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Way back in 1898, Rudyard Kipling wrote that Burma 
was ‘unlike any land you know about’. After decades 

closed off from the outside world, the country is hardly 
better known 114 years later. But that’s about to change.

From the column inches the travel press has dedicated to 
Burma in the last year, you’d be forgiven for thinking it was 
an entirely new country that had erupted from the sea.

The flood of coverage is because, from a traveller’s point of 
view, this might as well have happened. For years the country, 
ruled by an oppressive military 

junta, was effectively off the tourist map. In 
2009, the only Asian country with fewer British 
visitors than Burma was North Korea.

But the sweetness of forbidden fruits is well documented. 
And when pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi,  
released from house arrest in 2010, invited tourists to  
return, many were keen to rush back and discover  
what had been hidden.

  DESTINATIONS — ASIA

ASIA
Joanna Booth 

follows the flow of 
tourists back to 
this Asian gem

 
TOP TIP Tourists can kick 

back and relax  
as well as sightsee: 

Burma has a gorgeous 

stretch of white-sand 
coastline at Ngapali
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• SE LL: UNTOUC H E D 

BEAUTY

There’s something rather magical 
about Burma. Undoubtedly, its 
isolation has played a part in 
that – it’s a novelty in itself to 
find a spot where, as a tourist, 
you’re a novelty. Western brands 
are conspicuously absent – 
no McDonald’s or Coca-Cola 
ads – and, especially outside 
Yangon, western clothes are 
rare, outnumbered by people 
wearing the traditional sarong-
type longyi. For clients who like to 
indulge in holiday one-upmanship, 
it’s definitely a boast-worthy 
destination.

But there’s a more enduring 
appeal that will last beyond this 
first rush. Burma has a rich history 
and heritage, from its ancient 
temples to the relics of British 
colonial rule. It also boasts 
beautiful landscapes, from the 
Himalayas in the north to the 
Andaman Sea coastline on 
the west and south.

But such claims could 
be made of many countries. 
The Burmese people are 
key to its special 
quality – displaying a 
huge gentleness and 
friendliness. It can’t 

be a coincidence that the place 
is devoutly Buddhist. There’s a 
saying that if you can’t see a 
pagoda, you’re probably not in 
Burma, and it’s true that they 
are everywhere. Buddhist monks 
and nuns, clad in their signature 
robes of maroon and pink, can 
be spotted in every street. They 
make up around one in 80 of the 
population – all supported by the 
charity of their local communities.

There’s a real warmth about 
the Burmese people that extends 
to tourists. It’s evident in those 
who work in the industry – guides, 
drivers, hotel staff – but equally in 
those who don’t. 

Even in Yangon, passers-
by were keen to chat and 
help, and in a village near 
Mandalay a local family 
beckoned us in to share a 
bowl of soup to celebrate 
their daughter’s birthday. 
The fact almost everyone 
speaks good English means 
it’s easy to interact. One 
of the simplest but most 
pleasurable experiences in 

the country is simply to sit 
in a tea house – the leisure 
activity of choice for the 
Burmese – and watch the 
world go by.

•SE E: PEAC E FUL PAGODAS

Yangon: Formerly Rangoon, it’s 
the country’s business capital and 
largest city. Sedate in comparison 
with the hectic bustle of Bangkok 
or Delhi, the very centre is home 
to crumbling colonial mansions 
and thriving street markets – 
particularly in the India and 
Chinatown areas.

The major sight is the 
Shwedagon Pagoda. Countless 
statues of Buddha and elaborate 
temples surround a vast golden 
stupa, a structure housing 
Buddhist relics. Families wander 
from shrine to shrine, devotees 
pour water over statues of 
Buddha, and there are swathes of 
monks and nuns.

Less well known is the Reclining 
Buddha, a vast statue 216 feet 
long and 60 feet high. There’s a 
raised platform at the foot end – 
perfect for photos and getting a 
good look at the intricate patterns 
on the soles of the feet.
Bagan: One of Asia’s most 
remarkable archaeological sites. 
Rising above 15 square miles of 
wooded plains are the pointed 
roofs of 2,500 temples and 
pagodas, built between the 11th 
and 13th century when the city 
was Burma’s capital. Tourists can 

venture inside to see tall statues 
and intricate wall paintings, but 
the breathtaking Kodak moment 
comes from balloon rides at dawn 
and dusk, with the panorama 
spreading out beneath you under 
a glowing orange sky.

There’s a lively market at local 
town Nyaung Oo, and the area is 
famous for its quality lacquerware, 
with beautiful vessels, both 
ornamental and useful, on sale.
Mandalay: Sitting on the banks of 
the Ayeyarwady River, Mandalay 
is home to the Shwe Nandaw 
Kyaung Monastery, a beautifully 
intricate building made from teak, 
and the Kuthodaw Pagoda, known 
as the ‘world’s largest book’. 

