Morung which had open walls. While taking pictures inside I heard and noticed commotion outside.




    I finished taking pictures and came out to bump into aides, men in military attires, who asked me to shake hands with the Minister of Hotels and Tourism. This surprised me because I did not feel too emphatatic with representatives of the Junta but I was curious too and to get some opening on that level I could hardly refuse As the short but chubby man in combat outfit came towards me the minister extended a hand while sporting a big smile saying:




    “Hello and welcome to the Naga harvest Festival.”




    “Hello to you too,” I answered smiling like him then asked, “I understand the festival has been organized by your ministry. Is this why you attend in person?”




    “Oh yes, you see the Nagas are such wonderful people, though only one of more than two hundred indigenous peoples of Myanmar. We find it important that people like yourself could meet them and should know about them. I am sure you will like the festival,” he answered.




    “Were you waiting for me to come out?”




    “I see you are a photographer so we did not want to disturb you, but when you are finished, we like to go in. May I introduce you to the leader of the Nagas here?” he asked pointing at an elderly stout man in white who wore a special reddish designed headdress.




    “Good morning to you,” I began while from the corner of an eye paid attention to the armed military men around us. The leader and I shook hands and then explained he was showing his high guests around the festival ground and the Morung.




    “We will see each other again?” the military minister said in a friendly tone as he moved away with entourage to enter the Morung. I nodded and wondered about the status of this visit and what implications this had on the Nagas in general and the festival in particular. Consisting of some 15 people it was a rather large group. I counted five soldiers, some more officials and a few Nagas but in modern dress. I shrugged but kept in mind to see the Minister again when I was ready to ask him a few things about the role of the military during the festival and the people celebrating. Then I walked off to the festival grounds. The first thing which I found out of tune besides the Buddhist stupa on top of the next elevation which overlooked the grounds, a good second was the entrance to the festival ground, an arch in front and the stage at the far end had had hard green out of tune colors with text on in Burmese characters. Likewise the arch the green painted stage had Burmese scriptures on it. This made me think, for since it was a Naga Festival the Nagas would communicate in their own languages, not in Burmese and certainly not write in it. On the sides of the field boots with Government induced development and health programs were on display, but furthermore nothing reminded that hundreds of Nagas would come here to sing and dance to their cultural heart’s desire. I was wrong of course I was told when I asked some people who were selling Naga ornaments and weaving Naga cloth:




    “Tomorrow it starts,” the young man who showed me a brass necklace with four heads dangling on it said. His table was laden with cultural objects and they looked quite authentic and old. Headdresses were there too, “buy something, it is very cheap for you,” he smiled.




    “I’d love too,” I answered him honestly, “I am here with camera’s and I will do some photography. If you are here for the next few days, I am sure I can be one of your customers. Now I am stuck with cameras and I will have to look after the objects while I am working,” I said and looked around to see there were two smiling women weaving their traditional cloth, a few men plaiting baskets, a smith forging Dao’s and a man making casts for the heads the necklaces were made of, the lost wax method. I was surprised to see how friendly the Nagas here were while I took pictures and shot some video. It was quiet in the village in the sense of no foreigners around for most had chosen to go around in one of the pickups to visit other villages. I walked up the hill which soon came down and so I could overlook the village itself.




    





    Lahe village




    I passed the school and found a native restaurant on the corner of the crossing, but decided to stop at a small shop which had fine rice beer for sale. I liked the idea to drink some rice wine and this made the Naga man smile as he opened a bottle which, in a former life, had contained beer. We talked as he had his wife and children around him and attended to regular shoppers. All Nagas they were, in their ordinary clothes with some jewelry or ornaments, came to buy vegetables or other things on sale. To my surprise sellers of Naga antiques also stopped to entice me to buy something.




    “This is their chance you know,” the shopkeeper said draping his colorful Naga shawl around his shoulders. Though it was not cold during the day, I remembered it had taken quite some time to warm up in the morning, “but if you buy something I will take some provision, I sell these things too, you know,” he laughed and saying that he went back into the house and put some lovely Naga objects on a side table, next to the bottles of rice beer. When another seller had come and gone I asked:




    “Tell me Sir please. I do know something about Nagaland India and I hear the NSCN is active here too. Is this why there are so many military around and on the road?”




