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What they said about

W a l k i n g t h e S t r e e t s o f Ya n g o n
T h e p e op le , s tori e s a n d h i d d e n tre a s u re s of d ow n tow n
c o s m o p o l i t a n Ya n g o n ( R a n g o o n )

“An authoritative and poetic insight into the streets of Yangon. If there was ever one
book that purportedly held the magical secret of downtown Yangon, we may have
discovered it, at last.”
Sondang Grace Sirait, M YAN M OR E , 12 September 2016

“Bob Percival’s Walking the Streets of Yangon, a collection of vignettes on downtown
blocks, local restaurants and random shops.”
Coconuts Yangon, 21 September 2016

“Whether new to the city or a Yangon veteran, the book makes one feel as if Yangon
is full of nooks and crannies begging to be explored.”
R.J. Vogt, Myanmar Times, 9 December 2016
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IN MEMORY OF
AND IN TRIBUTE TO
DR BOB PERCIVAL

My Balinese partner Murni and I first met Bob shortly after he left China and moved
to Yangon. He had set up his successful walking tours of local streets around the
neighbourhood where he lived on 29th Street. The streets were amazingly contrasted,
colourful and pulsating with life. At the same time everything was crumbling and
paint peeled off the mildewed walls. It was a photographer’s paradise. Bob seemed to
know everyone. He was excited to be living there in a time of transition, in a place
that was changing before his eyes.
We met in his office, the Shangri-La Hotel reception. It had the best wifi and
best breakfasts in the city and was the perfect starting point for his tours. We hit it
off immediately and got together for meals and drinks and breakfasts after that. He
came to Bali with his daughter Gina a few months later.
I suggested that he write a book about his walks and he said that he was already
thinking of that. I told him that I’d be delighted to come back and take the
photographs.
We kept in touch and the next time I visited he’d finished the book and had
printed it himself. It was doing well. The photographs were his own, in black and
white.
We talked about an ebook, so that the streets and their stories could reach a
wider audience, with photographs in colour to bring the streets to life. I came back a
month later and met him in his Shangri-La office, the day before his return to
Australia. He had to go back and live there for two years to establish residence to
claim his pension and also to see his doctors. Some years earlier he had had a heart
attack in Amsterdam.
I spent a week walking up and down Bob’s streets, book in hand, going into as
many of the buildings and chatting to as many of the people he describes as I could.
I accomplished the whole thing with a day to spare, which I used to photograph the
colonial side of Rangoon, which is totally different and gave rise to the

accompanying ebook Strolling down the Streets of Old Rangoon, The History and the
Buildings.
Bob was back in Sydney, catching up with friends and doctors. I’m pleased to say
that he approved the photographs and added another five streets to the book. The
book is a real contribution to the history of Yangon, a unique and valuable record of
real life in the city. We’ve kept his black and white photographs for Local Products,
Local People, Odds and Ends.
Unfortunately Bob did not live to see the book although he knew what it would
look like. He died of a heart attack on a flight to New York to attend his son’s 40th
birthday party.
Jonathan Copeland
Rye, East Sussex
jonathan@murnis.com

ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book is a guide to walking the downtown streets of Yangon. Here are the
stories of the streets and the people that live in them. This book is also about the
love of walking, of discovering the rhythms, streetscapes and hidden treasures of
individual streets. Yangon is a tough city, full of hardworking, pragmatic and
generous people. It is a city of street vendors, fortune-tellers, teashops, colonial
buildings, bookstalls, mosques, temples, modern shops, street markets, endless
teashops, beer stations and a thousand eating-places.
This book is meant to be a reflection of Yangon’s deep cultural, political, and
personal diversity. Every street holds its own unique character. Behind every door
and inside every shop is a person whose story is a joy to listen to. Please dive into the
hustle and bustle of downtown Yangon and share this journey.
The first section ‘Streets of Yangon’ is a close examination of a number of
streets in the north-south grid of downtown Yangon. Downtown was the ‘old’
section of the city, which was rebuilt in the 1850s according to the imagination and
ambitions of the colonial British. Hundreds of small pagodas were ransacked and
demolished, small hillocks leveled, monasteries relocated, waterways drained, with
the whole area being raised an additional four feet to combat flooding. This required
millions of cubic feet of soil to be brought down from the north of the city. The city
grid was planned to have major roads running east-west and narrow streets running
north-south. The narrow streets would provide shade during the intensely hot
Rangoon days, and also act as a breezeway, with air flowing up from the Rangoon
River towards Shwedagon Pagoda.
In the biggest migration of the early nineteenth century, Indian labourers were
brought in to Burma by the colonial British to build the new city of Rangoon. From
1900 to 1930, Rangoon was a city with a majority Indian population, and to a much
lesser extent, Chinese. It was a city controlled by the British, with the Burmese
residents marginalised and expelled to the city’s outskirts. Rangoon was one of Asia’s
richest and most metropolitan cities, populated with Chinese, Jewish and Armenian
traders and business people. It is this cosmopolitan history that makes the streets so

