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FOREWORD

Today, when we think about peace, we inevitably think of Mahatma Gandhi (“Gandhiji”) and his epic struggle to demonstrate that nonviolence can overcome even the most entrenched hostility. If recent events have told us anything, it is that there is undoubtedly a need for a force greater than military power, a force greater than material wealth—a force driven by all that is good and humane in our society. The Gandhian ideals loom up again as being the most relevant and practical principles that can save us from further harm.

Not only has Gandhiji been a great inspiration to me in my social and political work (opposing apartheid in South Africa and helping to build a just society after the transition to democratic rule), but I also feel a special connection with him, for he was my grandfather. As he inspired me in my life, I know that he continues to inspire millions of other people around the world.

Above all else, Gandhiji’s struggles affirmed the importance of peace, for without it there is neither happiness nor justice nor any meaning to our political or social unions. He taught us the very clear lesson that it is easy to postulate principles but very difficult to put them into practice.

Believing in peace and a good life for all is very well, but the final step is putting into practice what we have learned or begun to believe in. This final step is what eventually determines the quality of our lives. The great living peacemakers profiled in this book believe, as Gandhiji did, that peace requires action, not merely expressing its importance and hoping it will happen.

When Gandhiji came to South Africa he saw that the people had acquiesced in the harsh treatment to which they were subjected. Some chose to run away from the unbearable conditions of indenture; others chose to commit suicide. But a large majority succumbed to the harsh conditions and continued to work. In India the poor farmworkers suffered similar treatment and had also given in to these conditions. One of Gandhiji’s greatest achievements was to instill in them dignity and a sense of direction. He raised their consciousness about their rights and aroused in them a will to resist the oppression they suffered.

The recent, fleeting millennium spirit, as well as recent tragedies, caused us all to stop and reflect on our lives—the conditions of our neighborhoods, villages, towns, and cities, and our world as a whole. While there are many meaningful achievements to be thankful for, some of the key issues that arose out of our reflections should cause us more agony than joy. What we see is a disharmony between the rapid advances and luxuries made by science and the suffering of those who still linger in poverty, hunger, deadly disease, crime of the most vicious proportions (often against the most vulnerable in our society), violent wars, terrorism, and strife. This violence and injustice is a scourge that destroys thousands of lives on a daily basis.

There is yet reason for hope, as this book well affirms. As Scott A. Hunt points out, set against the savagery of the past century are people of great stature and courage who have stood up to declare a war against violence and strife, injustice and exploitation. These are people with extraordinary talents and commitments who have been able to advance their goals through nonviolent means. These lives reflect a divine power that far surpasses the transitory, worldly power of the mighty and the rich. These are lives worth getting to know, and worth emulating.

We all have to accept the responsibility to change the world by cultivating some of the principles by which Gandhiji lived and by which a new generation of peacemakers continues to work. We have to begin to look at sharing and ensuring that resources are distributed equitably, and we must ensure that people can see and feel the change and be able to identify a niche for themselves in the world.

In addition to political oppression, we have economic, intellectual, religious, environmental, and gender oppression in the world. When we talk about peace, we cannot view indiscriminate killings and destruction of property in isolation from the poverty, illiteracy, religious intolerance, environmental threats, and gender oppression faced by people who have been left out, who are unable to see their niche, who may have lost their sense of dignity and direction.

Gandhiji, who has inspired so many people around the world, had three powerful concepts that embraced his nonviolent action. These are satyagraha, sarvodaya, and swadeshi. Satyagraha was a word coined by him to describe his nonviolent struggle, as he wanted it to be seen as being different from the other nonviolent movements. He maintained that satyagraha was more than the absence of war or violence—it was a way of life, a discipline, that required training. Sarvodaya was aimed at an approach to political theory, which was different from existent utilitarian theory. It advocated a dedication and commitment to all the members of a community as a prerequisite to community work. His third concept was swadeshi, which was based on an approach to economics aiming at self-reliance at the local level. In this way every person can be guaranteed an employment and livelihood. The actual sustenance of such a venture would be driven through the purchasing power of the people, retained within the local area. Dependency on cities would be reduced, and people would be able to coexist on a plane of material equality. Support of local products, even if more expensive, is key to this concept. For me these three concepts woven together form the tapestry of Gandhian ideals. They are a recipe for peace, as a contented people will not want to go to war.

Having identified problems, it is also always necessary to look for solutions. It is clear that change of political power in itself will not be able to achieve peace. As you read this book, it may be helpful to recall the things that Gandhiji would consider as essential Conditions for peace, each embracing his concepts of satyagraha, sara, and swadeshi:


	People in power, whether political, economic, religious, civic, or administrative power, need to develop a holistic view of peace. If we want a better country for our grandchildren and great-grandchildren then we need to act and ensure that such a holistic view is adopted and that a comprehensive approach is used in addressing the issue of peace. We also have a responsibility to ensure that the community understands and approves of this approach. We must be willing to share expertise and funds, and at the same time develop the community’s capacity to meet the challenges of the future.

	We cannot expect government to change things on its own. We have to take responsibility for bringing about changes. We need to develop a climate of love, caring, sharing, and communal consciousness as we begin the process of building an equitable society through community programs.

	We need to build a culture of nonviolence among our children and youth, through actively ensuring that we (and they) do not support war toys or violent games and other negative influences, but instead promote a culture of resistance to injustice. We need to inculcate a communal responsibility among all our people.

	We need to create a culture of work, and recognize the dignity of work, so that we can learn to meet not only our own needs but also those of the whole community.

	We need to develop a new identity so that we can be rid of the racism and sexism embedded in us through life under violence and begin to love our people and our world.

	We should be vigilant to the needs of the community and begin to lay the foundation for a more equitable society where everyone may have access to opportunities. The present unemployment situation needs to be seriously challenged and work opportunities created for all people.



These are the goals Gandhiji set for development work in India, and they continue to apply equally to people everywhere in the world. Only when these goals have been achieved will we be able to say to ourselves that we have achieved peace in our world, a peace for which Gandhiji lived, worked, and died.

I hope this book, through Scott A. Hunt’s journeys and his conversations with great peacemakers, helps you discover your role in the future of peace. I know Gandhiji would have welcomed this book. It is a call to action, and hopefully it will inspire you to do something of your own that contributes positively to the advancement of humanity.

Perhaps the sum total of the work done by luminaries who have worked for peace, those who have gained recognition and those who have been working quietly in the many corners of the world, can help us and guide us in our search for a better life. Some of the lives illustrated in this book will undoubtedly not only serve as an inspiration for future generations but will contain valuable lessons in peacemaking and peacekeeping for all of us today.