    “Yes, the Khaplang group is from around here, Sagaing Division of Myanmar,” he answered, “but that is not the problem. They are Nagas. I am sorry, it is difficult to talk about this openly,” he continued after pondering if he really should. He took his time to assess what he should do but then came closer, “you see there are many people who can’t be trusted. The military has ears everywhere, they make our people talk to them, betray their own kind and much more. I cannot begin to tell you really. At this festival you will see how they show off to you foreigners how good they are for the people of Nagaland. They will give things under the banner of development,” he whispered like we were conspiring and when someone approached to ask or buy something, he lifted his glass like he was toasting with me and enjoying the rice beer. Incidentally this rice beer his wife served in a bamboo container which served as a glass. We were talking when a motorcade of vehicles passed, all soldiers accompanying the minister to the military camp further up the road. And my confident shivered but smiled and waved.




    “Do you mean the military has snitches here too? I heard about this in Yangon years ago and other places in Myanmar before the resurrection in 1988.”




    “No, no, in those days there was nothing much going on here, no militarization. Some years ago they started and they went into villages, dropped Buddhist missionaries there and took our men to do forced labor like building or repairing the roads.”




    “Does that mean the Government has changed policies and now focuses on Nagaland too?” I asked.




    “The Karen have been beaten, you know, the Kachin close by have surrendered as they made peace with Yangon. So, I think they have enough soldiers here not needed in other areas of resistance to their rule. Also India a few years ago is seeking friendship with Myanmar. I hear India wants trade with Myanmar and open up a route to South East Asia. On the Indian side they want to do this through Moreh and then use the road all the way to Mandalay. They can also use the Chindwin which flows into the Irrawaddy for transporting goods. And so they cooperate with the Burmese soldiers.”




    “This is higher politics then?” I concluded thinking of the support Myanmar gets from China, “and so India wants to catch two flies using one hand!”




    “You are funny,” the man smiled but was disturbed by a lovely old lady who wanted to sell me some messing bracelets women use around their wrists. Since they were well done and authentic and I had room for them in the camera bag I thought of buying them, but wondered if I could. I had changed a hundred dollars in Yangon and though the official exchange rate was one to seven on what was called official black market rate, it was one to around 1250. So when she mentioned 5000 kyat this meant they were rather cheap. Unbelievable but both the shopkeeper and the old lady were smiling and I had to believe the price was right. So, I invited the old, but a lady with stature, to drink some rice beer with me. And, as she accepted she called in a few more people to show necklaces and other beautiful things I could not carry in the camera bag without risking damage to any of the cameras. When she had left with pride in her eyes as she strode off we continued our conversation:




    “Yes you are funny,” he repeated like there had not been an intermission, “I think you know much more. You are not one of these tourists who come here to see Nagas dancing. You know what India, Myanmar and the Nagas want right?” he asked.




    “They cannot ask when if they don’t know what to ask,” I answered him enigmatically and he smiled.




    “You know,” he continued smiling now too, “I am sure most of what you heard is true. Myanmar wants to control us and make us part of the country. Of course they know we are Nagas and want to be with the Nagas of India. We have many relatives there. We are not like the Burmans or Indians and when you know our history you also know that we have never been part of Myanmar or Burma. We were colonized by the British on the Indian side. Here they called us the Free Nagas and the area was not administered by them either. So, free we were indeed until the British left and the Indians took over. Later the Governments of India and Burma decided to put the border straight through our homeland,” he explained.




    “Yes, I know the history, how the British left without deciding on the future of the Nagas and of course how U NU and Nehru decided to divide Nagaland between India and Myanmar but was called Burma then,” I replied.




    “That is good, not many tourists know that, they come for our culture!” he smiled and he was right. When I told the man of the shop in Lahe about the soldiers present in his village he smiled and said:




    “You would not see solders in the village doing what they normally do. They want to make a good impression on you, you know. I am told at the festival they will make a show of things they want to give to the Naga people, for development officially. I am sure you will see what that is. It will not be rice beer,” he chuckled as he replenished my bamboo cup. Our attention was drawn next door where a whole bunch of Nagas had gathered by. From the sounds we heard we gathered something was going on. We were silent for a while, thinking, but when my new Naga friend saw me wondering about the noise he said it was a television set which had drawn people to watch and comment. I decided to have a look and to explore the village some more, so I paid my dues and went up the road. Passing the villagers watching TV from outside I took some pictures of elated but also seriously looking women with children. Along this center road were some shops which for the occasion had traditional cultural ornaments laid out next to clothes, refreshments or other things like shoes. I came to a junction, the left leading to a Baptist church and the right to the military camp. On the corner I passed some young Buddhist monks who stopped me with their eyes for a talk.




