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  PROLOGUE


  IN November 2010, Burma was preparing for its first elections in decades. Aung San Suu Kyi was in detention in her home, as she had been for the previous seven years.


  Traveling across Rangoon six days before the poll, I had the luck to hail a taxi driver who spoke some English. I asked him, “Are you going to vote?’


  “No!” he said, “I don’t like it! It is a lie! They are lying to all the people, and all the world. They are very greedy! They don’t know what democracy is . . .” Later he said that his wife was going to vote and he was under pressure to do the same: She was afraid that if they didn’t they might be killed.


  He told me that he had a degree in Engineering from Insein Institute of Technology. So why, I asked him, was he driving a taxi?


  “I am driving because I don’t want to work for the government, because that means stealing. I want to work for my country and I want to do good. I don’t want to steal! Money is not the important thing for our people. The important thing is to get democracy . . .”


  It was the strangest election I have ever come across. The party that had won the previous election by a country mile, Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD), would have been allowed to participate if it had recognized the new constitution and if it had been prepared to expel Aung San Suu Kyi and all other members in detention or prison. As the party declined to do this, it was de-registered, becoming a non-party. The biggest party, which in the end won handily, had only been in existence for a few months: It was created by the simple trick of turning the Union Solidarity and Development Association (USDA), a regime-sponsored mass organization to which all government employees are compelled to belong, into a party, the USDP. The other parties running included small split-offs from the NLD opposed to that party’s decision not to run.


  During the weeks of the election campaign, the mood in Rangoon was completely flat. There were no election meetings, no posters stuck up, no loudspeaker vans patrolling the streets blaring their parties’ messages. The only indications that something out of the ordinary was under way were a few billboards for the USDP, and daily homilies in the regime’s newspaper, the New Light of Myanmar, urging people to vote.


  “A voter can choose not to vote,” one such homily noted, “but a person who is found guilty of inciting the people to boycott the election is liable for not more than one year’s prison term or a fine of 100,000 kyats or both.”1


  A cartoon in the paper showed a group of smiling citizens striding towards an arch inscribed “Multiparty democracy general election.” Beyond was a modern city of glass and steel skyscrapers, captioned “Peaceful, modern and developed democratic nation.” “Join hands,” said one of the citizens, “the goal is in sight.”


  Another article in the same paper recalled that there had been an election twenty years before, whose result had not been honored. “The election was meaningless because it looks like runners starting for the race without having any goal, aim and rule. In other words, it looks like a walk taken by a blind person.[sic]”


  Despite the references to the 1990 poll, all mention of Aung San Suu Kyi and her colleagues was rigorously excluded from all printed and broadcast material.


  What actually distinguished the 1990 poll was the fact that the polling and the counting of votes were conducted reasonably fairly: That’s why the NLD and its ethnic allies won 94 percent of the seats.2 Subsequently, the regime agonized for nearly twenty years over how to shake off the memory of that humiliation and somehow acquire legitimacy as rulers. This election was the way they finally chose to play it.


  It was inconceivable that their proxies would win if the election was free and fair, so they did not want foreigners poking their noses in. Offers from abroad to monitor the polls were firmly rejected, as were visa applications by foreign journalists. I was admitted as a tourist, as on previous occasions.


  The most flagrant way the poll was rigged was by regimented voting in advance: State employees and others were dragooned into voting en masse for the regime’s proxy party.3 “We discussed how to take advance votes from members of thirty civil societies in Rangoon,” a USDP official told Irrawaddy, a news website run by Burmese journalists in exile.4 Civil servants and members of regime-sponsored organizations including the Red Cross and the fire brigade were among those required to vote in advance. In this way getting out the vote—in many cases days in advance—became a quasi-military operation. In Rangoon constituencies where opposition candidates stood a chance of winning, pre-cooked ballots were poured in to ensure a favorable result. Two days after the poll, without giving any details, a senior USDP official was quoted by Agence France-Presse as saying, “We have won about 80 percent of the seats. We are glad.”5


  By then I and several other undercover reporters had been expelled. I watched the next act of the drama in the office of the NLD-Liberated Areas (NLD-LA) in Mae Sot, on the Thailand–Burma border.6


  Although Aung San Suu Kyi’s eighteen-month detention sentence expired on Saturday, November 13th, it was not clear until the last minute whether she would be released or not. But her party was optimistic: “There is no legal basis for detaining her any longer,” said her lawyer.7 Two days before, women members of the NLD had started cleaning the party’s headquarters, which had been closed and shuttered for much of the time she was in detention, and repairing the air conditioners.


  Nearly 2,200 political prisoners remained locked up in Burma’s jails, but shortly after 5 PM on November 13th, Suu’s seven and a half years of detention finally came to an end. At 5:15 PM on that day, the Los Angeles Times reported, “Soldiers armed with rifles and tear-gas launchers pushed aside the barbed-wire barriers blocking University Avenue, and a swarm of supporters dashed the final hundred yards to the villa’s gate. Twenty minutes later, a slight 65-year-old woman popped her head over her red spiked fence.”8


  The crowd chanted “Long live Aung San Suu Kyi!” “I’m very happy to see you!” she yelled, barely audible over the chanting. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve seen you.” Rangoon was a prison camp no more. “Some people sobbed out loud, many shed tears and everybody shouted words of salutation and love,” the Times of London reported on November 14th. “For ten minutes Aung San Suu Kyi could do nothing but bathe in the acclaim of the crowd.”


  The previous week an NLD veteran, one of the party’s founders, released from prison after nineteen years, had told me, “When I and others were released it was like watering a flower in a pot—the plant is getting fresh, that’s all. But when Daw Aung San Suu Kyi is released it will be like the beginning of the monsoon, the whole countryside green and blooming.”9 And indeed for some days the mood was very much like that.


  Burma’s military regime had played its best card with great astuteness. In the cacophonous celebrations of the next days, which echoed around the world, the outrageous theft of the election a week before was completely forgotten.


  PART ONE

  HER FATHER’S CHILD
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  AUNG SAN SUU KYI emerged from detention in November 2010 as radiant as a lily, as if she had just returned from a holiday. The generals had contrived the election, from which she had been barred, and made sure that their proxy party won. Her marginalization was now official. But none of that made any difference: Her gate was besieged by thousands of supporters, braving the fury of the regime, in the first scenes of mass happiness in Rangoon in more than eight years.


  From the earliest days of her political life, Suu has been attacked by the regime as the “poster girl” of the West. If that was a gross exaggeration in 1989, today it would be an understatement: She is by far the most famous woman politician in the world never to have held office, the most famous Burmese person since the late UN Secretary General U Thant and, along with the Dalai Lama, the most feted exponent of nonviolent political resistance since Mahatma Gandhi. She is a familiar figure to millions of people around the world who have no idea how to pronounce her name or where to place Burma on the world map.


  But the fact that Aung San Suu Kyi did nothing out of the ordinary before becoming a political star—that she insisted on being described as a housewife—has led many people who should know better to underrate her.1


  Thant Myint-U, grandson of U Thant, in his book The River of Lost Footsteps, casts Suu as little more than a footnote to a narrative dominated down the ages by ruthless military men.2 Michael W. Charney, in his History of Modern Burma, sees her as significant chiefly as the embodiment, for the regime, of the menace from abroad, rather than as a positive force for real change.3 A previous biographer, Justin Wintle, comes to the eccentric conclusion that she herself is to blame for her fate. “Aung San Suu Kyi has become the perfect hostage,” he writes. “. . . Kept in captivity in part brought about by her own intransigence, the songbird’s freedom has a price that no one can, or any longer dares, pay. The latest apostle of nonviolence is imprisoned by her creed.”4


  To blame Suu for being locked up for so many years is perverse, like blaming Joan of Arc for being burned at the stake. Yet it is true that her imprisonment has in a sense been voluntary, and this is one of the things that explains her enduring and almost universal popularity with ordinary Burmese people.


  Suu’s detention was never strictly comparable to Nelson Mandela’s twenty-seven years’ imprisonment on Robben Island because, unlike Mandela, she was free to leave. At any time in her years of confinement between 1989 and 2009, she could have phoned her contact in the regime, packed a suitcase, said goodbye to her faithful housekeepers and companions, taken a taxi to the airport and flown away; but it would have been with the certainty, if she did, that her passport would have been cancelled and that she would never have been permitted to return. And by flying away to the safe and loving embrace of the outside world, she would have vindicated all the slurs of her enemies, and the worst apprehensions of her supporters.


  This choice is something she has rarely discussed, probably because it touches on the most personal and painful aspects of the life she has lived since 1988—on her decision effectively to renounce her role as a wife and mother. But the reality of this choice has also been used by the regime to torture her. This became most brutally true in January 1999, four years after the end of her first spell of detention. The news arrived from Oxford that her husband, Michael, had been diagnosed with prostate cancer and did not have long to live. Despite this, and despite appeals from many well-placed friends including Prince Charles and Countess Mountbatten, the regime refused to grant him a visa to enable him to visit her. The intention was clear: to induce her to follow the dictates of her heart and fly home to his bedside, as nine years before she had flown to Rangoon to the bedside of her mother. Knowing she would never be let back in, she refused to do it. Those in Asia and elsewhere who regarded her as lacking in female warmth felt confirmed in their view. Barely three months later, Michael died.


  Justin Wintle is therefore perhaps right to use the word “intransigence” to describe Suu’s attitude through her years of confinement. It would have been entirely human, completely understandable, if at some point she had given up and gone home. No one would have blamed her. She would have been hailed and feted everywhere she went. She could have spent precious weeks with her dying husband, and today would no doubt be dashing from conference to conference, banging the drum for Burmese democracy. What difference would it have made if the lights in number 54 University Avenue had gone out for good?


  The answer is, a great deal of difference. For Suu’s impact has been spiritual and emotional as much as political.


  As the letters she wrote to Michael and her essays on Burma both before and after her return make clear, Suu was acutely aware of the suffering of her people long before she returned to live there: of the poverty forced on the inhabitants of this naturally rich land by the idiocy of its rulers, on the stunting of bodies and minds by criminal economic and social policies. When this privileged expatriate flew to Rangoon in 1988 and found herself in the thick of the greatest popular uprising in the nation’s history, something clicked. Her people’s suffering was no longer something distant and academic: It was a cause she embraced, with the passion to change it. Choosing to form and lead the NLD and fight the election, she made a compact with her country: They were no longer separate, no longer divisible. The harder the regime tried to paint her as a foreign decadent, a puppet of the West, a bird of passage, a poster girl, the more fiercely she insisted that she was one with her countrymen.


  It is this decision—a moral much more than a political decision, and one from which she has not deviated in more than twenty years, despite every attempt to blackmail her emotionally—which has earned her an unwavering place in the hearts of tens of millions of Burmese. She could have flown away, and she never did. That has created an unbreakable bond.


  But there is far more to Suu’s career than simple commitment, however vital that element is. Suu had been thinking hard for many years about what it meant to be the daughter of the man who negotiated Burma’s independence. She had a profound desire to be a daughter worthy of him, to do something for her nation of which both she and he could be proud. The tragic first decades of Burma’s history as an independent nation, its fragile democracy snuffed out by the army, brought home to her how hard it would be to bring her nation into the modern world without doing violence to its innermost values. In the years before 1988 she had devoted much time and research to that question. Suddenly, against all odds, she had the opportunity, and the duty, to resolve it. She has not yet succeeded. But that is not the same as to say that she has failed.


  *


  Aung San Suu Kyi was born on June 19, 1945, in the Irrawaddy Delta, the third of three children, during the most tumultuous years in Burma’s history. Her father, Aung San, was at the heart of the tumult. Rangoon, the capital, had just fallen to the Allies, and her pregnant mother had sought refuge from the fighting in the countryside.


  Aung San was a boy from the provinces, shy, a poor speaker, with abrupt manners, and prone to long unexplained silences.5 Short and wiry, with the sort of blankness of expression that leads Westerners to describe people from the East as inscrutable, he also had something special about him, a charisma. With a fiery temper and an iron will, he emerged at Rangoon University in the 1930s as one of the most ambitious and determined of the students dedicated to freeing Burma from the British.


  Burma was an imperial afterthought for Britain, annexed in three stages during the nineteenth century after one of the last Burmese kings had infuriated them by launching attacks on Bengal, the oldest and at the time the richest and most important part of the Indian empire. Annexing Burma was also an effective way to erect a bulwark against further French expansion in Indochina. But it was never central to British designs in the way that India had become: It was ruled from India as an appendix, and few British administrators took the trouble to try to make sense of Burmese history, philosophy or psychology in the way generations of Bengal-based East India Company officers had done with India. The British simply brought the country to heel, in the most brutally straightforward manner they could, by abolishing the monarchy and sending the last king and his queen into exile. They opened up to foreign enterprises opportunities to extract timber, to mine gems and silver and to drill for oil, and allowed Indian and Chinese businessmen and laborers to flood in.


  The process of being annexed and digested by a colonial power was acutely humiliating for every country that experienced it. Nonetheless, in many parts of the British Empire, as the foreigners introduced systems and ideas that improved living standards for many, more and more middle-class and ruling-class subjects would become, to a greater or lesser degree, complicit with the rulers. The pain of subjugation softened with the passing of generations, as the native elite was absorbed into the “steel frame” of the empire, the bureaucratic superstructure that kept the whole enterprise ticking over. That helps to explain why, in some quarters, one can still find nostalgia for the Raj, right across the subcontinent.


  But the Burmese experience was very different.6 It started very late: Lower Burma, centered on Rangoon, was seized during the first Anglo-Burmese War in 1824, and was rapidly denatured as the British threw open the gates. Within a couple of decades Burmese residents found themselves a minority in their own city, bystanders to its transformation. In the north, Burmese kings still ruled: a tradition sanctified, guided and held in check by the sangha, the organization of Buddhist monks which had underpinned the nation’s spiritual and political life since the eleventh century, retaining that role through innumerable wars and several changes of dynasty.


  But in 1885 the British finished the job, storming Mandalay, the last seat of the kings, sacking the palace, burning much of the ancient library and sending King Thibaw and his queen Supayalat into exile in western India. They brought the whole kingdom into the Indian system, governing it from the Viceroy’s palace in Calcutta, and supplementing or replacing the local rulers who had been the king’s allies with British administrators. They brought in tens of thousands of troops to suppress the rebellions that kept breaking out, until the Pax Britannica prevailed across the country.


  But by the time Burma had been subdued, the Indians across the border were themselves becoming restless. The Indian National Congress had been founded in 1885, the year the Burmese monarchy was abolished, and rapidly became the focus for Indian hopes of self-government. The First World War weakened the empire dramatically. The arrival of Mohandas Gandhi from South Africa gave Congress a leader of unique charisma and creativity, and the massacre at Jallianwala Bagh in Amritsar in 1919 brought home the fact that British rule was a confidence trick, with hundreds of millions of Indians kept in check by a threat of force that the few thousand British in residence could never carry out effectively.


  Across the Naga Hills, the Burmese drank the fresh ignominy of being colonial subjects to colonial subjects. Peasants tilling the paddy fields were trapped into debt by the Indian moneylenders who fanned out across the country. In Rangoon, foreign shopkeepers and businessmen grew rich exploiting the naïve natives. With the abolition of the monarchy, things fell apart. In lower Burma the British had refused to accept the authority of the thathanabaing, the senior monk authorized by the king to maintain the discipline and guide the teachings of the country’s hundreds of thousands of monks, and in his absence local Buddhist sanghas lost their direction.7 Then, sixty years later, King Thibaw was exiled and the monarchy destroyed. It was the coup de grâce.


  The first nationalist stirrings in Burma came out of Buddhism and the Buddhist clergy. Traditionally, soon after dawn each morning, in every town and village in the land, monks in their maroon robes would tramp in file through the lanes, their big lacquer bowls extended for alms. They were the potent local symbols of a moral, theological and political system that had governed people’s lives throughout Burmese history and which, according to their belief system, gave them their best hope of nirvana. The monks enshrined and sanctified the authority of the Buddhist king, and the people, by giving the monks alms, and by inscribing their own sons in the monastery when they were “big enough to scare away the crows,” gained spiritual merit which was obtainable in no other way.8


  Now all this was smashed and ruined. It was worse than mere humiliation: The nation had lost its compass. In response, the Young Men’s Buddhist Association, or YMBA, in imitation of the YMCA, was established. It was a critical first step, less in defying the British than in asserting or reinventing an order that resonated with traditional Burmese beliefs. The most significant figure to emerge from this, in the feverish years after the First World War, was U Ottama: a learned Buddhist monk, who had also traveled around Asia and come back with the news that faraway Japan, another Buddhist country and one that had succeeded in repelling invaders and remaining independent, had actually beaten the Russians, a full-fledged European power, in war.


  By the 1920s, under huge pressure from Gandhi and the Congress, Britain had conceded to India important measures of self-government, and the nationalist agitators in Rangoon, advised and cajoled by Indian radicals who had slipped over from Bengal, found that, although their movement was young and raw compared to India’s, they had the wind in their sails. By the time Aung San arrived at Rangoon University from his home in the little central Burmese town of Natmauk in 1932, independence no longer seemed an impossible dream. But the more the British conceded, the more impatient the nationalists both of India and Burma became to win full independence.


  With his gauche manner, his up-country origins and his clumsy English, Aung San struggled to make an impact among the metropolitan elite of the capital’s university. But those who jeered at his contributions to the Students’ Union debates and implored him to stop trying to speak English and stick to Burmese, soon learned that this difficult, angular young man had formidable determination. He wouldn’t give up a challenge—trying to speak English, for example—until he had actually mastered it. Gradually he emerged as one of the leaders of a group of revolutionary nationalists at the university. Their ideology was hazy, leaning towards socialism and communism but with a deep commitment to Buddhism as well.


