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Aw mazi aanr mon goilla churi * 
Oh boatman you have stolen my heart*

* Rohingya popular song  
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BOATS AND ROHINGYA IDENTITY IN ARAKAN

The land of Arakan, presently known as Rakhine State, is a coastal strip of 
territory cut off from most of Myanmar by the Arakan Mountain Range. 
Because of this, much of its cultural heritage come from the Indic civilization 
to its west, with which it shares a coastal contiguity. The dominant cultures 
of Arakan—Rohingya and Rakhine alike—are regarded as the most Indianised 
of Myanmar’s ethnic groups, and belong to a maritime legacy which stretches 
deep into the past. 

Trading settlements of Indian origin developed along the eastern shores of the 
Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean more than two millennia ago, reaching as 
far south as the Indonesian islands of Sumatra and Borneo. In Myanmar, several 
of them were on the Arakan coast and settlers, mainly from Orissa and the 
Deccan, brought their cultures and religions with them, forming a foundational 
layer in the complex Arakanese identity. These settlements developed in relative 
isolation from the Tibeto-Burman migrations which occurred further east. 

The first kingdom in Arakan, centred on Dhanyawadi in the north, grew out 
of these Indic settlements and became prosperous through a trading network 
which relied almost exclusively on the sea. Like many subsequent Arakanese 
kingdoms, Dhanyawadi flourished as a hub between the Pyu, the Mons, and 
China in the east, and Bengal, India and Persia in the west. The Rohingya word 
Samman for a type of boat, is an echo of the Cantonese word Sampan which 
also means ‘boat’ and may have arrived in Arakan on the winds of ancient 
trade routes. 

The second Arakanese kingdom in Waithali, often described as the most 
Indianised of the Arakanese kingdoms, also had strong trade links with China, 
India and Persia. It was based in northern Arakan as well, and the traders, 
seamen and shipbuilders who serviced its maritime culture would have come 
from surrounding neighbourhoods, and may have been the ancestors of today’s 
Rohingyas. The city of Waithali developed into a wealthy port, from where vessels 
built by Arakanese craftsmen set sail for faraway places on the Arabian Sea.
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From the 8th and 9th centuries, Arab traders began 
establishing outposts across Southeast Asia, following 
maritime routes not unlike the ones their Indian 
predecessors had used several centuries earlier.  An Arab 
and Muslim influence took root in places along the 
coastline, from Bangladesh to Indonesia, to which 
an Iranian and Indian Muslim presence was later added. 

These sailors and traders also came to Arakan, which 
they called Rohang, and according to some accounts 
intermarried with the local population to form permanent 
settlements. The Rohingyas’ own origin myth features a 
story about shipwrecked Arab sailors who washed up 
on to the shores of Arakan to form the nucleus of an 
ethnically and culturally syncretic community that has 
Arab, Indic as well as Tibeto-Burman ancestry. The word 
‘Rohingya’ is derived from the word ‘Rohang-ya’, where 
‘ya’ is a common regional convention that establishes a 
connection between a people and a place.

In the Middle Ages, the northern Arakan kingdom of 
Mrauk U developed a strong navy with which it controlled 
the coastline from Chittagong (originally a part of Arakan) 
to the Irrawaddy delta. It also controlled vital inland 
waterways, which increased its international trading 
prowess. The kingdom’s ports were frequented by Mon, 
Arab and Indian traders, as well as by newly emergent 
seafaring nations, the Portuguese and the Dutch. Mrauk U 
had an impressive fleet of merchant vessels, with which it 
conducted trade in a range of goods, including elephants! 
So sturdy were these Arakanese ships that they could 
carry up to 14 elephants at a time, a feat noted with awe 
by Dutch chroniclers of the Age, whose records tell us a 
great deal about Arakan’s shipping heritage.
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View of Mrauk-U in the XVII century. The first plan for the Portuguese settlement. Engraving by 
Victor Couto, 1676. Public domain image used under CC license. 
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Mrauk U was a hybrid Muslim and Buddhist kingdom where Buddhist kings 
adopted Muslim titles and modelled both their coinage and their court on 
the Muslims Sultans of Persia and Bengal. They also patronised Muslim scholars 
and the court of Mrauk U used Arabo-Farsi as one its official languages. Much 
of the Islamic influence would have been a natural consequence of its location 
in the Rohingya heartland, but Mrauk U also welcomed settlers from Bengal 
and Persia. 

