
Tan Kyi Taung – December 24th

At 05:30 we were rudely awoken when the vessel's engines roared to life.  I lay in bed until 06:30 and 
was on deck for 07:00 breakfast.  

Breakfast was only cereal and fruit – the others had a lovely full breakfast.

By 07:11 we were passing old oil derricks from the 1850s and at least one rocking arm pump was 
working away. 

Maize was being grown near small settlements where people were transporting small timber logs up the
hill on their heads.  Hills - out of nowhere there were now some significant hills on the west side while 
the eastern bank was flat as a pancake.

At 08:40 we passed a serious farm on the eastern bank that was being irrigated by hand.

On the slopes of the western hills we saw close to a hundred green and the occasional red tent.  These 
turned out to be illegal drilling operations for crude oil.

At 09:00 we moored at Tan Kyi Taung and ascended the bank to visit the clinic that Pandaw sponsors.  
Three doctors were going to look at two hundred patients from the 20 villages serviced.  Those waiting 
stared at us as though we were from another world – which I guess we were.  The clinic operates twice 
per week.  There is a significant problem with hypertension.  Rabies are also a threat, being spread by 
dogs.  Then there are the snake bites.

Our ship sailed upstream to the other side of town.

In groups of three we mounted our jeeps at 09:25 for the very rough ride up to the hill top stupa at 
1,000 feet above the river.  The stupa dates from the eleventh century.  It is a monastery complex, 
nunnery, monks and meditation centre.   Along the road going up was a six inch water pipe and a 
smaller natural gas pipeline.  A generator fuelled by natural gas provided electricity.

We passed through a tunnel over which the railway track runs down the east bank.  We passed several 
motor bikes coming down the hill with yellow containers full with about twenty litres of crude oil.

The chief monk was trying out a banyan tree plantation.  The banyan tree is holy because Buddha 
found enlightenment under a banyan tree.  The trees will be challenged by the 48 Celsius summer heat.

We climbed 80 steps up to the twelfth and thirteen century pilgrimage site.  People used to meditate in 
caves carved out of the sandstone. Of course we were all barefoot and I cut the heel of my right foot 
without knowing it.  I started to hurt at the Bagan site when dirt got into the cut.

People bring meals in Styrofoam containers.  They set them out on the platform surrounding the shrine 
and light candles.  They say their prayers and then leave the food.  Once an hour the workers collect the
food and give it to the poor.

I noticed wooden praying platforms about the size of a small forklift truck pallet.  I found out later that 
people meditate on these pallets as a safeguard against poisonous snakes.  The snakes do not like the 
sharp edges of the pallets and leave the people alone.  One has to look around carefully before getting 



off the pallet.

We had another back crushing jeep ride down to the river and dismounted in Tan Kyi Taung.  En route 
we passed two road repair gangs where groups of women were filling in potholes.  There a small 
compound with seating had been arranged.  We were entertained in three separate acts by two very 
strong men dressed up in a very colourful elephant suit.  We were told the outfit weighed 135 kgs.  
Between acts, the elephant was rested on two saw horses.

The performers danced to the music from a band of five players while a woman sang incomprehensible
words.  BUT, we did recognize the tune as Frere Jacques.  At the end a silver pot was placed on the 
elephant and donations were expected – it was all for charity.

We headed upstream and tried to moor in Bagan.  But, all sorts of small boats had jammed the landing 
area so we rafted off another Pandaw ship.  We had an early lunch at 12:30 and then boarded a coach 
for the fairly short ride into the Bagan pagoda complex.  There are only 2,229 edifices dating from the 
eleventh to thirteenth century.  This area gets a mere 15 inches of rain per year so the monuments 
survive.

Unfortunately, Bagan is infested with very aggressive street vendors who followed us like a flight of 
locusts making a real nuisance of themselves.  The story was that their land had been expropriated by 
the archeological authorities so hawking was their only source of income.

At 14:14 we were at an excavation site – it looked quite like a lot of other excavation sites.  The area 
was lined with squatting vendors, one of whom was breastfeeding her baby.

The next stop was a temple with an unfinished Buddha.  All it revealed was the basic construction 
technique.

The vendors followed us from temple to temple on motor bikes.  As soon as I saw the “No Photos” sign
at the next temple I did not bother to enter.

While I waited on the coach, a mother dropped the pants of an infant boy and his urine stream indicated
a fantastic bladder capacity for one so young.

 At 15:45 we were at the Ananda Temple of 1102 AD – a highlight.  We were told that Buddhist temples
had been  built to stop the encroachment of Hinduism, which was spread by the trade with India.  There
were four huge Buddhas, one for each cardinal point.  The facial expression of the Buddha changed 
from a distant welcoming to serious as you got closer.

The final stop was the Shwesandaw edifice, that seemed to be more like a Mayan pyramid.  People 
were expected to doff their shoes and socks and climb the very steep steps to get a view of the acres of 
Stupas against the setting sun.  Having done something similar at Angkor Wat in Cambodia, I knew that
coming down was going to be a lot tougher than going up.  Besides, my cut heel was causing pain and I
did not want to get dirt into the cut – so I contented myself with photos of the climbers and stupas back 
lit by the setting sun.

After sunset we drove back the ship.

We had a special treat for dinner – turkey and wine.  There was only one turkey for the entire group so 



the meal was stretched with lamb.  The wine was very young.

After dinner a small stage was erected and a local marionette group performed nine little plays.  Again, 
the meaning was lost on me.  However, I admired the workmanship on the puppets and the skill of the 
performers.

Our ship pulled away from the other Pandaw ship in order to get some peace and quiet.  That lasted 
until 05:00 the next morning as the Burmese tend to get up very early.
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