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Itching to travel, a former monk finally embarks 
on a long-awaited trip only to discover a 
stronger desire than his urge to roam  

By Arno Kopecky

Retallack Selkirk
College

summer 10    K M C     55

in yangon, myanmar,  I met a 
retired Buddhist monk who lost his struggle 
with desire. He’d been a monk his whole 
life until the Saffron Revolution in 2007, 
and now all he wanted was to travel – the 
further, the better. 

The revolution, which failed, was named 
for the colour of the robes worn by the 
monks who led it. After it was over, the 
military raided monasteries throughout 
the country to arrest the organizers and 
take mug shots of their disciples, and that’s 
when my friend traded in his saffron robes 
for blue jeans and grew his hair out, so the 
secret police wouldn’t recognize him. I’ll 

call him Shan. These days Shan lifts weights, 
teaches English to whoever can pay and 
chats up tourists at the Shwedagon Pagoda.

With his slick black hair and a skin-
tight shirt that showed off his build, I took 
him for a hustler at first. But soon he was 
telling me about the demonstrations he’d 
joined with thousands of his brothers, how 
it looked for a few days like they might 
peacefully topple the junta that’s ruled 
this country since 1962, until the gener-
als ordered their soldiers to open fire and 
everything fell apart. “We never thought the 
army would dare to hurt us,” he whispered. 
“We were wrong.” 

He invited me to visit him at the home 
he’d moved to on the edge of town, where 
he and a few friends spent their days 
dreaming up ways to escape their country. 
We could talk more safely there. I showed 
up a few days later and asked if he’d be 
willing to travel with me to the Irrawaddy 
Delta, in the southwest corner of the 
country. I needed a translator, I explained, 
adding – as I should have in the first 
place – that I was a journalist. I reminded 
him speaking to foreign media was a crime 
worth seven years in jail.

Shan was 28 years old. He’d never been 
outside Yangon. We left the next day.
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Valhalla 
2i was glad  Shan never asked why 

I wanted to see the Delta, because I didn’t 
know myself. Allure of the forbidden, I sup-
pose; like most of Myanmar’s more inter-
esting places, the Delta has been off limits 
to foreigners ever since Cyclone Nargis 
touched land on May 2, 2008, whipping up 
a storm wave that pulsed through the river 
and drowned 140,000 people. I wondered 
how that could happen. Couldn’t they have 
climbed trees or run for high ground? 

I might have visited the Himalayas in 
the north instead, but they were full of 
well-armed Kachin rebels who scared me 
more than government checkpoints. The 
Delta was peaceful, and I knew that western 
aid workers were occasionally let in, which 
made it seem doable. If I couldn’t go to the 
mountains, maybe they could come to me: 
the Irrawaddy River flows out of the glaciers 
saddling those Himalayan peaks, so if I 
bluffed my way past the checkpoints, I could 
dip my toes and earn a distant baptism from 
the biggest mountain range on earth. 

the bus  that took us out of the capital 
was stuffed with people and noise. Shrill 

speakers belted out Burmese rock ballads; 
monsoon season hovered around the corner 
like a fever set to break, and the dust pour-
ing through the windows mingled with the 
incredible heat and pressing bodies to create 
a special sort of hell. But Shan looked like 
he’d finally reached Nirvana. 

We were aiming for a town called 
Labutta, in the heart of the Delta, where 
Nargis had reputedly wreaked the worst 
damage. We had a road map and little 
else – in Shan’s case, a pair of sandals and 
the clothes on his back – and I left it to 
him to do the talking and figure out which 
buses to take. “It should only take two days 
if all goes well,” I said.

Amazingly, all did. We switched buses 
halfway through the day,then again a few 
hours later; by nightfall we’d made it to 
a port on the river, brown and vast and 
crowded with freight. We were still well 
upstream of Labutta, but just seeing all that 
water cooled and calmed me. We found a 
dirty hotel with an outdoor restaurant and 
Shan ordered us two beers.

“Beer is very good,” said Shan, for whom 
such delights had always been forbidden. 

“Not like whiskey. Whiskey is dangerous.”
A rickshaw toppled on the street out 

front when an enormous woman bungled 
her dismount, and we spent a few moments 
enjoying the spectacle. “Do you like city 
girls or country girls better?” Shan asked 
me. “City girls,” I said. Shan replied, “But 
country girls are honest. You can trust a 
country girl.” 

