
Chapter 11. Tales of Burma
Shortly after my ordination and for the next twelve months life and Burma 
assumed a more leisurely pace that lent itself to contemplation, to settling into 
the patterns of Theravada monastic life and to observing the environment into 
which I had placed myself,  quite entranced in this very foreign land.

Behind the Learning Curve.
There  is  a  steep  curve  for  the  new bhikkhu who comes  from a  land that 
provides little opportunity to observe the attire, deportment and activities of 
Buddhist monks. Shucks, I never even saw monks on alms round until I came 
to Myanmar. 

The very afternoon after my ordination, Ashin Ariyadhamma and the pilgrims 
were ready to move on southward. It was suggested that I might wish to stay 
at Pa Auk Tawya, a famous meditation center in Lower Burma, for the quickly 
approaching Hot Season. Saigang in particular was reputed to swelter during 
those months. After quick deliberation we boarded a bus for the ten-hour trip 
to Yangon. An immediate and ever present wardrobe challenge, my upper robe 
seem to shift with every bump or turn of the bus and at every stop needed to  
be  wrapped around anew. I  marveled that Ashin Ariyadhamma's robe stayed 
so neatly in place. 

We  reached Yangon and rode a taxi to the Sitagu Center near Bailey Bridge. 
The center in Yangon serves as a kind of transit point as visitors to the various 
Sitagu centers and projects enter and leave the country. Fortunately for me, the 
famous Sri-Lankan-American  Bhante Gunaratana, having left the conference 
in Sagaing just before my ordination, found himself stuck in Yangon, in fact in 
the room next  door to mine,  awaiting a visa  to permit  the next leg of his 
journey.  In his eighties he  was the hight of delight  and as  sharp as newly 
broken glass, with the same humor that shines through  so effectively  in his 
books.

Also among the visitors  in transit were the Thai  musicians and dancers  who 
had performed at the conference in Sagaing. At one point I walked up towoard 
my room to find  the entire  group of  dancers  on the  balcony by my door. 
Spotting me they all came over pay their respects by kneeling and bowing at 
my  feet.  Already  overly  delighted  and  charmed  by these  young women,  I 
found the whole incident a bit too provocative for a monk and thoughtlessly 
but quickly slipped into my room mid-bows. I heard from the other side of the 
door Thai expressions of surprise with perhaps a hint of dismay at my sudden 
and ungracious departure and knew that handling such situations would be a 
skill I would have to  acquire. I had only been ordained for  one day  at this 
point.
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When the pilgrims regrouped we headed by car to Jait Tiyo, the Golden Rock 
Pagoda,  one  of  the  most  famous  pilgrimage  sights  in  Myanmar,  atop  a 
mountain. When we arrived at the foot of the mountain, where we would have 
to wait for a bus to take us near the top after which we would walk up a steep 
hill for another hour, we stopped a tea shop and who should we meet there but 
Bhante Gunaratana! Bhante G. had arrived at Jait Tiyo earlier in the day with 
a couple of younger monks and had already  been to the top and just come 
down again. The younger monks complained that they had barely been able to 
keep up with  him in the steep walk to  the top and that  he  had repeatedly 
turned down the offer from the breathless younger monks to stop for a rest.

The pilgrimage group headed for Moulmein to  drop me off at  the Pa Auk 
Tawya meditation center,  essentially a forest of many square miles in Mon 
State  with separate villages for monks, nuns and laity. 700 yogis called this 
home, 400 of them my fellow monks. This famous center lent its name to its 
famous abbot and meditation teacher, Pa Auk Sayadaw.  I took up residence 
and  bid  the  remaining  pilgrims  farewell.  I  would  see  most  of  them  the 
following year back in the States.

The foliage of the Pa Auk Tawya Meditation Center  is perhaps classified as 
jungle. The landscape is very hilly with creeks and valleys, densely wooded 
and brushed under. The monks’ sector largely occupies a small valley and the 
surrounding ridges,  that  form a horseshoe shape.  The Sima Hall,  used  for 
meditation, is located near the top of the upper end of the valley. From there 
you can see right down the valley to the flat lands to the West, and a body of 
water, that might be a river or the ocean. The trees were unfamiliar to me, a lot 
of big thick leaves, often as big as a pillow or even a couch,  except for, a 
Bodhi Tree right up the hill from my residence. The canopy of the forest is 
about 40 or 50 feet high, hanging over little kutis dotted here and there, huts in 
each of which one monk lives. My kuti was on the South ridge, and because 
the hill dropped off sharply at that point providing a view over the canopy of 
the ridge to the  north and a magnificent nighttime display of the northern sky. 
The access road to the monks' section was at the bottom of this valley, and the 
Piṇḍipāta Hall (where alms round is staged), a library and a couple of offices 
were  located  down there  along  the  road.  I  could  hear  lay  voices  as  food 
offerings were prepared in the valley below.

