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This issue was supposed to come out 
in February. It was going to coincide 
with the end of four long months 
of empty warehouse shelves as our 
COVID-delayed container finally 
steamed into Southampton. Intended 
as a joyful celebration of Burma, it was 
going to tell the stories of the people 
and places behind your products, and 
help ignite a mental spark to the Far 
East every time you use them. 

However, just as we were about to 
press print, we paused as the news 
of the military takeover unfolded 
across Burma. Day after day the news 
got darker and darker, life in Burma 
became more and more fragile, and 
we and our makers found ourselves in 
hiatus, wondering what would happen 
next. We were no longer sure about 
telling these stories; which ones to 
choose? How to tell them?

We are now five months on and while 
the future remains very uncertain, 
we have regrasped how to function 
in the present. After our third long 
period with an empty warehouse in 
12 months, we’re back in action and 
thanks to customers like you, our 
products are once again heading 
around the world to their new homes. 
With the proceeds, we are placing 
new orders every day with our makers 
and providing some continuity through 
the chaos. 

Crucially, our mission hasn’t changed. 
If anything, it has been reinforced. 
We are absolutely committed to 
supporting our makers; if they can’t 
be sure of whether their friends and 
family will be safe tomorrow, at least 
they can keep making their products, 
and know that Kalinko will continue 
to buy them regardless of the political 
situation.

The people and places beyond the 
headlines and behind our products 
are still there, and so are their stories. 
We have decided to keep telling them. 
Starting now. 
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The conflicts and challenges of 
working and living in Burma

On July 8th 2020, nearly four 
months into the first COVID 
lockdown, our shipment 
was meant to leave Yangon. 
It didn’t. Our jam-packed 
container sat in the docks, 
waiting for an obscure 
new piece of paperwork 
conforming to some new 
regulations which came in 
the previous month.

“This was always going to be 
a difficult shipment,” I heard 
myself say to Rosiam, our 
Yangon Manager, implying 
to us both that Corona was 
behind the problems. And 
to an extent that was true: 
Corona had created more 
red tape for imports and 
exports, and some inevitable 
delays. But in truth, these 
had very little to do with 
why that shipment had been 
a struggle to get together. 
At that point, Burma had 
relatively few cases. And for 
Kalinko, working with small 
family workshops meant 
most of them were able to 
continue with their work 
throughout lockdown. Our 
seamstresses paused their 
projects for a short while to 
make thousands of masks, 
but beyond that, production 
didn’t really stop because of 
the virus.

It had stopped though at 
various stages, for all sorts 
of non-viral reasons, some 
which we’ve come to expect, 
and others which happened 
for the first time and will 
no doubt happen again. 
For example, hundreds of 
glass products had arrived 
at our warehouse with 
pieces of gravel baked into 
them having been made 
by somebody who, despite 
great speed and productivity, 
needed a little bit more 
training. Luckily with glass, 
you can melt it down and 
start again, but that was 

weeks of work wasted. 
Then the entire stock of raw 
rattan was stolen from one 
set of weavers one night, 
meaning new material having 
to be found and paid for, 
and putting production on 
hold. Back in our warehouse, 
hundreds of shoehorns 
which had been finished 
way ahead of time by our 
excellent woodworkers 
started to warp after a few 
weeks in our care. It turned 
out the carpenters had been 
sold unseasoned wood; 
the wood market in Burma 
is very opaque and unless 
you’re a big player who can 
afford to bid on huge lots, 
problems like this are very 
common. Meanwhile up 
in the north of Burma, the 
family who make our beloved 
bamboo stools finally got 
in touch after months of 
silence to tell us that rather 
than being almost ready, the 
new batch was in fact on 
permanent hold, possibly 
for another year, because 
they (the one remaining 
bamboo stool-making 
family…), were dismantling 
and moving their house. 
And after months of work, 
our long-awaited reams of 
beautiful fabric arrived from 
Chin State covered in mud; 
the packaging had broken in 
transit leaving them to roll 
around the bottom of the 
filthy truck. They didn’t wash 
well, so we had to start again 
on those.

Then there were the 
pre-shipping headaches. 
The export agents told us 
that we were inexplicably 
limited to shipping 10 of 
each wooden product. 10 
shoehorns, for example. You 
guys consume shoehorns like 
Twiglets, so that wouldn’t 
last us a weekend. Nor were 
we allowed to export any 
shredded paper this time 

(a vital part of our recycled 
packaging), because how 
did they know what we were 
hiding inside the bags? Fair 
point, but it left us slightly 
open-mouthed. Then came 
the real sledgehammer: 
“sorry, no rattan export. 
We’re out of licences this 
month. Bad luck”. Happily a 
different agent, presumably 
on a better salary, processed 
everything by the book for 
us, but not before a few 
painful weeks afloat on Advil.   

