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Preface
The Interpretation Plan for the Inle Lake Region, hereafter referred as IP, was developed as part of the
Project EPIC “Economic Promotion of the Inle Communities through the Valorization of the Cultural
and Natural Heritage” (AID10937) and of the “Pilot project for the qualification of the tourism offer in
a perspective of responsible tourism in Shan State, Myanmar” (AID10732) in order to identify aspects
of the local cultural and natural heritage.
ICEI is leading partner of EPIC project and implementing partner of the Pilot project, which is leaded
by the Municipality of Milan. Both projects are co- founded by the Italian Agency for Development
Cooperation (AICS).
The IP was developed through the adoption of a participative approach with the communities as
central actors in sharing aspects of their heritage. The IP is not only a tool for preserving the local
heritage but it also provides the foundation for community-based tourism products that embed and
communicate aspects of the local cultural and natural heritage.
Tourism is increasingly becoming a tool for heritage preservation and valorization, thus, IP provides
these required means for responsible cultural and nature-based tourism development.
This research was undertaken by working with six ethnic groups of the region, observing their history,
uses and customs. Moreover, in each village the built heritage was investigated, such as, for instance,
the historic sites.
The IP is the result of several months of field work, during which face-to-face and group interviews
were conducted with significant attention to ethnic and gender involvement. Additionally, secondary
resources have enriched the research. To do so, various cultural and literature centers where visited
in Taunggyi, including the Pa-O and the Shan Cultural and Literature Centre and Ethnic Associations
as Inthar Literature and Culture Development Organization, Pa-OH National Literature and Culture
Association and Shan Literature and Culture Association reviewed and validated the contents of this
IP.
Text of: Dr Micheal Haynes and Mr. Angelo Sciacca
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Design: Inspiral Creative
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Introduction
The Interpretaion Plan (IP) allows the identification of the cultural
and natural heritage of the Inle Lake Region by fully involving the local
communities.
This document presents the cultural and natural resources identified
during the field work, answering to questions such as what, how, when,
where, and why the resources were collected.

Objectives of the Interpretation Plan

Philosophy & Methodology

The main objectives of the IP are completely in line

The IP develops in line with a bottom-up approach:

with the Destination Management Plan for the Inle

the heritage is expressed by the communities.

Lake Region.

By advocating this approach, communities are
the main actors and contributors to the IP.

1.

To communicate to visitors the local tangible
and intangible heritage

Semi-structured interviews and informal
conversations were considered the most suitable

2.

To increase visitors’ understanding, awareness

tools. This allowed to be flexible and to adapt to the

and appreciation of the local heritage, leading

different contexts.

to repeat the visit and to behave in
a responsible way

The communities shared their heritage and they
often rediscovered it. The work was supported by

3.

To encourage the host communities to share

photos and videos documentation, as well as by

and better appreciate their natural and cultural

field inspections to assess the tourism potential of

heritage and to take care of it in a better way

the various cultural, historical and natural heritage
sites.

4.

To develop a variety of culturally and
environmentally responsible tourism

We can identify two levels in this study:

services and products.

•

A soft ethnographic study of the interested
ethnic groups

Therefore, the aim of the IP is to provide the
groundwork for the enhancement of the valorization
of the diverse local cultural and natural heritage.
This, in turn, can successfully give rise to a multibeneficial outcome: better tourist offering, improved
tourist experience, new and long-lasting economic
streams for the local communities and heritage
preservation.

•

A study at the village level for each interestesd
village and its surrounding

12

It is essential to note that in case of an ethnographic

Across the two study levels, the team was focusing

study there is not an end, in fact, they can extend

on investigating four main forms of heritage:

significantly, especially in this case, where the ethnic
groups are numerous, with a rich history and various

1.

Historical and cultural buit heritage

2.

Traditional practices and tools

3.

Beliefs, legends and stories

4.

Natural heritage.

cultural backgrounds. Consequently, the team
narrowed-down the focal point of the study, keeping
in mind the project’s purpose.

Locations
Twenty villages were included in the IP. In the Samkar region,
12 locations were included in the study:

1.

Samkar

7.

Pha Ya Taung

2. Lin Lam

8. Lone Kan

3.

9. Hti Ga

Naung Bo

4. Tar Yar Kone

10. Khone Tar

5.

11. Myo Haung

Loi Hkaw

6. Ye Bu

12. Nam Huu

In addition, 6 villages on the route between the uphill city of
Kalaw and the Inle Lake were included in our research:

13. Ywar Thin

16. Puttu Pauk

14. Myein Deik

17. Htee Thein

15. Pin Nawe

18. Nan Yoke

Several interviews were also conducted in Nyaung Shwe, the main town and touristic centre of the
Inle Lake region.

Nyaungshwe
13
Kalaw
Ywar Thin
Myein

Pin Nawe

Htee Thein
Puttu Pauk

Nan Yoke

Kalaw and Inle Lake Region
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Myanmar & Shan State
A big multitude of different ethnic groups currently resides in Myanmar.
Northern Myanmar has experienced a lot of civil wars among the different
ethnic groups.
During the time, the country suffered the invasions by the British, the
Japanese and the Chinese: this caused the dislocation and the growth of
insurgent militia.
Over the past two centuries, every Myanmar leader confronted with the
various conflicting forces in Burmese society, but no one was able to
control them (Inge, 1996).

Shan States and Shan State
The first foundings of Shan States (inside the present-

Although burmized Shans founded the Ava Kingdom

day boundaries of Myanmar) began during the Pagan

that ruled central Burma, another Shan state, Mohnyin,

Kingdom on the Shan Hills and they accelerated after

constantly raided the Ava territories throughout the

1287, when the Pagan Kingdom failed against the

years. A Monhnyin-led confederation of Shan States

Mongols. The Shan quickly came to dominate much

finaly conquered Ava in 1527 (Htin Aung, 1967).

of the north-east arc of Myanmar, from northwestern
of Sagaing Division to Kachin Hills to the present-day
Shan hills.
The most powerful Shan States were Mong Yang
(Mohnyin) and Mong Kawng (Mogoung), which today
form the Kachin State, followed by Hsenwi (Theinni),
Hsipaw (Thibaw) and Mong Mit (Momeik), which today
form Northern Shan State (Ferquest, 2005).
Smaller Shan States, such as Kale in the northwestern
Sagaing

Division,

Bhamao

in

Kachin

State,

Yawngshwe (Nyaung Shwe), Kengtung (Kyaingtong)
in Shan State, and Mong Pai (Mobye) in Kayah State,
played a precarious game of paying allegiance to
more powerful states, sometimes simultaneously
(Fernquest, 2005).
The newly founded Shan States were multi-ethnical,
including many other minorities such as the Chin,
the Kachin, the Wà, the Ta’ang, the Lisu, the Lahu,
the Pa-O, and the Kayah.

Figure 1. Map of Shan States
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The Shan States comprised 160,000 square kilometers,

Tea is cultivated on the hill. In the 19th century, cotton

almost a quarter of the country known today as

was the major crop and until, the advent of syntetics,

Myanmar. The states were bordered by China and

a range of dyes and mordants were cultivated or

Tibet to the north, Laos and Thailand to the east,

gathered from the forests. Shan state is rich in natural

and Myanmar to the south and to the west. Over the

resources, including precious metals and gems, timber

centuries the number of principalities has varied.

and forest products. (Conway, 2006).

Power centres formed groups under the one ruler or
split into small units, often reforming later as political

In 1846 Thao Sittimongkhon, a Siamese government

circumstances changed.

official, described his diplomatic mission to the Shan
States in this way:

In the 19th century, the size of Keng Tung State was
similar to the size of Belgium and the state of Hsenwi

…travelling involved hiring elephants and oxen

was comparable to Wales. Some states were tiny, with

to carry loads, and where the paths were steep

a size of about sixty square kilometers.

and too narrow for large pack animals, ponies and
human porters. Attack from wild animals was a

In the end of the century, the total population of Shan

serious threat, particularly in areas where tiger

States was estimated to be over one million.

roamed, and travelers erected platforms in the trees
when sleeping on the ground was too dangerous.

The Shan landscape consists of upland valleys and

They had also to keep watch for dacoits (robbers)

rugged river gorges intersecting an undulating

who ambushed convoys. By far the greatest

highland plateau. During the winter, the weather is

danger came from exposure to malaria and other

cool. The hot season begins in March and in June

debilitating tropical diseases. Long journeys were

clouds begin to gather, just before the monsoon.

usually undertaken in the dry season, as during
the monsoon many paths became impassable and

Farmers grow rice in the valley and on the terraced

village and towns were isolated for long periods...

slopes, while soft fruits, sugar cane, citrus and

(Conway, 2006)

vegetables are cultivated on the highland plateau.
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Figure 2. Map of Shan State

Colonial Era

also administered the Wà States. This arrangement
survived the constitutional changes of 1923 and 1937.

On 28th November 1885, the Birtish conquered the city
of Mandala, officially ending the third Anglo-Burmese

During the World War II, most of Shan States

War. It took until 1890 for the Birtish to subdue all the

were occupied by the Japanese and the Chinese

various Shan States.

Kuomingtang forces (KMT) came down to northeastern
Shan to face them. Thai forces, allied with the

Under the British colonial administration, established

Japanese occupied Kengtung and surrounding areas

in 1887, the Shan States were ruled by their Saophas

in 1942, annexing the territity to Thai state.

(or Sawbwas) as feudatory states of the British Crown.
After the war, the British returned while many Chinese
The British placed the Kachin Hills inside the

KMT forces stayed inside Burmese Shan States.

Mandalay Division and the northwestern Shan areas

Negotiation leafing to independence at the Panglong

under the Sagaing Division. In October 1922, the

Conference in February 1947 secured a unitary Shan

Shan and Karenni states were merged to create the

State, including the former Wà states but without the

Federated Shan States under a commissioner who

Karenni states.

18

19

Inle Lake Biosphere Reserve
The name “Inle” mean “Little Lake” because of the small size of the lake
compared to the largest natural lake of Myanmar, the Inn Daw Gyi Lake,
which means “The Big Lake”. However, the word “Inle” refers also to
the first four villages that were founded there in the olden time. (Chi Oo,
2012)

The Burmese writer Pascal Khoo Thwe, from the village

Inle lake is located at 2880fts above the sea level and

of Pekhon, describes the Inle Lake in a poetical way:

it has an area of open water of 72 km2. The lake has
a length of 22 km and a width of 11 km. Moreover, it is

…When I was young, I used to watch the rising sun

fueled by 29 water streams.

with amazement. There is a long lake on the east
side of my hometown which cuts through the blue

The Inle Lake wetland ecosystem host 267 species of

range of mountains that skirts the lake and seems

birds, 43 species of freshwater fish and a lot of otters

to disappear over the south-east horizon. I used

and turtles. Freshwater fish from the inland wetland

to watch the sun merging from the blue misty

consistutes the major protein food source for the local

mountain, and I saw it as a boy climbing out of bed.

communities living around the lake.

Then I would gaze on the lake below the mountains
where fishing boats were crossing water golden

The reserve hosts a rich variety of flora and fauna

in the first light. The bell of the pagoda could be

species and the lake is the nesting place for the

heard from the top of the hill as the Buddhist monks

globally endangered Sarus crane (Grus antigone).

chanted their sutras. Immediately afterwards the

Inle Lake is also unique for the socio-cultural aspects of

angelus bell rang from the belfry of the Christian

the local inhabitants, who have adapted their lifestyle

side of the town… (Khoo Thwe, 2002)

and livelihoods to their biophysical environment. The
majority earn their income from traditional methods

The name “Inle” mean “Little Lake” because of the

of hydroponic farming, fishing and shifting cultivation.

small size of the lake compared to the largest natural

Farmers from one of the dominant ethnic groups

lake of Myanmar, the Inn Daw Gyi Lake, which means
“The Big Lake”. However, the word “Inle” refers also to
the first four villages that were founded there in the
olden time. (Chi Oo, 2012)
The Inle Lake Biosphere Reserve is located in the
district of Taunggyi, southern Shan State. Inle Lake is
a freshwater lake and the second largest inland lake
of Myanmar. East of the lake there are three main
mountains: the Sin mountain, Loi Hkaw mountain and
the Loi Ngyaw mountain. On the west side of the lake,
there are six main mountains: Thet Lout mountain,
Lett Moung Kwe mountain, Shwe Myin Htin mountain,
Taung Ka mountain, Shwe Inn Dai mountain and Shwe
Eu Daung mountain.

Figure 3. Sarus Crane at Inle Lake
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in the Inle Lake region, the Inthar, practice floating

Falconidae - Western Marsh-harrier, Eastern Marsh-

island agriculture, locally known as ‘Yechan’, a form of

harrier, Greater Spotted Eagle, Steppe Eagle.

hydroponic farming. (UNESCO, 2015)

Rallidae -

Ruddy-breasted

The lake was formed more than 1.5 million years ago

Swamphen,

Common

and constitutes a remnant of a much more extensive

Gruidae: Sarus Crane.

Crake,

Moorhen,

Grey-headed

Common

Coot.

series of lakes. The lake was formed because the water
dissolved limestone in the landscape, creating caves,

Recurvirostridae - Black-winged Stilt. Vanellidae: Grey-

sinkholes, springs, spurs and intermittent streams

headed Lapwing.

(UNESCO, 2015).

Jacanidae - Pheasant-tailed Jacana, Bronze-winged
While there is a total of 29 streams in the watershed

Jacana.

flowing into the lake which receives most of its runoff from four major sub-catchments containing 12

Scolopacidae - Pintail Snipe, Common Snipe.

streams.

Scolopacidae - Marsh Sandpiper. Glareolidae: Oriental

Flora and fauna of Inle Lake

Pratincole.

The area consists of a network of freshwater wetlands

Laridae - Brown-headed Gull, Black-headed Gull.

and rivers including 527 species of medicinal plants,
11 species of bamboo, 184 species of orchids and 1320

Cuculidae - Plaintive Cuckoo.

species of Angiosperms (Dicot). Among the species of
plants, there are 267 birds species, 43 fishes species,

Alcedinidae - Blue-eared Kingfisher.

10 reptiles species, 9 mammals species, 3 species
of turtles, 75 species of butterflies and 20 species

Estrildidae - Java Sparrow, Scaly-breasted Munia.

of snails. Those include the monocle cobra (Naja
kaouthia), the burmese hare (Lepus peguensis) and

Motacillidae - Rosy Pipit, White Wagtail, Western Yellow

the golden jackal (Canis aureus). (UNESCO, 2015)

Wagtail, Citrine Wagtail.

Birds

Sturnidae - White-vented Myna, Jungle Myna, Collared
Myna,

Common

Myna,

Vinuous-breasted

Myna,

Some of the bird species of the area, such as the Sarus

Black-collared Myna, Asian Pied Starling, Chestnut-

Crane, are globally endangered.

tailed Starling.

Anatidae - Lesser Whistling-duck, Gadwall, Eurasian

Turdidae - Siberian Rubythroat, Bluethroat, Eastern

Widgeon, Spot-billed Duck, Northern Pintail, Garganey,

Stonechat, Stejneger’s Stonechat, Jerdon’s Bushchat.

Eurasian

Teal,

Red-crested

Pochard,

Common

Pochard, Baer’s Pochard, Ferrugineous Pochard.

Hirundinidae - White-tailed Swallow.

Threskiornithidae - Glossy Ibis.

Timaliidae - Rufous-rumped Grass-babbler, Striated
Laughingthrush, Scarlet-faced Liocichla.

Ardeidae - Yellow Bittern, Cinnamon Bittern, Blackcrowned Night-heron, Indian Pond-heron, Chinese

Acrocephalidae

Pond-heron, Eastern Cattle Egret, Purple Heron,

Clamorous Reed Warbler, Blunt-winged Warbler,

-

Intermediate Egret, Little Egret.

Oriental Reed-warbler, Spotted Bush-warbler, Striated

Black-browed

Reed-warbler,

Grassbird, Yellow-bellied Prinia, and Plain Prinia.

Phalacrocoracidae - Little Cormorant.

(Bates, 2016)
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Fishes

The lake’s biodiversity and ecosystem have been
seriously endangered (UNDP, 2015). In order to protect

At least 15 species of fishes are endemic of the Inle

the rich biodiversity and endemism of Inle lake, the

Lake. The most famous is the Inle Carp (Cyprinus

Government of Myanmar declared it as one of the

carpio intha), known as nya-phein, which has a

premier sites for long-term conservation interventions

symbolic status for the Intha people.

of the country.

Other endemic fish species of the Inle Lake include

The Inle Lake Wildlife Sanctuary covers an area of

Microrasbora

Red

642 km2 and was established in 1985. The area of 10.36

Dwarf 'Rasbora', Mastacembelus oatesii, a spiny eel,

km2 on the northern fringe of the sanctuary has been

the Petruichthys brevis, the Inle Loach, Inlecypris

demarcated as a Bird Preservation Area: there are

auropurpureus also called Burma-Barilius and an

around 25,000 birds (native and migratory species),

endemic genus, the Sawbwa Barb. (Living National

that congregate in that area during the cold season

Treasures, 2018)

months.

Mammals

The Inle Lake Wildlife Sanctuary was also designated

rubescens,

commonly

called

as ASEAN Heritage Park in December 2003 (UNDP,
Locals have reported the presence of otters, Lutra, of

2015). In 2014, the Inle Lake was listed as an “Important

the large Indian Civet, Viverra zibetha, of the masked

Bird Area” due to its critical staging post on the East

palm civet, Viverra tangalunga, of the mongoose,

Asia-Australasian Flyway of the migratory birds from

Herpenstes, of the barking deer, Muntiacus muntiak,

Siberia to Australia.

of the burmese hare Lepus peguensis and of the
golden jackal, Canis aureus.

Geology of the Inle Lake region

Designations

Inle Lake was formed more than 1.5 million years ago.
Its unique geological history has created habitat

In June 2015, the Inle Lake was designated by the

conditions that led to a rich biodiversity. (UNDP, 2015)

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) as Myanmar’s first Biosphere

Red earth soil (Acrisol) is the most dominant soil of

Reserve under the framework of UNESCO’s Man

the whole watershed and mountain red brown forest

and the Biosphere Programme (MAB). This scientific

soil (Canbisol) formes lower slopes. Evergreen forests,

based programme aims to improve the relationships

Indaing forests, hill forests and pine forests are found in

between people and their environ ment. (UNDP, 2015)

this area. Evergreen forests remain along the streams.
Indaing forests are the most pervasive and abundant

The designation comes from the warning of experts

forests type across the region. Hill forest is prevalent

who told that the lake is under serious threat because

in the latitudinal range from 3608 ft to 6002ft.

of environmental and anthropogenic causes. The
impacts of climate change, the rapid increase of
population and the unsustainable practices have led
to a rapid shrinkage of the water surface and to a
decline of the water quality.
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The legendary origin of Inle Lake

…In the former time, there was an old man with seven daughters in
Ngwe Daung Pyi (Silver Mountain State). The old man reigned his
territory and lived happily with his daughters.
But one night, the youngest daughter, who’s name was Twe Mal Naw,
was captured by someone.
Soon after, the old man and his people realized that the daughter was taken by the ogre
(Belu). The old man knew that common people could not kill the ogre. He knew
that he had to choose the unique person who could save his daughter.
He announced to all men of the territory to try to lift a special bow that could be lifted just
by a person with special power. For the next three days no one successed to
lift the bow. Then, a young boy, named Thuda Nu, a local cowboy, asked the
permission to try. When he tried, he lifted the bow easily, so the old man
gave him the bow with the task to save his daughter from the ogre.
The ogre captured the princess for food, but he fell in love with her and took her in a cave,
where he often used to leave her alone while he was looking for food. Thuda Nu left the
village, following the footprints of the ogre. After seven months and seven
days he reached the cave where the princess was kept.
Thuda Nu was standing outside the cave and started singing a traditional song and
when this was heard by the princess, she came out of the cave.
The princess said to Thuda Nu:“Why you are here? The ogre will eat you! Run away!!!”.
But Thuda Nu replied:“your father sent me to save you and I have the bow
and the arrows to kill the ogre”.
When the ogre came back and saw the young man at the entrance of the cave,
it shouted “Oh! Some food is standing at the entrance of my cave!”.
The Ogre ran towards the young man and one of his heavy feet made a hole on the ground.
This hole became Poat Ta Loat Kan Lake. The young man shot the
arrowand killed the ogre. The place where the body of the ogre fall
eventually became the Inle Lake and the blood of the ogre flowiding,
became the Belu Chaung (ogre river)...
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Red and White Pa-Os

…When the insurgents entered the area, I had to cook
the food and I had to send it to the village head. The

During the 80s, conflicts between the different ethnic

food had to be left in the forest in specific locations, in

groups have changed the life of many people in the

order to be found by the insurgents. One day, the Red

area. Some local people told us the following stories:

and White Pa-O met in Khone Tar village and fought.
At that time, I had three children and I decided to run

…After the independence, the insurgent groups

away with my two boats.

called Ya Pa La (Red and White Pa-Os) always tried to
rob the villagers of the region. So, my father and his

When I reached the place where my boats were, I

friends decided to fund the Intha Revolutionary Party

discovered that my boats had been taken by someone

with the function of protecting the villagers from the

else, and they were in the middle of the lake. Thus, I

insurgents.

shouted “please, give me back my boats!!! I need to
bring my children to the middle of the lake!!!... (Daw

At that time, the Ne Win Government annihilated

Aye Ngwe, Khone Tar Village)

the Kayin Arm Group because it occupied the whole
Myanmar, except Yangon. The Kayin Army Group moved

Japanese Invasion

to Shan State in the same time of another communist
party and they eventually combined. Nonetheless, the

During the World War II, the Japanese entered the

Ne Win government continued to attack the parties.

area. A firsthand experience of the Japanese invasion

In 1958 the Intha Revolutionary Party and some of the

is reported below.

Kayin army groups made a peace agreement with the
government.

…When the Japanese entered the Inle region, I was
very young, I was about 10 years old. According to

Few years later, two other groups spreaded in the

the tradition of Inthar people, parents have to put

area; Red Pa-O (communist) and the White Pa-O

sounding anklets to their children, to protect them

(nationalist). In 1961, the Red Pa-O moved to Ban San

from the diseases.

town on the border between Myanmar and Thailand.
In the same time, the White Pa-O stayed in the Shan

I remember that the anklets were very noisy, so when

State and found an agreement with the government.

the Japanese arrived, my mother removed my anklets

About 25 years later, in 1985, the Red Pa-O entered in

because I could be heard from them. In fact, when

the Samkar region, and they seemed to be peaceful.

villagers heard the noise of guns, it meant that the

They also helped farming the land, but when they

Japanese were entering the village, so we had to run

met the White Pa-O, they fought within our villages,

quickly to the forest and hide.

causing the death of many locals.
The soldiers destroyed the houses, killed our animals
When the Burmese soldiers came, both Red and White

and took advantage of women. They arrived by plane

Pa-O hid in the forests and they used to ask for food

and by land. They dropped bombs and, sometimes, we

and for money from the villagers, at least twice a year.

used to hide inside the holes made by the previous

Whenever they suspected villagers had connections

bombs. When Japanese dropped bombs to Myo

with the government, they killed them and destroyed

Haung village, the monastery was destroyed and the

their properties. In many instances, the government

monks died.

forced some mountain villages to combine with them
to facilitate the coverage of the Burmese army. (Daw

The two bridges that used to connect the two banks of

Nang Khin Oo, Khone Tar Village)

the Beluu and Nam Htin streams were also destroyed...
(Daw Aye Ngwe, Khone Tar Village)
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Nyaung Shwe: a gateway town

banyan tree on the hill called Eithayeya (located near
the current night market) and they built the city: it was

Nyaung Shwe (Yawngshwe) lies on the northwest bank

called “Nyaung Shwe” which means “golden banyan

of Inle Lake. The first city of Nyaung Shwe was located

tree”. (Hon, 2012)

on the way between Shwe Nyaung and Nyaung Shwe,
near the Paw Yet Thet Pagoda. The name of the first

In 1615, the first line of Sawbwas who were the

city was “Kaw Sam Pe”, in Shan language.

descendant of Sakyans at Dagaung ended. One
person related to this line, Sao Awng Hkam, who was

…When the city was created, there were a prince and

only fifteen years old and was living in Mong Mit, was

a princess. When their father passed away, they had

brought to Nyaung Shwe to rule the city. There were

to govern the city in turn, three years each. But the

14 Sawbwas after him, until Saw Maung, who became

citizens preferred the princess because the prince was

Sawbwa at the age of seventeen, on 23rd October 1864.

not so nice with them. So, a competition was held: they
had to build one pagoda.

When Myanmar was annexed to the British Indian
Empire, Saw Maung went to Mandalay and he came

The first one who had finished the pagoda, he/she

back with Queen Legya (Lai Kha) and her son. His

would have governed the city. The prince built a red

intention was to make this son the king instead of King

pagoda with stones and bricks while the princess

Thibaw.

built the pagoda with bamboo and lime powder. Thus,
the princess was faster and won the competition: she

Instead, one of his cousins, Sao Chit Su, wanted King

governed the city… (Hon, 2012)

Linbin instead of Thibaw, so he attacked Saw Maung
near Nyaung Shwe and wounded him on both legs.

At the time of Bagan King Alaung Sithu, in Myanmar
Era 475 (1113), the first city of Kaw Sam Pe was

He left Sao On to defeat Sao Chit Su while he was

destroyed by the Chinese.

in another place in Myanmar to take care of his
wounds. Sao On did not have much difficulties to

Afterwards the local people founded a second city

defeat his enemy but he made himself the Sawbwa of

called Yanmar Wadi (between Maing Thauk and Thale

Nyaungshwe the 13th January 1886. Sao Chit Su was

U). With the time, this city was flooded by the water

a member of the Linbin Confederacy (that worded to

flowing from Heho Lake through the canyon that can

make Linbin as King of Myanmar) and that explaines

be seen on the western mountain range of Inle Lake.

why he attacked both Saw Maung and Sao On.
On the other hand, Sao On appealed to the British

Thus, people moved to the north-east part of the

for protection and at the same time he refused to

second city where they founded the third city (near

handover the Sawbwaship to Saw Maung who came

Maing Thauk), called Maing Thauk Houng. To build it,

back after his wounds were cured. A British contingent

each villager carried one basket of earth to the new

arrived in Nyaungshwe on 6th May 1897. Sao On was

site.

recognized Sawbwa of Nyaungshwe and Saw Maung
was granted a pension. Sao Maw Hkam (son of Sao

The present town of Nyaung Shwe was founded in 1369

On) contested with Sao Maung for succession but Saw

and the chief had at his service thirty-six families of

Maung was reinstated in the Sawbwaship (Tun, n.d.).

Dawei: now they are the Inthar living around the lake.
Nyaung Shwe retains some cultural and religion
At that time, the Sawbwa Si Seng Hpa dreamed that

importance sites.

if he had founded the city near the golden banyan
tree, the city would have prospered, long lasting and

Shwe Yae Kyar Monastery - one of the oldest

illuminated by Buddhism. So, he ordered to his men to

monasteries in town. The monastery is locally famous

find a place with a golden banyan tree. They found the

for being the only monastery without a chief monk.
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Figure 4. Shwe Yae Kyar Monastery

Figure 5. Tomb of Sawbwa Sao Maung

According to the local culture, the chief monk has to

Figure 6. Oldest Stupa of Nyaung Shwe

transfer his authority to another monk before dying.
Once in the history, the chief monk of this monastery
died before transferring his authority and this is why
there is no chief monk at the Shwe Yae Kyar Monastery
today.

Tomb of Sawbwa Sao Maung - the Sawbwa lived and
studied with the last king Mindone in Mandalay
Royal Palace. When Sao Maung became Sawbwa, he
built the palace where today we can find the night
market. The adopted son of Sao Maung became the
last Sawbwa of Nyaung Shwe and the First Myanmar
President. The last Sawbwa Sao Shwe Thaik lived in
the royal palace of Nyaung Shwe. Sao Shwe Theik died
in prison after the country was taken over by general
Nay Win.

Oldest stupa of Nyaung Shwe – it can be found near
the Night Market. This is the point where, according
to a legend, the town was founded because of the
presence of the Golden Bayan tree. The tradition says
that this stupa can not be renovated until the arrival
of the right donor.

Tomb of the last Sawbwa, Sao Shwe Theik – this tomb
is located next to the Night Market. SaO Shwe Theik
was the last Sawbwa of Nyaung Shwe and the First
President of Myanmar after the independence from
the British.

Nyaung Shwe’s night market – the Night Market is one
of the main tourist attraction of the town. There are
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Figure 7. Tomb of the last Sawbwa, Sao Shwe Theik

Figure 9. Myo Ma Market

Figure 8. Night Market

Figure 10. Nyaung Shwe Palace

several shops and restaurant to buy local tools and

of the royal costumes date are from 1860s to 1890s.

to try local food. Every Friday night, there are some

Moreover, visitors can discover some of the collected

enterteinments for people.

photographs of the Sawbwas of Shan States.

The Night Market is held in the compound of the

Shwe Yan Pyae Monastery – this monastery is one of the

previous Sawbwas’ Royal Palace, which was destroyed

main touristic attraction of the town. Actually, Shwe

by a fire. So the King Saw Maung built the new Palace

Yan Pyae Monastery is located in Ywa Taw village

in the current location.

(also called Shwe Yan Pyae village), near the entrance
of Nyaug Shwe. According to the bell scripture, the

Myo Ma Market – the local daily market is a multi-

opening ceremony was held during the Myanmar era

cultural centre where many ethnic groups, including

1250 (1888), after the full moon of the Na Yone month.

Inthar, Shan and Pa-O, sell their typical products.
The first donor of the monastery was the Sawbwa SaO

Nyaung Shwe Palace -

(Yawnghwe Haw) the new

Ohn (1247-1259), of the 32nd dynasty of Nyaung Shwe.

palace is a large wood and brick building. It was

The length of the monastery is 55 feets and there

built around 1990 in Shan traditional architecture.

are 167 pillars that sustain the building. The outside

Nowadays, the palace is a museum, that shows royal

pillars are covered with glass mosaic to protect them

costumes and furnitures dating back to 1880s. Most

from wind, sun, and rain. The Mingalar stairs of the
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Figure 11. Shwe Yan Pyae Monastery

Figure 13. Dragon Pool

Figure 12. Myo Oo Zedi

This new pagoda (2018) is located at the entrance of
Nyaung Shwe, where there was the graveyard of the
chief monks. It was built thanks to donations of people
from all around the country. The trustee committee of
the pagoda built the pagoda by the leading of Hlaing
Kyu Sayadaw.
The pagoda was built similar to the Shwedagon
Pagoda of Yangon, the most famous pagoda in
Myanmar.

Dragon Pool – the Dragon Pool is a tin located in a
private garden in front of the Nyaung Shwe’s palace
compound. People believe that this tin is guarded by
a female dragon spirit. There is also the Nat house for
monastery have two lion statues that means “let your

the dragon next to the pool.

ego here and leave your mind in peace inside the
monastery”.

The citizens of Nyaung Shwe come here to make their
wishes to the spirit and, if their wishes are fulfilled,

The monastery has some unusual oval shape windows.

they offered something (rice, food, money…) to the

The walls and the ceiling are decorated with gold and

guardian.

glass mosaics.
When the citizens hold the novice ceremony, they

Myo Bodi Oo Zedi – this new pagoda (2018) is located

usually come to this dragon spirit house to wish the

at the entrance of Nyaung Shwe, where there was the

success of the ceremony.

graveyard of the chief monks. It was built thanks to the
donations of people from all around the country. The

Kalaw: the uphill town

trustee committee of the pagoda build the pagoda by
the leading of Hlaing Kyu Sayadaw.

Kalaw was a former British colonial town, located
on the hills west of Inle lake. It has several churches,

The pagoda was built similar to the Shwedagon

like Christ the King church, and some British style

Pagoda of Yangon, the most famous pagoda in

buildings. The colonial architecture in mock-tudor

Myanmar.

style make an interesting contrast with the traditional
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Burmese architecture villages that surround the town.

The past of these local people remains alive thanks

Moreover, in Kalaw there are some example of Asian

to their daily activities and ceremonies and thanks to

architecture too.

the stories they tell from generation to generation.

Located at 1320 meters above the sea level, Kalaw’s

Pascal Khoo Thwe, notes that “local grandparents

cool climate and lush surroundings make it a popular

were like vessels through which the tradition passed.

destination for the British during the colonial era.

(Khoo Thwe, 2002)

In Kalaw there are a lot of interesting sites that can

These legends and stories bring us back till the origin

be visited: some examples are the Christ the King

of the earth.

Church, the local market, the Hsu Taung Pye Pay (with
the myriad of stupas), the main Mosque and the Aung

For instance, the local tribe of Kayan believes that:

Chan Tha Zedi, a glittery stupa covered by gold, silver
and colored glass mosaics.

…The male and female winds were blowing through
space, but the female wind was pregnant and could not

Cultural Diversity

keep up with the male. The male wind circled her until
she gave birth to a golden egg, from which emerged

The population of Shan State consists predominantly

the goddess of creation with her children. Sitting on

of Inthar people, with minority of Shan, Pa-O, Danu,

the empty shell of the egg, the goddess watched the

Kayah, Danaw and Bamar people. Most of them

faraway stars coming into existence. They appeared

practise Buddhism religion and live in simple wooden

in the deep blue-black sky like tiny but brilliantly

or bamboo houses; most of them are self-sufficient

luminous red, white and yellow flowers, their petals

farmers.

falling to the ground in a gale, filling the firmament…
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…The goddess ordered the clouds to produce another

The women of the Kayan tribe are easily recognizable

world. They formed a sphere which turned into the

because of their neck rings. This tradition is used since

earth. She created a monkey and ordered it down to

hundreds years ago.

the earth to test whatever it was solid. The creature
descended to earth but was too cowardly to tread on

The rings are formed by a long coil made of alloy,

it. Returning to the goddess he lied and said that he

brass, silver or gold.

had tested the earth and that it was firm enough for
her children to live on. She coursed him and decreed

There are several stories and legends behind the

that monkeys would never sleep on the ground – and

reason why these women wear rings.

to this day they never do…
One of these is that they wanted to keep alive the
…The goddess than created a warbler and gave it the

memory of the Dragon Mather.

same orders. The warbler descended and hopped
on every quarter of the earth to test its strength.

Another version tells that in the “dark” days of

It returned to the goddess and reported that the

anarchy before the British, foreign tribes, including

surface was strong enough to support her children.

the Burmans, used to raid the villages and carry off

The warbler was rewarded with six-month sojourn in

women. To preserve the identity of the tribe, the Kayan

heaven every year. Tha is way we see warbler only six

women wore rings around their neck so that they

months in each site…

could be identified whenever they were reunited with
their tribe.

…After many years living on lower earth, human being
became discontented. They wanted to enter middle

Another reason is that they wanted to protect

earth. A huge boulder which they could neither move

themselves from the attack of wild animals, like tigers,

nor destroy separated middle from lower earth. The

which tended to seize the neck of their victims.

goddess piled charcoal that burned with a heavenly
intensity around the boulder, causing it to disintegrate.