One climbed stairs a lot. The walk to the meditation hall from my kuti entailed 
walking  down 115 brick stairs, turning right to a level path that skirts along 
the side of the valley to where I would drop off my sandals at a big rack for  
that purpose. From that point I would walk up 110 marble steps to reach the 
meditation hall. I made this trip back an forth a number of times each day. For 
lunch I would walk down the same 115 stairs, but then turn left to take 84 
more stairs down to the access road, which I would stay on for a quarter mile 
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to reach the Pindapata Hall. For the first month I made a habit of walking 
barefoot to lunch; I was a tenderfoot before I came to Myanmar and needed to 
break my feet in.

The sky sure was different at Pa Auk than in America: the sun arose and went 
straight up from the horizon until it went directly overhead then went straight 
down to the opposite horizon. None of this slanted trajectory bit. I could see 
the Big Dipper from my kuti each night, but when I followed the line to the 
North Star it took me into the trees very near the horizon. I looked on a map 
and Pa Auk Tawya is about 16 degrees north latitude and we were nearing the 
Summer Solstice.

The valley  was thick with wildlife. Frogs  were great, about half a quart in 
size. There were lizards of varying shapes and sizes. Luckily I ran across only 
one snake, and that one a very small one (piffle) that I almost stepped on one 
night after which it seemed pretty mad, curling its body this way and that. A 
couple of people had told me that cobras are “common” in Myanmar, and in 
each case with a grim expression, more like informing me of a grave national 
crisis than  of  an  interesting  fact  of  natural  history.  After leaving  Pa  Auk 
Tawya someone  would inform me that small snakes are the ones  I have to 
worry about  most! (Whew.) Squirrels  were huskier and meaner-looking that 
the ones back in Austin, and louder. Butterflies were abundant after  we got 
some rain about  the middle of my stay.  One evening there suddenly were 
fireflies,  and these  ones  glowed almost  constantly,  not  like  the  ones  back 
home that disappear and then reappear 20 feet away.

The forest is full of songbirds, layers and layers of bird calls: 

“Holy Moley,” 

“Looking for a Good Time,” 

“Wait a Minute, Mr. Smith,” 

“Prickly Prickly,” 

“Gee, Willikers,” 

“[nyuk, nyuk,] Whoo whoo whoo whoo,” 

“Wheeeeeeew, Bo Derek, Bo Derek,” 

“Let’s Go to Wheatsville,” 

… and of course, “Cheep Cheep.” 

There  was  a  bird  that  sounded  the  first  four  notes  of  Beethoven’s  Fifth 
Symphony and there also was what I thought to be a single bird that sounded 
like two cats fighting.  Because of  the denseness of the  tropical  forest  one 
could hear the birds much more than see them.
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A group of ground foraging birds often hung out around my kuṭi and I was 
particularly fond of them. They looked something like kingfishers, but were 
not water birds, with large crested heads, brown bodies were, white faces with 
black masks and grey crests. They made little quail-like noises as they pecked 
around  on  the  ground.  One  day  I  discovered  that  they  are  the  ones  that 
sometimes sound like cats fighting, on which occasions they all join in on 
what I suspected was a distress call.

Another bird was a virtuoso: He had zillions of calls, something like mocking 
birds back home, though I couldn’t determine if he learned them from other 
birds. He even had its own audience, what seems to be an approving female 
bird voice between his calls, but which he fakes himself. One day I discovered 
that he is also the source of the “Wheeeew, Bo Derek, Bo Derek” call. Now, as 
I remember, Bo Derek was an American actress who made a couple of “B” 
movies, like in the seventies, and her appeal was not in her acting ability. Why 
a Burmese bird would know about Bo Derek, or even care, especially given 
the species differential,  is anybody’s guess. One day I actually spotted this 
bird; it is all black, even the beak, except for white cheeks.

Another bird seemed to be constantly practicing,  with a call that sometimes 
extended to  nine  notes,  but  that  it  would  interrupt repeatedly at  the  third, 
fourth, etc., note,  before trying another note. I thought at first that it was a 
Beginner  Bird,  which I  could sympathize with as I  was myself  in  a  steep 
learning curve. But then it occurred to me: Maybe this is a Composer Bird. 
Birds must get their material from somewhere. I could  imagine Cole Porter 
picking out a tune at the piano then trying another note, much like this bird. It  
did  concern  me  that  this  bird  over  almost  two  months  never  made  any 
progress with that one tune, much less moved on to another tune. But I trust 
that other members of its species are more prolific. Maybe one of them wrote 
the Bo Derek song!

My favorite bird is what I call the Ruffled Feathers. It proved to be incredibly 
elusive; I never saw one, even though there seemed to be at least one almost 
constantly outside of my kuti, as well as outside of the sima hall. Its call is 
something like, 

“Wrrrrrrrrrr Wrrrrrrrrrrrrrr WRRRRRRRRRR! Unh Uh Unh Uh Unh 
Uh … Uh Uh Uh.” 

The  first  part  expressed  anger,  increasing  anger.  The second refusal;  each 
“Unh Uh” had the  intonation  patter  of  the  English interjection.  The third, 
simply “Uh Uh Uh …,” resignation. This bird would perform this little radio 
drama any time of day or night, and generally seemed to be right outside the 
window, although you could also hear them in the distance. It was as loud as a 
goose, so I pictured it as being at least as big as a duck. But I will be darned if 
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I could spot one, though I tried. 