Ela Gandhi
Capetown, South Africa
May 2002

EDITOR’S NOTE: Ela Gandhi, a Member of Parliament of South Africa, is a longtime member of the African National Congress. During the apartheid regime in South Africa, she was under house arrest for her advocacy of democracy. Among her many achievements, Ela Gandhi formed and served on The World Conference on Religion and Peace.





INTRODUCTION


Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

Margaret Mead



Kindness is alive and well, and we have good reason to be hopeful about the future. Despite the horrors that we see unfolding daily on our television screens, every day around the world there are countless acts of restraint, decency, and goodness. As we shall see from the very front lines of the struggles for freedom and justice, the good far outweighs the bad. That is why we can be confident in our capacity to overcome anger, hatred, and obsession, which fuel the fire of violence.

It is true that one can scarcely look at the history of humankind without noting how frequently we have hurt one another. The century just past was the bloodiest ever recorded, and we have begun a new century with new fears and animosities that threaten to tear peace apart. Yet nowhere is it written—either in our genes or in the stars—that we are fated to repeat our mistakes. Our world, like our own mind, becomes exactly and only what we make it.

As we grow in awareness of one another—whether two people beginning a romance or two disparate and far-removed strangers taking an interest in the other’s culture—a wonderful thing begins to happen: we begin to care for the other as if the other is part of us. This is the magic of life that our ancient teachers have bid us to see: the invisible filaments of interconnectedness that bind us together in love and appreciation.

We see also, when we look past nationalism, racism, and all the other artificial divisions that pry us apart, that people everywhere, no matter how they look, dress, speak, or act, want to be happy. This desire for happiness is universal, fundamental, and irrepressible. And it is the starting point for cooperation, decency, and justice. Our obligation is to find out how we can fulfill our desire for happiness while we allow others to fulfill theirs as well.

The happiness I speak of does not come exclusively, or even primarily, from acquiring material goods. If it did, then nearly everyone in the West would feel content while everyone in poorer regions would feel despondent. Yet I have seen depressed celebrities in Hollywood mansions and laughing orphans in squalid refugee camps. It is a common mistake around the globe, of course, to confuse material attainment with happiness. As the world population increases and the desire for bigger, better, and faster consumer goods spreads, this mistaken formula for happiness poses serious challenges to our planet.

True happiness cannot exist without hope. True happiness requires the hope that our own actions can bring us joy, that we can do something productive for ourselves, and that those around us will do us no harm. We must be able to use our creative energy and be free from fear. And true happiness requires a further hope—that people will help us when we need help, that they will be sympathetic to our feelings, and that they will cooperate in a system in which we can succeed both spiritually and materially. Without such expectations, the future looks bleak and we cannot help but succumb to anxiety, fear, and inaction.

There is yet a greater hope still: that everyone everywhere can join us in our attainment of a happy life. It is not a requirement that everyone be equal in what they attain. Yet it is reasonable to expect that freedom, basic living standards, and access to medical care be afforded to all. Unfortunately, the political and economic frameworks that exist today have not created this shared experience of a good life. This inequity is not the only reason for wars, of course, but it is certainly a predominant reason. In my experience, happy people don’t start fights, much less wars. If not for justice itself, then simply for harmony, we must create a more equitable framework affording opportunities to everyone. And we can do it if we can only, finally, muster the will and make the required sacrifices.

This vision of a world without conflict in which each individual has opportunities and enjoys the freedom to pursue his or her own sacred journey is a powerful impetus to change. Without the vision, it is doubtful that we will alter the way things are. Yet we need only encounter the right individuals and have the right experiences in order to invigorate our vision of a better world. It is such an appealing and alluring prospect, so consistent with our innate sense of right and wrong, and so affirmed by centuries of our spiritual practices, that should we embrace it wholeheartedly and pragmatically, we could transform, in rather short order, the very character of the world.

Unfortunately, for most of us hope atrophies in the face of persistent negative images and experiences. That is why it is so important for us to focus on the goodness of humanity, even in times of peril when the world seems awash with violence. We have to remind ourselves to look past the nonstop stream of news reports, understanding that the very reason for the news broadcasts is to gain our attention, to gather ratings, and so to enthrall us in tales of despicable acts of aggression and inhumanity. It is up to us to moderate our intake of such news and to use the information wisely; to analyze and demand solutions to the troubles, not to wallow in the problems, thinking them unintelligible, inevitable, or unsolvable.

Even in the darkest times in our history, people of extraordinary character have lived among us, showing us a way out of the deplorable cycle of hatred and aggression. They exist this very day. It is to these people that we can turn in order to replenish our encouragement, hope, and inspiration. Martin Luther King Jr. called such people the “creatively maladjusted,” for they live outside the standard view, unwilling to accept the predictions of continual tragedies, incessant warfare, and racial and religious avarice. They are the heirs of our great spiritual masters from centuries past, continuing now to challenge us to think and act differently, to live more productively and harmoniously.

These people are gifted with an irrational faith. Their faith is irrational in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. They maintain their vigil for peace, day in and day out, no matter how dismal their situation becomes. These are the people who look into the gloom and see the foundations of light, who fail to be dissuaded from doing what is morally correct despite years of setbacks or minute gains, who show us in their words and deeds how we can turn our torments into triumphs.

This book contains powerful messages of hope and inspiration from some of the most fascinating people of our time. They are all great peacemakers who rose out of the ashes of conflict. From some of the most horrendous chapters in human history, these great leaders have emerged to show us a different path, proving not only that cessation of war is possible, but that the removal of hatred and violence from our hearts is possible as well. We can have peace not merely between nations, but also in our streets and in our homes. They rebuke the pundits not simply with academic theories but also with hard-fought actions waged on the front lines of the world’s most troubled regions. In short, they show us that the promise of peace remains intact, and so does our enormous potential to achieve it.

Aung San Suu Kyi is sometimes called the world’s leading dissident. Thrust into the political arena by her sense of duty to the people of her country, Suu Kyi won the most stunning democratic election in history, overcoming the brute force of the military dictators who used all means at their disposal to thwart the will of the people. Suu Kyi was never permitted to take office. She was kept under house arrest for years in near-starvation conditions, and today her freedom—if she can be said to have any at all—is still severely restricted. Speaking from her house in Rangoon, she tells of her continuing struggle to bring freedom to her people.

The Dalai Lama escaped Tibet before the Chinese Communists could place him under house arrest or silence him outright in more barbaric ways. Though he tried to reach accommodation with Mao and the Communist leadership, His Holiness could not prevent the brutal military invasion of Tibet and the ensuing destruction of most of his country’s monasteries, cultural sites, and even its way of life. Though China claims it will never give up its control over Tibet, the Dalai Lama continues to meet China’s hostility with compassion. Now on the world stage, he has become one of the world’s moral authorities. During several meetings at his home in India, this holy man talks about the healing and creative powers of compassion.

