
NAYPYIDAW, BURMA—Uppatasanti Pagoda towers above the sprawling
buildings, construction sites and empty boulevards of Naypyidaw, “the
Abode of Kings,” the military-built city that replaced Rangoon as
Burma’s capital in 2005.

Construction of the pagoda was overseen by the country’s last dictator,
Gen. Than Shwe. The brutal leader, whose actions often hinted at
monarchical aspirations, also built twin pavilions at the foot of the
gilded pagoda to shade his living adjuncts of royalty.

“The country has improved and become
more peaceful from having the white ele-
phants,” a 57-year-old pilgrim says. “I’m
very glad to see them.”

Guarded by a high steel fence and an
assault rifle-wielding police officer, four
perfectly pink adult pachyderms munch
on sugar cane and bamboo, pacing as far
as the chains tethered to their right fore-
legs allow them, while a fifth, still a calf,
frolics in a pen under its chained mother’s
gaze.

When the first of these elephants was
spotted in the wilds of western Burma in
the late 2000s, Than Shwe dispatched
soldiers, elephant handlers and veteri-
narians to scour the region alongside
forced labourers. In June 2010, the gener-
al finally obtained his first hsin hypu daw.

For centuries, Southeast Asian mon-
archs have coveted white elephants as
embodiments of a divinely sanctified
rule.

“The white elephants represent peace
and wealth,” elderly Buddhist monk U
Ottama says in Rangoon. “(They) are a
sign of the good future awaiting our coun-
try.”

According to Dr. David Steinberg, pro-
fessor of Asian Studies at Georgetown
University, “governments have used
them as portents of good things and they
are regarded as signs of political 
legitimacy.”

In the West, the term “white elephant”
denotes a burdensome possession whose
cost of maintenance exceeds its value.
This originated in part from apocryphal
tales that emerged in the 19th century.
According to such stories, Siamese kings
were in the habit of bestowing lesser
white elephants (e.g. a mottled creature)
to wayward courtesans. 

As holy animals, white elephants could
not work to offset the enormous cost of
being fed. Unable to get rid of such a royal
gift, these courtesans would inevitably go
bankrupt.

With their pinkish skin, white hairs and
pale eyes, white elephants are likely albi-
nos or leucistic, meaning they exhibit a
uniform reduction of all pigmentation,
rather than a complete absence of it. In-
credibly rare, Southeast Asian kings sel-

dom possessed more than one or two of
the animals at a time. Some monarchs
even waged wars to acquire them.

Today, the Thai royal family possesses
10 white elephants — more than any in
the kingdom’s history. Rarely seen in
public, these animals may soon be joined
by a pale calf spotted amidst a wild herd
this April. 

The Bangkok Post reports that a six
million baht reward (about $200,000) is
being offered for its capture.

With Laos’ last white elephant dying in
the ramshackle Ban Keun Zoo in 2010,
Burma is now the only place where one
can see these sacred animals. 

To the faithful, the existence of so many
white elephants is a positive sign from
above; others speculate it is a the product
of rampant deforestation in the region.

“The elections will be held peacefully
and successfully,” Burmese state media
declared after a second white elephant
was captured in 2010, two months before
the military junta (now in civilian
clothes) clinched victory in a “historic”
vote that opposition leader Aung San Suu
Kyi refused to participate in.

In March 2011, former general Thein

Sein became president after being hand-
picked by Than Shwe. 

Since Thein Sein came to power, two
more white elephants have been found
and one was born in captivity.

Grand ceremonies marked each of
these animals’ arrival to the capital, with
officials declaring that they are “a good
omen when the state is endeavouring to
build a peaceful, modern and developed
nation” and that their discovery has led to
an “improvement in the country’s foreign
relations.”

Kyaw Aye, 23, was part of the group that
captured Than Shwe’s second animal.

“The white elephants are noble,” the
former elephant wrangler says. For his
efforts, he was given a house in Naypyi-
daw and a $120-a-month job caring for
the animals. 

Like Naypyidaw’s other elephant han-
dlers, Kyaw Aye supplements his income
by selling laminated photographs of the
animals to the steady stream of curious
and faithful visitors to the site.

“This job is much easier than capturing
wild elephants in the jungle.”

But to prominent Rangoon numerolo-
gist Saw Yan Nhin, the official exaltation
of the white elephants is a deliberate po-
litical ploy aimed at garnering support
from the fledgling democracy’s unedu-
cated masses. In Burma, the rich and
powerful consult people like Saw Yan
Nhin as often as they seek out the guid-
ance of Buddhist monks.

“The government is trying to promote
itself,” the mystic says. “But the white
elephants have had no effect on the coun-
try.”

Burma’s good luck charm

A caretaker bathes white elephants in Naypyidaw. Kings and leaders in the predominantly Buddhist nation have
traditionally treasured white elephants, whose rare appearances in the country are believed to herald good fortune.

A white elephant and a vehicle carries a sacred Buddha tooth relic from China in
a circle around the grounds of the Maha Pasana Cave in Rangoon. 
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In soccer-mad Brazil, it has
been astonishing to see more
people out protesting on the
streets than celebrating their
team’s performance on the
futbol pitch. 