Only girls born on auspicious days of the week and

Horses and elephants came to help men clear away

while the moon is waxing are entitled to wear them.

the resulting debris, and as they labored in their task,

These girls start wearing rings from the age of five and

they broke their horns. The elephants transferred their

their neck is circled only a few times. When they get

broken horns to each side of the mouths, creating

older they add other coils and they make them longer

tusks. The horses grafted theirs onto a tree, where they

when they marry.

become mangoes. Soon the horses lost their horns
forever…

Some grandmothers who wear rings, used to, and
perhaps still do, let their grandchildren touch their

…So, the human beings and animals got to middle of

rings when they were ill. People believe that rings are

earth together and in amity. But the humans, overcame

magic: they can cure illness and they can bless a

with hubris, they forget the language of the animals

journey.

who had been their helpers and killed them for food.
The human then forgot even their own common

This tradition is older than Buddhism, and then it was

languages, so they split into separate peoples and

absorbed by the religion. (Khoo Thwe, 2002)

were scattered throughout the world…

Religions
…This is how human beings lost paradise and were
condemned to be wanderers over the face of the

Most of the local people are Theravada Buddhists.

earth… (Khoo Thwe, 2002)

However, there is a minority of Muslims and Christians.
Christianity religion was introduced in the area by
missionaries.
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Eventually, Pekhon became the first and unique

The following is a local legend about the conversion of

Catholic-town in Burma. (Khoo Thwe, 2002)

the village of Pekhon to Catholicism, thanks to Padre
Carlo :

Padre Carlo was passing through the village of Pekhon, in the Inle lake area,
during his way to China.
While he was there, he found a man who was hunting. This man, who had never seen a
catholic priest with that kind of costumes before, thought he was a strange being, maybe a
wild beast or a khimakha (an ogre similar to a Tibetan yeti, a mixture of a very tall bear or
ape). He was so scared by the priest, so he captured him and hid him in his house.
Padre Carlo was chained in the pigsty for one night. He started complaining with loud
voice, and the villagers heard him. He asked for food and they gave him some rice.
Thus, people started to think he was a human being and, so, they gave him human rights,
including traditional hospitality. However, they were not completely convinced about his
species, because he had no feet (they had never seen shoes before).
The villagers started to like the priest and they ask him to stay there for the rest of his life.
Padre Carlo loved the local culture and he absorbed it and started to believe in Nats.
Anyway, it was during his stay that he converted all the village to Catholicism, expect for
the hunter who found him.
One day, the priest organized a wrestling match between him and the hunter: the one who
had won the competition, would have meant that his God was more powerful than the
other one, so the loser would have converted to the other religion.
In that time, Padre Carlo was suffering from malaria and the hunter was taller and
phisically more muscolar than him.
But thanks to the power given by his God, the priest won the competition, so the hunter
converted to Catholicism.
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Figure 14. The dice of the Gokin Game

In the former times, the Five Days Market was more
than a place where people could exchange and sell
their products, it was also a place for gambling.
… In the “Gokin” game, which means “rolling dice”
there were three big dice with three different types
of animals drawn on their faces, for example chicken,
eel and pig. The cubes were put on a vertical wooden
frame. Underneath this vertical frame, there was
another dice, illustrating the same animals of the
cubes on the vertical frame. Participant needed to roll
of one die from the vertical frame. When the dice fell,
the association of the two animals (one of the fallen
dice and the other one of the dice underneath) would
have given the result, according to specific regulations

Traditional Practices of the Inle Lake

and indicators of the game. People used to bet the
animals…

Five Days Market
The Five Days Market is a rotating market of the Inle
and Samkar area.

Another game of the Five Days Market was called the
“36 animal game”. Participants had to create 36 cards
on which they drew different animals.

It was firstly organized at the time of the Sawbwas in
order to facilitate the exchange of products between
the inhabitants of the villages around the lakes and
it was also used by the Sawbwas to exercise their
authority (e.g. to collect taxes, to give sanctions, to
give public announcements etc.).

Then, they put the card in a box. Then, they had to write
little poems, with no more than 21 words, containing
hints on the animals inside the box. The other players
had to read the poems and guess the animals.
As said before, the market takes place every day in

The Five Days Market was held for the first time when
the Sawbwas started to rule the area, probably in 1359

a different location. The following are the current
villages of the Five Days Market.

(14th century).

DAY ONE
Nyaung Shwe –
Pindaya – Hissing –
Yatsauk – Hamsi –
Ywangan

DAY TWO
Maing Thauk –
Paung Daw Oo
Pagoda – Taungni –
Pwaehla – Banyin –
Kaungbo – Pinlong

DAY THREE

DAY FOUR

Taungto – Thentaung –
Taunggyi –
Saikkaung – Naung Tayar – Ywama – Aungban –
Loikaw
Naung Kouk

DAY FIVE
Kaung Daing –
Shwe Nyaung – Inn Dein –
Kalaw – Pekhon –
Maingin
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Floating Gardens

In addition, the runoff of pesticides and fertilizers
pollutes the water and poisons fish and other aquatic

The first floating garden was built in the early 50s by

species.

U Pho Lone, from the village of Pwezarkone. He cut-off
a strip of virgin land and alluvium soil and put them

Moreover, nutrients level in the lake increases and

over a strip measuring 24 feets. He was able to grow

more invasive species, like the water hyacinth, breed

tomatoes and chilies on it successfully.

fastly: this represent a threat to native flora and fauna
of the lake.

Then, U Phoche, from the village of Linkin, made an
other experiment of floating garden, but this time it

Eventually, the level of sedimentation of the lake

was 30 feets long.

increases. (UNDP, 2015)

In 1958, tomatoes, other vegetables, chilies and

Thanaka

cucumbers were grown at Inchan Kala village, which
became the one with the majority of acres of floating

Thanaka

gardens.

obtained from ground bark, whose scent is similar

is

a

yellowish-white

cosmetic

paste

to sandalwood. It is a distinctive feature of Myanmar
Floating gardens covered an area of 485 acres in 1960,

culture and it is commonly applied to the face and

1331 acres in 1992 and 2055 acres in 2007.

sometimes to the arms of women, rarely it is also used
by men.

Today, the main agricultural output of the floating
gardens at Inle Lake are tomatoes, which are trade all

Myanmar is the only country where Thanaka is used

around Myanmar. (Ko, 2009)

as a cosmetic; in other parts of Asia, it is used for
medical reason.

To cultivate on the floating islands of Inle Lake, firstly
reeds and wild grass on the floating islands are cut

It is said that Burmese have been using Thanaka for

and cleared. If there are no floating islands, new

2000 years, but the first written evidence comes from

floating islands are cut off, brought, put in a proper

a 14th century poem (Streissguth, 2007 and Yeni, 201)

place and cultivated. When piling algaes cover the

written by the consort of King Razadarit, the monarch

soil, the floating islands are ready to be used.

who successfully reunified all three Mon-speaking

To pick tomatoes, farmers row with their boat around
the floating islands. Then, they put tomatoes on a
bamboo mat and they usually keep them under their
house. This process is called “Kyin Htar dhi” by the
local people. If the tomatoes are not ready (they are
still too green), they are heated with portable lanterns
during the night. (Ko, 2009)
By the way, the floating gardens are becoming a
problem for the Inle Lake region.
They spread rapidly, diminishing the total area of the
lake. About 93% (nearly 21 km2) of the recent loss in
open water is due to this agricultural practice.

Figure 15. Thanaka

33

regions of southern Burma. He ruled from 1384 to

A study on Thanaka bark (Hesperethusa crenulate)

1422 and fended off major assaults by the Burmese-

conducted in Bangkok, Thailand, showed it is anti-

speaking northern Kingdom of Ava (Innwa).

inflammatory, antioxidant, mild tyrosinase inhibitory
and slight antibacterial. All extracts of the original

Further evidence of the antiquity of Thanaka came

bark powder showed no detectable genotoxicity while

with the destruction of the Shwemadaw Pagoda

very low cytotoxicity. (Chanchaisaka et al., 2010)

in Pegu, an ancient city located 76 km northeast
of Yangon, because of the earthquake of 1930. A

Betel chewing

Kyauk pyin (circular slate slab) was found amongst
the ruins of the pagoda. It had been used by

According

to

researchers,

betel

chewing

habit

Princess Razadatukalya, the eldest daughter of King

came from majjima desa, which is today the Indian

Bayintnaung, who assembled the largest empire in

subcontinent.This habit was mainly established in

the history of Southeast Asia and reigned from 1551 to

Anawratha’s time. Courtiers of various levels and

1581. The valuable antique stone was later donated to

visitors at the court were occasionally favoured with

the pagoda (Yeni, 2011).

chewed betel right out of the royal mouth. It may
sound abhorrent today, but it was highly priced and

The wood of several trees may be used to produce

keenly sought in those day.

Thanaka: all of them grow abundantly in central
Myanmar. They include principally Murraya (thanaka)

In town and in the countryside, every house had

but also Limonia acidissima (theethee of wood apple)

a betel box ready for visitors. Offering betel was

and Hesperethusa crenulate.

regarded as a sign of warm welcome. Each of the basic
constituents have medicinal properties. According to

The two most popular kind of Thanaka are Shwebo

Myanmar pharmacopoeia betel leaf oil can be used as

thanaka from Sagaing Region and Shinmadaung

deworming agent. The fresh juice of betel leaf is used

thanaka from Magway Region. Thanaka trees are

as a treatment for eyes problems and as a digestive.

perennial and a tree must be at least 35 years old to

Moreover, it is a good germicide. Areca nut (generally

be mature enough for a good quality thanaka. (Köllner

called betel nut) has astringent qualities: it can stop

and Bruns, 1998)

bleeding. Cutch is good for gums, over sweating and
fresh wounds. (Phay, 2015)

Thanaka cream is made grinding the bark, wood or
roots of the thanaka tree with a small amount of water
on a circular slate slab.

Figure 16. Betel Nut
The creamy paste is applied on the face creating a
circular path on each cheek, on the nose or sometimes
making stripes with the fingers (thanaka bè gya).
Thanaka may be applied from head to toe (thanaka
gaung zoun).
Thanaka gives a cooling sensation and it is used to
protect the skin from sunburn during the day, and as an
anti-inflammatory during the night. It helps removing
acne and makes the skin smooth. Moreover, it is also
an anti-fungal, because of its active ingredients:
coumarin and marmesin.
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Cheroot

2.

Don't go under a pole or rope, where women
usually hang their longyis to dry them, you will

Cheroot is the misnomer of the ancient burmese name
for cheroot say-pot-lake. The word “cheroot” comes

lose your will power.
3.

from the French word “cheroute”, which represent the
Tamil name “shuruttu” (roll).

causes bad luck.
4.

Don't keep a broken glass or mirror at home.

5.

Don't wash your hair within a week after a funeral

The main contents that burn to give the smoking
pleasure are two: one is tobacco, the second ingredient

of someone in the neighborhood.
6.

is tobacco stem (Nicotiana tabacum), wood of streblus
asper chopped and crushed into a dust. The mixture is

7.

Don't hit two lids of pots and pans against each
other, a tiger may bite you.

8.

Superstitions

Don't feed someone with the palm upward, the
food might cause you disorder.

9.
People in Myanmar are very superstitious. Most

Don't clip your nails during the night, ghosts don't
like that.

10. Don't take kids to dark places, ghosts may possess

Fortune-tellers, numerologists and astrologers often
set up outside Buddhist temples.

Don't hit the pot with a ladle after you stir the
curry, it is like hitting your parents' head.

rolled using flat dried leaves. (Phay, 2015)

of them believe in astrology, divination and nats.

Don't leave a shoe or a slipper up-side-down, this

them.
11.

Carrying some hairs of an elephant tail will avoid
evil. (Hays, 2014)

Alchemy, astrology and horoscope casting are all
employed to read the future and direct supernatural

Among the Burmese, Thais and other people of

forces. Events are interpreted as signs and omens.

Southeast Asia, white elephants are regarded as a
symbol of power and fertility. According to Buddhist

When people visit sacred places, they wear special

lore, the Buddha’s mother, Queen Mahamaya, dreamt

clothes and bring food because they do not want to

of a white baby elephant during the conception of

offend the spirits.

Lord Buddha (Hays, 2014).

Actions keepen to ward off a supernatural spirit are

Mystical Creatures

called yadaya. These include Buddhism activities and
advices from astrologers.

As in the Greek mythology, Myanmar has a great
variety of its own mythical creatures that resembles

Rural people are really superstitious. They follow

real and imaginary animals. Many of those mythical

the advice from astrologers, palm readers and

creatures originated from Buddha’s stories.

clairvoyants to make important decisions, such as
marriage, business or naming babies.

Chinthe - Chinthe is a leogryph (similar to a lion).
According to Myanmar legends, lions are known

In order to offset bad luck, certain practices are

for their bravery and magnificence, so they are

performed such as release birds, building a footbridge

considered to be the best guardians for religious

etc. (Hays, 2014)

shrines and buildings. It is common to see statues
of lions in front of the pagodas in Myanmar (art and

Common superstitions in Myanmar include:

Archeology, n.d.). Chinthes are always depicted in

1.

Don't go under a staircase, you will lose your will

pairs. There are some great stories that explain why

power.

Chinthe guards the entrances of pagodas.
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…A princess married a lion and they gave birth to a son,

figure of a lion at the gate to protect themselves from

but, then, she abandoned the lion. The animal was

evil. As the time went by, it became customary to have

enraged and set out on a path of terror throughout the

statues of lions at the gate and mukha (mouth) of

lands. Its son, who did not know that the furious lion

temples or stupas.. (Phay, 2015).

was his father, decided to slay him. When the victorious
son came back home saying to his mother that he slew

Belu -

Belu is a giant ogre similar to an oriental

the lion, she informed him that he killed his own father.

gargoyle. There are two kinds of this ogre: Pan-Kike

To compensate his sin, the son built the statue of a lion

Belu, a malevolent ogre which has straight fangs and

and put it as the guardian of the temple… (Harbor, 2015)

eats humans and Panswé Belu, a benevolent ogre with
curved or hooked fangs which eats flowers and fruits.

…there was a group of ascetic monks doing meditation
in a cave: they did not know that the cave belonged

Belu is a common creature in the stories of the

to a fearsome tiger. Everyday, while the monks were

Buddhist scriptures: it usually represents a huge, cruel,

meditating, the tiger used to snatch one monk and

humanoid, shape-shifting and man-eating monster.

eat him. Monks began to notice that everyday their
group was smaller. One day, the monks were reciting

In othere cases, it is a good creature: one example

sermons as a prelude to their meditation. A young

is the famous Popa Medaw (also known as Queen-

robust lion passed near the entrance to the cave. The

Mother of Popa, Lady of Popa or Mei Wunna) a nat

prayers of the monks gave him peace and tranquility.

of Myanmar. She was a flower-eating ogress living

The lion was mesmerized and literally transfixed in that

on the extinct volcano located at 50 kilometers (31

position. Although the lion could not move physically,

miles) southeast of the UNESCO World Heritage Site

he saw the tiger inside the cave. It was crouching with

of Bagan (Harbor, 2015).

burning eyes and its massive tail beating its back. As
everyday, it was choosing the monk for its good lunch.
The lion decided very quickly. He sat down with his legs
bent, foreleg ramrod straight, paws flat on the ground,
with menacing claws prominently displayed. The tiger
saw the lion and it was so scared that left the cave and
it never returned. So, the lion saved the monks. From
that day, whenever the monks got together to recite
sermons, do meditation or congregate, they erect the

Figure 17. Chinthe Statues at Ta Khaung Mwe Taw

Figure 18: Belu Statue at Mandalay Hill
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Magan - a mythical sea monster resembling a crocodile

Figure 19. Magan

with a prehensile snout and vice-like jaws.
According to Hindu mythology, Magan can be
depicted as a half-terrestrial animal in the frontal part
(stag, deer, crocodile or elephant) and half-aquatic in
the hindquarters (fish, seal) or, sometimes, it has a
peacoke or a floral tail.
Also known with the name of Makara, it can take many
different forms throughout Asia.
In Hindu astrology, Makara is equivalent to the sign of
Capricorn, tenth of the twelve symbols of the Zodiac
(Harbor, 2015).

Figure 20. Pyinsa Rupa
Pyinsa Rupa – this creature is a combination of five
animals: elephant, bullock, horse, carp and toenayar
(dragon). An alternative belief is that it consists of lion,
elephant, buffalo, carp and Hintha bird (Harbor, 2015).

Manu Thiha – a fabulous mythical creature with a
man’s torso and a lion’s hindquarters, which is always
depicted in a squatting posture on its forked haunches
(Harbor, 2015).
In Sanskrit vocabulary, “manu” means human and
“thiha” means lion.
Many legends surround Manu Thiha origin. One of
the most quoted is the one with its connection to the
ancient kingdom of Suvanabhumi, now called Thaton.
According to that legend:
“King’s children were always devoured by an ogress
and her one and half thousand attendants on the day
they were born. This tragedy went on for some time.
But, one day, Buddhist missionary party of two Bikkhus
Shin-soka and Shin-ottra appeared on the scene.
That day happened to be the day in which queen was
expecting a son. The Buddhist Bikkhus created three
thousand strange creatures with human head and twin
bodies of lions. When the ogress and her attendants
saw these creatures, they run back to their base in the
sea underwater and they never returned to threaten
the new born prince again. The child became king
and he ordered the whole nation to draw the likeness

Figure 21. Manu Thiha
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Figure 22. Nagar at the Kyain Thit Sar Shin Pyay
Hintha Bird – people in Myanmar believe that this
grotesque form of a duck have golden feathers and it
can fly for great distances.
It supposedly lives in large flocks and it is an important
symbol for the Mon people: they believe their former
capital, Bago, was founded on a site where a pair of
Hintha had dwelt.
The Hintha Bird is a popular creature throughout
Myanmar, especially in Shan State.
Every year, Inle Lake’s villages hold a festival where a big
barge with the shape of a huge Hinta bird, decorated
with gold, sails around the lake (Harbor, 2015). The
figure of the bird is usually located in proximity to
monasteries and stupas, it also symbolizes the need
for Buddhists to do good actions rapidly in their lives.
This is because the Hintha bird is a fast bird: it is said
that once the bird was standing on top of a pillar and
four archers from all cardinal points tried to kill the
of these manu-tiha on palm leaves and hang around
the necks of their children to ward off the danger of
the aggressive ogress. With the passing of time the
creature found its way on the terrace of temples and
stupas” (Phay, 2015).

Nagar - mythical dragon without legs, which breathes
out flames of fire and can turn objects or creatures to
ash just by looking at them (Harbor, 2015).
There is a legend about the Nagar, called Kalanagar,
who wakes up every while when a great person
obtains enlightenment. Coiled nagar giving shade to
Lord Buddha sitting in a lotus position and meditating
is quite a common sight. Most temples and pagodas
have, on their south-west corner, a planetary post
with the figure of a Nagar on top of it. This is because
Nagar corner is under influence of Planet Saturn,
which governs wealth, property or cash (Phay, 2015).

bird; it was so fast and captured all the four arrows
with its bill.
Moreover, local people believe that Gautama Buddha
was previously an Hintha bird.

Figure 23. Hinta Bird on the Golden Barge
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Figure 24. Kein-nari and Kein-nara

Kein-nari and Kein-nara - they are a pair of very gentle

Figure 25. Pindaya Spider

marrying the prettiest princess. (Atlas Obscura, n.d.).

mythical birds with a human head and torso.
The name “Pindaya” comes from the word Pinku YaThey represent the true love (Hays, 2014). One legend

Py, which means “taken the spider”.

says “kein” in Sanskrit means “what kind?” while “nari”
and “nara” means female and male. Thus, “Kein-nari?”

The Cult of the Nats

mean “What kind of female is this?”. (Phay, 2015).
The Nats are spirits worshipped in Myanmar in

The spider of Pindaya - a large spider creature that can

conjunction with Buddhism. They are divided in 37

be seen at Pindaya caves, in proximity to Inle Lake.

Great Nats and others (i.e. spirits of trees, water, forest
etc.). Almost all of the 37 Nats were human beings who

The spider recalls a local legend: “one day seven

met violent deaths. However, there are two types of

princesses of the country, daughters to the King, went

nats in burmese Buddhist belief.

to have a bath in a lake at the foot of a big mountain.
Nats spirits are termed lower nats or auk nats and
It soon became dark and they realized it was too late

ahtet nats or higher nats. Every village has a nat sin

to return home safely. To avoid a dangerous trek,

which essentially serves as a shrine to the village

they chose to spend the night close by the cave. The

guardian nat called the ywa saung nat (Hays, 2014).

princesses did not know that a giant spider resided

The worshipping of Nats in Myanmar is a tradition

inside the cave. While they were sleeping, the big

handed down from generations to generations. Before

spider created an enormous web at the entrance of

King Anawrahta came to power in Bagan in the 11th

the cave entrapping them. The next morning, the

century, burmese used to build small shrines or spirit

princesses realized that they were going to be eaten

houses dedicated to land Nats who were displaced

by the spider and began to scream. A young and

by the construction of houses, monasteries or by

courageous prince, named Prince Kummabhaya,

planting crops. The owners or tenants of the buildings,

coming from Yawnghwe, heard their desperate cries

daily made offerings of food, incenses and flowers at

and went there to investigate. Using his bows and

the Nats shrines. The older generations believed that

arrows, the prince battled the giant spider and killed

if a person from a royal family had died violently, he/

him. He saved the princesses and was rewarded by

she would have become a Nat.
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When King Anawrahta wanted to make Theravada

applied to the Buddha in the Pali texts. Perhaps in

Buddhism the national faith, he tried to ban the Nat

reaction against to such suggested Hindu influence,

worship in Bagan. As part of his anti-Nat campaign,

the Burmese think that the term comes from Central

he ordered the destruction of all Nat shrines in the

Asia and that its similarity to the Pali word is just a

kingdom. He also forbade the practice of animal

coincidence (Rodrigue, 1992).

sacrifice at nearby Mt Popa, a mountain considered
the abode of the 36 most powerful human Nats.

Theravada Buddhism

Instead of abandoning their belief in Nat, burmese
people took their practices underground, rebuilding

Nowadatys, nearly 90% of people in Myanmar are

the guardian Nat shrines in their homes. Finally, when

Buddhist and most of them practice Theravada

the King realized that he was turning people away

Buddhism. This branch of Buddhism adheres most

from Buddhism, rather than destroying their faith in

closely to the oldest texts in the Buddhist tradition and

the Nats, the king rescinded his total ban and allowed

generally emphasizes a more rigorous observance of

Nat images and shrines. Moreover, he placed images

the monastic code than other schools of Buddhism.

of the 36 Nat from Mt Popa at the base of the sacred
pagoda of Shwezigon. To these universally recognized

Theravada Buddhism aims to be released from the

36, Anawrahta added 37th, Thagyamin, a Hindu deity

cycle of suffering, called “samsara”, and to achieve

based on Indra, who he crowned “King of the Nat”

“nirvana”.

(Myanmar Net, 2017).

advance to enlightment after rebirth they, people

To reach success in this world and to

must build positive karma and merits. Offering is done
Because of the Nats belief, people avoid eating pork

mostly during monks’ morning procession to collect

because it is thought to be offensive to the spirit world.

donations. Buddhism had been the state religion of

The main fear is not simply that spirits will wreak

Myanmar since the Kingdom of Bagan in 1044 and

havoc to the daily affairs, but rather that one spitir

was briefly reinstated as the state religion under

may enter people’s mind and body and force them to

Prime Minister U Nu in 1961 (Harvard Divinity School,

perform unconscionable acts in public.

2018). The name “Theravada” means “the doctrine of

the elders”, which refers to the senior Buddhist monks.
As in other regions of Southeast Asia inland, the spirits
take particular forms. Their invocation involves music,

Theravada beliefs

song, dance and drama performed at ceremonies and
festivals. In the villages, the local medium is called to

The Supernatural - many faiths offer supernatural

a house where someone is thought to be possessed in

solutions

order to help him/her. The family prepares a special

beings. Buddhism does not. The basis of all forms of

bamboo altar with offering of meat, rice, vegetables

Buddhism is to use meditation for awakening or for

and fruit. The medium invokes the spirit by placing a

enlightenment.

to

the

spiritual

problems

of

human

copper or brass pleat near the altar and studying it
carefully until the shadow of the spirit appears. The

Supernatural powers are not disregarded but they are

medium dances until entering gradually a state of

incidental and the Buddha warned against them as

trance. The person possessed also enters a trance,

fetters on the path.

which is viewed as a way of aiding the exorcism
(Conway, 2006).

The Buddha - Siddhartha Gautama was a man who
became Buddha, the Awakened One (almost in the

The origin of the term “Nat” is unknown. It may

same way in which Jesus became Christ). Since his

derive from the Hindu word “natha” which means

death, the only contact with Buddha is through his

“lord”, “saviour” or “protector” and it is an epithet

teachings which point to the awakened state.
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God - there is not an omnipotent creator God like in
Judaism, Islam and Christianity. Gods exist as various

5.

Refrain from intoxicating drink and drugs which
lead to carelessness

types of spiritual being, but with limited powers.

Sasana Flag
The Path to Enlightenment - each being has to make
his/her/its own way to enlightenment without the help

The Buddhist Flag, firstly hosted in 1885 in Sri Lanka, is

of gods. Buddha's teachings show the way, but making

a symbol of faith and peace.

the journey is up to people.
Some give credit to Henry Steele Olcott, a retired

Theravada life

American Army Colonel to Sri Lanka in May 1880.
Olcott embraced Buddhism revivalist movement and

Theravada
self-liberation

Buddhism
through

emphasizes
efforts.

attaining

Meditation

pioneered Buddhist education.

and

concentration are vital elements on the way to

It was accepted as the International Buddhist Flag

enlightenment. The ideal road is to dedicate oneself

by the 1952 World Buddhist Congress.The horizontal

to full-time monastic life. The followers are expected

stripes represent the races of the world living in

to "abstain from all kinds of evil, to accumulate all that

harmony and the vertical stripes represent eternal

is good and to purify their minds". Meditation is one

world peace. The colors symbolize the perfection of

of the main practices by which Theravada Buddhists

Buddhahood and the Dharma.

transforms themselves: for this reason, a monk spends
a great deal of time in meditation. When a person

The blue light, that radiated from the Buddha’s hair,

achieves liberation, he/she is called “worthy person”

symbolizes the spirit of the Universal Compassion for

(Arhat or Arahat). Despite the monastic emphasis,

all beings.

Theravada Buddhism has a substantial role and place
for lay followers. (BBC, 2002)

The yellow light, that radiated from the Buddha’s
epidermis, symbolizes the Middle Way which avoids all

Monastic life

extremes and brings balance and liberation.

Most Theravada monks live as part of monastic

The red light, that radiated from the Buddha’s flesh,

communities. Some of them join the community when

symbolizes the Blessings that the practices of the

they are seven years old, but they can join at any age

Buddha’s Teaching brings.

of their life. A novice is called “samanera” and a full
monk is called a “bikkhu”. The monastic community

The white light, that radiated from the Buddha’s bones

is called “sangha”. Monks (and nuns) undertake the

and teeth, symbolizes the Purity of the Buddha’s

training of the monastic order (the “Vinaya”) which

Teaching and the Liberation it brings.

consist of 227 rules (more for nuns). Within these rules
or precepts, there are five which are undertaken by all

The orange light, that radiated from the Buddha’s

those who are trying to adhere to a Buddhist way of

palms, heels and lips, symbolizes the unshakable

life.

Wisdom of the Buddha’s Teaching.

The Five Precepts are:

The combination of colors symbolizes the universality

1.

Refrain from harming living beings

of the Truth of the Buddha’s Teaching.

2.

Refrain from taking what is not freely given

3.

Refrain from sexual misconduct

Therefore, the overall flag represents that regardless

4.

Refrain from wrong speech: lies, idle chatters,

of race, nationality, division or color, all sentient beings

malicious gossips or harsh speeches

possess the potential of Buddhahood.
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Figure 26. Sasana Flag

A more modern and contemporary definition of the six

White –purity, emancipation, the Dharma will always

colors is:

exist regardless of time and space.

Blue –the concept of loving kindness and peace in

Orange – the essence of Buddhism which is full of

Buddhism.

wisdom, strength and dignity.

Yellow – Middle Path, that is the complete absence of

The combination of these five colors symbolizes that it

forms, emptiness.

is the one and only Truth.

Red – achievement, wisdom, virtue, fortune and dignity.
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Pa-O Ethnic Group
The Pa-O ethnic group occupies the western part of the Southern Shan
State. Most of the Pa-O communities were originally located on the hilly
locations. By living there, they have largely escaped the malaria, differently
than Shan who were historically more affected because they lived in the
valleys, beside the stagnant waters of the rice paddies (Hackett, 1953).

It is estimated that 700000 Pa-O people live in

Kingdom. Historically, Thaton was the centre of their

Southeast Asia. The large majority lives in Shan State.

settlements, history, and culture and times of pomp

The geographical centre of the group can be localized

and glory (Hackett, 1953).

on the mountains around the towns of Taunggyi and
Kalaw (Cho, 2014).

In 1057, Bagan King Anawratha, with the excuse of
procuring the sacred Buddha Tipitaka scriptures,

About 900 Pa-O live in Thailand within the Muang

attacked and captured the entire kingdom of

District of Mae Hong Son Province. The Pa-O currently

Suvunnabhumi Thaton. So, the Mon King Manuhar

living in Thailand fled from Myanmar in 1975 because

was captured and taken back to Bagan. Thaton was

of the social upheavals and human rights abuses

destroyed and most of the Pa-O migrated to the

committed by the military junta (Joshua Project, 2018).

Southern Shan state, where currently there is the
largest concentration of them.

Origin and ethnic affinities
After evacuating Thaton in the Mon state, they funded
The Pa-O people belong to the Tibetan-Burman

a new Thaton City with the sacred earth from the old

lineage and are related to the Karen people. It can be

town. They carried water from the old Thaton and

construed that they had belonged to the main ethnic

scattered it in lakes, ponds, streams and rivers to

group during centuries of migration from northern

cleanse the impurities and to avoid to borne evil spirits

reaches of Mongolian plains southward bound, in

in the new settlements. The new Thaton, also known

search of green pastures, fertile agrarian fields and

as the Shan Thaton and Thaton Galay, which means

plentiful water for settlements and habitation (Cho,

“Small Thaton” is the current village of Hsi-Saing. The

2014).

region where the Pa-O made their new settlements
has as boundaries Maukamai, Kadugyi, Loikaw in the

They are one of the ethnic groups that can be

south, Samkar region in the west and Taunggyi in the

classified as belonging to the Karen speaking people,

north, for a total area of 471 square miles (Cho, 2014).

or, more specifically, to the family of dialects known as
Pwo Karen (Hackett, 1953).

The city of Thaton was taken by the Burmese King
Anawrahta, the Mon King Manuha and all the

The Pa-O people were pushed further south to the

important people of his realm were enslaved.

Thaton district (Mon State) by the pressures of the
Shan and Burmans. There, they came in contact with

The Southern Shan State is a big territory and when

the Mons. Thaton is also renowned as the first site of

the Pa-O migrated there, it was sparsely populated. In

arrival of Buddhism in Myanmar. Around 150 kings of

most areas, the lands were occupied by the Shan, who

Mon dynasty reigned in the Suvunnabhumi Thaton

represented the ruling class. (Hackett, 1953)
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The Pa-O people avoided conflicts, taking unoccupied

than “Taungthus”. The word Pa-O phonetically sounds

hills in Southern Shan State and cultivating the most

“tonsu” in Pa-O dialect. “Tonsu” carries the meaning

undesirable lands. This ensured them some difficulties

of honesty, simplicity and straightforwardness. The

to get food but gave them the feeling of independence.

first word “Pa” means crack, fissure, and the second

Due to weather and fertility of hilly lands, the Pa-O

word “O”, means peeling. However, others believe that

tended to shift from place to place as they practiced

“Pa-O” means ancient fathers (Cho, 2014). The British

shifting cultivation with slash and burn method (Cho,

colonialists called them “Black Karen” because the

2014).

traditional clothes of Pa-O are black or dark blue.

Legendary origin

Religion and Nat belief

By tradition, the Pa-O ethnic group believe that

As most of the other ethnic groups in the area, the

they descended from a powerful mystical dragon

Pa-O follow the Buddhism traditions and believe in

breed, resulting from the cohabitation of a female

nats (spirits).

dragon (Naga) and a male supernatural being (Vijja

or Zawgyi). They believe that their native place was

A minority of Pa-O is Christian (about 1.70% of the

Thaton in the south of Myanmar. This dates to the

population).

years before the Enlightenment of Lord Buddha when
the saintly Arahats made the Myathabeik sacred hills

Nats inhabit and guard houses, villages, trees and

of their religious refuge.

forests. Pa-O, as other ethnic groups, do not make
mistakes and sins close to the nats home, as this

… A beautiful dragon princess asked to her father

makes people sick or sometime it even brings to death.

the permission to pay respect to the saintly Arahats,

The medium is the one who can confirm the sickness

residing on the Myathabeik hill. Coincidentally, a youth

of the person because of the nat. In this case, the sick

handsome male, Vijja, was living in a cave by the side

person need to apologize to the nat by offering tea

of the lake located at the feet of the hill. Eventually,

leaves, rice and candles.

Vijja and the dragon princess fell in love and were
engaged. When Vijja found out that the princess was

In Samkar region, the spirit festival is celebrated

not a human but a dragon, he rejected the dragon

during the full moon day in Ta Boung and on the Iron

princess.

Mountain (Loi Hkaw, near Samkar). The following
Monday, the event is held again in Samkar. In the

Belonging to the snake family, the princess gave birth

former time, women were not allowed to participate,

to two eggs, fertilized by the Vijja. She entrusted the

but now they can participate only in Samkar village.

two eggs to an hermit residing nearby. After some time,
a boy and a girl hatched. When they grew, they become

Diet, cooking and traditional tools

kings of the Suvunnabhumi Kingdom of Thaton. They
were the first two people of the Pa-O ethnic group…

The high carbohydrate content of the Pa-O’s diet
lowers the diseases-resisting powers on the human

Etymology of “Pa-O”

body. Rice, potatoes and yams forms the largest part
of the diet, while animal proteins and green leafy

Pa-O people believe that their name was originated

vegetables and fruit are largely neglected. This is also

since their ethnic group was formed. Shans called

because by living in the high hills of the plateau, the

them “Taungthus”, which means “the ethnicity living

availability of fish is scarce and the fishes are very

in the hilly regions of Shan State, hill men-hill farmers”.

bony.

However, Pa-O people prefer to be called “Pa-O” rather

45

Tathon a primary centre
of Theravada Buddhism

Shin Arahan was a monk of the Thaton Kingdom
who became the religious adviser
to four Pagan (Bagan) kings, from
Anawrahta to Alaungsithu.
He converted Anawrahta king to Theravada Buddhism
and oversee the subsequent reformation of school
to Buddhism religion throughout the kingdom.
The Theravada Buddhism of Shin Arahan and
early Pagan was strongly influenced by
Hinduism.