In Israel and Palestine, three poignant voices who denounce violence and intolerance on all sides help me sort out what is truly fueling the continuing conflict in that region. Dr. Hanan Ashrawi is a Christian Palestinian who condemns abuse of power, whether it stems from the Palestinian Authority or from the state of Israel. She talks with me in the West Bank while violence rages around us. Two other well-known figures in Israel also speak with me, Uri Avnery and Shulamit Aloni. Both are war heroes and political leaders who call for peace through the end of contentious settlements in the Occupied Territories and the establishment of two truly independent and equal states of Israel and Palestine. Together, these three voices clarify the history of the conflict, piercing through widely held misperceptions and providing the blueprint for lasting peace in the region.

The kind old monk, scholar, and religious leader Thich Quang Do has spent many years in a prison cell for advocating freedom of worship in Vietnam and for trying to organize humanitarian relief for starving and sickly flood victims in the south of his country. Thich Quang Do’s Buddhist order was the country’s most prominent, oldest, and largest, and it was responsible for building and maintaining many of Vietnam’s hospitals, orphanages, and public works projects. Yet the government outlawed membership in the church and confiscated all the church’s property. Worse, it began to twist the words of the Buddha and refused to allow anyone, especially the recognized scholar Thich Quang Do, to correct the false teachings. His captor’s removed him from the squalid conditions of his solitary confinement only for interrogations, through which they hoped to break his spirit. Yet they never did. Neither did they manage, to their frustration and dismay, to extinguish his ever-present laughter. He has been nominated several times for a Nobel Peace Prize. Still under house arrest, he talks, and laughs, with me at a small temple in Saigon.

Oscar Arias presided over a country without an army and helped forge peace in Central America at a time when hawks in the United States opposed and tried to thwart his efforts. Arias not only had to contend with the parties to the dispute in Central America, he also had to face the full force of the covert and illegal operations directed by the Reagan White House, the State Department, and the Central Intelligence Agency. Arias was awarded a Nobel Peace Prize for his successful peace plan. He has helped since to create the world’s first border with no standing army on either side and has been one of the leading advocates of arms control and economic fairness as methods of curbing warfare around the world. At his home in Costa Rica, and on the move in San Jose, he speaks to me about his vision for international cooperation and what he is doing to help create it.

Maha Ghosananda has often been called the “Gandhi of Cambodia,” for he is perhaps the one person in all the world closest in demeanor and achievement to the Mahatma himself. Maha Ghosananda is a monk (the Supreme Patriarch of Cambodia, actually) who brought spiritual practice back to a country devastated by one of the most horrendous episodes of genocide in history, administering his healing words and actions even to those who were responsible for the murder of his entire family. He has led courageous peace marches through heavily mined war zones and has embraced all parties with his trademark smile and gentle gaze. He has been nominated several times for the Nobel Peace Prize. From his monastery in Phnom Penh, he shows me his great intelligence and kindness and fascinates me with his amazing capacity for forgiveness.

Finally, the internationally renowned scientist and humanitarian Dr. Jane Goodall speaks with me about her quest to promote harmonious living around the globe. Many years ago, as a gutsy young woman, she entered the remote jungles of Africa at the behest of the famed anthropologist Louis Leakey. Leakey suggested that Goodall could help further our understanding of human evolution by observing the natural behavior of our closest animal relative, the chimpanzee. In the process Goodall made groundbreaking discoveries and gained enormous wisdom. Surprising to many, she also enhanced her belief in God and grew in the conviction that each of us is a precious and indispensable part of the whole of life. Though even her beloved forests of Gombe are threatened by the environmental degradation taking place all over the world, in our every meeting she spoke with the utmost faith in humanity’s vast creative potential to overcome environmental destruction, inequality, materialism, and violence.

In the Epilogue, three peacemakers from Northern Ireland—Nobel Peace laureates John Hume, Betty Williams, and Mairead Corrigan Maguire—provide a final reminder about the causes of conflict and our ability to overcome animosity.

As you will see in the coming pages, all of these peacemakers share the belief that the quest for a peaceful world is essentially the quest to awaken the compassionate spirit in each of us—to invigorate hope, to reconnect with the universal kindness that our great teachers have tried to cultivate for thousands of years. They recognize that peace is not something we can wait on a divine power to establish. It rests in our hands to learn virtue and respect for one another and to practice tolerance and forbearance.

Yet this book is not simply a retelling of conversations. It is also about observations and my personal journeys beyond the limits of my own horizon, past the humanly constructed barriers of states into the heart of conflict and human potential. During each journey I tried to better my understanding of antidotes to violence and to gain a new confidence in our ability to establish lasting peace. My journeys were often long and tiring, sometimes quite dangerous but always meaningful and rewarding. Along the way, I met countless individuals, and I listened to their stories over cups of tea and coffee, in the heat of the tropics and the cold of the high mountains, in cities and in remote villages. As I researched and investigated and listened, I did my best to keep my mind and heart open, to set aside my preconceptions, and to hear their concerns with genuine empathy.

To tell the tales of my encounters with the world’s greatest living peacemakers, it became necessary to write about the origins of many conflicts. It is important for us not only to understand where we have gone wrong in the past (in order to avoid doing so again, as best we can), but also to bridge the gap between ideas considered spiritual and those regarded as intellectual.

Two of the greatest minds who ever lived walked among us in this past war-filled century. Albert Einstein was a man of science, but one who saw a spiritual duty to promote and protect peace. He viewed it as his “solemn and transcendent duty” to do all in his power to prevent warfare. Without needing to profess any religious doctrine, he saw peace as a moral imperative—a universal obligation that can best be described as spiritual. “Unless the cause of peace based on law gathers behind it the force and zeal of religion,” he wrote, “it hardly can hope to succeed.” Not by logic alone, he said, can peace be achieved. “There must be added that deep power of emotion which is a basic ingredient of religion.”1

Mohandas Gandhi came from a different discipline. Trained as a lawyer who fought for justice, Gandhi embarked on a spiritual path that would transform him into one of the most extraordinary people of all time. While he became known as a mahatma, or “great soul” of incredible wisdom and skill, he never lost sight of practical considerations. “I could not be leading a religious life unless I identified myself with the whole of mankind,” he said, “and that I could not do unless I took part in politics. The whole gamut of man’s activities today constitutes an indivisible whole. You cannot divide social, economic, political and purely religious work into watertight compartments.”2

These two remarkable people provide important examples for us all. They both saw peace as a deeply moral obligation that required faith, vision, and courage. Yet they also knew that people cannot simply pray for peace and praise its name; they must undertake the hard work necessary to make it happen. As Einstein said at the end of World War II, “The war is won, but the peace is not.”

