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    A Land Like None You Know




    Awe and wonder in Burma on the road to Mandalay




    Patrick Forsyth




    



  




  

    For Anna (without you …) and, of course, Sue too (ditto).




    



  




  

    





    Praise for “First class at last!”




    





    “… lively, witty and wry” Select Books




    





    “Sick to death of budget airlines and cramped hotel rooms, Forsyth decides to blow the budget and take a long trip in luxury. While his writing is witty, it is hardly a revelation that things are more comfortable in first class. But, if you miss the days of the empire, agree with him that Belgium is boring and that everyone on cruises is horrible, then this will be a treat.” The Good Book Guide




    





    “… witty and full of interesting facts” Essex Life




    





    “ … it reminded me of Bryson …” Neal Asher (bestselling author of Gridlinked)




    





    “… quite unlike any land you know about …”




    Rudyard Kipling (who visited Burma a century ago)


  




  

    Author’s note




    Since the journey described here was made and since I finished writing this book, further anti-government protests have occurred in Burma. The world was shocked by pictures in the press and on television of monks being shot while making peaceful protest, but little international action followed. Then in May 2008 a cyclone hit the delta, more than a hundred thousand people were either injured, died or lost their homes and the Burmese government’s slow reaction and refusal of immediately-offered international aid signalled again to the world the nature of the regime that holds this wonderful country in its grip. Many more will suffer or die as a result. There are those who help and try to change things, but there is clearly more to be done, so let me end this note by listing the details of the Burma Campaign UK.
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    If you want to find out more or help, you can get in touch and they can tell you more.


  




  

    PROLOGUE




    “To have a grievance is to have a purpose in life”




    Eric Heffer




    





    Antidote time




    





    There were two reasons for me undertaking the journey described here: one was an old song—and the other was an objectionable man called Harold.




    Harold sat next to me on a long-haul flight to Singapore. He was two sizes too big for the meagre economy seat and he announced as he sat down, or rather collapsed into the seat from a great height, “I’m going to make your flight hell,” and he did.




    Who was it that said, “Hell is other people”? Whoever it was, they probably had to fly economy. Of course, flying is a modern marvel. Turn up at the airport and a few hours later you can be on the other side of the world. Wonderful. Well, provided you ignore the journey to the airport, the queues, security checks and general angst that pervades the process of actually getting onto a plane it is. And sometimes the flight itself can be a relatively tolerable experience; certainly it is better than the months on a boat to get to say Australia, which people had to suffer in the years of sailing ships. But, and it’s a big but, there is much about the whole process that can be miserable: the seats are too small, the food is dire, the time change on long haul flights adds another hazard to surmount and you need a holiday when you get to the other end just to recover and get ready for your holiday.




    I was brought up by the sea and travelled little as a child. When I was young, I thought going down to the beach hut we had below a small cliff a couple of hundred yards from the house was a holiday. Going to the Channel Islands as a teenager was a great adventure and I remember going abroad for the first time on business in my early twenties being very daunting. “I don’t speak any French,” I told my boss before leaving to attend a conference in Nice. “No matter,” he replied, “I’ll write down what you need to be able to say.” When I looked at his note on the plane it set out the French for two phrases: the first was, May I have a beer, please? And the second was, My friend will pay. For years since then, just like most people, I guess, all my travel has been conditioned by a budget. Whenever I face the prospect of the costs involved, certainly of travelling long haul, it brings on an attack of my IBS—that’s irritable bank syndrome. Many of us balance where we go, and how long we stay, with the cost. Most trips involve compromise, and despite the large costs involved I work at reducing other costs in a vain attempt to make a trip seem reasonable. Consider doing your laundry when you are away. A large hotel will charge a substantial amount, enough to make you wonder whether to have a clean shirt or another beer. In Thailand, which I have visited often, there is a little laundry near my favourite hotel, which will do the entire accumulated laundry of two people from a week’s travelling for the cost of not much more than a pint of beer. Collecting my laundry from there on one occasion it was presented neatly wrapped as always, but without the laundry bag I had used to bring it in. The laundry lady produced a large pile of such drawstring bags and sorted through them all to find mine. Every single one was from a select hotel: Shangri-La, Mandarin Oriental, and others; and I bet that, like mine, they had all been taken to compensate for high laundry prices. Though, in my defence, I have had mine for many years going back to a time when they were a give away item. Really.




