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For my brothers


 


Author’s Note

Like so much else in Myanmar, the very name
you use for something can have political connotations. Burma vs.
Myanmar. Rangoon vs. Yangon. Old vs. New. In this work, I have
tried to stay consistent to what I heard while I was in the
country. I use the name “Myanmar,” to describe the nation as a
whole, because that’s what most people would use when referring to
the country, and that is the name officially recognized at the
United Nations. When you look at the label on products, it says
“Made in Myanmar.” However, when describing the people of the
country, as well as the common language that they speak, I use the
word “Burmese,” because no one wants to try and pronounce
“Myanmarese,” in their head. I use the word “Bamar” when referring
to the country’s dominant ethnic group, (in other works authors
often use the term “Burman”).

This is a work of nonfiction, and all names
I’ve used are real ones, with one exception: Cho and his family.
The pseudonyms have been used upon his request, due to political
sensitivities surrounding the continuing conflict in Kachin
State.

The research for this book took place during
the spring of 2012, at a time of great upheaval in Myanmar. Some of
the events described in these pages will resonate for a long time,
and my account is not meant to be a definitive one. Rather, my hope
was to paint a broader, emotive picture of the atmosphere, while
illustrating how this country’s rapidly changing societal landscape
has already altered the lives of a few individuals, myself among
them.


All paths lead nowhere, so it is important
to choose a path that has heart.

 


 


Carlos Castaneda
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 PROLOGUE

 


THE PRIMEVAL JEEP shuttered to a halt on the
side of the dusty road. Cho turned to me in the driver’s seat.

“This is it,” he said. “Last checkpoint is
one mile away.”

“OK,” I said. “I hope you know what you’re
doing.”

We both hopped out of the car. Even once the
ancient engine had quit sputtering, it was far from quiet. The
quivering screech of cicadas tumbled out from either side of the
road, where the electric green bushes disregarded the fence and had
begun encroaching upon the packed dirt. In the distance, hawks were
patrolling over the tops of stringy trees, their black silhouettes
cutting across the empty sky.

Surrounded by life, the road had a morbid
atmosphere. The powdery orange dust thrown up by our tires had
caught in my throat, turning my mouth to rust. Despite the
desolation of northern Myanmar, a stream of trash had still
accumulated in a nearby ditch. And even though a palliative breeze
had been blowing the entire time, I was sweating feverishly. The
empty water bottles bouncing around the floor mocked my
dehydration.

Cho opened the rear door. The space looked
even smaller the second time around. A couple cubic feet of air
between the back seat and the steel, already populated by a few
fully stuffed sacks of rice: white canvas with green lettering.

I hopped up on the bumper and went to work
wedging myself in next to the grain.

“You need to get your head lower,” said Cho.
He could still see me through the glass window.

I sank down further into myself, bending my
hips as much as possible. I’m a big guy, but I have always been
able to fit myself into tight spaces. Crammed into the trunk like a
piece of luggage, an odd sense of security washed over me. Even
though I was about to do one of the most dangerous, pig-headed
things in my life, the fact that I wasn’t supposed to have a brain
anymore felt surprisingly good. I had no control.

“Perfect,” said Cho, and he tossed a thick
green military blanket over me. I felt two more bags of rice land
on my legs and stomach. Then a picnic basket woven from bamboo and
filled with kitchen utensils came down next to my face. “You can
still breathe?” came his muffled voice.

“I’m good,” I said.

I listened to the crunch of Cho’s sandals as
he walked back around to the driver’s seat and shut the door. The
engine coughed itself back to life, and we started jouncing across
the rocks once more. Every few seconds we would rocket over a muddy
boulder and the ass end of the jeep would hop up in the air. But I
held firm, pinned down securely by a hundred pounds of white
rice.

Moving forward made it easier to think of
nothing. I had entrusted myself to Cho, who assured me this would
be easy, that it would be worth it. Now all I could do was wait and
see. To the tremors of the protesting shock absorbers beneath my
hips, I thought back to what he had told me.

“My brothers would love to meet you. Since
they have been away from Myitkyina for the past year, they have not
seen any foreigners. They will want to drink with you.”

I had met Cho the night before, at a bar, and
we had taken to each other immediately. He loved beer. So did I. A
friendship was born. It didn’t hurt that his English was good, and
when he told me that he knew a lot about the Kachin Independence
Army, I began quizzing him.

“I know you are good drinker, but Kachin
soldiers are professional drinkers. They will throw party for
you.”

That had been all it took to convince me. The
KIA was one of the last holdouts against Myanmar’s oppressive,
military-run government. International observers had begun nodding
approvingly in recent months as the regime began making some
long-overdue reforms; America had just lifted decades-old
sanctions. But the KIA held firm in their opposition. The central
government, at home in the heart of the Bamar population in the
center of the country, had little to no clout in these remote
northern jungles. But this checkpoint still had power. This
checkpoint could send me all the way back to Yangon. I did not want
to become the first American that these soldiers almost met.
But Cho had assured me, and I had said yes, and now I was being
smuggled in with the food.

The jeep rolled to a stop once more; the
engine kept rumbling. If we were caught, Cho would be in even more
trouble than me. I would get kicked out of the country, blacklisted
most likely, never allowed back in. He could be sent to a military
prison, blacklisted most likely, never allowed back out. Why was he
doing this for me? I realized that I still hadn’t asked him. It was
too late now.

In the blackness under the blanket, I could
hear voices going back and forth in Burmese. Cho and the guard, the
inspection of the proper papers, an eyeballing of the vehicle’s
appalling condition. I turned off and went inside, condensing into
the dark like I had learned. A veil of static fell between the
outside world and myself, and thoughts came one at a time, as slow
and dim as the voices outside.

 


Why am I doing this?

 


The soft crunch of desiccated earth crumbling
under the rigid heel of a boot. A car door opening.

 


How much longer can I keep this up?

 


Voices much louder now. My veil feels
thinner. A sharp rap against the glass. The mechanical latch of the
back door giving way.

 


How did I get here?


 EAU
d’YANGON

 


I COULDN’T SEE the ground until we were
right on top of it. Above one thousand feet, a milky haze obscured
everything below, turning the sky into a world of total contrasts:
the plane’s wing, and everything else. As we descended through the
smog, I let out an audible gasp. It was unlike anything I had ever
seen from the air. Verdant fields broadcast themselves between
purplish, dead looking squares of empty farmland. It was all framed
and criss-crossed by desolate roads that looked like straight, pink
arteries. A set of bushy trees would erupt from within the
patchwork, surrounding an immense pagoda, polished and stately: an
explosion of warm golden light shining through the haze. The sacred
and the scarred seemed to each straddle other so readily. Then, as
we got closer to Yangon, the farms quickly morphed into suburbs.
Blue roofed condo compounds were interrupted here and there by the
occasional wooden longhouse squatting over a spread of hairy brown
water.