  They took to calling themselves the “Thakins”: The word means lord and master, roughly equivalent to “Sahib” in India. After conquering Burma the arrogant British had appropriated the title. Now these Burmese upstarts were demanding it back. They “proclaimed the birthright of the Burmese to be their own masters,” as Suu wrote in a sketch of her father’s life; the title “gave their names a touch of pugnacious nationalism.”9


  Aung San and his friends were developing the courage to claw back what the invaders had stolen, beginning with pride and self-respect. He was in Rangoon for the momentous events of 1938 (year 1300 in the Burmese calendar, so known subsequently as the “Revolution of 1300”). Despite the fact that the British had already conceded a great deal, separating Burma from India and allowing the country, like India itself, to be ruled by an elected governing council under the supervision of the British governor, agitation for full independence reached its peak in that year, with peasants and oil industry workers striking and joining the students in demonstrations in Rangoon. During one baton charge to disperse the protesters, a student demonstrator was killed.


  Schools across the country struck in protest, communal riots broke out between Burmans and Indian Muslims, seventeen protesters died under police fire during protests in Mandalay and the government of Prime Minister Ba Maw collapsed.10


  Then the Second World War broke out in Europe, and while Gandhi in India launched his “Quit India Movement,” demanding that the British leave at once, and Subhas Chandra Bose in Calcutta began secretly training his Indian National Army, Aung San and the other Thakins decided to look east.


  Ever since U Ottama had returned from his wanderings, spreading the word about the achievements of the Japanese against the Russians, the Burmese nationalists had been open to the possibility that liberation might come from that direction. Aung San was no Gandhian: He accepted that Burma would be unlikely to gain its freedom without fighting for it. And in August 1940 he and one other Thakin comrade took the boldest step of their lives when they secretly flew out of the country, to Amoy in China, now Xiamen, in Fujian province.


  Their apparent intention was to make contact with Chinese insurgents, either Chiang Kai-shek’s Guomindang or Mao Zedong’s Communists—anyone with the wherewithal to help them evict the British. But Fujian was already in the hands of the expanding Japanese. And when a Japanese secret agent based in Rangoon, Keiji Suzuki, learned of the two Burmese Thakins roaming the city’s streets, he arranged for them to be befriended by his co-nationals. In November 1940 they were flown to Tokyo, where Suzuki himself took them in hand.


  It was Aung San’s first experience of the world beyond Burma’s borders, and he was impressed. Despite misgivings about the authoritarian brutality of Japanese militarism—and his prudish horror when Suzuki offered to provide him with a woman—he was awed by the industrial achievements of his hosts, and pragmatic enough, and politically immature enough, to have no inhibitions about being enlisted by Japanese fascists in their plans for the domination of Asia. After three months in Japan he flew back to Rangoon disguised as a Chinese sailor and set about recruiting the core of what was to become the Burma Independence Army (BIA). Much of 1941 was taken up with the rigorous, secret training of that tiny army, later to be immortalized as the “Thirty Comrades,” on the island of Hainan, with Suzuki as commanding officer and general and Aung San as his chief of staff.


  So when Japan launched its air attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, and immediately afterwards began its invasion of Southeast Asia, Aung San and his comrades were ready to play their part. Rangoon was shattered by a Japanese bombing raid in the same month, and soon afterwards the Japanese and the BIA entered the country together, streaming up from the “tail of the Burmese kite,” the long thin peninsula of Tenasserim that stretches south and east from the Irrawaddy Delta. As they marched, tens of thousands of Burmese joined the new national army until they were 50,000-strong, almost as large a force as the Japanese. The hopelessly unprepared British, routed by the Japanese all over Southeast Asia, fled for the safety of India. Thousands who failed to make it were taken prisoner and forced to build the notorious “death railway” linking Burma and Thailand.


  But Burmese misgivings about the Japanese, which had already begun gnawing at Aung San during his first months of exposure to the fascist regime in Tokyo, grew exponentially in 1942, once the Japanese had taken control of the country. They talked a good talk about how the Japanese and Burmese, being brother Asiatics and sharing the same religion, must move together, but the Burmese, Aung San included, were quickly learning that Japanese rhetoric and Japanese intentions were two different things. The Japanese tatemae, what appeared on the surface, might speak of Burmese independence, but the honne, the unspoken reality, would be that “mighty Nippon” remained firmly in charge behind the scenes.11 Burma’s true destiny, in the Japanese scheme, was to form one of the many obedient and industrious Asian races near the base of the Japanese pyramid, with the Japanese emperor at its apex. Aung San and the other founding members of the Burma Independence Army gradually discovered to their horror that they had swapped one form of enslavement for another. Quietly they began to prepare to fight for their freedom all over again.


  It was around this time that malaria and the rigors of building an army and leading the invasion of his own country undermined Chief of Staff Aung San’s health, and he was committed to Rangoon General Hospital—an institution that plays a remarkably large part in this story, in one way or another—to recover his strength. The junior nurses were terrorized by his gruff manners and moody silences, so he was looked after by a senior staff nurse called Ma Khin Kyi. He appreciated her expert attentions and feminine graces, and she for her part fell sway to his charisma. A few months later, in September 1942, they married.


  In the wedding photograph, Aung San sits like a coiled spring. He and his bride share a large, overstuffed sofa, sitting a good six inches apart. She has jasmine in her hair, a floral garland round her shoulders and a long white robe that sweeps the floor; her black eyebrows offset large, gentle, wide-set eyes. He is shaven-headed and dressed in his army uniform, his knee-length boots brightly polished. He grasps his slouch hat in both hands and leans forward, ready, one feels, to jump up and strike at the first opportunity. It is the portrait of a man who has already achieved a lot, but who knows that he cannot rest, that his work is not even half done.


  And so it was to prove. In March 1944 he was flown to Tokyo to be decorated by the emperor and promoted to the rank of major general. In August Burma was declared an independent nation, and the BIA renamed the Burma National Army. But it was all a sham. The Japanese realized that the army they had created under Suzuki was no longer to be trusted and kept moving its units around Burma to make it more difficult for them to organize. Meanwhile Japan was rapidly losing the war, as its lines of supply from Tokyo became impossibly overstretched, and its technological and financial limitations compared with those of the Americans became ever more starkly apparent.


  Aung San had now been around the Japanese long enough to know how to play the game by their rules. He accepted their honors with a stiff bow, did as he was told, kept an impassive face—and quietly set about organizing his second war of independence. Soon after his latest trip to Tokyo he made contact with the Allies across the Naga Hills, and began to prepare to open an internal front against the Japanese once the Allies invaded. With their support he secretly set up a resistance movement to work in tandem with his army as a partisan force, the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL).


  But he maintained the pretence of loyalty to his masters. On March 17, 1945, standing alongside senior Japanese officers, he took a pledge at Rangoon’s City Hall to launch the Burma National Army’s campaign against the Allies, and while a Japanese military band played, his army marched out of Rangoon in the direction of the front. But once outside the city they scattered, following a prearranged plan, to base areas throughout central and lower Burma, and ten days later launched their attack on the Japanese. By August 4th, after tens of thousands of Japanese had been slaughtered by the Allies, now aided by Aung San’s “Patriot Burmese Forces” as they were renamed, in increasingly one-sided battles, the war in Burma was over. It was between those two crucial dates that Aung San Suu Kyi entered the world.


  Aung San was still only thirty when the Japanese surrendered, but he had matured beyond recognition since his clumsy performances in university debates ten years before. He had shown great courage, determination and cool-headedness as he took the leading role first in forging Burma’s first army since the fall of the king in 1885, then turning it, with perfect timing, against the power that had sponsored it. As the war ground on, his popularity among his people grew: To many millions of Burmese he seemed the only young leader with the determination, agility and charismatic appeal to save their country from utter destruction. And when the Allies finally arrived in Rangoon and met him face to face, they took the measure of this man, who had changed sides so nimbly, and decided that he was someone they could work with. Field Marshal William Slim, the British general who captured the Burmese capital on May 3rd at the head of the Fourteenth Army, took the view that he was “a genuine patriot and a well-balanced realist . . . the greatest impression he made on me was one of honesty.”12


  With peace the British returned, reinstalling their former governor, Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith, but they found the situation very different from when they had left in 1941. The country’s towns and cities had been devastated by the battles between the Allies and Japanese; in the British parliament, one MP said the degree of destruction in Burma was worse than in any other area in the East. And the Burmese under Aung San and his comrades in the AFPFL, hardened by years of war and hungry for the freedom for which they had been fighting so long, were no longer in a mood to compromise.


  Unable to submit to Aung San’s demands—which amounted to handing the government of the country over to his League—Dorman-Smith packed the executive council with pro-British Burmese who had no popular following. Aung San responded by calling on the Burmese to launch concerted nonviolent action against the British, refusing to pay rents and taxes or supply them with food. Dorman-Smith was recalled to London, resigning soon afterwards; a Labor government under Attlee replaced the Conservatives, and in early 1947 Aung San and his colleagues were invited to London to negotiate a settlement. During a stopover in Delhi he made no bones about his position. He told journalists that he wanted “complete independence,” not dominion status or any other halfway compromise—and that if he was not granted it, he would have “no inhibitions of any kind” about launching a struggle, nonviolent or violent or both, to obtain it.13


  Once again, his timing was superb: Attlee’s government was ideologically committed to freeing as many colonies as it could, and was in any case too strapped for cash to follow any other course. Aung San returned home with a promise of full independence. Burma would be a challenging country to rule: The Burman race to which he belonged was only one of several major ethnic groups within or straddling its borders, and the war had poisoned relations between them. But the following month the Panglong Conference in Shan State, in the northeast, secured the agreement of all of the main ones (except the Karen, who boycotted it, demanding their own state) to the proposed new nation. When elections for the Constituent Assembly were held on April 9, 1947, Aung San’s AFPFL won 248 of the 255 seats. Aung San was not only the father of Burma’s army and the hero of its freedom struggle but now the preeminent leader of the nation as well.


  It would be too brutal to say that he timed his death with equal panache. Little more than three months after his landslide election victory, on July 19, 1947, he was chairing a meeting of the Governor’s Executive Council in Rangoon’s huge Secretariat Building, the colonial behemoth that still dominates a large part of downtown Rangoon, discussing, ironically enough, the theft of 200 Bren guns from the ordnance depot a week before, when a jeep pulled up outside. Five men in fatigues jumped out, stormed into the building, ran up the stairs, felled the single guard at the door, then burst in and slaughtered most of the council where they sat with automatic gunfire, Aung San included. An embittered political enemy of Aung San’s was blamed for the attack, and later hanged. Factionalism and jealousy, “the two scourges of Burmese politics” according to Aung San Suu Kyi, had robbed the country of its most promising leader, less than a year before the independence to which he had dedicated his life was granted.


  *
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  Aung San, his wife Ma Khin Kyi and their first baby, Aung San Oo (Oo means simply “first”).


  Aung San Suu Kyi was two years old when her father died, “too young,” as she put it, “to remember him.”14 In one of the last photographs taken before his death Aung San appears to have mellowed considerably since that nervous, high-intensity wedding picture. He and Ma Khin Kyi smile toothily at each other across the three children, two sons and a daughter, that she has borne him. One of Aung San’s hands holds the hand of Aung San Lin, their younger son, his other rests on Suu’s shoulder. Suu has protruding ears and looks up at the camera in frank alarm. As in the earlier photograph, Ma Khin Kyi has flowers in her hair, which is coiled in a cylindrical bun, and she looks as calm, radiant and tender as before.
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  Aung San, his wife Ma Khin Kyi and their three children, Aung San Oo, Aung San Lin and Aung San Suu Kyi (left).


  There are numerous strange and ghostly parallels between the life of the heroic father and that of his daughter. It was in 1938 that the so-called “Revolution of 1300” occurred, the nationwide outbreak of strikes and protests that propelled Aung San and his comrades along the road to independence. And it was exactly fifty years later, in 1988, that the greatest uprising in independent Burma’s history occurred, propelling Suu to the leadership of the democracy movement.


  It was in Rangoon General Hospital in 1941, when he was a patient and she was a nurse, that Aung San met his future wife, Ma Khin Kyi; and it was in the same hospital forty-seven years later, when Ma Khin Kyi was a patient, having suffered a crippling stroke, and Aung San Suu Kyi was nursing her, that she met the students wounded when the army fired on their demonstrations; it was also outside that same hospital, on August 24, 1988, that she spoke to a political meeting for the first time in her life. Two days later she addressed a crowd of hundreds of thousands at the Shwedagon pagoda, the national shrine where Aung San had lambasted British rule before the war.
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  The Shwedagon Pagoda, Rangoon, outside which Suu gave her crucial debut speech.


  The vengefulness of Aung San’s enemies robbed his family of a husband and father; the vengefulness and fearfulness of the military regime quite as effectively robbed Aung San Suu Kyi’s family of a wife and mother.


  Aung San won an overwhelming mandate from his people in 1947 but was cut down before he could show what he might have been capable of in government. His daughter won an equally imposing majority but was prevented almost as decisively from doing anything with it.


  In these ways Suu’s whole life has been haunted by the glory of what her father achieved, by an awareness of how much was left unfinished at the time of his premature death, and by regret for how much was done wrongly or inadequately by those who took his place; for independent Burma, which was to such a great extent Aung San’s personal achievement, was launched badly and unhappily, like a wagon with one buckled wheel, after that murderous attack.


  When Suu was fifteen the family moved to Delhi, where her mother became the Burmese ambassador. It was an honor, but it was also a way for General Ne Win, the head of the army who would shortly become the nation’s dictator, to get a politically inconvenient person out of the way before he seized power.


  Intellectually, moving to India proved to be a crucial step for Suu. In the Indian capital she discovered at first hand what a backwater she had been born and raised in, and began to learn how a great civilization, which had been under the thumb of the imperialists for far longer than Burma, had not lost its soul in the process, but rather had discovered new modes of feeling and expression that were a creative blend of Indian tradition and the modernity the British brought with them.15


  In Burma, colonialism had been experienced as a zero-sum game: The further the foreigners intruded into Burmese life, it was felt, the more the Burmese lost touch with their own traditions, ending up deracinated, demoralized and cynical. But now Suu discovered that just over the Burmese border in Bengal, in the cradle of Britain’s Indian empire, a creative renaissance had been set in motion, with the active participation of both Englishmen and Indians, which had resulted in a new synthesis, the forging of new tools to understand and even to mold the developing modern world. In an important essay she wrote many years later, comparing the intellectual life of Burma and India, she sketched what she felt Burma needed, and what it had so far entirely lacked.


  “And what should they know of England who only England know?” Kipling had asked rhetorically, and Aung San Suu Kyi came to feel the same way about her own homeland: Only by leaving it could you really see it, and now she saw its follies and limitations with the clarity of the self-exiled. In an essay written two decades later she quoted the caustic judgment of an early countryman who had traveled abroad, U May Oung, who joined the Young Men’s Buddhist Association in 1908 after qualifying as a barrister in London. The modern Burman, May Oung wrote, was “a Burman to all outward appearances, but entirely out of harmony with his surroundings. He laughed at the old school of men . . . he thought there was nothing to be learned from them . . . he had adopted the luxuries but not the steadfastness and high-souled integrity of the European, the lavish display of wealth but not the business instincts of the Indian, the love of sensuous ease but not the frantic perseverance of the Chinaman.”16


  Suu examined her countrymen from her new perspective and saw how right May Oung had been. And she compared the sad figure of the confused and superficial modernized Burmese with the sort of Indians who had emerged from early encounters with the British in Bengal. In particular she describes Rammohun Roy, the eighteenth-century Bengali scholar known as “the father of the Indian Renaissance.” She wrote:


  Rammohun Roy set the tone for the Indian Renaissance, which was essentially a search for ways and means of revitalizing the classical heritage of India, so that it could face the onslaught of new and alien forces without losing its individual character or failing to fulfill the demands of a rapidly changing society . . . It was important that social, religious and political aspects of reform should move together . . . But . . . the underlying purpose tended to be the same: to bring India into harmonious step with modern developments without losing her identity.17


  “To bring Burma into step with modern developments without losing her identity”: That could be the challenge of a lifetime. This quotation is taken from a long and subtle essay, first published in 1990, in which Suu compares the intellectual life of India and Burma; but in a sense it was a letter to herself, setting out the sort of mental and emotional, not to mention spiritual and political, development that Burma cried out for, and which, in the first, bruising century of its encounter with modernity, it had almost entirely lacked—and which (the essay implies rather than says it) only someone like Suu herself, a child of Burma who was also steeped in the modern wisdom of India and points west, might be able to provide. These were some of the seminal ideas that an adolescence spent among the brilliant and highly articulate brains of New Delhi had planted and watered.


  In New Delhi, and later at St. Hugh’s College, Oxford, where she read Politics, Philosophy and Economics (PPE), Suu was developing her ideas of how Burma needed to change so that it could embrace democratic development in the way India had, without losing touch with its identity. But in the real world back home, following his coup d’état, General Ne Win had embarked on a reckless adventure in eccentric, home-grown socialism, nationalizing everything, closing down parliament, terminating the free press and jailing anyone who resisted. Anticipating Afghanistan’s Taliban by a couple of decades, he closed down popular entertainments, including horse racing.18


  Millions of ethnic Indians, many of whom had been in Burma for generations, were forcibly repatriated and Burma’s other links with the outside world, such as the Ford Foundation and the British Council, were rapidly eliminated. The sort of ideologically driven economic disaster that overtook much of the socialist world in these years was now enacted in Burma, too, and the “rice bowl of Asia” became a net importer of food. The nation began a long descent through the world’s rankings, ending in the ignominious position, twenty-five years after the coup d’état, of having to ask the United Nations to grant it “least-developed nation status,” in order to receive the handouts that go with it.


  On the other side of the world, Suu graduated from Oxford and worked for three years at the United Nations in New York under the Burmese Secretary General U Thant. Returning to England she married Michael Aris, a Tibet scholar, and they settled down in Oxford with their two small sons. Amid the responsibilities of raising a family on a small academic income, any grand ideas Suu may have entertained about her possible role in Burma shrank in scale.