    Despite everything to do with cost I decided, just for once and as an antidote to a lifetime’s travel nightmares, to blow the budget and set up a trip on a wholly different basis: going first class in every way. It was a revelation. The journey was truly wonderful (and I wrote about it in my book First class at last!), but it was all too soon over and my subsequent journeys were arranged, as before, with due deference to costs, even those necessary to keep my shirts in pristine condition. However, I had been spoiled now and after my one truly exceptional journey I found I resented all the various economy class discomforts even more than in the past.




    And then I came across Harold.




    It was when I was going to Singapore on business. I was travelling in what a friend of mine calls scum class. For ten minutes as people boarded the plane the seat next to mine had remained tantalisingly empty. I was by the window, and a woman of uncertain age was ensconced in the aisle seat reading a copy of The Lady. She looked unlikely to drink too much or play loud rock music that would spill out of her iPod into the surrounding air. She looked more likely to get out her knitting. There was not a baby in sight either—so far so good. At that stage of the boarding process it is always almost impossible not to harbour the impossible dream of having an empty seat next to you. You watch everyone coming down the aisle willing them to walk on past. Other passengers in your immediate area can help make a flight tolerable or turn it into something worse than a day trip to Hades. On other forms of transport it is possible to make some attempt to fend off people intent on sitting next to you. On a train or bus say, the best tactic is not, as people sometimes believe, to pile baggage of some sort on the seat alongside you. The kind of people you want to discourage, and send on past you down the aisle, will always take a perverse delight in making you move it. A better approach is to leave the seat empty. Then, as someone approaches it, you flash a maniacal smile at them and pat the seat next to you encouragingly. No one wants to sit next to the nutter on the bus and so, doubting your sanity, they tend to pass you by. But on a plane, seats are usually pre-allocated, certainly on scheduled and long haul flights. The battle for seats on a “free seating” budget airline is another matter, and another horror. But if someone has been allocated the seat number next to you then they will almost certainly sit in it and there is precious little you can do about it. Keeping your fingers crossed or praying to some imagined seat selection god is sadly vanishingly unlikely to make any difference.




    If you are unlucky then you can be stuck with the source of that bad luck for many hours. Even a small thing can add to the unavoidable irritations in a big way. Someone who has had too much to drink or talks incessantly, the kind of premature articulation that won’t let you get a word in even to say shut up, can be a nightmare. On another occasion I sat near a woman with a piercing, raucous and uncouth voice, who punctuated every phrase with “like”; a minor disturbance perhaps, but over time it soon became maddening. My quiet neighbour and I exchanged glances at one point when her latest outburst ended in a shriek of laughter and he said, “Just think, that must be the first sound the poor guy with her hears every morning”. Right: there’s always someone worse off than you are, and that’s actually not such a bad thought to keep in mind when you are flying.




    So, as these thoughts and reminiscences ran through my mind, my designated fellow traveller lurched into view. He was carrying a ridiculous amount of baggage, with his various odd-shaped parcels brushing the heads of people already seated as he passed. He dumped half of them across the lady in the aisle seat who looked as horrified as I felt, then leant to and fro to retrieve them and put them into the overhead locker. He was both ordinary, yet at the same time threatening. His face was sweaty and so, my nose soon discovered, were his armpits. Aged about forty and already dressed for the beach, his long Bermuda shorts were of a curtain material favoured by those with neither taste nor a need for sunglasses. His shirt was coming adrift from his shorts, a process made worse by several buttons being undone, and a section of his large stomach was visible. He looked as if he kept a bulldog and ran a tattoo parlour. He didn’t actually say he was going to make my flight hell, of course, but his demeanour spoke unmistakable volumes.