interesting to walk through. Take your time to soak in what is happening around
you – the buildings, the people, the food, the goods, and the stories.
The second section of the book ‘Local products, Local people’ examines
specific services and the people that provide them. It is a history of the diversity and
rich culture of what Yangon is, and could be – its past, present and future. It is about
local people and the products they make and sell.
The third section ‘Impressions of Rangoon’ is a series of writings that examine
a particular day in the life of a well-known writer who lived in or visited Rangoon
(Yangon). It is an imagined journey but as true to that writer’s experience as is
possible through research and investigation. It is a realistic impression.
The fourth section ‘Odds and Ends’ is further experiences of people and place
in Yangon.
I hope you enjoy this book. It is a book to be used – to be put in your back
pocket or backpack, and pulled out again, over and over again, as you walk the
streets of this wonderful downtown area of the city. The photos are visual evidence
of this cultural richness, and clues to the real treasures that are contained within each
street. Enjoy the adventure of walking the streets of Yangon!
Bob Percival
Yangon

FOREWORD

Yangon, formerly known as Rangoon, is a rich and fascinating city for anyone, not
because of its supposedly modern city structure designed by Mr. Fraser at the end of
19th century but because of its possession of great architectural buildings in its
proximity.
Known as a cosmopolitan city less than a metropolis in the eyes of visitors,
diverse communities ranging from mainly Myanmar, Indian, Chinese to small
communities of Sikh, Jewish, Armenian inhabit it. Yangon never lacks vitality
because it shows joie de vivre to its inhabitants who willingly to take part in its
activities.
Actually, its structure is mainly framed and designed within a gridline of streets, a
checkered pattern of them starting from 1st Street in Latha township, then more than
a hundred numbered streets, ending in Botataung and Tamwe townships. The five
main roads that run perpendicular to these numbered north-south streets are
Bogyoke Aung San Road, Anawrahta Road, Mahabandoola Road, Merchant Road,
and Strand (or Kannar) Road.
On looking at each street with keen and inquisitive eyes, downtown Yangon
discloses its hidden treasures, with every street having its upper block, middle block
and lower block, all having their own significant features. The various inhabitants
and businesses tell a rich story of the social and economic life that pulsates in each
street.
It is needed to consider who makes the history of a city; whether it is its
inhabitants, its streets, or its buildings. In this case, all can make their own history.
But, the city needs a good, reliable and capable author who is endowed with the
creative literary calibre to catch the essence of them. If not, it will stumble into
oblivion.
When it is viewed with skilful and scrutinous eyes, it will be seen vividly and
precisely. This task has been willingly conducted by Dr. Bob Percival who definitely
fell in love with Yangon as soon as he set his foot on this blessed place. He
painstakingly walked through the maze of each street to capture the good moments

brewing in them. He magically portrayed in pen each street with much observation
to the delight of readers. I hope he never fails in this undaunting task.
Finally, I would like to say that he describes the je ne sais quoi of downtown
Yangon very well, and it will leave deep impressions on everyone who turns the
pages of this insightful book, and they will think what a lovely, much endearing and
bountiful city it is.
San Lin Tun
Yangon based writer

MAP OF YANGON DOWNTOWN

THE STREETS OF YANGON

12th STREET
Eggs galore, a classic Yangon tea shop, gourmet Rhakine food, and a contemplative banyan tree.

