
GIVING LIFE TO WOOD
Noor Ali, 75 years old 

Noor Ali is a 75-year-old young man full of energy and 
strength! He is a professional Gaj misteri (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 to 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 make a living building sturdy khadiras, 
or folding deckchairs, for elderly people in the camps. 
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However, the skill is his hands is best revealed 
when he is making model boats, something 
that he learned to do while working with the 
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 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.’ 


