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    Introduction: the dynamics of a Popular Uprising




    It was early 1988 when the first reports came in that students had begun to protest against the Military Government of Burma physically and with conviction. This happens in many countries of course so these reports did not receive much attention until something happened that led to a string of events spinning out of control. The Bangkok Post and the Nation in rapid succession were documenting on what was happening day by day and the then existing Far Eastern Economic Review carried retrospective articles on the Ne Win regime, how it had come into existence and how it, with a iron hand, had been able to remain in the saddle since 1962, but in obscurity. Little was known about how the country was run, but what was known more or less was that the people were restricted. Burma in fact was practically sealed off from the world. Tourists could go in for a week and not a day more. Burmese were restricted to travel and if for a purpose they could, were kept under surveillance. After my first visit to Burma and learning about the magnificent culture of both past and present and the suffering of the people under a totalitarian military regime, there was little interest for articles; to publish the content was hard to check for validity. The efforts I put in not only to write stories on the human rights abuses, but to show the international neglect, proved to be futile. Only the photography on culture found its way into the magazines dealing with far flung places and alien culture. So, when Jerry and I were in Thailand trying to cover some interesting subjects regarding forestry and ecology we were taken by surprise when floods in the south of Thailand wiped out many houses and people, a devastating event that led to a total ban on logging. The other surprise was when while in Thailand the news broke that the students of Burma had voiced out protest against the Ne Win regime but were brutally gunned down. This news was spread over the English dailies of Thailand like the Bangkok Post in headlines like:




    ‘Student rise against Ne Win, military opened fire, hundreds shot dead’.




    This bloody backlash of a repressive regime finally reached the international community as something which cannot be avoided any longer and many journalists tried to get into Burma, but were denied access. So, it was embassy personnel and other foreigners present at the time, traders, who began to disseminate news. Soon after the bloodshed the shockwave of anger traveled through the Burmese population and hundreds of thousands rose to the occasion. They demonstrated openly now, they took to the streets and all sectors of society began to participate, from complacent Buddhist monks to civilians and even, when the demonstrations gained momentum, even military personnel joined in. Soon it looked like the demise of the Ne Win regime was at hand. In the midst of the head spinning turmoil prominent Burmese risked their lives by speaking out loud and clear that change in the Burmese society was imminent. Studying the reports in the newspapers of those days, 1988, the winds of change one could feel would clear the way for a new and democratic Burma. Or so it seemed.




    A country abandoned Prelude Burma a democratic country abandoned and embraced.


  




  

    The importance of democracy for the international community




    Burma, now called Myanmar by the military regime which does not want to abide by the will of the people after the democratic election it lost in 1990, has been living with a military regime since 1962. Ne Win, an army general, staged a coup d’état and since then the people of Burma live under a harsh rule. The first time I came to Burma was before the people’s resurrection of 1988. That time visitors, tourist, could only get a non extendable visa valid for just one week. Because of this the country it was practically locked off from the outside world, also because whenever I was in Thailand, I felt being pulled towards that land that only allowed visitors to visit certain places; places like the capital still called Rangoon then, but also Mandalay up north, Taunggi near the lake and the splendid town of Bagan where 5.000 temples bore witness to a glorious Burmese Buddhist past. So, when I did have the time to visit I did not hesitate and went over to the Burmese Embassy on Sathorn Road in Bangkok and bought myself a visa. I had heard and read much about it by then that I though I knew it well already. Little did I know what was about to transpire.




    First of all: to get a visa was a time stopper. It took three days, 4 photographs and quite a bit of money. Second: form to be filled in to state what would be brought in and what would be taken out: third a ticket had to be produced with the specific dates on it for arrival and departure. The feelings beforehand however could hardly match what was about to unfold, but first an interesting interlude for I was told that only one bottle of liquor and a carton of ten packets of cigarettes could be brought in. Now here is the catch which brought me to state of turmoil over the senseless bureaucracy I was to expect. Torn between economizing on money and feeling for the people who were to buy these things I followed the instructions of the people who had been to Burma recently namely:




    “You must buy a bottle of Johnny Walker and only Johnny Walker and a tray of triple five 555 English cigarettes. That way you will get the unofficial money that will give you ten times the amount you spent on it.”




    I could not believe it so I asked:




    “Why would people want to pay that much for something?”




    “Simple,” was the answer, “the country is locked off, many things are smuggled in, you cannot do that, but you may bring these two items. There will be many outside the airport waiting for you and they happily pay in kyats which will lead you to an almost free stay in the country. DO NOT CHANGE ANY MONEY IN A PUBLIC BANK!!!!”




    “So one could go around for practically nothing, living of the blood sweat and tears of the people there?” I asked in disgust.




    “Ha,” came the answer rapidly, would you rather support an oppressive regime, one that uses all that tourist money to prop up their army? If you really want to see Burma then you will not go to the hotels where you can only pay in dollars for then you will hardly meet anyone. Go to the pension houses which are not required to take money in greenbacks, but in kyats, the Burmese currency.”




    “So, I will contribute better to the ordinary people when I do things unofficially?” I asked to confirm if I really had understood it well.