Certain items, such as tobacco, tea and chili, which

the curry and a mixed of spices is used to flavour

are locally grown, are sundried to improve their

milder soups. A typical Pa-O meal often consists of

properties. During the hot season, the items are dried

rice with spicy or sweet curry.

exposing them to the sun; during the rainy season
the food is dried on a rack upon the fire. The cooking

If special guests arrive at mid-day, Pa-O people serve

method of the Pa-O community is very simple.

to them bitter tea with cane sugar, combined with
peanuts fried in oil.

They prefer boiling food and soups, but they also
fry. Most of the frying is done with peanut oil, which

The smoking of meat is practiced very rarely. It is

they press out by a traditional process. Sometimes,

seldom that more than a few pieces are smoked for

they roast meat or fish with a small amount of oil. As

preservation. When this is done, the meat is cut into

condiment, they prefer to use turmeric powder, ginger,

strips and dried on the rack upon the fire.

chili and salt. Salt is also used by the Pa-O to avoid the
dehydration when they sweat a lot because of hard

The streams on the mountain’s areas of Pa-O are

work.

small and produce a very small amount of bony fish.
These fishese are catch in the streams, then impaled

The Pa-O like eating highly spicy food. Black pepper

upon bamboo sticks and smoked upon the fire.

and chilis are used in abundance and red chili is also

Salt is the most used item to preserve food. However,

eat alone. Turmeric is used in large quantities to flavor

the majority of Pa-O food products (rice, potatoes,
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onions, garlic, beans, peanuts…) do not require any

This grinder does a better job of husking and does

process before the storage.

not require as much energy as the mortar and pestle
combination. All other grinding is done in a small

The biggest task is the rice husking: rice can not be

mortar and pestle, made either of wood or stone.

stored so much more easily in the husk, thus, part of a
Pa-O typical day is used to husking the rice. The most

Cooking utensils are simple. They use an iron tripod

common method is to place the rice in a mortar, made

to put the pan or cooking pot on the firewood. Some

with the dugout section of a log, and to pound it with a

use three bricks or stones to make the tripod. Copper

large pestle (four feet long and with about four inches

or bronze pots are usually used to cook rice and clay

of diameter). The striking of the rice causes friction

pots to prepare the curry for meals.

between the grains, and the husks are slowly removed
from the grains.

Pa-O have a traditional stove, made with bamboo
and wood. Firstly, the wooden frame is made with a

After pounding, the mixture is placed on a sieve tray

wooden structure, then bamboo sticks and a bamboo

and then is put back to the mortar for another turn of

floor are put to create the frame. Then, soil is added

pounding and then a second winnowing.

into the frame and press until it gets hard.

As this process takes hours, an average Pa-O

Above the stove, people build a shelf: they use it to

household does four or five pounds of rice a day.

keep meat, to maintain seeds for the next year and

Another piece of equipment used in some households

to keep the dry gourds that are used as water bottles.

for husking the rice is made of a log of about 12 inches

The stove is usually located in an extension room of

diameter faces to form a crude wooden grinder. The
unhusked rice is poured into a hole in the centre of
the upper “stone” and works its way from the centre
outwards along these grooves as the upper section of
the grinder is revolved. The grain of the husks drops
around the base of the grinder and are gathered
together and winnowed in the manner mentioned
above.

Figure 27. Rice husking

Figure 28. Pa-O traditional stove
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Figure 29. Pa-O dry gourd

Figure 30. Pa-O broom

the house, traditionally with no windows. This is to

To cook peboke, firstly, clean the raw peboke seeds to

better heat the place, as Pa-O traditionally lived in

weed out the impurities and wash them thoroughly.

high areas. The Pa-O family used to gather around

Then, put the peboke seeds into a pot, put water and

the stove to sleep during the night. The absence of

place on fire to boil till the mixture become soft. Wash

windows also minimized the risk to burn the house due

the inside of a bamboo basket. Wrap the inner core

to the wind.

with green leaves called “talar” and put the boiled
peboke inside the basket. Then cover the basket with

The dry gourd is harvested and utilized as a water

cloth or green leaves (teak leaf) to keep the moisture

bottle. A hole is made on top of the gourd and the

inside. To make the peboke seeds slightly fermented,

seeds are taken away from the inside.

the basket is kept near the open fire for about three
days. When the peboke starts to smell of fermented, it

Then the gourd is kept on the shelf above the stove

is time to drain out it from the basket and eat it either

to be smoked. When filled with water, it acquires

as Peboke Salad or as cooked or flat cakes (soya bean

a refreshing taste that Pa-O people love drinking,

curds). Peboke contains proteins and both Pa-O and

especially while they are working in the fields. Another

other ethnic group like it very much.

traditional tool is the Pa-O broom, produced by using
two species of the locally called “broom tree”. Two

Soya bean curd - the fermented bean is pounded into

types of brooms are produced, usually one for the

a soft paste, combined with pulverized chilis and salt

garden and one for the houses.The main food for Pa-O

and then formed into small flat cakes, which varies in

people is sticky rice or taungyar rice (red rice). This

size from 1½ to 4 inches in diameter and are less than

special rice is grown on the hilly slopes, but also in the

a quarter of inch thick.

field, especially along streams and rivers, where there
is abundance of water. Pa-O store rice for the whole

These cakes are sundried and then they can be

year after the harvesting time, known commonly as

stored. They have a distinct aroma of partially spoiled

“wunsar sapar”. When the rice runs out, they substitute

proteins, which they are. Their taste and aroma are so

it with vegetables.

pungent that only a few of these cakes, broken up and
eaten with rice, serve as a very spicy substitute for

Peboke – on of the main dishes is fermented soya bean,

curry when other ingredients are lacking. Soya bean

called peboke. It adapts well to the weather of the hills.

curd is a shared recipe amongst some of the ethnic

According to the traditional cooking style, Pa-O use

groups of the region.

salt instead of soy sauce, and peboke instead of salty
fish (ngapi).
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Figure 31. Soya bean curd

Figure 32. Bvwe Aie Taung

Peboke salad – to prepare the peboke salad, drain out

Bvwe Aie Taung - the sticky rice is soaked in the water

the peboke, out them into a ponder and crush them

for one night and then steamed. When the rice is

with the pestle. Then, the mashed peboke is placed

cooked, it is pounded using a traditional mortar until

between two leaves of takolar or tadwetlar leaf, then it

it becomes similar to a jelly. Then, it is divided in

is pressed between two palms into a round shape. The

different portions and left to rest. Finally, sugar cane

round peboke are put on a bamboo mat and dried in

syrup is added and the dish is ready.

the sun, if there is not sun, they are dried with the heat
from the fire. Then it is ready for consumption.

Takopaung Bwa – cook the stiky rice, put into a tray
and mixed with sugar cane syrup before cooling

Den Shar Noot - one of the most popular dishes: mashed

down. Then, prepare cubes with the mixture. Shan and

rice with fish or fermented rice with fish. This dish is

Inthar people mix it with roasted peanut.

mostly known as a ceremonial dish for occasions like
traditional festivals, weddings, house warming parties,

Glutinous rice porridge - rice is boiled for a long time

novitiate ceremonies etc. Pa-O also like a snack called

(some add meat). While boiling, stir well the rice and

Hta htee lwun, made putting glutinous rice and phee

add salt. Pumpkin leaves are added tight with marrow

gyan banana into the hollow of a bamboo shoot and

leaves and gourd leaves.

boiling it.

Sweet sticky rice cake - these rice cakes are made by
Pa-O pickled rice - this traditional Pa-O dish has three

using four essential ingredients: sticky rice, sugarcane

essential ingredients: red rice, garlic and chili. The rice

slabs, sesame and coconut.

is firstly steamed and then cooled down on a bamboo
mat. Then, it is mixed with garlic and chili. The rice is

Mustard vegetable salad - firstly, boil the mustard

kept inside the bamboo scale and the dish can then

vegetables with ripe tamarind to keep from tearing

be eaten after three days.

apart in hot water. Then, it is marinated with sugar
cane syrup. Finally, it is served with pounded roasted

Pounded cucumber - another Pa-O specialty is the

sesame seeds, groundnut seeds and ground chili oil

pounded cucumber. This is made by using five main

and spring onions.

ingredients: cucumber, roasted peanuts, chili, garlic
and mint leaves. Slice the cucumber, then add all the

Dried mustard leaves for soup - the mustard leaves

other ingredients and finally pound them.

are firstly pounded and then mixed with a small
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Figure 33. Turmeric

added. While Inthar and Shan add oil to the peanut
curry, Pa-O do not.

Chili curry - another type of curry usually prepared by
the Pa-O. It is a simple dish to prepare: add turmeric
powder, tomatoes, salt and pounded chili to boiling
water. Then, it is ready to be eaten.

Pumpkin soup - a popular dish amongst the Pa-O
people. To prepare it, pumpkin cubes, turmeric powder
and tomatoes are added to the boiling water. Then,
pounded peanuts and salt are added.

Roasted rice powder - the soup with roasted rice
powder is prepared by boiling the water, adding garlic,
amount of rice. Then, the mixture is put into a pot and

tomatoes, salt, ginger and the powder. In the end of

marinate for about 5-6 days. When it becomes sour, it

cooking, dried mustard leaves are added.

is sundried.

Fried rice cakes - Pa-O also prepare two types of this
Fried dried mustard - peanuts are pounded with a little

cake. The first one is with sugar and it is locally called

bit of chili. Then, they are fried with chili. Almost at the

Mont Ni. To prepare it, the rice is firstly soaked in water

end of the cooking time, the dried mustard leaves are

for one night. The following day the rice is pounded

added.

to produce the rice powder which is then mixed with
water and cane syrup. This mixture eventually gains

Dried mustard leaves salad - the dried mustard leaves

a brown color. The mixture is fried in a pan. The other

are prepared as salad adding tomatoes, pounded

version of the cake is without sugar and it is locally

peanuts, spring onions, chili, basil, oil and salt.

called Mont Phyu.

Dried mustard leaves curry – firstly, the dried mustard

Tasihtee - Pa-O people enjoy locally distilled spirits or

leaves are soaked in water until they become soft.

fermented liquors. The most traditional one is calles

Then, pound ginger, onion and garlic and add it to the

tasihtee. It is usually made from extracted roots

leaves. The paste is fried with oil and tomatoes. In the

of Letpan, banyan, black sugar cane, pine, cloves,

end, add the mustard leaves for an extra five minutes

nutmeg and other plants. These ingredients are

cooking.

chopped in pieces. Then, they are placed in a coarse

Turmeric - in a Pa-O house, as well as for other

cloth and tied firmly with a rope. Then, it is put in a

ethnic groups, turmeric is usually planted in the

large glazed pot with a liberal amount of jaggery and

garden. People produce turmeric powder and add

water. Longer is the age, better is the nectar. Tasihtee

it to numerous dishes of the tradition. To produce it,

has a diuretic value and, when it is taken with salt, it

turmeric roots are harvested, sliced and then sundried.

helps preventing constipation. This drink is also called

When dried, the slices are pounded until they become

Pa-O beer.

fine powder.

Pa-O bitter tea - the only non-alcoholic beverage of the
Peanut gravy - traditional recipe of the Pa-O ethnic

Pa-O ethnic group. The dried tea leaves are purchased

group. It is cooked by adding turmeric powder,

at the bazaars, since there is little tea cultivation in

tomatoes, chili powder and spring onions to boiling

the Southern Shan State. It is served very often with a

water. Then, roasted pounded peanut and salt are

pinch of salt placed in the cup before the tea is poured.
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Figure 34. Pa-O bitter tea

Figure 35. Traditional Pa-O house with animals

A variation of the preparation is to place the leaves

Astrologers are usually consulted for auspicious date

to be used in a small pan and roast them for two or

for ground-breaking ceremony and foundation laying

three minutes. This gives to the tea a distinctive

ceremony.

taste, less bitter than the traditional one. Under no
circumstances is milk or sugar added to this tea, often

The north-east pillar of house is wrapped with red

palm sugar candy or brown sugar may be served with

and white cloths. A large enamelled bowl filled with

it. This tea may be considered the national beverage

bananas, green coconut with stem, Eugenia sprigs,

of the Pa-O people. In the end of every meal, this bitter

joss sticks, candles, lappets, tobacco leaves, betel

drink aids the digestion and it is also served to reduce

leaves is offered to the guardian spirit to bring good

the tiredness.

luck and good fortune to the inhabitants of the house.

Houses and settlements

Only after this ritual the building of the house can
start. A common feature of the houses, that belongs

The Pa-O huts are built mainly with bamboos with long

to the different ethnic groups, is the Buddha shrine,

stilts above the ground. The floors are made with spilt

which is always positioned beside the east wall of

bamboo poles, and walls are made of woven bamboo

the structure, looking the west. The entrance stairs

strips. Animals are kept under the open space of the

are in most cases positioned on the north side of the

huts. There are almost no windows.

house, with a number of steps, usually nine. It is also a
custom for the Pa-O, but also for other ethnic groups,

To get sunlight in the daytime sky glasses are fixed

to tie Aloe Vera in one external corner of the house, to

on the roof. The houses have extended roofs for

protect against spirits. This is usually changed every

extra space. They also make the “mao long” or raised

full moon following the blessing of the local monks. The

platforms to sundry tea leaves. However, the Pa-O

spatial distribution of the houses amongst the ethnic

houses are becoming more modern, with five rooms,

groups is similar and there is a sense of “temporal”

improved design, sanitation, large and spacious

approach to construction.

windows, to let the sunlight to enter and the air to
circulate.

The following conditions determines the settlement of
the Pa-O houses:

Astrologers are usually consulted for auspicious date

•

Soil fertility

for ground-breaking ceremony and foundation laying

•

Availability of water

ceremony.

•

Good communicative and transportation network
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Figure 36. Traditional Pa-O house

coins, rings and tiny jewels) and black or blue overcoat

(taik-pon). They usually wear a white shirt. A Pa-O bag
or a woven mini basket is slung across the shoulder.
They also wear a turban (Phusong), made with a large
towel.
The dress code of women is designed according to
the legendary female dragon appeareance. There are
five steps in the dress: the Khaung Paung (turban) or

Phusong, in Pa-O language, which resemble the crest
of the dragon, the long sleeved shirt, the lower wrapper
around the waist, the longyi and the leg strap. A black
cloth is wrapped around the leg from ankles upwards
to the knees. It appears like wearing the trousers. A
•

Facing the east

black longyi is worn from the waist down to the knees.

•

Facility to practice ancestral traditions, rituals

Then, a short hem blouse is worn over the body. In

and rites

special occasions, Pa-O women wear two hairpins.
These symbolizes the father and the mother.

Main crops

Natural Remedies

The Pa-O people commonly grow garlic, groundnuts,
potatoes, tomatoes, fermented soy beans, sugar cane,

Myanmar

indigenous

medicines

and

practices

vegetables, tobacco leaves and cotton.

are made with natural herbs, leaves, roots, tubers,
vines, barks and fruits but also with animal parts,

Traditional Costumes

like horns, bones, fat, tusks. The medicines used

There are three steps in the dress mode for males and

counterparts, such as medicine leaves, roots, tubers

five for females. Except for the head turban and the

etc. It is believed that the Pa-O traditional medicines

shirt, the colour of clothes is black or dark blue. The

gradually developed due to assimilation with Shan

advantages of the black colour are that it absorbs

and Mon ethnic groups and took cue from their well

the heat, can withstand the chill weather of the hills

proven practices.

by the Pa-O ethnic group are like the ones of their

and can cover stains and dirt. In olden times, the
clothes were hand woven and dyed with barks and

The natural medicines are found in bazaars: piece of

leaves of trees. Nowadays, they procure ready-made

barks, roots, leaves, powders etc. However, only the

clothes. The Pa-O people from the Shan hills wear the

seseyas, (village’s expert in natural medicine) with

traditional black but the other people adopt Myanmar

experience and reputation, know how to mix them

fashion and dressed like them. In festive ethnic

properly. They also add secret ingredients.

ceremonies all Pa-O wear their traditional dark dress.
Illness is always attributed to evil spirits, who are
As Pa-O believe that they descend from Vijja, the

angry with people because they did not give them a

supernatural man and from the female dragon, Naga,

proper offering. According to the Buddhist point of

they tend to dress like them.

view, when the patient has not acquired enough merit
in his previous existence to ward off the assault of evil

The traditional male dress is the black or dark blue
Shan trousers with leather belt (usually used to keep

demons, he become hill.
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Figure 37. Pillars with aloe vera

Figure 38. Pa-O man dress

“Parah sihn” is the altar where people put their first

one is the root of lime tree (species unknown); thirdly,

offering in case of sickness. This offering consists of

various leaves from different plants. These three

food and flowers on a plate, whose size should be

ingredients are boiled and the sick person need to

proportional to the size of the sick person. If the illness

inhale the steam through a sauna-style process.

persists, a large offering tray is prepared and is taken
to the monastery. This includes uncooked rice, dried

To cure skin cancer, some Pa-O families still use the

fish and money. An offering like this brought at the

pencil cactus (Euphorbia tirucalli), like in many other

Nat shrine is considered enough to overcome the evil

cultures around the globe where this plant has a high

influence of the spirits.

medical value. The Pa-O have shower with boiled
water mixed with pencil cactus.

Many natural remedies are used to produce shampoos,
soaps etc. Unfortunately, many traditional natural

To cure urinary and kidneys problems, the Pa-O

remedies are disappearing or have disappeared.

tradition suggest to boil the edible stemmed vine
plant (locally called, Tapin Deu Nya Nan) or Cissus

Sometimes, the species of the medical plants cannot

quadrangularis and to drink a quarter of cup of water

be identified because the Pa-O people want to keep

with it. This plant is also used for backache, boiled and

the intergenerational secrets of their family.

mixed with palm sugar.

To alleviate headache, a traditional Pa-O family opt

For

to use a mix of three plants: the first one is the bark of

Dryobalanops aromatica is pounded using a mortar

Eugenia flowering plant (Eugenia genus, the specific

and pestle and the gathered liquid is drunk to alleviate

species was not possible to be identified); the second

the pain.

stomachache,

the

Borneo

camphor

or
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Figure 39. Pa-O woman dress

Figure 40. Pencil cactus

As for other ethnic groups, the Pa-O use acacia

and to rest for leisure. Donation to monasteries are

powder mixed with the jelly taken from the bark of

accompanied by hilarity, music, songs and dances.

the locally called Shampoo Tree to wash their hairs.

The last day of the Thingyan, the community visit the

Before to be mixed, the bark of the shampoo tree is

local monastery, temples and pagodas and conduct a

boiled to be softened.

special ceremony.

Cultural Festivals

Lu-hpye Ceremony -

the inhabitants of Loi Hkaw

confirmed that this festival is regularly held by them.
There are twelve Pa-O festivals during the year.

Lu-hpye means pre-rainfall festival. This festival is

Almost one festival per month, the majority of which

celebrated with the religious festivals of Kason and

are religious festivals. There are similarities with

Nayone (April and May). The name of this festival refers

celebrations among the other ethnic groups. Below,

to the rocket that is commonly used by the Pa-O and

there are some of the most celebrated festivals for the

Shans. Other nationalities called it “the rocket firing

Pa-O people in the Shan state.

ceremony”, or “rocket festival”. The purpose of Luhpye is to bring ample rain to the villages during the

Thingyan or New Year Water Festival – it is a very

planting season. According to Pa-O tradition, rockets

popular festival in Myanmar, also for the other ethnic

are used to help the clouds to produce rain. The rocket

groups. Therefore, even for Pa-O this festival is held in

makers can mix up nine volumes of gunpower to one

veneration. In the Samkar lake area, this festival is held

volume of charcoal powder, depending on the strength

in Ye Bu, and the nearby pagodas and monasteries are

of the rocket. This mixture is locally called “Yan-hpyat

visited during the celebration. It is customary for Pa-O

chin”. The mixture of gunpower needs exceptional

to store food and water for the three festival days

skill and experience. It is pounded into an iron shell
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or casing. Then, a small amount of water is added

Figure 41. Pa-O Shampoo

because otherwise the gunpowder would be too much.
After, the portion is closed with sticky earth called

“yan-bok”. The length of Pa-O rockets ranges from
three feet to eight feet. Then, a hole is bored from the
bottom to the top with an iron rod. It is called “khaye

may” in Pa-O dialect. To make a wick, the gunpowder
is placed into the locally made Shan paper and is
rolled to resemble a rope. The firing wick is inserted
only when the rocket is ready to be launched just
after praying the Sayadaw or chief monk and after
asking permission and blessing to the monks. Before
launching, the elders of the village usually make three
round circle around the monastery.

Thom Sarga - a popular religious festival that, in this

waning day of Myanmar lunar month, where people

area, is held in Loi Hkaw. In some regions, it is known as

offer food to the grandpas, grandmas and to the

“Thom Sarga alms offering ceremony”. It is commonly

respectable elders of the village who observe Sabbath

held during the three months of Buddhist lent, which

of higher disciplined precepts by taking refuge in the

begins from 1st waning moon day of Waso (July) and

monastery. It is during the three-month of Buddhist

ends on the full moon day of Thadingyut (October).

Lent that the special lecturers of Buddhism teaching,

Specifically, the ceremony is held every 1st waxing and

known as “Maw”, are invited to talk about the stories
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of Lord Buddha. This practice is still mantained today.

conditions and harvest. Forms of consultations may

New Crop Eating Festival - the Myanmar lunar month

include calculating with chicken bones, calculating

of Nattaw (December) announces the new harvest

by scratching sticks or calculating with alive frogs.

season. This special festival is held in places where

Unfortunately, some of these traditional practices are

farming is the main activity, like in Loi Hkaw village.

disappearing.

They

also

celebrate

the

Hkawpoke

pounding

ceremony where the new crop of glutinous rice is

Frog prediction – it is made by looking at the spots

steamed and pounded to make sticky food delicacies.

on the frog’s legs. This prediction is usually used to

It is during the auspicious month of Nattaw that the

forecast the weather: if the black spots are on the

new crops donation is offered to the venerable monks

middle leg, the rain will come; if the black spots are

of the Buddhist order of the Sanghas.

on the top-leg, it is still the beginning of the raining
season; finally, if the black spots are on the lower leg,

Sangha Pariwut – Pa-O also celebrate this special

it will not rain.

ceremony, unique to the Pa-O ethnic group, during
which they build temporary monasteries for the

Chicken astrology – it is rarely practiced. The chicken is

Sanghas to observe this Sangha discipline.

kept for one week at home in order to be well fed. Then
it is killed. A bone is taken and with a bamboo stick the

Khayai - during the full moon night of the lunar month

fat of the chicken bone is pressed out of its bony holes.

of Tabotwe (February), which is the coldest month,

Based on the number of holes and following specific

the Pa-O celebrate it by lighting a huge lamp called

indicators predictions are made.

Chone and pay respect to Lord Buddha and disciples.
They also search and cut trees in the forest to make

There is another kind of chicken-based prediction,

fuel wood and donate them to the respective village

which is only practiced in few villages. This kind

and ward monasteries. This ceremony is also called

of astrology is generally consulted when certain

“Bonfire Ceremony”, mainly intended to give warmth

properties are lost. The astrologer generally checked

to Lord Buddha when he was alive and now to the relics

the exact locations of the loss and stuck the chicken

of Lord Buddha in commemoration of the traditional

bone on the exact location. Then, the astrologer

rite.

carefully observes the nature of the chicken bone and
gives relevant predictions. This traditional astrology

Pa-O National Day - also called Den See Lar Bway, it is

has been descended from the ancestors to the present

celebrated during the full moon day of the Tabaung

generations.

month (February – March). It is due to remember the
ancestors and leaders, such as King Suriya Janthar,

Bam astrology - it is also practiced in some villages.

whose birthday is celebrated on the National Day.

This traditional astrology is calculated not by

Pa-O usually organize a parade with traditional

mathematical computations but by observing the tips

musics and dances to celebrate.

of the stick used by the traditional Pa-O astrologers.
Such ethnic traditional astrology is called “bam” in

Astrogical beliefs

local dialect. There are bam astrologers almost in
every Pa-O village and they are known as Htwar Bam.

The Pa-O have the habit of consulting the astrologers,

The elder Pa-O believe that the Bam astrological

palmists and occultists to predict their future. These

calculation derive from lions and tigers.

kind of consultations are also made when properties,
lost.

The lions and the tigers, the kings of the jungles,

Astrologers’ consultations also extend to disputes and

were very careful during their forays of hunting their

conflicts arising out of land and properties, on climate

preys. Therefore, it is said that they consulted the bam

materials,

animals

(cows,

oxen,

etc.)

are
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astrology before the hunt to ensure their safety and

Pa-O prefer religious writings rather than astrology,

success. Thus, Pa-O people believe that bam astrology

astronomy, economy, trade, commerce, education

descended from the kings of the wild forest.

and social affairs. The Pa-O literature was written by
educated monks, writers and scholars.

Another kind of prediction is made with bamboo sticks.
The astrologers measure the fingers of the consultant

In southern Shan State, the Buddhist Tipitakak

from the middle finger to the tip of the elbow. Then,

scriptures documented in Myanmar language were

depending upon the length of the bamboo strip the

translated into Pa-O language.

astrologer makes relevant predictions.
In the olden days, Pa-O literature was written on dried
Other astrologers, such as the ones in the village of

palm leaves with iron stylus; this is the reason why in

Ye Bu use 36 bamboo sticks: they mix them and ask

proximity of pagodas and stupas it is usual to see a

the consulted person to choose one stick; then, the

palm tree. More recently, Pa-O literature has been

astrologers mix the remaining 35 sticks and divide

written on traditional Shan paper.

them in three bunches. The consulted person need
to choose one buch, and the first chosen stick is add

Proverbs, riddles and anecdotes

to it; in the end, the astrologers use this last bunch to
make prediction, following traditional methods and

Proverbs in Pa-O language are called “ngong toi”,

indicators.

which means “allegory”. Pa-O proverbs derived from
their way of living, eating habits, way of thinking

Superstitions

and from their philosophy. Some of the proverbs
derived from their traditional legends, chronology

•
•

When a tree falls across the street, it means

of Bodhisattva (steps needed to achieve Nirvana),

hindrance or obstruction.

admonitions and verses.

When travelers find a snake or a pregnant woman
at birth, it brings good luck to him/her.

•

•

breaks when a rock fall on it too.

If mushroom curry is offered to a guest, he/she
will not come back again. The host can offer curry

•

•

•
•
•

•

If you aim to hit a rat, you hit a bird; if you want a
buffalo, what you get is a cow.

If a person accidentally bites his/her tongue
while he/she is eating of sleeping, it means that

If you want to buy a land, buy it immediately, if you
want to marry a girl, think slowly and carefully.

to the guests who bring their own curry and ask
money to cook it for them.

An egg breaks when it falls on a rock, the egg

•

Before entering the water, measure the depth with

someone is gossiping about him/she somewhere

a stick; the cow can endure heat, the buffalo can

else in that same moment.

endure cold, a lazy man can endure rebuke.

When a person trips over a rock while travelling, it

•

Pa-O people, as the other ethnic groups, used to

means that there is a danger.

compose riddles to entertain the audience. The

When the right eyebrow shakes, it brings good

riddles are also used by children and by the elders

luck.

who use them to test the intelligence of young

When the upper eye lid shakes, it brings good luck.

children.
•

Language and Literature

and the needles as leaves. What is it? (Pine tree)
•

The Pa-O have developed their own written language
and literature. In general, the alphabet of Pa-O
literature is similar to the ancient burmese one, but

Take the wood as trunk, the fish-scales as bark
Two children in a running competition. What is it?
(A pair of leg)

•

A dead man carrying a live man. What is it? (A
bamboo prop holding vines)
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Figure 42. Shan Ohsi long drum

In the past, in some villages, bachelors used to make
riddles during courtship rounds to eligible girls.

Music, instruments and dances
The Pa-O culture, traditions and social trends have
their origin in Buddhism. The themes of Pa-O songs
and dances are mostly centered in their religious
teaching, stories and admonitions. Among the
traditional Pa-O musical instruments, there are four
kinds of gong instruments:
•

Maung my, the large gong

•

Maung laung, the gong strings instrumentation

•

Htone-may-swar, the long drum and gong
instrumentation

•

Htone htoing my, the large gong instrument

In a traditional Pa-O orchestra (maung myu gong

orchestra), there are the following instruments:
•

Gongs (7)

•

Large cymbals (1 Pair)

•

Double ended drums (1)

•

Timing instrument (Sie) (1 pair)

The

musical

instruments

also

include

wind

instruments, but they are infrequently used. This
include the ta-kwar-war, a wind instrument made

The Shan long drum is very popular in the Inle region.

of bamboo, and the ta-kwar-pasi made of iron and

When the sound of Shan Ohsi (long drum) is heard,

brass. These wind instruments are mostly played by

people instantly recognized that somewhere in the

youth males during the harvest in the fields and by

region nearby, donation ceremonies or ethnic funfairs

women during the plantations.

are taking place. The main surface of the long drum
measures 1 foot of diameter and the length is five to

There is also a string instrument called tayaw (similar

six feet.

to a violin) and banjo, which are slightly similar to the
Myanmar instruments, but the way in which they play

The Pa-O dances demonstrate their national identity,

them is different.

intimacy and harmony. The dances are active, lively
and they distinctly portray the actual scenes of Pa-O

However, Pa-O prefer to play percussion instruments

environment. Among the traditional dances of the

like cymbals, bamboo clappers, gongs and drums

Pa-O, more emphasis is given to group dances rather

rather than wind and string instuments.

thann on individual performances.
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Shan Ethnic Group
Shan people represent the largest ethnic group in Myanmar. They reside
mostly in Shan State, located east of the Irrawaddy and Sitting valleys,
south of Bhamo district and north of Kayah State.

The Shan have traditionally settled in valleys and river

Yunnan in the seventh century. This kingdom gradually

basins rather than in the mountains.

declined and ended with its conquest by Kublai Khan
in 1253.

The Shan have a population of 4593000 people.
The movement south that had begun more than
They main religion is Buddhism (99.10%) and there is a

a thousand years earlier led to the setting up of

minority od Christians (0.90%).

Thai kingdoms, principalities, and cities all over
Southeast Asia. A western group, later referred as

China to Burma’s Shan Emperors

the Shans, descended from Southern China along
the Salween River into the vast high plateau of

The origin of the Shan people is still a question of

northeastern present-day Burma. They settled in the

academic controversy, but, according to the most

valleys between the ridges on both sides of the river

reliable and scientifically documented theories, the

and established an abundance of principalities that

cradle of the ethnic group can be found in Yunnan and

varied in size and importance. Politically, the Shans

Sichuan in southern China where Chinese historians

were never effectively united, but for a short while,

mention a Thai tribe (Thai as they were collectively

after the fall of the Burma Pagan dynasty in 1287, the

called) called “Great Mung”, which inhabited the

Shans overran most of upper Burma and established

western part of Sichuan around 2000 B.C.

rules over the other ethnic groups (Inge, 1994).

The Thai historian Luang Vichitra states that the

Despite the increasing pressures from the Burman

Thais migrated towards Southeast Asian in 69 B.C. to

Kingdom in the central plains, as well as the Burman

escape harassment by the northern Chinese. The last

military presence in some of the Shan principalities,

unified Thai state in southern China was the Kingdom

the Shan chiefs or Sawbwas managed to retain a

of Nanchao, which covered large areas of southern

large degree of sovereignty. (Waddington, 2010).
The first founder of the Shan Emperor it is believed

Figure 43. Distribution of Shan ethnic group

to have been King Binaka. King Binaka was of the
generation of Ta Kaung (the first emperor of Myanmar).
According to the history, in the time of Binaka Yazar

(elder brother of King Binaka), the Ta Kaung emperor
was attacked by the Chinese, so Binaka Yazar and his
people abandoned the emperor. They moved to the
west bank of the Irrawaddy and governed the region
called Ma Lae.
When Binaka Yazar passed away, the people split in
two groups. One of the groups was governed by the
younger brother of Binaka Yazar, called King Binaka.
King Binaka moved to the upper part of Myanmar
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following the way of the Shae U River (towards the

a golden crab and became one of the guardian spirits

beginning of the Irrawaddy). The king settled in

of Keng Tung (Conway, 2006).

the region of Mai Maw. And then the King Binaka
founded Shan Koe Kayiet (Nine Cities of Shan People).

The Shan chronicles also recount stories of heavenly

According to this account the Shan Emperor started

beings descending to earth from the Buddhist

from Mai Maw in the Northern part of Shan State

Tavatimsa Heaven.

(Tukamida, 2008).
The Shan people regarded their coming as auspicious
The Shan-controlled areas were on the fringes of

and asked them to stay on earth. The heavenly beings

the Chinese, Burmese empires and separated from

agreed and they were taken into golden chariots to

the main population centers by rugged mountains

palaces where they donned supernatural clothing

and rainforests. The Shan were once united, but their

and conducted state affairs while seating on gem-

empire split into small kingdoms in the 16th century

studded thrones.

ruled by hereditary Saophas or Sawbwas. they usually
fought among themselves and only offered minimal

The heaven-sent rulers and their descendants

tribute to the Burmese kings.

organized the construction of towns and villages,
established boundaries between principalities and

Legendary Origin

appointed honorable men as ministers and officials.
(Conway, 2006).

The history of the Shan people is a blend of facts and
fantasies passed down by oral history and recorded

Although the chronicles refer to a long history of

by the monks in the form of manuscripts (parabaik),

settlements, the Shan were not the first people to

written on palm leaves or on mulberry papers. Usually

occupy the land and, in many cases, they displaced

referred as “chronicles”, they were copied generation

existing inhabitants, like the Wa who were driven to

after generation by monk scribes. Like other in

the outer reaches of the upland valleys and into the

Southeast Asia, the princes of the Shan States, called

hills. When they established their power centres, the

Sawbwas, made gran claims about their ancestry.

Thai princes negotiated with the Wa and with the

The chronicles were stored in Buddhist temples

influential hill-occupying people, like the Karen and

libraries and palace archives. According to Keng Tung

Kachin, who had ancient claims on the highlands

chronicle:

(Conway, 2006).

…the first ruler was a cowherd who gained a kingdom

Some people say that the king of Kaw Than Pi, old

with the help of a flock of crows. They transported

Shan city near Nyaung Shwe, over 1000 years ago,

him through the air in a basket and set him down in

wanted to help his three sons in funding three new

a palace. There, he wore a set of royal robes and was

Shan cities.

crowned as king at sunrise. The manner of his arrival
caused suspicion among people and astrologers were

He gave a present to each of his three sons. To the

summoned to decide about his fate. They pronounced

first one, he gave a crane bird, to the second he gave

that no harms would have came to the State if the

a drum and to the last he gave a long sword.

cowherd had remained as king.