    “What kind of pictures are you taking,” one of the two smiled, “there are no colorful Nagas around here now,” he said.




    





    Encounter with Buddhist monks




    “This is a nice shot of the houses and the people working in front of them, daily life shots if you like,” I answered.




    “Oh I see,” he answered, smiling still, “where are you from Sir?”




    “The Netherlands,” I heard myself saying wondering why he would be interested in that. Most people are curious about that, but I wondered why a monk should. Was it just to make conversation? “Amsterdam, and you,” I asked in return.




    “Oh, very nice, that is in Europe. I originate in Mandalay,” he replied enthusiastically.




    “What is a Buddhist monk from Mandalay doing in the Naga Mountains?” I asked him in smiles. “We are missionaries,” he said straight, also in smiles without.




    “Are the Nagas not Christian or adhere to their own religion?” I asked




    “Right,” he said, “we are asked to come here to see if we can make good Buddhists from the Nagas so they feel closer to the people of Myanmar,” he replied.




    “Oh,” I said startled about that revelation, “who asked you to do this?”




    “The Government of Myanmar Sir,” he said still smiling and quickly thought how I would get more out of him, but without making him feel head shy.




    “Do you do this on a voluntary basis? I mean you are not required to use some kind of persuasion?” I asked now smiling broader he did but in a different way.




    “You do know something?” he asked in return, his companion watching us intently.




    “I have heard a few things,” I said smiling at him as well.




    “What kind of things?” he asked genuinely inquisitive. I was thinking of telling him so he could either refute or confirm, but realized he could draw back and shut up altogether too. This was a chance though to get to the truth of the matter, so not just the one-sided hearsay. On the other hand, they could report to the military too and then what would happen? Still this was an opportunity and the worst that could happen was that I would be sent back. So, I looked at him straight and said:




    “Well dear man, I heard that missionaries go into villages under the guidance of the military, some of them or it is even policy are dropped there with weapons and are there to forcibly make Buddhists out of the Nagas,” I said studying his face for reactions. His face did not change, the smile kept frozen on his face when he replied:




    “We are not here very long Sir and we stay in the monastery there,” he said and pointed it out left of us, “but yes I heard that too and find that despicable. However here we have not been asked to so, but we are going into villages around here in a friendly way. We don’t have weapons or anything else to coerce people. We don’t travel with the army also!” he explained, as the smile on his face disappeared as he had become quite serious.




    “Do you know if that kind of Naga approach is true,” I asked trying to get to the bottom of this predicament. Both young monks looked quite innocent and did not show they had much to hide. The one I was talking to answered:




    “I am sure it is true. This is not an isolated story, but the abbot will not confirm or deny. Since this story goes around, we do think this is happening rampantly. We think only certain selected monks are doing that.”




    “Because they are assigned to do so?” I asked.




    “That is the story,” he smiled again but now reluctantly.




    “How come you are posted here?” I asked him.




    “I am from Mandalay and studied there at the university, bit it is too difficult to get a good job if you don’t have the right connections. Like this I can prove myself to the authorities and so later things will be better,” he said shyly.




    “So for you young men this is not very easy too, in spite of your education, right?”




    “Right Sir,” he smiled.




    “I thought the universities had been shut down for a lengthy period?”




    “Yes they were Sir, but they are open now. We had indeed great trouble finishing our studies Sir,” he said, “it is a shame!”




    “I feel you are not particularly happy with what goes on in the political sense here in Myanmar. I may be wrong of course and it may not be easy to talk about this,” I commented.




    “It is very difficult to talk Sir. My friend here is with me, so we do not have secrets. Yet, we are afraid if either one of us is brought in for questioning, we will both be in trouble, so we have to be careful Sir,” he answered.




    “I can imagine, so things are not a little more relaxed than say some five years ago?”




    “Yes, they are, but basically it is the military who dictate and that has not changed. Whether you have done something or not, mere suspicion is enough to get punished. Of course they use us to bring the Nagas over to our side, to make them feel they are part of our country, of Myanmar.”




    “Nothing you can do about it?”




    “Nothing Sir,” he answered, “once it was done and practically the all of our people stood up against the military junta. How can we do that now? We cannot even organize, for it will be known in no time,” he explained.