    “Exactly,” was the dry answer.




    Knowing that I would be torn still I arranged a ticket and headed for the embassy.




    Landing in Burma is an event. Once alighted from of the plane of Burma Airways I was escorted to the terminal by soldiers of the Burmese Army. First on payment of a few dollars, I got myself a form I was to keep with me at all times on this form all official transactions would have to be recorded. One was required to officially change $100.- too. That beginning amount was stamped on the form and all expenses from then one would be followed up. Should the balance be over and above what had been changed then the difference had to be changed again when leaving the country. When the expenditure was not matching the required amount then the leftover kyats could be changed back. So, even if only the equivalent of 50 dollars was spent there one could get the Burmese currency changed back at the official rate up to the official money spent as balance. Yes it was complicated but when one would be prudent one could live on it the entire week, hotels included for about 50 dollars or less. And the first unofficial money would be from the cigarettes and whiskey.




    “That money can take you all the way to Mandalay, young man,” said an old Englishman to me in the arrival hall when we were getting registered as official tourists.




    “Do you know Mamyo? Have you heard of it?” he asked.




    “Never heard of it,” I admitted.




    “Well it is a hill station, or rather was. I served in the British Army and would love to see Candagraig again. I hear they have transferred this officer’s retreat north of Mandalay into a lovely hotel. With that Johnny Walker and the triple 555 you can get there. You only need to pay for the train ride officially.”




    “Interesting,” I answered. Can anyone go there? I heard you cannot go further up than Mandalay.”




    “Right,” he smiled. That is as far as you can go. Even if you could go further up say to Kachin land it would be impossible for you to return in just one week. So, either way, it would be impossible. You need at least two or three weeks.”




    “So you would advise me to go and see Mamyo?”




    “Oh yes, but do Mandalay and the other places first please. I do not think you can see them all in the just the one week you have. It is my third time now. Come with me to the Grand, which is an old English hotel as well. You will sense it. And, you can pay in kyats, funny don’t you think?”




    “I do not know if it is funny. It is my first time here.”




    “You will see!” he said with strong conviction and with a laugh that made him slap himself on the knees. Then he opened his wallet to show some of the notes I was to become familiar with.




    “Here is one of 45 kyats and here another with the value of 90. Have you ever seen anything like it?” he asked. Truly amazed by these notes with their peculiar values we talked about why on earth the Burmese authorities would do such thing, issuing notes with quite irregular values and difficult to count with.




    “Perhaps it shows their stubbornness, stubborn in setting their own tune, deviating from the international community,” I said looking at the odd figures on the notes, “it is difficult counting with these figures. I wonder why would they make it more difficult for the ordinary people!”




    “Yeah,” he reacted, “I know the Burmans as amicable people, but this is crazy. What has come over the military junta is beyond me!”




    Chapter one Rangoon the capital




    “Alright,” I said to the Englishman when we were finished being scrutinized by immigration and customs. Though the men in uniform acted like they were studying our passport and showed me a face like was an enemy of the highest order, customs took a lot more time than immigration.




    “I could do with a man of experience. The Grand sounds wonderful.” I answered.




    “Shall we share a taxi; it will be cheaper for us,” he asked, “the taxi driver will try and get your goodies for a low price, like his taxi fare, but we will go to town where many are waiting for us. We will find out the going rate for both our goodies.” he smiled.




    I followed him outside and we were immediately besieged by drivers who wanted our business and were quoting prices. The Englishman pointed to their vintage cars parked in a row. These cars were at least 30 years old but were in good order, old American cars. The Englishman negotiated his way to an acceptable fare and we got in. The driver, all smiles, began to inquire about what the Englishman persistently called ‘goodies’ but in a manner like we were conspiring.




    “This he does,” the Englishman explained, “because he wants to make us think it is illegal what we do, but it is not. If we think it is illegal we will get less for it of course.” And he told the man that we had already promised someone else, so it was futile to pursue this point. The driver, clearly not amused, stepped on the accelerator to make the journey a swift one. Judging his face it seemed he had bad luck. At least that is what he said when we arrived in the center of Rangoon near the one of the arms of the Irrawaddy River. Too many things were happening and I was feasting my eyes on the scenery and people which were completely alien to me. Already I was flabbergasted by the vehicles passing by when we approach; completely outdated vehicles like trucks and buses I remembered from the sixties but were running smoothly on roads and streets. We passed statesmanlike buildings that once must have been the pride of the nation bur were now in decay or decaying. The Englishman saw me watching and said:




    “Those are the old British buildings, from colonial times you know.”




    And then changing the subject he asked:




    “Have you heard of the SchweDaGon Pagoda?”




    “I have read about it, yes,” I replied.




    “Go and see it, do not forget that, it is important. Also go and see the temple in the heart of Rangoon. It has seven entrances. You will learn about Burma, you will catch the feeling, you will find it fascinating. Do it! I will leave tomorrow by night train. You have to plan a route too. Mind you, you have just one week.”




    “Good advice,” I said and thanked him.