In a darker chapter of Mrauk U’s history, and in collaboration with Portuguese 
slave traders, Arakan’s boats were used to raid Mughal Bengal’s southern regions 
for human cargo, tens of thousands of whom ended up in Arakan, swelling the 
Muslim population of the kingdom. Boats make the people of Arakan, in more 
ways than one. 

As a British colony, Arakan’s ports were used to service the lucrative trade 
in rice, timber and precious stones, with Akyab becoming among the most 
prominent of Britain’s Burmese ports. Vessels of a more contemporary 
design were introduced to Arakan during the colonial period, the legacy of 
which is preserved in the design of a borjaans or khargu, a corruption of the 
word ‘cargo’.

Today, this heritage of shipbuilding lives on among the Rohingya. Arakanese 
craftsmen are sought after in Bengal for their superior skills, and several fishing and 
cargo vessels plying the coast off Cox’s Bazar have been built by Rohingya hands. 

The importance of boats in Rohingya culture is not confined to maritime 
trade. Livelihoods and transportation are also reliant of the tradition of 
boatbuilding. Much of Arakan is prone to flooding and tidal swells, and inland 
waters were the original carriageways of the region. This is reflected in the 
fact that several of the boats still used by the Rohingya are both private 
and mass-transit passenger crafts like the fashindari and the kubeta. It is also 
preserved in the genre of Rohingya music known as Baittalyi, or ‘songs of the 
low tide’, river songs that eulogise the relationship between the Rohingya and 
their aquatic environment.
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This relationship is at its most personal when it comes to food. Fish constitutes 
a large part of the Rohingya diet, with the vast majority of their recipes being 
about the range of ways a broad selection of both saltwater and freshwater 
fish can be cooked. Fishing, both in the rivers of Arakan and in the Bay of Bengal, 
provides a livelihood for a significant percentage of the Rohingya population. 
However, recent restrictions by the government of Myanmar as well as the 
prohibitive costs of owning a fishing boat, have put this somewhat beyond 
their reach. In that past, it was common practice for Rohingya fishermen to 
hop across the border into Bangladesh and find work on fishing boats. They 
were rarely turned away, because it is common knowledge among the fishing 
community that a Rohingya fisherman makes a valuable addition to any deep-
sea fishing expedition!

Boats mean one more very important thing to the Rohingya. They mean 
freedom. When the troubles between the Rakhine and the Rohingya communities 
boiled over, Rohingya families living in Rakhine-majority areas of southern 
Arakan, bartered their houses and lands for boats so that they could escape 
to the relative safety of the Rohingya-majority north. When the north too 
became unsafe, hundreds of them took to boats, and to the sea, to try and 
escape persecution. Their boats became their universe, the only bit of space 
that is their own. 

Even today, they Rohingya take to the seas, sometimes willingly, sometimes as 
victims of human traffickers, to try and find a place in the world where they 
may be valued and welcome. But too often the horrors of their displacement 
follow them, and their boats become a source not of hope but of despair, as 
they end up stranded, sold, imprisoned or worse. This community of people, 
made by the tides of time and the boats of their ancestors, have found themselves 
relying at peril on an original orientation that connects their fate to the 
currents of the sea and to the vicissitudes of chance.  
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Añdha naw

Duitala borjaans
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THE BOATS OF ARAKAN

Many of the original ships which put Arakan on the map no longer exist. 
The elephant-carrying craft that sailed to the Coromandel Coast now 
survives only in legend, and there are no records to tell us what Waithali’s 
vast merchant fleet may have looked like. However, boats that developed 
from those are still in use, and the tradition of boatbuilding is alive and well 
among the Rohingya. The great sails, which must have made the Arakan Coast 
a sight to behold, have been replaced by motor engines, but the designs and 
craftsmanship of the vessels remain ever impressive. 

