Surreal & Traditional

To travel here is to encounter men wear-
ing skirt-like longyi, women smothered
in thanakha (traditional make-up) and
betel-chewing grannies with mouths full
of blood-red juice - and that’s just at the
airport! One of the most fascinating aspects
of travel in Myanmar is the opportunity to
experience a corner of Asia that, in many
ways, has changed little since British colo-
nial times. Myanmar, for instance, has yet
to be completely overwhelmed by Western
clothing. It’s also a country of many in-
credible and sometimes surreal sites. Con-
template the 4000 sacred stupas scattered
across the plains of Bagan. Stare in disbelief
at the Golden Rock teetering impossibly on

©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd

the edge of a chasm. Ride a horse cart past
colonial-era mansions. Meet multitalented
monks who have taught their cats to jump,
or feisty elderly Chin women, their faces
tattooed with intricate designs.

Simple Pleasures

Turn back the clock with a trip to this
time-warped country where there’s no such
thing as a 7-Eleven or an ATM, and people
still use horse and cart to get around. Lib-
erate yourself from your mobile phone (it
won’t work here) and the internet (you can
get online, but connections are sloooow)
and discover a culture where holy men are
more revered than rock stars. Drift down
the Ayeyarwady in an old river steamer,



stake out a slice of beach on the blissful Bay
of Bengal, or trek through pine forests to
minority villages scattered across the Shan
Hills. Dig into the myriad dishes of the lo-
cal cuisine, from a hearty bowl of mohinga
noodles for breakfast to the fermented tea-
leaf mixture that’s a popular finish to a Bur-
mese meal. Swap cocktails and canapés for
snacks and tea sweetened with condensed
milk at teahouses where you can shoot the
breeze with locals.

The Ethical Dimension

You no doubt know that Myanmar is a
troubled land. In 2011, following the previ-
ous year’s election, a quasi-civilian govern-
ment was sworn in and Aung San Suu Kyi,

‘This is Burma’, wrote
Rudyard Kipling. ‘It is quite
unlike any place you know
about.” How right he was:
more than a century later
Myanmar remains a world
apart.

(left) Umin Thounzeh (p229), Sagaing Hill
(below) Fresh produce at a Nyaung U market

at the time of research, had been released
from house arrest. The tourism boycott that
persuaded many to steer clear of the coun-
try for over a decade has been lifted. It’s still
up to you to decide whether it’s time to visit
(see p21). Keep in mind that the long-suf-
fering people are everything the regime is
not. Gentle, humorous, engaging, consider-
ate, inquisitive and passionate, they want to
play a part in the world, and to know what
you make of their world. Yes, this is Burma -
come with your mind open and you’ll leave
with your heart full.




EXPERIENCES

.

Shwedagon Paya
Is there a more stunning monument to religion in Southeast Asia? We don't think so. In fact, the
sheer size and mystical aura of Yangon's gilded masterpiece may even cause you to question
your inner atheist. But it's not all about quiet contemplation: Shwedagon Paya (p43) is equal parts
religious pilgrimage and amusement park, and your visit may coincide with a noisy ordination
ceremony or fantastic fortune-telling session. If you're looking for one reason to linger in Yangon
(Rangoon) before heading upcountry, this is it.
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Inle Lake
Virtually every visitor to Myanmar (Burma) makes it here at some point, but Inle Lake (p177)
is so awe-inspiring and large that everybody comes away with a different experience. If you're

counting days, you'll most likely be hitting the hotspots: water-bound temples, shore-bound

markets and floating gardens. If you have more time, consider day hikes or exploring the more
remote corners of the lake. Either way, the cool weather and friendly folk and that placid pool of
ink-like water are bound to find a permanent place in your memory.

Bagan

More than 3000 Buddhist temples are scattered across the plains of Bagan (Pagan; p149),
3 site of the first Burmese kingdom. Dating back to between the 11th and 13th centuries, the vast
majority of the temples have been renovated, as Bagan remains an active religious site and place
of pilgrimage. Yes, there are tour buses and crowds at the most popular sunset-viewing spots, but
they can be avoided. Pedal off on a bike and have your own adventure amid the not-so-ruined
temples, or float over the temple tops in a hot-air balloon. Buddhist monks, Ananda Pahto Festival
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Pyin Oo Lwin
Pyin Oo Lwin (Maymyo; p250) is a one-off curiosity that makes for an easy escape from sweaty
lowland Mandalay. As the former British-era summer capital, it retains a wide scattering of co-
lonial buildings big and small and a remarkable botanical garden that's one of Southeast Asia’s most
manicured. Today, local tourists and a new generation of elite fleeing the heat are treated to some of
provincial Myanmar’s best cuisine and most imaginative hotels. And to give it all a photogenic twist,
the local taxi service is by colourful horse and cart. National Kandawgyi Gardens, Pyin Oo Lwin

Mrauk U

While exploring the many temples, monasteries and ruined city walls of the former Rakhaing
capital of Mrauk U (Myohaung; p279), you realise what an amazing place this sleepy town
was at its zenith in the 16th century. Giant structures such as the Dukkanthein Paya and Kothaung
Paya appear even more impressive amid the beguiling rural landscape of gently rounded hills and
vegetable fields, through which the locals weave their way, aluminium water pots balanced on their
heads. Stay an extra day and travel by boat to the Chin villages (p286) scattered along the Lemro
River. Pagoda in the hills, Mrauk U
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Thingyan
Myanmar in April is so hot that you'll enjoy getting soaked at Thingyan (Water Festival; p343),
which marks the start of the country’s new-year celebration. The festival involves lots of
drinking, dancing, singing and theatre, with the emphasis on satire — even making (careful!) fun
of the government. Cultural taboos are temporarily lifted, so women can ‘kidnap’ young men,
blacken the men’s faces with soot or oil, bind their hands and dunk their heads in buckets of water
until they surrender and perform a hilarious monkey dance.
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Ngapali Beach

Take with a pinch of salt the story about this beautiful beach reminding a homesick Italian of

Naples. From its gently swaying palms, luxury resorts and appealing guesthouses to its pristine
sands, tempting blue waters and delicious seafood caught fresh each day by local fishermen,
Ngapali (p270) is the antithesis of the Italian city. Enjoy it for what it is: the perfect getaway and a
chance to wind down — sunbathing, snorkelling and sipping fresh coconut juice as an ox-drawn cart
trundles slowly across the fine, soft sand.

Hsipaw

Attractive Hsipaw (p258) is ideally placed for quick, easy hikes into fascinating Shan and

Palaung villages. The town’s handful of guides offer just enough English-speaking help to make
the experience comfortable, while the whole region feels far less ‘discovered’ than that around
Kalaw. Hsipaw itself is a historic little town. It was once home to Shan princes and has its own
(very) ‘Little Bagan' of historic stupas. Fill out a few interesting days here with visits to a curious
assortment of local, house-sized factories. Palaung home

HLINS WOL
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Kalaw

Boasting an almost Himalayan atmos-

phere, Kalaw (pl172) is Myanmar’s ideal
base for upcountry exploration. Hiking with
Danu, Pa-O and Taung Yo villagers through the
forests, fields, roads and trails that link the
town and Inle Lake, you may even forget which
country you're in. Trekking in the area is also
one of the few travel experiences in Myanmar
in which the authorities don't seem to mind
if you stray off the beaten track. Children in
Kalaw

JULIET COOMBE/LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
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Mt Kyaiktiyo (Golden
Rock)

10 The good things in life never come
easy. This is particularly so with the
sweat-inducing, never-ending uphill slog to
what is essentially a gilded stone. Sound
questionable? Perhaps, but if you ask us,

you can't say you've been to Myanmar if you
haven't ascended Mt Kyaiktiyo (p93), home of
the golden rock, the country’s most important
religious pilgrimage site after the Shwedagon
Paya. The journey may be difficult, but at the
top you'll be rewarded by a scene replete with
scenic vistas and a uniquely Myanmar-style
spiritualism.



need to
Kknow

‘When to Go

Mandalay

o Bagan
GO Nov-Feb

oYangon
GO Nov-Jan

- Warm to hot summers, mild winters
Tropical climate, wet dry seasons

High Season
(Dec-Feb)

» Rains least (if at all
in places) and is not
so hot.

Shoulder (Oct-
Nov, Mar-Apr)

» March to May
Yangon often reaches
104°F (40°C). Areas
around Bagan and
Mandalay are hotter.

» Cooler in the hill
towns of Shan State.

» All forms of
transport booked
solid during Thingyan
in April.

. Pyin Oo Lwin
GO Nov-Febe ° GO Nov-Feb

Mrauk U
GO Oct-Mar

Currency
» Burmese kyat (K)

Low Season
(May-Sep)

» The southwest
monsoon starts mid-
May and peaks from
July to September.

» The dry zone
between Mandalay
and Pyay gets the least
rain. Rain can make
roads impassable
anywhere (especially
in the delta region).

Language
» Burmese

Your Daily
Budget

Budget less than

$50
» Guesthouse: $10-20

» Local restaurant or
street-stall meal: $1-3

» Travel on buses: $1-5

Midrange

$50-
100

» Double roomin
amidrange hotel:
$20-60

» Two-course meal in
midrange restaurant:
$3-15

» Hiring a guide: $10
per day

» Puppet: $10-50

Top end over

$100

» Double room in top-
end hotel: $60-500

» Two course meal
restaurant plus bottle
of wine: $20-30

» Driver and guide:
$100 per day

» Fine lacquerware
bowl: $200



Money

» Cash only. Credit
cards generally not
accepted. Bring only
pristine US bills for
exchange.

Websites

» Lonely Planet (www.
lonelyplanet.com)
Good for pre-planning.

» Irrawaddy (www.
irrawaddy.org)
Thailand-based news
and features site.

» Myanmar Image
Gallery (www.
myanmar-image.com)
Pictures and text on
myriad Myanmar-
related subjects.

» Online Burma/
Myanmar Library
(www.burmalibrary.
org) Database of books
and past articles on
Myanmar.

» Demoractic Voice of
Burma (www.dvb.no)
Norway-based media
organisation.

Mobile Phones
Visas » No international
» Needed by everyone.  roaming. Prepaid SIM
Maximum stay 28 days,  cards available for

non-extendable. locally bought phones.

Exchange Rates

The US dollar is the only foreign currency
that's readily exchanged and/or accepted
as payment for goods and services. The
official exchange rate (US$1 equals around
K6.5) is less than a tenth of the black-mar-
ket rate, so do not change money at airport
exchange booths or at banks. The best plac-
es to change money in Yangon are Bogyoke
Aung San Market (p67) and your hotel.
Recent black-market rates in Yangon:

Australia A$1

Europe €1

Japan ¥100

UK UKE£1

us Us$1
Important Numbers
.......................................... wgs

Cash-Only Economy

Myanmar ATMS don't accept international cards. With few exceptions, credit cards and trav-
ellers cheques aren't accepted either. Budget carefully and get the right kind of bills before

your plane lands in Yangon. Otherwise, you'll end up in financial trouble.

Transport

» Buses and trains -
both are pretty slow,
especially trains.
Flights to major tourist
spots can get booked
up quickly in high
season.

Arriving in
Myanmar

Yangon International
Airport If you haven't
pre-arranged a transfer
with you hotel or travel
agent, a taxi from the
airport to the city
centre will be $8. Bring
single bills with you
(see below) so that you
don't have to change
money in the airport.
Also see p71.

US dollar bills must be 2006 or later bills that have colour and are in absolutely perfect
condition: no folds, stamps, stains, writing marks or tears. On the black market, $100 bills
get a better rate of exchange than lower values ones — but bring some of those, too.

We know of only one Yangon hotel (Parkroyal; p53) that is willing to provide cash against
a credit card, but it does so at 12% commission. For more on money matters, see p364.
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Buddhas &
Temples

Myanmar is one of the most
devout  Buddhist coun-

tries in the world. Yangon’s
Shwedagon Paya, Manda-
lay’s Mahamuni Paya and
Bagan’s plain of temples
shouldn’t be missed, but
there are also many other
lesser-known Buddhist reli-
gious sites that will impress
you with their beauty and
spirituality.

Pyay (Prome) A 10-storeys tall,
seated buddha watches over
Pyay’s hilltop Shwesandaw Paya,
providing sweeping views of the
town (p143)

Win Sein Taw Ya Gawp at the
560ft-long buddha reclining

on the lush hillsides of Yadana
Taung, accessible from Maw-
lamyine (p102)

Mrauk U (Myohaung) Fall under
the spell of the old Rakhaing
capital, dotted with ruined and
restored temples and monaster-
ies (p279)

Sagaing Leafy paths shade the
routes to 500 hilltop and river-
side stupas and a community
of some 6000 monks and nuns
(p228)

Food & Drink

Not as spicy as other South-
east Asian food, Myanmar’s
cuisine reflects its multicul-
tural mix of people. With
the offerings ranging from
Shan-style rice-noodle curries
and soups to tamarind-flake
sweets in Bagan and fresh
grilled seafood in Rakha-
ing State, you're sure to find
something new and delicious.

Street eats There are street
vendors serving great, cheap
snacks and meals everywhere in
Myanmar, but the best selection
is in Yangon (p61)

Tea time Breakfast or an
afternoon snack at a Myanmar
teahouse is a unique experience
that provides more than a caf-
feinated kick (p334)

Cooking classes Learn how to
cook like a native at classes in
Bagan (p114)

Alcoholic beverages Raise a
glass of toddy (p333) made
from the sap of the palm, or
wine produced from Shan Hills
grapes (p191)

Superfresh Seafood At Ngapali
Beach's restaurants (p285) dine
on fish and shellfish caught the
same day in the Bay of Bengal

Mt Kyaiktiyo (Golden Rock)
Join the pilgrims as they fix gold
leaf squares on this incredible
balancing boulder (p93)

Ethnic Variations Hunt out Jing
Hpaw Thu (p237) in Myitkyina
for authentic Kachin food, or
Shan specialties at Shan Res-

taurant (p190) in Taunggyi

Handicrafts &
Shopping

Going on a shopping spree
of Myanmar’s fine range of
handicrafts is one of the best
ways of ensuring your tour-
ist dollars benefit the people
rather than the military. It’s
also a wonderful eye-opener
to browse one of the many
local markets selling fresh
produce and everyday items,
photogenically laid out by
stallholders.

Markets Drop by Yangon's
Bogyoke Aung San Market (p67)
for handicrafts from around the
country, and the central markets
in Pyay (p143) or Sittwe (p275)
for colourful, lively shopping
scenes

Lacquerware Watch artisans
craft, paint and engrave
lovely bowls, cups and other
ornaments at workshops in
Myinkaba (p123), New Bagan
(p125) and Kengtung (p196)

Parasols Keep the sun off with
the graceful, painted paper
umbrellas that are a specialty of
Pathein (p79)

Puppets If you enjoyed the
classic marionette shows in
Mandalay, why not adopt a
puppet character of your own
(p218)




Activities &
Adventures

Many activities take place
under the hot Myanmar sun,
from long-distance treks in
Shan State to diving adven-
tures around the islands of
the deep south, best reached
from Phuket. Adventures in-
clude floating over Bagan’s
temples in a hot-air balloon
or admiring the gorgeous
scenery from the deck of a
river boat.

Overnight treks Head to Kalaw
(p170), Pindaya (p176) or the
less ‘discovered’ Hsipaw (p259)
for short, easily arranged hill-
tribe village treks

Balloon rides Marvel at Bagan's
temples, bathed in the beautiful
light of dawn, from the basket of
a hot air balloon (p113), or save
up for a balloon safari over Inle
Lake (p187)

Boat journeys Ride sections

of the Ayeyarwady (Irrawaddy)
(p239); explore the Chindwin
from Monywa (p132) or sail from
Yangon to Pathein (p70)

Bicycling Pedal your way
around Bagan (p115), or arrange
amore challenging cross-
country bike ride (p374)

Big Game Fishing Board the
Barracuda in Ngapali Beach
(p271) to go fishing for marlin,
king mackerel or bluefin and
yellowfin tuna

Surreal &
Quirky Sights
Men wearing skirts (called
longyi) and with faces slath-
ered in thanakha (tradi-
tional make-up) - just one of
Myanmar’s litany of unusual
and memorable sights that
you’ll encounter. Locals bal-
ance their Buddhist beliefs
with a respect for super-
natural nats (spirits) - keep
an eye out for nat effigies at
village temples and shrines
as well as larger complexes,
such as Mt Popa (p126).

Nay Pyi Taw In a country of
intermittent power supply and
pot-holed roads, the 24-hour-
street lights and empty, pristine
highways of Nay Pyi Taw are a
surreal sight (p139)

Jumping cats Applaud the
kitties that have been trained
to leap through hoops by the
monks at Inle Lake's Nga Hpe
Kyaung (p185)

Giant spectacles Sometimes
even Buddha needs spectacles;
the faithful believe the buddha
wearing a massive pair at
Shwedaung can cure eyesight
afflictions (p147)

Holy snakes Whether draped
around their favourite buddha
statue or being tenderly washed
at 11am, Paleik’s star residents
are its pythons (p231)
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» Buddhist monk with a jumping cat at Nga Hpe
Kyaung (p185)

Ethnic & Tribal
Diversity

Apart from Buddhist tem-
ples, Yangon has religious
sites that are important to
Hindus, Muslims, Jews and
various Chinese communi-
ties. But you need to leave
Myanmar’s biggest city to
encounter some of the coun-
try’s estimated 135 different
ethnic groups; try to sched-
ule your trip to coincide with
one of the major ethnic or
religious festivals, too (p16).

Kengtung Mingle with Shan and
tribal people from the surround-
ing hills at the central market
and twice-weekly water-buffalo
market (p193)

Hsipaw Trek out of this low-key
country town to encounter Shan
and Palaung tribal villagers
(p259)

Mawlamyine Soak up the laid-
back atmosphere of this tropical
town that's the heart of Mon
culture (p96)

Myitkyina Proud of its Kachin
culture and host to two huge,
colourful tribal festivals, includ-
ing a new one that reunites Lisu
villagers from both sides of the
Chinese border (p236)

15
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month

by
month

Nearly every active paya
(Buddhist temple) or ky-
aung (Buddhist monastery)
community hosts occasional
celebrations of their own,
often called paya pwe or
‘pagoda festivals’. Many
occur on full-moon days
and nights from January to
March, following the main
rice harvest, but the build-
up can last for a while. All
such festivals follow the
12-month lunar calendar
(p368) and so their celebra-
tion can shift between two
months from year to year.

January

Peak season and, if
Chinese New Year falls
within the month, even
busier with local tourists
and those from the
region. Plan well ahead to
secure transport tickets
and hotels of choice.
Note New Year’s Day is
not a public holiday in
Myanmar.

Top Events

Water Festival (Thingyan),
mid-April

Taungbyone Nat Pwe Festival,'
August or early September

Independence Day, 4 January

Tazaungmon, October
or November

Ou s Qi

a week-long one at Kandaw-
gyi Lake (p48) in Yangon.

Manao Festival
*q Costumed dancing,
copious drinking of rice
beer and 29 cows or buffalo
sacrificed to propitiate nats
(traditional spirits) are part
of this Kachin State Day
event, held in Myitkyina on
10 January (p236)

%, Independence
~) Day
Celebrating the end of
colonial rule in Burma,
this major public holiday
on 4 January is marked by
nationwide fairs, including

Ananda Pahto
*ﬂ Festival
Stretching over a couple
of weeks in January (but
sometimes in December,
depending on the Myanmar
lunar calendar) this is one
of the biggest religious festi-
vals in Bagan (p158).

February

Still a busy travel
season, with the weather
beginning to get warmer.
If Chinese New Year
happens to fall in this
month, watch out for a

. boost in travel activity.

Ananda Pahto Festival,
January

(p51), the largest paya pwe
in Myanmar.

L]
April
While joining in the water
frolics of Thingyan can
be fun, note that it's
steaming hot in Myanmar
during this month. Also,

-+ with many locals off work

and on the move during
the New Year celebrations,
securing transport,
booking hotels and even
finding a restaurant open
for a meal can be tricky -
plan well ahead!

Buddha s
*q Birthday

The full-moon day of Kason
(falling in April or May)

is celebrated as Buddha’s
birthday, the day of his en-
lightenment and the day he
entered nibbana (nirvana).
Watering ceremonies are
conducted at banyan trees
within temple and monas-
tery grounds.

*, Shwedagon
*ﬂ Festival
The lunar month of
Tabaung (which can also fall
in March) signals the start
of the Shwedagon Festival

** Water Festival
«) (Thingyan)
Lasting from three days to a
week, depending on wheth-
er the holiday falls over a
weekend, this celebration



welcomes in Myanmar’s
New Year. See p11 and p343
for more details.

%, Dawei Thingyan
*ﬂ The male residents
of the tropical seaside town
of Dawei (Tavoy; p110) don
huge, 13ft bamboo-frame
effigies and dance down the
streets to the beat of the ka-
lakodaun, an Indian drum.

June

Pack your raincoat and a
sturdy umbrella, as this
month Myanmar is doused
by monsoon rains. Roads
can be flooded and flights
to coastal destinations
are sharply reduced.

** Taungbyone
*\} Nat Pwe

Myanmar’s most famous an-

‘i imist celebration is held at

Taungbyone, 13 miles north
of Mandalay (see p210) and
attracts thousands of revel-
lers, many of them homo-
sexual or transgender.

September

The rainy season starts to
wind down. Watch out for

boat races in places such

as Inle Lake.

** Start of the
~) Buddhist Rains

Retreat
The full moon of Waso is
the beginning of the three-
month Buddhist Rains
Retreat (aka ‘Buddhist
Lent’), when young men
enter monasteries and no
marriages take place. Prior
to the full-moon day, a robe-
offering ceremony to monks
is performed.

August

The monsoon is still in full
swing so be prepared for
damp days and transport
hitches.

** Thadingyut
*\’ Marking the end of
Buddhist Lent, this festival
of lights celebrates the de-
scent of Buddha from heav-
en. People place candles

" in their windows and it’s a

popular time for weddings
and monk pilgrimages.

October

Rain still a possibility but
that means everything is
very green — making this a
great time to visit Bagan,
for example.

** Tazaungdaing
*ﬂ The full-moon
night of Tazaungmon
(which can also fall in No-
vember), known as Tazaung-
daing, is a second ‘festival of
lights’, particularly famous
for the fire-balloon competi-
tions in Taunggyi (see p189).

November

The start of the main
tourist season sees cooler
weather and still-lush
landscapes.

** National Day
*ﬂ Held on the wan-
ing of Tazaungmon (usually
in late November), this pub-
lic holiday celebrates stu-
dent protests back in 1920,
seen as a crucial step on the
road to independence.

December

Peak travel season with
many visitors heading
to the country over the
Christmas—New Year
break. Christmas itself
is celebrated by many
Christian Kayin, Kachin
and Chin people.

** Kayin New
* Year
On the first waxing moon of
Pyatho (which can also hap-
pen in January), the Kayin
New Year is considered a
national holiday, with Kayin

.. communities (clustered in

Insein near Yangon and
Hpa-An) wearing traditional
dress.
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Whether you’ve got a week or a
month, these itineraries provide
a starting point for the trip of a
lifetime. Want more inspiration?
Head online to lonelyplanet.

OO S com/thorntree to chat with other
ltlnerarles trawvellers.
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Two Weeks
Myanmar’s Highlights

Starting in Yangon, visit the Shwedagon Paya at night, when its golden zedi (stu-

pa) glows under floodlights. The next day, follow our walking tour of the city centre

and shop for handicrafts at Bogyoke Aung San Market. Take a bus or flight to

Mandalay, then climb Mandalay Hill and see the famed Mahamuni Paya and
Moustache Brothers. The next day take a morning boat trip to Mingun, home to a gi-
ant earthquake-cracked stupa, following up with a sunset boat ride past U Bein’s Bridge at
Amarapura. Catch a bus to Monywa, climb halfway up inside the world’s tallest standing
buddha or take day trips to quiet riverside villages like A Myint. Continue by road to Pak-
okku, then board the afternoon boat to Bagan; set aside two or three days to explore the
thousands of ancient temples. Fly or settle in for the long bus ride to beautiful Inle Lake,
where motor-powered dugout canoes take you to floating markets under the flight path of
egrets. Make a day trip to the Shwe Qo Min Cave near Pindaya to see 8000 buddha images.
If youre not flying directly back to Yangon, consider breaking your road journey at either
the relaxing lakeside town of Meiktila or the pilgrimage town of Taungoo.
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Four Weeks

A Month in the Country

This itinerary, which doesn’t require any special travel permits, takes maximum

advantage of the 28-day tourist visa. Week one sees you heading south, by bus or

train, from Yangon. First stop: the amazing, golden boulder stupa balanced atop

Mt Kyaiktiyo. Next up, Mawlamyine, a beguiling, melancholic town that was once
a stomping ground of both Kipling and Orwell. Linger long enough to make a few day trips,
such as to the coconut-crazy island Bilu Kyun, the giant reclining buddha Win Sein Taw Ya,
or Thanbyuzayat War Cemetery, last resting place of the prisoners who died building the
infamous Burma-Siam Railway.

Time your departure from Mawlamyine to coincide with the Monday or Friday boat ser-
vice to Kayin State’s underrated capital, Hpa-an. Give yourself enough time here to climb
nearby Mt Zwegabin, before taking the overnight bus back to Yangon.

Week two starts with a journey north along the Yangon-Bagan Highway, pausing at his-
toric Pyay, famed for its pilgrimage site, Shwesandaw Paya, and the ancient city ruins of
Thayekhittaya. Continuing north, switch buses in Magwe, to reach the amazing temple-
strewn plains of Bagan. A boat ride away is Mandalay, bigger and less exciting than many
visitors imagine, but a great base for visiting several ancient-city sites.

If the heat is getting you down, drive two hours and breathe fresh cool air in the colonial-
era getaway of Pyin Oo Lwin. Chill out even more around the shores of magical Inle Lake,
perhaps getting there via an overnight trek from Kalaw.

Fly from Heho direct to Thandwe for some R&R on beautiful Ngapali Beach. Tan topped
up, head north by plane or boat to Rakhaing State’s regional capital of Sittwe. Linger a day
to catch its atmospheric market and breezy seaside promenade, then take a river trip to
Mrauk U. Once a powerful, cosmopolitan city, it’s now one of Myanmar’s most atmospheric
backwaters, an idyllic location dotted with hundreds of ancient stupas and monasteries.
Reserve a day for another river trip to visit nearby Chin villages.

Fly back to Yangon where you can do some last minute sightseeing and shopping, per-
haps making a day trip to the Delta town of Twante for pottery, or taking an overnight
break in Pathein to pick up some paper parasols.
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No Fees Please!
== Down the Ayeyarwady

24-28 Days

Down the Ayeyarwady

Fly to Myitkyina, capital of Kachin

State and home to two of Myanmar’s

most colourful festivals. A pair of one-

day river-boat rides descend through
the Ayeyarwady River’s first defile to at-
tractive old Bhamo with an overnight stop
along the way in the delightful car-less village
of Sinbo. Choose a fast boat or slow ferry
to historic Shwegu through the grander,
shorter second defile, and then continue on
to Katha, a former colonial outpost where
George Orwell based his Burmese Days.
From Katha express boats can zoom south
all the way to Mandalay in one day. Alter-
natively, continue down river by slow ferry,
spending a couple of nights aboard, and pos-
sibly jumping ship at Kyaukmyaung with
its fascinating riverside pottery factories.
An hour’s drive west is the former Burmese
capital Shwebo, from which you can head by
road to Mandalay or to appealing Monywa
and colourful Pakokku. From Pakokku you
can board a ferry to Myanmar’s multi-temple
masterpiece, Bagan. If you head direct from
Katha to Mandalay, visit the nearby ancient
city sites, including Mingun and Inwa, before
jumping on an Ayeyarwady boat to Bagan, or
even a plumping for a bargain four-day river
odyssey all the way to Pyay.
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No Fees Please!

Limit the amount of money that goes

to the government by following this

itinerary; it ventures off the beaten

track and covers mainly private busi-
nesses. In Yangon visit the 2000-year-old
Sule Paya while on a downtown walking
tour. Hop on a ferry to explore nearby rural
villages Thanlyin and Kyauktan, return-
ing to Yangon to catch an overnight bus to
Mandalay. Skip the $10 government fee by
visiting alternative sights, such as Yankin
Paya, and by making a day trip to Ama-
rapura. Bus or taxi into the Shan Hills at
Hsipaw and take a privately guided trek
to Palaung villages. After two nights, taxi
downhill to Pyin Qo Lwin for a night in the
old British hill station. Bus hop from Man-
dalay back to Yangon via the lakeside town
of Meiktila and the 16th-century capital of
Taungoo, which offers a delightful guest-
house overlooking a beguiling rural scene.
From Yangon, take either a boat or a bus to
low-key Pathein to pick up a sun parasol
from private workshops, then finish with a
couple of days sunning yourself with the lo-
cals at either Chaung Tha Beach or Ngwe
Saung Beach.



Responsible Travel

Key Points

» Travel independently rather than in a big
tour group.

» Where possible, avoid using businesses
owned by the government or those closely
linked with it.

» Spread your money around, ie buy
souvenirs across the country, not just in
Yangon.

» Don't compromise locals by your actions
or topics of conversation.

» Do talk to locals - they relish outside
contact.

» Contribute to local charitable causes.

Advance Reading

Culture Shock! Myanmar, Saw Myat Yin

To Myanmar with Love, ed Morgan
Edwardson

Burma/Myanmar: What Everyone Needs
to Know, David | Steinberg

The River of Lost Footsteps, Thant Myint-U
Freedom From Fear, Aung San Suu Kyi
Perfect Hostage, Justin Wintle

Nowhere to Be Home, eds Maggie Lemere
and Zoé West

Geographically beautiful and populated by
gentle people, Myanmar is also notorious
for its human rights abuses. The United
Nations, Amnesty International and Hu-
man Rights Watch are among the many
respected bodies who have called the coun-
try’s military rulers to account for their im-
prisonment and mistreatment of political
dissidents, use of forced labour, and violent
crackdowns on peaceful demonstrations, as
witnessed in September 2007.

Many countries, including the US, Can-
ada, Australia and those of the European
Union, have and continue to apply economic
sanctions. In 1995 the NLD also called for a
tourism boycott (see p318), which led to crit-
icism of previous editions of this guidebook.
In 2010 this controversial travel boycott was
officially dropped by the NLD, who now wel-
come independent tourists who are mindful
of the political and social landscape; how-
ever, those on large group package tours are
discouraged.

Lonely Planet believes the answer to the
question of whether to visit Myanmar is
something that everyone has to decide for
themselves; the box on p22 sums up the ma-
jor pros and cons. If you do go, this guide
has been researched and designed to maxi-
mise how much of your travel budget goes
directly to local people and minimise how
much goes to the regime.

The chapters on p290, p293 and p315
are all good starting points for getting to
grips with the past and current situation in
Myanmar.
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TO GO OR NOT TO GO?

The Pros

» When researching this book, we found that the vast majority of locals — including
democracy supporters — welcomed visitors.

» Tourism creates badly needed jobs in a country with a per capita income of
$435.

» A savvy independent traveller should be able to ensure that the majority of his or
her travel dollars go to the private sector and not to the government (p24).

» Through ‘direct aid’ efforts (p25), visitors can help improve living conditions for a
local community.

» Tourism facilitates contact between Myanmar's locals and the outside world: locals
see that they're not forgotten and visitors take away images and stories to share with
friends and relatives at home, which helps people stay informed about what is going

on inside this traditionally closed nation.

The Cons

» It's impossible to visit without some money going to the government.

» International tourists can be seen as a symbolic stamp of approval for the govern-
ment, whose human rights abuses and corruption are well documented and continu-
ing; there are over 2000 political prisoners, for example.

Avoid Package
Tours

‘We want people to come to Burma, not
to help the junta, but to help the people
by understanding the situation: politi-
cal, economic, moral - everything. To
have a very big cruise ship with hun-
dreds of tourists coming in - that’s a
lot of money for the regime, and so we
don’t like such big business.
U Win Tin, NLD leader and former
political prisoner

This guidebook is geared for independent
travellers, rather than those on group tours.
You not only get more out of a trip travel-
ling independently and meeting locals, but
also you have more control over where your
money goes.

Many locals who support tourism favour
individual travellers over package tourists;
this is the approach encouraged by Aung
San Suu Kyi and the National League for
Democracy (NLD).

Generally, the more luxurious the tour the
greater the chance that a large percentage
of its cost is going to businesses with strong
links to the government. And in many cases,
travellers pay for tours before they arrive in
Myanmar, which means less of their money

finds its way into the pockets of ordinary cit-
izens. Tours also tend to provide less interac-
tion with locals while you're in the country.
For tips and advice on arranging your own
tour, including securing permits and decid-
ing where to stay and what modes of trans-
port to use, see p27. If you prefer working
with tour agents in your own country or in
Mynamar, ask them the following questions:

» Who are your owners and do they have any links
to the government?

» What are your policies with regard to using the
services of government or government-linked
businesses?

» Do you have any charitable programs in place to
assist local communities and/or individuals?

» Can | contribute directly to a clinic, school or
orphanage as part of a trip (always do this in
person)?

» Can | hire different guides at each destination
rather than travel with one guide for the whole trip?

Choose Goods &
Services Carefully

Responsible visitors to Myanmar try to mi-
nimise the amount of money they spend on
government owned, or government-friendly
business and services. However, disentan-



gling the complex web of financial connec-
tions in Myanmar’s economy is like unpick-
ing the Gordian knot. The government has
recently been divesting itself of certain na-
tionalised businesses - the supply of petrol
being a key example - but it still controls
large chunks of the economy.

While some cronies are easily identifiable
(see p26), other ‘private’ companies are run
by government members or supporters on
the sly, or by their family members. Such
links can be difficult to trace, partly because
there is no equivalent of surnames in Myan-
mar, so each member of the family has his or
her own name.

When researching this guide, we made
every effort to identify government-owned
or government-friendly businesses. Where
there is a good alternative to such busi-
nesses, that service is reviewed instead of
the crony-owned one. Where there is no
alternative business or service (ie trains,
or the only hotel in a location), a note of
the government affiliation is made in the
review.

It should not be assumed, however, that
all other reviewed businesses in this guide
have no involvement with the government.
Ownership is frequently murky, and as in
any country, taxes (both the official kind
and the bribes that are a necessary part
of getting things done) are a fact of life in
Myanmar, with no business being able to
avoid financial dealings with those in power.
Also, when it comes to buying souvenirs and
products, keep in mind who may be supply-
ing them; see p319 for details about precious
stones and jewellery.

MY LIFE AS A TREKKING GUIDE

Bottom line: the only way ensure that
none of your money will benefit the govern-
ment is to not visit Myanmar.

Spread Your Money

Critics of independent travel argue that trav-
ellers’ spending usually bottlenecks at select
places, even if those spots are privately run.
Familiarity can be reassuring - such as your
trishaw-driver buddy, or the plate of noodles
that didn’t make you sick - but the more
places at which you spend money, the great-
er the number of locals likely benefit. A few
things to consider:

» Don't buy all of your needs (bed, taxi, guide,
meals) from one source.

» Be conscious that behind-the-scenes
commissions are being paid on most things you
pay for when in the company of a driver or guide. If
all travellers follow the same lead, the benefits go
to only a select few.

» Plan en-route stops, or take in at least one off-
the-beaten-track destination, where locals are less
used to seeing foreigners.

» Mix up the locations from which you catch taxis
and trishaws — and try to take ones from drivers
who aren't lingering outside tourist areas.

» Try to eat at different family restaurants, and if
you're staying at a hotel, eat out often. In Ngapali
Beach, for example, local restaurants are just
across the road from the beach and hotels.

» Buy handicrafts directly from the artisans

as you travel around the country, or if you're
spending most of your time in the same location,
don't get all your souvenirs from one private shop.

Some of the benefits, and dilemmas, of tourism in Myanmar are illustrated in this
interview we conducted with a trekking guide in Shan State, who wished to remain

anonymous:

‘I've been leading treks since 1990. | was a civil servant for 15 years but in 1988
| took part in the democracy movement and was put in jail for three months. They
couldn’t find me guilty of anything and when | was released, | didn't want to work for
the military government. So | started doing this after helping some visiting foreigners.
'It's a good job: | have a lot of chance to speak English and improve [my language
skills]. I'm even reading books in English now. But after | help my son through univer-

sity I'd like to become a monk.

' think tourists should come to Myanmar. If tourists come, then our people can earn
money. But [the downside is that] all hotels have to pay money to the government —
this means that the military generals have more money to buy weapons and guns.
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Endanger

One way you can positively help people is
to talk and talk and talk, and make new
friends. Many locals cherish outside contact
because they have so little. This means the
two-way exchange that comes from it is reas-
surance for them that Myanmar isn’t forgot-
ten. If you're spending all your time with one
guide, or on your own, you're not really see-
ing Myanmar right. The temples and moun-
tains and markets are lovely, but ultimately
a trip to Myanmar is mostly about its people.

This said, bear in mind that Myanmar is
a country that imprisons its people for dis-
agreeing with the government’s line. Ensure
you don’t behave in a way that will get locals
into trouble. John Yettaw’s impromptu visit
to Aung San Suu Kyi (see p356) provides a
salient lesson on the dangers of compromis-
ing locals.

Some things to keep in mind:
» Don't raise political questions and issues in
inappropriate situations; let a local direct the
conversation. For example, don't come out with
something like: ‘Did you march with the monks

WHERE THE MONEY GOES

in 20077’ or anything about Aung San Suu Kyi
or the NLD where there are others who may be
listening in.

» Show equal caution regarding what you ask
or say on the phone or via email. Internet shop
operators may get into trouble if you log onto
banned sites, for example.

» Exercise care when handing over to a local
anything that could carry political overtones (such
as a copy of the Economist or Myanmar-related
books).

» Be wary of places that treat minority groups as
‘attractions’ The ‘long-necked’ Padaung women
in Shan State (p192) have led to a zoo-like tourist
event.

» Think very carefully before accusing anyone

of cheating you or of theft. Innocent people can
suffer greatly by implication. For example, a bus
driver can end up in very hot water if you report
your camera stolen during a bus ride — indeed,
several bus companies no longer carry foreigners
for fear of such problems.

» Don't try to make contact with political
prisoners who are on conditional release.

This table estimates how much on average the government may get from different
types of traveller. We have based our calculations on our own on-the-ground experi-
ences and conversations with locals. The figures include government taxes such as

avisa, fees and a 10% tax on all purchases.

In some places, there are ways around the imposed fees, such as in Mandalay
(p208). Also see p20 for an itinerary that bypasses all sites and destinations that re-

quire government fees.

TRAVEL THE GOVERNMENT

BUDGET RECEIVES TYPE OF TRIP

$0 $0 People who stay at home and read about Myanmar

$420 $72 Atwo-week trip skipping all government fees (eg Bagan,
Inle Lake) and services, and sticking with family guest-
houses and public buses

$420 $97 Another shoestring trip, but one that includes govern-
ment fees at Shwedagon Paya, Bagan and Inle Lake

$1000 $150 A two-week trip that includes three flights, a boat ride to
Bagan and accommodation at midrange hotels

$1500 $200 A two-week trip with a private car for a week and accom-
modation at midrange hotels

$2000+ $250+ A one-week trip staying at higher-priced hotels, taking
several guided day trips, eating at hotels and taking four
domestic flights

$5000 $500 A deluxe cabin on a seven-night luxury cruise



THE PERILS OF MASS TOURISM 25
Despite the country’s serious problems, there's a tendency among visitors, expats
and some locals to talk about Myanmar as an ‘unspoiled’ tourist destination, one
where the atmosphere, values and friendliness of ‘old Asia’ prevail — as fairytale-ish
as such an assumption is. One of the reasons for this view is Myanmar's relatively
tiny number of tourist visitors, in the region of 300,000 per year. Contrast that with
the 14 million who descend on neighbouring Thailand annually for their holidays and
you get an idea of how under-developed tourism is in the country.

While we met many people who would like tourism to continue to grow, we also
spoke with others, such as Thant Myint-U, author of The River of Lost Footsteps, who
told us of their concerns. ‘For years I've tried to advocate tourism, as a way to create
jobs for ordinary people and help open up the country, says Thant. ‘But now that tour-
ism is beginning to take off and seems set to grow significantly over the coming years, |
think we need to also have a serious public discussion about both the potential dangers
as well as the benefits of mass tourism, learning lessons from the experience of nearby
countries, and looking at concrete options for how tourism might best be managed.

The NLD, who are now cautiously encouraging independent tourists to visit Myan-

mar, recognise the perils of mass tourism and have urged the government and busi-
nesses to avoid further damaging the environment in the process of developing

tourism infrastructure.

Charity & Direct-Aid
Volunteerism

Tourism isn’t going to fix all of Myanmar’s
problems, of course, but there are some
small things you can do to help during your
visit. Ask guesthouse owners, agents, teach-
ers and monks about where you can donate
money for medical or school supplies. Or
stop at a village school and ask what materi-
als they lack. Often less than $100 can get a
book, notepad and pen for everyone needing
them.

One remote Chin village we visited in
Rakhaing State sees occasional tourists,
and donations to the village leader had re-
sulted in something they quickly pointed
out: a corrugated metal roof on a stilt house.
“Tourists paid for the roof of our school’ the
leader told us.

Outside of small donations, some NGOs
prefer tourists to stick with their trips and
leave bigger projects for them. Joel Charny
at Refugees International, who supports
tourism in the private sector, told us, T am
not a fan of tourists trying to turn into de-
velopment workers. Let tourists be tourists’

During research for past editions of this
guide, however, we met several retired trav-
ellers who acted as ‘direct-aid volunteers’
They felt there wasn’t time to wait for aid
to reach locals, so they come twice yearly to
fund projects on their own. One, who has

built and overseen many new school proj-
ects, told us: ‘When I finish one, I only have
to drive 10 minutes to the next village to find
another in need! In Tony Wheeler’s Bad
Lands the founder of Lonely Planet writes
about how he and his wife financed the con-
struction of a 300m wooden bridge connect-
ing the floating village of Maing Thauk to
land at Inle Lake.

Another charity-minded traveller told us:
‘Never give money. Go in a shop and buy a
kilo of rice for someone. Ask what they need
and get it, not money’

For further information on volunteering,
see p370.

Giving Gifts &
Donations

Travellers handing out sweets, pens or
money to kids on hiking trails or outside
attractions have had a negative impact (as
you’ll certainly see when begging kids fol-
low you around a pagoda). It’s not the best
way to contribute to those in need, and
many locals will advise you not to give to
children anyway. If you want to hand out
useful items keep this in mind:

» Try to give directly to schools, clinics and village
leaders, not kids. A rewarding way to spend a day
is going to a village school, asking a teacher what
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WHO ARE THE CRONIES?

Inarare interview published in the magazine Future in April 2011, Tay Za, founder
of the Htoo group of companies, said that when he started in business in 1984 he
had just US$12 to his name. Today, the 46-year-old is considered Myanmar's rich-
est private individual. He made his billions through a string of government-favoured
businesses that includes exporting timber, gems and jade (he's the president of the
Myanmar Gems and Jewelry Entrepreneurs’ Association).

This pantomime baddy of Myanmar's economy is also the owner of Air Bagan and
two luxury hotel chains: Aureum Palace (in Ngwe Saung, Ngapali, Bagan, Nay Pyi Taw
and Pyin U Lwin) and Myanmar Treasure Resort (in Yangon, Pathein, Ngwe Saung,
Mawlamyine, Bagan and Inle Lake), as well as the Popa Mountain Resort and Malikha
Lodge in Putao. Myanmar experts we spoke to while researching this guide believe that
the airline Asian Wings is also under his control.

Tay Za is on the sanctions lists of the EU, the US, Canada, Australia and Switzerland.
Sanctions are also imposed on his wife, Thidar Zaw, and his son, Pye Phyo Tay. Along-
side him on the cronies blacklist is Zaw Zaw, managing director of the Max Myanmar

(www.max-myanmar.com) group of companies. Among Zaw Zaw's properties are
Hotel Max in Chaung Tha Beach and the Royal Kumudra in Nay Pyi Taw, as well as a
string of petrol stations (Tay Za also owns petrol stations).

In his defence, Tay Za says his enterprises create jobs and encourage young citizens
who have gone abroad to ‘come back home and work’ in Myanmar. And some of his
luxury hotels are remarkable achievements, notably the reconstructed British-era

Governors' Palace at Pyin Oo Lwin.

supplies are lacking, buying them and handing
them out to each of the students.

» Foreign-made gifts (eg pens) are generally
cherished items, and more likely to find a place
in a bookcase than actually get used. If you want
to give useful items, buy locally. This puts money
into the local economy, and locals are more likely
to use the gift!

» Give only to those with whom you have made
some sort of personal bond, not to random
supplicants who happen to ask. Otherwise you'll
encourage a culture of begging.

» If you do decide to help a begging family, ask
what they need. Often you can accompany them
to the market and pick up food (a bag of rice,
some vegetables, some fish).

» Some items from outside the country are greatly
appreciated, though. It's a good idea to carry books
and magazines. It's best, however, to be discreet
about giving them to people you meet (for instance,
leaving one behind in a guesthouse), particularly if
there are any potential political overtones.

Back at Home

Your trip to Myanmar doesn’t have to end
once you're back home.

» Alert Lonely Planet and fellow travellers via the
Thorn Tree discussion board (www.lonelyplanet.
com/thorntree) if you've found a new or changed
government-operated service or have advice on
how to minimise money going to the government
or any other tips about how to travel in Myanmar.

» Consider posting photos and perceptions of
your trip on a blog - but make sure your words
don’t have repercussions for locals you may have
met while travelling.

» Write to your local Myanmar embassy and
elected politicians to express your views about the
human-rights situation.

» Contact the various prodemocracy activist
groups in your country.

» Email the people in Myanmar you became friendly
with — let them know they are not forgotten.



Planning Your Trip

Don’t Forget

» Your visa
» All-purpose electrical-plug adapter
» Torch (flashlight)
» Warm jacket for chilly overnight bus rides
» Colour passport photos for permits
» Flip flops or sandals
» Bug spray
» Prescription medicines
» Brand-new US dollars
Vaccinations (see p383)
» Short-wave radio for BBC & VOA broadcasts

Travel Literature

The Trouser People Andrew Marshall
Finding George Orwell in Burma Emma Larkin
The Native Tourist Ma Thanegi

Golden Earth Norman Lewis

Burma Chronicles Guy Delisle

Bad Lands Tony Wheeler

Travel Advisories

Australia (www.smarttraveller.gov.au)
Canada (www.voyage.gc.ca)

New Zealand (www.safetravel.govt.nz)
UK (www.fco.gov.uk/travel)

USA (travel.state.gov/travel)

When to Go

November to February Peak travel season
October and March Shoulder season is also
worth considering

Getting Your Visa

Everyone requires a visa to visit Myanmar -
for full details, see p369. If youre applying
for a tourist visa at home you should start
the process no later than three weeks before
your trip, a month before to be safe. For
most people, getting a visa will be a rela-
tively straightforward process. It’s certainly
far easier and less costly than the process
Myanmar people have to go through to get a
passport - see http://tinyurl.com/44b25e2 -
let alone a visa for foreign travel!

It’'s possible to get a tourist visa at the
Myanmar Embassy in Bangkok ((2)662-
233-2237; 132 Sathorn Nua Rd) within 24 hours
if you apply in person; the cost for this ser-
vice is 1010 baht.

Arranging Permits

There are large areas of Myanmar that are
firmly off limits, or accessible only with per-
mission. Securing such permission

» takes time — a minimum of at least two weeks,
but more commonly around a month

» requires the help of an experienced travel
agency - for alist of reputable Yangon-based
agencies, see p69

» involves paying fees to the government -
usually via the government-owned travel agency,
MTT, even if you're dealing with another agency
» usually means dancing to the MTT's tune when
it comes to how you visit the area in question and
who you go with.
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DON'T VISIT MYANMAR IF...

If you don't like to compromise on such things as food and hotel quality, and/or
have a low tolerance for last-minute changes of plan or being denied conveniences
such as guaranteed round-the-clock power, use of ATMs and credit cards, your
mobile phone and the internet, then perhaps Myanmar isn't for you.

Don't come here if your holiday priorities revolve around nightlife and partying.
Myanmar's evening entertainment options, including bars, are very limited, if they ex-
ist at all = Yangon (Rangoon), the largest city, included.

And in Myanmar, like many developing countries, there are questions around travel

safety and health.

Sometimes areas that were possible to visit
with or without a permit, suddenly become
off-limits; that’s how it is in Myanmar.

Exiting Myanmar by a land border (only
three possible; see p375) will require per-
mits and ‘guide’ fees and plenty of advanced
notice.

Areas of Restricted
Travel

Plan accordingly if your travel itineraries in-
volve the following places:

» Border Crossings (p375) Permission is needed
to exit Myanmar by all open land border crossings;
entering the country this way is also subject to
travel restrictions.

» Kayah State (p198) Only accessible on a

government-sanctioned package tour, which
aren't allowed to stray too far from the state
capital, Loikaw.

» Mt Victoria (p287) Bypass the government
guide by going with a private one, but you'll still
need a permit. Mt Victoria is in Chin State.

» Putao (p266) Putao is in Kachin State.

» Tanintharyi (Tenasserim) Region (p110) No
permission needed to go to Dawei (Tavoy), Myeik
(Mergui) and Kawthoung, but access in and out
is by flight only and you must stay within the city
limits.

Picking Hotels

This guidebook lists hundreds of hotels and
guesthouses that are believed to be privately
run with no links to the government. Bear
in mind that a tax of at least 10% goes to
the government no matter where you stay.
Visitors who want to ensure that the least
amount of their money goes to the gov-

ernment can stick with budget family-run
guesthouses and minihotels. Those who
want their stay to benefit the most people
may prefer midrange and top-end hotels,
which can employ staff of 100 or more and
often fund community projects. See p22 for
more details about how we decided which
hotels to review for this guide.

If you want to stay at a particular ho-
tel or guesthouse, advance bookings are
advised for the busiest holiday season in
December and January. Otherwise, you
usually shouldn’t have a problem finding
places to stay once youre in Myanmar.
Note that some high-end hotels import
their furnishings, supplies and even food;
ask before booking. Staying at hotels that
use local products can keep more of your
money in the country.

Family-Run
Guesthouses

Often with just five or so rooms and a
lounge, which are shared with three or
four generations of a family living in-house,
these budget-level guesthouses can be a
highlight of your trip, offering connections
with local life and cheap deals (often $10 to
$15 for a double). Most rooms come with a
fan or some sort of air-conditioning unit,
though electricity frequently cuts out af-
ter midnight. Some are better than others,
however, and like budget hotels, you’ll find
some with squashed mosquitoes left on the
walls.

Budget Hotels

In many towns your only options will be
a couple of four-floor, modern, ‘Chinese-
style’ hotels. In some there are dark cell-
like rooms with a shared bathroom on the
ground floor (usually for locals only), and



TRAIN, BOAT, ROAD OR TRAIN

The following places are only accessible by flights: Dawei, Kawthoung, Kentung (if
approaching from within Myanmar), Myeik and Putao. Sittwe is accessible by air-
plane and by boat from Taunggok. Keep the following in mind when choosing your

mode of transport:

MODE OF TRANSPORT PROS

CONS

Air Fast; reasonably reliable schedules Relatively expensive; more money
goes to government or crony-
owned business

Boat Chance to interact with locals; Slow; big ferries are government-

pleasant sightseeing

owned and infrequent; only covers
certain destinations

Bus Frequent; reliable services; gener-  Some services go overnight and
ally privately owned have inconvenient departure/ar-
rival times; can be uncomfortable
Car Total flexibility; see more of the Can be expensive and is slower
country than flying; can only drive to some
locations if you have a government-
approved guide and driver.
Train Chance to interact with locals; see  Uncomfortable; very slow and often

the countryside

delayed; government-owned

two types of nicer rooms on upper floors.
Some have lifts. Some keep their generators
on 24 hours; others just for a few hours at
night and in the morning. Most cost $20 to
$40 for a double.

Have a look before taking the higher-
priced ‘deluxe’ rooms; they often cost an
extra $10 for a refrigerator and writing desk
you may not use. Others deluxe rooms offer
more space, nicer flooring and maybe satel-
lite TV.

Government Hotels

Very few hotels are still run by the gov-
ernment’s Ministry of Hotels & Tourism
(MHT), and they’re generally dated, empty
and poorly cared for. These hotels are usu-
ally easy to identify: they are often named
for the town they’re located in (eg Sittwe
Hotel in Sittwe) and fly a Myanmar flag out
front - and the staff are often quite up front
about it if you ask!

There’s little reason for staying in a direct-
ly run government hotel. They are haphaz-
ardly run and are frequently vacant because
of it; often they are leased out to private in-
dividuals who may or may not be friendly
with the government. Throughout this book
we point out government hotels so that you
can avoid them if you choose.

Joint-Venture Hotels

A number of foreign hotel groups operate
hotels - technically via a lease with the
government. These are all top-end, electric-
ity-all-day hotels and are often the nicest
options.

Though these hotels work on the whole as
private hotels, it’s unclear how much beyond
the 10% tax, and their ‘licence’ fee, goes to
the government. Because of this murkiness,
some travellers opt to skip joint-venture ho-
tels. On the other hand, some are known to
fund community projects, such as the build-
ing of medical clinics, and are said to pay a
slightly higher-than-average salary to their
staff.

Other Private Hotels

It’s hard to be sure where your money goes
at these hotels, namely upper-midrange and
top-end hotels owned and run by various
local entrepreneurs. Some are former gov-
ernment hotels now leased to local owners.
Some owners are simply part of Myanmar’s
tiny middle class and aren’t linked with the
government. Conversely, other owners are
members of the generals’ families or cro-
nies of the government - for example, the
owners of the Aureum Palace and Myanmar
Treasure chains (p26).
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HOW TO SKIP OVERNIGHT BUSES

There's not one obvious way to travel by bus between Myanmar's four big destina-
tions: Yangon, Inle Lake, Mandalay and Bagan. Most travellers startin Yangon and
bus to Mandalay one night, then pick between Inle Lake or Bagan next; this requires
at least a couple of overnight buses. Also note, there’s a dearth of direct buses from

Mandalay to the Inle Lake area that are willing to take foreigners, and there’s only
one direct bus daily going to Kalaw/Taunggyi from Nyaung U, departing at 4am.

If you like being able to see scenery out the window, or sleeping in beds, you can
travel to these places without taking an overnight bus. But it takes pre-planning and a
bit more time — around a week of travel time and a total cost of K44,900 if you take the

following buses and/or pick-up trucks:

ROUTE DURATION (HR) COST (K)
Yangon-Taungoo 9 3500-4300
Taungoo-Meiktila 6Y%2 4000
Meiktila-Taunggyi (for Inle 6 2500-4000
Lake)

Taunggyi-Kalaw 3 2500
Kalaw-Mandalay 8000-10,000
Mandalay-Nyaung U (for 7-8 6500

Bagan)

Bagan-Magwe 8 5500
Magwe-Pyay 7 4000
Pyay-Yango . 7 4100

Putting Together
Your Own Package

If you're used to having a car at the airport
waiting for you, and guides showing you
where to go, that can be done and arranged
privately. Just because many roads are rough
doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice all com-
forts. Either contact a Yangon-based agent
(p69) before a trip, or give yourself a couple
of days to do so once you arrive. The agent
can help set up private guides, transport and
hotels. Ask to pay as you go to ensure that
your money is spread out and to use differ-
ent guides at each destination rather than
one guide for the whole trip (see p21). Talk
with more than one agent, telling them what
you want, to gauge offers.

We know that some agents are keen to
ensure you have adequate travel insurance
covering medical emergencies for your trip.
Their concerns are well-founded, as quality
medical care in Myanmar isn’t readily avail-
able. Therefore an insurance policy that cov-
ers medi-vac is wise.

Budgeting

Having decided on all the above, you'll be
in a position to budget more accurately for
your trip. If you need extra help, see p12.

In the vast majority of cases, you'll be
paying for everything in cash - either US$
or the local currency, kyat - once you get to
Myanmar (see p364). With a few very rare
exceptions, credit cards are not accepted for
local payment. Sometimes, if youre dealing
with a travel agent, you can pay in advance
for some of your expenses, on top of which a
processing fee of around 5% is charged.

Also remember to bring brand new green-
backs. Myanmar ATMs don’t accept interna-
tional cards, and with one exception, it will
also not be possible for you to get a cash
advance on a credit card. Thus, you need to
bring all the cash you think you’ll need with
you - and not just any cash. Brand-new US
dollars - 2006 or later bills that have colour
and are in absolutely perfect condition: no
folds, stamps, stains, writing or tears - only
will be accepted for payment or exchanged
for kyat; see p13 for more details.
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Yangon

Temples v v v
Shopping v
Food v v

Temples

Home to Shwedagon Paya,
the most important reli-
gious pilgrimage site in the
country, not to mention
many, many other visit-
worthy paya and buddhas,
Yangon is practically over-
run with monuments to
Buddhism. However, if all
the Buddhist architecture
is starting to look the same,
the city’s Hindu shrines,
mosques, colonial-era
churches and lone syna-
gogue provide a worthwhile
contrast for the temple-
weary.

p36

Shopping

Decades of international
isolation have prevented
Yangon from competing
with neighbouring Bang-
kok as a shopping hot-
spot, but the city is home
to a decent selection of
shops stocked with qual-
ity handicrafts, quirky
cultural items and one-of-
a-kind art youre unlikely
to encounter elsewhere.
In particular, Yangon

is home to some great
antique stores stocking
some genuine treasures.
And if you prefer brows-
ing, Yangon’s open-air
fresh markets are some
of the more vibrant and
interesting in the region.

Food

Home to some of the
country’s best Burmese
food (a new cuisine for
most visitors), Yangon

is also has a plethora of
restaurants serving tasty
takes on more familiar cui-
sines, from subcontinental
to Ttalian. And as soon as
you're able to distinguish
your mohinga from your
mondhi, the city also of-
fers a vibrant street-food
scene that ranges from
Indian to Shan.

Around Yangon

Temples v v
Beaches v
Boats v v

Temples

For temples, the former
capital of Bago (Pegu) would
probably outdo just about
any city in Myanmar, but
the water-bound Yele Paya
at Kyauktan and the Shwe-
mokhtaw Paya in Pathein
make the entire region an
area worth investigating for
temple freaks.

Beaches

Chaung Tha Beach and
Ngwe Saung Beach probably
won'’t fit everybody’s notion
of a picture-postcard desert-
ed beach, but they’re clean,
sunny and the easiest beach-
es to reach in Myanmar.

Boats

If you're still bearing

the scars from your last
crowded, hot, bumpy and
never-ending Burmese bus
ride, consider the region’s
water-bound transport.
The easiest option is the
five-minute river-crossing
ferry to Dalah, while more
intrepid travellers can take
the two-hour boat to Twante
or the overnight ferry to
Pathein.

p73
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Southeastern
Myanmar

Caves v vV
Temples v vV
Culture v v

Caves

For those who love the dark
side, this is your region,
particularly the countryside
surrounding Hpa-an. There
are countless caves, some
with ancient Buddhist art,
others largely untouched, all
ripe for exploration.

Temples

There are enough temples
in and around Mawlamyine
alone to keep you busy for
a lifetime, but the indisput-
able highlight of the region
is Mt Kyaiktiyo (Golden
Rock) - a must-do religious
pilgrimage for every man,
woman, child and tourist in
Myanmar.

Culture

You will probably never
have heard of the Mon
people before, so let one of
the excellent Mawlamyine-
based guides introduce

you to the culture via the
area's tidy sugar-palm-lined
towns, seaside temples and
island-bound villages.

po1

Bagan &
Central
Myanmar

Temples v v v
Shopping v
Elephants v

Temples

You'll find thousands of
them in Bagan, but also
worth seeking out are the
Nat shrine at Mt Popa and
the pilgrimage temples of
Shwesandaw Paya in Taun-
g00, Shwesandaw Paya in
Pyay, and Shwemyetman
Paya in Shwedaung,.

Shopping

Bagan is also famous for

its exquisitely decorated
lacquerware; watch artisans
create it in workshops in
Myinkaba and New Bagan.
Across the Ayeyarwady
River, Pakoku is famous for
its patterned blankets.

Elephants

The new capital, Nay Pyi
Taw, has a couple of white
elephants beside its giant
Uppatasanti Paya, as well as
a herd of regular elephants
at its zoo. You can also
watch elephants working
at jungle logging camps on
trips to teak plantations
outside Taungoo.

pl1l

Eastern
Myanmar

Outdoors v v v
Culture v v v
Food v v

Outdoors

Tramping between tea plan-
tations in Pindaya; buzzing
around in a boat on Inle
Lake; scaling mountains
outside Kalaw; visiting a Loi
longhouse outside Keng-
tung... These are just a few
of the outdoor options pos-
sible in eastern Myanmar.

Culture

The country’s far east boasts
exceptional cultural diver-
sity - even by Myanmar
standards. Visit and learn
about Pa-O culture around
Inle Lake or learn about
Shan culture and language
and their similarities with
those of neighbouring Thai-
land in Kengtung.

Food

From shan k’aug-sweh,
Shan-style noodle soup, to
nga t’amain jin, a turmeric-
tinged rice dish, a stay in
eastern Myanmar is your
chance to try authentic
Shan food at the source.

pl66



Mandalay &
Around

Temples v v
Culture Vv
Shopping v

Temples

As Burma’s last royal capital,
Mandalay has retained many
fine monastic buildings. Ar-
guably more interesting are
the older stupas and temples
on the sites of several older
former capitals, including
what would have been the
world’s biggest stupa (Min-
gun) had it been finished.

Culture

Mandalay is considered
Myanmar’s cultural capital,
so it’s a convenient place

to see intimate traditional
dance performances and
marionette shows, while the
dissident Moustache Broth-
ers’ vaudevillian rants are
an eternal talking point.

Shopping

Numerous antique shops
don’t necessarily stock real
antiques, but even if you're
only window-shopping
there’s an impressive range
of craft work, notably
stuffed embroidery, silk,
stone carving and the
manufacture of gold leaf.
The stone carving and the
hammering of gold leaf are
fascinating to watch.

p199

Northern
Myanmar

Outdoors v v
Culture v v
Boats v v

Outdoors

Lace up your boots and hike
to unspoilt hill-tribe villages
that are easily accessible on
short yet easy-to-arrange
hikes from Hsipaw and
Kyaukme. Given permits
and serious money, intrepid
travellers can trek deep into
Myanmar’s Himalayan foot-
hills from Putao.

Culture

Immerse yourself in this re-
gion’s cultural panoply. Ob-
serve the contrasts between
the predominantly Chinese
Lashio, Palaung and Shan
villages around Hsipaw and
Kachin, and Lisu popula-
tions in Myitkyina, home to
two of Myanmar’s biggest
‘minority’ festivals.

Boats

Bump elbows with locals in
no-frills public boats chug-
ging down the mighty Ay-
eyarwady River. You'll barely
see another foreigner here.
But if you want something
even remoter, you could
join a relatively exclusive
tour that takes you rafting
or boating on the dramatic
Malikha River near Putao.

p233

Western
Myanmar

Temples v v v
Beaches v vV
Boat Trips v v

Temples

Explore the ruined and
functioning temples and
palace remains scattered
across the lush hillsides of
the old Rakhaing capital of
Mrauk U. Sittwe’s giant Lo-
kananda Paya and the teak
buildings of the Shwezedi
Kyaung monastic complex
are also worth searching
out.

Beaches

Idyllic stretches of palm-
fringed sand hardly come
more perfectly formed than
that at Ngapali Beach. You
can also watch the sunset
over the Bay of Bengal from
the beach and viewpoint a
short walk or cycle south of
Sittwe.

Boat Trips

The only way to reach
Mrauk U or the remote
Chin village further up the
Lemro River is by a leisurely
boat ride. For the really
adventurous there’s also the
day-long coastal hop from
Sittwe to Taunggok via the
island port of Kyaukpyu.

p268
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Best Places to Eat

» Aung Thukha (p60)

» Nilar Biryani & Cold Drink
(p58)

» Feel Myanmar Food (p58)
» SK Hot Pot (p60)

» 999 Shan Noodle Shop
(p58)

Best Places to
Stay

» Strand Hotel (p52)

» Mother Land Inn 2 (p52)
» Panorama Hotel (p53)
» Governor's Residence
(p53)

» Three Seasons Hotel
(p53)

Why Go?