The entire Tripitaka – Buddhist 
scriptures – are inscribed on 729 
pillars, which are housed in lines 
of small white pagodas spreading 
over a five-hectare site. The city is 
famed for its gold leaf production, 
and visitors can go to small 
workshops to see the process of 
beating the metal into its paper-
thin state. 

The results of their work often 
end up plastered on the large 
statue in the Maha Muni Pagoda, 
resulting in a considerable weight 
gain for Buddha. Even today, you 
can see the faithful queueing up 

to affix small sheets of gold to 
Buddha’s now somewhat chunky 
thighs.
U Bein bridge: Close to Mandalay, 
this teak walkway, dating back 
to the 18th century, stretches 
three-quarters of a mile across 
Lake Taungthaman. Recommend 
that clients take a boat ride out 
and walk back along it to get both 
angles for their photos – there’s a 
fleet of small wooden craft ready 
and waiting at the shore.
Sagaing: Just over the river from 
Mandalay, Sagaing’s hills are 
scattered with more than 600 
monasteries and nunneries. We 
started the morning by watching 
monks queue to receive their daily 
gift of food in a local village, and 
then headed to a nunnery to have 
a look around and talk to the 
gentle, shaven-headed ladies in 
their pink robes. Sagaing artisans 
are famed for their silverwork 
and pottery, so there are more 
opportunities to buy good-quality 
souvenirs.
Inle Lake: This tranquil spot in 
Shan State is famed for its floating 
villages and gardens, and its 
fishermen, who row their wooden 
boats standing up on one leg. It’s 
also renowned for its woven silk 
items and paper parasols.

 FAST FACT Burma’s population is 
60 million and there 

are four million 
pagodas. That’s one 
pagoda for every 

15 people

ASK THE 
EXPERTS

GETTING 
THERE

Yaow Butwisate-
Lok, Cox & Kings

“The Intha people 
indigenous to Inle 

Lake are farmers by trade, 
using the lake to produce local 

fruit and vegetables. Shan 
state cuisine is different to 

others in Burma, and there is 
no better way to experience 

the Intha traditions and 
cuisine than by taking part in 

a cooking demonstration with 
an Intha family in their home. 

Enjoy making local dishes 
such as mustard soup and 

mango salad, grilled  
fish in banana leaf and 

steamed ginger chicken.”

James 
Jayasundera, 

Ampersand Travel
“What I was 

most struck by was the 
extraordinary efficiency of 
the Burmese people – they 

are incredibly competent and 
capable. It doesn’t matter 

how silly or tricky the request. 
From being allocated the 

right seats on the plane or 
room in a hotel, to ordering 
unusual cocktails at the bar, 
it all comes out just right in 
the end without any fuss at 

all. Where Burma really stands 
out is the ground-handling 

and the guiding, both of 
which are fantastic.”

James Adkin, 
Explore

“Tourism is still 
young in Burma but 

there’s already a beaten track 
for visitors – including Yangon, 

Inle, Bagan and Mandalay. 
But if clients have the time, 

it’s well worth stepping 
beyond those honeypot areas 
to see other wonderful sights 

such as the Golden Rock in 
Mon state, the pre-Bagan 

capital at Mrauk U or to visit 
hill tribes at Kengtung  

in Shan state.”

There may not be a direct 
flight to Burma, but it’s 
getting easier to get there.

Thai Airways flies more 
than twice daily from 
Heathrow via Bangkok, with 
fares starting from £706.

Malaysia Airlines flies 
twice daily from Heathrow 
via Kuala Lumpur, from 
£894.45.

When Vietnam Airlines 
started its direct services 
from Gatwick to Hanoi and 
Ho Chi Minh City at the 
end of last year, it opened 
up another route option to 
Myanmar, with connections 
from the two Vietnamese 
cities on to Yangon. Prices 
start from £785.

From October 3, Qatar 
Airways is joining the party. 
After a four-year absence, 
the carrier will resume 
operations, flying three 
times a week from Doha to 
Yangon. Return tickets from 
Heathrow start from £425.

Elaborate temples 

surround a 

golden stupa at 

the Shwedagon 

Pagoda in Yangon

Devotees pour water 

over Buddha statues at 

the Shwedagon PagodaInle Lake is renowned for its  

fishermen and floating  villages
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•STAY: WHO TO 

BOOK WITH

The pent-up desire to visit Burma 
has been evident in the tidal 
wave of operators now featuring 
the destination. The latest to 
head into Burma, or Myanmar as 
it is sometimes known, are Hayes 
& Jarvis – whose 2013 brochure 
includes both a land-based tour 
(seven days for £1,899) and a 
luxury Orient-Express cruise 
tour – and Ampersand 
Travel, which started 

offering top-end tailor-made 
itineraries this year. 