At the time I arrived at  Pa Auk Tawya there were,  I was told,  seventy-six 
foreign,  mostly  from Mahayana  countries  ---  China,  Korea,  Vietnam  --- 
presumably  drawn  to  cross  sectarian  lines  by  the  reputation  of  Burmese 
meditation teachers or this one in particular. Interestingly  some of these had 
also ordained  in the Theravada tradition,  including   one  I met  from Japan, 
thereby forsaking the advantages of sleeves. The Mahayana monks uniformly 
sat with the very deliberate posture in the meditation hall to which I was also 
accustomed, with their butts on raised cushions, very erect, generally in full or 
half lotus, while the Theravadins tended to sit any way they wanted, on very 
thin  mats.  I  found  a  supply  of  very  funky  cushions  in  the  corner  of  the 
meditation hall, one of which I used to raise my own butt, each made of a 
handful of straw and a block of wood with a very worn cloth cover.

For centuries the vast subcontinent of India had separated the Theravada and 
Mahayana traditions so completely that each regarded the other as a kind of 
mythic  archetype for the misunderstanding  of  the Buddha's  message.  Now 
they occupied the same rooms side by side or eye to eye as real people, a bit 
awkward  and  askance, even while practicing together and sharing the same 
deep dedication to the goal of liberation. It intrigued me how this mixed group 
of  monks were allotted places in line for meals according to seniority:  First, 
all  foreign  monks were courteously allowed to precede  all Burmese monks, 
but within the foreign block all  the Theravada bhikkhus,  including me, were 
placed by ordination date less graciously before all the Mahayana monks.

From Hot to Rainy Season
Myanmar has three seasons: Hot, Rainy and Cold. Our pilgrimage group had 
arrived in the Golden Land at the end of the very pleasant Cold Season during 
which the prevailing winds come across the high plains of Tibet, roll over the 
high  Himalayan  Mountain  Range  and  plunge  southward  to  chill the  river 
valleys of Burma.  About the time I reached Pa Auk Tawya the winds shifted 
to  come at  me from more  southerly  regions  to  ensure  a  very Hot  Season 
retreat. May saw me and a companion leaving Pa Auk Tawya to make two all-
night bus trips from Moulmein to back north to Sagaing Hills and the Sitagu 
International Buddhist Academy with a stop-over in Yangon. 

I had befriended a young Lao monk at Pa Auk Tawya, Ashin Jitamaro, about 
thirty years of age, to whom I was introduced because he was a student at 
SIBA. Luckily he spoke Burmese pretty well,  as well  as English, and was 
quite  eager  to  learn  English  better  by  speaking with  a  native  speaker.  He 
would  be  my  almost  constant  companion  during  the  coming  months  in 
Sagaing,  the  founding member of an English-speaking bubble which  would 
follow me around in the  coming months, of  varying numbers of  monks and 
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laity eager to learn English in the presence of this native speaker of the most 
international of all languages. 

The monks of SIBA had for the most part retreated to their home villages for 
the Hot Season,  leaving the monastery still  and desolate. There the villagers 
would have celebrated Thingyin, the jubilant Water Festival, to welcome in 
the new Burmese year, while  U  Jitamaro and  I had sat in meditation.  Each 
morning I got up to meditate for an hour before 5:30 breakfast  at which I 
entered the  cavernous monks' dining hall where a monk sat  here  or there on 
the floor at one of many large short round tables. In the corner by the door I 
sat with U Jitamaro at the designated “foreigners' table.” 

Sitagu  International  Buddhist  Academy  is  square,  with  a  620-foot  wall 
running along each of the four sides. I was situated in the Guest House, which 
runs the entire length of the South wall, just on the outside of the monastery 
proper. The Guest House housed mostly lay guests and Westerners, who tend 
to be accustomed to the modern flush toilet.  Another American monk, Ashin 
Sopāka, had lived there until just before my arrival.  Most of the monks live in 
'hostels," a few of them to an enormous room, within the monastery walls and 
an outhouse in the back. I had by this time used squat toilets, but my aim had 
not been so good. I did find that I had to share my quarters with a family of 
gekkos. 

Each morning after breakfast I would sweep the 320-foot balcony of the Guest 
House  from  one  end  to  the  other,  passing  by  each  of  its  32  rooms.   I 
befriended a dog at this time, who had lately been friends with U Sopāka and 
whom Wendy had named “Wigglet” because she moved like a panicked worm 
when she was exited.  I began bringing her scraps from meals  and soon she 
followed me everywhere.  She had had a  long history of living around the 
Guest House, which was smart because the Westerners who stayed there took 
a greater interest in dogs than Burmese generally do. Dogs were ubiquitous is 
Burma, but were almost all mongrels without owners, generally mangy and 
poorly fed, hardly pets. There were probably about two dozen like this living 
just  on our monastery grounds. They did serve one function:  To announce 
mealtime someone would hit a big bell outside the kitchen with a mallet and at 
that time all of the Sitagu dogs, including Wigglet,  would take this as cue to 
point their chins skyward and howl. From my room I  would hear the dogs 
better  than the  bell and it  was  impossible  to  miss  a  meal,  especially with 
Wigglet howling right outside my door. 