When they were travelling to new lands, the three sons
used the three gifts of their father and they achieved

As time passed by, the king forgot his debt with the

success establishing three new towns. When the first

crows: they were so angry and plotted against him.

son released his bird, it flew away and disappeared,

They tempted the king with tales of great riches in

so he found Crane City (now called Moe Nein) in that

other kingdoms and they offered to bring him there.

location. The one with the drum played the instrument

While driving, the king was abandoned by the vengeful

and he called his city the Drum City (now called Moe

crows. Alone and powerless, the king took the form of

Kaung). The one with the sword found Sword City (now
called Moe Mate (BC-992) (Hays, 2013).
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Trade

At the time in which British took over Burma, there
were 18 Shan major states or principalities ruled by

Shan States were a major hub for trade with a

Sawbwas and 25 smaller states ruled by officials.

wide range of goods from China, Burma and India,

Princes or Sawbwas were paying tribute to the

supported to the major cities and largest settlements.

different neighbours. When the British firstly came

In the 19th century, European imports were added

to power, they used the tribute system as a way of

to the list. The Shan traded their goods with Burma,

defining Shan groups. They called the Shan who

China and with their inland neighbours in Lan Na and

paid tribute to China “Chinese Shan”, these who paid

Laos. Because Shan States were landlocked, goods

tribute to Burma “Burmese Shan” and identified Lan

were carried overland and on navigable rivers. Ponies,

Na (north Thailand) as “Siamese Shan” because they

mules and oxen were the chief pack animals and

paid tribute to Siam.

elephants were used to carry heavy loads although
they was the slowest form of transportation. They

Paying tribute to Burma often involved being absent

could not be used on the higher mountain passes

from home for an extended period and made the

because suitable forage was not available there.

Shan princes vulnerable to coup d’état, often carried

Trade routes were hazardous and caravans were

out by rival factions in their own families. In contrast,

vulnerable to plunder by gangs, often described as

the Shan princes who paid tribute to China did not

Dacoits. Merchants relied heavily on local informants

go to the Forbidden City (Peking) but only went as far

in assessing the risk (Conway, 2006) (Encyclopedia of

as Yunnan where the governor accepted the gifts on

World Culture, 2018).

behalf of the Emperor. (Conway, 2006).

Later Shan History

The British allowed these principalities to retain their
traditional leaders, a privilege they kept during the

The political status of Shan people underwent drastic

first decade after independence. On April 24th, 1959,

changes in the 19th century. In that time, Southeast

all 34 Sawbwas formally gave up their positions at a

Asia became an arena of competition between the

grand ceremony in Taunggyi. (Tun Oo, 2014).

two-main colonial power: the French ad the British.
While Burma was being conquered by the British, the

The Shan States became the Shan State.

French extended their sphere of influence over the
current Laos in the east.

Tribute ceremonies (Kadaw)

To avoid the possible emergence of an uncontrollable

Tribute ceremonies (called Kadaw) were occasions

buffer zone between the two colonial powers of the

where the princes were summoned to the court of

time, the British extended their area of conquest in

Burma to pay respect to the king. The king appeared

Burma to include the Shan States. (Inge, 1996).

in heavy gold robes encrusted with jewels, and the
princes added to the spectacle in their court dress

Another reason why the British decided to preempt

woven and embroidered with gold, silver and semi-

the French and keep them on the other side of the

precious stones. They and their consorts seated

Mekong, was that the trans-Burman trade route to

according to the strict rules of precedence with minor

China passed through the northeastern border of

princes and chiefs placed behind them. The king

the Shan territory. The present-day boundaries of

presented tributary exchange gifts that were graded

northeastern Burma are, in other words, a direct

according to sumptuary law administered by the

outcome of 19th century rivalry between the French

Burmese court chamberlain (akyok-won). Sumptuary

and the British and the struggle for control over the

laws established the type of fabrics, the style of dress,

lucrative China trade.

the value of regalia and the jewellery allocated to
the princes, to their senior consorts and to the court
officials. (Conway, 2006)
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The Princes – Saophas or Sawbwas

as “Heavenly Lord”, “Lord of the Sky” or “Lord of the

Sunset”. If he was particularly powerful, he had the
Many Shan princes can trace back their ancestry

Pali title of raja or maharaja. A prince who ruled over

before the 12th century, although local myths and

a small principality was often called saohpa-awn

legends give links them to the heavenly beings of the

(little saohpa). A senior prince had the power of life

Buddhist Tavatimsa Heaven. According to Buddhism

and death over his subjects and his authority was

cosmology, a prince was a bodhisattva (a being on

rarely challenged, expect by occasional appeals for

the way to Enlightment), who resided in a royal palace

clemency from senior monks.

built as a symbol of a celestial mountain. He should
have had a tiered and canopied throne and a tiered

The consort of a prince was called chao or mahadevi,

crown, symbols of cosmological and protective forces.

translated “Great Queen”.

Only powerful Shan princes reached such elevation
and many dwelt in humble circumstances with modest

As the princes practiced polygamy, the line of

regalia to represent their status. Nevertheless, when

succession was often disputed. The eldest son

visitors entered any palace compound, they were

born to the senior prince and his chief consort was

expected to respect established rules of obeisance

considered the first in line, but the son of a junior wife

by dismounting from their horses and elephants

might challenge him if the eldest son was considered

and closing their umbrellas. When hosts entered the

unworthy or incapable of governing.

palace itself, they had to remove their shoes.
Although the princes had special status in Shan
Shan social organization was feudal. A senior Shan

society, the tenets of the Yuan sect of Theravada

prince was addressed as chao fa or saophas (Sawbwa

Buddhism viewed the destiny of a ruler as dependent

in Burmese), titles that can be translated into English

on religious merits and not on divine incarnation. Shan

Figure 44. A Kalaw landscape
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royal family were not extent from the Buddhist cycle of

Even if the position of Shan language is not quite

death and rebirth and, in order to be reborn as senior

extensive today as it was once, the numerous Shan

member of the society, they had to earn merit. The

loanwords in smaller languages, such as Palaung

concept of merit involved reaching a virtuous state of

and Pa-O, show the historical dominance of Shan.

mind in life and gaining spiritual grace for the next life.

Speaking generally, social relations between speakers
of various languages and the position of given groups

A prince spent at least one Buddhist Lent in a

in a hierarchy (that is, which language and associated

monastery as a novice monk and built monuments

culture have greater prestige and power) have a

and monasteries and installed gilded umbrellas (hti)

direct influence on the outcomes of language contact.

on stupas.

In the Palaung and Pa-O languages, even numerous
words, used for everyday objects and activities, come

Etymology of "Shan"

from Shan (Jenny, 2016).

In their own language the Shan call themselves Thai

Shan agriculture

and refer to the Shan State as “Muong Thai” (land of

the Thai). The Burmese and the British, used the term

The Shan grow rice in the lowlands and in some

Shan to define all the Thai people living in the Shan

highland areas. They also practice slash-and-burn

States and further categorized them according to

agriculture in the highlands.

tributary systems. Adding to the confusion, the French
and the American often used the term “Lao”. The

The Dai-Shan from China were one of the earliest

term Shan may have come from Siam, derived from

people who produced rice in Yunnan in the 7th century.

Sanskrit (Pali) word of Syama, which means “golden”

They used elephants as plow animals. In Thailand,

or “dark” colour. (Conway, 2006).

agriculture is getting more and more mechanized,
but in Myanmar water buffalo and hands work is still

Shan Language

widespread (Tukamida, 2008).

Shan people have their own language. This language

The lives of the Shan are ruled by the rhythm of

includes a lot of Burmese and Buddhist alphabet.

the agricultural seasons. The harvest is the most

Every Shan person speaks the same language with

important time of the year. Transplanting rice is

different accents depending on the territory of origin.

usually held in May or June. In summer, the dikes are
repaired and the water flow into paddies is regulated.

The Shan language belongs to the southwestern group

The harvest is usually held in November or December.

of the Thai language family of Southeast Asia. Like the

The Shan grow crops to eat and to sell. What they

other Thai languages, Shan is largely monosyllabic

grow largely depends on the local ecology and to the

in word forms and makes use of tones to distinguish

nearness to towns. In the highlands they traditionally

words (Tun Oo, 2014). Although they are closely

grow cabbage, sweet potatoes and dry land rice to

related to Thai (Siamese) and Lao (Laotian), Shan

eat. Other crops produced by the Shan and grown

differs from them in being more strictly monosyllabic

mainly by lowlanders, include soybeans, peanuts, chili

and in borrowing many words from Burmese. Shan

peppers, pumpkins, garlic, bananas, onions and betel.

is written in an alphabet derived from the Burmese

In some areas, the Shan cultivate cotton. According

writing system. This alphabet, with its lack of both

to an ancient legend, eight guardian spirits taught

vowel and tone markers, was inadequate and difficult

women how to cultivate cotton and how to spin and

to read even for a Shan speaker until these defects

weave cloth with it.

were corrected by a series of orthographic reforms
culminating in 1955 (Tun Oo, 2014).
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Diet and cooking practices

Wet Tha Chin – preserved minced pork in rice.

In the Shan food tradition, steamed rice and

Hmyit Wet Tha Chin – pork with sour bamboo shoots.

vegetable curry are very common. They also eat beef,

Steam fish curry –fish, onion, garlic and tomato. Firstly,

pork, chicken, duck and some other meat. Soybean

onion, garlic, ginger and tomato are fried. Then, the

and mustard are the most popular vegetables. They

fish is added and steamed with water for few minutes.

produce sour tofu with garden pea (sweet pea),
soybean, peanuts and chickpeas. Moreover, Shan

Saygarhin – traditional bitter soup with garlic, soya

make a variety of soups with bamboo shoots and

beans, tomatoes, bitter gourds, rice powder and fish.

mustard with beef and pork. Homemade snacks are

Firstly, water is boiled, then, rice powder is added.

also very common, like Khaw Pote, pounded sesame,

Then, fish and all the other ingredients are added.

Mote Pat Htok, Mote Lone Yae Paw, Mote Lat Saung,
Darr Lee Mote, Khouk Lai Mote, Mote Ti, noodles and

Mong Paung – sticky rice powder, palm sugar in liquid

Mote Kwin. Sweetmeat pineapple and damsons with

and water. Firstly, the palm sugar is mixed with the

sugar are also commonly prepared.

sticky rice powder and, then, the mixture is wrapped
in a cloth and steamed for some time.

Htamin Jin - a rice, tomato and potato or fish salad
kneaded into round balls dressed and garnished with

Mong Ti – coriander, spring onion, steamed rice powder

crisp fried onion in oil, tamarind sauce, coriander and

and bean powder. A salad is prepared by using all the

spring onions. It is often flavoured with garlic, Chinese

ingredients, adding oil and salt.

chives or roots of Ju Myit, fried whole dried chili, grilled
dried fermented bean cakes (Peboke) and fried dried

Hin Hote – sticky rice powder, spring onions, banana

tofu.

bud. Firstly, the sticky rice powder is mixed with the
spring onions and the banana bud. Then, the mixture

Lahpet Thohk – a salad of pickled tea leaves with fried

is wrapped in a banana leave and steamed.

peas, peanuts, toasted sesame, fresh garlic, tomato,
green chili, crushed dried shrimps, preserved ginger

Shan Yar Gu (Htamanae) – palm sugar, sticky rice,

and dressed with peanut oil, fish sauce and lime.

sesame and coconut. Firstly, the sticky rice is cooked
and then palm sugar is added with sesame and

Meeshay – rice noodles with pork and/or chicken, bean

coconut.

sprouts, rice flour gel, rice flour fritters, dressed with
soy sauce, salted soybean, rice vinegar, fried peanut

Peanut curry – onion, garlic, oil, salt, tomato and

oil, chili oil and garnished with crisp fried onions,

peanut powder. Firstly, onions, garlic and tomatoes

crushed garlic, coriander, and pickled daikon/mustard

are fried, then, peanut powder is added.

greens.

Soya bean seeds curry – firstly, the seeds are boiled and
Shan tofu – a type of tofu made from chickpeas flour

then kept in a basket for 2-3 days. Soya curd seeds,

or yellow split pea eaten as fritters (tohpu jaw) or in a

leeks, salt and oil are added to the salad. The curry

salad (tohpu thohk), also served hot (tohu byawk aka

is then prepared using onions, garlic, chili, ginger and

tohu nway) and as fried dried tofu (tohu jauk kyaw).

tomatoes.

Shan Khouk Swè – Shan rice noodles with chicken or

Shan fish - tomato rice snack - Shan rice, freshwater fish

minced pork, onions, garlic, tomatoes, chili, crushed

(Ophiocephalus striatus), preferably fished in the Inle

roasted peanuts, young vine or mangetout, served

Lake, some tomatoes, onions, garlic, tamarind pulp,

with tohu jaw or tohu nway and picked mustard

coriander leaves, dried red chili, dried soybean cakes,

greens (monnyichin).

salt and oil.
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House and settlements

cloth (gaung-baung). Shan men usually wear baggy
trousers made of indigo-dyed homespun fabric,

The Shan live in villages ranging from 10 to more than

usually of orange color. These trousers are called Koon

500 households.

and they have a huge waist-band which is gathered
and knotted in front. In the past, during the rainy

The villages were usually established along rivers or

season, Shan wore coats made of palm leaves, and,

streams and often built around a huge banyan tree

in the summer, they covered their turban with large

and a Buddhist temple or pagoda.

floppy straw hats to protect them from the sun.

The Shan often live in large stilted bamboo houses

It was said that the way in which a man wears his

built above the damp ground in tropical rain forest

turban reflects his personality.

regions. Chickens and pigs are kept below the house
and a garden often surrounds the building.

Personal belongings are usually carried on a locally
made shoulder bag. These bags, usually made of

A typical house is 10-by-10 meters and two to three

cotton with a waterproof inside, were a popular gift to

meters above the ground and has wooden and bamboo

missionaries.

supports, walls and floors made of woven bamboo and
a steep-pitched thatched roof, supported by bamboo

Many Shan men wore precious stones, such as rubies,

rafters.

mercury, iron etc. to protect from bullets and swords.
Moreover, Shan man wear amulets around the neck

The house is usually divided into an inner bedroom

on a chain or small pouch. Some are engraved with

and outer living room with a fireplace that serves

a monkey, fish, crab or a peacock, the animals whose

as a kitchen. Those that can afford it, have planked

form had assumed from Buddha in his previous lives

floors and tile roofs. The traditional Shan house have
been influenced by Burmese and Chinese culture. In
the house there are two kind of living rooms. The inner
living room is for invited guests and the outer one is
for unexpected guests.
As for other ethnic groups of Myanmar, like PaO, modern houses are step by step replacing the
traditional ones.

Traditional dress
According to Shan chronicles, when royal ancestors
came down from the Tavatima Heaven to rule the
earth, they were decked with shining robes and they
carried gem-studded regalia. Dress at the Shan courts
reflected this mythology and, in the 19th century, the
princes presided the Audience Halls seated on gilded
thrones and wearing fabrics embraided with gold,
gemstones and silver. This tradition continued until
the Shan rules were deposited in 1960. (Conway, 2206).
In the 19th century, Shan men were distinguished by
their long hairs that were twisted into a knot at the
side of the head. It was usually wrapped with a turban

Figure 45. Shan woman dress
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before taking the appearance of a man. (Conway,

trimmings available in Shan States. The choice of

2006). The animals represent intelligence and wisdom:

yarn, the type of weaving patterns, the colors, the style

to wearing their representation endowed a person

and trimming methods helped to define 19th century

with their attributes.

dress as belonging to an ethnic group. Although
there was a great deal of adaptation and change:

Some charms are incised with mystical numbers and

“traditional” dress was used as a way of displaying

symbols. They are hung on cord and worn around the

ethnic allegiances and political solidarity.

waist, the upper arm or around the neck. The spirit
doctor who created them put them through a special

In the late 19th century, the people of inland southeast

test, and, if they passed the test, they also provide

Asia were under pressure from Britain, China, Siam

protection for bullets and swords (Conway, 2006).

and France, who were extending their authority in
the region. In this atmosphere dresses became a

Shan women usually wear longyis, made of cotton or

potent symbol of cultural characteristics, that bound

fancy embroidered silk, sewn in a tube and wrapped

individual ethnic populations (Conway, 2006).

tightly on the waist. There are traditional jackets
and blouses to wear with the longyis, but younger

Traditional medicine and remedies

people wear them with T-shirts and denim jackets
for a comfortable mix of old and new. Large conical

The following are some of the Shan traditional

bamboo or straw hats called kup provide shade for

remedies for curing health problems:

Shan women working in the fields or walking in hot
sunlight.

•

When people have flu, they spread coconut oil on
their head.

However, Shan traditional dressing in the valley

•

When people have cough, they eat mustard leaf

and on hills of Shan State, vary to suit all manner of

with salt or they drink water from boiling betel

circumstances. For instance, many hill dwellers wear

leaves, palm leaves and ginger. Therefore, they

distinctive knees-length skirts, cloth leggings and

mix smoked powder, turmeric and salt with water

rattan leg rings, an ideal suit to climb steep hills and

and drink it.

to protect the legs from thorny plants, insects, and

•

To relieve constipation, Shan people use dried
gooseberry, which are also used with pounded

leeches (Conway, 2006).

tamarind leaves to stop bleeding.
Migration is an important theme running through

•

When people have toothache, they use honey.

the history of dress in Southeast Asia. Epidemics of
smallpox and tropical fever could decimate the whole

Cultural festivals and ceremonies

community and during wartime, whole villages were
abandoned and resettled in foreign lands. When

The

Buddhist

lunar

calendar

structures

the

groups came to live together there was a degree of

ceremonial cycle with four holy days each month

assimilation in terms of weaving patterns and dress

falling on the days of full, dark, and half moons. There

styles. There were exceptions, some communities who

are temple festivals events in the Buddha’s life, such

were resettled near main trade routes were able to

as the anniversaries of his birth, his enlightenment,

buy from merchants the same type of material they

his first sermon, and his death; other festivals entail

use in the original homelands, maintaining traditional

the construction of sand pagodas and the firing of

dresses (Conway, 2006).

rockets before or after the rainy season and to honor
the end of the retreat during the three months of rain.

By the 19th century, dress and textile designs had
evolved and changed to assimilate the designs of

Wealthy villages and temples celebrate more of these

indigenous hill and valley dwellers. Chinese, Burmese

events that poorer ones. However, all villages at least

and Indian traders enriched the supply of fabrics and

hold a festival after the end of the rains’ retreat.
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Once a year the village invite a monk to chant and

The festival also comes at the end of the rainy season

remove misfortunes and to renew the village and its

where monsoons have just ended. Farmers have

households’ barriers against misfortune. The village

finished their busiest months of hard work and they

cadastral spirit is also feasted at least once a year.

are waiting happily for their harvest. Young men
and ladies are eagerly waiting for the earliest day to

Households sponsor a range of ceremonies including

get married. Fair weather also helps to enhance the

Buddhist ordinations, funerals, merit making for the

festive mood.

dead, marriage, first bathing ceremony for infants
and invitation for monks to chant in the house.

Shan National Day - the 7th February 1947 the Shan
princes and the people’s representatives of the Shan

Shan New Year – the month of November represents

States demonstrated their newfound unity. Thus,

the beginning of the new year for Shan people. It is

the 7th February is the Shan National Day. This was

called the Tazaungmone month according to Myanmar

followed by the resolutions of the Shan National

calendar and people wait the dark moon night to

Anthem and of the Shan National Flag and by the

celebrate. During the celebrations, Shan people share

formation of the Shan States Council on the 11th and

traditional snacks (e.g. steamed sticky rice) to other

15th of February respectively. These had been done

Shan people. This custom shows togetherness and

without reference to the British Colonial overlords,

unity within the community.

who claimed protectorship over the Federated Shan
States since 1886-87 (one year after the fall of the

Thadingyut festival - as for other Buddhist groups,

Burman kingdom and the Alaungpaya or Gongbaung

Shan Buddhists celebrate the full moon of Thadingyut.

Dynasty).

It is celebrated with candle lights. The celebration falls
every year in October, the lunar month of Thadingyut

Traditional dances

of Myanmar calendar.
Kinnari and Kinnara dance is a famous Shan dance.
In Myanmar, the Thadingyut festival is the second
largest celebration after the Thingyan Festival, the

It is performed by a man and a woman dressed in

New Year water festival. It has religious significance

winged costume. The Kinnari (male bird) and the

because Lord Buddha returned to earthlings during

Kinnara (female bird) represent the Shan traditional

the full moon day of october. He had been away for

dance.

ninety days giving sermons to celestial beings. Thus,

creatures, half-human and half-bird. The dance

the festival is a celebration to welcome the Buddha’s

welcomes Buddha when he returned to the abode of

descent from the heaven after he preached the

human (after spending the lent season in the celestial

Abhidhamma to his mother, Maya, who, after death,

abode) preaching buddha’s mother, Maya, with the

reborn in heaven. Fireworks and lights spark in the

accompaniment of music made by Shan drums and

streets. Paper lanterns of various colors, traditional

gongs. The body of Kinnari and Kinnara is human but

earthen oil lamps and multicolored candles add even

they have wings, attached at the waist. Normally, the

more color to the celebration.

dance is performed on auspicious occasions.

People dress in the finest way, and they crowd the

According to archaeologists, Kinnari and Kinnara

streets. In rural areas, hot air balloons can be seen

figures in bas-relief were found at Sanchi-stupa in

across the night sky. Some balloons carry a pair of

India which are believed to be about two millenniums

monk’s slippers with some cash: the one who will find

old. From India, they spread over the south and south-

the cash should offer something to the monk and take

east Asia. They are found in Thailand, Indonesia, Laos

the money for his labour.

and Cambodia in paintings and sculptures. In legends,

Kinnari

and

Kinnara

are

mythological
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they are invariably depicted as tender, benevolent,

Figure 46. Kinnari and Kinnara

happy, and singing. They usually show offering flowers
or some similar items to Holy Bhikkhus.
Their attachment to their spouses is legendary. In one
episode:
…one couple of Kinnari and Kinnara was separated for
one night due to flooding waters in a canyon; Kinnari
was on one bank and Kinnara on the other bark. That
one night’s separation hurt them so much that they
went on weeping and crying for seven hundred years.
Seven centuries of grief for just one-night-separation?
This beats all the records (Aye, 2008).

Shan musical instruments

established in the northern Shan States by monks
from Chiang Mai, the ones who also introduced the

Shan people have their own traditional music. Their

Yuan religious script. The Yuan sect flourished until

musical instruments are the Shan drums, gong,

the early Konbaung period (1752-1819), when the

cymbal and bamboo-clappers. The drum is the main

Burmese monks were sent to teach Thudhamma

Shan instrument. There are other instruments made

Burmese Buddhism. Many Shan people continued to

of wood, such as the three strings dulcimer, violin and

favor the Yuan sect and disdained court Brahmanism,

dry gourd. Some of the Shan traditional songs are

accepted as part of the Burmese form of Buddhism

the bamboo flute song, the Shan dulcimer song, the

(Conway, 2006).

bamboo banjo song and the cow bell song.
Nowadays, although they are Buddhists, the worldview

Story of the Shan Tiger

of the Shan centers on the idea of power protection
and its unequal distribution. Power protects people

…Once a upon time, there was a conflict within the

from the consequences of their actions, allowing them

royal family of the Chinese Emperor. One of the sons

to behave as they choose. Because more powerful

of the king killed all the royal family to become king

beings exist and may behave capriciously, people

himself. One of the pregnant consorts managed to

need to enter in a relationship with more powerful

escape. Her baby was borne on the way and the woman

beigns for their own protection. One gains power

died. The baby, left alone in the jungle, was found by a

protection through the practice of restraint or relying

white tiger, who took care of the baby. When the baby

on the protection of more powerful others. Buddhas

became adult, he eventually became the very first king

and Buddhist monks are the most powerful beings.

of the Shan people…
Powerful beings associated with Buddhism are more
This is the reason why the tiger is fully respected by

reliably benevolent, while others, such as government

the Shans: it saved the life of their first King…

officials or spirits, are less likely to be benevolent. The
world is populated with beings ranked on a continuum

Shan religion and Nat belief

of power, with human beings falling somewhere near
the middle. Beings with more power than humans

Most Shan people are Theravada Buddhists. The

include Buddhas, cadastral spirits of the village and

Shan form of this Buddhism is known as Yuan sect

spirits associated with fields, households and forest.

and, according to the Chronicle of Hsenwi, it was

Beings less powerful than humans, although still
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dangerous, include spirits that arose from violent

…in ancient times, when irrigation systems were firstly

deaths or from women dying during childbirth or for

constructed, every year people made an human

diseases. People, rice and water buffalos have spirits

sacrifice to the water spirit. In pity for the victims of

whose loss causes illness or death.

this cruel practice, the sister of a Shan King gave her
life in order to end the custom…

Shan monasteries enjoyed a great deal of autonomy,
but they were not isolated from the local affairs

From that time, carved wooden images of the princess,

and they functioned as intermediaries between the

overlaid with gold leaves, were placed in all the shrines

ruling elite and the people. The Shan built elegant

situated by major weirs (Conway, 2006).

monasteries with teak (Tectona grandis) and red
bricks. For interiors and exterior decoration, the

This legend is like another Shan myth involving a

wood carvers used were yamane, a harwood from

female guardian spirit in the form of a snake (Naga),

Mogaung, and yindaik, which is similar in texture to

whose carved wooden image was used during

ebony and sandalwood. Monasteries were and still are

seasonal rainmaking ceremonies and land fertility

repositories for manuscripts, written in local scripts,

rites. It is said that, in some instances, the image took

and for indigenous Buddhist art and crafts. As many

a male form which is known as the “Great Father”.

Shan monks reside in the main monastery building

With grotesque features, bulging eyes, long nose and

where religious ceremonies are held, the available

exaggerated nostrils, the image was crowned with

space have to be allocated for worship and for living

five-tiered diadems and covered in gold leaves. It was

quarters. There is a main shrine room, called pyathat-

so potent that it was kept hidden in a shrine behind

hsaung, where Buddha images are set on a raised

locked doors. Once a year the spirit guardian opened

dais; this area is marked on the outside by a multi-

the doors briefly so that the villages could make

tiered spire, called pyathat. The abbot or presiding

offerings, although many choose to avert their eyes

monk has a separate area for study and for sleeping. A

from the image in fear of its enormous power. Even

large reception hall, called hsaung-ma-gyi, serves as

when the image was firmly locked away, the shrine

a multi-purpose room that can be divided to provide

was the subject of intense superstition and villagers

sleeping quarters for the monastic community, an

who passed dismounted from the bullocks and took off

area where novices are instructed and a zone where

their shoes. If they failed to perform such obeisance,

visitors can be received. (Conway, 2006)

they feared sickness and bad luck. (Conway, 2006)
The tree spirit is also widespread in the Shan State

Shans build Nat shrines for their spirits and they offer

and in Myanmar in general.

flowers, water, candles, tea leaves and rice. In some of
the villages, bedclothes and pillows are also donated

Shan astrologers and shamans

to the Nat to ensure a constant protection.
Shan

shamans

and

astrologers

attained

their

At the time of the Shan princes, the princes and

qualification by serving an apprenticeship with a

chiefs were responsible for the appointment of

recognized master.

official representatives to supervise spirit guardians
to protect and maintain important spirit shrines and

This often involved dieting and wearing white clothes.

prepare them for seasonal festivals.

A shaman might be inducted by drinking water
mixed with the ashes of magic scrolls and special

One of the most important aspects of spirit religion

supernatural potions.

involves appeasing the water spirit. According to local
legend:

In many cases their bodies were tattooed with mystical
symbols and diagrams.
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The Yuan sect of Theravada Buddhism allowed some

tender bark of ta-yaw, Grewia polygama, and from

Shan monks to be practitioners by reaching the status

boiled pods of acacia, Acacia rugata. The bark is

of esteemed teachers.

soaked and softened and then added to the boiled
pods. This shampoo is ritually used in many occasions

Some monks also learned the art of astrology and

in a person life. It is called ta-yaw-kin-bun, the same

fortune-telling. It is for their intervention that images

word to say “baptism”. Some golden pieces are added

of the Buddha, his disciples and attendants (deva)

to the shampoo: gold enriches the baby and promises

were incorporated in mystical diagrams. (Conway,

a long life for him/her. The name of the baby is given

2006)

according to the Shan tradition. If he is a boy, the first
son is called Eait, the second son Yi, the third son San

Traditional rituals

and the fourth son Sai. If the baby is a girl, the first
daughter is called Yae, the second daughter Eyi, the

A part of Shan community is Christian, so baptism

third daughter Amm and the fourth daughter Ei.

is a common ceremony. After the mother has been
recovered, she has to give a name to the baby.

In Myanmar, especially in rural areas, it is belied that

About one month later, the baptism is celebrated. A

all big trees has a guardian spirit. It is common to build

fortunate day and hour are selected by an astrologer.

a wooden shrine near the trees for the Nats. Inside the

Neighbours and friends are invited to the ceremony.

shrine, people from the village put offerings. Such

All the guests usually sit in a circle and the mother,

trees are respected by all people who pass by: no one

with the new born child in her lap, sits in the centre

will use vulgare languag or do inappropriate things,

of the circle while her husband sits beside her. The

such as urinate nearby. Stories and tales are usually

child’s head is washed with special shampoo for the

associated with the trees and its benevolent spirit.

first time on that day. This shampoo is made from

Locals say that the trees have hidden fugitives from
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…Once upon a time, there was a man, known as Kwarm-saw, whose name meant “server or
tax collector of the King”. Kwarm-saw used to sit under a Zaung Jan tree (Osyris arborea).
He used to offer a few morsels of food and a betel leaf to the guardian spirit of the tree
before popping one leave into his mouth for chewing. Then, one day, the guardian spirit
offered him a white horse, a full set of a royal dress and told him to go to the city. He put on
the royal dress and rode the white horse towards the city. At the royal court, people were
waiting for the appearance of the new king as the throne of Bagan was vacant. Yes, you
would guess it right… he was proclaimed King: he ruled Bagan as Kwarm-saw-Kyaun Phyu
Minn. This name means “the server from Kyaun Phyu village”…

king’s soldiers and helpless travelers from robbers.

or publish an edict declaring that the tree has to be

However, a most famous tale is about the throne of

chopped and the guardian spirit of that tree must be

pre-Anawrahta Bagan.

relocated to another tree out of the harm’s way. The
next thing the workers have to do is to offer something

Instead, there are many other stories about people

to please the spirit to move to the new tree. In other

who have been punished by the guardian spirits for

cases, the tree had to be left untouched, because

the disrespect. The punishments are for example

some workers felt sick with unexplained illnesses. (Tun

headache or stomachache. The victims usually go

Oo, 2014). The shrine for a male Nat has four pillars,

back to the spirit house to ask to be forgiven by the

the one for a female Nat has only one pillar.

Nats, offering something to propitiate it.

Shan funerals
The tree spirit or Nat in Myanmar is called “Rukha-soe”.
“Rukha” means “tree” and “Soe” means “dominate”,

Shan embrace Buddhist believes about the afterlife

“rule”, “manage” or “control” depending on the

and reincarnation, but they also believe that people

context. When people build a road or dug a canal, the

become spirits after they die and these spirits are

first thing they have to do is to issue a royal decree

everywhere: some of them are good, others are
malevolent.
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Funerals occur three to seven days after the death.

•

Commoners have traditionally been buried, while

If people slip and break a pot or a glass, they
should stop the travel they had planned to do.

monks and aristocratics were cremated. Common

•

Seeing a snake is a sign of good luck.

people who died from natural death are buried in

•

If a monkey and peacock come to the pagoda or

cemeteries in the woods near the villages; instead,
people who died by accidents or as a result of violence

stupa, it is a sign future wealth.
•

are buried far away from everyone else, because it is

If people dream about losing a teeth, someone
closed to them will die.

believed that these dead people became evil spirits.

•

Dreaming cry means laugh in real life.

When a person is near death, two pieces of yellow

•

Dreaming about mushrooms is a sign of good

cloth and a small bamboo tablet from a temple are
placed on him to assist the admission to heaven. All

luck.
•

works stop: it is believed that spirits do not like the

If people dream about red beef, it is a sign of
sickness.

sound of work.

The auspicious day
Monks perform rites at the house of the dead person.
When the coffin is carried from the house, the spouse

An auspicious day can be the full moon day or the

of the deceased cuts a candle in half, symbolizing the

black moon day. Best full moon days are in March,

separation from her husband. When the funeral is

May and July.

over, people purify themselves by washing their hands
with water and expose their skin to smoke.

It is believed that male numbers are the even numbers
(2,4,6…) and female numbers are the odd numbers

Elusion and taboos

(1,3,5…).

In the Shan culture, there are some taboos such as:

Shan believe that when a bull is missing during a
female number date, the bull will be lost, and, vice

•

Do not grow a banyan tree in the house: it can only

versa, if the bull is lost during a male number date, it

be use for firewood and for monasteries.

will be found.

•

Do not damage stupas and pagodas.

•

Do not travel in groups of three people to the

Riddles

north, four people to the south, five people to the
west and six people to the east.

•

Wherever we go, we cannot get to a target place?
What is it? Four directions (north, east, south and

Forecasting events and dreams

west) because they are infinite.
•

Amongst the Shan community, there are some
predicting believes, such as:
•

If a tiger come to the village and shouts, a bad
thing will happen in the area.

Its stem is similar to the needle pin, its leaves are
completely underwater. What is it? Seaweed.
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Shinbyu Ceremony
A general custom for Theravada Buddhism

Origins of Shinbyu

Shinbyu is the most important religious rite for Buddhist parents and sons. A male
Buddhist is never deemed complete until he has donned the saffron robe of Sangha order.
It is the greatest merit. It started with Lord Buddha himself: prince Siddhartha, the son of
king Suddhodana, left the palace on the day his son, Rahula, was born. He went in search
for the eternal truth. After seven years of contemplation and meditation he found it and he
was proclaimed the Enlightened one. On his return to the place, his son, Rahula, who was
seven years old, asked him for inheritance. He shaved off Rahula’s hairs and donned him a
saffron robe and made him a Sammanera. From that time, Buddhist parents aspire to make
their son a Sammanera.
Planning for Shinbyu

Planning for the Shinbyu starts rather early, in fact for some parents start on the day
their son is born. They start to save up for the great day and they reduce their luxuries.
They believe, as all the Buddhists do, that it is the thought that matters rather than the
act. So, thinking about the Shinbyu gives them merit. Some parents put too much on the
unpredictable fate and decide to have Shinbyu as early as possible. Seven-years-old son
is barely able to look after himself, so parents point out Rahula’s age when he became a
Sammanera.
Selection of the date

The selection of the date is not very difficult: it involves Buddhist abbot from the village
monastery, local astrologer, family and community elders. Avoiding unlucky and
unsuspicious date is simple: traditional calendar is reliable enough to give an acceptable
date. Naturally, of course, good weather and freedom from farm duties are the main
reasons for the choice of the date.
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Selection of the site

The selection of the site in rural areas is an important factor. It may be held in the
compound of the village’s monastery, but some parents prefer to hold the ceremony in
their front yard. In that case, they build a temporary pandal with bamboos, bamboo mats
and curtains: its construction represent a collective effort for the whole village. All males
from the village come and give free labour. They also share merit in Shinbyu. Holes are
dug and bamboo sticks are erected as poles; the roof is made of bamboo mat or thatch;
walls are made with curtains.
Procession and reception

The procession starts with ladies leading the front: they carry various offers and they
are followed by the carrier of the saffron robe, while the last ladies carry the Kundaungs
(now he is called Shin Laung or Maung Yin Laung, that means Sammanera-to-be). He is
either on a horse or on any available transport. Sometimes, we can see him carried on the
shoulders. The procession through the village reaches the village guardian spirit’s shrine.
The son is shown to the spirit and the procession goes on to the monastery and circulate
around it and return. Then the boy’s head is shaved, he is donned with the saffron robe and
taken to the monastery. He may stay there for one week or for three months.
(Tun Oo, 2014).
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Inthar Ethnic Group
Inthar people are distributed around the Inle Lake, from Nyaung Shwe to
Loi Hkaw, as well as along the Beluu river. The Inthar population of this
area count about 104000 people.
The origin of Inthar people has been debated for a

The second version which suggests Intha are

long time. From one side, it is believed that the Inthar

descendent from the people of Bagan is supported by

derives originally from the Tavoyans, that, up to this

the fact that, after the King A Soka (Sasana Year 200)

day, reside in the surrounding of Dawei. In the other

came to the area and built the Shwe Inn Dai Pagoda,

side, some believes that Inthar are descendent from

this site was renovated by King A Naw Ya Htar from

the people of Bagan. (Nay Nay Yee, 2014) The origin of

Bagan. He also established in the surrounding village

Inthar people has been debated for a long time. From

to give home to the guardians of some of Buddha

one side, it is believed that the Inthar derives originally

scriptures retained inside the pagoda. (Nay Nay Yee,

from the Tavoyans, that, up to this day, reside in the

2014)

surrounding of Dawei. In the other side, some believes
that Inthar are descendent from the people of Bagan.