As I stood in line for immigration, the
Vietnamese-Canadian couple that sat next to me on the plane tried
to offer me advice on things to do in the city, but I was so
paralyzed by the icy grip around my neck that I couldn’t do any
more than mumble back a “thank you,” and stare at my feet.
Lingering behind the scenes was a constant anguishing fear that had
been gnawing at me during the entire flight, that I would somehow
die here. Disappearing from one life, never making it to the next.
My heart felt like it was trying to break speed records, as if by
blowing up, maybe it could save me from whatever uncertainty lay
behind that door in the Yangon evening. Unfortunately, as far as my
heart’s efforts were concerned, everything went smoothly. The gaunt
immigration official’s thunderous chop onto my passport sounded
like an execution sentence, a sensation only compounded by the
ridiculousness of his baggy uniform: sleeves three times too big
billowing around his skinny frame like a judge’s robes. He looked
up, mercilessly, and nodded for me to proceed.

I walked out of the sooty, crowded,
concrete-bloc airport and onto the sooty, crowded street to grab a
taxi into the city. No sooner had my foot touched the sidewalk than
the most decrepit looking Toyota Camry I’d ever seen pulled up next
to me. The window rolled down and a gray-haired, weather-beaten man
stuck his head out.

“Taxi, my friend?”

I told him where I was going and hopped
in.

Anywhere else in Asia, I would have taken a
motorbike across town. It would be quicker and cheaper, with an
unbeatable view. But after being in Myanmar for five minutes, the
country’s strange ways were already letting themselves be felt.
Yangon is the only city in Asia where you can’t find a buzzing
swarm of motorcycles twisting through the streets. The notoriously
fickle military-run government – which had kept itself in power
since 1962 with a series of dummy-elections, the imprisonment of
political opponents and a brutally efficient military intelligence
force – decided one day in 1990 to ban all two-wheeled vehicles
from Yangon. On paper, the law was supposed to be in place for
safety: the majority of traffic accidents involved motorbikes, and
the government was merely looking out for the citizens’ well being.
But the persistent rumor has always been that senior generals in
the military government were afraid of assassination attempts
during the years immediately following the brutal crackdowns on
youth democratic movements, and drive-by motorbike shootings were
high on their danger list. How to get rid of the potential
assassins? Just get rid of all the bikes.

I was already having a hard time figuring out
what to believe. It was the spring of 2012 and trickles of news had
been leaking out of Myanmar for months:

 


U.S. Restores Ties to Myanmar After Rapid
Reforms

In Myanmar Countryside, Reforms Bring Little
Relief

Hillary Clinton Pledges Improved Burma Ties
if Reforms Continue

Myanmar Detains Monk Recently Freed From
Prison

An Ethnic War is Rekindled in Myanmar

 


After decades of international isolation,
some very big things were suddenly happening in Myanmar, and no one
seemed to be able to decide what those things actually were, or if
they were good or bad. In a country suddenly thrust under a
spotlight, every story had dual meanings.

 


* * *

 


YANGON IS UNIQUE among Southeast Asian
cities for the prominence of its colonial heritage. Enormous stone
buildings with grand arches and ornate carved facades and scalloped
balconies pop up on every street. They are all bedraggled by grime.
The decades-old paint had chipped away in huge blotchy swaths; the
buildings looked naked and dirty. Most had black and green mold
creeping along every lateral surface, with mediocre graffiti
sprayed across the ground level. They hovered over the streets like
broken, forgotten grandfathers, shadowy and dripping. Heaping piles
of wires stretched overhead. The streets were claustrophobic
despite the colonial width. The sidewalks that once covered the
sewers are long gone. In the trenches flanking each street, plastic
bags and malnourished turds swam through rivers of recently vacated
piss. Piles of garbage clogged up in the stagnant shit water,
sending overflows into the street, a malodorous fecal twang
coursing up to hang in front of my face like a wet gauzy sheet.
Between these noxious buffer zones, street vendors would set up
dozens of bright green plastic stools. In the mornings, I would sit
at these miniature outdoor teashops and sip coffee and nibble on
fried dough sticks in the middle of the street, while cars snuck
single-file through the space left between patrons. When trucks
came by, everyone would pick up their chairs and retreat into a
huddle next to the sewer, coffee cups and bowls of rice balanced in
our arms until the groaning diesel engine made its way through and
the restaurant could be quickly reassembled in its wake.

In the city’s streets, nothing could be taken
for granted. One block from the next could look entirely different.
Inexplicably, I would turn the corner and every grimy window on the
block would be fully outfitted with modern-looking satellite
dishes, casting weird, oblong shadows against the buildings. There
was the barbed wire street, where every house had protective fences
lining the property lines, even though the buildings looked just as
run down and poverty stricken as the ones on the last block. And
always there was trash. Pulpy garbage everywhere. With it came a
lingering smell of burning hair. It became the scent of Yangon.
Whenever I walked by a hair studio, I started to gag on eau
d’Yangon. The city was determinedly cluttered and noisy. There
was yelling in the streets. Deep throated hollers, shouts with no
linguistic inflection. Just bellowing. It lent a sense of lunacy to
a simple stroll through town in a new country.

But I couldn’t walk anywhere without being
approached. People seemed curious, and not in an avaricious way;
most were just genuinely interested in engaging with a foreigner.
My first morning in the city, a potbellied man wearing a grimy
white tank top and sarong walked down the street towards me,
balancing a platter of cakes and candy on top of his head. “Hello,
sweets?” is all he said to me, pointing at his own face and
smiling.

“No thank you.”

“Where you from, my friend?” he asked in
inflected English.

“USA”

“Ahhh. America. The sweets here are sweeter.”
He took the platter off his head and handed me a chunk of orange
candy.

“Oranges, from my brother’s farm. Free for
you.”

“Thank you so much.”

“No. Thank you. You are a guest here. Thank
you for coming to Yangon.” With that he rebalanced the platter and
strode off.

I was given free ice cream, a free head
massage, free beers and free bottles of water. I would insist on
paying but people kept referring to my status as a guest and
thanking me for my visit. It was shocking. Myanmar is one of the
poorest places in the world, and the urban landscape was one of the
dirtiest, poorest-looking places I’d ever been. People all seemed
to be working extraordinarily hard at everything they did. Every
child seemed to be employed. Little girls manned the cash registers
at convenience stores. Most of my waiters were eight-year olds.
Most construction crews seemed to consist of preteen boys
shouldering steel beams, laying bricks and mixing cement. Everyone
was working all the time, but the only people with money seemed to
be the police, standing in pairs on every corner, grey uniforms
immaculate.

