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    To ______________________




    From ____________________




     




    I carry the dust of a journey




    That cannot be shaken away




    It lives deep within me




    For I breathed it every day




    - Greg Lake, The Sage


  




  

    List of Players




    Arthit – Chiang Mai taxi driver. We go back long time




    Bob Cleall – Fellow Traveler from California




    Bob Tilley – Host from the Writers Club




    Boney M – Thai/Burmese travel agent




    David – Swiss computer geek and Mekong traveler




    Eugene – Irish cyclist and half marathon runner




    Jeremiah, Martin, Bob Cleall – California kids




    Jim McNalis – Sculptor and traveler from Florida




    Kalag – Burmese sand-artist




    Lucky – Tour guide and bartender in Da-Li, China




    Malcolm – Retired Trade Unionist from Yorkshire, England




    Mar Mar – Art gallery owner in Chiang Mai




    McClusky – Traveler, bartender from Eureka, California




    Michael – Australian agriculturalist




    Momo – Tibetan taxi driver in Lijiang, China




    Poopay – First bartender at Doctor Nicks




    Quelyn – Girlfriend in first chapter




    Reinhold – German traveler in Laos




    Rose – Wife of Winnie in Bagan, Burma




    Sabai Sabai – Chiang Mai guest house




    Tam-Yi – Inle Lake’s Mr. Fix-it




    Than-Myint – Bagan taxi driver




    Tong – Hostess from Writers Club (Dynamo)




    Winnie – Retired teacher in Bagan, Burma


  




  

    Terminology




    Skeeters = Mosquitoes




    Mudroom = Utility room pre-entering main house.


  




  

    Seconds Out




    Fall was pushing to arrive early and the weather began to behave weird. One week we had a run with temperatures in three figures and the next was overcast with threats of rain. In San Francisco, I attended the annual Itchy Feet gathering in a venue adorned with pictures from Steve Davey’s book, Unforgettable Places To See Before You Die. That was all the pushing I needed, but decided to hold off my departure to Asia until after my birthday. It’s a Quinquagesima kind of thing, being the fiftieth day after another important day.




    Of course I would have to find some travel money from somewhere; it has always arrived in the past. I was on my way to being the richest man in the graveyard but stacks of bills came along and blew my cover. Talk about one step forward and two steps back. I’ve really developed a dislike for walking backwards. My grandfather used to keep all his bills behind the clock on the mantel piece in the front room, and would always say that when the clock fell into the fire it was time to move to a different house. I’ve spent long hours looking for deep shelves wherever I have lived.




    I didn’t prepare for this trip. I knew where I was going. The only things that matter are visas and finances. The visa is available on arrival and the money side, well, I cannot count the times when I was underfinanced for a trip and something came through at the last moment. It sounds crazy, but it keeps working, and sure enough, it happened again this time. I picked up some good paying work the month before my departure.


  




  

    Part One


  




  

    Burma




    I had decided to go explore Burma and spend some time on the Irrawaddy River. The many good things that I had heard about the people, the geography, and the sites, outweighed the bad literature concerning the ruling junta. After 1989, Burma was well established on the list of places not to go. The government’s abandonment of socialism for a capitalist economy, and the arrest and imprisonment of any political opposition, was just the beginning of the takeover by the military-run junta. Thousands of people were killed, or simply disappeared, after a disastrous electoral loss for the junta and their subsequent refusal to hand over power to the National League for Democracy.


  




  

    Shorthanded




    Malcolm and I had already traveled Cambodia and Nepal together, and now we were both signed on for the ride. We tried to recruit as many others as we could, but as usual, the once-keen candidates dropped like bad transmissions as the travel date neared. We were in tears when we listened to all the excuses. I must admit that we had some strange people who wanted to accompany us. Usually I don’t care what walks of life my travel partners come from, but this time we had to assess the situation. Although fantastically hilarious, some behavior patterns that are accepted and tolerated in the lower 48 and Europe do not go down so well in Southeast Asia. As we thought about each applicant, the old line, “Give them enough rope and they will hang themselves,” came into play.




