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I had a baby in June, which is 
wonderful for a million reasons. 
But one which I hadn’t seen coming 
was the way it makes you slow right 
down. We spend hours looking at 
plants in the garden, really studying 
a raindrop slip down its leafy slide 
and plop off the end. Or watching 
a starling busying around, carefully 
choosing its twigs from a patch of 
scrub, like a chef perusing peaches 
in the market.

It has made me notice tiny 
moments of my day. The way the 
aircon wafts the mosquito net 
around our bed in the morning 
light. The methodical shushing of 
the neighbour sweeping his path 
very slowly and meticulously as 
the sun rises. The noise of the keys 
landing in my Nepalese singing 
bowl.

And it has taught me to treasure 
the tiny things. The flowers on 
the orchid in the garden which 
bloom so perfectly despite very 
little nurturing. The first mouthful 
of extremely cold mango each 
morning. The comfortable look of 
the well-worn stone steps up to 
the pagoda. The little dilapidated 
wooden pillbox down the road 
signed “VHS Hire”.

So today at my desk, I’m delighting 
in my plant, which has survived and 
thrived since our first photoshoot 
in June 2016, despite my persistent 
negligence. In the expanding profile 
of my book which has patiently 
been dragged around for weeks. In 
the bubbles and ripples of my glass. 
In the wonkiness of the little milk 
jug. In the cold smoothness of my 
spoon. In the fact that my pencil 
will need sharpening soon which I 
will enjoy. In the way you can’t rush 
the coffee plunger; it goes at the 
pace it goes at. Quite right.
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London vs. Yangon 

You’d think that living in Yangon 
would be worlds apart from 
London. But oddly, it isn’t so 
different. Monday to Friday, I get up 
and go to the office. On Saturdays 
and Sundays I don’t. I have supper 
with friends. Watch a bit of Netflix. 
Play squash. Do yoga.
 
But maybe after five years I’ve 
normalised things I used to find 
unfamiliar. Maybe being woken 
up by chanting monks isn’t the 
same as being roused by the Today 
Programme, and perhaps hoarding 
tonic water in case of a city-wide 
shortage is not my usual behaviour.
 
On reflection, some things are a bit 
different. A lot different, actually. 
For instance...

You’re never cold. Ever.
 
You never sleep without air 
con.
 
You exist in a permanent 
state somewhere between a 
little bit and extraordinarily 
sweaty.
 
Anything in your wardrobe 
made of viscose, elastane 
or rayon will be unworn 
following its first and only 
outing.

You never take public 
transport, but get swished 
around in taxis. At about 
10p a mile, it never feels 
extravagant. Disco lights 
and seat doilies are often 
included. Driving skills less 
common.
 
If you smile at somebody in 
the street, you’ll get a bigger 
one back. Even from the bin 
man, or the guy dredging 
the drains. I don’t remember 
this being the case on the 
Number 7 bus.

You can have 14 bunches of 
fresh flowers in the house, 
including in the bathroom, 
for the price of a single stem 
at home.

Eating sticky noodles hidden 
under liquid tofu and topped 
with chilli flakes for breakfast 
is not weird. It’s totally 
delicious.
 
Nobody is ever in a rush to 
do anything or get anywhere. 
While incomprehensible to 
the Londoner fresh from 
the City, this is delightfully 
calming to the initiated.
 
You don’t walk anywhere. It’s 
generally too hot, or wet, or 
dangerous. 10,000 steps a 
day is basically impossible 
without a treadmill.
 
The 9 till 5 working day 
includes half an hour for 
breakfast, two to three tea 
breaks, an hour for lunch, 
and half an hour to pack up 
and plan your route home.
 
Being asked to spell-check 
love letters for colleagues 
is not funny. It’s extremely 
important, and must be 
taken seriously.  

Telling your boss that 
the reason you are late is 
because you were playing 
World of Warcraft until 4am 
is not considered a bad idea.
 
Your appearance and weight 
are an open forum for 
discussion. You will be told 
with great mirth when you 
have gained or lost weight. 
This is not offensive.
 
There are 24 bank holidays 
a year. That’s almost one a 
fortnight. Magic if you’re an 
employee. Totally maddening 
if you’re an employer.
 

You rarely wear shoes 
inside. There’s something 
very levelling about slightly 
pompous businessmen who 
have flown in from Frankfurt 
discussing deal terms in their 
suits and socks.
 
Online shopping manifests 
itself slightly differently. 
Airline tickets are delivered 
to your desk by a charming 
travel agent, who collects 
cash from you in exchange 
for a hand-written voucher. 
And food delivery may well 
come with a waiter from the 
restaurant in a starched shirt 
who produces your ginger 
beers from a mini-cold box, 
and your receipt in a leather 
holder.
 
Cash is King. You’ll pay with 
a card if you’re in a hotel, or 
an upmarket restaurant. But 
everything else is done in 
readies.
 
You can’t just google a recipe 
and pick up what you need 
on the way home, as you 
won’t be able to find half 
the ingredients. You also 
have to make a few stops; 
one for your meat, another 
for the bread, a third for the 
vegetables and dried stuff.
 
Realising that the 
supermarket has started 
stocking Bonne Maman jam 
feels a bit like Emma Stone 
turning up at your birthday 
party.  Even if it’s only the 
blueberry one and is a month 
beyond its sell-by date.
 
You understand that real 
chocolate is a total luxury 
and is not to be under-
appreciated.
 
You think nothing of 
spending £4.50 on a box of 
Special K, or £8 on a small 
tub of ice cream. These 
things go into your essential 
spending bracket.
 