Since 1988, when the international community
implemented economic sanctions, condemning the military junta’s
crackdown on democratic movements, there has been almost no foreign
trade with Myanmar. The government’s only friends and benefactors
were its immediate neighbors, most notably China, which has
supported the military government since its inception. The result
is that everything not Chinese-made is old and crumbling. The cars
were ancient sputtering death machines. Most of them still have the
steering wheel mounted on the right side of the car, thanks to the
lingering legacy of the country’s time as a British colony. But
they also drive on the right side of the road. It meant that
passing someone required moving the entire car into the other lane
just to see if there was enough clear space. Whenever I got into a
taxi, I would just close my eyes and hope. The entire automobile
scene in Myanmar had a retrograde spirit. Ancient models like the
Nissan Sunny and the Toyota Publica populated the streets. Most
were from an age when side view mirrors were still mounted on the
hood and manual shifters were built into the steering column. But
people made the best of what there was to offer; every driver was
also a repairman. On most long rides I took in the country, there
would be at least one mechanical breakdown or overheated engine.
And at every pit stop, the driver would get out and spend fifteen
minutes dumping buckets of water onto the overheated engine, which
was more often than not left hoodless, open to the elements even
when driving, belching exhaust in the driver’s face in an attempt
to cool off under the baking sun.

Everything in Myanmar had a slightly
bootlegged feel. The simplest tasks required the most extraordinary
planning. Making a photocopy often meant firing up the diesel
generator outside. If you don’t have a cell phone (and in Myanmar,
many people do not), calling someone required finding the
appropriate woman on a street corner, where she sits under an
umbrella with three or four old fashioned phones crowded onto a
wooden table, all surrounded by a hodgepodge of wires that
eventually find themselves snaking up a tree branch and plugging
into a metal relay box attached to the nearby telephone pole.
Instead of public toilets, there were little metal shacks set up on
the sidewalk near City Hall called Public Mobile Urination Rooms.
The Dunkin’ Donuts rip off was called Tokyo Donuts, and they sold
avocado juice.

 


* * *

 


MY FIRST NIGHT in the country, I walked
around the downtown neighborhood surrounding the Sule Pagoda. A
young man in a sarong walked up to me and asked if I was lost. I
told him that I wasn’t lost, just hungry.

“You should go to Chinatown,” he told me.
“It’s where all the locals eat. I can show you the way.”

His name was Tun Tun, and he was twenty-two
years old. He walked with me down the busy boulevard (without
sidewalks, the only way to walk was in the street), and told
me a bit about himself. He was studying English at college, and had
lived in Yangon his entire life. When we got to the restaurant, I
asked if he was hungry and offered to buy him dinner. After a day
of getting everything free, I was determined to give something to
someone.

A year before I came to
Myanmar, the country made international headlines with a transfer
of power in the government. As de-facto head of the
tatmadaw - the name for
the body of military generals that had ruled the country with an
iron grip since 1962 - Than Shwe was the latest in a series of
democratic rulers that have bestowed upon Myanmar the ignominious
award for the world’s longest-lasting military government. When his
handpicked successor, General Thien Sein, made it apparent that he
was open to democratic reform, the outside world began to watch in
earnest. After the official switch of power in March 2011, a new
constitution was quickly drafted and signed. For decades, the
national parliament had been structured so that half of the 664
seats were automatically reserved for the military. Now that number
was being dropped to 25%, and the new president had promised that
democratically elected members of parliament would go unchallenged
– a dramatic change from government policy during every previous
election for the past fifty years, in which the military would
routinely arrest the political opposition, even after votes had
been counted.

Where Thein Sein really made waves was his
decision to reach out to the opposition political party, The
National League for Democracy, headed by Nobel Peace Prize laureate
Aung San Suu Kyi, who had been kept under house arrest for most of
the past twenty years. Aung San Suu Kyi had long been a martyr-like
symbol abroad for her country’s oppression, and it was widely
acknowledged that without her support, no new civilian government
would stand a chance. When, after meeting the new president for the
first time in August of 2011, she reportedly endorsed his
proposals, it looked like real change might finally come to
Myanmar.

But so far these were just promises. A full
election year wasn’t set for 2015, when 75% of parliament would be
up for grabs. Tun Tun reminded me that there would be off-year
elections in one week, and Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD were
expected to compete for seats for the first time since the dramatic
election of 1990, when NLD members won almost 60% of the popular
vote and were promptly rounded up and arrested. For the first time
in over twenty years, the country’s national hero, known simply as
“The Lady,” was going to be allowed to fully participate in
Myanmar’s politics.

There had been general international applause
for Thein Sein’s rapid and unexpected reforms. Four months
previously, Hilary Clinton had become the first American Secretary
of State to visit the country since 1955. Various economic
sanctions had been lifted, and the name Myanmar had suddenly become
something that people didn’t cringe to hear. From outside it looked
wonderful. Part of the reason I decided to visit was that I wanted
to know if people inside felt the same way. Over the clatter inside
the tiny, crowded room, I asked Tun Tun about what it was like now
that so many more tourists were visiting Yangon.

“I am Myanmar. You are tourist. My government
treats you better than me. That has not changed You can do anything
here if you have the money. We do not have that option.”

“That’s what makes me sad about visiting,” I
said. “I don’t want to support that with my money. Are people
scared of the government?”

“Sometimes, yes. But we have hope. Elections
are one week away. 80% of people in Myanmar support Aung San Suu
Kyi.”

“What about the new president? They are
working together, right? Have things been getting better in the
past few months?”

“I like the new president. Some things are
better, but some things have not changed. It is still the same
government, just with a new face, you know? If they change, it is
because they want something. It is army government still. I hate
the army. Everyone hates army people. They are not real people.
They get everything and we get nothing.” The firmness in his voice
was sobering.

“But now many more people visit, and that is
good. Myanmar people will see foreigners and maybe learn more about
the outside world. Like this. You and me. Now you are my brother.
You not my friend. But brother. I call you Brother Dan. OK?

“Yeah. Wow, Tun. I’m honored.”

“We order food now. I show you how to call
waiter in Myanmar. Watch.”

He pursed his lips together and made two loud
kissing noises. The nearest white shirted waiter dropped the rag he
was using to clean a table and ran over to us.

“You want drink Brother Dan? You want Myanmar
Beer?”

“Sure, I…”

But he was already speaking rapid Burmese to
the waiter, who nodded.

“Do you drink whisky?”

“I love whisky, if it’s good.”

“What about relable?”

“Sorry, I couldn’t understand what you
said.”

“REHh Label.”

“Oh, Red Label. Sure. You want to get some?
Let’s split a bottle.”

The drinks came, and then the food. Barbecued
chicken and beef, fried lotus root and okra, plus a whole grilled
fish rubbed in salt.

“Cheers,” I said, raising my glass.

“Chiya. To my brother.”

“To my brother.” We drank. “So Brother Tun,”
I asked, “What do you want to do once you get your degree in
English?”

“I will leave this place; I cannot live here
anymore. I will go to Dubai. It is easy for me to get a job in
Dubai because my family Muslim. So once I can get a passport and I
have money for ticket, I will fly there. I will try to become
waiter. If you know English, it is good money.”

“Is it difficult to get a passport?” I
asked.

“Yes. For my family, is very hard because we
are Muslim. Most people in Myanmar hate Muslims. That is why when I
finish school I want to leave so badly.”

“So how much longer do you have in
school?”

“Two more years. But now I have to live with
family the whole time. We all stay together. My mother and father,
brothers, my older sister and her husband, and my niece and nephew.
It is difficult to see my girlfriend.”