And today peace still is not won. Yet that doesn’t mean it is impossible. We must create it. Like Einstein and Gandhi, we must work on both the spiritual and conventional fronts. Intellectuals may find it challenging to work with the lexicon of spirituality, and the spiritually minded may find it difficult to bear the world of intellectuality. It is imperative for us to do both, however, if lasting peace is to have any real chance.

I emerged from these journeys optimistic that the human sense of right, the sense of justice, and the spiritual yearning for deeper meaning and expression will ensure our eventual liberation from violence. We may continue to suffer needlessly and to cause suffering for generations to come. Yet I am certain that violence will diminish and that eventually the wisdom of our compassionate nature will win out. What makes me so certain of this fact is my incredible encounters with the living peacemakers you will meet in the pages to come.





One

AUNG SAN SUU KYI: TRIUMPH OF THE SPIRIT

Ivividly recall the scene in the film Beyond Rangoon in which a dignified woman walks confidently through a large crowd. The woman is small in physical stature yet enormous in prestige. Her supporters are cheering, waving flags, and hoisting her portrait. Her slight build, colorful dress, and gracious smile stand in marked contrast to the heavily armed, drably uniformed soldiers lurking in the shadows. Without warning, the soldiers burst from the darkness, storm into the crowd, and form a line to keep the woman from reaching a nearby stage.

The standoff is fraught with danger. The woman and her compatriots are well aware that the soldiers have a history of firing on peaceful demonstrators, and they would not hesitate to do so again in the name of public order. Yet the woman shows no hint of fear. She steps forward, waving off those who try to stop her. She advances slowly, resolutely, staring deeply into the eyes of the soldier who is pointing his rifle directly at her. The woman stands there as the symbol of freedom, face-to-face with the soldier, a symbol of violence and subjugation. Her determination and confidence begin to unsettle the soldier. He starts to tremble in confusion and fear and finally relents. The woman steps gingerly, even graciously, through the line, followed by a flood of her supporters. It is a small victory of peaceful means over aggression.

Though the scene might be Hollywood fiction, the event was quite real. It happened in the Southeast Asian nation of Burma in the late 1980s. The woman depicted is named Aung San Suu Kyi (pronounced Ong Sahn Soo Chee). Suu Kyi has become perhaps the leading political dissident in the world. Her struggle to bring freedom and justice to her country garnered her the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991 and many other awards, including the Presidential Medal of Freedom from the United States.

When I sat down to plan my journeys, Burma was one of the places I put at the top of my list. I definitely wanted to meet Suu Kyi, but I knew that would be no easy matter. In fact, it was nearly impossible in recent years for a writer to speak with her. Journalists were rarely permitted to enter Burma. Those who were discovered inside the country were promptly detained and unceremoniously deported. The government has been terrified that Suu Kyi and her pro-democracy colleagues would gather further international support and incite a popular uprising. They have good reason to be fearful.

In March 1988 groups of university students took to the streets of Rangoon, Burma’s capital, peacefully demonstrating against the totalitarian regime founded by General Ne Win in July 1962. Responding to this perceived threat, the police shot to death two hundred demonstrators. Halfway around the world, Aung San Suu Kyi, a woman of slight build with delicate features, long black hair, and extremely elegant manners, was living a normal life in Oxford, England, with her husband (an Oxford University professor) and her two sons when she received word that her mother had suffered a severe stroke. Suu Kyi immediately flew to Rangoon to be by her mother’s side. She had no idea at that time that she would eventually wind up in the heart of a brewing social storm.

Burma is a country of approximately fifty million people in a land area just slightly smaller than the state of Texas. It borders the Andaman Sea in the south, Tibet in the north, Bangladesh and India in the north and northwest, Thailand in the east and southeast, and Laos and China in the east and northeast. The people are chiefly Burman (68 percent) with minority populations of Shan (9 percent), Karen (7 percent), Rakhine (4 percent), Chinese (3 percent) Mon (2 percent), Indian (2 percent), and other ethnicities (5 percent). Though the official language is Burmese, over one hundred languages are spoken in the country.

Eighty-five percent of the people are Buddhist, 4 percent are Muslim, 4 percent are Christian (mostly Baptist), and the remaining are of other faiths. The country has abundant natural resources, including petroleum, natural gas, timber, tin, coal, and precious gems.

In the sixth century the Mon settled in the Irrawaddy River delta in Lower Burma, as well as in Thailand and Cambodia. Several centuries later, when the indigenous Pyus had been vanquished by the Yunnans (from China), the Burmans descended into central Burma from the eastern Himalayan region, bringing the Burmans into direct contact with the Mon. For hundreds of years the two races fought many wars with each other, carting off captives to be used as slaves in the construction of Buddhist temples and in cultivating rice.

In 1044 the Burman king Anawratha established control over much of the country and vanquished the Mon. Anawratha established his capital at Pagan, the “city of a thousand temples,” which was the seat of his dynasty until the invasion of Kublai Khan in 1287. Thereafter the country vacillated between chaos and the kingdoms of the Shan in the north (who were closely related to the Siamese) and the Mon in the south. In the sixteenth century the Taongoo dynasty firmly reestablished Burman control over the Shan and Mon.

The Mon rose up again in the eighteenth century but were crushed by the armies of Alaungpaya in 1758. Alaungpaya expanded his kingdom to include the present-day Indian territories of Assam and Manipur and areas in present-day Thailand as well. His son, Hsinbyushin, completely destroyed the ancient Thai capital of Ayuthaya and drove the Thai to Krung Thep (present-day Bangkok). Hsinbyushin also conquered Rakhine, the border region between Burma and India.

In 1824 the Burmese and the British began to spar over the borders of Assam, Rakhine, and other areas. Two years later the British forced the Burmese to cede Rakhine (cutting off Burma’s coastline along the Bay of Bengal) and the coastal region of Taninthayi along the Thai border.

Fearing French influence in the region, and desiring control over Burma, especially the valuable port of Rangoon, the British used a pretext to launch a second war against the Burmese. In 1852 the British captured the rich population center of Lower Burma. In 1885 the British used another petty dispute to justify a third war against Burma. The central Burmese city of Mandalay was captured within two weeks, and the British then conducted a ruthless and bloody campaign to consolidate power over Upper Burma. Many innocent civilians were murdered and villages destroyed, resulting in Britain’s control over the entire country.

Burma was initially governed under the British Raj in India, but in response to growing nationalism among the Burmans, the country was separated from India in 1937 and governed as a sister colony. British exploitation of the country’s resources and people continued, however, and opposition to British rule was substantial. Yet Winston Churchill remained flatly opposed to any erosion of British authority over its duly conquered colonies.

