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The Three
Brothers

can see them now, three brothers standing timidly in

my office with their father, who had brought them to
school. I wrote their names down in the register: Maung
Thein, fourteen years old; Aung Thein, ten; and Aung
Twe, nine. I was still musing on their names, which
meant “Mr. Victor,” “Conquering Victor,” and “Con-
quering Dog,” when their father spat a mouthful of betel
nut juice out of the window and asked, “What are the
school fees, Thara?”

“Twenty rupees each,” I replied. “That will make sixty
rupees for the three, Uncle.”

“Fine,” he said, and putting his hand into the big bag
he carried on his shoulder, he produced sixty solid silver
rupees and placed them on my desk.

My eyes glistened, and I said to myself, “Good stuff!”
You know, I like cash in advance, don’t you? It’s good
business, and I like it.

“And how much do you estimate their books and clothes
will cost for the year, Thara?” again asked the father.

Now I can estimate very well under such circumstances,
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and it didn’t take me long to say, “About forty-five
rupees, Uncle.”

“Fine,” he said, and into that same bag went his hand
again, and he produced forty-five more solid silver ru-
pees and put them on my table. And once more I said to
myself, “Good stuf!” And I marked, “Paid in advance”
by the names of the three brothers and decided to follow
their progress closely. They were good-looking lads. The
father was a good-looking man. Almost at once I could
feel myself expecting more of them than of the average
students. They had paid cash in advance. They meant
business.

The mission school was a new and different experience
for them. The regular program, the work, the classes, the
silent study hours, the daily drill, the singing, the brass
band—how different it all was from the irregular, noisy,
monotonous singing of the Buddhist temple, the only
school they had ever known. They put their whole heart
and soul into everything; and when the first vacation
came, what wonderful stories they took home to their
village! They had learned some words of the white man’s
language, and the village children clapped their hands
with delight when they said, “What-is-your-name?”
“Where-do-you-live?” “What-are-you-doing?” The two
younger boys told of the bricks they had made in the
brick-making class, and the big boy, Maung Thein, who
had been in the building class, demonstrated his skill by
making his father a chair.

A chair! The village folk could hardly imagine such a
thing. Maung Thein, who had never handled a plane or
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a saw or a hammer before, had made his father a chair!
And they crowded around to admire that chair and to
pat it and to stroke it. And if there was one thing that
Father loved doing more than anything else, it was to sit
in that chair.

The boys came to school for the second year. Again
they paid cash in advance and worked and studied as if
they intended to get their money’s worth out of their
education. During the second vacation, Maung Thein
made his father a table. A table! And again the village
folk gathered around to admire the table and to stroke it
and pat it. And if there was anything that Father loved
doing more than sitting in the chair his son had made, it
was to sit in the chair near the table.

“Maung Thein, my son,” he said one day, “you have
done very well at school. Very well! I am getting old, and
someday I will be too old to be the village chief anymore.
Then I want to make you the village chief in my place. I
dream of it every day. There is only one thing, my son,
listen to me carefully. Beware of the white man’s reli-
gion. Have nothing to do with it. Nothing. We are spirit
worshipers, and as slaves of the devils we cannot walk in
the ways of the white man’s God.” He paused and looked
into Maung Thein’s face to see what he would say.

But he answered not a word. Was his face flushed just
a little?
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