It’s no secret that running 
a small business in Burma 
requires one of Theseus’ 
golden threads. But you can’t 
buy those in the market. You 
have to head into the daily 
labyrinth with bare-handed 
persistence. There’s the 
constant frantic scramble for 
dollars; everything is paid 
for in cash, but they must be 
pristine, packet-fresh notes, 
from a post-2013 series. 
Anything else may as well be 
Monopoly money. You need a 
bank account with this bank 
for export, but that bank for 
mobile-money transfers. And 
a third for good measure. 
The monsoon causes issues 
for half of the year, every 
year; workshops get flooded, 
people get lethargic, ancient 
superstitions around what 
you can and can’t do during 
the rains put a halt on all 
sorts of things. It’s essentially 
an annual lockdown. The 
warehouse floods. The 
warehouse overheats. 
The warehouse has birds 
nesting and pooing in it. The 
warehouse landlord has cut 

the electricity cables so the 
dehumidifier may as well 
become a chickery. You get 
the idea.

There are times, if I’m totally 
honest, when I wonder if it 
wouldn’t be easier to come 
home, get a 9 till 5 and spend 
my evenings perusing my 
options on Deliveroo with 
The One Show on in the 
background. The thought 
never lasts very long, and 
frankly terrifies me, so is a 
useful periodic reminder 
of why we’re doing what 
we’re doing. Why we choose 
to exist in an ever-present 
conflict between our 
complete conviction behind 
why we’re here and where 
we’re trying to get to, and the 
constant battle to get there, 
which sometimes feels like a 
battle of attrition.

And again, if I’m totally 
honest, living in Burma 
in general is an ever-
present conflict. “How’s 
Burma?” people ask, the 
question which always 

stumps me. Where do 
you start? Usually with 
stock-phrases that I could 
have picked up on a travel 
website: it’s amazing, 
so beautiful. Incredible 
countryside, vibrant cities, 
friendly people. We feel so 
lucky to be there. These 
are all true, but I always 
feel like I’ve done the 
existence a disservice. As 
if I’ve described The Last 
Supper as a painting of some 
dudes at a table. Or brushed 
off the Arab Spring as 
“complicated”.

It’s really, really difficult to 
explain. Living there, you feel 
the full range of your feelings 
every day. It is incredibly 
beautiful. The light and the 
shadows it casts are magical. 
The bald kindness of people 
knocks you off your flip flops 
every day. But your feet are 
always dirty. You keep your 
handbag in a drawer because 
the last one got eaten by 
rats. My husband’s shoelaces 
got completely gobbled by 
the bastards like spaghetti, 

2021 has tipped the world off its axis. It’s rolling away from its post, and nobody 
quite knows where it will land. For most of the world, COVID and everything that 
came with it has presented greater challenges than we have ever had to face. But 
for everybody living in Burma, the military taking control on 1st February, right in 
the midst of the COVID crisis, sent their world bouncing far out of the Milky Way. 
Absolutely nobody knows where it is heading to; not the people of Burma, not the 
social scientists, not the political experts.

In some ways, this isn’t new. I’ll leave the extremely dense history and politics for 
now, but suffice to say that life hasn’t been easy in Burma for a long, long time. It’s 
an extremely complex place. Certainly one of the most beautiful on earth. Without 
doubt amongst those with the greatest potential. And absolutely, categorically, one 
of the most challenging and rewarding places on earth to run a business. 

I wrote the following last year, five months before the coup. 

so he now has Kalinko 
shoehorn hoops for laces. 
The noodles from the shack 
down the road are the things 
dreams are made of. But I’ve 
had three parasites, most 
likely from there, so we now 
take deworming pills like 
dogs. There’s a little smiley 
worm on the packet laughing 
at your idiocy as a foreigner 
trying to make sense of the 
place.

The monsoon rains are the 
most dramatic, life-giving, 
soul-exploding, joyful things 
on the planet, but they 
cause havoc and for many, 
total devastation. After 
the monsoon it’s dry and 
cool and you eat sashimi 
on the beach and wonder 
if there’s anywhere on 
earth you’d rather be. But 
just round the headland 
there’s a desolate fishing 
village where exhausted, 
sun-baked women with 
babies on their backs rake 
out the fish on nets to dry, 
while their husbands eat 
plain husky rice in shacks 

at the back of the beach, 
weary from a long night out 
at sea. There’s nothing more 
conflicting than watching 
bikini-strung tourists saunter 
in that direction, lemongrass-
laced cocktails in hand, 
about to be in the wrong 
place in a catastrophically 
misplaced get-up.