Travel Indochina launched the 
destination in January and had to 
add extra departures to its 13-day, 

£1,340 Burma Revealed tour by 
May because of demand. It will 
include Burma in its next river 
cruise brochure, out this month. 

Escorted tour specialists 
featuring Burma for the 

first time this year include 

TRIED AND TESTED:  
Orient-Express  Hotels

River  cruise  :  

The Road to Mandalay

Luxury operator Orient-Express  
Hotels not only owns Yangon’s 

most luxurious property, The 
Governor’s Residence, but 

also the country’s smartest 
river cruise boat, The Road To 
Mandalay. It plies its way up 

and down the Ayeyarwady River, 
mainly between Bagan and 
Mandalay, but also farther  

north to Bhamo.
It’s an easy, convenient and 

incredibly luxurious way to see a 
great deal of Burma’s highlights. 

Cabins are vast, feeling more 
like small hotel rooms, with 

really good-sized bathrooms 
with Bulgari amenities. Dining 

is of the standard you’d expect 
from the brand, with both local 

cuisine and European food on 
offer – and, yes, you can have 

French cheese and champagne 
in rural Burma. There’s a spa 
and gym and, on the roof, an 

open-air pool and lots of chairs 
and sun-loungers. The quality 

of the holiday when off the ship 
matches that on board. Our 

guide, Thet, couldn’t have been 
more wonderful – interesting, 

attentive, patient and on hand 
to answer every question.

Hotel : 

The Governor’s Residence

This well-run hotel is a colonial 
mansion located in the 

embassy neighbourhood, with 

lush gardens and a large pool 
surrounding the timbered 

buildings. Rooms are large and 
comfortable and feel Burmese – 

no identikit international hotel 
design here. The restaurant is 

one of the best in the city, and 
the first floor open terrace is the 

perfect spot to relax with a drink.

sample  price

A five-night Burma trip,  
operated by Orient-Express, 

starts from £2,235 including Thai 
Airways flights, two nights’ B&B 

at The Governor’s Residence, 
three nights onboard The 

Road to Mandalay, a half-day 
sightseeing tour in Yangon and 
all internal flights and transfers.

orient-express.com 
0845 077 2222

The Reclining Buddha 

at Yangon is 60ft high 

and  260ft long

Buddhist monks are a common sight in Burma

The U Bein 

teak bridge 

dates back 

to the 18th 

century

BURMA 
TIPS

l  �climate: It’s best to visit 
between November and 
February. April and May are 
very hot. The peak monsoon 
season is July to September.

l  �money: You can’t buy 
kyat, the Burmese currency, 
outside the country. There 
are no ATMs and only 
clean and uncreased US 
dollars can be exchanged. 
Credit cards are not widely 
accepted.

l  �VISAS: Month-long tourist 
visas (£14) are issued by 
the Myanmar Embassy in 
London. Apply in person, 
through a representative 
or by post. Processing takes 
five to 10 days, and a visa 
is valid for three months.
myanmarembassyuk.co.uk  

TOP TIP 
Instead of riding a 
balloon in Bagan, 
clients can get a 

bird’s-eye view by 
climbing a pagoda 
– ask a guide for advice

Wendy Wu 
Tours (13 days 
from £2,390), 
Journeys of 
Distinction 
(14 days from 
£1,955) and 
Cosmos Tours and 
Cruises (12 days 
from £2,095).

And that’s to add to the list 
of early-adopters that had gone 
back to Burma the year before. 
Cox & Kings’ passenger numbers 
have grown 20% this year, and it 
has introduced a new private tour, 
the 19-day Burma Explorer, from 
£4,245 in response to the increase 
in demand. 

Explore had to add 70 extra 
departures dates this year, 
doubling its offering year on 
year due to demand. Kuoni has 
added Orient-Express’s Road To 
Mandalay cruise itineraries, and 

TransIndus has 
three tours of 
differing lengths.

Given 
Burma’s rising 
popularity, it’s 

no surprise that 
specialist itineraries 

are beginning to 
spring up, with adventure 

operator KE Travel adding a 
trekking itinerary in the remote 
Himalayan peaks of the north 
while Abercrombie & Kent offers a 
photography tour.

It might sound like there is 
plenty of product out there, but 
Burma is still undeveloped in terms 
of tourism. Tours are selling out 
far in advance and bed availability 
can be an issue when planning 
tailor-made holidays. The word 
from all the operators is that 
clients need to book early to  
avoid disappointment. TW

The Road to Mandalay 

cruises along the 

Ayeyarwady River

The Governor’s Residence 

is Yangon’s best hotel


