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High water market 
Fishermen of the Intrla 
tnbe ply their trade 

" 

STElE/GEm I~AGE.\ • 

'Daniel Day...tewis 
stepped into the lift 
wearing a very batf hat' 
New York's fashionable new hotels 

low cassia. It is a country where every meal 
is an adventure ~ usually pleasant. It is a 
country in thrall to Buddhism and to super­
stition, where people anxiou~ to earn 
"merit" in the afterlife hasten to fill monks' 
bowls with food and leave terracottajars of 
water outside their homes fOl'travellers. 

It is a country where the formal "sights", 
mostly golden temples and giant Buddhas, 
are not as fasci nating as thescenes ofevery­
day life- men ploughing fields with oxen. 
old ladies puffing on cheroots, women 
carrying hundles oforchids down from the 
hills. boys with faces white from dust 
carvingmarble Buddhas by thE' roadside. 

Burma is untouched by galloping global 
homogcnisation. It has few cars or paved 
roads, no chain stores or shopping malls. 
hardly a pylon or high-rise to desecrate the 
landscape. Mosl of it is heyond reach of the 
internet or mobile phones. Foreigners are 
seldom cheated or hassled. It remalOS an 
overwhelmingly agrarian sotiety. a seem­
ingly delightful throwback to an earlier, 
innocent age. Unfortunately. it is that ~ 

tains - e<'lch with their own distinctive 
costumes and facial features. 

They trade dried fish, strips of boiled 
buffalo skin, rice cooked in hollow bamboo 
sticks. edible red ants. fighting cocks, 
gruesome marionettes and exotic fruit 
and vegetables that we had never seen or 
heard of tlurian, chayote, pomelo. Dead 
batteries are llsed as weights for scales. 
Purchases are wrapped in bananall'aves. A 
dentist offers to till teeth using an ancient 
pedal-powered drill. 

This is Burma - a visual and sensor\' 
feast. It is a country ofstun ning mountain~, 
of lush fore~is and of rivers and lakes that 
turn molten red at suns!'t. It is a COLI nt ry of 
wonderfully warm and diverse people with 
fabulous faces and permanent smiles, of 
beautiful women with ebony eyes ami 
lustrous sk in, of mischievous and enchant­
ing children, of gentle shaven-headed 
monks in saffron robes. 

Jt is a country aflame with frangipani 
and hibiscus. jacaranda and hougalllvillea, 
rampant wild poinsettia and startling yel­

he rising sun is burning 
the mist from the 
mountains that flank 

Burma: to go or not to gO? 

Its brutal reginle
keeps this 
fascinating country
isolated frolll the 
rest of the \lvorld. 
BL1L does staying 
away help, ask 
Martin Fletcher 

THE !.IMES Saturday December 122009 27 

InJe Lake as my wife ilnd 
I set off from our hotel in 
a long. narrow wooden 
boat. For an hour we 

glide through some of the astounding 
villages of bamboo homes on spindly stilts 
that dot the40sq miJe~ofhyacinth-strewn 

water We pass great floating beds of mat­
ted weed on which the lakedwelJers grow 
cucumbers and tomatoes. We watch fisher­
men balancing on one leg on their rickety 
wooden canoes while they usc the other to 
paddle. leaving a hand free to plunge their 
conical nets over unsuspect ing fish. 

Ollr destination is no less entrancing­
a weekly market at a lakeside village called 
Ywama. Vole arrive to find a fleet of other 
longboats docked where the water ends 
and mak('shift stalls begin. Intha tribes­
people have come from across the lake, 
Shan from along the shores and brilliantly 
turbaned Pa-O women from the moun­