    We entered the Grand together, really a beautiful hotel, but also a building in disrepair. The Englishmen showed me the ball room hall after checking in, which was now used as a restaurant.




    “Beware of the women!” the Englishman warned, “during the evening there will be some in the lobby or even outside. They are nice and do not cost much, you can hire them too through the reception desk. Some have a room here, the classy ones of course. I just say beware, for you do not know the men who are behind them. I would not do it if I were you but have it your way.”




    The lobby breathed the atmosphere of colonial times. One could almost feel it. Coupled with the dilapidating building and the feel of the city and especially the cars, it felt like time had stood still here in Rangoon. It felt intrigued, but had no time to let that work in on me. We checked in and I was surprised that this hotel had spare rooms and considering what we were paying in kyats it was deadly cheap. The Englishman just smiled and behaved like a real Englishman, almost colonial in that respect as well.




    “I believe you have seen the breakfast room,” said the receptionist who took in the slips of paper we filled in showing particulars like passport and name “so you can have your breakfast there up to ten sharp. It is included gentlemen,” he said in conclusion and handed us the keys. We walked up the stairs and while in front of one of the rooms and before the Englishman went into his room he said:




    “I have to do few things but if you like we will get the ‘goodies’ out of the way right now, so you will have some cash. After that I will be gone. I need to secure my ticket and with Tourist Burma this is not an easy thing, so you better go and get acquainted with Rangoon.”




    I went into a room which in style was beautifully old fashioned and it had windows overlooking the busy street. A large room it was and with a big bed. The Englishman knocked on the door and after I let him in he said:




    “We will go now, it is only a few minutes from here and you can go around after that.




    “It is just late morning and I could do with a discovery stroll,” I answered and took the ‘goodies’ with me. Outside we walked into a side street which led to another street of stone houses, of olden English times too, where lots of people were outside. Not surprising perhaps because it was a hot, like it was practically very day; after all this was the tropics, but the houses were not. As soon as we entered the street men followed us and were requesting us to sell, they openly quoted prices and the more we walked further into the street the higher were the prices we heard. And, indeed they only really wanted triple 5 and Johnny Walker other brands they mentioned were quoted much lower but would cost as much or more in Bangkok Airport. They knew very well what we paid for it and tried to influence us with that knowledge, but the Englishman all gentleman-like just nodded and kept on walking. Until he reached a house somewhere in the middle of the street where he was met by a woman, who greeted him like he was an old friend:




    “Hello, hello,” she said and smiled, “so you have returned and you thought of me, that is so very nice of you. Your friend has some goodies too?” she asked.




    She motioned us to come inside and there she took the bags of ‘goodies’ from us and began to count the money she had offered. The Englishman smiled and just said:




    “Thank you! You are very kind.”




    She put the ‘goodies’ away and led us outside again.




    “Does your friend want a woman?” she laughed naughtily to the Englishman but purposely not looking at me at all.




    “Let me get you some tea first,” he said, “and you better ask him, he can talk you know!”




    They both laughed, then only she looked at me and smiled:




    “You have money now, I know fine women who want and need that money. They would be delighted to please you. Are you interested?”




    The Englishman looked at me smiling ironically:




    “A rich man has many things he can choose from.” he laughed.




    “It certainly feels like I am rich now,” I smiled but with the bad feeling of taken advantage of people in this situation. The lady must have noticed the wry smile I produced. She sensed the feeling of being reluctant to indulge in this kind of exchange, she sensed I felt it was taking advantage of the situation the people of Burma are in and reacted strongly seeing the look in my eyes.




    “You cannot change what is happening here. You can look and you can meet some people, some of us. I cannot say too much, but if you keep your eyes open you will soon see what I mean,” she said in a lowered tone. She looked at the Englishman and incited him to explain later to me what she meant. The Englishman nodded.




    The tea was brought by a young lady who looked inquisitively and at the same time smiled and moved her face to both of us too. She said nothing. Only after she had served the tea the lady spoke again rather daringly:




    “Did you like her?”




    “She looks fine to me,” I said in surprise but innocently.




    “She can be yours tonight, if you like!” she told and smiled.




    “This is fast,” I remarked trying to get a grip of myself, “I don’t know what to say!”




    “You have time, you can return later,” she continued, “you know my place now!”




    “Yes that is right,” I answered, but it was not over yet for the girl in question now glanced at me. She had a captivating smile and it was not too difficult to like her. Along with that feminine smile she was rather attractive too, coupled to that she was dressed well, foremost like a lady. The talkative lady, the lady of the goodies, noticing the evolving mutual interest was quick to notice and act o that:




    “I am sure when you like her, she will be pleased to accommodate you Sir,” she said in a way that it felt I had a personal relationship with her. The girl looked at me and was about to say something when I realized that the lady talked for her because the girl herself spoke just Burman, not English so I asked her directly now:




    “I am sorry, I can’t speak Burman, do you speak English?”




    “No, no, so sorry, so sorry for you Sir!” she responded, still smiling but slightly shy now, yet impeccably polite.