We can now keep our 
bikinis for the privacy of 
our own home, as rents 
have collapsed and you can 
get a house with a pool for 
the price of a downtown 
shoebox five years ago. The 
Kalinko team are thrilled; 
our office is in the garage, 
so that means lunch time 
is swim-time. James is 
particularly excited - he’s 
a strong swimmer. That’s 
how he survived Cyclone 
Nargis in 2008. His parents 
didn’t, so he grew up in an 
orphanage. Just like James, 
we have countless Burmese 
friends who, the more time 
we spend with, the more 
complicated we learn their 
lives have been. But despite 
unimaginably difficult 
scenes from childhood, and 
against all the odds, they still 
manage to run companies, 
launch restaurants, and 
support huge ecosystems 
of workers.

Then there are times when 
things are way too funny to 
ever consider going home. 
We recently had stairgates 
made for the new house, 
beautifully carved, elegantly 
installed, safe as houses. 
Except that the rungs were 
horizontal, making them 
excellent ladders for our 
toddler. A friend’s cleaner 
once machine washed all of 
his suits, which came out a 
suitable size for their cats. 
Our cleaner once ironed a 
hole in a silk top, so made an 
identical one from nylon to 
replace it. It sparked when 
you touched it, but tell me 
a sweeter gesture because 
I can’t think of one. And 
ASOS now works (hurrah!), 

but it takes a month for 
your order to arrive, and 
when it does, the package 
invariably arrives open with 
half the contents missing, 
the remaining items having 
quite clearly been tried on 
for size at the post office and 
rejected.

Sometimes it feels like things 
are roaring ahead: you have 
a meeting in an office that 
could be in New York; eat 
a croissant that could have 
been made in Paris; drink 
a cup of coffee that would 
make hipsters in Berlin go 
woozy. There are days when 
you feel that Burma is on a 
one-way ticket to the first 
world. And then others when 
you feel like everything is 
slipping backwards – that 
you’ve totally misjudged the 
progress, and as it happens, 
you really have no idea 
what’s really going on. Add 
a tourism-killing virus to the 
mix and you wonder what 
happens next.

It’s like beachcombing. 
Sometimes, you find the 
most perfect pebble, so 
beautiful that you take it 
home and varnish it. There 
are the shells that seem 
so perfect on the top, but 
turn out to be smashed 
underneath. The most 
beautiful ones are often 
home to a sea snail, so best 
leave them be. Or they’re 
stinky as hell when you get 
them back to your room, 
so you chuck them back 
onto the beach and feel bad 
for having taken them from 
their pals. But regardless, 
aren’t you lucky to be on that 
beach? Is it ok that you are? 
Should you even be there? 
It’s not really your beach, 
is it?

There are days when you feel 
very far from home. Others 
when you absolutely know 
that you are home. But never 
a day without the conflict. 
Without the highs and 
the lows.

And then there’s the odd 
relationship between our 
long-term plan and the ways 
we’re going to get there. 
I find myself filling in our 
marketing schedule for the 
next six months with things 
like “5 Small Bathroom 
Trends for 2021” and “Caring 
for your Cane: The 101” 
and questioning if it’s all 
a bit trite. It is, but it also 
isn’t. It’s topical. Nobody’s 
pretending it’s weighty stuff, 
but these are things we care 
about and think about. Also, 
snazzy videos and flashy 
GIFs are fun. Making them 
sits alongside thoughts of 
whether the shipment will 
leave tomorrow, or the 
following day. Of how wet 
the container will be getting 
sitting in the docks for 
weeks on end mid-monsoon. 
Of how our makers in the 
delta are coping given the 
flash floods on the news. 
There can’t be a hierarchy 
of weight or importance to 
this relationship: both parts 
exist and sit side by side. In 
conflict, perhaps, but still 
woven together. It’s just hard 
to reconcile them in my 
mind sometimes.

But one thing that I’m not 
conflicted at all about, is 
that the things our makers 
make for us are incredibly 
beautiful. And that the more 
we can sell, the more we 
order from them, and the 
more likely they are to carry 
on making, and to teach 
their children how to do it 
properly, by hand, in a way 
that lasts.

Things have changed quite 
dramatically since I wrote all 
of this. In March of this year, 
after the military took control 
of the state in February, 
Yangon became a dangerous 
place to be. We chose to 
come home with our two 
tiny children and shelter in 
the stability of the UK until it 
feels sensible to return. We 
are so lucky to have choices, 
where so many do not; for 
most people, day to day life 
in Burma is now on a knife-
edge. 