  Yet, as Aris later wrote, Suu had never forgotten who she was and who her father was, had never renounced the idea that sometime, at some unimaginable future date, her country might need her. “From her earliest childhood,” he wrote in 1991, “Suu has been deeply preoccupied with the question of what she might do to help her people. She never for a moment forgot that she was the daughter of Burma’s national hero . . . She always used to say to me that if her people ever needed her, she would not fail them.”19 In the months before they married, she wrote to him over and over again, and in her loving letters the same anxious theme kept recurring. “Again and again she expressed her worry that her family and people might misinterpret our marriage and see it as a lessening of her devotion to them,” he writes. “She constantly reminded me that one day she would have to return to Burma, that she counted on my support at that time, not as her due, but as a favor.”20


  And he quotes from some of these letters—almost unbearably painful to read now, nearly forty years on, more than ten years after Michael’s death, and twenty years after she was first confined to her home.


  In the end the destiny about which she had such a strong intuition did indeed call. As Michael Aris wrote, there is no indication that she saw it coming. But then suddenly it was there, standing before her, unarguably huge and fearful and compelling. And all she did, all she is still doing, is to answer its call.


  PART TWO

  THE PEACOCK’S FAN
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  1

  LATE CALL


  THEY were practically born on the move, but as the English winter slowly gave way to spring at the end of March 1988, the exotic family that lived at number 15 Park Town, a road of stately Victorian houses in north Oxford, seemed at last to have reached a sort of equilibrium.


  After more than twenty years of struggle, Michael Aris was closing in on his ambitions. He had been a lonely pioneer in the madly difficult and obscure subject of Tibetan language and culture; and he had found within that rarified discipline an even more obscure and rarified niche of his own—the history and culture of the kingdom of Bhutan, an offshoot of Tibet high in the Indian Himalayas, the last Tibetan kingdom to open its doors to the modern world. But there is something to be said for obscure niches: For six years, until interrupted by the call of love, he had been able to pursue his studies in the heart of the kingdom itself, as private tutor to the sons of the king.


  That night, as their sons Alexander and Kim slept upstairs, Michael was, as usual, deep in a book. If his attention strayed it was perhaps to the comfortable thought that things were looking up. After years of genteel poverty in an increasingly cramped and crowded apartment, they had managed to buy a decent house. His most cherished personal project, a foundation to promote the study of Tibetan, was still no more than a gleam in his eye, but his career was on a firmer footing now: With his doctorate behind him, he had recently obtained tenure at St. Antony’s College.


  Beside him on the sofa, equally engrossed in a book of her own, was the reason he was no longer in Bhutan, the reason he needed a decentsized house, the reason a country only very tenuously connected to Tibet called Burma had come to bulk almost as large in his life as Bhutan—the woman he had fallen in love with when he first ran into her in the home of a college friend in Chelsea.


  Her name was Suu, pronounced “Sue.” One of her best Oxford friends, to distinguish her from other friends with the very common name of Sue, called her “Suu Burmese.” For everyone who encountered her, Suu combined the familiar and the exotic in a way that was uniquely her own. As one who had spent most of her adolescent years in the diplomatic circles of New Delhi, she spoke English like an upper-class Indian—that is to say, with more clarity and precision than most English people have spoken it for about fifty years. And in Delhi she had had the sort of “finishing” normal for privileged young Indian ladies but which, in England, went out with the debutantes: sewing, embroidery, flower-arranging, piano, equitation.1


  Yet there was nothing Indian about her appearance: Petite, with fine bones, pale skin, almond eyes and pronounced cheekbones, there was no doubting that she came from the other side of the line that divides the subcontinent from Southeast Asia. And despite the graces imparted by an old-fashioned education, she gave off no sense of entitlement, none of the languor common among those with nothing to wait for but a suitable man and a legacy. She was extraordinarily beautiful, and composed, and warm—and funny, too, with a streak of mischief that seemed to go with the unruly fringe that fell across her strong black eyebrows. But there was something else that people noticed when they got to know her a little better: a shadow that fell across her face when she was alone or when the conversation flagged, a grave look that came into her eyes that spoke of sadness and preoccupation beyond her years.


  Michael soon learned, as his old-fashioned courtship of Suu proceeded, that she was heir not to an Asian fortune but to a complex and tragic family story. Her father Aung San, brilliant, mercurial and fiercely ambitious, was the father of modern Burma, assassinated with half his cabinet less than a year before he was due to hoist the new nation’s flag.


  Suu thus bore the most famous name in the country, a name that evoked pride and grief among her countrymen in equal proportions. And as the chaotic teething years of Burmese democracy were swept aside by a military dictatorship, Aung San increasingly became a symbol of Burma’s lost opportunities and lost hopes.


  Suu was one of three children, but although she was the only girl she was also the only one for whom the family name became an inspiration and a challenge. Her older brother never showed any sustained interest in answering its promptings; the younger one, who was two years older than her and to whom she had been very close, died tragically when he was only five, drowning in a pond in the garden of the family’s first house, a death which cast another dark shadow on her young life.


  Michael was left in no doubt about how much it meant to Suu that she was her father’s daughter, and how much her father’s name meant to her countrymen. Their courtship might have been old-fashioned—Suu made no secret of the fact that she believed a woman should never sleep with a man until her wedding night—but it was quintessentially modern in the way that most of it was conducted over thousands of miles of separation. After graduating from St. Hugh’s in Oxford, Suu had found work with the UN in New York; Michael, meanwhile, had returned to his job as royal tutor in Thimphu, Bhutan’s toy capital. After they became engaged, they exchanged hundreds of letters. Practically all of them remain under lock and key in a private university archive, but telling snippets of some have been made public.


  In one of them Suu wrote, “Sometimes I am beset by fears that circumstances might tear us apart just when we are so happy in each other that separation would be a torment . . .”


  There was no doubt, although she had not lived in the country since she was fourteen, that Suu felt powerful ties to Burma. But the implication of those ties for her future life remained very hazy. She returned to Rangoon every year, to spend time with her aging mother, to introduce her sons to her homeland, and give them a flavor of its culture and religion. She gave the boys Burmese as well as English names, and on their most recent visit, to cement their second identity, had put them through shinbyu, the coming-of-age ceremony which all Burmese Buddhist boys undergo, in which their heads are shaved by a monk and they spend weeks or months in a monastery, learning the rudiments of the religious life.2


  In these ways she remained in touch with her country—but in the meantime she was a hard-pressed north Oxford housewife. She might continue to wear aingyi, the flimsy Burmese cotton blouse with detachable buttons and htamein, the ankle-length woman’s longyi, she might continue to be a vivid, exotic splash among the grey and beige and drizzle of England—but where was she headed, as she wobbled back from the supermarket on her bicycle, laden with shopping?


  She was a mother with two school-age sons and a heroically impractical husband, his head high in the Bhutanese clouds, incapable of mending a puncture or changing a fuse—but she was also Aung San Suu Kyi, child of the father of a country under the boot of a military regime whose viciousness was only matched by its stupidity.


  One gets a sense, observing the choices Suu made in the late seventies and early eighties, of a woman struggling to understand her destiny, and coming up with a series of unsatisfactory answers. She applied for a second BA degree at Oxford but was rejected. She was commissioned to write slim travel books for children: Let’s Visit Burma, Let’s Visit Nepal, Let’s Visit Bhutan. She wrote an equally slim study of her father, Aung San, published by the University of Queensland.


  But these must have seemed timid, diffident steps in the direction she wanted to go, because now the restlessness that had taken her to New York after graduating from Oxford attacked her again: In 1985 she won a fellowship in Southeast Asian Studies at Kyoto University, threw herself into studying Japanese, then went with her younger son, Kim, to Japan. She immersed herself in the Burma archives there, to try to understand better the relationship between her father and Japan’s militaristic wartime regime, which trained him to be a soldier and took him back to Burma to participate in their eviction of the British.


  She then spent several months with the family in Shimla, the north Indian hill station that had been the summer seat of the colonial administration during the British Raj, where she and Michael were Fellows at the Indian Institute of Advanced Study. The result: much the most pregnant and interesting things she had written, two long papers comparing intellectual life in India and in Burma under colonialism, which tried to tease out why India, intellectually speaking at least, had flourished under the foreigner’s yoke, while her own country had only languished.


  Now, aged forty-two, she had finally begun to find her way home through the medium of scholarship. It was the natural approach for one who had already spent so many years immersed in the academic atmosphere of Oxford, married to a man with a passion for study. Like Michael with Bhutan she would devote herself to making sense of her country: For her own sake, for the outside world, and also for the generations of young Burmese intellectuals puzzled and frustrated by their nation’s failure to fulfill its potential. That seemed to be the contribution she could make, while remaining true and useful to her husband and children. As a next step she applied to London University’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London to take an MPhil in modern Burmese literature, and was readily accepted.3 She had already drafted one chapter. Meetings with her supervisor would take her away from home, but not far and not for long: London was little more than an hour away by train.


  Meanwhile, like Michael with his center for Tibetan studies, she could dream her dreams. Hers were to launch a chain of public libraries across Burma, that institution taken for granted in England but absent from Burma except in Rangoon and Mandalay, and to set up a scheme to enable bright young Burmese to study abroad. These were the ideas she could brood on while doing the washing-up or sewing name tags on to her sons’ school shirts. Even if brought to fruition they would only be a pale shadow of what her father had achieved. But what more could a woman in her situation hope to do?


  Michael and Suu were about to turn in for the night—there was school in the morning, they would need to be up early—when the telephone rang.4 As a consequence of that call, all the plans and expectations of their lives were turned upside down. On the line from Rangoon was an old Anglo-Burmese friend known to everyone in Suu’s family as Uncle Leo. He rang with terrible news: Suu’s mother had suffered a major stroke and had been taken to Rangoon General Hospital in a critical condition.


  Suu went upstairs and packed a suitcase. Years later Michael Aris wrote of that evening, “I had a premonition that our lives would change for ever.”


  *


  The next morning Suu did what she had done so often before, alone or with Michael or the children, in the family’s life of frequent, far-flung journeys. She took the bus from north Oxford down to the town center, walked briskly to the station, then took the train down to London and another one on to Heathrow: a journey through the sedate and comfortable scenery of the city that had become her home and the gentle countryside of the Thames Valley, waking now from its winter sleep, with yellow forsythia bursting into life here and there in the gardens. In places like Oxford, England has the gift of appearing immune to change, as if it has always been like this: so quietly sure of its identity and its institutions that it is set for eternity. Of course it’s an illusion—nowhere escapes the Buddhist law of impermanence—but it’s a persuasive one. The landscape that had been her home for half her life now was not often sunny, not often blazing with joy, but it was solid and safe and decent. And it was the home of humanist values that had affected her profoundly. As she traveled down those familiar railway tracks with her freight of anxiety, there was no way she could know that this was the last sight she would have of semi-detached villas, privet hedges, red pillar boxes, the meandering Thames and the chalk Chiltern Hills for another twenty years and more; that it might be the last time she would ever see such sights in her life.


  Back in 1988 there were no direct flights from London to Rangoon; there are still none today. The normal procedure, then as now, is to fly to Bangkok, capital of a nation the Burmans had once, long ago, vanquished in war but whose liberalized, free-market economy now dwarfed its neighbor’s, and wait to take another short flight from there.


  The country she was going to had become one of the most peculiar in Asia, if not the world: as reclusive and little-known as Albania or North Korea, those hermits of the Cold War. “To the west Burma is still a virtual unknown,” Lonely Planet wrote in the 1988 edition of their backpackers’ guide to the country, “a slightly exotic eastern country that has been on some sort of total seclusion plus mad socialism binge since WWII . . .”


  The weirdness, the guide advises, begins at the airport, where an ingenious solution had been devised for the problem of how to equip oneself with the local currency, kyats, pronounced “chats,” at the good black market rate (about 35 kyats to the dollar) instead of the terrible official rate (6.6 kyats) without breaking the law. “From Bangkok it goes like this,” the book advised. “At the duty-free counter in Bangkok airport buy a carton of 555 cigarettes and a bottle of Johnny Walker Red Label whisky. Total cost $15 . . . the first words you are going to hear from a non-government Burmese are, ‘Want to sell your whisky and cigarettes?’ You will hear this actually inside the airport terminal . . . You will very soon know what the going price is and will have disposed of both—all seemingly quite legal.”


  But in one respect the 1988 edition of the guide was already out of date. “In paper currency, K1, K5, K10, K25 and K75 bills are common . . .” the guide advised. But on September 5, 1987, the secretary of Burma’s State Council, Sein Lwin, signed an order demonetizing all the higher value notes without warning or compensation. In the first half of the 1980s, Burma’s command economy had plunged into a downward spiral, the national debt doubling and the value of exports halving. By abolishing the high value notes, the regime hoped to pull the rug from under the black marketeers whose undercutting of official prices had, they claimed, sabotaged the economy. But like many other measures taken by the incompetents at the state’s controls, the effects were quite different from what they had anticipated, and far more devastating. Ordinary Burmese had a deep and well-founded mistrust of banks and preferred to keep their savings under their mattresses, in cash. So the demonetization further pauperized a population that was already one of the poorest in Asia, wiping out 80 percent of the cash in circulation at a stroke, rendering the cash savings of millions worthless overnight.


  The demonetization announcement came as Rangoon’s students were preparing to pay their annual university fees: Overnight most of their cash became worthless. Their reaction was instantaneous: In a reflex of rage, hundreds of students from the elite Rangoon Institute of Technology poured out of their campus onto the streets, smashing traffic lights and burning government vehicles. Political trouble in Burma always began with the students. The next day, to prevent the unrest spreading, the government ordered schools and colleges all over the country to close, laying on buses to send up-country students back to their homes. The protests died out as rapidly as they had started.


  But that was not the end of the trouble. As many other socialist command economies were to learn over the next two years, unrest like that in Rangoon was more than a little local difficulty, to be crushed by a few cans of tear gas and some baton charges. All over the world, centrally planned economies on the Soviet model were suddenly finding it impossible to make ends meet. Within three years of those Rangoon students taking to the streets on September 5, 1987, the political map of the world would be entirely redrawn. And it was with Burma of all places—poor, obscure, out-of-the-way Burma, whose hermit regime had succeeded in insulating their country from the effects of the last geopolitical earthquake to hit the region, the Vietnam War—that it began.


  Burma’s tragedy is that, although it was the first, it is now the last: While corrupt and tyrannical regimes across the world collapsed, Burma’s clung on. It is still clinging on today.


  *


  After suffering her stroke, Suu’s mother, Daw Khin Kyi, had been taken to Rangoon General Hospital, the great red-brick Victorian institution where she had worked during the war as a nurse and where she first met her future husband. Suu found the staff desperately short of everything they needed to do their work. The stroke had left her mother partially paralyzed; her condition was stable but the doctors were discouraging about the possibilities of recovery. Meanwhile Suu and her relatives would be required to provide everything she needed, medicines included. “In Burma health care is ostensibly provided free of charge,” she later wrote. “But . . . now [state hospitals] provide merely services while patients have to provide almost everything else: medicines, cotton wool, surgical spirit, bandages and even equipment necessary for surgery.”5 Depleted by decades of economic decline and mismanagement, and systematically starved of funds, the Burmese health system depended on family members to keep their patients alive. Suu prepared for an indefinite period of camping out in her mother’s hospital room.


  Outside on the city streets, the mood was dark and growing darker.6 Prices of essentials were soaring, and the anger of ordinary Burmese was rising. The protests in September had been quickly extinguished, but in March a town-versus-gown brawl in a tea shop near Rangoon University had sparked more unrest, which the army stifled by opening fire, killing a twenty-three-year-old Rangoon student called Maung Phone Maw—the first young martyr of 1988.


  These were the petty beginnings of the greatest uprising in Burma’s modern history, one that still resonates today. Emotions were further inflamed when it emerged in April that the regime had sought and obtained from the UN the humiliating status of “least-developed nation,” a fact they had been at pains to keep from the public—because, after all, a mere generation ago independent Burma had been expected to become the richest nation in Southeast Asia.7 Protests spread rapidly across the city and around the country. The regime replied with extreme violence: Hundreds of students died, shot dead on the street by troops; dozens were crammed into a van and taken to jail and forty of them suffocated to death on the way. Many of the dead were hauled away and cremated en masse to prevent a clear picture of the fatalities emerging. To stifle the protests the junta again closed the nation’s colleges.


  By the time Suu arrived in the capital and installed herself in her mother’s hospital room, Burma was in a state of suspended animation, quiet on the surface but with bitterness and fury festering underneath. Rumors swirled, as they always swirl there. The summer heated to boiling point, the air was thick with dust, the whole land desperate for rain. In April, New Year was celebrated as usual with the annual bacchanalia of the water festival, called Thingyan, when for several days the whole population sheds its inhibitions and arms itself with buckets and hoses to spray and splash everybody else. But when it ended, the hot and exhausting wait for rain—the wait for change—resumed.


  If brutality is one of the distinguishing marks of the Burmese regime, the other is complacency: It has long had the bully’s serene confidence that fear will triumph. So sure was General Ne Win, known as “the Old Man” or “Number One,” that the latest spasm of rebellion had been crushed that on April 11th he slipped out of the country and flew to Europe, to relax in the cool, clean air of his favorite Swiss and West German spas. Meanwhile an Inquiry Commission the regime had appointed to look into the death of the first victim of the violence was going about its work.


  The Commission presented its report on May 6th. It admitted that Maung Phone Maw and one other student had been killed by gunfire—but anyone hoping for a clear account of what happened subsequently would have felt badly let down. The report blamed “some students who wanted to create disturbances” for the chaos, gave gross underestimates of the number injured and arrested, and instead invited sympathy for the twenty-eight riot police it said had been wounded by stones. Of the hundreds more students shot dead and the dozens who suffocated in the police van there was not a word. “Rather than soothing the already inflamed tempers,” wrote the Swedish journalist Bertil Lintner in his book about the uprising, the report “added insult to injury.”8


  The impudent lies in the report provoked an old critic of the regime, silent for many years, to return to the offensive. U Aung Gyi, aged sixty-seven, a senior brigadier who had been sacked from the army back in the early 1960s for publicly attacking the regime’s policies—he had spent two terms in jail, though he still seemed to be on affable terms with Ne Win—suddenly piped up again, sending his old boss a blistering open letter condemning the Inquiry Commission’s report and estimating that 282 people had been killed in March. In his conclusion he attempted to draw the sting, exculpating his former boss from direct responsibility—“Sir, may I request you . . . not to get involved or you will regret it,” he wrote fawningly.9 “These violations of human rights will be infamous. You actually were not involved.” But even so, his condemnation of the report gave new heart to the growing resistance movement.