I wondered what he knew about girls, 
having spent his whole life in a monastery.

“Once, I had sex with a girl,” he said. 
“When I was still a monk! She said she 
loved me. But then, she said goodbye. That 
was a sign to me that I cannot be a monk. I 
am a man.”

I asked him what the hardest thing was 
about being a monk. “No women!” We both 
laughed, and he rattled off a few more. “No 
eating after dark was also difficult. No play-
ing games. No travelling.” He thought about 
that last one for a while and grew serious.

“In Myanmar, I cannot grow,” he said. 
“I need to go to another country. I have no 
job. I have no education. I have no money! 
I want to drive a car and marry a woman.” 
He sipped his beer and worked up his cour-
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age. “Maybe I could go to Canada. How 
hard is it for me to go there?”

“I’m afraid it isn’t easy.”
“Maybe you can help me. You can spon-

sor me.”
“You’re best bet,” I said, “is to marry a 

Canadian girl.”
“No Canadian girl will marry someone 

with brown skin.”
“You’d be surprised.”
He looked doubtful. I offered up a few 

vague assurances that I’d look into it for 
him, which neither of us believed, and we 
drifted into silence. 

the next morning  brought 
conflicting reports. Tourists weren’t allowed 
beyond this town. No, tourists could go, but 
they needed to go to the police station for a 
permit. No, I could get a permit on arrival 
in Labutta. No, I didn’t need a permit at all. 
But the bus had left already. Wait, there’s 
a boat leaving tonight. Hold on, the boat 
doesn’t go on Sundays. “These country 
people!” Shan exclaimed. “They are not like 
city people.” 

The anticlimactic truth was that I 
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needed a permit, but the checkpoints had 
been abandoned, and the first of several 
shitty rides was leaving in an hour. 

Twelve searing hours later we bounced 
into a dark and treeless Labutta – another 
anticlimax. Shan asked around town and 
learned the real damage from Nargis had 
been inflicted further downstream; the only 
way to see it was by boat. Next morning we 
went to the docks to talk to the fishermen, 
and by noon we were chugging into the 
middle of the miles-wide Irrawaddy under a 
blue ocean of sky. 

We entered a narrow tributary, where 
the banks drew closer and the damage came 
into focus. The impossibility of hiding from 
a flood here was obvious. The shoreline 
had been stripped of its mangrove lining, 
exposing raw earth that barely rose a metre 
off the waterline. The horizon, brown and 
flat, was interrupted by nothing more than 
snapped-off palm trunks and every few 
kilometres we passed a collection of Red 
Cross tents where bamboo villages once 
stood. Nobody waved back from shore.

And then our pilot pulled the boat into a 
military outpost. 

I panicked. Shan stayed calm. The driver 
was inscrutable. A teenaged soldier called 
from underneath a camouflage tarp, and 
Shan stepped out of the boat to talk while 
I prayed for invisibility. A brief argument 
ensued when (I gathered) it emerged that 
I didn’t have a permit, but to my immea-
surable relief it wasn’t long before Shan 
stepped back inside the skiff and we were 
pulling out to freedom. “He said we have to 
go back to Yangon,” Shan said nonchalantly. 
“I think we should.”

A wind had picked up by now, blow-
ing in clouds that provided a few welcome 
drops of rain. I relaxed as we headed back 
to Labutta, emerging at length from the 
tributary and into the river’s main artery. 
But Shan grew more tense as the wind kept 
rising. The rain became a downpour, and 
suddenly we were heaving through a min-
iature version of Nargis, the river convuls-
ing around us. I was delighted to be free 
and cool and grappling nature instead of a 
mysterious government, but Shan looked 
petrified. “I can’t swim!” he exclaimed, grip-
ping his seat with white knuckles. 

The storm passed as quickly as it came. 
We made it safely back to shore. But for a 
moment, overcome by the greatest desire 
of all – the will to live – Shan’s wanderlust 
deserted him and he wished for just one 
thing. “Please,” he begged the skies, “I want 
to go home.”

Arno Kopecky is a journalist and travel writer 
based in Vancouver.


