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Active 

A bridge to the back country 
Even Burma now has its honeypot sights. Our man leaves the bus tours behind on an expedition by bicycle 

Graeme Green   
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We weaved through the early-morning traffic, dodging spluttering trucks and mopeds, red-robed monks, 
women carrying baskets of flowers and onions to market, stray white cows and packs of dogs. “Graeme, this 
is Mandalay,” said Aung Zaw, our group’s cycling guide, riding beside me. “This is where I was born. I love 
my city.” As we turned past the market to follow the course of the Irrawaddy River, we talked about the 
profound changes happening in Burma — not only increased freedoms, but us, the visitors, who have been 
arriving in their numbers since the country started opening up. “We’ve been waiting a long time for this,” said 
Aung Zaw, smiling.  

About 1½m international travellers are expected in Burma this year, up from 791,505 in 2010. Already, 
there’s a hunger to delve deeper into the country, rather than tick off the highlights: Shwedagon Pagoda in 
Rangoon, Bagan, Mandalay... I hoped to go beyond the must-sees, riding across the heart of Burma by bike, 
from Nyaung Shwe, on the edge of Inle Lake, northwest into the Shan Highlands and south again to the 
temple city of Bagan.  

By the end of the first evening in Nyaung Shwe, Burma had me hooked. All it took was a walk around the 
town as soft orange light settled over the hills. Thin wooden boats passed through waterways, coming in from 
the lake. I stopped to watch a group of boys running down an alley, faces painted white with thanaka, the 
national make-up and sunscreen, flying kites made from plastic bags and string. Young monks played football 
and swept yards outside monasteries. A little girl practised graceful hand movements from a Burmese dance.  

Our group rode out the following morning against the flow of traffic — villagers travelling into town on bikes 
and tractor carts. Lingering mist burnt off the river. We pedalled through villages and sugar-cane fields, past 
a teak monastery and golden pagodas, stopping at roadside cafes to refuel on samosas, sugared chapatis and 
green tea. Men and women worked in the fields as white herons stalked through the greenery. At the village 
of Indein, buffalo waded and young women bathed in the river. A thousand conical stupas stood crumbling 
round the hilltop pagoda.  
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From the riverside, we took a boat on Inle Lake and cruised through villages of stilted houses and floating 
gardens, photographing the leg-rowing Intha fishermen. Many tourists come to Inle — indeed, there are fears 
that tourism will lead to the overdevelopment of its shores — but our journey here had been much more of an 
experience than travelling in any tour bus. “Bikes are the way to see Burma,” Aung Zaw said. “You see the 
country inch by inch. You hear things, smell things.”  

Buffalo waded and young women bathed. A thousand conical stupas stood crumbling Incense and smoke from 
cooking fires wafted across the roads the next morning, a deceptively tranquil start to our toughest day of 
riding, up into the Shan Highlands. Soon, there were long, steep hills, including a leg-burning five-mile climb 
in the hot afternoon sun. From the summit, I freewheeled down. The countryside opened up ahead.  

We had to dig deep over the day’s 60 miles — the average for the trip was 31 miles a day, and the operator 
rates the difficulty level as “moderate”. Most roads we travelled on were surprisingly good, but here they 
were pothole-ridden bone-rattlers. I caught my second, third and fourth winds, but by the end of the day, 
there weren’t many parts of me that didn’t ache.  

Saddle-sore and creaking, we set off again the next day for more rolling, sometimes grinding hills. All day, we 
didn’t see another tourist, just locals on mopeds and ox-pulled carts. Monks nodded as we passed. 
Schoolchildren gathered on banks to shout the local greeting, “mingalaba”. Road workers and miners in 
quarries whooped and waved.  

Mandalay was my favourite day, with exhilarating riding filled with colour and culture. A grinning, goggled 
motorcyclist rode next to me as I cycled along the Irrawaddy. Children ran to high-five us. The Burmese 
aren’t yet indifferent to tourists. That may come soon. For now, the welcome couldn’t be bigger.  

At U Bein, the world’s longest teak bridge, I watched fishermen casting nets and boatmen shepherding fleets 
of ducks across the river. We rode with the traffic across the industrial Yatanarpon bridge and on to Mingun 
stupa — a former king’s ambitious failed project to build the biggest in the world — and the giant Mingun bell.  

These sights were just part of the picture. On the undulating road after Mingun, for example, we stumbled on 
an initiation ceremony for monks. Boys and girls in pink and gold costumes listened to the master of 
ceremonies chanting stories, while a band played free-form jazz on xylophone and drums.  

“By bike, you see the rural areas not many tourists see,” Aung Zaw said, and that was also true of our journey 
to the giant Buddha statues at Monywa, a site not featured on many Burma itineraries. We turned off the 
busy highway and onto quiet country lanes where farmers were herding goats to new pastures. The upright 
Buddha was hard to miss, shining gold and standing 380ft tall on the hazy hills. Laid out in front was the 
largest reclining Buddha in the world, 295ft long. A thousand smaller Buddhas sat cross-legged in the foothills.  

We reached Bagan after cruising down the Irrawaddy by boat, and zipped around a few of the region’s 2,000 
pagodas by bike. At Shwe San Daw, one of Bagan’s oldest pagodas, I climbed the steps to the top and looked 
out on countless spires of brick-red, gold and white pointing up out of the trees. The sound of chanting drifted 
across the land.  

Our last full day of cycling began at Mount Popa, to the south. Feeling fit from long days in the saddle, I found 
the 40 sunny miles of gentle hills a pleasure. Aung Zaw pulled alongside. Burma hasn’t magically transformed 
overnight, he told me; there are still serious problems. But he spoke of seeing books in shops that were 
previously banned. “Change will take time. Many people have big hopes for the Lady. But we’re happy how 
things are moving.”  

Mobile phones, internet, ATMs and new hotels are cropping up, but Aung Zaw hopes Burma can navigate the 
changes. “Development doesn’t only bring prosperity,” he said, “but also new stresses and changes to 
traditional jobs and ways of life.”  



We rolled into Bagan and parked the bikes for the last time. Already I planned to come back to Burma, maybe 
in a year, maybe in a few. I wonder how it will look.  

Graeme Green travelled as a guest of Exodus  

Travel details  
Exodus (0845 863 9601, exodus.co.uk) has the 16-day trip from £2,729pp, B&B, including flights and tours. 
Add £115pp for bike hire. The next departure is on July 27. Or try Grasshopper Adventures (020 8123 8144, 
grasshopperadventures.com) or Explore (0845 291 4541, explore.co.uk).  
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