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Here we travel and complete our voyagings,

Until our endless journey after death begins.

Naser-E-Khosrau (Persian Poems)
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Grey visited, white not yet
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Introduction

I need to set the record straight at the outset: the following chapters represent an eclectic consolidation of daily or weekly travel blogs distributed to a small, private, dedicated and long-suffering readership over more than twenty-five years, and so polished prose will not be a feature to look out for. It is rough and ready because in the early years, at least, I was often faced with significant challenges to be able to get a bulletin together: unreliable power supply in internet cafés, which sometimes required a lengthy journey across an isolated island to a shack with a single clapped-out computer using Windows 3.1.

Most of the time, it was a battle between rising hourly computer charges and system failures necessitating data re-entry. My words are not intended or likely to challenge the dominance of the Lonely Planet and the like, but rather to record on the hoof comments and thoughts and the sort of day-to-day incidents likely to occur to any modern-day traveller.

So, why did I start the recording events while on the move in the first place? In fact, it arose out of a problem I have had to put up with since the 1960s, a problem which forced me to keep track of my work and leisure travel, namely, that I have been frequently separated from my luggage, not once, not twice, but more than thirty times over the years. Consequently, I decided to keep a log in order to try to predict when the bag would next go missing. The answer?

For me, on average, about every hundred and twenty thousand flight miles or every sixteen trips, so when it did happen, it seemed to be a natural corollary to add words to the statistical data. After over four million flown kilometres, it is really time to stop, but, like playing the lottery, it is difficult to give up once you’ve started. But, ultimately, time and physical decline take their toll.

My travels, often undertaken in the company of my wife in later years, have taken me to one hundred and thirty-seven countries using one hundred and twenty different airlines and over two hundred and sixty airports, but a preference for Asia is apparent from our choice of destinations and return visits to these countries.

Over the years, it has become clear to me that, especially where there is a lack of common language, openness to local food often helps to establish a rapport, and in Asia, for me, this is no hardship with memorable dishes including fried scorpions, durians (without alcohol if you want to survive), balut (a developing duck embryo eaten from the shell), bear’s paw, drunken prawns (live), and sea slugs, but I have drawn the line at those huge fried Cambodian spiders.

In short, I have never lost my curiosity to cover new ground, to see what is just over the hill, to convert pre-conceived images of people and places into personally experienced pictures which are more rounded, three-dimensional rather than two.





Chapter 1 Sarawak, Borneo

Having discovered the graves of the British Brooke family in a peaceful graveyard in the remote village of Sheepstor on Dartmoor, and following up their incredible history, I made the Malaysian state of Sarawak one of my first overseas trips after moving to Singapore with my wife and family in the 1970s. It has held vivid memories ever since.

Most trips will start in the state capital of Kuching on the northern coast of Borneo, and so did ours, starting, of course, with the Astana, the former palace of the White Rajahs, the title taken by the Brooke family. The family founded this British protectorate as an independent kingdom, which lasted over a hundred years until the end of the Second World War. This, the family achieved based on their assistance to the Sultan of Brunei in dealing with piracy and other political issues, but eventually, the setup began to look like an anachronism in a world changed after 1945.

The city has a distinctly Malaysian feel with shophouses, old colonial buildings and some interesting museums, but we were keen to move into the interior and the traditional homeland of the indigenous ethnic Iban Dayak tribes. After a six-hour road trip through pepper farms and occasional stilted dwellings, accompanied by a kaleidoscope of huge multi-coloured butterflies, we transferred to dugout canoes on the Skrang River and headed for our home for the next few days: a Dayak longhouse.

The river trip was interrupted when our boatman jumped ashore to pursue what might have become his dinner, but it escaped, and we eventually, after nearly two hours, reached the foot of the steep ladder into our stilted longhouse, where the heavily tattooed and semi-naked residents turned out to inspect the new temporary tenants.

The wooden building was not one of the new purpose-built tourist blocks that are now springing up, but the genuine home of local tribesmen and their families. A long veranda runs the whole length on one side, where women and children work and play, and along the other side, a number of separate private living quarters. The women sit in clusters weaving and sewing, but the only men in evidence are those no longer actively fishing and hunting, at least until dusk. Around twenty families live together in the typical longhouse.

As suggested by our Chinese Malay guide, we had been encouraged to bring suitable gifts for the community, mainly sweetmeats and cigarettes, which are shared out amongst all family members from age three upwards, whatever our misgivings about encouraging smoking at such an early age.