You don’t spend any money 
on clothes. There are no 
tempting Zara windows or 
H&M sales on your commute.  
 
Putting on some earrings 
or a jazzy scrunchy will be 
enough to turn your outfit 
from day-to-day to deeply 
formal. And you never wear 
heels. Supergas are more 
than smart enough.
 
Your friends are always free. 
Nobody needs booking in 
two months in advance, 
or squeezing in between 
work and dinner in three 
Thursdays’ time. 4pm on a 
Friday is enough notice for 
your Friday night plans.
 
It is routine to be plunged 
into darkness in a restaurant 
when the power cuts out. 
Don’t expect anybody to 
comment on it.  
  
You can justify having your 
nails done once a fortnight 
in the swankiest spa in town. 
It looks like a New York 
beautician, but is a thousand 
times more thorough, and 
the bill rings in at £6.
 

Having your hair washed is 
a thing. You lie completely 
flat on a bed, with your head 
in the sink, supported by a 
cushioned prop. And “wash” 
is euphemism for 45-minute 
head massage, wash, deep 
condition and blow-dry. An 
hour of pure joy for £2.
 
Your friends adopt one-eyed 
street kittens or three-legged 
puppies from the gutters 
and rear them like their own 
children, as if they were 
merely helping an old person 
off the bus, or picking up 
a crisp packet from the 
pavement.
 
You learn never to expect 
anything to happen when 
or how you planned it. Your 
standard approach is to 
expect it to go wrong, and 
be surprised if it goes right. 
Does wonders for your 
patience.
 
Your idea of the perfect mini-
break will no longer be Paris 
or the Cotswolds. Instead, 
you’ll set off by motorbike to 
seek out an off-grid hill-top 
village, where your terrible 
Burmese won’t work because 
they only speak their local 
dialect.
 
After a few months in 
Yangon, the culture shock 
of landing in Hong Kong or 
Singapore will make you feel 
like a child trying to navigate 
Heathrow Terminal 3 alone.
 
You miss your friends and 
family more than you could 
imagine, and adore your 
new ones unconditionally 
for making you feel at home 
somewhere so far from 
home.
 
You forget that living abroad 
ever felt like a daunting 
concept. You have total 
mental freedom to consider 
living anywhere on the 
planet.
 
You never, ever 
underestimate how lucky 
you are.

Oh, and you learn that 
instant three-in-one tea from 
a sachet is the drink of the 
gods. Move over macchiato.

Tea at a local Yangon teashop



A Burmese Day

I often get asked what it’s actually
like to live in Burma. 

The every-day-ness of it. Every day 
is unexpected, and never goes as 
planned. But it always starts in the 
same way…

The mornings are magical. 
We live in a house in a little 
oasis of the city just north 
of Kandawgyi Lake. There 
are 13 trees in the garden 
full of birds whose morning 
chorus mingles with our 
dreams long before the 
alarm goes off. We sleep 
under a mosquito net canopy 
which wafts in the light that 
seeps through the curtains 
and make me feel like Mary 
Lennox in the opening scene 
of A Secret Garden every 
day. My excellently trained 
husband runs me a bath, and 
thanks to a night of aircon on 
16-degree turbo mode, it’s 
chilly enough to want one. 
Then, just to continue in this 
mawkish vein, we actually 
sit down for breakfast for at 
least 20 minutes and chat 
over mango and tea and 
toast. Don’t worry, it gets 
progressively less glamorous 
from here.

At 8 o’clock, Peter picks us 
up. He’s a half-English, 100% 
adorable taxi driver who we 
hailed to take us to work 
once, and who now collects 
us every morning. He’s 75 
going on 105, speaks next to 
none of his father-tongue, 
and literally cannot drive. 
Each morning he backs 
through the gates to the 
house and almost crunches 
into the bench outside our 
door. His car is from 1970, 
has such a low roof that 
Ralph can’t sit up straight 
in the back, no headrests, a 
lovely plank under your bum 
and another in the kidneys. 
He’s always late, partially 
blind, and drives in his very 
own lane straddling the two 
actual lanes. But he’s so 
charming and “pray for us” 
every day so we can’t bear to 
tell him to stop coming.

The office is a big villa in 
a residential area of north 
Yangon. Ralph works for 
a company who work out 
of the boss’s home, and 
Kalinko’s office is in an annex 
at the back. We are very 
much part of their extended 
family: we all eat lunch in 
the kitchen together. We 
celebrate birthdays together. 
We pat the newly adopted 
stray dogs together. We trip 
over the piles of flip flops 
and sandals outside the 
door together. The security 
guy is Jerry from My Family 
and Other Animals. He 
always has a sparrow chick 
in his pocket which he’s 
hand-rearing, or a puppy on 
his lap. There’s a wingless 
crow in a makeshift aviary 
cohabiting with a cockerel, 
barking orders at the 20-30 
multiplying guinea pigs 
who have fearfully low 
understanding of the dangers 
of incest. It is deliciously 
eccentric.

The electricity cuts out 
about every 20 minutes. In 
summer, it’s 40 degrees, so 
every single aircon unit in the 
country is on and there isn’t 
enough to go round. This 
means the wifi dozes in and 
out of action all day, so my 
phone is usually balanced on 
the window grate pleading 
for signal, and we hotspot 
from that. When it rains, 
neither work. The corrugated 
iron roof also makes it so 
loud that phone calls have 
to be delayed until the rain 
passes.

Like in most offices, the 
bulk of my day is spent 
on my laptop, while the 
wonderful Kalinko team dash 
around Yangon collecting 
samples from the bus station 
(everything travels by bus 
here), meeting with shipping 
agents, or heading off round 
the country to spend time 
with our makers. Oh, and 
killing mosquitoes with an 
electrified tennis racket. That 
takes up at least 10% of the 
time.