    My friend Domino was close to coming along, but changed his mind at the eleventh hour. Domino wasn’t his real name but the spots on his face had an uncanny pattern. He opted to use the money as the entry fee for an upcoming bowling competition in which he believed his chances were good. He did touch upon the safety issues that often arise when visiting countries ruled by people with questionable morals, and reference those who believe the travel advisory sites; but even he was too relaxed to worry about those things. In fact, if he was any more relaxed he would have been in a coma. Burma or bowling? Later we heard that he had got divorced, his wife claiming irretrievable breakdown due to his love of bowling. His last email told me that it was better to have loved and lost than to live with a psycho for the rest of your life.




    Another friend, Jeremiah, an unemployable trust fund tree hugging pot head, had inherited a house in a retirement community close to Santa Rosa that went by the name of Oakmont. Most people called it Croakmont, but the residents preferred Strokemont. He must have been the youngest guy there by at least forty years, and there was always a feeling that the place was functioning like God’s waiting room. Residents did not appear to stay around long. Apparently, living there was easy and painless, except for the night of their annual big resident party. He had been asked to attend and was constantly reminded of the date and it had even been suggested that it would be worth his while. Come the appointed date and time, bottle of wine in hand, he knocked on the door. He was greeted by his bald neighbor wearing only diving flippers and a snorkel, plus a toilet plunger protruding from his groin where his underwear should have been. Jeremiah confessed that he went over the white picket fence and down the road to the nearest bar, like a raccoon with his ass on fire. So there was no surprise when he told me that he would have to abstain from the trip in favor of house hunting.




    The next one to drop off the list was Martin, my neighborhood plumber, or pee trap technician as he was affectionately known. He had been a friend for many years, but he just wasn’t going to make it this time. Martin and I worked the construction sites of San Francisco and frequented the same watering holes for many a football season. We both arrived from New York in the late eighties, and just in time for an earth quake. As entry-level members of the unemployed club, we roamed the streets all day. Some days we got lucky and found hubcaps, which we sold for a dollar, which in turn paid for a pint of kick-ass coffee on Haight Street, which then motivated us to go hunt for work.




    Martin always seemed cursed with bad luck. One time, we visited a thrift store in Sacramento where he was keen to acquire a dress jacket for some upcoming event he had to attend. As he made his way through the racks, he found some style he liked, and taking off his own jacket, tried on the new find and went in search of a mirror. Then things got funny because a female shopper had grabbed his jacket and was at the checkout desk paying for it. The ridiculous thing was, she would not listen to reason and refused to give the garment back, so we left with something new and something lost.




    One of my favorite times with him, he had built some very expensive cherry wood cabinets for a client and asked me to help deliver them. Later I found out that this was a recurring event in the city when people discovered you own a pickup truck. But he was a friend, and soon we were on the freeway to deliver these things.




    Unfortunately for Martin, he forgot to tie these suckers down. Somewhere between Interstate 280 and what we call Hospital Curve, those puppies became airborne, flew out the back of the truck, and became one with the freeway tarmac. We pulled over and walked back. Just as we got close, a huge old semi came barreling over the rise and ram-jammed into those boxes. The air filled with splinters and kindling. I spent the next twenty minutes or so rolling around on the grass verge in a state of hysteria, holding my ribs while Martin tried to explain to the clients via cell phone that there just might be a delay in delivery.




    They say that there are no free rides on the road to victory, not even for the monkey on your back; Ass, gas or cash, plus a side order of stress, frustration, and self-doubt. The last time I saw Martin he managed to cover most of these points. It was some months after the Burma trip and we were due to meet at a restaurant over the Golden Gate Bridge, some thirty miles north of San Francisco. He arrived very late and after the meal asked me for a ride home, to which I asked how he had gotten to the meeting. He explained that he had broken down and wasn’t too impressed with the idea of spending the weekend fixing his jalopy.




    Unfortunately for him, I was in no mood to return to the city during rush hour. So in true fashion, he borrowed a bicycle from a yard sale and got a tow from a friend behind a motorcycle. When they took off, Martin looked like a kite on the end of a piece of string. It was only a matter of time before he would fall off, which he did, many times. He was close to being road kill but survived with a case of severe road rash.




    The last time I heard of Martin was when a friend told me he had volunteered to be a shepherd near the southern French town of Perpignan and was finally in his happy place. He was sitting on top of a hill, surrounded by mutton, dressed as a lamb, and learning to play the flute; all without a care of Burma on his mind.