We don’t know what will 
happen next, and when we 
will be able to go back to 
Yangon, but in the meantime, 
we are working harder 
than ever to support our 
makers. As a business, we 
have encountered some of 
the greatest challenges to 
date since February, but 
these challenges strengthen 
our resolve, and of course 
pale in comparison to the 
daily challenges faced by 

everybody in Burma. In times 
of crisis, continuity is key, 
and this is what we aim 
to maintain. 

So could I ask you a favour? 
If we’re ever out of stock 
of something that you’re 
after, click the Back-in-Stock 
button and we’ll let you know 
as soon as it’s back. Bear with 
us. Even better, pick another 
option or colour that we do 
have in stock, and buy it now. 
Remember us when you’re 
about to buy something from 
a huge company. Know that 
every pound you spend with 
us is felt back at the source. 
That you really, truly make 
a difference to people’s 
lives when you buy from us. 
That whatever you buy will 
tangibly impact whoever 
made it, as we’ll need to 
reorder from them.

We’re working as hard as 
we possibly can to grow the 
company to where it needs 
to be to be truly impactful. 
And despite the challenges, 
we wouldn’t have it any 
other way. ◊



Left: A building near Sophie’s home 
in Yangon

Right: Flower sellers on their way to 
market, Yangon



Product Focus: 
The Rangoon Chair

This chair was a long time coming.  
Three years to be precise.

We had the concept on our first 
ever product mood board back in 
the summer of 2016, but we knew it 
would take time to get it right. 

THE DESIGN

We took the feel from a chair you find in and outside every 
Burmese home. We can learn a thing or two from the Burmese 
about relaxing; they’re very good at it. You can always be sure 
there’ll be a chair to sink into, and more often than not, it will 
look a bit like this. Sturdy teak frames, comfy cane back and 
seat, smooth arms at just the right height and length to fit 
inside your fingers. 

It’s so good, we didn’t want to mess with it too much. We 
made the dimensions slightly larger as the traditional chairs 
are quite mini. We made the cane panels easy to whip out 
and repair in a few decades time, so it can keep going forever. 
We gave it a hinged back to make them easy to transport and 
store. Other than that, it’s just like the classic. 

THE WOOD

It is made from reclaimed teak salvaged from old Yangon. 
Beautiful wooden buildings get pulled down every day across 
the city to be replaced by aluminium-clad horrors. We’ve given 
new life to these historical planks, lovingly filled the old nail 
holes and smoothed the cracks to create an elegant, tactile 
piece of furniture which will outlive those metal buildings by 
years.

WHY WE LOVE IT

It’s an old Yangon style, and an actual piece of old Yangon, 
repurposed by somebody from new Yangon, made incredibly 
slowly and designed to last into the decades to come. In our 
book, that makes the perfect product.

It is beautiful as an individual occasional chair, and a pair is 
knockout.

Maker Focus: 
Lin Tin

THE MAKER

It has been handcrafted by our friend 
Lin Tin here in Yangon. Lin Tin’s family 
have been carpenters for years. He 
took over from his father a few years 
ago, his youth and energy combining 
with decades of experience from his 
team. Together they worked on our 
chair for over a year, and boy does it 
show. These chairs are thoughtfully and 
meticulously constructed, down to the last 
wooden dowel joint. 

Each chair takes weeks to make, so they 
come to the UK in small batches. This will 
always be the case: we don’t want to rush 
these guys. They need all the time it takes. 

It took us a while to find Lin Tin. The first time we met, we spent a long time discussing 
form and function, beauty and structure, smooth mechanisms and moulding. He was our 
guy: precise, passionate, and a true artist.

We only made five first time round. Would it sell? Would it be too expensive? Would 
people respond well to it?

Well it did, and they did.

Lin Tin’s chair is a triumph, and when we restocked for the second time, they sold out in 
a weekend. The third time, they sold out in 9 hours.

This is why we do what we do. To get amazing products from talented people to homes 
where they’ll be loved and cherished. No middlemen. Straight from them to you.

We were pretty gobsmacked. Thrilled that they’re sought after, but sad for the people 
that missed out. 

And Lin Tin was pretty chuffed. It’s really difficult and prohibitively expensive to get 
products out of Burma to international buyers, so that’s where we come in. We now have 
a rolling order of 20 chairs with his workshop, so even when business is slow, our chairs 
are a constant project. 