    He flopped into his seat, said “Good morning, I’m Harold”, planted his left elbow firmly in my ribs, his earphones in his ears and called the cabin attendant demanding a drink even while other passengers continued to board the plane. The attendant whose eye he had caught smiled back at him, but her eyes flashed a look that could have burnt holes in the aircraft’s hull. “Listen you ignorant lout,” she said, “Just wait and be quiet until we are in the air then I might get you something, though only if your behaviour improves markedly and remains good throughout the flight.” Sadly, of course, she said no such thing, just murmured sweetly that she would be back as soon as possible. But I wished that she had said something that fierce and so did the aisle lady, I am sure.




    None of this boded well, and some hours on, as my attempts at sleep were constantly thwarted by his moving, snorting, breaking wind and the buzz of some primitive rhythm issuing from whatever music player was tucked into his shirt pocket, my worst fears were surpassed. It was the longest flight of my life. I read recently that astronomers have announced the discovery of the most Earth-like exoplanet yet. It orbits the memorably named star Gliese 581, and is itself catchily named HD 69830d. It is more than 120 trillion miles away in the direction of the Libra constellation, and orbits just the right distance from its sun to be able to support life. They reckon there is water on it. It is a bit larger than the Earth, so that gravity would be greater and a great step for mankind there would take a fair old effort. Still, the item I read in the newspaper actually quoted one Xavier Delfosse of Grenoble University as saying, “… this planet will most probably be a very important target of the future space missions dedicated to the search for extraterrestrial life.” When I read this I thought that surely the distance ruled out any thoughts about going there, however much fun it might be to meet any 69830dlings living there, certainly until something is invented to make a simple journey like going to Singapore a bit easier. Now looking back on that Singapore flight, I reckon I’ll sign up for the space flight, the journey time would surely seem to be as nothing compared with a trip with Harold.




    As he pumped his elbows yet again I made a decision. I would organise another exceptional trip, one that took me away from all this sort of thing and was again first class all the way. Harold still made that flight a miserable one, but I tried to ignore his ever moving elbow and dwelt on my decision to plan another special trip; doing so did make me feel a little better.




    What I had to do next was to decide where in the world I should go. As the flight time went slowly by, I watched a movie and then turned over to one of the music channels, more to keep my earphones in and Harold out of my consciousness than because I wanted to listen to music. The music playing as I switched on was an easy listening selection, which for the most part meant easily ignored and easily forgotten, but one track did grab my attention. Frank Sinatra launched into the song Road to Mandalay.




    





    On the road to Mandalay,




    Where the flying fishes play,




    And the dawn comes up like thunder,




    Out of China cross the bay.




    





    It is an old standard, featured originally I think on his album Come fly with me, so perhaps appropriately being played to me at 30,000 feet. The words were sort of familiar, not least because the song is derived from a poem written by Rudyard Kipling, titled simply Mandalay, which is in fact in the voice of an old soldier, back from the wars and remembering his time in the exotic place.




    A few minutes slipped by as I half listened to this, my mind roamed somewhat and I found myself asking “Mandalay. Wherever is that?” But I also found I couldn’t answer my own question with any certainty. The song spoke of pagodas and contained the line “China cross the bay”—presumably indicating that the place was in the East but, although it was a place the name of which I knew, I found I could not place it. I snoozed and when I stirred—Harold was on the move again—I found that the music programme had gone full circle and reached the same song again. This time I took in another line in the lyrics: From Rangoon to Mandalay. Rangoon I did know: that was the capital of Burma, a country lying just north and west of Thailand, and Thailand was a country that I had visited many times. Mandalay suddenly sounded exotic and mysterious and it had to be somewhere nearby.




    It sounded good. I had already decided to set up another trip as an antidote to being Haroldised. To this intention I now added an intriguing destination—I decided I would go to Burma to visit exotic Mandalay, and I would do so in some style. I was adamant. The only thing that would put me off would be to discover that Harold had the same intention. He had finally lapsed into a deep and noisy sleep so I could not ask him, but I hoped it was unlikely.




    Some days later, that flight over and consigned to be forgotten before it put me off ever wanting to travel again, and on my return to England with my resolve still firm, I set about finding out more and making arrangements for the trip. Would my initial feeling that Mandalay was an irresistible destination hold up in the cold light of day, or was my idea as doomed as my attempts to pretend that Harold was not making every moment of my flight miserable?


