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t was called the *Lost Woeld™ and for good

reasom because that region where the Indian

Ocean rolls roward Myanmar's southwestern

coast slumbered in seclusion, isolated by
remote geography and decades of xenophobic,
military rule. Even the footprines of passing
fishermen and the Moken, nomads of the sea, were
rarely sighred on ies 800 islands.

- -
Today, the shimmering beaches are szill all bue
deserted; only hornbills and monkeys break a
peimeval silence oo jungled hillsides and the Moken,

shy, gentle people who woeshap the spérits of narure

i '

and teaditiosally roamed the waters, still try to draw
their sustenance from the sea

Bur the Isclation of the Mergui archipelago is
hn‘.»mmg - lhlnu of the paar, Q'u"n'wu\( the advernt
of a civillan government in Myanmar in 2011,
which lifted travel bans and essbraced international
rourism. The last high tourise season saw the bigpest
ever influx of visitors, alehough that's sull oaly
some 2,000 — or 2.5 rourists for every island. And
given the geograply, some absding resericrions and
the expense, ome of Asia's last touriam fromtiers is
unlikely 10 be inundared by mass courism any time
soon. The only access is via pricey liveaboard yaches
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or dive boars, most from neighboring Thalland.

That's the way we traveled, a group of cight
friends, charrering a yacht from Kawthaung, a busy
fishing port at the southernmoss tip of Myanmar
and opposite the Thai city of Rancng. Our 25-meter,
rwo-masted ketch, the Meta [V, is owned by tuo
enterprising young Germans, a working journalist
and a frmer lawyer, who fell in knve with the isdands

That occurred when they took a yachring holsday
cruise 10 India’s Andaman [sands but were barred
from entry. So they turned around and headed 1o
Myanmar and the Merpus archipelagn

“There was no infrastructure, no towns, no
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strects, llc'lhn\:. 2 l.nl |~l.\ml *h'\l(“ lILf‘ a2 mannme
Shangrida. | had never scen anything like &. Nobody
in our group had seen amything kike in,” the exlawyer,
Christoph Schwaniez, told us. *We were absolurely
enchanted.” So much so that they bought into the
yacht, went into partnership with ies veteran capeain
and hundhed Burma Boating, which has recently
added two others to ies fleet.

Today Fhe shimmmevive

3 - i
veaches ave still all but

Qur own voyage into one of Asia’s lase tourism
frootiers took us in a northweszerly course from
Kanthaung as the national flags of our group
fluttered above — American, Australian, Brirish,
Indian and Thai. The ensuing six<day voyage was 1o
combine sheer pleasure with probes imto tourism
Jc\‘cl«)pn:rn!, the lives of the Moken and an
enviroament thought by scleramsts to harbor some
of the globe's most important marine bodivenity

For two days we salled on an unruffled sea,
past jagped outcrogn and extensive islands — ane
larger than the Republic of Singapore — rising 10
hills husndeeds of meters high and clothed by dense
vegeration. We woukl have our meals, prepared by
an excellent Thai cook, comfortably seated in the
open deck at the yache's aft. Near sunset or earlier,
the capesin wouk] park inside 2 sheltered bay off 2
deserted shore of an uninbabited island 1o whach
we might swim or reach by dinghy. Berdsong would
emerge from the jungle canogy, with fishing cagles
high overhead, as the sinking sun burnished che still
shimmering beach and darkened the tropical green
When nighe fell, the only sounds on board were

those of the sea gently lapping our anchored boat.

On our thind day we cast anchor off Myanmar's
only marine nattonal park = Lampi, a place the
Moken reverently called *Mother Island®, The
204 squarekilomerer park was established in
1996 but only until recently did & start to receive
protecrion and the beginnings of a master plan 1w
conserve a dazding guantity and range of flora and
fauna, from 228 species of birds ro 73 different kinds
of searwoed. Its forests are home to nearly 200 plant
species, mouse deer, gibbons and macaques which
stroll down to the beaches to feast on abundant crabs
(they can choose from a menu of 42 species). Locals
told us that there is even one wild elephant, a kone
survivoe of a small herd carlier transported to Lamgs
from the mainland

Perhaps the highlight of our Lampi stop was a
cruise along the island’s wessern shoee. We haleed



just off a fivekilomerer streech of beach and Liunched
2 dnn:h\ B0 Penetrate 2 Vast sretg ’l of mangn

swamp, an eerie yet magical world of overpowering
lushness. The dinghy eased its way through narrow
\‘l‘l)ll'l':l\. “l”‘"l »l'n'LL'tl -['\ ;‘nl"":tl oot ‘ﬁl!lﬂ
pythons slumbering on overhanging tree branches
It seemed like a trip in time before bumans walked
the earth.