    “Right,” I said.




    “Perhaps I should tell you this,” he continued, “all around and among us are people who check on what we do. Oh, they don’t like to do it, but they have to. To escape punishment, torture or being banned to unknown places to do forced labor, they comply. What else can they do?” he asked rhetorically and fell silent. All three of us fell silent while we stood in the middle of the road, the entrance of the military camp only a stone throw in distance. A few Naga women laden with firewood in a basket passed. When they spotted us they briefly glanced and shyly ducked their faces again as they moved. We looked as I shot them in passing.




    “You photo everything,” the young monk said, “what is so important about women carrying firewood? It is very common here.”




    “It may be common here, but not where I come from and it is unique too for they wear their Naga clothes too,” I answered, “but tell me please, how is it to graduate from university to be posted here?”




    “Oh I like it here,” he smiled, “it is fine, beautiful. The problem is that I have to score and I do not know how to do that. I can’t do it even. These people have their own convictions!”




    “Yes they do and they have some idea of how they want to live. They have done so for thousands of years, I understand. Do you think it may be a political thing?” I asked and he looked around before answering.




    “Yes indeed, they want the Nagas to be part of Myanmar. They use religion and script to achieve that. The Nagas from India have bases here, but you know, unlike before, the Indian Army goes after them much more often. They want to crush them. At the same time they want to Nagas to know that they cannot escape from the power of Yangon, I mean the military. India is not very far and most Nagas here have been there or have relatives there. They know the paths through the mountains and can take refuge in India if the Army is close to them,” he explained and looked at the entrance of the military compound further on the road where just then three jeep-like vehicles emerged. We stood there but moved away to let the soldiers pass. The cars were Landrover type jeeps but had dark windows and we could just see that the same colonels or generals passed for one had an open window and a hand greeted us. They disappeared around the corner when the monk continued:




    “They look now like they are good to the Nagas here. They will bring them things, but not many know or have actually seen what happens here.”




    “Like the forced labor on the roads,” I asked.




    Yes, that is so and the recruitment and much more. To me it looks like it is all done for the foreigners that have come for the Festival. It is busy now, the cultural groups from other villages have arrived and are rehearsing here and there, but do you feel a festival atmosphere?”




    “Not yet,” I replied.




    “The whole program is set by the military, not your travel agency,” he said smiling, “if you pay attention you will see some odd things too!”




    “Oh, what kind,” I asked.




    “I will tell you one,” he continued covered in smiles, “you see the Nagas normally use their own kind of loincloths and some round copper like plate to cover their genitals. This was not to the liking of the organization, so free of charge they provided all men some kind of black short pants and sneaker shoes.”




    “Hhmmm,” I thought aloud, “does that mean the organizers do not like the Nagas to do their own thing? It is the Naga Festival! It is not the festival for foreigners or the military!”




    “What can I say, but it is good to pay close attention to what happens on the festival ground. Perhaps you can see something that is normally concealed?”




    “Good advice,” I replied as he smiled ironically, “so it could be you are in trouble if you do not come up with converts? Perhaps just like what happened in the universities where the Uprising began?”




    “What do you mean?” he asked with a puzzled face.




    “Because of the protests of the students primarily the junta was put under pressure and the uprising made them to allow general elections. Were the universities not closed for a long time and only recently reopened?”




    “Right,” he replied, but the universities were closed for a long time indeed, but that was already some time ago and I could follow the courses. University costs a lot of money and to repay I am doing this missionary job now,” he told as we heard some singing erupting a bit away on the left side of the road leading up to the Baptist church.




    “Thank you very much for sharing this,” I said.




    





    A dance




    “Yes you must go over there,” he pointed, “they are rehearsing and you can shoot some fine pictures there. Perhaps we will meet again?”