    Sure, Malcolm and I wanted good people along for the ride to Burma. Kipling, Conrad and Orwell had already paved the way in their own special ways; Lois and Clark were still possibly map-line adjusting somewhere, Phineas Fogg and Passepartout were in retirement, while Inspector Clouseau and Phil Silvers declined. So it was just the usual suspects, good old Malcolm, the trade unionist, and me: Burma a-go-go. Plus, my honest back-burner idea was to bring the manuscript of Forty Nine Footprints Dressed in Red with me and attempt to bang it into shape along the way. A secondary plan was to monitor and log the actual movements of the international pen thief (reference in previous books) in some vain attempt to package this incredible disease and market it.


  




  

    Excess Baggage




    En route to San Francisco airport, Quelyn announced that she was planning to leave me and move out of the house on Pine Glade, but would kindly wait until my return before starting the procedure. Hereafter I shall be called the Dumpee, and Quelyn shall be known as the Dumper. Upon reflection, I would not recommend receiving such an ill-timed announcement prior to a fourteen hour flight, but it did take my mind off the length of the trip. Being the forced-seated prisoner that you are aboard a plane comes with certain side effects; my suffering appeared in the form of deep brooding. This brings up my latest complaint: All persons with colds or sniffles should not be allowed to wear headsets. I sat next to the world champion from Karaoke for Sniffers and the worst of it was that he couldn’t hear any of it.


  




  

    Coup Soup




    I arrived in Bangkok on September 19, 2006. I immediately got my fix of a large Chang beer and a perusal of the Bangkok Post. After cleaning up and changing out of my airplane-food-stained clothes, I took the sky train downtown to meet Malcolm. As we arrived to shoot the breeze in one of Nana Plaza’s finest entertainment establishments, we were just in time to catch the end of happy hour and just in time for a coup.




    The Thai-speaking customers gathered excitedly around the television screens, and their Asian versions of the oohs and aahs suddenly became the be-all and end-all for the evening. They explained that the current prime minister, Thaksin Shinawatra, was out of the country doing United Nations duties and high ranking military personnel had decided it was an opportune moment for a takeover. Martial law had been imposed, the constitution abrogated, and the cabinet dissolved. With that, we watched as troops and tanks rolled by the front door to take up strategic positions around the capital. I remember thinking that Thailand might never be the same again. Then all the television screens went blank and a coup-savy person in the bar explained that the military leaders would most probably shut down all communication channels until they could analyze the situation.




    We decide to leave the capital to its military mobilization and fly north to Chiang Mai, but first we ran out into the night in search of an Internet place to buy tickets on-line. I checked my inbox and I had one new message from Quelyn that read: “You always had good timing.” In the morning the capital started up the same as ever and appeared none the worse for the coup. The newspapers had a field day, and colorful front pages with French letterings hung in every window. These daily covers were to become keepsakes, and later, expensive wall hangings. I was just grateful that the new airport was still open. This behemoth has given Bangkok residents one more place to take their families on days off rather than the temple. The observation deck has now become the in place for the capital’s young and trendy to hang and be observed.




    The flight north was painless and quiet as we all read the Bangkok Post. At the baggage collection area, swarms of soldiers converged around our group. The brother of the recently deposed prime minister had been on our flight and was arrested upon arrival. Half the soldiers toted their guns horizontally while the others looked into the screens of their outstretched camcorders. The coup d’état later emerged as the most peaceful in the history of our planet, but millions of Thai nationals wondered what were the real reasons for the move.


  




  

    Chiang Mai




    Back at the Writers Club, I learned that my good friend and host, Bob Tilley, was hospitalized with some version of water retention and in no immediate rush to join us on this current jaunt. I paid him a visit in hospital and found him living the life of Riley in a small serviced apartment on the ninth floor. The cost of in-house care and recuperation was so minimal I thought about asking if I could rent one of these places on a permanent basis. We talked the bejesus out of Burmese travel until we came full circle and there was nothing else to do but bid Tilley farewell, go buy the tickets, and have at it.




    A year prior Tilley had spun me a yarn concerning his missing Underwood typewriter; the very same one he had cut his writing chops on, and the same one he had dragged loyally across most of Europe while chasing headlines, and still the very same one that should be a centerpiece at the Writers Club. The story goes that it got left behind in Berlin when he was moving his possessions out of his ex-wife’s place. I thought nothing of it until one day I was back in California, in an antique showroom, and saw the very same model. I photographed it and emailed the snap. Tilley was beside himself and offered all kinds of incentives. If I could bring the Underwood to the Writers Club, well, he just laid a good time on the line. How could I refuse?




