Afler a bumpy 17-howr bus nde, we rached
Bagan, which as a Buddhist site, ranks alomg-
side Ajanta and Ellora in Indsa, Angkor Wat in
Camibodia, Dunhwang in China, Sukhothal in
Thailand and Anuradhapura in 568 Lanka
Bagan was the counfry's first capital, flourish-
ing from 1,044 AD,, when Anawraila ascend.
ed the throne, wntil 1287, when Kublai Khan
invaded fram Yunnan and sackesd the aea Ina
religious. frenzy spanning 250 years, as many
as 5,000 Buddhist ternples and shapas were
eracied. Today, around 2,200 can siill be
viewed in vandng degrees of repalr and decany.

The number of red brick structures Slréwn
across this 40 square klometers boggles the
mined and requires a kot of time to comprehend.
Based on designs imported from India and S
Lanka at a time when these countries wen
wiord powers, the structures range from a few
fed i size to the equecalent of a football Held,

Powerful kings and nobles commissicned
i stupas (sobd structures usually conlaning
Buddhist relics) and temples [large square
structures with arched hallways wSually con-
taining Buddhist statues] for raligious or mearit-
gaming reasons, Most were constructed of
fired red brick and then coverad with plaster
and decoraled with reliefs or colorfid glazed
tilies. Spirals, ofien plated or panted in godd,
gtratch lowands the skoy and refect spiriual
aspirations.

Ab least here we could give the pick-up
trucks, busas and trains that it takes 1o gat
around Burma on a shoasting a miss. We
spent eight days wandering by foot and horse
cart (paying USES per day for the hire} around
dorens of the oo amous and well-presaned
sites. Even o0, we hardly scraiched the suiace,
T gan a sense of the area's magniude, we
climbad a hundred feat up tha stesp stairs of
the Shaesandaw Paya (stupa). | made my way
to each of the four comers of the stupa and,
drnkng in the hundreds ol struclunes as tar as
the eyes can see, as couniless others have
through the centunes, tned to undersiand the
spirflual aspirations of previous genarations,

Constant wind Keaps
thi= parched, cracked
landscaps bearabhs, Th
femples wera constnuct-
ed g0 that godrs, win-
chows and cormidors fun-
sl fresh ar through e
femples, making for a
paacelul reapite from the
scorching sun. The g
lemples, bullt monue-
mental and impressiva
by imporiant men, seam
1o maflect their huga
egos. But inside tha
smallar ones, wharna lifa
stands  agtill for a
mmdemant, | found a place
o e silent.

I focussd on o Srm-
ple pagoda, refurning
chay after day 1o pant the
scane.  Sitling alona
inside a 1,000-year-old
temple, bedow a 2)-foat-
high Buddiha statue how-
aring on a 1l-foot-high
plinth, with sunlight streaming in from four
doorways, | absorbed tha dapth of the space
contained by the massive arched cailling above.

Cracked and crumbing remnants of intn-
cate, fragile Buddhist peintings (fermed
“Buddhist wallpaper™ by archaeologests) cover
the walls and celing, surviving ceniuries of

weathering and man's abuse. The peacaful
‘pings’ of bells hanging from the sparals oulsade
complement the ¢ooing doves above iha
Buddha statues inside, monuments to sanciu-
arles, which provide refuge and guidance for
paaple I;ral.-alng .ull;lng Iife's bumpy haghsay
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through Sep 30,

“visa. eXclusive privileges

B The Strand, Yangon. *The Land of the Spirits” package—LU5351,950 per couplaUIS31,650
per person (covering Yangon and Mandalay). Incledes two nights in Tha Strand Superios
Suite jupgrade subject to availabity), arport transters, daily Amencan or Burmese break-
fast, hull-day Yangon sightsesing tour (Shwedsgon Pagoda, Royal Lake, local craft fachonias,
lunch and personal gulda nicluded), refurn 'Ilgl'.l b Mandalay, two mghis In an upcouniry
hotel, thiee meals a day, two full days of sighlsesing (parsonal guide inchudad). Valid
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