    “I am around during the festival, so it is likely,” I smiled and walked off and rounded the corner in the direction of the sounds. There behind a bamboo fence and just in front of the house it was happening; the entire group was rehearsing in a relatively small space and I wondered if I could just go in unannounced and uninvited. There were no other foreigners and I was hesitant for going in as it could be felt as like an intrusion. A middle aged Naga next to me smiled and motioned me to come closer. He opened the door in the fence and gestured me to go in. When I did, still shy with the situation, no one inside looked up, but they carried on dancing. A man who was obviously their companion and stood back close to the entrance of the wooden and bamboo house smiled and with his hand asked me to join him. I did and a minute later pulled out a camera and started shooting. The young women danced in a circle and the two men in front and in the back of the row of women, all dressed in predominantly white colors, were leading and controlling. The space we were in was small but this did not seem to deter anyone. They moved and danced and did not show I was a hindrance to them, yet I shot them here and there and moved from one end to the small yard of the house to the other. When the dance had finished I felt the urge to talk about the meaning of it, but unfortunately all in the group spoke their own language and only laughs and smiles emerged when I tried to come across. This was to be expected so disappointing it could not be, yet I felt somewhat taken aback and decided to thank them for their hospitality and asked for a few close ups then left. Walking back to what I determined the centre of Lahe because of the row of shops; I noticed the foreigners had already returned from the villages and were moving about now too. The road, or perhaps the main street it was, was rather busy now with people, foreigners standing out among them, scurrying about with firewood, food, building materials and all kinds of other necessities. Some were just walking around and were talking along the way and I realized, since they had some traditional clothing adorned with necklaces made of wild boar teeth, they were part of the cultural troupes due to show themselves during the festival. Darned I though the monk was right when I saw some young men in these shorts he had mentioned. They sported green military like sneakers too, while others were going barefoot. So, it is like that, I thought, this festival is indeed under the jurisdiction of the higher echelons of the land and consequently it is not a spontaneous feast the Nagas themselves organize. I recalled what I had read in the brochure I was given:




    Once a year the Nagas of Myanmar celebrate their thanksgiving. Normally they gather in a village after the bounty of the harvest is in and there is time to relax and to relate to their brothers and sisters of other villages and Naga tribes. During that time they sport their finest tribal attires. According to the brochure the Government Myanmar, to accommodate visitors, especially those who travel long distance, the Nagas agreed to have their cultural festival on the 15th of January, held in Lahe this time but in Leshi next year. In fact the venue of the festival was programmed to alternate between the two villages. Since Nagaland Myanmar is off limits during the rest of the year and so practically a Forbidden Land, I realized I was lucky to attend this essentially fantastic festival, but now realized too I had discovered some twists. This played through my head when I walked back while taking pictures too, but was pleasantly disturbed by a long troupe passing, all dressed in black but with red ornaments. They sang as they moved through the village like a snake. The villagers looked but without surprise on their faces but the visitors jumped into action immediately and started shooting. Again undeterred the group moved like nothing could stop them, and a very commanding view it was. When I found a spot overlooking the sloping road I grabbed a camera too to try and capture the entire row which had just passed me. They were apparently on their way to the festival ground and only did this to be sure they would do it right for the opening tomorrow. So, minutes later they returned and moved towards a house up the road but on the slope of an adjacent hill. This was a spectacular sight and I had the chance to portray them both in going down as well as returning. I felt elated as I walked down to the junction leading to the festival ground and to the entrance of the makeshift bamboo housing especially built for foreigners. At the reception shack I noticed some commotion; the photographers from Myanmar itself were negotiating their time on the electricity board to recharge their batteries. I was astonished to see they had the latest camera models and other equipment with them and I remembered I could not have brought a tripod which for the video-camera I badly needed. I introduced myself and asked them about their interests in being here too before actually asking them if I could borrow a tripod. It was an interesting group indeed, for some were ardent hobby photographers who working in their own commercial fields who found this an opportunity. I met an artist there from Mandalay too, who with twinkling eyes told me he liked to go into the villages to portray the people he met in their natural setting and their natural behavior. This was something we had in common and so we could easily share. While talking but with military around he thought it wise to walk with me to the bamboo rooms and talk further there:




    “You see,” he began, “it is not too easy to freely talk. It is dangerous. When you have your eyes open, you see that this festival is controlled by the military. I take it you have met the minister and his followers?” he asked




    “Oh yes,” I smiled, “he was very friendly, almost like he wanted to be my friend.”




    “They are selling their policies and try to impress the foreigners. I am an artist, well known in Burma, so they would not that easily take me on. On the other hand I do not quite get involved with them either.”




    “How did you get here then,” I asked, “this especially for Burmese is a costly affair?”




    “No, no, they invited me. In any case for the Burmese it is much cheaper. I heard that from Yangon you had to pay some $1.200.-?”




    “Yeah,” I sighed.




    “The Burmese at most pay 400 and I got an invitation and so it is free for me,” he smiled.