    “That is all right,” I smiled at her, “I just would have liked to be able to talk to you too,” I said, but now the lady jumped in with the Englishman gasping about what was happening. He rose and solemnly declared:




    “I understand you want to relate. You are not like these other men who like to be with a girl for that one thing only. May be I can find you a fine girl who can converse with you too. Would Sir like that?”




    “By all means,” I answered, “but I think you have overwhelmed me with hospitality as it is. Would you mind to postpone this until I return and will have some time at leisure?”




    I suggested, closing the subject at least for the time being. In the silence that followed I looked into street. It was lively with people and what made it different and unique was the way the people were dressed; men wearing sarongs Indonesian style but with a very Burmese look, women were in nothing comparable to what was used by foreigners or their Thai counterparts. The women especially stood out with the way they treated their face.




    “What is that on their cheeks,” I asked the lady.




    “Ahhh,” she answered, “you have not seen that before?” she remarked but as a question.




    “Indeed,” I smiled, “I have never!”




    “Well you will see it everywhere, most women use this ointment to beautify themselves and to avoid pimples growing on their cheeks. You can buy it at the temples and it is made from a special wood. I use it too!”




    I was slowly getting used to the completely new environment. We were sipping the tea and relaxed and feeling welcomed by the lady and the neighborhood in general.




    “I should be going to get my tickets arranged,” the Englishman said, “come with me,” he continued in the meaning of having something to tell me. He winked to the lady to make it known he would enlighten me on what she had suggested and bid her goodbye. I followed his lead and bid her goodbye as well. When we had left the street and walked on to reach another, we sat down at a restaurant near the office of Tourist Burma and had some more tea. Right in front of us were people who were selling cold water to passers by; cold water dripped from melting ice. It was something I had never seen that before too.




    “Very normal here,” the Englishman remarked when he saw me watching the water sellers, both men and women were there, “but let me tell you something else. Very important it is and because you are curious and inquisitive you should know!”




    “Yes, I know you are referring to what that lady said, so please tell me.”




    “All right, it is important when you talk to people,” he continued and paused pondering about how to explain, “well,” he said, while looking at me with a serious face now, “you do know that Burma is ruled by the military headed by Ne Win right?”




    “Yes, that I know,” I acknowledged.




    “In contrast to what you see now, a society that values tradition and can look after itself, this country is like a prison. First of all only those who have permission can go abroad, so only a few citizens have passports. Second, all is controlled by the government and any deviant kind of attitude is reported. I am told by reliable sources that something like one into four people is a snitch. The reason why that lady did not talk about it, is that whatever she would say more about it could be seen as critique on the government. You can only meet people with a deep sense of criticism when no one else is around to listen. It is too dangerous. Many are in prison just for saying how they feel. Be careful when you speak in a group. If you want to talk to people about any subject, then talk alone. There are snitches everywhere, snitches live in fear too. They are made to snitch because they are threatened: themselves or their family. There is no freedom of speech here. But, you will notice, especially when you have an open mind that the people want to talk. You are one they can talk to. But beware; do not let them get in trouble because of you. Talk with someone alone. That is all I can say.”




    “That is quite serious indeed. I did not realize it is so severely monitored,” I answered.




    “The people themselves are coerced to check on their own kind, your next door neighbor could be a snitch. They become very unreliable people of course, because they will say anything to save their own skin. So, of course many innocent people are thrown in jail, without having done anything and I am told suspicion is enough to land in jail without any charge or substance.”




    “This is all behind this relatively peaceful and easy going façade of what we see here in front of us?” I asked trying to take in what he just said.




    “Yes,” he answered, ‘and yes to your next question also.




    “Which is?” I laughed?”




    “That it must be quite a system that is arranged and maintained on a high level?”




    “Oh yes,” I said, “it must be.”




    “Right,” he continued, “and now I must go. We can see each other this evening for aperitif. My name is John and got a special in the rest in the Burma which I loved.” Having been together for a few hours now only now we officially introduced ourselves to each other. “Okay Frans,” he said, “I am eager to get to Mandalay and Mamyo, so let’s have a drink tonight. Meanwhile you can discover the city.”




    “Right,” I smiled and waved him off.




    Now with some time to myself and in observing mode I could digest all these new impressions while enjoying the tea that I had followed up with a coffee. The square before me was full of life and in the near distance I could see a majestic pagoda, but that was not the one the Englishman had been talking about. The traffic caught my eye and transfixed now I observed the wide array of vehicles passing by. Vintage cars and buses, I could not keep my eyes off of them for a while. I watched the gilded pagoda and saw people going in. I decided to go and have a look after coffee and a sandwich.




    “You look like you are new here,” said the waiter and smiled.




    “That is right,” I smiled and looked at him, a waitress next to him stared at me, “she will look after you,” he continued, “if you want to talk about other things, let me know, do not talk to anyone just like that. It is dangerous.”




    “Dangerous?” I asked wondering what he meant for things felt rather peaceful here with friendly people going about their business and no police or military around to disturb anything.




    “Well, may be not for you but for any of us. Many people like to talk to foreigners but the snitches of the junta will prevent that. The people are frightened to relate to strangers. We are under constant surveillance of plain clothes observers,” he said in whisper.