Nwe Nwe is the office mum. 
She speaks no English, but 
is fluent in excitement and I 
often find myself enveloped 
in her giggly bosom, or 
being brought cups of tea. 
I’m like her very pale foreign 

pet. She cooks lunch for 40 
every day, and breakfast for 
anyone who wants it. Lunch 
is a roving affair – we grab 
a plate and a seat at the 
kitchen table when there’s 
a gap. It’s a good time to be 
lambasted for my terrible 
Burmese, and to marvel at 
how much rice the tiny-
framed office girls and boys 
can fit in. Some of them are 
about 10 inches wide and 4 
inches deep but manage to 
consume whole saucepans 
of rice. 

The UK comes online from 
about 1pm, so I usually 
spend the afternoon on 
video calls with the team 
back home. My regular 
Zoom call pals are used 
to a number of different 
backgrounds, from the office 
walls, to the trees and birds 
of the garden, to the bizarre 
Burmese-Thai-version-
of-a-Parisian-café round 
the corner, in a constant 
quest for solid signal. The 
background music is always 
fruity too; either Buddhist 
chanting, heavy-metal from 
1000-decibel speakers on the 
back of a passing election-
campaign truck, or cackling 
from the girls in the next 
door room.

At 5pm and no seconds, the 
office empties. I hang out 
with the tumbleweed and the 
wingless crow for a couple of 
hours, before heading home, 
or to yoga, or for a swim. 
Then unless we’re out for 
supper, we eat at home and 
go to bed embarrassingly 
early.

Given the noise, the heat, 
the void of road hazard-
awareness, and the near-
certainty that you’ll spend 
most of your day weaving 
through curve-balls thrown 
by trying to run a business 
in the 19th hardest country 
in the world (coming in 
just above Somalia, Libya 
and South Sudan…), it’s 
an oddly relaxing life. We 
relish our long mornings and 
early nights which seem so 
impossible in the fraught 
equivalent working day in 
London. And when, against 
all the odds, you get an 
email from a happy customer 
saying how much they 
love their new cushion or 
placemats, and you send the 
message up to the villages 
that somebody 5000 miles 
away adores what they have 
made, it makes total sense 
that you get up following day 
and do it all again.

Clockwise from above

My desk in Yangon
Our garden
The office at home
The afternoon light in our 
bedroom
The morning light through our 
mosquito net



Product Focus: 
Rattan

Above
Stacks of sized rattan ready to 
be stripped

Right
Inle Rattan Tray in Brown

Rattan is having a moment. It’s in 
every magazine, newspaper, and 
aesthete’s home. But unlike shower 
plants or floral wallpaper, this is 
no fad. Rattan’s been the Queen 
of Cool for centuries. Millennia 
actually. The Ancient Sumerians 
of 4000 B.C. slept on woven rattan 
beds, Tutankhamun was buried 
with some rattan baskets, and the 
mothers of the Dutch Golden Age 
used rattan cots as comfortable and 
hygienic havens for their babies. 
And here it is in 2020, still relevant 
and still loved. It works everywhere: 
in minimalist modern spaces, cosy 
country bedrooms, and plant-filled 
conservatories.

But what really is rattan? And is 
it different to wicker? And where 
does cane come in? 

Here’s the big reveal.

Rattan is a plant from the 
Palm family. But it’s so 
much more special than 
your standard palm tree. 
Each tendril can grow up 
to 200 metres in length, 
while maintaining the same 
diameter throughout. It’s 
solid all the way through, 
unlike bamboo which is 
hollow, making it one of 
nature’s strongest materials. 
It’s also super bendy and 
won’t splinter or break. It is 
essentially nature’s version of 
a ball of string, but so strong 
that you can sit on something 
woven with it.
 
Other reasons it’s pretty 
much the greatest thing 
out: it grows very quickly 
all year round and is 
harvested without harming 
the tree. It also grows 
back very enthusiastically 
once harvested, so an A* 
for sustainability. It’s also 
a dream to work with: it’s 
much easier to harvest and 
transport than wood, can 
withstand extreme humidity 
and temperature, and has a 
natural resistance to insects. 
It also accepts paints and 
stains like wood, so can 
come in lots of different 
colours. It’s the perfect 
student, the Olympic 
athlete, the Superfood of the 
weaving world.
 

So that’s our Ode to Rattan 
out the way. What is 
Wicker?

Wicker is a technique rather 
than a thing. It refers to 
the practice of weaving 
with natural materials, and 
comes from the Swedish 
word “Vika” meaning fold. So 
you can find rattan wicker, 
reed wicker, willow wicker, 
bamboo wicker…
 
And Cane?

Good question. It’s lots of 
things. It’s used generally 
to refer to the whole section 
of grassy or reed-like plants, 
so you could be looking at 
rattan, or bamboo, or vines, 
or sea grass, or even berry 
tendrils. The word “cane” is 
also used to specifically refer 
to the stem-section of those 
plants; the “rattan cane” is 
the stem of the rattan plant. 
Niche knowledge for you 
there. 
 
And finally, the term is 
also used to refer to strips 
of these stems interlaced 
and woven together into a 
pattern with rows of tiny 
finger-tip sized holes. Think 
of a cane-backed chair.

So there you have it. The 
mystery uncovered. Thank 
goodness for that.