If you’d like one of Lin Tin’s chairs, make sure you’re signed up to our newsletter. We 
usually release them for pre-order when they’re on the boat from Burma, so keep an eye 
on your emails and don’t hang around when it comes through. ◊



Left: Bananas on 17th Street, Chinatown, Yangon

Right: The jazziest taxi in the city



A map of some of the Ethnic Groups of Myanmar by Ohn Mar Win





Left: A cycling group ready to set off 
at Hmawbi, just north of Yangon

Right: Mangoes on the way to 
market, Yangon



The pattern is built up slowly 
over up to eight hours, 
sometimes days, or in some 
instances in stages over a 
number of years. The egg is 
rolled over the girl’s face to 
soothe the cuts as they go. 
Once complete, the artist 
is rewarded with a cotton 
blanket, a glass beaded 
necklace, a basket of raw 
cotton and a cotton ball.  

Technically, Khin Htay’s 
tattoos are illegal, the 
practice having been 
outlawed in the late 60s. 
However, given the remote 
nature of the villages, it 
carried on long beyond 
the ban.

Khin Htay’s story, everything 
written here, and certainly 
the most precise records 
of these facial tattoos 
in existence is thanks to 
the tireless study of Jens 
Uwe Parkitny. Jens is from 
Germany, but is married 
to a Burmese lady, Swe 
Yi, and has spent time in 
Burma since 1999, long 
before the country opened 
up to tourists. He spent 
14 years travelling to and 
from one of the most 
remote areas of Burma to 
study and photograph this 
tradition. The resulting 
portfolio is amongst the most 
astonishing and beautiful 
anthropological records 
on earth.

Where does this tradition 
come from? Why do they do 
it? And what do the tattoos 
mean? Much of this remains 
a mystery, but thanks to 

The Tattooed Women of Southern Chin

These women live in villages 
which are still exactly as they 
were 100 years ago. Many 
still dress in fabrics they have 
woven themselves. Their 
wooden and bamboo houses 
are off the ground from the 
monsoon rains, and accessed 
by narrow wooden planks. 
Whole families live in one 
room with a fire at one end 
for cooking, and floor mats at 
the other for sleeping. Most 
men work in the surrounding 
farms, and most women look 
after the home, with any 
spare time spent weaving 
traditional fabrics both to 
wear and to sell.

And totally uniquely, until 
the turn of the century, these 
women’s faces were tattooed 
at puberty from edge to edge 
with the marks of their ethnic 
group. The most recent 
confirmed facial tattoo took 
place twenty years ago, 
when Khin Htay was 12 years 
old. She is now 32 and is 
the youngest known face to 
bear the intricate pattern of 
her ethnic group, the Laytu, 
across her forehead, cheeks, 
nose, chin and eyelids. 

Khin Htay’s tattoo would 
have been applied with great 
ceremony in the same way 
that it has been done for 
centuries: the tattoo master 
is welcomed into the house 
at sunrise and presented 
with a white chicken. Fresh 
rice plants and a chicken egg 
are placed by their side to 
please the spirits. Ink made 
from a mixture of soot and 
sap is then administered 
using bound rattan thorns. 

Deep in the west of Burma, a two-
day drive from Yangon where Chin 
State meets Rakhine State, live a 
group of women with facial tattoos.

They are the women of the 
Southern Chin and are the largest 
group of traditionally face-tattooed 
women in Asia. 

They are also extremely proficient 
weavers, and make much of the 
fabric which we sell at Kalinko.

Top: Sungtu Chin Ladies, 
Daw Ma Lay (left) and Daw Buma.

Bottom two: Leg Tattoos

Jens, we do have some level 
of understanding about these 
remarkable women. 

Jens points out that the 
first records of Chin facial 
tattoos is the account of a 
British Major in 1800, who 
met a lady with a full facial 
tattoo who when asked 
about the origin explained 
that “they did not know, 
but said it had existed from 
time immemorial, and that 
it was invariably performed 
on every female, at a certain 
age.” So even 200 years ago, 
nobody was really sure. 

The common misconception 
is that it was to make them 
less attractive, in order 
to deter those looking to 
kidnap beautiful women and 
enslave them at the Burmese 
court. However, as Jens 
explains, not only is there no 
evidence for this, but it also 
totally contradicts the global 
practice of tattooing as a 
way to enhance one’s beauty, 
or to make a proud cultural 
statement. 