Many travellers tend to give Yangon (Gﬁﬁlﬁg) short shrift,
sacrificing the city for extra time in Myanmar’s high-profile
upcountry destinations. This is a pity, as the city is - in its
own quirky way - one of the more distinctive in Southeast
Asia. In addition to possessing what is quite possibly the
most awe-inspiring religious monument in the region, in-
ternational isolation over the last five decades has left Yan-
gon with an enduring colonial charm that has all but dis-
appeared elsewhere. And although a sense of melancholy
is a frequent backdrop to this setting, your memories are
more likely to be of Yangon’s vibrant and colourful streets,
its hectic open-air markets, some of the friendliest urbanites
anywhere and what is most likely your first experience with
an entirely unfamiliar cuisine.

‘When to Go

Weather in Yangon follows the familiar pattern of hot in the
summer (March to May) and relatively comfortable in the
winter (November to January), with average highs of 84°F to
97°F (29°C to 36°C) and average lows of 64°F to 77°F (18°C
to 25°C). Winter is the best time to visit, as the days are
tolerable and the evenings often cool. As elsewhere in Myan-
mar, you can expect daily showers during the rainy season,
from approximately June to November, although these are
often short and shouldn’t generally inconvenience your visit.



Yangon Street Names

The English terms ‘street’ and ‘road’ are often used inter-
changeably in Yangon for the single Burmese word lan.
Hence, some local maps may read Shwegondine Rd, while
others will say Shwe Gone Daing Rd or Shwe Gone Daing
St; in Burmese, it’s simply Shwe Gone Daing Lan. This chap-
ter uses the most common English version that travellers
encounter.

And as the previous examples demonstrate, different
maps may also present the actual names of streets differ-
ently; eg Shwegondine Rd is Shwegondaing Rd on some lo-
cal maps.

DANGERS & ANNOYANCES

Yangon is an incredibly safe city: you are far less likely to
be robbed here than almost any other big city in South-
east Asia. Having said that, rich foreigners and badly

lit side streets at night don’t mix, and you should show
some caution at such times. A far bigger danger is get-
ting hit by a belligerent motorist, stumbling on the un-
even paving slabs in central Yangon or even disappearing
completely into a sewage-filled pot hole. Keep your eyes
peeled for such obstacles and carry a torch at night.

Worth Noticing in Yangon

» Driving me crazy — Yangon is most likely where you'll first
encounter Myanmar's unique driving situation: right-hand-
drive cars being driven on the right side of the road.

» Smooching — Myanmar people get somebody'’s attention
by making a kissing sound.

» No late nights here — just about the entire city closes
down by 9pm.

» Motorcycle free — if you believe the rumours, a high-
ranking military leader’s car was hit by a motorcycle several
years ago, leading him to issue a total ban on the two-
wheeled vehicle on the streets of Yangon.

» Betelgeuse — red stains and even redder teeth will tip you
off that this is betel nut country.

» Weird sex — on the streets of Yangon you'll see stalls sell-
ing bizarre sexual aids. In addition to flavoured condoms, we
saw dodgy pills, penis enlargers and scary looking rings with
hair and beads.

» Powerless — the lack of a consistent power source means
noisy smoke-pumping generators are ubiquitous on the
streets of Yangon.

DON'T MISS

Yangon's Shwedagon
Pagoda, arguably

the most famous and
impressive religious
structure in the entire
country, is a must-visit.

Fast Facts

» Population: c4,348,000
» Telephone code: 01
» Elevation: 46ft

Planning Your
Trip

» Be sure to arrange
your Myanmar visa ahead
of time - at the time of
research, visa on arrival
had temporarily been
suspended.

» Bring cash — ideally
US$ — and make sure it's in
perfect condition.

Resources

» The Irrawaddy (www.
irrawaddy.org) has put
together an ‘Alternative
Tourist Trail’ of lesser-
known historical and
political sights in Yangon at
www.irrawaddy.org/article.
php?art_id=6862.



o Offer a slack-jawed prayer
of wonder at the Shwedagon
Paya (p43), the pyramid of
gold that is the Burma of old
e Pick up some Burmese-
style slippers or a new longyi
at Bogyoke Aung San Market
(p67)

@ Massage the person-sized
toes of the jewel-bedecked

enlightened one at the
Chaukhtatgyi Paya (p47)

0 Have your palm read on
the watercolour streets and
search for a glittering paya
and Chinese dragons on our
downtown Yangon walking
tour (p54)

© caffeinate, eavesdrop on
the gossip and grab a snack
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Yangon Highlights

at one of Yangon's teahouses
(p63)

o See Yangon's 'burbs from
a very crowded train on the
Yangon Circle Line (p50)
@ Witness the treasures of
Myanmar's past at the poorly
maintained but worthwhile
National Museum (p41).
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WHITE MARBLE & WHITE ELEPHANTS

There are numerous Buddhist monuments in the suburbs surrounding Yangon, but
Kyauk Daw Kyi (Map p38; Bargaryar St; admission free; &6am-6pm), an immense seated
Buddha, is undoubtedly the most impressive. Carved from a single piece of marble found
outside Mandalay in 1999, the partially finished statue was painstakingly transported to
Yangon by boat and train (on a specially built track) a year later, events that are depicted
in the complex’'s modern murals. After the detailing was finished, the Buddha was posi-
tioned at its current home at the top of a hill and encased in glass.

Couple a visit here with the nearby Hsin Hpyu Daw (Map p38; admission free; &8am-
5pm), an unmarked park across the street where two white elephants are held. The el-
ephants — actually light pink in colour — were found upcountry and brought to Yangon in
2002, their discovery regarded, by the military at least, as a good omen for the country.

In late 2007 Yangon was the centre of huge
nationwide fuel protests, which were led by
Buddhist monks. The protests quickly esca-
lated into antigovernment demonstrations,
which resulted in the deaths of many protes-
tors and worldwide condemnation.

In May 2008 the worst natural disaster in
Myanmar’s recent history hit the south of the
country (see p305 for more). Yangon was de-
clared a disaster area by Myanmar’s govern-
ment. Many of the city’s pagodas, temples,
shops and hotels had minor to serious dam-
age from falling trees, lampposts and fences.
However, when reconstruction work began, it
was found that most of the city had escaped
major structural damage. By mid-June 2008
electricity and telecommunications were back
to normal, and shops and restaurants had re-
opened with brand-new corrugated-tin roofs.

History

Myanmar’s biggest city, Yangon is compara-
tively young. It became the capital only in
1885 when the British completed their con-
quest of northern Myanmar, and Mandalay’s
brief period as the centre of the last Bur-
mese kingdom ended.

Despite its short history as the seat of na-
tional government, Yangon has been in exis-
tence for a long time - although mostly as a
small town - in comparison to places such

In 1841 the city was virtually destroyed by
fire; the rebuilt town again suffered extensive
damage during the Second Anglo-Burmese
War in 1852. The British, the new masters,
rebuilt the capital to its present plan and cor-
rupted the city’s name to Rangoon.

In 1988 around 15% of Yangon’s city-centre
population - all squatters - were forced to
move to seven myo thit (new towns) north-
east of the city centre. Many of the old colo-
nial buildings once occupied by the squatters
have now been refurbished for use as offices,
businesses and apartments.

The city changed dramatically following
the 1989 banishment of socialism. Starting
in the early 1990s, the government began
sprucing up the city’s appearance by clean-
ing the streets and painting many public
buildings. Since 1992, when the procapital-
ist General Than Shwe took power, new cars
and trucks have taken to city roads, mobile
phones are commonly seen in the city centre
and satellite dishes dot the horizon.

In November 2005, quite unexpectedly, the
government announced that the newly con-
structed city of Nay Pyi Taw in central Myan-
mar was to be the nation’s capital. Despite
the government upping sticks for the new
capital, Yangon remains the commercial and
diplomatic capital and by far the largest city.

as Bago (Pegu), Pyay (Prome) or Thaton. In 0 Sights

1755 King Alaungpaya conquered centyal CITY CENTRE

Myanmar and built a new city on the site Botataung Paya BUDDHIST TEMPLE
of Yangon, which at that time was known (c;; Sorcconbogp:

as Dagon. Yangon means ‘end of strife’:
the king rather vainly hoped that with the
conquest of central Myanmar, his struggles
would be over. In 1756, with the destruction
of Thanlyin (Syriam) across the river, Yan-
gon also became an important seaport.

L
(Map p42; Strand Rd; admission $2, camera $1) One
of Yangon’s ‘big three’ payas, and said to con-
tain hair relics of the Buddha, the Botataung
Paya was named after the 1000 military lead-
ers who escorted relics of the Buddha from
India to Myanmar over 2000 years ago (Bo
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YANGON IN...

Two Days

Start the morning with a traditional Myanmar breakfast of mohinga (soup of thin rice
noodles and fish broth). Before the heat becomes oppressive, take a walk around the
city centre following our suggested walking tour. Allow yourself plenty of time to play in
the markets, dawdle in the temples and fawn over the rickety architecture. Rest your feet
before the day's highlight: the Shwedagon Paya at sunset. End your day with dinner at a
nearby restaurant such as SK Hot Pot.

Dedicate your second day to exploring the sights outside the city centre. After a
teahouse breakfast, take the ferry to Dalah, on the other side of the Yangon River, to
provide a taste of delta life. Back on dry ground, the Botataung Paya near the jetty is
the next logical stop. For lunch, take a taxi to Aung Thukha and try authentic Burmese
food. Spend the remainder of the afternoon cruising around temples north of the city
centre, including the Chaukhtatgyi Paya and nearby Ngahtatgyi Paya. Then, if time
allows, take a stroll around Kandawgyi Lake, and maybe stop in for a drink at one of the
lakeside restaurants or hotels.

Four Days

The sensible should try to give themselves more time to devote to the city, and if you're
one of the lucky blighters able to do this, Yangon has some treats in store! Spend the first
two days following the Yangon in Two Days suggestions and then, after another teahouse
breakfast on day three, head to the National Museum to swoon over treasures that
would make Aladdin jealous. Wander around the embassy district until you arrive at

your lunch destination, Feel Myanmar Food. In the evening, hit up Chinatown and the
incense-clouded temple Kheng Hock Keong, and finish with a streetside grilled feast
on 19th St. By day four you'll probably feel the need to stretch your wings a little, so
choose from one of three easy day trips out of the city. The first involves floating temples
and off-beat adventure around Thanlyin and Kyauktan. The second involves more water

with a slow ferry ride and temple tour of Twante. The third is for those for whom one
Buddha is never enough: temple-packed Bago is where you're off to today.

means leader, usually in a military sense, and
tataung means 1000). For one six-month pe-
riod this paya is said to have harboured all
eight strands of the Buddha’s hair before
they were distributed elsewhere. It’s not as
breathtaking as the Shwedagon, or as strik-
ing for being so out of place like Sule Paya,
but Botataung’s spacious riverfront location
and lack of crowds give it a more down-to-
earth spiritual feeling than the other two.

Its proximity to fresh air and the Yan-
gon wharves were less fortuitous when a
bomb from an Allied air raid in November
1943 scored a direct hit on the unfortunate
paya. After the war the Botataung was re-
built in a very similar style to its predeces-
sor, but with one important and unusual
difference: unlike most zedi (stupa), which
are solid, the Botataung is hollow, and you
can walk through it. There’s a sort of gold-
leaf-coated maze inside the stupa, with glass
showcases containing many of the ancient
relics and artefacts, including small silver-

and-gold Buddha images, which were sealed
inside the earlier stupa. Reconstruction also
revealed a small gold cylinder holding two
small body relics and a strand of hair, said
to belong to the Buddha, which is reputedly
still in the stupa. Above this interesting in-
terior, the golden stupa spire rises to 131ft.

To the western side of the stupa is a hall
containing a large gilded bronze Buddha,
cast during the reign of King Mindon Min.
At the time of the British annexation, it was
kept in King Thibaw Min’s glass palace, but
after King Thibaw was exiled to India, the
British shipped the image to London. In 1951
the image was returned to Myanmar and
placed in the Botataung Paya. Also on the
grounds is a nat pavilion containing images
of Thurathadi (the Hindu deity Saraswati,
goddess of learning and music) and Thag-
yamin (Indra, king of the nat) flanking the
thoroughly Myanmar nat Bobogyi.

There’s also a large pond full of hundreds
of terrapin turtles. Most are fairly small but



every now and again a truly monstrous one
sticks its head out of the water.

A short walk from Botataung Paya at
Botataung jetty, you can watch ferries and
oared water taxis cross the Yangon River.

Sule Paya

2Q:6C0NQN:
(Map p46; cnr Sule Paya & Mahabandoola Rds; ad-
mission $2) It’s not every city whose primary
traffic circle is occupied by a 2000-year-old
golden temple. Surrounded by government
buildings and commercial shops, the tall zed?
at Sule Paya is another example of the strange
incongruity of the Yangon cityscape. Yet, it’s
this mix of modern Asian business life meld-
ing with ancient Burmese tradition that is
the highlight of the Sule Paya. Early evening,
just after the sun has gone down and workers
have rushed home for the night, is the most
atmospheric time to both visit the temple
and make a turn of the streets surrounding
it. Many take the time to pause by the Sule
Paya to pray and meditate on the day’s events.

The central stupa’s name, Kyaik Athok,
translates in the Mon language as ‘the stupa
where a Sacred Hair Relic is enshrined’ As
with many other ancient Myanmar shrines,
it has been rebuilt and repaired many times
over the centuries, so no one really knows
exactly when it was built.

The golden zedi is unusual in that its oc-
tagonal shape continues right up to the bell
and inverted bowl. It stands 151ft high and
is surrounded by small shops (including an
internet café and a guitar shop) and all the
familiar nonreligious activities that seem to
be a part of every zedi in Myanmar. Besides
its significance as a landmark and meeting
place, maybe its most mundane function is

BUDDHIST STUPA

as a milestone from which all addresses to
the north are measured.

National Museum
m@ﬁlzoooz oo*?)o%
(Map p46; (21371 540; Pyay Rd; admission $5;
©10am-4pm) Try to ignore the fact that the
priceless collection at the National Museum
is appallingly labelled and lit, and just focus
on the treasures that lie within this cavern-
ous building.

Highlights of the collection include the
26ft-high Sihasana (Lion Throne), which be-
longed to King Thibaw Min, the last king of
Myanmar. It’s actually more of an entrance
doorway than a throne but let’s not quibble,
because it’s a damn sight more impressive
than your front door! Further signs that the
kings of old didn’t understand the meaning
of the word ‘subtlety’ are the jewel-encrust-
ed beds, silver and gold rugs, flashy palan-
quins (one of which is palatial in its size and
splendour), kitchen chairs made of ivory,
some breathtaking ceremonial dresses and
a large collection of betel-nut holders and
spittoons, which alone could make the Brit-
ish Crown Jewels look like cheap tack picked
up at an ‘everything for a dollar’ shop.

The upper floors are less impressive and
take you on an amble through natural histo-
ry, prehistory and a very poorly lit art gallery.

MUSEUM

Mahabandoola Garden
[A1eplp1C) gpao%:lé

(Map p42; admission K500) Just southeast of the
Sule Paya, this square urban park offers pleas-
ant strolling in the city centre’s heart, espe-
cially in the early morning when the air hasn't
yet filled with traffic fumes. Occupying the
centre of the northern half of the park is the

PARK

THE GRAVE OF THE LAST MUGHAL

In 1858, 27 years before they banished Burma'’s last king Thibaw to Ratnagiri, India, the
British executed a similar regime change in Delhi. Following the failed Sepoy Mutiny,
Bahadur Shah Zafar II, India's last Mughal emperor, was exiled to Rangoon with his wife
Zeenat Mahal and remaining members of his family. The ex-emperor, who had a reputa-
tion as a talented Urdu poet, died four years later in November 1862.

William Dalrymple, who chronicles Bahadur Shah Zafar's life in The Last Mughal,
writes of how his shrouded corpse was hastily buried in an anonymous grave in his pris-
on enclosure, so that, as the British Commissioner in charge insisted, ‘No vestige should
remain to distinguish where the last of the Great Mughals rests.

A mausoleum — the Dargah of Bahadur Shah Zafar (Map p46; Ziwaca St; admission
free) — was later built on the location of the prison, but the grave itself remained a mystery
until 1991 when workmen discovered it 3% feet underground during excavations for a new
structure at the site. Covered in silks and strewn with sweet-smelling petals, it is now a
place of pilgrimage for Indians, Muslims and others interested in the history of the Raj.
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Independence Monument, an obelisk sur-
rounded by two concentric circles of chinthe.

For a year or two following the 1988-90
prodemocracy uprisings, the park was occu-
pied by soldiers; many of the more violent
events of the time took place nearby.

Other Temples & Shrines

For a change of scenery check out the drag-
ons and incense of the Kheng Hock Keong
(Map p46; Strand Rd; admission free; &24hr), the
largest Chinese temple in Yangon. Support-
ed by a Hokkien association, the 100-year-
old temple is most lively from around 6am

to 9am when it’s thronged with worshippers
offering candles, flowers and incense to the
Buddhist and Taoist altars within.

The impressive Moseah Yeshua Syna-
gogue (Map p46; 85 26th St), near Mahaban-
doola Rd, was founded in 1894 by Sephardic
Jews from India and Baghdad. Watched over
by trustee Moses Samuels, one of Yangon’s
now tiny community of Jews, its lovingly
maintained interior contains a bimah (plat-
form holding the reading table for the torah)
in the centre of the main sanctuary and a
women’s balcony upstairs. The wooden ceil-
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ing features the original blue-and-white Star
of David motif.

Several colourful Hindu temples can be
found in the centre of the city, including
Sri Kali (Map p46; Anawrahta Rd; &5-1lam &
3-9pm), between 26th and 27th Sts, and the
Sri Devi (Map p42; cnr Anawrahta Rd & 51st St;
:6.30-11.30am & 4.30-8.30pm), both of which
are Technicolor temples following the classic
South Indian style of towers. These are the
centres for the city’s annual Murugu Festival,
famous for colourful street processions fea-
turing acts of ritual self-mutilation.

Christians get in on the act in Yangon as
well with St Mary’s Cathedral (Map p42; cnr
Bo Aung Kyaw St & Bogyoke Aung San Rd), built in
a bizarre red brick (and with an equally bi-
zarre red, green and white interior), which
will excite colonial buffs.

OUTSIDE CITY CENTRE
Shwedagon Paya
cgo%(}orl) X

(Map p48; admission $5; &5am-10pm) Heart
stopping at any time, the Shwedagon Paya
glitters bright gold in the heat of the day.
Then, as the sun casts its last rays, it turns a
crimson gold and orange, magic floats in the
heat and the mighty diamond at the spire’s
peak casts a beam of light that reflects sheet
white, bloody red and jealous green to the
far corners of the temple platform. It can be
quiet and contemplative or colourful and
raucous, and for the people of Myanmar it
is the most sacred of all Buddhist sites, one
that all Myanmar Buddhists hope to visit at
least once in their lifetime.

Visible from almost anywhere in the
city, Shwedagon is located to the north of
central Yangon, between People’s Park and
Kandawgyi.

The admission fee, which goes to the gov-
ernment (see p21), includes a lift ride to the
raised platform of the stupa. Of course, like
most local visitors, you may walk up one of
the long graceful entrances, by far the more
exciting method of entry. The north gate is
especially photogenic at night.

The following details the history and at-
tributes of the main structure. Freelance
guides (they’ll locate you before you can
find them) at the stupa can fill in the details
about the surrounding elements.

BUDDHIST STUPA

History

The great golden dome rises 322ft above its
base. According to legend this stupa - of the
solid zedi (conelike) type - is 2500 years old,
but archaeologists suggest that the original
stupa was built by the Mon people some
time between the 6th and 10th centuries.
In common with many other ancient zed? in
earthquake-prone Myanmar, it has been re-
built many times, and its current form dates
back only to 1769.

During the Bagan period of Myanmar’s
history (10th to 14th centuries), the story
of the stupa emerged from the mists of leg-
end to become hard fact. Near the top of the
eastern stairway you can see an inscription
recording the history of the stupa to 1485.
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East Central Yangon

® Sights
1 Botataung Paya...
2 Mahabandoola Garden
3 SriDevi ...
4 St Mary's Cathedral

©) Sleeping
5 Beautyland Hotel Il ............ccccooiiie A2
6 Cherry Guest House....
7 Eastern Hotel
8 May Fair Inn
9 Mother Land Inn2...
10 New Aye Yar Hotel...
11 Ocean Pearl Inn
12 Panorama Hotel
13 Queen's Park Hotel..
14 Strand Hotel......cocovviviniiiicicccc B5
Thammada Hotel.

15 Three Seasons Hotel...
16 Tokyo Guest House
17 Yoma Hotel

3 Eating

365 Café

18 999 Shan Noodle Shop..
19 BeLe
20 Bharat Restaurant...
21 Buthi Kyaw Vendor..
22 Café Aroma..............
23 Ciao Pizzeria Italiana
24 City Mart............ .C3
25 Ichiban-Kan
26 Japan Japan..
27 Lucky Seven
28 Man Myo Taw Café..
29 Monsoon
30 Mr Brown Café
31 Myaung Mya Daw Cho ...
32 Nam Kham Family Shan
Restaurant ...

33 Parisian Cake & Café...
34 Ruby Mart.......ccccceeve
35 Samusa Thoke Vendors.........cccccveunane A4

In the 15th century, the tradition of gild-
ing the stupa began. Queen Shinsawbu, who
was responsible for many improvements to
the stupa, provided her own weight (88lb)
in gold, which was beaten into gold leaf and
used to cover the structure. Her son-in-law,
Dhammazedi, went several better, offering
four times his own weight and that of his
wife in gold. He also provided the 1485 his-
torical inscription on the eastern stairway.

36 Shwe We Htun
37 Yatha Teashop

© Drinking
38 50th Street Bar & Grill.
39 British Club Bar
40 Sky Bistro
Strand Bar

& Entertainment
41 Cinemas
42 Nay Pyi Daw Cinema....

43 Thamada Cinema........cccoeeveerenicrenianenns

(& Shopping
44 Bagan Book House...
45 Bookstalls ...
46 Inwa Bookshop..
J's Irrawaddy Dream....

47 Morning Market
48 Night Market

Pansodan Gallery ..
49 Tip-Top Tailors .....ccooveiiiiiiiicieeeee

@ Information
50 Avalaundry......cccooiiiiiiiiiiiic B4
51 Ayarwaddy Legend Travels &

Columbus Travels & Tours. ..(see 40)
Exotissimo Travel..... ..(see 40)
53 Myanmar Travels & Tours.........cc.ccc..... A4

@ Transport

......(see 54)
(see b4)
(see 54)

Teht Lann Express ... (see 54)

The zedi suffered from a series of earth-
quakes during this time, which caused great
damage. In 1612 Portuguese renegade ad-
venturer Filipe de Brito e Nicote raided the
stupa from his base in Thanlyin and carried
away Dhammazedi’s great bell, with the
intention of melting it for cannons. As the
British were to do later with another bell, he
accidentally dropped it into the river. Dur-
ing the 17th century, the monument suffered



earthquake damage on eight occasions.
Worse was to follow in 1768, when a quake
brought down the whole top of the zed:.
King Hsinbyushin had it rebuilt to virtually
its present height, and its current configura-
tion dates from that renovation.

British troops occupied the compound
for two years immediately after the First
Anglo-Burmese War in 1824. In 1852, dur-
ing the Second Anglo-Burmese War, the
British again took the paya, the soldiers pil-
laged it once more and it remained under
military control for 77 years, until 1929. In
1871 a new Ati (the umbrella-like decorative
top of a stupa), provided by King Mindon
Min from Mandalay, caused considerable
head-scratching for the British, who were
not at all keen for such an association to
be made with the still-independent part of
Myanmar.

During the 20th century, the Shwedagon
Paya was the scene for much political activi-
ty during the Myanmar independence move-
ment - Aung San Suu Kyi spoke to massive
crowds here in 1988 and the temple was also
at the centre of the monks’ protests in 2007.
The huge earthquake of 1930, which totally
destroyed the Shwemawdaw in Bago, caused
only minor damage to Shwedagon. Less luck
was had the following year when the paya
suffered from a serious fire. After another
minor earthquake in 1970, the zed? was clad
in bamboo scaffolding, which extended be-
yond King Mindon’s 100-year-old At#, and
was refurbished.

Design
There are four covered walkways up Singut-
tara Hill to the platform on which Shwedagon
stands. The southern entrance, from Shwed-
agon Pagoda Rd, is the one that can most
properly be called the main entrance. Here,
and at the northern entrance, there are lifts
available, should you not feel fit enough for
the stroll up the stairs. The western entrance
features a series of escalators in place of
stairs, and is the only entrance without ven-
dors. The eastern stairway has the most tra-
ditional ambience, passing adjacent kyaung
(monasteries) and vendors selling monastic
requisites, such as alms bowls and robes.
Two 30ft-high chinthe (legendary half-
lion, half-dragon guardian figures) loom
over the southern entrance. You must re-
move your shoes and socks as soon as you
mount the first step. Like the other entranc-
es, the southern steps are lined with a series
of shops, where devotees buy flowers - both

THE LEGEND OF THE
SHWEDAGON PAYA

Once upon a time in the land of Suvan-
nabhumi, a great king was presented
with a gift of eight strands of hair. The
bearers of these gifts, two merchant
brothers who had journeyed from
faraway lands after looking for an en-
lightened one, told King Okkalapa that
he should guard these strands well for
they were no ordinary hairs.

The king set to his task with zeal and
on the summit of a 10,000-year-old
sacred hill he enshrined the hairs in a
temple of gold, which was enclosed in
a temple of silver, then one of tin, then
copper, then lead, then marble and,
finally, one of plain iron-brick.

real and beautifully made paper ones - for
offerings. Buddha images, ceremonial paper
umbrellas, books, golden thrones, incense
sticks and antiques are also on sale. How-
ever hot it may be outside, you’ll find the
walkway cool, shady and calm. It’s this quiet,
subdued atmosphere on the entrance steps
that makes the impact so great as you arrive
at the platform.

Also linked to the Shwedagon complex’s
southern gate is the Maha Wizaya Paya
(Map p48; U Htaung Bo St; admission K200; &24hr).
It’s a rather plain but well-proportioned zedi
built in 1980 to commemorate the unifica-
tion of Theravada Buddhism in Myanmar.
The king of Nepal contributed sacred relics
for the zedi’s relic chamber and Myanmar
military strongman Ne Win had it topped
with an 11-level A2t - two more levels than
the Ati at Shwedagon.

You emerge from semi-gloom into a daz-
zling explosion of technicoloured glitter, for
Shwedagon is not just one huge, glowing
zedi (stupa). Around the mighty stupa clus-
ter an incredible assortment of smaller zeds,
statues, temples, shrines, images and taza-
ung (small pavilions). Somehow, the bright
gold of the main stupa makes everything
else seem brighter and larger than life.

Stupas - indeed, all Buddhist structures -
should be walked around clockwise, so
turn left at the top of the steps and, like the
crowds of locals, start strolling. During the
heat of the day, you’ll probably have to con-
fine yourself to the mat pathway laid around
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the platform - unless your bare feet can take
the heat of the uncovered marble paving.

The Stupa & Its Treasures

The hill on which the stupa stands is 190ft
above sea level and the platform covers over
12 acres. Prior to the British takeover of
southern Myanmar there had been defen-
sive earthworks around the paya, but these
were considerably extended by the British.
The emplacements for their cannons can
still be seen outside the outer wall.

The main stupa, which is completely
solid, rises from its platform in a fairly stan-
dard pattern. First there is the plinth, which
stands 21ft above the clutter of the main
platform and immediately sets Shwedagon
above the lesser structures. Smaller stupas
sit on this raised platform level - four large
ones mark the four cardinal directions, four
medium-sized ones mark the four corners of
the basically square platform and 60 small
ones run around the perimeter.

Various planetary posts around the base
conform to the days of the week, and locals
pray at the station that represents the day
they were born. If you know what day you
were born, locals can point you to the appro-
priate post. The one for Mars (Tuesday) corre-
sponds to Aung San Suu Kyi’s birthday - this
is where she prays whenever she visits the
shrine; look up and you’ll note a closed-circuit
TV camera trained on the spot.

From this base, the zed; rises first in three
terraces, then in ‘octagonal’ terraces and
then in five circular bands - together these
elements add another 98ft to the stupa’s
height.

The shoulder of the bell is decorated with
16 ‘flowers’. The bell is topped by the ‘in-
verted bowl, another traditional element of
stupa architecture, and above this stand the
mouldings and then the ‘lotus petals’ These
consist of a band of down-turned petals, fol-
lowed by a band of up-turned petals.



West Central Yangon

® Top Sights
National Museum

® Sights
1 Dargah of Bahadur Shah Zafar...
2 Kheng Hock Keong
3 Moseah Yeshua Synagogue ...
4 SriKali
5 Sule Paya.......cooiiiiiiiiiiiii D4

© Sleeping
6 Daddy's Home
7 Garden Guest House.
8 Golden Smile Inn ...
9 Governor's Residence
10 May Shan Hotel .....
11 Okinawa Guest House
12 Panda Hotel
13 Parkroyal
14 Sunflower Hotel

15 White House Hotel.........cccccoviviininin D4
) Eating
16 Aung Mingalar Shan Noodle
SNOP .ttt D2
Burmese Sweets Vendors........... (see 35)
City Mart......cccoovveeiieececeee (see 30)

17 Danuphyu Daw Saw Yee
Myanma Restaurant
18 Feel Myanmar Food
Fresh-Squeezed Juice Vendors ..(see 34)
19 Golden Tea ...D4
20 Grilled Snack Vendors...
21 Hong Lau Lau.....cccccoviveiiiiiiiiicc
22 Ingyin New South India Food
Centre....
Lotaya...
23 Maw Shwe Li Restaurant ..........c..ccce.... A3

The banana bud is the final element of
the zedi before the Aht? tops it. Like the lotus
petals below, the banana bud is actually cov-
ered with no fewer than 13,153 plates of gold,
measuring 1 sq ft each - unlike the lower ele-
ments, which are merely covered with gold
leaf. The seven-tiered Ati is made of iron and
again plated with gold. Even without the var-
ious hanging bells, it weighs well over a ton.

The hti tiers get smaller from bottom to
top, and from the uppermost tier projects the
shaft, which is hung with gold bells, silver
bells and various items of jewellery. The top-
most vane, with its flag, turns with the wind.
It is gold- and silver-plated and studded

24 New Delhi Restaurant
25 Nilar Biryani & Cold Drink.
26 Parisian Cake & Café.
27 Shwe Balee....

Shwe Kaung Laung
28 Shwe Mei Tha Su
29 Thone Pan Hla
30 Tokyo Fried Chicken..
31 Zawgyi HOUSE ....c.oovvviiiiiiiiiecce

@ Drinking
32 Zero Zone Rock Restaurant.................. C4

& Entertainment
33 American Center.........cococveviiiicinene. A2

(3 Shopping
34 Bogyoke Aung San Market................ D3
35 FMI Centre.....
36 FXB Shop
37 Gallery Sixty Five....
38 Globe Tailoring

Heritage Gallery
39 LaPyat Wun Plaza..
40 Morning Market...

C4

41 Theingyi Zei
YOYOMaAY oooeiieiiiecieee (see 34)
© Information
American Center.... ....(see 33)

(see13)
Good News Travels..........cccccceue (see 35)
Pan Hlaing International Clinic.... (see 35)

© Transport

with 1100 diamonds totalling 278 carats -
not to mention 1383 other stones. Finally, at
the very top of the vane rests the diamond
orb - a hollow golden sphere studded with
4351 diamonds, weighing 1800 carats in to-
tal. The very top of the orb is tipped with a
single 76-carat diamond.

Chaukhtatgyi Paya & Ngahtatgyi

Paya BUDDHIST TEMPLES
CE’)(’B(})S@:O’[}C’T’): jég 8:008@::7?@10:
Fifty years ago there was a giant standing
Buddha poking his head above the tem-
ples and monasteries here, but one day he
got tired and collapsed into a heap on the
floor, whereupon he was replaced with the
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monster-sized lazy reclining buddha you
see today. One of Myanmar’s more beauti-
ful reclining buddhas, the placid face of the
Chaukhtatgyi Buddha (Map p48; Shwegon-
dine Rd; admission free; 24hr) is topped by a
crown encrusted with diamonds and other
precious stones. Housed in a large metal-
roofed shed, only a short distance northeast
of the Shwedagon Paya, this huge figure is
surprisingly little known and hardly publi-
cised at all. Close to the Buddha’s feet is the
small shrine to Ma Thay, a holy man who
has the power to stop rain and grant sailors
a safe journey.

Attached to the temple complex is the
Shweminwon Sasana Yeiktha Medita-
tion Centre, where large numbers of lo-
cals gather to meditate. It’s not hard to find
someone to show you around the adjoining
monasteries.

Virtually across the street from
Chaukhtatgyi Paya is a gorgeous seated Bud-

dha image at the Ngahtatgyi Paya (Map p48;
Shwegondine Rd; admission $2; &24hr). Sitting in
calm gold and white repose with a healthy
splash of precious stones to boot, it's one
of the most impressive sitting buddhas in
southern Myanmar. In fact, it’s worth going
to see for its carved wooden backdrop alone.

Kandawgyi Lake LAKE

$eoBF:

(Map p48; admission K2000) Occupying prime
Yangon real estate, this natural lake close to
the city centre is a good place for a stroll.
Don’t expect untamed nature or medita-
tive quiet here, as the footpath surrounding
the circumference of Kandawgyi also runs
alongside a busy road. Also known by its lit-
eral translation, Royal Lake (Dawgyi Kan),
the lake is most attractive at sunset, when
the glittering Shwedagon is reflected in its
calm waters. You'll find the best sunset view
from the lake’s eastern edge.
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Several of the city’s embassies, clinics
and smaller hotels are in the lake’s vicinity,
the majority north of the lake. Just east of
the Kandawgyi Palace Hotel, on the south-
ern side of the lake, floats a Shin Upagot
shrine. Upagot is a Bodhisattva (Buddhist
saint) who is said to protect human beings
in moments of mortal danger.

The eastern side of the lake is domi-
nated by a very expensive government-
financed project including a small park
and a playground for children, as well as
the fanciful or monstrous (depending on
your taste) Karaweik, a reinforced con-
crete reproduction of a royal barge. Apart
from being something of a local attraction
in its own right, the Karaweik (Sanskrit for
Garuda, the legendary bird-mount of the
Hindu god Vishnu) is also the name of a
government-owned restaurant nearby.

Kaba Aye Paya &

Mahapasana Cave BUDDHIST MONUMENTS
YICINQD: ?a& om’xﬂoo@c{%cf:?

When the designers were asked to come
up with a suitable blueprint for the ‘world
peace’ zedi, which was built for the 1954-56
Sixth Buddhist Synod, they obviously decid-
ed that Mickey Mouse and friends were the
epitome of world peace, because the Kaba
Aye Paya (Map p38; Kaba Aye Pagoda Rd; admis-
sion free; &24hr) has a Disneyesque feel and
look to it. The 112ft-high paya also measures
112ft around its base. It stands about 5 miles
north of the city centre, a little beyond the
Inya Lake Hotel. The interior of the monu-
ment is hollow and contains some nice Bud-
dhist sculptures, including a lei-myet-hna
(four-sided Buddha sculpture).

Just north, Mahapasana (Map p38; Kaba
Aye Pagoda Rd; admission free; &24hr), the
‘great cave), is a totally artificial. It was here
that the Sixth Buddhist Synod was held in
1954-56 to coincide with the 2500th anni-
versary of the Buddha’s enlightenment. This
enormous cave (measuring 456ft by 371ft; it
can accommodate up to 10,000 people) took
only 14 months to build. It helped that there
were 63,000 labourers. The cave is still used
to hold grand religious ceremonies.

Inya Lake
395:(\)@:0’)%
Inya Lake (Map p48) is roughly five times
larger than Kandawgyi, but to see actual
water you must explore on foot and brave
the powerful sun. There aren’t many oppor-
tunities for shade, only scattered umbrel-
las, which are popular with young couples
sneaking a little alone time.

Before reclusive dictator Ne Win died in
December 2002, he lived on University Ave
Rd at one end of the lake while Aung San
Suu Kyi, who was released from house ar-
rest at number 54 in November 2010, was at
the other end. For years these two important
figures in contemporary Myanmar history
resided like powerful nat locked in a battle
of wills.

LAKE

Myanmar Gems Museum &
Gems Market

gggqcmpo%odo% m@oEé’l)o% §8
C(DJ)(YC)@JO%ECC[)C:EQ§:

(Map p38; (V1665 365; 66 Kaba Aye Pagoda Rd;
admission $5; ©9am-5pm Tue-Sun) Just north
of Parami Rd, thisgovernment-owned mu-
seum is meant to impress - starting with
the world’s largest sapphire, which comes

MUSEUM
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Northern Yangon

® Top Sights
Chaukhtatgyi Paya ..
Shwedagon Paya

® Sights
1 Bogyoke Aung San Museum................ D3
2 Maha Wizaya Paya ..
3 Ngahtatgyi Paya
4 People's Park
5 Yangon Zoological Gardens..

Activities, Courses & Tours
6 Happy World

7 Happy World

8 Mahasi Meditation Centre

9 Panditarama Meditation Centr
10 SeriBeauty & Health...........ccccooveveinn. C3

©) Sleeping
11 Alamanda Inn....
12 Classique Inn
13 Comfort Inn
14 Guest Care Hotel
15 Savoy Hotel
16 Sedona Hotel ....
17 Summit Parkview ....
18 Winner Inn

3 Eating
Alamanda Inn.... .(seell)
19 Ashoka Indian Restaurant...................... E3
Aung Thuka... (see 31)

20 Black Canyon Coffee.......c.cccccevrrinnne.
21 Café Dibar

Coffee Circles
22 Green Elephant....
23 Hla Myanma Htamin Zain .................... C3

from Mogok (to the northeast of Manda-
lay). The sapphire measures 6.7in in height,
and is nearly 261b in weight - this somehow
translates to 63,000 carats. The museum
also boasts the world’s largest jade boulder,
rough ruby and star sapphire. Other not-so-
impressive claims include the only mineral
with ‘imperial’ in its name.

Bogyoke Aung San Museum MUSEUM
o _C C C (o} o _C

?C\)qllOQS'J)C’;D@:IgUPm

(Map p48; Bogyoke Aung San Museum St; admis-
sion free) Now open only once a year on 19
July, Martyrs’ Day, the former home of Gen-
eral Aung San and his wife Daw Kin Kyi
contains remnants of another era. Inside the

24 House of Memories..
25 Le Planteur .
26 Royal Garden.
27 Sabai @ DMZ.
28 Seit Taing Kya
Sharky's
29 Sharky's
Singapore's Kitchen
30 SKHot Pot
31 Thai Kitchen...
32 Yin Fong Seafood
Restaurant ..o E4

@ Drinking
Captain's Bar
33 GinkiKids....
34 Inyal...
35 Mr Guitar Café...

Entertainment

JICItY o (see 40)
(see 20)
(see 20)

Pioneer....
YGN Bar ..

(& Shopping
36 Augustine's Souvenir Shop...
37 Beikthano Gallery
38 Blazon Centre....
39 Dagon Centre ...

Elephant House.
40 Mingala Zei.........
41 Monument Books..
42 Nandawun

€ Information
43 Alliance Francaise.........c.cccccoeuiviccieie B2
Myanmar Himalaya Trekking....... (seel7)

1920s house you will find several old fam-
ily photos, which of course include daughter
Aung San Suu Kyi as a little girl.

(J
& Activities
Massage
After a long day slogging around the city,
what could be better than a massage? A pro-
fessional centre with no dodgy side is Seri

Beauty and Health (Map p48; (/534 205; 118
Dhama Zedi Rd; massage per hr K5000; &9am-6pm).

Train Ride

More in the category of sightseeing rather
than transportation, the Yangon Circle
Line (tickets $1) is a slow-moving, not par-



ticularly comfortable three-hour trip around
Yangon and the neighbouring countryside.
However, it’s a great way to experience com-
muter life in the big city. You can always hop
off at any station and take a taxi back to the
city centre. Trains leave at 8.30am, 10.30am,
11.30am, Ipm and 2.30pm from platform 6/7
at the Yangon Train Station (Map p42; Bo-
gyoke Aung San Rd). Be aware that the trains
don’t always do the full circuit; after reach-
ing a station two hours from Yangon, our
train simply headed back the way we came!
Only US$ or FECs (Foreign Exchange Cer-
tificates; see p365) are accepted for the fare
(you’ll also need your passport), and the
train is least crowded at weekends.

& Courses

Meditation

Several monasteries in Yangon welcome
foreigners to meditation courses. The most
famous centre in Yangon is the Mahasi
Meditation Centre (Map p48; (21541 971; http://
web.ukonline.co.uk/buddhism/mahasi.htm; 16 Tha-
thana Yeiktha Rd, Bahan Township), founded in
1947 by the late Mahasi Sayadaw, perhaps
Myanmar’s greatest meditation teacher. The
Mahasi Sayadaw technique strives for inten-
sive, moment-to-moment awareness of every
physical movement, every mental and physi-
cal sensation and, ultimately, every thought.
The centre only accepts foreigners who can
stay for six to 12 weeks.

Two of the Mahasi centre’s chief medita-
tion teachers, Sayadaw U Pandita and Say-
adaw U Janaka, have established their own
highly regarded centres in Yangon: Pandi-
tarama Meditation Centre (Map p48; (/535
448; www.panditarama.net; 80-A Than Lwin Rd, Bah-
anTownship) and Chanmyay Yeiktha Medita-

YANGON FOR CHILDREN

tion Centre (Map p38; (2661 479; www.chanmyay.
org; 55-A Kaba Aye Pagoda Rd). Both have second
branches with private quarters, especially
geared for foreigners, who must commit to
a stay of one week. Panditarama’s forest
meditation centre (/949 450) is 2 miles
northeast off the highway to Bago. Chanmy-
ay’s branch (21620 321), set among gardens in
Hmawbi, is a 50-minute drive north of Yan-
gon; one-month stays are preferred.

;{‘, Festivals & Events

Crowds of pilgrims descend on the Shwed-
agon for a paya pwe (pagoda festival), one
of the more important Myanmar holidays.
This takes place over the March full moon
day, the last full moon before the Myanmar
New Year. In the Western calendar it nor-
mally falls in late February/early March.
Other major festivals in Yangon:

Independence Day (4 January) Includes
a seven-day fair at Kandawgyi; see pl16.

Water Festival/Thingyan (April) The
Myanmar New Year is celebrated in wet
pandemonium; see p16 for more details.

Buddha’s birthday (April/May) Celebrate
Buddha’s enlightenment; see p16.

Martyrs’ Day (19 July) Commemorates the
assassination of Bogyoke Aung San and his
comrades. It's also the only day his former
home is open to the public - see p50.

Murugu Festival (March or April depend-
ing on lunar calendar) Held at Yangon’s
Hindu temples (see p43), it involves
colourful processions.

2= Sleeping

The price of accommodation in Yangon is
largely the same as it was a few years ago, and

There aren't a whole lot of attractions in Yangon meant to appeal directly to the little
ones, but there's no lack of locals willing to provide attention.

The most convenient option is Happy World Kandaw Mingala Garden (Map p48; (21243 434;
Shwedagon Pagoda Rd; admission K1200; &29am-9pm); Thirimingala Zei (Map p48;(21212 678; 3rd fl,
Thirimingala Zei, Lower Kyee Myin Dyaing Rd; admission K1200; &9am-9pm). The Thirimingala Zei
branch has indoor tunnels and ball pits, and the Kandaw Mingala Garden branch, located
near the south entrance to Shwedagon Paya, resembles an outdoor amusement park.

A less palatable option is the Yangon Zoological Gardens (Map p48; Kan Yeik Tha
Rd; admission K2000; &8am-6pm), although many of the animals were relocated to Nay
Pyi Taw Zoo in 2008. The expansive grounds, which date back to 1901, also include an

aquarium and amusement park.

Hotels with swimming pools, including the Governor’s Residence, the Parkroyal, the Sa-
voy and the Sedona, charge $10 per nonguest for single-day use of their swimming facilities.
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HOW THINGS CHANGE...

Today, the Strand is easily the most expensive hotel in Yangon. Things were quite different
back in 1979, when Tony Wheeler reviewed the hotel for the first edition of this guidebook:

‘Staying at the Strand is full of amusing little touches — beside the reception desk there
is a glass faced cabinet labelled “lost & found”. Most of the articles were clearly lost half

a century ago, not many ladies carry delicate little folding fans around these days. The
single lift is ancient but smoothly operating. In the restaurant the maitre de is grimly effi-
cientin a crumpled grey suit in which he looks very ill at ease. The waiters call everybody
sir, male or female. Both the bar and restaurant close at 9pm but a small cache of Man-
dalay Beer from the Peoples’ Brewery is kept behind the reception desk should you wish
to continue drinking. By 11pm you are likely to be feeling pretty lonely in the lounge area,
though, just the occasional Strand rat scampering across the floor to keep you company.

On the last night of one Burma visit, to my utter amazement hot water came from the

shower when | turned on the tap.’

that means guesthouses and hotels are still
relatively cheap. There’s virtually nil in the way
of fresh new faces, particularly in the budget
and midrange categories, and much of the
city’s budget accommodation is as dank and
dreary as ever.

The prices quoted here are high-season
walk-in rates, but almost all midrange and
top-end hotels offer discounts of up to 50%.
Many of the midrange and top-end hotels
also provide perks such as airport pick-up,
internet access and full-service business cen-
tres, and all provide some form of breakfast.
Only one hotel accepted credit cards at re-
search time and some high-end places also
add a 10% service charge and a 10% govern-
ment tax.

It’s worth noting that all large hotels will
have taken part in some financial agree-
ment with the ruling junta to establish their
business. Some, like the large Traders Ho-
tel (Map p42) in central Yangon, are joint
ventures between foreign companies and
the military. Others, such as the Kandaw-
gyi Palace Hotel (Map p48) or the Central
Hotel (Map p46), are owned outright by the
government or by those with close military
connections. As far as we are aware, those
listed here have a fairly minimal govern-
ment ownership share - if any. See p21 for
more information.

CITY CENTRE

Strand Hotel BOUTIQUE HOTEL $$$
(Map p42; (21243 377; www.ghmhotels.com; 92
Strand Rd; ste $550-1100; #/@®%)) The Strand is
a relic of the same colonial-era legacy as the
Oriental in Bangkok, the Raffles in Singa-
pore and the Eastern & Oriental in George-

town, but boasts what is arguably a more
‘colourful’ history than its peers.

Opened in 1901 by the famed Sarkies
brothers, the hotel in its early years hosted
the likes of Rudyard Kipling, George Orwell
and Somerset Maugham. During WWII, the
Strand was used to house Japanese troops,
and Burmese nationals were allegedly not
allowed to stay in the hotel until 1945. And
from 1962 to 1989, in what was quite pos-
sibly its darkest period (see boxed text) the
hotel was owned and managed by the Bur-
mese government.

The latest incarnation of the Strand dates
to 1995. It’s very much a luxury affair, with
heaps of charm and history - even the bath-
room fixtures are vintage - and a high level
of service. But it’s worth mentioning that the
Strand doesn’t have the same modern com-
forts as other hotels of this class (the TVs are
non-flatscreen and small, internet is avail-
able only in the lobby or business centre, and
don’t even bother looking for an iPod jack).
Note also that, at the time of research, only
cash in US$ dollars was accepted, so book
online or make sure you have a lot of cash.

Even if you can’t afford the rent, the
Strand is well worth a visit for a drink in the
bar, high tea ($18; ©2.30-5pm) in the lobby
lounge or a splurge lunch at the café.

Mother Land Inn 2 BUDGETHOTEL $
(Map p42; (2291 343; www.myanmarmother
landinn.com; 433 Lower Pazundaung Rd; dm $8,
r $10-25; @) Take a pinch of backpacker
bohemia, a dollop of professional service,
a massive portion of cleanliness, mix well
with a generous helping of travel advice



and services, leave to marinate with envi-
ously attired and proportioned rooms and,
voila, it’s the Mother Land Inn 2. There are
of course downsides, namely it’s often fully
booked and is located in a slightly dodgy
’hood a long walk or a short taxi ride from
the centre. But the free airport transfer, fast
internet access (per hour $1) and a solid
breakfast more than make up for them.

Governor’s Residence BOUTIQUE HOTEL $$$
(Map p46; (2229 860; www.governorsresidence.com;
35 Taw Win St; r $154-242, ste $279-319; @@ =)
If you'd like to live like a sovereign, this UK-
owned teak mansion of period elegance and
modern luxury in the leafy embassy district is
for you. In the "20s the Governor’s Residence
was a guesthouse for important nationals
of the Kayah ethnic group, but now, after a
masterful restoration, it’s a tourist’s ideal of
colonial luxury. A waiter with a crystal cock-
tail is always on hand and the pool merges
gently into the lawns and sparkles in reflect-
ed beauty. The glorious rooms have ever-so-
lightly perfumed air, teak floors, cloudy soft
beds and stone baths with rose-petal water.

Panorama Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p42; (21253 077; panoramaygn@myanmar.
com.mm; 294-300 Pansodan St; r $30-40, ste $45-
50; ®@®) Within walking distance of the
train station and Bogyoke Market, and boast-
ing distant views over the Shwedagon Paya,
the aptly named 10-storey Panorama offers
some of the best value in this price range. All
rooms are equally vast and similarly well ap-
pointed, so unless you really require a bath-
tub, save yourself some money by going for
one of the cheaper standard rooms.

May Shan Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p46; (21252 986; www.mayshan.com; 115 Sule
Paya Rd; s/d/tr $20/25/40; #@®) It’s not ex-
actly a steal, and the single rooms are pretty
tight and lack windows, but the combina-
tion of convenient location, gracious service
and ample amenities (TV, air-conditioning,
wi-fi) make the May Shan the best option
in the area immediately surrounding Sule
Paya. If you can afford it, the triple rooms
(ask for room 601) are spacious and have ar-
guably the best views of any hotel in the city.

Three Seasons Hotel GUESTHOUSE $
(Map p42; (21293 304; phyuaung@mptmail.net.mm;
83-8552nd St; s/d $12/18;[#) The nine rooms in
this homey guesthouse are large, spotless and
well endowed with everything that would
make your granny smile. The outdoor ter-

race, with tree shade, is a nice place to sit and
watch the world cruise by. And to top it off,
it’s very friendly and helpful and is located on
a block that is especially quiet at night, so you
should be able to sleep undisturbed.

Okinawa Guest House HOTEL $
(Map p46; (2374 318; 64 32nd St dm/s/Ad
$5/14/18;#%)) A brief walk from Sule Paya
is the red pitched roof of this charming
bougainvillea-fronted guesthouse. The inte-
rior is a bizarre hotchpotch of decorations
and building styles that blend wood, bam-
boo and red brick. The handful of rooms
are small and dark but very clean, although
noise - both from the street and the staff -
can be an issue here. It also has a cosy dorm
upstairs for penny-pinchers and a number
of communal areas with old wooden chairs
and tables.

Parkroyal BUSINESS HOTEL $$$
(Map p46; (21250 388; enquiry@parkroyalhotels.
com.mm; 33 Ah Lan Paya Pagoda Rd; r $90; @
@) This smart, newish, centrally located
business hotel is the Yangon branch of a
Singaporean chain. If you're haven’t booked
a room through an agent, you’ll only have
access to their very capable deluxe rooms,
which feature all the amenities you'd expect
from a hotel of this price. The Parkroyal is
also the only hotel we're aware of in Yangon
that accepts a credit card (in this case, Visa
only) - at a hefty 12% commission.

Thammada Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p42; (21243 3639; www.thamadahotel.com; Ah
Lan Paya Pagoda Rd; r/ste $44/88;#]) Located in
the same complex as the Thamada Cinema,
this longstanding joint venture with Singa-
pore boasts old-school rooms with lots of
worn wood and heavy, handsome furnish-
ings. Take a look at a few, as some rooms are
markedly smaller than others. The ground-
floor 365 Café is convenient for eats, drinks
and wi-fi.

Yoma Hotel HOTEL $
(Map p42; (21299 243; www.yomahotelone.com; 146
Bogyoke Aung San Rd; r $10-18;%)) Although it’s a
bit of a hike from the city centre, this is one of
the tidier and better-run midrange places in
town. The rooms are a bit frumpy and clearly
date from another era, but are well equipped
and clean. There are five floors and no lift, so
if you’re on the top floor you can eat that ex-
tra cake without guilt. A tip: avoid the rooms
on Floor G unless you desire the combination
of comically low ceilings and furry friends.

53

<
>
=
[24
o
=
wn
&
m
m
o
=
()



START THONE PAN HLA
TEASHOP

FINISH BOGYOKE AUNG
SAN MARKET
DISTANCE APPROX 1.4
MILES

DURATION TWO TO
THREE HOURS

———f—+

©

New - Bo
Bogyoke 8yoke Aung San Rd
Market a5 % P
) c o
Open-Air he} g 2585 < n
I\Zarket 95 T 83 g 40"5) r:r76 2 2
[
Anawrahta Rd () i = ¥ S 5
c o = o
ii i (s}
Theingyi S ) S 2 =4
Plaza o > © c S
m %] & IS <
2 A 8
Dol © D s
w NP2 50 Y =
£ 522D b= o\ © o
© N o™
SN od,, o » 4_‘ 1 Mahabandoola Rd
) EET AR .} n e P
ERc25.20208 53T |y wd el
CHINA J SE£0%£E S +§& LPEPD N %
TOWN gNE 85 R8 &° EsFss [0
= NN o Mahabandoola R SR =
n S = Garden = ¥
£ Merchant St 2
X %) 3
(u B R
Yaﬂgan}g' o
e \9
A o 300m _ > — ,S,tfangjeg o
o 0.2 miles et

Downtown Yangon

Walking Tour

Yangon is a great city to explore on foot,

and this tour takes in the best of colonial
Yangon, flirts with Indian flamboyance, gets
serene in Buddhist temples, lightens your
wallet in the markets and throws in some
crystal-ball-gazing for good measure. Supple-
ment your walk with Historical Walks in
Yangon: A Myanmar Heritage Trust Guide
Map — map available from Silkworm Books
(www.silkwormbooks.com).

We recommend starting this tour in the
cool hours of the morning, so kick it off with
a caffeine boost and Burmese-style break-
fast at a teahouse such as @) Thone Pan
Hla, a typical Burmese teahouse. From here
it's only a short walk to the 2200-year-old

O Sule Paya, the geographic and commer-

cial heart of the city, and where the British-
designed grid street pattern was centred.
Make a circle or two around the monument
to get just the right angle for your photo-
graph, but don't feel obligated to go inside,
as the largely unremarkable interior is
probably not worth the $2 entry fee. After

a complete rotation or two and an inside
visit, cross the busy traffic circle to the east
and you'll find the twice-rebuilt 9 City
Hall, a yellow colonial building with oriental
overtones. On the next corner further east
on Mahabandoola Rd is the o (former)
Immigration Office, once one of the largest
department stores in Asia, now seemingly
abandoned. Across the street is the

e Immanuel Baptist Church, originally
built in 1830, though the present structure
dates from 1885.

Continuing east on Mahabandoola Rd
you'll pass a couple of alleyways crammed
with food stalls, many selling the type of
deep-fried snacks and sweets that the
Burmese seem to love so much. Consider
refuelling and take the next major right
onto Pansodan St, where on the east side
of the street you'll find several stalls selling
second-hand and photocopied books. The
Burmese are big readers and this strip is
colloquially referred to as Yangon's open-air
library.



About halfway down this block you'll see
the o High Court Building on your right —
in name at least, the highest legal authority
in the land. Continuing along this wide and
generally empty section of Pansodan St.

It's hard not to feel minuscule, particularly
when walking by the huge 0 Inland Water
Transport offices and the even grander

0 Myanma Port Authority building. Con-
tinue south to Strand Rd, the last east-west
thoroughfare before the Yangon River.

Two blocks to your left is the @) Strand
Hotel, whose restored fagade evokes another
era. You may not be able to afford a room, but
the air-conditioned lobby, café and bar make
a good rest stop along the way.

When you're ready to brave the heat and
uneven sidewalks again, walk west along
Strand Rd for a block past Pansodan St,
where you'll see on your right the
@ Customs House, built in 1915, and on
your left the 0 Law Court, an impressive-
looking colonnaded building. Police will
prevent you approaching this last building, so
turn north, just past the Customs House, and
then left onto boisterous Bank St and up onto
Sule Paya Rd, where you can discover how
the remainder of your walking tour will pan
out by consulting one of the many fortune-
tellers who hang out under the trees.

Bordering this street is a 55yd obelisk, a
monument to the country’s independence,
standing in the middle of the heat-stained
(® Mahabandoola Garden. A glance
through the fence is enough to give you an

idea of what goes on here — no need to pay
the K500 entry fee.

This brings you back to the Sule Paya,
from where you can continue west down
Mahabandoola Rd through the chaotic Indian
and Chinese quarters of the city. Roughly
speaking, the Indian quarter extends as far
west as the Shwedagon Pagoda Rd, while the
Chinese quarter begins at about 21st St and
extends several blocks further west. A good
drink stop and an appropriate taste of Yan-
gon's Little India is the open-air lassi stall
@ Shwe Bali, near the corner of Bo Sun
Pat Rd.

Continue west along Mahabandoola before
detouring south onto 26th St in order to pay
avisit to @ Moseah Yeshua Synagogue.
Retrace your steps to Mahabandoola and
carry on westwards a little further until you
reach the bursting @ Theingyi Zei market.
If you arrive early enough (ideally before
9am), you can catch the action along the
adjacent @ open-air market on 26th St.

Exit onto Anawrahta Rd and head east
until you crash into the @ Sri Kali temple.
Continue east along Anawrahta St, turning
left down 29th St, where @ Danu Phyu
Daw Saw Yee Myanma Restaurant, one of
central Yangon's most lauded Burmese res-
taurants, is your lunch stop.

From here it's only a short hike north to
the sprawling mess of @ Bogyoke Aung
San Market, where you can begin a new sort
of tour, a slightly more difficult one that com-
bines walking and shopping.
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Beautyland Hotel Il HOTEL $
(Map p42; (21240 054; www.goldenlandpages.com/
beauty; 188-192 33rd St; r $8-24;#)) A convenient
location near central Yangon’s attractions,
restaurants and internet shops, and exceed-
ingly tidy rooms with friendly and confident
service make this one of the better budget
choices in central Yangon. The cheapest
rooms don’t have windows while the more
expensive front-side rooms boast heaps of
natural light, so depending on your budget,
look at a few.

Panda Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p46; (2212 850; www.myanmarpandahotel.
com; 205 Wadan St; r $33-45; #@) One of the
more appealing hotels in this price range is
this 13-storey high-rise west of the city centre.
It has bright and enticing rooms with excel-
lent bathrooms. It’s in a peaceful residential
area, but is close enough to downtown to be
worthwhile. Popular with tour groups.

May Fair Inn GUESTHOUSE $
(Map p42;21253 454; maytinmg@gmail.com; 57
38th St; s/d $12/15;%)) This family-run inn has
freshly painted rooms that are a little spar-
tan but ever reliable. It’s more equipped to
deal with the traveller looking for tranquillity
rather than a party, and it has a loyal clientele
of returnees for a good reason. The compli-
mentary breakfast is served in the small com-
munal area. Only US$ dollars accepted.

Ocean Pearl Inn HOTEL $§
(Map p42; (21297 007; www.oceanpearlinn.com; 215
Bo Ta Taung Pagoda Rd; s/d/tr $13/18/23;#%)) A
paint job and rooms washed and polished
by a team of cleaning addicts make the
Ocean Pearl one of the tidiest choices in the
budget range (admittedly not much of an ac-
complishment in Yangon). Another perk is
free airport pickup - mention it when book-
ing or look for the Ocean Pearl sign when
you arrive in Yangon.

Queen’s Park Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p42; (21296 447, www.qpyangon.com; 132
Anawrahta Rd; r/ste $15-33/32-36; /@) Unusu-
ally for a hotel in this category, the rooms are
more appealing than the dowdy reception
area - though only by a little. The staff are
sweet, and slow days mean easy discounts.

White House Hotel HOTEL $
(Map p46; (21240 780; white house@mptmail.net. mm;
69/71 Kon Zay Dan St; s/d $8-15/14-20;(#]) The pos-
itives in this long-running backpacker joint
are the generous breakfasts, rooftop ham-

mocks, cold beer, expansive views and useful
travel desk. The negatives are a thigh-burning
number of stairs, small and sometimes win-
dowless rooms and basic bathrooms (both
shared and private). Kon Zay Dan St is located
between 26th St and 27th St.

Tokyo Guest House HOTEL $§
(Map p42; (21386 828; tokyoguesthouse.yangon@
gmail.com; 200 Bo Aung Kyaw St; s/d $9/14;3))
Highlights at this friendly budget hotel are
the sunny terrace with views and the room
cleanliness. Lowlights are the fact that said
rooms are windowless and very cramped.

Some more centrally located budget and
midrange options:

New Aye Yar Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p42; (21256 938; www.newayeyarhotel.

com; 170-176 Bo Aung Kyaw St; s $25, d $30, ste
$30-35; #/@) This good-value high-rise has
avoided the tropical rot that has struck
down so many of its cousins.

Eastern Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p42; (21293 815; www.myanmareasternhotel.
com; 194-196 Bo Myat Tun Rd; s/d $15/20; /@)
The 40 rooms here are utterly unremark-
able, but are clean and boast amenities
such as satellite TV, hot water and fridge.

Cherry Guest House HOTEL $
(Map p42; (21340 623; 278/300 Mahabandoola
Garden St; s $8-12, d$14;)) One of the few
new places we encountered on this re-
search trip, the Cherry looks its age and
its 13 rooms have wall-mounted flatscreen
TVs. It’s located on the 4th floor of this
(relatively) quiet street - look for the
street-level sign that says ‘Guest House’.

Golden Smile Inn HOTEL $
(Map p46; (21373 589; myathiri@gmail.com.mm;
644 Merchant St; r $14, with shared bathroom
$12; (%) Located up a slightly scary stair-
way, the Golden Smile is rather dark and
dank, and is not much of a bargain, but
its popularity and the communal balcony
make it a good choice for those who em-
phasise socialising over comfort.

Garden Guest House HOTEL $
(Map p46; (/1253 779; 441-445 Mahabandoola
Rd; r fan $5, air-con $6-12) The location steps
away from Sule Paya is great (if rather
noisy), but we suspect that the boxlike
rooms, which don’t have windows and
need a paint job, will have you spend-
ing most of your time in the communal
areas.



Sunflower Hotel HOTEL $
(Map p46; (21240 014; www.myanmarsunflower
-hotel.com; 259-263 Anawrahta Rd; r $6-22;#)
Located in the heart of the busy Indian
quarter. The cheapest rooms are little
more than fan-cooled closets with shared
bathroom, while the corner suites are quite
spacious and airy with great city views.

Daddy’s Home HOTEL $
(Map p46; (21252 169; daddyhomehotel@gmail.
com; 107 Kon Zay Dan St; r $12, with shared bath-
room $6) A drab tower-block hotel with the
largest bathrooms in the budget category.
The cleaners need to purchase a broom,
but otherwise it’s friendly and adequate.
Kon Zay Dan St is located between 26th
St and 27th St.

OUTSIDE CITY CENTRE

The suburbs are generally quieter than
central Yangon. They’re also convenient
for walking to Shwedagon Paya and Kan-
dawgyi Lake, but are not great for budget
accommodation.

Classique Inn BOUTIQUE HOTEL $$
(Map p48; (21525 557; www.classique-inn.com; 53B
Golden Valley Rd; r $40-60; #@®)) Located in a
villa in Yangon’s posh Golden Valley neigh-
bourhood, this leafy, family-run place offers
eight cosy, attractive rooms. The rates aren’t
exactly a steal, particularly for the rather
tight ground-floor single rooms, and you’ll
need taxis to get around town, but warm
service (including travel arrangements),
good breakfast and a homey atmosphere
make up for this.

Savoy Hotel BOUTIQUE HOTEL $$$
(Map p48; (2526 289; www.savoy-myanmar.com;
129 Dhama Zedi Rd; s $90, d $95, ste $125-135; /@
@) Everything inside the Savoy is done so
well it’s easy to forgive the fact that it’s situ-
ated on a busy street corner. Hallways, rooms
and even the lavish bathrooms are stocked
with photographs, antiques, handicrafts and
sculptures, and it takes little imagination to
feel as if you are some Raj-like king. Basically
what you get at this Myanmar-German joint
venture is Strand Hotel standards without
the price tag.