Maker Focus: 
Rattan Weavers

Above, Right and Below
Our rattan weavers at work

Below
Palm trees on Burma’s 
Ayeyarwady coast

Our rattan weavers have strong hands, 
nimble fingers, a strong grip on their 
toes. They can sit cross-legged on the 
floor for days without tiring, working 
reeds between their fingers and pulling 
them tight. They are built for weaving, 
their bodies and skills inherited from 
the generations that have gone before 
them. 

And beyond the subject matter of 
their chitchat, not much else has 
changed about the way they weave 
for hundreds of years. Perhaps the 
chitchat hasn’t even changed much. 

They live in the Ayeyarwady region 
of southwest Burma, a region where 
the forests are thick with rattan palms, 
and where village after village turn 
the harvested tendrils into trays, 
lampshades and beautiful bowls. It’s 
what they do, it’s what they know, 
and as long as demand keeps up, they 
won’t be changing professions any 
time soon. 

Now perhaps we’re biased, but we 
believe they are the best rattan 
weavers in the world. Their technique 
hasn’t changed for centuries; it hasn’t 
needed to. They got it right years 
ago, so why change it? They still do it 
entirely by hand, unlike elsewhere in 
Southeast Asia where machines have 
largely replaced hands. But hands can 
feel the tension is tight enough where 
a machine can’t. Hands can work 
around an imperfection in the strand 
where a machine will splutter. Hands 
can create something perfectly 
imperfect, each slightly different from 
the next, where a machine will produce 
identical pieces lacking in character 
and soul. Oh, and a machine doesn’t 
need to be paid, but hands do. We’d 
rather pay the hands.

The families work in groups, sharing 
the work between them. We give the 
designs, patterns and sizes of what 
we need to the leader of each group, 
along with enough money to cover the 
cost of the raw materials and half of 
the labour costs. They distribute the 
jobs and keep tabs on the projects. 
Once the weaving is done, the semi-
finished products come to Yangon 
where they’re sanded and smoothed, 
fire-treated to remove stray rattan 
hairs and splintered, then sealed and 
painted, packed, labelled and boxed 
for shipping. 

Strong hands, a strong material and 
a strong heritage make for strong 
products. It would take an incredible 
hulk to snap one of their placemats 
in half. You can upturn a bin and stand 
on it to reach something at the back 
of a cupboard. One of their trays will 
still be serving drinks when your babies 
are celebrating the birthdays of their 
babies. 

They’re truly the best at what they 
do. And if we can keep selling their 
products, we can keep ordering from 
them. Let’s keep the machines at bay. 





Left
One of Inle Lake’s leg rowers
 
Right
Grapes being weighed in the 
market







Left
A local teashop in downtown 
Yangon
 
Right
An ice cream seller at Hsipaw 
station





3. Go far, far north to 
Naga Land

Naga Land is one of the 
most underdeveloped, 
under-explored places on 
earth. Animal skulls adorn 
the houses as good hunting 
omens, but human skulls are 
the preserve of the village 
elders, proud relics of wars 
gone by. Your head is safe 
these days, but your mind 
may not be if you accept 
their invitation to try their 
home-grown hallucinogens.
 
4. Mooch around the 
mangroves of the Mergui 
Archipelago

There are over 800 islands to 
choose from in the Mergui 
Archipelago. Whichever you 
choose, you’ll be the only 
one there, apart from the 
fish and whales, the coral, 
the little lizards and the odd 
crocodile. There’s no signal 
at all, not even one bar if you 
perch on top of a mountain. 
Paradise.

Getting off the Beaten Track The Road to Thandaunggyi

1. Have breakfast in 
Northern Shan State

Right up in the Shan hills, 
there’s a village called 
Tatarnatuka, home to the 
Palaung people. The day 
starts at 4am, when the 
cockerel says so — and if the 
cockerel doesn’t wake you, 
the smoke from the kitchen 
fire soon will. You go by 
motorbike, winding through 
mountains and farmland so 
fertile you could grow a dodo 
in it. You learn to weave, pick 
tea, drink rice wine and kick 
a ball around in the dust with 
the children. The simple life 
at its best.
 
2. Smoke a cheroot with the 
Chin Tribes

The tattooed women of 
southern Chin state are 
always keen to share 
a cheroot, one of their 
homemade sweet cigars. 
And they’re worth spending 
some time with. They 
know a thing or two about 
beauty — ancient beauty — 
their spidery facial tattoos 
administered with a rattan 
thorn and powdered gall 
bladder exactly as their 
ancestors have done for 
thousands of years. You find 
them around Mount Victoria 
in southern Chin state, and 
all over northern Rakhine 
state.
 

Travel paraphernalia 
The Mergui Archipelago
Train passengers
The Shan Hills
The Road to Thandaunggyi

You know that feeling when you 
look at a view and you suddenly 
feel really tiny? When you go 
somewhere new and see people 
living their lives in a way totally 
different to yours, and you reassess 
everything? When you remember 
that if you pop your bubble for a 
bit, you suddenly see everything 
in technicolour.

That’s why we travel. And in our 
book, the further from our normal 
lives the better. We like to get way, 
way off the beaten track.

Here’s Burma’s path-less-trodden, 
and how to do it:
 

The hilltop haven of 
Thandaunggyi in northern 
Kayin state, Myanmar, was 
a well-known breezy escape 
under the British, a warzone 
under the military, and was 
closed to foreigners until 
2013. It’s now a lovely gentle 
hill-town with a perfect 
climate... and the world’s 
best downhill motorbiking 
road. 

The journey starts in 
Taungoo, a 4-hour drive 
north of Yangon.