    “Understandably so, for the people here can hardly raise that money to spend that for just a couple of days. I think 400 would be quite expensive already.”




    “Oh yes,” he said and chuckled, “but these people are the upper class, business men and they follow each other. I go my own way; I don’t want these excitedly talking people around me. They only disturb the people I want to portray. That is impossible with them.”




    “So, that clustering group is high brow commercial then. But, I am sure the junta decides who can do what? So, do you think they are connected, I mean the military junta and people like them?”




    “I have no doubt,” he simply said and smiled cheekily, “but I have no connections with them. I am in Mandalay and I have been invited before but was then in the land of the Chin. I could not go, but now that I am here it is quite interesting. Shall we have dinner later,” he asked for he wanted to freshen up and so did I.




    





    Sumptuous dinner




    We met again in the dining room, the only real building of the camp and I was rather surprised about the high class reception there. The sun had just gone down and after I had taken a bath, with hot water provided, lighted by some neon lights along the way, I walked towards the restaurant. I met the German woman there who elatedly talked about the village she had visited with one of the PICK UPS, but had some complaints in store as well. When I saw the Burmese photographers, who looked amply equipped, I asked one of them if they happened to have a spare tripod with them. We got to talk about photography a little after he said I could use one of his. I offered him a copy of the footage shot with the video camera provided he would be in Yangon too for the day after our return. He too was from Mandalay but would come to Yangon and would meet me at the Motherland hotel there, he assured as he was eager to use that footage for his own purpose. Though the coffee was bad the food served was excellent. I was all done by a Burmese cook, who had been flown in with us, likewise the attendants or better receptionists whose only tasks were to bid us welcome showed us to a place to sit at long tables and quickly took away empty plates. The buffet food was varied and sumptuously prepared; different kinds of meat, vegetables and rice cooked in different fashions. There was desert too and the foreigners openly stated that at least this restaurant matched three stars; this was something of a feat as they said because in the middle of the jungle, or like some exclaimed, in the middle of nowhere. Compared to how the people around us lived in their houses of wood and bamboo, this was indeed luxurious. In the village the houses were built against the slopes and quite ingeniously outside against the fences were fire brigade utensils posted; long poles with bamboo leafed tops to quell a fire and buckets of water were standing by too. This was no luxury but necessity because the materials used would ignite easily and cooking was done inside or on a platform outside. Yet a house could catch fire in no time. This could also be true for our accommodation which was purely made of bamboo and in contrast to how the Nagas lived were made into rows of single rooms. To the Nagas this was a rather odd idea and I mentioned this to the Burmese artist whom during dinner I met again in the restaurant.




    “To Nagas this must look like some strange way of living,” I remarked, “I don’t think they would appreciate this kind of privacy?”




    “Most people in Myanmar proper don’t like to live alone,” he chuckled, “so I empathize with your observation. Right now it is good, for I don’t want to be kept awake by lively people around me. I want to get up early.”




    “Right,” I agreed but now I wondered for what and I asked him.




    “Apart from the restaurant everything seems to be badly organized. Nobody informs us what is going to happen at the festival, so how will we prepare? Timings are not given or only in Burmese so you people do not catch it unless you have a guide of your own,” he explained, “and some brought their own guides indeed; odd but true,” he chuckled again.




    “Yeah odd indeed,” I agreed with him for I knew quite a few groups or even individuals had their own guides with them, yet they had nothing to do with the organization nor did they know much about the Nagas and their culture. Thinking of that I asked:




    “Do your people actually know the Nagas?” I asked.




    “I would be lying if I say we do know them,” he sported his now familiar chuckle again; “this is also the first time for me to see their land. I have walked around yesterday and a family asked me in. I was very pleasantly surprised I tell you. They were very nice and hospitable people. Their culture is different of course, unique, but they are like us Burmese. I mean like us in hospitality. Yet, and I tell you frankly, they are a proud people. They know themselves and they know who they are. I spend practically all day in that house, talking and taking pictures, but in a natural way. No posing man,” he chuckled again irresistibly.




    “Yes, I went around a little too, drinking rice beer at a shop where many Nagas stopped by. Quite interestingly, I also was with a group which takes part in the festival tomorrow who were busy rehearsing. But tell me, how could you talk to them? I am certain not that many speak Burmese and certainly cannot write it?”