A third version of the story, and more accepted, is

(Nay Nay Yee, 2014)

that at the time of His Hseng Pha Sawbwa (the first
Sawbwa of Nyaung Shwe), two Tavoyans brothers

The arrivals of King Alaung Sithu in the area of Inle

(Nga Tyaw and Nga Naung) came from Dawei to serve

Lake supports the first version, which is reported by

the Sawbwa, a decision taken to escape their area

some researchers. When the King arrived in the area

because the Thai were attacking their region. As they

(as explained in the section about Tar Ya Kone), two

were hard workers, the Sawbwa was very pleased to

Tavoyans brothers servants were with him: their

allow them to bring 36 families from Dawei and settle

names were Nga Tyaw and Nga Naung. When the

in the Inle region. It is said that they specifically settled

barge reached the Inle region, the two Tavoyans

in Nanthe village. (Nay Nay Yee, 2014)

brothers decided to stay and settled in the area. The
King allowed the brothers to settled and to bring with

As part of the history said, Inthar derive from Dawei

them 36 families from Dawei. (Nay Nay Yee, 2014)

and so it is said that they talk Myanmar language with
a Dawei’s accent. (Myint Oo, 2006)

Figure 47. Inthar homeland

The word Inthar literally means “the people who live

on the lake”. “In” mean lake and “Tha” means people.

Traditional dress
In the olden times, Inthar men had long hair and they
made a hair knock on the left side of the head and
wore silk shawl on their head. They used to prefer grey
color for their clothes, but nowadays they changed to
orange. They also wore a belt with pockets and a bag
where they keep the betel box. Wearing earrings was
also a traditional custom.
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Women, in the olden times, made also hair knocks

Hin Htoot - cooked with rice powder, spring onions,

on their head and wore a shawl on their shoulders. It

water, salt, chili powder, oil and banana leaves.

was a tradition to wear hand-made blouse made by a

To season it, people use green chili, garlic oil and

textile called Chin-Inn. However, lotus textile was also

coriander. To cook it, rice powder, spring onions, salt

widespread. There were two types of Longyis, which

and oil have to be well mixed. The mixture is folded

are today still used, made of silk and cotton. Hairpins

into a banana leaf and then steamed.

were also used by women, mainly of golden and silver
colour. It was a custom to decorate the necklaces

Roasted rice soup with dry lwon bway leaves - firstly, boil

with five golden fishes: they represent the five royal

the water, then add the pounded garlic and ginger.

treasures, Buddha, Dhamma, Sangka, parents and

After adding the fish, after 3 to 5 minutes add the mint

teacher.

leaves and bitter fruits. Finish by adding the roasted
rice powder.

Diet and cooking practices
Vegetable soup with dry lwon bway leaves - firstly, boil
Some of the traditional food recipes of Inthar people

the water, then add the pounded garlic and ginger.

include the Inle Mogarni, Hin Htoot, which is steamed

After add the dry lwon bway and finish with roasted

rice powder with spring onions, mash fish rice,

rice powder.

steamed pork rice, sticky rice crackers, fried tofu, tofu
salad, dried tofu crackers, fried pounded sticky rice

Steamed sweet sticky rice powder with peanuts - Steam

crackers, Inthar traditional soup, pickled fish salad,

the sweet sticky rice and, when it is soft, mix it with

Inthar style fish curry and chives roots salad.

peanuts, sesame and coconut. After mixing all, wrap it
with banana leaves and steam it again.

Inthar people add seay khar, bitter powder made
from a medicine plant, to all their soups. Those are the

Mone Lett Sung - boil the rice powder until getting the

traditional soups of Inthar: eel soup, long bean soup,

gravy. Press it into a big bowl filled with water. In the

taro with long bean soup, pumpking soup, potato soup.

water, the gravy becomes like the noodle. The piece

During special ceremonies, it is custom to offer to the

are mixed with sugar cane juice and then everything

participants pork curry, chives roots salad and brown

drunk like a juice.

bean soup with bitter powder, called seay khar. All
traditional soups are cooked using local ingredients.

Rice Jelly - firstly, boil the rice powder until getting the
gravy. Then, mix it with the sugar cane juice and stir.

Eel soup - the eel soup is cooked by using eel, roasted

When the color is brown, cool it down.

rice powder, salt, bitter powder (seay khar) garlic,
ginger, soybean curd, water, tomato and eggplants.

Steamed sticky rice with banana leaves - mix the rice
powder and palm sugar juice and wrap the mixture

Firstly, the eels are boiled and, when they are ready,

into a banana leaf. Then, steam.

the bones are removed and let in a pot. Following,
tomatoes, eggplants and salt are added and the whole

Sizzling rice bitter soup - the ingredients needed for

mixture need to boil for a long time. At the end, ginger,

this dish are: rice powder, bitter fruit, bitter gourd,

garlic and roasted rice powder are added. When all is

aubergines, parsley, ginger and garlic. To get the rice

ready, it is served into a pot and seasoned with bitter

powder, put the rice into the water, cook it and then

powder (seay khar), coriander and/or mint.

pound it. Garlic, bitter gourd, aubergines, bitter fruits

The same soup can be cooked with fish, taro, long

and parsley are added into the boiling water, finishing

beans, potatoes, pumpkins or brown peas instead of

the all with rice powder.

the eel.
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Rice bitter soup with fish or eels - the water is boiled with

wooden nails. After making the canoe, the mixture

bitter fruits, bitter grout and aubergines. After, the fish

of teak powder and tree pitch needs to be applied. A

is added with rice powder. Same process with the eels.

second coverage need to be made using teak powder,
tree pitch and cat tail. It takes about two weeks to

San Leaw Hsoak – a mixture is prepared with rice,

terminate one canoe.

powder, ginger, garlic and fish. Then, it is used to
prepare balls. Inthar people sometimes do soups with

Local Inthar fishermen are known for practicing a

balls.

distinctive rowing style which involves standing at
the stern on one leg and wrapping the other around

Gooseberry pound - the gooseberries are boiled until

the paddle. This unique style evolved mainly because

they becomes soft, then sesame, oil and salt are

the lake is covered with floating plants and weeds,

added.

making it difficult to see above while sitting. Standing
provides the rower with a view over the reeds. The leg

Chive root salad - a salad made of chive roots with

rowing style is only practiced by the men. Women row

sesame. The sesame needs to be cooked on fire to get

following the customary style, using the paddle with

a good smell and then they are pounded and mixed

their hands and sitting cross-legged at the stern.

with the boiled chive roots.
The Inthar people are also famous for their traditional

Steamed fish - firstly, the garlic is fried with onion,

fishing practices. The conical nets widely used by

tomato, spring onion and ginger. Then the fish is

the Inthar are made with bamboo frame. The net is

stuffed with the mixture and then steamed.

dropped into the water and pressed to not float. Fishes
are frightened with a long fork and when the net is

Inle rice crackers with sesame seeds (Kway Mout) – the

released, ideally the fishes are trapped inside the net.

Inn rice usually grows in Shan State. Firstly, the rice is

This net is used especially to catch the snake-head

soaked in the water for one night. After dried, the rice

fish. The Myar Khin or string with hooks is another

powder can be made from it. The powder is mixed with

fishing technique of the Inthar people. It is a nylon

water, salt and sesame seeds. When it becomes like

string, long about 200fts or more. Each 2 fts away the

jelly small balls are made. The balls are then positioned

string bind one hook. During morning and evening

in a wooden frame and pounded with a wooden flat,

times, the fishermen go to the lake and drop the string

like soya bean curds, to be sundried. Then, they can be

using two bamboo sticks. Shrimps or earthworms are

eat as toasted rice crackers or as salad with tomatoes,

used as bait. The string is then left the whole day or

peanuts, spring onions, salt and oil.

the night. The reed sticks can float on the water. The
fisherman cuts the reed by 1.5fts. In the middle of the

Traditional boat, fishing and rowing

reed sticks, hooks are placed using a nylon string.
The fishermen drop the reed sticks near the floating

Most of transportation on the lake is traditionally by

islands by using the shrimps or earthworms as bait.

small boat or by larger boats fitted with “long tails”

The fishermen need to note where he dropped the

motors that are necessary because of the usual

sticks. After hours, the fishermen goes back to these

shallowness of the lake.

places where the reed sticks were dropped and take
them back, ideally with fishes.

To produce a traditional Inthar boat it is necessary to
have teak wood, wooden nails from the eagle wood,

Inthar people produce a traditional paste to attract

cat tail, tree pitch, screw and teak powder.

fishes: it is made pounding peanut paste, shrimps and

Then,

the boat is built by joining the wooden flats with the

fishes with a traditional mortar.
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Livelihood

Figure 48. Phaung Oo Pagoda festival

Some of the Inthar work six months in the fields and
six months fishing on the lake. Other people mostly
focus on fishing.
In agriculture, they mainly focus on rice, corn and
tomatoes. In the floating gardens, the Inthar grow
tomatoes, gourds, pumpkins, beans, cabbage and
chili.
Other

practices

of

the

Inthar

people

include

weaving, goldsmith, silversmith, blacksmith and boat
production.
Inthar gathering day was held in the middle of the Inle

Festivals

Lake (Inn Lae Bo Tae) on the 1st day of Tazaungmone
month (November). Today, the Inthar National Day is

Following their Buddhist religious believes, the Inthar

held at the Hpaung Daw Oo Pagoda. During this day,

people celebrate some religious festivals.

Inthar people organize traditional music and dances;
the ceremony has the following objectives:

Phaung Daw Oo Pagoda festival – this festival is held

•

Unify the Inthar people.

in october (Thadingyut) and it is perhaps the most

•

Preserve

famous festival on Inle Lake. During the festival,

traditions,

literature,

culture

and

language of the Inthar people.

the Phaung Daw Oo Daw Oo Buddha image visit 21

•

Environmental conservation.

villages around the lake with the royal barge, followed

•

Promote peace with other ethnic groups.

by traditional dances, entertainments and boat
competitions.

Traditional instruments, dances and music

Naung Yae Thon Pwe festival – in this celebration people

Lan Xee dance - when they celebrate the occasional

offer water to the Bayan tree. It is usually celebrated

festivals and pagoda festival, Inthar dance Lan Xee

during the month of Kasone (July). Lord Buddha

with the accompaniment of two drums, cymbal, two

received the enlightment under the Banyan tree;

bamboo clappers and flute.

therefore, by watering the banyan trees during the
festival, it is hoped that the trees grow well, provide

Loon Xee dance - Inthar dance the Loon Xee dance

shelter and prevent extreme dry season. This festival

during the funerals of monks. They played drums of

is celebrated by all Buddhist groups and so, not only

various sizes.

by the Intha people.
Buddha scripture recitation festival - in the month

Inle Big Drum dance – typical of the cultural festivals,

of Nayone (usually June), Inthar hold this festival in

this dance show the unity of Inthar people. They

Nyaung Shwe.

played big drum (length 5 ft, wide 2.5 ft), flute, cymbal,
gongs and bamboo clapper.

Inthar National Day - at the beginning of the Social
Programme Party of Burma, the Inthar tribe was

Inn Thieak Tay song – it was the Inthar people song that

recognized as one of the ethnic groups in Myanmar.

was part of a famous song competition in the Inle lake

In 2011, by the leading Ethnic Ministry, the very first

region. Nobody knows when Inn Thieak Tay was firstly
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sang. However, it was already very famous at the time

•

of the Goung Paung (before British) and before the
IIWW. After the Second World War, this song has almost

If the upper lip shakes, there will be nice food. If
the lower lip shakes there will be an argue.

•

Banyan tree and Eugenia tree cannot be grown

disappeared. Inthar songs describe their life style,

in front of the house, as these represent the

their visions, their imaginations, their kindness and

enlightment of Buddha. Moreover, papaya and

their customs. When the traditional music competition

gooseberry trees cannot be grown in the south

was held, the singers used to be the youths. The music

side of the house.

competitions were held in the month of Tathingyunt

•

A group of six persons shold not travel to the east,

(November), Ta Saung Mone (November – December),

four persons to the west, nine persons to the south

Ta Kuu (April), after the harvest and during the

and ten persons to the north: otherwise there will

Myanmar New Year celebration. Moreover, the music

be bad luck.

competition was also traditionally held after building
a new house. During the competition, people from the

Ceremonies

villages used to gather in the full moon night. The girls
used to stay in the house’s terraces, the boys on boats

After the death of a member of the family, the house is

and the audience used to take place near the boats

fully cleaned. Some people also shower the dead body,

to listen.

which is then taken out by three or six people who
lift the body facing his/her feet to the exit. A Buddha

Kout Seit Thachin - other songs were singing during

image is placed in front of the boat which carry the

the working time in the rice paddy fields; this is one of

dead body, striking the bronze flat bell. When they

that typical songs.

reach the graveyard, they put the coffin into the
floating island and they fix the island with bamboo

Beliefs

fence to avoid that it moves. After burying the dead
body, the people come back by the same way and

Most of the Inthar people are Buddhists, they follow

never look back. Nowadays, a crematory is provided

the teaching of Buddha. They believe in Nats as the

to the Inthar people living in the water.

other ethnic groups in Myanmar; thus, in every villages
there are Nat shrines. They still believe in amulets

The traditional Inthar wedding is managed by the

and charms for protection and protection tattoos are

elders of the bride’s and groom’s family and it is usually

widespread.

celebrated in the house where the couple will live. The
amount of money and jewels received is kept on the

Superstitions

south east pole of the house. After the celebration, the
couple climb the north ladder and enter in their room.

Some of the main superstitions of Inthar people are:

If the groom or the bride are from another village, he
or she need to give a fee for entering the new village.

•

If a crow sings in the night, a bad thing would
happen in the village.

When the baby starts to talk, the parents hold a

•

If an owl enters the house, welfare will come.

naming ceremony and offer traditional foods to the

•

If someone dreams that the upper teeth breaks,

audiences; the guests give presents to the baby and

the elder people amongst his/her relatives will die.

wishes good things to him/her.

•
•

If someone dreams of a crowd in the monastery or
in the house, the leader of that place will be sick.

In the olden times, Inthar people held the piercing ears

If the lower eyelid shakes, the person will cry. If the

ceremony after the baby was seven days old.

upper eyelid shakes, it means good luck.
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Girls:

Boys:

Let’s compete, let’s compete
By taking the places in the middle of the
village
We will compete until to the next morning
We will compete because we are the bright
girls
Let’s compete our sisters until the next
morning

Oh poor! My dear…We are so weak
Like the fishes living in the hot water
If you pitied to me
Save me my dear
Girls:

Boys:
Let’s compete, let’s compete
We will compete until breaking the terrace
of our parent in law
Let’s compete with the bright girls
Let’s compete our brothers until breaking
the boat of our parent in law
Girls:
Your voice is not dare. It’s like a chick
Why don’t you are a shame with this voice?
Can you dare to compete with us?

Start from the day that I saw you
Why I can’t forget
I want to show my heart
That I didn’t forget you
Boys:
Golden lotus in the middle of Inle lake
Faced by faced the two lotuses
I touched the lotus to pick up
That I’m don’t belong
Golden lotus in the middle of Inle lake
That I can’t pick up
Girls:
Wear the flower, wear the flower bloom at
the top of the east hill
Wear the flower, she belongs to nature
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Houses and Settlements

…In the evening or night times, the bachelors could
visit the house of the damsels and the parents of

The day to start building a new house is selected

the girls allowed them to talk in the living room. The

following traditional auspicious practices. On the day

bachelors used to wear a blanket for the occasion.

that the first pillar is set, this is turned around on the
right side and the top of the pillar is bound with the

Al Bon Tardae was a funny young guy. One night, he

Eugenia leaf, palm leaf, banana leaf and a red thread.

told to the villageres that his friend from the big city

At the bottom of the pillar Inthar put gold, silver, gems,

came and visited him. His friend liked the village head’s

pearl or copper.

daughter and he wanted to visit her. So, Al Bon Tardae
accompanied his friend to the village’s head house in

In former times, when Inthar people had to choose

the evening. But the truth was that Al Bon Tardae was

the place where to build the house, they used to put a

joking: he did not have a friend visiting him, he just

small amount of rice on the surface (when not building

wanted to give a lesson to the village head, because he

on water) and they covered it with a small cup and

was very proud. When the evening came, Al Bon Tardae

keep it there for one night. The next morning, they

and his friend (a man size Buddha statue fully covered

lifed the cup: if the rice was all spread over, they did

with a blanket) rowed with the canoe to the village

not choose that place, and vice versa.

head’s house and took place in his living room. Al Bon
Tardae said to the damsel: “don’t light the lantern! My

Riddles

friend is very shy and he does not talk a lot”. After a bit
of time he added “I have to go home! I will leave my

•
•

•

It is covered with a bone and it stays in the water.

friend with you”. The village’s head family thought that

What is it? Snail.

the statue was a real man. So, they talked all the time to

The plant looks like the boa snake; the bark is

him, but he did never talk. Over time, the parents of the

good for fire and the leaf is similar to needle. What

girl could not stand anymore the situation and they

is it? Pine tree.

fell asleep. However, the parents told the girl to talk to

The big mushroom blooms under the big rock

the guest before he had left. The girl talked the whole

mat. What is it? Sun.

night. The morning after, when the village’s head woke
up, the girl was sleeping. He became suspicious and

Funny stories are a traditional aspect of the Inthar

took away the blanket: he discovered the statue and he

culture. These used to be told by parents and

noticed that it belonged to the monastery. Before the

grandparents to children, especially during the full

villagers woke up, the village’s head quietly replaced

moon nights.

the Buddha statue at the monastery before of being
accuse of stealing the statue…
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Palaung Ethnic Group
The ethnic group of Palaung is very small: in order to preserve
the group, it’s not allowed to marry a person from another
ethnic group.

Nowadays, Palaung people can be found in the Shan

Palaung tribe closely lived with early Pyu people

State, in Myanmar, in the Yunnan Province of China

and they adopted their cultural costumes, believes,

and in northern Thailand.

traditions, stories and regime. The name changed
from Pyu to Palu, then from Palu to Palaung. There is

As for the Pa-O ethnic group, the anthologists

not an exact meaning of the word “Palaung”.

accepted that Mon, Wa and Palaung people originated
from the Mon-Khmer tribe, who descended from

Language

“Mongols” and who was the first ethnic group who
entered Myanmar. The second group who entered in

Like for the other ethnic groups, Palaung people

Myanmar was Tibat-Barman group and the third one

has their own language. There are four Palaung

was the Thai group. Before entered in Myanmar, Mon-

languages based on each sub-ethnic group. Although

Khmer tribe inhabited the Yansi river valley in China.

the ancestors are the same, the language of Palaung

In Indo-Chine, they were based in Vietnam, Cambodia

is very different from the Pa-O language, but it is very

as Khmer people, in Thailand and in the southern part

similar to the Mon’s.

of Myanmar.

Livelihood
Figure 49. Palaung traditional dress for women
The main economic activity of Palaung people is
agriculture: they live in the mountains and they grow
rice, oranges, green tea leaves, different kind of peas
and ginger.

Religion and believes
The religion of 99% of Palaung people is Theravada
Buddhism and they believe in Nats; the remaining
1% believes in Nats and Christianity. Palaung people
believed that they derived from the sun god and
from a female dragon. While Pa-O believe that their
ancestors were Dragon (the Mother) and Alchemist
(the Father), Palaung do not believe to the alchemist.

Traditional dress
Nowadays, Palaung people wear their traditional
dress only during festivals. The married women wear
the turban, while virgins wear a traditional colorful
hat.
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The traditional dress for women is without buttons

Traditional food

and holes, because they believe that women can
change into a dragon, and dragon has not hands to

Palaung people mainly eat pumpkin and different

remove the dress unhooking the buttons.

kind of beans, but they do not eat a lot of meat. They
dry mustard leaves at summer and cook them with

Until around twenty years ago, married women used

pork and chicken. The main dish is fry dried mustard

to wear rings around their waist. Every ring meant

leaves with pork or chicken and the pumpkin curry.

one year of marriage, so a woman married from 5

Furthermore, Palaung people do the sour bamboo

years needed to wear 5 rings. The rings were made of

shoots and cook it with pork. For special occasions,

bamboo, they were colored with the bark of jackfruits

they cook pork curry. They do not eat the pork fresh:

and they were decorated in different way. They should

after killing it, they keep it for 2 or 3 days and then they

wear the rings during the daytime, but they could take

cook it, cutting the nose and the tail.

them off during the night, because it was difficult to
sleep with them. Now, they have a belt and they use it

Traditional wedding

as a pocket. Women used to wear silver earrings that
were very heavy, so they had big holes on their lobes.

As tradition, the marriage is celebrated in the groom’s

The men wear black trousers and white shirt.

house before sunrise. The cost of a marriage is very
high and, for this reason, a lot of couples share the

In the former times, the material used to create the

same moment to marry. During their marriage, the

dress was the fibers of wheat, now they buy cloths at

medium gives the blessing to the couple and the

the markets.

village’s head give a speech. Palaung people worship
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Figure 50. Palaung hat for virgins

the Nats. After their wedding, they should offer six fish

Figure 51. Palaung rings

Taboos

body pastes, six porcelain bowls with rice and six tea
leaves to the Nats. Then, the bride and the groom offer

As for the Inthar ethnic group, Palaung do not offer

the lunch box to the monks and announce that they

mushroom and crow curry to the guests. If they offer it,

are married. In former times, Palaung people could

they believe the guess can’t come back to their house.

marry after they were 20 years old. Nowadays, this

So, if the guests want to eat curry, they have to pay the

taboo is not existing anymore. Palaung people have

price of the curry to the owner.

very strong believes, so if a girl is pregnant before
wedding, she has to go away from the village as

When Palaung people kill a pig to cook it for special

punishment.

occasion, they cut the nose and the tail. This happen
because they believe that killing animals is a bad

Traditional funerals

thing, so they want to prevent to become like the
animal they killed in the next life. So, they cut the nose

When a person of the village dies, every households of

and the tail in order to make the animal more like a

the village has to help the family of the death person

human being. This tradition characterizes only this

with money, rice or some vegetables.

tribe.

If a mother dies after her child is born, the funeral is
suddenly arranged, and the child cannot celebrate
any traditional festival until he/she is 20 years old.
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Danu Ethnic Group
With a total population of over 100 thousand people, the Danu tribe is
mostly based in Shan State. They live in the Mandalay district, Pyi Oo
Lwin, Kyauk Ni region, Ywagyan, Mong Lan and in the western part of
Loung Sout.

Nowadays, Danu people are included in Tibeto-Burma

Figure 52. Danu traditional headband

group. There are not confirmed records about the
origin of Danu tribe.
According to the oral tradition, there are a lot of
legends about the origin of Danu.
… At the time of King Alung Sithu (the Bagan king),
he visited the country with his brother, who was very
interested in playing rockets (Lu Pyhe). One day, his
brother died because he was hit by the rockets. So, the
King established a city where his brother died, and he
left his servants there: they started to be called Danu…
Another oral history tells that Danu people derived
from the ancestors of King Alung Sithu at the time of
Bagan.

Language
According to their dialect, Danu people can be called

Shan-Danu, if they speak Shan language or BurmaDanu, if they speak Burmese language. Their accent is
different when they speak Burmese language.

Traditional dress
Danu people are similar to Shan. So, their costumes
are also similar. Both men and women wear headband.

Figure 53. Danu traditional costumes
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Taungyo Ethnic Group
Taungyo ethnic group mostly lives in Shan State, especially in Pwe
Hla and Pindaya. The total population is around 22000 people.
According to the legend:

Livelihood

…In the former times, a Rahkhine king and Bagan

Taungyo people mainly work in the fields. They sell

King were very good friends. Rahkhine king gave his

their products at Pwe Hla and Pindaya Five days

daughter to the Bagan king as a gift. The princess was

market.

very beautiful, so the younger brother of the Bagan
king wanted to marry her. After his son was born, the

Religion and believes

Bagan king passed away and his younger brother
became the new king. He tried to marry the beautiful

Taungyo people’s religion is Theravada Buddhism.

princess, but she did not want. In order to avoid the

They have the traditional Nat belief too. In the corner

marriage, the princess ran away from Bagan to Shan

of every Taungyo’ house there is a Nat shrine. In the

state and she brought with her few followers. The

months of Wa Khaung and Ta Po Tew of every year,

Bagan king was so angry, so he sent some people to

they celebrate the Nat Festival. The traditional

find her and kill her. They did not find the princess, so

instruments they play during the festival are drum,

she was able to raise his son there. Taungyo people

gong, bamboo clapper and flute.

believe they originated from her son.”

Traditional dress
Some anthologists estimated that Taungyo people
descended from Bagan, others from Dawei. Taungyo

Their traditional costume is very similar to Shan

tribe is included in Tibeto-Burman group. Taungyo

costumes. The men wear trousers and turban and

people are similar with Taungsu people (Pa-O) but

the women wear a brown dress, which is long until the

they are not the same ethic group.

knees, and a headband. Virgins have to wear silver
earings, silver bracelets, silver necklaces and silver

“Taung” means “mountain” and “yo” means “live

anklets; when they marry, they have to wear bronze

simply with honesty”. So, “Taungyo” means “the

anklets.

honest people who live on the mountains”.

Language

Taboos
If someone gives a pillow to someone else, it is a sign

Taungyo people speak Taungyo dialect, which is

of respect, because pillow is the place that touch the

similar to the language used in the time of the Bagan

head, the most important and holy part of the body.

kingdom.

No one should never sit on the pillow.
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Samkar
Samkar (20° 09’ 25.3’’N 96° 56’ 38.6’’E) is located on the east bank of
Samkar lake, between the eastern Shan plateau and the lake’s shores.
With a population of over 1500 people, Samkar is

village. The Buddha image was left inside one of the

today the main inhabited centre of the west bank of

first built pagoda by the first settlement of people, this

the lake. In the past, Samkar was a prosperous city

Buddha image is today kept inside the Nae Nan Shwe

and a center of trade for the region, being also the

Guu Pagodas, donated by the first Sawbwa SaO Khun

second richest and largest city of the southern Shan

Phyu.

State.
There are two versions of the first people arriving in
Formerly inhabited only by the Shans, today Samkar is

Samkar area. One version says that two brothers from

home of different ethnic groups, including Inthar, Shan

Bagan, King SaO Pyar Lea and SaO Pyar Sea, have

and Pa-O. In Samkar, the Inthar community tends

founded the first Pan Lone city (now underwater)

to live near the shore, due to their traditional fishing

located four miles away from Samkar. It is believed

activities and traditional houses. The Shans tends to

that this has occurred during the 841 Myanmar era

occupy the middle part of the village and their main

(1479).

source of income is farming. The Pa-O community is
mostly settled in the eastern part of the village. Pa-O

Differently, other believe that the first two to arrive in

are also involved in farming activities.

Samkar were two Yoon Brothers La Oo and La Yae,
when they built the Yoon Payar Stupas and Pagoda.

The foundation of Samkar

This version of the local history is supported by the fact
that the nearby aqueduct, situated in Lin Lam area

“Samkar” took its name from the Samkar tree: the first

was built also by the Yoon people before establishing

people arriving in the area had sculptured a Buddha

the first Pan Lone city.

image by using the wood from the Samkar tree, a
tree that can still be seen at various locations of the

During the raining season Pan Lone city used to face
dramatic water level increase, making Pan Lone an

Figure 54. Samkar Village

unsuitable permanent residency for the inhabitant
of that time. Because of this, inhabitants decided
to move to a different place, near the present Tar
Khaung on the west bank of Samkar Lake, in front
of the present Samkar. Tar Khaung was called at
that time, Second Pen Lone city. In time of prosperity
and increase in population the settlement expanded
step by step towards the current Samkar, founding a
new settlement near the present Myo Haung (now a
floating village) (that can be defined the first Samkar)
somewhere west of the stream, and now inundated.
With the years, the population of this new settlement
near Myo Haung faced the same issue of water
increase, expanding their territory and founding
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Samkar and building also a new pagoda Nae Nan

that time, the Pa-O from Loi Hkaw had to offer food

Shwe Guu Pagodas where the first Buddha sculpture

and money to the two parties (red and white). Three

made of Samkar tree (frangipani) was kept.

persons protected the village and today they are
regarded as heroes by the Samkar’s Pa-O community.

The foundation year, Myanmar Era 1136, or year 1774,

However, despite their effort the community had to

was ruled by King Shan Sawbwa SaO Khun Phyu. The

relocate to Samkar.

settlement was reigned by a total of eleven dynasties
of Shan Sawbwas. The second last dynasty was

One of the heroes states:

SaO Sein Phu and the last dynasty was SaO Khun
Kyi. SaO Sein Phu advocated peace between British

…When the two parties arrived in Loi Hkaw, the

and insurgents. The flourishing town of Samkar was

villagers started to fight. At that time, three persons

destroyed by the advent of the feudal revolution in

called Chuns, including me, protected the village from

1950. The struggle between the different factions went

the insurgents. The government put pressure on us to

on and on. There was no real peace in this area till ten

move to Samkar but people did not want to move. The

years ago.

Chuns went to government offices several times and
try to convince to avoid the relocation. However, we

A prosperous new settlement

did not success despite our effort and we had to finally
move to Samkra, leaving behind our properties and life

Today, numerous monasteries can be seen in Samkar.

in Loi Hkaw”. (U Chun, Samkar, 15 November 2017).

These monasteries were built by the villagers for the
monks they most admired. In the olden times, Samkar

The arrival of the Inthar community

was a prosperous town with thousands of households
and it was the second richest settlement in the Shan

Inthar people in Samkar have origin from Inle Lake

State.

and from the villages that used to be located where
the Samkar lake is now.

This prosperity is also showed by the available
resources to build nine monasteries, some of the

Mo Bye Dam was built during the 70s and it is

historical Nine Monasteries can still be seen today.

estimated that about 16 villages were completed

Today, six monasteries remain. With the time, a new

flooded during the construction. The dam was the

monastery was also built: Myo Ma Kyaung, the main

Japan’s first wartime reparation project: it was built to

monastery.

store water to supply two hydroelectric power stations.
The hydropower project has not benefited the local

The arrival of the Pa-O in Samkar

population as the power was mostly used in Yangon.
As a result of the flooding villages all members of the

The Pa-O community, that today inhabits the village

Inthar community leaving in proximity to the streams

of Samkar, has origin in the nearby uphill town of Loi

were forced to move to Samkar and to the villages

Hkaw. In 1987, with the insurgents of the white Pa-O

nearby.

and of the red Pa-O, the local Pa-O inhabitants of
Loi Hkaw started to enter in conflict. The government

Built Heritage

started to put pressure on the inhabitants of Loi
Hkaw, suggesting them to leave their village and

The monastery compound is the major expression

move to Samkar, otherwise they would have cut off

of built heritage in Samkar. This includes also the

food and communication with them. These pressures

twenty-eight stupas complex, ancient monasteries

from government aimed to end the conflicts. During

and the new monastery.
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Figure 55. 28 Stupas of Samkar

Figure 56. Gordama stupas

Twenty-eight stupas complex – (20° 09' 31.6''N 96° 56'

the city was quite rich and the citizens got the best

30.9''E) 28 was the original number of stupas that

crops from their farms and, therefore, they were able

were built in this place. Today, sixty-four stupas can

to invest.

be seen in Samkar. The ones closer to the lake’s banks
are regularly half submerged due to the water level

Gordama Stupas – (20° 09' 32.9''N 96° 56' 33.3''E) these

increase. Some of the stupas are over 200 years old.

stupas are located in the same compound. Samkar
people do not know much about their background

In countries where Theravada Buddhism is practiced,

history. However, they represent one the best kept

it is customary for Buddhists to pay homage to the 28

stupas complex in the area. In the past, Gordama

Buddhas described in the Buddhavamsa. The latter

Pagoda was also called Sin Kan Payar, which means

is a text which describes the life of Gautama Buddha

“Touching Elephant Pagoda”, due to fact one of the

and the 27 Buddhas who preceded him. This is the

Buddha image touches the sitting elephant near

reason why people pay homage to Buddhas building

the throne. It is believed that Gordama Pagoda was

28 stupas. However, many Buddhists also pay homage

donated by one Sawbwa (the name is unknown).

to the future (and 29 ) Buddha, Maitreya. According to
th

Buddhist scriptures, Maitreya will be the successor of

A Lae Kyaung Monastery – (20° 09' 33.5''N 96° 56'

Gautama: he will appear on Earth, achieve complete

33.2''E) this middle monastery is one of remaining

enlightenment and teach the pure Dharma. The

Nine Monasteries of the compound. As an ancient

prophecy of the arrivals of Maitreya is found in the

monastery, it retains a historical Buddha altar with

canonical literature of all Buddhist sects and it is

picturesque details. A Lae Kyaung was also called Le

accepted by most Buddhists; it will take place when

Myeit Nar (four faces monastery) and Bayin Amei Taw

the Dharma will have been forgotten on Jambudvipa

Ya Kyaung (getting King’s ascendant monastery). This

(the terrestrial realms, where ordinary human beings

monastery was the first one built by the first Sawbwa

live).

