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Downtown Pyin U Lwin
Those arriving in Pyin U 
Lwin by train are immediately 
confronted by the city’s legacy. 
As soon as you step outside the 
train station, a collection of rick-
ety British-era horse carriages 
eagerly approaches to transport 
you to the city centre. Rocking 
along Pyin U Lwin's bumpy 
roads to the clip-clopping of 
horse hooves, you're reminded 
that this vintage transporta-

tion is as much a symbol of the 
town's history as it as a neces-
sity in a country wracked by 
fuel shortages and lacking the 
means to afford proper cars.

Upon your drop off in Pyin U 
Lwin's historic downtown, the 
British past comes plainly into 
view. Unlike many other Bur-
mese cities, which have gradu-
ally seen their colonial centres 
supplanted by a Chinese-fueled 
construction boom, Pyin U Lwin 
maintains a genteel architectural 
aura frozen in a different age. 

Anchoring the town's centre 
is the Purcell Tower, a stately 
clock tower said to be a present 
from Britain's revered Queen 
Victoria. This ageing relic domi-
nates Pyin U Lwin's historic 
Mandalay-Lashio road, lined 
by a number of sturdy colonial-
style facades and shops. Just 
down the street is Diamond 
Confectionery, one of several 
cheery Indian-style sweet shops 
stocking local jams, jelly-!lled 
pastries and curry puffs. The 
shop's hardwood-lined interior, 
stacked with sturdy jars and 
neat glass cases, evokes a differ-
ent era of retail—a time before 
credit cards or coupons.

As you linger among Pyin U 
Lwin's side alleys, other telltale 
signs of its history come into 
view. On one side of main street, 

a gorgeous Art-Deco movie 
theater lies empty, replete with a 
beautiful neon marquee. Across 
the road what appears to be a 
British Press Club sits vacant, a 
former journalist watering hole 
long-since shuttered, its exterior 
marred by cracking paint and 
broken windows. 

What is surprising about this 
historic district is not the vast 
number of notable buildings or 
their excellent state of preserva-

tion; instead the mystery is the 
apparent indifference of the 
town's residents to the wealth 
of history all around them. Per-
haps in country where simply 
surviving is a challenge, pre-
serving the past is by necessity 
low on the list of priorities.

Further A!eld
The extent of Pyin U Lwin's 

colonial past is not limited to its 
ramshackle downtown. Further 
a!eld an astounding collection 
of colonial British mansions ring 
the city centre. Once home to co-
lonial of!cials and military brass, 
many of these elegant structures 
boasted spacious yards "anked 
by hedges and towering pine 
trees. Their sprawling bulk was 
capped by neatly framed gables 
and awnings decorated with 
quaint stucco fronts in bright 
pastel colours. The most famous 
of these mansions is Candacraig, 
memorialized by writer Paul 
Theroux in his novel The Great 
Railway Bazaar.

A little exploration by bicycle 
exposes a very different scene 
today. The neat yards of yes-
terday are choked by weeds. 
The window shutters complain 
loudly in the breeze, tilting 
loosely at odd angles from their 
hinges. The silence aches to be 
!lled with the long-lost sounds 
of purpose. Yet the grandness of 
these structures is still obvious. 

It's possible to close one's 
eyes and drift back to another 

time, when crisply uniformed 
British of!cers and their families 
strolled the mansions' porches 
and lit candles in their windows 
at nightfall. It's a vision driven 
less by colonial nostalgia than 
a simple lament of the lack of 
direction and purpose. Though 
some of the mansions have been 
reborn as lodging for visiting 
guests, many seem to be caught 

in limbo between a forgotten 
past and an uncertain future.

Botanic Gardens
On the outskirts of Pyin U Lwin 
is yet another sign of its former 
British history: the remark-
ably well-maintained National 
Kandawgyi Botanic Gardens. 
Kandawgyi !rst opened in 1915, 
stocked with a collection of 
more than 400 species of local 
plant life along with about 250 
varieties of orchid from around 
Myanmar.