Evening entertainment turned out to be us, as we were encouraged to show our latest dance moves, after which our hosts donned their finest warpaint and feathered headdresses and gyrated to a pulsating drumbeat to show us their customary moves. We were regaled by a story of a visiting family of Italians who had decided to sleep in the open on the veranda. In the middle of the night, one of the women woke to find herself face to face with a large snake, which she attempted without success to throttle. This turned out to be just as well, as the snake was deemed to hold the spirit of an ancestor, so its demise would have been tantamount to murder in the eyes of the locals.

We were forewarned that these tribes had a history of headhunting into the mid-twentieth century, when Japanese invaders were some of the last to succumb to this treatment during the Second World War. As for Buddhists, Dayaks believe the head to be holy, so ‘fresh’ heads for them are believed to hold magical powers which can provide communal protection and a good harvest.

What we had not fully anticipated was that our sleeping arrangement in the headman’s quarters meant we were to sleep alongside his family members under a collection of decaying shrunken-head trophies, hanging on the rafters above our still-attached heads. Our sleep that night was not what you might call peaceful, but then again, nor was breakfast. Last night’s fishing expedition had provided a generous supply of local bony fish, which were cooking in hollowed-out bamboo lengths on an open fire.

Nearby stood a wicker basket holding a squawking chicken, an ominous sign that encouraged me to remove my young children from the room shortly before the sacrificial creature had its throat cut, and it was offered to me to be blessed before its blood was sprinkled over the fish. Some blood escaped through the floorboards, much to the excitement of the wild pigs corralled below.

The morning’s plans involved a hunting trip using poisoned dart blowpipes to bag a tree-hugging mammal for dinner, but with two under-eights in tow, the chances of success were never going to be good, where silence was essential. In the end, plan B meant that the pigs bore the brunt, but without the poisoned tips, of course.

On our departure, I negotiated the sale of an ancient feathered parang ilang, a head-hunter’s sword, belonging to our host, to help fill the community’s coffers; the three notches on the blade claimed to represent heads taken in battle, but I was unable to confirm the veracity of this claim.





Chapter 2 Thailand

The island of Koh Phangan off the east coast of mainland Thailand is famed for its full moon parties, attracting the young and not-so-young, and to a lesser extent, for being the home of our youngest daughter, who has chosen to work in a remote vegetarian wellness centre.

As a carnivore, not currently practising yoga, tai chi, qi gong, or other spiritual practices, this was not going to be my preferred option for a relaxing spell nursing G&Ts on the beach. This foreboding was increased substantially when I discovered body detox paraphernalia in the bathroom, carved into underground rock in my accommodation, but at least the large spiders became the least of my anxieties.

But love conquers all, and we took each day at a time until a message from our other daughter in England warned us that the Iraq war was only days away, and she was unhappy that her parents and only sister were still on the other side of the world, so it was time to confirm return flights.

The only cloud on the horizon, as it were, was the weather forecast.

March is not normally one of the wettest months here, but the sea was unusually rough, which can be an issue when the only practical way off this part of the island is by boat. The alternative exit route over the mountain passes is not for the faint-hearted or physically challenged, but by chance, someone had chartered a private speedboat and offered us the chance of two seats. Sadly, this option disappeared when it became clear that the crew were unable to land the craft safely on our beach and abandoned the effort, so the only option left was to fall back on the flimsier long-tail taxi boats, our normal method of reaching the main port of Had Rin, where we could pick up the larger boats for Koh Samui and the airport.

So, our exit plan was hatched to meet everyone’s concerns: my wife (who bluntly refused to countenance the sea route) and daughter’s boyfriend would take the mountain route with passports and valuables, and I would take the luggage by boat with my daughter, though she had misgivings about taking to the waves.

There were ominous signs that this was not going to be plain sailing. The crew had doubled the fare, ‘taking into account prevailing conditions’ and, moreover, looked as though they had barely reached adolescence. The thirteen passengers did not exude a sense of calm and optimism either.

As they cast off and attempted to turn the craft a hundred and eighty degrees necessary to head out of the bay, the crew failed to complete the manoeuvre satisfactorily before we realised that a massive rogue wave was about to swamp our little boat, half-filling it with water. Simultaneously, all the luggage loaded on the fore somersaulted out of the boat as the next wave approached to break up and sink our boat beneath us.