Winter is nearly finished, and cool breezes are blowing from the south, across
the delta towards Yangon city. The heat of April will soon be here, so it is something
special to walk the early morning streets with the wind fluttering in the prayer flags
and rippling through the freshly-washed clothes that are drying on people’s
verandahs.
Today I am walking with Khin Yadan Htun, my good friend who introduced me
to all things goth and the amazing make-up that goes with it—purple-black lipstick is
definitely de rigueur.

We start our walk at the bottom block at Strand Road and 12th Street. On the
right-hand corner there is a two-storey building with beautiful weathered timber
walls, shutters and fascia boards. The building is a hundred years old. The ground
floor has become a modern crowded office.

On the pavement outside is a small structure built to hold a water pot, an
offering to quench the thirst of weary travelers. The inscription reads: ‘Donated by
Shwe Htay Jockstick’—‘All spirits and humans can say Thandu’. On a much less
spiritual tone, another white sign on a blue wall states: ‘Please don’t piss to the wall’.
Ah, Yangon.

Further up on the right, you will see a funky 1963 apartment building, and at
No.10, the Egg Distribution shop of Aung Kyaw Oo. The cartons are stacked high,
with 300 eggs in each carton, each egg costing 100Ks wholesale. The eggs are
sourced from the numerous chicken farms down in the delta town of Myaungmya.
The eggs are mainly sold to restaurants throughout Yangon. The shop has been here
for over ten years. Also on the right-hand side there you will find a stylish 1956
concrete building with some Streamline Moderne design elements, a dilapidated
rustic bamboo and wooden shopfront at No.22, and a downbeat shop selling engineoil at 1500Ks per litre, with lots of character. There is also a gaming shop with the
helpful sign, ‘keep calm and play data’.

It’s time for tea, so we drop in at the very well-known and established traditional
U Chit tea shop, just a bit further back on the other side of the street. The tea shop
is very crowded and has a great local energy. These traditional tea shops are harder
and harder to find, and tea shop licences are no longer being handed out by the local
council, due to pressure from new franchises and businesses eager to use these old
spaces. We are looked after by Khin Maung Myint who has been working at the shop
for two years. The owner is Li Chit, who has been here for over thirty years. Apart
from the tea (300Ks), the shop offers fried rice, nangyee and noodle salads, and pork
and chicken bao (500Ks). The most popular dishes are the Burmese curries and
salads.

Near the U Chit tea shop is TPK Packaging, where you can source plastic and
paper coffee cups of every possible variety and design, custom made for your
business. One drawback might be that the minimum order is 30,000 pieces. Not to
worry.

On the bottom left-hand corner of Mahabandoola Road, at the end of the lower
block, is a great buffet eatery offering Rakhine gourmet dishes – gourmet soup
(400Ks), gourmet salad (500Ks), shrimp paste, papaya salad, and very tasty fishcakes
(the fish meat sourced from 17th Street Chinatown market), now that’s cheap
gourmet food! It is a 30-year old family business, presently run by family member
Zaw Lin Htut. They are open from 11am to 5pm, the most crowded time being
around 2.30pm.

We cross traffic-ridden Mahabandoola Road to the middle block – it’s such an
accomplishment these days just to get to the other side safely. At No.32 is the very
colourful snack store run by Ei Ei Khine who has been working here for over ten
years. It’s a good business for her. What you do realise is that there is nothing
actually fresh here, only packaged food. Ei Ei Khine’s beautiful dog who sits royally
on the chair provided, is called Vadla.

Opposite is the cordial juice stall of San San who has done business on this
corner for thirteen years, offering pineapple, orange, berry, grape, sago flavours.
Fresh lime juice and sugar is added to your liking – only 220Ks per glass.

Back over on the other side of the street is a small garden situated in a clean cool
laneway (a new Yangon phenomenon). Also nearby, are Super Min Bag Sewing shop
at No.58B, Genky Myanmar Physiotherapy, Happy Home Pre-school, and the Agga
Youth Hotel at No.56.