Alamanda Inn BOUTIQUE HOTEL $$$
(Map p48; (21534 513; alamanda.inn@gmail.com;
60B Shwe Taung Gyar Rd/Golden Valley Rd; r $60-
65; /@) Yet another colonial-villa-turned-
B&B in the quiet, leafy embassy district. The
French-run Alamanda hotel combines five

spacious and attractively decorated rooms,
the most expensive of which is the suite
in the old servants’ quarters with its own
private garden. The French-style breakfast
gets good reports and there’s an excellent at-
tached French restaurant and bar (see p62).

Winner Inn BUDGET HOTEL $$
(Map p48; (535 205; www.winnerinnmyanmar.
com; 42 Than Lwin Rd; r $20-30, ste $35; @) If
it weren’t for its somewhat remote location,
the Winner would be one of our faves. This
low-slung building is in a quiet, leafy sub-
urb and has spotless rooms with desks, and
pictures on the walls. The communal areas
have plenty of well-positioned chairs wait-
ing for you to collapse into with a book.

Sedona Hotel BUSINESS HOTEL $$$
(Map p48; (2666 900; www.sedonasmyanmar.
com; 1 Kaba Aye Pagoda Rd; r $100-160, ste $350-
900; #@#)&) You know exactly what you’ll
be getting at the Singapore-owned Sedona:
peace, quiet and very professional service.
‘What you won’t be getting is any indication
you’re in Myanmar, but as you sink into one
of the comfortable beds, you probably won’t
be that bothered.

Summit Parkview BUSINESS HOTEL $$$
(Map p48; (2211 888; www.summityangon.com; 350
Ahlone Rd; r $65-70, ste $95-100; /@ &) How
many hotels do you know of with breathtak-
ing views over one of the wonders of the
universe? If a bargain-rated, orderly and ci-
vilised room overlooking the jewel-encrusted
Shwedagon Paya isn’t for you, feel free to
take the same type of room overlooking the
pool (open to nonguests for $5 per day).

Guest Care Hotel HOTEL $$
(Map p48; (71511 118; www.guestcarehotel.com; 107
Dhama Zedi Rd; r $20-22, ste $32; /@) There
are several classes of room here (with little
noticeable difference between them), and
it’s worth taking a look at a few before com-
mitting, as some are in much better nick
than others. For character you'll find a few
bits of beautifully carved wooden furniture
tossed about the place.

Comfort Inn BUDGET HOTEL $$
(Map p48; (2525 781; www.comfyland.biz; 4 Shweli
Rd; s/d $15/25;#) A family-run guesthouse
on a side street close to the Bangladeshi
embassy and within walking distance of the
Shwedagon Paya. The wood-panelled rooms
are decent enough, but do little to set the
imagination alight. The tens of caged birds,
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on the other hand, may inspire a variety of
thoughts and emotions.

,\é’ Eating

Eating at a Burmese restaurant, with its
seemingly never-ending courses and side
dishes, is an experience in itself. And as
Yangon is the gateway to Myanmar for most
visitors, it’s here that many travellers’ first
experience Burmese cuisine. As such, be
sure to arm yourself with a bit of culinary
knowledge (p328) before hitting the restau-
rants, street stalls and teahouses of Yangon.

But it’s not all about Burmese eats; Yan-
gon is the culinary capital of the country,
and its culinary diversity is an unexpected
highlight of a visit to the city. You're likely
to encounter more than your fair share of
Chinese (Burmese Chinese, actually) while
upcountry, so unless you're a huge fan of the
genre, it’s probably worth investigating the
other options.

Myanmar people love their Shan food,
and the cuisine is not difficult to find in
Yangon. Along Anawrahta Rd, west of Sule
Paya Rd towards the Sri Kali temple, are
a number of shops serving Indian food,
much of it southern Indian in origin and
Muslim-influenced. Much of the city’s
Western-style food is disappointing, but
it’s probably the most authentic you’ll en-
counter in Myanmar, so it’s worth taking
advantage of.

Eat early - by 10pm all but a couple of
places and a few large hotel restaurants
will be closed. Travellers keen to avoid
government-owned places (see p21) should
bypass the Karaweik Palace Restaurant,
which is a remarkable-looking structure on
Kandawgyi.

HAVE YOUR SAY

Found a fantastic restaurant that
you're longing to share with the world?
Disagree with our recommendations?
Or just want to talk about your most
recent trip?

Whatever your reason, head to
lonelyplanet.com, where you can post
a review, ask or answer a question on
the Thorntree forum, comment on a
blog, or share your photos and tips on
Groups. Or you can simply spend time
chatting with like-minded travellers. So
go on, have your say.

CITY CENTRE

Nilar Biryani & Cold Drink ~ MUSLIMINDIAN $
(Map p46; 216 Anawrahta Rd; meals from K800;
&all day) Giant cauldrons full of spices,
broths and rice bubble away at the front of
this bright and brash Indian joint. It’s never
less than packed, and with good reason: the
biryanis are probably among the best your
lips will meet. The chicken has been cooked
so slowly and for so long that the meat just
drips off, the rice is out of this world and
the banana lassi is divine. Nothing on the
menu costs more than K1800, and most is a
fraction of that. It’s far and away the best of
several similar nearby places.

Danuphyu Daw Saw Yee Myanma
Restaurant BURMESE $
(Map p46; 175/177 29th St; meals from K2000;
&lunch & dinner) Ask locals where to eat
Burmese food in central Yangon and they’ll
most likely point you in the direction of this
longstanding shophouse restaurant. There’s
a brief English-language menu, but your best
bet is to have a look at the selection of curries
behind the counter. All dishes are served in
the Burmese style with sides of soup du jour
(the sour vegetable soup is particularly good)
and ngap? ye, a pungent dip served with par-
boiled vegies and fresh herbs.

999 Shan Noodle Shop SHAN $
(Map p42;130/B 34th St; noodle dishes from K500;
©breakfast & lunch) A handful of tables are
crammed into this tiny, brightly coloured
eatery behind City Hall, a short walk from
Sule Paya. The menu includes noodles such
as Shan k’auq sweh (thin rice noodles in a
slightly spicy chicken broth) and myi shay
(Mandalay-style noodle soup) and tasty non-
noodle dishes such as Shan tofu (actually
made from chickpea flour) and the delicious
Shan yellow rice with tomato.

Feel Myanmar Food BURMESE $$
(Map p46; 124 Pyidaungsu Yeiktha St; meals from
K3000; ©lunch & dinner) This sophisticated
jungle-shack restaurant is reminiscent of a
north Myanmar house. It’s a superb place
to get your fingers dirty experimenting with
the huge range of tasty Burmese dishes,
which are laid out in little trays that you can
just point to. It’s very popular at lunchtime
with local businesspeople and foreign em-
bassy staff.

New Delhi Restaurant INDIAN $§
(Map p46; Anawrahta Rd; mains from K500; &all
day) This grubby place serves tasty Muslim-
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MA THANEGI: WRITER ON ALL THINGS MYANMAR

Myanmar cuisine does not use coconut, green chillies or sugar like in Thailand. It is nei-
ther as delicate as the steamed dishes of China nor as fiercely hot as Sichuan cuisine. It
does not use as many aromatic spices as India.

Best Dishes

The salads we call athoke or let thoke, meaning a ‘mixture’ or ‘mixed with hand’ You must
also try the pickled tea leaves, eaten in a salad with roasted or deep-fried nuts and beans,

sesame, etc. The prepared tea-leaf pulp tastes like pesto, and can have lime or chillies

added to it for different tastes.
Best Noodle Dish

| love all, but my favourite is the Delta region noodle mohinga, thin rice noodles eaten
with a thick fish broth cooked with lots of lemongrass and slices of the inner banana
stem for crunch. My favourite upcountry noodle is mondhi, the thick, soft rice noodles
eaten with a curry of chicken strips, onion oil, roasted chickpea powder, sliced fried fish

cakes and sliced raw onions.

Best Yangon Restaurants

For Burmese food, clean but not fancy, | like Feel Myanmar (p58). For teahouses, Lucky
Seven (p63) because it has a huge selection of snacks, one-dish meals and noodles.

Best Eating Tip

If you don't like the oil in the curries, simply leave it in the bowl and don't spoon it onto
your plate, just take the meat or fish. This is what we do; not all Myanmar people go for

oily food.

influenced South Indian dishes such as an
insanely rich mutton curry, as well as meat-
free options including puris (puffy breads),
idli (rice ball in broth), various dosai and
banana-leaf thalis.

365 Café INTERNATIONAL, JAPANESE $$
(Map p42; Ah Lan Paya Pagoda Rd; mains K3300-
7800; &:24hr; &) This stylish café, located
on the ground floor of the Thamada Hotel,
serves coffee drinks (K2200 to K3150) and
a largely Japanese-influenced menu, with
a few Western and Chinese dishes thrown
in for good measure. Wi-fi is available at 15
hours for K5000.

Shwe Mei Tha Su MUSLIM BURMESE $
(Map p46; 173 29th St; meals from K2000; &lunch
& dinner) Located next door to the more fa-
mous Danuphyu Daw Saw Yee, and lack-
ing a roman-script sign, this is the Muslim
version of the traditional Myanmar curry
house, where the sour soup is replaced with
a hearty dhal, the meat-based curries are
rich and spicy, and sides include pappadum
and a smoky balachaung.

Be Le CHINESE $$
(Junior Duck; Map p42; Pansodan St Jetty; dishes
from K1200; &lunch & dinner) Virtually the only
place in town taking advantage of a river-
front location, this former ferry terminal
is one the best places in town to soak up a
view and some breezes. The Chinese food
isn’t amazing, but it’s decent, and most go
for the roast duck.

Ingyin New South India

Food Centre SOUTHERN INDIAN $
(Map p46; Anawrahta Rd; mains from K600; &all
day) The cheery staff here do the crispiest
and tastiest dosa? in central Yangon. It’s a
good place for a thali as well, and it has tea
and Indian sweets if you require dessert.

Aung Mingalar Shan Noodle

Restaurant SHAN $§
(Map p46; Bo Yar Nyunt St; mains from K1000;
& breakfast & lunch) Aung Mingalar is an ex-
cellent place to indulge simultaneously in
people-watching and noodle sipping. It’s a
simple and fun restaurant with trendy city-
café overtones.
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Zawgyi House BURMESE, INTERNATIONAL $$
(Map p46; 372 Bogyoke Aung San Rd; mains K2300-
7800; &all day;#/) This coffee shop is a bold
display of what could be if the city was ever
allowed out of its doldrums. It’s very much
a hang-out for expats and passing business-
people, all of whom appreciate the expensive
shakes, juices, ice creams and sandwiches.

Hong Lau Lau NORTHERN CHINESE $$
(Map p46; 416-418 Strand Rd; mains from K1800;
@lunch & dinner; [#) Allegedly where the Chi-
nese embassy staff eat when feeling home-
sick, this unassuming joint serves northern
Chinese staples, from hand-pulled noodles
to freshly rolled dumplings, under the su-
pervision of a Chinese chef.

Japan Japan JAPANESE $$
(Map p42; 239 Pansodan St; mains K2500-3000;
@lunch & dinner; ) A Kitschily decorated but
strangely cool Japanese restaurant (the sign
says ‘Japan Style’), with Japanese staff who
like to make a fuss over you. The food is
cheap, filling and mouthwatering with some
superb sushi.

Nam Kham Family Shan

Restaurant SHAN §
(Map p42; 134 37th St; meals from K700; &all day)
This tiny restaurant, located conveniently
near the centre of town, serves the usual
Shan noodle dishes plus a variety of point-
and-choose curries, soups, stir-fries and
other dishes served over rice.

Monsoon SOUTHEASTASIAN $$$
(Map p42; (21295 224; www.monsoonmyanmar.com;
85-87 Thein Byu Rd; mains from K2200; &lunch &
dinner; #]) Located in an airy colonial town
house, Monsoon is a good option for those
intimidated by Yangon’s more authentic op-
tions. The menu also spans the rest of main-
land Southeast Asia, with sections from Thai-
land, Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos. Upstairs
is Loft, a good handicraft shop.

Bharat Restaurant SOUTHERN INDIAN $§
(Map p42; (2281 519; 356 Mahabandoola Rd; mains
from K1000; &all day) Specialising in south-
ern Indian dishes, Bharat’s tidy interior and
marble-topped tables make a nice change
from the long cafeteria-style tables at the
Indian places on Anawrahta Rd.

Ichiban-Kan JAPANESE $$
(Map p42;17-18 Aung San Stadium; noodle dishes $5-
7; &lunch &dinner; [#]) An intimate and tasteful
restaurant, which seems to have been lifted
straight from the Tokyo backstreets of yester-

year. The food is as well presented and creat-
ed as the décor, and the small menu focuses
on soup and noodle dishes.

Ciao Pizzeria Italiana ITALIAN $$
(Map p42; 262 Pansodan St; pizzas K4000-7500;
&lunch & dinner; @) Small and simple Italian
restaurant without any unnecessary fuss,
and with passable imitations of Rome’s fin-
est, including spaghetti with seafood and
a decent selection of pizzas. The Myanmar
chef has been trained by an Italian.

Lotaya SHAN $
(Map p46; Bogyoke Aung San Market; mains K1000-
3800; <lunch Tue-Sun) A shack-like place lo-
cated at the back of Bogyoke Market serving
Shan noodles and Thai- and Chinese-style
dishes, in addition to iced coffees and fruit
drinks. They’re not the best Shan noodles
in town, but it’s a good place to refuel while
shopping.

Maw Shwe Li Restaurant SHAN $§
(Map p46; 654 Strand Rd; mains from K1000;
&lunch & dinner) The most recent incarnation
of this popular restaurant is something of
a Shan-themed sports bar. Several screens
broadcast football while Shan-style snacks
(spicy salads, deep-fried tofu) and draught
beer entertain the mouth.

OUTSIDE CITY CENTRE

Aung Thukha BURMESE $
(Map p48; Dhama Zedi Rd; meals from K2000; &all
day) This longstanding institution just might
be our favourite place in town for Myanmar
food. There’s heaps of choice, with everything
from rich, meaty curries to light, freshly made
salads, and the flavours are more subtle here
than elsewhere, emphasising herbs rather
than oil and spice. And despite the fact that
it’s almost constantly busy, Aung Thuka man-
ages to maintain gentle, friendly service and a
palpable old-school atmosphere, making the
experience akin to eating at someone’s home.

Minn Lane Rakhaing Monte & Fresh

Seafood RAKHAING BURMESE $$
(Map p38; cnr Parami Rd & Pyay Rd; mains from
K2000; ©lunch & dinner) If you want spicy,
skip Thai and head directly to this boister-
ous Rakhaing-themed grilled seafood hall,
popular with local families on a night out.
The eponymous monte (actually moun-di)
is a noodle soup featuring rice noodles and
an intensely peppery broth. If you prefer the
latter on the side, order Rakhaing salad, a
spicy noodle salad. And of course there’s all



YANGON'’S STREET EATS 61

It doesn't take long to see that much of life in Yangon takes place on the streets. Like-
wise, for the average Burmese, eating at a proper restaurant is an infrequent extrava-
gance and most eating is done at home or on the street.

Yangon's street-food options can be both overwhelming and challenging (pork offal
on a skewer, anyone?), so as a guide in this jungle of meals, the below are some of our
favourite street eats and the best places to eat them.

» Samusa thoke During the day a line of vendors (Map p42; Mahabandoola Garden St;
K500) near Mahabandoola Park sell this ‘salad’ of sliced samosas served with a thin
lentil gravy.

» Fruit juice Several vendors at Bogyoke Aung San Market sell refreshing fresh-
squeezed juice (Map p46; Bogyoke Aung San Rd; from K1000; &10am-5pm) - don’t miss
the creamy avocado, sweetened with condensed milk.
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» Bein moun & moun pyar thalet These delicious ‘Burmese pancakes’ (K200),
served sweet (bein moun) or savoury (moun pyar thalet), can be found at most Yan-
gon corners at all times of the day and night.

» Dosai At night along Anawratha St, several street-side vendors sell this thin south-

ern Indian crepe (from K500), known in Burmese as to-shay.

» Mohinga This soup of thin rice noodles and fish broth is available just about every-
where, but our favourite bowl is at Myaung Mya Daw Cho (Map p42; 158 51st St; from

K500; £34.30-9am). There's no English sign here; simply look for the green sign near

some trees.

» Grilled food Every night, the strip of 19th St between Mahabandoola and Anaw-
rahta Rds hosts dozens of stalls and open-air restaurants serving delicious grilled
snacks (Map p46; meals from K5000; &5-11pm) and draught beer.

» Lassi Shwe Balee (no roman-script sign; Map p46; Bo Sun Pat Rd; per glass from 600K;
&10am-9pm) serves deliciously curdy glasses of this Indian yogurt drink.

» Buthi kyaw Every evening a lone vendor (Map p42; cnr Anawratha & Thein Byu Rds;
K500; &4-9pm) sells this tasty snack of battered and deep-fried chunks of gourd

served with a spicy/sour dipping sauce.

» Burmese sweets Every afternoon in front of FMI Centre a handful of street-side
vendors sell delicious Burmese sweets (Map p46; Bogyoke Aung San Rd; from K50)
ranging from shwe-t'aumi‘n (‘golden’ sticky rice) to mou’'n-se‘in-ba‘un (a type of
steamed cake topped with shredded coconut).

manner of grilled crab, oyster, shrimp, squid
and shellfish, all for low prices.

{? K Hot Pot HOTPOT $$$
(Golden Happy Hot Pot; Map p48; Ko Min Ko Chin
Rd; meals from K10,000; &dinner) This vast hall
is Yangon’s most famous and most popular
hot-pot joint. Join hundreds of other diners
in choosing the raw ingredients then cook-
ing them in vats of a spicy Sichuan-style
broth. Not exactly cheap, but good, tasty fun.
Dinner only.

Le Planteur FRENCH $$$
(Map p48; (2541 997, www.leplanteur.net; 22 Kaba
Aye Pagoda Rd; mains $19-32, set lunch/dinner
$25/79; @lunch & dinner; #)) Widely consid-
ered the best restaurant in Yangon and with

meal prices to match its exalted reputation.
If you can fit it into your budget, Le Plan-
teur’s set dinner runs the gamut from foie
gras to prime rib. If you can’t, then try the
Business Lunch set, which runs at a third of
the cost, or if you find yourself in Nyaung-
shwe, try Swiss chef Boris Granges’ other
venture, Viewpoint (p182).

Ashoka Indian Restaurant NORTHERNINDIAN $$
(Map p48; 28B Pho Sein Rd; mains from K2000;
&lunch & dinner; %) The creamy curries of
north India are the main event here. The
portions are small, so it’s a good idea to con-
sider one of the expansive set meals ($7 to
$9), which also include vegetarian options.
The colonial villa the restaurant is housed in
is as gorgeous as the food.
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L'Opera Restaurant ITALIAN $$$
(Map p38; (21665 516; www.operayangon.com; 62D
U Tun Nyein St; mains from $10; &lunch & din-
ner; %)) One of the better and more elegant
restaurants in Yangon, ’Opera boasts well-
trained and smartly dressed waiters, but
more important is the Italian owner and
chef’s meticulous preparation. The outdoor
garden seating is a bonus in good weather.
The restaurant is located off Kaba Aye Pa-
goda Rd, at the northern end of Inya Lake.

Alamanda Inn FRENCH $$
(Map p48; (/1534 513; 60B Shwe Taung Gyar Rd/
Golden Valley Rd, Bahan; meals K7000-10,000;
@lunch & dinner) In a quiet residential neigh-
bourhood, this breezy open-air restaurant
and bar under a covered patio is a relaxing
place to put the cares of Yangon behind you.
The house speciality is tagines, but it also
does good steaks and sandwiches as well as
Kkiller cocktails, all reasonably priced.

House of Memories BURMESE, INTERNATIONAL $$
(Map p48; (1525 195; 290 U Wi Za Ra Rd; &lunch &
dinner) Housed in a mock Tudor colonial villa
stuffed with antiques and old photos (and
including an office where General Aung San
once worked), this an interesting place to
dine on dishes such as a hearty beef curry
and an authentically smoky-tasting grilled
eggplant salad. Although it also boasts a
‘piano bar), the live music is sporadic - call
ahead to see when the next performance will
be. Located off U Wi Za Ra Rd.

Green Elephant BURMESE $$$
(Map p48; www.greenelephant-restaurants.com;
519A Thirimingalar St; mains K1500-18,000, set lunch
K8000; &lunch & dinner) Popular with tour
groups, the Green Elephant is a safe but tasty
enough introduction to Myanmar cuisine.
The open-air wooden dining room boasts a
romantic atmosphere and the restaurant also
includes an upmarket crafts shop.

Hla Myanma Htamin Zain BURMESE $
(Map p48;17 1st St; mains from K1500; & lunch & din-
ner) This longstanding place is a traditional
Myanmar-style restaurant, where a blasting
TV fills in for interior design. This place,
which doesn’t have a roman-script sign, is
sometimes called Shwe Ba because a famous
actor of that name once had his house nearby.

Inlay Amathaya SHAN $§
(Map p38; cnr Kaba Aye Padoga Rd & Kanbe Rd;
mains from K500; &lunch & dinner) There’s
neither a roman-script sign or an English

menu. However, the menu does feature tiny
pictures to guide you through the basics
of Shan cuisine. Most head straight for the
noodle dishes, but this is a great place to try
Shan rice dishes such as weg-tha jeh (rice
steamed with blood - much better than it
sounds) or nga t’‘avmin hneiq, turmeric rice
with fish.

Sabai @ DMZ THAI $$
(Map p48; 232 Dhama Zedi Rd; mains from K2500;
#) This semi-formal Thai-owned place
boasts a Thai chef and an extensive and ap-
petising menu. The range of salads is par-
ticularly impressive for someone craving a
light lunch in the heat of the day.

Singapore’s Kitchen SINGAPOREAN $$
(Map p48; 333 Ahlone Rd; mains from K2500; &all
day; [#) Located next door to Summit Parkview
hotel, the menu here has pages devoted to
cheap and tasty Singapore hawker food (think
Hainanese chicken rice, rojak, mee goreng) as
well as Chinese-influenced seafood dishes.

Thai Kitchen THAI $$
(Map p48; 126 Dhama Zedi Rd; mains from K2000;
©all day; ) This place boasts a thick, illus-
trated menu, with a variety of dishes given
the stamp of approval by Thai tourists.

Yin Fong Seafood Restaurant  CHINESE $$$
(Map p48; Kan Yeik Tha Rd; dishes from K4500;
&lunch & dinner; &) The setting, beside a busy
main road, isn’t ideal, but the seafood sure
is. This pricey restaurant has carved a well-
founded reputation as one of the top Chi-
nese restaurants in Yangon.

Black Canyon Coffee  INTERNATIONAL, THAI $$
(Map p48; Ahlone Rd; dishes from K2000; <lunch &
dinner; [#/®) Located next door to the Summit
Parkview hotel, this is a swish little Thai res-
taurant, which also delves into fusion foods,
eg spicy pasta. The noodles are decent, as are
the Wellington boot-shaped coffeecups.

Coffee Circles INTERNATIONAL $$
(Map p48; 107 Dhama Zedi Rd; mains from K3000;
&all day; &) Located in front of the Guest
Care Hotel, this chic restaurant-café is the
place to go if you want to forget youre in
Yangon. In addition to real coffee, it offers a
menu that ranges from Thai to burgers, and
has fast wi-fi to boot.

Café Dibar INTERNATIONAL, ITALIAN $$
(Map p438; Inya Rd; mains from K4000; &lunch &
dinner; #) Like your corner Italian place back
home: not outstanding, but always reliable.



Specialising in pizza and pasta, but with a
few other dishes (sandwiches, salads, burg-
ers) thrown in.

Royal Garden CHINESE $$
(Map p48; (1546 923; Nat Mauk Rd, Bahan; mains
K7000; 6.30am-10.15pm) Kicking off with
dim sum for breakfast and rolling through
to roasted duck for dinner this big lake-
side restaurant offers up a tasty and keenly
priced selection of Chinese goodies.

YANGON’S CAFE CULTURE

Quick Eats
Yangon is home to a handful of domestic
fast-food chains and several Western-style
bakery-cafés. Most are open for lunch and
dinner and have basic snacks and dishes
that start at about K500.

For Burmese-style teahouses, see p63, and
for street food, see p61.
Café Aroma CAFE $
(Map p42; Sule Paya Rd; [#]) The Starbucks
of Yangon, this café has several outlets

Yangon's numerous teahouses are not just places to have cups of milk tea and coffee or
tiny pots of Chinese tea. They're also places to grab a snack. They're places to catch up
with a friend. They're almost certainly a better place for breakfast than your guesthouse
(see p334), and they're also where gossip is passed around, deals made and, if you be-
lieve the rumours, government spies are rampant.

But back to the tea. Depending on the size of your sweet tooth and your caffeine toler-
ance, to order tea in Yangon you'll need a short language lesson:
» lap'eq-ye — black tea served sweet with a dollop of condensed milk

» cho bawq - less sweet version of ldp'eq-ye

» kyauk padaung — very sweet; the phrase comes from a famous sugar-palm-growing

region near Bagan

» cho kya' - strongest tea, also served with condensed milk.

Once you've mastered the lingo, it's time pull up a tiny plastic stool and drink. The following
is our shortlist of teahouses in Yangon. All are open from approximately 6am to 4pm. A cup
of tea should set you back about K250, and snacks and light meals start at about K400:

Lucky Seven (Map p42; 49th St) Located west of the centre of town, this is our all-around
favourite Yangon teahouse - tidy, lively and with excellent food. The mohinga here is
outstanding, as are most other Burmese-style noodle dishes.

Shwe We Htun (Map p42; 81 37th St) A buzzing old-school teahouse that serves better-
quality food than most. There's no roman-script sign, but you'll know it by the crowds.
Thone Pan Hla (Map p46; 454 Mahabandoola Rd) This centrally located teahouse doesn't
have a roman-script sign, but it does have an English-language menu of teahouse sta-

ples, from shan k'auk sweh to fried rice.

Shwe Khaung Laung (Map p46; cnr Bogyoke Aung San Rd & 31st St) In addition to good
tea, this Chinese-style teahouse serves decent steamed buns and noodles and baked
cakes and pastries. There's no English sign, but it's located right on the corner.

Man Myo Taw Café (Map p42; cnr Mahabandoola Rd & 39th St) Also representing the
Chinese end of the Yangon teahouse spectrum, this tidy place offers good steamed buns

and coffee.

Golden Tea (Map p46; Bo Sun Pat Rd) This centrally located Muslim-run teahouse is busy
at breakfast, but we prefer to come later in the day when they serve tasty s'uanwi‘n-mau-

k‘in (semolina cakes).

Seit Taing Kya (Map p48; 53 Za Ga War St) A lauded hall-like place, this is very popular —
probably because the tea here actually tastes of tea, unlike the sugar and condensed

milk of most teahouses.

Yatha Teashop (Map p42; 353 Mahabandoola Rd) A classic Muslim-style teahouse, provid-

ing fresh samosas and palata.
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around the city. The Sule Paya Rd branch
is the most central and offers fine, freshly
brewed coffee and fruit smoothies (from
about K800).

Parisian Cake & Café CAFE §
Sule Paya Rd (Map p42; Sule Paya Rd; [#); Maha-
bandoola St (Map p46; 778 Mahabandoola St; &) It
certainly ain’t as chic as a café in its name-
sake city, but it’s cool and relaxing and has
an arm-length list of teas and coffees (from
K800), as well as cold juices and shakes, a
variety of cakes and light pasta lunches.

Mr Brown Café CAFE §
(Map p42; Mahabandoola Garden St; @) Another
place to get a break from the heat, sip a
cold drink and chow down on a cake.

Tokyo Fried Chicken FASTFOOD $
(Map p46; Shwe Bontha St; mains K1500; ()
TFC is Yangon’s own KFC.

Self-Catering

City Mart SUPERMARKET
Shwe Bontha St (Map p46; Shwe Bontha St; &9am-
9pm); Anawrahta Rd (Map p42; cnr Anawrahta Rd &
47th St; &9am-9pm) Can’t live without peanut
butter? These relatively well-stocked super-
markets near the city centre have a pretty
good selection of imported goods (including
tampons) and a pharmacy.

Ruby Mart SUPERMARKET
(Map p42; cnr Bogyoke Aung San Rd & Pansodan
St; &9am-9pm) Centrally located, modern
grocery store with all the staples and then
some.

Sharky’s DELI
Dhama Zedi Rd (Map p48; 117 Dhama Zedi Rd;
&9am-10pm); Inya Rd (Map p48; 131 Inya Rd;
©9am-10pm) The two nearly adjacent loca-
tions of this modern deli have good selec-
tions of fresh and preserved Western-style
foods and meals.

9 Drinking & Entertainment

We hope you had your fun in Bangkok, be-
cause things are quiet here... Most places
close by 10pm and the main form of local
nightlife is hanging out in beer gardens,
teahouses or ‘cold drink’ shops.

Bars

Yes, there is alcohol in Yangon, and just
about every neighbourhood has a grubby
beer-garden-type restaurant, but places that
fit the Western concept of a bar are few and
far between.

Strand Bar HOTEL BAR
(Map p42; Strand Hotel, 92 Strand Rd; &to 11pm;
[#®) Primarily an expat scene, this classic
bar inside the Strand Hotel has any foreign
liquors you may be craving behind its pol-
ished wooden bar. Friday afternoon and
early evening is a two-for-one happy hour
(there’s a standard happy hour all other days
from 5pm to 7pm).

Mr Guitar Café LIVE MUSIC
(Map p48; 22 Sayasan St; &:6pm-midnight; )
Founded by famous Myanmar vocalist Nay
Myo Say, this café-bar features live folk mu-
sic from about 7pm to midnight nightly.
Well-known local musicians drop by fre-
quently to sit in with the regular house
group. There’s food, and the clientele is a
mix of locals and expats.

50th Street Bar & Grill BAR
(Map p42; 9-13 50th St; &11am-2.30pm & Spm-late
Mon-Fri, 10.30am-late Sat & Sun; /%)) The teak
and heavy leather furniture here inspire
thoughts of an elite men’s club. It’s popular
with locals and expats on Wednesday nights,
when it has $6 pizzas to soften the drinking.

Inyal RESTAURANT
(Map p43; 1Inya Rd; &lunch & dinner; ) Though
technically a restaurant, Inya 1s inviting
garden and modern Balinese design theme
make it one of the best choices in Yangon for
a sophisticated sundowner.

British Club Bar BAR
(Map p42; off Gyo Byu St; &:1st Fri evening of month
until midnight) Think ambassadors sit around
at night discussing world peace? Think again!
Once a month the ever-so-prim British Club
throws open its doors and discussion moves
from world peace to beer consumption. Ex-
pats (of all nationalities) rate this as the social
event of the month. Bring your passport.

Zero Zone Rock Restaurant BAR
(Map p46; 4th fl, 2 Theingyi Zei market) This rooftop
bar is more fun than the unintentionally self-
deprecating name suggests. Live karaoke-like
music starts at 7pm, the draught beer is cheap
and the cool breezes free.

Sky Bistro BAR
(Map p42; 20th fl, Sakura Tower, cnr Sule Paya Rd &
Bogyoke Aung San Rd; &59am-10pm; [#)) Certainly
not the sexiest place in Yangon for a night
out, but the views from the 20th floor are
pretty impressive and there’s a generous
happy hour from 4pm to 10pm. Bar snacks
and other dishes are also available.



Captain’s Bar HOTEL BAR
(Map p48; Savoy Hotel, 129 Dhama Zedi Rd; &:to mid-
night; #®)) This bar at the Savoy is popular
with locals and expats, especially on Wednes-
day and Friday nights, when there’s live music.

Ginki Kids BAR
(Map p48; Kan Baw Sa Rd; < to midnight) A cosy bar
popular among expats and upper-class locals.

Clubs

Lagging behind Yangon’s already thin bar
scene is its club scene. There are a few dance
clubs, but they’re so full of local quirks that
they’re more appropriate for anthropologi-
cal investigation than a night on the town.

JJ City CLUB
(Map p48; Mingala Zei, Set Yone Rd (Mill Rd); &:8pm-
2am) Just your typical, bog-standard wet
market by day, multi-storey entertainment
complex by night... Enter lifts stained with
betel spit to emerge at one of several floors of
fun: JJ is ostensibly a disco, but most appear
to come for the bizarre 10pm fashion show,
in which the JJ Queen’ is chosen on a nightly
basis. Your entrance fee of K3000 gets you a
beer. On the fifth floor of the same complex
is Channel V, a slightly more downmar-
ket disco with lots of teenage boys and not
enough air-conditioning. This place charges
a K4500 entry fee. Foreign patrons are rare,
and so may be given VIP treatment.

Pioneer CLUB
(Map p43; Ahlone Rd; admission K6000; &:7pm-
3am) This disco sees a relative mix of people,
from upper-class locals to profit-seeking
‘dancing girls’ Like other clubs in Yangon,
it’s similar to your first school dance: a
handful of girls actually hit the floor while
the guys fidget nervously.

YGN Bar CLUB
(Map p48; Ahlone Rd; no cover; &7pm-3am) This
place can’t decide whether it’s a bar or a club.
There’s no entrance fee, so you can do as the
locals do and sip a beer while staring at the
handful of girls who dare to dance. On Satur-
day nights the place has a distinctly pink vibe.

Cinemas

There’s no better city for Myanmar cinephiles
than Yangon. By a conservative estimate
there are over 50 cinemas. Half a dozen of
these cinemas (Map p42) are found along
Bogyoke Aung San Rd, east of the Sule Paya.
Tickets start at about K600 per seat. Critically
acclaimed films are in short supply; rather
there is a succession of syrupy Myanmar dra-

mas, Bollywood musicals and kung-fu smash-
ups, plus a few Hollywood blockbusters.

Nay Pyi Daw Cinema CINEMA
(Map p42; Sule Paya Rd) This cinema across
from Traders Hotel and next to Café
Aroma has showings throughout the day.
It’'s one of the busiest cinemas in the city.

Thamada Cinema CINEMA
(Map p42; 5 Ah Lan Paya Pagoda Rd) Easily the
best cinema for foreigners, Thamada is
comfortable and shows fairly recent inter-
national (including Hollywood) films.

American Center CULTURAL CENTRE
(Map p46; 14 Taw Win St) This US-sponsored
centre shows free American movies at Ipm
from Tuesday to Saturday.

ﬂ Shopping
While it isn't quite the shoppers’ Mecca
that Bangkok is, Yangon does offer a more
manageable alternative, as there are fewer
and smaller outlets, and prices tend to be
cheaper all around.

Arts & Handicrafts

There is quite a bit of interesting art, furni-
ture and antiques to be bought in Yangon.
Unfortunately much of it is too large to fit in
most people’s luggage.

Augustine’s Souvenir Shop ANTIQUES
(Map p48; www.augustinesouvenir.com; 20 Thirim-
ingalar St; &11am-7.30pm Mon-Fri, 2-7.30pm Sat &
Sun) Walk through a garden of abandoned
vintage cars into this handsome house, which
doubles as one of Yangon’s most captivating
shopping destinations. A virtual museum of
Myanmar antiques, there’s a particular em-
phasis on wooden items, including carved
figures, chests and wall hangings. It’s a short
walk from the Green Elephant Restaurant.

Pansodan Gallery GALLERY
(Map p42; 1st fl, 286 Pansodan St; &:10am-6pm)
This loft-like gallery has a variety of Myan-
mar contemporary and antique art, the
latter including some truly unique antique
prints, advertisements and photos. Owner-
artist Aung Soe Min is knowledgeable about
Myanmar art, and can point you in the right
direction of that special souvenir you didn’t
even know you needed.

@ XB Shop HANDICRAFTS
(Map p46; 106 20-B Yaw Min Gee St; &9am-6pm)
The showroom of this international NGO,
dedicated to fighting poverty and AIDS, has
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fabric-based products, including adorable
soft toys, cushions, rugs and other crafts.

Nandawun SOUVENIRS
(Map p48; cnr Baho Rd & Ahlone Rd; &9am-6pm)
This house-bound shop spans two storeys
and just about every Myanmar souvenir, from
lacquer vessels to replicas of antique scale
weights. The upstairs bookshop has a good
selection of titles on obscure Myanmar topics.

Gallery Sixty Five GALLERY
(Map p46; http;//gallerysixtyfive.webstarts.com; 65
Yaw Min Gee St; ©9am-8pm) Housed in a beau-
tiful colonial-era mansion, the ground floor
of this private gallery is dedicated to revolv-
ing exhibits of contemporary local art.

Loft SOUVENIRS
(Map p42; 2nd fl, Monsoon, 85-87 Thein Byu Rd;
&10am-10pm) Above Monsoon restaurant is
this craft shop selling high-quality products
for prices that don’t send waves of shock
through your body.

J’s Irrawaddy Dream SOUVENIRS
(Map p42; 1st fl, Strand Hotel, 92 Strand Rd;
©10am-8pm) This shop features high-quality
Myanmar textiles, clothes, lacquer and other
handicrafts. It’s an especially good place to
find stylish women’s dresses.

Elephant House HANDICRAFTS
(Map p48; Green Elephant, 519A Thirimingalar Rd;
©10am-9pm) Attached to Green Elephant
restaurant, this shop sells a decent selection
of Burmese housewares, primarily high-
quality and attractive lacquerware.

Beikthano Gallery GALLERY
(Map p48; 133/3 Kaba Aye Pagoda Rd; &10am-
8pm) Suburban gallery featuring the work of
contemporary Myanmar artists.

Bookshops

It’s worth checking out the many bookstalls
(Map p42) around Bogyoke Aung San Mar-
ket or along 37th St, which is also regarded
as something of a university library for the
people. Several stalls have small selections
of novels and nonfiction books in English,
French and German.

English-language newspapers such as the
Bangkok Post and the International Her-
ald Tribune are sold by vendors in front of
Zawgyi House (Map p46; 372 Bogyoke Aung San
Rd), and a small selection of magazines is
also available at Black Canyon Coffee (Map
p438; Ahlone Rd) . In addition to the following
shops, Nandawun (Map p48; cnr Baho Rd &

Ahlone Rd; &9am-6pm) also has a good selec-
tion of English-language books on Myanmar.

Bagan Book House BOOKSHOP
(Map p42; (21377 227,100 37th St; &9am-5.30pm)
This Yangon institution has the most com-
plete selection of English-language books on
Myanmar and Southeast Asia, and owner U
Htay Aung really knows his stock: we asked
for a book on the Shan language and were
handed an original text from 1887! The front
gate pulled across the entrance doesn’t nec-
essarily mean the place is closed unless the
door inside the gate is closed too.

Monument Books BOOKSHOP
(Map p48; 150 Dhama Zedi Rd; &9am-8pm) The
newest branch of this Southeast Asian chain
is Yangon’s most modern and well-stocked
bookshop. In addition to a good selection
of books on topics local and international,
there’s an attached café-restaurant.

Inwa Bookshop BOOKSHOP
(Map p42; 301 Pansodan St; &9am-6pm) This
bookshop sells a small selection of English-
language books as well as back issues of for-
eign magazines such as Newsweek and the
Economist.

Malls

There are a number of modern Western-
style shopping malls selling everything from
hipster jeans to flat-screen TVs. The largest
and most convenient:

Blazon Centre MALL
(Map p48; 72 U Wi Za Ra Rd)
Dagon Centre MALL
(Map p48; 262-264 Pyay Rd)
FMI Centre MALL

(Map p46; 380 Bogyoke Aung San Rd) Just east
of Bogyoke Aung San Market.

La Pyat Wun Plaza MALL
(Map p46; 37 Ah Lan Paya Pagoda Rd) Not far
north of the train station.

Markets

Shopping at the zei (markets, often spelt
zay) in central Yangon can be fun, educa-
tional and a chance to interact with the lo-
cals. Fans of fresh markets should make a
point of visiting the hectic morning market
(Map p46; &6-10am) along 26th St, adjacent to
Theingyi Zei. Another photogenic morning
market (Map p42; &5-9am) unfolds along the
southernmost end of 42nd St, and a tiny but
lively night market (Map p42; cnr Anawrahta Rd



& 38th St; ©5-9pm) is held every evening near
the Methodist Telugu Church.

Bogyoke Aung San Market MARKET
(Map p46; Bogyoke Aung San Rd; &310am-5pm Tue-
Sun) Half a day could easily be spent wan-
dering around this 70-year-old sprawling
market (sometimes called by its old British
name, Scott Market). Besides the fact that it
has over 2000 shops and the largest selection
of Myanmar handicrafts you’ll find under
several roofs, the market is a fantastic oppor-
tunity to smile, laugh and haggle alongside
local shoppers. You’ll find a whole variety of
interesting souvenirs, from lacquerware and
Shan shoulder bags to T-shirts and puppets.
Pick up some nice slippers here, convenient
for all the on-and-off demanded by paya pro-
tocol. Gems and jewellery are also on hand.
Shops worth seeking out include Yo Ya May
(1stfl), specialising in hill tribe textiles, partic-
ularly those from Chin State, and Heritage
Gallery (1st fl), which has a good selection of
reproduction and authentic antiques with an
emphasis on lacquerware.

Theingyi Zei MARKET
(Map p46; Shwedagon Pagoda Rd) The biggest
market in central Yangon, this is especially
good for locals, who find Bogyoke Aung San
Market a little too pricey. Most of the mer-
chandise is ordinary housewares and textiles,
but the market is renowned for its large selec-
tion of traditional herbs and medicines, which
can be found on the ground floor of the east-
ernmost building. Traditional herbal sham-
poo, made by boiling the bark of the Tayaw
shrub with big black kin pun (acacia pods), is
sold in small plastic bags; this is the secret of
Myanmar women’s smooth, glossy hair.

Mingala Zei MARKET
(Map p438; cnr Ban Yar Da La St & Set Yone Rd) A
little southeast of Kandawgyi, this market
proffers textiles, clothes, electrical appli-
ances, plasticware, preserved and tinned
foodstuffs, modern medicines, and even cos-
metics from China, Thailand and Singapore.
Amazingly, at night a section of this market
transforms into a nightclub, JJ City (p65).

Tailors

Yangon isn’t a place you'd usually think
of for tailor-made clothes, but prices are
among the lowest in Southeast Asia.

Tip-Top Tailors TAILOR
(Map p42; cnr Mahabandoola Rd & 43rd St) A
friendly tailor shop, which is open ‘everyday,

except some of the days when we are shut’.
Some of the days when it is most likely to be
shut are Fridays and Sundays.

Globe Tailoring TAILOR
(Map p46; 367 Bogyoke Aung San Rd) Well re-
garded by local expats for women’s and
men’s tailoring,.

€ Information
Cultural Centres & Libraries

At Shwedagon Paya (p71), you can visit the
Library & Archives of Buddhism, located in the
western arch. There is no public library system
in the country.

Alliance Francaise (Map p48; (/536 900;
http://afrangoun.org; 340 Pyay Rd; 59.30am-
12.30pm & 2-5.30pm Mon-Fri, 9.30am-12.30pm
& 2-6pm Sat) French culture, reading material
and various French-language evening courses.
American Center (Map p46; (21223 140; 14
Taw Win St; ©9am-4pm Mon-Sat, 9am-noon
Thu) Behind the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It
also has a collection of books and magazines,
including a good Burma section. American films
are shown here Tuesday to Saturday at 1pm.
British Council Library (Map p42; /1254 658;
www.britishcouncil.org/burma; 78 Strand Rd;
©8.30am-6pm Mon-Fri, 9am-6pm Sat, 9am-1pm
Sun) A very modern and plush facility connected
to the British embassy. It has a small library of
English-language magazines, books and videos
and one of the most complete collections of
English-language history books on Myanmar.

Emergency

Your home embassy (see p362) may be able to
assist with advice during emergencies or serious
problems. It's a good idea to register with your
embassy upon arrival or, if possible, register
online before you arrive, so that embassy staff
will know where to reach you in case of an emer-
gency at home.

There isn't always an English-speaking opera-
tor on the following numbers; you may have to
enlist the aid of a Burmese speaker.
Ambulance ((21192)

Fire department (()191)
Police ((2199)
Red Cross (21383 680)

Internet Access

Most top-end hotels and many midrange ones
offer wi-fi access, as do a steadily growing num-
ber of small hotels and cyber cafés (see boxed
text, p68). Rates are by the hour - usually pro
rata if under an hour — and most of the central
cyber cafés (as well as many hotels) know how to
outwit the censors, meaning that you can nor-
mally log onto pretty much any website. Server
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WI-FI

Yangon is definitely not as online as other Asian cities, but wi-fi is available at a handful
of hotels, restaurants and bars. In the hotel lobbies it's generally free (or you're at least
expected to buy a drink or snack); otherwise it costs about $1 per hour. Although the
hotel lobby connections are usually for guests, we had no problem ‘borrowing’ them for a
short time, particularly if just using a smart phone.

A non-authoritative list of wi-fi hotspots in Yangon:

» 365 Café (p59; 15 hrk5000)
» 50th St Bar & Grill (p64) Free.

» BAK Center (Map p42) Free with purchase of instant coffee.

» Black Canyon (p62) Free.
» Coffee Circles (p62) Free.
» Click Me Quick (p68) Per hour K4000.

» Kandawgyi Palace Hotel (Map p48) Free.

» May Shan Hotel (p53) Per hour $1.
» Panorama Hotel (p53) Free.

» Savoy Hotel (p57) Free.

» Sedona Hotel (p57) Free.

» Strand Hotel & Bar (p52) Free.

» Summit Parkview (p57) Free.

» Traders Hotel (Map p42) Free with drink purchase.

speeds have improved over the last couple of
years, but still tend to be frustratingly slow in
comparison to almost any other country.
Internet shops can be found in just about
every corner of central Yangon these days, but
if you're in a hurry, make a beeline for one of the
following:
Castle Internet & Café (2nd fl, 142-146 Sule
Paya Rd; per hr K400; &7am-11pm)
Click Me Quick (97 38th St; per hr K400;
&8am-11pm) This quiet and relatively fast inter-
net café also provides wi-fi (per hour K4000).
Hero Cyber Café (33rd St; per hr K300;
&9am-10pm)
Internet & Games (Bo Sun Pat Rd; per hr
K400; :9am-10pm) Centrally located and
relatively fast, although it suffers from loud
teenage boys playing online games.
Net 2 Go (cnr Anawrahta Rd & 37th St; per hr
K400; £9am-10pm)
Virus Il Cybercafe (283-302 Anawrahta Rd;
per hr K400; &9am-11pm) Centrally located
and, unlike most places, not filled with scream-
ing teenagers playing online games. There are a
couple of similar places in the area.

Laundry

Almost all of Yangon's budget and midrange
guesthouses and hotels offer inexpensive laun-
dry services including ironing for about K100
per item. Rates at the top-end hotels are not

cheap. Another option is Ava Laundry (Map
p42; 305 Mahabandoola Rd, btwn 41st & 42nd
Sts; &8am-8pm). Though it's no quicker than
the guesthouses and is relatively expensive, the
proprietor is a lovely chap to talk to.

Medical Services

There are several private and public hospitals

in Yangon, but the fees, service and quality may
vary. There are also some useful pharmacies in
town.

AA Pharmacy (Map p42; 142-146 Sule Paya Rd;
©9am-10pm) Just north of Sule Paya.
International SOS Clinic (.7/667 879; www.
internationalsos.com; Inya Lake Hotel, 37 Kaba
Aye Pagoda Rd; ¢$8.30am-5.30pm Mon-Fri,
8.30am-12.30pm Sat) This is your best bet in
Yangon for emergencies. The clinic also claims
to be able to work with just about any interna-
tional health insurance. Located at Inya Lake
Hotel (Map p48).

Pun Hlaing International Clinic (Map p46;
(21243 010; 4th fl, FMI Centre, Bogyoke Aung
San Rd; &9am-7pm Mon-Sat & 10am-7pm Sun)
Located in the FMI Centre, this is your best bet
for centrally located healthcare.

Money

If you're not aware of the various money-related
issues involved in visiting Myanmar, you may be
in for a big surprise. Be sure to pay close atten-



tion to our boxed text (below) and be sure to also
read p364.

In Yangon, you can pay for your taxi from the
airport to the city in US dollars and there’s no
reason to buy kyat in the terminal. Most hotels
and guesthouses sell kyat for rates slightly lower
than the usual street rate. Bogyoke Aung San
Market is the best place to change money; odds
are you'll be approached if you wander down
the centre aisle. Before you go, ask around to
establish the going rate. You should not pay any
commission or tip for such services.

At the time of research, there appeared to
be a near total freeze on credit cards, and not
even the Strand was accepting them. The only
place we found accepting and/or giving cash
advance on credit cards was the Parkroyal hotel,
and this was only for Visa cards, with cash ad-
vances susceptible to a 8% service charge and
amaximum of $200 per day. Also forget about
travellers cheques - they're useless in Myanmar
(see p364).

Post

DHL (Map p46; 2)664 434; Parkroyal hotel, 33
Ah Lan Paya Pagoda Rd; &8am-6pm Mon-Fri)
Main post office (Map p42; Strand Rd;
7.30am-6pm Mon-Fri) A short stroll east of
the Strand Hotel. Stamps are for sale on the
ground floor but go to the 1st floor to send mail.

Tourist Information

Myanmar Travels & Tours (MTT; Map p42;
[21374 281; 118 Mahabandoola Garden St;
:8.30am-5pm) Once you wake them up from
their nap, the people at this government-run
information centre are actually quite friendly
and helpful, although their resources are very
limited. This is the place to go to apply for per-

9 MONEY MATTERS

» Do not change money at the airport
or at banks - the official exchange rate
is a fraction of the black market rate.
Your best bet for changing money in
Yangon is Bogyoke Aung San Market
or your hotel.

» US dollar bills must be the latest
version (multi-coloured bills from
2006 or later) and in absolutely
perfect condition: no folds, stamps,
stains, writing or tears.

» Myanmar ATMs don't accept
international cards — take all the cash
(ideally in US$) you'll need.

» Parkroyal hotel is the only hotel in
Yangon that accepts credit cards.

mits to the Delta region (Dalah, Twante) or — if
you're determined to do things yourself and
have the requisite four to six weeks - to request
permission for a government-sanctioned trip

to destinations such as Kayah State (p198),
Tanintharyi (Tenasserim) Region (p110) or Chin
State (p287).

Travel Agencies

Most visitors to Myanmar use private domestic
travel agencies to book a tour, hire a car or book
a domestic flight (air-ticket prices are usually
cheaper through a private travel agency). How-
ever, of the more than 100 enterprises in Yangon
calling themselves travel agencies, only a hand-
ful can be considered full-service, experienced
tour agencies, and they're essential in arranging
government-sanctioned visits to more remote
places in Myanmar.

Among the more reliable agencies:
Asian Trails (Map p46; (2)211 212; www.
asiantrails.info; 73 Pyay Rd) This outfit can
arrange specific-interest tours of Myanmar,
including cycling and mountaineering, and can
facilitate visits to far northern Myanmar and
other remote areas.

Ayarwaddy Legend Travels & Tours (Map p42;

(21252 007; www.ayarwaddylegend.com; 107
37th St; &9am-5pm Mon-Fri, 9am-noon Sat

& Sun) Professional agency that can provide
advice on visiting off-the-beaten track areas.
Columbus Travels & Tours (Map p42; (2)255
123; www.travelmyanmar.com; 3rd fl, Sakura
Tower, cnr Bogyoke Aung San Rd & Sule

Paya Rd)

Diethelm Travel (/662 898; www.diethelm
travel.com/myanmar; Inya Lake Hotel, 37
Kaba Aye Pagoda Rd) At Inya Lake Hotel (Map
p48).

Exotissimo Travel (Map p42; (21255 266;
http://myanmar.exotissimo.com/travel/tours;
3rd fl, Sakura Tower, cnr Bogyoke Aung San Rd
& Sule Paya Rd)

Good News Travels (Map p46; (/]375 050,
09-511 6256; www.myanmargoodnewstravel.
com; 4th fl, FMI Centre, 380 Bogyoke Aung
San Rd; &9am-5pm Mon-Sat) The owner,
William Myatwunna, is extremely personable
and knowledgeable, and can help arrange
visits to remote parts of Myanmar. Highly
recommended.

Myanmar Himalaya Trekking (Map p43;
(21227 978; www.myanmar-explore.com; Room
205, Summit Parkview hotel, 350 Ahlone Rd;
£:9.30am-5pm Mon-Fri, 9am-noon Sat)

Websites

Lonely Planet (http://www.lonelyplanet.com/
myanmar-burma/yangon-rangoon)
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@ Getting There & Away
Air
See p371 for information on international air

travel, and p372 for details on domestic air
travel to and from Yangon.

Boat

There are several jetties along the Yangon River,
but those interested in travelling by boat only
need to be familiar with two — all other departure
points are for cargo or are for routes that don't
allow foreign passengers.

The Pansodan St Jetty (Map p42), located at
the foot of Pansodan St, near the Strand Hotel, is
the jumping-off base for daytime river-crossing
boats to Dalah (round trip K2000, five minutes),
which leave roughly every 20 minutes from
the early morning to the evening. Keep in mind
that, as Dalah is technically part of the Delta
Region, you'll need to apply for permission from
Myanmar Travels & Tours (p69) to board this
boat. Pansodan St Jetty is also where you board
ferries to Twante ($1, two hours), which depart
at 6.30am on Tuesday and 7am on Wednesday
and Saturday.

Farther west along Strand Rd, Lan Thit
jetty (Map p46) is where IWT (Inland Water
Transport; Map p46; (21381912, 380 764; Lan
Thit jetty) run Chinese triple-decker ferries to
Pathein every day at 5pm (deck class/private
cabin $7/42, 17 hours). Foreigners must buy
tickets from the deputy division manager’s office
next to Building 63 on Lan Thit jetty.

There are several privately owned companies
that operate luxury cruises from Yangon to
Bagan and Mandalay (see p376).

BUSES FROM AUNG MINGALAR

Bus

There are two major bus terminals that service
Yangon: Aung Mingalar Bus Terminal (Map
p38) and Hlaing Thar Yar Bus Terminal (off
Map p38).

Most signs at the bus terminals are in Bur-
mese; however, English-speaking touts anxious
to steer you in the right direction are in abun-
dance. To avoid the hassle and attention make
sure your taxi driver (both of the major terminals
are around 45 minutes from the city centre)
knows where you want to go and, even better,
the name of the specific bus company. Showing
the driver your ticket will do; if you don't have a
ticket, ask a Burmese speaker to write the infor-
mation on a slip of paper.

Both bus stations are located far outside town,
but most companies have offices alongside Aung
San Stadium; expect to pay a couple thousand
kyat more than for tickets bought at the station.
Many hotels can book tickets for you.

Bus companies with offices at the Aung San
Stadium:

Maw (Map p42; (21393 384) Departures for
Bagan, Chaung Tha, Inle, Kalaw, Kyaiktiyo, Man-
dalay, Ngwe Saung, Pyay and Taunggyi.

PTT Express (Map p42; (]252 212) Departures
for Mawlamyine.

Shwe (Map p42; (/1249 672) Departures for
Bagan, Chaung Tha, Inle, Kalaw, Kyaiktiyo, Man-
dalay, Mawlamyine, Ngwe Saung and Taunggyi.
Shwe Zin (Map p42; [2)704 253). Departures
for Bagan, Chaung Tha, Inle, Kalaw, Mandalay,
Ngwe Saung and Taunggyi.

Teht Lann Express (Map p42; (21255 557) De-
partures for Lashio, Mandalay and Pyin Oo Lwin.

DESTINATION FARE (K) DURATION (HR) DEPARTURE TYPE
Lz = . L g i
“I'B.g.go 150Q ............ 2 every 30min 6.e_1.m-6pm air-con

Hpa-an 8600 8-10 6.30-8pm air-con
o TN

Kyaiktiyo/Kinpun (for 7000 5 7-10.30am air-con

Golden Rock)

12-15 7am & 5-7pm air-con
8-10 6-8am air-con
6 every hr 7.30am-8pm  air-con
1517 5.7pm air-con
18 3-4pm air-con




TRAINS FROM YANGON

FARE ($) ORDINARY/

DESTINATION UPPER/SLEEPER DURATION (HR) DEPARTURE

Bago 3 5am, 5.30am, 6am

Kyaikto 4-5 2am, 6.30am, 7.15am
Mandalay 15Y%, 5am, 5.30am, 6am, 12.15pm
Mawlamyine 9-11 2am, 6.30am, 7.15am

Pyay 7-8 1pm

Taungoo 6 5am, 5.30am, 6am, 8am, 11am
Thazi 12 5am, 5.30am, 6am

AUNG MINGALAR BUS TERMINAL (Highway
Bus station; Map p38) Located about 3 miles
northeast of the airport as the crow flies, Aung
Mingalar is the only official bus terminal for all
150 bus lines leaving for the northern part of
Myanmar, as well as for Kyaiktiyo (Golden Rock),
Mawlamyine and destinations to the south. A
taxi here costs $7.

Keep in mind that journey times can differ
immensely from the estimates we've given, and
depend on road conditions and the health of
your bus.

HLAING THAR YAR BUS TERMINAL This is
the bus terminal for travel to the Delta region
(often called Ayeyarwady Division) and to des-
tinations west of Yangon. By taxi (K7000) the
terminal is 45 minutes to an hour west of the city
centre on the other side of the Yangon River on
Hwy 5 (Yangon-Pathein Rd). More than 20 bus
lines operate out of here.

From here you can catch buses to Chaung Tha
Beach (K8000, six to eight hours, departure
6am, air-con bus), Ngwe Saung Beach (K8000,
five to seven hours, departure 6am, air-con bus)
and Pathein (K600O, four hours, departures
5.30am to 2pm, non-air-con buses).

Car

Many people choose to forgo both public trans-
port and package tours by hiring a guide and car.
For some this combines the best of both worlds:
relative comfort and safety, and flexibility and
personalised itineraries. Rates run approxi-
mately $60 per day within Yangon and $100 per
day upcountry. Yangon-based Zayar ((2)09-519
8486; zayar_gs@gmail.com) speaks English
well, knows every road in the country and is a
good driver. Otherwise, a driver can be arranged
through a travel agent or hotel front desk.

See p378 for information on car rental.

Train

Yangon's train station (Map p42; (2202 178,;
&6am-4pm) is located a short walk north of

Sule Paya, although advance tickets must be
purchased at the adjacent Myanmar Railways
Booking Office (Map p42; Bogyoke Aung San
Rd; &7am-3pm).

See p381 for more information on rail travel
within Myanmar.

€ Getting Around
To/From the Airport

Taxi drivers will approach you before you exit the
airport terminal. The standard fare for a ride from
the airport to anywhere in the city is $7. It's best
to have a few single bills so that you don't have to
change money in the airport. From the city centre
to the airport it can cost slightly less ($5).

Bus

With taxis in Yangon being such a fantastic deal,
you'd really have to be pinching pennies to rely on
buses. They're impossibly crowded, the conduc-
tors rarely have change, the routes are confusing
and there’s virtually no English, spoken or written.

If you're determined, there's a useful poster
(Map p42) near Sule Paya that describes the
various bus routes. The typical fare within cen-
tral Yangon is K100 (use small bills — again, bus
conductors don't tend to have change). Prices
often double at night, but they're still cheap and
still crowded.

Some useful bus routes from the Sule Paya stop:
Shwedagon Paya Bus 43 (¢2).
Yangon Airport Bus 51 (9°), 53 (99), 132
(02J), 136 (220), 231 (J29) all go to 10th Mile

bus stop, from where it's possible to transfer to
a pick-up truck to the airport.

Aung Mingalar Bus Station Bus 43 (?).

Taxi

Yangon taxis are one of the best deals in Asia. Al-
though the meter and air-conditioning are never
turned on and you might see the street through

the holes in the floor, most drivers speak at least

<
>
2
[1d
o
=
o
m
—
—
=
o
>
el
o
c
=
o



NOOYNVA

©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd

72

RAISING BUS FARES

Prior to the summer of 2007 most
local bus fares used to be K5, but over-
night, due to government fuel price
hikes, prices rose by 2000% to K100.
The majority of Yangon workers, who
earn just K9000 a month, suddenly
found themselves forking out K6000O
for transport to and from work. It was
anger over these price increases that
eventually led to the huge September
protests. Depending on fuel prices, the
cost of bus tickets may also fluctuate in
the future.

some English (although it’s advisable to have
someone write out your destination in Burmese)
and are almost universally honest and courte-
ous. All licensed taxis have a visible taxi sign on
the roof. The less expensive licensed taxis are
the usually older, midsized Japanese cars, many
missing their door handles and other ‘extras’.
Most drivers charge about K1000 for a short
hop, K1500 to K2000 to go from one part of
town to another, and K2500 or K3000 to go
across town. From downtown to either bus ter-

minal, drivers ask for K7000 and the trip takes
from 45 minutes to an hour. You can also hire a
taxi for about K4000 an hour or about $25 for
a half-day. For the entire day, you should expect
to pay approximately $40 to $60, depending on
the quality of the vehicle and your negotiating
skills. Be sure to work out all details before you
agree to a price and itinerary.

For all types of taxi the asking fares usually
leap by 30% or so after sunset and on weekends,
when rationed petrol isn't available. Late-night
taxis - after 11pm or so - often cost double the
day rate, mainly because the supply of taxis is
considerably lower than in the day, so the drivers
are able to charge more.

Train

Yangon Circle Line loops out north from Yangon
to Insein, Mingaladon and North Okkalapa town-
ships and then back into the city. For more info,

see p50.

Trishaw

Every Asian country seems to have its own in-
terpretation of the bicycle trishaw. In Myanmar,
trishaw passengers ride with the driver, but
back-to-back (one facing forward, one back-
ward). These contraptions are called saig-ka (as
in side-car) and to ride one across the city centre
costs about K500.

© Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd. To make it easier for you to use,
access to this chapter is not digitally restricted. In return, we think it's fair
to ask you to use it for personal, non-commercial purposes only. In other
words, please don't upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass
email it to everyone you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions
on our site for a longer way of saying the above - ‘Do the right thing with

our content!
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Around Yangon

Includes »

Delta Region......... 74
Thanlyin & Kyauktan. .74
Twante.............. 75
Pathein ............. 76

Chaung Tha Beach .. 80
Ngwe Saung Beach. . .83
Around Ngwe Saung. .85
North of Yangon....... 85

Taukkyan............ 85
Bago (Pegu)......... 86
Best Temples

» Shwethalyaung Buddha
(p86)

» Shwemawdaw Paya (p87)
» Yele Paya (p75)

» Shwemokhtaw Paya (p76)

Best Places to
Stay

» Emerald Sea Resort (p83)
» Bay of Bengal Resort
(p83)

» Shwe Ya Min Guesthouse
& Restaurant (p80)

» Shwe Hin Tha Hotel (p83)
» Bago Star Hotel (p89)

Why Go?

Like the spokes of a wheel jutting out from Yangon, you can
find fun and adventure if you head a short distance in just
about any direction.

Immediately south of Yangon are the vast, squelchy
swamps and river channels of the Delta region. Travel here
might be tough, but the rewards include starry nights on
chugging river ferries and pagodas that float on water.

West, across more rivers and past paddy field after gor-
geous green paddy field, is sticky Pathein, home of golden
monuments to love and a Buddha who sailed on a raft from
far away Sri Lanka. Beyond that charming city are carefree
Chaung Tha Beach and the refined sands of Ngwe Saung.

And heading east out of Yangon it’s only a short hop to
Bago (Pegu), the former capital born of a chivalrous bird.
Today Bago might look a little down at heel, but it has trea-
sures to make any monarch jealous.

‘When to Go

Not surprisingly, the weather in this region follows many of
the same trends as Yangon: hot in the summer (March to
May) and relatively comfortable in the winter (November to
January), with an average high of 89°F (32°C). Rainy season
rice planting (from approximately June to October) makes
the Delta region the greenest part of Myanmar.
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DELTA REGION

A vast, wobbly mat of greenery floating on
a thousand rivers, lakes and tributaries, like
a squishy waterbed, the Delta region south
of Yangon is one of the most fertile and
dazzlingly green regions of Myanmar. All
this water irrigates millions of hectares of
farmland, making the delta essentially one
of the rice bowls of the country. In addition,
the estuarine environments along the coast
provide much of Myanmar’s saltwater and
freshwater fish harvest.