My apartment  in the Guest House had three rooms, including  the bathroom 
(no hot water) and a bedroom. I could wash my robes in a big plastic tub in 
the bathroom. I used one room to sleep in and would later use the other room 
to meet with students. The future meeting room had two doors to the outside, 
one in the front to a 620-foot balcony, and one in the back. When it got too hot 
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I could flick on an A/C in the bedroom, if there happened to be any power at 
that  particular  time.  Since there usually wasn't  I  would get a breeze through 
my front room by opening both opposing doors. I found a seven-foot two-by-
two  board to prop open the rear door  lest the breeze be interrupted with a 
bang. 

The Guest House is built on piers, rather tall ones at my end, and outside the 
back door is a narrow concrete staircase leading down to shrub and grass and 
often  cows.  Often  I  threw  mango  rinds  out  the  back  or  the  remains  of 
whatever a lay donor might bring by, which would soon encourage a gopher 
to take residence right below my door, or some kind of rodent, which would 
later in turn attract the presence of a snake. I had to take care when I set the 
two-by-two prop to  the  side  lest  it  fall  through the  door.  One day this  is 
exactly what happened. It summersaulted down the stairs with an awful clatter 
and came to rest at the bottom, so I climbed down and dragged it back up. 

Also outside the main monastery wall, along the West side, is housing for lay 
staff, and the kitchen. The children of staff play on both sides of the monastery 
wall. Actually there are many people about, only a small fraction of which 
seem to  be  employed  by SIBA.  There  were  also often  strangers lounging 
about or engaged in various  tasks. I  saw older women collecting large wide 
branches that had fallen, or were about to fall, from trees, bundle them up and 
carry them off, balanced on their heads. Children and some monks frequently 
gathered mangoes  and  coconuts  from  the  trees  for  the  kitchen.  Someone 
would often burn rubbish,  plastic and all. Often someone tended cattle  that 
generally  mooed right  outside  my apartment.  Dogs  yapped and geese and 
chickens ran around.

One day a man, about fortyish, was sitting on a log directly under my apart-
ment; who he was and for what reason he was there I have no idea. Suddenly 
he was startled by the loud noise of wood against concrete, not fifteen feet 
away. Someone had thrown a heavy piece of wood out the back door of the 
Guest House. Apparently the intent was not to discard it.  Steps followed the 
piece of wood down the stairs.  Then the burgundy hem of  a monk's  robe 
appeared on the stairs from above. Monks usually do not throw heavy objects 
down stairs. But this was not an ordinary monk. This was a giant! And pale as 
a goose! As I picked up the door prop I happened to glance up and see the 
kind of expression only Steve McCurry or someone like that can capture on 
camera: eyes like dinner plates, a jaw wide open, and a body ready to bolt.

I  studied  Pali  each  morning  and  undertook  reading the  Vinaya  in  the 
afternoon, a full English translation of which I found in six volumes in the 
SIBA library. The few of us then enjoyed a very basic lunch, rice and a couple 
of curries, in the  dining hall  at 10:30 and I returned to sweltering study and 
meditation for the rest of the day. Among other things I undertook to read the 
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entire Vinaya,  the Buddha's monastic code, which I found in English in the 
Sitagu library in English translation,  After a while I decided to add a little 
more spice to my routine: a bedtime novel. There were a few in the  library 
here: George Orwell's Burma Days, his first novel, written after having spent 
five years in Burma,  A Tale of Two Cities and  Oliver Twist which  I found 
made little reference to Burma,  John Beck's  Grapes of Wrath,  which made 
perhaps even less.

After a month the Rainy Season began in Sagaing. Mosquitoes began to grow 
in population and the insect world in general seems to be thriving. Soon there 
would be beautifully huge butterflies here, like with 8 inch wingspans. There 
were very few bees or wasps but very impressive ants that would show up out 
of nowhere as soon as an opportunity arose, often completely covering a large 
surface, then disappear as quickly when the opportunity had been eaten. They 
seemed to  have  a  sixth  sense  about  where  the  eating  was good  generally 
arriving in a densely packed column led by one very confident and determined 
ant preceded by no scouts. They liked to bite monks too. Sagaing did not get 
the  torrential  monsoon  rains  dumped  on  Southern  Burma  ---  It  is  in  a 
generally arid part of the country --- but  enough to provide welcome relief 
from the constant heat of the Hot Season. 

The date on which classes would resume at SIBA seemed to be confidential or 
only revealed on a need-to-know basis, but gradually monks started returning 
to SIBA.  I knew that they would all have to be back by the full  moon of July, 
which would mark the beginning of  Vassa, the Rains Retreat, a three month 
period  between  to  full  moons  during  which  monks  need  to  stay  put  at 
whatever monastery they  found themselves at on the first day. Vassa  would 
therefore  be  the final bell for returning monks. I soon realized that classes 
would start simply when enough monks had returned.

