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a time in Hawaii
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A last pristine frontier
TUNE OUT:
Yvonne with a
Moken friend
on Bo Cho
Island and,
left, Macleod
Island

Lured by splendid isolation,
Yvonne Gordon goes back
to nature, island-hopping in a
remote Burmese archipelago
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Visit our website for more information

ting of one of the islands in the Myeik
Archipelago in southern Myanmar.
As with most of the other 800 uninhabited islands here in the Andaman
Sea, the land is full of thick green jungle, with strips of long golden beaches
on the edge. There are no roads
to these beaches, no promenades,
loungers or umbrellas, no man-made
structures of any kind, just nature.

We sailed here on a 52-foot catamaran yacht, a small group of travellers
lured by the remoteness and isolation,
and by the stories of tigers and sea
gypsies that might be on the islands.
We were spending a week navigating the archipelago, exploring empty
beaches, snorkelling, swimming and
watching the sun rise and set from
quiet anchorages that we were the
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he large white shell
on the beach, tucked
behind a rock, had a
long pattern of double tracks leading to it.
Something, perhaps a
crab, had crawled into it quite recently.
It seemed like the only footsteps of
any kind on the whole spectacularly
tranquil beach, a lush tropical set-
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pictures being published of various
stars sunning themselves on the resort’s
glorious white-sand beaches. Miami’s
desirability factor soared with the
opening of Soho Beach House in 2010.
The hotel and members’ club is part of
entrepreneur Nick Jones’s uber-trendy
chain, and the stunning property has
quickly established itself as a must-visit
location.
Though the discreet nature of the Soho
House brand means that its staff would
never boast about the identities of the
guests who walk through its doors, pop
star Katy Perry is known to be a regular
visitor, actress Jennifer Aniston is

ESCAPES

RUGBY IN ARGENTINA: After their nailbiting victory in Paris, the next big foreign
outing for the Irish rugby team is Argentina in June.
Nuevo Mundeo has put together a 12-day tour,
taking in two games, a stay in Buenos Aires, and
trips to the Iguazu National Park and waterfalls,
above, and the Unesco heritage site Quebrada de
Humahuaca. The price, from €2,764pp, includes all
domestic flights, accommodation and transfers.
JEWELS IN THE CROWN: Spend a month
touring India, starting in Delhi, Agra and
Jaipur, before taking an overnight train to Varanasi
for a boat ride on the Ganges. Travel on by train to
Mumbai and then to Goa to recharge the batteries
as Kerala, Calicut and the elephant sanctuary of
Nagarhole still await. Hotels, tours, trains and
flights for €2,547pp. See incredibleindia.ie

only occupants of; the only traffic we saw
was the odd passing squid fishing boat and
once or twice a dive boat.
Although visitor numbers to Myanmar,
formerly Burma, have been steadily increasing since the tourism boycott was lifted
– two of us had just spent two weeks backpacking around Yangon, Mandalay and the
north – government restrictions make these
islands difficult to access, so being here felt
like the ultimate adventure.

W

e arrived at 115 Island
in the late afternoon,
the first island where
we encountered people. Soon after we
anchored, two small
wooden boats with children in them rowed
out to greet us. This was our first encounter
with the Moken, or Sea Gypsies. The children were shy but seemed delighted when
our skipper gave them some biscuits and
they quickly rowed off, back to shore.
When we landed on the island later in our
dinghy, we met two or three Moken families
and saw their spartan camp set out beneath
makeshift wooden shelters under the trees
on the beach. These families travel around
the islands in a convoy of small wooden
boats, staying on an island for up to two
months, fishing and diving for sea cucumbers, until the rainy season when they go
back to their base at Nyaung Wee.
It is said Moken children can see as well
underwater as above it. Maung Hein Tun,
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Dolphins leapt to port
as an eagle circled above
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warm
hello:
Moken
children
row out to
meet the
yacht, inset
below, Left,
fishing
boats on Bo
Cho Island

dinner: Skipper
Michael catches a
fish and, right, Bo
Cho Island temple

or Hein for short, our Burmese guide,
chatted to them and translated a couple
of questions for us, but the conversation
was mostly nods and smiles.
After bidding them farewell, we
walked through the jungle to the beach
on the other side. The rainforest rang
with buzzing insects and birdsong, some
of it sounding like monkeys laughing.
Twigs snapped underfoot and long vines
and plants entwined in front of us as
we followed a narrow path through
the undergrowth.
‘Watch out for prickly branches,’
Hein warned, as he waved a stick in
front of him in case of any large spider webs. The canopy was so thick
that the sunlight was closed out, and
I was afraid to look too much at the
ground in case of snakes.
The empty beach was fringed with
turquoise water, the white sand dry
and powdery, full of white shells and
white crabs busily scurrying about.
Further back from the shore, tiny balls
of sand were set out in geometric patterns around holes made by crabs
sifting through the sand.
I realised how alive beaches are

M

y thoughts, this past
week or so, have
turned, on a number of
occasions, to Estonia.
To Tallinn, in particular, and to
Katerina, a tour guide whom I once
encountered in the Baltic city.
During our conversation on a
winter’s day when she walked me
around her city, she made copious
references – and not in a good way
– to the Russian influences that still
manifested themselves in Tallinn.
And so, with Crimea now in
the news as the Russians move to
reclaim the territory, I have been
wondering about the mood in
Estonia and also reminiscing about
what a fine destination Tallinn
was when we visited for a longweekend city break.
Estonia has a chequered history
of conquest, having been under
the control of a number of other