  At the end of May the silence of the streets persuaded the regime to allow schools and colleges to reopen. This was its final act of folly: Back on their campuses again the students could for the first time see who and how many of them were missing, could hear from the injured the stories of who had died and how, and could once again stoke the fires of anger that had been stifled since the second week of March. Within two weeks the streets again exploded, with demonstrations and running battles which pitched the protesters, who now included textile workers and Buddhist monks as well as students, against the hated riot police.


  After almost a week of clashes, the government again slammed down the shutters, ordering classes on all four of Rangoon University’s campuses closed—but neglecting to do the same for the two campuses of the Institute of Medicine, one of which was just across the road from the hospital where Suu had for ten weeks been nursing her mother. Without skipping a beat the protests shifted there, taking in also the Institute of Dental Medicine which was next door.


  “We held a big meeting on the Prome Road campus [north of the city center] on June 21st,” remembered Soe Win, a medical student.10 “Thousands of people were there and suddenly someone got the idea that we should march down town to the main Institute of Medicine in central Rangoon, where another meeting was being held. We marched off at 1 pm, a solid column of several thousand students. We took our peacock and student union flags and someone went inside the teachers’ office [and] brought out Aung San’s portrait to be carried in front of the demonstration.”


  But before the marchers could get close to the city center, they found themselves hemmed in by riot police with rifles and batons and by soldiers with machine guns. Remembering the massacre in March, when the students had been trapped and shot dead by troops, the demonstrators scattered into the lanes and nearby houses before the soldiers could open fire. Most of them survived—but on the same day elsewhere in the city many died.


  Word of the new clashes flashed across the city. Down at the Institute of Medicine the student meeting was still in progress, and a witness of the violence further north burst in with the news. Suspected spies inside the hall were pointed out by angry students, and grabbed and hauled to the front of the meeting for summary justice; one of them narrowly escaped being lynched. A hundred or more people died in the clashes that day, according to diplomats’ estimates, and many dozens were wounded, and now they streamed into the hospital in ambulances and cars and rickshaws and carried on the shoulders of friends. These were the first protests to erupt since Suu’s arrival in the country at the beginning of April, and at the hospital she found herself with a ringside seat. Burma’s bloody tragedy was unfolding before her eyes.


  The regime acted fast to end the protests, shutting the medical and dental campuses, making hundreds more arrests, and for the first time clamping a dusk-to-dawn curfew on the city. This brought mayhem to markets whose stallholders were accustomed to setting up their stalls and laying out their wares in the early hours of the morning. Forced to start work later, they raised their prices to make up for the loss of trade, adding another new element to the cocktail of misery and fury that was steadily rendering Burma ungovernable.


  *


  And then the rains came, and Suu and her mother went home.


  The month of July has a special meaning in Suu’s story, and that of her family: It is the month when her father was killed, the event commemorated every year on Burma’s Martyrs’ Day. It is when the monsoon, which normally starts in June, increases to its greatest intensity, coinciding with the Burmese lunar months of Wahso and Wagaung. “The word ‘monsoon’ has always sounded beautiful to me,” she wrote eight years later, “possibly because we Burmese, who are rather inclined to indulge in nostalgia, think of the rainy season as most romantic. As a child I would stand on the veranda of the house where I was born and watch the sky darken and listen to the grown-ups wax sentimental over smoky banks of massed rain clouds . . . When bathing in the rain was no longer one of the great pleasures of my existence, I knew I had left my childhood behind me. . . .”11


  It is the season when Burma is most quintessentially Burmese—hot and sultry and shriekingly green and fertile, when the rain comes down like a waterfall every morning and evening, and sometimes in the middle of the day as well. It is the season in which ecstasy, melancholy and tragedy seem inextricably mixed—for her nation as a whole, and for Suu and her family in particular.


  At Rangoon General Hospital, her doctors discharged Daw Khin Kyi: There was nothing more they could do for her. Suu converted one of the large downstairs rooms at 54 University Avenue into a sickbay and on July 8th, she took her home. Mother and daughter were back together in the villa on the shore of Inya Lake, in the north of Rangoon, where they had moved with Suu’s brother Aung San Oo when she was eight.
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  54 University Avenue, Rangoon, the family home where Suu was detained for more than fifteen years.


  However gloomy the prognosis, it must have been a relief to be back in familiar surroundings. And on July 22nd, to Suu’s joy, the family was reunited when Michael, Alexander and Kim flew out to join them. In a letter to her parents-in-law in June, she had revealed how much she missed them.12 Prior to this, her longest separation from all of them had been a month, and she was looking forward to having them with her again. The house, Michael wrote, was “an island of peace and order under Suu’s firm, loving control. The study downstairs had been transformed into a hospital ward and the old lady’s spirits rallied when she knew her grandsons had arrived.”13 But the preparations had worn Suu out: “When we first arrived,” Michael wrote in a letter to his twin brother Anthony in August, “the boys said that Suu looked as if she had just been released from a concentration camp! She had really exhausted herself trying to renovate the house before her mother’s return. She has put on some weight and is looking much better.”14


  The future, though bleak, was now attaining a visible form: Suu would wait out the inevitable, making her mother’s last weeks and months as comfortable as possible. Her family would keep her company until the boys had to go back to school. What were their plans once her mother had passed away? Would Suu shut up the house, perhaps sell it, and close that chapter in her life forever, severing her closest ties to her homeland? With the boys still at school in Oxford and both Michael and Suu committed to their academic work in England, that would have been the logical, almost inevitable course.


  But then something happened which stunned the nation.


  After the last bout of bloodletting, it seems finally to have dawned on General Ne Win that things could not go on as they were. So on July 23rd—one day after the arrival of Michael and the boys—he convened an extraordinary congress of the Burma Socialist Program Party (BSPP), the monopolistic political party he had created and through which he ruled the country. Standing on the podium before the thousand delegates, the blubbery-lipped, muscle-bound, imposing but now fading tyrant made the most remarkable speech of his career, transmitted live on state television.


  “Dear delegates,” he told the hall, “I believe that the bloody events of March and June show a lack of trust in the government and the party that guides it.”15


  People all over the country watched mesmerized as the man with the power of life and death announced that he was rewriting the rules.


  “It is necessary,” Ne Win went on, “to find out whether it is the majority or the minority that support the people showing the lack of trust . . . The current congress is requested to approve a national referendum . . . If the choice is for a multiparty system, we must hold elections for a new parliament.”


  Burma had been awash with rumors about the state of Ne Win’s mental health ever since the death of his favorite wife some years before. But now this turkey was apparently voting for Christmas: Had he finally cracked?


  The general now handed the microphone to an underling called Htwe Han—who continued to read his boss’s speech, still in the first person. And now came the real bombshell. “As I consider that I am not totally free from responsibility, even if indirectly, for the sad events that took place in March and June,” Htwe Han read out, “and because I am advancing in age, I would like to request party members to allow me to relinquish the duty of party chairman and party member.” As if that was not enough, he added that five other top office-holders, his entire inner circle, the gang who had run Burma for years, would do likewise. “The atmosphere,” Michael wrote, “was electric with hope.”16


  Yet anybody who interpreted the speech to mean that the protesters would now have free rein were disabused by his final words—Ne Win had taken the microphone back now—which epitomized the crude menace of his style. “In continuing to maintain control,” he said, “I want the entire nation, the people, to know that if in future there are mob disturbances, if the army shoots, it hits—there is no firing in the air to scare.”


  Nonetheless, the simple message was: All change! “The nation,” wrote Bertil Lintner, “and possibly even more so the diplomatic community in Rangoon, was flabbergasted. International wire service reports were euphoric. Public outrage in Burma had forced an end to twenty-six years of one-party rule and one of Asia’s most rigid socialist systems . . . Or had it?”17
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  Bertil Lintner, the veteran Swedish Burma-watcher based in Thailand, photographed in November 2010 in Chiangmai. Lintner’s book Outrage documented the uprising of 1988 and its bloody repression in great detail.


  *


  As Lintner indicated, things were not as straightforward as they seemed. By the time the congress ended two days later, it had rejected the idea of a referendum on a multiparty system that Ne Win himself had proposed. The Old Man was probably responsible for that, tugging the strings behind the scenes. It had also turned down four of the six resignations he had offered. Ne Win himself was allowed to bow out—but only to be replaced as president and chairman of the party by the most brutal of his underlings, Sein Lwin, the man who had ordered the killings back in March and who had since been known as “the Butcher” to the protesters.
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  Sein Lwin, “the Butcher,”who briefly replaced Ne Win as head of state in 1988, until forced from power by mass protests.


  “Sein Lwin’s takeover was aimed solely at preventing the loss of [Ne Win’s] own power and security,” Michael later wrote to his brother.18 “As Ne Win’s hit man and crony he’s used to combining the role of court executioner, astrologer, sorcerer and alchemist—literally, not figuratively, in the peculiar mixture of magic and repression that the former regime has depended upon to stay in power, and which will now continue unabated.”


  It was like offering the demonstrators a carrot—but then cracking them over the head with a stick before they could take a bite of it. It was like opening Pandora’s Box but then trying to slam it shut again before anything got out.


  For whatever reason, acting on whatever senile, cock-eyed calculation, the Old Man had planted a seed, and nothing would be the same again. “Up to then,” diplomat Martin Morland remembered, “the student movement . . . was completely unfocused. It was in essence anti-government: protest against brutality, a frustrated reaction against the inane policies, the demonetization, the hopelessness of the students, the lack of any future. There was no focus to it. Ne Win, unwittingly, provides a focus by calling for a multiparty system, and from there on in, the student cry is for democracy.”


  And in that context, substituting the Butcher for the Old Man was like lighting the short fuse of a big bomb. The curfew, so destructive to the local economy, had been lifted at the end of June. Colleges remained closed, but a hard core of protesters had merely moved from their campuses to pavilions around the Shwedagon pagoda, the nation’s most important Buddhist shrine, where they continued to organize. And when Sein Lwin’s appointment was announced, the protests began almost at once. Martial law was declared the day after the congress ended, but instead of scaring people off the streets it simply raised the stakes. “Dissatisfaction among the public gave way to hatred,” wrote Lintner. “‘That man is not going to be the ruler of Burma,’ was a common phrase repeated all over the country.”19 The Old Man himself had acknowledged that his country was ripe for profound change, and the fact that he had tried to eat those words as soon as they were out of his mouth could not alter it. He had indicated that the future did not belong to him and, the Butcher notwithstanding, that it might not even belong to the army. And quite quickly Aung San Suu Kyi became a very busy person indeed.


  *


  How are we to explain the fact that this elegant, scholarly, middle-aged woman, who had not lived in her country for thirty years and who had never been involved in politics anywhere, suddenly became the focus of political speculation and intrigue?


  Most countries in Asia that became independent after the Second World War found themselves, as the first or second wave of independence leaders died out, confronting the conundrum of legitimacy. When your country has been arbitrarily ruled by foreigners, backed by the gun, for generations or centuries, how does an indigenous leader convince the people of his rightful claim on power?


  In many cases, the solution to which people turned was dynastic. In India, the daughter of the first prime minister had fortuitously married a man called Gandhi; he was no kin of the great Mahatma, but that name plus the Nehru bloodline gave Indira Gandhi a claim to power which none of her rivals could match. Next door in Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto, the daughter of a charismatic prime minister who had been hanged by a usurping general proved to have both the name and the mass clan following to become prime minister twice, even though she lacked the political gifts to become a great leader. And in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and the Philippines, too, variations on that dynastic theme have had a decisive impact on politics for generations.


  In Burma, independent since 1948, Aung San, Suu’s father, was venerated in every corner of the land: No town, at least in the areas dominated by Burmans, was without its “Bogyoke [General] Aung San” road or square. No public office was complete without its portrait of the national hero, killed before he could fulfill his destiny and lead the country to freedom, alongside the equally obligatory portrait of Number One. And for months now, in the absence of anyone of flesh and blood to follow, the protests that had thundered up and down the streets of the nation’s cities and towns were often spearheaded by a young man or woman holding aloft the portrait of Aung San.


  So powerful was the desire for a figure around whom the protesters could unite that in July posters were stuck up all over Rangoon, announcing the imminent return from exile of Aung San Oo, Aung San’s oldest child and only surviving son. “He’s coming to lead us,” went the rumors, “he is the one we are waiting for.” But that hope was vain: Many years before Aung San Oo had settled in San Diego with a steady job as an engineer, and had taken American citizenship. During the uprising of 1988 he sent messages of solidarity to Burmese students in Tokyo, where his brother-in-law lived, some of whom cherished the hope that he would galvanize the Burmese diaspora.20 But the hope came to nothing. He “was not cut out to lead the exiles,” says Dr. Maung Zarni, who was a student in Tokyo at the time and read out some of those messages. “Worse still, after his failure to establish himself as the leader of the Burmese exiles he became an annual ‘state guest’ in Rangoon where he and his wife were wined and dined by the generals.”


  Maung Zarni, today a sociologist and a prominent activist in the Burmese diaspora, pointed out that the dynastic principle is in fact far weaker in Burma than in many other developing countries, from North Korea to Syria: Neither Ne Win nor his ultimate successor Than Shwe managed to hand over power to their children, despite being the nation’s preeminent rulers for a total of more than forty years.


  But then in the Burmese context Aung San was unique, as Maung Zarni explained. “According to my great uncle, who was a friend of Aung San and roomed next to him at Rangoon University when they were both undergraduates in the 1930s, Aung San was from his student days consumed by the single-minded pursuit of Burma’s liberation by any means necessary,” he said. “In place of economic wealth—Aung San left virtually no material possessions to his widow and two surviving children—or a powerful political machine, he left a legacy as unquestionably the most popular and revered nationalist of his time.”


  And if Aung San was unique, Aung San Suu Kyi was to prove no less so. Though nobody could have guessed it at the time.


  Her home on Inya Lake was directly across the water from the huge villa where General Ne Win resided, surrounded by 700 troops, reclusively holding court. And as a new and even more desperate cycle of protest and repression got under way, a host of people with different ideas and agendas began beating a path to her door.


  Watching on television that fateful session of the BSPP at which Ne Win resigned, “She, like the whole country, was electrified,” Michael Aris later recalled. “I think it was at this moment . . . that Suu made up her mind to step forward. However, the idea had gradually taken shape in her mind during the previous fifteen weeks.”21


  And now it took shape in the minds of many others, too. After Ne Win announced his decision to resign, “Suu’s house quickly became the main center of political activity in the country and the scene of such continuous comings and going as the curfew allowed,” Aris wrote.22 “Every conceivable type of activist from all walks of life and all generations poured in . . . She began to take her first steps into the maelstrom beyond her gates . . .”


  2

  DEBUT


  AUNG SAN SUU KYI had not lived in Burma since she was fifteen, nearly thirty years before, but her connections to her homeland were far from tenuous. Her presence was expected on July 19th, when, accompanied by the most senior generals in the Tatmadaw, the Burmese Army, she laid a wreath at the Martyrs’ Memorial in central Rangoon, to commemorate her father’s death. It was the most resonant day in the young republic’s calendar, and Suu was one of the principal actors in it.


  There were other reasons, too, for Suu to spend as much time as she could in the city of her birth. Her mother was aging and grateful for regular visits; Suu’s surviving brother Aung San Oo came over far less frequently from the United States. On a recent visit she had stayed four months. As a result Suu’s Rangoon life was perhaps as rich and full as her life in England. Her Burmese was not merely fluent but up to date and idiomatic. She was in town often enough and long enough to have a social life; she saw the high-ranking people her mother saw. And that gave her access to a very particular set of people.


  Daw Khin Kyi’s appointment as Burma’s first-ever woman ambassador was a signal honor, and one she could hardly have declined. One can understand why General Ne Win wanted her out of the way in the run-up to his coup d’état: Though never a political figure in her own right, she represented a certain vision of her nation, one symbolized by her late husband and by the man who took his place to become independent Burma’s first prime minister, U Nu, a vision in stark contrast to Ne Win’s. She must also have known the truth behind the rumor that on one occasion her husband, disgusted by Ne Win’s compulsive womanizing, had ordered another officer in the Burma Independence Army to kill him.1 But the officer flunked the task, for which, it was said, Aung San gave him such a ferocious kicking that decades later he still bore the scars.


  Despite remaining silent in public, Daw Khin Kyi’s disdain for Ne Win and his behavior were well known—which is why it suited Ne Win for her to be packed off to India. Other prominent figures he feared could cause him problems were also given diplomatic appointments far away. Seven years later, as Suu was preparing to sit her Finals in Oxford, Daw Khin Kyi took early retirement and returned to Rangoon.


  Back in University Avenue she lived extremely quietly, rarely leaving home except for an annual medical check. As in Delhi, she continued to entertain: Ne Win himself was among the people she invited over for lunch. At least once he and his then wife, Kitty Ba Than, accepted the invitation. Both Suu and her brother were present on that occasion; Suu remembered Kitty Ba Than making light conversation. But Ne Win himself merely ate and said not a word.2


  Perhaps he had noticed the flag flying at her gate, the original flag of the Union of Burma, with five small stars circling a single large one, which he had abolished and replaced in 1974.3 It was her discreet symbol of defiance: Over the years, and very unostentatiously, her home on Inya Lake became a point of reference for the growing number of influential people—academics, journalists, senior army officers in disgrace—who had reached the conclusion that Burma was in need of a new direction. And at least a handful of them had encountered Daw Khin Kyi’s daughter, listened to her conversation, noted her qualities and drawn certain conclusions.


  As early as 1974, when the dishonorable treatment given by the regime to the corpse of its most famous son, the late Secretary General of the UN, U Thant, provoked violent demonstrations, the regime had called Suu in and enquired if she intended to get involved in anti-government activities. “I replied that I would never do anything from abroad, and that if I were to engage in any political movement I would do so from within the country,” she wrote later.4 U Kyi Maung, a colonel in the army who had been imprisoned for years for opposing Ne Win’s coup and who later became one of the founders of the NLD, said that he first heard that Suu was thinking of going into politics from a mutual friend in 1987.5 Twice the friend, U Htwe Myint, mentioned her interest. U Kyi Maung however was unmoved.