    To get our Burma tickets we used my travel guy who comfortably goes by the moniker of Boney M, this being the closest translation to his Thai name. As we entered his office, he was banging his head on the table in front of him. He raised one hand up in recognition of our entry but continued to bang away for quite some time. Eventually he stopped and looked up, smiled, and asked, “Where to this time? “




    We could fly direct into Mandalay, sail down the Irrawaddy River to Bagan, and get a return flight out of Rangoon, with everything Orwell and Kipling in between. As usual visas were required. The wait would eat up a week or more now that nobody had any idea as to how the internal administration would be running under the coup leadership. The border cross points between Thailand and Burma were temporarily closed, but Boney offered such vast amounts of confidence that, before we knew it, money changed hands and we were set in stone; but one always has to remember that they use a different solidity of stone in Asia.




    As the midday heat spread out to engulf the city, we headed back to the Writers Club where the topic of the week centered on the present coup, its leaders, and the future of ousted Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. In fact, among most of the scribes that frequent the place, there is an unwritten belief that politicians and diapers should be changed regularly….Both for the same reason.




    We lunched with some veterans of news coverage in Burma and listened to their tales and opinions on past, present, and future Burma. It would appear that the place is a tinderbox, with the United Nations just looking on. The current junta dared not hand over power, or offer hope for democracy, for fears that charges of crimes against humanity would be handed to them.




    If Burma is a tinderbox, Aung San Suu Kyi is the match. Suu Kyi, or as she is known in Burma, The Lady, is the popular head of the National League for Democracy (NLD) and daughter of Burma’s martyred founding father. She embodies the hope of the Burmese people. On May 27, 1990 the NLD won a landslide victory in the general election and the junta refused to hand over power. Since that time she has been held in secret detention centers and served long, constantly extended, sentences under house arrest. But the world had been watching, and in 1991 Aung San Suu Kyi was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.




    In 1997, in an attempt to prop up its image to the world, the junta employed the services of an American public relations firm and changed its name to the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC). But, the world looked on and threatened sanctions, embargoes on arms sales, and a whole handful of other promises. And every time a country stood up to point a finger at those who ruled current Myanmar, millions of dollars’ worth of Chinese weaponry and consumer goods crossed the open border between the two nations.




    This is not a mess that will clean up easily.


  




  

    Top North Hotel




    I returned to my old hotel haunt to use the pool and visit Bob Cleall, an old friend from the Russian River, California, who was staying there. The very same Bob Cleall who had sold me the $300 Subaru the previous year. The very same car from which the entire front wheel assembly came off in my hands as I attempted only to take a hubcap off. Talk about a vehicle with a desire for the pound. Luckily California had a deal that if you donated your junker to a charity, you got a tax break and they get to auction whatever’s left.




    Bob was traveling with a friend and their departure date loomed. We feared we would miss each other so we arranged at least one night on the town in Chiang Mai. Bob and friend now live way up the California coast from me in Eureka, Humboldt County, where many an innocent crop grower and manicurist has stopped to think and forgotten to get started again.




    We shot the breeze; gossip swapped, and made a plan to shoot some pool on our tour of the town. I stopped at the revolving door. I had forgotten that Bob was not too good on his feet. He still suffered from a bad motorcycle accident many years back, he had tried to take on a barbed wire fence at high speed and naturally came second. But the real reason why we were blocking the hotel door was not Bob’s feet at all, I had got two fingers stuck in the handle of my coffee cup and didn’t want to walk out with it. After some initial tugging and swelling, I remembered that soap works wonders, I was free.




    We employed the services of a tuk-tuk to drive us around, something I had promised myself I would never do again. I hate them, there is absolutely nothing to like. They are noisy, dirty, uncomfortable tricycles. Yuk. After completing the rounds, we finished up at the Writers Club, where Tilley was holding court, fresh from being sprung out of hospital. I presented the Underwood to Tilley and gave Tong the biggest bar of chocolate that U.S. dollars could buy. I really wanted to stick around and see what kind of facial distortions she would have to go through while attempting to get her choppers around such a bar, but I was called by a higher authority and sat as Tilley told his tales of travels with his original Underwood.