Instead, he points to a far 
more complex explanation. 
These tattoos are “a visual 
expression of belonging 
and identity, of the ability 
to endure pain, of having 
mastered the rite-of-passage, 
of being a full member of 
the community with duties, 
privileges and status, of 
a particular perception of 
beauty and - last but not 
least - of a certain spiritual 
and supernatural belief”. 
Certainly, the pain of the 
process sets them apart from 
un-tattooed peers. Their 

proven mental and physical 
strength gives them a higher 
social standing in the village. 

Jens has managed to 
identify and photograph 11 
major groups and various 
subgroups distinguished 
tattoo patterns, and 
geographical differences 
between them. For 
example, the groups in the 
mountainous Chin Highlands 
have simple designs, but 
those down near the Lemro 
river have much more 
complex and intricate 
patterns. 

Very little is known about 
why this would be, or about 
what any of the patterns 
mean. Jens speculates as 
to whether the circular 
pattern of the Laytu group 
references the sun, which 
would tally with their ancient 
animist belief system. Some 
have Y-shaped marks which 
could possibly reference 
the posts used in sacrificial 
rituals. But this is conjecture.

What we do know, is that 
given nobody has been 
tattooed for 20 years, these 
are truly the last remaining 
facially tattooed women 
in Burma. And given the 
situation that the country 
finds itself in today, and 
the difficulty of accessing 
the most rural parts of the 
country, Jens’ photographs, 
and accompanying 
illustrations, may be the only 
conclusive study of these 
women to ever be done.

He is working on a similar 
study of leg tattooing 

in men from the Bama 
and Kayin ethnic groups. 
These tattoos are visual 
expressions of manhood 
and courage, but also of 
supernatural strength. The 
iconography here is slightly 
more straightforward: 
peacocks and geckos near 
the waistline are traditionally 
an expression of sexual 
prowess. Tigers down the 
thighs symbolise strength, 
literally imbuing them with 
the strength of a tiger. 

Unlike the Chin facial tattoos, 
leg tattoos were so prolific 
before the British arrived 
that it was “unthinkable for 
men of the Bama, Shan or 
Kayin to not permanently 
adorn their skin from waist 
to below their knees with 
mythical or animal figurines.” 
Men of all classes, including 
laymen and aristocrats, 
had tattooed thighs. It 
was the rite of passage to 
adulthood, as Jens explains, 
“a transformation from timid 
young boy to courageous 
man”. 

The tradition started to fade 
from 1886 and ceased almost 
completely once the country 
became independent in 1948. 
So the remaining men with 
leg tattoos are all in their 
70s and 80s, and will soon 
die out. Jens’s work on this 
project is still in progress, 
but until then you can learn 
more about the Chin facial 
tattoos in his astonishing 
book, Marked for Life. It’s 
more than just photography; 
it is an astonishing cultural 
record, the first and only 
of its kind. You can buy his 
book on Amazon and prints 
of his beautiful photographs 
through our website. 

It’s hard to find a more 
powerful expression of 
the diversity of Burmese 
ethnic culture than Jens’s 
photographs. The portraits 
are so arresting, the 
concept so unique, and the 
craftsmanship of the tattoos 
totally astounding. ◊

Top: Rakhine Chin Lady
Middle: Ma Ning Li, Mün Chin Girl
Bottom: Daw Mna Thi, M’khan Chin Lady

Laytu Chin Girl, Daw Sein Shwe
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The Rangoon Sisters

Amy and Emily are “two greedy sisters cooking 
traditional Burmese food”. They were born and bred 
in England but have Burmese heritage and have been 
wowing the crowds across London with their supper 
clubs for years (pre-covid), and since last spring with 
their eponymous cookbook. And lucky us, because 
they have indulged Sophie with lots of greedy 
questions.

Sophie: Hooray for sisters! I’ve got 4 of them, and work with 
one, and feel lucky about that every day. Have you always 
been great friends? 

Emily: I think when we were children, the age gap seemed a 
huge gulf, but as we have grown older, we have become better 
friends. We must work well together as the Rangoon Sisters 
has been successful. That said we do have our fair share of 
shouting at each other during events! What do you reckon 
Amy?

Amy: We have that sort of relationship which all siblings tend 
to have, the time spent together enjoying shared interests 
but also having the ability to know exactly how to annoy the 
other. We are a close-knit family though, always doing things 
together prior to Covid and having an active WhatsApp group 
with our Mum. 

S: How on earth did you write the cookbook, whilst in full-time 
(…and full-on!) jobs (both are doctors!), and running families 
with young children?

E: Haha! Well fortunately because there are two of us, we 
could split the work. I was on maternity leave with my second 
baby, so although I was definitely busy with the children at 
least I didn’t have work to distract me too. It’s been nice to 
have that other outlet away from the day job as we have 
always been really enthusiastic about food!