Soon classes  were in full swing at  Sitagu International Buddhist Academy, 
attended by the eighty or so resident monks  as well as by monks and nuns 
from the densely monastic  environs  of Sagaing Hills and a handful of lay 
people. Four  foreigners now shared a table at  meals  to help  put the "I" in 
"SIBA": a Lao, a Cambodian, a Vietnamese and myself. Two of the four spoke 
good  Thai, two of the four Cambodian  and nobody spoke English  nearly as 
well as I. Since most of the Burmese students' English was very poor, classes, 
supposedly all held in English to put the rest of the “I” in “SIBA,” began with 
a  short  lecture  in  English,  followed  by  a  long  discussion  that  sounded 
increasingly Burmese as more people joined in.  For a while Sitagu Sayadaw 
assignment me a private tutor, a senior monk, for Pali and Vinaya lessons and 
I  asked  one  of the  other  Burmese  monks  to  help  me  with  Burmese 
pronunciation.  I  had  ample  time  to  study  suttas,  the  Visuddhimagga and 
Abhidhamma, Theravada scriptures I could check out of the library in English, 
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to continue my meditation practice, to go for walks with Wigglet and to show 
up for meals. What more could I want?

I also  began to teach English.  Initially an informal group met in my front 
room in the Guest  House Monday through Friday at  1:00.  Ashin Jitamaro 
became my trusted assistant, found a blackboard to use and recruited three or 
four others to focus on building  vocabulary. After a while five monks and two 
young lay women were attending. I was also invited to teach fifteen minutes 
of English pronunciation  as part a large formally scheduled class otherwise 
taught by a Burmese monk and devoted to English grammar.

I decided that I was most effective teaching English pronunciation, starting 
with  articulatory  phonetics  and a  comparison of  the  English  and Burmese 
sound systems, then zeroing in on the problem areas, such as syllable-final 
consonants, consonant clusters and intonation patterns.  The Burmese sound 
system is nearly as far from the English as humanly possible so many had 
trouble  making  themselves  understood  even  with  a  well  developed 
vocabulary. I discovered that there was a language lab on the second floor of 
one of one of the buildings at SIBA. 

U Jitamaro and I procured a key, entered the dusty room and discovered fifty 
long  neglected  student  workstations  evenly  spaced  in  rows,  each  with  a 
computer screen, headphones and a button to call the instructor for personal 
assistance, and at the front of the classroom a console that allows the teacher 
to listen in an each student separately (for instance, when repeating phrases 
together) and that allows the piping recorded audio to the students and the use 
of a computer to display to student screens and the ability to talk to students 
individually, which comes through the student’s earphones like God. 

We spent  the  next  days  dusting,  sweeping  and  testing  the  equipment.  We 
found that at most half of the student computer screens had power and spent a 
lot of time trying to trace connections, largely hidden in the floor. The number 
of functioning workstations would fluctuate during our tests as fuses would 
blow  out  in  hidden  places  and  it  would  take  days  to  arrange  for  their 
replacement.  We replaced the computer in the console with one that worked 
but found that only about half of the workstations that would power up at all 
received a video signal. Additionally a lot of the consul buttons for one-on-
one communication were found to stick in place. Keep in mind that in addition 
to these problems the power for all of Sagaing would simply fail at least a 
couple of times a day at unpredictable times and sometimes for hours.  We 
tried  holding  some  classes  using  those  units  that  actually  worked,  but 
eventually abandoned the language lab. People in Burma were often in awe of 
the West because rumors were in circulation that things here actually work the 
way they are supposed to. 
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SIBA also had a room with a row of about six computers and with molasses-
like Internet access. Unable to make phone calls to the States (the cost would 
have been prohibitive, even for one of my lay donors) I started making routine 
posts to a blog I had set up for this purpose before coming to Myanmar. In it I  
related my travels, my impressions and my adventures in this land, much of 
which  has  been  incorporated  into  these  final  chapters.  Unfortunately  the 
computers were not generally easy to make use of: If a post or a Web search 
required five steps, the power generally went out after  four, if a download 
required eight minutes,  the power went out after seven. But that was OK: I 
would just come back later and eventually it worked out. It was well known 
that all Internet communications to and from Myanmar were also monitored 
by  the  government,  and  often  a  complete  Internet  blackout  was  imposed 
clearly  connected with political events, such as the visit by the UN Secretary 
General in July of 2009 and the twenty-first anniversary of the 8/8/'88 Student 
“Uprising.” 

Burmese Miracle Stories
Outside of us monks, two things that help sustain Buddhist faith here are:

(1) really big Buddhas and pagodas, and 

(2) miracle stories.

Both are exemplified in Kyaik Tiyo, Golden Rock, Pagoda. This is the last site 
the Burma Pilgrimage Group visited  together,  before dropping me off at Pa 
Auk Tawya Meditation Center.