    Later, the topics of blood circulation and water retention spread across our table until we were all engrossed in the details of the science. Somewhere along the way Bob Cleall announced that he was going under the knife upon returning home to have his little toe removed. He held a good attitude towards the digit deficit; if my body doesn’t want it, neither do I. Holding this newly acquired information I suggested a stroll and we toured the lush and plentiful used book stores. Bob bought me a parting gift in the disguise of a Tom Robbins book, Villa Incognito, which I put aside for a rainy day or plane ride. We caught a late snack and looked around to dump the plastic bags.


  




  

    Drastic Plastic




    As for the title, usually I would be talking about credit cards; however, there is a new contender for the drastic crown. The good old useful plastic itself has now become a drastic problem. Sure it’s been a concern for years but two things made me sit down and think for a while. The plastic bag is now the Thai Worker’s lunch box, and even the unemployed and retired have got in on it.




    Every day, tens of millions of people, possibly more than once, buy their meals and get a complementary plastic bag with every purchase. Then as a sign of appreciation they discard it. Worse thing is that when it comes to removal, all garbage just gets burned, leaving Chiang Mai with a cozy blanket of eye scratching smog. Now what’s up with that?




    They are going to need incentives, a recycle program that can show the benefits and pay dividends. On a lighter note, you most probably have to be of South East Asian origin to open the food bags tied with the elastic band. I have tried and tried, in the end I end up trying to break it or bite it open, and more often than not, I spill some hot sauce on my clothes. Great.


  




  

    Captain Mike




    A friend from stateside with a Captain’s ticket lives up the road from here in Pai. When he stopped in at the bar and heard me going on about plastic bags, he told me about the time he was hired to take some scientific crews to the heart of nowhere, located somewhere in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Through satellite and radar he homed in on a humongous coagulation of all things plastic floating in the North Eastern Pacific Ocean.




    He told me it was so big that you could not even see it in its entirety, and in fact, there may be six more high pressure gyres on the globe with similar coagulations. This particular one was not so visible on the surface, but after trawling they found that there was a potential of a 100 million tons of discarded human plastic waste floating one meter below the surface. Scary, I just hope that somebody somewhere has a plan for all this waste.


  




  

    Sunny Place for Shady People




    After all the plastic cheap copies of name-brand sunglasses I have bought over the years, plus the pairs purchased at gas stations, convenience stores, and cheap and cheerful joints, for this trip I was in for a treat. I had a pair of Serengeti. I actually acquired them at a print shop where they were obviously lost and in need of some tender loving care. I posted fliers and even placed adverts in the local newspaper’s lost-and-found columns, but nobody came forward. So I applied for legal adoption and took the pair out east. What a difference a pair of real sunglasses makes for your vision, as your eyes tackle the glare and ultraviolet waves. I could actually see for once, rather than squinting through the usual dark black glass kind.




    Killing time in Chiang Mai is just so very easy on the mind. The picture-perfect, moated, medieval city in modern day Thailand has become yet another one of those sunny places for shady people. I wandered into the first Internet place I came across on Soi 2 and within minutes managed to erase all vital information needed to complete the finishing touches to my manuscript for Forty Nine Footprints Dressed In Red. Thankfully, Quelyn had suggested a disk backup, and with that and the store manager’s help, I managed to have the half-edited version reinstated back onto my memory stick for another bout, whenever, wherever. Close call.


  




  

    Plane to Mandalay




    The plane ride was at low altitude, and way shorter than I expected, and there was a lot of green between Chiang Mai and Mandalay. The arrivals area in Burma is an eye opener. Man, do they know how to milk the waiting game. The very long lines of passengers stood waiting, hour after hour in the intrepid heat, as the single appointed customs officer searches every bag meticulously; all while hoards of his work associates look on.




    Every sound echoed around the marble-walled area. I stood there leaning on the telescopic handle of my trusty bag contemplating what, if anything could ruffle the feathers of these guys. I put my hand in the pocket of my daypack to pull out my passport and arrival card and came up with a book I had been reading prior to the trip. Holy macaroni, I was carrying a book that was most definitely forbidden within the boundaries of Myanmar: Inge Sargent’s Twilight over Burma: My life as a Shan Princess.




    It is the biography of an Austrian girl who married Sao Kya Seng, the Prince of Hsipaw and ruler of an autonomous state in Burma’s Shan mountains. It tells the tale of her life before and after the 1962 military coup that shattered their idyllic lives, and led to the imprisonment and disappearance of the prince. To this day, the regime in Myanmar has never acknowledged responsibility for the disappearance from custody of Sao Kya Seng.