“Where do you guys live? Nearby where you
found me?”

“Yes we can go there after. Hey, Brother Dan.
Do you like to dance?”



“Not really. Maybe once in a while if I’ve
had enough to drink.”

“I know what we can do to celebrate. It is
Saturday. There is a big party tonight. Good DJ. You and me, we
dance and drink tonight Brother Dan. My favorite song is J-Lo. You
know? Dance on the Floor.”

He started singing the song’s chorus. “
‘Dance the night away, grab somebody, drink a little more.’
Also, Justin Bieber, you know?”

“I’ve heard of him.”

“He is also my favorite. Come. You meet my
family then we go dance on the floor.”

We hailed a taxi outside the restaurant. It
had the same collapsing visage that I had seen on every car in the
city so far. It slogged its way for a few blocks before dropping us
off in front of a closed up movie theater.

“Is this where you live Tun?”

“Yes, you will see.” He rapped his knuckles
on the glass, and a big, bearded man came to the door and the two
of them spoke in Burmese for a few seconds before the chain was
unlatched and the door slid open.

“Brother Dan, this my father.” I shook his
hand and said hello, but the man didn’t speak any English. He just
smiled and led me into his home. Tun Tun’s father was the night
watchman for the movie theater. The entire family lived in a single
back room, all nine of them sleeping on the same raised wooden
platform, which was about as big as two queen size beds pushed
together. Posters for old films populated the cracked beige walls,
but other than that, the room was bare. I noticed that the
son-in-law was seated on the opposite side of the bed from his
wife’s father, and I couldn’t help wondering how that particular
family dynamic played out once the lights went off.

“Brother Dan, do you have small money for my
mother?” asked Tun Tun. His mom, a tiny woman in a bright green
sarong, looked up at me from the book she was reading.

I rummaged through my pockets. I had just
changed some money with a small child on a street corner, and the
only bills he had given me were 5000 kyat (pronounced
“chet”) notes, the rough equivalent of six dollars each. I had to
keep track of both currencies while I was in the country. American
money was used to pay for hotels and train tickets, as well as some
of the admission tickets for government-run tourist sites, and had
to be kept in pristine condition, without any visible creases or
dirty marks. Kyat was basically used for everything else –
meals, taxi rides, souvenirs – and could be crumpled into a ball
and rubbed with old motor oil and still be accepted. The general
rule of thumb was that when paying with kyat, there was a
much smaller chance of that money ending up in the government’s
pockets. The rationale behind exchanging money on the street was
the same, although I was looking out for myself more than anything
else. The official government exchange rate was ridiculously low –
around eight kyat to the dollar – whilst the black market
money changers would generally give you 100 times that, normally
around 870 kyat per dollar, depending on how friendly the
exchange went.

“All I have is this,” I said, handing Tun
Tun’s mother the 5000 note. She turned to speak with the father in
Burmese; they both nodded in unison and said something to their
son.

“My mother and father ask will you please
kiss my niece?” said Tun Tun. He was changing from his
longyi, the traditional loose sarong worn by both men and
women in Myanmar, into blue jeans more suitable for the club. When
he finished, he reached down and placed the naked toddler on my
lap. She was far too cute for her own good. I bounced her on my
knee a little and kissed the top of her head.

Satisfied that the necessary affections had
been doled out, Tun Tun scooped the baby off my lap and returned it
to his sister.

“Ok, now we go dance,” he said.

I stood up and shook everyone’s hand,
muttering “Jayzu-tay-mare” (Thank You), to each family
member as we retreated back down the hall to the front door of the
movie theater.

On the street, Tun Tun hailed another cab to
go to the club. I was anxious to see what a club in Yangon would be
like. What sort of dark apocalyptic scene would keep the kids happy
in this rank, five-million-person metropolis?

As soon as we walked in the door, I knew we
had made a mistake. “Is this a normal club in Yangon?” I asked Tun
Tun.

“No, this is the nicest. Best club.”

The tiles were falling out of the ceiling.
Trash and cigarette butts covered the ground. There was an
undeniable scent of burning hair throughout the entire building.
and I was far too sober to “dance on the floor.” But Tun Tun was
already off. He sprang through the crowd and sidled straight up to
a girl’s side. She was far from attractive, but I held my tongue
because the two of them began dancing sensuously and then quickly
started kissing. This must be his girlfriend.

“You dance with her, Brother Dan,” and he
pointed to her friend. She was a stick-like girl with a face that
looked like it was undergoing a methamphetamine binge. Her
cheekbones stuck out like daggers and when she smiled there looked
to be black sludge oozing from between her teeth. A baseball cap
made it impossible to see her eyes, but I knew that they would have
the foggy look of someone lost to their own mind.

“Ummm…” I said. “Tun, I think I’m going to go
find the bar and…” but she was on me. The meth girl had clawed onto
my triceps and was looking into my face. I wanted to look away but
her ghastliness made it impossible, so I tried to smile at her.
This was a mistake. She began rubbing her stomach into my belt and
reached around my waist with her other hand, pressing my body into
hers. Oh god.

“Sorry, I have to go to the bathroom,” I
shouted into her face. I disentangled myself from her talons and
sprinted across the room. I found a sink and splashed some
evil-smelling eau d’Yangon in my face and tried to rid my
mind of what I had just seen.

“Brother Dan, what’s wrong?” Tun Tun had come
jogging in after me.

“I’m sorry man, but I can’t dance with that
girl. I hope I didn’t hurt her or your girlfriend’s feelings.”

“That’s not my girlfriend, Brother Dan,” and
he started laughing.

“Oh. But I thought I saw you two
kissing.”

“That just my club girlfriend. Everyone has
club girlfriend. Come, we find you club girlfriend.”

“I’d rather not Tun. I’m not much into the
dancing tonight. Not after that run-in with Methy.”

Outside, while Tun Tun tried to hail me a
taxi back to my hotel, hawkers approached from every direction,
shoving boxes of condoms and cigarettes in my face.

“My friend, smoke?”

“You want sex tonight my friend?”

“My friend you want Viagra?” I disappeared
into the cab and was whisked away through the empty streets. The
entirety of rank Yangon seemed to be asleep, and in a matter of
minutes, head lolling in the back seat of the cab, so was I.


 GATHERS THE FLOWERS

 


THE YANGON BUS station had the feel of an
intimidating dusty bazaar, filled with diesel fumes and sand. It
was an enormous makeshift community with its own affable avenues
and ignorable slums. There were nice restaurants, run down bars,
mobile phone stores and roving booksellers. They were the first of
their kind I’d ever seen, with teetering stacks of flimsy
paperbacks piled into hand-me-down brown canvas slings of the type
popular with Buddhist monks. I got excited when I saw the first one
walking through the outdoor bar where I sat, and I beckoned him
over to my table. He opened each book and flipped through, showing
me hundreds of pages of indecipherable Burmese, not understanding
that I couldn’t read a word. Burmese is one of the most unique
looking written languages in the world, with lots of thinly
scrawled perfect circles and squiggly appendages. I often found
myself comparing it to a futuristic alien glyph. In reality, it’s
an ancient text; the first written accounts are attributed to stone
inscriptions from the ninth century AD. The rounded appearance of
the script is from the ancient material that pens were made from –
palm leaves – which would have torn under the stress of a straight
line.