GETTING THERE
Intrepid Travel runs a nine-day
Burma Sailing tour around the
Myeik Archipelago from €1,280pp
including return transport from
Phuket, Thailand, twin-share
cabin on a skippered yacht and
meals. Call (01) 524 0071 or
see intrepidtravel.com. Return
flights from Dublin to Phuket with
GoHop.ie start from €636.

when undisturbed by mankind, and
also, for the first time in my life in
nature, I thought of Darwin and species and beginnings of life and how all
sense of time can fade away when confronted with such a natural setting.
‘I love it here. Everything is alive.
Every shell is alive,’ said our skipper
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nations but with the Russians
wielding particular power there in
the early 20th Century, then in 1940,
and again from 1944 right through
to independence in 1991. Some
300,000 Russians still live there –
most of them in Tallinn itself.
Although many of the locals are
still somewhat ‘sniffy’ about all
things Russian, it shouldn’t stop
you from visiting the beautiful
Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, the
largest Orthodox church in the
city and one that is quite stunning
inside with its profusion of icons
and mosaics.
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Michael Forbes when we told him
later about the shells.
‘I have been to the most beautiful beaches in the world and
everything, all the shells are dead,’
he said. ‘Here the shells on the
beach will run away from you. A
guy brought a shell onto the boat
recently and it started moving.’
When we – seven guests – had
joined the boat with its crew of
three and a guide, two days before,

Michael told us we would visit
pristine islands where the beaches
don’t have footprints, where
anchorages aren’t shared. ‘This is
a special place. You are lucky to be
here now, right at the beginning.
This trip changes people,’ he said.
The first morning we saw dolphins jumping off the port bow
and later a sea eagle circled behind
the boat, eyeing our fishing line. As
we approached the first islands, I

admired the thick green rainforest
with long beaches at the bottom,
their sand glowing gold in the sun,
like the golden pagodas all around
the country. We went snorkelling
and saw parrot fish, butterfly fish,
domino fish, grouper, snapper and
sea anemones.
Anchoring at night
for sunsets we tucked
into curries, rice, tea
leaf salad and fish
caught that day.
The clear night
skies were lit by
stars, and there
was not a sound as
we fell asleep gently rocked by the
boat.
We saw ‘symphonies of fish’ – a glittering
display of small silver sprats
leaping into the air, and a big sailfish jumping off the starboard bow,
its dorsal fin like a rainbow. We
heard stories about what might be
on the islands – like the elephants
said to be left behind when loggers

Tallinn still smarts
from occupation but
Wow! what a city…
It was built, incidentally, on
the site where a statue of Martin
Luther once stood. It’s easy to
see, therefore, that the antipathy
between the different ethnic populations was not a one-way street.
Tallinn’s beautiful Old Town is
small and compact and dominated
by Gothic spires and red-roofed
houses, giving it a Rapunzel-like
atmosphere. The Viru Gate with
its twin towers is one of the most

well-trodden routes into the Old
Town and here you’ll find flower
sellers and other stalls.
The main square, Raekoja
plats, is a medieval delight but
cafes and restaurants are allprominent nowadays.
Don’t miss taking a
peek, however, into
stunning:
Tallinn’s Alexander
Nevsky Cathedral

were arrested. I had read of tigers,
too, and Michael said he once saw
the huge print of some type of large
wild cat in the sand.
On Swinton Island we took
the dinghy to the beach and collected firewood for a bonfire and
barbecue. It was a bright
night and, after we ate,
Michael took us to a
freshwater river to
see mud hoppers,
a strange almost
translucent species that looks like
a cross between a
frog and a fish.
Most of these
islands are unexplored and scientists
believe they may discover new species now
that these remote parts of
Myanmar are opening up, although
access is still limited – very few
boats have permits to sail around
these islands (only two yachts and
a handful of diving boats).
Later in the week, we visited

the Raeapteek, the oldest operating
pharmacy in Europe by all accounts
– it opened its doors here on the
square in 1422.
Outside the confines of the Old
Town is a normal city going about
its modern-day business. The
Opera House is here and shopping
centres and a number of hotels. The
tower-block Viru hotel dominated
the streetscape when I visited, a remnant of Soviet
days. The KGB were said
to have operated from
here back in the 1980s
and nowadays there
is indeed a KGB
museum within
the hotel, located
on the 23rd floor.
The hotel
wasn’t the
only KGB
hang-out in

Bo Cho, one of the only inhabited
islands where many Moken have
settled. As we motored in to the
long curved beach lined with palm
trees, the shore was full of wooden
fishing boats. Shy at first, the village
children soon swarmed around us,
giggling and playing, and they held
our hands as we walked through
the village, leading us up the steps
to the temple and taking us to see a
captive crocodile.
As we were leaving and wading
out to our dinghy, a small darkhaired girl with white thanaka
paste on her face approached me
and pressed a shiny white shell
into my hand. A parting gift. We
exchanged smiles. But this was not
just a pretty, empty shell. I could
feel by the weight of it there was
something alive inside it. I didn’t
want to separate it from its home
so I discreetly liberated it back
onto the sand just before we set off.
I was happy to take away the memory, but wanted to tamper as little
as possible with the ecology of this
special place.

Tallinn, however.
When I was last there, and following my conversation with
Katerina, I went along to Pagari
Street to see the building there that
was once the official headquarters
of the KGB in the Estonian capital. A not unattractive property,
there was, all the same, something
very austere about it – and about
its blocked-up cellar windows. It
has since been scheduled for development and by now should be
transformed into apartments.
Back then, on a plaque outside
the building, it said: ‘This building housed the headquarters of the
organ of repression of the Soviet
occupational power. Here began
the road to suffering for thousands
of Estonians.’
Some wounds simply never
heal…As tour guide Katerina
would, no doubt, still tell you.
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