
Yangon to Prome – December 20th.

The routine was wake up at 05:00, bags and breakfast at 05:30 and departure at 06:00 hrs.  I suspected 
the early start was an attempt to get clear of Yangon before the early morning rush hour clogged up the 
roads.

But, I woke up at 01:00 with a pounding in my head.  It took me a while to figure out that the thumping
rhyme was coming from a karaoke bar about 150 yards away.

I also reminded myself that I have a PhD in hotel electrical switches and bathroom plumbing.  I should 
have recorded all the combinations and published a coffee table book.

My guide was to be Ko Kyaw Soe for the entire trip.  He liked to be called “Soe”.

I thought that this early start was a bit brutal for a first day with a group that had not even met each 
other.

I had a small breakfast as I felt bloated from all the air plane junk food.

It was a drive of 180 miles and we rolled at 06:25 after making sure all the bags were on board.  We 
learned that the Germans had determined that there are 5 million pagodas for 50 million Burmese.

At 07:12 we visited the Taukkyan war cemetery commemorating 35,000 British and Allied soldiers and
airmen.  It was everything that war is not - neat, clean, tidy, quiet and immaculate.  I think I heard that 
the total military casualties in WW2 were 180,000.  In addition about 800,000 Burmese civilians died.

There were three Anglo-Burmese Wars – 1826 – 1853 – 1885

By the 1930s the British had relaxed their rule.  They created a bi-cameral Parliament with the ruling 
British in the Upper House and the Burmese in the Lower House.  However, all major business was 
controlled by the British.

I noticed the Burmese were all bundled up as if it was cold – I was in short sleeves and found it quite 
comfortable.

There is a very large military complex in the Yangon area.  The origins were the British cantonment of 
the 1920s.  There are half a million in the Burmese Army and they are just emerging from 48 years of 
military rule.  

The Parliament is stacked with 25% military positions, but more than half of the civilian remainder are 
ex-military.

Before World War Two, Gen Au Sang had gone to Japan and trained a Burmese Force.  When the 
Japanese invaded this force entered Burma. The Japanese distrusted them and used them as labour 
rather than combat soldiers.  Many of them wound up in concentration camps, as did many monks.

In 1943, fed up with the Japanese treatment of the Burmese,  Gen Au Sung decided to join the British 
and assisted as Chindits harassing the Japanese.



The Irrawaddy is 1,348 miles long.  950 miles are navigable all year.   The Delta has either 9 or 12 
arms emptying into the Andaman Sea, part of the Bay of Bengal.

At 08:04 we passed a rice nursery research station.  In this whole area rice is a main crop.  They grow 
3.5 and 6 month rice and then 3 month peanuts in rotation.  They had just finished harvesting the wet 
season rice and were planting the dry season peanuts.

Only ten percent of high school kids make it to university.

The road was single carriageway and bumpy.  Every so often we stopped at a toll booth.  At some the 
trucks had to drive over a weigh scale.  

Once in a while we passed what the locals call a “double decker”.  This is a passenger van that is full 
inside so the locals sit on top when the police are not around.

We saw a diesel train on the narrow gauge railway that the British had built.  It takes 9 hours in a hard 
seat to make it from Prome to Yangon.

There are significant irrigation canals every so often for the rice paddies – the paddies are the main 
feature of this flat landscape.  The villages are totally wooded and set every few kilometres in this 
otherwise rather drab landscape – although, when the rice is green it must be quite dramatic.

At 10:00 we had the mid-way stop at a very greasy spoon with very inadequate toilet facilities.  There 
was only one European fixture for the ladies, which resulted in a long lineup.  There was a political 
poster with An Sang Su Chi's National League for Democracy featured.

We saw dry paddies being ploughed by water buffaloes and wet paddies being turned over by roto 
tillers with large spoked wheels with foot pads,

As we approached Prome our passports were collected.  The area is a restricted zone and officials make
daily checks.  Parts of Burma are under insurgent threat and visitors are checked to make sure they are 
not aiding the insurgents.  You need special permission to go north of Mandalay.  You have to apply 
three months in advance.  Up north there are ruby and uranium mines. ( North Korea and Iran?)

At 12:10 we passed a teak plantation and the saw an oil derrick dating from the mid 1850s.  Teak takes 
from 60 to 80 years to mature – Burma has the largest percentage of the world's teak forest.  

When the British retreated to India in 1942 they wiped out the oil production to prevent it falling into 
Japanese hands.

About 13:00, after six and a half hours of driving, we arrived at Pyay (pop 500,000), which the British 
named Prome  - prompting me to think that when in Prome you should do as the Promans do.  After the
second Anglo-Burmese War of 1853 the British made Prome a major outpost.

We boarded the RV Katha Pandaw and I occupied cabin 109.  The forecast was 28C for the afternoon.

After a buffet lunch we departed by coach at 14:30 for a tour of the city.  Our first stop was the brick 
Wiggly Dragon Gate of old fifth century BC Syay. Shortly thereafter we visited the archeological 
museum in the Thiri-ya-kittiya site.  There I learned that Stupas are solid and Temples are hollow.  



Also, by the First Century BC Buddhism was already in the area.

Then I heard the most fascinating theory that the image of Buddha was created by Alexander the Great.
He used it as a control device.  When his army became unhappy, Alexander was forced to go back to 
Greece.  But, he left a portion of his army behind that subsequently formed a dynasty in the 2 BC to 1 
AD centuries.  

We passed the airfield that had been used by the British in World War Two.  There was a passing 
reference to brand new Spitfires that had been buried in their crates.  I knew the story of a team that 
was hunting for them but did not know the outcome.  Were they at Prome Airfield?

At 16:20 we visited the conical Phaya gyi Stupa – I found it all stupafying.

The last stop was the Shwe San Daw Pagoda.  It was supposed to feature a view over the Irrawaddy but
the light was fading so I did not bother.  Instead, I watched the faithful arriving and buying white 
garlands.  Birds in a cage were also for sale – do they free the bird?  All the while a beggar woman with
a young boy plied the faithful.  Pitifully, the little boy was playing with a pair of plastic handcuffs, 
unaware of the symbolism.

On the way back, just outside the British-built railway, we passed the gold-painted statue of General 
Aung Sang (father of Aung San Suu Kyi) on horseback. 

Back on board we enjoyed our first three beer Happy Hour, met the crew and had our first served 
dinner.

I went to bed as early as possible and got three snatches of sleep, serenaded by the auxiliary power 
generator, getting up at 05:00 hrs
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