Thanlyin & Kyauktan
dE éC COPONE:
(2056 / POP C5000
One of the easiest escapes from the glamour
and noise of Yangon is to the small, rural
towns of Thanlyin and Kyauktan, just across
the river from Yangon. The official goals of
the trip are a couple of interesting religious
sites, but the true purpose is just getting into
the groove of rural Myanmar.

During the late 16th and early 17th cen-
turies, Thanlyin was the base for the notori-

To Gwa (37mi) ™
]

H|nthada° ‘ Thonw)zeo
7

$ Aw\m W ud\/

0 TRAVEL

RESTRICTIONS

At the time of research, a permit was
still required to visit those parts of the
Delta region that were particularly
damaged in 2008 by Cyclone Nargis,
namely Dalah and Twante.

ous Portuguese adventurer Filipe de Brito e
Nicote. Officially a trade representative for
the Rakhaing (Arakan), he actually ran his
own little kingdom from Thanlyin, siding
with the Mon (when it suited him) in their
struggle against the Bamar. In 1599 his pri-
vate army sacked Bago, but in 1613 the Bamar
besieged Thanlyin and de Brito received the
punishment reserved for those who defiled
Buddhist shrines: death by impalement. It
took him two days to die, due, it is said, to
his failure to take the recommended posture
for the stake to penetrate vital organs.
Thanlyin continued as a major port and
trading centre until it was destroyed by
Bamar King Alaungpaya in 1756, after which
Yangon took over this role. Today Thanlyin
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Around Yangon Highlights

© stroll the virtually
people-free sands of Ngwe
Saung Beach (p83)

@ cCycle around ancient
pagodas in Bago (p86)

@ Pretend you're a local
on holiday at family-friendly
Chaung Tha Beach (p80)
@ See aless-visited side of
Myanmar in Pathein (p76)

© Boarding a crowded
local ferry for the day trip to
Twante (p76)



is a low-key industrial town as well as the
home of a large Hindu community.

© Sights

Thanlyin is a relaxing place, with shaded
streets and a busy market to stroll through,
but there is little of the ancient city to be
seen.

A short bus ride out of town will take you
to the Kyaik-khauk Paya (admission $1), a
scaled-down Shwedagon with stupendous
views from its hilltop location. It’s said to
contain two Buddha hairs delivered to the
site by the great sage himself. Most likely
the first stupa on this hillock was erected by
the Mon 600 to 800 years ago. A Kyauktan-
bound bus can drop you off here, or if you
were dropped off at Thanlyin’s market, a
motorcycle taxi will take you for K1000.

Thanlyin was also the first place in
Myanmar to receive Christian missionaries
and the first place to have its own church.
You can visit the remains of the Portuguese-
built church, which was constructed in
1750.

Yele Paya (admission $2) at Kyauktan, 7.5
miles southeast of Thanlyin, is a sparkling
floating temple adrift on a chocolate river.
You can re-enact Jaws by feeding the mas-
sive catfish splashing about at the temple
complex’s edge. To reach the islet, catch one
of the launch ferries (K5000 return) reserved
for foreigners from the riverbank. Also in
the town is a small pagoda perched on the
top of a hill beside the river and a hectic,
flyblown and rather fishy market, which
reaches its climax in the morning.

In the third week of January Thanlyin’s
Hindu community celebrates (or endures
depending on your opinion) Thaipusam,
the ritual of penitence in which devotees re-
pent bad deeds by impaling themselves with
hooks and nails and walking over hot coals.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

There is no licence for foreigner accom-
modation in either town. For eats, Pwint
((2121400; set meals K2000-6000; & lunch & din-
ner), a self-proclaimed ‘high-class’ Myanmar
restaurant, about a mile from Thanlyin’s
market, is allegedly the best in town (there’s
no roman-script signage).

If you've hired a driver, ask to refresh
at Shwe Pu Zun ([21553 062; 14A Minnandar
Rd, Dawbon Township; ice cream & drinks from
K650;k]), a huge modern complex located
between Yangon and Thanlyin specialis-

ing in sweets; the faluda (‘fa-lu-da’ on the
menu; a mixture of custard, ice cream and
jelly) here is famous.

Near the ferry landing in Kyauktan are
several food vendors.

€ Getting There & Away

The most convenient way to visit both Thanlyin
and Kyauktan on the other side of the river is to
hire a taxiin Yangon (K25,000 for a half-day).
By taxi, it takes about 30 minutes to get to
Thanlyin.

However, if you're passionate about Myan-
mar’s uncomfortable local transport or are
counting kyat, buses to Thanlyin (K200, one
hour, 16 miles) leave frequently throughout the
day from Sule Pagoda; look for lines 173 (2qR),
189 (00¢) and 217 (Joq).

In Thanlyin, motorcycle taxis can take you
to Kyaik-khauk Paya (K1000) and Yele Paya
(K3000).

Twante

ogcm:

[Z)oas / POP C5000

The small town of Twante was noted for
its pottery, cotton-weaving and an old Mon
paya complex. Much of the town was de-
stroyed by Cyclone Nargis in May 2008, but
in the years since, life has largely returned
to normal.

The journey to Twante, by rickety ferry,
is the best reason for coming. You'll glide
past fishers in little wooden boats hauling
in nets, larger cargo boats steaming towards
Yangon and, on land, small villages where
kids spill out from thatched huts to play.

© Sights
Shwesandaw Paya
c g:;é coH SpLelel
(camera fee K200) Standing 250ft tall, the Shwe-
sandaw Paya is a Mon-built zedi (stupa), just a

BUDDHIST STUPA

0 GETTING AROUND
THE DELTA

» Due to slow and infrequent public
transport in the Delta, this is one re-
gion where you might consider hiring a
driver (p71).

» If you've bought a deck ticket for the
ferry to Pathein (p79), consider buying
a mat and/or a blanket.
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few years younger than Yangon’s Shwedagon
Paya, making it over 1000 years old. One cor-
ner of the compound commemorates King
Bayinnaung’s (also spelt Bayint Nyaung) de-
feat of a local rebellion.

Near the southern entrance is a 100-year-
old sitting bronze buddha in Mandalay
style. Instead of focusing on the floor, the
buddha’s eyes stare straight ahead. Along
the western side of the zedi stand some old
bronze buddhas.

Other Sights

Pottery is a major cottage industry in
Twante, which supplies much of the Delta
region with well-designed, utilitarian con-
tainers of varying shapes and sizes. The pots
were made in huge thatched-roof sheds in
the Oh-Bo Pottery Sheds (351986\9505:) in
the Oh-Bo district south of the canal, about
15 minutes’ walk from the dock.

€ Getting There & Around

The easiest way to hit up Twante from Yangon is
via a short cross-river ferry and a ride on a public
jeep or pick-up truck. Pedestrian ferries from
Pansodan St jetty (near the foot of Pansodan St
and opposite the Strand Hotel) take passengers
across the Yangon River to Dalah (round trip
K2000, five minutes) - remember that you'll
need your letter of permission from MTT in
Yangon (see boxed text, p74); the process in-
volves writing a letter stating that you don't plan
to stay overnight and that you will ‘not engage
in any way of any of matters of political natures’.
There's another brief form, to be copied in trip-
licate, and will need your passport. The entire
process took us only about five minutes and
doesn't cost anything. You'll need to hand over
a copy of the permit when buying tickets for the
river crossing ferry at Pansodan St Jetty

Arriving at the jetty in Dalah, a variety of
vehicles will compete to take you to Twante; a
seat on a pick-up costs K2000 (45 minutes), a
motorcycle taxi will take you there and back for
K10,000 and a taxi for about K17,000.

By far the most enjoyable way of getting to
Twante is to take the slow ferry from Yangon. For
details on this trip, go to p70.

The return ferry to Yangon leaves late in the
evening, and since an overnight stay is not al-
lowed, your best bet is to return to Dalah by
pick-up or motorcycle.

Technically, from the ferry dock to Shwesan-
daw Paya a horse cart shouldn’t cost more than
K500, but in reality you'll pay K1500 return with
waiting time.

Pathein
085
[JJo42 / POP 200,000
Pathein, Myanmar’s fourth city and the most
important delta port outside Yangon, lies in
the heart of a major rice-growing area that
produces the finest in Myanmar, including
pawsanmwe t'dmin (fragrant rice). The
growth of the delta trade, particularly rice
exports, has contributed to a general air
of prosperity in the city, which has a busy,
buzzy atmosphere. Most travellers only stop
off on their way to the beaches, but the work-
shops that produce colourful, hand-painted
parasols, along with the shady, tree-lined vil-
lage lanes to the northeast of the market, are
worth a little more than this token glance.
Adding to the allure is the fact that
Pathein can be reached by boat. The over-
night trip, where large boats are laid up on
the mud flats like dinosaurs taking their last
gasp of air, is a rare window on the pattern
and pace of the everyday lives of locals in the
Delta region.

History
The town was the scene of major clashes
during the struggle for supremacy between
the Mon and the Bamar. Later it became an
important trade relay point for goods mov-
ing between India and Southeast Asia. The
city’s name may derive from the Burmese
word for Muslim - Pathi - due to the heavy
presence of Arab and Indian Muslim traders
here centuries ago. The colonial Brits - or
more likely their imported Indian civil ser-
vants - corrupted the name to Bassein.
Today, Pathein’s population includes large
contingents of Kayin (Karen) and Rakha-
ing. Once part of a Mon kingdom, Pathein
is now home to only a few Mon. During the
1970s and ’80s, the Kayin villages surround-
ing Pathein generated insurgent activity that
has since generally calmed.

© Sights & Activities

The following sights don’t charge an admis-
sion fee.

Shwemokhtaw Paya BUDDHIST STUPA

€ PRY:

Looming with grace over central Pathein is
the golden bell of the Shwemokhtaw Paya.
This large complex is unusually well layered
in legend. One states that it was originally
built by India’s Buddhist King Ashoka in
305 BC. Standing just 7.5ft tall, this original
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stupa supposedly enshrined Buddha relics
and a 6in gold bar.

Another legend says a Muslim princess
named Onmadandi requested each of her
three Buddhist lovers build a stupa in her
honour. One of the lovers erected Shwe-
mokhtaw, the others the less distinguished
Tazaung and Thayaunggyaung Paya.

Whichever story you choose to believe,
Bagan’s King Alaungsithu is thought to
have erected a 46ft stupa called Htupayon
over this site in AD 1115. Then, in 1263, King
Samodagossa took power, raised the stupa
to 132ft and changed the name to Shwe-
mokhtaw Paya, which means Stupa of the
Half-Foot Gold Bar.

The Ati (umbrella-like pinnacle) consists
of a topmost layer made from 141b of solid
gold, a middle tier of pure silver and a bot-
tom tier of bronze; all three tiers are gilded
and reportedly embedded with a total of 829
diamond fragments, 843 rubies and 1588
semiprecious stones.

The southern shrine of the compound
houses the Thiho-shin Phondaw-pyi sitting
buddha image, which, the story goes, floated
to the delta coast on a raft sent from Sri Lanka
during ancient times. According to the legend,
an unknown Sinhalese sculptor fashioned
four different buddha images using pieces
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from the original Bodhi tree mixed with ce-
ment composite. He then placed the images
on four wooden rafts and set the rafts adrift
on the ocean. One landed in Dawei (Tavoy),
another at Kyaikkami (Amherst), another at
Kyaiktiyo (this one is now at Kyaikpawlaw);
and the fourth landed near Phondawpyi, a
fishing village about 60 miles south of Pathein,
from where it was transferred to Pathein.

A marble standing buddha positioned
in a niche in the fence running along the
western side of the stupa marks a spot where
Mon warriors once prayed before going off to
battle. In the northwestern corner of the com-
pound is a shrine dedicated to Shin Upagot,
the Bodhisattva who floats on the ocean and
appears to those in trouble. Turtles swim in
the water surrounding the small pavilion.

Also in this northwest corner is an unusu-
al golden Ganesh shrine, dedicated to the
elephant-headed god worshipped by Hindus
as the god of wisdom and wealth.

Settayaw Paya
oo%corf)c[m?qﬁ:
Of the several lesser-known shrines in
Pathein, perhaps the most charming is Set-
tayaw Paya, dedicated to a mythical Buddha
footprint left by the Enlightened One dur-
ing his legendary perambulations through
Southeast Asia.

The paya compound in the northeast of
town wraps over a couple of green hillocks
that are dotted with well-constructed taza-
ung (shrine buildings) - altogether a nice
setting and a change from the flat paya com-
pounds near the river. The footprint symbol
itself is an oblong, 3ft-long impression.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Other Religious Monuments

The Twenty-Eight Paya is a rectangular
shrine containing 28 sitting and 28 standing
buddha images. None of them are particu-
larly distinguished except that the latter ap-
pear in the open-robe style rather than the
closed-robe pose that is typical of Mandalay
standing images.

At one end of the hall stands a group of
crude sculptures depicting a scene from the
Buddha’s life in which he teaches a disciple
the relativity of physical beauty by compar-
ing a monkey, the disciple’s wife and a deva
(celestial being). You may have to ask the
caretaker to unlock the building.

More interesting from an artistic perspec-
tive is Tagaung Mingala Zeditaw (Tagaung
Paya), south of town, which is centred on a
graceful stupa that sweeps inward from a

wide, whitewashed base to a gleaming silver
superstructure.

Look for the small squirrel sculpture ex-
tending from the western side of the upper
stupa, representing a previous life of the
Buddha as a squirrel. One of the pavilions
at the base of the stupa contains a very large
sitting buddha image.

West of Tagaung Mingala Zeditaw, a little
way towards the river, stands Mahabodhi
Mingala Zedi, patterned after the Mahabod-
hi stupa in Bodhgaya, India. Leikyunynaung
Paya, about a mile directly south of Mahabo-
dhi, was renovated by the State Law & Order
Restoration Council (Slorc), now the State
Peace and Development Council (SPDC), in
the early 1990s to create a facsimile of Ananda,
Paya in Bagan. Few people outside the govern-
ment worship here now, reportedly because
forced labour was used in the renovation.

These paya are located south of town off
Merchant St, but can be somewhat hard to
find. Your best bet is to hire a trishaw driver,
who will probably charge around K2000.

Markets

At the night market (Strand Rd) that is set
up each evening in front of Customs House,
teenagers cruise, flirt and hang out while
vendors purvey food, clothing and tools and
just about every other requisite for daily life
at low prices. Just south of Shwemokhtaw
Paya is the central market (&Mon-Sat), and
just south of that is a new market (&Mon-
Sat), with all manner of goods.

**ﬁ Festivals & Events

Vesakha RELIGIOUS
The people of Pathein celebrate the Bud-
dha’s birth, enlightenment and passing
away with a huge paya pwe (pagoda
festival) during the full moon of Kason
(April/May). The festival is held at the
Shwemokhtaw Paya.

|2= Sleeping

The sleeping options in this city are a sorry
lot, no doubt because most people race right
on through to the beaches. The hotels’ elec-
tricity supplies are at the mercy of the city-
wide rationing schedule, which means power
is usually available from early evening to
early morning.

Those wishing to avoid government-
owned properties (see p21) should steer clear
of the Pathein Hotel, a two-storey building
on spacious grounds near the bus station.



Taan Taan Ta Guest House HOTEL $
(222290; 7 Merchant St; r $6-10; @) This, the
best and most popular budget guesthouse
with locals and foreigners alike, has tidy and
colourful rooms and friendly staff, but the
secret’s out and it fills up quickly. If you're
not on a shoestring, check out the double
rooms on the top floor, which feature air-
conditioning, TV and fridge.

La Pyae Wun Hotel HOTEL $$
((2124669; 30 Mingyi Rd; s/d $20/33; () The
town’s most prestigious address offers white-
tiled rooms that are as polished as the staff.
The huge bathrooms, rather bizarrely, only
have cold showers. Breakfast isn’t included
and loving couples will be delighted to hear
that it’s twin rooms only - so we’ll have none
of that hanky-panky, please!

Paradise Hotel HOTEL $
(2125055; 14 Zegyaung St; s/d $14/15; &) Tucked
down a side street away from road noise,
this place features unremarkable rooms in
a large modern building. This wouldn’t be
too bad for Pathein, except for the fact that,
on our visit, there were lots of people seem-
ingly just hanging about, giving the place a
slightly dodgy feel. Perhaps they’re associ-
ated with the attached karaoke lounge.

Sein Pyae Hlyan Inn HOTEL $
((2)21654; 32 Shwezedi Rd; s/d with shared bath-
room $5/8, r with bathroom $14-15; (#]) Certainly
the cheapest hotel in town, and it shows, par-
ticularly in the cheapest rooms. Consider the
slightly nicer double rooms with air-con, TV
and fridge, but ask to see a few, as standards
vary. The owner claims that the hotel uses its
generator 24/7, so you may even get to use
the amenities you're paying for.

,\Q Eating

Zone Pan BURMESE $
(Bwetgyi St; meals from K1500; &all day) This
typical Myanmar curry house features a good
range of tasty curries, soups and salads. To
cut the grease of a Myanmar meal, try their
mouth-puckeringly tart shauk-thi dhougq
(lemon salad). There’s no English sign here;
instead look for the light blue shopfront.

New City Tea Centre TEAHOUSE $§
(Mingyi Rd; snacks from K200; &breakfast & lunch)
Next to La Pyae Wun Hotel and perfect for
replacing the breakfasts that your hotel
doesn’t provide. This shady teahouse pro-
vides plates of nan and chickpeas and other
snacks and a morning caffeine kick.

Myo Restaurant BURMESE $§
(5 Aung Yadana St; mains from K1000; &lunch &
dinner) A bustling, retro bar and restaurant
that extends a loving welcome to all-comers.
The meals, which focus on all your favourite
Bamar staples, are done with more style
than most places and, to keep you enter-
tained while you wait for your supper, there
is a TV playing all the premiership matches,
and draught beer to boot.

Shwe Zin Yaw Restaurant BURMESE $
(24/25 Shwezedi Rd; meals from K1500; &lunch &
dinner) Oh you lucky, lucky taste buds, finally
youTre going to get something different,
including goat curry and sardine salad! A
handy place for lunch before hopping on a
bus out of here.

ﬂ Shopping

Most of the ‘umbrellas’ made in Pathein are
actually parasols; that is, they aren’t water-
proof, but are used to counter the hot Delta
sun. There are a few workshops scattered
throughout the northern part of the city,
particularly in the vicinity of Twenty-Eight
Paya, off Mahabandoola Rd, and at the
southern end of Merchant St.

The parasols come in a variety of bright
and bold primary colours. One type that can
be used in the rain is the saffron-coloured
monks” umbrella, which is waterproofed by
applying various coats of tree resin; a single
umbrella may take five days to complete,
including the drying process. Parasols and
umbrellas can be ordered in any size directly
from the workshops, and are cheap.

Workshops welcome visitors who want to
observe this craft, which is a lot more inter-
esting than it might sound.

Shwe Sar Umbrella Workshop PARASOLS
(225127, 653 Tawya Kyaung Rd; &:8am-5pm) This
family-run affair with high-quality work is
just around the corner from the Settayaw
Paya.

© Information

Despite the city being one of Myanmar’s largest,
there are no banks here offering foreign exchange.
Internet is available at Lynn Internet Café
(Shwezigon Paya St; per hr K400; &59am-11pm).

€ Getting There & Around
Boat
For boats from Yangon, see p70.

To Yangon, boats leave daily at 5.30pm, arriving
in Yangon the next day at noon. Tickets cost $7
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for deck class and $42 for cabin class (although
we've yet to encounter the cabin), and are avail-
able in the morning at the Inland Water Trans-
port Office (Mahabandoola Rd; &:10am-noon),
located in a wooden colonial-era building near the
jetty, or from 3pm onward at the jetty itself.

Bus
For buses from Yangon, see p71.

Inconveniently, the bus stations for various des-
tinations are spread throughout central Pathein.
This is confusing, but probably easier than having
to schlep all the way to the town’s bus station,
located well outside the city centre.

If you're bound for Yangon (K6000, four
hours), head to the informal bus company of-
fices (Shwezedi Rd) located directly east of
Shwe Zin Yaw Restaurant. There are departures
at 3.30am, 5.30am, 6.30am and 1.30pm; arrive
early and a shuttle truck will transport you to the
station and your bus. The 6.30am departure is
the only air-con one.

Insanely uncomfortable minibuses ply the
route from Pathein to Chaung Tha Beach
(K2500, 2%2 hours, 36 miles) at 7am, 11am, 1pm
and 3pm, departing from an informal bus sta-
tion (Yadayagone St) a couple of blocks north-
east of the clock tower.

To Ngwe Saung Beach (K4000, two hours, 29
miles), buses leave from yet another bus station
(Strand Rd) at 9am, 11am and 3pm.

Taxi

Share taxis for up to four people can be arranged
from your hotel in Pathein for Chaung Tha
(K50,000), Ngwe Saung (K40,000) and Yangon
(K100,000).

Chaung Tha Beach
c@p&mm&c@

[J]o42 / PoP c2000

Chaung Tha Beach, 25 miles west of Pathein,
is a place of holiday excess for the Myanmar
middle class. There’s paddling in the water,
floating about on rubber rings, plodding
up and down on ponies, wasting money on
tacky souvenirs, boisterous beach football
games and happy family picnics. As with
other beaches of this type in Southeast Asia,
it’s not the most awe-inspiring piece of coast-
line you’ll ever encounter, but if you need to
squeeze some sand and sun into your visit to
Myanmar, it is the most convenient option.

© Sights & Activities

The village market is most active from 6am
to 9am. East of the main village area is a
mangrove wetland and a canal beach with a

wooden jetty. It isn’t hard to persuade a fish-
erperson to take you up the river and around
the mangroves for a few thousand kyat.

Boating Trips

A modest coral reef lies a short way offshore
with decent snorkelling possible both here
and around the headland at the beach’s
northern end. During the rainy season the
water clarity is terrible.

The best snorkelling, though, is about
a two-hour boat ride away. Boats, which
should be arranged through your hotel,
cost K50,000 per hour for six people. If you
haven’t got your own gear some of the hotels
might conjure up a tatty snorkel and mask
for your use - ask at Myanmar Travel Beach
or the Shwe Hin Tha Hotel.

The appropriately named Whitesand Is-
land, which is visible a short way offshore,
can be explored in a day trip from Chaung
Tha Beach. Boats (K3000 one way, 15 min-
utes) leave from the jetty at the south end of
the village every hour or so from 8am (last
one back leaves at 5pm). There’s good swim-
ming and snorkelling around the island, but
very little shade. Bring plenty of water and,
finally, don’t attempt to swim over - it’s a very
long way and around the halfway point the
Jaws theme tune gets lodged in your head!

Other Activities
You can rent canoes for about K10,000 a day,
or bicycles for about K2000 a day, at hotels
and guesthouses.

|2= Sleeping

Of all the beach destinations in Myanmar,
Chaung Tha offers the most affordable ac-
commodation. Yet at research time, the
beach was experiencing something of a mini
boom and there will undoubtedly be even
more top-end places by the time you read
this. Those keen to avoid places with close
links to the military should avoid the Hotel
Max (see p21).

All but a few hotels close down from 15
May to 15 September; those that remain
open discount room rates. Most places, in-
cluding even the most expensive resorts,
have electricity only from 1Ipm to 3pm and
6pm to midnight or morning.

If none of the budget places recommend-
ed here are available, there are several simi-
larly priced off-beach guesthouses south of
the bus station, along the way to the pier.

All hotels are located along Main Rd.



LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

MR GEORGE: LOCAL GUIDE

I'm from Pathein, but I've lived at Chaung Tha Beach for 15 years. I've worked in tourism
since 1996, and in 2000, | got a wife from here.

Best Beach

Most Europeans like Ngwe Saung Beach (p83) because it's a long beach and it's quiet, with
fewer people. But there is no village there, only huge resorts. If you like nature, Chaung Tha

81

Beach is better, but the beach is small and doesn’t have white sand or clear water.

Best Time to Visit

November to April is the best time because the region has a lot of seafood and good
weather. After April the monsoon comes and the water isn’t so clear because the rainwater
and river water mix. At Ngwe Saung Beach many hotels are closed during the rainy season,
but the hotels at Chaung Tha Beach are open all year.

Secret Spot

About 9 miles from Chaung Tha Beach is a place called Chauk Maung Na Ma (p82). It's
very similar to Ngwe Saung: it's quiet, and you can snorkel, fish and meet local people.

It's also a good place for a picnic.

Shwe Ya Min Guesthouse &

Restaurant HOTEL $
(142127, s/d $5/10; ) Although located
on the opposite side of the road from the
beach, the bright rooms here are scrubbed
clean, neatly tiled and come with desk, soft
bed (bring your own mosquito net) and a
bathroom with highly original washbasins.
The attached restaurant serves a justifi-
ably well-regarded pancake breakfast, and
gracious, friendly service rounds out the
package.

Belle Resort RESORT $$$
((2)42112; www.belleresort.com; r $55-180; )
The rooms are understated sophistication
with stone walls, sprawling beds, massive
windows with equally massive ocean views
and satellite TV. Enter the bathrooms,
made of stylish black stone, and things get
even better. And best of all, they claim to
provide more electricity than other places,
giving you the chance to take advantage
of the electronic amenities offered at this
price tag.

Grand Hotel HOTEL $$
(142329; r $30-35; %) The cute whitewashed
bungalows here aren’t the newest or flashi-
est accommodation along the beach, but
represent good value. Along with an atmo-
sphere of yesteryear, the spacious rooms
have tall windows, TV, fridge and a huge
bathroom with big old-school tubs.

Golden Beach Hotel RESORT $$
([2142128; r $25-40; #)2) This vast resort (56
rooms) doesn’t have the park-like mani-
cured grounds that others do, but the hotel-
room-style duplex bungalows have recently
been renovated. There is a well-used pool
table and a little-used pool. The stretch of
sand out the front is especially popular with
middle-class Myanmar tourists.

Shwe Hin Tha Hotel HOTEL $$
((2)42118; r $7-12, bungalows $20-25; [#@) Lo-
cated near the bus drop-off point and boast-
ing budget prices, this is Chaung Tha’s most
popular backpacker choice. The rooms and
bungalows are unremarkable, but it’s locat-
ed at the quiet northern end of the beach
and has intermittent internet and a tourist
information centre (p82), where equipment
can be rented and tours organised.

Diamond Hotel HOTEL $$$
((213109; d/tr $50/65; #) The bungalow-
based rooms here are large enough, but
leave you rather close to your neighbour.
Rooms come with amenities such as TV and
fridge but, other than the rainbow-coloured
balustrade on the balconies, not a whole lot
of character.

Dream Light Guest House HOTEL $
(142201; bungalows $8-35; @) All in all the
large and airy bungalows here have seen
better times, but they are just a sandy step
from the tranquil northern part of the
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BUSES FROM CHAUNG THA BEACH

DESTINATION FARE (K) DURATION (HR) DEPARTURE TYPE
Yangon 7000 6-7 6am bus
10,000 10.30am air-con bus
Pathein 3800 2Y> 7am, 9am, minibus
1lam, Ipm

beach. Communicating in English can be a
problem here, as the ‘Check out time 11.00
noon’ sign at the reception suggests.

Hotel Ayeyarwady HOTEL $
((2)42332; s/d/tr $12/15/20; [#]) Located across
the road from the beach just south of the
market intersection, this is a 1960s-style
‘motel’ complex in bright aquamarine with
simple but tidy rooms.

Dream Light HOTEL $
((2)42201; s/d $5/10; ) If you don’t need a
room right on the beach, this pastel-hued
castle-like complex near the market inter-
section is an adequate, although slightly
musty budget choice.

Shwe Chaung Tha Hotel GUESTHOUSE $
((2)42249; s/d $5/8) The rooms in this large
wooden house across from the beach are
rather run down, but are clean and cer-
tainly cheap.

,\@ Eating

Unlike at nearby Ngwe Saung, there aren’t
many independent restaurants here, so plan
on eating most of your meals at your resort.

A standout during our visit was Shwe
Ya Min Restaurant (mains K1500-2000; &all
day), where the service is charming (we
were ceremoniously presented our bottle of
Myanmar Beer for approval) and more than
a bit of care goes into the food. The menu at
this attractive guesthouse-based restaurant
is largely seafood-based and includes all the
Myanmar and Chinese-Burmese staples.
And even if you're not staying here, you'd be
well advised to consider the restaurant’s fa-
mous breakfast, which features thick, sweet
Myanmar-style pancakes.

€ Information

In addition to being the only hotel with internet,
Shwe Hin Tha Hotel is also home to Chaung Tha's
unofficial information centre, Myanmar Travel
Beach ((.7/09 520 0617; www.myanmartravel
beach.weebly.com). The go-to man for all things

local is Mr George, who can arrange snorkelling
trips, day trips to Ngwe Saung or Chauk Maung
Na Ma, a nearby white-sand beach, as well as
transport etc.

€ Getting There & Around

The rough 25-mile road between Chaung Tha
and Pathein can be traversed in two hours by
private car; buses and minibuses usually take
about 2%2 hours. The route passes through jun-
gle hills - well, OK, ex-jungle - it's a depressing
example of the effects of deforestation. Over half
the villages passed along the way are Kayin.

Bus
For buses from Yangon, see p71.

It's theoretically possible to travel north via
the town of Gwa all the way to Ngapali without
first having to go through Yangon and Pyay. It's
an exciting, beautiful but very demanding two-
day journey on very local minibuses.

Motorbike & Boat

Motorbike taxis can be hired to take you to Pathein
(K10,000) or directly to Ngwe Saung Beach. In
fact, the trip to the latter is a real highlight of a
beach holiday. The route, which takes about two
hours, is through wild and glorious country and
involves three river crossings on small wooden
country boats that have just enough room for the
motorbike and a couple of passengers. You will
pass serene beaches, several untouched villages
and heavy forests and whiz over tracks and trails
between shocking-green rice paddies. It costs at
least K15,000 per person. Ask your hotel a few
hoursin advance to organise it.

Ifit's calm you can also hire a boat (seats six;
K65,000, two hours) to and from Ngwe Saung.
Thisis handy if you're in a group but be prepared
to wade ashore with your bags and ask to be
dropped as close to your hotel as possible. Bring
plenty of water and sunblock. Again organise
this through your hotel or Myanmar Travel Beach
afew hours in advance.

Taxi

Share taxis for up to four people to Pathein
(K50,000) and Yangon (K150,000) can be
arranged with your hotel’s assistance.



Ngwe Saung Beach
cgcgoogoo&cE

[Zlo42 / POP C2000

Forgive us for thinking that Ngwe Saung
Beach may have begun to show symptoms of
bipolar disorder. These days the northern end
of the beach has the air of a weekend getaway
destination for nouveau riche Yangonites,
and is home to an uninterrupted chain of
walled, upscale resorts. At the southern end
a palpable abandoned aura - not unlike that
of Kep in Cambodia - pervades, and this is
where you’ll find foreign backpackers and
budget bungalows. The factor linking these
two disparate places is an attractive 13-mile
string of sand and palms that, although it
won’t rate as one of the region’s best beaches,
has finer sand and clearer and deeper water
than nearby Chaung Tha Beach.

© Sights & Activities

Above all else Ngwe Saung is an indulgent, lie-
back-and-do-absolutely-nothing sort of beach
and most visitors are happy to comply. How-
ever, if sitting around doing nothing more
strenuous than wiggling your toes in the sand
sounds boring then there are a few calorie-
burning activities you can take part in.

A boat trip out to Bird Island, just visible
way out on the horizon, for a day of snorkel-
ling and, dare we say it, bird-watching, is the
most popular water-based excursion. Boats
can be arranged through many hotels for
between $65 and $85, depending on the size
of your group and the boat it will require.

If you don’t have the stomach or budget
for a boat trip, at low tide you can simply
walk over to Lovers’ Island, a handsome
strip of sand located at the southern end of
the beach. The water surrounding this is-
land is also a good place to snorkel among
dancing clouds of tropical fish. Masks and
snorkels can be hired from some hotels
(Shwe Hin Tha Hotel and Treasure Resort
are the most reliable) for K2500 per day.

Several of the resorts can arrange day
trips to an elephant camp (p85) halfway
between Ngwe Saung and Pathein.

|2= Sleeping

In the last few years Ngwe Saung has gentri-
fied significantly and an uninterrupted chain
of resorts now backs the northern end of the
beach. Many of these are aimed at the up-
per price range and some, like the Aureum
Palace Resort, Myanmar Treasure Resort and

Myanmar Treasure II, are owned by those
with close government links (see p21).
Making it even more difficult for budget
travellers is that many of the cheap places
have folded in recent years and the few that
remain are at the far southern end of the
beach. Getting between these hotels and the
village is a pain, but enough trishaws drift
on past to allow some means of escape.
Electricity is a rare commodity at Ngwe
Saung, even if you are paying hundreds of
dollars a night, and is generally available
only from 1pm to 3pm and 6pm to midnight.

Shwe Hin Tha Hotel HOTEL $$
([-2140340; bungalows $15-35; [#]) Set at the bliss-
ful southern end of the beach, this place is
almost within paddling distance of Lovers’
Island. It has a magnetic pull for backpackers
who agonise over whether to opt for cheap-
and-simple bamboo huts or one of the more
solid and luxurious bungalows. Either way
they can be sure that it will be clean and well
maintained and that hot water will appear
on request. There’s a book exchange, various
travel services and plenty of like-minded cli-
entele to waste away the days with. It’s the
sister hotel of the one in Chaung Tha but
comes with much higher recommendations.

Emerald Sea Resort RESORT $$$
(2140247, in Yangon 01-520 0890; www.emerald
seahotel.com; r $45, bungalows $55-75; /=) Lo-
cated south of the village, this cosy resort
may not be as flashy as the newer places
along the beach, but it makes up for it with
heaps of atmosphere and excellent service.
The rooms themselves are beautifully cre-
ated with minimal decor making the virgin-
white, and very comfortable, interiors all the
more classy. There’s a decent restaurant (ad-
vance notice is often required) and a beauti-
ful stretch of beach out front, but it’s the staff
that really make this place as good as it is.

Bay of Bengal Resort RESORT $$$
(2140304; www.bayofbengalresort.com; r $85-
95, ste $115-135; @) Quite possibly the
poshest beach resort in Myanmar, this im-
mense new compound at the far northern
end of Ngwe Saung feels something like a
timeshare condo community in Florida.
The ground-floor Bengal Suites have a spa-
cious sitting area and huge balcony, and
bathrooms with a stone tub and an open-air
shower. Reasons to leave your room include
tennis courts, a huge pool and a spa. It’s also
one of the only places in the area to offer
internet, at a whopping $4 per hour.
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Silver Coast Beach Hotel RESORT $$
(240324, in Yangon 01-254 708; htoo.maw@mpt
mail.net.mm; r $38; [#) About as far down the
beach from the village as you can get, this
secluded resort is a bargain hunter’s fantasy,
featuring delightful beachside bungalows
with finesse and character. There’s plenty of
space, lots of light and hardly a soul around
to disturb the peace of your own slab of
palm-bedecked perfection.

Sunny Paradise Resort HOTEL $$$
(2140227, www.sunnyparadiseresort.com; r $15-
160, bungalows $130-180, ste $170-180; #@=)
Yet another imposing compound north of
the village, Sunny Paradise has attractive
wooden bungalows offering the accommo-
dation and amenities you'd expect at this
price range. A pleasant surprise, for those
on a budget at least, is the associated Sunny
Villa, located just across the street, where
similar rooms, also decked out with TV,
fridge and air-conditioning, are available for
a fraction of the price.

Yamonnar Oo Resort HOTEL $$
(240338, in Yangon 01-530 722; kbzinfo@bzbank.
com.mm; r $37-45, bungalows $38-70) Down at
the southern end of the beach this mod-
ern hotel offers good value for money. The
rooms and bungalows were being exten-
sively renovated and refurbished at research
time, making them an even better deal. The
landscaped gardens are another highlight.

Silver View Resort HOTEL $$
((240317, in Yangon 01-502 681; silverviewresort@
gmail.com; r $30-50) Also located south of the
village and popular with vacationing lo-
cals, this attractive compound offers green,
condo-like, duplex bungalows, most offer-
ing sea views. Packages with transportation
from Yangon are available.

,\@ Eating

You should try your hardest to break out of
your hotel restaurant at least once in order
to eat in the village, where there is a good
range of cheap restaurants. There is little to
distinguish one from another - most plac-
es share a facsimile menu that focuses on
seafood-based dishes prepared in the Chi-
nese style. They're open for breakfast, lunch
and dinner.

Ngwe Hline Si

Restaurant CHINESE, BURMESE $$
(mains K3500) Maybe the pick of the bunch
in the village, the Ngwe Hline Si has all

the usual seafood and mixes it up with
pastas and a variety of tasty starters.

Golden Myanmar

Restaurant CHINESE, BURMESE $
(mains from K1000) When asked for a good
place to eat, most locals will point you in
the direction of this seafood shack, located
in the middle of the village.

Kaung Kaung Lay CHINESE, BURMESE $
(mains from K1500) This restaurant has the
same facsimile menu as the others, but
does Burmese dishes, including a good
chicken curry, quite well. Located in the
centre of the village.

Happy Restaurant TEAHOUSE $
(dishes from K400) If you didn’t fork out for
a hotel breakfast, or simply want some-
thing local, head to this buzzing teahouse
where you can get Myanmar-style break-
fast faves such as mohinga (noodle soup)
or deep-fried sticks of dough.

€ Information

Located towards the northern end of the vil-
lage, Sandalwood ([.7/09 856 8130), a cafe-
information centre, is the place to go for local
information. Tom Tom may have a few ragged
copies of a good local map printed by the
Myanmar Hotelier Association, can arrange
aday trip or snorkelling excursion, and rents
motorcycles. If he's not here, Tom Tom can also
be found at his second office at the Shwe Hin
Tha Hotel.

€ Getting There & Around

To get to Ngwe Saung from Yangon, see p71.

A bus leaves for Yangon every morning at
6.30am (K8000, six hours) from the cross-
roads between the village and the beach
resorts.

Minibuses from Pathein (K3000, two hours)
stop first at the intersection between the be-
ginning of the village and the Treasure Beach
Resort. If you're staying further south, the
bus should be able to drop you at your resort;
conversely, you should be able to catch the bus
leaving Ngwe Saung (7am, 8am, 9am, 11am and
3pm) by waiting by the side of the road.

Taxis can be arranged for Pathein (K40,000)
and Yangon (K110,000).

For information on motorbike taxis and boats
between Ngwe Saung and Chaung Tha Beach
see p82.

There are a few trishaws available to
carry you between the resorts and the village
(K1000), and motorbikes can be hired via



BIRD-SPOTTING

Myanmar isn't known for its environmental awareness and the nation’s few national
parks and protected areas are largely inaccessible to foreigners. Moeyungyi Wetlands
(%:Og%:@:cqawgng&), about an hour northeast of Bago and close to the village of Pyin-

bongyi, is the one real exception to this rule.

The wetlands originally started life as an artificial water storage reservoir in the 19th
century, but over time the reservoir naturally morphed into a 15-sg-mile lake and marsh.
Sitting on a migration route of birds fleeing the icy Siberian winter and attracting thou-
sands of local waders, the wetlands will bring a big grin to any birder’s face. The last
census revealed some 125 different species including great flocks of egrets, cormorants,
white stalks and large numbers of the beautiful swamp hen (purple gallinule) as well as

sarus cranes with their brilliant red heads.

Your best chance of seeing exotic birds is from December to February and during
this time a small ‘resort’ offers excellent boat tours (up to six people) on the lake for $15
per person for about two hours. As well as the boat driver, you will be accompanied by a
guide — normally the very knowledgeable and informative Mr Aung Ko Oo. The boat will
take you whizzing over the lake to the marshy reed beds in the centre where the birds

congregate in vast numbers.

Should you want to stay, the resort offers accommodation ([./70113; per person $55)
in floating houseboats from November to March. The price includes three meals and a
boat ride and it's essential that you book in advance. The rooms, though novel, are some-
what overpriced and even serious birders may prefer to make a half-day tour from Bago.

The resort is privately owned by Myanmar businesspeople, though the wetlands
themselves belong to the government (see p21).

Sandalwood or from some hotels for about
K12,000 per day.

Around Ngwe Saung
ELEPHANT CAMP

Around half an hour’s drive from Ngwe
Saung is an elephant camp (admission
$5, elephant rides $5; ©8am-noon). Though
the dozen elephants here are working el-
ephants, the camp itself is purely for tour-
ists and no logging actually takes place.
It’s possible to go for a half-hour elephant
ride through the forest - the romance of
which wears off in about 30 seconds. If you
thought horses attracted a lot of large bit-
ing insects, just wait until you get on the
back of an elephant!

The camp used to be government run but
is now a joint venture tied to the Treasure
Resort in Ngwe Saung, which in turn is
owned by Tay Za (p21).

The camp is located approximately half-
way between Ngwe Saung and Pathein. To
get there, hop on any outbound bus, or Tom
Tom at Sandalwood can arrange a motor-
cycle taxi for about $10.

NORTH OF YANGON

Taukkyan

COO’)O’C)@

[Zlo1 / POP C5000

On the road to Bago, beyond Yangon’s air-
port at Mingaladon, you reach Taukkyan,
where you will find the huge Taukkyan War
Cemetery, maintained by the Common-
wealth War Graves Commission.

It contains the graves of 6374 Allied
soldiers who died in the Burma and As-
sam campaigns of WWIIL. There is also a
memorial bearing the names of the almost
27,000 soldiers who died with no known
grave. Slowly, as you walk around reading
the names of those who died and the epi-
taphs commemorating them, the heat of the
sun seems to fade and the noise of the road
recedes, leaving you alone in the silence of
your own thoughts in this immensely sad
place.

You can get to Taukkyan on bus 9 (G) from
Yangon or aboard any Bago-bound bus from
the Aung Mingalar Bus Terminal (p71).

85

>
Ed
o
[—
=
o
<
>
=
(7]
o
=
>
=
o
[
=
o
=
(]
=
m
w
>
c
=
()



86

NOOYNVA 40 HLYON NODNVA aNnoOuv

_____________________________________________|
Bago (Pegu)

0%:

[Jos2 7 POP 200,000

Bago, a former capital, is a Disney-flavoured
theme park of gaudy religious sites. It would
be fair to say that this small and scrappy town
probably contains a greater density of blissed-
out buddhas and treasure-filled temples than
any other similar-sized town in southern
Myanmar. All this makes Bago a superb and
simple day trip from Yangon, or the ideal first
stop when you leave the city behind.

History
Bago was reputedly founded in AD 573 by two
Mon princes from Thaton, who saw a female
hamsa (mythological bird) standing on the
back of a male hamsa on an island in a huge
lake. Taking this to be an auspicious omen,
they founded a royal capital called Hantha-
wady (from the Pali-Sanskrit ‘Hamsavati,
meaning the ‘kingdom of the hamsa’) at the
edge of the lake. During the later Mon dynas-
tic periods (1287-1539), Hanthawady became
the centre of the Mon kingdom of Ramanade-
sa, which consisted of all southern Myanmar.
The Bamar took over in 1539 when King
Tabinshwehti annexed Bago to his Taungoo
kingdom. The city was frequently men-
tioned by early European visitors - who
knew it as Pegu - as an important seaport.
In 1740 the Mon, after a period of submis-
sion to Taungoo, re-established Bago as their
capital, but in 1757 King Alaungpaya sacked
and utterly destroyed the city. King Bodaw-
paya, who ruled from 1782 to 1819, rebuilt it
to some extent, but when the river changed
its course the city was cut off from the sea

and lost its importance as a seaport. It never
again reached its previous grandeur.

@ Sights & Activities

Many of Bago’s monuments are actually cen-
turies old, but don’t look it, due to extensive
restorations. This is an excellent place to
explore by bicycle, as most attractions are
near each other. Bikes are available for rent
at Bago Star Hotel.

Shwethalya:\ung Buddha
cgoMEaPCINQD:
Once upon a time a nasty king, who went
by the name of Mgadeikpa, ruled the lands
around what is today Bago. His reign was
marked by corruption and violence, but one
day his son was out hunting in the forests
when he came upon the village of Suvan-
nabhumi, where his eye fell upon a Mon girl
who caused his heart to flutter. Even though
she was a Buddhist and he, like everyone
in his father’s kingdom, worshipped pagan
idols, the two became lovers and married af-
ter he promised her that she could continue
to practise Buddhism.

Back at the court the king was furious
when he discovered this and ordered the
execution of both the girl and his son. Yet
when the new bride prayed in front of the
pagan idol it cracked and broke. The king
was seized with fear and, realising the er-
ror of his ways, he ordered the building of a
statue of the Buddha and the conversion of
the population to Buddhism.

The gorgeous reclining buddha that you
see here today is said to be the result of this
doomed love. Measuring 180ft long and 53ft
high, the Shwethalyaung is certainly the

MONUMENT
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kind of overwhelming object you would ex-
pect to be constructed by an absolute mon-
arch with a guilt complex - the little finger
alone extends 10ft.

Since its original construction the statue
underwent several restorations before the
destruction of Bago in 1757. The town was
so completely ravaged that the huge buddha
was totally lost and overgrown by jungle. It
was not rediscovered until 1880 and restora-
tion began in 1881. The 1930s saw another
flurry of renovation activity, as a mosaic was
added to the great pillow on which the bud-
dha’s head rests.

Near the huge head of the image stands
a statue of Lokanat (L.okanatha or Avalok-
itesvara), a Mahayana Buddhist deity bor-
rowed by Burmese Buddhism.

A Japanese war cemetery, Kyinigan Ky-
aung, can be seen on the grounds of a mon-
astery just north of Shwethalyaung.

Shwemawdaw Paya BUDDHIST STUPA
C

6geecepq:

A pyramid of washed-out gold in the midday

haze and glittering perfection in the evening

Bago

® Top Sights
Shwethalyaung Buddha.............c.c...... Al

® Sights
1 Four Figures Paya
2 Kanbawzathadi Palace.. D2
3 Kha Khat Wain Kyaung........................
4 Maha Kalyani Sima (Maha
Kalyani Thein)
5 Mahazedi Paya
6 Naung Daw Gyi Mya Tha

7 Shwegugale Paya ..
8 Snake Monastery.

© Sleeping
9 Emperor Hotel
10 Gandamar Hotel ....
11 Mya Nanda Hotel
12 San Francisco Motel..

3 Eating
13 Hadaya Café
14 Hanthawaddy......
15 Three Five Restaurant...

Transport
16 Bus Station...
17 Bus Station...

gloss, the 376ft-high Shwemawdaw Paya
stands tall and proud over the town. Accord-
ing to murky legend the original stupa was a
small, ramshackle object, built by two broth-
ers, Kullasala and Mahasala, to enshrine two
hairs given to them by Gautama Buddha. In
AD 982 a sacred tooth was added to the col-
lection; in 1385 another tooth was added
and the stupa was rebuilt to a towering
2771ft. In 1492 strong winds blew over the Ati
and a new one was raised.

The stupa has collapsed and been re-
built many times over the last 600 years;
each time it has grown a little taller and the
treasures mounted in it have grown a little
thicker. The last time it was destroyed was
in 1930 when a huge earthquake completely
levelled it and for the next 20 years only the
huge earth mound of the base remained.

Today the gaudy golden top of the stupa
reaches 46ft higher than the Shwedagon in
Yangon. At the northeastern corner of the
stupa, a huge section of the Ati toppled by
the 1917 earthquake has been mounted into
the structure of the stupa.

The Shwemawdaw Paya is a particularly
good destination during Bago’s annual pa-
goda festival, in March/April.

Hintha Gon
oo:f)'xrl)%:
Located behind the Shwemawdaw, this
shrine was once the one point in this whole
vast area that rose above sea level and so
was the natural place for the hamsa to land.

A statue of the bird, looking rather like
the figures on opium weights, tops the hill.
The stupa was built by U Khanti, the hermit
monk who was the architect of Mandalay
Hill. Walk to it by taking the steps down the
other side of the Shwemawdaw from the
main entrance. This paya is also a big spot
for nat (spirit beings) worship and festivals
and with a bit of luck you’ll catch the swirl-
ing, veiled forms of masculine-looking nat
dancers accompanied by the clanging and
crashing of a traditional orchestra.

BUDDHIST STUPA

Kyaik Pun Paya
i HghRq:
The Gautama Buddha and his three pre-
decessors can all be found hanging out to-
gether about a mile south of Bago just off
the Yangon road.

Built in 1476 by King Dhammazedi, the
Kyaik Pun Paya consists of four 100ft-high
sitting buddhas placed back to back around
a huge, square pillar. According to legend,

MONUMENT
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o ENTRANCE FEES &
OPENING HOURS

Though foreigners can visit the town

for free, officially they must buy an
entrance ticket ($10) valid for all the
town’s sights. During our visit, this could
be purchased only at the Shwemawdaw
Paya, but should also be available at the
Shwethalyaung Buddha. Nearly all of
the sights charge an additional K300
for camera and K500 for videocameras.
All the sights are open from just before
sunrise until well after dark.

four Mon sisters were connected with the
construction of the buddhas; it was said that
if any of them should marry, one of the bud-
dhas would collapse. One of the four bud-
dhas disintegrated in the 1930 earthquake,
leaving only a brick outline (since restored)
and a very old bride.

Maha Kalyani Sima
(Maha Kalyani Thein)

Q _Q¢C (&
QUNOM

BUDDHIST TEMPLE
Ba3Econ|B:

This ‘Sacred Hall of Ordination’ was origi-
nally constructed in 1476 by Dhammazedi,
the famous alchemist king and son of Queen
Shinsawpu. Like almost everything in Bago
it has suffered a tumbledown history and
has been destroyed and rebuilt many a time.

Next to the hall are 10 large tablets with
inscriptions in Pali and Mon describing the
history of Buddhism in Myanmar.

If you can’t get enough of buddha statues
then across the road from the Maha Kalyani
Sima is the Four Figures Paya, with four
buddha figures standing back to back. An
adjacent open hallway has a small reclining
buddha image, thronged by followers, and
some macabre paintings of wrongdoers be-
ing tortured in the afterlife.

Relaxing in the sun next to these two
monuments is the Naung Daw Gyi Mya
Tha Lyaung, a reclining buddha sprawled
out over 250ft, which is almost as long as its
name. It was built in 2002 with donations
from the people and, though locals adore it,
you probably won’t find it all that interesting.

Mahazedi Paya
@mocoor%o?qo:
The design of the Mahazedi Paya (Great Stu-
pa), with its whitewashed stairways leading
almost to the stupa’s summit, is unusual for

BUDDHIST STUPA

southern Myanmar and certainly one of the
more attractive religious buildings in Bago.

Originally constructed in 1560 by King
Bayinnaung, it was destroyed during the 1757
sacking of Bago. An attempt to rebuild it in
1860 was unsuccessful and the great earth-
quake of 1930 comprehensively levelled it,
after which it remained a ruin. This current
reconstruction was only completed in 1982.

The Mahazedi originally contained a Bud-
dha tooth, at one time thought to be the most
sacred of all Buddha relics, the tooth of Kandy,
Sri Lanka. After Bago was conquered in 1539,
the tooth was moved to Taungoo and then
to Sagaing near Mandalay. Together with a
begging bowl supposed to have been used by
the Buddha, it remains in the Kaunghmudaw
Paya (p229), near Sagaing, to this day.

Shwegugale Paya
6gQMEINQD:
A little beyond the Mahazedi, this zedi has a
dark gu (tunnel) around the circumference
of the cylindrical superstructure. The monu-
ment dates to 1494 and the reign of King Byin-
nya Yan. Inside are 64 seated buddha figures.
In the evening many locals venture out here.
From the zedi, cross a rickety wooden
footbridge and you’ll arrive at a nat shrine
with life-sized statues of Ko Thein and Ko
Thant, the nat of the temple compound.

BUDDHIST STUPA

Kanbawzathadi Palace
mc%ocoy)%@%:c:m%
The original site of Hanthawady, which sur-
rounded Kanbawzathadi Palace, a former
Mon palace, was excavated just south of the
huge Shwemawdaw Paya. Walled in the Mon
style, the square city measured a mile along
each side and had 20 gates.

PALACE

THE HAMSA

In deference to legend, the symbol

for Bago is a female hamsa (hintha

or hantha in Burmese; a mythological
bird) standing on the back of a male
hamsa. At a deeper level, the symbol
honours the compassion of the male
hamsa in providing a place for the
female to stand in the middle of a lake
with only one island. Hence, the men

of Bago are said to be more chivalrous
than men from other Burmese areas. In
popular Burmese culture, however, men
joke that they dare not marry a woman
from Bago for fear of being henpecked!



Other Attractions

Kha Khat Wain Kyaung MONASTERY
The is one of the three largest monasteries
in the country and watching the long line
of monks and novices file out in the early
morning for their daily round of alms is
quite a sight.

Busloads of tourists visit the monks at
lunchtime (10.30am). Youre free to wander
around the eating hall, and most of the monks
think it’s hilarious that tourists come and
watch them eat, but the atmosphere is a bit
like a zoo. Prior to the protests of 2007 there
were supposedly 1500 monks in residence
here but afterward that figure fell to just 400.

Snake Monastery MONASTERY
A short distance from the Kanbawzathadi
Palace and Museum is the Snake Monastery,
where you'll find a former head of a monas-
tery in Hsipaw reincarnated in the form of an
enormous 118-year-old Burmese python. Ap-
parently the snake told its owner up north the
exact address he needed to go to in Bago in
order to complete the construction of a stupa,
begun in a previous life. Streams of pilgrims
come to pay fearful homage to the snake.

Even if the snake isn’t actually a monk,
it is amazing simply because of its sheer
size. Burmese pythons are regarded as one
of the world’s largest snakes but this one,
which chows down 111b of chickens every 10
days, has to be at least 17ft long and a foot
wide, making it probably one of the largest
in the world. Don’t worry though, it’s harm-
less. There’s a zedi nearby on a small hilltop
that’s great for watching sunsets.

The temple and zedi are somewhat hard
to find, so unless you can speak Burmese, it’s
probably a good idea to hire a guide.

;ﬁ Festivals & Events

Shwemawdaw Paya Festival RELIGIOUS
On the full moon of the Burmese lunar
month of Tagu (March/April) this festival
attracts huge crowds of worshippers and
merrymakers.

2= Sleeping

The quality of accommodation reflects the
fact that many travellers visit Bago only for
the day. Most of the options are on the busy
and - make no mistake about this - noisy
main road, so rooms towards the back of
these hotels are the choice pickings. Elec-
tricity is generally available only from the
evening to early morning.

L DONTNISS

BAGO ON TWO WHEELS

With impressive temples, emerald rice
fields and a buzzing city all within cy-
cling distance of your hotel, you could
easily spend a day or two exploring
Bago on two wheels.

Travellers keen to avoid government-
owned hotels should bypass the Shwewatun
Hotel, out towards the Shwemawdaw Paya.

Bago Star Hotel RESORT $$
(2130066; http://bagostarhotel.googlepages.com;
11-13 Kyaikpon Pagoda Rd; s/d $24/30; [#/2¢) The
Star, one of the better choices in Bago, is lo-
cated just off the highway and only a short
walk to the ever-watching eyes of the Kyaik
Pun Paya. The business card describes the
accommodation as ‘Country style, Bangalow
type Hotel’ and the A-frame wooden rooms
and pool do give the place a summer-camp
feel. The showers are hot, the swimming
pool is murky and the restaurant is echoing
and formal. Bikes can be rented for K1000
a day. Generators keep the air-conditioning
humming.

Emperor Hotel HOTEL $
([2121349; Main Rd; s/d $6-14; #) This place is
the best of the downtown budget lot. Rooms
have recently been repainted, in a very sexy
pink, of course, and the more expensive have
a bit of light and space. The hotel’s size al-
lows some respite from the city noise, and
rooftop offers great views of the surround-
ing religious monuments.

Gandamar Hotel HOTEL $$
(21201629; Shwemawdaw Paya Rd; s/d $20/25;
[#]) That rarest of things in Myanmar, a new
hotel! The 35 rooms here are located outside
of the city centre, a short walk from Shwe-
mawdaw Paya. Also working in its favour
is a generator that provides electricity 24/7.
The bad news? The generator also provides
juice for an adjacent karaoke lounge.

San Francisco Motel HOTEL $
([2122265; 14 Main Rd; r $4-10; ) The rooms are
rough and ready but fear not, for this is an
excellent budget hang-out in the true sense
of the word. The guys who run it organise
excellent motorbike tours of Bago’s sights
and are so knowledgeable that by all rights
they should actually be a tourist office.
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TRAINS FROM BAGO

FARE ORDINARY/

DESTINATION UPPER ($) DURATION (HR) DEPARTURE
Yangon 2/5 3 6am-8pm
Mawlamyine ~ 5/12 79 8.18am, 9.07am
L — L e TR AT
Mya Nanda Hotel HOTEL ¢ also be waved down from outside your hotel,

((219799; 10 Main Rd; r $6-15; (%) An acceptable,
if grubby, budget choice, and the staff here
can arrange motorbike taxis and guides so
that you can check out the sights.

X Eating

Hanthawaddy CHINESE, BURMESE $$
(192 Hintha St; mains K2000-8000; &:lunch &
dinner) The food here isn’'t amazing, but it’s
the only restaurant in Bago with a bit of
atmosphere. Located across from the foot-
ball pitch and a short walk from Gandamar
Hotel, the open-air upper level is breezy and
offers great views of Shwewawdaw Paya.
And perhaps the food situation will change
when, as we were told, they get a Thai chef.

Three Five Restaurant INTERNATIONAL, BURMESE $
(10 Main Rd; mains K1200-4000; &all day; )
A friendly, but shabby, place a few doors
west of the Emperor Hotel. The menu is a
combination of Bamar, Chinese, Indian and
European; the food is cheap and good, and
the menu includes ‘goat fighting balls’ (goat
testicles), prepared in a number of ways.
Hadaya Café TEAHOUSE $
(©breakfast & lunch) Opposite the Emperor
Hotel, this popular teahouse has a nice
selection of pastries and good-quality tea
and coffee.

€ Information

STG Computer Center (Yangon-Mandalay Rd;
per hr K500; &:5am-5pm) Offers basic internet
service east of the river. Other similar cafes can
be found northwest of the clock tower along
Yangon-Mandalay Rd.

€ Getting There & Away
Bus
For buses from Yangon, see p70.
Bago's bus station (Yangon-Mandalay Rd) is
about halfway between the town centre and the

Bago Star Hotel, located across from the Hindu
temple. Many buses passing through Bago can

though unless you have booked a ticket in ad-
vance there is less likelihood of a seat.

Buses to Yangon (K1500, two hours) depart
approximately every 45 minutes from 6.45am
to 5.15pm.

Going south, buses to Kinpun, the starting
point for Mt Kyaiktiyo (Golden Rock), leave every
hour or so during the day (K5000, three hours).
During the rainy season (May to October), buses
go only as far as Kyaikto, 10 miles from Kinpun.
Departures for Mawlamyine are at 7.45am, 8am
and 9am (K8000, seven hours).

Heading north, for Mandalay there are depar-
tures at 5.30pm and 8pm (K11,500). It's also
possible to hop on one of the buses coming
from Yangon - try to book ahead and ask your
hotel to help. For Taungoo and Inle Lake, you
might be able to grab a seat on one of the buses
originating in Yangon between 1.30pm and 4pm
(K14,000 to K16,000, 12 hours).

Taxi

A more expensive but more convenient alterna-
tive is to hire a taxi for a day trip from Yangon.
With bargaining this should cost about $60, but it
does give you the additional advantage of having
transport between sites once you get to Bago and
saves traipsing all the way out to the bus station
in Yangon. One-way taxis back from Bago straight
to your hotel in Yangon cost about K40,000.

A guide and driver to Mt Kyaiktiyo (Golden
Rock, p93) can be hired for around $55 return.

For any of the above, you can inquire at the
town’s taxi stand (Yangon-Mandalay Rd) or
through any of the central Bago hotels.

Train
For trains from Yangon see p71.

€ Getting Around

Trishaw is the main form of local transport in
Bago. A one-way trip in the central area should
cost no more than K500. If you're going further
afield - say from Shwethalyaung Buddha, at one
end of town, to Shwemawdaw Paya, at the other -
you might as well hire a trishaw or motorcycle for
the day, either of which should cost about K600O.
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Southeastern
Myanmar

Includes »

MonState........... 93
Mt Kyaiktiyo

(Golden Rock) ........ 93
Mawlamyine
(Moulmein).......... 96
Around Mawlamyine . 101
Kayin State......... 104
Hpa-an............. 105
Around Hpa-an...... 108
Tanintharyi

(Tenasserim) Region. . 110

Best Places to Eat
» San Ma Tau Myanmar
Restaurant (p107)

» Beer Garden 2 (p100)

» Mi Cho Restaurant (p100)

Best Places to
Stay

» Cinderella Hotel (p99)
» Golden Sunrise Hotel
(p95)

» Hotel Zwegabin (p106)

» Soe Brothers Guesthouse
(p106)

» Mountain Top Hotel (p95)
» Breeze Guest House (p99)

Why Go?

Although virtually unknown to the outside world, the plea-
sures of southeastern Myanmar are diverse and wonderful,
and exist on a variety of levels.

The caves around sleepy Hpa-an will escort visitors to
unparalleled depths and darkness, while the ascent to the
sacred golden boulder at Mt Kyaiktiyo might have you be-
lieving that you've gone to heaven. And somewhere in the
middle, the romantic ferry ride from Hpa-an to Mawlamy-
ine (Moulmein) features some of the best of what Middle
Earth has to offer.

Yet another inspiring intersection of land and water is
Tanintharyi (Tessarim) Division, Myanmar’s Deep South
and home to some of the most gorgeous coastline in
Southeast Asia. Unfortunately, access to this area is strictly
limited to a trio of towns or by pre-arranged government-
sanctioned luxury package tours, which essentially makes
it out of bounds for all but the most determined.

‘When to Go

The weather in the southeast is largely similar to that of the
rest of Myanmar. Temperatures can reach as high as 86°F
(30°C) during the summer (from March to May), and the
days are relatively cool during the winter (from November
to January), with an annual high temperature of around
90°F (32°C). The region sees more rain than elsewhere in
the country during the wet season (from approximately
June to October), and annual rainfall in Mawlamyine can
reach 190in.




Southeastern
Myanmar
Highlights

o Reach for
enlightenment at the
golden, gravity-defying
Mt Kyaiktiyo (Golden
Rock; p93)

e Discover
seemingly hidden
lakes, hanging
Buddhist art and a
sparkling spring in the
caves (p108) around
Hpa-an

@ Taking what could
very well be one of
the last trips along
the Thanlwin River
(Salween River) on
the double-decker
Mawlamyine to Hpa-
an ferry (p107)

o Compose prose
to rival Kipling's ‘By
the old Moulmein
Pagoda, lookin’ lazy

at the sea’in go-slow
Mawlamyine (p96)
O Exploring the
remote ruins, sacred
temples and unknown
beaches around
Mawlamyine (p101)
O Scale Hpa-an's
Hpan Pu Mountain
(p108) for one of the
best views in Myanmar.

@ Give back to the
community with a
volunteer teaching
stint at Kinpun’s Seik
Phu Taung Youth
Development Centre
(p94)
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0 TRAVEL

RESTRICTIONS

Foreigners are restricted from travelling
by land south of Thanbyuzayat in Mon
State. Southeastern Myanmar has two
land crossings officially open to foreign-
ers, but visits must be within the city
limits, and you're generally expected to
exit the way you came in.

Confusing things even more, if
you've come to Myanmar via Yangon,
it is possible to fly, without advance
permission, to the southern cities of
Dawei (Tavoy), Myeik (Mergui) and
Kawthoung but, once there, you're not
allowed to leave the city limits and you
must also return by air.

Visiting the untouched beaches and
islands of southern Myanmar’s Tanin-
tharyi (Tenasserim) Region is a whole
other bag of worms. For details on the
hoops you have to jump through to
reach this region, see p110.

MON STATE

Magnificent Mon State (g%Eé@oS) is so full
of wonders that it’s a wonder that the whole
world isn’t wondering about holidaying here!
There are two dominant colours: the gold of a
zillion breathtaking temples and the green of
a million, zillion flouncy palm trees. Travelling
in this region is generally easy (at least, for
Myanmar) and distances short; yet, strangely,
few visitors seem to make it down here.

