
Letter from Burma: Holiday (4)

It is an unhappy coincidence that while I am in the process of writing about the days I

spent in Pagan, an entirely unheard of tragedy for Burma should have taken place in

the vicinity of the old capital. The murder of a Japanese woman tourist by the driver of

her "motorbike taxi" shocked the people of a community widely known for hospitality to

strangers. The crime sent shock waves across the country and a man from the town of

Nyaung-U, where the crime had been committed, spoke for all of us when he said:

"Such a terrible thing has never happened here before; we cannot understand it. We

are not like that, we feel so ashamed."

The murderer has been apprehended and justice must take its due course, but the

young woman will never be restored to life. We send our deep condolences to all those

who knew and cherished her.

Everything is impermanent, nothing lasts forever. This is what Buddhism teaches us and

what Pagan teaches us. Yet it is surely not wrong to try to conserve what should be

conserved. Not far from Pagan is Popa, an extinct volcano, the most prominent centre

of spirit worship in the country. Its annual festival attracts not just believers but tens of

thousands of visitors eager to observe the rituals that have been passed down through

the ages since the time when the kings of Pagan were lords of life and death over their

subjects.



According to legend, back in the days of King Anawratha, there lived on Mount Popa a

flower-eating ogress. A royal retainer with unusual powers would come every morning

from Pagan at superhuman speed to gather flowers for the king. As might be expected,

he met the ogress, who had the power to make herself look beautiful, and fell in love

with her. The fruit of the union between the superman and the ogress were twin boys

who would one day become the guardian spirits of Popa.

Tourists make the trip out to Popa even when it is not festival time as there are

interesting shrines all the way up to the top of the volcano. We too went out towards

Popa but not to climb it. We went to visit the National Park in the foothills. It is of

modest size and obviously works on a modest budget but the enthusiasm and

dedication of the staff was contagious and our visit was both interesting and

educational.

The raised altitude makes the climate particularly pleasant and the volcanic soil is ideal

for the preservation and cultivation of rare trees and plants. Exotic orchids and

butterflies abound and the Park specializes in medicinal vegetables and herbs. It is an

ideal setting for both conservation and research. The air was cool and there was a

spacious wooden deck from which we could enjoy a magnificent view of the volcano

and of green vistas that would send botanists into ecstasies.

Four days in Pagan is long enough to make you realize that however many times you

may come back there would be new discoveries to be made, new magic that would

hold you captive to the fascination of the city of pagodas. Its traditional arts and crafts,



basketwork, pottery, lacquer ware, are attractive as well as useful. Pagan is in fact the

home of Burmese lacquer. The old methods and designs have been retained but there

is also an awareness of the need to strike out in new directions. There is an eagerness

to learn from other countries and the owner of one of the largest lacquer stores had

spent some time in Japan to see if she could find ways of improving the quality of

Burmese lacquer.

Pagan has much to offer in the way of history, architecture, art and the beauties of

nature. Its greatest asset however is its people. Gentle and courteous as befits the

inhabitants of a proud old city, their charm is as memorable as their surroundings are

unique. One afternoon we went to have our lunch at 'Tharaba 3.' This is just several

long tables and benches laid out under a few shade trees but it is one of the most

popular eating spots in town. Tharaba 1 had been arranged in a similar way and had

had to move away from its original place. The demands of loyal clients had led to

Tharaba 2 reappearing under other trees. When Thraba 2 also had to move, the

clientele remained staunch and Tharaba 3 materialized.

One meal at those tables under the trees makes you understand why those who have

enjoyed the food and hospitality of Tharaba keep coming back for more. Three hundred

kyats (less than U.S. 50 cents) gets you a big helping of rice and as much as you want

of some five or six side dishes such as pickles, thick spicy tomato sauce, sesame mush,

fermented fish and vegetable fritters. For an average eater, that constitutes an



adequate meal. Dishes of meat and fish are also placed on the tables; you pay only for

the pieces that you put on to your plate.

I could write a whole book about my few days in Pagan but it is time to stop and what

could be better than to end on a culinary note? So I will simply say: you must come and

taste the simple delights of Tharaba 3 and a holiday in Burma for yourself.
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