Añdha Naw
The Añdha Naw is a double-decker passenger and cargo vessel, approximately 
35-40 feet long. It is an expensive boat; the hull is built from a combination of 
wood and metal, while the keel is made out of iron. The most common types 
of wood used to make an añdha naw are garjan (Dipterocarpus alatus) and boilam 
(Anisoptera scaphula) but less expensive timber can also be used. Construction 
material often needs to be brought in from Yangon due to a lack of availability 
in Arakan, especially of metal, which also runs up the costs.  These boats are 
generally found in Buthidaung and Akyab (Sittwe), and have passenger decks as 
well as a cargo hold. The añdha naw is a sea-going vessel and has gained some 
notoriety as one of the boats used in illegally ocean crossings.  

Duitala Borjaans 
Duitala borjaans, or ‘two-storied big ship’, are large ocean-going vessels that 
carry both passengers and freight. They are also used along deep inland 
waterways, to move people and goods across Arakan (Rakhine) State. Borjaans 
have two diesel engines but usually only use one at a time, keeping the other 
one as back up. Historically, ships like these had large sails and were powered 
by wind.  
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Duitala borjaans
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Fashindari naw

Fuinna naw
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Duitala borjaans are made of garjan (Dipterocarpus alatus) and bailam (Anisoptera 
scaphula) wood and are found mostly around Buthidaung. They are between 
60-70 feet long. Vessels like these are rarely, if ever, privately owned and are 
generally a type of government-maintained public transport, plying along set 
routes between cities and towns.  

Fashindari Naw
The word ‘fashindari’ comes from a Rohingya adaptation of the English word 
‘passenger.’ Large mass-transit boats like these were routinely used to traverse 
Arakan (Rakhine State) before roads and motorised vehicles became the more 
popular mode of transport. Fashindari naws are still used as a fast and effective 
way to travel long distances along waterways. The body of the boat is made 
out of garjan (Dipterocarpus alatus) or baha (A. nilotica) wood and powered with 
a motorised engine, leading to it sometimes also being called a motor boat 
or a salle. This boat is usually seen in the northern part of Buthidaung and is 
between 20 -25 feet long with a capacity of two metric tons.  A licence from the 
government is needed to operate this vessel and there are annual taxes to pay. 
It takes about forty days and three skilled carpenters to make a fashindari naw.

Fuinna Naw
A fuinna naw is a small boat used primarily for fishing. It is also used as a means 
of transport by fishermen going to and from the market. These are usually 
seen near Maungdaw and Buthidaung, but also, rarely, near Akyab (Sittwe). 
Garjan (Dipterocarpus alatus) and boilam (Anisoptera scaphula) wood are the most 
commonly used construction material for this craft. A fuinna naw is used for night 
and deep-water fishing —fishermen cast their nets overnight and stay in the 
boat until early morning when they take the night’s catch to a foske (wholesaler). 
The covered part of the boat becomes a temporary shelter and meals are also 
cooked inside it. The fuinna naw is a light craft and can’t carry too much weight. 
It is also called a bingi zaillor naw from the word bingi zal, a special type of net 
used by night fishermen.   
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Kubeta

Kunda Naw

Kunda naw

Naw
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Kubeta
The kubeta belongs to family of passenger-carrying vessels known simply as 
naws, or ‘boats.’ It is a salle, which means a boat which has a motor. Kubetas can 
be up to 50 feet in length and their narrow, streamlined shape, along with their 
seven-horsepower engines, make them relatively fast. Due to this considerable 
length, the kubeta is also called a lomba naw, literally ‘long boat.’ They are often 
chartered for special occasions like weddings and picnics because they can 
carry more people than smaller naws. The covered part of the boat is called 
a chani, which means ‘ceiling.’ garjan (Dipterocarpus alatus) or baha (A. nilotica) 
wood is mostly used to make a kubeta. Buthidaung is where these boats are 
used the most, where they can be seen carrying happy and cheering crowds 
out for a good time on the water!

