
Mandalay – December 27th

The clattering of the crew woke me up at 05:30hrs.  They swept the decks and dusted all the fittings.  It 
made for a clean ship, but also made it hard to get a full night's sleep.

At 06:00 we motored off to Shwe Kyet Yey (Mandalay) and had breakfast from 07:00 to 08:00 hrs.

Mandalay is Burma's second largest city. The religious and economical capital of upper Burma and the 
centre of Burmese culture.

The first stop was a walk along the marble and stone carver's street.  The workers wore no goggles, ear 
protection or face masks.  The white dust covered everything and the trees lining the street were so 
white it looked like a winter snow scene.   Some statues of the Buddha were complete except for the 
face.  You could choose your own countenance.

We boarded the coach for our first stop at Mahamuni Pagoda to see one of the country's most venerated
Buddha images.  This was another shoes and socks off so I stayed on the coach.  I got a lot of good 
shots of passers going about their daily business.

Then we went to a gold leaf and tapestry work shop.  The poor ponders worked under deplorable 
conditions.  I had my ear plugs inserted but had to leave.  I noticed they chewed beetle leaves.  The aim
was to get 8,000 sheets of gold leaf out of the original slug 1 mm thick.  They pounded for five hours a 
day and had no fat on their bodies – muscles and sinew.

After that we went on to the teak wooden Shwe Nan Daw Kyaung (Golden Palace Monastery).  It was 
originally part of the Royal Palace complex in Amarapura.  It was shifted to Mandalay on the death of 
King Mindon in October 1875.  The reconstruction was complete by November, 1883.  It survived 
World War Two, while the Royal Palace burned down in March, 1945.  I walked down the road to take 
photos of the gleaming white Mahatulawaiyan Kyaungdawgyi (Atumashi).  I bought a brown Longhi in
the street stall outside.

As a special treat we got to visit the Royal Palace.  It is a huge structure surrounded by four walls, each 
1.2 miles long.  The walls have crenellated parapet.  The moat used to be filled with crocodiles and 
venomous snakes.  We had to get permission from the soldiers guarding the West Gate.  Once inside we
saw how huge the interior space really was.  We passed a procession of youngsters on thrones in the 
back of pickup trucks all dressed up as though they had just been blessed in some ritual.

There was a large portrait of King Mindon and Chief Queen Satkyardavi (1853-1878)

The last King of Mandalay died in exile in Bombay, India.

Only tourists wear shorts and Burmese women do not smoke on the streets.

We had a photo stop at 12:15 outside the palace complex at the five star Mandalay Hotel that was built 
by Singaporean interests in 1978.  The hotel is now the premier lodging for visitors.

At 13:10 we were back on board for lunch.  That had been a five hour excursion with no toilet stop.

At 15:00 we went sightseeing by bus to Amarapura, population 300,00, founded in 1783.  It was one of 



the ancient capitals of Burma.  It is only seven miles from Mandalay and used to be the capital.

We visited a silk and cotton weaving workshop.  The working conditions were deplorable.  The 
weavers were doing intricate work under low light conditions.  They sat two to a bench with no back 
support.  They might make $200 per month.  They need a tough labour union.

Fifty-five percent of the silk is imported from China.  We saw a silk longhi that took two girls two 
months to weave – it retailed for $1,200 while another, made from raw silk took three women two 
months and sold for $1,500.  These are typically bought for weddings.

At 16:00 we drove to the famous U Bein Bridge, built in 1851.  At 1.2 kms long it thought to be the 
world's longest teak bridge.  It is also one of the most unsafe structures.  Most of the length had no 
guard rail.  The bridge wobbled so much in the crowded conditions that I only went a few yards and 
then got off.  Examining the pilings underneath, I found that many were almost rotted through.  This 
structure would be condemned in Canada.

Most of the group sailed in small boats on Taungthaman Lake to enjoy the sunset.  The rowers worked 
two crossover oars from the back. It was a herd scene and I chose not to do it opting for a slow walk to 
examine all the garbage strewn about this site.  The passengers all gave the boatman a two dollar tip.  
This was confiscated by the Beach Boss.  Then there was the hawker mob.  These sorts of venues turn 
me off.

We had a glass of champagne as the sun set.

We were back on board by 18:10 hrs.  Shortly thereafter I heard a very British voice hail us with, 
“Request permission to come alongside.”  It was the Scottish master of the Pandaw, the owner of the 
fleet on his personal vessel.  Paul Strachan joined us for dinner.

Dinner was at 19:30 hrs.  

At 21:00 the upper deck featured “Classical Burmese Dance” performed by students of the Mandalay 
State Performing Art School.  There were three men playing a marimba, drums and a tin pan and 
wooden beater board combination.  The sound of the latter was quite irritating.  Male and female 
dancers did a variety of dances that had special significance to those in the know.

We moored overnight at Shwe Kyet Jetty south of Mandalay.
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