  The fact is that, until Ne Win’s stunning speech of July 23, 1988, there was no way into Burmese politics: With only one party permitted by law, it was the ultimate closed shop. Then suddenly, as the nation’s political and economic crisis reached a head, the doors were thrown open. From being a no-man’s-land, overnight Burmese politics became a free-for-all. And the elegant and sober lady of 54 University Avenue became the focus of intense speculation.


  U Kyi Maung, though he later became one of her closest colleagues, is scathing in his early estimate of her. He met her first, he said, “by chance, at the home of a mutual friend here in Rangoon. It was back in 1986 . . . We spoke for only a few minutes. My most lasting impression was how shy and reticent she was. She seemed like a decent girl who had no interest in frivolous talk or gossip. In fact, I remember thinking how peculiar it was that I never saw her laugh . . . Anyway the point is that she didn’t impress me at all. Except by how young she looked. She must have been about forty-two at the time but she could have passed for a girl of seventeen.”6


  But a man known to the Burmese public as Maung Thaw Ka saw far more in her than that. A Burmese Muslim whose tall figure and craggy face betrayed his roots in the subcontinent, he had been a captain in the Burmese Navy;7 after his vessel was wrecked he survived twelve days at sea without food or water until rescued by a passing Japanese ship. His account of the ordeal became a bestseller. Invalided out of the service, he reinvented himself as a witty and popular journalist and an acclaimed poet. He became head of the Burmese Literary Society, and traveled around the country giving talks about books and writing. He was a known opponent of the regime, and Military Intelligence agents always occupied the first row at his lectures.


  It was only natural for the woman now embarked on a postgraduate degree in modern Burmese literature to seek out this substantial literary figure. But whatever information he gave Suu about books and writers, of more immediate value was his detailed knowledge of the first five months of the Burmese insurgency. “He took her around Rangoon,” said Bertil Lintner, who subsequently got to know him, “and showed her, ‘Look, this is where people were shot.’ He took her to the site of the so-called Red Bridge incident, the White Bridge incident, Sule pagoda, everywhere that students were killed.”8 It was a crash course in the political story so far.
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  The journalist, poet and political activist Maung Thaw Ka, standing to Suu’s left.


  *


  And there was to be no respite. Within days of “Butcher” Sein Lwin taking over the top job, he made his intentions clear. Aung Gyi, the ex-general who had shattered the taboo against criticizing Ne Win with his hostile open letters, was arrested, as was Sein Win, one of the country’s most respected journalists. But the resistance, too, was organizing, its efforts given new focus and urgency by the formerly unimaginable hope of returning to multiparty democracy.


  A BBC journalist called Christopher Gunness had flown into Rangoon to cover the ruling party’s extraordinary congress in July and stayed on to try to find out what was stirring behind the city’s shabby walls—because it was already clear that Ne Win’s declaration was not the end of something but only the beginning. “My impression when I arrived was that the situation was extremely tense,” he said later. “People were frustrated and angry and there was a feeling of unfinished business; it was easy to sense that something big was about to happen. But there was a feeling of doom as well. I was enormously depressed by what I heard and what I saw.”9


  Gunness became the first foreign correspondent to give the world details of the beatings, tortures and rapes that arrested students had suffered in custody, as well as the medical disasters and the plummeting morale among Burmese troops fighting Karen rebels near the Thai border. But his most vital news was not about the past but the future: The students, he reported, were calling for a nationwide general strike on the auspicious date of August 8, 1988—8/8/88 as the date has been known in Burma ever since: exactly fifty years after a general strike led by militant students, including Aung San, against the British in August 1938. The BBC’s Burmese language service had millions of regular listeners in Burma, who depended on it to learn facts the regime preferred to hide. Gunness’s report ensured that on 8/8/88 there would be a good turnout.


  But the students were not sitting around waiting for the big event: The uprising was already under way. “The first serious demonstration actually occurred on the afternoon of August 3,” wrote Dominic Faulder, one of the few undercover foreign journalists to witness it.10 “It took me completely by surprise as it swept down Shwedagon Pagoda Road towards the city center then turned east going past Sule Pagoda and City Hall, before sweeping round to roar back past the Indian and US Embassies . . . As a display of raw courage it was spine-tingling . . . There were no security forces in sight and no attempt was made to stop the demonstration, which faded into the wet afternoon with astonishing speed.”


  That same day, the junta clamped martial law on Rangoon. But the next day and the day after thousands of demonstrators ignored the restrictions, marching through downtown, while further north in the capital students began digging themselves in close to the Shwedagon pagoda, the nation’s Holy of Holies which had been the rallying-point for anti-regime protests since British days. Demonstrations were now breaking out, not merely in the capital and Mandalay but across the country. And everywhere the protesters’ indignation and hunger for change were met by casual, murderous violence.


  A fifteen-year-old schoolboy called Ko Ko took to the streets of central Rangoon on August 6th along with thousands of others. He recalled many years later:


  Before 1988 I loved the army. My grandfather and grandmother came from the same part of the country as Ne Win. So when I saw what they did to us protesters I was shocked. At the time we were not demanding democracy. We just wanted our friends to be released from prison.


  As I joined the demonstration I was afraid, but I thought they could not shoot me if I was carrying a picture of General Aung San. So I went into a cinema in the city center and asked them to give me the large framed photo of Aung San that was hanging on the wall. With thousands of others I walked along the road towards Sule Pagoda in the center of Rangoon holding the portrait in front of me. We were all shouting slogans, walking along in the rain.


  We were hoarse from shouting so much and a girl came up offering wedges of lemon for our sore throats. I was holding the photograph so she put the lemon directly in my mouth. Then I said to her, please hold the photograph, I have to re-tie my longyi, so she took the photograph and gave me the bag of lemons to hold. And after I had re-tied my longyi she kept holding on to the photograph while I held the lemons. Then I heard the rat-a-tat-tat of machine gun fire and she was lying on the ground dead and the photograph was full of bullet holes.


  I was so upset by this event that I ran away from the capital and joined the Kachin rebels on the border in the north of the country.11


  *


  The 8/8/88 general strike would have been a big event anyway, given the incendiary state of the nation. But now it had been trailed on the BBC, no one could doubt that it would be the cue for a mass, nationwide uprising.


  The protest that day began when dockworkers in Rangoon port marched off the job at precisely eight minutes past eight. The movement that had begun with a student fracas in a tea shop had now spiraled out to include the most vital workers in the economy. Hundreds of thousands marched on City Hall in defiance of martial law.


  Throughout the hours of daylight the soldiers and riot police stayed in the background. “Despite its overwhelming superiority of force, the regime is today under siege by its people,” Seth Mydans wrote in the New York Times, reporting on the cataclysmic day. “The protests . . . have spread to every major city . . . led by students and joined by large numbers of workers and Buddhist monks, as well as by a cross-section of citizens, including government employees.”12


  “No one likes this brutal government,” Mydans reported the owner of a curry shop saying. “It has no respect for the people, no respect for human rights. All the people are angry now. All the people support the students.”


  The huge demonstration, matched by similar shows of popular force all over the country, continued all day in a mood closer to a carnival than a riot. “Happy New Year,” Mydans reported one demonstrator shouting to him. “This is our revolution day!” “The euphoric atmosphere prevailed all day,” wrote Bertil Lintner. “In the evening, thousands of people moved to the Shwedagon, where a meeting was being held. Meanwhile, Bren carriers and trucks full of armed soldiers were parked in the compound of City Hall . . . But nobody really thought that the troops would be called out.”13


  Then at 11:30, after the last of many “last warnings” issued to the protesters over loudspeakers, the army suddenly went into action. “The tanks roared at top speed past [Sule] pagoda, followed by armored cars and twenty-four truckloads of soldiers,” Mydans wrote.14 “The protesters scattered screaming into alleys and doorways, stumbling over open gutters, crouching by walls and then, in a new wave of panic, running again.” The shooting continued until 3 AM. No one knows how many died. The Butcher had lived up to his name.


  But if the protesters, who remained as amorphous and apparently leaderless as they had been since the upheaval began, had not achieved the revolution which astrologers had promised and which they had been dreaming of, neither had Sein Lwin succeeded in imposing his will, despite all the bloodshed. The strike continued into the next day. By now the hermit state, till weeks before one of the least-known countries on the planet, was splashed all over the world’s news bulletins day after day. While the regime claimed that only a hundred people had been killed in Rangoon, diplomats put the figure ten times higher, while hospital workers in the capital, who were closest to the butchery, said the true figure was more than 3,000.15 The US Senate, in a shocking blow to Burma’s amour propre, passed a motion unanimously condemning the regime and the killings for which they were responsible.


  Then on August 12th, after less than three weeks in power, the Butcher threw in the towel.


  *


  Aung San Suu Kyi played no part in the demonstrations.16 “It’s not my sort of thing,” she replied with a touch of memsahib haughtiness when asked why not. One might say, given her presence in the country all this time, and the power of her name, that her absence from the protests was conspicuous. As Bo Kyi, one of the leaders of the students, put it, “When we staged demonstrations in 1988, in March, April, May, June, July and August, at that time there was no Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. But all the time that we were holding demonstrations, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi was in Burma . . .”17


  But she had not closed her eyes to the sufferings of her people. On the contrary, it is clear that she was thinking very hard about what role she could and ought to play.


  Sein Lwin’s stunning resignation prompted dancing in the street. He was replaced one week later, on August 19th, by Dr. Maung Maung, a London-trained barrister, a former chief justice, an academic who had done research at Yale, one of the very few civilians of stature in Ne Win’s circle. But Maung Maung had lost whatever intellectual respectability he might once have claimed when he wrote the official hagiography of Number One—which included a sly reworking of the life of Aung San, depicting him as a supporter of Japanese-style fascism and an opponent of democracy.18 If Ne Win and his advisers imagined that the appointment of this ex-military pseudo-moderate would buy off the protesters’ anger, they were rudely disappointed. It barely bought them twenty-four hours of calm.


  What was now plain was that Burma confronted a gaping power vacuum. And it was during these strange days that a young Rangoon University history teacher met Suu for the first time.
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  Nyo Ohn Myint: as a young history professor at Rangoon University, in August 1988, he was one of the first intellectuals to urge Suu to seize the opportunity to lead the democracy movement. He is now foreign affairs spokesman for the NLD-Liberated Areas, based in Thailand.


  “I was twenty-six,” Nyo Ohn Myint remembered.19 Today, still looking barely out of his twenties, he is head of the NLD-LA’s foreign affairs department and lives in exile in Thailand. “I had been a teacher for three years. My colleagues and I were mulling over what part we should play in the uprising. We produced pamphlets and wall posters, stuff like that. Then finally I met her. There were seven of us around the table.”


  So far the only role Suu had conceived for herself was one behind the scenes. For Nyo Ohn Myint that was not enough. “I raised the fact that our movement really needed a leader,” he said. “And she said, no, I have just asked the general secretary of the Burma Socialist Program Party to stop killing the students and other innocent people. That is my role.”


  Nyo Ohn Myint did not leave it at that. “I appealed to her to meet the student movement. She said no. Then I explained the nature of Burmese political culture to her, which is that you sacrifice a lot. She seemed quite reluctant to do as we asked. Some of us thought that she was an opportunist. She said she just wanted to mediate between the government and the students and the people.20


  “I said then, ‘Okay, so why have we bothered you to come here and talk?’ I was quite fed up: I thought, oh my God, I’ve wasted my time. Because we believed that she was Aung San’s daughter, our hero, our mentor, we grew up with stories of Aung San’s morality, Aung San’s bravery—everything.”


  Now Suu offered a compromise. “She said to us, ‘Why don’t you join with me, come and work with me. Come tomorrow, and then every day after that.’ She said she would open a small office in her house, in the dining room—the room that became the party’s main political office.” The others in the discussion group welcomed her proposal eagerly; walking down the road back to the bus stop, they were “very excited that they were going to be working with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi,” Nyo Ohn Myint recalled. But he remained unimpressed. “I told my colleagues, ‘I’m not coming tomorrow.’” For her to say that she wanted to work with them, he told them, was


  a lie: She’s not a leader. She refused to lead. We need a leader. The rest wanted to join with her but I said no, I’m still looking for a leader.


  But then two days later a friend of mine who was also a colleague called in on me and said, Daw Suu wants to talk to you. He rang her number and gave me the phone and I said, “How are you, sister?” (because at university it’s our custom to call any girl our age or somewhat older Ma Ma, “big sister”). And she said, “Will you come to my home? We need to talk.” I said, “No, I already heard you say that you didn’t want to lead the movement.” She said, “Shall we sit down and talk about it?”


  So I went there on August 16th with two others, a high school student called Aung Gyi and a university student, one of the leaders of the student movement, called Koko Gyi, and we sat down with Suu and she explained that she didn’t want to be an opportunist, she didn’t want to take over a movement that was already going on—but if people really needed Aung San’s daughter, she said, “I will do it.” But then she said there were so many other considerations, her family life, her two kids, her ailing mother, etcetera. So I said, “The point is, we really need you. We expected your elder brother, Aung San Oo, to be available to help us”—and there were a lot of rumors [about him] in Burma at that point. But he was never interested in Burma or in Burmese political issues or anything. He just happens to be the son of Aung San.


  So then she said, “All right, let’s start working, because I know something about the Burmese situation through my books and my research, but I have been away from the country so maybe you can fill me in on that part.” So we decided to work together as a team. And that’s her skill as a leader, as I see it. She never takes the upper hand, she never uses her family background to dominate. She never acts like that.


  In fact, in the time it took Suu to persuade this young academic to give her a second chance, she had already made her first political intervention, behind the scenes as she preferred. It was as modest and decorous in form as it was ambitious in content. On August 15th, she and Hwe Myint, one of her earliest political allies, wrote to the Council of State, the circle of elderly generals grouped around Ne Win, to propose that they set up a “People’s Consultative Committee,” made up of people outside the BSPP, “to present the aspirations of the people in a peaceful manner within the framework of the law.”21 The letter went on, “In the words of the song which roused the patriotism of our people . . . ‘For the good of those to follow/without regard for ourselves,’ so is this proposal presented with the good of future generations in mind.”


  Suu’s ad hoc University Avenue think tank was up and running: The proposal carried the endorsement of U Nu, Burma’s first prime minister after independence, and other leading politicians from the pre-Ne Win era. But—as so often in years to come when appeals went out to Burma’s generals from her address—there was no reply. Clearly, more direct methods would be required.


  *


  As the democracy movement came into existence around her, Suu was still in the bosom of her family, with all that implied—still nursing her gravely ill mother, keeping her sons up to the mark with their studies, stealing spare moments to resume work on her dissertation.22 But at the same time she found herself the beating heart of what would soon become the most important political movement her country had seen since independence.


  “The boys are in fine form,” Michael reported. “Alex is relaxed and happy—trouncing me regularly at squash in the Australian Embassy Club, Kim is swimming, both of them spend time reading to their grandmother . . . There is a constant stream of visitors . . .”


  A month later, after the children had flown back home to start the new school term, the life of the house had become even more hectic. “You have no idea how every second of the day is occupied,” Michael wrote. “One of my main tasks is to see that Suu gets some sleep.”


  U Win Tin, a stubbornly contrarian journalist who had been silenced for years by Ne Win and who was at the time vice president of the journalists’ union, was one of many drawn to Suu’s door.23


  Three separate groups formed around her, he explained:


  In Rangoon everybody knows everybody and all the union strike committees—from the lawyers’ union, the doctors’ union, the students’ union and so on—wanted to make contact with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. So two or three people from each committee used to come to her house for talks lasting two or three hours, about the political situation outside, the government, the military and so on—that was one group.


  After the strike started on August 8th, masses of people started coming into the city from the suburbs of Rangoon, maybe ten miles away, just walking without anything to drink or anything to eat—they did not dare to drink the tap water because there were rumors that it had been poisoned. It was very hard for them because the weather was very hot and humid, but people came down to the middle of town anyway because most of the offices are located in the downtown area. And as they marched and marched they shouted slogans, and anybody passing through from Rangoon’s northern suburbs to the center of town has to pass in front of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s house. So it was very easy for them [to come there] and they shouted slogans and tried to meet Daw Aung San Suu Kyi.


  There was a man called Thakin Tin Mya, now he’s an old man like me, he’s about ninety, he used to be a communist and a leader of the nationalist organization DoBama before the war. He was a very good organizer, he knew almost everybody in Burmese politics, and he formed a group to talk to all these people coming past the house hoping for a meeting: to ask their names and their leader’s names and their group’s name and whether they are involved in strike action and so on. In the evening he made reports to Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and these reports became a sort of briefing in which he explained the contribution people were making to the strike, not only in Rangoon but also in the small towns and so on. And that was the second group.


  And the third group was formed of people like me, senior politicians, journalists, writers and so on: We were her political consultants, thinking what we should do and so on.


  The pressure of events—the host of people now clamoring for Suu to take some kind of initiative, and the failure of her proposal for a consultative committee to elicit any official reaction—were steadily pushing her towards the point of no return. Every evening, when all the different advisory groups had gone home, she and Michael sat down to talk over the day’s events. Eventually they decided there was no other way out: Suu would have to stand up and be counted. But with troops at every crossroads with orders “to shoot to hit,” in Ne Win’s words, if the martial law ban on assemblies was broken, the last thing she wanted to do was provoke another bloodbath.


  So she took steps to prevent it—and in the process discovered the extent of her influence.


  Despite his communist background and the help he was providing to Suu, Thakin Tin Mya, her gatekeeper, was a member of the ruling BSPP and in good standing with the country’s political establishment.24 At Suu’s urging he set up a secret meeting for August 23rd between her and U Tin Aung Hein, the Minister of Justice and one of the few people in Ne Win’s inner circle not tainted by corruption. Suu confided in the Minister that she intended to make a public speech aimed at bringing an end to the bloodshed in the country—and she wanted him and his boss to know that she had no political aspirations and no hidden agenda.