History

Once native to a broad region stretching
from southern Myanmar to Cambodia, the
Mon have been absorbed - sometimes will-
ingly, sometimes unwillingly - by the more
powerful Bamar and Thai cultures in Myan-
mar and Thailand respectively over the last
thousand years.

Though no one knows for sure, the Mon
may be descended from a group of Indian im-
migrants from Kalinga, an ancient kingdom
overlapping the boundaries of the modern
Indian states of Orissa and Andhra Pradesh.
They are responsible for much of the early
maintenance and transmission of Theravada
Buddhism in mainland Southeast Asia.

Since 1949 the eastern hills of the state (as
well as mountains further south in Tanin-
tharyi Region) have been a refuge for the
New Mon State Party (NMSP) and its tacti-

cal arm, the Mon National Liberation Front
(MNLF), whose objective has been self-rule
for Mon State.

In 1995, after years of bickering and fight-
ing, the NMSP signed a ceasefire with the
Myanmar government. Still, reports contin-
ue of fighting, instances of forced labour and
harassment of Mon villagers. Partly because
of this, there remains much emigration to
Thailand.

Mt Kyaiktiyo (Golden Rock)
f0508:8:0098

[Zl057

Floating in atmospheric clouds high above
the coastal plains and, it seems, almost
within touching distance of the heavens is
the prayer- and wish-drenched, balancing
boulder stupa of Kyaiktiyo.

This sublime and magical monument is
a major pilgrimage site for Burmese Bud-
dhists. Its image adorns many a local’s car
windscreen or family hearth and every good
Buddhist dreams of the day they finally set
eyes on this holiest of shrines.

The atmosphere surrounding Kyaiktiyo
during the height of the pilgrimage season
(from November to March) is charged with
magic and devotion, especially when the
glinting boulder is bathed in the purple,
sometimes misty, light of dawn and dusk.
Pilgrims chant, light candles and meditate
all through the night. Men (only) are permit-
ted to walk along a short causeway and over
a bridge spanning a chasm to the boulder to
affix gold leaf squares on the rock’s surface.

For a mere tourist, Mt Kyaiktiyo is a sight
and an experience to rival the wonders of
the Shwedagon Paya or the breathtaking
beauty of Bagan. Like any proper pilgrim-
age, a visit here involves a certain amount of
hardship and nobody should approach this
holy mountain lightly.

The constructed plaza around Kyaiktiyo is
the typical Myanmar mix of religious icono-
graphy and commercial development: monks
and laypeople meditate in front of golden
buddha statues while, several yards away, ro-
sary beads and toy wooden rifles are for sale
(these are especially popular with monks!).

There are several other stupas and
shrines scattered on the ridge at the top of
Mt Kyaiktiyo, though none is as impressive
as Kyaiktiyo itself. Even so, the intercon-
necting trails sometimes lead to unexpected
views of the valleys below.
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LEGEND OF THE
BALANCING BOULDER

Legend states that the boulder at Mt
Kyaiktiyo maintains its precarious bal-
ance due to a precisely placed Buddha
hair in the stupa. Apparently King Tissa
received the Buddha hair in the 11th
century from a hermit who had se-
creted the hair in his own topknot. The
hermit instructed the king to search for
a boulder that had a shape resembling
the hermit’s head, and then enshrine
the hair in a stupa on top. The king,
who inherited supernatural powers

as a result of his birth to a zawgyi (an
accomplished alchemist) father and
naga (dragon serpent) princess, found
the rock at the bottom of the sea. Upon
its miraculous arrival on the mountain
top, the boat used to transport the
rock then turned to stone. This stone
can be seen approximately 270yd from
the main boulder - it's known as the
Kyaukthanban (Stone Boat Stupa).

Further behind the pagoda plaza area,
down a stairway, there is a village of restau-
rants, souvenir shops and guesthouses for
Myanmar citizens.

Orientation

Too many towns with similar-sounding
names make orientation confusing. The
town of Kyaikto is the least important. This
is the town along the highway between Bago
and places further south. There is no reason
to get out here or to stay here: most buses
turn off the highway and end their jour-
neys in Kinpun at the base of the mountain,
about 6 miles from the Hwy 85.

Climbing the Mountain

From Kinpun, the base camp for the moun-
tain, there are two ways to get to the rock.
The first is to hike all the way there. This is
approximately 7 miles and takes between
four and six hours. The trail begins past the
bazaar of souvenir shops in Kinpun and there
are numerous ‘rest camps’ along the way
where weary pilgrims can snack and rehy-
drate. Not many people, even the true devo-
tees, choose to hike all the way up and back.
The way down takes from three to four hours
and should not be attempted in the dark even
with a torch; it’s too easy to stumble.

The second way to the rock, which most
people do both ways, is to ride one of the
large trucks (lain-ka; per person Ki1500)
up the winding road to the Yatetaung bus
terminal, the end point for all passenger ve-
hicles. The truck beds are lined with wooden
slats for benches and seat 35 or so people.
Five passengers are allowed in the much
more comfortable front seats (per person
K2000) but these are usually reserved in ad-
vance by groups or families. As an individual
traveller it’s difficult to secure a front seat,
while a group of five has a better chance.
Regardless, you could be in for a wait of an
hour or more, as trucks don’t leave until they
are completely packed to the brim.

The ride to the bus terminal takes 45
minutes and usually includes a stop around
halfway up to allow trucks coming from the
opposite direction to pass. The first truck in
the morning leaves at 6am and the last truck
down departs at 6pm, though you should try
to be at the Yatetaung bus terminal earlier to
avoid the risk of being stranded for the night.

From the terminal (nothing more than a
dirt lot surrounded by snack and souvenir
shops), it takes 45 minutes to an hour to hike
up the remaining steep, paved switchback
path to the rock. Those with accessibility
concerns, or royal fantasies, might want to be
carried the rest of the way in a sedan chair - a
canvas litter held aloft by four perspiring Bur-
mese men. (A one-way ticket costs $5 to $7.)
Walking or reclining, you pass through an
array of vendors along the way to the stupa
area at the top.

There is a $6 government entrance fee
and $2 camera fee, payable at the check-
point near the top, just after the Mountain
Top Hotel. The ticket is valid for 30 days, so
you may visit again without paying the gov-
ernment another $6. Men wearing shorts
or women wearing trousers, miniskirts or
skimpy tops risk being denied entry.

Hiking & Other Activities

If you have the time to extend your stay in
the vicinity there are several other reward-
ing hikes that take in eye-popping views and
quiet religious meditation. You can start
your journey from Kinpun, the Yatetaung
bus terminal, or even the shrine itself.

From Kinpun the most obvious short hike
is to Maha Myaing Pagoda, a miniature
Kyaiktiyo, an hour’s climb from Kinpun. Any
of the Kinpun hotels can point you in the
right direction.



From Yatetaung bus station its a 45-
minute climb to the top of Mt Ya-The, a
30-minute walk down to Mo-Baw Water-
fall and a 1%4-hour walk to the Sa-ma-taung
paya and kyaung (monastery).

From Kyaiktiyo itself a trail continues
along the crests of the surrounding peaks for
another couple of hours to the Kyauk-si-yo
Pagoda and Kyaiktiyo Galay Zedi.

If you'd like to spend more time in the
area or want to give something back to the
community, the Seik Phu Taung Youth
Development Centre ([260353), located
between Kyaikto and Kinpun, is an estab-
lished, temple-based orphanage that accepts
volunteer English teachers. Basic food and
lodging is provided and a minimum stay of
two weeks is the norm.

|2= Sleeping

Although Kyaiktiyo can be visited as a day
trip from Bago and, in theory, Yangon, this
isn’t recommended; the advantage of stay-
ing near the shrine is that you can catch
sunset and sunrise - the most magical times.
Foreigners aren’t permitted to stay in one of
the many zayat (rest shelters) for pilgrims
at the top, nor are they permitted to camp in
wooded areas on the mountain.

In the town of Kyaikto along the main
road from Bago there are several guest-
houses, none of them very appealing, and
there really is no reason to stay here rather
than in Kinpun.

ONTHE MOUNTAIN

If you want to catch the best light and most
enchanting atmosphere at the shrine (and
yes, you do) then you simply have no choice
but to stay at one of the three overpriced ho-
tels near the top.

Mountain Top Hotel HOTEL $$$
((2)in Yangon 01-502 479; grtt@goldenrock.com.mm;
r $50-78; [#)) Yes, the rooms in the Mountain
Top Inn are overpriced but they’re clean and
well maintained, with good service. They’re
also situated right on the summit of the
mountain only a couple of moments’ stroll to
the shrine complex - an unbeatable position.
The more expensive ‘deluxe’ rooms have air-
con, a TV, a mini bar and great views.

Kyaiktiyo Hotel HOTEL $$
(in Yangon 01-663 341; s/d $40/50) This for-
mer government-owned hotel is where most
package tourists stay. It’s unremarkable, but
has the benefit of being located a short walk

from the Golden Rock. We've come across
reports of things missing from rooms here,
so take care to look after your valuables if
you choose to stay.

Golden Rock Hotel HOTEL $$$
((A)70174; grtt@goldenrock.com.mm; r $46-72; (&)
The Golden Rock Hotel, just a few minutes
up from the Yatetaung bus terminal, but at
least 45 minutes from the shrine, is in a lovely
spot and has larger and marginally more en-
dearing rooms than the Mountain Top Hotel.
The only problem is that its positioning -
halfway between everywhere but not really
anywhere - makes it a little inconvenient.

KINPUN

Golden Sunrise Hotel HOTEL $$
(Zlin Yangon 01701 027; gsunrise@myanmar.com.
mm; s $20, d $30-35; #) A few minutes’ walk
outside the centre of Kinpun village in the
direction of the highway, the Golden Sunrise
is one of the best value hotels in southeast-
ern Myanmar. There are eight bamboo-heavy
bungalows with a touch of class. The spacious
rooms are undisturbed by noise and immacu-
lately clean and, for once, the bathrooms are
a sheer delight to spend time in! The private
verandahs overlooking the secluded gardens
are the perfect place to relax at the end of the
day with a drink.

Sea Sar Guest House HOTEL $
(2160367, r $5-15; /) In the heart of the town,
but set in spacious gardens a little way back
from the pilgrimage noise, the more expen-
sive rooms at the Sea Sar are memorable for
all the right reasons. Theyre clean, with hot
showers, silky soft beds and wooden floors —
you can’t really go far wrong. The cheaper
rooms, though, are more disappointing and
look as dark and messy as a crime scene. The
staff are dialled into travellers’ needs and
can provide local maps with marked walks,
taxi services and bus tickets. The restaurant
can do a variety of basic Burmese dishes for
K1500 to K2000.

Pann Myo Thu Inn GUESTHOUSE $
(2160285; r $5-20; [#)) This green-themed inn
(the building is green and it’s full of green
plants and lots of green, flowering orchids)
is another great choice. The cheap rooms are
better value than those at the Sea Sar, but
the pricier ones are not quite as neat. It has a
friendly home-away-from-home feel - prob-
ably because it is in fact the owner’s home.

95

(%
o
[—
-
=
m
>
(%]
-
m
=
=
=
<
>
=
=
>
=~
=
—
=
<
>
=
—
<
(@)
—~
(]
o
-
o
m
=
=
o
o
=
)



¢ .
96 ,\ Eating

J1V1IS NOW YVINNVAW NY¥3LSVIHLNOS

Because Kinpun is the starting point for Mt
Kyaiktiyo, there are numerous Chinese and
Bamar restaurants running up and down
the town’s main street, capitalising on the
mountain’s popularity.

In addition to the food stalls at Kinpun
and all along the footpaths, there is a verita-
ble food court of restaurants at the summit,
past the shrines and plaza area and down
the steps.

Mya Yeik Nyo BURMESE $
(meals from K2000) This is the pick of the
bunch, and the one that all taxi drivers will
recommend. It’s very close to where the
trucks depart for the mountain.

€ Information

Kinpun is where you'll find most of the accom-
modation for foreigners - besides a few hotels
near the top of the mountain itself. It's also the
starting point for trips up the mountain to Kyaik-
tiyo. There is no internet access.

€ Getting There & Away

For individual travellers, Bago makes a better
starting point for road trips to Kyaiktiyo than
Yangon, as Bago hotel staff are adept at arrang-
ing inexpensive alternatives. A guide and driver
to Kyaiktiyo can be hired through any of the
central Bago hotels (p89) for $55.

Bus & Pick-Up Truck
For buses from Yangon, see p70.

Win Express run air-con buses from Kyaikto to
Bago (three hours) and Yangon (five hours) at
8.30am, 10am, 12.30pm, 2pm. Despite where
you're getting off, you'll have to pay the full fare
to Yangon (K7000). Tickets can be purchased in
Kinpun across from Sea Sar Guest House. The
ticket price includes truck fare to Kyaikto, where
you'll board the bus.

Similar air-con buses also run to Mawlamy-
ine (K7000, 4%z hours) at 5am, 6am, 7.30am,
8.30am and 10.30am.

Small pick-up trucks leave from Kinpun to
Hpa-An (K5000, five hours) from 6am to 1pm, or
there is a more comfortable bus (K7000) that
has a useful departure time of 1.30pm.

Pick-ups cruise the road between Kyaikto and
Kinpun every half an hour or so (K500).

Train

For times and prices of trains from Yangon, see
p71. Trains run to Yangon (ordinary $3 to $4, up-
per $6 to $9; five hours; departure 10am, 1.20pm,
3.40pm) and Mawlamyine (ordinary $3, upper $6
to $7; four hours; 6.20am, 10.40am, 12.30pm).

Trucks run between Kyaikto's train station and
Kinpun every half an hour or so (K500).

Mawlamyine (Moulmein)
cHof

[Z)os7 7 POP 300,000

With a ridge of stupa-capped hills on one
side, the sea on the other and a centre filled
with mosques and crumbling colonial-era
buildings, Mawlamyine is a unique combi-
nation of beauty and melancholy. If you've
ever wondered what life was like during
the Raj, Mawlamyine is about as close as it
comes to a living time capsule.

But it’s not all about history; the area
around Mawlamyine hasenough attractions -
from beaches to caves - to keep a visitor
happy for several days.

Mawlamyine (some maps may show it as
Mawlamyaing) served as the capital of Brit-
ish Burma from 1827 to 1852, during which
time it developed as a major teak port. A
great deal of coastal shipping still goes on,
although Pathein and Yangon have super-
seded it as Myanmar’s most important ports.
The city is composed roughly of 75% Mon, or
some mixture of Mon, plus Kayin, Bamar, In-
dian, Chinese and other ethnic groups.

@ Sights & Activities

Mon Cultural Museum
ghoopeoyglysics

(cnr Baho Rd & Dawei Jetty Rd; admission $2;
:9.30am-4.30pm Sun-Fri) This government-
run, two-storey museum is dedicated to the
Mon history of the region. It’s on the corner
of Baho Rd (formerly Dalhousie St). The
museum’s modest collection includes stelae
with Mon inscriptions, 100-year-old wooden
sculptures depicting old age and sickness
(used as dhamma-teaching devices in mon-
asteries), ceramics, silver betel boxes, royal
funerary urns, Mon musical instruments
and wooden buddha altars.

This is all well and good, but unfortunate-
ly the collection is so poorly lit that many
of the exhibits are actually impossible to see
without a torch!

MUSEUM

Buddhist Monuments

Unknown Mawlamyine has inspired two of
history’s finest writers of the English lan-
guage - George Orwell and Rudyard Kipling.
Orwell lived here for some years (the famous
essay ‘Shooting an Elephant’ is about an ex-
perience he had as a police officer in Maw-



LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

MR ANTONY: LOCAL GUIDE

I'm a Karen Christian who has lived in Mawlamyine for 12 years, but | only speak a little
bit of Mon. | work at Breeze Rest House and as a local guide.

Best Village

On Bilu Kyun (Ogre Island; p101) there are many villages. Tourists can see the traditional
Mon way of life, including villages that make good-quality walking sticks and rubber bands
from local rubber. Sometimes, during a festival, tourists can see traditional kickboxing.

Best Temple

Seindon Mibaya Kyaung (p96) has some artistic wooden crafts and antiques. There's a
very old throne and some carvings from ivory donated by King Mindon's wife.

Best Beach

Setse Beach (pl104) is the only beach around Mawlamyine. It's a quiet place and not far

from Kyaikkami and the Yele Paya.
Best Day Trip

Nwa-La-Bo Pagoda (p102) is a rock pagoda on the top of a hill, like the famous Golden
Rock. It's only a half-hour drive from Mawlamyine but not many tourists go there.

Secret Spot

From a viewpoint between U Zina Paya and Kyaikthanlan Paya (p96), on the high peak
looking over the town, you can see what many tourists say is the most beautiful sunset in

Southeast Asia.

lamyine), and generations of his family were
born and bred here. Kipling’s visit was short-
er, just three days, but resulted in a few lines
of prose that turned Burma into an oriental
fantasy: ‘By the old Moulmein Pagoda, lookin’
lazy at the sea..! The spirit of the poem ‘Man-
dalay’, from which these words arise, lives on
in Mawlamyine in the form of the golden po-
ems of Buddhist stupas sprawled across the
jungle ridge behind the town.

At the northern end of this ridge is Maha-
muni (Bahaman) Paya, the largest temple
complex and easily the most beautiful in
Mawlamyine. It’s built in the typical Mon
style with covered brick walkways linking
various shrines. The highlight is the Baha-
man Paya itself, a jewel-box chamber shim-
mering with mirrors, rubies and diamonds
and containing a century-old replica of its
namesake in Mandalay (p208).

Farther south along the ridge is Kyaik-
thanlan Paya, the city’s tallest and most
visible stupa. Impressive though the paya
is, it didn’t do much for Kipling, who was
later to comment of it: ‘I should better re-
member what the pagoda was like had I not
fallen deeply and irrevocably in love with a
Burmese girl at the foot of the first flight of

steps. Only the fact of the steamer starting
next noon prevented me from staying at
Moulmein forever! He was certainly not the
last to think like that...

Just below the paya, you can admire the
view over the city; it's a favoured spot for
watching the sunset. The best way to ap-
proach the paya from town is via the long cov-
ered walkway that extends from Kyaikthan St.

Below Kyaikthanlan is the 100-year-old
Seindon Mibaya Kyaung, a monastery
where King Mindon Min’s queen, Seindon,
sought refuge after Myanmar’s last mon-
arch, King Thibaw Min, took power. On the
next rise south stands the isolated silver-
and-gold-plated Aung Theikdi Zedi.

U Khanti Paya was built to commemo-
rate the hermit architect of Mandalay Hill
fame; supposedly U Khanti spent some time
on this hill as well. It’s a rustic, airy sort of
place centred around a large buddha image.

U Zina Paya, on the southern spur of the
ridge, was named after a former monk who
dreamt of finding gems at this very spot,
then dug them up and used the proceeds
to build a temple on the same site. One of
the shrine buildings contains a very curvy,
sensual-looking reclining buddha; there are
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also statues depicting Gautama Buddha’s
meeting with a sick man, an old man, a
dead man and an ascetic - encounters that
encouraged him to seek a meaning behind
human suffering.

Other Religious Monuments

In the centre of town towards the water-
front, on South Bogyoke Rd, are three
mosques built during the colonial era when
many Indians arrived to work for the Brit-
ish. Since the Indian exodus of the 1970s,
Muslim congregations have declined sub-
stantially, but the survival of these grand

er
(AT)

Bus
®Station

I'.'I Train
'?Station 2

old buildings makes a walk here a fleeting
exercise in nostalgia.

The Kaladan Mosque was designed by
Sunni Muslims in an elaborate ‘wedding-
cake’ style. Further south, on the same side
of the street, is the smaller Moghul Shiah
Mosque, a Shi’ite place of worship that was
under construction at the time of research.
A couple of blocks further, south of the cen-
tral market, the Sunni Surtee Sunni Jamae
Masjid fills a similar space but presents a
more multi-coloured facade.

Just up from Dawei jetty, on the eastern
side of Strand Rd, the small but colourful



Mawlamyine (Moulmein)

® Top Sights
Kyaikthanlan Paya.....
Mahamuni (Bahaman) Paya...

.C3

® Sights
1 Aung Theikdi Zedi
2 First Baptist Church..
3 Htyan Haw Chinese Temple ...
4 Kaladan Mosque
5 Moghul Shiah Mosque...
6 Mon Cultural Museum...
7 Seindon Mibaya Kyaung
8 Surtee Sunni Jamae Masjid.
9 U Khanti Paya .
10 U Zina Paya

© Sleeping
11 Attran Hotel
12 Aurora Guest House..
13 Breeze Guest House..
14 Cinderella Hotel
15 Ngwe Moe Hotel

16 Sandalwood Hotel A4
3 Eating
17 Chan Thar Restaurant............ccccccc...... A4
18 Help Grandfather and Mother
Restaurant

19 Mi Cho Restaurant

20 Mya Than Lwin Restaurant..

21 Peking Restaurant
Teahouse.........ccccocciiiciccinnn,

(& Shopping
22 Big Market

23 Myine Yadanar Market.. .B2

24 Z8IZYH vt A2
© Transport

25 Boats to Bilu Kyun......ccocoevvviiciiennns A2

26 Boats to Gaungse Kyun ... Bl

27 Kyaik Hpa Nai Jetty
28 Pedestrian Jetty to Mottama..
29 Vehicle Jetty to Mottama

Htyan Haw Chinese Temple serves the lo-
cal Chinese community. Of historic interest
is the sturdy brick First Baptist Church (cnr
Htet Lan Magyi Rd & Dawei Jetty Rd), also known
as the Judson Church; this was Myanmar’s
first Baptist church.

Gaungse Kyun (Shampoo Island)  ISLAND
C’.S]EZCQO:O{))J%:

This picturesque little isle just off Mawla-
myine’s northern end is so named because,

during the Ava period, the yearly royal hair-
washing ceremony customarily used water
taken from a spring on the island.

You can hire a boat out here from the
pier at the north end of town, not far from
the former Mawlamyine Hotel, for K2000
return. Peace rather than sights are the rea-
son for venturing out here, but you can visit
Sandawshin Paya, a whitewash-and-silver
zedi (stupa) said to contain hair relics, and
a nearby Buddhist meditation centre. Many
nuns, with a menagerie of pet dogs, live on
the island.

|2= Sleeping

Most of Mawlamyine’s accommodation is a
K1000 motorcycle taxi ride from the train
station, bus station or boat pier.

Cinderella Hotel HOTEL $$
(2124411, www.cinderellahotel.com; 21 Baho Rd;
s/d/tr $18/30/40; #(@®)) Where else could
you afford to stay in the nicest place in
town? This shockingly purple structure has
numerous and capable staff who look after
huge rooms with heaps of amenities: 24-
hour electricity, TV, air-con, wi-fi and a huge
fridge stuffed with junk food.

Breeze Guest House BUDGET HOTEL $
(Lay Hnyin Tha; [2]21450; breeze.guesthouse@
gmail.com; 6 Strand Rd; s $6-12, d $16; #) The
rooms aren’t much but the Breeze, an at-
tractive, blue, colonial-style villa on Strand
Rd, produces its charms in other ways. The
staff are an endless source of information,
pleasant conversation and superb guiding
skills. Try to snag one of the more expensive
rooms, which are quite spacious and have
large, modern bathrooms with air-con.

Attran Hotel HOTEL $$
(2125764 Strand Rd; r $25-60; /) Overlooking
the sultry river waters, the Attran is suitably
reminiscent of a beach resort. Tour groups
enjoy the series of orderly bungalows spread
across the green pastures. It’'s exceptionally
friendly and helpful, but there is no getting
away from the fact that it’s a little overpriced.
The hotel restaurant, on a deck by the river
and lit up at night, is a nice place to eat.

Sandalwood Hotel HOTEL $$
((2127253; 278 Myoma Tadar St; r $15-35; ) A
modern and clean multi-storey hotel, con-
veniently located near the town’s attrac-
tions, restaurants and internet cafés. Com-
municating in English can be problematic
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if the friendly English-speaking owner isn’t
around.

Ngwe Moe Hotel HOTEL $$
((2124703; cnr Kyaikthoke Paya & Strand Rd; s/d
$27/36; #) The three-storey Ngwe Moe on
Strand Rd is frequented by groups. The
rooms are fresh and comfortable but lack
character.

Aurora Guest House HOTEL $§
((2)22785; 277 South Bogyoke Rd (Lower Main Rd); r
$5-18; /) The more expensive rooms in this
rather dark and dreary budget hotel have a
private bathroom and air-con; others only
have a fan and a shared bathroom. Breakfast
is not included.

,\"’ Eating

For a city of this size, the eating options are
scarce. The Attran Hotel and Ngwe Moe
Hotel have restaurants that serve lunch and
dinner. An atmospheric teahouse (South
Bogyoke Rd (Lower Main Rd); snacks from K400;
&6am-6pm) near the Aurora Guest House
serves good tea and snacks.

Beer Garden 2 BEER GARDEN $
(58 Strand Rd; meals from K3000; &:dinner) Ig-
nore the misleading English-language menu
they’ll dust off for foreigners and instead
head straight for the barbecued snacks:
these guys are truly talented grillers. Simply
point to select your vegies and proteins from
the refrigerators and staff will slather them
with a delicious, spicy sauce and grill them
for you. Couple your skewers with a glass
of what must be the coldest draught beer
in Myanmar, and you've got Mawlamyine’s
best meal.

Mi Cho Restaurant MUSLIM, BURMESE $
(North Bogyoke Rd; meals from K1500; &lunch
& dinner) This busy hole in the wall, a short
walk from Attran Hotel, serves excellent
Muslim-style Myanmar cuisine, in particu-
lar a rich biryani and a delicious dhal soup.
Worth the walk.

Mya Than Lwin

Restaurant CHINESE, BURMESE $$
(Dawei jetty, Strand Rd; mains from K2000; &all
day) This restaurant, in what appears to be
a former warehouse, is now a popular hang-
out. You can dine on the wooden planked
floor outside and feel like youre on a boat
at sea or in the smokier, and more bar-like,
indoors. There’s an extensive menu of soups,

chicken and seafood, including an abun-
dance of shrimp- and prawn-based dishes.

Help Grandfather and Mother

Restaurant CHINESE, BURMESE $
(Strand Rd; mains from K500; &all day) Does
what it says on the label; the money raised
here goes to a charity helping the town’s el-
derly. If that weren’'t reason enough to eat
here, it’s also a delightful waterfront res-
taurant in its own right and absolutely the
place to watch the sunset with a cup of tea.
The sign is written in Burmese only; look
for silhouettes of old people walking with
canes.

Chan Thar Restaurant  CHINESE, BURMESE $$
(4 Myoma Tadar St; mains from K2000; <:all day)
You could easily mistake this restaurant for
a cinema and walk right on past. The sweet
and sour stir-fry is unusually good and the
chef can even whip up a mean fruit salad.
There’s beer and conversations on tap and
a TV tuned to the UK premiership football.

Peking Restaurant CHINESE, BURMESE $$
(235 South Bogyoke Rd (Lower Main Rd); mains
from K3000; “lunch & dinner) Despite the
name, this isn’t the place to go for northern
Chinese specialties. Rather, they do an ac-
ceptable, if somewhat overpriced and greasy
take on Chinese-Burmese standards.

ﬂ Shopping

Mawlamyine has a number of busy mar-
kets including the Zeigyi (central mar-
ket), the Big Market and the even bigger
Myine Yadanar Market. Though locals
distinguish between all of them, you prob-
ably won’t as they virtually meld into one
another and you’ll be too engrossed in the
melange of smells, sights and tastes to care
anyway.

€ Information

A police station is located over the road from the
government jetties. The post office is a couple of
blocks further inland.

Grace Internet Cafe (South Bogyoke Rd (Lower
Main Rd); per hr K500; &9am-10pm) Not en-
tirely reliable internet connections are available
at this shop in the centre of town. There are a
couple of similar places in the area.

€ Getting There & Away

Air

Myanma Airways fly to Yangon ($30) and Myeik
(Mergui; $65) every Sunday at 7am, although



BUSES FROM MAWLAMYINE

DESTINATION

FARE (K) DURATION (HR) DEPARTURE

TYPE

8am, 9am, 7pm, 7.30pm

air-con buses

8am, 9am, 7pm, 7.30pm

air-con buses

8am, 9am, 7pm, 7.30pm

air-con buses

6am-4pm

non-air-con-buses

flights are anything but consistent. Tickets can
be purchased at the Myanma Airways office
(1121500, 09-871 8220; &9am-3pm), located
in a colonial-era building (no English-language
sign) behind the park on Baho Rd.

Boat

Double-decker ferries leave from the Kyaik
Hpa Nai Jetty in Mawlamyine at 12.30pm on
Mondays and Fridays for the trip up the Thanlwin
River to Hpa-an ($2, at least five hours).

For boats from Hpa-an, see p107.

Bus

For information about reaching Mawlamyine

by bus from Yangon, see p70. It's worth not-
ing that if you are coming from Yangon on an
evening or night bus you will have the pleasure
of getting to the edge of the bridge linking
Mawlamyine with the north only to find that you
have to wait until dawn before being allowed

to cross! If you happen to be reading this bit
while you're on the night bus, well, don't get
disheartened - it's only another five hours until
daybreak...

Train
For trains from Yangon, see p71.

Foreigners travelling south by train are allowed
only as far as Ye, due to insurgency in the area.
Trains from Mawlamyine:

YANGON Ordinary $5 to $7, upper $14 to $16;
nine hours; departures 6am, 8.15am, 11.25am.
BAGO Ordinary $5 to $8, upper $7 to $10; six
hours; 6am, 8.15am, 11.25am.

KYAIKTO Ordinary $3 to $5, upper $6 to $7;
four to five hours; 6am, 8.15am, 11.25am

€ Getting Around

MOTORCYCLE TAXI AND TRISHAW The
main form of public transport around the city,
most found on South Bogyoke Rd (Lower Main
Rd) in front of Zeigyi (short trips, K500; longer
journeys, K800). Motorcycle taxi from train/bus
station to town costs K1000.

CHEVY TRUCK Old WWII-era American style
and used as a minibus. for the town and its

environs. From the train/bus station into town
(K150).

Around Mawlamyine

If youre finding Mawlamyine a bit too
sleepy, you’ll be delighted to find that the
town functions a great base for a variety of
day trips.

Many people save themselves time and
hassle by hiring a car (K45,000 per day) and
guide ($12) for two or three days in order to
explore fully. The best place to organise this
is through the Breeze Rest House, where Mr
Antony and Mr Khaing are both highly in-
formed and entertaining guides.

BILU KYUN

0%03:()8]%:

Bilu Kyun (Ogre Island) isn’t quite as scary as
it sounds. Rather than a hideaway for nasty
monsters, it's a fascinating self-contained
Mon island directly east of Mawlamyine. It
comprises 64 villages linked by rutted dirt
tracks that promise adventure.

Some of the villages on this large island are
involved in the production of coconut fibre-
mats and even coconut-inspired and created
cutlery and teapots. You can spend an inter-
esting day exploring by taking the daily ferry
($1) at 945am and 10.45am from the pier
at the northern end of Strand Rd. Once on
the island, all local transport is by horse and
cart, though the more distant villages can be
linked by one of the few rattling buses.

To get back to Mawlamyine you must
be at Nut-Maw village by 3pm in order to
catch the final ferry back to town. Foreign-
ers are not allowed to stay overnight on the
island (that’s when the ogres come out to
get you) and, in order to Keep things run-
ning smoothly, it’s a good idea to go with Mr
Antony or Mr Khaing at Breeze Rest House.
They charge $12 for the tour, which typically
runs from 9am to 5pm.
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NORTH OF MAWLAMYINE

© Sights & Activities

Nwa-la-bo Pagoda BUDDHIST TEMPLE
g’):C\JCY%GO)’)gUl)Gl’)S

In the jungle-cloaked hills to the north of
Mawlamyine the Tolkienesque side of the
country comes to life in an extraordinary
fashion at the Nwa-la-bo Pagoda. A local
pilgrimage site, Nwa-la-bo is still relatively
unknown outside Mon State and, currently,
very few foreigners make it out here. This is
surprising because the pagoda is a smaller
but, geologically at least, far more aston-
ishing version of Kyaiktiyo. Unlike at that
shrine, where just one huge boulder perches
on the cliff ledge, Nwa-la-bo consists of three
sausage-shaped gold boulders piled pre-
cariously atop one another and surmounted
by a stupa. The result is lifted straight from
the fairytale world of Middle Earth or could
it possibly be that Middle Earth is actually
lifted straight from the fairytale world of the
Burma of old?

€ Getting There & Away

Getting to Nwa-la-bo is fairly easy (except during
the rainy season when it can't be reached) and
makes a perfect half-day trip from town. Try to go
on a weekend when pilgrims will add more flair to
the scene and transport is a little more regular.

Bus & Pick Up Truck

From Mawlamyine you'll have to wait at the
roundabout before the bridge for a northbound
bus or pick-up to Kyonka village (K600), located
around 12 miles north of town. From here clam-
ber into the back of one of the pick-up trucks
that crawl slowly up to the summit of the moun-
tain (K1600 return) in 45 minutes. Allow plenty
of time as the trucks don't leave until beyond
full, and don't leave your descent too late in the
day as transport becomes scarcer after 3pm.
Alternatively, motorcycle taxis will do the trip
for K7000.

SOUTH OF MAWLAMYINE
© Sights & Activities

Pa-Auk-Taw-Ya Monastery BUDDHIST MONASTERY
(7):@3?)(7%@0’)’)@1(7[)%2@2@(7)@8:

((2)22853; www.paauk.org) Only 9 miles south
of Mawlamyine, the monastery teaches sati-
patthana vipassana (insight-awareness
meditation) and, at 500 acres, is one of the
largest meditation centres in Myanmar.
Foreigners can visit for the night or several
days; sleeping and eating is gratis.

Win Sein Taw Ya BUDDHA
If you thought you'd seen some big old bud-
dhas, just wait till you get a load of this one.
Draped across a couple of green hillsides at
Yadana Taung, and surrounded by a forest
of other pagodas and shrines, is this recently
constructed, 560ft-long reclining buddha.
It’s easily one of the largest such images in
the world.

Many other stupas and standing buddhas
dot the area, including 500 statues lining the
road to the Win Sein Taw Ya. Aside from in-
flated buddhas, the area affords some gentle
walks with wonderful panoramas.

Every year around the first couple of days
of February a crazy coloured festival takes
place here to celebrate the birthday of the
monk who constructed the buddha. As well
as a host of itinerant traders, monks and
nuns, magic men and the odd hermit or two,
the festival often hosts a major kickboxing
tournament, which leads to the slightly sur-
real sight of hundreds of cheering monks
baying for blood in the ring!

Kyauktalon Taung BUDDHIST MONUMENT
cmpo%me%dl):cmog

Kyauktalon Taung is a strangely shaped,
sheer-sided crag rising out of the surround-
ing agricultural land and crowned with
stupas. It’s a sticky 20-minute climb to the
summit. On the opposite side of the road is a
similar but smaller outcropping surmount-
ed by a Hindu temple.

Kandawgyi LAKE

m%cm%@:

This lake formed by Azin Dam (a water
storage and flood-control facility that’s also
used to irrigate local rubber plantations)
also boasts a tidy recreation area and is a
favourite picnic spot with locals - don’t miss
the buthi kyaw, tasty deep-fried gourd, sold
here. At the northern end of the lake stands
the gilded stupa of Kandawgyi Paya.

Thanbyuzayat HISTORICAL SITE
odfojeqd
Thanbyuzayat (Tin Shelter), 40 miles south
of Mawlamyine, was the western termi-
nus of the infamous Burma-Siam Railway,
dubbed the ‘Death Railway’ by the thou-
sands of Allied prisoners of war (POWSs) and
Asian coolies who were forced by the Japa-
nese military to build it.

About a mile south of the town centre’s
clock tower, a locomotive and piece of track
commemorating the railway are on display.



There also used to be a WWII museum, but
the government let it turn to ruin as, accord-
ing to one local, “They do not even want us
to remember this history’

Half a mile west of the clock tower to-
wards Kyaikkami, on the southern side of
the road, lies the Thanbyuzayat War Cem-
etery. This lonely site contains 3771 graves
of Allied POWs who died building the rail-
way. Most of those buried were British but
there are also markers for American, Dutch
and Australian soldiers. As you walk around
this simple memorial, maintained by the
Commonwealth War Graves Commission,
reading the heart-rending words inscribed
on the gravestones it’s impossible not to be
moved to the brink of tears.

Some are simple and state only that ‘One
day we will understand’, which of course we
never did. Others are personal messages of
love and remembrance, such as: ‘I waited,
but you did not come. Life was cruel to us.
Dorothy’ - GE Wright, died age 28.

Daw Pu (®breakfast & lunch), a Burmese
restaurant located across from the pick-
up-truck stand, west of the clock tower, is a
good place to eat.

€ Getting There & Away

Bus & Pick-Up Truck

Hop on a bus or pick-up from the eastern side of
zeigyi (Mawlamyine’s main market) heading in the
direction of Mudon (K1000, 45 minutes) and ask
to be dropped at the junctions for any of the above
places (with the exception of Thanbyuzayat). Note
you will have to pay the full fare to Mudon.

THE DEATH RAILWAY

For Thanbyuzayat there are six departures
(K1000, two hours) from the east side of zeigyi,
all before noon. As there is no legal lodging in
Thanbyuzayat, start early so you can catch the
last bus back to Mawlamyine at 3pm.

KYAIKKAMI

o528

Located 5.5 miles northwest of Thanbyuzayat,
Kyaikkami was a small coastal resort and mis-
sionary centre known as Amherst during the
British era. Adoniram Judson (1788-1850), an
American missionary and linguist who has
practically attained sainthood among Myan-
mar Baptists, was sailing to India with his wife
when their ship was blown off course, forcing
them to land at Kyaikkami. Judson stayed
on and established his first mission here; the
original site is now a Catholic school on a
small lane off the main road.

The town is an atmospheric seaside desti-
nation, although you’ll probably not do any
swimming at the rocky and rather muddy
beach. Instead, the main focus is Yele Paya,
a metal-roofed Buddhist shrine complex
perched over the sea and reached via a long
two-level causeway; the lower level is sub-
merged during high tide. Along with 11 Bud-
dha hair relics, the shrine chamber beneath
Yele Paya reportedly contains a buddha im-
age that supposedly floated here on a raft
from Sri Lanka in ancient times (see Thiho-
shin Phondaw-pyi on p76 for more details
on this legend). A display of 21 Mandalay-
style buddha statues sits over the spot where
the Sinhalese image is supposedly buried.

The strategic objective of the ‘Burma-Siam Railway’ was to secure an alternative supply
route for the Japanese conquest of Myanmar and other Asian countries to the west.

Construction on the railway began on 16 September 1942 at existing terminals in
Thanbyuzayat and Nong Pladuk, Thailand. At the time, Japanese engineers estimated
that it would take five years to link Thailand and Burma by rail, but the Japanese army
forced the POWSs to complete the 260-mile, 3.3ft-gauge railway in 13 months. Much of
the railway was built in difficult terrain that required high bridges and deep mountain
cuttings. The rails were finally joined 23 miles south of the town of Payathonzu (Three
Pagodas Pass); a Japanese brothel train inaugurated the line. The railway was in use for
21 months before the Allies bombed it in 1945.

An estimated 16,000 POWs died as a result of brutal treatment by their captors, a
story chronicled by Pierre Boulle's book Bridge on the River Kwai and popularised by a
movie based on the book. Only one POW is known to have escaped, a Briton who took

refuge among pro-British Kayin guerrillas.

Although the statistics of the number of POWs who died during the Japanese occupa-
tion are horrifying, the figures for the labourers, many from Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia
and Indonesia, are even worse. It is thought that 80,000 Asians, 6540 British, 2830
Dutch, 2710 Australians and 356 Americans died in the area.
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Pilgrims standing at the water’s edge place
clay pots of flowers and milk into the sea in
order to ‘feed’ the spirits.

The only accommodation in town is Ka-
day Kywe Guest Villa ((2]75019; Bogyoke Rd;
r 50,000, without bathroom K6000; (). A short
walk from Yele Paya, this hotel has tidy but
overpriced air-con rooms with attached
bathrooms, while the shared bathrooms are
little more than fan-cooled closets. There’s
a basic restaurant directly across the street.

During the early half of the day there are
pick-up trucks to Kyaikkami from Thanbyuza-
yat for K500 per person. From Mawlamyine,
a Kyaikkami-bound bus (K1050, 2v% hours)
leaves from the Thanbyuzayat stop near the
market.

SETSE BEACH

0Hd

Not a picture postcard beach by any stretch
of the imagination, but as the grime of travel
washes away you probably won’t care. This
low-key Gulf of Mottama (Martaban) beach
is a very wide, brown-sand strip. The beach
is lined with waving casuarina trees and has
been a popular spot for outings since colo-
nial times. Though a few locals stop by for
a swim, almost no foreigners visit this area
and facilities are minimal. At low tide you
can walk along the beach to the small tem-
ple on the rocks at the northern end.

You can stay at the privately owned Shwe
Moe Guesthouse ([7/09-870 3283; r $20),
which has spacious but run-down beach
bungalows. A few modest restaurants offer
fresh seafood, including the Pyay Son Oo
Restaurant, which is very close to the hotel.

Pick-ups run between Setse and Thanbyu-
zayat on a fairly frequent basis (K500). The
last one leaves for Thanbyuzayat at 4pm.

EAST OF MAWLAMYINE

KYAIKMARAW
o<

(WIm@CCP

This small, charming town of wooden houses
lined with flowering plants, 15 miles south-
east of Mawlamyine, is the site of an impor-
tant temple. Yet more impressive than the
temple is the drive to get there, which passes
through bright green rice fields studded with
sugar palms and picturesque villages.

Kyaikmaraw Paya
fPeceporqy:

The pride of the town is this temple of se-
rene, white-faced buddhas built by Queen
Shin Saw Pu in 1455. Among the temple’s

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

many outstanding features are multico-
loured glass windows set in the outside
walls, an inner colonnade decorated in mir-
rored tiles, and beautiful ceramic tile floors.
Painted reliefs appear on the exterior of sev-
eral auxiliary buildings.

Covered brick walkways lead up to and
around the main square sanctuary in typi-
cal 15th-century Mon style. The huge main
buddha image sits in a ‘European pose,
with the legs hanging down as if sitting on
a chair, rather than in the much more com-
mon cross-legged manner. A number of
smaller cross-legged buddhas surround the
main image, and behind it are two reclining
buddhas. Another impressive feature is the
carved and painted wooden ceiling.

€ Getting There & Away

BUS Buses nip between the eastern side of zeigyi
(Mawlamyine’'s main market) and Kyaikmaraw
every hour during the daylight hours for K800.

KHA-YON CAVES

2QQ

Spirited away in the back of the little-known,
dark and dank Kha-Yon Caves, a short way
along the road to Hpa-an, are rows of ghostly
buddha statues and wall paintings that come
lurching out of the dark as the light from a
torch catches them. Close by is another, small-
er, cave system. This one is more of an open
cavern and contains further statues, as well as
a small cave-dwelling stupa. Bring a torch or
buy candles from the stall near the entrance.

The statues and shrines in these caves
make for a popular stop for local tourists
and pilgrims alike. There is something un-
nerving about stumbling upon a meditating
monk sitting in utter darkness at the foot of
a cobweb-stained shrine.

To get here from Mawlamyine, head to
the bus station and take any bus towards
Hpa-an (K1050, 10 departures between 6am
and 4pm) and ask to be dropped at the junc-
tion for the caves.

KAYIN STATE

The limestone escarpments and lumi-
nous paddy fields, coupled with a fascinat-
ing ethnic mix, would make Kayin State
(mngééos) a Myanmar highlight but
sadly, like so much of the nation’s border
regions, much of the area is very much off
limits to foreign visitors.
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Mae Sot is — at least when things are calm — a legal border crossing to Myanmar. Yet as
with all of Myanmar’s land crossings, the situation is volatile and, on our visit, the border
was firmly shut due to fighting between the Myanmar Armed Forces and splinter groups
of the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA). Even when the border eventually does
reopen, it's possible to cross only from Thailand to Myanmar, and like other land crossing
points, visits are restricted to a limited number of days within a limited area, you have to
leave your passport at the border and you're expected return the same way you came in.

If things change by the time you read this, immigration procedures are taken care of at
the Thai immigration booth ((ZIThailand 0 5556 3000; ¢6.30am-6.30pm) at the Friend-
ship Bridge. It takes a few minutes to finish all the paperwork to leave Thailand officially,
and then you're free to walk across the arched 420m Friendship Bridge.

At the other end of the bridge is the Myanmar immigration booth, where you'll fill
out permits for a one-day stay, pay a fee of US$10 or 500B and leave your passport as a
deposit. Then you're free to wander around Myawadi, as long as you're back at the bridge
by 5.30pm Myanmar time (which is half an hour behind Thai time) to pick up your pass-

port and check out with immigration. On your return to Thailand, the Thai immigration
office at the bridge will give you a new 15-day visa.

Myawadi is a fairly typical Burmese town, with a number of monasteries, schools,
shops and so on. The most important temple is Shwe Muay Wan, a traditional bell-
shaped paya gilded with many kilos of gold and topped by more than 1600 precious
and semiprecious gems. Another noted Buddhist temple is Myikyaungon, named for
its crocodile-shaped sanctuary. A hollow pagoda at Myikyaungon contains four marble
Mandalay-style buddhas around a central pillar, while niches in the surrounding wall are
filled with buddhas in other styles, including several bronze Sukhothai-style buddhas.
Myawadi's thousand-year-old earthen city walls, probably erected by the area's original
Mon inhabitants, can be seen along the southern side of town.

For further information, head to shop.lonelyplanet.com to purchase a downloadable
PDF of the Northern Thailand chapter from Lonely Planet’s Thailand guide.

Ever since Myanmar attained indepen-
dence from the British in 1948, the Karen
have been embroiled in a fight for auton-
omy. The struggle continues today, and is
said to be the word’s longest-running in-
ternal conflict. The main insurgent body,
the Karen National Union (KNU), controls
parts of the northern and eastern parts of
the state, although recent Yangon military
victories have left the KNU and its military
component, the Karen National Liberation
Army (KNLA), severely weakened. In 2010
the KNU aligned with five other insurgent
armies and, as recently as 2011, parts of the
state, particularly those near the Thai bor-
der, still remain a battleground.

Some parts of Kayin State are possible to
visit, though, including Hpa-an, the regional
capital, an easy and highly recommended trip
from Mawlamyine or Yangon. Kayin State it-
self, homeland to around a million Karen,
has probably received more foreign visitors,
who have crossed over - unofficially - from
Thailand, than from other parts of Myanmar.
Many international volunteers have ventured

into the frontier area to assist with refugee
concerns.

Hpa-an

023

[Z)os8 / POP €50,000

Though Hpa-an has only a limited number
of official tourist attractions, the atmosphere
is energetic and the colours on the streets
rich and vibrant. The real draw is in the sur-
rounding countryside, which contains art
galleries housed in caves, sacred mountains
and cloud-scraping islands. In addition to
this, the boat trip between Hpa-an and Maw-
lamyine is a gentle cruise through rural bliss.

© Sights & Activities

The town of Hpa-an itself is of limited inter-
est. The town’s vibrant Morning Market is
fun to explore and Shweyinhmyaw Pagoda,
down by the waterfront, is a good place from
which to watch the world sail on by. Some
might also describe the central Clock Tower
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as a ‘sight’ at night when it’s lit up like a gau-
dy lollipop - it’s certainly memorable.

If youre bound for Mawlamyine and
you've got the time, consider taking one of
two weekly ferries from Hpa-an. It’'s worth
the trip if only because this dirt-cheap riv-
erboat passes through stunning scenery of
limestone mountains and sugarcane fields.
It’s not usually crowded and there are a few
sun chairs, perfect front-row seats for the
river show. Bring your own food and drinks.
For details on the trip, see p107.

|2= Sleeping

Options are fairly limited in Hpa-an and,
unless you have your own transport, you're
relegated to the cheaper places in town that
inspire little to write home about.

Soe Brothers Guesthouse  HOTEL §
((2)21372; 2/146 Thitsar St; s/d $10/14, without
bathroom $5/10) This is an excellent back-
packers’ choice and though the basic rooms
here don’t have much space in which to
stretch, they are clean and cool and the com-
munal bathrooms are kept ship-shape. The
two ‘luxury’ rooms have a bit more space
and no queues for the toilet. There are lots of
welcoming communal areas to relax or chat.
Phoekhwarr, one of the eponymous Soe

Brothers, in addition to being a great guide,
has put together maps of the town and envi-
rons and is very tuned in to travellers’ needs.

Hotel Zwegabin HOTEL $$
(/22556; Hpa-an-Mawlamyine Rd; r $30-50; ()
Located about 4 miles outside Hpa-an along
the road to Mawlamyine, this hotel boasts a
park-like atmosphere in a stunning location
at the foot of limestone karsts and facing Mt
Zwegabin. The best rooms are the very spa-
cious duplex bungalows with balconies tak-
ing in the view, while the cheapies are in a
two-storey condo-like bloc. All in all, not bad
value but not a very convenient place to stay
if you don’t have your own wheels.

Parami Motel HOTEL $$
(2)21647; cnr Ohn Taw St & Paya St; s/d $26/28;
[#]) Large and comfortable rooms that come
with satellite TV and hot-water bathrooms
make this an ideal midrange rest stop. The
friendly staff don’t speak much English and
aren’t as foreigner savvy as the Soe Brothers.
Nevertheless, in comparison to that hotel
the Parami is the last word in luxury.

Grand Hill Hotel HOTEL $$
([)22286; Sin Phyu Shin St; s/d $25/35; [#)) This
hotel takes the form of a suburban com-
pound with cosy pink and white bunga-
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lows chock full of amenities (air-con, TV,
fridge, hot water). Theyre comfortable and
new, with more rooms being added at re-
search time, but the hotel’s location, about
2 miles east of the clock tower, isn’t exactly
convenient.

Tiger Hotel HOTEL $$
(2)21392; cnr Myint Lay St & Thida St; r $25; ()
Located near the jetty to Mawlamyine, this
is a modern four-storey hotel with clean but
rather musty rooms that aren’t particularly
good value.

Golden Sky Guest House BUDGET HOTEL $
(221510; 2 Thida St; s/d $15/20; (/) Also located
mere steps from the jetty, the rooms here are
large and clean, but the multicolour mish-
mash of tiles, furniture and furnishings is
not particularly attractive. Staff can hardly
be described as friendly.

,\¢’ Eating & Drinking
As with hotels, the selection of restaurants
is limited.

San Ma Tau Myanmar

Restaurant BURMESE $
(17290 Bogyoke St; meals from K2000; &lunch
& dinner) This local institution is one of our

favourite restaurants anywhere in the coun-
try. The friendly and popular place serves
an almost overwhelming variety of excellent
curries, soups and stir-fries, all served with
fresh vegies and herbs and several types of
spicy balachaung (chilli-based dips). The
restaurant also doubles as an internet cafe.

White TEAHOUSE $
(cnr Thitsar St & Bogyoke St; snacks from K200;
©breakfast & lunch) This teahouse, located
near the clock tower, serves decent tea and
freshly baked naan - great for breakfast.

New Day CAFE $
(3/624 Bogyoke St; drinks from K600; & breakfast
& lunch) This modern cafe features real cof-
fee, tasty fruit shakes and a variety of baked
goods.

Khit-Thit Restaurant CHINESE, BURMESE $
(New Age Restaurant; Zaydan St; mains from K80O;
©lunch & dinner) A typical mixed Burmese
and Chinese menu in a quiet backstreet
restaurant.

Lucky 1 CHINESE, BURMESE $
(Zaydan St; mains from K800; :lunch & dinner)
This grubby place is the closest thing Hpa-
an has to a bar and, in addition to draught
beer, also serves decent Chinese-style dishes.

€ Information

The post office is on a side road off Bogyoke St
on the way to the bus station.

Frustratingly slow internet connections are
available at San Ma Tau Myanmar Restaurant
(World Gate; 1/290 Bogyoke St), at the bus
ticket stalls (clock tower) and Scare Crow
Internet (Ohn Taw St); all are open from 9am to
9pm and charge K500 per hour.

€ Getting There & Away
Boat

Twice a week, double-decker ferries travel the
scenic route between Hpa-an and Mawlamy-
ine. The jetty is located near Shweyinhmyaw
Pagoda. Because new bridges and roads have
made commuting by bus much faster and more
convenient, only a handful of people take the
ferry nowadays and we reckon this particular
routeisonits last legs.

Boats leave Hpa-an at a very user-unfriendly
5.30am on Mondays and Fridays ($2, four
hours). The predawn departure means that you
will actually miss the best of the scenery so,
though the journey from Mawlamyine is longer,
it's better to use Mawlamyine as your starting
point for this boat trip.
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HPAN PU MOUNTAIN

Across the Thanlwin River from Hpa-an,
Hpan Pu Mountain is a craggy, pagoda-
topped peak that can be scaled in one
sweaty morning. Getting there involves
hopping on one of the river crossing
boats from the informal jetty (K500,
every 30 minutes from 7am to 5pm) near
Shweyinhmyaw Pagoda. Upon reach-
ing the other side, you'll walk through

a quiet village then begin the steep but
relatively short ascent to the top. The
views of the river, the surrounding rice
fields and limestone cliffs (including Mt
Zwegabin) are astounding.

For information on boats from Mawlamyine,
see pl0L.

Bus & Pick-Up Truck

For information on getting to Hpa-an by bus from
Yangon, see p70.

Hpa-an's bus station is inconveniently located
about 4 miles north of the clock tower, but
tickets can be bought and buses boarded at a
few centrally located ticket stalls (clock tower).
Staff at Soe Brothers can also arrange tickets.

There are three daily buses to Yangon (K4000
to K800O, seven to eight hours) at 7am, 8am and
7pm, with stops in Kyaikto (four hours) and Bego
(six hours); even if you're getting off in these towns
you're expected to pay the full fare to Yangon.

To Mawlamyine (K1100, two hours), buses
leave the bus station every hour from 6am to
4pm. Every second bus makes a brief stop to
pick up passengers at a stand on Bogyoke St,
not far from the clock tower.

Pick-up trucks to Eindu (K700), which pass
Kaw Ka Thawng Cave and terminate part of
the way to Saddar Cave, depart from a stop on
Zaydan St. There’s also a single daily pick-up to
Mt Zwegabin (K1000, Monday to Friday) at 8am,
departing from the high school.

Around Hpa-an

The real highlights of the Hpa-an area are
all scattered about the divine rural country-
side out of town. While most of these sights
are accessible by public transport you will
need to devote several days to them and be
prepared to give your leg muscles a workout.
Therefore, almost everyone takes a motor-
bike (or motorised trishaw) tour organised
by the Soe Brothers Guesthouse, which cir-

cumnavigates Mt Zwegabin, stopping at all
the sights mentioned below. A full day tour
costs K30,000.

Some of the closer attractions can also be
explored by bicycle. Bikes can be rented at
Soe Brothers (K1500 per day), who have also
put together a good map of the surrounding
area and its attractions.

Mt Zwegabin LANDMARK
O(‘:moccoo')c
Hpa-an is hemmed in by a wrinkled chain of
limestone mountains. The tallest of these is
Mt Zwegabin, about 7 miles south of town,
which as well as being a respectable 2372ft
is also a home of spirits and saintly souls.
It’s a demanding two-hour hike to the
summit - up more steps than you'd care to
count - but once at the top the rewards are
staggering views, a small monastery and a
stupa containing, yes, you guessed it, anoth-
er hair from the Buddha. If you arrive at the
top before noon you can take advantage of a
complimentary lunch (rice, orange and tea)
and the 1lam monkey feeding - different
primates, different menus.

Kaw Ka Thawng Cave
ccmmc;angq
More popular among locals than travellers,
this compound actually consists of three
caves, only two of which are generally open to
the public. The first cave you’ll come to, Kaw
Ka Thawng, has been quite gentrified and
has a tile floor and numerous buddha statues.
Continuing along a path, you’ll pass the stair-
way to another somewhat concealed cave
that’s not normally open (allegedly a monk
found a used condom here and decided to
lock it). Near the end of the path, you’ll reach
an inviting spring-fed swimming hole, pop-
ular with local kids, and another water-filled
cave that also serves as a swimming hole.
Splitting from the path, a long bridge leads
to Lakkana Village, a picturesque Kayin vil-
lage, the backdrop to which includes Mt Zwe-
gabin and has been featured in numerous
Myanmar films and videos. The countryside
here is drop-dead gorgeous and you could
easily spend a day walking and swimming.
Kaw Ka Thawng Cave is about 7 miles
from Hpa-an along the road to Eindu. To
get there hop on a pick-up truck to Eindu
(K700) and ask to be dropped off at Kaw Ka
Thawng Cave. Both Kawgun and Yathaypyan
caves are about 7 miles from Hpa-an, and the
only public transport will leave you a good
45-minute walk from the caves, so you’ll

CAVES



most likely have to hire a tuk-tuk (K5000) or
motorcycle taxi (K3500) from Hpa-an.

Kawgun Cave
SeppletHls
(admission K3000, camera K500) Ferreted away
in these remote southern hills is a secret
gallery of Buddhist art and sculpture. The
7th-century artwork of the Kawgun Cave
consists of thousands of tiny clay buddhas
and carvings plastered all over the walls and
roof of this open cavern.

Down at ground level newer buddha stat-
ues stand and recline in various lazy posi-
tions. This gallery was constructed by King
Manuaha after he was defeated in battle and
had to take sanctuary in these caves. Impres-
sive as it is today you can only imagine what
it was like a few years back, before a cement
factory, in its quest for limestone, started dy-
namiting the nearby peaks - the vibrations
caused great chunks of the art to crash to
the floor and shatter.

CAVE

Yathaypyan Cave
qeoofofq

Just over a mile away from Kawgun Cave and
built by the same exiled King, is the Yathay-
pyan Cave, which is a proper cave rather than
a cavern and contains several pagodas as well
as a few more clay wall carvings. If youre
there during the dry season (approximately
November to April) and have a torch you can
traverse the cave, which takes about 10 min-
utes, after which you’ll emerge at a viewpoint.

CAVE

Kyauk Kalap
cmdoo%mmf)
Standing proud in the middle of a small, arti-
ficial lake is Kyauk Kalap, a tall finger of sheer
rock mounted by one of the most unlikely
pagodas in Myanmar. The rock offers great
views of the surrounding countryside and
nearby Mt Zwegabin, and is allegedly the best
place to see the sunset over this mountain.
The compound is a working monastery and
is closed every day from 12pm to 1pm to allow
the monks to meditate. The 30 or so monks
here are vegetarian and free vegetarian food
is served from the temple from 9am to 5pm.
The monastery is also where the highly
respected monk U Winaya, whose solid sup-
port of democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi is
well known in Myanmar, first resided. U Wi-
naya passed away several years ago and his
body was entombed in a glass case at Tha-
manyat Kyaung, another monastery about
25 miles southeast of Hpa-an. On one night in

MONASTERY

April 2007, the monk’s body was stolen (alleg-
edly by soldiers) and has yet to be recovered.

To get to Kyauk Kalap, you can hire a mo-
torcycle taxi from Hpa-an (K2500) or take
a motorised trishaw from Hpa-an market
area to Kawd Kyaik village (along the road
to Mawlamyine) for K500. From there it’s an
easy 10-minute walk.

The descent down the east side of the
mountain takes around 1% hours, and from
the bottom it’s another 2 miles to the main
road from where you can catch a pick-up
truck back to town. The whole trek takes
roughly six hours or about half a day.

To get to the mountain, there’s a pick-up
(K1000, Monday to Friday) at 8am on Ohn
Taw St in Hpa-an, in front of the high school.
You'll be dropped off at the Zwegabin junc-
tion, where it’s a 15-minute walk through a
village to the base of the mountain on the
west side past hundreds (1150 to be precise -
don’t believe us? Get counting!) of identical
buddha statues lined up row after row. Alter-
natively, a motorcycle taxi from Hpa-an to the
base of the mountain costs K2500. It’s pos-
sible to overnight on the floor of the monas-
tery compound on the summit (give a healthy
donation), which means you can also appre-
ciate the fantastic sunsets. Hiring your own
transport - someone to drop you off on one
side and pick you up on the other - makes
everything run smoother.

Saddar Cave
®359

This huge cave is simply breathtaking. As you
enter the football stadium-sized cavern you’ll
be greeted by (what else?) dozens of bud-
dha statues, a couple of pagodas and some
newer clay wall carvings, but the real treat
lies beyond these relics. In absolute darkness
(bring a torch; otherwise for a donation of
K3000, they’ll turn on the lights for you) you
can scramble for 15 minutes through black
chambers as high as a cathedral, truck-sized
stalactites and, in places, walls of crystal.

To add to the general atmosphere, thou-
sands, possibly hundreds of thousands, of
bats cling to the cave roof. In places the
squealing from them is deafening and the
ground underfoot becomes slippery with
bat excrement!

Emerging at the cave’s far side, the won-
ders only increase and the burst of sunlight
reveals an idyllic secret lake full of ducks and
flowering lilies hidden in a bowl of craggy
peaks. There is another cave on the far side of
the lake that is actually half flooded, but local

CAVE
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Kawthoung (also known as Victoria Point), at the far southern end of Tanintharyi (Tenas-
serim) Region, is a legal crossing point for foreign tourists. Yet, as with all of Myanmar's
land crossings (or, in this case, water crossings), visits are restricted to a limited number
of days within a limited area, you have to leave your passport at the border, and you're
generally expected to return the same way you came in. We've received a couple reports
of travellers having entered Myanmar via Yangon and, with advance permission from
MTT, exited via Kawthoung, but the official line is that you can cross the border here and
proceed onward only if you've already arranged a visit via Mergui Princess or Andaman
Club. For details on doing this, see below.

From Thailand, several travel agencies in Ranong offer ‘visa trips’ for about 400B, but
the trip is easy enough to do unassisted. Boats to Kawthoung leave the Saphan Pla pier,
located about 6 miles from Ranong, regularly from 8am till 4pm (round-trip 200B, 40
minutes). After getting your passport stamped by Thai immigration, board one of the
boats near the immigration office and you'll be taken to the Myanmar immigration office,
where you must surrender your passport and pay a fee of $10 or 500B for a permit that
allows you to stay in Kawthoung for up to 14 days. If you decide to stay, sights include
the town's busy waterfront (Strand Rd) and a hilltop temple, Pyi Taw Aye Paya. Your
best bet for accommodation is the centrally located but overpriced Honey Bear Hotel

(1592 1352; Strand Rd; s/d $36/48; ).

It's worth noting that, if you're crossing at Ranong to get a fresh Thai tourist visa,

they're now limited to only 15 days.

fishers occasionally paddle through the cave
for 10 minutes to yet another lake. You may
be able to persuade one to take you along.
Saddar Cave can be traversed only during
the dry season (about November to April)
and is 17 miles from Hpa-an along the road
to Eindu. To get there, take a pick-up to Eindu
(K700). From the village take a motorbike taxi
(K3000) for the remaining 2 miles to the cave.

TANINTHARYI
(TENASSERIM) REGION

The deep south of Myanmar, known as Tanin-
. . £ .9 Oo¢C

tharyi Region (02933Q0)C:), appears to be a
beach bum’s dream. The coastline consists of
a seemingly untouched archipelago of bridal-
white beaches, and is said to be home to over
4000 islands, though British surveyors recog-
nised only 804. Most are uninhabited, though
a few are home to the Moken, or ‘sea gypsies,
anomadic seafaring people (p312).

Unfortunately, for all intents and pur-
poses, visiting these beaches and islands
remains largely a dream.

It's possible for independent foreign
travellers to cross by boat from Thailand
to Kawthoung (see boxed text), or to take
a domestic flight (on Tay Za’s Air Bagan or
government-owned Myanma Airways) to
the southern towns of Dawei (Tavoy), Myeik

(Mergui) and Kawthoung, but once you hit
the ground you're restricted to the city limits,
defeating the purpose of visiting this beachy
region. Based on our talks with Myanmar
Travels & Tours and several knowledgeable
tour operators, the only generally approved
way to explore the beaches and islands of
this region is through pre-arranged pack-
age tours with companies that have strong
government ties. Alternatives include book-
ing a seat with Mergui Princess (www.mer
guiprincess.com), an outfit that runs six-day
cruises from Kawthoung to Mergui, or a stay
at Andaman Club (www.andamanclub.com), a
luxury resort on Thahtay Kyun Island. With
advance notice of at least four weeks, these
entities will file the required paperwork for
you, which, we’re told, can get you permis-
sion to cross the border at Kawthoung and
receive a 28-day visa that allows you to exit
the country via Yangon.