    “I will keep that in mind,” I said, “but are there not venues where we could talk in safety?” I asked him.




    “Oh yes, but not in Rangoon. I cannot ask you to come to my house either, for there are surely some people who would ask questions about what you and I and have been talking about like; who is that foreigner and what have you done with him, what did he want to know? What did you tell him?”




    “I see,” I nodded, “it is that bad? The junta must be kind of scared then, scared that any opposition that might flourish?”




    “That could be, please allow me to go now, we have been talking long enough as it is!” Astounded by this, both because he talked openly about not being able to talk openly and about his nervous conduct, I immediately confirmed that he could leave. The girl remained after he hurriedly turned and to return to the establishment and smiled a smile that lingered on her face for quite some time.




    “Enjoy your coffee, enjoy Rangoon,” she said smiling even broader, “would you like a free refill when you have finished this one. You can pay in kyats here, you know,” she added.




    “What are the official places where you have to produce your exchange sheet to have kyats spent recorded or where you are required to pay in dollars, also to be put on the exchange sheet to prove you officially spent things?”, I asked.




    “Only the official hotels, official transport and things Sir, hardly anything else, “she said and then joked, “so tips you give are not recorded also!!”




    “So, I better pay them from the unofficially exchanged money, much cheaper that way?”




    “Indeed Sir,” she smiled, ”the rate of exchange is like one to five as you get just 7 kyats when you change officially and 35 when you do that unofficially. Would Sir like to change some money?” she asked and I realized she had been left to be with me to enquire about foreign currency to deal with.




    “Not at the moment,” I answered her, “but I will keep your offer in mind, so when the need rises I know where to find you!”




    “Excellent Sir,” she replied radiantly and then left to attend to other business.




    While watching the street scenes and smelling the odors of fresh food sold on the pavement a bit away, rice with all kinds of steaming hot vegetables, meats and herbs. Finished with the coffee I walked towards the magnificent pagoda and when near I noticed that there were lots of second hand shops around it. Browsing there first because of the second hand cameras that were on offer, a man who noticed I had cameras with me, walked up to me, looked at me for a moment then asked




    “You are a photographer Sir?”




    “Yes, to an extent I am,” I answered.




    “Please come into my shop, so we can talk,” he continued.




    “I do not think I am going to buy anything, perhaps a lens I could be interested in,” I said to deter him somewhat.




    “No, no, no, not about that,” he laughed, “it is safe to talk inside. I like to talk about your work and mine.”




    “I noticed already that people seem to be willing but also reluctant to talk,” I replied.




    “Of course, because whatever you say that might be critical of the junta could be used against you. You can be apprehended and put to jail. People are frightened, I want you to know that,” he said now in earnest as he led me into the shop.




    “You cannot say anything in private also then,” I asked.




    “Only with people you know very well and whom you are certain of. Otherwise you might find someone listening and before you know it, what you say is relayed to the secret service and you will be arrested for interrogation.”




    “The leaders of the junta led by general Ne Win are controlling even private conversations?” I asked showing surprise.




    “Ne Win, Ne Win, Ne Win,” he said repeatedly, “is the cancer of our society. He is the culprit who oppresses our people,” he said angrily, “he overthrew the government and took power in 1962. The military junta he leads has done nothing for the country. On the contrary, it has restricted all movement and free speech. No one in this country of ours is certain of a future is you do not readily align yourself with the junta.”




    “It is that bad?” I asked.




    “You have no idea,” he said, “I am a journalist, but I cannot work. Now under the guise of this shop I kind of work like a spider in a web. There are people who come together here to discuss things or, at the least of all, vent their feelings. There are no journalists now in Burma; only official government news is spread. There is no freedom of speech, not of information. I want you to listen to some of these people and spread the word about this Burma of mine. We are being choked and we live like we are in jail already.”




    “Can travel?”




    “We are checked everywhere we go, especially when using public transport and we can forget about traveling to other countries, because getting a passport is almost impossible. You have to state purpose and you are interrogated before you can even apply for a passport,” he said, “and I want you to know this. Oh I want you to enjoy the people and the beauty of my country too,” he said changing his manner, “but too many people come here and enjoy without realizing that we are captives.”




    “But I do not think Ne Win can do this forever,” I said, “the reaction from the Burmese will come sooner or later and the world is watching too over his shoulder?”




    “The whole wide world does not know what the junta is doing here,” he replied, “when you are threatened to be maimed or killed, or that your family will feel the consequences if you do not comply, how do you think people can go against this repressive regime, if the military has a tight grip on all civilians?”




    “That would not be simple at all,” I admitted, “but then are there not sectors of society that are relatively free? I mean even the military has to depend on commerce.”




    “You have noticed how our economy is in shambles?”




    “With an exchange rate that relates one to five with the black market rate surely there is something out of the ordinary going on,” I replied.


    ”The official economy is practically non existent; the unofficial economy however is in the hands of the black marketers. How can you plan anything commercially? It is the military milking everyone and the only policy it has it the policy of staying in power!” he said with chagrin in his voice.




    “Do you think that when it is internationally known what goes on here, the international community will do something to dislodge your rulers?”