  




  

    Chapter 1: A FEARFULLY GOOD IDEA




    “Dangers bring fears, and




    fears more dangers bring.”




    Richard Baxter




    





    Having established that Mandalay is in Burma, I did a little research to give me a more precise picture. Knowing other parts of South East Asia to some extent, I certainly knew of Burma. My knowledge though was not in any way detailed, but more random. For example, I did know that Burmese cats are not Burmese but come from Thailand, not that that is vital information to making a visit to either country. If I was to make another special trip it had to be a good choice of destination. I bought a guidebook. The Insight Guide was the first one I chose, partly because it looked beautifully illustrated and partly because I found a second hand copy of the latest edition on Amazon’s web site. I was not into major spending just yet. It arrived as promised and had the word Burma on the cover, with the word Myanmar in smaller type. In 1989 the Burmese Government changed the name of the country. What was officially called the Union of Burma became the Union of Myanmar. This was a move made not without considerable contention; it is said that it was part of an attempt to rewrite history and have many events from the past forgotten. Still the name Burma hangs on and remains in use with perhaps most people around the world, so I will use it here, just as the Insight guide does.




    Scanning only a few pages showed that the country looked both beautiful and fascinating. The guide referred to its “eternal beauty”, it called it “magical” and even a cursory glance at the photographs seemed to demonstrate their point. They showed temples, rolling countryside, unspoiled looking towns and villages, elephants, markets, temples, smiling faces—many covered with patches of thanaka, a sandalwood paste traditionally used to protect the skin from the sun—spectacular sunsets, river scenes and one more thing … yet more temples.




    I found that this was a country with history and tradition going back thousands of years, a turbulent history with wars aplenty and, like so many parts of the world, with a period spent under British colonial rule. A “land of gold” populated by “a deeply religious and dignified people,” Insight said and, by the look of it, with more temples than Britain has parking meters. Mountainous in the north where it links to the Himalayas, the country narrows to the south and can be described as consisting almost entirely of a river valley. The Irrawaddy river, which I better call the Ayeyarwady since the government changed its name at the same time as that of the country and various towns, runs for more than 2000 miles from the mountains in the North to the lush delta lands in the South where it discharges into the Andaman Sea. The built up silt of the delta harbours some ten million acres of rice growing and makes Burma a minor food exporter, especially to India, though in economic terms the quantities are pathetic and any major potential revenue earning opportunity is largely stillborn. It is said that the country and the river are one. The Burmese call it a “kind river”, because it brings life and it remains largely unpolluted as no factories populate its banks. It is a powerful river too, changing with the seasons, and in places swelling by four times in width and becoming up to 4 miles across in the wet season. In the nineteenth century traditional dispatch boats, powered by forty rowers, took ten days to travel from Rangoon to Mandalay against the current, and four days in the opposite direction. In the dry season, with the river low and quieter, the journey time reduced in both directions.




    First impressions were good. The city of Yangon, as the capital Rangoon is now known, is only a short flight from Bangkok. Incidentally did anyone in the government give a thought to how many additional keystrokes all this name changing would make people have to make to write about their country and explain these changes? Imagine if it was suddenly decided to change the name of England to something like Blairland; and don’t think the thought has not crossed his mind—and by the way Oxford is now Cherieford. It could happen; whoever is in power. Another town, Bagan, doubtless also newly named, was set half way to Mandalay and both it and Mandalay were on the river. So a visit to Mandalay could surely be made along the river. I have something of a distaste for large boats and rough seas, or rather my stomach does, but then so did Admiral Nelson, who was evidently a martyr to sea-sickness and still managed to win a few great naval battles. However, pictures of the river all showed it looking sufficiently like the proverbial millpond to calm the fears in even my stomach. So maybe a plan was taking shape.




    Unusually the guidebook started with a negative: it made reference to the dismal reputation of the Burmese Government—junta is a better word—with regard to human rights. It actually posed the question as to whether making a visit to the country might endorse or actively help support this oppressive regime and should thus be avoided, though it quickly moved on, saying that, “informed travellers must make up their own minds”. Not many guide books try to talk you out of visiting the place they have chosen to describe; though, now I think of it, perhaps something similar could be added to those written about a few other places—Skip the rest of the book; go somewhere else.




