
Mingun – December 28th

The clattering started on deck at 05:00 but I stayed in bed until 06:00 until the inevitable noise of the 
propulsion diesels.

I decided to catch up on my typing before going up to breakfast at 07:15 hrs.  The upper deck was 
swept by a cold breeze when under way.  Steam rose from the coffee and we all wore windbreakers to 
breakfast.  By noon is was quite hot so there was quite a thermal ramp from morning to midday.

At 07:55 we launched our pilot boat to go ahead and find a safe channel.  The boat crew used the red 
and white sounding pole to find a clear route.

As per usual, it was quite hazy and cool.  There was clear blue sky above – it just took the sun until 
about 10:00 to burn through.  The shore had scattered temporary huts on both banks.  The occasional 
cow was tethered under a rough roof.

I concluded the cool water reacts with the warm air to produce the haze.  The river is definitely the 
interstate highway carrying all sorts of goods in any manner of craft.

At 08:45 we passed several clusters of fish farms. They are unlike the usual cylindrical ones I have seen
elsewhere.  These were based on a long boat with outriggers.  A system of nets was hung below.  There 
were three “boats” chained together to form the farm.  At the front was a tug boat with a long tow rope. 
I suspect the farm is moved to prevent disease from fish droppings.

We moored at Mingun at 09:00 fora walking tour.  The hawkers attacked at the end of the gangplank 
and were with us for the remainder of the tour.  One attached herself to me and I tried to shake her by 
speaking French and German.  She spoke all and told me she could have carried on in Italian and 
Spanish.  

This village was really a small town and had fixed stalls lining the main streets selling the usual tourist 
“trinkets and trash”.

We looked at the two fifty foot tall lions guarding the largest brick building.  The lions and the actual 
brick monster building were damaged in the 1832 earthquake.  

In 1765 the Chinese attacked five times and were repulsed.  The British attacked in the 1780s but were 
also repulsed.  The King expanded his territory into Bangladesh.  To celebrate he planed a 450 foot 
brick edifice that would be 50 storeys high.  To this day, this unfinished pagoda is the largest single 
mass brick building in the world.

Soldiers, reputedly volunteers, in 25 years managed to create a 220 foot building out of six million 
bricks.  The Germans did the calculation.

The King, named Bodawpaya – I think,  fell sick and the astrologers told him that if he finished the 
temple he would die.  So he stopped the work in 1815, but died four years later.  Thereafter, nobody 
else wanted to complete the building and die.  As mentioned, the 1832 earthquake really cracked it 
badly.  There is a seismic fault line running through Burma.

One highlight was the world's largest ringing bell.  At 90 tons it is not as big as the 270 ton bell in the 



Kremlin, but the Russian monster is cracked and is inoperable.  The bell toppled in the 1832 earthquake
– the Brits rehung it in a special frame in 1896.  The guide tried to speak to us standing next to the bell..
The crowd just shouted at each other and I could hear nothing – I walked away once I had my photos.  
The kids were adding to the cacophony by bashing the bell with the wooden sticks provided.

At 10:00 we walked to a  blinding white wedding cake pagoda-temple.  It was completed in 1816 by 
the Crown Prince after his wife died in childbirth.  Thus, it is the Taj Mahal of Burma.  You could 
ascend over the carved base perimeter waves up to the temple level – shoes and socks off – so for me it 
was a “no go”.

Some of the group visited the 'Mingun Home for the Aged' which was originally established with the 
assistance of the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company in the 1930s.  Not wishing to be reacquainted with old 
age, I gave it a pass.  I bought a conical, folding sunhat for one dollar instead.  I had lost the last one on
the Li River in China.

I got some great shots of ox cart taxis.  They are tourist traps.

There are 135 ethnic groups in Burma.  Monks make up 6% of the population.  

By 11:00 we were back on board.  The roar of the diesels made deck conversation quite onerous.  Since
we ate all meals on the top after deck, when we are moving it was a bit troublesome.

We were in the Central Plain of Burma and there was significant agriculture.

We passed small settlements where the women seem to have laundry parties.  They gather in small 
groups and flail the living daylights out of clothes. You have to wonder if the process softens or 
destroys the fabric. Their wooden houses are built on stilts – this could be a safeguard against flooding 
or to provide airflow to keep the house cooler.