    “Indeed, not many,” he readily agreed, “but I have my ways through hands and feet and sooner or later someone is found who could interpret. Because the Burmese have some administrative units here and a school plus clinic and some other facilities organized by the government, of course some Nagas speak Burmese as a result. So, the family called a friend and we talked.”




    “Yes, right, of course,“ I smiled, “there are even some Nagas who speak English and some Burmese too,” I said and mentioned the monks who had been friendly and frank and talkative.”




    “Yes, some do, after all Burma, but let’s be careful and say Myanmar here, was a British colony and there are many remnants of that time, buildings especially!”




    Most people were very tired and wanted a good sleep. It was cold; well the difference between day and night was great. So, the nice Burmese artist and I turned in after a drink. It was remarkably cold for the tropics for I needed two covers to make me feel warm enough to go to sleep. I would you go around in just a shirt during the day but a drop of at least ten degrees centigrade made that impossible. I shivered while walking up to my room in the rows of bamboo single rooms. There I checked my cameras under the small neon light which would go off around midnight and turned in. The next day the retired German lady next to my room woke up for a bath and went around finding out what the timing of the opening ceremony was. When she returned and had had no firm answer a litany of complaints followed as we walked to the restaurant where breakfast was served. Though all was organized by Diamond travel agency, the highlight was the restaurant and the down of the trip was the lack of knowledge on both the festival and its people. When after breakfast we walked to the festival ground, I asked the receptionist there when the proceedings would start. The young man could not tell me and while I was of course disappointed I was wondering how an organization like that could survive when it could not provide some of the basics. Later while on the way back after a very early trip through the mountains, partially in the dark, and in Khamti waiting for the plane to arrive, one Burmese who liked to remain unknown told me that formerly it was another agency who handled this trip. Since there were apparently direct connections between the junta and tourism vested in its minister, it was obvious that only the agency which was tied to the military could actually organize this and this time the junta had chosen Diamond agency above the one, which had organized the former Naga Festivals to do the trick. Luckily an official of Diamond Agency passed by and could inform all present there that the official opening ceremony would be held around nine o’clock in the morning.




    





    Opening ceremony




    It was eight now and so I decided to wander around a bit and take some pictures of the grounds and its visitors. It was laid out on a plateau a rim a bit high before a steep drop off which provided a view point. Looking at it the welcome sign jumped practically at me as it was laid out in stone painted in bright white against the elevated soil. It stated: Welcome to the Naga Festival 15th of January 2007. And I thought, some details have been looked after well, others are just not judged as important. I walked up and now I saw both the camp and the ground as the mountains in the vicinity, the road on which we had traveled, the road which had passed by Lahe first on a greater height directly opposite before it came down and then up again to enter the village. It was a remarkable view indeed. I heard some noises from afar and quickly went down to walk towards the grounds. And yes, it had begun. Well it had begun for the dignitaries first for in front of the arch, the entrance saw the military again, the highly placed ones, being received by Naga maidens in traditional attires. I grabbed a camera and started shooting. There were already many more groups present at the ground when the minister upon seeing me smiled in a way he liked to show how spontaneous and wonderful the Nagas a are and what honor they had bestowed on him. When he passed me to be led to the stage at the other end of the ground I asked him:




    “Sir, good morning, is this official opening and the Nagas officially received you as the high officer of the government, the minister?”




    “Of course,” he beamed and briefly put a hand on my shoulder,” of course good man, come follow us. You will see something magnificent!”




    I did but kept on clicking as we went. The make shift rows of benches on the ground were now filled up with lots of Nagas in their full gear as we passed through the middle. Some excited foreigners had arrived and were already clicking away among the stoic Nagas who accommodatingly posed in any manner they were required. I wondered how I could something with them while they were themselves, at ease, so not like an angry warrior, or a smiling and posing as noble savages. At first I thought this was impossible and found it difficult to shoot the obligatory pictures. But then I realized that this was possibly a once in a lifetime experience, so I said to the Minister that I would talk to him later and moved away from him to find a spot to portray what was brewing up inside. Because they had mostly similar headdresses on, it took me some time to actually see differences between the troupes but there were. And, all held to themselves row after row and all were quite patiently and stoically looking ahead not showing anxiety about what was to transpire. I had no idea also what would be happening on the stage which was occupied by five men dressed in white and with red headgear on. Oh gosh I thought. The light comes from behind them so to have their faces in close up would mean I have to go against the light, not good! I felt hesitant to move against them, shy, but when I saw they had no objection I tried something too. Away from the others I walked in front of a troupe and smiled. One Naga, part of that tribe, was the one assigned to look after them I found out. He spoke some English and I asked if I could be with them to portray them through his eyes, the way he sees them. Enthusiastically he began to tell me his men, this troupe had only men whereas others had primarily women, wholoved to be part of the festivities and I could portray them. They are proud of their heritage so if you can portray them that way, they will be delighted, he explained to me.