The road winds up and up 
for 42 kilometres through 
tea plantations and lush 
tropical forests of teak trees 
and sweet green oranges. 
There are no cars at all, just 
a handful of motorbikes and 
a few trundling villagers. 
It wouldn’t take long if you 
weren’t stopping at every 
turn to improve on your 
previous photo as the view 
gets better and better. It’s a 
breath-taking journey, but 
really, you’re doing it in order 
to come back again. More 
on that later.

Once you get to the top, 
you’re in a sleepy Christian 
community, whose church 
is right on the top of the 
mountain (guarded by the 
ghost of a princess who was 
eaten by evil spirits having 
been mistaken for a witch 
and imprisoned in a rock 
cavern). After a nose around 
the old British tea processing 
factory, we ate fried rice in 
the eponymous “Amazing 
Restaurant” at the bottom 
of the village, met the local 
football team half way up, 
and checked into the iWish 
B&B at the top (you probably 
wish you had another option, 
but it’s better than sleeping 
outside). When it gets dark at 
6pm, it is pitch black. 

Despite being on the grid, 
rickety pylons and high 
winds mean the lines are 
more often down then up, 
so most homes are candlelit 
at night. It’s almost biblical 
wandering down to find 
something to eat at night; 
psalms float out of windows 
from families gathered 
around candles in their 
homes. 

But the real reason we 
were there was for the 
following morning. We got 
up with the cockerel, ate 
the extraordinary breakfast 
provided by our hosts, and 
saddled up. With the dew 
sitting in the valleys, the sun 
peeking above the horizon, 
and the birds waking up for 
their worms, we freewheeled 
all the way down. There 
is honestly nothing like 
it; swaying in and out of 
dappled sun, the chilly 
morning rising with the sun 
into a fresh, warm breeze, 
and the open road totally to 
ourselves. Being a Sunday, 
and a Christian area, even 
the trundling villagers stayed 
at home.

It’s an odd thing, visiting 
a village which really has 
nothing to visit. Travelling 
for the sake of travelling. But 
isn’t that joyful? Going up 
a hill just to come down it 
again? Taking in the morning 
mist on a motorbike? This is 
really why we live in Burma… 
for moments like these, in 
rare pieces of the planet 
which make you feel more 
alive than you ever have 
before.  



The Taunggyi Balloon Festival

Right
A balloon taking off
 
Below
Revellers being showered by 
fireworks

Hot air balloons are enough 
to get plenty of people hot 
under the collar. But what 
if 60 kg of fireworks are 
strung to the basket and the 
fuse is lit just as the balloon 
is rising? Oh, and the hot 
air balloon is handmade. 
And there are hundreds 
and hundreds of beer-blind 
people dancing underneath 
it. And there was no test 
run... it’s a one-time flight 
or fall...

Burma’s Taunggyi Balloon 
Festival is the most bonkers 
festival on earth. It happens 
every November as part 
of the Festival of Lights 
which marks the end of the 
monsoon. A descendant 
of the British village 
fete imported in the late 
19th century, it has become 
wilder, more dangerous, and 
more brilliant every year. 
At core, it’s an incredibly 
serious, fiercely contested 
competition with £3,500 
up for grabs (which goes as 
far as about £35k in Burma). 
The balloons are handmade 
by huge teams who scheme 
and sew all year, looking to 
wow the judges by the size, 
structure and speed of their 
balloon. And the bottom line: 
the more fireworks, 
the better.

Each team arrives in a 
brooding cavalcade, nosing 
through the crowds to the 
beat of their cymbals and 
drums. The balloon is laid 
out, any loose fireworks 
tightened to their frame, 
the giant wick unfurled 
and the key men in position. 
The back-up team build 
the tension on the drums, 
the spectator mob jostle 
for a closer look, manic 
with the electric pressure 
of anticipation. The heat 
from fiery dripping rags 
starts to swell the balloon, 
the fabric flaps, the 
drums beat faster, petrol 
fumes and flames swirl up 
with the heaving balloon 
and adrenaline. Will it fly or 
fall? Will it get high enough 
into the sky before the fuse 
reaches the fireworks? Will 
it split and plummet and send 
a firework bomb careering 
towards the thousands of 
floating smartphones?

The answer is both. About 
70 percent of the balloons 
successfully rise and 
release their fireworks in a 
triumphant display far above 
the ecstatic crowds. But 20 
percent aren’t quite quick 
enough, spouting firework 
meteors down into the 
throng, and a terrifying 10 
percent rip open, shrivel, and 
smash down to the ground, 
spewing fatal fireballs at 
the fleeing hordes. Beneath 
the beat of each incoming 
team is the weedy wail of 
a helpless ambulance siren. 
And for every thousand 
revellers is somebody that 
goes home via hospital, or 
never makes it home at all.  

It’s unlike any other festival 
on earth. Unlike anything 
else at all on earth. And 
one day will be regulated 
out of madness and into 
Health and Safety. Every 
balloon will be built by banks 
and insurance companies, 
rather than rustled together 
by entire villages. There will 
be expensive advertising, 
an entrance fee, exclusivity. 
Probably McDonalds and 
Bacardi, rather than warm 
Myanmar Beer and a bag 
of fried crickets. Expensive 
city-slickers will take 
the spaces of villagers 
who currently set up camp 
for the duration, their babies 
sleeping under the smoky 
haze. It will be a go-to for the 
box-ticking tourist, rather 
than a wild party for the 
Burmese. 

Less people will die. People 
will talk of the days when it 
was completely mental. 

All I can say is you must go, 
as soon as you can. Stand at 
the back if you prefer, but 
see it before it disappears.