The beach was still visible between each wave, and we were obviously causing great concern to those left behind, as sight of the passengers disappeared as each new wave rolled in. The wellness centre attempted to launch their lifeboat dinghy but failed, as thirteen passengers and two crew struggled to swim back to the beach in mountainous seas. The task was made so much worse by the layers of sharp coral just below the surface as we jostled with our floating luggage.

Those on the beach had the wit to form a human chain to reach out towards the flailing swimmers and reel them into safety with a hundred per cent success, as no one drowned. I was in the doghouse for the rest of the week for attempting this foolish exercise, in order to get to the airport, which, in the circumstances, of course, we failed to do, for several days, in fact, until the storm had abated.

In order to make an insurance claim once we reached Koh Samui, the larger neighbouring island, I headed off by taxi to report the incident to the local police station, where there had just been a round-up of local sex workers who gave me a warm welcome in perfect English but pointed out that I needed the nearby tourist police station for my purpose. The welcome here was not quite as warm, nor was their English up to the same standard, either, but I eventually left with a report all written in Thai, which I doubt would be readable by the insurance back home. I am sure the sex workers and I could have cobbled something for insurance purposes at my first port of call, and it would have been a lot more fun.





Chapter 3 Bolivia

After a challenging trip on an oxbow lake deep into the Peruvian Amazon in the company of a cluster of tarantulas, we worked our way south to the amazing Lake Titicaca and its unusual inhabitants, located on the border between Peru and Bolivia. Apart from its fame as the highest navigable lake in the world, its most interesting feature comes from its few thousand indigenous Uru people, descendants of the Incas, now living a collective existence on a number of floating islands which require constant maintenance to keep them lake-worthy. Skills in weaving and farming, together with income from around forty thousand visitors a year, keep their traditions alive and provide a basic level of subsistence.

We left the lakeside town of Juno on the Peruvian bank in warmish sunshine, heading to the islands for the day before disembarking just before dusk at the Bolivian border town of Copacabana, and with a favourable forecast, despite the altitude were dressed fairly lightly and casually without the slightest foreboding of what lay ahead.

So, we hopped on our bus at about 6 pm with a promise of dinner in La Paz, Bolivia’s capital, until we slowly became aware of truck after truck full of soldiers standing shoulder to shoulder in the back of their vehicles. Not a good sign at the best of times, just as darkness was falling.

Within fifteen minutes, our driver slammed on the brakes as he found the road ahead littered with rocks and small-scale fires. Clearly, the peasants were revolting (over the government’s planned sale of oil to Chile, it transpired). We cowered on the floor as the bus was bombarded with rock missiles hurled at us by people with faces portraying anger and aggression, as the driver pushed the bus urgently into reverse and parked up a safe distance from the centre of the disturbance to consider options. Calling the British Embassy looked like a promising idea, but it was closed for the weekend; ‘open on Monday morning’, their answerphone advised.

At this point, the guide decided to lock the occupants in the bus ‘for our own safety’, but the general feeling was that we had become sitting ducks without any cards in our hands to play. As midnight approached and two more attempts to get through the roadblock forced us to retreat, the driver, with lights off, made a third attempt before suddenly swinging off the paved road, running the gauntlet of the ever-present rocks and fierce fires, lurching across the pitch-dark tundra with temperatures by now well below zero at thirteen thousand feet above sea level.

Were we now back on our way at last into La Paz? Not really. Within half an hour, the bus ran itself into a dried-up riverbed, where it got stuck with its rear wheels in the air. In the middle distance, blurred human figures loomed out of the darkness, friend or foe, we knew not. Time for all the men, shivering and still dressed in shorts and sandals, to put shoulders to the wheel, so to speak, and try to dig it out. Eventually, it shifted, and as we approached the outskirts of La Paz at 3 am, our guide went on autopilot: “Welcome to La Paz, capital of Bolivia, with a population of seven hundred and fifty thousand.” Just what we were all dying to know. She offered us a tour of Death Road, ‘the world’s most dangerous road’, the next day. What a sense of humour!





Chapter 4 Burma/Myanmar Including Rakhine State

It was still impossible to use the internet effectively in Burma, or Myanmar as it is now called, as all emails are restricted, so keeping a blog is problematic. This means entries must be made before entering and after returning from the country, and, keeping our fingers crossed, in between times.

However, the plan was to start, as usual, in Rangoon/Yangon, heading south to the site of the precariously balanced Kyaiktiyo Pagoda, also known as Golden Rock, then on to Mandalay, back up north, before heading into the Shan States and, by rail, up towards the border with China. We would then retrace our steps back to Mandalay and the serene Inle Lake with its curious ‘one-legged’ fishermen, and finally up to Rakhine State on the border with Bangladesh. Travel would involve planes, trains, cars, oxcarts, and assorted rivercraft.