SaO Khun Phyu, around the Myanmar Era 1136 (1774).
The king stamp was carved on two pieces of flat

The first stupa was donated by the first Sawbwa, SaO

wood and placed on the ceiling above the Buddha

Khun Phyu, after he founded Samkar, in Myanmar Era

image. However, the stamps cannot be seen anymore

1136 (1774). The remaining 27 stupas were donated by

because of termites. The monastery is located where

the citizens. Then, Samkar people named the site as

the Chief Monks used to stay. In the compound, the

Twenty-Eight Stupas (Na Kyeat Chit Sue). At that time,

Chief Monk was also seen as an authority, even the
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Myanmar Stupas (Zedi)

Gya Bo (cassia) and the On-Don tree. Then, the British
brought the cement, called Bi Latt Myae, “soil from the

Of the two kinds of buildings, stupas and temples,

British”. It is easy to notice that some of the old stupas

which formed the largest number of religious

have many tiny holes, because of the sugar molasses

monuments in Myanmar, stupa is the Myanmar

and because of the erosion of the lime due to rain. In

version of the original from India. The stupa in India

the ancient times, it was a custom that the number of

and Sri Lanka was essentially a reliquary built in

conical circles of the stupas would refer to the person

the form of a hemispherical dome, suggestive of

or the authority who built it: for instance, the Sawbwas,

a sacred burial mound. The layout of the stupa is

Kings, village head and so on. Traditionally, different

usually circular, in exceptional cases polygonal with

colors were used: the white symbolize purity and gold

curved profile. The term “Zedi” which is derived from

symbolize wealth, while mirror-covered stupas were

Pali “cetiya” is applied to these structures. They were

built by the monarchs. The Hti Daw, commonly called

erected either to enshrine some relics of the Buddha

the “umbrella” that can be seen on top of most stupas

or of a Buddhist saint or else to commemorate some

is an auspicious symbol in Buddhism. In Myanmar’s

sacred spot. In Myanmar, kings and Sawbwas would

history, the umbrella was only used by noble people,

build the stupas for meditorial reasons but also to

such as the Kings, Queens, Prince and monks. The Hti

show economic and cultural prosperity of their ruled

Daw was firstly used by the Pyu Dynasty (BC 343 –

area. Before the British came to Myanmar, stupas

373) when the first pagoda was built (Baw Baw Gyi &

were built using a traditional method, which needed

Bae Bae Gyi). The bells on the Hti Daw communicate

bricks, lime powder, molasses from sugar cane, sand,

to the universe the homage made by the Buddhists.

buffalo and cow skin, which provide the gum, the Thit
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Figure 57. A Lae Kyaung monastery

Figure 59. Tha Ta Ya Aye stupa

Figure 58. Sasana Lingaya Thein Taw

Figure 60. A Shae Kyaung monastery

Sawbwa could not place orders to the people within
his compound.

Sasana Lingaya Thein Taw – (20° 09' 34.2''N 96° 56'
34.0''E) it was the Ordination Hall of the compound,
a kind of building that can only be built under the
allowance of the Ministry of Religion. The Ordination
Hall was used to promote the novice to become a monk
when he is twenty years old. In Samkar region, this
was the only Ordination Hall. Therefore, people from

the monks kept the Buddha scriptures (bibliotheca).

all over the region came here and use the building for

Throughout the time, the monastery was repaired

the ceremony.

several times and the bibliotheca became a stupa, the

Tha Ta Ya Stupa.

Tha Ta Ya Aye Stupa and Myauk Kyaung monastery
– (20° 09' 34.1''N 96° 56' 33.0''E) – Myauk Kyaung is

A Shae Kyaung monastery – (20° 09' 34.5''N 96° 56' 35.3''E)

the northern monastery of the Nine Monasteries in

it is the eastern monastery of the Nine Monasteries.

Samkar. In the former times, it was a bigber than the

At the time of Sawbwas, the city was quite rich and,

others. The stupa we see today was the chamber where

during special days and religious events, monasteries
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used to be crowded. Thus, Sawbwas decided to build

olden times, the monastery had three floors or levels.

a monastery for each of the 7 quarters of Samkar. A

The upper floor was used by the monks, the middle by

Shwe Kyaung was built to serve the quarter located in

the Sawbwa and his relatives and the lower floor by

the eastern part of the village.

the citizens. Originally, the ceiling was decorated with
real gold, which give it its name. Only one chamber is

Oak Taeik Kyaung – (20° 09' 33.8''N 96° 56' 31.2''E) this

left today.

brick monastery was the bibliotheca of the compound
and it was part of the Nine Monasteries. The ruins we

Taw Ya Kyaung old monastery or Forest monastery – (20°

can see today were the western part of the building.

09' 32.8''N 96° 56' 27.5''E) Most of the heritage kept in the

This bibliotheca was big, larger than Myauk Kyaung

old monastery, today can be admired in the new one.

bibliotheca.

This monastery was also part of the Nine Monasteries.
At that time, it was located in the forest; today, only

Shwe Kyaung monastery – (20° 09' 32.8''N 96° 56'

some ruins can be seen because it was submerged by

32.0''E) located in the same compound, this tiny and

Samkar lake.

architecturally unique Golden Monastery is part of the
remaining Nine Monasteries. It was mostly used for

Kyein Taung monastery – (20° 09' 16.2"N 96° 56' 45.6"E) it

meditation purposes. Shwe Kyaung was donated by

was also part of the Nine Monasteries. Today, only the

one of the 11 Sawbwas, whose name is unknown. In the

pagoda remains, as the site was destroyed by a fire

Figure 61. Oak Taeik Kyaung

Figure 63. Taw Ya Kyaung old monastery

Figure 62. Shwe Kyaung monastery

Figure 64. Kyeing Taung monastery
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Figure 65. Myo Ma Kyaung

Figure 66. Magic drums

about 60 years ago. Local people burned dried grass

events. The monk of Samkar chooses six players who

close to the monastery and when they came back

distinguished themselves in devotion to Buddhism.

home for lunch, they did not end the fire and all the

One of these players says:

building burned out.
…One of the men from Samkar who used to play the

Myo Ma Kyaung – (20° 09' 32.3''N 96° 56' 35.3''E) it is

drum had lost his hearing, thus he could not hear and

the new monastery. Inside, there are some paintings

was not able to play the drums anymore. He had to

and two magic drums. The monastery also retains

apologize with the drums for not being able to play

some of the heritage from the old monastery, that was

anymore…

destroyed and submerged by the lake.

Old Protection Wall – (20° 09' 36.7''N 96° 56' 32.8''E) it is
Inside the monastery, there are the two magic drums

adjacent to the Nine Monasteries compound but there

of Samkar village. They are called Moe Hein and

are only some ruins of this site. In the olden times,

Moe Mate. In the olden times, the drums were played

Samkar was protected by a circular water canal,

especially during periods of water scarcity. It is believed

reinforced by a circular strip of bamboo plantation.

that by playing these drums rain will come and, then,

The species of bamboo made difficult to attackers to

by offering a candlelight, the rain will stop. The drums

trespass the barrier.

used to be played accompanied by a golden gong
which is now kept in Taunggyi. This special function

Nae Nan Shwe Guu pagodas – (20° 09' 21.8''N

of the drums is given by a Buddha scripture written

56' 40.0''E) Under recent renovation, these pagodas

on a palm leaf contained inside them. In Samkar, it

are still in magnificent conditions, showing unique

is believed that the drums also protect against the

golden details. A Buddha shrine, made from the

spirits and no mistakes are made regarding these

Samkar’s tree wood, is retained inside. The name of

drums, otherwise bad things will happen in the village.

these pagodas means “the golden cave of the region”.

96°

This heritage site was donated by the first Sawbwa,
The drums and the Golden Gong (today located at Mya

SaO Khun Phyu.

Sein Taung pagoda in Taunggyi) were confiscated by
general SaO Nei after attacking the city of Moe Nae in

Su Taung Pyae and Nae Nan Aung Thiet Ti Pagodas – (20°

the South East

09' 22.3''N

96° 56' 40.0''E) these two small

pagodas, one of the left side and one on the right side,
Nowadays, the Moe Hein and Moe Mate drums are

are located in the same compound of Nae Nan Shwe

mostly played during festival times in Samkar, for

Guu pagodas. Su Taung Pyae was donated by the

example for novitiation ceremonies and other religious

last Sawbwa, Sao Khun Kyi: when people pay homage
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Figure 67. Nae Nan Shwe Guu pagodas

Figure 69. Za Yat (rest house)

Ti means “gain power to success”. This pagoda was
donated by the first Sawbwa Sao Khun Phyu.

Za Yat – (20° 09' 31.8"N

96° 56' 33.1"E) in the same

point of interest located in the monasteries compound
is the rest house, called Za Yat. In the past, this site
was used by the Sawbwa to offer food to the villagers
during the ceremonies or after battles.

Figure 68. Su Taung Pyae - Nae Nan Aung Thiet Ti pagodas

…One time, the Sawbwa Saw Nae was playing games
with the Kayin people and he lost. He did not want
to pay the Kayin, so he decided to invite all of them
for lunch at the Za Yat, located in the monastery
compound. About 300 people joined for the lunch. But
the King poisoned the food. During the meal, people of
the Sawbwa closed all the windows and doors of the Za
Yat so that nobody could go out. After few hours, when
the Sawbwa people came back and opened the door,
most of the Kayin were dead and the Sawbwa killed the
remaining people with his sword…

Yoon Payar stupas – (20° 09' 20.2''N 20° 56' 41.2''E) the
oldest remaining stupas of Samkar village. It is believed
to this pagoda, their wishes are fulfilled; at the time

that the ancient stupas and pagoda were built by two

of the last Sawbwa, he had to fight with the Kayin

Yoon Brothers, La Oo and La Yae, before they found

people and, so, he made a wish at Nea Nan Aung Thiet

the first Pan Lone city. Most people know this site as

pagoda to win the conflict.

Yoon Payar but also with the name of La Oo and La
Yae pagoda. Another version of their origin is that

When he won the conflict, he decided to build Su Taung

these stupas were built by the two Bagan brothers,

Pyae Pagoda near the other one. Sawbwa typically

SaO Pyar Lea and SaO Pyar Sea. After building these

paid homage to this pagoda before going to battle in

stupas (the Yoon or the Bagan people) the first Pan

order to have good luck. In fact, Nea Nan Aung Thiet

Lone city was built.
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Za Pu Thiri Kyein Taung Stupa –

(20° 09' 16.2''N 96°

this specific oven, the air pressure tubes are more than

56' 43.3''E) this stupa was renovated recently. The

one hundred years old. Chicken feathers are used to

site shows a different architectural design compared

sustain the air when it is pumped inside the tubes that

to other stupas and pagodas in Samkar. Due to the

aliment the underground earth oven. This blacksmith

different architectonical design it is widely believed

usually produces or provides maintenance to farming

by the local people that the site was built by the Yoon

tools and he is usually busy before the harvesting

people.

season. Blacksmith is an intergenerational profession.
In Samkar there are other two blacksmith workshops,

Royal sepulture of the 10th Sawbwa SaO Sein Phu – (20°

smaller then the other one but with traditional ovens

09' 16.7''N 96° 56' 34.2''E) it is also part of the village

(Phay, 2009).

heritage. SaO Sein Phu was born in Myanmar Era 1217
(1855) and died in Myanmar Era 1271 (1909). He was

Figure 71. A blacksmith at work

called silver long sword king because when the Kayin
came to Loi New (in proximity to Pha Ya Taung) to
fight against the British, the latter asked the Sawbwa
to have an intermediate role in the consultation. As he
was successful in his mission and avoided the conflict,
the British offer him a silver long sword.

Living Heritage
In Samkar village there are a lot of sites where people
can discover the traditional practices and traditions
of the local heritage.

Blacksmith
In Samkar there is a blacksmith workshop (20° 09'
06.9''N 96° 56' 50.5''E) that was built over 30 years ago
using earth: the oven still functions perfectly. The oven
requires two people, one person works the metal or
iron and one person manage the air pressure tubes. In

Figure 70. Yoon Payar Stupas

Figure 72. Za Pu Thiri Kyeing Taung Pagoda
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Dancing Groups
In Samkar, Pa-O traditional dance is occasionally practiced. The dancing group is
formed by 22 members: only girls dance, while boys play the traditional instruments,
usually the long drums, gongs and cymbals. The dancing group was established in 2008
with a self-learning approach trying to recall the dancing and music traditions. The
group usually dances during competitions, Pa-O’s National Day, novitiation ceremonies,
pagoda festivals and whenever is requested by the village’s head. The Inthar and Shan
dancing groups are similar and they perform in special occasions.

Blacksmith

In Myanmar, blacksmiths are portrayed as brawny people.
Mong Tint De is the greatest blacksmith of local folklore and
his spirit lurks in every Myanmar house guarding it. According to tradition,
he was a mighty Samson of Tagaung. The King of the village was afraid
of his strength: he used a stratagem to arrest him and burn him alive.

Figure 73. Royal sepulture of Sawbwa SaO Sein Phu

Figure 74. Blacksmith workshop
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Figure 75. Charcoal oven

Charcoal ovens

Figure 76. Charcoal ovens

Figure 77. Five Days Market in Samkar

In Samkar village there are four traditional charcoal
ovens (20° 09' 23.8''N 96° 56' 52.3''E; 20° 09' 25.2''N 96°
56' 56.5''E; 20° 09' 26,5''N 96° 56' 55.4''E; 20° 10' 08.0''N
96° 57' 35.4''E) all located very close to each other,
allowing a nice walk on the outskirts of the village to
explore this traditional charcoal production.
The wood is usually cooked for one or two days. The
air room underneath allows a constant ventilation of
the oven and a better functionality.

Five Days Market
The Five Days Market in Samkar (20° 09' 06.4''N 96° 56'
43.9''E) was held for the first time in the 40s, when the
Sawbwa was still administrating the village. At that
time, the villagers used to do the Five Days Market
in order to gather people from the villages around
and easily announce the village’s affairs. Bringing
the market in rotation facilitated the different
villagers to participate to the market, as the most
used transportation method was the bull kart. In the
Five Days Market, the assortment of vegetables is
amazing: tomatoes, eggplants, scallions, peppers,
betel leaves, beans, garlic and cheroots. There are
some people selling lacquerwares, Buddha statues,

Figure 78. Sha Mee ceremony
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carvings, longyis, Shan bags, textiles, ornamental

Sha Mee ceremony

objects and other hand-made goods for local use and
trading. The Five Days Markets around Inle Lake offers

Sha Mee ceremony, or burning festival, takes place

a great opportunity to meet many different local

around Myanmar and also in the Inle lake region. The

tribes like Inthar, Kayan and Pa-O. Numerous different

ceremony is usually held during the month of Ta Po

hilly tribes descend from their mountain houses to join

Twe (January - February). The word “Sha” stands for

this colorful congregation. Every group has its own

a type of firewood which, according to the custom, is

religion, culture, language and way of trading, but

usually used for lighting the numerous fires around

they still attain the same voice through the national

the country and the word “Mee” stands for “fire”. The

language, Burmese. In this local market it is possible

purpose of the festival is to light many fires to heat

to observe how they trade and discover their original

Buddha because the month of Ta Poe Twe is the

culture.

coldest of the year.

Figure 79. A charcoal oven
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Stories and legends
The following are some of the stories and legend transmitted by local people of Samkar
during the times.

The Moving Island
…In the olden times, there was an island in the north-west part of Samkar, called Kyun Kyi. At
that time, the island moved even in absence of wind or moved in the opposite direction to the
one in which the wind blowed. The island also produced a sound similar to the gong. Locals
believed that, when the island moved from south to north, there would have been a good
happening, when the island moved from north to south there would have been a bad thing in
Samkar and the surrounding area. This allowed local to predict events in the area…
…Long time ago, a local farmer tried to cut off part of the floating island to grow vegetables.
When he went back home, his chest was covered by bladders. The day after, he died…
…Some local people went around the island and to the pond located in the middle of the island
for fishing. If some of them spoke rudely, he lost his way back home. He had to apologize to the
island to be able to go back home the day after…
The Kyun Kyi island was damaged by a fire 25 years ago.

The Nat shrine (Nat sin)
…Eight years ago, a young boy from Min Chaung village went to Samkar to play football and he
made the sin of peeing in proximity to the Nat Shrine of the Samkar’s village guardian Nat (Ywa
Saung Nat). When he went back home, he could not stand because of belly pain. He came back
to Samkar that same night and apologize to the Nat. After apologizing, the pain ended…
The main protecting Nat are locally called Ywa Saung Nat. “Ywa” means village, “Saung”
means “guardian”.

The Sawbwa water well
…There is a well near the school of Samkar, called the Sawbwa Well: the Sawbwa palace used
to be located in that place. Locals believe that inside the well there is a treasure box which is
guarded by a Nat…

The tigers in the caves
…There are two caves on the banks of Samkar lake, one on the east and one on the west bank
(facing Naung Bo village). The cave faces each other. It is believed that long time ago two
tigers descended the mountains, one on the west and one on the east and they entered in the
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respective cave. When the tigers shouted to each other contemporarily would have meant a
sign of bad luck for the Samkar region…

The man and the shampoo tree
In the former times, people used to use acacia powder and the shampoo made by tree bark to
be more powerful.
…Long time ago, there was a man with superpower; one day, he made one mistake which made
the king angry with him. The King ordered to his people to catch him, but it was hard to do it
because of his power. The King’s people tried to make him lose his power by hanging an old
longyi on the first floor of a nearby house (the custom says that if a used longyi is hanged on
the upper floors of a house and a man enter this house he loses his power). The man lost his
power because he entered the house; so he ran away into the forest and, when he got tired,
he hid under a small shampoo tree with some acacia tree’s vines growing through it. It was
raining, so the water that filtrated through the shampoo tree and acacia fruits gave again some
power to the man and he success to escape the capture…

The fig tree
…Over one hundred years ago, there was a huge fig tree right in the middle of Samkar and,
during a village extension, they have to cut this tree. The villagers tried to cut the tree, but they
could not as the tree was so hard. Under the order of the Sawbwa, the tree was finally cut. The
spirit of the tree was very angry and he made the mark on the door of everyone’s houses. It
is said that if the Nat make one mark, one person resident in the house has to die, if the spirit
marke two marks, two people have to die…

The three Samkar’s heroes
In Samkar, three people are regarded as heroes. Two of them bring back to the ancient times
and to a mythological environment. Differently, the third hero, U Chun, belongs to the Pa-O
community of Samkar.
The two ancient heroes of Samkar are SaO Nae and Lwon Lae.
… In the time of Sawbwas, there was a hero, called SaO Nae. He was brave and powerful: he
couldn’t be killed by sword, spear or gun. The British did not believe this and tried to kill SaO
Nae. Eventually, the British shoot SaO Nae when he was entering in the cave of Phekon. Thanks
to his special power, he did not die and came out of the cave waving his handkerchief…
…In the time of Sawbwa SaO Sein Phu, there was a hero. He owned a long sword made by iron
from the Iron Mountain in proximity to Loi Hkaw. He wanted to offer his sword to the Sawbwa.
Thus, he went to the Sawbwa palace in Samkar. The Sawbwa did not believe in his special
power, so he tested him with various challenges. The hero passed everything and gave him the
demonstration to travel with his thinking power…
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Lin Lam
Lin Lam (20° 06’ 54.7’’N 96° 58’ 51.7’’E) is located on the east bank of
Samkar lake.
With a population of about 740 people, Lin Lam is one

Built Heritage

of major centres of this region.

Aqueduct of Lin Lam – (20° 07' 38.9''N 96° 57' 49.8''E) the
Most people are Shan, with a minority of Pa-O and

aqueduct was built by the Yoon people when the first

Inthar.

Pan Lone city was founded, Myanmar era 841 (1479).
The streams did not provide enough water to local

The main livelihood is farming with a minority focusing

farming land; so, it was decided to take the water

on fishing and on other economic activities.

from the Nan Huu springs and build the aqueduct.
The aqueduct was also serving drinking water to the

According to the local history, Lin Lam was founded in

villagers located in the valley.

the same day of the foundation of Samkar and Lone
Kan, Myanmar Era 1136 (1774). Lin Lam means “black

The aqueduct was built by using travertine which is

earth”, and, in local language is called Myae Mae. In

a form of limestone deposited by mineral springs,

the olden times, there was a black earth hole near

especially by hot springs.

the monastery: the black earth was used as a natural
colorant for the local textiles, which became of high

Along the aqueduct a passage was created, cutting

quality due to it. With the time, other villages started

the stone. This is because in recent time the aqueduct

to use the black earth for their businesses, so, people

area gets flooded and the monk from Khone Tar

from Lin Lam decided to close the hole to avoid that

decided to cut the aqueduct and facilitate the passage

other villages use the high-quality earth.

from east to west and viceversa. Part of the aqueduct
is not standing anymore, but most of its extension is
still well conserved and visible.

Figure 80. Lin Lam village

Figure 81. Lin Lam aqueduct
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The local legend tells:

When the dam was built, the Inthar from these villages

(20° 07' 38.9''N 96° 57' 49.8''E)

were forced to relocate to nearby villages, including
Samkar, Lin Lam and other villages. This relocation

…There are two springs in the region. One is on the east

has dramatically affected the communities, especially

side of Lin Lam and it’s called Nan Huu spring, which is

in terms of available farming lands.

protected by two Nat brothers; the other one is located
on the west side, close to Nam Huu village, called Nam

Monasteries and stupa

Huu spring, which is protected by a female Nat.

Lin Lam new monastery – (20° 06' 50.2''N 96° 58' 47.5''E)
The male Nat is very ugly, while the female Nat is very

the new monastey was renovated during the Myanmar

pretty. The male wanted to marry the female Nat, but

Era 1348 (1986). The monastery has a colorful design

she didn’t want. She told the male that she would have

and retains some new paintings and Buddha images.

married him only if he had been able to build a bridge
connecting the east to the west banks of the stream

Lin Lam new monastery – (20° 06' 50.2''N 96° 58' 47.5''E)

before the morning. In order to avoid the marriage, she

the new monastey was renovated during the Myanmar

ordered a chicken to sing earlier than sunrise. Thus,

Era 1348 (1986). The monastery has a colorful design

the male Nat believed that it was already morning and

and retains some new paintings and Buddha images

he stopped the construction: the aqueduct reached
almost the middle of the valley and he never got the

Lin Lam old monastery and stupa – (20° 06' 49.1''N 96° 58'

opportunity to marry the female Nat…

47.9''E, 20° 06' 49.1''N 96° 58' 48.3''E) the old monastery
and the stupa are located near the new monastery

Aqueduct Pagoda - (20° 07' 31,6''N 96° 57' 16,5''E) the

Locals do not known a lot about this ancient heritage.

pagoda of the aqueduct is half submerged; it was built

The old monastery retains an old Buddha altar with

in the olden times, before the construction of the dam.

peacocks’ sculptures which, according to religious

The pagoda was a devotion centre for the inhabitants

tradition, symbolize wealth.

of the seven villages that were then flooded by water.
The seven villages were Ywa Gyi, Tant Gway, Ywatan

The stupa has a distinctive design compared to the

Shawe, Ywa Thit, Ban Hee, May Tai and Ka Tin. These

other stupas in the area.

were all Inthar villages located between two streams,
the Beluu stream and the Htin Htaung stream.

Figure 82. Aqueduct pagoda

Figure 83. Lim Lam monastery
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Figure 84. Old monastery of Lim Lam

Natural Heritage

Figure 85. Nan Huu springs

Figure 86. Dragon cave

Nan Huu Springs – (20° 07' 29.5''N 96° 58' 31.3''E) in
proximity to Lin Lam there are two water springs, the
Nan Huu Springs, guarded by two water Nat brothers.
In the olden time there were two villages, Ban Hee
and Naung Khe. The two villages competed over the
Nan Huu Springs as they believed that the water of
the springs gave prosperity to their villages. Women
are not allowed to swim in both springs, while men
are allowed to swim in the bigger spring guarded by
the older Nat. Women are not allowed to enter in the
compound where the Nat shrine of the younger brother
is located; moreover the younger brother do not like
that people swim in his pool, while the older brother

and cook it for dinner. During the same night, he went

likes children to play in the pool and allows them to

to the spring and he jumped in the water; he couldn’t

make noise there. These believes are constructed over

breathe anymore: he died…

a series of stories transmitted through generations.

Dragon Cave – (20° 06' 23.5"N 97° 01' 10.1"E) the cave
…One time, one man went for hunting in the spring area

is kwon as the “Dragon Cave” because of a dragon

and caught a deer. He chopped the deer and washed

statue the used to be kept inside. In the olden times,

his hands in the spring. The blood spread in the water.

in Myanmar Era 1075, King Alaung Payar announced

The next morning, he woke up with brainsick and he

to the Yoon people to return to their native land in

never recovered. People believe he was punished by

Thailand. At the time, the Yoon founded the Pan Lone

the Nat…

city. The king announced them to do not take any
properties with them. Thus, the Yoon left some of their

…Three years ago, one woman stepped into the

treasures in the Dragon Cave. In recent times, some

compound of the younger Nat brother. She got

of the treasure hunters found two treasures boxes,

brainsick and never recovered…

but it is still believed that more treasure is hidden in
the cave. The dragon statue was built by the Yoon

…There were so many turtles in the spring. Six years

people: on the statue there are hints (some words

ago, one man from Lin Lam decided to take one turtle

written on the dragon head) about where to find the
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Figure 87. Yar Mar cave

Figure 89. Legendary stone wall

Figure 88. Rice alcohol distillery

alcohol or warm water. Others drink the solution with
honey. It is a sedimentary rock formed by orthoclase
and mica.
The cave has three different levels and a stream,
which runs only during the raining season. The Yoon
people built a bridge to hide their treasure.

Living heritage
Rice Alcohol distilleries –(20° 07' 00.2''N 96° 58' 47.9''E)
the rice alcohol is called “Taw Ayeat liquor” by locals.
The village of Lin Lam has more than one rice alcohol
distillery.
treasure for the future generations. Many people tried
to understand the words: if the statue had laid down

Long time ago, when people used to hold the pagoda

frontwards, the treasure would have been discovered

festival, they offered rice and curries to the audience

under the point touched by the head of the dragon.

who attended the festival. After the festival, a lot of

The underground cave is full of white minerals,

rice remained. So, people kept the rice on trees into

perhaps quartz.

baskets to feed he animals. When the animals did not
eat it immediately, the liquid of rice started to come

Yar Mar Cave – (20° 08' 03.6"N 97° 00' 09.0"E) the cave

out from the basket and birds, monkeys and tigers

is also called “the cave of gunpowder” and is one of

drunk it. The animals felt so happy after drinking it

the places where the Yoon people hid their treasure

that local people started to produce rice alcohol for

before returning to Thailand. The cave is of big and it

themselves to be happy as them. For this reason, rice

develops on different levels.

alcohol is called “Jungle alcohol”. It is used to drink
but also as a medicine for bones problems, mixing it

Inside the cave, it is possibile to find a special mineral,

with a veriety of roots, like lime and lepet roots. The

called “blood stone” by locals: this mineral is used to

solution is kept into an appropiate container for long

alleviate women menstrual pain and as an aphrodisiac

time to produce a better effect and is applied on the

solution for men. The stone is usually diluted with rice

skin. It is also used for other health problems such as
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headache, body paralisys and blood circulation.

Stories and Legends

To produce the rice alcohol, rice is steamed and

…In the north-east mountain range of Lin Lam there

when it is ready, it is spread over a bamboo mat to

was a cave, called Kyauk Suu, that now is entirely

cool down. When it becomes cold, this is mixed with

closed and not accessible. In the olden times, when

yeast. Everything is then put in an earth pot to rest.

the ancestors used to hold ceremonies, they could

After two or three weeks, the liquid produced by the

hire jewelries (necklaces, earings, rings and bracelets)

fermantation is called Khaung Yae; it can already

from the Nat that used to guard the cave. With the

be drunk, otherwise it can be heated in another pot

time, local people stopped to be honest with the Nat

where it turns into gas that passes through a pipe

and stole some of the jewelries. So, the Nat closed the

and go into the outer pot. This pot is filled with water,

cave. Once or twice a year, people from the village hear

so the gas is refreshed and became liquid again. The

a gong sound in the place where the cave used to be…

percentage of alcohol is 20%, but if it is heated again,
a 40% liquor can be produced.

…In proximity to Lim Lam, there is the Stone Wall cave
(20° 06' 32.9"N 97° 00' 31.1"E). The wall is made of many
small stones which when extracted and kept in water
overnight it is said that they multiplied…
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Tar Yar Kone
Tar Yar Kone (20° 10' 01.8"N 96° 55' 25.8"E) is located on the western side
of Samkar lake and it is reachable by a quick boat ride from Samkar.
The village has a population of about 320 people,

main chamber contains also some sacred antiques

distributed in 64 households.

from the old monastery (now submerged) of Myanmar
Era 123 (761). The religious antiques are preserved in

The population of Tar Yar Kone is for the majority

the chamber and have significant importance for

Inthar and the main livelihood activities are fishing

local people.

and rice cultivation.
The first donor of the Ta Khaung Mwe Taw pagodas
Tar Yar Kone expanded mainly after the building of

was the Indian King Hsiridama Soka, who built 84000

the dam by the Japanese. At that time, the closest

stupas, 8400 monasteries and 8400 bells in total. He

village to Tar Yar Kone was Paw Kone village. Most

built it in Sasana year 206 (206 years after the death

people who left Paw Kone established in Tar Yar Kone

of Lord Buddha Godama). In Myanmar Era 474 (1112),

and in the near Nyaung Pin Tar village.

Myanmar King Alaung Sithu was coronated as the

Built Heritage
Ta Khaung Mwe Taw pagodas – (20° 10' 09.7"N 96°
55' 23.1"E) this pagoda complex is the main point of
interest of Tar Yar Kone. Locals say that the pagodas
were not easily accessible until recent time, because
they were covered by bushes. During full moon or other
special days, people, who wanted to pay homage
to the pagoda, could only enter the main chamber.
According to locals, nobody renovated the pagodas
until recent times due to the conflicts, especially
between White Pa-O and Red Pa-O. In the compound
there are 236 stupas of various sizes and styles. The

Figure 90. Tar Yar Kone village

Figure 91. Ta Khaung Mwe Taw pagodas
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King of Bagan with royal barge. The King, 7 days after

the Beluu stream and he stopped in Maw Bi where he

the full moon of Nat Taw month (December – January),

built Maw Bi Pagoda. When he was reaching Tar Yar

travelled around the country with his people (over

Kone, one member of the barge dropped the paddle

100000 people). When the king reached the lake, the

into the water: this accident made the king believe

mountain called Ta Pyae Nyo between Khaing Daing

that something would have been discovered in that

and Inn Dein blocked the King’s barge, because it was

specific location. So, the king ordered to his people

too high. The Nat guardian of the mountain helped the

the look for any treasures or other relics. They found

King, so they could continue their way.

a Buddha relic and other sculptures in the same
point where there was the pagoda of the Indian King

The legend also connects the King’s name with the

Hsiridama Soka, so the King decided to re-rebuild the

seed of the first tea tree from which all present teas

pagoda in the same location and temporarily named

bushes are sprung. When the King reached Than

it That Kyart Pagoda, which means “the paddle falling

Taung, he built a first pagoda called Phaung Daw

into the water”. After the pagoda was built, people from

Phauk pagoda, which means “the royal boat entering

the barge waved the paddle in the air and shouted

the lake”, and nowadays is called Shwe Than Taung

“Aung Pe, Aung Pe!” which means “well done!”: so, the

pagoda. After, the King built Shwe Inn Dein Pagoda

pagoda was called Htat Htaung.

in the homonymous village. Then, he built A Lo Daw
Pagoda in Nampan and Thaung Doo Pagoda in

Through the time, the name changed to Ta Khaung.

Thaung Doo. The king continued his journey through

Later, the people called it Ta Khaung Mwe Taw Pagoda
because it was the last donation of the King Alaung

Figure 92. Bell scriptures

Sithu where all his treasures were enshrined, and
because Mwe Taw means “all the owned treasure”.
Following the journey, the barge encountered a new
mountain that obstacle the passage. The legend says
that the king cut the mountains in two pieces of which
once flowed to the south, near Tar Yar Khone (the cut
can still be seen today). The mountain piece that did
not flow is called Loi Ku, situated very close to Tar
Yar Khone. This name was given because Loi mean
mountain, Ku means pull. The second small mountain
flowed to the south of Tar Yar Khone village, called Loi
Laung, Loi as mountain and Laung as flow.

Figure 93. Inscription in detail

Figure 94. Ta Khaung Mwe Taw pagoda site
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Inside the pagoda complex there is a bell with a

Second Pan Lon city - the second Pan Lone city was

Buddha scripture, written in Shan language. It has a

established near Tar Yar Kone and it was called Wyne

relevant importance for the local people and it is part

Khout Myo Hong. Near Ta Khaung Mwe Taw Pagoda

of their cultural heritage. Buddhists share their merits

we can see part of the city protection wall. In the

to all other people on the universe by striking the bell

west side of the pagoda, there was the old monastery

three times after doing the donation or good actions,

compound, stairways and stupas; some ruins of them

so that, people far away can be informed about their

can still be seen hiking the mountain for around 5

merits.

hours.

Loi Laung pagoda – (20° 09' 36.1"N 96° 55' 23.2"E)

Natural Heritage

from this ancient white pagoda, a fascinating view
of the lake, mountain plateau and rice fields can be

Reaching Tar Yar Kone by road gives the opportunity

admired.

to experience a scenic road. It is ideal for mountain
bikers, with dusty and curvy roads which provide a

some parts of the compound, including six rest houses

window to some of the local flora and fauna species,

and two long stairways. After the fire, the chief monk

especially avifauna, and some points of interest.

from Samkar leaded the renovation of the site. The

Starting from the village of Lin Lam, people can stop in

renovation was slowed down by the insurgents and

Naung Bo pottery village before biking the west bank

civil war. Eventually, the renovation of the compound

and experience the other points of interest. The tour

was terminated in Myanmar Era 1330 (1968) with the

can be completed by hiring a boat in Tar Yar Kone and

donations of local people. In Myanmar Era 1340 (1978)

travelling back to Samkar village. The road gives also

some thieves destroyed some pagodas and stole

the opportunity to visit some local villages located

some of the treasures.

before Tar Yar Kone, where traditional houses can also
be seen. During the rainy season, some part of the

Ta Kaung old monastery - (20° 09' 44.1"N 96° 55' 36.1"E)

trail, from the bridge to Tar Yar Kone, is not accessible

this old monastery was built beside the Beluu stream

due to the higher level of the streams.

and now it is half submerged (from Ta Yar Kone some
pillars can be seen in the water).

Naung Bo Lon cave- (20° 13' 31.4"N 96° 54' 23.1"E)
the road offers the opportunity to visit Naung Bo

Figure 95. Loi Laung pagoda

Figure 96. Scenic trail to Tar Yar Kone
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Lon cave. The cave is about 80m deep and 5m high.

wooden sticks to the spring Nat. Although the spring

The remoteness of the cave has been the perfect

do not represent the main purpose of the trip, it is a

environment for the development of bats communities.

pleasurable stop on the road.

The waste of bats used to be collected by local people.
There are not a lot of information about the geology

Waterfall – (20° 09' 23.2"N 96° 53' 49.3"E) it is easily

of the cave.

reachable. The drop of the waterfall is about 7m high
and it has two natural swimming pools.