“I’m sorry, I cannot read,” I told him.

“English.” He pointed to the book in my hand
and gazed over my shoulder to see what I was reading.

“You can read English?” I asked.

“I can read.”

“Do you have any English books?”

“No. My friend.” He hollered into the dusk
and another bookman trotted into view. He deposited a purple
paperback decorated with a yellow sun and rainbow colored birds.
Burmese was scrawled across the front.

“I cannot read Burmese,” I repeated.

“No. Look.” He flipped through. It was a book
of aphorisms, helpful sayings, printed in both Burmese and English.
I bought it immediately, hoping to read through it in my spare time
as an access point into the Burmese soul.

“How many books do you sell in one night?” I
asked him.

“One thousand five hundred.”

“Wow. That’s a lot of business, man.”

“That how much.”

“For one book?”

“Yes.”

I realized that I hadn’t paid yet, and that
the “how many?” in my question had simply registered as “how much.”
I dropped the money on the table and then tried again.

“How many books do you sell tonight?”

“One thousand five hundred.”

“OK.”

“OK. I very happy to meet you.”

“I’m happy to have met you as well. I’d say
good luck with the business, but it doesn’t sound like you need
it.”

In the back of the bar was an outdoor
bathroom attached to the kitchen. The only thing separating me from
the food was a four-foot high bamboo wall that the teenage girl
cooks could peek over to stare at me, which they did unabashedly. I
tried to focus my attention down, at the oddly shaped urinal filled
with leftover lime rinds, but a howling noise was distracting me. I
looked up through a series of great, torn palm leaves hanging in
front of the fence, and through, to a bright green field ablaze in
the waning sunlight. Next to an idling bus, a Muslim man in
starched white robe and kufi hat was kneeling down on a
prayer mat and prostrating himself towards the setting sun, and
beyond, to Mecca. He chanted and bowed to his own internal rhythm,
oblivious to the creaking geckos, the gurgling engines and the
honking horns pealing through the sky. His self-assurance gave me a
boost of hopeful confidence for the upcoming ride, which I was not
looking forward to.

I left Yangon on the “Two Star Express” to
Mandalay. The bus was a model called the Hino Rainbow, and that was
the best thing about it. The seats seemed to have been designed to
perfectly accommodate one and a half people, so that my neighbor
and I played a battle of shoulder jostling for the twelve-hour
ride. When the seats ran out, plastic stools were distributed down
the center aisle, and when we stopped, women with three or four
bags would try to navigate to the furthest back seat without
breaking an ankle in the dark. When those filled up, new passengers
camped out on the roof. The driver’s assistant, who stayed up all
night drinking Orange Crusher (not Crush, Crusher, which tastes
like Orange Crush that’s been left in the sun for a couple days),
hung out the unclosable bus door and shouted our destination into
the dusty air whenever we passed through another town. Occasionally
we would pass by a night crew working on the road, not a man among
them. The road construction was done entirely by teams of women,
who sorted through gravel, flung sand out onto the road, and
gossiped to each other on the dark highway.

Sleep was unobtainable, so I dug out the book
I had bought at the station and tried to educate myself. It was
separated into chapters dealing with such everyday topics as
“Experience,” “Truth,” “Victory,” “Advice,” and “Life”. I marked
pages with quotes that seemed timely to my current state.
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* * *

 


WHEN THE SUN crept over the eastern horizon
to announce the morning, I didn’t see any flowers. I felt like I
was on another continent. Where Yangon felt ripe and rank, the air
in Mandalay was desiccated and rusty. My throat already felt
constricted by the sand that blew through the dust-covered streets.
I had entered the “dry zone” of central Myanmar, where the annual
rainfall is about a third of what it is on the coast. From the bus
stop to the taxi stand, a fine gray powder had already coated my
skin.

“You wait here, I go and bring bike,” said
the motorbike man. He had pointed to a cart where a woman displayed
an electric cooking pot and a vase of flowers. The bubbling pot was
powered by a sputtering car battery, also on the cart, over which
she kept pouring cups of water in an attempt to cool it off. I
stepped back and waited around the corner.

The contrast with Yangon was remarkable. The
open sewage and burning hair were gone, replaced with wide roads
and the scent of ash. Sidewalks were still a negligible presence,
but the asphalt tended to transform into packed dusty earth where
people tramped on the sides of the street. Every morning, shop
owners would perform a ritual cleansing of the area outside,
sweeping away the trash and then pouring buckets of water all over
the dirt in an attempt to limit the choking dust storm that would
come midday when people traipsed over the baked copper-colored
sand. The absolutely futile practice had a patient, steady quality
to it, a sense of inevitability: It’s not going to get any better,
but we can keep it from getting too much worse.

That morning, I had a trishaw driver bring me
to Mahamuni Paya, the largest pagoda in the city, which, among
other religious artifacts, boasts a pilgrimage-worthy thirteen-foot
Buddha statue made of solid gold. Over the past 2000 years, so much
gold leaf has been applied to the Buddha’s body that in his repose
he looks rather like an armored tortoise, with the exception of his
face, which is polished daily and hurts to look at.

There were so many people crowded around the
Buddha viewing area that I preferred to walk through the
courtyards. Shoes are forbidden in any religious area in Myanmar,
although apparently cigarette butts and spitting are ok. Even the
pagoda had the feel of a bazaar. In the four tunnel-like entrances
to the main courtyard, glittering avenues of holy wares had been
erected. The air was cast with the choking perfumes of gold paint,
as squatting men decorated assorted religious iconography,
transforming stained tin into holy gold.

A young man sweeping cigarette butts across
the stone floor stopped to chat with me. His name was Ny Ny. After
the cursory questions about where I’m from and what I like to do,
he asked, “Do you want rubies?”

“Excuse me?”

He beckoned me into a dark corner and reached
into his pocket to dig out a little cellophane bag. He laid the bag
on the ground and spread ten little gemstones on top of it.

“These rubies,” he pointed. “These two
sapphire. This one peridot. This amethyst, and these jade.”

“How do I know they are real?”

“I show.” He brought out a little mirror and,
taking the ruby, scratched the surface of the glass. Then he
brought out two coins (a rarity in itself as there are no coins in
Myanmar’s currency). He placed one on the ground and put the ruby
on top of it. With the other coin on top, like a nickel and ruby
sandwich, he slammed a brick down on the whole pile. When he picked
it up, the coin on top had been bent down around the shape of the
stone, which remained gleaming and unscratched. I know nothing
about geology or rocks or gemstone authenticity, but this was
exciting to watch. I began to haggle with him over the price of the
big peridot, which is my birthstone.