The Burmese pro-independence forces turned to the Japanese for support. Japan assisted them in forming the Burmese Independence Army (BIA) headed by General Aung San. Burma was also frequently occupied in the east by Chinese Nationalist troops, who were fighting against the Japanese imperial forces in China. Within weeks of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese Imperial Army, aided by the BIA, attacked the British-Indian and Chinese Nationalist forces in Burma. For the Japanese, the attack was a way to destroy the U.S.-backed supply lines keeping the Chinese forces alive, as well as to capture the airfields that supplied the defenses of Singapore. For the BIA, the attack was a means to finally gain its independence from British repression.

Japan, which had long argued that its military actions throughout Asia were counterimperialist, declared that Burma was now a free nation. Aung San and thirty colleagues were permitted by the Japanese to create the independent Burma National Army (BNA). General Aung San became the defense minister of the BNA, and a man named General Ne Win (to whom we will return momentarily) became its chief of staff. The Japanese, however, did not come into the country as mere liberators. Their military advance was brutal, needlessly taking lives in repeated atrocities and destroying village after village without mercy.

In 1944 the Japanese invasion of India failed, and the Allied forces of the British, Americans, and Chinese Nationalists counterattacked Japanese-occupied Burma. General Aung San convinced the Japanese to let him lead the BNA against the invading Allies, but when he reached the front lines, he turned his forces around and joined the Allied invasion to liberate his country of the Japanese. During the ensuing military campaign, Aung San remained steadfast that Burma should be free from foreign rule, and he resisted the British desire to reestablish control over the country as a colony. Aung San’s personal charm and charisma made him both a formidable military ally who could command the loyalty of the various peoples of Burma and an eventual hindrance to the British desire to recolonize the country.

At the end of World War II General Aung San demanded and obtained Britain’s pledge to grant Burma its independence. Aung San, like America’s George Washington, quickly transitioned from a military to a political leader and became the leading voice for democracy and civilian rule. Yet six months before the nation’s independence was proclaimed on January 4, 1948, Aung San was assassinated. It is widely believed that the assassination was the work of his colleague General Ne Win, who was bitterly opposed to civilian rule.

Aung San was thirty-two years old when he died. His daughter was only two years old. Little did anyone know that tiny Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of the “father of Burmese independence,” would play a crucial role one day in the country’s difficult march toward democracy.

Suu Kyi was raised believing in her father’s sense of duty to his people and in democratic ideals. But during much of her childhood the political landscape in Burma was chaotic. After independence the country plunged into turmoil as various ethnic groups revolted against the new government of Prime Minister U Nu. Order was restored in much of the country by 1951, but then the U.S.-backed Chinese Nationalist forces seeking safe bases from which to fight the Chinese Communists effectively annexed territories from Burma. The United States regularly flew in military supplies to these bases and purposely turned a blind eye to the fact that the Nationalist forces raised a great deal of their funds from the sale of opium on the world market. (Former Chinese Nationalist military officers continue to this day to control much of the production of opium and its derivative heroin in the Golden Triangle of Burma, Thailand, and Laos, thanks in part to U.S. support years ago.)2

In 1958 the economy was in shambles, the Chinese Nationalist forces still occupying parts of the country and various groups in armed rebellion against the government. Prime Minister U Nu temporarily gave power to General Ne Win, who formed a military government. Ne Win successfully brought stability to the country and permitted free elections in 1960. U Nu and his coalition government won a clear majority.

At that time Aung San Suu Kyi’s mother, Khin Kyi, was appointed ambassador to Burma’s large, democratic neighbor, India. Suu Kyi, then fifteen years old, accompanied her mother to New Delhi. Within two years, however, U Nu’s coalition government began to splinter and General Ne Win staged a coup, abolishing the parliament and announcing that Burma would become a socialist country under the Burmese Socialist Programme Party. Virtually all of the country’s industry, including retail pricing, was nationalized and heavily controlled.

Suu Kyi left the country in 1964 to pursue an education and graduated in 1967 from Oxford University with a degree in philosophy, politics, and economics. Suu Kyi then moved to the United States to work as an assistant secretary to the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions in the United Nations Secretariat. During nearly three years in New York, Suu Kyi closely followed and empathized with the demonstrations against the Vietnam War.

Suu Kyi’s sense of duty to Burma was not diminished by her time abroad or by her decision in 1972 to marry Oxford Tibetan studies scholar Michael Aris and live with him in England. Before they wed, Suu Kyi wrote to him, “I only ask one thing. That should my people need me, you would help me do my duty by them.”3 Suu Kyi also wrote, “Sometimes I am beset with fears that circumstance might tear us apart, just when we are so happy in each other.” Those fears were realized in 1988.

In 1987 and 1988 there was growing unrest among the Burmese people as staggering inflation, corruption, and failed policies caused the standard of living to plummet. In July 1988, after twenty-six years in power, General Ne Win, the dictator, stunned the nation by announcing his resignation and calling for an open referendum on the future form of government. For a brief time it seemed that freedom was just around the corner. After all, Ne Win had voluntarily given up power and permitted free elections in 1960, so there was good reason to believe that he would do so again.

Unfortunately, Ne Win’s colleagues were not eager to move from a dictatorship in which they held all the power to a democracy in which they would be accountable to the people they had repressed for nearly three decades. Top party officials promptly denied Ne Win’s request for a referendum. The expression of anger among the Burmese people was swift and massive. Millions of people took to the streets to protest peacefully in nearly every city and town in the country, demanding that the authoritarian regime step aside and hand power over to a civilian government, which would restore civil rights and arrange free and fair elections as expeditiously as possible.

The military now had a crucial decision to make: whether to bow to the popular will and avoid bloodshed or launch a campaign against the pro-democracy movement. Unfortunately, they chose the latter. Government troops were dispatched with orders to shoot to kill. On August 8,1988, the shooting began. Thousands of peaceful protesters were shot and killed over the next few days, and hundreds more were injured. The killings, which came to be known as the “Massacre of 8-8-88,” were rivaled in recent times in Asia only by the atrocities in Beijing in June 1989 and Jakarta in May 1998. We did not see the events in Burma on our evening news or in pictures in our morning newspapers in large part because the soldiers had standing orders to shoot on sight anyone with a camera.

Suu Kyi was horrified by what she saw. Hundreds of pro-democracy demonstrators were rounded up and put in jail. Many of those who had demonstrated peacefully had carried posters of her father, Aung San. The time had come from her to act.

With her strong sense of duty, her deep faith in the power of the popular will, and her disgust for the ruthlessness of the military crackdown, Suu Kyi addressed half a million people who gathered in Rangoon at the base of the famed Shwedagon Pagoda on August 26, 1988. Suu Kyi declared, “I could not, as my father’s daughter, remain indifferent to all that was going on. This national crisis could in fact be called the second struggle for national independence.” Then and there, the daughter of Burma’s greatest hero became the leader of the pro-democracy movement.

