
Second Defile – December 31st

This date I did the daftest thing I have ever done as a one day trip.  We left the ship at 07:30 and got 
back at 18:22 – the better part of eleven hours.  We travelled 219 kms in very uncomfortable conditions
to see 1.6 kms of gorge.  This Second Defile was about the same as Heinrich Heine's Lorelei on the 
Rhine.  On the 'Pain to Pleasure' meter, the needle was stuck hard over on pain.

We boarded a long narrow local speedboat at 07:30 carrying our life jackets and dressed as warmly as 
possible.  We were embraced by a cold clammy fog that mercifully kept the boat's speed down as it was
open to the elements.

I wore my toque under my Kiwi baseball cap, a scarf, a T-shirt, long-sleeved Tilley shirt, my Pringle 
sweater, Tilley khaki pants, windbreaker and closed shoes – I had gloves in reserve.

The “seat” was a bench only one foot wide and so high that your feet could not touch the deck.  The 
front edge of the seat was sharp so that numbness soon set in.  This agony device was the torture 
machine that would upset my bad back for close to ten hours.  No matter what I did, I could not get 
comfortable.  I found out the next day that they usually smuggled logs under the seats so that the 
passengers feet would touch the logs.  Silly us, we forgot to bring logs!

I jammed the life jacket and back pack against the steel hull and used the supplied cushion and blanket 
to create some sort of nest to give my back the best chance while jamming my feet against the mid-
thigh steel seat frame and lying kitty corner along the bench.  We all tried various positions.  Standing 
was an option, but the narrow configuration meant you were bent rather than straight up. Basically we 
were flying from Los Angeles to Auckland in the seat from hell.

The centre aisle had four cross braces at mid-thigh level that would have challenged an Olympic 
hurdler.  The crew wearing longyis took them in stride.  I would have split my longyi stem to stern.  
There were two biffies on the after deck that were reached by climbing a few narrow steel steps and 
walking over the open after deck.  Inside the convenience, one's head stuck out so that all could see you
were “engaged”.  Inside the affair was the flat step thingy with two positioning steps one sees all over 
the non-Western world.  

Six of our group had the good sense to stay on the ship and enjoy a day off.  They and the RV Katha 
Pandaw had 22 kms to navigate upstream to get to Katha and it was estimated it would take 3.5 hours 
due to river conditions.

I tried to distract myself by using my MP3 player and ear buds, with the noise reduction, to drown out 
the boat's engine.  The first tune was ”The Moldau” by Smetana.

We went in and out of banks of fog, the speed varying between about 10 kph to 25 kph upstream 
against a fairly strong current.  Our guide tried to tell where we were and what we could see, but the 
noise just stole his words.

About 10:00 we crossed into the north-eastern Kachin State that borders China.  From time to time we 
saw boats loaded to the gunwales with white sacks of rice going up river to China.  I was amazed at 
how little wildlife or birds we had seen during the entire trip.



I was surprised to see significant plantations of bananas.  It seemed to be a bit too far north at 24 
degrees.   

At 10:49 the boat suddenly stopped and the hurried translation from Burmese was -  “Dolphins”.  It 
was a pod of four that very quickly passed downstream.  I got a photo to prove my sighting.  There are 
very few fresh water dolphins and the Irrawaddy dolphins are close to extinction.  What a rare sighting.

At 11:20 we saw men rolling logs down the river bank off the bed of a large truck.  On the opposite 
bank we passed a tree with several very large bee hives hanging from the upper branches.

The GPS indicated we had swung east and then south-east as we approached the Second Defile.  A faint
hazy view of hills slowly became sharper.  We stopped briefly at 12:20 to pick up bananas and 
mandarin oranges from a local supplier.  Passing them around, I can assure that the Costa Ricans have 
nothing to worry about.

When we finally got to the gorge we were told to get out into the open.  The women were to go to the 
front deck while the men were told to get up on the roof.  All parties had to move about twenty-five feet
down the outer ledge that was one foot wide while holding on to a rail about head height.  I was 
amazed that nobody fell into the river.  Getting up to the top was very tricky and the reward was to sit 
on rock hard steel plate.  It turned out the women were not to go to the top deck because the 
wheelhouse had a Buddhist shrine and a woman would be above it.

The only thing I found interesting in the 1.66 km gorge was the “Parrot's Beak”.  This was an 
outcropping of rock that had been brightly painted to look like a parrot.  In the rainy season the river 
rises dramatically and if it touches the parrot's beak it is too dangerous due to whirlpools and difficult 
water.  Nobody in their right mind goes through the Second Defile if the parrot's beak is touching the 
water.

We finally stopped for some on-board food and beverages and then went ashore to see a demonstration 
of gold sluicing and panning.  Two young women dug up some sand from the shore and put it into a 
four legged bamboo frame that had green astro-turf like carpet slanting downwards.  The sand was 
sluiced with river water from buckets.  The carpet was then rung out into a typical gold pan and swirled
around until most of the debris had been removed.  Then a small amount of mercury was poured into 
the pan and the solution mixed with a bare hand.  The mercury would bind with gold particles.  After 
much more swirling there was just a small amount left with only a miniscule amount of sparklers.  In 
reality, the men go into the woods to dig up “pay dirt” and bring it back for the women to pan.  This is 
all illegal and the government tries to stop it – not too vigorously judging from the number of shanties 
we saw.

The women were working in the very cold water and their longyis wicked the water up to waist level.  
They showed no signs of being cold or uncomfortable.

The water rises about forty feet, so even on the top of the bank the huts are elevated on stilts.

The other source of income is teak log smuggling.  We saw an example of a square log about one metre
long.  Somehow they manage to strap 30 logs onto a small motor bike.  Then the men use back trails to 
smuggle the logs into China.  If caught, the motor bike and logs are confiscated and a six month jail 
term could result.



They had a small group of water buffalo which the guide said indicated logging operations.

By 14:00 it was hot enough that I finally took off my wind breaker.

At 14:30 we passed the Peacock Monastery where a group of monks were doing their laundry in the 
river. Then we went a bit further upstream to a modern bridge where the government would like to 
construct a river port facility and Customs check point.  We were 121 kms from our morning start point
22 kms south of Katha when we turned for home..

As the sun started to go down, I finally got a photo of a flock of larger birds .  They had a brownish 
orange tinge on the belly and black and white wing markings.  The guide identified them as holy 
Brahmin Ruddy Shell Ducks from Siberia. 

I also saw the first Burmese example of a Chinese fishing nets.  It was not as big as the ones I had seen 
at Cochin, India.

We had a glorious sunset and I tried various shots to capture boats in the red reflections.  

As the sun went down it got quite cold.  I bundled up and found a way to lay flat on the bench to stay 
out of the wind.  We got back at 18:22 hrs.

The ship did not celebrate New Year's Eve because a shipmate had drowned exactly one year before.

The locals caroused in the bar near the ship until 01:00 to make sure the New Year began properly.  I 
was awake at 05:15 due to back pain and deck bashing.
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