Kunda naw 
Kunda naw is a small boat made from a single log. The carpenter will choose 
a straight, thick and strong tree trunk to make it with. They curve and shape 
the trunk until it resembles a canoe. A kunda naw looks like a canoe but is a 
bit flatter and can carry 8-10 people together. Most of the families in a village 
have a kunda naw to get around during monsoon season when the fields are 
flooded. A wooden paddle is used to move it. Bigger vessels usually keep a 
kunda naw on board for emergency situations and farmers also use them to 
ferry material and crops between their villages and the market. Flood rescue 
operations are also carried out using these since they are small and versatile.  

Naw
The wooden naw, which means ‘boat,’ is a standard feature of rural Rohingya life. 
Before the days of road connectivity, the naw was the normal mode of transport. 
Naws are operated by three people, two fuiwalas, or rowers, who have an 
oar each, and the Mazhi, who controls the rudder and steers the boat.  Joined 
timber is used to make a naw and the hull is typically coated with a layer of tar 
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Samman
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to provide a sort of waterproofing. The railings along the inside are known as 
behars.  Other than as a means of transportation, farmers use these boats to 
get their produce to market, and to brings things back with them. There are two 
cargo ports at the two ends of the boat where things can be stored. Naws are 
occasionally used as fishing vessels too, and fishermen can spend up to a week in 
them on fishing expeditions. Small cooking kits can be stored onboard. 

Samman
A samman is primarily a freight and cargo vessel, and is mostly used to carry 
items in large volume. It is designed to carry heavy material such as stones, 
sand, salt, sugarcane, paddy for husking and sacks of grain, all in bulk, and can 
carry more than 50 people at a time. Sammans are made sturdy by having their 
bases reinforced using several smaller panels of timber that are nailed together. 
The load-bearing ability of a samman is also increased by the curvature of its 
hull.  Some versions have a detachable roof called a foog, made of bamboo and 
nipa palm.

Sammans can also be used for deep-sea fishing and are propelled by sculling, 
using oars called alish. They are steered with a rudder known as a suaan, 
which has a handle that is held between the boatman’s legs. A three-person 
crew is generally needed to operate a samman.  During weddings, this boat is 
decorated and used to visit the bridegroom’s house. Sometimes people rent 
them to go to the city in a large group.

Arakan Companyr Jaans (Ship of Arakan Company)
Arakan Companyr Jaans or the ‘Ship of the Arakan Company’ was a two storied 
ocean-going vessel which ran on a pair of diesel engines. It was used to carry 
passengers and transport goods. Before 1948, in the British colony of Arakan, 
it plied between Akyab (Sittwe) and Yangon once a week and was originally 
owned by the British administration.
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Arakan Companyr Jaans
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Way Ba Gi

Zaillor naw
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In 1936, Gonimar Khan, a Rohingya man became a Member of Parliament from 
Akyab district, during the first elections to be held in the British colony. Gonimar 
Khan was a wealthy man and he procured the ship, by then colloquially known 
as Arakan Companyr Jaans, from the British. Built in traditional Rohingya borjaans 
style, it remained in Rohingya hands until it was decommissioned. It is no longer 
in use.

Way Ba Gi or Akyabor Borjaans 
A borjaans, literally ‘big ship’, is a two-storied, river or ocean-going vessel. This 
one is modelled on a vessel called Way Ba Gi which is an Akyabor borjaans, as 
it runs from the city of Akyab (Sittwe). It plies the Mayu River, between Akyab 
to Buthidaung in both directions, twice a week.  It runs on a diesel engine and 
is used for transporting people and goods. Sometimes the Way Ba Gi runs 
from Akyab to Kyauktaw instead of Buthidaung. There are three other Akyabor 
borjaans —Den Ya Waddi 1, Den Ya Waddi 2 and Den Ya Waddi 3. It takes at 
least eight hours for Wey Ba Gi to get from Buthidaung to Akyab and the trip 
costs about 2000 kyats ($US1.50) per passenger.