    Burma’s military government dates back to 1962, ever since when it has ruled with little popular support, and amid increasing unrest an opposition to the government was set up and the smiling face of its female leader Aung San Suu Kyi quickly became known around the world. 1988 saw a bloody, but ineffectual, series of protests. It took place on 8th of August and “8888” has passed into the language as a mantra of dissatisfaction with the government and an expression of people’s desire for freedom and change. Aung San Suu Kyi’s NLD party (the National League for Democracy) won a convincing victory in an election, convincing to everyone that is except the ruling party who simply ignored the results and continued to rule. They have kept Aung San Suu Kyi under house arrest for much of the ensuing years. This is no place for an extensive history lesson. Suffice to say that the situation has never been resolved: the government is repressive to the point of using slave labour to work on their chosen projects, some of which, like clearing land for a golf course, are linked to tourism. It spends nearly half of its total budget on its military despite the fact that 60% of the population lives in poverty, and allows one in ten babies to die before their fifth birthday because of the nation’s dismal healthcare. It imprisons anyone expressing dissent about government policies and imposes rigorous and widespread censorship.




    A special state department called the PRSD (The Press Registration and Scrutiny Department) exists to handle censorship. It checks every single piece of published writing they can get their hands on, from school textbooks to newspapers and magazines. It is common to see magazines sold with pages cut out. There are obvious no-nos; you will not see the word democracy appearing anywhere for instance, but rules are vague and a variety of other topics can find disfavour and prompt the word hpyoke (remove) for little apparent reason. Some things are temporary. If the government falls out with a neighbouring state, all mention of that country, its people and anything about it will temporarily disappear. The army of people needed to carry out this task may be good for employment figures and scissors manufacturers, but it does not help inform the Burmese people’s view of the world. Publishers can be closed down for long enough to ruin them, so the official line is usually carefully observed. Even so, ways may be found to circumvent officialdom, and it is said that people read carefully between the lines of any apparently innocuous story about animals as allegory may be used to change the government into a snake or an elephant to make a point. What the official scrutinisers would make of any attempt to take the press in a western direction in other ways, with celebrities, gossip, scandal, topless models and advice to stimulate readers’ love lives, I really don’t know, but no doubt their busy scissors would go into feverish overdrive. Censorship goes further than this however, with what is taught in schools and universities projecting the party line and even those starring in local movies being courted (or bribed or forced?) to support the powers that be. A massive refugee problem exists along the stretch of Thai border located North of Chiang Mai and yet international condemnation of all this seems pretty lacklustre. Even the United States, which seems apt to launch a full-scale invasion of almost anywhere with a government of which it disapproves even slightly, seems inclined to take little action. Thus a beautiful country and its people exist in a kind of limbo with most people hoping for change but keeping their heads down, and an element of civil war rumbling on, especially in the south, while the world does little or nothing about their plight.




    Some of this was quite scary. Just the place for a holiday then, I thought.




    When making my previous first class journey I had chosen where to go carefully and I had specifically ruled out anywhere with even a hint of danger or unpleasantness about it. I ruled out everywhere involving anything untoward from war zones to man-eating animals; also poisonous insects, a high crime rate or even slightly difficult weather or being located at oxygen starved altitude. In fact I had been so concerned to pick somewhere secure and straightforward that I had even ruled out places with comparatively low level hazards. Australia fell by the wayside as much on the need for British visitors to get a visa as for its proliferation of poisonous spiders. Demanding I got a visa seemed criminal. Well, there was a time when the population of Australia was mostly made up of deported British convicts and now they want us to … enough.




    My choice then had largely met all these criteria, and certainly the luxury train journey I made between Singapore and Bangkok was about as unthreatening as travel gets. This kept coming to mind as I contemplated my new trip. Burma sounded wonderful in so many ways, and it was clear that tourists could and did go there, but this coin definitely had two sides to it and if one of them was, well, polished, the other certainly was not. Was I right to go on thinking about it? And if I did go would I be safe?