Other things you can do 
while you’re there:

See the Day Festival balloons 
which are less fiery, but very 
charming

Get a tattoo, and probably 
sepsis 

Play hook the ciggies or splat 
the whiskey bottle

Buy a semi-automatic gun

Go on the man-powered 
ferris-wheel

Be one of a handful of 
tourists at something 100% 
not designed for tourists; this 
is a party for the Burmese
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MiMi Aye

We’ve written about Burmese food before, and 
chatted about where to try it in London. But there’s 
never been an easy way for us to help you try it 
out at home….until now! 
Chef and author MiMi Aye, who was British-born to Burmese parents, released her 
book MANDALAY: Recipes & Tales from a Burmese Kitchen last summer, and has made 
seismic steps for Burmese food in kitchens beyond Burma. She agreed to chat to us and tell 
us all about why her book has been so successful, what Burmese food really is, and how 
it has defined her life. A ‘third culture kid’, MiMi has always moved between two worlds, 
and has spent her whole life soaking up Burmese food, 
language, and culture.

Mimi, thank you so much for chatting to us! Firstly, 
congratulations on your amazing book. Did you have any idea 
how well it was going to do?

None whatsoever! I’ve been wanting to write this book for such 
a long time, and hadn’t really thought much beyond the fact that 
it was finally happening and then when it was released into the 
world, I was riddled with doubt, as it’s such a personal book, 
with so many family stories. So when Mandalay was chosen 
as a Book of the Year by the Observer, the Financial Times, 
and the Mail on Sunday, it was mind-blowing.

It feels like the first time that Burmese food has really had 
some time in the limelight. As a lover of Burmese food, you 
must be thrilled?

So thrilled! I’ve been a passionate fan and vocal advocate of 
Burmese cuisine all my life, but especially for the last decade, 
and I’m so happy I’ve been able to play a significant part in 
spreading the love to more people, not just in the UK but also 
beyond – I’ve had readers contact me from all over the world 
saying thank you for bringing a taste of Burma to them!

That’s so brilliant, and also fascinating, because while most 
people could say what a Thai curry is like, or what you 
might order in an Indian restaurant, lots of people wouldn’t 
necessarily know what Burmese food is. How would you 
describe it?

It’s familiar with a twist; the curries are like Malaysian curries, 
the salads are like Thai salads and the noodles are like Chinese 
noodles. But we use local techniques, ingredients and flavours 
to make something delicious and unique, as well as having a few 
curveballs of our own, like tofu that’s made out of chickpeas, 
salads that are made from lemons and, of course, our iconic 
pickled tealeaves known in Burmese as “lahpet”. Rukmini Iyer, 
author of the best-selling Roasting Tin series and who actually 
did the styling for my book, calls it “Indian food on acid” and 
I’m not going to argue with that!

Hahahaa… yes, that is spot on! And it’s true, some flavours 
in Burmese food are really quite different to anything else 
most people have ever tasted. Do your recipes go easy on the 
strong flavours, or are they just as they would be back home 
in Burma?

I haven’t made any concessions on flavour – I think it’s unfair 
and slightly duplicitous to present what would be a Westernised 
version to readers who are willing to try something new, so I’ve 
given them the recipes to make what Burmese people actually 
eat – our everyday food that we have at home or when eating 
out, including lots of street food!

That’s so true, and it was obviously the right call as people 
are clearly loving the food, based on book sales! Which dishes 
are the most popular, and why do you think that is?

The Kyet Thar Kyaw (Burmese Fried Chicken), probably because 
Nigella Lawson is a fan, the Wet Thar Hnat (Classic Pork Curry), 
which is the ultimate comfort food, the Kyet Thar Hin Hmwe 
(Fragrant Cinnamon Chicken), which everyone seems to adore, 
and the Tohu Kyaw (Chickpea Tofu Fritters) which blows people 
away, because they are so easy to make but wildly addictive.

And which have people found most challenging?

I don’t think anyone has tried the Pone Yay Gyi yet – a black 
bean paste from Nyaung-U and Bagan which is like the Burmese 
version of miso - but this is probably because I say in the intro that it’s a nightmare to make! 
That’s the only recipe that is tricky though – most of the others are a breeze. 

That’s a great point actually - quite a few ingredients in Burmese food are tricky to get hold 
of outside of Southeast Asia. Do you encourage people to find them in specialist stores, or 
suggest alternatives?

Honestly, apart from a few items, almost everything can be found in a decent supermarket. 
I myself live in the suburbs, nowhere near any Asian stores. And yes, I’ve also listed specialist 
suppliers in the back of the book and suggested alternatives – for example, Shan fermented 
soya beans can be replaced by miso paste which is more readily available.

Your parents moved to the UK in the 80s. How did they get on finding all the things they 
needed to cook with when they first arrived? Presumably there weren’t so many oriental 
shops in the UK back then.

We’d drive into London’s Chinatown to pick up most of the things we needed – I remember 
we’d park in Cambridge Circus carpark and do a sweep of all the stores. We also went to 
Southall to buy huge sacks of rice and South Asian ingredients. For specifically Burmese stuff 
though, we’d go to the port at Tilbury where ships from Burma would dock, carrying treats from 
home, like salted, dried fish and massive prawns.

I love that – a family who take their food very seriously! Did you grow up eating mostly 
Burmese food at home?

Yes, my mother is the most brilliant cook (tonnes better than me!), with a huge repertoire of 
Burmese dishes, and she’d make us something different every day. During the day I had school 
dinners though, so I was getting the best of both worlds.

And what are your earliest food-related memories?

My earliest food memories are using a metal Chinese spoon (which we call a Mohinga spoon) 
to dig into Kyet U Baung (Steamed Eggs) and hearing my mother pounding garlic and ginger 

with her pestle and mortar. 

