Lucy Kearney worked in local radio before deciding to travel around the world without using a plane. Several deportations, one encounter with pirates and one detention centre later, her freelance career was born and trips to Burma were all part of the ride. Now based in London, Lucy goes on research trips to Burma whenever a visa application is granted…

She writes here about her experiences in Burma (Myanmar) where, according to the South east Asian Press Alliance (SEAPA), conditions for journalists go from “worse to worse”.
Bad in Burma
It was neo-colonial Burma at its most opulent, and the expat exiles had gathered for their Friday session at the restored Strand Hotel for cocktails. Three gin and tonics later, I was jetlagged and decided to head back to my guesthouse for an early night. I said my goodbyes to the small party of diplomats, aid-agency workers and medics and stepped out into the balmy Burma evening. 

It can’t have walked more than twenty paces when I was grabbed from behind, and a cloth put over my face and someone gagged my mouth. Bundled into the back of a car, I was whisked away. Too scared to scream, I was paralysed with fear, and soon realised that I should just behave. One of the men accompanying me told me not worry. After driving for a good twenty minutes, we finally stopped at what seemed, from under my blindfold, as a military checkpoint. I was then roughly pulled from the back of the car and escorted inside a building. 

The blindfold was finally removed when I was sat in an interrogation room surrounded by five men. Two were dressed in slime green, and were officers in Burma’s military, and the other three were in civilian clothing. I soon ascertained that I was being interrogated by two military men, with the aid of a translator, and the other two men were probably former military intelligence who watched from the sidelines. 

The uneducated Army officers’ questions were idiotic and nonsensical, and I realised my best line of defence was part-naïve-schoolgirl and part-outraged-tourist. The translator was sweet and desperately apologetic for every fumbling question uttered by the two slimes in green. I adopted an outraged-of-Cheltenham tone, and response usually began with, “Don’t be ridiculous, what are you talking about?!”

The translator and I bonded, and it was obvious he was extremely uncomfortable questioning me. The two silent, older men watched on without uttering a word, but I knew that they understood English and were bemused by my responses. Probably in their fifties, they were far smarter than the buffoons interrogating me, and I realised that I could talk directly to them. I was charming and endearing to the onlookers, while criticising my military slimes, and possibly this worked in my favour.

They were unsure whether I was a spy or a journalist. But after questioning me about the British intelligence agency MI6, my response generated smiles all round. “Do you really think that MI6 would ever recruit such a bumbling fool? I don’t even know where my hotel is.” And with that I proceeded to look in my handbag for my Lonely Planet.

It was only at that moment that I remembered that I was carrying a pile of notes from my interviews, and recording equipment and microphone. It was the only moment when panic set in, so I tied a sturdy knot in my bag and plonked it on my lap. They stupidly did not attempt to look inside. If they had, I would have been in trouble. 

By 6am, the questioning was going round in circles, and I had a fantastic alibi for every question: I was a student at university, and had come to Myanmar on holiday. I even produced my student card. They realised the questioning was futile, so they put me in a cell with some other female prisoners.

The women were sweet and so caring. They were obviously concerned, but amused by my light-hearted attitude to the whole debacle. Buoyed on by seeing the delight of these brave women, I was exceptionally naughty. I started singing, “Why are we waiting” from my cell, which is particularly rebellious when singing is forbidden in prison. The women giggled with embarrassment and fear, and I can only hope they weren’t punished for my actions. But the dreadful singing soon commanded attention, and the military officials were all too keen to get rid of me. 

I was finally released the next day.

All too soon, a Military Intelligence officer masquerading as an author asked if he could be my city guide. Before I knew it, I was trundling off with him for tea. He said his name was Ko Ko Latt and that he was a retired police officer turned author, he claimed to be writing a book about dogs! 

Next day, he was there waiting for me inside my guesthouse. “Ah, Lucy, I’d like to invite you to a banquet with some friends of mine.”

There was no escape, and his ‘friends’ were actually eight military generals: one claimed to run the police riot squad from 1986-1994, another claimed to be CEO of a military controlled company, another owned newspapers, and another was the former military commander in Shan State, where the Burma Army is waging war on its ethnic minorities.