The Naung Bo Lon cave is one of the two caves of the

Taung Pouk cave – ( 20° 09' 27.7"N 96° 54' 18.0"E) this

tigers story.

underground cave is located uphill and it is used for

Paw Khen water spring - (20° 12' 20.5"N 96° 54' 41.5"E)

meditation by local monks.

At about one kilometer from Naung Bo Lon Cave, the
scenic road passes by the small, but refreshing Paw

Old stupa and viewpoint - (20° 09' 32.7"N 96° 54' 11.8"E)

Khen water spring. It is a small spring protected by a

they are located in one of the highest points of the

Nat; local people usually offer banana leaves held by

area, offering a beautiful view over the lake and a
great opportunity to see the sunrise.

Figure 97. Naung Bo Lon cave

Living Heritage
Rice alcohol distillery - (20° 09' 47.0"N 96° 55' 22.1"E) in
Tar Yar Kone there is one rice alcohol distillery. It is
one of the few distilleries in the area, which still use
the bamboo tubes to retain the most traditional taste.

Rice crackers workshop - (20° 09' 52.4"N 96° 55' 25.1"E)
rice crackers is another traditional production of
the area hold of Tar Yar Kone. This workshop still
uses traditional methods to produce crackers. The
rice is firstly soaked in the water for one night, then,

Figure 98. Paw Khen water spring

Figure 99. Rice alcohol distillery in Tar Yar Kone
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Figure 100. Rice crackers workshop

1PM the preaching ceremony is celebrated. At 2PM
the donors offer raw rice to the monks. During the
festival, a volleyball competition is held and players
from the surrounding villages are invited. A Myanmar
traditional orchestra, many restaurants and markets
are also invited to join the celebration.

Stories and legends
…Many years ago, one man, called Poe Aung, went to
the nearby Loi Ku Mountain to cut the firewood. When
he was thirsty, he looked for water. He found a pond and
he drunk its water. He went back to the starting point
to pick up a bottle and fill it up with the water from the
it is crushed using traditional stone mortars to get

pond, but once he was back, he couldn’t find the pond

the liquid and, then, it is let to rest for one night. The

anymore. Nowadays, people from the village tell that

day after, only the thick layer of the liquid is used to

they sometimes find the pond, but, other times, they

produce the crackers.

look for it and they don’t find it. It is believed that the
pond is guarded by the spirit of the Loi Ku mountain…

This is then mixed with lime power,

which gives

crispiness and colour, and salt. If the crackers are

…Local people believe that, in the olden times, when

produced for a Nat ceremony, these two ingredients

novitiation ceremonies were held, jewelers were

are not added. The crackers are steamed over an

borrowed from the spirit. The people used to go and

earth oven and put on top of a textile. Then, they

pay homage to the spirit house with rice, tea leaves

are sundried on a bamboo thatch. When dried, the

and bananas etc. It is said that people borrowed

crackers are cooked using sand. If they are for a Nat

from the spirit house the real gold, but some of them

ceremony, the crackers are fried with oil, not with sand.

brought back the fake one and that’s why people
cannot borrow it anymore. This spirit house is located

Festival

near Paw Khen spring...

Ta Khaung Pagoda festival - (20° 10' 09.6"N 96° 55'

…Many years ago, a monk gave a three spots tattoo to a

20.6"E) the origins of this festival are not clear. It is

guy called Al Yone Soe. This tattoo gave magic power

held in december (Nat Taw month), while in the past it

to the boy: when he went back home, he said so his

was traditionally held in october (Tathingyunt month).

father “father! father! I jumped and came back home

This change happened because in October every

immediately!”. As there was an huge gap between the

Buddhists go to another pagoda festival held in a

house and the place where the boy was, the father said

different village.

that it was impossible. Al Yone Soe jumped outside the
house and on the top of the roof to proove his power.

During the festival, people donate rice to the pagodas

The Sawbwa of that time knew about his power and

and spend the night there, celebrating with traditional

was afraid that one day Al Yoe Soe would have been

dances and other entertainments. Early morning, at

able to kill him. So, the Sawbwa decided to kill Al Yone

5AM (during the full moon day of Nat Taw month),

Soe. Now, all the descendent relatives of Al Yone Soe

they cook rice and offer it to the monks (over 500). At

have to offer donations to the spirit of the guy…
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Naung Bo
The village of Naung Bo (20° 12' 49.5"N 96° 54' 50.1"E) is located few
kilometers north of Samkar village.
The population is 60% Shan, 40% Inthar and there is a

conflict that forced the relocation arose between the

very small Pa-O community.

white Pa-O and the red Pa-O and the relocation was
also forced by the pressure of government authorities

With 77 households, Naung Bo has a total population

of that time.

of 375 people.
Naung Bo is a very small village reachable by land
The main livelihood activities in Naung Bo are fishing,

or by water. The village is composed of narrow dusty

due to its proximity to Beluu stream, corn agriculture

roads, traditional Shan and Inthar houses, with pottery

and pottery. The latter is the main traditional activity

ovens scattered all over the place.

of the village since its establishment. However, only
10 households still preserve the pottery tradition, as

Living Heritage

most of the villagers practice fishing and agriculture.
There are three households involved in rice alcohol

Pottery in Naung Bo

production and some people still produce traditional
Pottery is an ancient tradition of the area. In the

fishing nets.

village there about ten underground pots cooking
Although the village was recently founded in this

earth ovens. Most of the ovens are without a roof and,

specific location (1979), Naung Bo has older origins.

therefore, with the time, they tend to be washed away

In fact, the first village of Naung Bo was originally

by the rain. Despite the maintenance, these ovens

located in proximity to Loi Paung village. The name

have a lifespan of about 8 to 10 years. The building of

“Naung Bo” derives from a small lake in proximity to

ovens still follows ancestral traditions.

old Naung Bo, that used to host five different types
of lotus: “Naung Bo” means “the lake of lotus”. Due

In Naung Bo, pots making starts usually the second

to social conflicts between the different tribes for

week of december and terminates in april. The

land occupancy, the community of old Naung Bo

required earth is taken from a specific nearby

had moved further south in its current location. The

mountain at the north-eastern part of the village,

Figure 101. Naung Bo village

Figure 102. Pottery in Naung Bo

123

because the earth of other mountains is not suitable

is applied on the pot’s susface and it is put into the

for potteries. Thus, from december to april, the earth

underground oven for about one day. The oven is

is collected and sundried for about three days. When

entirely closed with earth and only two small holes are

the earth is dried enough, it is pounded to produce

left, to allow air ventilation needed for the fire. People

the required earth powder. Nowadays, the pounding

usually start to cook pots at 4AM until 8PM. When the

is made with mechanic tools, but one pot makers in

fire is switched off, the pots are kept into the oven for

Naung Bo still uses the traditional earth pounding

the whole night. The morning, the pots are taken out

tool. The powder is then mixed with water to make the

from the oven and they are ready to be used.

paste. The pottery wheel is manual and it is turned by
toes while the both hands shape and rise the pots on a

It is a tradition for the local people to offer a bowl with

wooden wheel. To avoid a sticking between the wheel

rice to the Nat who protect the oven.

and the pot, local people apply the hash of roasted
rice shells, as anti-sticking powder.

Pots are then traded in Pekon, Moe Pyare and Loi
Hkaw. An annual pottery festival is held in Moe Pyare.

In Naung Bo, locals produce only one shape of pot, in

Pots are mostly used to keep the Khaung Yae (rice

different sizes. The time needed to produce the pot

alcohol).

depends on the size, but locals can produce medium
size pots ready to be cooked in about 30 minutes.

Near Naung Bo, in proximity to Beluu stream,
sometime ago, local people found broken pieces of

Before cooking the pot, it rests outdoor for about two

pots. They were colorful, with various designs and

days and it is covered with a natural colour, made

shapes. It is believed that ancestors used to produce

from a black powder produced by crushing a black

more complex pots and, then, for some unknown

stone purchased in other places. Then, the pot rests

reasons, this design traditions have been lost leading

again for about 20 days, when a protection liquid

to today single design and colour of Naung Bo’s pots.
It also said that ancestors, while they were trading

Figure 103. Heart oven in Naung Bo

with other villages, used to transport pots by boat.
These boats used for the transport were of different
shapes, but all of them had a dragon head: they were
called “Dragon head boats”.
Several potteries workshops can be visited in Naung
Bo, where people can observe the pots traditional
making process.

Khaung Yae - (20° 12' 49.9"N 96° 54' 48.6"E; 20° 12' 49.6"N
96° 54' 50.5"E) it is the rice alcohol. In Naung Bo, there
are three rice liquor distilleries where people can
explore and taste this traditional product.

Built Heritage
The seven stupas of Thada Htarna – (20° 12' 45.4"N 96°
54' 48.1"E) In Naung Bo there are seven white stupas
in the monastery compound in proximity to Beluu
Stream, called Thada Htarna, which mean the seven
places of our Lord Buddha.

124

The stupas were built before the village was established

golden bridge in the air and walked up and down it for

and their origin is unknown. The seven stupas could

a whole week.

only be built under the banyan trees, Ficus religiosa,
called sacred figs. This is because under this tree Lord

The jeweled chamber - the fourth week, he created

Buddha obtained the enlightenment in the Mahabodhi

a beautiful jeweled chamber and seated inside it

temple in Bodh Gaya in India. Therefore Banyan, in the

to meditate on what he knew about the "detailed

past, used to provide shelter to the seven stupas of

teaching" (Abhidhamma). His mind and body were

Thada Htarna in Naung Bo. With the time, the Banyan

so purified that six colored rays came out of his

tree in Naung Bo was chopped off for some unknown

body: blue, yellow, red, white, orange and a mixture of

reason. Each of the stupas has a different shape, which

these colours. Today these six are the colours of the

represent the shape of the various sacred thrones of

Buddhism flag.

Buddha where he meditated for one week for a total
time of seven weeks.

Three girls – the fifth week, while he was meditating
under a banyan tree, three most charming girls, Tanha,

Under the bodhi tree - the first week after enlightenment,

Rati and Raga, disturbed his meditation. They danced

Buddha seated under the bodhi tree to experience the

in the most seductive and charming manner and did

happiness of freedom and peace. He was free from

everything to tempt Buddha to watch their dance. But

disturbing thoughts, calm and blissful.

he continued to meditate unperturbed and soon they
became tired and left him alone.

Gazing at the tree - the second week, Buddha stood
without moving his eyes as he meditated on the bodhi

Figure 105. Rice alcohol distillery

tree.
Following this example, it is custom of Buddhists to
pay respect not only to the original bodhi tree, but
also to the descendants of the bodhi tree that still
thrive today.

The golden bridge - the third week, Buddha saw through
his mind’s eye that the devas in the heavens were not
sure whether he had attained enlightenment or not.
To prove his enlightenment the Buddha created a

Figure 104. Rice alcohol distillery

Figure 106. The seven stupas of Thada Htarna
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The Mucalinda Tree – the sixt week, Buddha meditated

cakes and honey to have a break and Buddha told

at the foot of a mucalinda tree. It begans to rain

them some of what he had found in his enlightenment.

heavily and a huge king cobra came out and coiled

These two merchants became his first lay followers.

his body seven times to keep the Buddha warm and

They asked Buddha for something sacred to keep

placed his hood over the Buddha’s head to protect

with them. Thus, he wiped his head with his right hand

him from the rain. After seven days the rain stopped

and pulled out some hair to give them. These hair

and the snake changed into a young man who paid

relics, called Kesa Datu, were enshrined in Shwedagon

his respects to Buddha. He said: "Happy are they who

Pagoda in Rangoon by the merchants.

are contented. Happiness is for those who hear and
know the truth. Happy are they who have good will in

Naung Bo Pagoda - (20° 13' 37.2"N 96° 54' 59.6"E) in

this world towards all sentient beings. Happy are they

proximity to Loi Paung village, the old village of Naung

who have no attachments and have passed beyond

Bo used to be located. Nowadays, in that place there

sense-desires. The disappearance of the word "I AM "

is a pagoda with a group of 23 stupas. People do not

is indeed the highest happiness."

know who built the pagoda and when.

The Rajayatana Tree - the seventh week, Buddha

Nowadays, the site is an abandoned state, with

meditated under the rajayatana tree. On the fifth

vegetation growing all around making difficult the

morning, two merchants came to his presence. They

access; however it is a fascinating place to visit. Local

were called Tapussa and Bhallika. They offered rice

people do not visit the site anymore, with the exception
of some who reach the site during the full moon day.

Figure 107. Naung Bo pagoda

Natural Heritage
Loi Paung Cave – (20° 13' 56.1"N 96° 55' 59.0"E) is on
the eastern side cave that faces Naung Bo cave,
both involved in the tigers story. The cave has two
chambers with two entrances. the site was used by a
monk to meditate but not anymore. In this moment,
the cave is difficult to be assessed and therefore we
don’t know the specific features of the insides (Loi
Paung Cave needs a field visit).
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Loi Khaw
Loi Hkaw (20° 12' 34.5"N 96° 58' 33.9"E) is located in proximity to Samkar,
about five miles away uphill, following a scenic trail of about 8km, suitable
for walking and mountain biking.
Loi Hkaw is a Pa-O village with a population of 70

Built Heritage

households and about 300 people.
The main built heritage of Loi Hkaw are the traditional
Recorded history is missing about Loi Hkaw; however,

Pa-O houses which characterize the village. However,

local people believe that the village was surely

in addition to this there are the old monastery and the

founded more than 100 years ago.

Sula Muni Stupa.

In earlier times, this little valley where Loi Hkaw is now

Loi Hkaw monastery - (20° 12' 40.9"N 96° 58' 28.2"E) it

located, was a fertile farming land. People from other

was built in early times, when the first settle of the

villages came here to cultivate and, with the time,

village was located in the norther part of the valley.

they decided to settle the village of Loi Hkaw. In the
beginning, Loi Hkaw has only five or six households.

In fact, the entrance of the monastery faces the north,
instead of south, where the current village is now

The name “Loi Hkaw” originated from one the

located. The relocation of the village in the south side

mountain hill which stands apart from the other

of the valley was a result of the past conflicts between

surrounding villages. In fact, “Loi Hkaw means” “the

the different Pa-O communities.

lonely mountain”.

Sula Muni stupa – (20° 12' 43.6" 96° 58' 31.0"E) local
The main livelihood of the village is still farming.

people do not know when and who built the stupa.

Locals grown rice, corn and peas. Some locals still use

It is located on a short walking distance from the

traditional tools for agriculture, like the rice paddy

monastery.

huller.

Figure 108. Loi Hkaw village

Figure 109. Loi Hkaw monastery
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Figure 110. Sula Muni stupa

Figure 111. Rice husking in Loi Hkaw

it houses or shrines are located on the mountain, because nats guard it. In the olden times, the mountain
spirit did not appreciate women and men who wore
longyis on the mountain; thus everyone who went on
the mountain had to wear trousers.
The festival takes place in a large compound. During

Natural Heritage
Than Taung – (20° 13' 04.2"N 96° 59' 09.8"E) it is the
Iron Mountain, located in proximity of the village of Loi
Hkaw. Many holes can be seen on the ground: people
from Samkar used to extract the raw iron from these
holes to produce their blacksmiths. It is the reason
why the road from Samkar to Loi Hkaw.
… At the time of Sawbwas, a cowboy went near the Iron
Mountain to pasture his cows. Near the mountain, he
found an iron ball and played with it. At one point, he
threw the ball to one cow and the ball passed through
the body of the animal and killed it. The Sawbwa from
Samkar heard about the power of the iron from that
mountain; thus,he asked to produce a royal dagger
with that. Then, he asked that all the iron holes had
been closed, in order to avoid that other people would
have benefited from it…
A spirit festival is held on this mountain, before the
full moon day of Ta Boung (march - april). Many spir-

the celebration, all the people who participate take
raw rice to the mountain and then cook it in the compound. According to tradition, only men can participate to the festival and they offer one male fish, one
female fish, banana, rice, fried rice cake with sugar
cane to the Nats. After, all participant (about 1000
people) eat their meal. By this, they believe they can
receive the power from the spirit.

Living Heritage
Loi Hkaw is the perfect village where it is possibile to
experience Pa-O traditions: rice husking, traditional
hunting with bamboo sticks, traditional farming and
cooking tools, natural rope making.
Natural rope making is still widely practiced in Loi
Hkaw. For this, three different barks are taken from
the nearby forest.
Moreover, Loi Hkaw is an ideal place where to fully explore the Pa-O food culture.
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Pha Ya Taung
According to locals, Pha Ya Taung (20° 04' 32.7"N 96° 57' 05.2"E) was
established in 1972.
It is located on the south-east bank of Samkar lake.

the village centre. This wooden monastery was built

The people that found the village of Pha Ya Taung

using the same wood of the old monastery located in

came from a previous nearby settlement called Par

the village of Par Hee Le Dai. Locals say that, before

Hee Le Dai, located where Samkar lake is today. As

the construction of the dam, there were many ancient

many other villages in the area, Par Hee Le Dai was

monasteries and other ancient buildings in the area,

flooded when the dam was built. Thus, people moved

but now they are submerged. Moreover, during the

to the different nearby locations, such as Pekon, Loi

conflicts of the second half of the last century, most of

Hkaw Pin Laung and Pha Ya Taung; the latter was

the antiques retained in the monasteries were stolen

mostly chosen as a good place for continuing fishing

by thieves.

activities.

Loi Nwe Mya Thein Tan pagoda - (20° 04' 28.1"N 96° 57'
When the new village was established, there was

09.0"E) there are not official records available about

already a pagoda uphill, so the village took its name

the Loi New pagoda. However, locals say it was built

from that. In fact, Pha Ya Taung means “pagoda hill”.

by the Yoon people, inhabiting the region in the olden
times. In that times, elephants were used to carry

The population of Pha Ya Taung is for the majority

bricks from the banks of the Beluu stream. During the

Inthar and the main livelihood activities are farming

construction, one of the elephants died and the Yoon

and fishing.

people buried its body near the pagoda and built an
elephant statue for it. The pagoda was firstly called

About 1500 people live in the village.

Loi Nwe, taking its name from one of the villages built
by the Yoon people in the olden times.

Built Heritage
The pagoda was renovated with the donation from

Old monastery of Pha Ya Taung – (20° 04' 3.8"N 96° 57'

one of the daughters of the first Sawbwa of Samkar.

08.7"E) the old monastery of the village is located in

She enshrined the pagoda with one of her emerald

Figure 112. Pha Ya Taung village

Figure 113. Old monastery
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earrings, given her by her father as a present. Because

Oo and La Yae, built the city around Myanmar era 841

of this, the name of the pagoda changed to Loi Nwe

(1479).

Mya Thein Tan Pagoda, because “Mya Thein Tan”
means “emerald of infinite value”. This story can be

During the rainy season, Pan Lone city faced regular

read on the scriptures written on the nearby bell. The

flooding

chief monk of Pha Ya Taung states that, when he was

settlements.

and

the

inhabitants

established

new

young, the elephant statue could still be seen, but,
in recent times, the statue was destroyed because

Nan Thaung pagoda–(20° 04' 34.4"N 96° 55' 56.9"E) this

people believed that some treasures were kept inside.

pagoda is located in proximity to Pha Ya Taung, but on

During the last renovation of the pagoda, nine years

the west bank of the Samkar lake. It was built before

ago, some big bones were found underground: they

the dam as part of the village of Nang Htaung.

probably belong to elephant buried by the Yoon
people.

Natural Heritage

Pan Lone City – (20° 06' 00.2"N 96° 57' 20.7"E) the royal

The legendary stones - in proximity to Pha Ya Taung

city of Pan Lone was one of the first settlements of

there are three mountains, called Loi Ngyan, Loi Kyein

the area. There is a debate about who built the city.

and Naung Wo. Loi Ngyan means “beautiful mountain”

It is said that King SaO Pyar Lea and SaO Pyar Sea,

and it is inhabited by two Nats, an older brother and

two brothers from Bagan, or the two Yoon brothers, La

his young sister. Loi Kyein means “no trees on the
mountain” and is inhabited by one Nat. The same

Figure 114. Goldsmith workshop

for Naung Wo. The male spirit from Naung Wo and
the female spirit from Loi Ngyan fell in love. The Nat
from Loi Kyein was the matchmaker. The elder brother
Nat from Loi Ngyan did not agree the wedding and
the Nat from Naung Woh became angry. He started
to attack Loi Ngyan using two big stones as weapons.
Firstly, he attacked with the stones that can be seen
in two different locations in proximity to Pha Ya Taung
and then he used spears. It is said that the spears
fell close to Nyaung Le Bin Village in a place where
bamboo grows. The spears could not reach Loi Ngyan
because of the Ye Bu mountain located between the
two mountains.

Figure 115. Weaving workshop
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Living Heritage

weaving workshops where Shan items are produced.
Here, several looming and weaving tools are produced

Traditional goldsmith – in Pha Ya Taung there is a

and the place is entirely managed by women. The

traditional goldsmith workshop established in 1994. In

work is carried using the traditional burmese frame

the beginning, bronze and silversmith were practiced.

loom.

Now, it is mainly a goldsmith workshop. The raw gold
is taken from Taunggyi and it is wrought with the
traditional machines, such as pressing machine and
a small earth oven. The gold is firstly cooked using
the oven and then worked with fire and pressing
machines to acquire the different shapes needed for
rings, necklaces etc (Phay, 2009).

Traditional weaving and looming workshop - (20° 04'
12.5"N 96° 57' 24.1"E) Pha Ya Taung has also a traditional

The Burmese frame loom
The Thai lowland, throughout inland Southeast Asia,
use a wooden frame loom of about two meters long
by one and half meter wide, referred to as a Burmese
Frame Loom, built by village carpenters using tongue,
groove joints and wooden pins so that they can be
quickly assembled after the rice harvest, and just
easily dismantled at the times in the year when space
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is needed for drying farm products and raising small

weft can be interlaced involves the use of a shedding

farm animals.

device of cotton heddles. For complex weaves the
number of heddles shafts may be up to 16. The wrap

To prepare a warp, skeins of yarn are transferred from

is also passed through a reed comb made from palm

reels onto a warping frame that dictates the width of

held in a wooden frame called "beater". When the

the finished cloth. The length of the warp is generally

warp is threated, and the heddle shaft and beater are

between four to nine meters and may be prepared in

attached to the loom frame, the end wrap is farthest

the weaver’s compound. To prepare the weft, the yarn

from the weaver is passed across the top of the loom

is wound from skeins onto reels by means of a wooden

frame, over the supporting beam to be tied on the

reeling device. It is then rew wound onto bobbins to fit

beam above her head. The near is attached to the

the shuttles required for a weave.

cloth or breast beam. The weaver passes the weft
through the shed with the aid of a wooden shuttle.

The purpose of a loom frame is to provide tension

After each line of weft, called "pick", is inserted, the

for a warp. To create a space in the warp so that the

weaver beats in with the beater. (Conway, 2006)

The goldsmith
in Myanmar

Unlike other artisans, goldsmiths are regarded as great artists:
they work with precious metals, jewels, cheats and swindlers.
During Bagan period, gold and silver articles were extensively used.
Most of the items produced by goldsmiths are related to religion.
At the time of Inwa Kings, art of gold handling developed and
kings appointed royal goldsmiths.
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Ye Bu
The village of Ye Bu (20° 03' 31.0"N 96° 57' 56.6"E) is located on the southeast bank of Samkar Lake.
Ye Bu has about 189 households and a total population

Ye Bu is the perfect village where to experience the

of 865 people.

local Pa-O traditions.

Locals believe that village is older than 100 years.

Built and religious heritage

The most widespread livelihood activity in Ye Bu is
corn and rice paddies farming.

Ye Bu monastery and Ywa Oo Zedi – (20° 03' 33.2"N
96° 58' 00.1"E; 20° 03' 31.7"N; 96° 58' 04.0"E) this new

In the olden times, the village was named Ye Bu

monastery was built just over thirty years ago, as

because of the nearby hot springs: Ye Bu means “hot

the previous monastery was destroyed by the fire.

springs”.

The building follows the common architecture of the
monasteries of the area. Inside the monastery there

Before the British era, the first village of Ye Bu was in

is a series of paintings describing the life of Buddha.

a different place and it was mostly a Shan settlement,
different than now, which is fully Pa-O. In fact, the

Lawka stupa and the Buddha footprint – (20° 03' 15.7"N

surrounding mountains are called with Shan names,

96° 57' 03.6"E; 20° 03' 15.8"N 96° 57' 04.3"E) people of the

such as Loi Ngyan, Loi Kyein, Loi New and Naung Wo. At

region believe that this footprint belongs to Buddha.

the time of Sawbwas, the previous village was burned
under the order of one of the Sawbwas because locals

In the compound of the Buddha footprint and of the

did not pay taxes.

Lawka stupa nobody can hunt because weapons do
not work. If someone success to hunt in this area, bad

During the conflicts between the red Pa-O, white

luck will come to him. Local people believe that the

Pa-O and the government, two villages were forced

footprint is guarded by the spirit. In the full moon night,

to combine, Loi Ngyan and Ye Bu, forming what is the

red fired balloons can be seen over the mountain

current settlement.

even if nobody do not do them. If someone sees the

Figure 116. Ye Bu village

Figure 117. New monastery
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Figure 118. Buddha footprint

fire balloons, he/she must not to tell others, otherwise

Figure 119. Old Pa-O house

The oldest Pa-O traditional house

the balloon disappear. Sometimes, also the song of a
gong can be heard from the compound.

In Ye Bu there is one of the oldest Pa-O traditional
houses (20° 03' 37.2"N 96° 57' 55.5"E). The house is

There are other legends connected to the Buddha

one of the few remaining constructions after a fire

footprint compound:

that destroyed most of the Ye Bu village. Inside, the
house retains two traditional stoves, with a shelf and

…In the olden times, the local people could borrow

a variety of Pa-O objects and tools. This house is 60

musical instruments from the Nat of the Buddha

years old.

footprint compound. They could borrow drums, gongs
and other instruments needed for their celebrations

Natural heritage

and festivals. One time, the people destroyed a bronze
gong, upsetting the Nat, who decided to do not lend

Ye Bu mountain – (20° 02' 29.8"N 96° 57' 34.2"E) is

instruments anymore…

located at a short distance from the village of Ye Bu.
People believe that this mountain was a volcano in the

…During the conflict, when the red Pa-O reached the

past. However, some volcanic activities are still on, like

footprint compound, they spent one night there. At

the nearby hot spring.

midnight, some people climbed the Ye Bu mountain
(20° 03' 15.7"N 96° 57' 03.6"E). When the red Pa-O saw

There is a woodland forest that can be climbed on the

them, they shoot with the guns and some people

mountain, with interesting views over the plateau and

disappeared. When they stopped shooting, people

the lake. Most people believe that the mountain is

appeared again. It is believed that they may have been

inhabited by ghosts.

ghosts…
…Twenty years ago, there was one person, called U Nuu,
The Lawka Zedi or stupa was donated by the villagers

an over 60 years old man who used to go often to the

three years ago. During every full moon day of the

Ye Bu mountain. With the time, U Nuu and the ghosts

month of Kasone (april – may), the rain welcoming

became friends. U Nuu used to celebrate ceremonies

festival is held in the compound. During the festival

with the ghosts, playing traditional music instruments

people throw fire rockets in the sky to ask for good

and dances. U Nuu used to go uphill, lighting candles

rain for the whole season. People also donate raw rice

to the Buddha footprint and making wishes for a good

to the monks.

rain…
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Figure 120. Ye Bu mountain

Figure 121. Ye Bu springs

The ghosts are believed to belong to the realm of

“Nang Paw Phat Spring”. Before the building of the

Ghosts, one of the six rebirth realms. The ghosts in

dam, both springs were used for farming.

Ye Bu mountain are usually invisible; however, some
locals state to have seen the ghosts in the past. People

The “Nang Paw Phat spring” is guarded by one Nat.

believe that the ghosts are a lot, including children,

Local people of the olden times named the spring Nam

elders and youngs. They celebrate ceremonies with

Paw Phat because there were many tortoises with soft

dances, music and lighting firing balloons as human

shells. In fact, Nam Paw Phat in Shan language means

and the nearby villages do.

“the spring with tortoises”. This spring is mostly used
by local people to drink the water.

It is believed that a way is used by the ghosts that
runs from the mountain to the lake shore. At night

…One day, a man, called U Pein, was farming near the

time, sometimes, a red light can be seen on the water

spring. The evening, he went to the Nat compound to

and it is believed that are the ghosts looking for food

collect some insects to eat. He shouted “I collected the

(according to Buddhism cosmology the reborn within

insect and I will eat them with jungle alcohol”. Later,

the ghost realm are hungry and thirsty, and that

when all farmers went back to their houses, U Pein had

cannot never satisfy this need).

an accident on the way back home and injured his foot:

Moreover, a local

person, who owns the farm in proximity to the road,

he died soon after…

says that one day he destroyed the road, as he didn’t
know it was the ghost road, but after one week the

According to such stories related to this spring, it is

way appeared again. It is also believed that:

believed by local people that the guarding Nat is very
severe and strict in his compound. However, the Nat

…The ghost way goes through some of the farms and

likes horses: in former times, most people used horses

when the farmers take a nap during the afternoon,

for transportation and, when the horses passed near

when they fall asleep the ghost hit their head so that

the spring, they used to pay respect to the Nat without

the farmers wake up…

receiving orders by people.

Ye Bu Springs - (20° 03' 35.7"N 96° 57' 05.4"E; 20° 03'

…Until recent time, the Nat from the spring do not like

27.9"N 96° 56' 49.2"E) in proximity to the village of Ye

people taking photos of the spring and the compound.

Bu, there are two water springs, one is hot and called

When people take photos, short after the photos

“Ye Bu Spring”, while the other one is cold and called

become blank…
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Figure 122. Bird wetland

The “Ye Bu Spring” (the hot spring) has two main

ferments for one month. This drink helps the digestion

pools for bathing, one for men and one form women.

and makes people drunk after lunch, after dinner and

It is ideal the visit the springs early morning when the

in moment of fun.

outside temperature is lower, and the spring’s steams
can be easily seen.

Protection tattoo - In Ye Bu protection tattoos are still
practiced. During the colonial time in Burma, the

Bird wetland - (20° 03' 35.2"N 96° 56' 46.4"E) at the edge

practice of tattooing quickly became extinct in most

of the Ye Bu mountain there is a wetland area that can

towns. After 1930 and especially after the colonial

potentially be a birdwatching site. Located at the edge

time, tattooing saw a resurgence among rebels who

of the community forest, the wetland provides habitat

participated in the uprising. Men tattooed themselves

for several woodland and water birds. Here, there are

to provide immunity to bullets and knives. The

also small hot springs pools, which also serve as a

practice was also widespread amongst the attacked

source of irrigation for the local paddy cultivation.

communities.

Living heritage

Black

tattoos

provided

immunity

to

weapons.

Differently, green protection tattoo were chosen to

Sitaw Pwar juice - (20°03'33.4"N 96°57'57.7"E) a local

provide immunity to tiger and snake bites.

family produces this type of Tasihtee. This drink is
produced mixing various ingredients: roots of banyan

The red colour provides immunity to black magic.

trees, roots and leaves of turmeric, leaves of sugar

Heavy metal tipped awls were used by the Shan tribes

cane, sugar cane slabs and water. Then, the mixture

in Myanmar to pierce the skin.
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The Realms of the Universe
Buddhist cosmology typically identifies six realms of rebirth and
existence: The bhavacakra illustrated on the right shows the cyclic
realms of Samsara in Buddhist cosmology.
Heaven – the home of the gods (devas) - this realm of enjoyment
inhabited by blissful, long-lived beings. It is subdivided by later
sources into 26 levels of increasing happiness.
Humanity – although human suffers, this is considered the most
fortunate state because humans have the greatest chance of
enlightment.
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Titans and angry gods (asuras) – these are warlike beings who are at the
mercy of angry impulses.
Hungry ghosts (pretas) – these unhappy beings are bound to the fringes
of human existence, unable to leave because of particularly strong
attachment. They are unable to satisfy their craving, symbolized by their
depiction with huge bellies and tiny mouths.
Animals – this is undesirable because animals are exploited by human
beings, and do not have the necessary self-awareness to achieve
liberation.
Hell – people here are horribly tortured in many creative ways, but not for
ever – until their bad karma is worked off.
These are not all separate realms but are interlinked in keeping with the
Buddhist philosophy that mind and reality are linked. Thus, although
humans and animals live together in the same world, the implications of
being born as a human and as an animal are very different, and they are
represented as two separate realms. And a human being can experience
touches of heaven when happy, or the lower states when hateful, greedy,
ignorant or in pain. Someone adept at meditation will experience
progressively higher heaven realms.
The wheel, called BHAVACHAKRA is a circle, symbolizing the endless cycle
of existence and suffering. In the middle of the wheel are the Three Fires of
greed, ignorance and hatred, represented by a rooster, a pig and a snake.
These are the cause of all suffering and are shown linked together, biting
each other’s tail, reinforcing each other. In the next circle out, souls are
shown ascending and descending according to their Karma. The next ring
out is composed of six segments showing the six realms. The outer ring
shows twelve segments called nidanas, illustrating the Buddhist teaching
of dependent origination, the chain of cause of suffering. The wheel is
held by the Yama, the Lord of Death who symbolizes the impermanence
of everything. The being he holds are trapped in eternal suffering by their
ignorance of the nature of the universe.

TEXT SOURCE: Keown (2013), BBC (2014)
IMAGE SOURCE: BBC (2014)
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Tattoo Culture in Myanmar
Since ancient time, Asians have adorned their bodies with inked designs. In early China,
tattoos intended to ward off evil spirits were placed among acupuncture points and
meridians: a practice, which spread throughout Southeast Asia. According to legend,
the art of tattooing was introduced to Burma c. 200 BCE by ethnic minorities migrating
from southwest China. Tattoo became popular in different parts of Myanmar, especially
amongst the Shan. Shan men were (and are) tattooed between the waist to the knee as
a sign of virility. While it is believed that in ancient times both genders were tattooed
more widely, nowadays tattooing of women is extant only in the Chin state in western
Myanmar, where for at least the past century facial tattoos were cosmetically appreciated.
The traditional art of tattooing is deeply rooted in Myanmar’s history: from kings to
commoners, tattoos were exemplars and devises of masculine strength, feminine beauty,
cultural identity and aesthetic appeal, while endowed as well with spiritual powers serving
as protection from evil forces. Tattoos also demonstrated religious devotions to Buddhism
as well as seeking protection. (DeKalb, 2011).