Suu Kyi joined with other opposition leaders to form the National League for Democracy (NLD). She pursued a tireless schedule, giving over a hundred speeches around the country, advocating a peaceful transition to a democratic state. She was received with great enthusiasm wherever she went. Suu Kyi’s mother died in December 1988. Thousands of people attended her funeral and later formed a rally for democracy.

Knowing that events were getting out of their control, the military, still loyal to General Ne Win, joined in an elaborate plot to seize power from the ruling Burmese Socialist Programme Party. In September 1988 they declared martial law, killed at least another one thousand demonstrators, and consolidated power in the hands of a small group of military officers known as the State Law and Order Restoration Council, or SLORC.

Hoping to quiet dissent, SLORC promised that free and fair elections would take place in the spring of 1990. SLORC offered up its National Unity Party against some two hundred challenging parties. Far from acting in a “free and fair” manner, SLORC used its troops to arrest, intimidate, and disenfranchise many voters that it knew would support the NLD. Suu Kyi herself was nearly killed by soldiers in April 1989 when an officer ordered his troops to gun her down, an event that served as the basis for the scene in Beyond Rangoon mentioned at the start of this chapter. At the last possible moment, a higher-ranking officer countermanded the order to shoot.

Despite its heavy-handed tactics, SLORC must have known that public support for the NLD was steadfast. Suu Kyi was berated as a “housewife,” which in fact she had been, but SLORC knew that she was much more. Her family, her education, her beliefs, and her personal charisma made her a formidable leader. Fearing her popularity, SLORC placed Suu Kyi under house arrest in July 1989. Amnesty International and other human rights groups protested the detention, declaring that Suu Kyi was being held as a prisoner of conscience, but the government ignored all international criticism.

With Suu Kyi unable to campaign, and firmly holding the reins of power, the government permitted the elections to go forward as planned on May 27, 1990. When all the ballots were counted, the NLD had won a stunning, landslide victory over the military’s National Unity Party, capturing 82 percent of the parliamentary seats.

Instead of honoring the elections, SLORC disqualified, detained, arrested, or drove into exile the successful candidates.4 Suu Kyi was offered the “right” to leave the country “on humanitarian grounds,” but she refused to abandon either her people or her new role as opposition leader. She would remain incarcerated in her house, often suffering from severe malnutrition and other sickness, from 1989 until her release in July 1995. She was placed under house arrest again in September 2000 and released in May 2002.

SLORC’s actions were widely denounced by human rights organizations and in governmental reports, yet that did not translate into an international movement among governments to oppose the council, as there had been against apartheid in South Africa. To its credit, the United States took steps to back its human rights rhetoric, unilaterally cutting off its assistance programs, opposing international lending, and initiating an informal arms embargo against the regime. When President Bill Clinton came to office, his administration also declared its support for unilateral sanctions against new investments in Burma, and the United States later became the only major Western country to put them into effect.

Meanwhile, European countries took little tangible action against SLORC, and Asian nations, as well as Australia, flatly refused to do anything at all. In fact, Japan and Singapore poured tens of millions of dollars into the country, Thailand and China both continued normal trade relations, and China continued to supply arms to SLORC.

Suu Kyi continued to oppose SLORC even while under house arrest, meeting whenever she could with NLD party members to plan their opposition activities. Her letters, tapes, and statements were smuggled out of Burma and delivered to international conferences and news outlets. Suu Kyi was awarded a number of prestigious prizes in absentia while under house arrest, including the 1990 Sakharov Prize (the human rights prize of the European Parliament) and the 1991 Nobel Peace Prize.

When she was released from house arrest in 1995, little changed for Suu Kyi. She remained under close surveillance and subject to restrictions on her freedom of movement. For example, in March 1996 Suu Kyi’s train to Mandalay was disabled by SLORC’s all-pervasive military intelligence officers, and she was forced to cancel her appearance there; in April 1996 she was prevented from performing a traditional New Year’s celebration at a Rangoon lake; in July 1998 her car was blocked by troops when she tried to meet with NLD members, and Suu Kyi was forcibly returned to her house; in August 1998 she was blocked in her car and forced to return home; in August 2000 two hundred police forced her to return from the suburbs to her home; in September 2000 she was prevented from boarding a train and forced to return to her home. Also in September 2000 Suu Kyi was placed in “temporary detention” in her home, where she remained, as noted above, until May 2002.

The state-controlled press in Burma has called Suu Kyi and other NLD leaders “poisonous snakes,” “traitors,” and a host of other slurs. She shrugs these off, knowing that desperate people do desperate things. Yet the one incident that seriously struck at Suu Kyi’s heart was the government’s refusal to grant her husband, Michael Aris, who was dying of prostate cancer, a visa to enter the country to see Suu Kyi one last time before his death. Aris died in March 1999 in London. As foretold in her letter years earlier, circumstances would irreparably rip their happy lives apart. Not even this cruelty, however, could deter Suu Kyi; she overcomes any impulse toward self-pity by thinking about the worse fate of her people, especially those who have been enslaved, tortured, or murdered.

In December 2000 Suu Kyi was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Clinton. Her son Alexis received the award on his mother’s behalf. Both of her sons have been unable to enter Burma to see their mother.

The military junta continues to use all available means to suppress freedom and perpetuate its corrupt rule. Its instruments of governance seem to be lifted straight from George Orwell’s 1984. As the U.S. State Department noted in its report on human rights released in February 2001, “Burma continues to be ruled by a highly authoritarian military regime,” which “reinforces its firm military rule with a pervasive apparatus led by the military intelligence organization.” “Control is buttressed,” the report continues, “by arbitrary restrictions on citizens’ contacts with foreigners, surveillance of government employees and private citizens, harassment of political activists, intimidation, arrest, detention, and physical abuse.” Further, the report stated, basic rights of free speech, press, assembly, and association were restricted by the government. “The military forces routinely confiscated property, cash, and food, and used coercive and abusive recruitment methods to procure porters. Those forced into porterage or other duties faced extremely difficult conditions and beatings and mistreatment that sometimes resulted in death….”5

Amnesty International’s “Report 2001” places the number of political prisoners arrested and sentenced after unfair trials at more than seventeen hundred. “Prison conditions constituted cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, and torture of political prisoners was reported. The military continued to seize ethnic minority civilians for forced labour duties and to kill members of ethnic minorities during counter-insurgency operations in the Shan, Kayah, and Kayin states,” the report continued.”6

While the junta continues to cling to power, the country continues its slide into crisis. It is rightfully deemed a pariah state by much of the world, and its economy is crumbling. The situation is exacerbated by rampant corruption, mismanagement, and vacillating policies. Though the country is rich in natural resources, hunger is widespread, disease goes untreated, and tens of thousands of refugees flee ever-present fighting between the government and insurgent ethnic minorities. While the average citizen makes only three hundred dollars per year, the regime continues to spend massive amounts to build one of the largest armies in the region, having increased its troops from 175,000 in 1988 to more than 400,000 today.