Myanmar is divided by the government into three security zones: white (safe for visitors), brown (occasional disturbances) and black (no-go areas). Last year, we stayed white; this year, we went brown and to the fringes of black, as it were.

To put it another way, we moved from majority Burmese areas, Yangon, Mandalay, etc., to minority and hill-tribe areas: Mon minority in the south, Shan/Palaung in the north-east, Chin in the north-west, and the Rohingya in Arakan/Rakhine province near the Bangladesh border, the most interesting and unexplored part of the country by just a few tourists (now off-limits).

After a two-stop flight to the seaport of Sittwe (known by the British as Akyab) and the first part of Burma annexed by Britain in 1824/6, we took an ancient rusting tramp steamer for eight hours inland to the ancient capital of Mrauk-U, founded in 1431. Our journey was a bit hairy at times as we hugged the low grassy river banks, because we were advised that five Spaniards had drowned here last year in a freak tornado, and because our boat appeared to have no communications equipment at all, and not much lighting equipment either, as we crept up the increasingly narrow river tributaries, I was asked to turn off my torch as it prevented the captain, who looked about twelve years old, from reading the stars for tracking our route.

It felt a bit like Humphrey Bogart in the film African Queen as we inched up ever-narrower channels towards our goal: a town difficult to make out in the pitch-dark, as the only generator in town had broken down five days earlier, and there was only the odd candlelight showing. Not a promising start.

Mrauk-U, an ancient city which four hundred years ago traded with Portugal and the Netherlands, had a population of about seven thousand, mostly very poor, and about fifteen motorised vehicles exclusively used by the army or the occasional tourist. I was keen to make it clear to the locals we passed that we were in the latter group. The military is none too popular up here. The vehicles were all sixty-year-old US Willy jeeps left over from the Second World War and held together with string and Sellotape, but fully protected by swinging Buddha images attached to the mirror, and sotto voce praying by the driver. Our vehicle broke down completely in the countryside on the last day, but fortunately, all drivers have to be keen mechanics to survive.

The temples, built over the course of three hundred and fifty years during the city’s heyday, were utterly amazing, especially the Koe-Thaung temple, also known as the shrine of ninety thousand Buddha images, where we had the place to ourselves. Here again, you could count the number of foreigners on one hand, on some days less than one, no doubt put off by the lack of access. Roads existed, but minorities got low priority for maintenance, medicines, power, schools, etc., so the area was effectively cut off from the rest of the country except for river supplies.

On day two, we headed further north to the border of the ‘black’ Chin state, bordering India, to see the famous Chin women with their heavily tattooed faces, apparently designed to ward off the attentions of randy princes in days gone by. I guess the Cinderella story is not big in these parts. The three-hour boat trip each way was interrupted on the way back by the propeller getting snagged on sacking, but my trusty Swiss knife saved the day and got us home before dark, just as well with the number of huge bamboo rafts strung together transporting goods south to market.

Inevitably, our departure by boat was not problem-free as the battery on the rust-bucket back to Sittwe was dead as a dodo, so a new one had to be located, no mean feat in a country that may be rich in rice, vegetable and fruit, but seems here to have little beyond the ability to feed its people such as technology, communications, power, etc. However, we were pleased to be able to make a donation to help set up a school for the Chin hill-tribe, but saddened at having to turn down frequent requests for medicines for the numerous children, average five per family, all dressed in rags and with runny noses and skin sores, but happy as Larry, playing with handfuls of dirt or a stick, and sporting huge welcoming smiles.

The other highlight was that we hit the annual elephant migration from their logging activity in the south to retirement in the north (it takes several months to move them hundreds of miles). The procession of eight of these creatures, together with two foreigners (us) at the same time, was just too much excitement for the children who gathered along the route. In fact, at times, I was worried that there would be an injury in the scrum for sweets or the chance to see themselves on our camera screen. There was a sizeable Bangladeshi immigrant population here, all Muslim and really desperately poor. Handing out sweets was like Christmas come early, and I hope not patronising.