“Thirty dollars,” I finally got him to agree,
“and I can pay you in Thai Baht.” Ny Ny’s face lit up. Every vendor
and souvenir hawker had asked me the same question: “Do you have
foreign money? I need it for my collection.” I had 1000 leftover
Baht in my pocket, about $33.

“Why does everyone ask for Thai Baht,” I
asked Ny Ny.

“Because for souvenir.”

“No. Come on. Really. Why?”

“Because foreign money, I can get friends in
China or Thailand to buy me mobile phones. Then I bring back to
Mandalay and sell. So I sell, sell, sell. Always selling.”

“So rubies to Baht to cell phones to more
rubies.”

“Yes, exactly. That is Myanmar black
market.”

It was blacker than I was happy to admit. The
gems he sold came from mines in Shan and Kachin states, in areas
that are off limits to foreigners. The military junta controls and
owns most of the country’s gem mines. Ninety percent of the world’s
rubies come from Myanmar, and the military government relies
heavily on the hard cash derived from gemstone auctions
In a 2008 report titled “Burma’s Gem Trade and
Human Rights Abuses,” Human Rights Watch reported that “Deplorable
conditions at the mines reportedly include rampant land
confiscation, extortion, forced labor, child labor, environmental
pollution, and unsafe working conditions for miners. HIV/AIDS,
drug-resistant malaria, and tuberculosis are increasingly common in
mining areas.”Anyone who enters Myanmar is acquiescing to
allow some of their money to find its way into the government’s
pockets. Buying black market gems doesn’t help.

 


* * *

 


DURING MY SECOND day in Mandalay, I went for
a long walk through the western part of town. The concrete
buildings came to a halt, the streets narrowed and the noise
pollution died. These were quiet scenes of village life hidden in
the city. Around the corner, in the back alleys, shade and laughter
were the tone. Houses leaned into each other, bamboo siding
bridging the gaps between addresses. The tree-lined paths were too
narrow for cars, so old trishaws and Chinese motorbikes weaved in
and out of children playing outside.

People seemed surprised to see me. In a one
million-person city, many corners were left untouched. When I
passed by a house, windows and doors were normally propped open to
relieve the bearing assault of the midday heat. Children, mothers,
fathers and grandparents would all stick their heads out together
and chant “Hello,” or “Minglaba,” – literally:
“auspiciousness to you” – and I would wave and then faces would
blush, darting back into the shade.

Children ran through the streets, chasing
each other and kicking soccer balls. But when I walked past, the
games were put on pause so everyone could stare. Then the screaming
and waving would commence. As soon as someone was brave enough to
chant “Hello,” his peers would take up the call, echoing on all
sides as they parted to let me though. “Hello, Hello, Hello,” they
would keep up the refrain until I waved or smiled or said “Hi,” to
each individual.

At one point, a bridge crossed over a
stagnant canal. On one side, trash was piled high, a floating dam
of plastic bags and old rubber tires. Caught in the refuse were
fourteen dead dogs, slowly oozing into the black water. Matted fur
and raw pink skin caught my eye, and before I could figure out what
the shapes were, the constricting taste of wet dog, concentrated a
thousand times and tinged with that putridity brought by rotting
flesh, burrowed through my sinuses and down into my stomach,
inciting a body-clenching gag reflex. I ran back off the bridge and
took my first left, up a dirt path that lined the water. It was a
slum. Bright green scummy liquid streamed and collected in little
puddles around each house. The children playing in the street
looked like they had been doused in motor oil, and the men all
smiled with black teeth. They collected around me like a fragrant
entourage, pointing at me and laughing to each other. The attention
was daunting, and I was too nervous to take pictures. Every step I
took was under the omnipresent gaze of an entire street. Few
tourists visit Myanmar; fewer still visit the slums. I was never
going to forget that I was an outsider, but the city felt
determined to remind me. It was a high-pressure situation; when
everyone is looking so closely at you, you look closer at
yourself.

A man walked towards me, on the same side of
the road, hiding in the rank shade next to the ramshackle houses.
He looked drunk, plodding diagonally. In his hand he held a small
branch covered in pink flowers, and he waved them at me, grunting.
I walked straight towards him; I didn’t have a choice. When we were
face to face he took my palm and stuck the branch in my hand,
mashing the pink petals against my skin, and I thought back to what
I had read the other day in the book: “Whilst the morning
shines, gather the flowers.” I noticed that he had purple
fingernails and, under his straw hat, orange hair. In exchange for
the flowers, I gave him my empty water bottle, which he took gladly
and began waving in the air, shouting in Burmese. He looked to me
for a response, but I just smiled. He shouted again, saying the
same thing.

“I don’t know. I’m sorry,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. He
grunted, nodding affirmatively, and shook my hand. He didn’t let
go, and tried walking away still attached, but when I stood still,
his limp grip faltered, and he continued down the road, shouting at
the empty water bottle, spitting betel juice on the ground.

I still hadn’t gotten used to the revolting
nation-wide addiction to betel leaf. On every street corner,
vendors sold wrapped-to-order packages of betel, or pan.
Chopped red areca nut and dried tobacco is wrapped in a betel leaf
slathered in a white lime-based paste. The whole wad is placed in
the cheek, and like chewing tobacco, the combined chemicals of the
assorted plant pieces work their way into the bloodstream through
the gums.

Chewing betel is a bit like munching and
sucking on dirty, bitter gravel. The nut and the tobacco, kept in
an alkaline form by the lime, cause the saliva glands to kick into
overdrive. The resulting spit is stained deep red from the plant
matter, and the longer it’s held in the mouth, the more stimulant
is absorbed into the body. But after a while, so much bitter liquid
will have accumulated that there is no choice but to spit. So red
fluid missiles get launched out of car windows, bombard the ground
from second floor balconies, spatter across the floor of outdoor
cafés.

I grabbed a trishaw back from the slum.
Sitting next to my driver in the rickety bicycle sidecar, I
listened to an undecipherable monologue about the intricacies of
mohinga noodle salesmanship. Before turning to the world of
foot-powered taxi driving, Mr. Shaw had sold the prized rice
noodles that are a ubiquitous breakfast staple throughout the
country. His entrepreneurial story sounded fascinating, but I
couldn’t understand a word he said, due to the red puddle sloshing
around in his mouth.

As we bounced across the streets, a
continuous bloody mist drizzled forth from his lips, splashing
through the dark stumps that used to be teeth, falling through the
air to sprinkle against my arm. “Police everywhere,” I made out, as
Mr. Shaw pointed to the uniformed officers loitering on the corner.
They too were spitting red sludge into the dust; the ground at
their feet had turned to rusty mud. Betel was everywhere. “They
take my mohinga money.” Spit. Splash. “Trishaw
better.”