The miracle of Kyaik Tiyo is the golden rock, a huge boulder, maybe 40 or 50 
feet  in  diameter,  perched on top of  a  sheer  cliff,  at  the  very top of  a  tall 
mountain, in such a way that it has been just about to roll off for maybe the 
last hundred thousand years. It is amazing. Inspection from below invites one 
to try to pass a string,  with  an accomplice holding the other end, under the 
rock all the way across; it looks like it would work, maybe by rocking the rock 
a bit. From certain angles, one can see that  the rock's center of gravity  is in 
fact over solid cliff, barely, keeping it  barely from rolling off  if undisturbed, 
but golly it seems that by now an earthquake or a clumsy dinosaur sometime 
in  the  last  innumerable  millennia  would  have  toppled  it.  It  is  certainly  a 
wonder of nature.

In Myanmar all miracles  seem to  have  something  to do with Buddhism,  or 
rather if they don't they are appropriated for that purpose. In this case some of 
the Buddha’s hairs are  said to be  embedded as relics inside of the rock and 
that the rock  therefore naturally  remains in place by the power of Buddha. 
Once upon a time, some non-Buddhists tried to push the rock off the cliff in 
order to undermine people’s faith in the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha, but 
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they were turned miraculously into monkeys instead. That’ll show them! In an 
inspiring,  hopefully not foolhardy, display of faith, there is now a nunnery 
directly below the rock, exactly at the point of first bounce.

Kyaik Tiyo is a pilgimage site. A huge pagoda and tourist facilities have been 
built at Kyaik Tiyo. A bus (or actually truck) takes you up the mountain, and 
one needs to walk for about 40 minutes up a steep path to reach the top and 
the  rock.  Our  pilgrimage  group stayed  one  night  at  a  hotel  near  the  top. 
Hundreds of people were milling around  when we arrived at the main site, 
looking  at  the  rock,  doing  prostrations,  lighting  incense  and  candles,  and 
chanting. We got up the next morning around five-ish, well before dawn, and 
I’ll be darned if they weren't still there, or hundreds of people just like them. A 
group of around 20 Thai monks was in the middle of the marvelous chanting 
for which Thai monks are known.

Many miracle stories have to do with relics that remain after an arahant is 
cremated.  Relics  have been an obsession in  most Buddhist  lands since the 
Parinirvana. There are many samples to view in Buddhist museums here. The 
relics usually take the form of crystals. In one museum some are kept in a jar 
and it is reported that they keep multiplying by themselves. They sometimes 
give samples away and  begin to receive reports  in return that  the samples 
multiply  in people's  houses.  A museum had been built  in Amurapura,  near 
Mandalay, in the temple where a local arahant had lived and died. Pictures in 
the museum reveal  that in life  he had very intensive eyes  and  as one would 
expect  in death his eyes did not burn up when he was cremated!  I've never 
heard that his eyes ever multiplied  and they did not seem to be on display, 
however the concrete  ground floor  one story below the  bed in  which  this 
venerable chap had died has continually cracked and burst open since its last 
occupancy. I saw where this was happening with my very own, uh, eyes.

Also with regard to arahants, there is a widespread belief that such a noble 
being  can  choose  to  become  a  mummy,  that  is,  requiring no  special 
preparation they can choose not to decay after death, and thereby to remain 
ever vigilant as a Protector of the Dhamma, ready to spring back to life should 
the need arise. Somehow I had trouble picturing how this would actually play 
out. I saw such a mummified arahant with my very own, uh, eyes at a pagoda 
near  Sagaing,  and  he  did  not  look  like  he  would  be  very  healthy,  or 
particularly  useful,  were  he  to  arise  from death  even  with  the  noblest  of 
intentions in mind. He would simply scare a lot of people, Buddhist and non-
Buddhist alike. 

Although arahants are not reborn (arisen mummies apparently simply putting 
this present life on ice), in Burma a large percentage of the population seems 
to know who they were in the previous life, commonly a family member or a 
friend of the family who died a year or so before the person in question was 
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born.  Generally  the  identity  is  established by a  dream  experienced by  the 
mother  or  another  family member,  by personality  traits  that  emerge in the 
youngster, or by physical characteristics such as birth marks. In the meantime 
ghosts of the newly departed are often spotted for a time near some associated 
location. Burmese seem to be afraid of ghosts, but not of the bouncing babies 
they are about to become.

From Rainy Season to Cold
Sitagu Sayadaw travels almost constantly, to give a talk in Korea, to visit an 
archaeological site in  India, to meet with a group in Germany who plan to 
build a new temple, to found a hospital or oversee construction of a meditation 
center  or  monastic  university  in  Myanmar  or  Thailand,  or  to  attend  an 
interfaith conference in Israel,  and when he returns to his home in Sagaing 
Hills a flurry of activity  always accompanies him. Visitors, mostly lay, but 
some monks and nuns, would start checking into the Guest House days before 
his arrival each needing to discuss some urgent business or another, or just to 
pay their respects. Donors of meals take advantage of his presence so that the 
cuisine takes on a couple of extra stars and  all  of the  monks start  gaining 
weight.  Various lay groups start  to fill the parking lot,  for the most part as 
tourists hoping to get a glimpse of the famous  monk. This flurry of activity 
ends  when  Sayadaw-Gyi  leaves  and  the  monks  begin  to  revert  to  their 
previous weights, except for Sitagu Sayadaw, who  travels out of  one flurry 
and into another.