    “The United Nations can hold Burma accountable for human rights abuses can it not?”




    “Sure,” I agreed, “but how to get the attention of the international community that overlooks the human tragedy that takes place here. I am sure the international community is aware of the internal fighting but sees that as a domestic problem. You are after all a sovereign country.”




    “True that is and the peoples like the Karen, Kachin and Chin who fight the junta are laudable, but it is not enough. The suffering of our people is great!”




    “So, to make it known what happens here you think could change something for the better?”, I asked




    “I am a journalist at heart,” he said, “and I appeal to you to take over from where I cannot move. I have been journalistically locked up and you are a free man. Will you not consider to get involved?”




    “It is one of the reasons why I am here. As a tourist of course in the first place, just to familiarize myself with the situation. I am greatly interested in your history and cultures.”




    “So you know nothing of our history?” he asked.




    “I have not done enough research to be fluent in that,” I smiled.




    “Okay,” he replied, “that is understandable, not many visitors do know and what is more is that most visitors come to experience the culture, nothing else! When here and only having heard about Burma as a country of cultural interest I find that indeed understandable, but the ignorance which remains after they have left I find hard to swallow.”




    “Oh,” I answered for he did not look happy at all discussing tourists, who because it was so difficult to enter Burma, were attracted to it for reasons of adventure.




    “It is not too difficult to see what is happening when they open their eyes. They are not zombies,” he stressed.




    “Right,” I agreed, “and it is the reason why I am listening to you now.”




    “Yes, I am sorry,” he said, “please forgive me for being emotional, but let me explain this. These people, I am not saying they are not nice, they are, but are also here primarily for themselves. They want to see things, they want adventure. Bur when they have it they do not seem to be interested at all what lies behind the façade. Yet they see it. Only a handful makes contact, some will take out letters to post outside Burma. By the way, do you mind, posting one for me to my brother?”




    “Of course I will, that should be fine,” I said.




    “I have been thinking,” he continued, “that tourism itself when encouraged could be used as the vehicle to bring the news out, news that cannot be spread by us. We are too restricted. I will go to jail and what can I do there? Many are languishing in jail. A journalist like me or you would certainly like to visit our jails to learn why so many people are locked up and on what charges.”




    “Yeah,” I had to admit.




    “There are many more things to consider and if you have time then I will inform you fully,” he suggested.




    “Well I can only be in Rangoon today and tomorrow. Then I will go up north when I have returned only on that day again one day. I have only seven days, remember?”




    “That is right,” he acknowledged, “so if you like let’s make full use of it, all right, I can give you some addresses in Mandalay and other places you want to visit. There you will find people who will take you around as your guide and are well versed at the same time in other subjects but culture,” he explained.




    “That would be nice.”




    “Well then, if you like I will arrange it. I will write a letter of introduction and I will give you some addresses, okay!”




    “Very good,” I replied enthusiastically as he looked for a piece of paper to write the addresses of people in Mandalay, Mamyo and around Taunggi where the Shan live.




    “You can go up north to Kachin land and other areas like Kawtholay of the Karens if you have special permission” he said while writing.




    “Yes, I have heard that but also that it is practically impossible to get such special permission, when you apply you will be turned inside out about your motivation?”




    “That’s right and the more you tell the more they will think you are a spy. Whatever you say to them honestly and without any kind of restraint, they will see as a threat to them for they think you will expose what they hide. Officially they will tell you won’t get permission because that may jeopardize the stability of the country.”




    “So when you apply they will use you to test your interest and then they deny?”




    “Yes, something like that, only when you have some invitation from university or a religious organization or perhaps a company you will get it.”




    “Well, in this week it is not possible at all,” I smiled as I looked at his cameras seeing some nice old jewels among them.




    “You are using the Canon A1, I am sure you understand I would like to have a couple of those,” he smiled.




    “If I would not use them any more when on the end of my trip, I would not mind selling one or two to you cheaply,” I answered him smiling too, “but they are my work horses.”




    “Well, think about it when you come back next time, you can bring some second hand stuff for me?”




    “That I promise you,” I said solemnly, “let me invite you to a drink as we talk?” I suggested.




    “Let me get you some coffee just next door?” he laughed. In an effort to hand him some money I got up but he only smiled and walked off, leaving me behind in a shop full of cameras and other things. He trusted me fully, I realized. But then perhaps it was not that simple to steal things in a society strictly controlled was the thought which occurred to me. When he returned with two full mugs of steaming hot coffee, I put these thought to him:




    “People don’t really steal here and you are a conspicuous man, when you had run off with some of my things, you would be easily apprehended. So, in this light I can trust you. To tell you the truth, it never entered my mind that you would do that Frans,” he chuckled.




    “It is nice to know I am trusted,” I laughed as we then talked about Rangoon itself and with a map on the table now he showed some of the ‘must see’ places.




    This pagoda right here you must explore too. It has seven entrances, one for each day of the week. Devotees like me come here to pray to the enlightened one, Buddha, but use their own designated entrance to enter. You know on what day of the week you are born and so that entrance is yours,” he said and explained.




