
Tagoung – December 30th

We spent the night at anchor in choppy water in the area of Kyar Nyat.  I did not sleep well as the 
waves kept slapping the skiff strapped to the side of the ship.  The water made a dull thud as it smashed
the bottom of the skiff turning it into a base drum.

So, I was out of bed at 05:15 and trying to find something to fill the time.

We cast off at 06:20, twenty minutes behind the published schedule.  The sky was clear, but it was still 
dark.  There was a smell of wood smoke in the air.

As a continuation of the previous night, it was quite cool on the upper deck. I had a T-shirt under my 
sweater and wore my windbreaker, scarf and toque to breakfast.  Because we were moving, the first 
part of breakfast was very cool and breezy.  The chef at the omelet station was vibrating.

By 07:30 were into fog and the Captain had to heave to as we might have run into a southbound  timber
barge that would have crushed us.  The ladies wrapped up in colourful supplied blankets so breakfast 
started to look like an American Indian Pow Wow.

At 08:00 the Captain launched the skiff and we crept upriver.  By 08:30 the fog had lifted and we went 
back to full speed.  But, we were way behind schedule.  At 08:40 I spotted a gold mining operation on 
the east bank.

The leaves on the trees were a russet colour suggesting early autumn.  We were now between 22 and 23
degrees north, about the same as Hong Kong.  This area was sparsely populated.  

We had a run of 32 kms up to Tagoung and finally arrived at 09:04 rather than the forecast 08:30 hrs.

We climbed the steep river bank and assembled at the top under a huge banyan tree with a twenty foot 
diameter at the base.  Bags of charcoal indicated one industry.  Then we walked to the original city gate
where there was a sign in Burmese proclaiming the Tropic of Cancer, which the GPS measured as 23 
degree 30.235 minutes – Bucky had to get his photo taken sitting on top of the sign. Unfortunately, 
there was a lot of litter strewn around – something we had seen just about everywhere.

This was a substantial town with a lot of motor bike traffic and even a local bus.  Many of the motor 
cycles were Japanese-made indicating wealth.  Several houses were two storey masonry buildings, with
barred windows, which also indicated money.  There were electrical utility poles carrying bare wires 
down one street.  SKYNET satellite dishes pointed SW. 

Once again there were dogs slumbering all over the place, some of which had bad cases of mange.  
Cats don't seem to be as numerous, but I got a shot of a kitten in one basket of the grocery store display.
There were a lot of flowers around town.

The dirt streets were paved with large rocks for the rainy season.  They were real ankle twisters so it 
was easier to walk in the dirt on the sides.  We heard a school before we saw it.  Some kids waved to us
from the windows of the school house while others sat in the yard chanting rote memory exercises.  I 
was reminded of a Muslim Madrassa.  

On the northern outskirts of town we stood on the old brick fortifications which had a commanding 



view of the river.  These fortifications were designed to keep the Chinese at bay.  The houses in this 
area had oxen, pigs and chickens.  I saw one wooden plough.  Two oxen were chowing down from a 
manger filled with chopped up green stuff that looked like celery.

Then we ambled back to the market part of town.  At the hardware store I saw a metal plough in the 
exact shape of the wooden one I had just seen.  The sun had burned off the fog and by 10:00  it was hot 
and the scarf and windbreaker had to come off.  We wandered through the market stalls, blocking 
traffic.  The locals were very tolerant and did not toot the horns on their motorcycles.  There was an 
amazing variety of colourful fresh vegetables.  The locals used small balance beam weighing scales and
the weights were dead batteries – as in “I will have two D cells of peanuts”.  There was even a tailor 
shop.

By 11:05 we were back on the ship and cruising up to Katha, a distance of 106 kms.  Once on the river, 
the temperature dropped dramatically and my sweater stayed on.

At 11:25 we passed huge piles of logs on the west river bank.  This operation was owned by the son-in-
law of the former military ruler.  On the opposite bank was a ship repair “yard” - a place where ships 
needing repairs were hauled out as wood was cheaper there.  A huge bamboo raft with several huts on it
floated by with the inhabitants waving to us.

At noon we just plain stopped.  We were in good company with two barges stacked with logs.  Two 
crewmen drove a large pole into a sandbar for the thick mooring line and secured it with two smaller 
guy ropes.  The skiff went scouting through the narrow channel that had a strong current.  Now 
stopped, the real coolness of the wind from the north could be felt.  We got underway again at 12:30 
hrs.

For lunch I had fish and chips (Kiwi “Fush and Chups”) at 13:00 hrs, rather hoping the fish was not the 
fly-blown variety I had seen in the market in Tagoung.  They use the term “butter fish” which seems to 
be any generic fish.

By 13:50 we passed a Chinese chromium mine about a mile inland on the east bank.  A bit later we 
passed the east bank loading dock with two large gantry cranes.  This area also produces sugar and 
plywood.

Suffering “exhaustipation”, I had a one hour snooze.

By 16:00 the west bank was heavily wooded, with attendant logging operations  Logs were being 
loaded onto a barge using a rather large crane.  We passed several fish farms anchored against the west 
bank.  

At 16:30 we had an eighty minute Q & A on the upper after deck where the guide answered assorted 
queries.  It was very hard to hear over the roar of the diesels, especially when we got hung up on a sand
bar at 16:55 hrs.  It was confirmed that there are 700,000 monks in Burma.  The number one export is 
now natural gas to Thailand, then come rice, beans, teak, jade, rubies and sapphires.

From 1962 to 2010 Burma was essentially a closed country cut off from the West and suffering from 
trade sanctions and embargoes.  The China back door was the only option.  The Chinese do not do 
direct investment.  They buy and exploit, basically looking for raw commodities.  The Japanese are 
now investing in Burma big time having set up an industrial zone south east of Yangon with set up 



costs of one billion $US.

Only 4% of the national budget is spent on health care and 5.8% on education.  In the past military 
spending took huge chunks but it is now supposedly down to 22% - but there are side budgets that 
mask the true amount.  There is 20% unemployment.

Aung Sang Suu Chi, now 68 years old, has her detractors who say she is a one lady show – she is 
accused of not consulting widely.  She wants to be the next President, the elections are in 2015.  But, 
the constitution would have to be amended by 76% and the military hold 25% - the math does not 
work.

The rich send their kids to Singapore for higher education.  Only40% come back to Burma – a huge 
brain drain.

19:30 was a dinner of beef and potato pie.

We moored overnight at Katha.
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