Sitagu Sayadaw nevertheless found time to teach a class, albeit intermittently, 
in  English  on  the  Great  Foundations  of  Mindfulness  Sutta,  for  foreign 
students, all four of us,  only one of us who could comprehend fully what he 
was saying. His lectures were inspiring; he was after all perhaps Burma's most 
renowned orator. He explained that  the standard way to study  Dhamma in 
Burma begins with memorization of original texts, usually suttas, in the Pali 
language, picking up Pali at the same time, though is not so important to know 
what  the  texts mean  in  order  to  memorize  them.  One  then  reads  the 
corresponding Commentaries, texts that have near canonical status and really 
definitive of Theravada but were generally composed, or compiled also in Pali 
about 900 years after the Buddha most notably by Buddhsghosa, who wrote 
the Vissudhimagga among other works.

As  if  to  help  us  along,  many  of  the  monasteries  in  the  Sagaing  Hills 
broadcasted Pali texts over loadspeakers, often late into the night. A nunnery 
right behind the Guest House undertook one week to recite the “Paṭṭhāna,” a 
chapter of the  Abhidhamma that  is  so long it  takes about a week to  work 
through,  chanting continuously  day and night in shifts. I suspected that the 
nun responsible for setting the volume control had before ordaining belonged 
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to a Heavy Metal band.

For months at a time I was the lone Westerner here at  SIBA or anywhere in 
Sagaing  as  far  as  I  knew.  We  did  however have  three  visits  from  my 
hemisphere-mates during my tenure,  each staying in the Guest House.  The 
first  was  Dr.  Patrick  Franke,  from USA, a  professor  of  Religious  Studies, 
about  my  age, who  specializes  in  Burmese  Buddhist  texts.  He  had been 
associated  with  Sitagu  Sayadaw  for  about  twenty  years  and  spoke fluent 
Burmese.  He  stayed  a  couple  of  days  and  gave  a  talk  in  English  in  the 
Convocation Hall, which relatively few students were able to understand. The 
next was a German woman, Petra, in her late 40's, who stayed for a couple of 
months. She had lived in Burma for twelve years initially to study Buddhism 
as a nun but had quickly fallen in love with Burma, and of course by the time I 
met  her she  also  spoke fluent  Burmese.  She  had  not  only  known  Sitagu 
Sayadaw for many years, she had also know Wigglet, and Wigglet began to sit 
outside of her apartment  instead of outside mine. The third  visitor was an 
English-born Swiss nun in a Korean Zen tradition  who  passed through here 
for a couple of days. She was somehow newly involved with Sitagu Sayadaw 
in his Cyclone Nargis relief effort.

About October Wigglet came into heat and male dogs are starting to hang out 
near  the Guest House in masses. Often when I opened my back door, where 
Wigglet  never  went,  there  was an  unfamiliar  dog  on  the  other  side.  I 
sympathized with the male dogs: they were all so miserable, and Wigglet kept 
chasing them off. They clearly went through the total range of brutal emotions 
that human males go through under corresponding circumstances.  Observing 
male dogs was a good reminder for me, as good as any Dhammic pep talk, of 
why I  had chosen to  live on this  side of  the  looking glass: Everything  is 
bonkers on  the  other  side! Why  would dogs,  not  to  mention  people, 
deliberately  make  themselves  and  others  so  miserable?”  Luckily  Wigglet 
never became pregnant. 

A dog identified to me as Wigglet's mom also became a regular visitor to my 
apartment  door. She  was very friendly,  but very greedy, the chubbiest  dog 
anywhere around, and stubborn. One morning as I was leaving for breakfast in 
the  half-dark  at  a  time  when the  electricity  had  gone  out,  she  slipped 
unobserved into my apartment where I found her in an obscure corner on my 
return.  She decided thereafter that she was  my furry live-in mother-in-law, 
ready to force her way in past my knees whenever I opened the door. I would 
have to forcibly drag her out  after which she would whine at the door. One 
day in her distress she undertook to chew my sandals almost through, which 
until that time I had always left outside the door. 

I also discovered two frisky little  puppies  and one not so frisky living with 
their mom around the side at the far end of the Guest House,  in  a largely 



268 Through the Looking Glass

overgrown and deserted area. One of them had a seriously lame leg and was 
much scrawnier than the others, so I undertook to help Tiny Tim, as I called 
him, grow up big and healthy  by bringing the puppies pieces of meat after 
lunch,  which they gulped up eagerly as their mother cowered behind a tree. 
Sure enough it  was hard to  throw Tiny Tim a morsel  without  his  siblings 
shouldering their way in and snatching it so I began carrying Tiny Tim up to 
the balcony of the Guest House each day to give him the bulk of the scraps. 
Gradually he began to grow and his lameness improved, though his siblings 
grew much more quickly and were still much more active. I would soon make 
a trip to Yangon for two months and then return briefly. On my return Tiny 
Tim would be nowhere to be found. 

