
Katha – January 1st, 2014

Happy New Year.

I was up at 05:15 due to ship banging and deck clatter and my back was sore from the 219 km boat trip 
the day before..

Katha was the biggest timber logging town during British colonial times and was the setting for George
Orwell's famous book “Burmese Days.”

We boarded a coach at 08:30 and took a 45 minute trip at 20 kph for 20 kms over a torturous road that 
leads to Mandalay (it takes 24 hours) and it was torture with my bruised back.  The town is quite run 
down and everything had a patina of dust.  The usual dogs were laying about.

Our aim was to visit logging country and to see logging elephants in training.  Along the way we saw 
road building.  They take smashed rocks of varying size, hand setting them in layers.  Each layer is 
made from smaller stones.  The last layer is about gravel size..  The road builders are women and we 
saw them smashing the rocks by hand.  The whole layer cake is packed by a steam roller and then tar, 
made from rubber tires, is spread on the top layer.  Then sand covers the tar to produce a variety of 
macadam.  Eighty percent of the roads in Burma are what they call “hand-made roads”.

Teak is the most expensive wood, but there is also ironwood and rosewood.  To harvest teak they girdle
the tree with a three inch cut three inches deep.  They leave the tree for two years so that it dries out.  A 
dried tree will float.  The tree is cut down and dragged to a local tributary by elephants and water 
buffalo.  Logs finally make it to the Irrawaddy, where rafts of logs are made up, the rafts being floated 
down to the coast. It might take seven years to travel from the felling to the coast. 

For every teak tree cut down, three are planted.  In an acre 2,000 saplings are planted, but by maturity 
in 60 years, only 90 trees will have survived culling.

At 09:20 we got off the bus in the middle of nowhere and walked along a dusty trail into the jungle.  
We crossed the narrow gauge railway that the British had built and through a very pleasant wooded 
area full of white-trunked trees that were some sort of eucalyptus.  It was cool and peaceful, perhaps 
the first time that we had experience quiet since arriving in Burma.  I had popped my anti-malaria pill 
and slathered myself with insect repellant.  I never saw or even heard a mosquito.  It was about a 
twenty minute walk and was one of the nicest experiences of the whole trip.

At the Nat-Pauk Elephant Camp we learned that the average male is 3.5 to 5 tons whereas the female is
2.5 to 3.5 tons. The average gestation period is 650 days – wow!   They eat between 600 to 1,200 
pounds per day, which would explain why they are so destructive in places like Chobe National Park in
Botswana.  They have poor eyesight and rely more on the sense of smell. The trunk is formed by the 
fusion of the upper lip and the nose and is made up of approximately 100,000 muscles so that the truck 
acts like a hand.

Each young elephant is trained by a mahout who stays with the elephant permanently.  In March, April 
and May (the mating season) the elephants are let loose to return to the jungle – they may travel 100 to 
150 miles.  The mahout has to track his animal and live with it in the wild.  A mahout earns $160 per 
month.  The mahout controls the elephant by siting on its neck and poking his foot behind the 
elephant's ear.  The mahout also has a fifteen inch stick with a steel hook on one end that is dug into the



elephant's forehead or its ear.

Elephants move logs by rolling them or dragging them with chains using a special harness.  This 
harness is made up of a broad band across the chest and a “saddle” to secure the chains.  A hole has to 
be chopped in the end of the log to pass the chains through – a quarter ton log is a toothpick to these 
tuskers.  Smaller branches are picked up by the tusks and held between the tusks and the trunk.  The 
trainers put the elephants through a series of one word commands.  The elephants have to earn 20 
words.  The elephants also had to pay homage to the “elephant spirit house” by kneeling down in front 
of it.

Females have only small tusks and the male tusks are kept short to prevent damage from fighting.  The 
elephants all had a “cow bell”hanging from their necks.  But, the bell was actually a hollow tube of 
wood with two wooden knockers hinged on the opposing sides.  The movement of the elephant caused 
the knockers to hit the hollow tube producing a reasonable sound.

A fee of $US 10 was charged for cameras and $US 10 for a ride on an elephant. The basket for the 
passenger is a rattan affair that looks like an egg cup. The basket sits on several layers of woven bark 
cushioning and is secured to the elephant with a main belly cinch.  A secondary cinch goes under the 
neck.

We got back on our bus to bounce back to the ship arriving at 11:10 for a biological break.  The next 
event was a horse cart ride around town but my back begged off.  Instead, I sat on the upper deck in my
longhyi sipping beer and typing this journal.

At 13:30 the horse carters were back, the ship cast off and the lunch gong sounded.  We cruised south 
all afternoon.  It was perfect day with bright clear skies.  By 18:00 we had moored overnight at Hti 
Gynt, 67 kilometres south of Katha.

We watched the local ferry with a landing ship ramp arrive and discharge pedestrian and vehicular 
traffic.  It was very slick and the ferry was away again in fifteen minutes.  No mooring lines were used 
– the ferry simply pushed the ramp onto the beach and held it in place using engine grunt power.

In the afterglow of sunset lighting, I tried to get photos of a beautiful Amara Cruise ship that I think 
was built entirely of teak. It was going out for a dinner cruise.

I tried for some one and two second long exposures to get the unique lighting.  Without a tripod, is was 
very much and by guess and by golly attempt.

Dinner was the usual 19:30 and I had chicken Burmese style – which means spicy.

I had an early bedtime to try to catch up on missing sleep.

“The bazaar is almost wholly run by women, each having her own stall, and keeping the accounts in 
her head.  Vastly better than her indolent husband or brother, she knows how to make money and keep 
what she makes.”

H.P.Cochrane.  “Amongst the Burmans” (1904)
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