Trying to arrange an appointment with Suu Kyi involved careful planning, secret communications with underground operatives, and an unnerving amount of scheming. I’ve never been drawn to such intrigue, much less to the precautions I would have to take once I entered Burma. My contact in the West had informed me that I was about to take a frightening journey that would pit my nerve against military thugs who were quite capable of barbarous acts against foreign “intruders.” I tried to joke about the danger, only to receive a stern warning not to belittle the risk I would face. “It will take several years off your life,” she cautioned.

In Bangkok I obtained a Burmese visa and arranged my flight to Rangoon. A contact that had been arranged from abroad informed me how to reach a safe house in Rangoon, where final arrangements would be made for my meeting with “the Lady.” I was also instructed how to evade the military intelligence officers who would monitor my movements. If they discovered where I was staying, I was told, they would certainly search my room and take anything they found to be threatening. My final instruction was to establish a code word with a friend outside of Burma who, if I happened to say the word during a phone call, would know that I was in need of assistance from the U.S. State Department.

Just before I left Thailand I reread an account of Leo Nichols, honorary counsel to Burma for Denmark, Norway, Finland, and Switzerland, who was imprisoned in Burma for possessing a fax machine. According to a law decreed by the military government, all inhabitants of Burma, including foreigners, are prohibited from owning computers, faxes, and modems without approval. Nichols was tortured in prison and later died. While he languished in his cell, international protests went unheeded, and the American oil companies ARCO and Unocal continued economic ties with the dictatorship, as did Japan, each sinking tens of millions of dollars into the military’s coffers. As my laptop was equipped with a fax modem, I would leave it in Bangkok.

Even with all the advance arrangements, a meeting with Aung San Suu Kyi was by no means assured. The government might figure out what I was up to and expel me, or they might simply forbid all foreign visitors from seeing Suu Kyi. In the worst case, they might imprison and beat me, as happened to another Westerner that I had spoken with. (He still has scars and hearing loss from his beatings.)

The flight from Bangkok was a short one, although Rangoon felt a million miles from freedom. Upon landing, I instantly felt a tension in the air. It was a tension born of suspicion and servitude. People could not trust me, and I could not trust them—two facts disheartening to my nature.

Though the official requirement calls for all foreign visitors to change three hundred dollars into Foreign Exchange Certificates, a bribe of ten dollars at the exchange counter enabled me to change less money. Should I leave the country within a few days, I didn’t want to be left holding on to FECs, which are completely worthless outside of Burma. Besides, it was possible to exchange dollars into Burmese kyat on the thriving black market. This would increase my buying power immensely and at the same time deprive the military government of hard currency.

I was picked up by a driver sent from my hotel. The hotel was quite posh, a mixture of Burmese traditional and Western architectures, with few guests. I arrived in the late afternoon and relaxed until nightfall, when I could begin my activities.

When it was finally dark I put a black shirt, a black jacket, and black hat into a bag and left the hotel. I caught a taxi and had the driver drop me off in a business area. I ducked into a darkened doorway and quickly put on my dark shirt before flagging down a second taxi. I had the driver drop me off in another business area. I then put on my jacket and caught a third cab.

Unfortunately, the third driver claimed not to know the street where I was going. He drove up and down a number of roads, some of them very dark and isolated. At one point he drove very slowly past a military compound and yelled to one of the guards. My heart raced. I had been warned that most drivers in Rangoon are informants for military intelligence, and I was afraid that he was telling the soldier where I was going. I was worried that my journey might be over and my attempt to see Suu Kyi foiled.

The guard began approaching the vehicle. “It’s okay,” I said to my driver nervously. “I’ll show you how to get there. Let’s just go.” I could just imagine the soldier asking me why I, a tourist, was going to that quiet neighborhood late at night; as reinforcements came out to join in the questioning, someone would surely know that I was going to meet with a head of the NLD. My driver didn’t listen to me, so I tapped him on the shoulder. “Go now!” I commanded. He finally complied, and we sputtered off, leaving the soldier looking confused and angry.

It was a full hour later when I spotted the convergence of two streets that matched the map I had been given. I told the driver to let me out, and I purposely walked in the wrong direction until his car disappeared from sight. I then put on my dark baseball hat and began looking for the safe house.

Down a dark side street I heard a barking dog rapidly approaching. Again my heart pounded. No one was near to help me should this dog attack. I stopped and peered into the darkness. The dog continued its advance. When it was two yards away I could see the snarling mouth, teeth gleaming in the dark. I held very still, not daring to breathe for fear of agitating the beast. It seemed like an eternity, but perhaps a minute or so later the dog’s growling lessened, it barked several more times, then slowly turned and disappeared into the night.

“Screw this James Bond shit!” I said aloud.

I now had to decide whether to walk down the road and risk facing the dog again—not to mention the military intelligence compound that may have sprung to life at the dog’s barking—or to scrap the attempt to reach the safe house that night. I slowly turned to my left, then to my right. No one was in sight—no cars, no taxis, and for the moment, no dogs.

“I didn’t come all this way and go to all this trouble for nothing,” I said to myself. Like Suu Kyi’s character in the movie, I needed to gather myself and move forward.

It might bring hardships on certain dissidents if I discussed the safe house in any detail. But I can say that the house was not the type of “safe” that one might imagine. It was not a secret refuge. The military intelligence compound keeps the house under constant surveillance and is only a dozen or so yards away, in the direct path of those approaching the house. I had been instructed to arrive at this time of night for two reasons. First, there was a good chance that intelligence officers would be drunk or asleep. Second, the darkness might prevent them from getting a good description of me and from taking a clear photo of my face. On this last point, I was told to pull my hat down over my eyes as much as I could.

I managed to locate the house. It was behind a high rod fence and closed gate. I grabbed the latch and tried to open it, but it just clanked loudly. It was locked. Unfortunately, a dog inside the yard heard the clank and began barking. I could do nothing but stand there and wait while an occupant of the house peeped out at me, trying to see who I was in the dark. I waved, trying to show that I’m a foreigner and therefore probably had business with the NLD. Meanwhile, I heard voices in the military intelligence compound. I lowered my hat and tried to keep my face from view. I was finally let through the gate and shown to the house, but under the porch lights the intelligence officers surely were able to snap photos of me.

Once inside, I delivered a small parcel and a pack of letters addressed to Suu Kyi. A letter introducing me had preceded my arrival thanks to another poor soul who had mustered the courage to deliver it in the same manner.