S: You were both born and bred in London, but obviously your 
Burmese heritage courses through your veins! Do you feel 
more British or Burmese? 

A: We are also part Chinese from our dad, so we are actually 
even more of a mix! It’s a difficult question to answer and 
perhaps Emily will have a different viewpoint but having been 
born here, gone to school and worked here most of the time I 
feel very British.  But of course, that is also heavily influenced 
by our mixed heritage, which has affected what we cook, eat 
and our attitudes to certain cultures. 

E: Agree…I always pick “mixed Asian other” on those diversity 
sections in questionnaires. Food definitely enables us to 
connect to our heritage and has helped us connect to others in 
the East Asian and Southeast Asian communities in the UK.

S: And which elements of your Burmese selves do you hope 
your children inherit? 

E: Enthusiasm for food and cooking! And sharing food. 
In Myanmar I used to love lunchtime in the clinic (when 
volunteering with Medical Action Myanmar) when all of us 
would share our packed lunches and you got to try a variety of 
different things.

A: When I do eventually have children, I hope they will be up 
for eating or trying anything and will help out in the kitchen!

S: Obviously you’re known for your Burmese food, but as 
foodies you no doubt cook all sorts of cuisines. Do you cook 
Burmese food most often at home, or is it just as common to 
find a carbonara on your kitchen table?

E: We do cook lots of different cuisines at home. I normally 
batch cook at weekends because of juggling work and my two 
small children, so undoubtedly a week’s meals will include 
a bolognese, an Indian style curry and a pie. And of course, 
we do have Burmese food, probably at least once per week. 
I often whip up a fridge forage of whatever leftovers and bits 
and bobs we have into a Burmese style salad with garlic oil, 
lime, toasted gram flour etc.

A: Growing up we always had quite a varied cuisine at home 
with both Mum and Dad cooking roast dinners alongside food 

of their heritage. Nowadays 
I can struggle to eat the 
same genre of food in one 
week which does annoy my 
husband a lot. 

S: Hahaha…sounds like me! 
Although we’re probably 
pretty rare having Burmese 
in the mix. What sort of 
reaction do people have to 
your food at your supper 
clubs? Which are the dishes 
which have the whole table 
cooing? And which ones do 
people make polite noises 
about, but push around their 
plates? 

A: Our diners love mohinga, 
which is why we always 
tend to put it on the 
menu. The bowls always 
come back licked clean! 
Otherwise, the curries 
always go down well and 
the fried snacks…but who 
doesn’t love something 
fried? Honestly, I don’t think 
there is a lot our diners 
won’t eat. 

S: It’s very Burmese to over-cater. Do you end up eating 
leftovers for days after your supper clubs? 

E: Definitely true for the first few events we did! We have 
managed to estimate quantities a bit better as time has gone 
on, though for the last supper club I managed to order double 
the amount of noodles that we actually needed. Fortunately, as 
they were dried rather than cooked, they kept my family going 
for several months!

S: And coronavirus notwithstanding, how often do you 
manage to go to Burma?

A:  Definitely not as much as we’d like. We were lucky to have 
been there at the end of 2019 before all of this started. It would 
be great to be able to return because we do miss the food out 
there and exploring different regions and trying new things. 

S: Do you have a big family over there who greet you with 
elaborate feasts when you get back?

A: Sadly, we don’t actually have any close family there 
anymore. There are some distant relatives, but because of the 
many years that passed before we all visited for the first time, 
we don’t know them that well. However, we have experienced 
the kindness and great generosity of the Burmese people in 
general whenever we’ve been there, ever eager to invite you in 
for lahpet or tea or a snack, whilst also sending you away with 
a load of other food. 

S: Is there a dish which even you two can’t make as well as 
your mum/granny/aunt?

E: I still think Grandma’s Mohinga far surpasses any that I 
make. 

A: Grandma just had this way of effortlessly whipping up 
curries which always turned out absolutely delicious. I wish I 
had that skill. 

E: Her kyauk kyaw (coconut jelly) would always separate 

beautifully into two layers too…mine is always hit and miss.

S: And how much of that do you think is to do with the 
environment that you eat it in over there?

A: It definitely makes a difference. Somehow that first 
bowl of mohinga eaten in a bustling teashop is so much 
more special. It’s the whole experience of eating that dish in its 
place of origin with all the smells and sounds which bring it to 
new heights.

S: Eating out is a huge part of Burmese culture. Which are your 
favourite teashops/restaurants in Yangon, and what do you 
order?