Zaillor Naw
Zaillor naw, which means ‘the boat of the fisherfolk’ is a small boat around 
15 feet long, usually made by a single carpenter using kanthal (A. heterophyllus 
or jackfruit), jarol and gamari (Gmelina arborea) wood. It is mostly used to catch 
river fish and comes in two types; one that is carved out of a single log, and 
the other that is made from two pieces of timber joined together. The joined 
timber variety is more common as it is easier to make. Zaillor naws sometimes 
have a small roof made of nipa palm or plastic, to protect the fisherfolk from 
the sun and the rain. This boat is available in every Rohingya fisherman house. 
It is non-motorised and rowed using a six-foot long pui or paddle. 
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Denyawaddy
The Denyawaddy is a diesel-engine powered wooden motorboat, built to ply 
the deep rivers of Arakan. It is equipped with two engines, including a back-up 
in case of mechanical trouble. This kind of boat can have two or three levels, 
and is 20-30 feet in length. The bottom level is a cargo hold. Upper levels are 
for passengers, with the top deck housing the shop and engineers’ room. 

The larger Denyawaddy carries passengers and cargo from Buthidaung to Akyab 
(Sittwe) along the Mayu river. The mighty Denyawaddy-2 was brought from 
China by the Myanmar government in 1990. For the Rohingya people, it is a 
very famous boat carrying up to 500 passengers, each paying a fare of 2,000 
Myanmar kyat ($1.45 USD).

Denyawaddy-1
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Denyawaddy-2

Denyawaddy-3



GIVING LIFE TO WOOD 
Noor Ali

Noor Ali is a 75-year-old young man full of energy and strength! He is a 
professional gaj mistiri (carpenter) and used to make various kind of wooden 
objects like wardrobes, desks, chairs, tables and toys. 

‘I had a furniture shop at home, back in Myanmar,’ he says, with discernable 
sadness. He is originally from the small village of Ruwama in Buthidaung 
township where he supported his family through carpentry, but like so 
many others, had to flee Myanmar with his nine children in August 2017. 

Noor Ali always wanted to be carpenter like his father, and although his father 
wanted him to become a teacher, he ultimately taught Ali the trade and let 
him follow in his footsteps. Noor Ali had wanted his sons to follow him as 
professional carpenters too, but he thinks it is unlikely because they don’t seem 
keen on it. Nevertheless, he motivates them to become whatever they like, 
as long as they are happy.

Ali’s workmanship is very precise and he likes to focus on details. For example, 
he pays extra attention to the joineries when he makes furniture, and makes 
realistic toys for his growing children. He has become an expert of his trade and 
makes a living building sturdy khadiras, or folding deckchairs, for elderly people 
in the camps. However, his skill is best revealed when he is making model boats, 
something that he learned to do while working with the Rohingya Cultural 
Memory Centre. Noor Ali decided to make miniature models of the boats used 
in Myanmar because he wanted people —both Bangladeshis and the children 
born in the camps— to become familiar with them, but he had never done this 
before and so had to teach himself an entirely new craft from scratch. 

Watching him work is thrilling. He begins with the shape of the hull, bringing 
it out from a solid chunk of wood, and then slowly chisels away to create all 
the finer details of the boat. He ends up with movable rudders and helms, 
and mechanisms that operate using string and wire. To create the curves of 
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the boats he used a wood bending technique involving boiled water in a bowl. 
Nearly all his boats follow a direct conversion from feet to inches, meaning 
a 35-foot boat is 35 inches as a model.  

Ali even makes some of his own tools. He made himself a portable electric 
hand drill to be able to make more realistic models. Ali is passionate about 
what he does and derives a deep fulfillment from it. ‘My only dream is to give 
life to the wood.’ 