    “Oh I see that is why there are seven.”




    “Yeah,” he continued, “but there is more, much more. There are many more shops and most of them sell religious things like incense, flowers, gold leaf, things offered to Buddha. Also the stuff for the cheeks of women, you see them around here everywhere with the yellow marks in their cheeks?”




    “Oh yes, many I saw already,” I acknowledged.




    “Now the women do that to keep their cheeks free of pimples, so to beautify themselves. That is the main reason. Anyway, browse around, you find this a very interesting temple, kind of like the meeting place of the village, or in this case the town,” he smiled.




    We sipped our coffee as he talked and I listened. Then he suddenly asked:




    Before you go, may I use one of your cameras and a few lenses to shoot a film?”




    “Please do,” I said, glad to be able to do something for him. I handed him one of the A1’s and when ready we moved outside. He asked a neighboring shop owner to keep an eye on his shop and then walked towards the temple’s entrance.




    “This is Wednesday,” he said, as he loaded the camera with a roll of film I had given him, “the entrance of my birthday.”




    “Understood “this is indeed a lovely and beautiful pagoda,” I nodded as we walked through the lively corridor with shops on both sides.




    “There,” he said, “those piles of twigs and wood, which is the stuff the powder is made of. It is grinded and then applied to the face.”




    “Aha, yes, I saw some beautiful designs of that powder and it is used just to keep the skin smooth?”, I asked.




    “Indeed,” he smiled.




    We walked up and found ourselves in front of the chedi. Even though it was not very sunny, an overcast preventing full sunlight, the gold plated pagoda or perhaps only made look like gold chedi was very strongly reflecting its buoyant color. My camera friend took my camera and moved around taking pictures. Once only but quickly he turned around and before I realized he had snapped me too. Half an hour later he had finished the film and said:




    “I like to see the results and discuss them with you, so let’s return and I will develop he film back at the shop, all right,” he asked.




    Though this pagoda had everything in it to warrant a longer stay, the atmosphere and entourage felt like it beckoned to remain, I did follow him.




    “You can come back later of course,” he smiled as if he had been reading my thoughts. In the shop he went into his darkroom then returned when he had put the film in the tank and had poured the development fluid in. He suggested to have some more coffee while we were waiting.




    “The pagoda looks serene, but the people who are doing business are catering for the visitors. It looks like the sellers are commercial people because they act like being in just any ordinary market. Compared to the contemplative atmosphere around the chedi it is noisy, not too well organized and a little dirty even,” I remarked.




    “A temple is part of the life of everyone. It is the temple of the people, it is theirs. This place of worship is well taken care of but it is in the midst of our society. It is our religious core. Here is our heart on display for all to see,” he explained, “so although it is a solemn place, a place of worship, it is also a place for the people, the people built it and maintain it. The monks are in the monastery on their behalf but they are running it religiously.”




    “I see, well it is very much buzzing and alive,” I said.




    “Oh yes it is,” he answered and while waiting for the film to be rinsed and dried, we drank our coffee and talked some more but now on what I could expect in faraway Mandalay.




    “I like to know all about the situation where you are in now. I mean even to the point that it had come to you having to talk to me this way, secretly?” I asked him.




    “For that we have to go back to history,” he began to tell about the British colonialism but even before that as told me about the glorious times dating back to the Bagan era, the era when the 5000 temples had been built.




    “”Before the British arrived you should realize that Burma was a very powerful country. So powerful it was, it could easily beat Thailand then called Siam. The Burmese destroyed Ayutthaya, the capital of Thailand at the time. You can still see the ruins and it is a tourist attraction. Perhaps it is because of the colonization by the British the Burmese leaders then, the army leaders, felt the pinch of humiliation so strongly that they had to change everything as they did in 1962,” he said.




    “Yet little is known about Ne Win, he seems to be an enigma?”




    “Yes, that is true for the outside world. I think not even the British know much about that military dictator, but do not be deceived. Here we know what motivated the man. You do know he was educated in Britain?”




    “I think I have heard that, but I was not too sure about that,” I smiled, “I am not even sure now!”




    “I think Ne Win would not have had a chance when Aung San, our first man after the British left, was not assassinated. U Nu proved to be too weak to lead our people into one good nation for all!”




    “Do you mean this is the root cause of the problems the Burmese are experiencing with the native peoples like the Karen?” I asked.




    “Precisely, if the governments would have made it possible to create a kind of federal nation which allowed a least cultural autonomy for the peoples and I mean all, so that includes the Arakenese, the Chin, the Kachin, the Pa au, the Shan the Wa and even the Nagas had some say in things as would have felt Burmese too, then the army would never have grown into becoming as important as it is now and its generals are seeing themselves.”




    “Aaaah, I see, the army would not have had adversaries. I would not have grown so big and would not the generals would not have felt compelled to try and subdue, right?”




    “Indeed, and you do know that the Karen at one time were so strong that they came close to the gates of Rangoon. If they had pursued then, they would have been able to force the government to grant them independence for Kawtholee,” he added.