E: I love Shwe Yee. I used to order their ohn no khauk 
swe (coconut chicken noodles) on a Saturday morning. Plus, all 
the delicious sweets they make on a platter.

A: My local teashop Sky Line in Yankin where I was 
staying the last time I was in Yangon was great. It served 
everything. I would go there in the mornings for coffee 
and ee char kway (fried dough sticks), maybe pick up 
an egg palata (flatbread) for lunch and then have nangyi 
thoke (noodle salad) for dinner. 

S: When you fly home, what are your suitcases full of? (foodie 
or otherwise!)

E: Lahpet (tealeaf salad), also our favourite green tea which we 
buy at Shwe Yee teashop. Oh, and dried shrimp - the best!

A: Maybe a bit of a strange one but we like collecting t-shirts. I 
was pleased to pick up one from Maungmagan Beach... and of 
course Myanmar Beer t-shirts!

S: I love the idea of you wearing them with your PJs, slurping 
mohinga. Amazing guys – well thank you so much for letting 
me into your sisterhood for a few minutes, and everyone, order 
their recipe book… it’s SO brilliant.◊

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 Tinsa Laundry Bin| Round White 40 x 40 x 45 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 Zomi Lamp | 18 x 18 x 37 cm
17 Zomi Tumblers | Set of 4 | Clear 8 x 8 x 10 cm
18 Zomi Tumblers | Set of 4 | Clear 8 x 8 x 10 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 Zomi Jug | Medium 12 x 14 x 16 cm
22 Zomi Jugs | Medium and Tiny 12 x 14 x 16 cm and 6 x 8 x 7 cm
23 Zomi Jug | Tiny 6 x 8 x 7 cm
24 Zomi Soap Dish | 13 x 9 x 3 cm
25 Zomi Soap Dish | 13 x 9 x 3 cm
26 Zomi Toothbrush Glass | 7 x 7 x 10 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 Katha Side Table | 48 x 30 x 63 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 Kids Rattan Stool | 37 x 37 x 37 cm
47 Kids Rattan Stool | 37 x 37 x 37 cm
48 Kids Rattan Shelf | 17 x 15 x 11 cm
49 Kalay Moses Basket | 76 x 46 x 26 cm
50 Kalay Moses Basket | 76 x 46 x 26 cm
51 Strand Ice Bucket | Dark Blue 20 x 20 x 25 cm
52 Strand Ice Bucket | Dark Blue 20 x 20 x 25 cm
53 Latha Placemats | Set of 4 | Dark Green 27 x 27 x 1 cm
54 Zomi Tumblers | Set of 4 | Amber 8 x 8 x 10 cm
55 Zomi Tumblers | Set of 4 | Amber 8 x 8 x 10 cm
56 Kids Naga Bean Bag |88 x 80 x 80 cm
57 Kids Naga Bean Bag |88 x 80 x 80 cm
58 Kids Naga Wall Hanging |180 x 90 cm
59 Kids Soft Toy Elephants | Green, Yellow & Dark Red 32 x 13 x 11 cm
60 Kids Soft Toy Elephant | Yellow 32 x 13 x 11 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.

Kyet Thar Thoke –  
Spiced Chicken Salad

“Here we cook the chicken fresh for this salad, but you 
could always make it using leftover roast chicken. We would 
recommend keeping the skin on the thighs when roasting them, 
because it keeps the flesh moist and adds a wonderful crispy 
texture to the salad.”

Burmese salads are arguably the most interesting part of the 
cuisine; they’re full of texture and flavour and pack a punch on 
the plate. 

Do try this one, and then buy their book and discover more.

Ingredients

4 chicken thighs, skin on

½ tsp tumeric powder

½ tsp paprika

½ tsp chilli powder

pinch of salt

½ medium-sized white cabbage (about 450g), finely sliced

juice of 3 limes

5 tbsp garlic oil

5 tsp fish sauce

1 tsp chilli flakes

4 shallots, finely sliced

To serve

coriander leaves

chilli flakes

crispy fried shallots (shop-bought, or make the ones in their 
recipe book)

Method

Preheat the oven to 200C/400F/gas mark 6.

Coat the chicken thighs with the spices and the salt and place 
on a baking tray in the oven. Roast for 35 minutes (check they 
are cooked by piercing them – the juices should run clear), 
then set aside to cool.

Roughly shred the chicken with a fork and knife and place in a 
large bowl.

Add the rest of the ingredients, except for the garnishes, and 
mix well.

To Serve

divide the salad among four plates, then garnish each with 
the coriander, a sprinkle of chilli flakes and a teaspoon of fried 
shallots. Serve immediately.

Serves 4 as a main
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