    Burma seemed to me to be a place just somewhat off the beaten track; certainly it was off mine. If living there was a problem for much of its population, then I wanted to be reassured that going there was in no sense a real problem for me. Having picked a country I knew little about and begun to find out about it, it seemed only prudent to check it out further. So, I went online. As you do these days. I logged onto the British Foreign Office site that gives advice to travellers and looked up Burma. Oh dear. Ohhhh dear; my plan virtually went on hold there and then. On page one, the very first words were, You should exercise caution on visits to Burma …




    I won’t quote it all, but the following extracts give flavour:




    





    There have been a number of bomb explosions … targets have included places tourists may visit …




    The political situation in Burma remains unsettled …




    Typhoons occur in Burma …




    Credit cards and travellers’ cheques are unlikely to be accepted …




    Muggings, burglaries and petty theft in Rangoon have increased … take care of your belongings




    Instances of violent crime …




    Disruption and restrictions to travel …




    Overland travel can be hazardous …




    Railway equipment is decrepit …




    All British Embassy staff have instructions not to fly with Myanmar Airways …




    Health: intrusive medical examinations and emergency dental work should be avoided ...




    It is a malaria area …




    





    In addition, photographing anything military was clearly not a good idea and furthermore, if you did get into any trouble, there was a note explaining that assistance from the British Embassy was not as speedy as in other locations. Given the overall feel of the report I was surprised that there were any British officials in the country at all. To enter this den of uncertainty you had to apply for a visa, which cost £14. Not only were you likely to have problems, you had to pay for the privilege. Various inoculations, and a course of malaria tablets, would add still more to the cost and hassle. Oh dear again.




    Given this information off the page, I telephoned hoping for some sort of reassurance. The Foreign Office is a major department of state, and in these days of terrorism, a not unimportant one. I dialled the number on the home page of their travel advice site and, explaining that I was to be writing something about travelling to Burma, asked to speak to someone concerned with their advice page. I was given the number of the main switchboard. Contacting that number I was politely told to phone the first number again and ask to speak to a supervisor. I did that, and the supervisor helpfully explained that I could only access the person to whom I should speak through the main switchboard. I dialled again. Twenty minutes had soon gone by while I did all this; just as well I wasn’t trying to report a suspect package outside the British Embassy in Paris, the bomb would have gone off long before I was put through to anyone halfway appropriate.




    Eventually I found myself talking to someone actually responsible for the listing of information. More than 300,000 members of the public access the posted advice every month, they told me. There are lots of safety conscious travellers around then; or perhaps some of them are simply armchair travellers providing themselves with an excuse not to go anywhere. Most of the information displayed on the site—90 per cent of it in fact—originates in the country in question, so in this case there must be a few people in the British Embassy in Rangoon, sorry Yangon. What is posted is reviewed every three months they said, but significant changes and additions are listed as they occur, so it is perfectly possible that some details can change three times in a day. This meant that a particular entry might go perhaps from saying—What a lovely place, to Have a care, to Expect to be shipped out in a box all within the hour. Factual information is the order of the day. If something like a train crash occurs the essential facts of the matter will be posted within minutes. But all the information is strictly objective and non-political. I was told this with great assurance, as if it was a wholly good thing. Yet it meant that the complex and difficult Burmese political situation was described, in a word, as “unsettled”. This seemed a little like describing climbing Everest as a bit tricky. As I had already discovered, the only people with a human rights reputation worse than the Burmese government is allegedly Britain’s budget airline Ryanair, I wondered if expressing a tad more of an opinion about its nature might actually be helpful. I certainly found it impossible to discover anything in the nature of an opinion during my telephone conversation. If they thought so, why would no one actually say, “This is a right hell hole. You should keep away or being brought home in a box will be the least of your problems?” But the party line expressed on the web site page was departed from by hardly a syllable. Then, right at the end, I did persuade the lady to whom I was talking to say—“strictly off the record”—that if she had the opportunity to travel to Burma, then she would do so. Phew, that’s alright then.




    Not only did it seem that this was a place where some care was necessary, it must be one of the few places in the world that has an organisation engaged in active ongoing lobbying designed to persuade people not to go there. Now this may be an odd idea, and one too it occurs to me that could be appropriate for a number of other places ranging from Chelmsford town centre late on a Saturday night to whole countries. That said, and there being such an organisation, I felt I should check it out. I telephoned their offices and arranged to meet someone there, wondering as I did so if my visit might give me irresistible reasons to avoid all the apparent dangers that a trip to Burma evidently entailed.