    “So it is really the Karen and perhaps the Kachin who because of their resistance to being part of Burma because of its ethnocentric attitude towards the indigenous peoples. The Burmese wanted to force them to be part of Burma and in the process they created a monster which began to act on it own?”




    “I think that was the result indeed. If the Karen and the others would have combined forces, they would have been in the position to truly negotiate a form of independence.”




    “The Karen fought for the British and were quite loyal to them. How come they did not provide some political security for them?” I asked.




    “I think after the second world war the British were very tired and worn out. They wanted to get rid of all these responsibilities. They created India, Burma, Pakistan and Sri Lanka out of their Asian empire. When they were practically forced to leave India, although they very well knew about all these indigenous aspirations, when they actually withdrew they were happy to leave it all behind. They felt they had no post colonial responsibility. I don’t think they feel responsible for all this repression, human suffering and human rights abuses either. I think sometimes that it would be quite interesting to see what happens when an international body holds the British accountable though!” he laughed.




    “Yeah, it would change the world order I should think, when this is taken into account seriously and thus acted upon, post colonial accountability?”




    “Oh yes, then not just the British have to come forward to help and mend things in the postcolonial atmosphere, politically of course. But, unfortunately the international community sees it as a closed chapter in the book of history.




    “The Nagas are still fighting the Indian Government forces and I am sure they will battle it out with Burma too when a settlement with India is reached. They say they have arbitrarily been divided as they had no say in things. Who are the British and the Burmese to draw a border right in between us, is what they say too. And, though the two nations, through U Nu and Jawarhlal Nehru for Burma and India respectively, have drawn that border, they had no right to do so. The Nagas are fighting perhaps the longest war of modern times and it is a remnant of the British neglect of the case.”




    “Yes, you may be right, but then he international community now does not care less. We are a backwater of the international community now. Only a major resurrection could turn that tide, for then we will be looked at again and judged to be important enough for help in establishing some sort of democracy.”




    Little did he know then that the uprising of 1988 was already brewing up.




    “But how do people endure this repression which oftentimes turns violent?” I asked.




    “Extremely difficult to know,” he said pondering about that, “gentle nature of the people, belief in leaders, sense of authority, fate, poverty perhaps. All these things may play a role and more. It would be interesting to find out. This is something for the social sciences,” he smiled, “any university could be interested but not ours.”




    “Oh, why not yours?” I asked.




    “Because the resistance to this kind of repressive authority comes from the students; students are restive and not fully bound. They can talk, they can act and they do sometimes. The ordinary people are too complacent and of course because of the way universities are run here, the government having a grip on the organization, I am sure this kind of study research will not be tolerated.”


    It looked like the film was dry and he suggested to have a look.




    “And,” I asked, “what do you think of that Canon A1?”




    “I wish I had one,” he answered and laughed.




    “If you are interested I will think about selling one to you, but only when I leave Burma, so the last day?”, I suggested to him.




    “Marvelous, but do you mean it?”, He asked in disbelief.




    “I may be able to get one in Bangkok or elsewhere, so why not,” I said knowing that here it would be practically impossible to get him one and if possible then it would be quite expensive no doubt.




    “If you are serious,” he said while studying the film he had shot around the pagoda, “I have to get some foreign money. I want to pay at least what you have paid for it. How much will it be?” he asked.




    “New around $600.- but then it is not new, so what do you think about half that price?”




    “The problem is not the price but to get the money in a foreign currency, so it is good I will have a week or so to get it, so yes if you are serious $300.- would be excellent.”




    “All right then,” I agreed, “when I return it is yours then.”




    “You made me a happy man,” he beamed, “I would not be able to get it for that price here,” he added.




    “Well, you are helping me to get to know people and on top of that it will not cost me anything, so that is a simple equation. So, I am glad we can help each other,” I said.




    We talked some more about details and things and in giving me the map he pointed out where I could go to see things of interest. Then we wrapped things up as I said:




    “My flight on Burma Airways is next week, late morning. So, I will come to see you early morning before going to the airport, all right?”




    “Did you have to register your cameras on the exchange paper?” he asked.




    “Hmm, let’s see,” I answered and took that paper from my camera bag. “Darn,” I exclaimed, indeed all of them are on it, numbers and all. What to do now?”




    “Report it in Mandalay that it has been stolen and you will get a police report. With that you will have no trouble,” he explained and suggested.




    “A little shady but all right,” I said, “but then when it is registered as stolen, how will you be able to use it?”




    “No problem,” he answered, “I will either use it myself or it will find its way into the circles we have been talking about. It will not surface again openly.”




    “But why in Mandalay?” I asked.




    “Because you will not have time here in Rangoon to get that paper,” he smiled, “you can do it in Taunggi too, or in Bagan, but you have to have some time to spend in a police station. They do not like to work on that, so they may let you wait. On the other hand, you are a foreigner, so they might like to make a good impression. In any case you should take some time to have that arranged.”




    “Okay, okay,” I smiled, “what one has to do to get a camera is extra ordinary,” I remarked.




    “In a country where the economy is practically split in half in official and unofficial, the unofficial economy is equally important and people are checked continuously this is not much of a surprise I think,” he smiled.
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