If youre determined to see the region,
but don’t want to contribute money to those
closely linked to the military, the only real
alternative is to join a live-aboard diving
tour departing from southern Thailand.
Recommended outfits with experience in
the Mergui Archipelago include Colona
Liveaboards (www.diving-thailand-phuket.com),
Moby Dick Adventures (www.moby-dick
-adventures.com) and Sea Fun Divers (www.
seafundivers.com), all operating out of Phuket.
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Bagan & Central
Myanmar

Includes »

NyaungU .......... 116
OldBagan.......... 121
Myinkaba........... 123
New Bagan

(Bagan Myothit). . ... 124
Mt Popa............ 126
Salay .............. 128
Monywa............ 130
Taungoo............ 136
Nay PyiTaw. ........ 139
Meiktila ............ 141
Pyay (Prome)....... 143

Best Places to Eat

» Aroma 2 (pl18)

» Be Kind to Animals the
Moon (p122)

» Grandma Café (pl44)

» Golden Rain Tea Center
(p142)

» Maw Khan Nong (p141)

Best Places to Stay
» Hotel @ Tharabar Gate
(p122)

» Thazin Garden Hotel
(p124)

» Mya Yatanar Inn (p129)

» Myanmar Beauty Guest
House II, [l & IV (p138)

Why Go?

This heartland of Bamar culture has been the location of
three former Burmese capitals - Bagan, Pyay and Taungoo -
as well as the current one, Nay Pyi Taw. Of this quartet, it’s
Bagan with its wondrous vista of pagodas and stupas, many
dating back to the 12th century, that’s the star attraction.
The tallest and most majestic of Bagan’s temples - built of
brick, decorated inside with beautiful frescos and topped
with gilded At pinnacles - mix Hindu and Buddhist images
with locally brewed nat (spirits) in nooks.

Most visitors fly directly to Bagan, but central Myanmar
also provides scenic rewards for adventurous travellers. It
may be known as the ‘dry zon€, but the region is far from
a desert. Beside highways and rickety train tracks amble ox
carts through rice fields and rolling plains, all rimmed by
the Shan Mountains to the east and the snaking Ayeyar-
wady (Irrawaddy) River to the west, creating scenes that
hark back centuries.

‘When to Go

This area comprises the bulk of the ‘dry zone’ of Myanmar,
and it remains hot and dusty for much of the year. Most visi-
tors come in winter (November to February), when daytime
temperatures are a relatively chilly 86°F (30°C) during the
day and about 50°F (10°C) at night. From March to May,
the hottest season, daytime temperatures boil at up to 109°F
(43°C). Rains peak in June and October, but run throughout
the months between. There are several temple festivals in
Bagan (p158) and elsewhere that you may want to try and
build your itinerary around or avoid, depending on your
interests.
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Bagan & Central Myanmar Highlights

@ Watch from a hot-air
balloon (p113) as the sun
rises or sets over the temple-
studded plain of Bagan

e Hit the Ayeyarwady River
on a Bagan—Mandalay boat
(p120), or on a half-day trip to
nearby temples (p165)

o

Pay respects to

Myanmar’s 37 nat at their
spiritual home, the monkey-
arama volcanic mountaintop
temple at Mt Popa (p126)
0 Hang with elephants at a

working camp east of Taungoo
(p137)

To Bago (106mi);
Yangon (155mi)

\ Q@ktwm

© Explore the colourful
riverside market in the
morning and the hilltop
Shwesandaw Paya in the
afternoon at Pyay (p143)
@ Ponder what the Buddha
would have felt to see his
likeness fashioned as a
30-storey concrete statue at
Bodhi Tataung (p133)



History

Moving armies led by various people - the
Pyu, the Mon, the Burmese - have swish-
swashed across this central plain, the ‘heart
of Myanmar’, over the centuries. The area
around Pyay served as the Pyu capital from
the 5th to 9th centuries AD; some consider
the Pyu to be founders of Myanmar’s ‘first
empire, though little is known of this van-
ished group.

Bagan’s burst of energy ran two-and-a-
half centuries, beginning in 1047 and end-
ing as the pounding footfall of Kublai Khan’s
raiders approached in 1287. See pl49 for
more on Bagan’s history. The latest empire
to lodge in the area is the military junta,
which founded the new capital of Nay Pyi
Taw in 2005.

© Getting There & Away

Nyaung U is the principal gateway for Bagan,
with a train station, a jetty and an airport. Most
visitors by boat come downriver from Mandalay
or Pakokku. Most long-haul bus routes (eg
Yangon-Mandalay) miss Bagan, instead stop-
ping at Meiktila. But there are a few direct bus
links between Bagan and Yangon, Mandalay and
Inle Lake. Trains to the Bagan area are slow and
impractical. The more interesting road route
from Yangon to Bagan is via Pyay and Magwe.

BAGAN

[J)oe1

One of Myanmar’s top attractions, the area
known as Bagan (96) or, bureaucratically, as
the ‘Bagan Archaeological Zone, occupies an
impressive 26-sq-mile area 118 miles south
of Mandalay and 429 miles north of Yangon.
The Ayeyarwady River drifts past its north-
ern and western sides.

The area’s most active town and chief
transport hub is Nyaung U, in the northeast
corner. About 2.5 miles west, Old Bagan is
the former site of the village that moved to 2
miles south to New Bagan in 1990. Between
the two is Myinkaba, a village boasting a
long-running lacquerware tradition.

Connecting the towns are paved roads
making a 12-mile oval. In between and
around these towns, of course, is the bulk of
the Bagan action: the plain, featuring most of
the temples, all connected with a vast network
of bumpy dirt roads and trails. At times, you'll
be about a mile from the nearest paved road.

This section includes sleeping, eating and
transport options; see p149 for the history
and descriptions of the temples themselves.

0 GOVERNMENT FEES

All foreign visitors to the Bagan Archaeo-
logical Zone are required to pay a $10
entrance fee, which goes to the govern-
ment. If you arrive by boat or air, the

fee will be collected at the river jetty or
airport. You'll be given a credit-card-sized
plastic ticket embossed with a number,
for which you'll be asked when you check
in at nearly all accommodation. The fee
covers a one-week visit, but it's unlikely
you'll be asked to pay again if you stay
longer. Entrance fees to the Archaeologi-
cal Museum and Palace Site also go into
government coffers; see p21.

(J
& Activities
Boat Trips
Sunset chasing in Bagan isn't restricted to
the tops of temples. An interesting alterna-
tive is a dusk boat trip ($10-15) on the Ay-
eyarwady. The hour-long tours offered by
the boat folk at the Old Bagan jetty tend to
cater to package tourists, but drop by to ar-
range your own ride.

You can also arrange an interesting boat
and taxi side-trip to the mountaintop Tan
Kyi Paya (see p155), one of four stupas that
marked the original edges of the city. An-
other possible boat trip is to three temples
north of Nyaung U (p165).

Ballooning

The best way to truly appreciate Bagan’s size
and sprawl is from the basket of a hot-air bal-
loon belonging to Balloons over Bagan (Map
pl21; (2160058; www.balloonsoverbagan.com; office
in Bagan Thiripyitsaya Sanctuary Resort; per person
stand-by rate $290). These magical 45-minute
rides over one of the world’s most highly ac-
claimed ballooning spots only run from Octo-
ber to March. Sometimes sunrise flights are
booked up to a month or more in advance,
but if there’s space, any hotel or guesthouse
should be able to arrange a ticket.

The slickly run Burmese company, owned
by an Australian-Burmese couple and em-
ploying British pilots and some 80 locals,
has five balloons that usually fit eight to 10
passengers and a pilot. The experience be-
gins with a pick up from your hotel in one
of their fleet of lovingly restored, pre-WWII
Chevrolet CMP buses partly made of teak.
You can have coffee and snacks while watch-
ing the UK-made balloons fill with hot air,
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and sparkling wine and snacks after you
land and watch them get packed up again.

Although sunset flights are offered (de-
pending on weather conditions), the sunrise
ones are preferable as the cooler dawn air
allows pilots to fly the balloons at lower al-
titude for a closer view of the temples. See
p187 for details of the company’s balloon sa-
faris in Shan State and Bagan.

2 Courses

Flavour of Myanmar Cooking Class COOKING
((2)09-863 5066, in Yangon 01-375 050; www.myan
marcookingclass.com; US$50) This Good News
Travels cooking course is a half-day food-fo-
cused experience that can be tailored to the
level of cooking you're comfortable with and
is interesting even for those not wanting to
learn to prepare Myanmar food. Kicking off

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

around 8am, participants visit New Bagan’s
market to go shopping for ingredients.
Several dishes are then prepared at a fully
equipped outdoor Kkitchen at the cooking
school in New Bagan, with some of the food
afterwards being packed up into tiffin boxes
and taken to a local monastery to present
to the monks. The morning ends with lunch
back at the cooking school.

Bagan Thiripyitsaya Sanctuary

Resort COOKING
(160048,60049;  www.thiripyitsaya-resort.com)
This resort offers a variety of courses, includ-
ing a three-hour cooking course covering
four or five traditional dishes for a maximum
of four participants ($60 each). Other classes
include a photography tour ($230; six hours)
with a local professional shooter, Burmese-
language lessons ($100; six hours), medita-

LEE HOOPER: HOT-AIR BALLOON PILOT

Best temple

Dhammayangyi Pahto (p159). It's the most mysterious. You can spend hours there learn-
ing about its history, and still learn new things.

Best non-temple thing to do

A sunset cruise on the river (p113) can be a great way to end the day.

Best shopping

Tun Handicrafts/Moe Moe's (p126). Run by a lovely lady who produces good-quality
laquerware. The range on display is just the tip of the iceberg — ask to see the special
room, with the really nice bits. All the prices are negotiable, and Moe Moe does lots of

charity work and generally has a good heart.

Best restaurant
The Black Bamboo (p118).

Best nightlife

Shwe Ya Su (p119). It's the only nightlife in Bagan! A great place to unwind with a cold

beer.

Best place to hang out with locals

Sarabha lll/Gyi Gyi's (p122). All the locals love eating there, which is always a good sign.

The beef curry is amazing.

Secret spot

Bagan is the country’s only producer of pon yay gyi, a black bean curd used in a lot of Myan-
mar cooking. It's basically the Burmese version of Marmite or Vegemite. The factory in Ny-
aung U, called Lucky Owl, is an amazing place to see the fascinating process, which is one of
the most environmentally friendly | have ever seen. Peanut husks are used as fuel for cook-
ing and the left-over beans are used as pig feed, so there are literally no waste products.

Lee Hooper, Chief Pilot for Balloons over Bagan, has been flying hot-air balloons over

Bagan since 2003



WHERE TO STAY?

» Old Bagan (p121) Closest to the big-time temples. Most of Bagan's high-end ho-
tels cluster in and around the riverside and the old palace walls. It's a central location
(particularly good for quick visits to Bagan), with plenty of day-time eating options, but
less nightlife than Nyaung U. Doubles from $35.

» New Bagan (p124) Not the most charming village. However, New Bagan has by far
the best midrange choices, with excellent-value rooms from $25. There's also a couple

of pleasant riverside restaurants.

» Nyaung U (pll6) The budget heart of Bagan, with the liveliest restaurant scene and
the bulk of the transport connections, Nyaung U is a real town, with guesthouses from
$8. On the downside it's a 2-mile bike ride to the bulk of the temples.

tion training with a monk ($45; one hour)
and lacquerware painting ($90; five hours).

© Information

For travel information, try Nyaung U’s Ever Sky
Information Service (p119) or the government-
run MTT office in New Bagan (p126).

Nyaung U and New Bagan have post offices.
You can get online in Nyaung U, New Bagan and
at select hotels.

Bagan used to have two area codes. A few list-
ings may still use the old [.2J02 area code, which
we indicate, but nearly all local numbers now use
the [2)061 area code.

The Map of Bagan (www.dpsmap.com/bagan;
K1000) is sold at most hotels and at the airport.
It shows many of the area’s paths, butisn’t al-
ways 100% accurate.

€ Getting There & Around

To orient themselves, many visitors opt for a
‘greatest hits’ tour of the temples on horse cart or
by car, then follow it up by checking more remote
or lesser-known temples by bike. See also the
Getting There & Away and Getting Around sec-
tions of Nyaung U (p119), Old Bagan (p123) and
New Bagan (p126) for details on getting to Yan-
gon, Inle Lake, Mandalay and other destinations.

To/From the Airport

Taxis between Nyaung U Airport and hotels

in Nyaung U, Old Bagan and New Bagan cost
K5000, K6000 and K7000 respectively. Horse
carts and taxis are cheaper from the Old Bagan
or Nyaung U jetties, if you arrive by boat.

Bicycle

Bikes are widely available and can be an ideal
way of getting around, despite the direct expo-
sure to sun and some dirt roads that slow you
up. Essentially all accommodation places rent
bicycles: in Nyaung U it costs about K1500 or
K2000 per day; in Old Bagan and New Baganiit's
more like K3000 or K400O0 per day.

Traffic is pretty light on all roads. Early-morning
or late-afternoon rides along the sealed Bagan-
Nyaung U Rd are particularly pleasant. It's worth
planning ahead a little, as the bulk of the temples
in the Central Plain (p159) have little shade and
nowhere to get lunch. The most convenient eat-
ing options are in Old Bagan (p122).

Horse Cart

A popular but uncomfortable and slow way of
seeing the ruins is from the shaded, padded bed
of a horse cart. Drivers speak some English (at
least), know where to find the ‘keyholders’ to
locked sites and can point out temples with few
or no tourists around. (Some might stop by a
shop in the hope of securing a commission; it's
OK to say ‘no thanks'.) A cart works best for two
passengers, but it's possible to go with three or
(ina pinch) four.

In Nyaung U a day with a horse cart and driver
costs about K10,000; a half-day is K5000 or
K6000. It's about K5000 more if taken from Old
Bagan or New Bagan.

Pick-Up Trucks

A pick-up (K200; hourly 7am to 3pm) runs from
outside the Nyaung U market, ending near the
junction in New Bagan and passing Wetkyi-in,
Old Bagan and Myinkaba on the way. This could
be used to jump from one place to the next, then
walk around the temples, particularly on the
North Plain (p156) or around Old Bagan (p154).

Taxi

Hiring a shared taxi for the day in Nyaung U
costs about $25. Old Bagan hotels will charge
anything up to $95 to hire an unshared taxi.
Hired taxis are also convenient ways of making
day trips to Mt Popa and Salay.

Trishaw

There's little trishaw activity outside Nyaung U,
where you can get one at the jetty or bus station;
the pedal into town is around K2000.
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Nyaung U
cpnéd:
[Zos1
A bustling river town with more happening
than you’ll find elsewhere in Bagan, Nyaung
U is where most independent travellers hang
their hat (or backpack). Roaming the back
roads towards the jetty or stopping at scrap-
py teashops will attract friendly wide-eyed
looks. There are a handful of temples to see,
including the Shwezigon Paya (p164), and a
lively market. Visitors staying in New or Old
Bagan tend to make it here, if not for the
restaurant scene (the closest the Bagan area
gets to nightlife) then for the transport links.
Guesthouses and roadside restaurants
now push a couple of miles west, along the
road to Old Bagan, reaching the small vil-
lage of Wetkyi-in (Giant Pig). The town was
named for a mythical pig that, per local leg-
end, inhabited the lake there and Killed a lot
of people before being killed by a future king
of Bagan.

© Sights & Activities

Thanakha Gallery MUSEUM, SHOP
((2)60179; cnr Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd & Main Rd;

&9am-9pm) Claiming that it’s the ‘Only One
Thanakha Gallery In the World,, this sizeable

complex has a small gallery devoted to the
myriad medicinal and cosmetic uses of the
thanakha tree (Limonia acidissima) - from
its roots to its bark. It has a small plantation
of the trees, around which bounce a posse
of cute bunny rabbits, to which you can
feed bunches of greens. Really, the place is
a glorified shop for the thanakha cosmetics
of Shwe Pyi Nann (www.shwepyinann.com),
as well as a good range of other Bagan and-
Myanmar souvenirs. A restaurant, internet
cafe and beauty salon round out the complex.

Bagan Nyaung U Golf Club GOLF
([2)60035; www.bagangolfresort.net/golfclub.html;
green fee incl clubs & caddy $42; &6am-6pm) Just
south of town, this government-owned facil-
ity run now by the Amazing Bagan Resort
has about half a dozen pagodas scattered
around its 18-hole, par-72 course.

|2= Sleeping

Nyaung U’s main road has several cheap, in-
terchangeable guesthouses (not listed below),
which offer rooms for about $10. For that price
you can expect a boxy room with a lazy ceil-
ing fan, concrete or tiled floors and attached
bathroom with (supposedly) hot water, and
sometimes even an old air-conditioning unit.
Guesthouses off Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd (aka
Restaurant Row) are away from traffic noise.
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All of the following include breakfast in
their rates, which may drop a dollar or three
off-season.

New Park Hotel HOTEL $
(260322, 60484, in Yangon 01-290073; www.
newparkmyanmar.com; 4 Thiripyitsaya; s $10-20, d
$14-30; /@) Perhaps the best of the bunch
on the leafy backstreets off Restaurant Row,
the 24-room New Park has three classes.
The older rooms, with bungalow-style front
decks, are comfortable, wood-floor set-ups,
with spic-and-span bathrooms (a big up-
grade from the main-road choices). The
newer wing gets you more space, a fridge
and a TV.

Nyaung U

® Sights
1 Thanakha Gallery

© Sleeping
2 EdenMotel ..o, D1
3 Golden Myanmar Guest House........... D1

Golden Village Inn
4 Inn Wa Guest House
5 May Kha Lar Guest House ..
6 New Heaven
7 New Park Hotel ....
8 Thante Hotel

3 Eating
9 Aroma 2
10 Black Bamboo...

12 San Kabar Restaurant & Pub..
Thante Bakery & Restaurant

© Drinking
13 Beach Bagan Restaurant &

14 ShweYaSu....

(& Shopping
15 Mani-Sithu Market............ccoooviiinns D1

© Information
16 Ever Sky Information Service............. Cc2

© Transport
17 BlUE S€a ...evieiiie
18 Bus Station
19 Buses to Old Bagan
20 Pick-ups to Mt Popa
21 Seven Diamond ....
Sun Far

Amazing Bagan Resort RESORT $$$
(2160035, in Yangon 01-297 766; www.bagangolf
resort.net; s/d $55/58, ste s/d $74/83; W@ = =)
Formerly the Bagan Golf Resort, this pleas-
antly designed 59-room property - the nicest
in Nyaung U - is now run by a Yangon-based
businessman. The bungalow suites in brick
buildings mimicking old Bagan architecture
are best. Has nice touches, such as sun hats
in the rooms, free internet and bikes. Locat-
ed next to the golf club.

Golden Express Hotel HOTEL $$
((2102-60034, 02-60381; www.goldenexpresstours.
com; Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; s $21-35, d $25-44;
#@=) With cartoon colours and some
pagodas next door, this complex features
four bright motel-style units. The best value
of the four classes are the superior single/
double rooms ($29/34), with wood floors, a
bit more space and tubs. There’s a nice pool,
and a big buffet breakfast is served on the
grounds.

Bagan Princess Hotel HOTEL $$
(2160661, in Yangon 01-222 797, www.baganprin
cesshotel.com; Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; r $35-40; @
@=)) Built around a small pool, this curi-
ously designed new complex in Wetkyi-in
offers good rooms, all with separate Jacuzzi
bathrooms as well as showers in the main
bathrooms. Pay the extra $5 for upper-level
rooms, which have more light and direct
pool access.

Thante Hotel HOTEL $$
(2160315, in Yangon 01-664 424; nyaunguthante@
gmail.com; Anawrahta Rd; s/d $30/40; /=) Just
off the main road, this 37-room hotel offers
roomy bungalows on shady grounds and has
a decent swimming pool ($3 for nonguests).
The rooms are starting to show a few nicks,
but they’re spacious and come with satellite
TV, twin beds, refrigerator, bathtub, wooden
floor and deckchairs on the small porch.
The hotel’s staff members are very welcom-
ing, plus it has a good bakery and restaurant
on site.

May Kha Lar Guest House GUESTHOUSE $
(2160304, 60907; Main Rd; s $8-14, d $12-18;
[#]) The best kept of the main-road budget
choices, with lots of handy traveller info
and a shrine room! On the ground floor
the cheap, gaudily tiled rooms are compact,
with air-conditioning, ceiling fan and at-
tached bathroom. Nicer upstairs options
have wooden floors and TV.
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New Heaven GUESTHOUSE $
(2160921; off Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd; s $10-12, d $15-
18; #)) A quick stroll from Restaurant Row,
this place offers clean, compact rooms with
small decks overlooking the peaceful lawn.
The bigger, pricier rooms include a TV.

Eden Motel GUESTHOUSE $
([/160815, 60812; Anawrahta Rd; s/d from $8/15; ()
Split in two by the busy road to the airport,
Eden isn’t exactly a garden party. The rooms
in the newer Eden Motel II have bigger, tiled
rooms and an over-touted bathtub, but we
prefer the ones in the original - particularly
the ones with all-bamboo walls and hardwood
floors. The friendly management told us they
‘have an idea’ to upgrade all the rooms.

Inn Wa Guest House GUESTHOUSE $
(2160902, 60849; Main Rd; s $8-10, d $13-15; ) If
you just need a cheap bed, this three-floor,
16-room choice near the market works, of-
fering minigolf-green carpets in boxy rooms
and simple attached bathrooms with hot
water. Rooms 206 and 306 have more win-
dow light (and less street noise). Breakfast
is served on the open roof deck. Advance
booking gets you a free transfer from your
point of arrival.

Winner Guest House GUESTHOUSE $
((2)61069; Main Rd, Wetkyi-in; s $5-7, d $7-10; &) If
money’s tight, opt for this little family-run
guesthouse on the road to Old Bagan. The
cheapest rooms share the common bath-
room. Simple concrete-floor rooms with an
air-conditioning unit and tiled bathroom at-
tached are just as good as the cheapies in
town. Other pluses are that it’s nearer the
temples, and there are appealing roadside
restaurants around.

Golden Myanmar

Guest House GUESTHOUSE $
(2160901, 09-204 2064; www.goldenmyanmar
guesthouse.com; Main Rd; s $7-8, d $11-15; [#))
More bare-bone than its neighbour Inn Wa,
with the cheaper rooms sharing a common
bathroom. Go with room 108: it’s got more
light and has direct access to the roof deck,
where breakfast is served.

Golden Village Inn GUESTHOUSE $
(260921; off Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd; s $8-10, d $12-
16; #)) Behind New Heaven (and with the
same owners), the Village is another shady
spot near the restaurant strip, with comfort-
able bungalow-style rooms. Higher-priced
rooms have TV, desk and tub.

x Eating & Drinking

Nyaung U’s Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd (aka Res-
taurant Row) is a strip of atmospheric open-
air eateries geared towards foreign visitors.
It’s touristy, but easily the hub(bub) of Bagan
action. Many of the restaurants are copy-
cats, with similar ‘everything goes’ menus
(Chinese, Burmese, Thai, Indian, pizza and
‘Western’ options).

Aroma 2 INDIAN $$
(Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd; dishes K2000-7000; &11am-
9pmor 10pm) ‘No good - no pay’ is the mantra
of this justifiably confident operation serv-
ing delish vegie and meat curries on banana
leaves (or plates) with an endless stream of
hot chapattis and five dollops of condiments
(including tamarind and mint sauces). If
you order one day in advance, it can also
whip up various biryani rice dishes.

Black Bamboo EUROPEAN $$
((2109-650 1444; off Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd; dishes
K3500-6000; ¢:9am-9.30pm) Run by a French
woman and her Burmese husband, this
garden-set café and restaurant is something
of an oasis: a lovely place to relax over a de-
cent steak and chips, a well-made espresso
or delicious homemade ice cream. Service is
friendly but leisurely.

Red Pepper Diner THAI, EUROPEAN $$
((2109-4926 0229; cnr Anawrahta Rd & Thirpyitsaya
3 St; meal K4000-12,000; &:11am-3pm, 6-10pm)
Serving a broad range of Thai dishes, freshly
made with an authentic spicy Kick, this yel-
low house takes a stab at sophistication with
silky pillows on concrete benches in a court-
yard facing the main road.

San Kabar Restaurant & Pub ITALIAN $$
(Main Rd; pizza K4000-6000, salads K1500-2700;
&7am-10pm) Famous as the birthplace of
Bagan pizza, the San Kabar’s streetside can-
dlelit courtyard is all about its thin-crusted
pies and well-prepared salads.

Pyi Wa BAMAR, INTERNATIONAL $$
(Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd; noodles & dishes K1500-
3000; &57am-9pm or 10pm) Slightly less stylish
than some, but Pyi Wa is the operation on
Restaurant Row with a Bagan-era zedi (stu-
pa) as a neighbour - staff light up its base at
night. The best dishes are Chinese, but do
start off with the ‘potato cracken’ (fried po-
tato wedges that go particularly well with a
bottle of Myanmar Beer).



0 TRANSPORT OPTIONS TO BAGAN

The following table provides a quick comparison of the various ways of getting to Nyaung

U from Yangon and Mandalay

TO/FROM YANGON DURATION COST FREQUENCY
Air 70min $82-85 6-8 flights daily
Boat 6 days $18-36 weekly
Bus 11hr K15,000 daily
Car 10hr $80 n/a
Ll A $30:50 o
TO/FROM MANDALAY DURATION COST FREQUENCY
Air 30min $38-40 6 daily
Boat (slow) 2 days $10 2 weekly
Boat (fast) 11hr $36 2-4 times weekly
Boat (luxury cruise) 2 days $280 weekly
Bus 7-8hr K6500 2 daily
Car 7hr $80 n/a
B R, du, el £
Shwe Ya Su BEERSTATION $$ carvings, T-shirts, antique pieces) at its

(Yarkinnthar Hotel Rd; dishes K1500-3000; <;7am-
10.30pm) Since this place started selling
draught Myanmar Beer (look for the illu-
minated sign outside), it’s become quite the
local hangout. It’s a pleasant spot to revive
with twinkling fairy lights hanging from the
trees and tasty barbecued-pork snacks.

Beach Bagan Restaurant & Bar PAN-ASIAN $$
(12 Youne Tan Yat; dishes K4000-8000; &:8am-9pm)
Signs lead past backstreets from the Nyaung
U market to this slick, breezy spot with
plenty of parking space for tour buses that
may or may not come. The restaurant over-
looking the river has wicker chairs and offers
Thai, Chinese and Myanmar dishes. Try the
roof-top bar for a sunset cocktail (K3000); all
drinks are 10% off from 4pm to 6pm.

ﬂ Shopping

There’s also a good selection of souvenirs at
the Thanakha Gallery and at shops along
Restaurant Row.

Mani-Sithu Market MARKET
(©6am-5pm Mon-Sat) Near the roundabout at
the east end of the main road, this market
offers a colourful display of fruit, vegetables,
flowers, fish and textiles and is best visited
early in the day to see it at its liveliest. You'll
find many traveller-oriented goods (wood-

northern end.

© Information

Ever Sky Information Service ((2/60895; 5 Thi-
ripyitsaya; £:7.30am-9.30pm) On the restaurant
strip, this friendly place has travel and transport
information and a used bookshop. Staff can get
share taxis (to Mt Popa, Kalaw, Salay, around
Bagan) for the cheapest rates you'll find.
Internet (Thanakar Complex, Yarkinnthar Hotel
Rd; K600 per hr; &9am-9pm)

Post office (Anawrahta Rd; ¢9.30am-7pm)
Telephone Stands around town follow the same
set prices: it's $5 per minute to call Europe or
Australia and $6 to call North America.

€ Getting There & Away

See Mt Popa and Salay Getting There & Away
sections for transport details to those nearby
attractions.

Air

The Nyaung U Airport is about 2 miles southeast
of the market. Airlines connect Bagan daily with
Mandalay ($38 to $40; 30 minutes), Heho ($60
to $62; 40 minutes) and Yangon ($82 to $85; 70
minutes).

Travel agencies sell tickets a bit cheaper than
airline offices. Try Seven Diamond (.2]60883;
Main Rd) or Sun Far ([.2/60901) in front of the
Golden Myanmar Guest House.
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Boat

Boats to Mandalay go from either Nyaung U or
Old Bagan, depending on water levels. The Ny-
aung U jetty is about half a mile northeast of the
Nyaung U market.

The government-run IWT ferry (aka ‘slow boat")
heads to Mandalay on Monday and Thursday at
5am ($10, two days) and overnights near Pak-
okku. Meanwhile the south-bound government
ferry leaves weekly to Magwe ($5, two days) and
Pyay ($9, three days). If open (unlikely!) the INT
office, about 300yd inland from the jetty, sells
tickets; alternatively book a ticket through your
hotel or one of the agencies listed above, who can
also secure tickets for the faster Malikha 2 ($32;
11 hours) boat to Mandalay.

From the Nyaung U jetty, small local boats leave
for Pakokku (K4000, 22 hours) a few times daily
(at research time: 6am, 9am and noon), the last
returning to Nyaung U at 2pm. To charter a private
boat to Pakokku costs about K10,000 one way.

Bus

The main bus station serving Bagan is on the
main road in Nyaung U.

During peak season, it's wise to book bus
tickets for Mandalay, Taunggyi (for Inle Lake)
and Yangon a couple of days in advance. You
can call (2160743 for information on the Magwe,
Mandalay and Taunggyi buses, but it's better to
drop by the office at the bus station.

Note, some Mandalay-bound buses go via
Myingyan, others via Kyaukpadaung and Meik-
tila; if you want to get off at these intermediate
stops, you still pay the full fare to Mandalay. The
Yangon-bound service goes via Meiktila and Nay
Pyi Taw. Services:

Magwe (K6500; four to five hours; 7am; minibus)
Mandalay (K6500; seven to eight hours; 4am,
7am, 8.30am, 9am, 7pm; local, no air-con)

Meiktila (K6500; three to four hours; 7am,
9am, 7pm; local, no air-con)

Myingyan (K6500; three hours; 4am, 8.30am,
8am; local, no air-con)

Kalaw (K10,500; nine to 10 hours; 4am; Taung-
gyi bus)

Taunggyi (K10,500; nine to 10 hours; 4am;
local)

Yangon (K15,000; 11 hours; 5pm; air-con)

Pick-Up Trucks

The lone daily pick-up service to Mt Popa (K3000
each way, one hour) leaves at 8.30am fromin
front of the south entrance to the market, and
returns at Ipm. From the bus station half-hourly
pick-ups go to Chauk (two hours), where you can
connect via pick-up to Salay (one hour).

Pick-ups between Nyaung U, Old Bagan and New
Bagan run along the main street, starting from the
roundabout outside the Nyaung U market.

Taxi

As Bagan has limited bus connections to other
major destinations, many travellers hire share
taxis - often quite old cars, some with open
backs, most without air-con and seating up to
three people - to destinations around the coun-
try. Ask at Ever Sky (p119) or at your hotel. Some
sample taxi fares: Inle Lake ($170, 12 hours),
Kalaw ($150, 10 hours), Magwe ($70, five hours),
Mt Popa ($35, 1% hours), Salay ($35, two hours),
Mt Popa and Salay ($55).

Train

The Bagan train station is about 2.5 miles south-
east of Nyaung U. The shop Blue Sea ([7/60949;
Main Rd) sells tickets and charges a $2 com-
mission. The train to Mandalay takes eight
hours and departs at 7am (ordinary/upper class
$5/10), while the train to Yangon takes 16 hours
and departs at 4.30pm (ordinary/upper class/
sleeper $30/40/50).

MALIKHA 2 BOAT TO MANDALAY DEE MACPHERSON AND

BONNIE MCMILLAN

‘It was a pretty nice boat — part of the outside deck is open and part is covered. There's
also an upstairs and downstairs inside part that is air-conditioned. The boat left at 6am
(promptly!) and the trip upriver took about 11%2 hours. There is free coffee/tea and
toast/jam available for a few hours after departure, which was nice. Halfway through the
morning, they come around and take your order for lunch - fried noodle or fried rice for
3000K. It was actually quite good food! There is also beer/pop/water available for sale.

‘Our boat was maybe half full, so it was quite comfortable. There was outside seating
available for pretty much everyone who wanted it, either in a chair or on the benches
around the back. When you buy your ticket, you are assigned a seat inside the air-
conditioned part. We were told by someone to go outside immediately and lay claim to
a chair to ensure we got one — good advice because there aren’t enough for everyone,
especially if the boat is full. The boat has a capacity of 129, and if you choose to sit
inside, you certainly can see outside — the windows are fairly large.



Old Bagan
06 |ch on&:
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061
The core of the Bagan Archaeological Zone
contains several of the main temple sites,
city walls, a museum, a reconstructed palace,
restaurants, a few shops and a cluster of mid-
range to top-end hotels. It’s right on a bend
of the Ayeyarwady River - sometime during
your stay, wander down to the waterfront and
watch the coming and going of the river trade.
In 1990 the government forcibly relocated
a village that had grown up in the 1970s in
the middle of the walled area of ‘Old Bagan’
We're told one of the reasons for this was the
increased incidence of treasure hunting and
gold prospecting around the ruins in the wake
of the 1988 street protests, when the authori-
ties’ attentions were diverted elsewhere.
Some claim the villagers had a week’s no-
tice of the move; others say it was longer and
they put off the inevitable to the last minute.
Either way, there was certainly resistance to
the uprooting of homes and belongings for a
new home in a peanut field, now developed
as the village of New Bagan.

© Sights

See p149 for information on temples in Old
Bagan.

Archaeological Museum MUSEUM
(Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; admission $5; %9am-4.30pm)
Housed in an out-of-place, 19th-century-style
temple, this government-run museum (see
p21) features many fine pieces from Bagan
(reclining Buddhas, original images, in-
scribed stones and mural re-creations) and
an unexpected room of modern-art render-
ings of the temples.

Bagan Golden Palace PALACE
(Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; admission $5; &%9am-4.30pm)
Following similar government-mandated pal-
ace reconstruction jobs in Bago, Mandalay
and Shwebo, this towering concrete-and-steel-
reinforced edifice was opened to much fan-
fare in 2008. Built opposite the excavated site
of the actual palace just in from the Tharabar
Gate, it’s unlikely to bear much resemblance
to the original. Either way, it's a sign of the
encroaching Disneyfication of Bagan.

|2= Sleeping

0Old Bagan’s hotels provide views of the river,
proximity to the temples and nice pool areas,
but don’t necessarily offer much more com-
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fort than you get at New Bagan’s best - and
less expensive - accommodation. Also, they
can fill up months in advance of peak season.

All places listed have restaurants, bars
and pools, plus satellite TV and extras like
a minibar in the room. Prices listed here are
walk-in rates during peak season, and don’t
include the 10% service charge and 10% gov-
ernment tax. Yangon agents often arrange
discounted rates.
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Gate HOTEL $$$
(260037, 60042, in Yangon 01-211 888; www.thar
abargate.com; r $160-200, ste $300; @ =)
If you can live without river views, this 86-
room hotel is a fine option (particularly
when you beat those rack rates by booking
on the internet or via agents, some of whom
can offer good deals). Lush gardens of tropi-
cal plants and bougainvillea line walkways
to the roomy wood-floor bungalows with
decks. The two-room suites at the far end
go traditional, with gold-coloured ogres and
naga spirits on the walls.

Aye Yar River View Hotel HOTEL $$$
(12160352, 60313, in Yangon 01-537 961; www.bagan
ayeyarhotel.com; r $75-95; %@ %)) Following
a major make-over, this former government
hotel (were told it’s owned by a ‘private
business person’ in Yangon) is very appeal-
ing. The most expensive rooms are set in
spacious bungalows with river views, while
those closer to the pool are pretty nice, too.

Bagan Thiripyitsaya Sanctuary

Resort RESORT $$$
(260048, 60049; www.thiripyitsaya-resort.com;
r $130-175, ste $300; E@/2) It’s hard not to
wish for more midday shade in this nice
Japanese joint-venture hotel on the river,
about 500m south of the Old Bagan walls.
There’s a pool and rooms are away (mostly)
from direct river views in ageing four-room
bungalow-style duplexes with covered decks.
The restaurant is good with panoramic river
views and there’s a wide range of activities
offered (see pl114).

Bagan Thande Hotel HOTEL $$
(2160025, 60031; www.hotelbaganthande.com; s
$28-66, d $33-75, ste $200; /@ =) Opened for
King Edward VIII in 1922, this riverside ho-
tel carries a bit of dated formality. The sim-
ple, but fine, midpriced ‘superior’ bungalows
have decks looking over the pool and nearby
Gadawpawlin Pahto. Best for views, though,
are the riverfront deluxe rooms at the river’s
edge. Breakfast is served under tree shade
with river views too.

Bagan Hotel HOTEL $$$
(260032; www.kmahotels.com; r from $60;
#@%=) More modern and stylish than
Thande, this 107-room hotel has bungalows
with teak floors in a nice setting. The owner
is friendly with the government (see p21).

x Eating

0Old Bagan’s restaurants (between the Anan-
da Pahto and Tharabar Gate) are a logical
central point for lunch. The nearby hotel
restaurants add a little style (and kyat) to
your meal.

Be Kind to Animals

the Moon VEGETARIAN, BAMAR $$
(off Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; dishes K1500-3000;
&7am-10pm; [#) The original among the cou-
ple of vegetarian restaurants clustered near
Tharabar Gate, this place offers a friendly
welcome and delicious food including
pumpkin and ginger soup, aubergine curry
and a lime and ginger tea that the owners
claim is good for stomach upsets.

Sarahba ll1/Gyi Gyi’'s VEGETARIAN, BAMAR $§
(off Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; dishes from K300; &6am-
6pm) Join the crowds under a shady tree
near the Tharabar Gate squatting on low
chairs at green-painted tables and tucking
into some of Bagan’s best tucker, all freshly
prepared and supremely tasty. There’s no
sign - the name is what local’s jokingly call
the place.

Scoopy’s ICE CREAM $
(off Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; dishes from K300; &11am-
6pm) Run by the French-Burmese owners of
the Black Bamboo in Nyaung U, this relaxed
café and ice-cream parlour is something of
a godsend. Toasted sandwiches, homemade
muffins and treats such as Western choco-
late bars are available - all great for picnic
snacks while touring the temples.

Sarabhal ll CHINESE, INTERNATIONAL $$
(dishes K1200-8000; &311am-9pm) Of the two
Sarabhas back to back by the Tharabar Gate,
we like the one behind best, away from the
road. It’s a great midday resting point for
shade and its range of food (Chinese, Thali,
Burmese, pizza). The food’s good, and cheap-
er than hotel restaurants, but best are the
cold towels handed out to wipe the dust off
your face.

Golden Myanmar BAMAR $$
(Bagan-Nyaung U Rd; buffet K3000; £310am-10pm)
Keep-it-real seekers (and lots of horse-cart
drivers) prefer this excellent roadside eat-
ery with shaded seats on a brick floor. The
‘buffet’ (your pick of chicken, pork, fish or
mutton curry) comes with the usual tableful
of condiments. There’s another location near
Ananda Pahto.
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Apart from the floating over Bagan by balloon, there are a couple more ways to see the
temples in grand style. Indulge your inner princess by hiring the Cinderella-style Victo-
ria Horsecart ([260782, 09 650 1444; half/full day $35/55), a 120-year-old wooden horse-
drawn carriage made in England that seats up to four passengers. It's owned by the same
Burmese-French couple who run the Black Bamboo and Scoopys.

A Yangon-based Burmese-lItalian couple are the driving force behind Elephant
Coach ([Zin Yangon 01-661 731, 09 503 7366; www.asiaelephantcoach.com), which has one of
its three lovingly restored Chevrolet buses based in Bagan; the other two are in Yangon.
An Orient Express compared to the typical clapped-out coach trundling Myanmar's
roads, these beauties, decorated with teak and ironwood, seat six in high colonial com-
fort. Hiring one for six/12 hours of sightseeing, including driver and hostess serving fresh
hand towels and soft drinks, costs US$250/380.

ﬁ Shopping ing styles (and prices). Workshops (like the
Shwe War Thein Handicrafts ones that follow) will show you the many
Shop nanDicrarTs  Stages  of lacquerware-making and how

([2)67032; shi@mptmail.net. mm; &6am-10pm peak
season) Just east of Tharabar Gate (and well
signed off the Bagan-Nyaung U Rd) is this
popular treasure trove of Myanmar trinkets.
The collection includes antique and new
puppets (starting from $5), woodcarvings,
chess sets, lacquerware and bronze pieces.
Ask to see the antique section at the rear.
Lacquerware selections are wider in Myinka-
ba and New Bagan.

€ Getting There & Away

Depending on water levels, boats from Mandalay
arrive in Old Bagan near the Aye Yar Hotel. See
p120 for more on boats leaving Nyaung U, the
maijor gateway for buses, trains and planes out
of Bagan.

Myinkaba

B8d

[Zloe1

Like lacquerware? Bagan’s most famous shop-
ping zone is this otherwise sleepy village,
about half a mile south of Old Bagan, which
has been home to family-run lacquerware
workshops for generations. At least a dozen
workshops and storefronts are located around
the smattering of choice pahto (temples) and
stupas (p161) from the early Bagan period.
And King Manuha, respectfully called the
‘Captive King), built the poetic Manuha Paya
while held here in the 11th century.

ﬂ Shopping

Before pulling out your wallet, it’s wise to
stop at a handful of places to compare vary-

lacquer is applied in layers, dried and en-
graved. There’s refreshingly little pressure
to buy at any of the workshops. But quality
varies; often the best stuff is kept in air-
conditioned rooms at the back. Most work-
shops and stores keep long hours (roughly
7am to 9pm during peak season).

Generally, you can bargain about 10% off
the quoted prices - and no more. We priced
higher-quality 14-layer (or higher) vases
for $35, full tea sets with tray for $110, tea
cups or rice bowls for $15 to $25 and jewel-
lery boxes from $12. Seven-layer pieces are
cheaper.

A few places to check out:

Art Gallery of Bagan LACQUERWARE
English-speaking Maung Aung Myin has
two rooms and a busy workshop on the
road 200yd north of Mahamuni. Apart
from the full range of lacquerware - in-
cluding some beautiful and pricey cabinets
and casks - it also has antique and new
puppets ($20 to $150).

Family Lacquerware

Work Shop LACQUERWARE
Smaller workshop off the east side of the
road, with a few more modern styles with
less layers of lacquer and untraditional
colours such as blue and yellow.

Golden Cuckoo LACQUERWARE
Just behind the Manuha Paya, this family-
run workshop spans four generations and
focuses on ‘traditional’ designs, which are
applied to some unusual objects, including
a motorbike helmet ($250) and a guitar
($500).
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€ Getting There & Away

Pick-ups running between New Bagan, Old
Bagan and Nyaung U stop here.

New Bagan (Bagan Myothit)
Qélgmﬁ

[Z)os1

Not as bustling as Nyaung U, even though it’s
closer to the juicy temples, New Bagan sprung
into existence in 1990 when the government
relocated the village from the Old Bagan area.
The people have done the best to make the
most of their new home, with a network of
shady, dusty roads away from the river. It’s
laid-back and definitely the site of Bagan’s
best midrange accommodation and riverside
restaurants.

|2= Sleeping

All prices here include breakfast and all
places claim to have hot water.

Kumudara Hotel HOTEL $$
(265142, in Yangon 01-295 472; www.kumudara
-bagan.com; superior s/d $18/22, junior ste s/d
$26/30, ste $40; [P)# @=]) No hotel boasts
better balcony views of the mighty sprawl of
red-brick temples than Kumudara. Opt for
the chic junior suites and suites in a green
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geometrical building that fits well with the
arid, desert-like setting. Inside, rooms have
a playful mix of wood panelling, modern art
and retro-style safe boxes. Kumudara has a
pool and a restaurant, plus half an hour of
free internet access in the business centre.

Thazin Garden Hotel HOTEL $$
(2165035, in Yangon 01-537 898; www.thazingarden
hotel.net; s $45-55, d $55-65; F#/2) Set down a
dusty path near a clutch of small temples,
this oasis of palms and flowers and shaded
walkways is an irresistible choice. The deluxe
‘bungalows’ are built in a paya-style red-brick
complex with a sea of dark luxurious teak
inside and a balcony overlooking a 13th-
century pagoda within the grounds - dinner
is served on the lawn in front. The ‘superior’
rooms are just as inviting with hanging paper
umbrellas, a chess board and deck area. It has
a pool (nonguests can swim for $5), a spa and
a billiards table.

Thiri Marlar Hotel HOTEL $$
(2165050, 65229; thirimarlar@mptmail.net.mm;
s/d $23/25; [#]) The teak walkways leading to
the 15 lovely rooms are wrapped around a
small pagoda-style dining room, though most
guests eat breakfast (or prearranged dinners)
on the roof deck with temple views. Spotless
rooms are rather compact but inviting, with
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shiny wood floors, small rugs and views of
bougainvillea draping over the wall outside.

Arthawka Hotel HOTEL $§
(265321, in Yangon 01-502 479; www.visitmyanmar.
net/hotels; 160 Cherry Rd; s $25-30, d $30-35) Big
glazed clay pots and wicker chairs dot the
spacious lobby of this friendly 60-room ho-
tel. It offers spacious rooms sporting wood
floors and white tiled bathrooms. In the
centre of the complex is a saltwater pool,
shaded by palms.

Lawkanat Hotel HOTEL $$
([2)65046; s/d $25/30; [#) This 20-room com-
plex, just off the main road, has black-tiled
decks leading to simple green-carpeted
rooms with giant front windows, which look
out over the peaceful gardens. It works.

NK Betel Nut Hotel HOTEL $$
(()65054,09-204 2052; Khayea Pin St; s/d $20/25;
[#)) A bit overpriced for what you get, this
funny group of cabins - a few at the front
with log facades - offers OK rooms with red
carpet, a little TV and an old tiled bathroom.
You can find the same for less in Nyuang
U, but it’s clean and the management are
welcoming.

Bagan Central Hotel HOTEL $§
(265057, 65265; Main Rd; s/d from $15/20; )
These good-value bamboo-style rooms with
pebbled facades are compact and clean and
set around a tree-shaded courtyard where
breakfast is served. For rooms with tubs add
$5 to the rates.

Kyi Kyi Mya Guest House HOTEL $§
()65092; Main Rd; s/d $15/20; &) This simple,
shady complex has straightforward rooms
with scruffy carpets laid atop concrete floors,
old air-con unit, tiny TV, and attached bath-
room. There is a portrait of General Than

New Bagan (Bagan Myothit)

© Sleeping
1 Bagan Central Hotel........ccccoceviviveennne C3
2 Kumudara Hotel
3 Kyi Kyi Mya Guest House....
4 NK Betel Nut Hotel
5 Thazin Garden Hotel
6 Thiri Marlar Hotel

& Eating
7 Green Elephant.
8 Silver House...
9 The King Si Thu.

Shwe in the reception, which is also decorat-
ed with Bambi and Thumper print curtains.

,\<" Eating

New Bagan’s Main Rd is lined with several
Chinese and Burmese restaurants. Many
foreigners grab a meal on the riverside, just
west - there are several and you can either
be lost amid the tour groups or have the
place to yourself.

Green Elephant BAMAR, ASIAN $$
(mains K7000-9000; &11am-4pm & 6-10pm) The
good-value and tasty Myanmar set meal
(K8000) comes with a couple of curries,
vegetable tempura, soup, dessert and coffee.
There are small and large portions of other
dishes (including local curries). But it’s the
setting that’s the deal, with shaded tables on
a lawn overlooking the Ayeyarwady River.

Silver House BAMAR, ASIAN $$
(Main Rd; mains K5000; &57am-10pm) A welcom-
ing family-run restaurant that offers large,
tasty portions of dishes such as traditional
Myanmar chicken curry and tomato salad.

The King Si Thu BAMAR, ASIAN $$
([65117; mains K4500; &8am-10pm) Another
riverside setting, another Myanmar restau-
rant mainly serving Chinese and Thai dishes
such as sweet-and-sour pork, or fish with gin-
ger. Order one hour ahead for Burmese food.
There’s a half-hour puppet show at 7.30pm.

ﬂ Shopping

New Bagan has several good options for lac-
querware - at all you can watch artisans at
work.

Black Elephant Studio LACQUERWARE
(www.lacquerinstitute.org; 1-25 Swel Daw St;

©8am-5pm) Set up by British-Ukrainian

(& Shopping
10 Bagan HoUSE ....occeveveiiiecceeeee c2
11 Black Elephant Studio
12 Tun Handicrafts/Moe Moe's...

© Information

13 EXOISSIMO .o Cc3

14 Myanmar Travel & Tours (MTT)........... Bl
¢ Transport

UZaw Weik ......coooviiiiiiiiiiiine, (seel)
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artist Veronica Gritsenko in 1999, this
small studio produces lacquerware in the
traditional style, but with exquisite unique
and unusual designs.

Tun Handicrafts/Moe Moe’s LACQUERWARE
(Main Rd; &8am-9pm) A large showroom
with mix of traditional and modern lac-
querware (exposed-bamboo tea cups for
$4 and rice bowls from $7).

Bagan House LACQUERWARE
(9 Jasmin Rd; www.baganhouse.com; &:8am-7pm)
Worth seeking out on the backstreets, this
stylish showroom has a mix of cheap and
higher-priced lacquerware, as well as the
usual artisans at work. Unlike other places,
it does accept credit cards if you spend
over $100, with the usual 5% surcharge.

€ Information

Exotissimo ([.260383; &:9am-6pm Mon-Fri,
9am-noon Sat) High-end agent, which can
arrange Mt Popa tours ($65 including guide and
car) or rent sturdy mountain bikes ($10 per day).
Internet Available at several places along the
main street.

Myanmar Travels & Tours (MTT; [7/65040;
:8.30am-4.30pm) The government-run tour-
ist office can help organise excursions to visit
Chin State (see p287).

€ Getting There & Around

See Nyaung U for most transport connections.
Tiger Head Express Co (Bagan-Chauk Rd)
sends daily pick-up trucks to Kalaw and Taunggyi
(K12,000, front seat K15,000), departing at 5am.

There are airline offices on Main Rd. U Zaw
Weik ((2165017; zawweik@myanmar.com.mm;
Main Rd) helps with air tickets or can get you a
taxi to Mt Popa (K42,000), Mt Popa and Salay
(K42,000), around Bagan (K30,000) or to Kalaw
or Mandalay ($115).

Bicycle rental starts at K5000 per day; you
can get a mountain bike at Exotissimo. See p115
for more on getting around the Bagan site.

AROUND BAGAN

Mt Popa

ﬁ)é]:comg

o2

Like a Burmese Mt Olympus, Mt Popa is the
spiritual HQ to Myanmar’s infamous ‘37 nat’
and thus a premier venue for nat worship;
for more on these pre-Buddhist spirits, see
p338.

Mt Popa proper is the 4980ft extinct vol-
cano covered in lush forests protected within
the Popa Mountain Park and home to the
exclusive Popa Mountain Resort; on the
mountain’s lower flank is Popa Taung Kalat, a
towerlike 2418ft volcanic plug crowned with a
gilded Buddhist temple accessed by 777 steps.
The volcano last erupted some 250,000 years
ago (some locals suggest 40 million years
ago). One local told us: ‘Popa is like the sun or
moon; no one can guess how old it is’

From the temple there are mammoth views
back towards the Myingyan Plain and beyond.
It’s gorgeous, but only a few visitors come on
a half-day trip from Bagan, and of those who
do, many shrug their shoulders because they
don’t have a guide to enliven the experience
with stories and explanations - going on a day
trip to Mt Popa without some sort of guide is
like watching a foreign-language film without
subtitles.

One revered guide to Mt Popa is U Taung
Hwin (per day $20), a gentle old soul with
good English and plenty of experience lead-
ing travellers around the culturally rich area.
Ask for him by name at the Shwe Taung Tarn
Restaurant, on Nyaung U’s main road.

Myanmar superstition says you shouldn’t
wear red or black on the mountain, nor should
you curse, say bad things about other people
or bring along any meat (especially pork). Any
of these actions could offend the resident nat,
who might then retaliate with a spate of ill
fortune. And no-one likes a mad nat.

© Sights

Mother Spirit of Popa Nat Shrine NATSHRINE
Before climbing Popa Taung Kalat, drop by
the tiger-guarded shrine in the village at the
foot of the mountain (just across from the
steps guarded by elephant statues - there
are loads of critters around here). Inside
you'll find a display extending left and right
from an inner hallway door of mannequin-
like figures representing some of the 37 of-
ficial nat, plus some Hindu deities and a few
necromancers (the figures with goatees at
the right end of the shrine).

In the shrine there are also other nat not
counted among the official ‘37, including
three principal figures: the Flower-Eating
Ogress (aka Mae Wunna, or ‘Queen Mother
of Popa’) and her two sons (to her left and
right) Min Gyi and Min Lay (see p127).

A few other interesting nat here caught
our attention. The plump Pyu goddess Shin
Nemi (Little Lady) is a guardian for chil-



NAT MORAL: FULFIL YOUR DUTIES!

Sometimes it's hard being a nat. The namesake figure of the Mother Spirit of Popa & Nat
Shrine is Mae Wunna. She was famous for her love of Byat-ta, one of King Anawrahta’s
servants — a flower-gathering Indian with superhuman powers — who neglected his du-

ties and was executed for it.

Their two sons, Min Gyi and Min Lay, supposedly born atop Mt Popa, followed their fa-
ther’s tradition. They became servants of the king (often going to China), grew neglectful
of their duties, and then they were executed. King Anawrahta, however, ordered a shrine
built at the place of their execution (at Taungbyone, north of Mandalay), now the site of a
huge festival (see p127). Many worshippers come to offer a blessing to these three. Mae
Wunna and her sons are the central figures facing the entry to the shrine.

dren, and gets toy offerings during school
exam time. She’s the cute little thing clutch-
ing a green umbrella and a stuffed animal,
midway down on the left of the shrine.

There have been a few Kyawswas in Myan-
mar spirit history, but the most popular is
the Popa-born Lord Kyawswa (aka Drunk
Nat), who spent his few years cockfighting
and drinking. He boasts: ‘If you don’t like
me, avoid me. I admit I'm a drunkard. He’s
the guardian of gamblers and drunks and
sits on a horse decked in rum and whiskey
bottles, to the right.

Locals pray to Shwe Na Be (Lady with
Golden Sides) when a snake comes into
their house. She’s the woman holding a
naga (serpent) near the corner to the left.

Mt Popa Temple BUDDHIST TEMPLE
From the nat shrine start up the steps under
a covered walkway and past the usual rows
of trinket and souvenir shops and shrines to
arevered local medicine man, Pomin Gawng.
At a steady pace it shouldn’t take you more
than 20 minutes to reach the top of this im-
pressive rocky crag crowned with a pictur-
esque complex of monasteries, stupas and
shrines. Along the way, you’ll pass platoons
of cheeky monkeys and a small army of lo-
cals selling drinks and endeavouring (not
always successfully) to keep the steps clean
of monkey poo - for this they’ll request a tip.

Views from the top are fantastic. You may
be fortunate enough to spot one of the slow-
walking hermit monks called yeti, who wear
tall, peaked hats and visit occasionally.

Popa Mountain Park HIKING
A variety of hiking trails thread through
the Popa Mountain Park, leading to the rim
of the volcano crater and to viewpoints and
waterfalls. Along the way, you’ll be able to
observe the difference in the vegetation.
The heights capture the moisture of passing

clouds, causing rain to drop on the plateau
and produce a profusion of trees, flowering
plants and herbs, all nourished by the rich
volcanic soil. In fact, the word popa is de-
rived from the Sanskrit word for flower.

Trekking here is best done with local
guides. Ask at the turn-off, a mile or so back
from Popa village (towards Bagan), or en-
quire at the Popa Mountain Resort, half-way
up the peak. From the resort, the hike to the
crater takes around four hours.

If you come by taxi, ask the driver to
point out bits of petrified forest, which are
strewn along either side of the road west of
Popa village.

;{‘, Festivals & Events

Mt Popa hosts two huge nat pwe (spirit
festivals) yearly, one beginning on the full
moon of Nayon (May/June) and another on
the full moon of Nadaw (November/Decem-
ber). Before King Anawrahta’s time, thou-
sands of animals were sacrificed to the nat
during these festivals, but this practice has
been prohibited since the Bagan era. Spirit
possession and overall drunken ecstasy are
still part of the celebration, however.

There are several other minor festivals,
including ones held on the full moons of
Wagaung (July/August) and Tagu (March/
April), which celebrate the departure and re-
turn of the famous Taungbyone nat (Min Gyi
and Min Lay). Once a year, the Taungbyone
nat are believed to travel a spirit circuit that
includes Mt Popa, Taungbyone (about 14
miles north of Mandalay) and China.

|2= Sleeping

Most visitors find a couple of hours with Mt
Popa’s monkeys enough. However, there are a
couple of guesthouses in Popa village (rooms
about $15). There’s also the lovely, lonely
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FRUIT OF THE PALMS

On the way to or from Mt Popa have your
driver pause at one of the several toddy
and jaggery (palm sugar) operations that
are set up along the road. The operators
will give you a basic demo of how the al-
coholic drink and sweets are made from
the sap of the toddy palm. After, you can
taste and buy the products.

Popa Mountain Resort (269169, in Yangon
01-503 831; rsvpopa@myanmar.com.mm; r supe-
rior $70, r deluxe garden/mountain view $150/200;
#/@=), owned by Htoo Trading Company, a
business affiliated with the government (see
p21).Nonguests can take a dip in the pool ($5)
or have a meal (Myanmar set menu for $12)
at the good restaurant while overlooking the
pagodas atop Popa Taung Kalat.

@ Getting There & Away

Most travellers visit Mt Popa in half a day by
share taxi or by organised tour from their hotel.
In Nyaung U, guesthouses could get you a slot in
a share taxi (without guide); a whole taxiis $35
and, at a squeeze, can fit four plus the driver.

At research time a pick-up truck left Nyaung
U’s bus station at 8.30am for Mt Popa (K3000,
two hours); it left Popa for Nyaung U at 1pm.
Less conveniently, you could take an hourly
pick-up from Nyaung U to Kyaukpadaung (90
minutes) and then another to Mt Popa (45 min-
utes). This would take a full day.

Salay

[>1aYeV}

[Zloe3

This Bagan-era village, 22 miles south of
Bagan, is rooted in the 12th and 13th cen-
turies, when Bagan’s influence spread. It
remains an active religious centre, with
something like 50 monasteries for the 7000
or so residents! Day-trippers make it here to
visit a few of the 19th-century wooden mon-
asteries and some select Bagan-era shrines,
and peek at a handful of untouched British
colonial buildings.

It can be paired with Mt Popa on a full-
day trip, though the two are in different di-
rections from Bagan. Eating choices tend to
be better in nearby Chauk (famous for its
production of the sweet tamarind flakes that
are served at the end of all meals in Bagan),

but you can get noodles in the Salay market.
There are no hotels.

© Sights

Youqgson Kyaung
cil&‘?crr{p&
(2)09-4721 5427, admission $5, camera fee $2;
©9am-4.30pm) Designed as a copy of the
Crown Prince House in Mandalay, and built
from 1882 to 1892, the huge wooden monas-
tery is the best place to start a visit in Salay.

Along two of its exterior sides are detailed
original carvings displaying 19th-century
court life and scenes from the Jataka (sto-
ries of the Buddha’s past lives) and Rama-
vana (one of India’s best-known legends);
sadly another side’s pieces were looted in
the 1980s. Inside, the 17th- to 19th-century
pieces are behind glass cases, while the
Bagan-era woodcarvings (including a mas-
sive throne backdrop) stand in open view.

The monastery was renovated twice in
the 1990s and the government’s Department
of Archaeology runs the site (see p21); on-
site staff can point you to other nearby sites
in and outside town.

BUDDHIST MONASTERY

Bagan-Era Monuments BUDDHIST TEMPLES
Little of the history of Salay’s 103 ruins is
known outside a small circle of Myanmar
archaeologists working with limited funds.
It is said that most of the monuments in Sa-
lay weren’t royally sponsored, but were built
by the lower nobility or commoners - thus
there’s nothing on the grand scale of Bagan’s
biggest structures.

In the pagoda-filled area about 110yd
east of Yougson Kyaung, you can see Paya
Thonzu (Temples 18, 19 and 20), which is a
small trio of brick shrines with sikhara (In-
dian-style corncob-like temple finials) and
some faded murals inside. The westernmost
shrine (to the left if you come from the mu-
seum) has the most visible murals and also
a narrow set of stairs leading to a small ter-
race. If it’s locked, ask at Yougson Kyaung.

A more interesting feature is the modern
makeover of the Bagan-era Shinpinsarkyo
Paya (Temple 88), about 4 miles southwest of
town via a dodgy road (and a couple of dodgy
bridges). Inside the glass- and tile-filled pago-
da, you'll find an original 13th-century wood
Lokanat (Mahayana Bodhisattva guardian
spirit).

The nearby northern entrance passage-
way features interesting 19th-century 3-D
murals (some are torture to see). Original



woodcarvings abound, some of which are
painted afresh in original design.

Another mile or so south of Shinpinsar-
kyo (most taxis won't drive it, but it’s an
easy 15-minute walk) is Temple 99, an un-
assuming 13th-century shrine that features
578 painted Jataka scenes inside. The last 16
paintings to the left as you enter represent
the 16 Dreams of King Kosala’.

Other Sights

An interesting aspect of Salay is the faded
colonial-era buildings dotted around town,
a few of which still feature the Royal Crown
high up on their facades (look around the
market area, about 220yd west of the mu-
seum). This area is especially worth visiting,
as few buildings in Myanmar still sport the
lion-guarded crown.

In the complex about 500yd west of the
Paya Thonzu, the Mann Paya is a modern
pagoda housing a 20ft gold Buddha made of
straw lacquer. As the story goes, the Buddha
image was originally located near Monywa,
and was washed downstream during an 1888
monsoon - all the way to Salay. Ask for a peek
inside from the latched door at the back.

North 500yd of the Paya Thonzu, the
monastery and meditation centre of Sasa-
nayaunggyi Kyaung (a stop-off point for
day-trippers) features a lovely 19th-century
glass armoire with painted Jataka panels
and 400-year-old scripture in Pali inside. The
monks are chatty and friendly, and will ask
for a donation for their on-site school.

€ Getting There & Away

Salay is 22 miles south of Bagan on aroad that's
often flood damaged. You pass through the
larger town of Chauk on the way. From Chauk,
another road goes east to Kyaukpadaung, with a
turn-off for Magwe.

A hired taxi for a four- or five-hour trip to Salay
from Nyaung U runs from $45. It's technically
possible to come by pick-up truck from Nyaung
Uinthree hours (not including a change in
Chauk), but it's not advisable, as some sites in
Salay aren't close to the drop-off point.

Pakokku

OB

[Zoe2

A transit point for wayward travellers on the
west side of the Ayeyarwady River, Pakokku
was a quiet backwater until 2007, when it
found itself front-and-centre in internation-
al headlines. Monks from the Myo Ma Ahle

monastery here Kick-started the nationwide
protests against rising petrol prices that be-
came the ill-fated ‘Saffron Revolution’

Since then Pakokku - famed for its to-
bacco and thanakha - has reverted to type
as an interesting and friendly place, even if
you just have a couple of hours before catch-
ing a bus to Monywa or a boat to Nyaung
U. Should you choose to linger, there’s a
riverside homestay that’s basic, but which
many guests rank as a highlight of their trip.
One of the town’s biggest pwe festivals, Thi-
hoshin, is held during Nayon (May/June).

A new bridge - the longest in Myanmar -
across the Ayeyarwady is under construction
and, when completed in the next couple of
years, will speed up connections between Pak-
okku and Bagan, which is only 16 miles south.

© Sights

If time is limited, you'll get the most out of
Pakokku by seeing its market, checking out
some of its temples and monasteries - in-
cluding one monastery with a giant clock-
tower - or just wandering its picturesquely
decrepit, slightly tropical side streets, which
feature old homes backing onto the Ayeyar-
wady River.