 


* * *

 


BECAUSE OF THE heat, I could only spend a few
hours walking outside before I was forced back to my hotel, which
was conveniently located across from an ice cream shop that stayed
open late serving beer and psychedelically colored frozen treats. I
especially liked the fact that when the cashiers didn’t have the
right change, they would hand out small packs of gum instead of 100
kyat notes. I spent most evenings reading there, alone under
the fluorescent lights, happily staring at my book as my
accumulating empty beer bottles stared accusingly back at me. It
was all I could do to stop myself from boiling alive. The streets
had the evaporating bake of the desert. I was forced to drink six
or seven liters of water a day from the abused-looking plastic
bottles sold on every corner. Besides that, my Mandalay diet mainly
consisted of cold beer and inexplicably green, cream soda flavored
ice cream. The ice cream was prepared the old school way, starting
from an enormous block of ice. It was one young man’s job to stand
outside all day hacking the four-foot cubes apart with an ancient,
rusted saw with wide, inch long teeth. He swung it like a
sledgehammer down onto the slippery ice until the smaller pieces
were collected in a bucket and someone else brought them inside,
where they were fed into a crushing machine.

One night I was sitting alone, as usual, when
an old man at the adjacent table leaned over towards me. “I like
your shirt,” he said. “Democracy!”

I looked down to see where he was pointing. I
was wearing my Vietnam flag shirt: bright red with an enormous,
single star. The design is similar to the flag of the National
League for Democracy, Aung San Suu Kyi’s political party. The
highly anticipated elections had been held the day before, and the
Nobel laureate and former political prisoner won her district by a
landslide majority. For the first time ever, the country’s national
hero was going to be allowed a seat in parliament. Around the
world, governments and NGOs were praising the day as an enormous
step forward for the country: the first free and fair elections in
decades. People were marching in the streets that very moment,
chanting “NLD! NLD!” and “DEE-MOK-AAH-RAAH-SEEE!”

I didn’t want to confuse the man. “Oh. Thank
you. Actually this shirt…”

“NLD. Yes of course. She won yesterday!” The
man had thin, wiry hair, dyed bright orange, and purple
fingernails. He wore a loose white tank top that didn’t quite make
it all the way over his gut. Across the chest was printed a picture
of General Aung San, the architect of Burmese independence and Suu
Kyi’s father. It is difficult to overstate the influence their
family has had on modern Burmese history. It was Aung San who
formed the modern Burmese military, having trained with the
Japanese Army during World War II, only to turn sides and fight for
the British upon witnessing the atrocities of the Japanese
occupation. After the war, Aung San successfully negotiated with
the British for Burmese independence, and was set to become the new
country’s first leader, but then, in 1947, he and most of his inner
circle were assassinated by political rivals. His daughter was two
years old.

“I know, I know,” I said. “I heard the people
marching and chanting in the streets last night. Everyone seems
very happy about the elections.” I paused for a second and stared
at the old man, trying to choose my words carefully. “Are you the
same man that gave me the flowers this morning?”

He didn’t acknowledge my question. “I have
been to the United States,” he blurted in almost perfect
English.

“Oh really, that’s where I’m from. Where did
you visit?”

“In California. I was studying engineering
there in 1960 as part of a G to G program: Government to
Government, before the military took over my country.”

“Wow. 1960 must have been a very interesting
time to be a student in California.”

“I liked America. American people are very
like Burmese people. You are very hospitable to your guests.”

“Thank you. Everyone here has been very kind
to me. I am very impressed by the people of Myanmar.”

“Thank you. You are a guest. Guests get good
treatment. But I don’t see many people from America in
Myanmar.”

“I think it’s because people in the US know very little about
Myanmar.”

“But you know about our military government.
That is why people do not visit. Although this year there are more
tourists because of the reforms.”

“Yes, but even with that, we still know very
little.”

He picked up his beer and moved to my table,
then launched into an enthusiastic explanation of Burmese history,
breezing through sixty years while I struggled to keep up in my
notebook.

“We Burmese gained independence from Britain
in 1947. General Aung San led us to independence. You know who he
is? The father of Aung San Suu Kyi. He was a good leader, the best
leader Burma has ever had. But that year he was shot.

“For a while after we had a good leader. U
Nu. He was Aung San’s right hand man, and he tried to do good for
Burmese people, but even then there was still much fighting in
Burma. All the minority people, they formed rebel groups, and the
entire country was at war. That is why we changed to military
government in 1962.

“Then, in 1988, there was real revolution.
The students were protesting at the university in Rangoon, so the
military government sent the army in. They came in jeeps with guns.
Ratatatatatat. They shot everyone. They killed so many
people. Even monks and even novices. Small boys. So many people.
That was the start of SLORC and we had a very bad leader. His name
was Than Shwe.

“The bad leader, he didn’t care about Burmese
people. He thought only for himself and the army. Because of that,
he made lots of money. But Burmese people were still very poor. We
began selling all of our resources to China, and that was very bad
for Burma. The Chinese people are very high-minded. They have
always looked down on the Burmese people.

“How old are you?” he abruptly asked.

“I’m twenty-three,” I told him.

“My son is the same age. He was born in 1988.
The same year as the revolution,” he said, referring to the August
8, 1988 protests, popularly known as the 8888 Uprising. “When he
was just born, people were protesting in the streets. Me and my
friends, we marched in the streets of Mandalay. We said ‘No’ to the
government. We said that having a military government was
wrong.”

“That must have been very scary,” I said.

“Yes, it was very scary. For a very long time
it was very scary. But I watched and saw everything very carefully.
That is why I am still alive. After the revolution, in 1988, there
were police everywhere. But many were secret police. They didn’t
dress in uniform. They wore plain clothes. But in their belt or
maybe in their pocket they would wear a microphone. They hear
everything.

“People couldn’t speak. I was afraid to say
anything then. Everyone was quiet, because people knew about the
police. But if they did not know, they might accidentally speak to
the wrong person. Then the police hear it, and at night the person
would be asleep. At 12 o’clock, 1 o’clock, it’s dark, night time.
Then they come. They knock on the door. They take the person and
bring them to the torture prison. It was very bad. They used many
kinds of torture. And before they tortured people, they asked many
questions. After the torture, then they kill them. Or sometimes, if
they don’t kill, people were brought to a prison island. No one
would see that person again. They would disappear forever.

“Even now, now that Than Shwe has stepped
down, things have not really improved. Our new leader, they say he
is new and different, but the military is still behind him. Thein
Sein, he was chosen by Than Shwe. They still control him.
For many years it has been this way. Everything was the military.
They make every decision and we all live in fear.

“Only now, now might be different. This
election proves that we can move forward. Some things are changing.
Now we can talk.”

“So maybe I chose a good time to come and
visit,” I said.

“Yes. You came at a good time. Now we can
talk and not be afraid. Before, no one would talk about these
things.”

“Thank you for telling me so much.”

He patted me on the shoulder, his purple
fingernails brushing against my bare skin, and made to exit the ice
cream shop.

“Wait,” I called after him. “Are you sure it
wasn’t you this morning – who gave me the flowers.”

He looked back at me and smiled. “The flowers
are beautiful this time of year.” And he left. “Old soldiers never
die,” I heard him shout into the night. “They only fade away.”

