
THE NAME IN BOATMAKING
Shomsul Alam, 60 years old 

Shomsul Alam was 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 become a carpenter himself and has been doing 
carpentry ever since, for nearly 50 years. He can 
make houses (tottaghor), 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 dip in Teknaf. 

He eventually become the chief carpenter of 
his village and would travel to different parts 
of Maungdaw to fulfil commissions, working 
on a weekly or fortnightly contractual basis 
for considerable sums of money. He had a 
team of more junior carpenters who would 
do the work according to his designs and plans. 
Sahmsul has initiated over 50 carpenters into 
the trade, from both Maungdaw and Buthidaung 
townships, and some of his disciples also came 
to the camps after they all had to flee Rakhine 
(Arakan) State in 2017. 

Shomsu 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 with making 
model boats for the Cultural Memory Centre!
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