After we cast off we were on the lookout for dolphins.  There is a connection to Lord Alex Irwin.  
There are only about sixty dolphins left.  The dolphins work with the fishermen of five communities.  
On a signal from the fisherman, a dolphin would herd fish towards the spot where he would cast his 
conical net.  If there was a catch, the fisherman would give a fish to the dolphin.  To me this sounded a 
bit “fishy” since dolphins can use sonar to “see” and catch fish all by themselves.

All I saw was riffled water, which I now knew meant shallow water,  I also noted that the tone of the 
propulsion changed, probably as a result of propeller cavitation due to turbulent water flow.

At 13:00 we had a buffet lunch.  This was a change as most lunches have been a menu choice.  It 
turned out to be a fondue of sorts.  You chose the meat, noodles and vegetables and the chef immersed 
them in boiling liquid and served it up in a large bowl.

During lunch we navigated a very treacherous stretch of river.  The pilot seemed to have a sixth sense 
as to where the deeper water lay.

After lunch I did something that usually eludes me.  I got a ninety minute snooze, despite the 
propulsion diesels.

At 16:20 we moored at Parrot Island Village for a walk.  We were met by kids and an ox cart picking 



up supplies for the next village.  

We walked about 500 yards through the cultivated fields to the village that has about 250 houses.  Each
house has a boat for the rainy season that is used to get around the village.

Our guide was very good with the locals.  He got us into places that one would not normally see.  The 
locals were very accommodating and eager to show off their houses, animals and farm machinery.  This
was a wealthy village.  The houses were much more substantial than anything we had seen so far.

The houses were on stilts and the water stain on the posts showed the water level came up about three 
feet in the rainy season.  They use ironwood where the water will be as ironwood does not float 
whereas teak does.  Within each compound there was a raised mound for the pigs, chickens and oxen to
survive the flood.  Equally, the hayrick was on elevated ground.

We noticed scrawny free range chickens and found out the locals pay twice as much for them as 
“normal” chicken as the scrawny ones are bird flu resistant.

The dirt in the compounds was swept clean of any debris.  There was a kid playing with a hoop – right 
out of Charles Dickens.   

Everywhere we went the kids followed and dutifully posed for photos.  They squealed with delight 
when shown the result on the camera LCD screen.

We visited the village 7/11 but it had very little for sale besides cigars, eggs, dried fruit, dried noodles, 
peanuts and instant coffee.  How you could sell peanuts to peanut farmers was beyond me.

There were Brahmin cattle everywhere and they were in very good shape.

The house walls are made of mats of woven bamboo strips about 2.5 mm wide.  They are nailed to the 
wooden frame.  The roofing was corrugated tin.  The housing suggested that extended families live 
within the compound.

Peanuts are the main cash crop.  A woman farmer told us she had seven employees working 15 acres.  
She got 100 lbs of peanuts per acre and earned a gross amount of $2,000, from which she had to pay 
wages etc.  She keeps the best peanuts for the next planting.  Her husband had a new $11,000 Chinese 
tractor which he uses to plough the fields.  He charges $20 per acre.

They grow three month rice after the flood waters subside.  I assumed that they made paddies out of the
fields to retain a certain amount of water. 

In one compound there was a substantial well, the top of which was a concrete casement one yard in 
diameter.  The water was about 40 feet down and was drawn up in a bucket made from a used tire.  
There were two Chinese generators for electricity.

Peanuts are shelled using an ingenious home-made machine powered by a hand crank.  The husks are 
used as fuel.  The nuts are then ground in a stone mill that is powered by an ox at the end of a ten foot 
pole.  The ox goes round and round and, after one hour, the result is a paste and oil.  The process 
involves two passes to get better results.  The oil is used as cooking oil.



In this prosperous compound there was a large speaker horn above the roof top.  When a phone call 
came in an announcement was made so that the recipient could come over to the phone.  This reminded
me of my youth in Tonbridge, Kent.  On a cul-de-sac with fifty houses, there was one phone.  When 
you got a phone call it was bad news.

On the way back to the ship a man smiled at me revealing horribly stained red teeth from chewing 
beetle leaves.  Beetle chewing is reducing as people become more aware of their looks.

We were back on board by 17:45 but the sun was hidden behind a bank of mist. 

There was a lot of hammering on the ship as some local repairs were effected.  We were at least ninety 
minutes late in casting off.

We had drinks at 19:00, a briefing at 19:15 and dinner was the usual 19:30 hrs.

We moored overnight at Sithe Village.

“Untouched by the decaying middens in which they live, the Burmese emerge immaculate and serene.”
“Golden Earth”, Norman Lewis, 1952
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