About 17 miles northeast, on the way to
Monywa, are the remains of Pakhangyi, a
19th-century wooden monastery. About 3
miles east of Pakhangyi (via the road behind
the big modern pagoda) is the destroyed
frame of Pakhanngeh Kyaung, which was
once the country’s largest wooden monas-
tery. Many of its 332 teak pillars still stand,
and the area - near the fork of the Ayeyar-
wady and Kaladan Rivers - makes for inter-
esting exploration. A taxi here from Pakokku
is K25,000 to K30,000.

|2= Sleeping

Mya Yatanar Inn HOMESTAY §
((2121457; 75 Lanmataw St; r per person K6000, with
shared bathroom K5000) Charming, English-
speaking grandma Mya Mya, her daughter
and four granddaughters will welcome you
to their 100-year-old home on the river, a
couple of blocks east of the market. Rooms
are super-basic and grubby, but bearable
once you fall under the hospitable spell of
these women. Electricity is mostly off during
the day (as with all of Pakokku), and most
rooms share the cold-water bathroom and
squat toilet. They can rustle up a delicious
meal for under K1000, help you get a taxi
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deal to see the sights, or show you to local
pagodas or where tattooing is done.

Tha Pye No Guest House GUESTHOUSE $$
(2121166, 23166; 68 Myoma Rd; r K12,000-20,000;
[#]) If you need things like 24-hour electric-
ity, satellite TV, minibar fridge or even a
night dress, then the newly built superior
rooms here are a reasonable choice. Instant
pot noodles, coffee or green tea constitute
breakfast. Skip the cheaper cell-like rooms,
which share a bathroom with a cold shower.

€ Getting There & Away

Minibuses shuttle to and from Monywa (K1300,
three hours) leaving at 6am, 9am, 11am and 2pm
from the corner of Tinda and Aung Taw Mu Sts.
From the main bus station on Myoma Rd there
are three services daily to Mandalay (K3000,
seven hours).

Ferries to Nyaung U (K3400, two hours) leave
at 5am, 10am and 1.30pm.

Monywa

2P

[Z)o71 7 POP 180,000

Pronounced in two syllables (mon-ywa),
Monywa is an engaging if slightly scrappy
trade town that makes a sensible stopping
point if you're looping between Mandalay

and Bagan via Pakokku. A series of interest-
ing attractions in the surrounding country-
side (p132) can happily fill a couple of days,
and for the adventurous few who boat-hop
the Chindwin, Monywa is the logical start/
end point. The town itself is big, hot and flat,
with relatively little to see beyond the mar-
kets and the pleasant Chindwin riverside
setting, though two large, central pagoda
complexes, Shwezigon Paya and Su Taung
Pye Zedi are well worth a wander.

|2= Sleeping

Breakfast is included in all three hotels
reviewed. If these three are full, you’ll be
stuck with the central but miserable Golden
Arrow Hotel ((2121548; Bogyoke Rd; s/d from
$10/16) or the inconveniently located Great
Hotel down by the bus station.

Win Unity RESORT HOTEL $$
(2122438, 22013; tintinmoe@mptmaill.net.mm; Bo-
gyoke Rd; s $35-50, d $45-65, tr $60-80; =@ [=))
Easily Monywa’s swankiest option, the Win
is a series of tile-roofed modern bungalow
rooms set on the lakeside, less than half a
mile north of the central area. TheyTre all
irreproachably neat and comfortable, but
think low-rise condo rather than colonial
gem. Lake-view rooms (s/d/tr $50/65/80)
command a premium. Beware that the nine
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far plainer ‘standard’ rooms (s/d $25/30) are
hidden away above staff workstations and
are aimed more for drivers rather than for
guests. The inviting pool has a swim-up bar
and Jacuzzi area, but mosquito repellent is
advised.

Monywa Hotel HOTEL $$
(221581, 21549; Bogyoke Rd; s $20-25, d $25-30;
[#) Set well back from the busy street amid
birdsong and creeper-draped trees, this
well-maintained series of multiroom cabins
is popular with small tour groups. Interiors
feel a little dated and the colour schemes
are hideous, but even the cheaper rooms
are fair-sized with effective air-conditioning,
desk, fridge, piping-hot showers, satellite
TV and comfy beds. Superior rooms score a
bathtub and a chair on your terrace.

Shwe Taung Tarn BUDGET HOTEL $
((121478; 70 Station Rd; r per person $8-12; [#]) For
years Shwe Taung Tarn has been Monywa’s
most popular budget choice. The facade looks
unkempt - and it’s worth skipping the front
building’s $8 rooms, which are worse - but
behind is an unexpectedly pleasant little gar-
den area and a pair of newer two-storey build-
ings. Rooms there remain good value for the

Monywa

® Sights
1 Shwezigon Paya .........cccccocvinicni. Bl
2 SuTaung Pye Zedi........cccccocvvuiiinnnnne. B3

(© Sleeping
3 Golden Arrow Hotel........cccccvciicicinee B2
4 Shwe Taung Tarn......c.cococevvoccniicn Bl

&3 Eating
5 Aung Pan....
6 Night Market ..
7 Shine's Shine ....
Shwe Taung Tarn..

9 Yae Khal Taung.
10 Zwe Mahn

( Shopping

11 Government Emporium.........ccccccevee.e C3
@ Transport

12 Express Boat Jetty ....cccoooovviiiiccinn A2

13 IWT Ticket Office
14 Jetty (for cross-river boats) ...

price, but while they were once relatively styl-
ish, many now suffer seriously scuffed floors
and gob-stained walls.

x Eating & Drinking

Shwe Taung Tarn has a restaurant section
beside its budget hotel that cooks fine Chi-
nese food and has an unexpectedly chic roof-
top section.

Pleasant Island CHINESE $$
(Myakanthar Lake, Bogyoke Rd; mains K3000-
8000, rice/beer K500/3500; 7am-10pm; (@)
Monywa’s finest restaurant occupies a tiny
lake island across upper Bogyoke Rd from
the Win Unity Hotel. It’s a photogenic spot
at sunset, linked to the shore by a roly-poly
wooden bridge. Fine if pricey Chinese food
is served at open pavilions: bring mosquito
repellent. If you want (partial) lake views at
far lower prices, walk 200m further south
and cross the side-road, where there’s a sim-
pler Sino-Burmese eatery.

Yad Khel Taung BEER STATION $
(Bogyoke St; mains K1500-4000; &:8am-10pm)
This friendly if typical draft beer station
serves Shan and Chinese food, but is most
remarkable for the tiny amuse-bouche
plates of namakyien, a delicious local
sesame-based humus that arrive free with
most meals.

Aung Pan BURMESE $
(Phyar Gyi St; meals K2000; 9am-9pm) The
typically generous multi-dish spread ar-
riving with your choice of curry includes a
superlative khayandi thuk (mashed roast
eggplant). The setting is unremarkable, but
helpful Bagyi in the attached computer-
repair shop speaks English. Similar meals
are served at Su and Zwe Mahn, both on
Station Rd.

Shine’s Shine CHINESE $
(Saik Pyoe Yae St; mains K2000-4500, rice/draft
beer K100/600; 510am-10pm) Oddly recycled
from a vehicle-repair yard, but shaded by
fine trees full of coloured lights, this large,
busy outdoor space serves fair-priced deli-
cacies, including eel, duck and catfish. The
crumbed Slavia fish in lemon sauce (K2800)
was scrumptious if MSG-loaded.

Night Market FOOD STALLS $
(Bogyoke St; £5-10.30pm) Various cheap eats
between the clock tower and Bogyoke (Aung
San) statue.
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€ Information

Netizen (Shantaw St; per hr K500; &8am-
10pm) Comfortable downstairs room with fast
connections. English spoken.

Nan Chung (Zae St; 57.30am-6pm) Kyat for
dollar exchange at bearable rates from this
olde-worlde Chinese grocery (yellow shutters
at the corner of Kannar St).

@ Getting There & Away

Air

The airport is 12km north, off the Budalin road.
Some Tuesdays the government’s Myanma
Airways (see p21) stops in Monywa between
Mandalay and Homalin, but as usual the deci-
sion to fly is only made the day before, so tickets
can't be reserved until Monday afternoon.

Boat

There is no public service downriver to Pakokku,
but daily boats link the towns and villages of the
upper Chindwin River. Foreigners need permits,
but permits for the journey to Kalewa are usu-
ally organised within a day or two (see boxed
text). Express boats to Kalewa (foreigner/local
K15,000/5000, around 13 hours) depart 4.30am
daily, operated by one of three Strand Rd compa-
nies on a rotating cycle, MGRG ((./122987), Ngwe
Shwe Oo ([./)23051) or Shwe Nadi ([.2)23488).
Buy tickets one day before, permit in hand. Stops
should include the attractive old settlements of
Kani, Mingin and Kan/Kyidaw. Departing Thurs-
days at 7am, the IWT (government; see p21) river
ferry moves slower than political evolution. Allow
up to four days from Monywa to Kalewa in the dry
season. In the rainy season IWT boats become
more frequent and travel further north.

Bus

Monywa'’s bus station is just over a mile south-
east of the clock tower down Bogyoke St, hidden
behind the Great Hotel.

MANDALAY Several companies, including
Mahanwe and AGB, operate hourly buses 5am
to 4pm (K1700, 3% to four hours).

CHINDWIN PERMITS

PAKOKKU AGB buses (K1300, 4% hours) leave
at 6.30am, 8.30am, 12.30pm and 3pm. Other
companies leave at 8am, 10.30am and 1.15pm.
Take the first bus if you want to to be sure of

a same-day ferry connection from Pakokku to
Nyaung U (last departure 1.30pm).

SHWEBO Once or twice hourly from 5am to
1pm plus at 3pm (K1100, 3%z hours). The attrac-
tive rural route passes through Kyaukka, famed
for its lacquerware cottage industry, but local
help is needed if you want to see much there.

Train

MANDALAY Departs noon ($3, six hours). The
trip, inan uncomfortable three-box-car train,
takes twice as long as the bus and costs almost
twice the price.

€ Getting Around

Motorbikes/trishaws/three-wheelers

to the centre from the bus station cost
K1000/1000/1500. All, along with white,
plain-clothes taxis, linger near the northern
Shwezigon Paya entrance, while outside the
Shwe Taung Tarn you might find Saw Tha Hla,
a calm-driving, super-helpful guide/motorcycle
taxi driver who speaks functional English.

Around Monywa

If you have only one full day, the most
popular option is to visit Hpo Win Daung
caves followed by Thanboddhay and Bodhi
Tataung. The latter is west-facing, and so is
best seen in afternoon sunlight.

SOUTH OF MONYWA

A Myint ANCIENT VILLAGE
Little visited by foreigners apart from occa-
sional Chindwin cruise groups, A Myint is a
charmingly unspoilt riverside village domi-
nated by a series of 336 higgledy piggledy
ancient stupas in varying stages of col-
lapse. All are compactly ranged around a

To travel as far north as Kalewa, the permit procedure can prove comparatively painless.
Apply Monday to Thursday before 4pm at the Monywa immigration office (four miles east
of centre towards Shwebo) and the necessary letter should be ready within 24 hours. To
continue further north (eg Mawleik, Homalin or Khamti), the permits are far more compli-
cated to organise: generally they're limited to organised groups and you'll need to contact
Yangon agencies for help. Allow at least three weeks’ preparation. This is usually done in
tandem with an expensive cruise program. The Pandaw (www.pandawl947.com) made one
such 10-day cruise in 2010 (s/d $4090/6300), and GMT (www.myanmartravelagent.com)
can organise tailor-made small-boat cruises. A few Yangon travel agencies can get permits
for those on semi-independent packages where you stay in local guesthouses and use
local boats, but the cost is still prohibitive at around $2000 per person.



AN 11TH-CENTURY LOVE TRIANGLE

In 1056 the King of Bago became a vassal of Bagan's ascendant ruler, Anawrahta, who
later sent his armies to bolster Bago against the Khmers. Among the tribute gifts that
symbolised the relationship was one of four Buddha hair relics sent to Bagan and now
enshrined within Bagan's Shwesandaw pagoda. Another ‘gift’ was the King of Bago's
beautiful daughter Princess Manisanda (aka Khin U). To collect these priceless prizes,
Anawrahta sent his most trusted commanders, the ‘four paladins’, led by his son and
foremost general Kyanzittha. But as they returned Kyanzittha was overcome by temp-
tation for the future queen, kicking off a classic love triangle. Once their affair was dis-
covered, Kyanzittha was bound and sentenced to death by his furious father. However,
the magic lance that was supposed to execute him instead broke the ropes that bound
him and Kyanzittha made a fairy-tale escape, grabbing the lance and fleeing in a fishing
boat. After a series of similarly implausible triumphs against Anawrahta's search parties,
Kyanzittha settled in Kaungbyu, before finally returning to Bagan in 1077, only to rekindle
the affair with Manisanda. Today, there is some controversy as to where Kaungbyu was,
but Monywa guides are adamant that it was the delightful little village of A Myint (p132).

little wooden monastery and a few retain
interior murals. Another minor attraction is
the British-era house (62 Seidan St) of the
former village chief. It’s private and still
owned by the charming original family, who
might wind up their gramophone for you or
show off their 1920s sepia photos.

A major attraction is the lovely 15-mile
ride through agricultural villages from
Monywa on a lane that’s narrow but unusu-
ally well asphalted. Around half way look
northeast for brief, distant views.

SOUTHEAST OF MONYWA

If youre driving between Mandalay and
Monywa, the following sites can be conve-
niently visited as a short detour en route.
However, if you're using public transport,
you’d be wiser to visit on a return excursion
from Monywa, costing around K5000/8000
by motorbike/three-wheeler and taking
around three hours.

Thanboddhay Paya
g[E3RP:

(Monye Sambuddhe) The central feature of this
carnivalesque complex is a large mid-20th-
century temple whose unique roof is lay-
ered with rows of gilt mini-stupas. Its flanks
burst gaudily bright colours and are flanked
by 30ft-high concrete obelisks set with un-
countable minuscule Buddha shapes. The
multiply arched temple interior (admission
$3; ©6am-5pm) is plastered with so many
Buddha images, large and small, that it feels
like you’re walking through a Buddha house
of mirrors. However, while intriguing, you’ll
get the idea in two minutes and some visi-

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

tors make do with peeping in for free. Than-
boddhay’s kitschfest continues in the sur-
rounding pastel-hued monks’ quarters and
with two huge white concrete elephants at
the site’s gateway. It’s 1.5km off the Manda-
lay road, 10km from Monywa.

Bodhi Tataung
conombeomE
Another 8km east from Thanboddhay, the
name of this vast hillside Buddha-rama
translates as 1000 Buddhas’ But for most vis-
itors, only two of them really count. Opened
in 2008, the glimmering 424ft standing
Buddha is claimed to be the world’s tall-
est, and it utterly dominates the landscape
for miles around. Inside the multi-storey
torso, seemingly interminable stairways link
painted galleries, many lower ones depicting
gruesome hell scenes. You might hope that
climbing to Buddha’s head would take you,
artistically at least, to Nirvana. However, so
far at least, visitors’ progress is blocked at
the 16th floor, barely half way up. A spiritual
message? The interior closes at 5pm.

Lower down the hillside lounges a slightly
smaller but still enormous 312ft reclining
Buddha. It’s hardly refined and the dark in-
terior contains poorly maintained tableaux:
enter through the left buttock.

Note that both giant Buddhas face west,
so for best photos come in the late afternoon.

If youTre feeling inspired, the Bodhi
Tataung site hosts many other minor fasci-
nations, including a whole garden of identi-
cal sitting Buddhas under concrete parasols,
and the gilded 430ft stupa Aung Setkya

WORLD'S BIGGEST BUDDHA
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SPIRULINA

An algae that grows in alkaline, subtropical lakes, Spirulina is named for its coiled spiral
(or more accurately helix) shape, which you'll only notice when looking through a micro-
scope. Harvested and dried, Spirulina was once a food-source for Aztec people. Today
it's a popular dietary supplement said to help reduce cholesterol, lower blood pressure
and counter hay fever. In Myanmar, Spirulina is best known as an ingredient of Mandalay
Brewery's popular ‘anti-aging’ beer. You can visit a government Spirulina ‘farm’ at Twin
Daung and buy a few Spirulina products at the government emporium (see p21), upstairs

within a dowdy Monywa shopping centre.

Paya, which has lovely views from its upper
rim (climbed via an inner passageway).

Carry your sandals to save your feet from
gravel dents on connecting roads.

NORTH OF MONYWA

Wizened old neem trees and many an attrac-
tive stupa enliven the busy, well-paved road
leading north from Monywa. After 19 miles,
Budalin is a small junction settlement with
a basic noodle-shop, from which it’s still
rather a slog to reach the area’s minor at-
tractions. But you’ll certainly be getting far,
far off the tourist radar.

Twin Daung CRATER LAKE
Twin Daung is one of four volcanic crater
lakes in Myanmar, from whose swirling green
waters Spirulina is cultivated (see p134). You
can visit the lakeside Spirulina factory (ad-
mission free, &8am-4.30pm Mon-Sat) to see the
concrete cultivation tanks, peer through a
microscope at the algae’s incredible spiral
form and see a range of packaged Spirulina-
based products (manufactured elsewhere
and not for sale here). The palm-fronted
lakeside has a certain south-sea charm and
views from the crater rim are very wide with-
out being enormously spectacular.

Access is by a 13km unpaved lane that
doubles back to the southwest, starting just
a few yards after the toll gate as you arrive in
Budalin from the south.

Payagyi BUDDHIST MONASTERY
The large Payagyi stupa and its oversized
chinthe face an abrupt twin-peaked hill,
topped with a stupa and castle-like rocky out-
crop and said to have an indelible footprint
of Bagan-era King Kyanzittha at its base. Now
boxed within concrete walls and tin roof, the
empty front prayer hall retains its 170-year-
old teak pillars. Its carved-stone floor tiles,
telling Ramayana tales, have been moved for
safe keeping to a museum shed: notice num-
ber 274 featuring Hanuman (the monkey god)

riding a sheep and smoking a cheroot. The
lovable wooden monastery building seems
oversized for five novices, one monk and the
young abbot (who speaks a little English).

It’s 30km from the central junction in Bu-
dalin (marked by a golden horseback Ban-
dula statue, 500m north of the Twin Daung
turning), where you veer left. Keep left again
after 3km then continue 22km to Ta Kook Ta
Nel. Turn right after the little row of teahous-
es then follow the track 5km to Payagyi. It’s
a long way to come for one monastery, but
the rural scenes en route are very attractive,
especially along the asphalted first 9km af-
ter Budalin through cottonfields, sunflowers
and Palmyra palms to Nyaung Kai/Ywathar,
which has a massive Shwezigon pagoda in a
field at its southeast edge.

WEST OF MONYWA
Hpo Win Daung BUDDHA CAVE-NICHE COMPLEX
8:0§:comb
(admission $2) Monywa’s biggest draw for
antiquity-hunters, this rural complex of 492
buddha chambers was carved into a lime-
stone hillside between the 14th and 18th
centuries. None of the ‘caves’ are more than a
few yards deep, and many are just big enough
for a single image but a few of the best (no-
tably caves 478 and 480) have retained some
colourful, well-executed murals. The area
is fairly large and there’s no map so some
visitors prefer to engage an informal guide
(around K4000) who is likely to be friendly
but not especially informative. Without a
guide, just head up and left from the start-
ing point and don’t worry - you don’t need to
climb nearly as high as the hilltop stupas that
loom high on the ridge above. Around the
complex, cheeky monKkeys are all too keen to
let you gain merit by donating to them food.
Some 700m beyond the restaurants and
souvenir stands of Hpo Win ‘village’ lies
Shwe Ba Taung (admission $2), a smaller,
contrastingly different set of 46 cave cham-



bers accessed from pathways cut around 25
feet vertically down into the limestone. The
buddha images are larger and far newer than
those of the main site but the intriguing over-
all effect is of a Buddhist Disneyland set in a
miniature Petra. Squint at Hpo Win Daung
as you return and you might see why locals
think the hill looks like a reclining buddha.

€ Getting There & Away

The fastest access to the sites from Monywa is
to cross the Chindwin River by boat then contin-
ue 23km west (the caves are 6km southwest of
the main Pale road). From Strand Rd in Monywa,
simple open-top ferry boats take locals across
the Chindwin River for K200 each but foreigners
must charter a whole boat, K2500 each way for
up to five people plus K700 per motorbike. Boats
run approximately 6am to 8pm.

Once across, waiting jeeps (carrying up to six
at a pinch) want K15,000 return including wait-
ing time. Motorbike drivers on the west bank
won't take foreigners due to the jeep monopoly
but you can bring a bike (and driver) across with
you. Renting a chauffeured motorbike costs
around K800O return (plus boat charges).

Visiting by taxi/motor-trishaw from Monywa
(K20,000/35,000 return) you'll need to cross
the big Chindwin Bridge. That adds 9 extra miles
but allows a stop at the brilliantly perched if
brash Shwe Taung Oo pagoda for 360-
degree river and plain views. The route also
passes some apocalyptic copper-mining shack-
villages backed by a vast industrial-scale open
pit. By motorbike you could go out by boat, back
by bridge (K10,000 plus boat charges) and enjoy
sunset from Shwe Taung Oo.

Myingyan

[J]oes

On the Ayeyarwady River 45 miles north of
Nyaung U (towards Mandalay), sprawling
Myingyan (sorta rhymes with ‘engine’) sees
very few travellers, as the major bus routes
avoid the bumpier roads that pass through
town. Some cycling groups pedal through,
and occasionally long-distance boats stop at
the Ayeyarwady River docks.

Most famous for its big prison, scrappy My-
ingyan boasts only a couple of slim reasons to
pause here. About 1 mile east of the bus sta-
tion, across the railway line, is the Bodhi Dat
Taw Taik (meaning ‘depository of Buddha’s
relics’), where you can see relics (teeth, hair,
bone and even skin) of saintly monks down
the ages housed in what was once the walk-in
safe of a British colonial bank; you’ll be given

a torch to peer at the relics stored in jars in
the gloomy interior.

Roughly 1 mile south of the town’s cen-
tral market, via the north-south Mandalay-
Meiktila Rd, is the Soon Lu Kyaung, a small
monastery where you can see the remains,
draped in monastic robes, of the revered
monk Soon Lu Sayadaw. He died in 1951,
though his body is (relatively) well preserved.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

One Star Drive In Inn GUESTHOUSE $
((2121389; Myo Pat St, 16th quarter; r per person
K8000; [#) This odd group of bungalows
on a dusty side street is about half a mile
southeast of the bus station. Mattresses are
thin, and in the less than appealing attached
bathrooms the showers are cold.

New Sein Moe Bamaw

Restaurant CHINESE $$
(7/96 8-St; &510am-9pm) A block west of the
busy central market, this serviceable restau-
rant offers standard, just edible fried rice,
noodles and vegies - most of the patrons
seem more interested in downing K600
mugs of beer. Next door, on the corner, is the
Mr Tea teahouse.

© Getting There & Away

Frequent buses and pick-up trucks leave
from the station just east of the Myingyan to
Meiktila road, a couple of blocks south of the
market. Services go to Meiktila (back/front seat
K1500/3000, three hours, half hourly 4am to
2.30pm) and Mandalay (K2000, five hours, eight
or nine daily). A pick-up goes to Nyaung U (back/
front seat K1500/3000, 2%2 hours, 11am).

The slow daily train between Mandalay and
Bagan stops in Myingyan.

YANGON-MANDALAY
HIGHWAY

There are two routes buses and cars ply be-
tween Yangon and Mandalay: the pot-holed
old Hwy No 1, which some call the ‘high
road’ (though it runs west of the Shan Hills);
and the new Yangon-Mandalay Expressway,
dubbed the ‘big road’ Neither are particular-
ly gorgeous drives but both provide access to
a couple of places of interest en route to the
north: the former capital of Taungoo and the
modern-day ‘royal capital’ of Nay Pyi Taw, a
visit to which plunges you into the deepest
depths of the bizarre.
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[J]o54, POP 120,000

A busy highway town, Taungoo (also spelled
Toungoo) is a popular overnight stop for
both tourists and truckers. Sporting several
interesting temples, a lively central market
and a pretty lake, it has more to keep your
interest for a couple of hours than any other
town on the Yangon-Mandalay Expressway.
A great guesthouse on the town’s outskirts
makes it easy to stay an extra day, and can
also be used as a base for visiting elephant
camps in the hills to the west.

King Mingyinyo founded his capital here
in 1510, and his dynasty ruled the coun-
try for the next 150 years. However, WWII
bombing wrecked most of Mingyinyo’s Ka-
tumadi Palace (only sections of the old walls
and moat can still be seen). In celebration
of the town’s 500th anniversary in 2010 a
couple of impressive new gates were built,
as well as a massive statue of the king, un-
missable on the old Yangon-Mandalay road,
east of the palace walls.

The Karen hills to the east are famed for
their vegetables and coffee. The area is also
known for its bounteous areca (betel) palms.
In Myanmar, when someone receives unex-

THE NEW ROAD TO MANDALAY

pected good fortune, they are likened to a
betel-lover receiving a paid trip to Taungoo.

Kayin State is less than 22 miles east
and Kayah State another 40 miles further
east. Karen and Kayah insurgents have
been known to operate within these areas.
A dry-weather road continues east all the
way to Loikaw, but any travel beyond the
Sittoung (Sittang) River a couple of miles
east of Taungoo requires special permission.
Permission is typically arranged through a
travel agent; see p69.

© Sights & Activities

Apart from visiting the sights listed below,
it’s fun to hire a bike and spend half a day
pedalling around the town’s sights and into
the countryside. Bikes can be rented from
Beauty Guest House for K2000 a day.

Shwesar:\daw Paya
Selesleleppleplert

Situated in the centre of town, around
500m west of the main road, this is Taun-
goo’s grandest pilgrimage spot. The central
stupa, a standard-issue bell shape, is gilded
and dates back to 1597; local legend says an
earlier stupa on the site was built centu-
ries before and contains sacred-hair relics.
Entering from the north, to your right is a
display of Taungoo kings (and a rather busty

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

When Rudyard Kipling romanticised the road to Mandalay in his famous song, it's un-
likely he had in mind the kind of highway — over half a century in the making — that now
links Myanmar'’s capital of Naw Pyi Taw with the country’s two major cities. Compared to
the old bumpy and tarred 432-mile route between Yangon and Mandalay, this relatively
smooth, concrete four-lane expressway, illuminated by solar-powered lights, is a revela-
tion, slashing the drive time between the two from around 12 hours to eight. However,
travel along it, and you'll rarely see another vehicle.

The Yangon—Mandalay Expressway’s emptiness is down to combination of factors, in-
cluding high tolls, which put off the majority of drivers. The road passes through unpopu-
lated areas and has a dearth of facilities along its route, making it potentially treacherous
should your vehicle breakdown. Heavy, road-punishing lorries and trucks are barred, but
not long-distance buses, which usually traverse the road at night when its surface is
cooler and thus less likely to overtax old engines and threadbare tyres.

At the 115-mile mark, just over halfway between Yangon and Nay Pyi Taw, there's a rest
camp (services station) with several good 24-hour restaurants, including Feel Express, a
branch of the Yangon dining favourite Feel Myanmar. A hotel is also under construction.

The expressway's origins date back to 1959 when the US provided $37 million in aid to
General Ne Win's first military government, part of which was used for the expressway’s
initial survey by US Army engineers. It takes a long time to build a road when using forced
and manual labour, the main impetus for finishing its construction being the junta’s
desire for faster access to Nay Pyi Taw. However, like many new things in Myanmar, the
expressway is far from flawless. Apparently parts of it flood during the rainy season be-

cause of a lack of surface drains.
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VISITING THE ELEPHANT CAMPS

Myanmar has the largest population of domesticated elephants in the world and is the

only country where they are still used on a large scale in industry — in particular for logging
carried out under the auspices of the state-owned Myanmar Timer Enterprise (MTE). Ina
mountainous area of Karen villages and teakwood plantations, 35 miles northwest of Taun-
goo, it's possible to visit logging camps and see up close working elephants and their oozies
(the Myanmar word for mahouts) continuing a pattern of life unchanged for centuries.

With at least three days’ notice (two weeks is better), trips of a day or longer can be
arranged to this otherwise restricted area through Dr Chan Aye (drchanaye@gmail.com)
of the Myanmar Beauty Guest House.

Day trips, starting at 6am and returning to Taungoo around 5pm, cost $90 per person

for two people, with prices dropping the larger the group. Included in the rates are the
necessary permits, return transport, a walk into the forest, an elephant ride, a lunch of
rice and curry, and plenty of bottled water. Bamboo rafting and motorbiking in the jungle

can be added for additional fees.

Overnight trips with a stay in either Shwe Daung or Ngwe Daug, both Karen villages,
cost $220 per person:; it's also possible to do this trip and continue onward to Pyay the
next day for $300. The doctor provides free medical service to villagers in the area.

queen), and a round building housing a re-
clining Buddha surrounded by devas (celes-
tial beings) and monastic disciples.

Nearby, on the western side of the stupa,
there’s a 12ft bronze, Mandalay-style sitting
Buddha, given to the paya in 1912 by a re-
tired civil servant who donated his body
weight in bronze and silver for the casting of
the image. He died three years after the cast-
ing at age 72; his ashes are interred behind
the image.

On the east side, there’s a shrine to Thu-
rathati - a goddess borrowed by Buddhists
from Hindus - atop a mythical /intha bird.
Fine-arts students come to pray to her be-
fore exams.

Myasigon Paya
[ooe52opep:
About 250m south of Shwesandaw, off Pa-
goda St, this lovely modern pagoda features
a gold zedi and many glass mosaics. On the
north side, an open building has a faded
mural of Taungoo kings. A nearby squat
white building is actually a museum (to
have it opened, ask in the pagoda; it usually
costs K1000). The museum has bronze im-
ages of Erawan (the three-headed elephant
who serves as Indra’s mount) and assorted
Buddha images, but is more interesting
for its random secular collection of British
colonial-era memorabilia, including an an-
cient Kodak camera, 80-year-old plates and
a cream soda bottle.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

Kandawgyi Lake
m%cm%@:
This pretty ornamental lake dates from the
days when Taungoo (then known as Katu-
madi) was capital and Bayin Naung ruled.
Strolling or cycling around its perimeter,
lined with shady trees, is a pleasant way to
pass an hour or so.

While nobody swims in the lake itself, on
its eastern (town) side, you’'ll find a small
swimming pool (for 2hr K500; &37am-6pm) at
the Evergreen Cafe, which also has friendly
owners.

On the lake’s western flank, sandwiched
between the old palace walls and moat, is
the Kyet Minn Nyi Naung Amusement
Park, built by the firm responsible for the
neighbouring Royal Katumadi Hotel. Apart
from various places to eat and drink here,
you can play snooker (K1000 per hour) and
tennis (K3000 per hour) or hire the kara-
oke room (K5000 per hour). There’s a free
kids’ playground, but we were told the pedal
boats on the lake were ‘not for foreigners.

LAKE/PARK

Kawmudaw Paya BUDDHIST TEMPLE
[SepleleHMleplolerlepk

One of Taungoo’s oldest religious sites, this
countryside temple is around 1 mile west
of the lake through the new Sin Gate Arch.
In the temple’s southwest corner, look for
a small pillar in a sandbox (with barefoot
prints) - locals come here and walk around
it to conquer personal problems.
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|2= Sleeping

Myanmar Beauty Guest

House II, lll & IV GUESTHOUSE $$
(2123270, 23527; Pauk Hla Gyi St; fourdoctors@
mptmail.net.mm; rin Il $10-15,s/d in IV $15/25;)
This three-part, 20-room rural complex at
the edge of town is reason enough to stop
in Taungoo. The Beauty has a grab-bag of
rustic, all-wood, bungalow-style rooms.
Don’t get confused by the numbers - the
higher the number, the nicer the room. The
spacious IV rooms face the fields and have
air-con and a good hot shower; III is a step
down, and II is usually used by drivers and
guides. Staff are super, as is the wildly lo-
cal breakfast, with samosas, sticky rice and
exotic fruits - and lots of it. It’s about 1.5
miles south of the turnoff from the old Yan-
gon-Mandalay Highway into the centre of
Taungoo and is a K1000 to K1500 trishaw
ride from the centre. Myanmar Beauty
Guest House | (2123270; 7/134 Bo Hmu Pho
Kun St; r $10-15), in town, isn’t really worth
considering.

Myanma Thiri Hotel HOTEL $$
((2123764; mthirihotel@myanmar.com.mm; Magalar
Rd; s/d from $25/33; [P =) Set a block or so
back from the main highway behind the
sports field is this old government hotel now
leased to a private company (see p21). The
cheaper rooms, in the British colonial build-
ing, are big with overly soft mattresses. There
are a few deluxe rooms in separate new cha-
lets and a 20m-long swimming pool in the
grounds.

Royal Kaytumadi Hotel HOTEL $$$
((2124761; www.kmahotels.com; Royal Kaytumadi
St; r $50-65; #/@/2)) Hogging the west side of
the lake is Taungoo’s fanciest option, with
very comfortable rooms and plenty of facili-
ties and nice decorative details. The prop-
erty is owned by a businessman affiliated
with the government (see p21). The same
businessman also bankrolled the new city
gates and giant statue of Mingyinyo erected
to celebrate the city’s 500th anniversary.

Mother’s House Hotel HOTEL $$
(.224240; mhh@banganmail.net.mm; 501-502
Yangon-Mandalay Highway; s/d $20/25; &) This
32-room bungalow hotel right on the high-
way and a little closer to town than the
Beauty grants you 24-hour electricity, satel-
lite TV and clean and comfy bungalow-style
rooms with wood floors and fudge-and-ba-
nana colour schemes.

Hotel Amazing Kaytu HOTEL $$
(223977, www.amazing-hotel.com; 8th St Ohtky-
auttan; s/d from $30/35; [#) ‘Hotel Dependable
If a Little Overpriced & Generic Kaytu’ is
more apt. It’s a bit north of the main turn
off from the old Yangon-Mandalay High-
way into the centre of Taungoo; its 18 rooms
are perfectly fine - with round-the-clock
electricity, satellite TV and plain tiled bath-
rooms, plus a clock set to Spanish time in
the lobby. The cheapest rooms are stuck at
the back and a little dark.

Pun Swe Taw HOTEL $$
((2)25595; ponswetaw@gmail.com; 8/15 Yangon-
Mandalay Highway; s/d $35/40; ) Centrally
located, this four-storey hotel offers reason-
ably clean and big rooms overlooking the
moat on the east side of the old city. Howev-
er, it also suffers from highway traffic noise.

,\@ Eating
Around Taungoo’s tea shops, try asking for

o yo (normal coffee), which should get you
a cup of ‘Taungoo coffee’ (actually it comes
from the Karen mountains to the east).

At the night market, which convenes next
to the central market, vendors specialise
in chapattis and meat-stuffed palata (fried
flatbread). On the old Yangon-Mandalay
Highway, particularly to the south, are many
Chinese and Myanmar restaurants; the res-
taurant at Mother’s House Hotel is particu-
larly inviting.

Yagon Food Villa PAN-ASIAN $$
(185 Bo Hmu Pho Kun St; dishes K1500-2500;
:8.30am-9.30pm) Colourful fake-leather so-
fas and chairs add a bright note to this reli-
able option serving the usual mix of rice and
noodle dishes, with burgers and fish and
chips on the menu, too.

© Information

Arena Net Cafe (Bo Hmu Pho Kun St; per hr
K500; &9am-4pm) Arena is next to Myanmar
Beauty Guest House 1. Internet cafes are abun-
dant, but don’t expect speedy connections.

Dr Chan Aye ((2)23270; Myanmar Beauty
Guest House 1) Runs a clinic and speaks good
English.

€ Getting There & Away

The 62-mile unpaved logging road from Ok-
twin (9 miles south of Taungoo) to Pakkhaung
provides a shortcut to Pyay. Foreigners are not
allowed to travel along this road unless on a
tour; Dr Chan Aye (see p137) can make this trip



TRAINS FROM TAUNGOO

DESTINATION FARE ORDINARY/UPPER ($) DURATION (HR) DEPARTURE

Mandalay 717 9 11.18am, 12.15pm, 12.45pm
Nay Pyi Taw 2/6 3 2.15pm, 5.24pm

Thazi 4/11 5 11.18am, 12.15pm, 12.45pm
Yangon 5/13 7

with you, including a one- or two-night stopina
village or jungle camp along the way (from $300
per person for two people, including accommo-
dation, meals and transport).

Road travel east across the Sittoung River,
towards Loikaw, is also restricted.

Bus

Most buses leaving Taungoo originated else-
where. Generally stops are at private bus com-
pany offices scattered along the old
Yangon-Mandalay Highway, just south of the
turn-off to the ‘centre’. It's easiest to have your
local accommodation arrange a seat.

Yangon (K3500 to K4300; nine hours; depar-
tures 7am, 7pm) Buses with and without air-con.
Nay Pyi Taw (K1800; 3%z hours; departures
7am, 9am, noon, 2pm)

Meiktila (K4000; 6% hours; departure
10.30am) Minibus, no air-con.

Mandalay (K6500; 10 hours; departure
6.30pm) Air-con bus.

Train

The Taungoo train station ((.723308) has a mili-
tary presence, following some Karen ‘attacks’ on
trains passing in the night.

Nay Pyi Taw
c@@écm%
[2Jo67 / POP C925,000
In 2005, following the tradition of Burma’s
ancient Kings, the military relocated Myan-
mar’s capital to a more strategically central
location, about 240 miles north of Yangon. At
untold expense (some reports have it at over
$4 billion), Nay Pyi Taw was built on scrub
ground amid rice paddies, villages and small
towns such as Pyinmana on the old Yangon-
Mandalay Highway. Most government minis-
tries and their staff have been relocated here,
but with a couple of exceptions the diplomatic
community have dug in their heels in Yangon.
Absurdly grandiose in scale, Nay Pyi Taw
(one translation is ‘Royal City of the Sun’)

is a sprawling, shoddily constructed city
with eight-lane highways, 24-hour electric-
ity, and zones for shopping, government
housing and hotels, ministry buildings and
generals’ homes. Apart from the roadblocks
that protect the roads leading to the gener-
als’ mansions, ministry buildings and the
parliament, it’s surprisingly open. Visits to
some of its sights, including a giant gilded
pagoda and a zoo and safari park, allow you
to mingle freely with locals while putting a
dollar or two into the private economy.

© Sights

You don’t come to Nay Pyi Taw for the sights
so much as for its surreal atmosphere. Be-
sides, the city is very much a messy work in
progress.

If approaching from the new Yangon-
Mandalay Expressway, you’ll first enter
Nay Pyi Taw along the ‘hotel zone’ of Yarza
Thingaha Rd. At the road’s northern end
near the Thabyaegone roundabout (one of
the city’s several gigantic, grassy road hubs)
is the newly built convention centre, Mani-
yadanar Kyauk Sein Khanma. This is the
location of the quarterly jade and precious
stones fair, Emporium - about the only time
Nay Pyi Taw fills up with visitors. Next door
is the Gems Museum and northeast of the
roundabout is the Water Fountain Garden.

Continue northeast from here to the Yar-
za Thingaha roundabout and hang a right
to find the Uppatasanti Paya, Nay Pyi Taw’s
main sight. If youre approaching the city
from the old Yangon-Mandalay Highway
via the long-established town of Pyinmana,
you'll hit the golden pagoda first.

Be careful where you point your camera in
Nay Pyi Taw: photography of official build-
ings or military officials is prohibited. The
giant statues of three kings (Alaungpaya,
Anawrahta and Bayinnaung), seen in some
publicised photos of Nay Pyi Taw, are in a
military zone in the hills to the east, and are
not accessible to the public.
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Uppatasanti Paya BUDDHIST TEMPLE
eé]ma)(%coo%

An act of merit-making by General Than
Shwe and his wife, this 321ft tall golden pa-
goda - 1ft smaller than Yangon’s Shwedagon
Paya - is impressive from afar (especially
when illuminated at night), but close up be-
trays its hasty construction with poor finishes.
Nevertheless, the vast interior is lined with
some vivid carved-stone murals depicting
the life and legend of Buddha and key scenes
from Myanmar’s Buddhist history. Foreigners
are supposed to pay a $5 entry charge, but no
one asked us for it when we showed up.

At the foot of the pagoda’s east side is a
covered, open-sided enclosure where two
fabled white elephants - 38-year-old Bud-
dawadi and 18-year-old Nandawadi - stand
chained and munching bamboo. Along with
two females, who are more dusky pink than
white, there’s also a regular two-year-old
black elephant for comparison. Between
10am and 4pm the elephants are unchained
and disappear from public view to roam the
grazing ground to the rear.

Zoological Garden & Safari Park
Bqpsq 58 anmdparpp
(zoo admission $10, photo charge K2000; &:8.30am-
8pmTue-Sun) A good 45-minute drive northeast
of the hotel zone (and closer to Pyinmana) are
these animal-focused attractions, both run by
the government. As zoos go, it’s not a badly
kept place - many of its inhabitants were
shifted here from Yangon’s decrepit colonial-
era zoo. Spread across 612 acres are over 80
different species of animal, bird and reptile,
including hippos, lions, deer, bison, crocodiles
and several elephants. There’s also an air-
conditioned pool house for black-footed and
Humboldt penguins, and a planetarium.
Next door, more wild beasts roam the
safari park (admission $20; 8.30am-4.30pm),
which opened in 2011 and is toured on elec-
tric canopy-covered buggies - you'll be glad
of these in the heat of the day. The 35-acre
facility, home to zebras, rhinos, tigers and a
pair of giraffes, is divided into sections show-
casing the fauna of Africa, Asia and Australia.

Other Sights

Water Fountain Garden PARK
(admission K200, camera charge K1000; ¢38.30am-
8.30pm) More or less at the heart of Nay Pyi
Taw is this government-built grassy park,
which boasts a viewing platform, water fea-
tures (perhaps turned on) and cheaply con-
structed and already crumbling decorative

700

structures bedecked with twinkling fairy
lights at night.

Gem Museum MUSEUM
(YarzaThingaha Rd; entrance $5; ¢39.30am-4.30pm
Tue-Sun) The one-room exhibition hall at this
government-run museum is a snooze. Have
some fun walking around faster than the
attendants who scuttle behind switching
on and off the lights in cabinets displaying,
among other things, pearls, rubies, silver-
ware, jade and a big lump of coal. Down-
stairs, listless jewellers and gem merchants
hawk their wares.

National Museum MUSEUM
This new museum was under construction
in the north of the city during our visit;
we're told it’s likely that original pieces cur-
rently in Yangon will be replaced by copies
and the originals will be moved here.

|2= Sleeping

Foreign visitors must stay in the hotel zone
where new complexes are sprouting like
daisies next to the villa-style resort Aureum
Palace and Royal Kumudra, owned by busi-
nesses affiliated with the government (see
p21). Forced to build quickly, construction
and decorative standards are woeful and
most places are overpriced. However, a cou-
ple of the smaller places are worth consider-
ing if you decide to overnight.

Tungapuri Hotel HOTEL $$
(21422 020; www.tungapurihotel.com; 9/10 Yarza
Thingaha Rd; s/d from $25/35; &) A Shan
constructor built this small hotel, which has
some appeal. The cheapest rooms are in the
basement, where the singles don’t even have
windows; it’s better to pay an extra $10 or
more for the superior and deluxe rooms on
the upper floors. Staff are very welcoming.

Oasis Hotel HOTEL $$
(21422 088; oasis.naypyitaw@gmail.com; 12 Yarza
Thingaha Rd; r/ste $50/200; #@) The most
stylish of Nay Pyi Taw’s smaller hotels, the
Oasis’ suites are overpriced, but do come
with Jacuzzi baths and small kitchenettes.
Not open at the time of research, but in the
works, is a fancy Chinese restaurant.

,\"’ Eating & Drinking

There’s a cluster of places to eat and drink
atop what is known as Golden Hill, includ-
ing the fancy but quiet Golden Hill Restau-
rant. At the foot of the hill, in the evenings,
food and tea stalls set up shop. There’s also a,



couple of places to eat in the Junction mall,
where you’ll also find a cinema (K1500).

Maw Khan Nong BAMAR $
(Golden Hill; meals K1500; &7am-10pm) Join gov-
ernment workers at this canteen and beer
station with a spacious outdoor terrace. Or-
der the good value ‘Bagan bowl’ meal, which
includes a choice from the menu of one veg-
etable and two meat dishes plus rice.

Santino INTERNATIONAL $$
(Golden Hill; meals K2500-5000; 7am-10pm)
The menu at this appealing Western-style
café, bakery and restaurant has something
for everyone, kicking off with full American-
style breakfasts (K4000) and continuing
with things such as burgers, club sandwich-
es and pizza.

Café Flight INTERNATIONAL $$
(1422 122; info@skypalace.asia; 3 Yarza Thingaha
Rd; mains K3500-9000; &8am-10pm) The saf-
est way to board a Myanma Airways plane
is to board this one, parked in front of the
Sky Palace Hotel, and turned into a café-bar
serving draught Tiger beer (K850), coffee,
noodles, pasta and pizza.

€ Getting There & Away

Air

A new international airport is under construction
10 miles southeast of the city. The government’s
Myanma Airways runs a ‘daily’ flight here, butin

reality it runs very irregularly.

Buses

Nay Pyi Taw has two bus stations. The closest

to the hotel zone is at Mymoma Market, west of
the Thabayaegone Roundabout. The Bawga Thiri
bus station is on the Pyinmana side of town,
around 1 mile east of Uppatasanti Paya; services
from this station depart for Yangon at 6am, 5pm
and 9pm (K5900, five hours) and Mandalay at
9pm (K4600, six hours).

Trains

Several miles northeast of the Uppatasanti Paya
is the ridiculously massive new train station with
an old steam locomotive as decoration out front.
There are trains to Yangon and Mandalay:
Yangon (sleeper/ordinary/upper $21/19/7; nine
to 10 hours; departures 6am, 9.10am)

Mandalay (sleeper/ordinary/upper $17/15/7,
six to seven hours; departures 2.15pm, 9.15pm)

€ Getting Around

Nya Pyi Taw is no place for walking and there'’s
nothing approaching a public bus service. The

best way around is by private car, taxi or private
motorbike taxis. From the bus and train stations
to the hotel zone costs around K5000 by taxi.
Four hours by motorbike taxi around the city
from Pyinmana should cost you around K10,000.
Nay Pyi Taw Taxi & Car Rental Services
(21414 994, 09-4921 0613) Run by government-
affiliated Max Myanmar group; see p21.

Meiktila
8o
[Jlo64
This attractive lakeside town, on the cross-
roads between Yangon, Mandalay, Bagan
and Inle Lake, is a busy little trade centre
with plenty of locals in uniform issued from
the air-force bases outside town. It’s not ter-
ribly exciting, but a bike ride around the
lake can be fun - and you can peek at the
old British officers’ house where Aung San
Suu Kyi and Michael Aris honeymooned.
Legend goes that King Anawrahta, founder
of Bagan, had a pond here broadened into the
current lake that looms west of town. When
the king asked if the lake extended all the way
to Mt Popa, the report came back: ‘Lord, it
doesn’t go that far’ The name ‘Meiktila’ is an
abbreviation of that bad-news report.
Between February and March 1945, the
British Kkilled 20,000 Japanese soldiers based
here in the final WWII battle for control of
Burma. Much of the city was flattened. Sadly
that trend has continued: town-engulfing fires
devastated the city in 1974 and 1991; another
big one took out several buildings in 2003.

© Sights

Lake Meiktila is the town’s premier attrac-
tion. There are no boating options, but you
can cycle around some of it. Between the road
and rail bridges, west of the city centre, you
won't miss Phaung Daw U Paya, a temple
housed in a giant floating barge shaped in the
form of a golden Karaweik, a mythical bird.

Cross the road bridge to reach the wood-
en pier leading to the pretty Antaka Yele
Paya, a small pagoda perched on an island
in the lake. Back on the main road is an
Aung San statue.

About 270yd southwest of the bridge is a
building that was once a British colonial
diplomat house. The building was used as
an interrogation centre by the Japanese in
WWII, and many years later Aung San Suu
Kyi and Michael Aris honeymooned here.
The house is to the east of the Lakeside
‘Wunzin Hotel.
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Pick-_Ups to ® © Sights
' Myingyan® B 1 Antaka Yele Paya........ccccocoeeivioiniinicnne A3
. us
: Hfgj?n{’;g;gg Station 2 Phaung Daw U Paya.......ccoocccooveere..... A2
Clock oAsia © Sleeping
; Toner @ — 3 Honey Hotel .......oreeeveccceeeeeee B3
3 Eating
4 Shwe Ohn Pin....c.oovieiiiiice B3
To Aung San
statue (160m); : oL
Lakeside Wunzin | Market /) EDunKins )
Hotel (300m) ; / 5 Gold Rain Tea Center...........cccccco...... B3
2= v ] ain 2
T =" station <
Lake } ,\ Eating & Drinking
Meiktila : et
20 i Meiktila’s not much for fancy eats.
Shwe Ohn Pin CHINESE $$

e

(Mandalay-Yangon Rd; dishes K2500-4500; & 7am-
10pm) This clean tiled restaurant, located in
the centre, hands you an English menu for
its tasty Chinese and Myanmar dishes.

To Shwe

) Golden Rain Tea Center TEAHOUSE $
~—Kyaung (1 mi)
A

(tea K200; ©5am-9.30pm) This popular place,
just off the Mandalay-Yangon Rd, has all the
usual milky, sweet drinks and filling chicken
or pork steamed buns. Mix with locals at the
low tables shielded by a rattan roof cover.

A mile around the west end of the lake,
Shwe Kyaung is a walled monastery on the
inland side of the road with Japanese signs
!eading to a WWII mpnument th.at Brit- 6 Getting There & Away
ish and Japanese survivors put up in 1972.

Monks will show you around. Just past the Buses
monument, a picturesque path leads be- Express buses zooming between Yangon and

; Mandalay stop on the road east of the clock
%nggsn the lake and (usually) flooded rice tower (and not at the local bus station). Along
D i 'tk ine to th th side of th this road you'll find half a dozen ticket-sales
On't Xeep golng o e south side oL the g 456 including Asia World ((2109-43011348)
lake, as the path leads into the no-go zone of opposite the Thiri Minglar Mosque.

a military compound. Buses from Meiktila go to the following destina-

o - tions: Bagan (K600O, five hours, daily at 4pm),
'—l Sleeping Lashio (K9000, eight hours, two daily), Magwe
Honey Hotel HOTEL $8  (K5500, eight hours, four daily), Mandalay

(2125755, 23588; Panchan St; r $10-30;6%) Right  (K2000, three to four hours, several daily), Nay
on the lake in town, this converted mansion Pyi Taw (K2000, three to four hours, several daily)
is Meiktila’s best bet. If available, opt for —and Yangon (K8500,10to12hours, three daily)
room G2, which has views directlly across the Pick-Up Trucks

lake. Newly built, more expensive rooms at ) ) )

the front of complex substitute fresh paint. From the bus statlon, pick-ups for Taunggyi
linens and TVs for the lack of lake view. (K2500 to K4000, six hours) leave regularly,

AVMHOIH AVIVANYN-NOONVYA YVWNVAW TVYLNID % NVIV4

stopping in Kalaw for the same price.

Lakeside Wunzin Hotel HoteL ¢  Pick-ups for Myingyan (K4000, 2V2 hours)
(1223848, 23559; 49A Than Lwin Rd; economy/su-  |€ave regularly from the main road in front of the
perior/deluxe s $8/24/30, d $12/30/36;#) Show- Htee Thone Sint Paya, north of the clock tower.
ing its years, the pricier, huge rooms here Train

overlook the lake from a quiet ba.ck.street There's a small train station in town, catching
out of th_e centre. Staff are happy to JOmMyou — gjoy trains heading east-west. A more useful
for tennis on the scrappy court outside. station is in Thazi, about 16 miles east, at the



crossroads of the Yangon, Mandalay and Taung-
gyilines.

YANGON-BAGAN
HIGHWAY

This western route north of Yangon to Bagan
is less heavily trafficked than the Yangon-
Mandalay Expressway. Sometimes called the
‘low road’, or ‘Pyay Hwy, this route is debat-
ably more attractive than the old Yangon-
Mandalay Highway. It follows the eastern
bank of the Ayeyarwady River and rises over
lovely hills and valleys north of Magwe. At
Pyay, connections to Thandwe (and Ngapali)
head west over the mountains.

_____________________________________________|
Pyay (Prome)

focd

[Zl053

With a breezy location on the Ayeyarwady
River, Pyay is the most interesting stop on
the Yangon-Bagan Highway. The city’s glory
days date back to the ancient Pyu capital
of Thayekhittaya, the partially excavated
remains of which lie 5 miles east of Pyay’s
other stellar attraction: the dazzling Shwe-
sandaw Paya.

Myanmar folk alternate the town’s pro-
nunciation between ‘pyay’ and ‘pyi. The
Brits, apparently, couldn’t deal with the con-
fusion and called it Prome.

The current town site became an impor-
tant trading centre during the Bagan era.
The Mon controlled it when King Alaungpa-
ya conquered it in 1754. Pyay boomed, along
with the British Irrawaddy Flotilla Company
in the 1890s. Today, it remains an important
transit point for goods between northern
and southern Myanmar. Soak up its lively
atmosphere along the riverfront and at the
roundabout, at the centre of which is a gild-
ed equestrian statue of Aung San.

© Sights

Shwesalldaw Paya & Around BUDDHIST TEMPLE
SJelesleleppleplept

Set on top of a hill in the town centre, the
stunning Shwesandaw Paya (and the sur-
rounding pagodas and monasteries) is not
only Pyay’s major point of interest, but also
one of the country’s biggest Buddhist pil-
grimage sites. Just over 1yd taller than the
main zedi at Yangon’s Shwedagon, the Shwe-

sandaw stupa follows the classic Bamar de-
sign seen at Bagan’s Shwezigon (p164,).
Legend goes that it was built in 589 BC,
and that the golden zed? houses four strands
of the Buddha’s hair (the Golden Hair Relics).
Atop the zedi are two hti (umbrella-like
pinnacles), unusual for Myanmar. The lower,
bigger one dates from Pyay’s days as a Mon
city. The higher, smaller one was added by
King Alaungpaya as a symbol of peace be-
tween his realm and the Mon, after brutally
capturing the city in 1754. In the southwest
corner of the complex, the Sacred Tooth
Hall is said to house an original tooth from
the Buddha. It’s in the golden bell (locked)
behind the glass. The locks come off once a
year for the November full-moon festivities.
The panoramic views from the pagoda
are pretty great too. To the east, you'll see
the Sehtatgyi Paya (Big Ten Storey), a gi-
ant (maybe not 10 storeys, though) seated
Buddha, eye-to-eye with the Shwesandaw
and watching over it. The smaller gold stupa
on the highest hill southeast of Shwesandaw
is the Wunchataung Paya (Apology Moun-
tain Pagoda), where people can say ‘sorry’
for misdeeds. They get the best view of
Shwesandaw and the mountains across the
river while they’re at it. You can reach it via
Sehtatgyi Rd, east of the Shwesandaw.

Central Market MARKET
Follow Strand Rd north of a morning to
catch all the action at the lively and colour-
ful central market which spreads over sev-
eral blocks. As you approach, you’ll pass an
ornate Chinese Temple dedicated to the
goddess Guan Yin on the corner of Ya Yoke
Tann St. A little further on are giant clay wa-
ter pots and a row of thanakha wood sellers.
Continue along the riverside north of the
market to find the Shwepaliamaw Paya.
Payagyi Paya
ep
Once marking one of Thayekhittaya’s four
corners, this towering pagoda is a half-mile
east of the bus station. It probably dates
from the 5th or 6th century AD. Three ter-
races encircle the slightly swollen, breastlike
structure from its base; ‘ladies’ are not al-
lowed on the upper one. The modern Ati is
lit up at night.

|2= Sleeping

All of the following options include break-
fast in the price.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE
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A

Lucky Dragon HOTEL $$

((2124222; http://luckydragon.com; 772 Strand Rd;
r $30-40; [P#/®)2)) Leaving all other town
centre hotels standing, this enclave of mod-
ern, bungalow-style, wood-floored rooms
across from the river is reasonably priced
and has pleasant, helpful staff. Another plus
is the small pool, long enough for a few cool-
ing laps after touring Pyay’s sights.

Smile Motel HOTEL $§
(2122523, 25169; 10-11 Bogyoke Rd; r $18; (%) The
long corridor leading to the simply fur-
nished rooms may have a shabby carpet and
remind you of The Shining, but it’s all pretty
clean and the staff are nice, if a bit surprised
at your existence.

Mingalar Garden Resort HOTEL $$
((.2128662; Flying Tiger Garden, Aung Chan Tha
Quarter; s/d standard $30/36, superior $36/42;
#/@) Near Payagyi Paya and closer to
Thayekhittaya than the Ayeyarwady River,
this quiet garden complex of spacious bun-
galows is set in the grounds of a former
cheroot manufacturer. It’s worth springing
a few extra dollars for the more modern
superior rooms, all of which overlook an
ornamental lake.

o 500 m
® o — ().25 miles

To Bus Station (1.5 mi);

Payagyi Paya (2 mi);
by Mingalar Garden Resort (2.2 mi);
Thayekhittaya (5mi)

Bogyoke Rd
Se{
hafgyi Rd

Elevators—" QSehtatgyl

Shweseandaw Paya

Paya
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Myat Lodging House HOTEL $
(2)25695; 222 Bazaar St; r $6-12; /) This small
back-street guesthouse has well-loved but
simple rooms (green carpet, writing desks)
a block from the Pyay ‘action’ The cheap-
est rooms have fan and shared bathroom
(which are kept clean); only the highest-
priced rooms come with a private bathroom.
Friendly English-speaking staff give out
maps of Pyay and Thayekhittaya.

Pyay Strand Hotel HOTEL $$
(2124874; Strand Rd; r standard/superior $25/35;
[#])) Offers 32 simple rooms similar to Smile’s,
which are thus overpriced compared to
Lucky Dragon. Higher-priced rooms get hot
water and look out over the river.

,\<" Eating & Drinking

The night market on Mya Zay Tann St, be-
tween the Aung San statue and the river, is
atmospheric and well worth browsing for its
cheap eats.

Grandma Café KOREAN, INTERNATIONAL $$
(Mya Zay Tann Rd; dishes K1500; 38am-10pm)
Owner Banyar Aung learned to make Ko-
rean food while working at various restau-
rants in Kuala Lumpur, then returned home
and taught his wife. Together they run this
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cute place that turns out very tasty dolsot
bibimbap and kimchi ramen, along with
less adventurous dishes such as sandwiches,
burgers and pasta.

Southern Star CHINESE $$
(2125484, Strand Rd; dishes K4000-5000; <;10am-
11pm) Enjoy river views from the terrace of
this big restaurant serving good food, close
by the Nawade Bridge. In the evenings
there’s karaoke, unless it’s a weekend when
they screen English Premier League soccer
matches.

Pyay Star Restaurant CHINESE $$
(cnr Bogyoke Rd & Pyay-Yangon Rd; dishes from
K1800-3000) The Star is a great spot: a two-
floor beer hall with plenty of buzz and a bal-
cony on which to eat tasty Chinese fare and
down draught Myanmar beer or ABC stout.

Hline Ayar CHINESE, MYANMAR $$
(Strand Rd; dishes veg K1200, meat K2800-4000,
fish K3000-6500; 9am-9pm) Over on the riv-
er, this live-music spot shows its years (plus
cheesy pop singers at 7pm), but it has tables
looking over the Ayeyarwady.

€ Information

Cosmic (Kan St; per hr K400; 7.30am-11pm)
For internet, try here. It's in the same building
as acinema.

My Space Another internet provider; across the
road from Cosmic.

€ Getting There & Away
Boat

Routes along the Ayeyarwady River start and
stop in Pyay, heading either north or south. Few
foreigners use either service.

The IWT office ([2124503; Strand Rd; &9am-
5pm Mon-Fri) is helpful on ever-changing times
for slow-going government ferries. At research
time, a ferry left at 5.30am on Wednesday for
Mandalay (deck/cabin $9/18, about five days),
and another cargo boat left Tuesday night for
Yangon (deck/cabin $9/18; about three days).

Bus

Pyay is located at the junction of roads to Yan-
gon, Bagan and Thandwe (for Ngapali Beach).
The highway bus station is about two miles east
of the centre (just off Bogyoke Rd).

Several companies run buses to Yangon
(K4100, seven hours) throughout the day, in-
cluding Asia Express ((.7128145). There are no
direct buses north to Bagan from Pyay, but you
can catch a bus that left from Yangon for the full
Yangon-Bagan fare (K15,000 to K18,000, 12 to
13 hours). Or take the 8.30am bus run by Sun
Moon ([2)09-4950 0521) to Magwe (K4100, six
to seven hours), from where a 6am or 7am bus
the next day leaves for Bagan.

Heading to Ngapali by bus is possible, but not
terribly convenient. Thile Lone Kyaw run mini-
buses to Taunggok (K10,000, 11 hours) leaving
at 5pm.

Train

Alone daily train leaves Pyay’s central train sta-
tion at 11.30pm for Yangon (sleeper/upper/1st/
ordinary class $14/13/10/5, 8%2 hours). From
Shwethekar station, 3 miles east of the city
towards Thayekhittaya, you can also board the
Yangon to Bagan train as it takes a three-minute
pause at 10pm (sleeper/upper/1st $28/26/23),
before arriving in Bagan 8am; the Bagan to Yan-
gon train arrives at 2.30am, before continuing
on to Yangon.

€ Getting Around

Trishaws and blue taxi pick-up trucks are the
main ways of getting around. A trishaw ride to/
from the bus station is around K1000, and K1500
by blue taxi. A regular pick-up truck service runs
along Bogyoke Rd to the bus station (K200).

Around Pyay

THAYEKHITTAYA

eqeaRP

It's no Bagan, but this ancient site (admis-
sion $5, incl museum $10; &8am-5pm), about 5
miles east of Pyay centre, can make for a fun
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BUSSING IT ACROSS THE BAGO YOMA

Victoria Tofig and John Greenhalgh, British travellers we met in Ngapali in 2011, told us
about their overland journey from Pyay via Taunggok, which took 18 hours and involved
three changes of transport:

VT: When we went to Pyay bus station, the people pointed to a picture of a minibus. We
found a tiny van seating just eight.

JG: They were worried about my height — it was very uncomfortable, impossible to sleep in.
VT: There were 10 checkpoints on the road between Pyay and Taunggok — our guest-
house in Pyay prepared 10 photocopies of our passports and visas for the driver to hand
out at each one. We arrived at the final checkpoint very early in the morning, so had to
wait several hours until it opened at 4.30am.

JG: When it did open, we found we could have easily walked from there to Taunggok bus
station! We decide to continue on to Ngapali when we found a big open-top pick-up truck
leaving at 7am for Thandwe — that cost K2500.

VT: It was packed with people and piled with sacks of produce, but had lots of atmo-
sphere. We saw the sunrise and drove past beautiful landscapes and waving children.

JG: At Thandwe we boarded a smaller pick-up that brought us to Ngapali for K200O0 each.
VT: The road was bumpy all the way, so we didn’t sleep and it was very tiring — it's really

roughing it! But it was also the most interesting journey of our visit. And Ngapali is a

beautiful place at which to recover.

few hours of laid-back exploration, often in
isolation. Known to Pali-Sanskrit scholars as
Sri Ksetra (Fabulous City), Thayekhittaya is
an enormous Pyu city that ruled in the area
from the 5th to 9th centuries AD. Local leg-
end links its origin to the mythical King Dut-
tabaung, who supposedly worked with ogres
and other supernatural creatures to build
the ‘magical city’ in 443 BC. The earliest Pali
inscriptions found here date back to the 5th
or 6th centuries.

Seeing the 5.5-sq-mile site means ei-
ther walking the 7.5-mile loop around it or
hopping on the back of an ox-drawn cart
(K5000; 3hr) for a bumpy, dusty journey past
the spaced-out temples, most just outside
the oval city walls. It’s a good idea to have a
knowledgeable guide as well. Bicycles aren’t
permitted. Note that the site and museum
fees go to the government (see p21).

© Sights
At the entrance to the site is the small, gov-
ernment-run Sri Ksetra Museum (admission
$5; < Tue-Sat 10am-4pm) with its posted map
of the area and various artefacts from exca-
vations, including Hindu deities, 6th-century
Buddha images, Pyu beads and silver coins.
Behind the museum to the south, the
road soon follows the remains of the old pal-
ace walls. Ox-cart drivers - at a speed that
ebbs and flows according to the mood of the

ox - make a counterclockwise loop of the fol-
lowing sites.

