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CRUISE EURMA

The U Bein Bridge crosses
over Taungthaman Lake
near Amarapura

AS BURMA'S TOURISM DAWN BREAKS, AOIFE O'RIORDAIN DISCOVERS THE
THRUMMING STREET LIFE OF YANGON, AND ON A CRUISE BETWEEN MANDALAY
AND BAGAN, THE SUMPTUOUS LANDSCAPES AND OUTPOSTS OF THE IRRAWADDY
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also owned Raffles in Singapore. It has just unveiled the first
phase in a smart new makeover that will include a pool.

The city’s downtown district is an almost perfectly
preserved grid of colonial-era architecture. In the hairdryer-
like heat and humidity that envelops you, | wandered past
the faded, ice cream colours of the crumbling art-deco
buildings lining Pansodan Street, the epicentre of colonial
power and commerce until Burma gained independence
from Britain in 1948. The pavements were thronged with
betel leaf sellers, hawkers and the Burmese, elegantly
dressed in their longyi.

No matter how long you are in Yangon, all roads eventually
lead to the Shwedagon Pagoda. Its 99-metre-high stupa
gleams like a beacon covered with over two and a half tonnes
of gold and its bell tower is encrusted with diamonds, rubies,
sapphires and other gems. Over 80 per cent of the population
adheres to Theravada Buddhism and this is Burma's most
sacred site. The scenes at ground level were equally dazzling
with over 2,000 mini stupas and shrines dotting the court-
yard and the hushed hum of devotion.

After my brief stay in Yangon, | flew north to Mandalay
to join the cruise.
As | drove from
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Views over the Bagan plain
from the top of the
Shwesandaw Pagoda




CRUISE BURMA

souplike noodies called mohinga, we were driven to the
nearby town of Sagaing. One of the most important religous
centres in Burma, it Is home to over 6,000 monks and 4,000
nuns and one of the country's most prestigious Buddhist Uni-
versities. As we wound along a series of hairpin bends, monks
and nuns filed along the road collecting their morning alms.

From the terrace of our destination, the Soon Oo Porwa
Shin Pagoda on a hill above town, the view of the ribbon-like
mists threading around the surrcunding hills and the sun
picking out the glistering gold of some of the S00 temples
and pagodas below us, was bewilching. We were also the
only foreign visitors among the piigrims and local tourists
On the way back to the boat we made an unscheduled stop
at 3 small open-air market, where monks and nuns were
browsing the fruit and vegetable stalls and locals gossiped

Back on the Strand, a lazy afternoon spent by the pool
was an cpportunity to observe the mosaic of rural life; fishing
boats, cornfiekds and villagers bathing and washing their
clothes in the river. On board there were talks about cultural
Kife and local traditions like longyi tying and how to crush
thanaka tree bark into a paste to make natural, Burmese
style sunscreen,

But the best was saved for last. After our second night on
the river we docked In Bagan as the sun was rising. Bagan is
Burma's must-see although the country's turbulent past
means it is still waiting for the nod from Unesco for inclusion
as a World Heritage Site,

The country's capital from the ninth to thirteenth cen-
turies, there are over 3,000 temples and pagodas on the 70
square-kilometre plain that Is roughly the size of Manhattan,
Erected between 1050 and 1280 in 3 fervent building boom
of religious one-upmanship, it is devotion on a grand scale.
We scrambled up the steep terraces of the Shwesandaw
Pagoda in Bagan's central plain, one of five temples visitors
can climb. No photograph can do justice to the panorama
that unfolded as thousands of temples, pagodas and stupas
dissolved into the horizon as far as the eye could see.

Next was the tweifth-century Shwezigon Pagoda, Bagan's
most important pilgrimage site in nearby Nyaung-U.
A weicome temple break came in the dusty lanes of the
covered market just off Nyaung-U's main street. Inside, t's a
mishmash of antiques, lacquerware, food, household items,
hats and dressmakers busy behind vintage sewing machines.

By the time we reached our final stop In Old Bagan, the
terracotta bricks of the twellthr-century Sulamani Temple's
exterior were glowing a meliow red as the sun set. Save for
the dwingdiing tourists, Mtle seemed to have changed
for centunes. It is easy to imagine the past in Burma but
for ad the optimism, the future is more uncertain. Go now
while it still offers a glimpse into the Ok Asia that
will not exist forever. @

2> ESSENTIALS

HOW Audiey Travel (01993-838 1000; audieytravelcom)
offers a severrnight package including a three-night jour-
ney from Mandalay to Bagan on the Strand Cruise and two
nights in a Deluxe Suite at the Strand Yangon from £2 570
per person, based on two people sharing. The price includes
all return international and domestic flights, transfers and all

excursions on the Siaog Cnlse
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Clockwise from this
picture: The Strand
Cruise on the Irrawaddy
River. Produce for sale
at Nyaung U market.
A devotional ritual at
Mahamuni Buddha
Temple. The Shwedagon
Pagoda In Yangon

RIGHTFROM TOP
Yangon's last operating
public jetty. The glant

Many of the main tourist sights in
Burma are religious pagodas, stupas and
temples, so removing your shoes and
socks Is mandatory. Wear shoes that
are casy to take on and off and don't
point at anything with your feet, which Is

considered to be disrespectful.

Maost visitors make a beeline for Yangon's
Shwedaqgon Pagoda in the evening, but
go in the morning if you want to escape

large groups of tourists and experience it

surrounded by locals
Burma Is still quite a conservative

soclety. When you are visiting temples
make sure your shoulders and knees are
covered and never take a photograph of
anyone without asking permission first.
By and large it's probably best to give street

food a miss as hygiene standards
are questionable.

Apart from hotels and restaurants in
major cities that take credit cards, the
currency of choice is American dollars.

But only bring pristine bills, anything

even a tiny bit crumpled or tattered won't
be accepted by locals.