  The Minister replied with a piece of advice: The troops lining the streets regarded Ne Win as the father of the army, he said. “So please don’t launch any attacks on him, and don’t incite the people to do so, either.”25 Suu readily agreed, but had a specific request to make: To reduce the risk that her first public appearance would precipitate another massacre, she asked the Minister to petition Ne Win to allow the crowd to gather, despite the martial law provisions.


  U Tin Aung Hein promised to do what he could. And he was as good as his word. The next day martial law was lifted; Maung Maung, four days into his presidency, announced that, in accordance with Ne Win’s proposal in July, a referendum would be held to decide between a one-party and a multiparty system; and Daw Aung San Suu Kyi gave the first public speech of her life.


  It was a brief affair, delivered in the grounds of Rangoon General Hospital. Suu stood on a petrol drum to speak, wearing a white Burmese blouse and looking, as U Kyi Maung had observed, about seventeen. At her shoulder stood the shipwreck survivor and poet Maung Thaw Ka, with a quizzical expression on his craggy face. Who can say, he seems to be thinking, what this might lead to?


  Grasping the microphone, she expressed her desire to see Burma move swiftly to a political system “in accord with the people’s desires.” She said she further wished that the people would show discipline and unity and use only the most pacific methods of demonstration. So far, there was nothing to disturb Ne Win’s sleep. Then she told them that she would be speaking again at greater length two days’ hence—this time at the Shwedagon pagoda.


  *


  Ralph Fitch, an English merchant who saw the pagoda in 1586, called it “the fairest place, as I suppose, that is in the world.”26 Norman Lewis called it “the heart and soul of Rangoon, the chief place of pilgrimage in the Buddhist world, the Buddhist equivalent of the Kaaba at Mecca, and, in sum, a great and glorious monument.” Its special holiness, he explained, “arises from the fact that it is the only pagoda recognized as enshrining relics not only of Gautama, but of the three Buddhas preceding him.” The value placed on the huge shrine was made manifest in the treasures lavished on it by successive kings, the guaranteed method—according to the somewhat mechanical dictates of traditional Theravada Buddhism—of speeding one’s approach to Nirvana. “It was the habit of the Burmese kings,” Lewis goes on, “to make extravagant gifts for the embellishment of the Shwedagon, diamond vanes, jewel-encrusted finial umbrellas, or at least their weight in gold, to be used in re-gilding the spire. The wealth that other Oriental princes kept in vaults and coffers was here spread out under the sun to astound humanity.” And its impact on the visitor, Lewis discovered, was quite as powerful as its importance suggested it should be. “I plunged suddenly into the most brilliant spectacle I had ever seen,” he reported of his arrival on the pagoda’s expansive terrace. “In the immediate background rises a golden escarpment, a featureless cliff of precious metal, spreading a misty dazzlement.”27
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  A statue draped in gold inside the Shwedagon shrine.


  But the Shwedagon is far more than just a brilliant place of pilgrimage. Affirming the centrality of the Buddhist tradition at the heart of the nation’s identity, it became the focus during the 1920s and 1930s of the first mass demonstrations against British rule.28 Aung San delivered some of his most inflammatory speeches here, and is buried nearby. By announcing that she would speak at the Shwedagon, for the first time Suu showed her willingness to throw the charisma of her name behind the uprising. And the regime’s response was instantaneous.


  Relations between Suu and her mother and the regime had never been less than correct all these years. Suu’s frequent appearances at the Martyrs’ Day event in July was the extent of their co-involvement, and both sides handled her father’s name and fame with great care and respect, exquisitely conscious of how much it meant to all of them. But suddenly, as she stepped into the maelstrom, all that was forgotten. Overnight thousands of leaflets were printed, stigmatizing Suu as the puppet of a foreign power, as a “genocidal prostitute,” the whore of a foreign bastard.29 In grotesque caricatures, the first of many to appear over the years, Suu and Michael were depicted having sex. “Take your bastard of a foreigner,” they commanded, “and leave at once!”


  Suu and her party left University Avenue at 8:30 AM in a convoy of eleven vehicles. Anonymous bomb scares and assassination threats had heightened the tension of the day. One of her advisers urged her to don a bulletproof vest for protection.30 “Why?” she retorted. “If I was afraid of being killed, I would never speak out against the government.” Already her supporters were getting a glimpse of her mettle. To guard against unpleasant surprises, dozens of the students who had been frequenting her home over the previous weeks, wearing long-sleeved white shirts and dark longyis, formed a large though unarmed bodyguard.


  “We didn’t go along the main road,” Nyo Ohn Myint the lecturer recalled, “because there had been many rumors and we were afraid of being attacked—an army captain was arrested in downtown Rangoon with a lot of machine guns, he had supposedly been assigned to assassinate her. He confessed after he was arrested by members of the public, who then beat him.”31


  Though well into the monsoon season, August 26th dawned sunny and hot. Word of the event had spread across the city, and thousands camped outside the Shwedagon all night to secure a good place. Many tens of thousands more began arriving at dawn. It is a short ride from University Avenue to the shrine—the two addresses are about a mile apart to the north of the city center—and on a normal day it would not take fifteen minutes. But on this day the crowds were so huge that Suu’s convoy, with a Jeep in front, herself in a Toyota Saloon and Michael and the boys in another car behind, could not even get close. “We couldn’t get through the crowd,” said Nyo Ohn Myint. “Michael was in my car and it took something like forty-five minutes because the street was so crowded.” They were forced to get down and walk the last few hundred yards, the road ahead of them cleared by students waving flags.


  Nobody knows for sure how many people were gathered outside the Shwedagon pagoda that day. It is part of the reporter’s informal training to gauge the rough size of a crowd, but massive exaggeration is common in many countries, especially when the meetings are of great political importance; equally massive under-reporting by the authorities is also common, for the same reason. But Win Tin, the veteran journalist and close associate of Suu, insists that his own estimate of the numbers was not distorted by his political views. He said:


  In those days the population of Rangoon was about three million, and about one million attended the meeting on August 26th. The crowd stretched from the pagoda itself all the way to the market, the people were densely packed, so there might have been a million. It was my duty to inform the international press about the event, but when I sent the news to the BBC I said there might be 600,000 people. I didn’t want to sound too boastful because when Ne Win held a meeting he only drew 100,000 or 200,000 people. So I didn’t want to make too much of the amount.32


  Faced with such an unprecedented throng, even her closest supporters did not know what to expect from their “big sister,” dwarfed on the stage by a stylized portrait of her father. Would she dry up? Would her courage fail this frightening test? Would this long-term expatriate, deeply learned in Burmese literature, be incomprehensible to ordinary people?


  “As far as I knew she had never done any public speaking,” said Win Tin. “I knew that she could speak Burmese quite well, but we had some misgivings about whether she would be able to speak good Burmese on stage.”


  The stage was packed with young people, many wearing yellow armbands; a line of young bodyguards wearing headbands sat or crouched watchfully at the edge. A famous film star called Htun Wai, a comfortable-looking figure in a lilac jacket and longyi, stepped to the microphone and introduced her with a vertical flourish of his arm: “Daw Aung San Suu Kyi!” He lowered the microphone six inches and moved to the side. She took his place center stage, her hands clasped over a folder of documents at her waist. And without preliminaries, without hesitation and without even the ghost of a smile she began to speak, in a high, loud voice.


  It has been said with some authority that she read her speech from a prepared text.33 Nothing could be further from the truth. Nor was she reciting parrot-fashion a text she had learned by heart. Instead she spoke spontaneously, without notes, but sticking to a tight and cogent argument; spoke, in other words, on her first real outing, like a seasoned politician.


  “She spoke very good Burmese,” said Win Tin, “very fluent and very convincingly and very clear. For a normal person it is not so easy to talk to such a huge crowd, a sea of people. She was not reading, and she talked so wittily—something like Obama. We saw at once that she was a born leader: ‘a star is born,’ something like that.”


  “It was so direct and down to earth,” said Bertil Lintner. “Everyone was absolutely taken aback by that speech. Here was this tiny woman talking and everyone was spellbound. It was amazing. She looked like her father and she sounded like him too.”34


  The crowd stretched away into the monsoon haze, a sea of dark heads. Close to the stage it was slashed by a broad wedge of maroon: hundreds of monks, shielding their shaved pates from the sun with their robes. “The attendance was so big,” remembered Win Tin. “Never had so many people come together for a political meeting.”


  How would this chit of a girl—to judge by her appearance—begin? By regurgitating the consultative committee proposal she had launched ten days before, to no avail? By apologizing for her months of silence and absence? By bemoaning the killings and pleading with the people to return to the path of docility and obedience?


  Anyone expecting this sort of thing gravely underestimated the Bogyoke’s daughter.


  The very first words were like a cannon blast aimed at the regime’s monopoly of power.


  “Reverend monks and people!” she shouted. “This public rally is aimed at informing the whole world of the will of the people . . . Our purpose is to show that the entire people entertain the keenest desire for a multiparty system of government.”35


  It was a broadside. Here, she declared, were the people—that was incontrovertible—and here and now the people were going to tell, not merely the Burmese authorities but the “whole world”—the world from which she had returned, and which the regime had for a generation done everything in its power to exclude from its calculations—exactly what they wanted. She herself—she had no hesitation in claiming—was the people’s mouthpiece. And what they wanted was not the cheese-paring referendum Dr. Maung Maung had announced just two days before, but something very clear. “I believe,” she went on, “that all the people who have assembled here have without exception come with the unshakeable desire to strive for and win a multiparty democratic system.”


  What business did she, thirty years removed from the fray and married to an Englishman, have sticking her oar in Burmese waters? She addressed that issue, the one raised by the obscene posters, head on. “It is true that I have lived abroad,” she said. “It is also true that I am married to a foreigner. These facts have never interfered and will never interfere with or lessen my love and devotion for my country.” For the first time, two minutes into the speech, applause erupted; the actor Htun Wai at her side beamed and clapped, and Suu paused in her flow.


  Love and devotion, however sincere, did not explain her presence on the stage. Unlike the democrats and communists who had spent the decades of one-party rule languishing in jail or fighting Ne Win’s troops on the border, Aung San Suu Kyi had been far away from Burma and apparently uninterested in what was happening there. So what had brought her back? “The answer,” she said, “is that the present crisis is the concern of the entire nation. I could not as my father’s daughter remain indifferent to all that was going on. This national crisis could in fact be called the second struggle for national independence.”


  This was to step up the attack further. Here was a direct challenge to Ne Win: The standard-bearer of independence, the man who had for so long traded on his closeness to Aung San and who claimed to be his rightful heir, this man—she never named him—was now in her estimation no better than the colonial oppressor, to be resisted and evicted (so it was implied) like the British.


  How could she justify such a call to arms? Now she raised the file clasped in her hands and leafed through it to read from a text written by her father. “We must make democracy the popular creed,” she read out. Otherwise, “Burma would one day, like Japan and Germany, be despised.” Democracy, Aung San had declared and now her daughter repeated, was “the only ideology which is consistent with freedom . . . an ideology that promotes and strengthens peace.”


  Deafening applause rolled across the stage. The expression on Htun Wai’s face veered between elation and wonderment—with the odd flicker of fright as the speech’s incendiary subtext sunk in.


  But she had not finished with the army yet. At her secret meeting with the Justice Minister two days before, U Tin Aung Hein had enjoined Suu not to attack Number One, and not to incite the crowd to attack him. She had agreed, and she remained true to her undertaking—though perhaps not so true to the spirit of it.


  “I would like to say one thing,” she went on, with the first hint of circumspection in her voice. “Some may not like what I am going to say. But I believe that my duty is to tell the people what I believe to be true. Therefore I shall speak my mind . . . At this time there is a certain amount of dissension between the people and the army . . .”


  For the first time in the speech, Suu was open to the accusation of understatement: After all, staff at the hospital where her mother had once worked believed the army had killed 3,000 civilians in cold blood—a far greater massacre than any for which the former colonial ruler was blamed.36 She could not have been unaware that she was now trespassing on the most delicate and at the same time most vital question confronting the people: not what political system the country might adopt, which after all was a question for the coming weeks and months, but the nightmare of murder and mutilation that the country was living through right now, day after day. It could not be ignored.


  And again her hands moved to the documents she had brought with her, leafing through to the words she needed. Again the great Aung San, like the ghost of Hamlet’s father, pointed his dread finger at his sanguinary successor. “The armed forces are meant for this nation and this people,” she read out, “and it should be a force having the honor and respect of the people. If instead the armed forces should come to be hated by the people, then the aims with which this army has been built up would have been in vain.”


  “My first impression was that she was just another general’s daughter,” said Nita Yin Yin May, the British Embassy’s information officer at the time, “because I’d never met her personally. And then she started talking to the people and I was overwhelmed by her speech. I was shocked: This was the one we were looking for! She was the true leader!”37 She wiped away tears of emotion at the memory. “I was very much impressed. I thought she was very sincere, very charming, very beautiful, very outspoken. It really hit all of us. It really touched all of us. And then I decided, I’m going to support her no matter what.”


  There was much more: The crowd listened with keen attention and by the end they were chanting her name. She told them of her “strong attachment” to the army, how soldiers had cared for her as a child. She vowed that she would never be a stalking horse for politicians of the past; echoing her father she exhorted the people over and over again to “unity” and “discipline.” She spelled out, naming the hapless Dr. Maung Maung (who was to survive in power for less than a month), her belief that a referendum was not required. “We want to get rid of the one-party system,” she said. There is “no desire at all for a referendum . . . free and fair elections [should be] arranged as quickly as possible . . .”


  General Ne Win was of course not present at this meeting, and it is not known if he was subsequently given a recording of Aung San Suu Kyi’s maiden speech; but if so it is a fair bet that by this point he had switched the machine off, possibly hurling it at the wall. Not only had Bogyoke’s daughter come out of nowhere to make a nuisance of herself; not only did she bear a startling resemblance to the man honored as the father of the nation and of the Tatmadaw. But in pronouncing very particular words uttered by the dead man, she had ripped away what shreds of legitimacy Ne Win and his clique could still lay claim to. It was a declaration of war.
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  A silkscreen depicting Aung San, Aung San Suu Kyi’s father. It decorated the stage during her debut speech at the Shwedagon Pagoda and is now on a wall in her house.


  3

  FREEDOM AND SLAUGHTER


  IT is not true that recent Burmese history is an unending catalogue of oppression. Any Burmese over the age of thirty-five can remember a time of perfect liberty, when a free press flourished and trade unions and political parties sprang up like mushrooms after rain.


  Unfortunately the Burma Spring lasted less than one month—twenty-six days to be precise. It ended as abruptly as it had begun.


  Yet within that brief span in August and September 1988 Aung San Suu Kyi, backed by a shifting and so far nameless coalition of students, intellectuals, old politicians and veteran army officers, succeeded in persuading the regime to push through three reforms which ensured that Burma would never be the same again.


  The first was what ushered in the spring, the decision by the Justice Minister to lift martial law—a prelude to and, in Suu’s view, a basic precondition, for her public debut at the Shwedagon pagoda: She wanted the regime’s assurance that nobody who came to listen to her would risk being shot. On August 24th, the request was granted.


  The second reform changed Burma’s political matrix forever, even though, more than two decades later, it has yet to produce any of the benefits for which it was promoted: the regime’s commitment, not to the referendum advocated by Dr. Maung Maung but to general elections leading to multiparty democracy.


  The third was hardly less momentous: the disestablishment of the BSPP, effectively bringing down the curtain on twenty-six years of one-party rule. Burma would never be the same again. And it was Aung San Suu Kyi—the “governess” as she has been labeled, the Burmese “Mary Poppins,” the “Oxford housewife,” the political ingénue—who brought them about.1


  *


  The effect of the lifting of martial law was immediate. Troops and riot police disappeared from the streets. All over the country people could suddenly do and say exactly what they pleased. Strikers surged through towns and cities throughout the country, no longer defiant, merely euphoric. Twenty-six years before, in the interest of order and discipline, General Ne Win had fastened a straitjacket on the nation. Now it was flung off, and the urges that had been building since March—to laugh, to swear, to scandalize, to join hands, to dream and plan for a future dramatically different from the past—burst forth in all their jubilant diversity.


  The regime’s indigestible daily rag, the Working People’s Daily, until the day before full of articles about ambassadors presenting their credentials and generals opening sewage plants, was suddenly publishing daring political comment pieces and pages of photographs of the demonstrations. An unruly crowd of new papers sprang up to offer competition: Scoop, Liberation Daily, New Victory, Light of Dawn—their titles alone told of the mood of wild optimism sweeping the country.


  Not all the news they published could be relied on: One paper called Phone Maw Journal, named after the student whose killing by the army in March had ignited the revolution, informed its readers that a cemetery in a Rangoon suburb where the bodies of many of the victims of army shootings had been unceremoniously buried was now noisily haunted—and that the ghosts were chanting pro-democracy slogans!2 The spirits had also formed a closed shop, barring entry to the mortal remains of members of the ruling party: Anyone brave enough to go close could hear them wailing, “Corpses of BSPP members not to be buried in our cemetery! Stay out! Stay out!”


  The movement, which at the start had been the monopoly of students, now drew recruits from every part of society. Martin Morland, British ambassador in Burma at the time, remembered the euphoric mood.


  “The Rangoon Bar Association took its courage in both hands and issued a signed protest calling for change,” he recalled.3 “The Medical Association followed suit. The street marches multiplied, with banners identifying the state organization marching. By early September every ministry had joined in. Even the beggars had their march. On the last Sunday before the army struck back even the police band went over to the side of the people and played outside City Hall.”


  It was the same all over the country. In the little town of Phekhon, in the Shan States in Burma’s disputed northeast, a student recently returned from Rangoon called Pascal Khoo Thwe was caught up in the excitement; like many others, it was to determine the course of the rest of his life.4 He wrote many years later:


  When Aung San Suu Kyi made her great speech . . . on August 26th, she instantly became our leader and inspiration. In the evenings we would listen to the BBC and hope for guidance from our goddess. We formed committees for security, for the food supply, for information, for connecting the different ethnic and religious groups.