    I think we spent a month of Sundays in that line, but I needed longer. My mind was racing as to what to do. Tear off the cover and eat it? Cleverly place it in Malcolm’s bag? Go to the bathrooms and flush it? I had no time to think straight before we were summoned to approach the search area. I put my daypack over my shoulders and wheeled my case toward the desk, only to be asked where we had come from. Now there were two ways to go here. First, I could have been a smart-ass and offered some quip, and then taken a trip to the water fountain to wash my foot down; but, something internal told me to bite my tongue and go for the second choice, say the name of the airport from whence we had departed.




    They had me on the ropes with all their questions as to where I was staying and why I was visiting. They never understood the whole idea of a tourist rambling free with a backpack and no itinerary. The customs guy was like a Burmese version of the Spanish Inquisition. As he began to pull possessions out of my bag, he continued to bark out questions. This was a Myanmar display of little dog attitude and he was an attitudinal poodle. He began to behave like his shit didn’t stink, but I can assure you his farts gave him away.




    If this guy had smiled, his ears would have fallen off. It was like they picked a daily question to bug the tourists with and then went for a walk in the woods with it. It soon became clear that any answer would suffice. They had obviously picked their oldest agent for their slowest operation. During the ordeal, I thought it best to look my customs agent straight in the face, but found myself having to turn away. The whole procedure of immigration and customs is stressful enough after a plane ride without the unnecessary burden of knowledge that you are carrying a book that pulls down all that the ruling regime stands for and outlines their atrocities.




    If I had been a prospector, an old forty-niner, I would have just struck the mother lode of all fears. Here I was entering a country ruled by a military regime guilty of every known crime against humanity; abolishment of human rights activists, journalists, communication links to the outside world, all opposition movements, and most particularly, access to books that speak out against the regime, and tell the dark truths of genocide that make up its bloodstained past. All I could think about was what to say when they found my book.




    The search was taking what seemed like an eternity, so I turned my focus back to the custom’s agent’s face. Wrinkles may be god’s way of walking on your face, but this guy had been stomped on by the Bolshevik ballet. It has to be hard walking the planet with a map of the world on your face. All I could think of were the huge rail yards of Sacramento and Clapham Junction, and a small grin crawled slowly across my face. I looked up and saw Malcolm waiting for me. My concentration was broken as the officer told me to move out of the way and get going. Have book will travel.




    They must have lightened up a tad at this new airport, because I had read that years previous they made all entrants change $200 into local currency. Instead, they now have a huge sign that proudly boasts that no Thai monies can be used or exchanged in Myanmar, not at ATM machines or banks, and it is illegal to change foreign monies with the market traders and lenders.


  




  

    The Road to Mandalay




    We saw our modern-day view of Rudyard Kipling’s adventure through the side windows of a beat-up imported, Indian-made, Japanese-designed, Burmese-owned taxi. It was almost impossible to view anything out of the front windshield. It had been scratched so badly by the metal clasps that normally hold the wiper blades that it resembled an ice rink. Malcolm and I sat in the back, with the uncomfortable springs from the dated backseat sticking into our rears. The powers that be in modern-day Burma had speed bumps installed on the approach to Mandalay, and although sometimes I am in full favor of speed control, every time we stormed over one of these so-called sleeping policemen, they would reach up and help the door next to me to suddenly spring open. Of course, this helped me with the current dose of constipation I was going through and also gave me the opportunity to photograph the countryside without having to snap through the translucent windows.




    The road was long and straight. We were on our own until we hit the outskirts of Mandalay where we were greeted by an oversized overhead banner that read: Warm and Cordial Greetings. Small children waved frantically at us as we passed, and they all wore huge grins as they tried to steer and stay vertical on adult-sized bicycles. Longyis, the comfortable, tube like, unisex lower garments, were all around us. Burma may be the last remaining country in South-east Asia to retain wearing of the longyi rather than adopting shirt and slacks as in Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia.




    The only hotel we knew of was extracted out of a very sparse travel guide from the Writers Club. The Silver Star was a pleasant place and centrally located, but to what, we had to find out. As we crawled out of the taxi, as if on cue, the heavens opened and Mandalay became the plains of Spain. It rained cats and dogs for the rest of the day and way into the night. The hotel was disguised as a sauna and all the inside windows looked like they belonged outside in the rain.