The Book:
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* * *

 


I HAD A lot to think about. The country was
undoubtedly changing, hopeful and on the verge of possibility. The
fact that I could even listen to a crowd march in the streets
changing “NLD!” was a testament to a new country. Until this year,
any large gathering, even something as benign as a book club, would
have been considered illegal. But I wondered if the optimism was a
little premature. Even with so called “free and fair” elections,
even with a new constitution that was ratified earlier this year,
the military still automatically held 25% of parliamentary seats,
and the Union Solidarity and Development Party, which currently
holds more than 50% of seats, is staunchly pro-military, composed
mainly of ex-generals and colonels. Their decisions are made by
block voting. Aung San Suu Kyi gained a new pulpit to speak from,
but could real change come to Myanmar?

So much of the country needed it. There were
power shortages everywhere I visited in Myanmar, but in Mandalay
they were the worst. Electricity couldn’t keep up with the sprawl.
The entire block would go dark at night and a long, deep beeping
noise would echo through my hotel. Fans would stop spinning and I
would sit there in the dark, sweating, staring up at the invisible
ceiling for five minutes until someone jogged up the stairs to
switch the breakers on each floor. It was especially conspicuous at
the hotel I was staying in, which was attached to a diesel
generator store at the ground level. The dangerously overweight
manager would jot down someone’s passport and visa info and then
shuffle next door to start tinkering on a hulk of greasy metal.
Despite the contradictory appearance of a powerless generator
store, customers still filed in to peruse the shelves by
flashlight.

Myanmar always seemed to leave me with the
impression of having stepped sideways in time. An entire country
rushing forward on its own independent continuum. With the ancient
automobiles, bootleg gemstone business and women-only road
construction crews, the country was a world apart. There were child
bricklayers chewing betel and drinking Orange Crusher. Gum could be
used as a substitute for money. And people with nothing seemed
determined to give me things for free.

With the successful elections, the NLD won
forty-three of the forty-five open seats in the lower parliamentary
house. Aung San Suu Kyi was elected to parliament. In theory, that
merely makes her another one of the 664 members. She doesn’t get
any special power or podium. But the symbolism was what mattered to
the people. It was also apparently what mattered to the outside
world. Within twenty-four hours, western nations were lifting
decades-old sanctions against the government. Blacklisted Myanmar
officials were suddenly allowed to travel in Europe. The United
States announced they would name an ambassador to Myanmar, the
first since 1990. The world seemed determined for Myanmar to join
the twenty-first century. But people inside the country seemed more
wary, and I found myself siding with them. I couldn’t stop the
guilty sensation from creeping into my thoughts: If I come back
here in five years and everything is different, if the country has
lost its funky backwater idiosyncrasies, would I like it as
much?
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 PRESENCE

 


IF YOU LOOK at recent satellite photos of
Myanmar, you can see thick black lines twisting across the center
of the country. They are roads – big ones – and many of them didn’t
exist three years ago. The government has recently invested in an
enormous infrastructure overhaul, thanks to the billions of dollars
in foreign investment that has poured into the country in the past
few years. Myanmar sits in a unique geographic and political niche.
As a resource-rich buffer between China and India, the country has
benefited greatly from generous relationships with the two most
populous nations in the world, especially China.

In 1949, then-Burma was the first
non-communist country to recognize the Peoples Republic of China.
Since then, China has been an unwavering supporter of the Burmese
government. After the military crackdowns in 1988 and the
subsequent black-listing of the Myanmar government by the
international community, ties with the Chinese have only increased.
China is the number one sponsor of the Burmese military, outfitting
both the army and navy with vehicles and weaponry and offering
training for air, land and sea forces. In return, Myanmar has
become a path to the Bay of Bengal, and the closest link to the
Indian Ocean for Western China.

And in the Bay of Bengal there is oil and
gas. Lots of it. China’s sponsorship of Myanmar has resulted in
access to energy right next door. To harness all that power waiting
under the ground and water, Chinese oil and gas companies have
revamped the Burmese oil infrastructure, retrofitting and
retraining oilfields and refineries, and, in return, getting a
share in the spoils. But that oil and gas still needs to make the
500-mile trip from Sittwe, in southwestern Myanmar, to Kunming, in
Yunan Province, China. In the past decade, Chinese money has helped
build roads and bridges and dams to go along with massive pipelines
for direct transport across the country. The pipelines are still
under construction. When they are completed, along with another
proposed pipeline that would allow for the shipment of oil from the
Middle East across Myanmar, they will enable China to diversify
their energy imports, bypassing the busy global shipping lanes in
the straits of Malacca if need be. In effect, Myanmar has become a
Chinese path to the Indian Ocean, and it has made the military rich
as a result.

As their swollen neighbor to the north began
trucking out environmental spoils, Myanmar still had to build
actual roads for their trucks to drive on.

But this hadn’t stopped the bus rides in
Myanmar from being generally infuriating. The 100-mile trip from
Mandalay to Bagan took over seven hours. An entrenched patience has
been part of the country’s DNA for so long that no one seemed to
know what to do with the smooth new asphalt. The new roads were all
untouched, clean straight beams to the horizon – and the buses
would crawl along at twenty miles an hour. Drivers would sit on the
horn as they lumbered down the road, barely moving. Every ten
minutes the door would open at some arbitrary spot along the
highway and someone would walk off into a lonely looking rice
field. At every town, dumpy women carrying baskets of mystery meat
or bundles of sticky rice wrapped in bamboo would shuffle up and
down the aisle, sticking their wares in everyone’s face and
attempting to squawk over each other in high pitched Burmese.
Everything was taking too long. But instead of absorbing the quiet
pace of life, I felt, if anything, more rushed.

The bus ride to Bagan was uneventful, but
uniquely hi tech. Instead of six tiny video monitors periodically
suspended over our heads, everyone on the bus got to stare at a
forty-inch flat-screen hung in the middle of the windshield. The
driver got to watch TV too. I sat in the front row, across the
aisle from the driver, and every time I turned to look at him, his
neck was craned backwards and his mouth was open, transfixed by the
soap opera’s new plot points. He would periodically glance at the
road as we passed another car or dodged a crew of female
construction workers. He was either the best or worst driver I’d
ever seen; I couldn’t decide. Instead of stressing over the chance
that my life would end to the theme music of All My Children:
Myanmar, I forced myself to sit still, and watched out the
window as lonely, stick-like figures belabored crusty bicycles
across the dust-covered plain.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/259459
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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Since we cannot get what we like, let us like what we can get.





tmp_e06d77649dec86bdd26a748595a76c20_Hp0szv_html_mb0d844.png
. _0cQ

gooirondeunoy meqglatradisdonon
RppSEf (d) eqpogod(gddond

The man’s happiest moment is his weakest.
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Whilst the morning shines, gather the flowers.
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The greatest homage we can pay to the truth is to use it.
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Morality is not properly the doctrine of how we make ourselves happy, but
how we make ourselves worthy of happiness.
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Three days of uninterrupted company in a vehicle will make you better
acquainted with another man than one hour’s conversation with him every
day for three years.





cover.jpg
SORCERERS AND CIGARETTES

FALLING OFF THE MAP IN BURMA





