



































































































































































































































Asia’s New Narco Wars

Continued from page 50

the Burmese were putting out, Bang Nun
was not one of them. The Ranger camp
“borrowed” by the Burmese was a for-
ward position but it was also unques-
tionably on Thai soil. From Chiang Rai,
Anek was headed back to Chiang Mai
and then directly on to Mae Sot on the
western border where the Karen
National Liberation Army was still fight-
ing its decades-old war against Rangoon.
I drove on north up the main highway to
what was once the main crossing point
into Burma at Mae Sai.

Since the clashes, the town was still
an armed camp. Regular troops from
units across the north patrolled the
streets on foot and watched Burmese
movements in the twin town of
Tachilek from high ground. On the
main street, armored cars were
deployed, 105mm cannons pointed
across the border bridge towards
Burma. And the bridge, normally
crossed by hundreds of traders and
tourists each day, remained firmly
closed. In Mae Sai a semblance of nor-
mality continued. But cross-border
trading which is the life-blood of both
towns was at a standstill.

Meth Gentral

From Mae Sai in a hired 4X4 I cut
into the hills that run along the border
to the west. At the main RTA bases and
smaller border positions like Mae Moh
word from Anek had prepared a good
reception from local commanders.
From Chiang Rai the border road
crossed into Chiang Mai province.
There, one of the Ranger camps provid-
ed a sweeping view north across the
Mong Yawn Valley, the heart of the
UWSA presence and Methamphet-
amine Central.

Even without binoculars, the Wa
development was plainly visible — the
HQ complex of Wei Xuegang, an ethnic
Chinese drug-baron who was one of
the two main UWSA commanders on
the Thai border. I couldn’t help but
reflect that if this had been the Israeli-
South Lebanon border, the in-your-face
provocation of Mong Yawn would
already have attracted a few cross-bor-
der airstrikes, il not ground raids. But
in Southeast Asia they play by differ-
ent rules.

Two days later back in Chiang Mai
Anek set up a lunch with his boss,
Third Army commander Lt. Gen.
Wattanachai. It was an informal off-the-
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record chat on the veranda outside his
offices in the city’s main army base. Over
gin and tonics — frequently refilled by
orderlies — Wattanachai , smiling and
deceptively soft-spoken, pulled no
punches. At Bang Nun the Burinese had
got what had been coming to them for a
long time. In fact, he said, the Burmese
commanders responsible should by
rights be put up against a firing squad.

But two others factors were worry-
ing the RTA, said Wattanachai. One was
the ongoing Wa buildup along the bor-
der. Numbers, both military and civil-
ian, were increasing. An estimate of
around 3,500 UWSA troops along the
northern border at the beginning of
2000 had now, a little over a year later
risen to to around 8,000. Civilian set-
tlements were also increasing as local
Shans were forced or encouraged to
move out to make way for the Wa and
Chinese from the north. And with RTA
interdiction along the northern border
tightening by the month, the Wa —
with Rangoon’s blessing — were also
shifting operations along Thailand’s
western border, linking up with anoth-
er pro-Rangoon force, the Democratic
Karen Buddhist Army (a breakaway
from the anti-Rangoon KNLA). Speed
seizures in  Thailand’s western
provinces were increasing rapidly.

The other concern was the interest
of the People’s Republic of China in all
this. Chinese military sales and trade
have kept the Rangoon dictatorship
propped up for over a decade as
Chinese strategic influence has
increased across Burma. But now
Chinese doctors, teachers and techni-
cians were based in Mong Yawn assist-
ing the UWSA development of the area.
The RTA assessment was that these
specialists were not simply a spillover
of China’s free-market economy: They
were with the UWSA with the knowl-
edge and approval of Beijing.

Beijing was also supporting the Wa
militarily. Chinese People’s Liberation
Army advisers had been training
UWSA forces in the north of the Shan
State and the UWSA was buying
Chinese hardware. Some of it, notably
recently delivered HN-5N man-portable
surface-to-air missile systems was
sophisticated stuff and along the Thai
border — where RTA choppers had
already taken groundfire — posed a
real threat. Before too long expect the
frontline in Asia’s drugs war to be get-
ting hotter still.

Mike Winchester is an SOF Senior
Foreign Correspondent. R

The Winds Of Havoc

Continued from page 72

Right, say the voices. Listen carefully
to this tape recording. It is of your son,
who has already confessed. The tape
played and I heard my son being beaten
senseless with either a hippo-hide whip,
known as a sjambok, or a rubber hose.
Of course, I knew my son had nothing to
confess because we had done nothing
wrong. As I learned later, he was made
to stand for days, surrounded by guards
who would belt him if he faltered and
tried to sit or lie down. He was stretched
out on the floor and beaten. The same
was done to my nephew, Caju, and to
Rui, who was the victim of appalling
mental torture. We were all told at vari-
ous stages that one or other of the group
had already died. When I was told that
my son was dead, I decided, more res-
olutely than ever, that T would never
admit to all these crazed accusations.
Neither would I willingly die.

After a terror-filled day, I was back
in my cell, blindfolded, exhausted,
cold, in still considerable discomfort,
and sitting in a corner when the door
opened and one of the guards came in.
He apologized that he had no tea or cof-
fee, but had brought me a mug of hot
sugared water to warm me up. It was
the same guard who had given me news
about the others. That humane gesture
by someone who had taken a great risk
by coming in to me and speaking, let
alone giving me anything, even a mug
of hot water, affected me and, for the
first time in many years, perhaps since
the death of my baby daughter, Mar-
garida, in the 1950s, T sobbed. All the
pain, horror and anxiety burst inside
me. The guard was alone. Nobody else
knew about this. 1 recovered, felt a
strange reliel and a fresh determination
to stay alive and remember. I have never
forgotten that guard. He would also
share the remains of his food when he
dared to —a little rice, extra tea. Even
the blackest hole has a chink of light.

There was a sudden flurry of activ-
ity one morning. Guards were sweep-
ing, sluicing, cleaning up. A table and
some chairs were crammed into my
cell and I could hear what sounded
like recording equipment being
installed. I had a premonition right
there — all this preparation could
only mean one thing, a high-ranking
visitor. Who would that be?

This moving account will conclude
with next month’s Part II. %
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