We managed to retrace our route further south (by plane) to the newish resort of Sandoway/Thandwe for a couple of days to rest up and meet up with a few other foreigners, even the occasional Englishman. In the three weeks to this point, we had only come across a handful of fellow citizens, but many more (well, not that many, except in relative terms) French, Italians and, of course, Germans. Apparently, the Spanish come in droves in the middle of the cheaper monsoon season, very strange as it sounds horrendous, two hundred fifty inches of rain in a few months. Anything for a bargain.



These days, the country receives about five thousand visitors a week, or about a quarter of a million per year, insignificant compared with neighbouring Thailand, now well into the millions. Consequently, it is a different travelling experience as one rarely sees other visitors outside major cities. Really, a bit like Thailand was forty years ago; I know, as I paid my first visit to Thailand in 1965.

As mentioned before, we used four methods of transport: road, boat, train, and air travel, much improved and safer than twenty years ago when I first came to Burma, and there were several plane crashes with the national carrier: UBA, Union of Burma Airways, significantly reducing the size of their modest fleet of aircraft.

Rail travel is still important in such a large country, and as with so much else in the country’s infrastructure, the rail network is largely what the British left behind before independence in 1948. This maybe explains why we saw a train stationary while the driver and fireman sawed up sleepers to supplement the meagre supply of coal needed to get it moving again.

We were a bit luckier with our train on the route that starts in Mandalay, and on a good day, arrives fifteen hours later in Lashio, the Burmese end of the original Chinese Nationalist-built Burma Road, which linked up with Kunming in Yunnan province in China. The fare, first class in preference to ‘ordinary’ class: six US dollars. We covered the middle section of the route from Maymio, now called Pyin-o-lin, in the Shan hills to the delightful little town of Hsipaw. We were the only western passengers, so the only ones not carrying huge supplies of vegetables, fruit, sacks of rice, ladders, animals, and babies.

The train windows were quite small and the air stuffy while the train was stationary, and not much better when we got moving at no more than ten to fifteen miles an hour, providing maximum time to witness daily life along the track.

Eventually, we reached the Gokteik Viaduct, built in 1904 by the British with American components to scale a terrifyingly wide ravine way below us. As the structure has received minimal subsequent maintenance, trains are forced to cross this decrepit structure at an almost stationary crawl (no photos permitted, in case it goes over the edge, I presume); there are no side rails, just the track attached to the steel-framed Lego structure. We made it, but with much praying to Buddha by all on board once we had safely reached the other side.

As you would imagine, all the stations were crowded at all times with people awaiting the next sales opportunity, supine and motionless in the heat, until, that is, a bell rang to advise that a train had just left the previous station. A buzz went around, and some shuffling of goods, but not at full speed until the next bell (the-ten-minute-to-arrival bell) when things really hot up metaphorically. In fact, it was a bit like a visit to the theatre with the three-and-one-minute bells for the second half of a performance.

In fact, remote airports like Sittwe worked the same system: the bell signified that the aircraft had left the last airport and subsequently was ten minutes away, at which time the customs and immigration staff would wake and make their way over the road from the nearby bars to perform their onerous duties once or twice a day. It would not work at Heathrow.

When the train eventually arrived, the travelling salespersons, usually women, as men were required to keep the teashops busy at all times of day, immediately set up their ‘stalls’, just a patch of ground, to sell off their goods. This was where I had a spot of bother once we had arrived in Lashio, the wild-west frontier town renowned for drug trading, and much else, carried out mainly by the warrior WA tribe, renowned for their past enthusiasm for headhunting and other bloodthirsty activity.

We had checked into our hotel as required, but this information had not been passed onto the authorities, apparently, so I found myself of some interest to a government spy (not easily identifiable to a foreigner), and indeed closely followed, and I mean closely, by an armed soldier. It transpired that they were aware only of the other two strangers in town, two American NGO types, but not of us. All was amicably resolved in the age-old fashion involving palms and grease.

As mentioned in my last missive, I had hoped to meet up with the nephew of one of the last Shan princes, Sao Oo Kya, who (sic) disappeared over fifty years ago, never to reappear. Guess what? Yes, the nephew had been rounded up and sent to prison for fifteen years, only a few months before we got there. The palace (more like a Surrey mock-Tudor mansion) was sadly overgrown and locked up. There was much agitation from our minder while we were rattling the gates in disappointment.

Like the railways, most of the main roads were built by the British more than sixty years ago and not been touched since then. The exception was an extension of the old Burma Road being extended by the Chinese by private enterprise, not slave labour, primarily to ship Chinese goods from southwest China to Burmese ports in huge, overloaded trucks. It was clear to me that all the huffing and puffing by western and ASEAN governments would never have any effect on the government, while Myanmar served this purpose to China as a major trading partner.