  Although I busied myself with all this, I knew there was a pompous and officious aspect to it. It also had a dreamlike quality. Only weeks before, to speak in open opposition to the regime would have been unthinkable. Now the whole of Phekhon was talking about the future, about what sort of constitution Burma should have, about the place of the minority peoples. People who had been silent for twenty-six years now wanted to shout, or at least endlessly to debate.


  Burma was approaching a state of anarchy, but for a while it worked the way anarchists have always claimed society should naturally work once the state’s machinery of repression is sent to the scrapyard, in messy but euphoric harmony. The army had pulled back to barracks and was nowhere to be seen. The feared and hated riot police, the Lon Htein, was likewise invisible. Ministries and government offices had simply closed; the Burmese state had shut down. And the vacuum filled up with people doing their own thing. A young woman called Hmwe Hmwe who had joined the democracy movement in Rangoon traveled to Mandalay to help coordinate strike centers there, traveling by van and pickup truck.5 “Since everybody was on strike, there was no train service or other regular transport and it was difficult to buy petrol as well,” she said. “But spirits were high and we attended meetings all along the way. We slept in the strike centers and there was one in every town we passed through. The people had taken over the local BSPP offices and government premises and managed their own administration . . . There was feverish activity everywhere: people printing leaflets, making posters, publishing their own local newspapers and preparing meetings, rallies and demonstrations.”


  Older systems of authority re-emerged to fill the place of those that had vanished. Bertil Lintner wrote:


  In Mandalay, the young monks’ organization . . . had resurfaced.6 The monks organized day-to-day affairs like rubbish collection, made sure the water supply was working and, according to some reports, even acted as traffic policemen. The maintenance of law and order was also in the hands of the monks—and the criminals who had been caught were often given rather unorthodox sentences. One visitor to Mandalay in August saw a man chained to a lamp post outside the railway station who shouted all day, “I’m a thief! I’m a thief! . . .”


  Yet the appearance of a vacuum of power was itself illusory. The military regime was rocking, it is true; its pseudo-civilian governing apparatus was crumbling. But in the months and years to come, proof emerged of a controlling mind behind what was going on during the weeks of freedom—the same cynical and ruthless military mind that had ruled the country for the past generation.


  On the same day that Aung San Suu Kyi gave her maiden speech at the Shwedagon, truckloads of troops poured into central Rangoon and removed 600 million kyats from the Myanma Foreign Trade Bank: to pay the army for the coming six months and ensure its continuing loyalty.


  The following day, in a cynical coda to the lifting of martial law, Insein Jail, the Victorian panopticon in a leafy Rangoon suburb that is the nation’s most infamous prison, evacuated its inmates on what the authorities called “parole,” sending them out into the lawless capital with neither money nor food. They were released from the jail after inmates threw in their lot with the strikers outside the walls and attacked the prison guards. The guards replied by shooting the protesters, a fire broke out and it was claimed that 1,000 died and 500 were wounded. Whatever the truth about the riot and its suppression, the mass release of prisoners added a new element of peril and anarchy to the dangerously combustible elements outside. The pattern was repeated around the country, leading to the sudden discharge into the community of more than 10,000 footloose criminals.


  The result was predictable—and almost certainly anticipated and indeed plotted by the regime. As Martin Morland put it, “The army evidently hoped that things would get so out of hand that the people would have had enough and beg the old regime to come back.”7 Certainly the sudden appearance en masse of the most desperate people in society added an extra element of terror to the unstable situation, an element to which some of the protesters responded brutally. Lintner wrote:


  On September 5th, four men and one woman were caught outside a children’s hospital [in Rangoon].8 After a rough interrogation, two of them confessed that the gang had tried to poison the water tank outside the hospital, and they were released. But the remaining three refused to say anything and an angry crowd beat them in the street. A man came forward with a sword, decapitated the three and held up their blood-dripping severed heads to the applause of the mob. Public executions—mostly beheadings—of suspected DDSI [i.e. Military Intelligence] agents became an almost daily occurrence in Rangoon. What had started as a carnival-like, Philippine-style “people’s power uprising” was . . . coming more and more to resemble the hunt for the tonton macoutes in Haiti after the fall of “Baby Doc” Duvalier . . .


  But the descent into savagery was strictly localized and, when reported in time, it was strongly opposed. Suu took no immediate steps to capitalize on the success of her performance at the Shwedagon; on the contrary, in her first-ever interviews she expressed reluctance about getting involved in politics. But her home was ever more of a hurly-burly, with throngs of strikers besieging the gates asking to talk to her and think tanks in permanent session in her downstairs dining room-cum-office. Many of the students who had been her escort on August 26th were now camping out in the garden. And when Suu learned of lynch parties at large she repeatedly sent the students to try to restore sanity and calm. Often they succeeded.


  The BSPP government was still notionally in power, but the central strike committee in Rangoon called for it to resign and for a neutral interim government to take its place, capable of supervising the free, multiparty democratic elections that were now the goal everyone had in mind. The call was taken up across the country. But President Maung Maung refused to take this step, instead announcing a second emergency conference of the ruling party for September 12th.


  The outbreaks of lynching underlined the fact that, if the military had pulled in its claws and the BSPP was on the point of collapse, the democracy movement had yet to take a definite shape or coalesce around particular leaders. The movement’s challenge was to prove that the military dictatorship was not merely enfeebled but that it could be superseded. But it was a challenge that it was slow to meet.


  The students were the first to make a stab at it. A charismatic biology student called Baw Oo Tun had become their de facto leader in many protests, taking the nom de guerre of Min Ko Naing—“Conqueror of Kings.” In late August they set up the All-Burma Students’ Union under his leadership—an initiative weakened by the fact that a quite separate organization with the same name already existed.


  Next to throw his hat in the ring was the great veteran of Burmese democratic politics, the first and indeed only prime minister elected under the old multiparty system, eighty-two-year-old U Nu, who had held office until the coup of 1962. At the end of August he defied the constitution by announcing the establishment of Burma’s first independent political party in twenty-six years, the League for Democracy and Peace (Provisional). But on September 9th, he critically overplayed his hand, telling the world that he had now formed a parallel government, and calling for general elections. In a press conference to relaunch a career that he had renounced years before in favor of religious devotion, he claimed that Burma’s only legal constitution was the one passed in 1947, according to which he was still in charge. “I’m still the legitimate prime minister,” he insisted.


  If anything was designed to give the democracy movement a bad name, this was it. The announcement stunned U Nu’s political friends and enemies alike. “Preposterous” was the verdict of Aung Gyi, the general who had written dissenting letters to Ne Win earlier in the year, while at a press conference in University Road Suu rejected it just as firmly. She was “astonished” by U Nu’s claim, she said, adding “the future of the people will be decided by the masses of the people.”9


  This was the theme she had hammered home at the Shwedagon: Burma’s future lay in a multiparty democracy; the only way for the country to emerge from the nightmare of military tyranny was for the people to have the opportunity to choose their rulers. And the very next day, in the second important victory she won before even declaring her intention of entering politics, her wish was granted.


  The occasion was a second extraordinary congress of the still-just-about ruling BSPP, following the one in July when Ne Win had spoken of his intention to step down. President Maung Maung’s offer of a referendum on single- or multiparty systems was still on the table, but as tens of thousands of protesters chanted outside, the congress threw it out, opting instead for “free, fair, multiparty elections.” Under Suu’s urging and that of millions of other Burmese, the party that had ruled the country very badly for a generation had now written its suicide note.


  But it was jam tomorrow, not jam today. The regime, however battered and bruised, clung to what little remained of its authority. There was to be no interim government to see the election process through.


  *


  The history of Burma is littered with “ifs,” and one of the biggest of them looms over the events of the subsequent week.


  The democracy movement that had begun obscurely in March—that had been hardened under army fire in which thousands died and that was now groping towards the attainment of some clear political shape—was continuing to grow. With army and police still absent from the streets, the strikers’ demonstrations grew larger, more vocal, more militant, more ambitious. So much had already been wrung from the tyrants: One more heave, it seemed, and the rotten superstructure of army rule would come crashing down. What was needed now was for the army itself, or significant portions of it, to switch sides. And with the daughter of the army’s founder ever more prominent in the revolt, that was no longer a pipe dream.


  Aung San Suu Kyi’s emotional appeal for disillusioned members of the armed forces was already apparent. Maung Thaw Ka, the ex-naval officer who had stood alongside her during her speech at Rangoon General Hospital, was one of them. And now other senior figures closely associated with the armed forces were coming over to her side.
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  Suu with NLD cofounder U Kyi Maung.


  U Kyi Maung was to become one of the central figures in Suu’s early political life in Burma, the chairman of her party who led it to triumph in the election when Suu and all the other top leaders were in jail or detention. A plump, quizzical figure approaching retirement age with a biting wit and a phlegmatic approach to the terrors visited on him and his colleagues by the regime, he was as devout as he was irreverent: His pithy formulations of how to apply the simple truths of Buddhism to solitary confinement had a powerful influence on Suu herself.10


  A career soldier, Kyi Maung had reached the rank of colonel before being sacked from the army for opposing Ne Win’s coup. He had spent a total of eleven years in jail for his hostility to the dictatorship and had just emerged from a brief third term when he got the message that Suu wanted to see him.


  “I thought to myself, let’s see what this lady is up to,” he said later.11 “Now is the time, a revolution is stirring . . . I was a veteran jailbird and well over twenty years her senior. Later on I learned that she was watching people, looking in all directions for people who could be trusted—candidates, you know, for the struggle. She was born with revolution in her blood but she needed all the help possible to see it through. So from then on we began to meet frequently.” At their first meeting he remembered telling her, “Suu, if you’re prepared to enter Burmese politics and to go the distance, you must be tolerant and be prepared for the worst.” She listened, he said, “attentively.”


  Even more ominous to the regime was the arrival at Suu’s side of a man who had been one of Burma’s most senior and distinguished soldiers before falling out with Ne Win.


  Bony and bespectacled, U Tin Oo stood out among the professors and journalists swirling around Suu like a commando at a cocktail party. A decade after being sacked and jailed by Ne Win, there was still a parade-ground gleam in his eye and the abrasiveness of the battle-hardened soldier in his manner.
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  Suu, U Tin Oo (third right) and other members of the NLD’s Central Executive Committee outside Suu’s house in early 1989.


  “From the age of seventeen until nearly fifty, my life was a struggle,” he later explained.12 “I had a very rough life. I had to stay many years in dense jungles during the war. I’ve been wounded in battle numerous times . . . I lost my father, and my son died at a young age. After being promoted to chief of staff I was betrayed, sacked and imprisoned. I lacked politeness, and felt aggressive.”


  One of the first recruits to Aung San’s Patriot Burmese Forces in 1943 when he was only sixteen, Tin Oo rose rapidly through the ranks. He was twice decorated for valor in battle and was a popular hero of the regime when he was made Minister of Defense in 1974. But during the abortive uprising of that year, his was the name shouted by the crowds calling for Ne Win to step down and be replaced. Two years later, accused of involvement in an abortive coup, he was sacked and jailed.13


  On coming out of prison, he spent two years as a monk, then took a degree in law. As the democracy revolt erupted around him, he was reluctant to get involved: “My [old army] colleagues urged me to address the public. At first I declined. I wanted to continue living quietly practicing vipassana [insight] meditation. I think I was a bit attached to the tranquility and peace of the practice. But my colleagues would not give up, and after many discussions we agreed to form the All-Burma Patriotic Old Comrades’ League. Nearly all the retired officers from all over the country came to our headquarters, which was my house, to offer their services.”14


  Tin Oo himself, after much arm-twisting, followed in Suu’s footsteps and made a public speech to a “huge, energetic crowd” outside Rangoon General Hospital on August 27th. But although he represented a formidably prestigious sector of this highly militarized society, Tin Oo recognized that the old soldiers could not stand alone. “Although our group was large, consisting of military personnel and some portion of the population, I knew that I could not lead the entire country along with the ethnic races,” he said. “We needed a leader, a strong leader, who could lead the whole show . . . We needed somebody who understood democracy, who had really lived it.”


  A colleague played him a tape of Suu’s speech at Shwedagon. “Her words were strong and clear,” he recalled, “and there was no hitch at all. Some people who live abroad a long time can hardly speak Burmese when they come back to Burma, but she spoke fluently and with daily Burmese usage. She was clearly a very rare person. I realized that the people were eager for democracy, and that they were thinking that she was the unifying force that could lead the movement. We didn’t say ‘leader’—she was the lady who could try . . . to guide our people to what they desired so much.”


  The old soldiers in Tin Oo’s League decided that the only hope for the revolution was for the different opposition groups that had sprung up to band together under a single figure. Increasingly Suu was seen as the only plausible candidate. “We agreed that I would meet her,” he remembered, “and that I would go alone. . . . When I came to her house she was sitting on the corner of the sofa in the main room. She was alone. I paid my respects . . .”15


  The old soldier and the daughter of his first commander talked over the desperate straits their country was in. “The way she talked, her complexion, her features and gestures were strikingly similar to those of her father,” he said. “She resembled him in almost every way. I thought that she was a female replica . . . I said, ‘I listened to your first public speech. We cannot make it alone. We need unity within the struggle for human rights and democracy.’ She agreed. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘fine, let’s go forward together and work together.’ That’s all.”


  It was an encounter of military terseness and efficiency, worthy of Aung San himself, famous for his economy with words. Both were holding in their emotions, but as the general headed for the door, Suu blurted out, “Did you meet my father? Did you know him?”


  Tin Oo replied, “Yes of course, I knew him well.” Suu asked him how that came about. “I told her that I had known him from my days as a cadet and an officer in his Patriot Force. I said, ‘The last time I met your father was at Maymyo, he was the Deputy Chairman of the Governor’s Executive Council, and I, a lieutenant. At that time your father was visiting with the Chief of Yawngshwe state . . . And I saw your mother too. That was the last time I saw your father alive.’ So she asked, ‘Did you notice at that time a small girl being carried by somebody?’” Tin Oo confessed that he had not, but the coincidence further strengthened the bond between them. The general told her how sad it was that Aung San had not lived to bring his work of nation-building to a conclusion. “Now I have to serve and cooperate with you,” he told her, “so that you, his only daughter, may enjoy the great fruits of Burma’s independence.” More than two decades and many years of detention later, Tin Oo remains the most stalwartly loyal of all Suu’s colleagues.


  The third veteran to stand alongside Suu in the tense days of mid-September 1988 was U Aung Gyi, the gadfly general who, by publishing his anti-regime tirades in the spring, had broken the taboo against open criticism. Aung Gyi himself had spoken at Shwedagon one day before Suu, though his efforts to persuade the crowd to go easy on President Maung Maung were met with stony silence.


  Now, for the first time, Aung San Suu Kyi, Aung Gyi and Tin Oo, the emerging leaders of the uprising, banded together. They went to meet the election commission that had been set up following the BSPP’s decision to hold multiparty elections, to learn what arrangements were being made to ensure that they were indeed free and fair. But they came away unsatisfied, and in a public letter to President Maung Maung signed by all three they explained why.


  They pointed out that new political parties formed to fight the election would find themselves up against the BSPP, which had had a lock on power for twenty-six years and was still in charge. That could never be a fair fight. Furthermore the BSPP had a massive captive vote bank, consisting of the entire armed forces, all of them members of the party by compulsion, as well as millions of civilian employees of the state. Lacking funding and independent supervision, what kind of a chance would the opposition parties have?


  The only solution, as the Rangoon strike committee and others had been arguing, was for the replacement of the present administration with an interim government “acceptable to all the people” to be sworn in to see the elections through.


  The date was September 13th, a Tuesday.


  What is tantalizing, seen from a perspective of more than twenty years on, is to observe how President Maung Maung, in these tumultuous days, seems to be edging towards the same conclusions as his adversaries in the opposition. In a speech after the BSPP’s extraordinary congress, the president conceded that his party was not up to the present challenges. “The weakness of the party is that it was born as a ruling party and grew up as one,” he told the assembled delegates. “In practice, it lacked the experience of making sacrifices, taking risks and working hard to overcome difficulties.” He appeared to be dictating his own party’s obituary.


  Then, on Friday, September 16th, three days after the publication of the openly hostile letter by Suu and her two colleagues, the regime conceded one of the letter’s principal demands. It was the third victory Suu had wrung from them in less than a month. “On September 16th,” as Burma historian Michael Charney records, “the State Council announced that since government servants should ‘be loyal to the state and only serve the people’ and in keeping with the multiparty system that the government now promised to create, all state employees, including the military, could no longer be members of a political party.”16 That meant they could not belong to the BSPP. Another huge clump of the ruined state’s masonry came crashing down. Optimists, including Michael Aris, were gladly anticipating the revolution’s triumph. “Dear Everyone,” he faxed home on September 15th, “an enormous thank you to you all for helping so much with Alexander and Kim . . . We still have high hopes of bringing them here for Christmas . . . Both of us are convinced that by then peace will have firmly arrived. Even now the final cracks in the edifice of this monstrous regime are appearing. Wish us luck!”


  Meanwhile the 600 million kyats the regime had forcibly withdrawn from the bank to pay the army’s wages appeared to be losing its adhesive power. The regime might discount the arrival at Suu’s side of a figure like Tin Oo, long gone from the army and identified with Ne Win’s enemies for more than a decade. But what about the sixteen privates from the 16th Light Infantry who marched through Rangoon in their uniforms though without weapons on September 7th, chanting, “Our military skills are not for killing the people”? What of the officers of the immigration and customs police, marching through the capital in their uniforms bearing banners to demand democracy? Or the Railway Police likewise in uniform and marching in formation behind a woman officer carrying the obligatory photo of Aung San?


  Small fry, the senior generals might scoff, lower rankers, easily excited but just as easily scared back into line. But what about the air force flyers who started moving in the same direction? On September 9th, 150 airmen of the Mingaladon Maintenance Air Base went on strike followed by airmen from two other units. In the speech in which he pointed out the failings of the BSPP, Dr. Maung Maung had gone on to conjure a hellish image of the barbarous forces of revolt, those determined to “sweep everything aside, bring everything down, rush in on human waves shouting their war cries to the cheers of outsiders, and establish their occupation.”17 But what of these new recruits to the revolt, marching through the capital behind their drummers and buglers in crisp military order, demanding change?