    The first thing I noticed when they showed us to our room was that the shower nozzle had been installed by height challenged contractors because when I turned the mixer value on a blast of water hit me in the guts. As we unpacked our bags, I took out my book and threw it on Malcolm’s bed, asking if he had read it. After reading the cover, he shook his head and asked himself aloud, “Why do I do it?”


  




  

    Mandalay in the Dark




    This was our first night on our new jaunt and we were going out and about. The receptionist told me that there was a Shan restaurant not too far from the hotel which Westerners like to patronage because they sell beer. It was simple to find, just a matter of a few lefts and a couple of rights and we could not miss it. A good hour later, and looking like drowned rats, we staggered into a restaurant that was playing host to most of our fellow passengers on the plane over. I think we found it.




    My first clue of the impending disasters that lay ahead was when we went out to look for this place. The apparent lack of any adequate street lighting made it impossible to detect where the sidewalks were. We opted to walk in the road and soon got good at playing hopscotch with the potholes. When we came to a murky corner, where we were supposed to take one of those lefts or rights, I noticed that most of the sewer drain covers were missing. Walking there would be a disaster waiting to happen.




    In a very short time we became soaking wet and totally disoriented. No reference points of note to help at all. The rain muddied up the sand and made wading on the side of the road undesirable and tiring. Huge slimy dunes lay at each crosswalk and yucky black slime poured up through my toes each time we crossed. So this left us with the only other option of walking down the middle of the city streets and playing dodge the traffic. I didn’t think it much of an option really.




    It was a pleasure to practice primal screaming in the middle of downtown Mandalay in the pouring rain. We struck a deal that involved getting the two of us the hell out of where we were and to a place with a roof. Enough was enough. Before we found our dream roofed eatery, a car without lights snuck up on us like a Vietnamese sniper and sprayed us good. It was equal to anything you have seen in the movies and we could not have been caught any better. I hope the driver got a kick out of it.




    But made it we certainly did. However, sitting to dine when soaked to the bone does not make for the perfect evening. Even so, my first sample of Burmese soup was favorable. Everybody received a bowl of soup on arrival and it tried to warm us up. The menus wouldn’t give up any clues at all so I asked a Burmese couple seated at the next table what they were eating. They replied that they had no idea! What they had in front of them was what they had been given.




    When the waiter arrived we had to explain our choices via sounds and charades. I volunteered my skills with the chicken and goat impersonations and Malcolm took a shot at the cow and pig. A dead end, not even a glimmer of hope in the look he gave us. I looked around and spotted a customer eating a steak. Eureka #1 - I pointed to the dinner and showed two fingers. Eureka #2 - We got a smile, a nod, and two place settings.




    I started to feel a bit better, but then an elderly kitchen worker came to our table and motioned us to follow him. The following charade was nothing short of hysterical. I pointed to myself, then Malcolm, and then at the worker and motioned finger walking. Another nod but no smile this time. Okay, so we were going somewhere and I just knew it wasn’t to the kitchen to do the dishes.




    As we walked out of sight of the other diners, our lead man stopped and picked up a flashlight and a huge meat cleaver. Now let me just tell you how unnerving that looks. We were close to being on our toes and out of there. He went over to a door, held the meat cleaver in his teeth, and as he opened it outwards, it passed me and I looked down a long dark staircase. My inner voice screamed, Wait a minute! This was the real Steven King syndrome, right down to the last prop - going down into a dark basement with a complete stranger carrying a flashlight and a meat cleaver.




    He went first while Malcolm and I stayed at the top and pulled funny concerned faces at each other. At the base of the stairs, he pulled on a light cord with his now vacant teeth and motioned with the meat cleaver to come on down. To say I went gingerly would be an insult to all others with hair color like mine. I reached the concrete floor and swiped aside long clear plastic drapes. There stood our subterranean host, with meat cleaver raised in one hand and steadying the carcass of a cow with the other while shouting out in Burmese, how thick did we want our steaks?




    Back at the table, we small-talked, wondering what else Mandalayans do in the rain season. Still recoiling from our basement trip, I struck upon a current affair from back home: a diner fell seriously ill after visiting a steak house. Within one week, the various agencies and the FDA had traced the steak to a food company that could reveal the exact stable where the cow was born, where it was fed while growing up, where it was slaughtered and butchered, who bought the meat, and who the distributor was.