The Generals seemed to know a lot about my previous visits to Burma, and were all too keen to discuss extremely sensitive topics – politics, Aung San Suu Kyi, drugs, insurgency in Shan state, AIDS, landmines, and prison. Much of the information they gave me is difficult to prove, but it ranged from secret video recordings of alleged dalliances of a UN Special Envoy for Burma, to the laying of thousands of landmines in Shan State to attack ‘terrorists’ (ethnic minorities in the country).  It was frightening, and I was fearful that if I spoke, I could incriminate myself. So I mmm-d a lot, and drank my bottle of water. I had been warned that I should avoid suspect food or alcohol in Burma, and today was no exception. Unfortunately Burmese custom dictates that it is very impolite not to eat the host’s food, so I was forced to nibble on a few mouthfuls. 

The Burmese romantic comedy showing at the cinema was my plan of escape. Unfortunately, the generals invited themselves along too. So I and eight generals watched a painful chick-flick at the pictures, and at least I wasn’t short of a translator or eight.

After being escorted home, I lay in my bed feeling very strange. Several hours later, my stomach was cramped in knots; I was violently ill and hallucinating. I’m not sure if I was drugged or poisoned, but I was desperately ill for the following four days. 

I realised I had to escape from the capital city, so I heaved myself out of bed, and booked a ticket to Bagan, a small city in central Burma. I collapsed soon afterwards and was taken to the western hospital. There I met with a doctor who had once treated James Mawdesley, the British man who chose to be imprisoned twice in Burma. Sure enough, I had been poisoned; the doctor recommended rest. 

Early the next morning, I sneakily took a plane to Bagan, and managed to evade authorities for three days. My horse-cart driver would pick me up each morning, and take me off to see some of South-east Asia’s finest archaeological treasures. During temple visiting one morning, a young café owner with beaming white teeth offered me some water. As Burmese are such welcoming people, I couldn’t refuse, but all too soon his impeccable English and beaming white teeth in the land of beetle-nut stained black teeth aroused my suspicion. He was an educated member of the middle class, and therefore almost certainly military intelligence. 

I rushed back to my guesthouse, and to my disgust my room had been ransacked. My papers and belongings were strewn across the floor, it was an unpleasant warning. The following days I was followed by military intelligence service (MI) officials at every turn, and my lovely horse cart driver was continually late to drive me. I soon realised his lateness was caused by the hospitality of Burma’s MIs. 

Driving along an isolated dusty road one afternoon, my horse cart driver turned to me and said, “I know you’ve been in prison. And it’s very dangerous for me to drive you. So I have to ask if you will do something for me. Will you come to my house for dinner, and they will secretly film you?” 

“What!” I exclaimed, terrified by the prospect of more interrogation. 

“They just want to film you, in the hope that you’ll say bad things when you’re with me. But we’ll just talk about family and tourism and all will be okay. Okay? Anyway, they’ve been filming you in your hotel room.”

The thought of being secretly filmed in my hotel room was just too much to bear. I could cope with the prison, the interrogation, the poison, the cinema, the filming – but not secret filming in my hotel room. That was one intrusion too far. I agreed to dinner, simply because I knew it was the only way to ensure the safety of my horse cart driver, and those others who were so brave to help me. And the following day I left Burma.

I was the lucky one, a foreign journalist with a British passport and a wad of American dollars to buy my way out of trouble. I could only think about the fifteen journalists still in jail for simply doing their job.
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How not to end up as I did:

1) Burma is an Orwellian state, so be careful of what you say to taxi drivers or hotel staff - the people hate the government, but you never know who you’re talking to. A network of military intelligence operates in Burma; you will be surveyed and monitored from the moment you arrive.
2) Try not to arrange interviews for the first day in the country. Play tourist for several days when you first arrive in Burma – this will lull military intelligence into a false sense of security. 
3) Arrange interviews with known opposition sources for your final day in Burma, that way, you can swiftly leave the country afterwards – with your notes and recordings intact. 

4) NEVER under any circumstance name your source on notes. 
5) Arrange alternative methods to get your notes or footage out of the country.

6) Meet sources at safe houses: in the back of restaurants, doctors surgeries, top of hills.
7) Trust your intuition, most Burmese people are so warm and friendly, that you’ll know when something is wrong. And if your intuition is sensing trouble, then get out of the situation.

8) They say walls have ears, and rooms and taxis can be bugged, so always keep an eye out for who’s listening. 

9) Remember, you can leave the country, your source cannot. There are examples where a source has been imprisoned for 14 years hard labour simply for talking to a journalist. Change names and places in articles. Say Lower Burma and not Rangoon, or Eastern Burma instead of Shan State, replace nun with aid worker, and say Western diplomat instead of Ambassador from xxx country.
10) Keep reporting on Burma – it’s a fascinating part of the world and there are too many stories that journalists have a duty to expose.  