The middle block is essentially a quiet residential quarter, but there are small
gems here, like the brightly–coloured ironwork at No.37, a row of lovely 1956
apartments that stretch from No.61-No.71.

At No. 79 is the remarkably cheap Rivers Youth Hostel managed by the very
friendly April. Here you can get a bed for $8-$10 a night in dormitory style rooms
that hold up to forty beds. Each bed has its own curtain for privacy. This is a great
solution to the overly expensive Yangon accommodation.

It is time for an early lunch, so we stop off at the excellent Kachin Traditional
Food stall.

To finish our walk, we give our blessings at the nat and Buddha shrines placed at
the base of a grand banyan tree, growing in a quiet corner at the far end of the street.
A calm space in a very hectic downtown Yangon. Enjoy.

13th STREET
Clean alleyways, woodcarving, ducks eggs, and two very protective small dogs.

It’s time to clean up Yangon! With the election of the new government, one of
the things that has changed is that downtown Yangon is finally coming to terms with
its rubbish. Years of neglect have left the laneways full of trash and ravenous
rodents.
Today I am again walking with Khin Yadan Htun, my friend and avid lover of
goth, as well as an expert make-up artist. We start our journey at the bottom block,
corner of Strand Road and 13th Street. The rain has finally retreated and a blue
incandescent sky lies overhead. The first thing we notice is a plethora of red plastic
canvas signs, new to downtown. They proclaim a one-year prison sentence or a fine,
ranging from 10,000-500,000Ks for anyone throwing rubbish out of their rear
windows into back alleyways – a strong incentive indeed. I won’t be sorry to see my
four-legged friends retreat.
On the corner pavement, facing Strand Road, Shwe La Win is expertly carving a
teak panel that will become part of a wardrobe. He works quickly and efficiently,
with amazing speed and accuracy. It only takes him thirty minutes to carve the

intricate design. He’s been doing it for twenty-one years, and working at this corner
furniture shop, Swe Hinthar Furniture, for seven years. He gets paid by the piece.
We are amazed that we can buy this now beautifully carved panel of teak for only
1600Ks. Shwe La Win can complete four wardrobes a day. The owner, Ah Leong, is
only too happy to sell you individual pieces on request.

Just up from Shwe Lan Win, we come across Daw Mya, sitting in the sun outside
the salubrious Myanmar Lacquerware Shop at No.7. She is reweaving the rattan
webbing of the shop-owner’s personal reading chair. Her work is skillful and precise.
Very few people in Myanmar now have this skill of rattan weaving. Daw Mya is
seventy years old and lives in Dalah, as do her three sons. For the last month she has
had no work. Daw Mya will finish this job in three hours and be paid 300,000Ks.
Good money but not often gained.

Pop inside the Lacquerware Shop: the lacquerware is of the highest standard and
well worth a look. The shop has been open for twenty-five years, and is now run by
two sisters, Khine Khine and Naing Naing. The wares are made in Bagan and the
shop supplies top-end hotels and restaurants. Prices range from15,000Ks for a small
bowl, to $2800 for a huge lacquerware urn. Take your pick.

Over on the right side of the street at No.18 you will find the fascinating duck
egg shop belonging to Ms. Annamal of J.S. Enterprise. She has been running the
place for twenty years, only selling eggs, wholesale to stores, restaurants, hotel and
markets around town. All the duck eggs come from her own farm at Mhawbi, on the
outskirts of Yangon. Out there she has 30,000 ducks laying 20,000 eggs a day. Each
egg is priced at 125Ks, but sold wholesale in ten trays of thirty eggs for 37,500Ks.
Ms. Annamal is happy to sell you a small lot if you wish.

Further up at No.32, there is a 1982 building, and if you look up you will see a
top edifice with a sculpted green parrot put there by the original owner of the
building. This was the brand logo of a very famous cigar that came from Bago, called
Shwe Gal (Golden Brand Parrot).

Across the road is the Shwe Thazin Rice & Oil Shop. Khine buys some freshlypressed peanut oil from Magwe for her grandmother, as it’s her favourite. A viss
(1,6kg) costs 4900Ks. High quality rice from Shwebo is also available at 49,000Ks for
a 50kg bag.