    So I sat there shivering, still soaked to the bone and awaiting my steak. I thought of America’s entry into the new age of interface with terrorism, and its ever-growing concerns as to how to keep tabs on certain suspects once they have entered the country. Right there and then, yours truly solved the problem. The answer is simple: The next time a known suspect arrives at an immigration point and applies for entry into the United States, simply let them in and then handcuff them to a cow. All movements from then on will be documented and made available. Genius.




    After the very tasty steaks we attempted to find the Silver Star Hotel. It was impossible to retrace our steps because we had no clue as to how we had got there. In the dim light we discovered a numbering system on the cross streets. We began to count down, and low and behold, we were going the wrong way. Shortly after our about turn we recognized a main street very close to where our hotel lay hidden. Cattycorner to the Silver Star, we found a family-run outdoor Indian café. The rain held off long enough for us to sit in peace and quiet and savor a cold beer and a hot chapati. I finally crawled into bed that night, our first in Burma, feeling rode hard and put away wet. What a day it had been.


  




  

    Mandalay in the Light




    The next morning we woke to humidity that stuck to us Burmese style. The rainstorm had passed and it was time to venture out and about and take a look at this soaked city. The streets had retained the downpour and the drains gurgled as we avoided them. We had a short list of must sees and made for Mandalay Hill. I don’t remember how we came across him, but our designated driver for the day was way too much to handle for a full day, we had to ditch him. I honestly believe that he must have been either enrolled in the junta’s witness protection program or a very wanted man. I have never met anyone that paranoid and nervous.




    We explained our day’s schedule while he sat there shaking in his bones, and then later only shaking his head. He refused point blank to take us to the entrance of Mandalay Hill because there had been cameras recently installed at the tourist drop zone. Next, he refused to take us to the area of the city where Aung San Suu Kyi lived because the military would record his license plate. Finally, he would not take us to the house of the Moustache Brothers in fear of further recognition and reprisals.




    I had to feel sorry for the man. He was as nervous as a long tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. He was genuinely terrified of being punished for taking us around. We were getting nowhere fast. We had him pull over outside a very American-looking establishment, complete with beer signs, U.S. license plates, sports regalia, and a sign that boasted American sports. We went inside to discuss a new tactical strategy. It took all of thirty seconds; ditch the driver, eat, drink, and walk everywhere.




    The BBB restaurant was a diamond in the rough. Good food, good service, a friendly and knowledgeable staff, plus the satellite hookup was phenomenal, having better reception and selection than the states. Meanwhile, our driver had fallen asleep, but I was sure that this guy slept with one eye open. We parted ways with pleasant smiles and handshakes. I gave some money for his short time employment and suggested to him that I thought it was for the best if he were to look for alternative employment, possibly something in a forest or on a mountain somewhere. So we started walking to Mandalay Hill. It is the tallest site in the city and can be seen from all points. As we headed toward it, a rickshaw pulled alongside and guaranteed that he would take us anywhere, anytime. Sorta hard to argue with a deal presented that way.


  




  

    Mandalay Hill




    At the tourist drop, we waved at the cameras and joined the masses to begin the climb. We traded our footwear for wooden nickels and looked up at the target. Unbeknown to us, it was a public holiday and Mr. Mandalay and his wife had brought the family out with lunch for everyone. The barefoot climb is a long one but designed with very large level areas every hundred steps or so. You always know when a rest area is approaching because lines of locals block the way selling everything, especially dead batteries, melted candy bars, and liquid ice-cream.




    Shrines and prayer areas are in abundance, and only in Burma have I seen the addition of funky, multicolored, halo-like headwear that illuminates the Buddha’s head. Initially, I regarded it as tacky 1970s kitsch, but they grew on me and I wanted some to take home. The strobe lights on the halo were difficult to photograph with my cheap camera, but I snapped away. Then it informed me, in little red words, I needed to go buy some more dead batteries. Bad place to be with a dead camera.




    We made the top in less than an hour and caught the commanding views. Instantly I recognized evidence of British colonialism in the shapes of a horse track, polo field, cricket ground, and shooting range. Even though we could see the entire city with 360 degree panoramas, the most popular site was immediately below us; the Palace and the grounds it stood on. When you’re done, you’re done, and we began the slow descent.



OEBPS/Images/pyatt_600.jpg
Hurry on

Sundown

Nick Pyatt






OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