This is surely not what the
legendary former president
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva had
in mind a few years ago when
he snagged both the 2014
World Cup and the 2016 Sum-
mer Olympics for Brazil.

This has been a startling
“bread not circuses” moment for one of the world’s
largest democracies. The Confederations Cup, which
ends this weekend in Rio de Janeiro, is the high-
profile warm-up tournament to next year’s World
Cup, but it has been largely overshadowed by the
marvel of more than a million Brazilians protesting
expensive public services, a deteriorating educa-
tional system and pervasive government corruption
at all levels.

Until recently, Brazil had been regarded as a bur-
geoning economic miracle. 

President Lula, as he was known, served two terms,
until 2011, and was largely credited with presiding
over Brazil’s longest period of economic growth in
three decades. 

His government pumped billions of dollars into
social programs, which brought millions of Brazil-
ians out of extreme poverty.

Lula was also revered throughout the developing
world. In 2010, he visited the Gulf region, came to
Qatar and asked for a tour of the Al Jazeera news
network. I was working there as head of Al Jazeera
English and I remember him telling us that the 2014
World Cup and the 2016 Olympics will be seen as
“crowning achievements” of Brazil’s climb to global
power.

Looking now at how many Brazilians today resent
those commitments, it is ironic given how Lula’s
public career began. 

In the 1970s, he was the left-wing, rabble-rousing
leader of the country’s huge Mineworkers’ Union,
while Brazil was in the depths of a military dictator-
ship. 

When Lula was in Doha, I reminded him of an
incident in 1979, which former CBC correspondent
Brian Stewart and I remember well. 

We were preparing a profile of Lula and went to
one of his large rallies in Sao Paulo. His microphone
broke and he came to borrow one of ours. It must
have been odd for the crowd to see this charismatic
man, who eventually rose to lead Brazil, walking
around the stage with a bright red “CBC News” logo
on his microphone.

Lula’s policies as president improved the condi-
tions of the extremely poor — and the extremely rich
— but did little to help the middle class in an endur-
ing way. And they heightened expectations through-
out Brazil. 

The protests in recent weeks have affected dozens
of cities and the grievances have ranged from grow-
ing rage over poor public services to government
tolerance of corruption and the high cost of World
Cup soccer facilities.

As with the public protests in Turkey, which started
with resentment about a mall being built in a city
park, the trigger in Brazil was similarly specific: the
high cost of bus fares in one city. 

But then it expanded to reveal a widespread public
belief that Brazil’s political process is dysfunctional,
if not completely corrupt.

The current Brazilian president, Dilma Rousseff,
who was once imprisoned and tortured by the coun-
try’s former military dictatorship, was clearly sur-
prised by the breadth of the protests. 

With a presidential election scheduled for next
year, she has proposed several measures to regain
the public trust. 

But there is no evidence yet that the protesters are
listening.

Some Canadians will find the worry among Brazil-
ians about the costs of the Olympics and the World
Cup a tad familiar. 

History will never forget the 1976 Montreal Sum-
mer Olympics. The debt from those Games bal-
looned to $1.5 billion, particularly because of the
astronomical price tag of the Olympic Stadium.

As a former Montrealer, I remember the moment
when Jean Drapeau, the mayor at the time, boasted
that the Games would be the first self-financed
Olympics in history. 

As he put it: “The Montreal Olympics can no more
have a deficit than a man can have a baby.” Well, that
baby lived to more than 30 years of age. It took until
December 2006 for Montrealers to pay off the debt.

So, as an ex-Montrealer, my advice to Brazilians is:
“March on!”

Brazil’s time 
of ‘bread not
circuses’
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Famous — or notorious — for its com-
pound nouns and run-on words, which
often become so cumbersome they end
up reduced to abbreviations, the German
language’s reputation for being exceed-
ingly difficult is well-deserved.

German words can seem infinitely long.
Unlike their English counterparts, they
can absorb extra concepts by being ap-
pended as much as necessary.

Such extended words have been affec-
tionately and appropriately referred to as

Bandwurmworter, or “tapeworm words.”
However, in perhaps what can be qual-

ified as a minor win for the diction-im-
paired, Germany’s longest word — Rind-
fleischetikettierungsuberwachungsauf-
gabenubertragungsgesetz — a 63-letter-
long term that refers to the “law for the
delegation of monitoring beef labelling,”
has been officially removed from Germa-
ny’s national lexicon.

The word that, for time and sanity’s
sake, was abbreviated to RkReUAUG,
was originally introduced by the Meck-
lenburg Western-Pomeranian state gov-

ernment in 1999 to organize the testing
of beef for mad cow disease.

However, now that the European
Union has put the kibosh on the proce-

dure, the need for the six-paragraph law,
and consequently the 63-letter word, no
longer exists.

Despite never having appeared in the
dictionary, linguists considered it to be a
legitimate word because it appears in of-
ficial texts.

The compilers of the standard German
dictionary, Duden, judge words for in-
clusion based on frequency of use, as op-
posed mere existence.

With the 63-letter top dog now knocked
out of the top spot, the longest German
word in everyday use is a term with a
modest 39 letters — Rechtsschutzversi-
cherungsgesellschaften — which means
“insurance companies providing legal
protection.”

How do you spell that?
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A law relating to
testing for mad
cow disease
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