Yes that’s such an evocative noise – you hear it coming from 
every Burmese home, don’t you? You’ve been back and forth 
to see your family in Burma your whole life. Where do you go 
for your first meal when you get back, and what do you order?

The first meal is always at my eldest aunt’s house in Yangon 
where we have Mogok Meeshay, a hot and sour pork and 
rice noodle dish from my mother’s hometown of Mogok. And 
the first meal out would be the next morning for a Mohinga 
breakfast with extra Pe Kyaw (Pea Fritters) at Lucky Seven Tea 
Shop on 49th Street. 

Burmese cooks always keep their recipes very close to their 
chests. Does your book reveal any big secrets that you’ll have 
hell to pay for next time you go back to Burma?

The Chickpea Tofu! But then one of my other aunts’ 
housekeeper ran off with her recipe for it already as I mention 
in the book so I’m not the first!

Ooooh it must be good! Is there anything that just isn’t the 
same when you eat it outside of Burma? I find lahpet yet 
(Burmese tea) just isn’t the same unless you’re drinking it on 
a teeny tiny stool in a shabby teashop!

Yes, the Burmese national dish of Mohinga, and for the exact 
same reason. No one ever makes it at home in Burma – you 
either go to a teashop, cafe or street vendor or get a tiffin carrier 
takeaway. But I’d like to think my version is as close to the real 
deal as you’re going to get!

What is it about Burma that your mind wafts to when you’re 
on a rainy bus in London?

My family. Most of them still live there and I miss them 
constantly. Oh, and the sun of course.

And to conjure it up, do you cook Burmese dishes for your 
family day to day, or do you eat a big variety of cuisines at 
home?

We live just around the corner from my parents and we’re very 
spoilt as my mum cooks daily, so when my husband and I get 
home from work to pick up the kids, we often also pick up a 
Burmese takeaway! Otherwise, I cook everything at home – 
my children are very fond of pasta, sausages and fish fingers, 
but they do also love noodles and rice, especially with the 
Classic Pork Curry dish I mentioned earlier.

What’s your all-time favourite dish… (from any cuisine!)?

I can never choose which Burmese dish I love best, as it honestly 
depends on my mood, but otherwise, my all-time favourite is a 
Vietnamese dish called Bun Bo Hue – a spicy and aromatic beef 
and lemongrass rice noodle soup – the flavour profile is actually 
not dissimilar to Mohinga! 

And if you want a break from the kitchen, what’s your 
favourite restaurant?

My husband and I adore the Frog by Adam Handling in Covent 
Garden in London – we go there for most special occasions. 
We’ve just had the most incredible meal at Endo at the Rotunda 
though which is in the old BBC Building in White City and this 
may well become our new favourite. 

You’ve got two children who have grown up in the UK. Which 
parts of your Burmese heritage are you keen that they grow 

up with too?

They’re both still little, but I’d love them to be immersed in all things Burmese as much as I have 
been. We’re teaching them the language and about the culture and we’re taking them on their 
first visit to Burma this Christmas to see all their family there. And of course, they already love 
the food – I practically weaned both of them on the classic pork curry in the book! 

Oh great! Well we’d LOVE to see you for a Mohinga if you have a second when you get here! 
And finally, what’s your favourite product from Kalinko, and why?

The Rangoon Chair! No Burmese home is complete without these gorgeous cane-back classics, 
and I so love that your friend Lin Tin has crafted them from teak reclaimed from old Yangon 
buildings. I need to save up and get myself a pair!

Oh yay – our favourite product! And for exactly that reason, too. Well thank you so much 
for chatting to us, and congratulations again on the book. It really is fantastic.