Rohingya master carpenter Noor Ali © Asif Imteaz / IOM 2020
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THE NAME IN BOATMAKING
Shomsu Mistiri 

Shomsul Alam is a 60 years old affectionately known as Shomsu Mistiri —the 
word mistiri means carpenter in his village in Maungdaw, Myanmar. He started 
his career as a carpenter’s helper at the age of ten. A few years later he 
became a carpenter himself and has been doing carpentry ever since, for 
nearly 50 years. He can make houses (totta ghor), furniture, boats and virtually 
anything else out of wood.  Shomsul has always been a professional carpenter 
but for a short while he was also a blacksmith! For four years, between 2012 
and 2016, he tried his hand at being a smith, spurred on by a creative urge that 
has been with him since childhood. ‘When I was young, I used to make my own 
toys. I made toys for other children too!’ he exclaims. 

He was also very adventurous in his youth and once went deep sea fishing 
with the fishermen in his village, a considerably brave thing for a young person 
to do. ‘I was the most fearless one in my gang. When we went into the ocean, 
I remember we caught plenty of fish and this is still one of my sweetest memories.’

His love of the sea lead to an interest in boat making, and he became very 
good at it, developing a reputation as a master builder of large ocean-going 
vessels. His work was so well known that he was even sought after outside 
of Myanmar and was commissioned to build an ocean-going fishing boat for 
a customer in Cox’s Bazar in 1978. He remembers he made the boat at Shah 
Porir Dwip in Teknaf. 

He eventually became the chief carpenter of his village and travelled to 
different parts of Maungdaw to fulfil commissions for considerable sums of 
money. He had a team of junior carpenters who would do the work according 
to his designs. Shomsul has initiated over 50 disciples into the trade, from both 
Maungdaw and Buthidaung townships. Shomsul Mistiri was a household name 
in Maungdaw, where he commanded much respect. These days he has little 
to do, but says he enjoys keeping his hands busy making model boats for the 
Rohingya Cultural Memory Centre.Ro
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THE RAFT SKIPPER
Mohammed Abdullah 

Md.  Abdullah is 60 years old. When the violence in Rakhine reached its peak 
in 2017, he had to flee with his family from his home and seek shelter in 
the forest. After walking in the wild for four days, they reached the sands of 
Dhaunkhali. Many desperate people started to appear looking to cross the 
Naf Delta in search for safety in Bangladesh. The few remaining boatmen were 
asking outrageous prices. Frustrated, most people could not see a way out.

Abdullah took leadership. ‘I told them we were at risk of dying from starvation 
if we didn’t do something soon.’ Some argued they could not cross swimming. 
‘But we can make something like a boat’. He said. ‘I was a fishermen, I knew 
the language of the sea.’ They liked the idea. They divided into groups and 
searched for suitable materials. They collected bamboo from a nearby forest, 
jerrycans and ropes from disused boats and tarpaulin from abandoned 
houses. Other people followed the example and started to build rafts. 

‘It was a huge communal action at the sands of Dhaunkhali. The sky was clear on 
November 12th, when we launched our raft. We navigated towards Shahporirdwip 
point, but the strong wind took us further north. Somehow, we managed to align 
our course towards the Sabrang mangrove forest. It took us eight hours to reach 
the shore in Teknaf.  There, they gave us food and shelter. We were so thankful.’

‘I was a fishermen, a boatman. What can I do here? I thought to help people 
around my neighbourhood. They respect me. I’m giving them advice on how to 
strengthen their houses. This is a hilly area and they are busy preparing for the 
monsoon.’
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The photograph (UN0144593) on the next double-page spread was originally published on the 
photobook No Place on Earth by Patrick Brown (FotoEvidence, New York, 2019), a recipient of 
the FotoEvidence Book Award with World Press Photo. Used with permission from Patrick Brown 
© UNICEF/Panos 2019.
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