    So, a few days later I found myself at London’s Old Street roundabout, surely one of the city’s least attractive junctions with its massive advertising signs and soaring steelwork, which is apparently designed to look modern and attractive but just represents a waste of public money. I was there en route to the offices of The Burma Campaign U.K., which describes its remit as to “campaign for human rights and democracy in Burma”. Their literature boasts an impressive role call of patrons, an eclectic mix of people including Lord Steel, Maureen Lipman and John Mortimer, and their offices are in a small office building on the corner of a residential square just off the junction. I steeled myself for a walk through the subterranean tunnels beneath the junction and got myself to their front door.




    I was greeted by Mark Farmaner, who heads up the organisation, and his assistant, a charming young Burmese woman, who having fled Burma was waiting for the results of her application for political asylum in Britain. She had already been waiting several years with no sign of a resolution. Just a few minutes with these two was enough to convince me of the dastardly nature of the political regime in Burma. The organisation not only raises funds to promote its cause, and campaigns to increase the worldwide political pressure put on the government to change its ways, but they also catalogue the abuse of human rights that is a regular part of life in Burma. Their publications, for example a booklet titled Eight seconds of silence about the imprisonment, torture and death of political prisoners that had a long series of mini-biographies of people so treated, make sobering reading. They do not do their work entirely at a distance, but have people making regular visits to the country and to the refugee camps along the Thai border, the “brown areas” where tourists are not permitted. This is a no doubt a risky business for people so outspoken about the regime. Promoting the thought that people should not travel to the country as tourists, as this helps fund the regime and thus contributes to its remaining in power, is only a small part of their brief.




    The contrary view is that, for such a closed society, any contact with the outside world provides succour to the people and financial help too, because some of the money someone spends on a visit goes directly to individuals or helps them remain in employment in hotels and other establishments directly relating to catering for international visitors. The negative campaign certainly has some effect. For example, certain tour companies make a point of not offering Burma as a destination. Still people do go. The figures seemed difficult to validate, but something between 400 and 700 thousand people visit Burma every year. This is small beer compared with other countries in the region: Singapore has three or four times its own population visiting it in a year. But it is still a significant number.




    Mark was certainly passionate in his belief about this, and I could see the sense of it in some ways, but two things weighed on the scales in making a personal judgement: first, while visiting would inevitably give some money to the government, it would give money to others too and that could, in a small way, perhaps help. Secondly, as I planned to write about my visit if I made one, I felt that I should judge it personally and in situ and reserve judgement on whether I would come down on one side or the other of the argument until I had seen something of the place for myself.




    I thanked Mark, departed with a pile of literature and promised to let him know what I did and how I got on.




    Even with all the negative information I had collected, and despite my instinct for self-preservation and a comfortable life, the place just became more and more fascinating as I read more about it. I wanted to go and see it, even if I ended up recommending that others did not follow in my footsteps. With my plan intact, I had to finance and configure the trip. Unfortunately, I had no reserves of air miles to cover the flights. I have always been jealous of David Phillips, an American who found that he could collect 500 air miles against bar codes for a frozen pudding product in a promotion. He also discovered that he could buy individual servings in packs of ten, each with its own bar code, for 25 cents. He scoured stores and accumulated more than 12,000 packs. Having done this he had no time to take off the labels before the offer closed, so he donated the food to a charity on condition that they took off the labels and returned them to him. He submitted his entry and received 1,253,000 miles of free air travel, which, being more than a million, gave him gold status and even more benefits. For a modest outlay he had virtually a lifetime of free flights.




