
Min Hia and Magwe – December 22nd

I was up at 03:00, the auxiliary generator pounding away, typing notes and taking some river reflection 
shots.  My specific target was the large bridge spanning the Irrawaddy at Lat Pan.

After ablutions starting about 05:00, I went up to the galley at 06:00 for a cup of coffee and a chat with 
the early risers.  From the Purser's desk computer came the sound of a Buddhist monk chanting prayers.

I studied the map of The Republic of the Union of Myanmar.  At nine o'clock it borders Bangladesh, 
from eleven to twelve India, from twelve to three China and from three to four Laos and from four 
o'clock Thailand.   My guess is that there have been conflicts with all over the centuries.

Sunrise was subtle – first only a pink hue.  Then a red ball of fire appeared and climbed rapidly. All the 
while this loud disco sound came from the shore – there was a festival in progress.  Curiously, it was a 
lot warmer this morning than the same time yesterday.

I cut back on breakfast eating only cereal and fruit to keep the plumbing in fine tune.  Already I could 
feel the normal cruise problem – too much good food and beer with not enough exercise.  The doctor in
our group expected to gain five pounds on the trip.

At 07:30 we cast off from Lat Pan and motored up river under the very impressive and new bridge that 
might have been built by the Burmese.  There were many good morning river shots – a man standing in
the back of an ox cart driving the team of two up the river bank.  Then a herd of pagodas appeared – it 
must have been a monastery complex.

We landed at Min Hia at 09:00 for our morning excursion to the Minhia brick fort.  I set a GPS way 
point before disembarking and then another way point at the base of the exposed tree roots at the top of 
the river bank.  My informal measurement would indicate the river rises 40 feet in flood.

The road to the fort was a raised dyke, so there must be years when the rise in the water level is 
incredible.  Once again we were the object of considerable curiosity.  One motorbike with three young 
women went around three times.

By the 18th century Burma had become quite strong.  It was able to repel Chinese incursions.  As a 
result, the Indians did not bother the Burmese.

I forgot to mention that the Burmese King had four Queens, one for each of the cardinal points of the 
compass.  A dynastic row and considerable murder gave the British the opportunity to defeat Burma in 
1853.  The row was over teak timber concessions.  The Bombay-Burma company had bought teak 
logging concessions.  The company cut well over the quota.

The Burmese had sent bright youths to Europe to learn European weaponry and warfare.  The Burmese 
had sixteenth century technology and were hopelessly outclassed.  Hence the Italian fort on the west 
bank and the French fort on the east bank.

The fort on the west bank was built in 1861 using an Italian consultant to keep the British warships 
from coming up the river.  Uniquely, the fort had opposing ramps outside that enabled elephants to 
walk down one side, thereby hauling a cart full of cannon balls up the other side,



In 1885 the British warships came up the river and pulled a Quebec City 1759 manoeuvre.  While the 
ships engaged the fort, Indian soldiers and Gurkhas scaled the heights and took the fort from the land 
side.  

We then  did a two kilometre walk through the town and visited the local market.  It was much more an 
open air affair rather than the fixed stalls we had seen the day before.  The locals liked to pose with 
their kids.  In turn, they took photos of us.

We visited a shop that was turning out camouflet rigs for drilling in the muddy soil for oil.  These 
outfits could go down 600 feet.

Two of the workers were smoking small cigars and I found out that tobacco is grown in the centre of 
the country.

By 10:30 we were back on the RV Katha Pandaw and slipped our moorings to cruise upstream.

Along the banks, usually on prominent sand bars, there  are collections of tents.  Given the fishing 
boats I could only assume these were temporary fishing camps.

A small craft passed close by going downstream.  In the bow was a man with a very long pole marked 
with red and white segments about one foot each.  Once a minute he dipped the pole ahead and let it 
ride back it the slipstream, withdrawing it much like the follow through of a polo player.  I made the 
assumption he was testing the water depth.  My goodness, if a small craft like that felt the need, what 
about our much larger vessel.  I guessed we had an electronic depth finder [we did not].

Most of the passengers were on the upper rear deck under the awning reading. I had not been able to 
bring a book due to the severe Thai Airways weight restriction.

Occasionally a huge barge loaded with massive tree trunks would pass us going downstream.  The 
barges are pushed by powerful tugs with loud engines.  However, some very small boats with Chinese 
single stroke engines are the loudest on the river.

Just before lunch we entered a channel with very powerful currents.  We were making very slow 
progress upstream and the Captain was slipping from one bank to the other to find the best route.

Lunch was served promptly at 13:00 hrs.  I had requested pork at breakfast, and skipped the extensive 
salads and breads in order to reduce calories.  But, the bread pudding with vanilla sauce was a must.

We moored at Magwe for our city tour by trishaw.  The Burmese trishaw, a bicycle with a sidecar, was 
invented in 1930 in Mandalay.  It was so successful that it replaced the electric tram in Rangoon and  
Mandalay, forcing their closure and eventual bankruptcy.

We visited the local market, where we had been advised to buy school supplies for the school that 
Pandaw supports at the next day's visit.  This market was more developed and the merchants more used
to tourists.  

Using the trishaw, my peddler number 14 started out and within fifty yards I knew that my back was 
going to take another pounding.  We wended our way through the city centre and up to the entrance 
gate of Myat-thalon pagoda.   The locals enjoyed the spectacle.  They giggled as if watching a bunch of



old uncles and aunts well into senility enjoying a second childhood.  Mothers held up their infants and 
small children waved at us.  Some brazen young boys stretched out their hands for a “High Five”.

We dismounted at the Pagoda, took off our shoes and socks and climbed 106 steps ever upwards for 
about three hundred yards bare-footed to reach the magnificent hilltop golden pagoda from which we 
enjoyed the beautiful views over the Irrawaddy at sunset from the platform of the pagoda. What I saw 
was that a lot of young people congregate to see and be seen and I don't think religion had any part of 
it.

Number 14 took me back to the boat landing and I gave him 2,000 for his heroic efforts.

I reflected on the fact that I had seen no police or military presence in the last 48 hours.  I have 
travelled enough to know that somebody is watching what we see and do, I just have not spotted any 
“Minders”.

At 19:15 we gathered for the routine briefing on the next day and to sip cocktails.

As usual, dinner was always served at 19:30.  At noon I had ordered the mixed grill.

The Purser announced that he had established the WiFi.  But, there was so little bandwidth that I could 
only read the headers on Gmail and Hotmail.  I could not connect to Word Press to post my daily blogs.

The Thought of the Day.

“The Burman is the most calm and contented of mortals.  He does not want to grow rich.  When he 
does make a large sum of money, he spends it all on some pious work, and rejoices that it will meet 
with its reward in his next existence.”

“The Burman, His Life and Notions” by Shway Yoe, London 1882
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