The first stop will be at a recent excavation:
a large brick building that is thought to have
been a palace. After 2.5 miles or so, the road
passes Rahanta Gate, where fragments of the
overgrown brick gate run alongside the dirt
road. Immediately south is the Rahanta cave
temple, thought to date to the Bagan period
and last repaired in the 1920s, with eight Bud-
dha images lined along the south wall.

About a mile south, the Bawbawgyi Paya
(Big Grandfather Stupa) is Thayekhittaya’s
most impressive site: a 50yd cylindrical stu-
pa with a golden At on its top. It's among
the oldest and least obviously renovated Pyu
sights, dating back to the 4th century. It’s
the prototype of many Myanmar pagodas.

Two-hundred yards northeast is the small-
er cube-shaped Bebe Paya, which has a
cylindrical top and a few Buddha images in-
side; its thought to date to the 10th century.
Just north is the squat Leimyethna Paya,
which has a visible iron frame keeping it to-
gether. Inside four original Buddha reliefs (a
bit cracked, some faces missing) are visible.
On either side of the roads around here, look
out for long ruts in the ground; they were
once brick moats.

A couple of hundred yards to the north is
a fork in the road: to the right (north) is a
tin-roofed cemetery; to the left (west), on



the way to ‘Thaungpye Mound’, is the better
(but bumpier) way back to the museum.

Take the left and after half a mile you'll
pass by a gap in the 3m-thick city walls,
which has become a gate. Continue another
mile, through a booming farming village of
thatch huts, with piles of radishes and other
produce. Towards the north end of the vil-
lage is the 13th-century East Zegu Paya,
a small four-sided temple with overgrown
walls and (usually) locked doors. It’s off the
main road, but is worth visiting for the walk
past the fields and farmers.

© Getting There & Away

The turn-off here is a couple of miles east of
Payagyi Paya. A return taxi between Thayekhit-
taya and Pyay should cost about K10,000. No
direct pick-up truck connects the Pyay town
centre with the site. You can bike to the site, but
not around it.

SHWEDAUNG

cac:cn)g:

This small town about 9 miles south of
Pyay, via the road to Yangon, contains the
famous Shwemyetman Paya (Paya of the
Golden Spectacles), a reference to the large,
white-faced sitting buddha inside the main
shrine. The buddha wears a gargantuan set
of eyeglasses with gold-plated rims. Coming
south from Pyay, the turn-off for Shwemy-

bleman offered them to the temple in an
attempt to stimulate local faith through cu-
riosity. Word soon spread that the bespec-
tacled buddha had the power to cure all
ills, especially afflictions linked to the eyes.
The first pair of spectacles was stolen at an
early stage, and a second pair was made
and enshrined inside the image to protect
it from thieves.

An English officer stationed in Pyay dur-
ing the colonial era had a third pair fitted
over the buddha’s eyes after his wife suffered
from eye trouble and the abbot suggested
such a donation. Naturally, as the story goes,
she was cured. (This pair is now in a small
shrine to the right of the image.)

On the southern side of Shwedaung,
about 3 miles from Shwemyetman, is the
attractive hilltop Shwenattaung Paya
(Golden Spirit Mountain), which report-
edly dates back to the Thayekhittaya era.
Among the many images of buddha is a se-
rene one carved from marble. A large paya
pwe (pagoda festival) is held here each year
on the full moon of Tabaung (February/
March).

To get to Shwedaung, hop on a pick-up
truck headed towards Yangon. Pick-up
trucks leave frequently from the Pyay bus
station and pass by the Aung San statue be-

. - ) fore hitting the highway.
etman is located on the right-hand side of
the road; a green-and-white sign in English AKAUKTAUNG
reads ‘Shwe Myet Hman Buddha Image - 1 30c0m0coné

Furlong’.
Spectacles were first added to the im-
age during the Konbaung era, when a no-

Carved into cliffs overlooking the Ayeyar-
wady, about 19 miles downstream from
Pyay, are dozens of buddha images at Akauk

MEET THE FAMILY SIMON RICHMOND
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‘My name is Ku Tan Swe and this is my husband U Aye Cho, my brother U Ken Lu and
my sister Luin Luin May; she’s 82! Sitting demurely behind a dusty table in the big, high-
ceilinged entrance room, the old lady peered kindly at me through her circular glasses,
not in the least bit fazed by having a perfect stranger drop by unexpectedly. A moment
before I'd been outside taking a photograph of their home, a grand 1924 mansion a few
blocks south of the Shwemyetman Paya in Shwedaung, when Ku Tan Swe — one of the
several people who lived there — invited me inside.

Pointing at one of the many framed sepia photos hanging on the walls, Ku Tan Swe
continued with the introductions. ‘That's my grandfather U Aung Kyw - he built this
house. She then turned to the opposite wall to indicate the portrait of her grandmother
Dohla. U Aung Kyw was a talented man: another of his fancy colonial-mansion creations,
built in 1926, can be seen a block south of the Shwemyetman Paya.

Looking around, | noticed another fading, crumbling image, this one in colour and of
an English-looking woman in army uniform. ‘Is that another relation?’ | asked. ‘No, it's
Elizabeth’ replied U Ken Lu laughing. Taking a closer look, | saw it was, indeed, Princess
Elizabeth, now the Queen.
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Taung (Tax Mountain). The mountain is
named for the crafty toll-takers from the
mid-19th century, who spent the hours be-
tween taxing boats by carving reclining and
meditating buddhas into the steep cliff.

To get there, you'll need to taxi across the
Ayeyarwady to Htonbo (on?:or?)a’)), a village
about 90 minutes by road from Pyay, then
hire a boat (about K15,000) for the 45-minute
look. To do so, you must bring a copy of your
passport or visa to show the strict immigra-
tion officers in Htonbo.

For some visitors, it’s too much travel for
minimal payoff. A return taxi to Htonbo
from Pyay (sometimes with Shwedaung
thrown in) takes around two hours one-way
and costs about $20.

Magwe
[Al=YosH
(J)063
About 155 miles north of Pyay and 93 miles
south of Salay, Magwe’s locale on the Ayeyar-
wady River is nice enough, as is the impres-
sive 1.8-mile Magwe Bridge. Beyond this,
however, it’s a place of dilapidated build-
ings running along a confusing web of leafy
streets and limited services, and not particu-
larly good accommodation. Still, if youre
travelling along the bumpy road connect-
ing Bagan and Pyay, you'll probably want
to break your journey here and the stretch
your legs around the ‘sights’

Famously, the capital of Magwe Division
sat out of the 1988 prodemocracy marches.

© Sights

Magwe’s chief pagoda, the 1929 Mya Tha
Lun Paya, a mile north of the bridge, fea-
tures a gilded stupa and occupies a hilltop
site with great river views.

Just across the river, about the same dis-
tance north of the bridge, is Minbu and the
fun Nga Ka Pwe Taung (Dragon Lake), a
burping pool of butane gas and mud that
has (over the years) built a few acres of
lunar-like terrain with bubbling pools atop
four odd mounds. The sludge isn’t hot; if
your toes slip in, wash them off below at a
small pagoda. The largest mound is named
Thu Sei Ta and the second largest Nanda, for
the mythical Dragon King’s daughter and
son, respectively. It’s about a 30-minute taxi
ride here from the centre.

|2= Sleeping & Eating

Sein San Guesthouse GUESTHOUSE $
([2)23799; B-185 16th St, Ywathit Quarter; r $15, s/d
with shared bathroom $8/12; ) Very simple,
with stone floors, mint-green walls and thin
mattresses on the beds. But the staff are
friendly and speak English and the price is
appropriate. It’'s on a quiet backstreet, mid-
way between the bus station and the river.

Htein Htein Tar HOTEL $$
([)23499; 234 17th St, Ywathit Quarter; s/d $25/40;
#/) Around the corner from the Sein San.
Laughably overpriced, this motel-like place
offers big but tatty rooms.

Rolex Guest House GUESTHOUSE $
((2)23536; cnr Mya Than Lun Rd & Ayeyarwady
Bridge; s/d with air-con K10,000/18,000, with fan
K8000/12,000; ) This bare-bones guest-
house, on the roundabout facing the bridge
entry, has simple concrete-floored rooms
with cold-water bathrooms attached. It’s
easy to find, but suffers from traffic noise.

Central Restaurant CHINESE $$
(Pyitawthar Rd; dishes K2000-4000; &:7am-10pm)
Handy for the bus station, this reasonably
clean-looking Chinese restaurant serves the
usual noodle and rice dishes, including hot
and sour chicken. It’s next to the Zin Yaw
Guesthouse, which doesn’t accept foreigners.

Monalizar 2 CHINESE, BAMAR $$
(dishes from K1500; &7am-10pm) On the river,
just south of the bridge, this is a very popular
drinking spot that also serves passable food.
As the sun dips across the river, locals (most-
ly guys) hit the beer and whisky as a crew of
11 start up the 7pm music and dance show.

€ Getting There & Around

Magwe’s highway bus station is about 1.5 miles
east of the central market. Yangon-bound buses
also stop in Pyay, but you'll still need to pay the
full fare to Yangon even if you get off there. Buses
from Magwe go to the following destinations:
Nyaung U (K6000, four hours, departure 6am or
7am), Pyay (K4000, seven hours, departure 9am),
Yangon (K7500, 12 hours, departure 5.30pm) and
Mandalay (K5500, 10 hours, departure 6.30pm).
IWT ferries between Pyay and Mandalay stop
in Magwe. The IWT office ((2/21503) is one block
towards the river from the market’s north side.
Motorised trishaws — with room for you and a
few mates - tout their services at the bus sta-
tion. A ride from the station to Nga Ka Pwe Taung
and a stop at Monalizar 2 costs about K8000.
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Temples of Bagan

Includes »

History............. 150
The Temples. ....... 153
OldBagan.......... 154
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New Bagan Area. . ... 163
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Nyaung U Area...... 164

Best Temple
Murals

» Upali Thein (p158)

» Nandamannya Pahto
(pl64)

» Payathonzu (pl64)
» Ananda Ok Kyaung (p158)
» Abeyadana Pahto (p162)

Best Sunset Spots

» Shwesandaw Paya (p159)
» Buledi (p158)

» Pyathada Paya (p160)

» Thabeik Hmauk (p160)

» Tan Kyi Paya (p155)

Why Go?

Marco Polo, who may or may not have visited on his travels,
described Bagan as ‘one of the finest sights in the world’.
Despite centuries of neglect, looting, erosion, regular earth-
quakes (including a massive one in 1975), not to mention
questionable restoration, this temple-studded plain remains
a remarkably impressive and unforgettable vision.

In a 230-year building frenzy up until 1287 and the Mon-
gol invasions, Bagan’s kings commissioned over 4000 Bud-
dhist temples. These brick and stucco religious structures
are all that remain of their grand city, with the 11th to 13th
century wooden buildings having long gone.

Many restoration projects have resulted in a compro-
mised archaeological site that can barely be described as in
ruins. Often the restorations bear little relation to the build-
ing styles and techniques used at the time of original con-
struction. Still, Bagan remains a wonder. Working temples
like Ananda Pahto, give a sense of what the place was like at
its zenith, while others conceal colourful murals and hidden
stairways that lead to exterior platforms and jaw-dropping
views across the plain.

‘When to Go

Bang in the midst of the ‘dry zone€), Bagan is hot. Avoid
sizzling March to May and visit in ‘cooler’ November to
February, the peak travel season. The rainy season (June
to October) sees fewer visitors but is still pretty steamy. If
you're interested in local religious rites, music and dance,
time your visit to coincide with the festival lasting several
weeks at Ananda Pahto in January.

Plan your daily temple viewing around a dawn/dusk itin-
erary, building in a leisurely lunch/siesta/poolside lounging
session from around 12.30pm to 4pm. Temperatures at dusk
and dawn will be more pleasant and the light is better for
photographs.
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History

Per Pali inscriptions found here, Bagan
kings apparently flirted with a couple of
different city names during its heyday: Ari-
maddanapura (City of the Enemy Crusher)
and the less dramatic Tambadipa (Copper
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Temples of Bagan Highlights

o Marvel at the perfectly
proportioned Ananda Pahto
(p156), which houses four
giant buddha statues carved
from teak

e Speculate over what
lies inside the bricked-up
inner sanctum of mysterious
Dhammayangyi Pahto
(p159)

e Take in all the colours
of the sunset from
Shwesandaw Paya (p159)

or Buledi (p158), or enjoy
the spectacle, minus the
crowds, at Thabeik Hmauk
(p160)

@ Admire the intricate
murals decorating

Upali Thein (p158) and
Abeyadana Pahto (p162)
6 Get acquainted with the
37 Nats at the beautiful zedi
Shwezigon Paya (p164) in
Nyaung U

o Hire a private boat to
cross the Ayeyarwady and
make the trip to Tan Kyi
Paya (p155), a gilded stupa
providing sweeping views
back towards Bagan

@ Inspect the fine
internal ornamental work
of Sulamani Pahto (p160),
a temple known as the
Crowning Jewel



KEY BAGAN DATES

¢ 950 Evidence from the remains of Pyu-style buildings are the earliest indication of a
settlement on this bend in the Ayeyarwady (Irrawaddy).

1057 Temple building speeds up with the sacking of the Mon city of Thaton by Bagan's
warrior king Anawrahta, a newly enthusiastic devotee of Buddhism.

¢ 1100-70 Temples become bigger and are better lit by broader windows, with more of an
eye to vertical proportions than horizontal lines.

¢ 1170-1280 Bagan's late period of architecture sees more intricate pyramidical spires or
adorning tile work added to the buildings, with an increased Indian influence.

1287 Bagan's decline is accelerated when the Mongols over-run the area, the Bamar

having possibly abandoned the city already.

1975 An earthquake registering 6.5 on the Richter scale hits Bagan; many temples are
damaged, but major reconstruction starts almost immediately with help of Unesco.

1990 Military forcibly relocate a village that had grown up in the 1970s in the middle of
the walled area of ‘Old Bagan' to 4km south of the main archaeological zone.

1996 Bagan placed on Unesco World Heritage Tentative List.

1998 Over US$1 million collected from local donations for the restoration of Bagan.

2008 An imaginary recreation of the 13th-century Bagan Palace is opened on a site

opposite that of the original palace.

2011 Indian government pledges $22 million for the restoration of Ananda Pahto.

the military junta switched it back to Bagan
in 1989.

GLORY DAYS

Bagan’s two and a half centuries of temple
building (from the 11th century to the 13th
century) coincided with the region’s transi-
tion from Hindu and Mahayana Buddhist
beliefs to the Theravada Buddhist beliefs
that have since characterised Myanmar.
Legend has it that the main players were
the monk Shin Arahan who came (sent by
Manuha, the Mon king of Thaton; more
on him in a bit) to convert Bamar King
Anawrahta. To call his quest a success would
be a landmark understatement. Inspired by
his new faith, Anawrahta ordered Manuha
to give him a number of sacred Buddhist
texts and relics. When Manuha naturally re-
fused, Anawrahta marched his army south
and took everything worth carrying back to
Bagan, including 32 sets of the Tripitaka (the
classic Buddhist scriptures), the city’s monks
and scholars and, for good measure, King
Manuha himself.

The self-assured Anawrahta then turned
to architects to create something that befit
Buddha. They built and built, and many of
the greatest Bagan edifices date from their
efforts, including Shwezigon Paya, consid-
ered a prototype for all later Myanmar stu-

pas; the Pitaka Taik (Scripture Library), built
to house the Pitaka (scriptures); and the ele-
gant and distinctive Shwesandaw Paya, built
immediately after the conquest of Thaton.
Thus began what the Myanmar people call
the ‘First Burmese Empire, which became a
pilgrimage point for Buddhists throughout
Southeast Asia.

King Anawrahta’s successors, particu-
larly Kyanzittha (r 1084-1113), Alaungsithu
(r 1113-67) and Narapatisithu (r 1174-1211),
continued scratching this phenomenal
building itch, although the construction
work must have been nonstop throughout
the period of Bagan’s glory.

DECLINE

Historians disagree on exactly what hap-
pened to cause Bagan’s apparently rapid
decline at the end of the 13th century.
The popular Myanmar view is that hordes
of Mongols sent by Kublai Khan swept
through the city, ransacking and looting. A
contrasting take holds that the threat of in-
vasion from China threw the last powerful
ruler of Bagan into a panic. Legend has it
that, after a great number of temples were
torn down to build fortifications, the city
was abandoned so that the Mongols merely
took over an already deserted city.
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Bagan scholar Paul Strachan argues in
Pagan: Art and Architecture of Old Burma
that the city was never abandoned at all.
Indeed evidence suggests Bagan continued
as an important religious and cultural cen-
tre into the 14th century and beyond, after
which its decay can be blamed on the three-
way struggle between the Shan, Mon and
Bamar. People began moving back in some
numbers only after the British established a
presence in the area in the late 19th century,
but by that point the plain of temples had
fallen victim to frequent earthquakes (there
were at least 16 trembles that shook Bagan

between 1174 and the big one in 1975), gen-
eral weathering and neglect.

CONTROVERSIAL RESTORATION

The enduring religious significance of Bagan
is at the heart of the site’s recent transfor-
mation from piles of picturesque ruins to a
practically complete 13th-century city, minus
the buildings, such as palaces, homes and
monasteries, that would have been made of
wood.

Dr Bob Hudson (see boxed text, p157)
describes it as ‘the most radical heritage
management project in modern times) not-
ing that, as of 2008, at least 1299 Buddhist



Temples of Bagan

® Top Sights

Abeyadana Pahto ..
Ananda Ok Kyaung
Buledi....
Gubyaukgyi ..
Lawkahteikpan Pahto....
Nagayon
Nandamannya Pahto ...
Payathonzu
Pyathada Paya....
Shwesandaw Paya
Shwezigon Paya
Sulamani Pahto
Thabek Hmauk

Upali TheIN oo

® Sights
1 Ananda Pahto
2 Anauk Petleik Paya....
3 Ashe Petleik Paya
4 Bupaya
5 Dhammayangyi Pahto...
6 Dhammayazika Paya
7 Gawdawpalin Pahto...
8 Gubyauknge

temples, monasteries and stupas have been
speculatively rebuilt from mounds of rub-
ble since 1995, and a further 688 damaged
buildings have received major repairs.

‘There are now at least 3300 "sites" in
Bagan and they are still digging up new
ones, says Hudson, who points out that
many international authorities have criti-
cised the poor workmanship and historically
inaccurate methods, styles and materials of-
ten being employed.

Putting this into perspective, Hudson
notes that construction appears to have be-
gun on new monuments every two weeks
between 1200 and 1280. Down history these
hastily built structures have been patched
up, repaired and rebuilt. ‘It’s the ancestors
of the same dodgy contractors who are do-
ing the work today’, he quips.

ALIVING RELIGIOUS SITE

Following the 1975 quake, Unesco spent 15
years and over US$1 million on restoration
projects. But Bagan’s current advanced state
of restoration is mainly because of a hugely
successful donations program initiated by
the government in the mid-1990s and enthu-
siastically supported by many merit-making
locals. The result, according to one Unesco
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9 Htilominlo Pahto ...
10 Kyanzittha Umin..
11 Kyasin...............
12 Kyat Kan Kyaung.
13 Lawkananda Paya
14 Leimyethna Pahto..
15 Mahabodhi Paya..
16 Manuha Paya
17 Mimalaung Kyaung....
18 Mingalazedi Paya
19 Myazedi
20 Nan Paya...

21 Nathlaung Kyaung
22 Pahtothamya
23 Pebinkyaung Paya..
24 Pitaka Taik .......c......
25 Seinnyet Ama Pahto ..
Seinnyet Nyima Paya.
26 Shwegugyi
27 Somingyi Kyaung ...
28 Tayok Pye Paya
29 Thambula Pahto..
30 Tharaba Gate
31 Thatbyinnyu Pahto
32 Wetkyi-in-Gubyaukgyi ...

official, is ‘a Disney-style fantasy version of
one of the world’s great religious and histori-
cal sites’

Defending the rebuilding programme,
Culture Minister Win Sein was quoted in
The New Light of Myanmar as saying ‘it is
our national duty to preserve, strengthen
and restore all the cultural heritage monu-
ments of Bagan to last and exist forever’
pointing out that the temples are ‘living
religious monuments highly venerated and
worshipped by Myanmar people’

This conflict of interests aside, zoning
restrictions continue to be broken in the
Bagan archaeological area, the most notable
recent examples being the construction of
the Aureum Palace’s Bagan Viewing Tower
at the east end of the central plain and the
new (2008) Bagan Golden Palace - both of
which seem large and incongruous on the
temple-strewn plain.

NVYOVE 40 S37dN3Ll

THE TEMPLES

This section covers the highlights of the thou-
sands of temple sites you can visit in Bagan.
For other details about Bagan, including
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BAGAN IN ...

Many visitors set aside just two days in Bagan even though you can easily spend four
or five days here and still leave much unexplored. Adapt the following itineraries to suit
your plans or consider just renting a bike and heading off to view thousands of other
random sights — the real pleasure of Bagan comes from a leisurely soaking up of its
scale and time-slip atmosphere.

One Day

Stick to the Old Bagan area starting at the Tharabar Gate then heading south to
Bagan's most popular temple, Ananda Pahto and west to Thatbyinnyu Pahto, near
where you can climb up the old city wall.

Just west is where King Anawrahta stored all the non-Buddhist images at Nathlaung
Kyaung. Back on the main road, backtrack towards Tharabar Gate and detour on the
gravel road for a river view from Bupaya.

In the afternoon visit lacquerware shops in Myinkaba, climb up the hidden stairs in
modern Manuha Paya and see the bas-relief figures in Nan Paya. Finish up at one of the
choice sunset spots: Pyathada Paya is the adventurous option, east of Myinkaba on
goat-herd trails, or play it safe with the easily accessible (hence crowded) Shwesandaw
Paya, near Old Bagan.

Two Days

Having followed the one-day plan, now tick off other highlights starting with Dhamma-
yangyi Pahto, Bagan's largest temple. Take the paths east to the gorgeous Sulamani
Pahto and escape the crowds at its neighbouring ‘mini-me’ version, Thabeik Hmauk,

which is also a good (and generally uncrowded) place to for sunset viewing.

Another lovely view can be had from the terrace of Dhammayazika Paya in the
South Plain area east of Myinkaba. While out this way visit Leimyethna Pahto for its
well-preserved frescoes and Pyathonzu, which also houses 13th-century murals.

Four Days

On day three many itineraries will have you heading out of the immediate Bagan area

to Salay, another area sprinkled with old temples and monasteries, and/or Mt Popa,
famous for its picturesque, nat- (spirit-) infested hilltop temple. Both places are interest-
ing, but if you'd rather stay closer to Bagan, schedule visits to Abeyadana Pahto and
Nagayon in Myinkaba and the frescoes in Lawkahteikpan Pahto. Adventurous half-day
boat trips can be made down or across the Ayeyarwady (Irrawaddy) to more remote
temples - the bonus being a chance to sail back into town at sunset.

additional sights, accommodation, eating
and transport options, see p113. The temples
are all shown on the map on p152.

Old Bagan

s [O c
go@cmc:
The most practical part of Bagan to tour
by foot (with water and a hat), this roughly
counterclockwise 1-mile circuit takes in tem-
ples within the old city walls.

Gawdawpalin Pahto
cﬂcmocﬂg&go&}:

Standing 197ft tall, Gawdawpalin is one
of the largest and most imposing Bagan

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

temples - though not necessarily the most
inspiring, with its modernised altar and
tile floors inside. Built during the reign of
Narapatisithu and finished under that of
Nantaungmya, it’s considered the crown-
ing achievement of the late Bagan period.
Its name means ‘Platform to which Hom-
age is Paid’ The most recent homage was its
heavy-duty reconstruction following terrific
damage sustained in the 1975 earthquake
(it stands near the quake’s epicentre). The
stairs to the top terrace are closed to visitors.

Mimalaung Kyaung
8:9@(\1)5@0’)@8:

A nice set of chinthe (half-lion/half-dragon
deity) guards the stairway leading up this

MONASTERY



small, square monastery platform, con-
structed in 1174 by Narapatisithu. It’s about
219yd south of Gawdawpalin, on the other
side of the road. In front of the monastery is
a brick-and-stucco Tripitaka library next to a
large acacia tree. Atop the steps, a tiered roof
(with a newer gold-capped htZ, an umbrella-
like decorated pinnacle) contains a large
sitting buddha. Archaeologists discovered
an intricately carved 2.5in votive tablet here
that contained 78 sculpted figures.

Pagtothamya
(6leHebaRETH
On the dirt road 160yd east towards the
dominating Thatbyinnyu, the Pahtothamya
(or Thamya Pahto) was probably built during
the reign of Kyanzittha, around the turn of
the 12th century, although it is popularly held
to be one of five temples built by the little-
known king Taunghthugyi (aka Sawrahan;
r 931-64). The interior of this single-storey
building is dimly lit, typical of the early type
of Pyu-influenced temples, with their small,
perforated stone windows. In its prominent
vertical superstructure and reconstructed
lotus-bud sikhara (corncob-like temple fini-
al), however, the monument is clearly begin-
ning to move forward from the early period.
With a torch you can pick out super paint-
ing remnants along the interior passages, per-
haps the earliest surviving murals in Bagan.
Steps lead up to a roomy viewing platform.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Nathlaung Kyaung
@o%copgcqpéz
Between Pahtothamya and Thatbyinnyu,
this stubby building - the only Hindu tem-
ple remaining in Bagan - has a fascinating
history. Named ‘Shrine Confining Nat, it’s
where King Anawrahta stored non-Buddhist
images, particularly ones for local nat, as he
tried to enforce Buddhism. The king himself
described the temple as ‘where the nat are
kept prisoner’. Severely damaged in the 1975
earthquake, only the temple’s main hall and
superstructure (with seven original Gupta-
style reliefs) still stand.

A sign dates it to the early 11th century.
Some say it was built in 931 by Taunghthu-
gyi; if true, this was about a century before
the southern school of Buddhism came to
Bagan. The temple is dedicated to the Hindu
god Vishnu.

The central square of brick supports the
dome and crumbled sikhara, and once con-
tained freestanding figures of Vishnu, as well
as Vishnu reliefs on each of the four sides.

HINDU TEMPLE

TAN KYI PAYA

From the Old Bagan jetty you can hire
a private boat to reach Tan Kyi village,
where you can arrange a taxi ride (or
hike) up to Tan Kyi Paya, the gold
stupa atop the mountain, visible from
much of Bagan. Views are terrific and
unique, looking back over the river to
Bagan'’s mighty sprawl. A ride for three
or four people, including wait time, is
about K15,000. You'll need three or four
hours for the trip.

The statues were stolen by a German oil en-
gineer in the 1890s, but the badly damaged
brick-and-stucco reliefs can still be seen.

Thatbyinnyu Pahto
228p2008:

Named for ‘omniscience, Bagan’s highest
temple (about 160yd east of Nathlaung and
220yd south of Shwegugyi) is built of two
white-coloured boxy storeys, each with three
diminishing terraces rimmed with spires
and leading to a gold-tipped sikhara, 207ft
up. Its monumental size and verticality
make it a classic example of Bagan’s middle
period - and neatly provide a chronological
link between early-period Ananda and late-
period Gawdawpalin, both nearby. Built in
1144 by Alaungsithu, its terraces are encir-
cled by indentations for 539 Jataka. Plaques
were never added, leading some scholars
to surmise that the monument was never
consecrated.

Visitors are barred from climbing Thatby-
innyu’s inner passages. There are some origi-
nal murals near the west entrance.

A couple of hundred yards south you can
climb up on the southeastern corner of the
old city wall. The small ‘tally zedi (stupa)’
just northeast of Thatbyinnyu Pahto was
built using one brick for every 10,000 used
in constructing the main temple.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Shwegugyi
cgql%
Built by Alaungsithu in 1131, this smaller but
elegant pahto, 220yd north of Thatbyinnyu,
is an example of Bagan’s middle period of
temple-building, a transition in architec-
tural style from the dark and cloistered to
the airy and light. Its name means ‘Great
Golden Cave’ and its corncob sikhara is a
scaled-down version of the one at Ananda.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE
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Inside you’ll find fine stucco carvings, a

156 {cak buddha and stone slabs that retell (in
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Pali) its history, including that it took just
seven months to build. Missing from the
scripts are details of its builder’s demise —
Alaungsithu’s son brought his sick father
here in 1163 to smother him to death.

Pitaka Taik
8¢m5BH
Following the sacking of Thaton, King
Anawrahta is said to have carted off some
30 elephant-loads of Buddhist scriptures in
1058 and built this library (just northeast of
Shwegugyi) to house them. The square de-
sign follows the basic early Bagan gu (cave
temple) plan, perfect for the preservation
of light-sensitive palm-leaf scriptures. It’s
notable for the perforated stone windows,
each carved from single stone slabs, and the
plaster carvings on the roof, which imitate
Myanmar woodcarvings.

BUDDHIST LIBRARY

Tharabar Gate
ooq&d):g]:

Do stop on the east side of this former en-
trance of the original palace site. On either
side of the arched gateway are two niches,
home not to buddha images but to nat
who guard the gate and who are treated
with profound respect by locals. To the left
is Lady Golden Face, and to the right her
brother Lord Handsome.

Like most nat, Tharabar Gate’s twosome
had a tragic history. A king married Lady
Golden Face to lure her brother Lord Hand-
some, whom he feared, out of hiding. When
the king had Handsome burned at the stake,
his sister jumped in too; only her face was
saved from the fire.

Superstitious locals don’t venture
through the gate by motorbike, car or horse
cart without first paying a one-time offering
to the nat (usually a bunch of bananas and
a couple of coconuts) to ensure protection
against traffic accidents. Don’t worry: bicy-
cles are OK, blessing-free.

The gate is the best-preserved remains of
the 9th-century wall, and the only gate still
standing. Traces of old stucco can still be
seen on the gateway.

A number of restaurants are past the for-
mer moat, about 220yd east.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE

Mahabodhi Paya
CUNCWICRN:

Unlike any other Bagan temple, this monu-
ment, located on the north side of the main

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

road 380yd west of the gate, is modelled af-
ter the famous Mahabodhi temple in Bodh-
gaya, India, which commemorates the spot
where the Buddha attained enlightenment.
Built during the reign of Nantaungmya in
1215, the temple’s unusual pyramidal spire is
richly coated in niches enclosing seated bud-
dha figures, rising from a square block. The
stairway to the top is closed.

Inside is a modern makeover - with tile
floor and carpet. The ruined buildings just
north feature some original glazed painting
fragments.

Bupaya
RO
On the bank of the Ayeyarwady (reached
from the Nyaung U road, about 220yd north-
west of the Mahabodhi Paya), this cylindrical
Pyu-style stupa, named for du (gourd), is said
to date back to the 3rd century, further than
any Bagan temple. Most likely it was erect-
ed around the same time as the city walls
(around 850). What’s seen now - a gold stupa
above a row of crenulated terraces leading
down to the water - is a reconstruction; the
1975 earthquake demolished the original.

Off the road to the southeast is the
Pebinkyaung Paya, a 12th-century pagoda
built in a unique Sinhalese style.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

North Plain

The bulk of Bagan temples are scattered
across the vast northern plain between Ny-
aung U, Old Bagan and New Bagan. This
broad area runs between the Old Bagan
walls and Nyaung U, and (mostly) between
the two roads that connect the two. Sights
are ordered (more or less) west to east.

Ananda Pahto
9900
With its shimmering gold, 170ft-high, corn-
cob Ati shimmering across the plains, Anan-
da is one of the finest, largest, best preserved
and most revered of all Bagan souvenir
stands, ur, we mean temples. Hawkers sell-
ing books, postcards and oil paintings surely
know you’ll be making it to this lovely ter-
raced temple, but that shouldn’t dissuade
you from going.

It's roughly 490yd east of Thatbyinnyu,
550yd north of Shwesandaw and 1090yd
northwest of Dhammayangyi Pahto. Most vis-
itors access it from the northern side - where
the highest concentration of hawkers are. For
a quieter approach, enter from the east side.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE



HISTORY OR LEGEND? 157

Alack of primary sources means the ‘histories’ attached to Burma's early kingdoms are
often a matter of opinion and creative interpretation. ‘The best way to treat any legend-
ary story is as a legend, says Sydney University's Dr Bob Hudson, an archaeological
expert on Myanmar. He points out that some contemporary scholars have quite different
interpretations of the story of Bagan.

‘Michael Aung-Thwin, in his book Mists of Rammana (University of Hawaii Press),
proposes that there was no conquest of Thaton, and that a Mon element in the popula-
tion of Bagan got there because they had been pushed westward out of Thailand by the
expansionist kings of Angkor. The appearance of Indian art styles at Bagan also did not
need to come via Thaton. Following the conquest of Buddhist and Hindu principalities in
eastern India by the image-shunning Muslims, the logical destination for an Indian artist
who specialised in painting or carving human figures was the economically booming and
devoutly Buddhist Bagan. The Indian art style became modified by local tastes and tech-
nigues, creating a distinctive Myanmar style.

‘And the idea originally proposed by the 20th-century historian G H Luce, that the
early, dark temples represent the brooding nature of the captive Mon, while the later
high, airy temples show the outgoing nature of the Burmans, has an explanation that
relies on architecture, not on imagined ethnic traits: the engineers of Bagan simply got
better over time at using the arch, which they had adopted from India, and thus could
build more spacious interiors.

‘Doubt has also been cast on the tale of a Buddhist king of Bagan irreligiously tearing
down temples to build fortifications against the advancing Mongols. This is more likely a
‘cautionary tale’ about the kinds of things that kings should never, never do. And while there
was certainly a Mongol invasion of the northern borders of the kingdom in the late 13th
century, there is no real evidence that they attacked the capital. There is indeed a painting of
a Mongol archer on a pagoda wall at Bagan, but he is cheerfully shooting at a duck, while his
senior officer lounges under a tree. The provincial lords in the north, who actually did fight
off the Mongols, were so successful that, as the economy of Bagan deteriorated under the

burden of temple construction, a new series of capitals slowly grew up around Mandalay
and Ava. Bagan was not so much destroyed as relegated to the second division.

‘Some of these interpretations remain contentious. You might find the discussions on
some of the Burma/Mon history websites highly entertaining, especially if you thought
academics are all full of reasoned arguments and civilised discourse!’

Thought to have been built between 1090
and 1105 by King Kyanzittha, this perfectly
proportioned temple heralds the stylistic
end of the early Bagan period and the be-
ginning of the middle period. In 1990, on its
900th anniversary, the temple spires were
gilded. The remainder of the temple exterior
is whitewashed from time to time.

The central square measures 58yd along
each side. Upper floors are closed to visitors.
The entranceways make the structure a per-
fect Greek cross; each entrance is crowned
with a stupa finial. The base and the terraces
are decorated with 554 glazed tiles showing
Jataka scenes, thought to be derived from
Mon texts. Look back as you enter to see the
huge carved teak doors that separate interi-
or halls from cross passages on all four sides.

Facing outward from the centre of the
cube are four 31ft standing buddha statues.

Only the Bagan-style images facing north and
south are original; both display the dham-
machakka mudra (a hand position symbol-
ising the Buddha teaching his first sermon).
The other two images are replacements for
figures destroyed by fire in the 1600s. All four
have bodies of solid teak, though guides may
claim the southern image is made of a bronze
alloy. Guides like to point out that if you stand
by the donation box in front of the original
southern buddha, his face looks sad, while
from a distance he tends to look mirthful.
The western and eastern standing buddha
images are done in the later Konbaung, or
Mandalay, style. If looked at from the right
angle, the two lions at the eastern side re-
semble an ogre. A small, nut-like sphere
held between the thumb and middle finger
of the east-facing image is said to resemble
a herbal pill, and may represent the buddha
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offering dhamma (Buddhist teachings) as a
cure for suffering. Both arms hang at the im-
age’s sides with hands outstretched, a mudra
(hand position) unknown to traditional Bud-
dhist sculpture outside this temple.

The west-facing buddha features the ab-
haya mudra (the hands outstretched, in the
gesture of no fear). At its feet sit two life-
sized lacquer statues, said to represent King
Kyanzittha and Shin Arahan, the Mon monk
who initiated Anawrahta into Theravada
Buddhism. Inside the western portico are
two symbols on pedestals of the Buddha’s
footprints.

Don’t leave without taking a brief walk
around the outside of the temple, where you
can see many glazed tiles and lovely views
of the spires and terraced roofs (often away
from vendor hassle too).

Ananda Ok Kyaung
m@goa?ogc;(qp&
Just west of Ananda’s northern entry, this
small vihara (sanctuary or chapel) features
some detailed 18th-century murals bursting
with bright red and green, showing details
of everyday life from the Bagan period. In
the southeast corner, you can see Portu-
guese figures engaged in trade. Built in 1137,
the temple’s name means ‘Ananda Brick
Monastery.

BUDDHIST CHAPEL

Upali Thein
08385

Just north of the Bagan-Nyaung U Rd, al-
most midway to Nyaung U, this squat mid-
13th-century ordination hall houses some
brightly painted frescoes depicting big
scenes on the walls and ceilings from the
late 17th or early 18th century. Sadly many
pieces crumbled in the 1975 earthquake. The
building, named for a well-known monk
from the 13th century, is often locked to pro-
tect the art, but you can see in (a bit) from

ORDINATION HALL

TEMPLE FESTIVALS

the three gated doorways if the ‘keyholder’
isn’t around. The roof battlements imitate
Myanmar wooden architecture, and a small
centre spire rises from the rooftop.

Htilominlo Pahto
B:308:c3003:
Across the road from Upali Thein, this
150ft-high temple (built in 1218) marks the
spot where King Nantaungmya was chosen
(by a leaning umbrella - that timeless de-
cider), among five brothers, to be the crown
prince. It’'s more impressive from the out-
side, with its terraced design, which is simi-
lar to Sulamani Pahto. Have a walk around
the 140-sq-ft base to take in the fragments
of the original fine plaster carvings, glazed
sandstone decorations and nicely carved re-
liefs on the doorways. Inside are four bud-
dhas on the lower and upper floors, though
the stairways are closed. Traces of old mu-
rals are also still visible. Unfortunately it’s
Vendor Central.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

Buledi
g0 S:
Great for its views, this steep-stepped,
pyramid-style stupa looks ho-hum from
afar, but the narrow terrace has become
something of an alternative sunset spot. It’s
about 660yd south of the Htilominlo, across
Anawrahta Rd. It’s also known as “Temple
394’ (not correctly labelled on some maps).
If persistent vendors are getting to you,
try the miniature version, Temple 405, with
several glazed tiles visible, just east of Buledi.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Gubyauknge
C C
(I?CE)’)(‘DCOJ
Off Anawrahta Rd, almost a mile east of Hti-
lominlo, this early-Bagan-period temple has
some excellent stucco carvings on the out-
side walls (particularly on the north side)
and some original paintings visible inside.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

The following are Bagan's major temple festivals or paya pwe, listed in order of their
celebration through the year. At them all expect religious chanting around the clock,
religious paraphernalia stalls and music and drama performances.

» Manuha Paya Held on the full moon of Tabaung (February/March).

» Gawdawpalin Pahto Celebrated on the full moon of Thadingyut (September/October).

» Shwezigon Paya Celebrated on the full moon of Tazaungmon (October/November).
» Ananda Pahto This roughly two-week event culminating on the full moon of Pyatho
(December/January) is Bagan's biggest festival, when hundreds of monks come to col-
lect alms from thousands of merit-seeking locals.



o KEYHOLDERS & SOUVENIR HAWKERS

Major temples that remain active places of worship such as Ananda Pahto and Shwezi-
gon Paya are always open during the day. At many others to get inside you first have to
find the ‘keyholder’ whose job it is to act as the caretaker of the site. Often they (or their
kids) will find you first and open the gate for you. A bit of ‘tea money’ (say K500) is appre-
ciated. We're told that the keyholders are assigned by the archaeology department.

The other constant of Bagan temples — even relatively remote ones — are souvenir hawk-
ers, often selling (and sometimes creating) colourful sand paintings. Some of these repli-
cate parts of the murals from inside the temples and are quite skilful with prices starting at
as little as K500 for the smaller canvases, but rising sharply for more detailed and larger
works; other images are pretty generic and found across all temple sites. Although some
hawkers can be persistent, if you're not interested in buying, most will leave you alone.

We're told that official souvenir hawkers at the temples pay K45,000 a year for a licence,
but it’s likely that there are many more unofficial vendors given the potential for relatively
easy money. ‘Even if they only sell a few trinkets a week, it's an easy job, said one frequent
visitor to Bagan, ‘as the alternative is a farm job which pays far less a day. A guide also
bemoaned that children in Bagan are starting to quit school in order to work as hawkers.

Wetkyi-In-Gubyaukgyi BUDDHIST TEMPLE
otﬁ@:a@&qc[{p(ﬁ@:

Just west of Nyaung U and about 100yd east
of Gubyauknge, this detailed off-the-main-
circuit, 13th-century temple has an Indian-
style spire, like the Mahabodhi Paya in Old
Bagan. It's interesting for fine frescoes of
scenes from the Jataka but, unfortunately,
in 1899 a German collector surreptitiously
removed many of the panels on which the
frescoes were painted. Those that remain
in the entry are in great shape. Steps inside
lead to four buddha images and you can see
Hindu figures engraved on the spire.

Central Plain

Extending from the edge of Old Bagan,
this vast and lovely plain (roughly south of
Anawrahta Rd between New Bagan and Ny-
aung U) is home to a few must-sees everyone
gets to (Shwesandaw Paya and Dhamma-
yangyi Pahto) and many pockets of temples
that few ever see. It’s great turf to follow your
own whims, as you’ll find goatherds and a bit
of village life out here, but there is nothing
in the way of restaurants or lunch options.
Some temples are locked but a ‘keyholder’
should be in the area.

This list of well-worthy sites runs west to
east (towards the clearly visible Bagan Tow-
er construction site, near Nyaung U).

Shwesandaw Paya
o (8
Sefesleleppleplert
Bagan’s most famous sunset-viewing spot,
the Shwesandaw is a graceful white pyramid-

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

style pagoda with steps leading past five ter-
races to the circular stupa top, with good
360-degree views. It’s located roughly mid-
way between Thatbyinnyu and Dhamma-
yangyi. Its top terrace is roomy - just as well,
considering the numbers of camera-toting
travellers coming by taxi or bus before sunset.
If you go during the day, you’ll likely be alone.

Shwesandaw means ‘golden holy hair’:
legend has it that the stupa enshrines a Bud-
dha hair relic presented to King Anawrahta
by the King of Ussa Bago (Pegu) in thanks
for his assistance in repelling an invasion by
the Khmers. The terraces once bore terracot-
ta plaques showing scenes from the Jataka
but traces of these, and of other sculptures,
were covered by rather heavy-handed reno-
vations. The now-gilded zedi (stupa) bell
rises from two octagonal bases, which top
the five square terraces. This was the first
Bagan monument to feature stairways lead-
ing from the square terraces to the round
base of the stupa.

The Ati, which was toppled by the 1975
earthquake, can still be seen lying on the
south side of the paya compound. A new one
was fitted soon after the quake.

About 165yd north stands Lawkahteik-
pan Pahto - a small but interesting middle-
period gu containing excellent frescoes and
inscriptions in both Burmese and Mon.

Dhammayangyi Pahto BUDDHIST TEMPLE
09 5 (7%:([)0&?):

Visible from all parts of Bagan, this massive,
walled, 12th-century temple (about 550yd

east of Shwesandaw) is infamous for its
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mysterious, bricked-up inner passageways
and cruel history.

It’s said that King Narathu built the temple
to atone for his sins: he smothered his father
and brother to death and executed one of
his wives, an Indian princess, for practising
Hindu rituals. Narathu is also said to have
mandated that the mortarless brickwork fit
together so tightly that even a pin couldn’t
pass between any two bricks. Workers who
failed in this task had their arms chopped
off: just inside the west entrance, note the
stones with arm-sized grooves where these
amputations allegedly happened.

After Narathu died - by assassination in
1170 - the inner encircling ambulatory was
filled with brick rubble, as ‘payback’ (Oth-
ers quietly argue the temple dates from the
earlier reign of Alaungsithu, which would
refute all this fun legend behind it.) It’s also
likely that this bricking up of the passages
was a crude way of ensuring the massive
structure didn’t collapse.

The plan here is similar to Ananda, with
projecting porticoes and receding terraces,
though its sikhara is reduced to a stub
nowadays. Walking around the outer ambu-
latory, under ceilings so high you can only
hear the squeaks of bats circling in the dark,
you can see some intact stucco reliefs and
paintings, suggesting the work had been
completed. The mystery goes on.

Three out of the four buddha sanctums
were also filled with bricks. The remaining
western shrine features two original side-by-
side images of Gautama and Maitreya, the
historical and future buddhas (it’s the only
Bagan site with two side-by-side buddhas).

The temple’s bad karma may be the rea-
son it remains one of the few temples not to
have undergone major restoration. But that
may change in the future, as China is said
to be interested in donating funds for such
a project. Perhaps then one of the great ar-
chitectural mysteries of Bagan will be solved.

Sulamgni CI)’ahto
RGP oMeoe:
About half a mile east of Dhammayangyi, this
broad two-storey temple is one of Bagan’s
most attractive, with lush grounds (and ample
vendors) behind the surrounding walls. It’s a
prime example of later, more sophisticated
temple styles, with better internal lighting.
This temple with five doorways is known
as the Crowning Jewel and was constructed
around 1181 by Narapatisithu. Combining
the early period’s horizontal planes with the

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

vertical lines of the middle period, the re-
ceding terraces create a pyramid effect. The
brickwork throughout is considered some of
the best in Bagan. The gilded sikhara is a
reconstruction; the original was destroyed
in the 1975 earthquake. The interior face of
the wall was once lined with 100 monastic
cells, a feature unique among Bagan’s an-
cient monasteries.

There’s much to see inside. Carved stucco
on mouldings, pediments and pilasters rep-
resents some of Bagan’s finest ornamental
work and is in fairly good condition. Glazed
plaques around the base and terraces are also
still visible, as are many big and small murals.

Buddha images face the four directions
from the ground floor; the image at the main
eastern entrance sits in a recess built into the
wall. The interior passage around the base is
painted with quite big frescoes from the Kon-
baung period, and there are traces of earlier
frescoes. The stairways to the top are closed.

Thabeik Hmauk
28Heercd
Facing Sulamani from 150yd east, and well
worth visiting, this sikhara-topped temple
looks like a miniature version of its more fa-
mous neighbour, but sees far fewer visitors
(or vendors). Thabeik Hmauk means ‘Boy-
cott Temple, as it was made in response to
the similarly designed Sulamani, which was
ordered by the brutal king Narapatisithu.
Much of its interior was damaged by the
1975 earthquake, but there are multiple
stairways up to a wrap-around meditation
chamber with little light (and a few bats).
There are two outside terraces, reached by
narrow stairs, with superb views.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

Pyathada Paya
Eo&)&c{)cp:
About half a mile southeast of Sulamani,
reached by dirt roads that sometimes get
obscured in goat fields, this huge, impressive
pagoda is a superb sunset-viewing spot, with
a giant open terrace (Bagan’s largest) atop
the steps, and another small deck further
up. The tour groups have discovered it so
you're unlikely to have the place to yourself.
Note how the top stupa isn’t centred on the
top platform.

Dating from the 13th century, during the
latter period of temple building at Bagan,
Pyathada’s interior arches are still partly
open to view. The architects used an inner re-
lieving arch and a second upper arch to sup-
port the huge chambers, illustrating the point

BUDDHIST TEMPLE



that temple styles changed in Bagan because
the builders improved at arch construction
(for more information, see p157).

Myinkaba Area

Beod

The sites north and south of Myinkaba vil-
lage are all just off the main road and are
easy to access. These are listed in order from
north to south.

Mingalazedi Paya
0bancodd

Close to the riverbank, towards Myinkaba
from the Thiripyitsaya Sakura Hotel, Min-
galazedi Paya (Blessing Stupa) represents
the final flowering of Bagan’s architectural
outburst, as displayed in its enormous bell-
like dome and the beautiful glazed Jataka
tiles around each terrace. Although many
of the 1061 original tiles have been dam-
aged or stolen, there are still 561 left. The
smaller square building in the zedi grounds
is one of the few Tripitaka libraries made
of brick.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

Gubyaukgyi
Qe o’)cf)@;
Situated just to the left of the road as you
enter Myinkaba, Gubyaukgyi (Great Painted
Cave Temple) sees a lot of visitors who are
drawn by the well-preserved, richly coloured
paintings inside. These are thought to date
from the temple’s original construction in
1113, when Kyanzittha’s son Rajakumar built
it following his father’s death. In Indian
style, the monument consists of a large ves-
tibule attached to a smaller antechamber.
The fine stuccowork on its exterior walls is
in particularly good condition.

Perforated, Pyu-style windows mean
you’ll need a powerful torch to see the ceil-
ing paintings clearly. If it’s locked during off-
season, ask in the village for the keyholder.

Next to the monument stands the gilded
Myazedi (Emerald Stupa). A four-sided pil-
lar in a cage between the two monuments
bears an inscription consecrating Gubyauk-
gyi and written in four languages - Pyu,
Mon, Old Burmese and Pali. Its linguistic
and historical significance is great, since it
establishes the Pyu as an important cultural
influence in early Bagan and relates the
chronology of the Bagan kings as well as act-
ing as a ‘Rosetta Stone’ to allow scholars to
decypher the Pyu.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

Manuha Paya
@ﬁo’n:rl)q):
In Myinkaba village, about a third of a mile
south of Gubyaukgyi, stands this active -
and rather modern-looking, even though it
dates back to 1059 - pagoda. It is named af-
ter Manuha, the Mon king from Thaton, who
was held captive here by King Anawrahta.
In the front of the building are three seat-
ed buddhas; in the back is a huge reclining
buddha. All seem too large for their enclo-
sures - supposedly representing the stress
and discomfort the king had to endure. How-
ever, these features are not unique in Bagan.
It is said that only the reclining buddha, in
the act of entering parinibbana (final passing
away), has a smile on its face, showing that
for Manuha, only death was a release from his
suffering. But if you climb to the top of this
paya via the stairs in the back (ask for keys if
it’s locked), you can see the face of the sitting
buddha through a window - from up here
you’'ll realise that the gigantic face, so grim
from below, has an equally gigantic smile.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Nan Paya
#5090
Just south of Manuha Paya by dirt road, this
shrine is said to have been used as Manuha’s
prison, although there is little evidence sup-
porting the legend. In this story the shrine
was originally Hindu, and captors thought
using it as a prison would be easier than
converting it to a Buddhist temple. It’s worth
visiting for its interior masonry work - sand-
stone block facings over a brick core, certain-
ly some of Bagan’s finest detailed sculpture.
Perforated stone windows are typical of ear-
lier Bagan architecture - in fact it was prob-
ably Bagan’s first gu-style shrine.

In the central sanctuary the four stone
pillars have finely carved sandstone bas-re-
lief figures of three-faced Brahma. The cre-
ator deity is holding lotus flowers, thought
to be offerings to a freestanding buddha
image once situated in the shrine’s centre,
a theory that dispels the idea that this was
ever a Hindu shrine. The sides of the pillars
feature ogre-like kala-ate heads with open
mouths streaming with flowers. Legend
goes that Shiva employed these creatures
of Hindu legend to protect temples, but
they proved too ferocious so Shiva tricked
them into eating their bodies, then fed them
flowers to keep their minds off snacking on
worshippers. In the centre of the four pillars
is an altar on which once stood a standing

BUDDHIST TEMPLE
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LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

U THEIN LWIN DIRECTOR, DEPARTMENT OF ARCHAEOLOGY, BAGAN

My recommendations for Bagan's most significant temples to see are as follows, in
chronological order:

Ananda Pahto (p156)

Not only is it an outstanding example of Bagan temple architecture, Ananda is rich in
decorative detail, including the four standing wooden images of Buddha, the life of Bud-
dha depicted in niche carvings and the Jataka series tiles.

Nagayon (p162)

This is the last restoration project that Unesco was involved in and was built in the same
period as Ananda. Look for the 28 images of Buddha under the main sculpture.

Abeyadana Pahto (p162)

This is my personal favourite — inside you can see 550 Jakata mural paintings and vari-
ous Hindu deities paying homage to Buddha.

Gubyaukgyi (p161)

Famous for its frescoes, this is one of the last temples built in the 11th century — apart
from life-of-Buddha illustrations, you can see scenes from four Buddhist synods held in
ancient times.

Lawkahteikpan Pahto (p159)

Also very important for its frescoes, including eight great miracles of Buddha's life. You
can read the Jakata scenes as a complete story. You start to see a distinct Myanmar style

emerge here from the Mon influence.

buddha or (some locals believe) a Hindu
god. Ask at Manubha if the temple is locked.

Abeyadana Pahto
39(905@10)@90@:
About 440yd south of Manuha Paya, this
11th-century temple with a Sinhalese-style
stupa was supposedly built by Kyanzittha’s
Bengali wife Abeyadana, who waited for
him here as he hid for his life from his pre-
decessor King Sawlu. It’s famed for its origi-
nal frescoes, which were cleaned in 1987 by
Unesco staff. With a torch, you can make out
many figures that Abeyadana, believed to be
a Mahayanist, would likely have asked for:
Bodhisattvas such as Avalokitesvara, and
Hindu deities Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva and
Indra. The inner shrine contains a large,
brick, seated buddha (partly restored); sur-
rounding walls are lined with niches, most
now empty. Inside the front wall are many
Jataka scenes.

Ask at the caretaker’s house to the south
if the temple is locked.

Some visitors enjoy the sunset at the
often-overlooked Kyasin across the road.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Nagayon
@(ﬂ:iﬁ
Slightly south of Abeyadana and across the
road, this elegant and well-preserved temple
was built by Kyanzittha. The main buddha
image is twice life size and shelters under the
hood of a huge naga (dragon serpent). This
reflects the legend that in 1192 Kyanzittha
built the temple on the spot where he was
sheltered while fleeing from his angry broth-
er and predecessor Sawlu - an activity he
had to indulge in on more than one occasion.

Paintings also decorate the corridor walls.
The central shrine has two smaller standing
buddhas as well as the large one. The temple
itself - with corncob sikhara, which some
believe to be the Ananda prototype - can be
climbed via tight stairs.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Somingyi Kyaung
8298:@:@0"{[)8:

L

Named after the woman who supposedly
sponsored its construction, this typical late-
Bagan brick monastery (about 220yd south-
west of Nagayon) is thought to have been
built in 1204. A zedi to the north and gu to
the south are also ascribed to Somingyi. Many

BUDDHIST TEMPLE



brick monasteries in Bagan were single-block
structures; Somingyi is unique in that it has
monastic cells clustered around a courtyard.

New Bagan Area

s [O C
Qo@mo
Sights are a little scarcer heading south of
New Bagan towards the outskirts of the
Bagan area.

Seinnyet Nyima Paya & Seinnyet Ama
Pahto BUDDHIST TEMPLE
86:p005c30 58 85:p0PMBe 0od:

This stupa and shrine stand side by side
(about 270yd north of New Bagan) and are
traditionally ascribed to Queen Seinnyet in
the 11th century, although the architecture
clearly points to a period two centuries
later. The zedi rests on three terraces and is
topped by a beautiful stylised umbrella.

Lawkananda Paya
CC\J’)O’)@%’)U[}G‘P
At the height of Bagan’s power, boats from the
Mon region, Rakhaing (Arakan) and even Sri
Lanka would anchor by this riverside pagoda
(about 270yd southeast of the New Bagan
crossroads - a sign in Burmese points the
way) with its distinctive elongated cylindrical
dome. Tt was built in 1059 by Anawrahta. It is
still used as a place of worship and is thought
to house an important Buddha tooth replica.
There are lots of benches for wide-open views
of the Ayeyarwady, but it’s sometimes hard to
enjoy hassle-free.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Ashe (East) & Anauk (West)

Petleik Paya BUDDHIST TEMPLE
;g §C 3:;@@’)0% orﬁcx%gcl)cp:

Just inland to the northeast from Lawkanan-
da Paya are the excavated remains of these
twin 11th-century paya. Found in 1905, the
lower parts of the pagodas are ho-hum from
the outside but feature hundreds of terracot-
ta Jataka lining the vaulted corridors (par-
ticularly impressive in Anauk Petleik Paya).
A Kkeyholder usually appears to unlock the
door and turn on the fluorescent lights.

Sittana Paya BUDDHIST TEMPLE
of)o*)@’)orl)cp:

About half a mile further south, this large,
13th-century bell-shaped stupa is New
Bagan’s most impressive structure. Built by
Htilominlo, and showing some Hindu influ-
ences, it’s set on four square terraces, each
fronted by a standing buddha image in brick

and stucco. A rather rickety stairway leads
up the stupa’s southern side to the terraces,
where you can circle the structure. At the
southwestern corner is a closed-off chamber
leading into an inner sanctum.

South Plain

This rural area, along Bagan’s southern
reaches, follows the main road between
New Bagan and Nyaung U Airport, passing
Pwasaw and Minnanthu villages on the way.
Other than a few places, such as Payathonzu,
most sights see few tourists. Many horse-cart
drivers will take in the cluster of sights north
of Minnanthu and go via dirt paths towards
Central Plain sights, such as Sulamani Pahto.
Views west from some temples here rival any
other in Bagan in terms of scope of the site.

The following sites are listed in order
from west to east.

Dhan{l)mayazika Paya
ogeploropep:

About 2 miles east of the New Bagan cross-
roads, and standing north of the main road,
this pentagonal zed;i is similar to the Shwezi-
gon but with a more unusual design. Set in
the south-central end of Bagan, it also has
lovely views from its highest terrace.

Sitting in lush garden grounds with a
gilded bell, the Dhammayazika dates from
1196. An outer wall has five gateways. Up
top, five small temples, each containing a
buddha image, encircle the terraces; some
of them bear interior murals added during
the Konbaung era.

Watch out for ghosts here! Supposedly
the stupa’s construction began under a gen-
eral who died before its completion. His like-
ness is said to appear in many photos of the
site, including a fairly recent one of govern-
ment officials.

It’s possible, with perseverance, to cycle
the thrilling dirt roads here from Dhamma-
yangyi Pahto, a mile north.

BUDDHISTTEMPLE

Leimyethna Pahto
cm:eﬂrﬁjao:rl)q):

Built in 1222, this east-facing, whitewashed
temple near Minnanthu village (almost 2
miles east of Dhammayazika on the north
side of the road) stands on a raised platform
and has interior walls decorated with well-
preserved frescoes. It is topped by a gilded
Indian-style spire like that on Ananda. The
jar-like structures out the front were pillars
of a building toppled by the 1975 earthquake.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE
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Tayok Pye Paya
oocﬂcf)c@:o?cp:
A couple of hundred yards north of Leimy-
ethna by dirt road, this spired temple gets
attention for the views from its upper reach-
es (though its top level is now closed).

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Payathonzu
RPRR
Across the main road from Tayok, this com-
plex of three interconnected shrines (the
name means Three Stupas) is worth see-
ing for its 13th-century murals close up. It
was abandoned shortly before its construc-
tion was complete. Each square cubicle is
topped by a fat sikhara; a similar structure
appears only at Salay (p128). The design is
remarkably like Khmer Buddhist ruins in
Thailand.

You enter the middle shrine. To the right
(south) are scratched-up, whitewashed
walls. The other two shrines (particularly
the northernmost one) are home to lovely,
vaguely Chinese- or Tibetan-looking mural
paintings that contain Bodhisattva figures.
Whether these indicate possible Mahayana
or Tantric influence is a hotly debated issue
among art historians. Some drawings are
rather crudely touched up.

The three-shrine design hints at links
with the Hindu Trimurti (triad) of Vishnu,
Shiva and Brahma, a triumvirate also asso-
ciated with Tantric Buddhism. You might
also say it represents the Triple Gems of
Buddhism (buddha, dhamma and sangha),
except that such a design is uncommon in
Asian Buddhist architecture, although it
does appear in the Hindu shrines of India
and Nepal.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Thambula Pahto
oogjeopa:

This square temple, surrounded by crum-
bling walls just north of Payathonzu, is deco-
rated with faded Jataka frescoes and was
built in 1255 by Thambula, the wife of King
Uzana. It’s often locked, but go to the (shaded
at midday) doors and peek through the gate
to see into wall and ceiling murals. A mural
of a boat race can be seen from the southern
entrance; good ceiling murals are seen from
the north side.

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Nandamannya Pahto
$500p0

Dating from the mid-13th century, this
small, single-chambered temple has very
fine frescoes and a ruined seated buddha

BUDDHIST TEMPLE

image. It’s about 220yd north of Thambula;
a sign leads down a short dirt road. (It’s the
one to the right.)

Nandamannya earns its reputation from
its mural of the ‘Temptation of Mara, in
which nubile young females (vainly) attempt
to distract the Buddha from the meditation
session that led to his enlightenment. The
undressed nature of the females shocked
French epigraphist Charles Duroiselle, who
wrote in 1916 that they were ‘so vulgarly
erotic and revolting that they can neither be
reproduced or described’ Times change: the
topless women can be seen, without blush-
ing, on the back left wall.

The murals’ similarity with those at
Payathonzu has led some art historians
to suggest they were painted by the same
hand.

Just behind the temple is the Kyat Kan
Kyaung, a working underground monastery
dating from the 11th century. Mats on the
tunnel floors are used for meditation.

Nyaung U Area

conts:

The main site in this area is the superb
Shwezigon Paya.

Shwepzigon Paya
cgogdrpopep:

At the west end of Nyaung U, this big, beauti-
ful zedi is the town’s main religious site, and
is most famous for its link with the 37 nat.

Lit up impressively at dusk the gilded
zedi sits on three rising terraces. Enamelled
plaques in panels around the base of the
zedi illustrate scenes from the Jataka. At the
cardinal points, facing the terrace stairways,
are four shrines, each of which houses a
13ft-high bronze standing buddha. Gupta-
inspired and cast in 1102, these are Bagan’s
largest surviving bronze buddhas.

A 4in circular indentation in a stone slab,
before the upwards-heading eastern steps,
was filled with water to allow former Myan-
mar monarchs to look at the reflection of the
hti without tipping their heads backwards
(which might have caused them to lose their
Crowns).

The most important site here is the small
yellow compound called 37 Nat (in English)
on the southeast side of the site. Inside are
figures of all the 37 pre-Buddhist nat that
were officially endorsed by Bamar monarchy
in a compromising gesture towards a pub-

BUDDHISTTEMPLE
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THREE TEMPLES BY THE AYEYARWADY

From Nyaung U's jetty you can negotiate a fun boat trip to see three temples just off the
Ayeyarwady riverbank. Half a mile north, is 13th-century Thetkyamuni, with a few mu-
rals inside (hard to make out) and tight, dark steps leading up to a small terrace up top.
On the hill nearby is the same-era Kondawgyi Pahto, with better preserved murals and

views from the surrounding platform.

Another kilometre or so north is the 11th- and 12th-century Kyauk Gu Ohnmin cave
temple, built in the side of a ravine. It's said during WWII Japanese soldiers hid out here.
The inside tunnels lead about 55yd to blocked-off rubble. Some locals say the tunnel was
intended to go, ahem, to Pindaya Cave near Inle Lake. You can climb on top of the temple

from the new steps to the right.

These sights are accessible, with more difficulty, by road. A boat trip takes about two
or three hours, and your driver will show you the temples. It costs about K15,000 for

three or four people.

lic reluctant to give up all their beliefs for
Buddhism. Ask around if the compound is
locked. At one end stands an original stone
figure of Thagyamin, king of the nat and a
direct appropriation of the Hindu god Indra.
This is the oldest known freestanding Thag-
yamin figure in Myanmar.

The site was started by Anawrahta but
not completed until the reign of Kyanzittha.
The latter is thought to have built his palace
nearby.

A path on the north side leads down to
the riverbank, where you can get some in-
teresting views.

Kyanzittha Umin
mﬁoﬁmzeeg
Although officially credited to Kyanzittha,
this cave temple may actually date back
to Anawrahta. Built into a cliff face 270yd
southwest of Shwezigon, the long, dimly lit
corridors are decorated with frescoes, some
of which are thought to have been painted
by Bagan’s Tartar invaders during the period
of the Mongol occupation after 1287. An at-
tendant will usually greet you with a torch
to lend and keys to unlock the doors. It’s
very quiet in there, and you can actually see
the 700-year-old brush strokes.
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