Mahamuni Buddha
The origin of the Mahamuni Buddha image lies in the Rakhine state of Western
Burma. According to legend, the Buddha once visited the town of Dhanyawadi,
at the time the capital of the Arakan Kingdom. The King of Arakan who was
very impressed by the teaching of the Buddha requested to make an image of
the Buddha. After the King and the wealthy people of Arakan donated gold and
other valuables, a lifelike image of the Buddha was cast. According to legend,
the Buddha consecrated and enlivened the image, after which called it the
Mahamuni Living Image. In 1784 Arakan was invaded by Prince Thado Minsaw
of the Konbaung dynasty. When Arakan was defeated, the Prince brought the
Mahamuni image back to Amarapura, which was the capital at the time. Later
the image was moved to its current location in Mandalay.
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Lone Khan
Lone Khan (20° 06' 19.0"N 96° 55' 15.1"E) was established by the Samkar’s
Sawbwa in the same time of Samkar and Lin Lam, Myanmar Era 1136,
(1714).
The term Lone Khan means “little forest” because

sometimes was a source of information for the

there was a forest located in that site before the

Burmese soldiers. The first times that the Burmese

establishment of the village.

soldiers enter the Shan village of Lone Khan, at that
time Naung Khan, the soldiers because of the Shan

The first people of the village were Shan. However,

accent, misunderstood Naung Khan for Lone Khan.

today Lone Khan is populated by Shan as well as Intha

The new name is still used today. The previous name

and Pa-O.

of Naung Khan meant “big lake”. This “big lake”, it is
believed to have referred to a pond located close to

From the usual location of the villages on the banks

the main pagoda of Lone Khan. Now of this pond only

of the lake, the Intha people moved to find new

a small version can be seen with a Buddha statue in

settlements in recent times when the dam was built

the middle.

by the Japanese at the southern point of the Moy Bye
Reservoir. In addition, the Pa-O moved to Lone Khan

Built heritage

from the nearby mountains during the conflicts of the
second half of the last century. Today, the majority are

Ywa Oo Zedi

Intha, then Shan and a minority are Pa-O. The Village
has about 162 household, and the livelihood activities

Donated by Yoon people, Ywa Oo Zedi is located close

are fishing and farming.

in the old monastery. The monastery retains a Rakhine
Buddha image. At the time of the Yoon people, they

The first name of Lone Khan was Naung Kam. In 1985,

went to Rakhine State to pay respect to Mahamuni

during the insurgencies, it was common that villagers

Buddha image. When the Yoon came back from the

were forced to support with food the Red and White

Rakhine, they started to build the Buddha image like

Pa-O. This contact between villagers and insurgents

the Mahamuni with help from experts from Rakhine.

Figure 123. Lone Khan

Figure 124. Ywa Oo Zedi
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Figure 125. Conycal mountain

Figure 126. Rice Mill

Figure 127. Fishing net

Natural Heritage
Taung Kamount
This mountain is also called “Conical Hat Mountain”
because its shape looks like a traditional conical
bamboo hat. On the top of the mountain there is one
cave called Guu Gyi, mostly used for meditation by a
local monk. Moreover, it seems that on the mountain
there are ruins of stupas and of ancient monastery.

Living Heritage
Lone Khan is one the village where the 5 Days Market
takes place. In Lone Kan the market gathers vendors
from all the surrounding villagers. This is because

Moreover, in Lone Khan other traditional practices

in Hti Ga and in Nam Huu there is not market. The

can be randomly explored when walking through the

market takes place in proximity of the lake and is

village, such as fishing net production, manual rice

easily reachable by boat.

husking, rice crackers production and traditional
fishing practices.

Rice Mill and Bamboo workshop -

(20°06'21.3"N

96°55'18.3"E) In Lone Khan there is one rice mill. Here

Stories and Legends

the automatic husking of rice can be observed done
by a machine built around twenty years ago. In the

In Loi Moung Mountain there are two stones believed

village there are two rice mills. The one geocoded in

to have been built by the guardian Nat. The same Nat,

the report is the oldest one in Lone Khan and it has a

according to local legend, used to lend treasures to

bamboo workshop inside also.

local people for festivals and ceremonies.
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Hti Ga
Hti Ga (20°08'03.8"N 96°55'11.2"E) is in the west banks of Samkar Lake.
The village of about 70 households is divided in two quarters. One part
of the village is inhabited by the Pa-O people and one part by the Intha.
The Pa-O were the founders of the village and the

produced and let for an eight-days fermentation

Intha moved in Hti Ga when the dam was built.

process in winter season or only five days in the

Most of the Intha came from a village called Naung

summertime. After, the fermented liquid is mixed with

Mo, then flooded. The main livelihood activities are

water and moved to aluminum pots and heat up. With

farming of paddy and corn and fishing, the latter is

the heating, the liquid changes into gas and then exits

mostly practiced by the Intha community of Hti Ga.

through a very small pipe.

The village had been always known as Hti Ga, that
means the “protecting umbrella”. The village of Hti

It channels into a water pond where the gas changes

Ga is particularly interesting for its living heritage,

into liquid of 20% of alcohol. The three-rice alcohol

especially rice alcohol and rice crackers production

distillery usually work every day.

but also tofu and other traditional creations such as
fishing nets.

Figure 129. Rice alcohol distillery 1

Living Heritage
Rice alcohol distilleries
In Hit Ga there are three rice alcohol distilleries
(20°08'05.2"N 96°55'14.2"E, 20°08'03.8"N 96°55'13.3"E,
20°08'00.4"N 96°55'14.6"E), all following the traditional
production methods.
Firstly the rice is steamed, then, it is spread on a
bamboo mat. When cooled down the rice is mixed with
yeast and mash it. This then is put into clay pots locally

Figure 128. Hti Ga village

Figure 130. Rice alcohol distillery 2

145

Rice crackers workshop

are crushed to extract the juice. This is mixed with
water and filtered several times usually using a cloth.

Hti Ga hosts a couple of rice crackers workshops

The remaining is divided in three different pots and

(20°08'05.4"N 96°55'20.9"E, 20°08'09.3"N 96°55'16.6"E e

the liquid is let to rest for few hours. The upper layer

20°08'11.2"N 96°55'17.8"E) that use traditional methods

is then taken and cooked by using traditional earth

and tools. One workshop produces red rice crackers,

ovens.

with a type of rice that grows on the hill slopes of Shan

Figure 133. Rice cracker workshop 2

State.

Tofu workshop
Moreover, in Hti Ga, tofu is produced by one family
(20°08'11.0"N 96°55'18.8"E). This is a family tradition
and a practice though through the generations.
Here, the chickpeas tofu is produced by using
traditional tools and processes. Firstly, chickpeas
are soaked for one night. The morning after, these

Figure 131. Rice alcohol distillery 3

Figure 134. Rice cracker workshop 3

Figure 132. Rice cracker workshop 1

Figure 135. Tofu workshop

146

147

148

Nam Huu
Nam Huu (20°07'25.5"N 96°55'13.6"E) is located on the west bank of
Samkar Lake between Hti Ga and Lone Kan.
In Nam Huu there are 37 households and about

and killed chickens and cows. They cooked animals in

200 people. Shan and Pa-O are the majority, with

the compound of the pagoda which scared the locals

a minority of Intha. Nam Huu is a Shan name. it is

as for local religious purposes this is not a custom.

said that the first village was founded by one of the
Samkar’s Sawbwas (the name is unknown). The village
was then named by the nearby water spring, in fact

Natural Heritage

Nam means "water" and Huu means "spring". The
founders were the Shan. This water spring provided at

Nam Huu Springs -The water springs are in proximity

the time enough water for drinking and irrigation.

of the village of Nam Huu. There are three pools in the
compound. The water is very clear. In the lower pool

Initially, the village was in a different location, which

everyone can swim, both men and women. In the upper

was then flooded after the construction of the dam.

pool, just the monks can swim, and there is a water

Therefore, the Nam Huu of today is about 40 years

ordination hall. In the higher part of the compound

old. Intha came from the lake and the Pa-O came

there is a Nat shrine. The people in the region believe

from mountains. It is said that in the olden time

that the Nat who guard the Nan Huu springs is a

transportation was very easy, when only the Beluu

female. In the compound there are two Nat shrines,

stream was separating the village with the Samkar.

one is for the female Nat and one for her servant.

The Sawbwa from Samkar built two bridges to cross

Before the full moon day of the month of Na Yone

the stream to facilitate the crossing. It is said that

(June – July) local people celebrate the Nat festival.

at the time people from Samkar were very rich and

During the festival locals offers to the Nat grilled fish,

who wanted to go there needed to wear good clothes

rice, tea, candles and flowers. By the offering, people

and jewelries. The two bridges were destroyed by the

believed that they will be protected in their life. The

Japanese when they dropped bombs. Local people

springs are also object of legends and with the time

said that Japanese destroyed the village pagodas

they thought to modern generations how to behave
close to the spring. As typical for the Nat stories in the

Figure 136. Nam Huu village

springs, some stories narrate misbehave of a person
who is then “punished” by the nat.

Fish and Tortoise - (20°07'33.9"N 96°54'59.8"E)
…A young man, 20 years ago, caught a fish and tortoise
from the spring to eat. When he was fishing, he saw
a man wearing white cloths and headband (it is
believed that those men were servants of the female
Nat guarding the spring). He neglected him and took
back home the captures. During the night, he lost his
mind and he needed to go the Nat shrine to apologize.
This was a warning to him not to fish anymore in the
spring…
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Figure 137. Nam Huu Spring

The beautiful Nat - (20°07'33.9"N 96°54'59.8"E)

The woman and the snake - (20°07'33.9"N 96°54'59.8"E)

…Many years ago, a woman from Hit Ga called Daw

…One evening a lady from the Hti Ga village went to the

Aup, saw a very beautiful woman (believed to be the

Nam Huu springs to take a shower. When she reached

Nat) who took the shower by using a silver bowl. The

the spring, she took the shower without clothes.

woman from Hti Ga had never seen the beautiful

When she finished, she saw a huge snake behind her

woman, so she asked the Nat “what is your name? and

(believed to be the female Nat), and she shouted for

where are you from?”. But the Nat did not answer. The

help. When people arrived there, the snake could not

night Daw Aup got high fewer as a warning to do not

be seen by them but only by the lady from Hit Ga. It is

ask questions to the Nat. The following morning she

believed to have been a warning for all people to do

went to apologize to the Nat shrine and after she got

not swim without cloths…

better…
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Khone Tar
The village of Khone Tar (20°08'24.4"N 96°57'46.7"E) is located in the
east banks of the Samkar Lake, between Lim Lam and Samkar.
The previous village of Khone Tar was located between

Nat. Nobody could catch those fishes. One time a man

the two streams (Beluu and Htin Htaung streams)

caught one fish from the pool, it was big but when he

before the dam was built. There were seven villages

put the fish in the basket it became very small, when

before and between the two streams.

he released the fish again in the pool it became big
again…

Most people are Intha.
The founding of the new village of Khon Than was led
There are about 116 households and 600 people.

by the chief monk who lived in the monastery near the

This new village of Khone Thar is about 40 years old.

Htit Htaung Pagoda.

The previous village was called Htit Htaung (Tant
Gway), called like this because it was located near

A local woman recalls: “at the time the dam was closed

the aqueduct. The new village was called Khone

the government cut all the trees in the area where the

Thar because the place was pleasant. in fact, the

lake was to be created. At that time, my father and

translation of Khon Than mean the Pleasant hill. The

other village’s men had to find the place where to

main livelihood of Khone Thar is fishing.

build the new village. The land of the new village was
full of cotton fields. The chief monk asked to the land’s

…Before the dam was built there was a forest near the

owners to establish the village in that specific place.

aqueduct called Htain Shar Taw, because of one type

The people from four villages: Ywa Gyi, Htit Htaung,

of tree is called Htain Shar. The forest was guarded by a

Ywatan Shawe and Ywa Thit cleaned up all the cotton

Nat and many species of birds inhabited the site, even

plants and built the monastery, and the chief monk

crane birds. In the middle of the forest there was a

names the new settlement Kone Than” (Daw Khin Oo

pool with many fishes which were also guarded by the

from Khone Tar).

Figure 138. Khone Tar village

Figure 139. Khone Tar monastery
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Figure 140. Brown rice crackers production

Figure 141. Bamboo workshops in Khone Tar

Built Heritage

Rice cracker workshop

The monastery of Khone Tar

In Khone Tar, there is one brown rice cracker workshop
(20°08'26.3"N 96°57'45.8"E).

The monastery (20°08'26.8"N, 96°57'47.7"E) of the

Bamboo workshop

village was built just after the new village was founded.
One of the people working the bamboo has a house-

Living Heritage

based workshop where people can explore how they
work the bamboo to create fishing and other tools.

In Khone Tar there is one brown rice crackers workshop
and several people working the bamboo, especially
for fishing tools.
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Myo Haung
The village of Khone Tar (20°08'24.4"N 96°57'46.7"E) is located in the
east banks of the Samkar Lake, between Lim Lam and Samkar.
Myo Haung (20° 08' 59.2"N 96° 55' 50.8"E) is a floating

It is also believed that the mountain is guarded by a

village located in proximity of Samkar. It is divided in

Nat. Because of this reason, no one in the village places

three parts, Chaung Na Myout, Chaung Na South, and

any elephant statue or toys. If this is done, the village

Gii Kone.

would be punished with rain during the summer.

For six months the village has floating water and for

Living heritage

six months the area is dry. Most people in the village
are Intha. Most people known the village as Samkar

Rice mill

Myo Haung because the previous Samkar city was in
that place. The meaning of Myo Haung is the old city

As an Intha village, here traditional fishing can

of Samkar before the first dynasty of Samkar.

be exploring. in addition, there is also a rice mill.
(20°08'54.2"N 96°55'58.2"E).

The main livelihood activities are farming (rice, garlic
and onion) and fishing. Traditional Intha fishing
practices can be discovered at this site.

Figure 143. Elephant Mountain

Natural Heritage
The main natural attraction of the village is with
no doubt the lake. However, the nearby Elephant
Mountain or Sin Taung (20°09'17.6"N 96°54'42.6"E) is
the object of local legends.
It is called elephant mountain because of the shape.
As the elephant mountain faces the south it is believed
by the local people “The elephant as it faces the south,
eat all the resources making the south poorer and the
north richer”.

Figure 142. Myo Haung village

Figure 144. Rice Mill
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Ywar Thin
Ywar Thin is a little village on the mountains near Kalaw, along
one of the most famous trekking trails from Kalaw to Inle lake.
The village is located around five kilometers south-

rice, but it needs a lot of flat land, so they started

west of Kalaw (20°36'03.8"N 96°31'29.3"E).

to grow mandarins (brought by one man from the
north). So today, the landscape around the village is

Ywar Thin has about 63 households and 258 people,

very different from the previous one, because of the

and it was built around 70 years ago. The only ethnic

mandarin trees.

group in this village is Palaung.

Figure 145. Ywar Thin village
The main livelihood activity of the community is
farming. They cultivate mandarins, green tea leaves
and different kind of peas.
The name of the village, “Ywar Thin”, means “new

village”: once, the community used to live in another
village, “Tar Yaw Ywar Ma”, but they had to move from
there because of the lack of water. When they arrived in
the present location, the land was completely covered
by the jungle, so they started the deforestation in
order to build the village and cultivate the land.
In the beginning there were only 25 houses.

Natural heritage
The main attraction of the village is the view, because
it is located on the side of a mountain. By the way,
until ten years ago, the community used to cultivate

Figure 146. View from Ywar Thin
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Myein Deik
The village of Myein Deik (20°34'30.5"N 96°32'29.6"E) is located
south-west of Kalaw, along the trekking trail between it and Inle lake.
Myein Deik has a total population of 140 (estimated) inhabitants, with 28 households.
The two main ethnic groups living there are Danu and Taungyo.
The main livelihood is agriculture: they grow ginger, cauliflowers and rice.

Figure 147. Blacksmith
The village was built around 50 years ago, when the
community moved from another village because of
the lack of water and because it was far away from
the main road. In the beginning there were only 10
households.

Living heritage
In Myein Deik there is one little blacksmith workshop
(20°34'29.8"N 96°32'29.8"E), located in the center of the
village, with ancient tools, where he works using the
traditional method.

Figure 148. Trail between Kalaw and Inle Lake
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Pin Nawe
Pin Nawe (20°32'03.4"N 96°38'31.1"E) is located along the trekking trail
from Kalaw (south-east from the city) to Inle lake.
There are 370 people and 67 households in the village.

The village was founded 58 years ago by the father
of the current doctor of the village. In the beginning

The main ethnic group who lives there is Pa-O.

there was not the road, so, when people felt bad, they
couldn’t go fast to the hospital. Now there is the road

The main livelihood is farming: they cultivate rice,

and they have cars to move.

wheat, corn, ginger, cabbage, cauliflower and chili.

Living heritage
All the people are farmers and they use oxen and
buffalos to help the work in the fields.

In Pin Nawe there are two workshops about traditional
hand-made weaving.

The village is called “Kaung Nawe” in Pa-O language
which means “the village on the top of the hill”.

Figure 149. Chili farmer in Pin Nawe

Figure 150. Farming in Pin Nawe

Figure 151. Pa-O Lady in Pin Nawe
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Weaving Workshops

4.000,00 Kyats for big bag, 3.000,00 Kyats for small
bag, 5.000,00 Kyats for shawl and child carrying

The first one (20°32'03.4"N 96°38'31.1"E) is on the road.

shawl. Young people are not interested to learn the

In the former times all the women of the village used to

traditional weaving because it takes long time to

weave with the traditional method to create textiles,

create products and they get bored.

shawls, bags… But now there are only two old women
in the village who knows how to practice this activity.

The second workshop (20°32'03.4"N 96°38'32.0"E) is

One of them can speak Burmese language and she

located behind a private house.

is 72 years old. When she was young, she learnt how

The woman who weaves there, Daw Paung, cannot

to weave from her grandmother and the other old

speak Burmese language, she speaks only Pa-O

women of her village. She used to work in the fields

language (the elder people of the village can only

as a farmer because she had 8 children, but now she

speak Pa-O and she is 92 years old).

is old and tired to work in the fields, so she has her
workshop for tourists.

Natural heritage

She buys yarns from the market of Aung Ban and

Along the way to Pin Nawe there is Shar Pin viewpoint

sells products here for foreigners who visit the village.

(20°33'46.0"N 96°34'42.2"E), from which it is possible to

She needs 3 days to weave the small bags, 4 days for

see Kalaw from the top of the hill.

big bags and 5 days for shawls. The selling prices are

Figure 152. Weaving in Pin Nawe

Figure 154. Traditional weaving method

Figure 153. Daw Paung waves in Pin Nawe

Figure 155. Shar Pin viewpoint
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Puttu Pauk
The village of Puttu Pauk (20°31'45.5"N 96°43'21.4"E) is one of the biggest
villages along the trek between Kalaw and Inle Lake, where tourists
usually stop for the night during the trail.
In fact, Puttu Pauk has over 10.000 inhabitants

About the history of the village, people tell that the

(estimated) and 200 households. The only ethnic

old Puttu Pauk was a Shan village with only few

group living there is Pa-O and all people speak Pa-O

households. Because of the frequent theft by robbers,

language.

the people of the village mixed with the Pa-O people
of Ban Hatt village (which means “a lot of bamboo

The main livelihood of the local community is

shoots”). Despite in the origin the village was Shan,

agriculture: they work in the fields within the rainy and

nowadays, Puttu Pauk is only a Pa-O village. The Pa-O

cold season. During the hot season, due to the lack of

people from this village are a bit more conservative

water, the men of the village produce bamboo basket,

than other Pa-O people. Their accent, their traditional

where they can put vegetables and fruits. Women

customs are a bit different with others Pa-O from

mainly grow and harvest rice in the fields, and they

different regions.

sell it in the markets.

Built heritage
“Puttu Pauk” means “cave”: in the former time there
was a hole in a rock near the shrine of Puttu Pauk

Monastery of Puttu Pauk

village; when the hole was closed by a huge rock, the
community called the village Puttu Pauk.

The monastery of Ban Hatt, located on the side of the
mountain near Puttu Pauk, was moved from there to

The legend of the cave tells that in the past people

the current village, because the land there is flat, and

believed that they could hire gold and jewelries from

the monastery needed more space.

the guardian spirit of the hole. But they did not bring
the treasures back: they lost their honesty and the

For this reason, the wood of the monastery of Puttu

spirit got very angry. Finally, he decided to close the

Pauk (20°31'52.0"N 96°43'19.8"E) is over 100 years

hole.

old.

Figure 156. Puttu Pauk village

As an old monastery, it is possible to admire

Figure 157. Ban Hatt old Monastery
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Figure 158. Ban Hatt new Monastery

ancient

Myanmar’s

traditional

arabesque

Figure 159. Pa-O bamboo house

Figure 160. Nat Shrine

craft

designs, ancient Buddha images and other statues.
Nowadays, the ancient heritages are covered by iron
bars, because some people stole the handicrafts and
Buddha images from the monastery.

Traditional houses
The traditional houses of the village are made of
bamboo. They have no window, because the glass
is very expensive for local people. The stove, where
people cook, is placed in the center of the house. They
have two floors, the first one is for the animals of the
family (breed cows, buffalos...).

Nat Shrine
During the weddings, the participants connect the
In the flowered fields near the village, there is a Nat

bride and groom’s hands with a thread, and they give

house of Puttu Paukù (20°31'32.8"N 96°43'19.3"E). In the

blessing to them. Unlike other weddings, the attendees

shrine there are some offers and a pillow because the

give presents to the bride and groom’s maids. A big

Nat needs to sleep.

offertory is prepared for the celebration: it includes
coconut, bananas and ginger. During the wedding

Living heritage

close relatives should wish good luck to the couple.

Weddings

Local traditional dishes

When a new couple marry, the entire village must help

The main traditional dishes of the village, according to

them to build a bamboo house.

the Pa-O traditions, are kidney beans gravy, pumpkin

The community need around a week or ten days to

curry, Hin Htoke, leek roots and fried beetle larvas.

collect all the materials and prepare roof and walls,

To prepare kidney beans gravy, firstly it is necessary

then they build all together the new house in only

to boil the kidney beans in a clay pot. Then tomatoes,

one day, starting from early in the morning. During

turmeric, powder, salt, pounded ginger and garlics

the construction, people have to offer fruits, rice and

are added to the gravy. In the end, dried barb fish is

other things to the nat of the house.

added.
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Preparing the pumpkin curry is very simple: pumpkin

the village join the bamboo basket making. He chose

is cooked with chili, fried onions and salt.

the place of his workshop in the entrance of the village

For making of Pa-O Hin Htoke, firstly the rice is soaked

because there is a big building, where there is space

into water for one night. In the morning, the rice is

for cut and weave the bamboo. During summertime,

pounded into powder. The rice powder is mixed with

they prepare bamboo basket in the field, while the

dried soybean powder, tomatoes, 4-5 eggs, onion leeks

animals are pasturing. In the previous years, this

and few turmeric powder. The mixture is wrapped with

area was very rich of bamboo, but now they must

banana leaves and steamed.

buy it from other regions. The cost for one bamboo is
around 2.000,00 Kyats and with one bamboo they can

The leek roots are prepared firstly washing them and

produce four middle size baskets for special orders

drying them under the sun. Then, the roots are fried

and seven bamboo baskets for the normal ones. It

with dried soya bean chips, dried fish, roasted and

takes around 2.5 hours to finishing one, depending

pounded peanuts, dried onion and garlic, salt and few

on the skills of the producers. The selling price of the

seasoning powders.

special basket is 5.000,00 Kyats and 1.600,00 Kyats for
the normal one. They sell the baskets in the market of

To cook beetle larvas from dung, larva is fried with

Aung Pan.

roasted and pounded peanuts, onions and garlic. The
flavor is tastier if Senegalia pennata leaves are added

At the workshop, tourists can observe the traditional

to the mixture.

weaving method of the baskets and they can also try
to weave.

Bamboo workshop

Stories and believes
In the village of Puttu Pauk, as written before, during
the cold season the men produce bamboo baskets

As for the other Pa-O villages, the community in Pattu

(20°31'49.8"N 96°43'11.3"E). In the entrance of the village

Pauk believes in the guardian Nat of the village.

there is one bamboo basket workshop, owned by Mr.
Ko Kyaw Hein.

During the month of May or June (Kasone or Nayone
months in Myanmar), Pattu Pauk village celebrates

He started his own business many years ago mainly

the Nat Festival. The date of the celebration is

on bamboo baskets. During the rainy season, when

announced by the medium of spirit. During the

the farming activities are stopped, some people from

festival, all the people from the village must prepare

Figure 161. Offerinngs to the new house

Figure 162. Bamboo Basket workshop
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vegetarian foods: every household must bring rice

to another place of my hand. I decided to ask to the

and vegetables, cooked with curry and offer it to the

medium, offering him some rice and money. The

participants. During the celebration, the medium

medium told me: “Every day, you passed behind my

of spirit gives prophecies about the village. The

mountain with lunch box and never offer some food

community invites elder people from other villages to

to me. So, I hit the hand with which you hold the lunch

assist to the prophecies.

box”. So, I offered pot white rice, fried potatoes, betel
and rice wine to the spirit, leaving them under the basil

In Pattu Pauk there are some stories related to the

tree at sunset, without look back after offering them.

presence of the Nat guardian.

After offering to the spirit, my hand recovered.”

The haunted child

Religion and offerings
…When I was young, one child from my school comes
to me crying. A lot of itchy knots appears on his body

As all the Pa-O people, the community of Pattu Pauk

and the villagers said the child was haunted by the

village believes in Buddhism.

spirit. In the evening, the parents of the little child
brought rice, fried potatoes and rice alcohol to the Nat.

Even 6 times in a year, the whole village pay homage to

After their offer, the child completely recovered…

the elder people, giving them some traditional snacks.
They also have to feed the people who take Sabbath

The painful hand

every full moon and new moon. They prepare Mont
Sé Kyaw (fried rice pastes with sugarcane in April, Ta

…My sister and one of her friends used to walk in my

Ku for Myanmar), Kin Paung Kyaw (fried pork pieces

orange field after their school time. I used to bring the

with onion leeks and rice paste in October, Thadingyut

lunch box to them. Every day, I passed the mountain

for Myanmar), Kaw Pote (pounded sticky steam rice

with the lunch box. One day, my hand started to hurt,

in January, Pyar Tho for Myanmar) and Yaw Gu

and I put some ointment on it. Then, the pain moved

(porridge) in February, Ta Po Twe for Myanmar.
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Htee Thein
The village of Htee Thein (20°32'02.5"N 96°44'23.1"E ) is located along
the main trekking route between Kalaw and Inle lake. Htee Thein village
is included in the Nwog village tract under Kalaw Township, where
foreigners usually stop for the night.
The village has 300 people and 95 households, and the

near the village. The villagers really venerated the

majority are Pa-O.

monks and they decided to build a huge monastery

The language spoken is Burmese,

but elder people can only speak Pa-O language.

for them near the forest. The elder brother was very
docile monk and very kind to his young brother and

The main livelihood is agriculture: they grow potatoes,

the villagers too, so he decided to leave the monastery

ginger, rice, peanut and wheat.

to his younger brother and to build a small hut in the
forest to stay there. The villagers were so sad because

The village name is Htee Thein which means “green

the beloved elder monk was staying in a little hut. So,

water” (Htee: water, Thein: green) because of the color

they built the second monastery closer to the forest

of the plant inside water.

for the elder monk…

Built heritage

Therefore, in Htee Thein there are two monasteries,
close to each other. They were built around 80 years

One village, two monasteries

ago. The first monastery (20°32'02.5"N 96°44'23.1"E)
is called Aut Kyaung (lower monastery) and was for

Htee Thein is an unusual village because it has two

the younger monk and the second one (20°31'53.9"N

monasteries, separated by a road, while every village

96°43'53.4"E), called Apaw Kyaung (upper monastery),

has usually only one monastery.

closer to the forest, was for the elder monk.

…At the time of our ancestors, there were two brothers

…We believe that the monasteries have a special

who followed the teaching of Buddha. The two brothers

protection made by the previous monks. Nobody can

became monks and they were based in the forest

steal anything from the monasteries.

Figure 163. Aut Kyaung Monastery

If somebody

Figure 164. Apaw Kyaung Monastery
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steal something, he or she cannot find the exit and bad

not allowed to go out from the monastery to spend the

things will happen to him or her in the compound of

night. They have to give sermon and 5 precepts to the

the monastery…

villagers, especially during Sabbath days.

In this region, these two monasteries are the main and

The five precepts are:

the oldest monasteries.

1.

I must abstain from killing living things.

2.

I must abstain from stealing other properties.

3.

I must abstain from committing sexual

People from the villages of Soung Wo, Pin Nawe
and Puttu Pauk are mainly regarded to Aut Kyaug

misconducts.

monastery and Kyauk Su, Tha Yit Myang and Myae

4.

I must abstain from telling lies.

Char are mainly regarded to Apaw Kyaung monastery.

5.

I must abstain from taking intoxicants and

Htee Thein Village pay homages to both monasteries.

drinks.

In the compound of the second monastery, Apaw
Kyaung, the villagers set two poles.

Villagers sets the second pole at the end of the lent, so
when there are two poles in the compound it means

The first one is setting at the beginning of the Lent, in

that the Lent is finished.

Waso (July) month for Myanmar calendar. So, all the
people know that the Lent is started. During the Lent,

Living heritage

which lasts for three month (Waso - July, Wa Khuaung
- August and Taw Tha Lin - September) the monks are

Figure 165. Poles at Apaw Kyaung

Festivals
The Myanmar calendar has 12 months, and each
month has his own festivals. The most famous one in
this region is the Meditation Festival (Wout Pyut Pwe),
celebrated in the month of Ta Saung Mone (JanuaryFebruary). In this region, the festival is held following a
rotation system, so every year it is held in a different
monastery: the host monastery has to invite all the
monks from the other monasteries of the region;
only monks can attend the festival. To celebrate, the
monks has to meditate inside some small hay huts all
day long in order to become good monks: following
the teaching of Buddha, they meditate and find the
truth inside their body. They can only have breaks for
meals and natural calls. Wout Pyut Pwe festival is 15
days long and it has not specific dates, every year the
dates change. It is very difficult to spend two weeks
in the huts, because they become very hot when it is
sunny and very humid and cold when it rains. Inside
the hut, there is only a cushion to make the monks sit
and meditate.
In 2018 the Meditation festival was held in Puttu Pauk
village and in 2019 it is going to be celebrate in Ngon
Thone village.
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Nan Yoke
Nan Yoke is a little village located along the main trekking route between
Kalaw and Inle lake.
This village is very important for tourists, because is

pomegranate tree at the entrance of it. Now the tree

only 2 km far away from the lake, so they can spend

is died, but it is possible to see part of its trunk.

there the night to walk to Inle early in the morning with
the sunrise.

Later, the village was named Nat Yoke, which means

“Spirit statue”.
There are 375 people living there and 75 households,
and all the community is from Pa-O ethnic group.

…Around 100 years ago, a spirit statue appeared in
the surroundings of the village. People were amazed

The main livelihood is farming local people grow

because they believe in spirits. When they found the

peanuts,

ginger,

statue, they brought it to the monastery and called

rice and wheat. In the past, in the village it was very

it Nat Yoke Monastery, because of the spirit of the

difficult to get water, especially in summer. The cows

statue…

potatoes,

tomatoes,

pumpkins,

and buffalos were very important for farming.
The village is nearly 230 years old. After Myanmar got
the independence on 4th January 1948, the country
faced civil wars in all parts of Myanmar. The insurgent
appeared from every part including Southern Shan
State.

At that time, the villages near Kalaw town

were in peace because Kalaw was a government
headquartered town. But starting from Myein Deik,
there was a black region. A lot of local people from
this villages died during the battles between the
insurgents and government army. The local people

Nat Yoke was the mainly monastery of the villages
of Kyon Lone, Kway lae, Tha lae Pin and Min Yan
Khin. People decided to put Nat Yoke in front of their
villages’ name like Nat Yoke Kyon Lone, Nat Yoke Kway
lae, Nat Yoke Tha Lae Pin and Nat Yoke Min Yan Khin.
With the time, the name of Nat Yoke moved to Nan
Yoke, because it is simpler to pronounce.

Built heritage
Nat Shrine

had to give protection, money and meals to the

All the Pa-O people of this region are purely Buddhist

insurgence groups. If the insurgence groups thought

and they also believe in Nats.

that somebody was a spy, they killed that person
immediately. One of the insurgent groups hid on the
mountain near Nan Yoke village. The battles took
place in the village and a lot of people died.
At that time, the government cannot govern this
region and there were no rules for the local people.
Bad people were punished and killed by the villagers.
When the village killed bad people, they used the
bamboo raffia (it is like knife and sharp).
The first name of the village was Tha Lae Pin, which
means “pomegranate tree”, because when the
ancestors established the village, there was a big

Figure 166. Nat Shrine in Nan Yoke
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They believe that the villages, trees, buildings,

…At that time, the region was covered by thick jungle

mountains, pools have their own guardians (spirits).

and full of animals, elephants and tiger too. The hunter

For this reason, it is possible to find nat shrines in the

used to hunt around the jungle during the day and

village.

he came back to the mountain for the night. When he
passed away, his properties were left, but nobodies

But there is one difference between the shrines of this

took them. So, if people go there now, they can see

region and the other ones: they are bigger, and they

some crockery owned by the hunter and the place

include pillows, blankets, mattress in order to make

where his hut was placed. The people from this region

the nat relax and sleep. In the Nat shrines, the people

started to call the mountain, “Mout Soe Taung”, the

offer flowers, drinking water, candles, traditional

hunter mountain…

paper flags.

The holy peacock
In the highest point of the trekking route, 1456m,
located few kilometers away from Nan Yoke, it is

Burmese people believe that there is a next life after

possible to see a Nat shrine with a pillow and a blanket.

death. According to the Buddha’s life cycle, Buddha
was born as a peacock for 16 times, in addition to other

Natural heritage

15 animals. For this reason, Buddhists avoid killing
animals, especially peacocks, elephants and grackles.

Viewpoint

If somebody kills an animal, he will not live longer.

The Nat shrine (20°31'49.9"N 96°45'11.6"E) is located on

…Five years ago, a hunter from the village killed a

the road in front of the highest viewpoint.

peacock in the thick jungle. I brought the peacock tail
from him and I kept it in my shop in Nan Yoke, because

Living heritage

we think that it is very good to have peacock tail, as it
is a holy animal. But the hunter died after he killed the

The hunter mountain

peacock...

Mont Soe Taung, which means “hunter mountain”, is a

So, people should not kill animals, unless they want to

mountain near the village where a hunter lived many

die soon.

years ago.

Figure 167. Nat Shrine in Nan Yoke

Figure 168. Nan Yoke viewpoint
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Festival
In Nan Yoke, people celebrate Lu Hpye festival. Lu
Hpye means “before rain”. It is during the months of
Kason and Nayone (April and May) when the rainy
season starts. The aim of the festival is to aim a good
rainy season for agriculture.
The festival is celebrated in different defined days in
every village of the region, but, in Nan Yoke, it must
be celebrated only on Saturdays. For this reason,
every year the community meets to decide in which
Saturday they are going to have the festival, according
to their work in the fields. They choose Saturdays
because it is related to the village name: in Myanmar
tradition, when a baby born, people give him the name
according to the day in which he was born; if the baby
born on Monday, they must choose Monday words,
like Ka, Kha, Ga, Gha, Nga. The names for Saturday
are Ta, Hta, Da, Hda, Na. If the festival is celebrated on
other days, it will not succeed, and people are going to
fight. In the past, they got failures.

Figure 169. The tail of the Holy peacock
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