    “This is precisely what I like to do,” I said to him and hearing that he moved in the row to tell the men what I wanted to do in his own language. Meanwhile I was getting so excited, like the cameras in my hands were burning. The men hearing the translation smiled as they looked. Since the ceremony had not started yet I went on to stand behind them, mind you every troupe had at least thirty members, and asked to turn their face towards me. When they did the close ups looked perfect and I started the shoot, at times coming close to readjust a face or a posture. I went down so they had stature in half total or moved in to have the expressions on their faces. I clicked fast and talked in between, even though they could not understand me, so they would feel it was something that was done for them too. A frenzy took possession of me as I moved among them, then later the man with me also helped me with the troupes of other tribes. We were disrupted by the microphone on stage; a lady addressed the assembled crowd of Nagas who had come to partake in the festival, the villagers of Lahe, the military and the Burmese, the tourists and the photographers. She spoke in Burmese however and since most of the Nagas did not understand that language I carried on with the picturing. Suddenly the speech was over and the first troupe came on in front of it to sing and dance. Now I could see them in action, I thought and moved quickly towards them as they moved and danced hand in hand shrieking a warrior call. I kept on shooting as they passed and shot faces and the men dancing in along line, like a snake and all in tune with the body. I was surprised at the lightness of their moving, their dance, light-footed, yet strong in stature. One after the other the troupes came on and disappeared and since there were eight or so present this took some time. Strangely though it was suddenly over and before I actually realized and it was then too late to follow them, all troupes disappeared one by one quickly. I was stunned, nobody had taken the precaution to inform us about the program, but it was obvious it was all arranged by others, not the Nagas themselves. One troupe I could follow. The men with hundreds of people in tow, guarded by some soldiers, walked to the Morung nearby and went inside. They picked up the sticks which were inside the log drum and in tune began to beat it. This now was the sound of the log drum I had read so much about. In the olden days it functioned as a warning call or as a call to get the village together for there was news to share with all. The sound of the log drum carries far and I was told even from village to village. Here in this Morung, since nothing was actually happening which could warrant a call but for the announcement of the opening of the festival itself, I thought it was meant to be like a demonstration of the long log drum, and most likely it was, but made a note to ask someone knowledgeable about it. When they finished playing the drum all in a row left to go back to the house where they were staying. As the opening ceremony was now over, nothing else was planned for the day. When that seeped in, I thought when it was up to the Nagas themselves I was sure they would really be celebrating now, together with the other troupes and of course spontaneously. This looked all planned, but it was badly orchestrated. And I wondered why it should be like that, but had no idea or could not find an answer, not even from the organizing agency. The long row of men disappeared from sight and now the adjacent grounds were empty of troupes but full of officials and visitors. There was not much else to do than to look around and visit the stalls I mentioned before. I stopped at the shack near the arch of the entrance and walked in to have a closer look and the women weaving traditional cloth. The women looked up to me in smiles and were not bothered by me pointing a camera at them. A man with a tattooed face sized me up from head to toe and he did so again when women outside the banister of the open shack were buying some balls of thread from one of the women working there. I looked back at him then threw him a smile, a remarkable man he was with that bluish face and I was sure I should picture him. I showed him the camera so he could perhaps see what I was doing and pointed to a spot outside the shack. We could not communicate but in gestures so I, when he looked at me in surprise, gently took him by the arm and went outside with him. This I did to avoid going against the light. When he realized I was after him, he broadly smiled to pose. He had a Dao with him and because with that face of his he looked quite menacingly when I asked him to heave it. While he got ready I took some pictures, for I wanted him out of his supposed pose. On the digital camera I could show him some and he laughed out loud. Looking around as he walked casually away quite a few soldiers had been looking on. Near to me was one who had a hat on and when I looked closer appeared to be of high rank. Around him were ordinary soldiers too, fully armed with automatic weapons, but he was not. I walked up to him and asked innocently:
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