I abandoned using the language lab in favor of a regular classroom as I began 
to teach a regular course on English language.  An unusual feature of all the 
classrooms here is a PA system for the teacher. I find this useful, it enabled the 
students to hear my pronunciation almost as clearly as in the language lab. 
Each afternoon at 4 I walked, Wigglet in tow, to the room on the second floor 
where Sitagu Sayadaw generally like to teach when he was present. Again I 
focused on pronunciation, but also on comprehension. I had access to a DVD 
player,  a  projector,  a  large  screen  and  a  number  of  documentary  films  in 
English. One was on Egypt, and featured OmarSharif, more of a docudrama. 
One was on the Mayan civilization  and another on the American Civil War. 
There were also some National Geographic films, some films about geology 
and profiles of different countries. When the power failed, as it commonly did 
in the late afternoon, I would simply switch to teaching geography and some 
other subjects at the whiteboard and making use of a large map of the world, 
under the pretext of conversation practice but having realized that most of the 
students are astonishingly uneducated in basic subjects, some unable to even 
find Europe or Asia on a world map! It was a shame that education had been 
so neglected in Myanmar; the students were eager to learn and always gave 
the teacher their complete attention. Wigglet was always waiting for me at the 
door when I left the classroom.

With the onset of November came the Cold Season as the winds shifted once 
again to come across  the high plains of  Tibet,  roll  over the  high Himalayan 
Mountain Range and plunge  southward  to chill the  river  valleys of Burma. 
Since the Burmese power grid largely depends on hydroelectric power, with 
the end of the rainy season power became even more intermittent. However a 
rechargeable  flashlight  and  candles  in  my  room  reduced  much  of  the 
inconvenience. The weather has been getting cooler, still warm in the middle 
of the afternoon, but a bit chilly when I get up at 4am. I no longer take  my 
cold-water  shower  first  thing  in  the  morning,  but  wait  until  it  is  warmer, 
sometime before lunch. 
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After a month the weather was quite chilly, the temperatures plunging to well 
below 60 during the night. I never saw anything like a space heater in Myan-
mar and many buildings don't have real windows but a couple of blankets and 
enough layers of robes kept each monk comfortable. All the monks, including 
me, wore shawls to breakfast, wrapped around both shoulders, and sometimes 
over the head as well. I was amused that many of the monks seem to think of 
this as an extreme hardship, looking more like they were trudging in a blizzard 
in the Yukon than walking in a topical land.  Nonetheless it would  warm up 
during the day to a nice temperature. 

On December 23 I left Sagaing  departing on the overnight bus to Yangon.  
Sitagu Sayadaw thought it would help for me to study for a while with Ashin 
Paññasīha, a teacher at the Sitagu International Buddhist Missionary Center. 
In the evening after dark the bus  approached a rest  stop where passengers 
could disembark and eat in a restaurant. Now, for many years in America I had 
played a kind of game, which was to see how far I could make it through the 
Christmas season before hearing a Christmas carol. I rarely watched TV nor 
went shopping but I would inevitably get tagged at some point by someone's 
radio or by elevator Muzak. In this Buddhist country it was no great accomp-
lishment to have made it all the way to December 23rd. However, I now braced 
myself  as  I  beheld  the  looming  exterior  of  the  restaurant   decorated  with 
colorful lights,  and then conceded defeat as I  caught the first notes from a 
loudspeaker blaring an American Christmas song in the mouth of Perry Como. 
Someone  explained  to  me  that  the  proprietors  of  this  restaurant  were 
Christians. Christianity had in fact had entered Burma during its colonial era 
primarily  through American  missionaries,  which  explains why the  music  I 
heard was American, rather than “O Tannenbaum.”

I took up a room next to U Pañña, the room where once Bhante G. had once 
stayed next to me on the other side. I had encountered Ashin Paññasīha earlier 
in  my trip;  he  had  traveled  a  bit  with  the  pilgrimage  group  way  back  in 
February. He  was 36 years old, ordained at 20, and  had  lived in Nashville, 
Tennessee for 1 1/2 years. He was known as a good teacher, and was a serious, 
smart, dedicated and enthusiastic monk, who smiled a lot. Also his English 
was excellent. His name means Lion (sīha) of Wisdom (pañña)" and he had a 
Ph.D. I would continue my Pali studies with him over the next two months 
and even go on alms rounds, just the two of us. 

I began immediately to teach English classes to the monks in Yangon, initially 
once again focusing on pronunciation. At the beginning of 2010 a number of 
the monks in Sagaing had applied with Sitagu Sayadaw's encouragement for 
admittance to a leadership program at the East-West Center at the University 
of Hawaii. U Pañña, an American schoolteacher who lived in Yangon and I 
made  a  coordinated  effort  to  review  and  edit  and  submit  applications  for 
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several  student.  However  for  admission  they  would  also  have  to  pass  a 
difficult TOEFL exam for  proficiency in  English language.  The applicants 
traveled from Sagaing to join me in Yangon and I spent my last weeks in 
Myanmar grilling them on sample TOEFL questions.
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