Most of the time, traffic drove on the right, but vehicles were designed to be driven on the left. This was because Ne Win, the one-time prime minister and military commander, many years ago had a dream telling him to change to left-hand driving to ensure he would avoid being struck by lightning. This seemed to work all right for him as he died in his bed at an advanced age.

Despite the inadequacy of the roads, everyone used them: schoolchildren, women bearing huge packages on their heads, clapped-out smoke-belching ancient jeeps loaded to at least twice their standard height with goods and/or human cargo, dogs with eight and a half lives, water-buffalo, tractors straining their inadequate engines to transport even more goods and people to market, cycles galore, Chinese ones available for twenty dollars, Thai models (sixty dollars, and Japanese top-of-the-range for two hundred dollars), never with less than three passengers plus sacks, babies, sidecars, etc.

And incredibly, there almost never seemed to be collisions. Bearing in mind the condition of the roads and that nothing moves at more than fifteen miles an hour, perhaps it was not surprising that there were few fatalities.



The last two reports seemed to have dwelt on difficulties and challenges, but I realise I have failed sufficiently to emphasise the highlights of what this interesting country has to offer the visitor.

Three or four sights, in particular, are outstanding, starting with the third most famous Buddhist site in the country: the afore-mentioned Golden Rock, located in Mon State, South-East of Rangoon.

As the name implies, it is a huge natural rock—which pilgrims, over the years, have covered with gold leaf—sitting atop a mountain peak only reachable by a steep climb and a hair-raising trip in the back of an ageing truck grinding its way up from the valley below. What is so magical is that this huge rock balances on a few square inches of its underside on a rocky promontory, swaying in the breeze, seeming about to roll off to the depths below, but never quite doing so.

The second most magical location on this trip was that of Inle Lake in Southern Shan State. About twenty miles long and up to five miles wide, often quite shallow, the lake has been inhabited by migrants who came here aeons ago from the deep south to farm and fish, but who carry these tasks out in a unique way. The ‘fields’ are all constructed on floating reed beds, secured by water hyacinth and bamboo poles, and the rich soil produces wonderful crops of tomatoes and other vegetables, tended mainly by women in dugout canoes.

The fishermen are now world-famous as they manoeuvre their long-tail boats standing upright, wrapping one leg around a pole to punt themselves forward, freeing up a hand to spear their piscatory prey into wicker basket-frames. They look like Venetian gondolieri with a leg deficiency. Today, they seem to perform more for tourists than for any useful purpose.

The other major site, not far from Lake Inle, is that of the Pindaya Caves. I will not bore you with the history but merely say that the major cave is now tightly packed with Buddha images, often four or five feet high and mostly covered in gold leaf, as is the local custom. What saves these sites from being outposts of Disneyworld is that they continue to play an important part in people’s daily life and are not some defunct memorial to a past civilisation kept alive for tourists.

If I have not mentioned it before, tourism is still at a fairly low level (in 2006, before the country opened up), at less than a quarter of a million a year, so it has not reached the frenetic levels now witnessed in Thailand and Cambodia. One has to acknowledge that the generals’ efforts to keep the country closed for so long has meant that Myanmar today still feels like the Asia that used to be: untainted by the full panoply of materialism, a great pleasure for the serious visitor, and, who is to say, perhaps a boon for the Burmese, who still enjoy their old way of life built around agriculture, the social and economic importance of the daily market and a powerful religious life.

The major draw for visitors to Myanmar and one of the most religious sites in the country, Shwedagon Pagoda, the Burmese equivalent of Notre Dame in France, of St Paul’s Cathedral in London, is one of the most magical places in the world in my humble view, especially at sunrise and sunset. The shrine is approached by one of four steep covered walkways from each corner, as are most such places in Myanmar, to protect pilgrims from the elements, either torrential rain or incredible heat (often in the forty degree Celsius at certain times of the year).

The huge recently re-gilded dome at the centre of the complex is surrounded by spotlessly clean tiled floors, around which an ever-moving throng perambulates clockwise in shoeless silence, stopping often to offer prayers or offerings at one or other of the various smaller shrines located around the main dome. After several visits over twenty-five years, it is a place I shall never tire of seeing again. If ever the country really opens up to international tourism in a big way, I fear that the calm of such places will be lost forever to the marauding hordes. Postscript: an elevator has now been built to make the visitor’s access less demanding.
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