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This is the sixth installment of Myanmar pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu 

Kyi's monthly Mainichi column, "Letter from Burma." 

What I see now through the prism of 66 years is different from what I saw 60 

years ago or even six years ago because both the world and I have changed over 

the intervening period. Sixty years ago my relations (if it could be called that) 

with animals was distant. I have written about the unattractive mongrel dogs 

and sorry looking cart horses that were a part of the scene of my childhood. The 

other inhabitants of the animal world with which I was familiar during my early 

years were birds. 

Rangoon was not then a built-up city and we lived in a quiet lane of red earth 

and broken rocks, bordered by tall bamboo bushes, a scraggy, pitted field where 

our cows grazed, a weed-infested pond and crumbling brick walls. Opposite our 

house was a monastery. The wooden buildings in traditional mode, the unkempt 

grounds, the old shrines and stupas and the deep tranquillity emphasized its 



separation from the busy world of laity. Both the monastery and our house were 

on elevated ground, almost high enough to be small hills, so the lane in between 

was like a narrow valley. 

Our garden was spread out on three different levels and the many trees made it 

an attractive habitat for a wide variety of birds. The most common were crows, 

minahs, doves, pigeons and sparrows. These were so numerous we hardly 

noticed them at all but I liked to watch the crows flying home to roost in the 

evening; a great black feathery stain spreading and cawing its way across the sky. 

The plaintive call of the koel was part of the music of early summer but I hardly 

ever caught a glimpse of the little bird and, what surprises me now, I was not 

particularly curious about it. I remember getting excited about a parrot that 

perched on a tree and looked down regally at us as if fully aware of the honour it 

was bestowing by its passing presence. One day an owl dropped out of a tree in 

broad daylight. The gardener held it up for us to see and it blinked sleepily at my 

awed face. 

At the top our lane was an old house built in nineteenth century Indian style. 

The romance of its fading grandeur and sprawling, neglected garden was 

enhanced by the indefinite absence of its owners. We were told that they were 

wealthy Indians who had fled when World War II came to Burma. Somehow 

they had managed to leave behind caretakers who had looked after the property 

right through the war and who continued to remain loyally at their posts 

although their employers never came back. On rare occasions, these caretakers, 

whom I recall as tall, dhoti-clad Indians, allowed us to wander in their garden. 



Among the tangle of untended foliage were a couple of fountains with large, grey 

stone basins which for me spelt the height of splendour even though both were 

completely dry. The crowning glory of this mysterious abode was two large 

cockatoos that sat on their perches and made the lonely garden bright with their 

iridescent colours. They were the most exotic creatures I had ever seen outside 

the Rangoon zoo. 

In those days of few distractions a visit to the zoo was a very special treat. It was 

not far from our house and the roaring of lions that could be heard over the 

quiet of early dusk would fill me with wonder. I asked the adults why the lions 

roared every evening and some answered that this signaled feeding time while 

others said the beasts were crying out their longing for their homes in the jungle. 

When I saw these animals in their zoo cages I was struck by their restlessness 

and imagined that their weary pacing was also linked to the longing for their 

faraway homes. As a Tuesday born I am, according to Burmese astrological 

belief, a lion, so I particularly empathized with the big cats. 

The simians were another matter altogether. The 'monkey village' which was 

popular with visitors to the zoo made me uneasy. To my eyes the monkeys did 

not look friendly nor happy. Their eyes seemed sharp with malevolence and 

their mouths jeered at all those who were laughing over their antics. Peanuts 

and other food thrown to them were caught with dexterity and a grimace. This 

was totally unlike the elephants, which accepted offerings of bananas and buns 

with a look of contentment on their huge faces and languorous movements of 

the trunk that I translated as a gracious salute of thanks. 



After I grew to adulthood I made only two zoo visits, one in Nepal and one in 

London. Michael and I went to see the Kathmandu menagerie because we had 

an afternoon to spare and a zoo in the Himalayas seemed so improbable. It 

turned out to be a rather sad, dusty place with dispirited looking animals. We 

were advised to leave our Bhutanese terrier outside the entrance as the big cats 

were usually fed on dog meat and the smell of a living meal might have been too 

exciting for them. It was an experience that invited no repetition. 

My next, and very last, zoo visit took place a few years later when I took my son 

Alexander to Whipsnade. In comparison to Kathmandu zoo it was beautifully 

kept but I found I had lost all taste for looking at animals in captivity. The 

animals had not changed but my sensitivity to captivity and to human 

domination had changed. I did not know then that my views on relations 

between animals and humans would change even more as the world around me 

changed in ways I had not expected. (By Aung San Suu Kyi) 
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