December From Rangoon to Pathein for Christmas
Imagine all the people living life in peace. You may say I'm a dreamer, but I'm not the only one. I hope someday you'll join us, and the world will be as one. 
John Lennon 
The journey from Rangoon to Pathein took 6 hours , we stopped one night in Pathein, Christmas eve then travelled another 6 hours to Labutta. This town was wiped out by Cyclone Nargis 2008 and is still recovering from the chaos. This was once again one step down in terms of poverty and health needs. Friends in Pathein where concerned about us staying in Labutta have you got permission from the authorities they asked.
This town had never seen foreigners and no running water no electricity little food made it very uncomfortable. The roads to Labutta have all been washed away, leaving  big  dangerous pot holes.
It gets dark here at 6pm and we ventured out to get some rice, we meet lots of tired hungry oppressed people waiting for change. After eating rice and vegetables and getting to know the locals, we ventured back with our torches; we had a 6am start on Xmas day/ Karen New Year. The reason for this was the coolness of the day and to avoid the military intelligence.  As we walked down the road the Christmas story came to life. We saw candle lit wooden huts with straw, and animals sharing the space with children and extended families, We looked in and realised Jesus is born here everyday into utter poverty, malnourished  children smiled and waved  at us through the candle lit glow.
Next day at 6am we travelled about one hour to Mye Haung village, where about 4,000 people had been there over an hour to raise the Karen flag at sunrise. Lots of singing, dancing,and speeches by the village headman, Baptist Pastors, Fr Henry and Buddhist monks. Fr Gilbert translated then explaining they referred to ASSK and to give courage and encouragement for political change and true democracy inside Burma. After the speeches we had a bread roll covered in sugar filled with sticky rice and sweet Burmese tea. As the bells rang we walked half a mile to the church with about 2,000 people for mass. I turned as I was leaving to see the children scrambling for the remaining bread rolls, no Christmas presents here.
After Christmas celebration I was introduced to Bernadette who ran St Mary’s clinic in the village. She gets no international or government support. Children die here due to cerebral malaria and D and S. She showed me proudly round her small clinic with no medicines. Two beds one for her and one for the patient. Water is a big problem here as people don’t have clean drinking water. If a mother has to be hospitalised she will not go as she risks further complications and no one to look after the children so basically they will starve. Christmas is proving to be completely different no presents or rich food, but we are honoured so many times during the day, during the last  honouring speech we were given  presents of condensed milk a luxury out here !!
26th December 6am start again, we travelled to meet our good friend Fr Gregory. He is the reason we are in this area. Fr Greg never fails to impress. His children always speak good English and obtain high education standards, He has nine villages some very remote villages,  no electricity or running water, he uses his old motorbike to travel and  shows us  his latest injury as he came off his bike on 25th December.
Sitting in the shadows is a teacher called Sayer Jhonny.  In 1980 after the elections he was voted an mp for NLD party. After ASSK was put under house arrest he was harassed detained and arrested. His son also imprisoned for raising the human rights flag, for 6 years. His wife had to resign as teacher as her husband is involved with politics. He is a good friend of ASSK and stayed with her in her dark days 1995/ 1998. He shows us a photo of them together. He is optimistic of the future. We left exhausted to make the 13 hour journey back to Rangoon.  Rangoon looked positively affluent compared to the villages. During the night we were woken by a loud bang windows flung open. We feared a military coup only to be told, no problem only a petrol explosion, 13 killed, including fire fighters no more info yet. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As Tony and Declan stay in bed recovering for food poisoning I visit very good wise friends Arnold and Edna. They live in a crumbling tenement on the third floor. Arnold is 70 and Edna 80 years old. Edna is still working as a midwife!  Arnold has just recovered from a stroke and still struggles to make the dark, dirty, concretes stairs where he lives in a damp, overcrowded room. Every bit of space utilised. Edna says it is good I come alone, as not enough room to sit with all three people, and for this, she is truly sorry. They both speak perfect English and are hungry for knowledge from outside the country. We discuss Arnold’s recent health issues. He then tells me quietly “Anne, you may not see me next year, as I may go to a better place”?  I ask where? He explains, next year if I  have to go to hospital I will not be able to afford the treatment, we already know that, and I will die, that is just our life, I am preparing you.  As I sip the sweet orange juice Edna has prepared, no one speaks. I offer money, Arnold looks embarrassed. We don’t want charity just freedom, he say’s proudly. I leave the money discreetly and hold back the tears from my friends and return to the guest house. We are working closely with Fr Henry on a DFID project looking at a proposal to get much needed funds into these marginalised communities. We thanked him once again for arranging all the contacts and spending the time taking us into the remote villages, we know this was done with personal security risks. We said we must have now seen the worst, it dosn’t get much poorer. He laughed and laughed and said no not quite just one more layer, next time the boats!!.
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