A stroll through this idyllic 
country park offers visitors a 
startling oasis of beauty in a 

country characterized by hor-
rible roads and general lack of 
infrastructure. A serene lake 
is populated with the chirp of 
songbirds, while a tiny island of 
Chinese-style shrines occupies 
the lake's centre. The well-
manicured trails, collections 
of orchids and handsome Nan 
Myint viewing tower suggest 
the sense of order one might 
!nd in a traditional English 
country retreat.

In many ways, Kandawgyi is 
an anomaly—a well-maintained 
relic of the long-gone European 
presence. In fact, Pyin U Lwin's 
residents "ock to the park to 
enjoy its welcoming ameni-
ties. If Pyin U Lwin's mansions 
and downtown are a study in 
neglect, Kandawgyi is their 
opposite. Nature and beauty, it 
seems, have  transcended the 
glaring differences that long 
characterized the Burmese/
English dynamic.

From the Past to the Future
Given the current political state 
of Myanmar, respect for Pyin 
U Lwin is symbolic of a larger 
debate. Can this former British 
possession shake off its colonial 
past while still acknowledging 
its future? Pyin U Lwin today 
idealizes a “simpler” time—a 
symbol of a different era when 
life was not as hard as it is now. 
Yet glorifying this colonial 
past as somehow better is just 
as simplistic; the Burma of 
Britain was a repressive chapter 
in what has been a long and 
troubled march towards moder-
nity. The beauty of Pyin U Lwin 
then, is its ability to help visitors 
and locals alike understand 
the mistakes of the past while 
seeing the possibilities of the 
future. 

Myanmar is a country haunted 
by the ghosts of its history. 
No matter where you travel 
inside this sequestered military 
dictatorship, a visit often feels 
weighed down by the country's 
ambiguous past, the answers 
seemingly lingering just below 
the surface. 

Perhaps of all the unknowns 
circulating through Myanmar, 
no era is as misunderstood or 
repudiated as the nation's colo-
nial age—the period from 1886 
to 1948 when British adminis-
trators, soldiers and architects 
transformed the landscape of 
Burma, as it was then known, 

with Western-style buildings 
and ideas. As Myanmar gained 
its independence in 1948, mov-
ing through a series of destabi-
lizing coups, this age of British 
cultural dominance receded 
from view, becoming just an-
other footnote in a long line of 
chaotic events.

Yet even 60 years after 
Britain's departure, the country 
is still littered with the husks 
of its colonial legacy: crum-
bling Anglican churches, dusty 
Victorian-era railway stations 

and baroque movie palaces 
remain, obscured by layers of 
pigeon droppings and gar-
bage. Though the voices of this 
bygone era are fading fast, visi-
tors can still track down these 
vestiges of Britain's colonial 
empire-building in places like 
Pyin U Lwin, a sleepy hill town 
nearly 70 kilometres east of 
Myanmar's biggest city, Yangon, 
once known as Rangoon.

Pyin U Lwin, or Maymyo as 
it was known by the British, 
began its history as a military 
outpost established in 1896. The 
town's higher elevation and 
cooler climes made it an attrac-

tive summer retreat for colonial 
types, whose presence echoes 
through Pyin U Lwin to this 
day. Unlike Yangon, where the 
traces of colonial architecture 
are slowly being demolished 
by construction and neglect, 
the colonial architecture and 
feel of the Pyin U Lwin remains 
remarkably intact. From the 
city's downtown to the hulking 
grandeur of its opulent villas 
on the periphery, a tantalizing 
wealth of historical treasures 
awaits the curious visitor.

Unlike many other Burmese cities, Pyin U 
Lwin maintains a genteel architectural aura 
frozen in a different age.

Though some of the mansions have been 
reborn as lodging for visiting guests, many 
seem to be caught in limbo between a 
forgotten past and an uncertain future.

With rampant construction rewriting much of its history, Myanmar is a country 
displaced from time. But does its past also hold the key to its future? Jeremy 
Kressmann visits the historic town of Pyin U Lwin looking for answers.