I was told that Suu Kyi would be informed that I had arrived, and I was asked to come again in a few nights to find out when the meeting could take place.

“Come again?” I questioned unhappily.

“Yes. In a few days,” the man said.

I hated the idea, but there was little I could do but comply. “Okay,” I sighed, “I’ll come back the day after tomorrow.”

He smiled and asked someone to escort me to the gate.

I had to walk down the road quite a bit before I found a taxi. There should have been no taxis whatever in the area, but I suspected that the military intelligence had called one to pick me up and report where I was staying. To prevent this, I took two different taxis to get back to my hotel, and then I went straight into the tourist bar. After having a much-deserved drink, and when I felt assured that no one was tailing me, I went into the hotel lobby. I sat briefly in the lobby then took the elevator to the wrong floor, taking the stairs to my floor just for added measure. “I can’t imagine living like this all the time,” I said to myself as I latched the door to my room behind me.

On my second visit to the safe house, I was more confident in my movements. No dogs hindered me this time, and I marched quickly into the house. Unfortunately, I was told that Suu Kyi was ill and under instructions from her doctor not to receive visitors for some time. I would have to lie low for about a week and then return to the safe house to see if Suu Kyi could see me at all. Things weren’t looking good, but I was more determined than ever not to leave without seeing Suu Kyi.

I spent the week touring the city and some parts of the countryside. I noticed bulletin boards around the capital reading, “Anyone who is riotous, destructive, and unruly is our enemy,” and “The Tatmadaw [as the army is called] shall never betray the national cause"—slogans reminiscent of the prominently displayed signs in 1984: “W ar Is Peace. Freedom Is Slavery. Ignorance Is Strength.” Wanting to project an image of just rule, the government changed its name to the State Peace and Development Council. But no amount of newspeak can change the fact that the military regime is brutally repressive and maintains power against the express wishes of the people.

On one of my outings outside Rangoon, I decided to wear the traditional longyi, a colorful sarong that is folded and wrapped tightly to stay around one’s waist. All the men wear them, often with a Western button-down shirt. I found the longyi cool and comfortable, although I felt a bit self-conscious wearing it. I set out to visit a temple that rests on a small island in a river. As I stepped from a boat onto the shore of the island, the hem of my longyi got caught under my foot and the whole thing ripped from my body. Amid a burst of laughter, and some applause, I tripped onto the shore completely exposed to the crowd of Burmese who were visiting the temple. It was the first good laugh I had enjoyed in Burma, and I’m sure the villagers had something to joke about for months to come.

I saw enough on my short journeys to know that Burma is one of the most beautiful regions in all of Asia. The countryside is green and lush and dotted with ancient villages and pagodas. I hoped one day to visit a free Burma and to explore the vastness of this land. (For now, the NLD strongly discourages tourism, which would put dollars into the hands of the military government.)

In one small village, consisting of half a dozen thatched homes, I sat for a time and watched the people go about their lives. A young boy chopped bamboo with a machete twice the size of his arms, while his little sister swatted at bugs with a stick. At another house two mothers washed their children and rubbed a white paste on their faces to prevent sunburns. Everyone who saw me greeted me with surprise, then with a huge smile. I feared interacting with them, as the nature of my visit to the country was not welcomed by the government.

Along one of the roads we came close to Insein prison. Yes, it is pronounced “insane,” and that is exactly what the living conditions are like in the facility. Many NLD members and other political prisoners have been carted off there to face isolation, torture, and even death.

Returning to my hotel room one day, I saw from the other end of the hallway that three men were leaving my room. They were burly men, well dressed in Western shirts and longyi—obviously not part of the housekeeping staff. It appeared that military intelligence was curious why I was traveling alone. Since I had hidden my sensitive documents and recording devices in the bathroom ceiling by removing and replacing one of the hanging tiles, I was not too worried about them searching through my belongings. They would find a guidebook but not much else. Yet it was now certain that I was being watched.

In the late afternoons, as the saffron-colored sun turned everything a golden orange, I would venture down to Kandawgyi Lake and sit in contemplation. I often thought of Suu Kyi’s writings. I had been particularly impressed by her Letters from Burma, in which she writes eloquently about gentle Burmese traditions and the valiant struggle of her pro-democracy colleagues7. As the sun went down, I would say a prayer for all the people in the city who had lived through another day of tyranny. I recalled what Suu Kyi had written in one of her letters:


How simple it would be if a mere turn of light could make everything that was ugly beautiful. How wonderful it would be if twilight were a time when we could all lay down the cares of the day and look forward to a tranquil night of well earned rest. But in Fascist Disneyland the velvety night is too often night in the worst sense of the word, a time deprived of light in more ways than one.8“



I hoped each evening that there would be no political arrests. I also felt a sense of powerlessness that annoyed me. I wanted to be able to change the regime, to protect those who were being repressed and brutalized. Yet I knew the best I could do at that moment was to continue to pray for peace to take hold.

Praying for peace, I had to remind myself, is not an unimportant or insignificant contribution. Whether one believes that prayers are answered by God or by deities of some sort, it is certain that the mere act of praying establishes the right vision, the right motivation within oneself. It is the beginning of taking positive action, and it sets up an irrepressible faith that cannot be defeated by external circumstances.

I recalled an episode that started me on the adventure of writing this book. High in the Himalayan mountains of northern India, I emerged from the cold, damp air of a dark cave into the warm afternoon sun and stretched my arms out wide. After four days of meditating in the cave, I felt an overwhelming sense of freedom under the open sky. A few minutes later a Buddhist nun appeared, carefully carrying a cup of hot tea over the rocky path. She must have been waiting a number of hours for me to emerge from the belly of the mountain, keeping the teapot heated over a bed of coals in her nearby hut. She bowed slightly, smiled, and extended the cup toward me. I grasped it between my hands and watched the steam swirl into the air, smiling in appreciation as she slowly withdrew from view.

After finishing the last sip of my tea, I hiked up to the highest point on the mountain and sat on a large rock. Around me were strings of prayer flags, bleached white and tattered by the elements, flapping raucously in the wind. It is said that as the prayer flags flutter the wind carries the prayers for peace and happiness to all beings who are touched by that current of air. I looked out across the lake-filled plateau far below me. In the distance, the snow-covered mountains rose up like never-ending steps. Just the sight of them inspired a religious awe in me. As the wind whisked my hair gently around my head, I too felt that I was free to rise and spin and tease in the air. It was as if, had I wished to, I could have risen of my own accord high above the mountains, high above the world and all its problems.

My feelings poured from my body, like a container overfilled with water. A strong desire welled up in me to share this sense of peace with everyone in every corner of the globe, and I imagined this peace streaming from my body, flowing down the mountains
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