1  Inya Bowl | Large White 42 x 42 x 9 cm
2  Latha Placemats | Set of 4 | White 27 x 27 x 1 cm
3  Inle Tray | White 43 x 43 x 5 cm
4  Inle Tray | White 43 x 43 x 5 cm
5  Pegu Tray | White 55 x 40 x 7 cm
6  Dawei Waste Paper Basket | White 30 x 30 x 32 cm
7  Strand Ice Bucket | White 20 x 20 x 25 cm
8  Tinsa Laundry Bin | Square White 40 x 32 x 56 cm
9  Heho Tissue Box | Rectangular White 25 x 14 x 9 cm
10  Savoy Butler’s Tray | White 65 x 40 x 75 cm
11  Lacquer Bowl | Marbled Large 38 x 38 x 8 cm
12  Lacquer Bowl | Marbled Large 38 x 38 x 8 cm
13  Lacquer Bowl | Shattered Large 38 x 38 x 8 cm
14  Oo-Pu Cushion | Navy 60 x 35 cm
15  Oo-Pu Cushion | Navy 60 x 35 cm
16  Mizo Lamp | 18 x 18 x 37 cm
17  Minshin Spoons | Set of 4 15 x 2 cm
18  Minshin Knives | Set of 4 15 x 2 cm
19  Kanbalu Planter | Small White 18 x 18 x 15 cm (2 litre pot)
20  Kanbalu Planter | Medium White 22 x 22 x 18 cm (4 litre pot)
21  Inya Bowl | Large Mint 42 x 42 x 9 cm
22  Inya Bowl | Large Mint 42 x 42 x 9 cm
23  Inya Bowl | Large Mint 42 x 42 x 9 cm
24  Inle Tray | Mint 43 x 43 x 5 cm
25  Strand Ice Bucket | Mint 20 x 20 x 25 cm
26  Kanbalu Planter | Large Mint 27 x 27 x 22 cm
27  Katha Cushion | Teal 45 x 45 cm
28  Katha Cushion | Teal 45 x 45 cm
29  Kaya Placemats | Set of 4 | Pea 36 x 33 cm
30  Kaya Placemats | Set of 4 | Pea 36 x 33 cm
31  Kuki Chopping Board | 35 x 35 x 2 cm
31  Kuki Chopping Board | 35 x 35 x 2 cm
33  Pagoda Lamp Base | 47 x 47 x 52 cm
34  Rangoon Chair | 72 x 72 x 78 cm
35  Rangoon Chair | 72 x 72 x 78 cm
36  Mizo Lamp | 14 x 14 x 43 cm
37  Mizo Lamp | 14 x 14 x 43 cm
38  Kuki Salad Bowl | 30 x 30 x 8 cm
39  Kuki Salad Bowl | 30 x 30 x 8 cm
40  Zomi Tumblers | Set of 4 | Amber 8 x 8 x 10 cm
41  Inya Bowl | Large Brown 42 x 42 x 9 cm
42  Inle Tray | Brown 43 x 43 x 5 cm
43  Pegu Tray | Brown 55 x 40 x 7 cm
44  Pegu Tray | Brown 55 x 40 x 7 cm
45  Tinsa Laundry Bin | Round Brown 40 x 40 x 45 cm
46  Heho Tissue Box | Rectangular Brown 25 x 14 x 9 cm
47  Inya Umbrella Stand | 25 x 25 x 70 cm
48  Katha Side Table | 48 x 30 x 63 cm
49  Kanbalu Planter | Medium Brown 22 x 22 x 18 cm (4 litre pot)
50  Kuki Salad Servers | 30 x 6 x 1 cm
51  Inya Bowl | Small Crimson 30 x 30 x 6 cm
52  Inya Bowl | Large Crimson 42 x 42 x 9 cm
53  Inya Bowl | Small Crimson 30 x 30 x 6 cm
54  Inle Tray | Crimson 43 x 43 x 5 cm
55  Strand Ice Bucket | Crimson 20 x 20 x 25 cm
56  Kanbalu Planter | Large Crimson 27 x 27 x 22 cm
57  Kaya Placemats | Set of 4 | Crimson 36 x 33 cm
58  Kaya Placemats | Set of 4 | Crimson 36 x 33 cm
59  Mu Cushion | 60 x 35 cm
60  Mu Cushion | 60 x 35 cm

About
In May 2016, after a year 
living in Burma, we began 
our mission to connect the 
country’s artisans to people 
like you. Our aim is to keep 
their industries alive, provide 
skilled work for talented 
people, and to fill homes 
around the world with objects 
that make a difference. 

Each product starts with the 
material. We work closely 
with the makers to combine 
their techniques and patterns 
with our designs. We don’t 
use middlemen, so all 
purchase costs go straight 
to the people that make 
each piece.

And because we live in 
Burma, and have made a 
life here, we aren’t going 
anywhere. We’re in it for 
the long-haul. We promise 
beautiful objects, and 
the knowledge that every 
purchase from you means 
a new order for them. 
It’s that direct.

Handmade in Burma, 
designed for you; for real 
homes with real stories.

And if, like us, you’d like 
a little bit more MiMi 
in your life, she is on 
Twitter and Instagram 
as @meemalee 
and on Facebook as 
@itsmeemalee. 

She also runs the Burmese 
food and culture page on 
Facebook called Burmese 
Food & Beyond. 

Obviously, we think you’d 
love her book, and if you 
need any more persuading, 
here’s a taster:
 
Shwe Hpayone-Thi Chet
(Golden Pumpkin Curry)
 
“I’m one of those terrible 
carnivores and I strongly 
believe in the (semi joking) 
Burmese affliction of a-thar 
ma-sar yat-de yaw-ga: ‘The 
illness caused by the failure 
to eat meat’,” says food writer 
MiMi Aye.

“However, if this gorgeous 
pumpkin curry is on the table, 
for once I’ll barely twitch. You 
can use any winter squash 
you like – it’s very good made 
with kabocha squash or 
crown prince. If you want to 
make this a vegetarian dish, 
you can swap out the shrimp 
paste and fish sauce for an 
equal amount of Japanese 
miso.”

Ingredients

(Serves 2 as a main or 4–6 
as a side)
 
90ml groundnut oil or other 
neutral-tasting oil

1 tsp ground turmeric

1 tsp ground coriander

1 tsp ground cumin

1 tsp paprika

8 fresh or dried curry leaves

2 medium onions, sliced

1 spring onion, green and 
white parts, shredded

4 garlic cloves, sliced

2 cm piece of ginger, peeled 
and sliced

1 butternut or kabocha 
squash (Japanese pumpkin), 
peeled and cubed

1 tbsp sugar

1 tsp shrimp paste (belacan)

2 tbsp fish sauce

Rice to serve

Method

1. Heat the oil in a saucepan 
over a high heat. Add the 
turmeric, coriander, cumin, 
paprika and curry leaves to 
the oil and allow to sizzle for 
a few seconds.
 
2. Now turn the heat down to 
medium and add the onions, 
spring onion, garlic and 
ginger and fry for 10 minutes, 
until fragrant and the onions 
have wilted and some have 
crisped up.
 
3. Add the squash, sugar, 
shrimp paste and 300ml of 
water. Stir well. Cover and 
cook for 25 minutes, or until 
the squash is tender. Add 
the fish sauce, stir again and 
serve with steamed rice.

MANDALAY: Recipes and 
Tales from a Burmese 
Kitchen by MiMi Aye, 
photography by Cristian 
Barnett, is published by 
Bloomsbury Absolute.
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