But on Lampi we also encountered some of the
troeables .'1\"!2";:XHl'\A\|'(hl'l'hl)l'\\'l’llll‘ll ;‘,IHJIW
Before our mangrove venture, we spent time in Ma
Kyone Galet, a village on Lamspi and one of the very

few settlements across the archipelago. The village,

asofal

012 couns, is home to some 280 Moken and
from a distance seems like the classi trop al advll
On cdoser inspection its beach is awash wich empry
liquor bortles, beoken glass and plastse, symbolic of
the Jecline of traditional Moken culture as is collides

with the m

ern workd.

Although no accurate census is available, abour
2,000 Moken « “the soul of the archipelago”, as
they have been described — are believed to inhabic
the region, signitica ntly reduced rhu-.uh migranon,
intermarriage with Burmese and deaths of males
through alcohol and deug abuse.

Often referred to as sea gypeies, these Austroowesian
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people migraced to the offshore idands of western
Malaysia, Myanmar and Thailand, probably from
China, a5 carly as 4,000 years ago, and until recent
Times spent mose of each VEAr roameng this regson
in their hand hewn houseboars — among the last of
the woeld’s hunsergatherers. From these kabang, they
colbected mollusks and sea cocumbers, speared fish
and dove into earbusting depths o find valuable
pearl oysters. Today, very few still live the nomnadic
ll:r, lLl\Il'-.’ }'(’f'] ”').'\r\l 1IN0 l\lllhl K"“”th" i'\
the gavernment og driven to find work oo mainland
mines and farms. Only a few odd men sill know

how to build the kabangs, fashioned as symbolic
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fepeciematsons of l"illl.ll'\ froen nx .,nh O Anus
“In twenty, thirty years the Burmese will
dominate Moken culture. Only a litthe of it may
remain,” Khin Maung Hiwe, a Burmese villager
married to 2 Moken, told us
Unfortunately, that's not the only sad side of

ACY SPEWT WOST OT EACA YEA

oA NEuwn £aaoanas. ..

Lampi or the archipelago because beneath the surface
of its crystalline waters and in secluded swachs of the
forests, man's depredarions are increasingly evident

blast fishing, inshore trawling, illegal logging,
wildlife poaching and simgly moee outsiders moving
in and making their mark. Like so many near pristine
[4)\(‘3 in the world, the race is now on o prosect
the treasure trove that is still found in these islands
before it's too late and empraed fogever.

Whether the impact of coming tourism will add
to the despotling of Shangri-La oe help save it i still
a matter of speculation.

During our six-day trip, we encountered oaly four
oeher tourist-carrying vessels and one sharksleck
super yache, signs that the Lost Woeld is on the
map of the workl’s super rich. In 2013, one of the
mega yaches carried a Russian couple 10 a deserted
island — a “unigee Robinson Crusoe secting,” the
organizers sald < for a wedding complete with
chanting Baddhist monks, harps and xylophones
impoered for the occasion

A dozen concessions have been granted for
island resoees and others are being pepotaated while
Myanmar's richest tycoon, Tay Za, is already buskding
ooe on an unforrunately named Chin Kite Kyunn,
Mosquito Bite Tsland

To date, only a single hoeed exises, the Myanmar
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some place w . as pust naruee,” Marg
said, and | d interiected: “Pristine. 11
a loc of § . 523 for thar. Bur this is definizely
.nl'l.u-'u!.h'.n.-.‘ expestations,” neighbors. Bur he also described a nearEd
o ¢h the Moken stood their ng iful ;»l;..
As we sailed, somewl \ k to the “real his dream | see the Mergul A
workd™, we r DOx he s v by Walree r beawty spots of Ease, noe de
Grainge White, 2 missionary who had lived among  jungle and laid bare, bar planted wi
the Moken nearly 2 hundred vears apo, speaking their setthements.. the beauty of ies
aond studying the some. He warned tha We all hoped thar Whice's vision wo
e absorbed by we dominamt  the future of the Last Workl
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