  At this point in the story the opposed forces seemed almost perfectly matched: A feather would have been enough to bring the scale down on the side of revolution. “Any high-ranking army officer who had taken an armed infantry unit into the capital and declared his support for the uprising would have become a national hero immediately,” argued Bertil Lintner, “and the tables would have been turned.”18 Rangoon, and Burma, held their breath, waiting.


  *


  The terrible events of the following few days raise the question: How did General Ne Win and his cronies view the events that had overtaken the country over the preceding months?


  In her speech at the Shwedagon, Suu had gone out of her way to honor the army her father had founded. “I feel strong attachment to the armed forces,” she had said. “. . . I would therefore not want to see any splits or struggles between the army . . . and the people . . . May I appeal to the armed forces to become a force in which the people place their trust and reliance?” With her long years spent in India and the UK, where the armed forces have an honored place but one that is strictly set apart from the levers of power, Suu was doing what she could to induce the troops to go back to barracks so that a civil and civilized Burma could re-emerge. No threat to the existence or military prerogatives of the army was contained in her message.


  But from what took place on the evening of September 18th and the days that followed, it is clear that those in power saw things very differently. Ne Win was the army and the army was Ne Win: An attack on one was an attack on all. The army would not be divided: It had gained too much from a generation in power—too much privilege, too much wealth, a dominant position over the rest of society comparable to the hated British—to risk having it all ripped away. As they saw it, Suu had declared war not on the overweening power of a dictator but on all of them and on everything they had worked so hard to plunder. And now the armed forces responded in kind, with a declaration of war.


  *


  Sunday, September 18th, was another day of mass demonstrations—the new normality in free Burma. The strike that had begun early in August then spread across the country still held firm. Rangoon’s forty-odd daily and weekly newspapers were on sale, brimming with news, rumor and uninhibited polemic. At Rangoon University, students impatient with Dr. Maung Maung’s foot-dragging announced that they had formed an interim government—student nonsense intended to prod the president into action. No riots occurred, no beheadings were recorded that day; the capital, its government in limbo, continued to tick over. As Martin Morland recalled, “The city of Rangoon, and indeed the whole country, ran disturbingly smoothly without Big Brother.”19 Over at University Avenue the dozens of students and others who had taken up residence in Suu’s house continued to thrash out with “big sister” their vision of the nation’s future. It was not all glamorous: Nyo Ohn Myint recalled, “My first job was buying fried rice at the restaurant nearby. And then I was driving. And every day we had so many meetings . . .”20


  The first sign that today would be any different came at 4 PM when a male voice suddenly broke in to the state radio’s afternoon music program. “In order to bring a timely halt to the deteriorating conditions on all sides all over the country,” the announcer said, “and in the interests of the people, the defense forces have assumed all power in the state with effect from today.”21


  Martial law was back with a vengeance. With immediate effect, the man said, a curfew was in force between 8 PM and 4 AM. And during the hours of daylight the following activities were now banned: “gathering, walking, marching in procession, chanting slogans, delivering speeches, agitating and creating disturbances in the streets by five or more people, regardless of whether the act is with the intention of creating disturbances or of committing a crime or not.”


  But over the past month the people had become used to defying the army, and they did so again. “It had started drizzling shortly after the brief radio announcement,” Bertil Lintner wrote, “and the late-afternoon sky was now heavy with dark rain clouds. Once again, throughout the city, people began felling trees and overturning street-side wooden stalls to make barricades as they had done in August. Their faces were downcast and the atmosphere electrifyingly tense . . . Electric wires were cut and street lights destroyed to hamper the movements of the troops everyone was expecting to appear at any minute.”22


  Terry McCarthy, a correspondent for the Independent who had arrived from Bangkok the previous day on a fake tourist visa, wrote:


  Walking through Rangoon was an eerie experience. Most roads were blocked at every intersection with trees, concrete pipes, wooden gates and blocks of concrete. Only a few of the major roads were still passable . . . At every barricade there were young men with an assortment of weapons, including wooden spears, knives, catapults that fire sharpened bicycle spokes, bottles of acid mixed with gravel, billhooks and Molotov cocktails.


  The change in atmosphere in the space of a few hours was frightening. Earlier in the day, opposition leaders were talking buoyantly of an interim government being in reach . . . Intermediaries were regularly conveying messages between the opposition and the civilian government of Maung Maung, and students were jubilant as they marched through the streets, calling for democracy.23


  Now all that was over. Bertil Lintner wrote:


  Some people began banging pots and pans inside their houses in a desperate show of defiance. Others took to the streets with their crossbows, swords and jinglees [the sharpened bicycle spokes mentioned by McCarthy, fired from slingshots] ready for a fight with the army . . . Bands of thousands of enraged demonstrators . . . surged down the streets in the eerie evening twilight. Waving banners, flags and crude home-made weapons, they shouted at the tops of their voices “Sit-khway aso-ya phyok-cha-yay!” “Down with the dog government!”24


  The thunderous rumbling, when it finally came, could be heard from afar: Late in the evening hundreds of army lorries, cranes mounted on trucks, armored personnel carriers and Bren carriers left the military cantonment in the north of the city and headed in convoy downtown. And this time there was to be no standoff, no games of chicken, no polite waiting for the crowds to disperse. In July Ne Win had issued his grim warning—“when the army fires, it shoots to hit”—and this time his troops were to obey it to the letter.


  “Through loudspeakers mounted on the military vehicles, the people were ordered to remove the barricades,” Lintner reports. “If the order was not heeded, a machine gunner sprayed the nearest house with bullets . . . If the protesters themselves had not complied after the first salvo of machine-gun fire, cranes moved in and dismantled the flimsy road blocks.”25


  Anybody out on the streets was in breach of martial law and fair game. “Any crowd of people in sight was mowed down methodically as the army trucks and Bren carriers rumbled down the streets in perfect formation, shooting in all directions,” Lintner records. “The dead who were left in the street were trucked away by the army during lulls in the shooting. Sporadic gunfire could be heard here and there in Rangoon throughout that night.”


  Among the principal targets of the invasion force was Aung San Suu Kyi. For her and her colleagues in the ad hoc opposition movement, the military crackdown had come out of a clear blue sky. A spokesman for Tin Oo commented, “This is a coup d’état by another name. This ruins everything.”26 Suu, Tin Oo and the third member of their triumvirate, Aung Gyi, held an emergency meeting after they had digested the radio announcement, but offered no comment when it broke up. Late the same evening dozens of soldiers and an armored personnel carrier with a .275 machine gun mounted took up position outside Suu’s home in University Avenue. No one was allowed to enter or leave, and the phone line was cut.


  “All through the night we were kept awake by the noise of machine gun fire,” Nyo Ohn Myint, one of the many trapped inside the grounds, remembered.27


  Suu told the students and others in her compound to offer no violence to the army. “It is better that I should be taken off to prison,” she told them. “It is better that we should all be taken off to prison.”28 But Nyo Ohn Myint and the rest quietly ignored her admonitions, and like other activists prepared as best they could for the coming confrontation.


  “The machine gun was pointed straight at the front gate,” he recalled. “We were very nervous because we only had slingshots to defend ourselves. There were two 14-gallon tanks of paraffin in the cellar, so we made Molotov cocktails with as many bottles as we could find. Our security inside the house depended on self-defense.”29 They made these preparations furtively, without informing Suu, knowing that she would disapprove if she found out. “She didn’t know about them,” Nyo Ohn Myint remembered. “She was kind of like a mother—when she saw one of the guards with a slingshot she said, don’t touch it again . . .”


  But Nyo Ohn Myint and his comrades were desperately afraid for Suu. And the young lecturer conceived a cunning plan to save her from arrest or worse—if necessary against her own will.


  “The compound next door was the property of Tass, the Soviet news agency,” he explained. “And the military was not in that spot. The Russian correspondent for Tass spoke to us over the wall, we conversed in broken English and I told him the regime is very dangerous, they want to kill her. So he offered to give her refuge because his house was the property of the Soviet Union, so it was extra-territorial.”


  Nyo Ohn Myint raised the idea with Suu. “I requested her to leave if the army started to fire on us. But she said, no. You boys must do nothing to resist, I will talk to the army and I will get arrested. This is the best way to save our lives.


  “So I said to my friends—she was very stubborn, we wanted to get her out—I said, let’s smack her on the head, knock her unconscious and slip her over the wall to the Tass agency house. Because our focus was on saving her life, and we didn’t know if the soldiers would shoot her or not.” In the event the siege, which lasted seventy-two hours, ended without violence on either side, and with Suu still conscious, and in her own home.


  Despite the blood already shed, the defiant strikers returned to the streets on Monday morning, and the ruthless army response continued. Primed by months of unrest and bloody repression, the outside world was finally paying attention. “At least 100 people—and perhaps four times that number—were shot dead in the streets of Rangoon yesterday,” McCarthy reported in a story carried by the Independent on its front page, “as the city was plunged into terror a day after the Burmese army seized power . . . As the day wore on, with gunfire echoing all over the city, casualties started to crowd into Rangoon General Hospital. A witness said the scene was unreal. ‘There are bodies everywhere. Sometimes it is hard to know who is dead and who is alive.’”30


  McCarthy went on:


  Although most of the confrontations between the students and the military were brief, with the students retreating quickly when the soldiers opened fire, several pitched battles were reported . . . In one incident, reported by several sources, a crowd in the Tanwe district of Rangoon stormed an armed truck and, although suffering heavy casualties, eventually killed the seventeen soldiers and took their weapons. There are also reports, which have been confirmed by official Burmese radio, that two police stations in Rangoon were stormed by demonstrators . . .


  As McCarthy’s list of crude, homemade weapons underlines, those demonstrators resolved to make a fight of it were pathetically ill-equipped; and most were armed with nothing more menacing than a portrait of Aung San or a peacock flag. But the soldiers behaved as if they were confronting the Vietcong. Bertil Lintner wrote:


  No one in the large column that marched down past the old meeting spot near the City Hall and Maha Bandoola Park saw the machine-gun nests on the surrounding rooftops. As the marchers turned left, [they found themselves] entrapped between three fire points, the troops at the three rooftop positions opened fire simultaneously. No warning was given. Several demonstrators fell bleeding to the street.


  Files of soldiers goose-stepped in perfect formation out from different side streets, followed by Bren carriers. At a barked word of command, the troops assumed the prone firing position, as if they were facing a heavily armed enemy . . .31


  “The Burmese Red Cross was working furiously to gather the wounded and dead from the streets,” McCarthy reported. “After one incident in the east of Rangoon, they even asked a Western embassy to send them vehicles to transport the wounded to hospital. ‘They have been showing tremendous courage,’ a diplomat said.”32


  It is hard to find the correct word to describe what happened on September 18th. It is usually called a coup d’état, but as one disgusted Western diplomat responded, “What coup d’état? The same people are in charge!” Yet it was far more than just another crackdown: There was none of the hesitation displayed by the army in its previous attacks on demonstrators. Nor were there any more indications of wavering loyalties like those that had appeared during the preceding weeks. The troops took up position and fired their guns the way troops are supposed to, without emotion, like well-programmed automatons.


  The difference between the army attacks of August 8th and those of September 18th and 19th was like the difference between the first approximate firing of an artillery round and the second, third and fourth firing, when the gunner has recalibrated his sights. In the little town of Phekhon, Pascal Khoo Thwe, practicing his oratorical skills as one of the leaders of the democrats, saw what was happening at the time. During the public meetings, he said, “police mingled with the crowds to observe us, having prudently abandoned their uniforms. We ought to have realized that they were playing their traditional game of letting the leaders surface so that they could be picked off later . . .”33


  Now the army began putting all the intelligence it had gathered to good use—and thousands of activists, fearing what was to come, fled to the border areas to avoid being picked up or killed. Aung Myint was one who sought refuge in the Karen-held areas on the Thai border. “We fled,” he said, “because we realized that this time it was different; not a random massacre as in August. It was meticulously planned and the targets well selected. Because everything had been out in the open during the August–September demonstrations, all the leading activists were known—and the army were looking for us specifically.”34 Now many of those who had stood on improvised stages and urged their fellow students to struggle for democracy turned their backs on all that. Despairing of the nonviolent path, they threw themselves on the mercy of the ethnic armies that had been fighting the Burmese state for years, some of them since before independence. They asked for food, training and guns, and pledged to fight alongside them.


  *


  By Tuesday night the fight was over; the streets were clear of protesters, the corpses had been carted off, the blood hosed away, might had prevailed again. Ordinary Burmese who wanted to know what had happened were once again thrown back on foreign radio reports: One of the first consequences of the crackdown was the forcible closure of all Burma’s newspapers, including the increasingly insubordinate regime mouthpiece the Working People’s Daily, which only returned to the news-stands, duly castrated, weeks later. But anyone listening to the BBC would have discovered that, since the army takeover, perhaps one thousand people had been killed in Rangoon alone. It was probably an underestimate. Michael Charney wrote, “Suppression associated with the coup led to between 8,000 and 10,000 deaths.”35 It was the worst massacre of civilians in Burma’s blood-soaked modern history, and one of the worst anywhere in the world in the postwar era.


  This was how the Ne Win regime chose to greet the emergence of Aung San Suu Kyi as a rival for power; it was her baptism of fire. How did the “Oxford housewife” react?


  Terry McCarthy spent many hours with Suu in the immediate aftermath of the crackdown and in the days that followed. “I went up there with a couple of other journalists and we had a long chat in her living room looking over the lake,” he remembered. “Michael [Aris] was there as well—the two boys had been sent back to school in England some weeks before. I found her so compelling that I went back to her house almost every day after that.


  “While we were there the first time the shooting started up—the Burmese army use very large caliber guns, they made a lot of noise and it was clear they weren’t shooting at birds. But Suu didn’t flinch at all. She was incredibly composed.”36


  At that first meeting she told the Irish journalist that she had been expecting to return to Britain in the autumn, but that the events of the past few months had changed her mind: Now she expected to stay in Burma, “but I would prefer not to remain in politics if I can avoid it.”37 Yet the next moment she acknowledged the impossibility of that. “You can’t pick up something and then drop it,” she said. “You have to see it through. I realized that after the August shootings.


  “. . . It’s very different from living in academia in Oxford,” she conceded, a touch ruefully. “We called someone vicious in a review for the Times Literary Supplement. We didn’t know what vicious was.”


  *


  The events of September 18th were preceded by the most savage purge of the Burmese government since 1962. On the morning of that day President Maung Maung had been summoned to Ne Win’s home and sacked. At the same time, all administrative organs of the state, from the State Council and Council of Ministers at the top down to local authorities throughout the country, were abolished or suspended. They were replaced, not by the neutral, interim administration the people wanted but by the army officers who had been in charge until replaced by a simulacrum of civilian rule in the mid-seventies. The masks of socialism and parliament discarded, the army now confronted the population with its naked power.


  Maung Maung’s replacement was General Saw Maung, the army’s chief of staff, quite as much a creature of Ne Win as the two presidents he had succeeded. When the bodies of the dead had all been burned and the blood hosed from the streets, he took to the airwaves and told the nation that the army had merely been doing its duty—and when that duty was complete, the political evolution of the nation would resume.


  The army’s immediate job, he said, was to restore law and order and rebuild the state’s administrative machinery. Then it would be the responsibility of corporations, cooperatives and “private concerns” to “alleviate the food, clothing and shelter needs of the people.” Once these jobs were done, multiparty elections would be held as promised and the Military Council would not interfere with the Election Commission in any way. “We do not wish to cling to state power long,” he insisted. On the contrary, he spoke of “handing over power to the government which emerges after the free and fair general elections.” “I am laying the path for the next government,” he said, and “I will lay flowers in the path of the next government.”38


  But the Burmese were not fooled: Ne Win, they decided, was merely repeating himself through Saw Maung. “It’s going back to the 1962 formula,” a man near the Sule pagoda in central Rangoon told McCarthy. “Nothing different.”39 After the intense excitement of the past six weeks, a couple of days of hyper-violence had restored the status quo ante. Number One was back on top.


  “During the day he carries a revolver,” Terry McCarthy wrote of Ne Win, “and sleeps with a submachine gun on the pillow beside him . . . He is moody and erratic, given to fits of anger followed by periods of weeping. He rarely leaves his compound in Rangoon, issuing orders to the military by radio-telephone. His staff are terrified of him. Just as Burma has been cut off from the outside world, so he is cut off from his own people.”40 A former aide told McCarthy: “He thinks killing is routine, in order for reason to prevail—but not our reason, his reason.” Another former adviser compared him to a viper. “He is not even like a cobra or a rattlesnake,” he said. “They give a warning before they strike.”


  But despite the similarity of the general repression, several things were starkly different from the Ne Win coup of 1962. For one thing, that first coup was practically bloodless. For another, Ne Win was now seventy-seven, and on record as saying that he wanted to retire. His proxy, General Saw Maung, had endorsed the commitment of the Maung Maung government to multiparty elections, to be held within three months, even while his troops were murdering civilians in the streets.


  If paying lip service to that commitment was seen as a way to buy off the outside world, it failed utterly: On September 23rd the United States announced it was cutting off all aid in protest at the massacres. Europe and even Japan, long the junta’s most reliable supporter, were soon to follow America’s cue. But the commitment to elections was also a perverse way to justify the coup: For elections to be held, first order must be restored, which was why the army was obliged to intervene—as the midwives of democracy! Hence the name that the soldiers gave themselves within less than a week of the massacre: the State Law and Order Restoration Council or SLORC—forever after to be compared to SMERSH, the Soviet counter-intelligence agency in the James Bond films.


  The regime’s pledge to hold elections was bizarre. But amid the terror, the bloodshed, the exodus of students, the general despair, it provided a rare chink of light: There could be a way forward, despite it all. Perhaps that chink could best be appreciated by someone who had spent nearly half her life in England, a country where the words “Glorious Revolution” refer to an event, exactly three hundred years before, in which no lives were lost and which set British democracy on such a big, fat keel that it has been gliding forward ever since.41


  So it was on Saturday, September 24, 1988, as SLORC was rising from the ashes of the BSPP, and before Ne Win could change his mind, that Aung San Suu Kyi and her allies announced that they were forming a political party.
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