    My friend Silvia uses a lovely phrase and talks about what she describes as “mad money”. This describes money set aside to finance indulgences, things that are strictly unnecessary, but which also constitute unmissable treats. Such things include chocolate, shoes and more. As I intended to travel in style, my planned trip would need not so much mad money as totally insane money. But, whatever the cost, there must surely be ways of doing it that minimised the hazards and thus my fears. Nothing ventured nothing gained, I thought. Visiting Burma may not be all be plain sailing but let’s assume that, on balance, it is worthwhile. I remembered what Dorothy had said when she returned from the Land of Oz, “Some of it wasn’t very nice, but most of it was beautiful.” Right. I would fix myself a beautiful, first-class trip, perhaps it would be better described as fearfully first class.


  




  

    Chapter 2: WAY TO GO




    “There is no moment of delight in any pilgrimage




    like the beginning of it.”




    Charles Dudley Wilson




    





    With Mandalay as my chosen destination, the next job was to make the necessary arrangements. Burma borders Bangladesh, China, Thailand and Laos. It is a large country, one as geographically large as the United Kingdom and France combined, its people are divided into eight main groups: the Burman, Shan, Mon (the group who first introduced Buddhism to Burma), Rakhaing, Kayin, Kayah, Chin and Kachin. These are said in turn to sub-divide into nearly a hundred ethnic sub groups. They add up to a population of over 50 million people. Those opposed to the government call them “fifty million hostages”. It is also tied to the rest of the world, well let’s say loosely, with most of its attention focused inwards and a good deal of it on stopping or limiting contacts with other countries, other than those few, like China, that give significant economic support. Unsurprisingly perhaps, you cannot fly direct from London to Mandalay. I actually found this fact rather reassuring: having decided to travel to somewhere that was not yet firmly on the mass tourism map, it would have been too simple to have just boarded a flight and disembarked in the city itself; anyone could do that. Besides, having consulted various guidebooks and maps, I had formed a vision in my mind of arriving in Mandalay by travelling along the splendid-looking Ayerdarwady River. The most logical route seemed to be to fly to Yangon via Bangkok and make my way from there. No problem: Bangkok is a place I know and a city that would make a worthy starting point.




    I continued my research and visited a couple of travel agents. Do I love travel agents or hate them? For the most part let’s go with hate. I tend to view them as being rather like estate agents: believing that actually no one really likes them, but that we grudgingly admit that they do have a certain use if you go travelling. The first job is to get to talk to someone. Usually when you go in every agent is busy; they acknowledge your presence in no way whatsoever and all seem intent on conversations that look set to last until closing time. If you feel rejected when your analyst fails to return your call, then this will convince you of your utter invisibility. People do move on eventually though, or they do so once they have sufficient information to go home and book something on the Internet, so let’s assume you get to speak to someone. My Mother always said that the worst thing you can say about anyone is that they “mean well”. And this is surely an appropriate comment here. I’m sure travel agents do mean well, but they rarely seem to have any immediate knowledge of anything you ask them about and spend what seems like forever doing the modern equivalent of looking vexed and sucking their pencils, by looking vexed and poring over a computer. They normally do this with the computer screen firmly facing towards them and with little or no commentary, so, with no more than the occasional mouse clicks to guide you, you never know how close you are getting to a solution. These deliberations tend to be punctuated by the person doing them pausing to answer the telephone or deciding that, given the rarefied nature of your enquiry, they better hand over to Deirdre or whoever as, “I only started here yesterday and, like basically, I don’t know the system.” When Deirdre appears she is likely to be no better informed. Indeed most of those working in high street travel agencies seem so young that they have surely hardly had time to travel from the last day at school to the first day at work, much less to garner any experience of the world. Whoever you deal with, it’s rather like unerringly getting in the slowest queue at an airport. In this case you always seem to spend twenty minutes getting nowhere, though the person next to you seems somehow to be getting just what they want. Other customers always seem to be at the stage of considering the minutiae of the arrangements they are making—If I have a room on the third floor rather than the fourth will I be nearer the ice-making machine, further from the elevator and still have a balcony? The details are important certainly, but sitting next to this sort of thing waiting for an initial response to my enquiry just makes me despair of ever getting that far. Another hazard is that if you ask for a holiday in Spain or a villa in Tuscany, say, then you quickly discover the fact that such present about a gazillion differing options and this compounds these problems further. This time, however, I had a simple question, one that produced few options: Burma? Mandalay? In style. How? In due time I left clutching a manageable number of brochures.
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