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Bangladesh’s ancient boat-building
traditions find safer waters

TEXT/> MIKEY LEUNG

= MAREHEMRMTISUART TR

HEN YVES MARRE gazed at the
rivers of Bangladesh for the first time,
what he saw convinced him never to
leave. The intricate water network
of the Ganges/Brahmaputra river
system, one of the world’s largest river deltas, is home
to a unique kind of boat craftsmanship little known in
the West. Rural families in Bangladesh have built these
wooden sailing vessels for centuries, with the tradition
and technique passed orally from father to son.

“I was very impressed by these traditional boats,” says
Marre. “It was marvellous, like travelling in the past, because
these boats were built with traditions and technologies
that are several thousand years old.”

After seeing these relics, Marre immediately set about
trying to preserve the craftsmanship associated with them.
In the past 15 years, the keen sailor has renovated some of
these ancient vessels and also created a collection of model
boats that has been displayed at museums worldwide.

“We don’t even know this form of boat-building
technology in the West,” says Marre. “In Bangladesh,
people build the boats like empty spoons, without any
reinforcement on the outside. In the Western traditions,
we build the skeleton of the boat and then on top of
the skeleton we put planks with nails. Here in Bangladesh
they have boats that are more fluid or hydrodynamic.
You see these hulls here and they are beautiful and it is
this beauty of a boat that makes it extremely efficient
in the water.”
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Unfortunately, with the advent of steel ships and the
availability of modified Chinese irrigation pumps for
propulsion, most Bangladeshi boats no longer use sails.

“As the years went by, [my wife] Runa and | could see
that these marvellous traditional boats were disappearing at
anincredible rate,” explains Marre. The dwindling numbers
spurred him into action. Along with his wife, he contacted
boat carpenters and asked them to build models of the
boats in their Dhaka garage.

“With our own money we started to gather the last
carpenters,” says Marre. “We had about 15 artisans and
their sons. And they started building boat models —as
many models of boats as there was types of boat in
Bangladesh. We found out there are still about 40 different
types of boat in Bangladesh, most with this characteristic
spoon-shaped hull”

Marre also set about restoring some boats. One of the
first was the B613, a luxuriously furnished wooden cargo
boat fitted with a large orange sails.

“We decided that tourism on the waterways of Bangladesh
could help preserve this art form,” says Marre. “Bangladesh
has the biggest fleet in the world —in terms of numbers of
boats —and it is the largest river delta in the world. From
that we started locating and identifying the most beautiful
traditional boats. We got one of the biggest sailing boats
and totally overhauled it for tourism purposes.”

The 93-foot vessel has six double cabins , accommodating
12 overnight passengers and up to 40 people for day trips.

44 SILKROAD juLYy 2009

18835 = AR D BAI40EARRIFE B I IRAS - REFHED
BERSE—EANEFENME -

M EFEERILENNM  E—HHUBEE
o BIEREMERY BT EERAMMAIBEIIHEA
Bt

MarresRx : THRMEEFREEZ MK LR
5 BERGEEGERIEMEN - LIMENSEMm
B AN EERHRARRENME MEEIER
REPAFR= M - ALk KAFBSRE R RRRSNE
HAM W EARR—
RQEITRmE RS DIt E
KRBz

EREI3RE RN M
BREEAME AR
M EIREREE  LIR%
E40BM—BEBNE
AN BB —RELEER
AR FE 22004 T B - Wf=
SRRV

MarreB#E 5
ShFA RS AT fE— B #F
B XM -T2REMN
Fleche d'Orst &%
AHA0ORBIRE  M/h
IHLittle Prince$t
Al BB ABIRE ©
(BB LB &R A

Ewww.contic.com)

Traditional Bangla-
deshi wooden boats
are built by hand

C LR TR )
AFEE




Photos. Boat builders, B613 deck and cabin, and Friendship Hospital: G.M.B Akash. B613 side view: Kathy Khuu. Opening pages. B613 : Mikey Leung. Marre and family: G.M.B. Akash

A typical journey takes guests out on the Jamuna and
Padma Rivers, stopping at villages along the way.

Marre has two other boats available to tourists. The
72-foot Fleche d’Or conducts daytime river cruises for
up to 40 people while the more intimate Little Prince can
take up to six people on day trips. (For cruise information
visit www.contic.com).

Over the years, Marre has also created more than 100
boat models and in an effort to make the Bangladeshi
public aware of its historical heritage the collection was
exhibited in the Bangladesh National Museum. After
receiving international accolades, the collection moved
to Paris’ Navy Museum. It’s now travelling around Europe.

“These boats have reached the level of an art and this
is what we want to protect,” says Marre. “As it is an oral
tradition, there are hardly any drawings, boat plans and
very few documents. Already many of these boats have
disappeared, perhaps forever.”

The restored B613 has
six double cabins for
overnight stays and
can take up to 40
people out on day trips
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Yves Marre has never been alone in his
quest to preserve Bangladesh’s boat-
building traditions. Since his arrival in 1994,
he and his Bangladeshi wife Runa Khan
have married their twin passions: sailing the
spectacular waterways of Bangladesh and
providing assistance to the poorest and
most remote of the country’s river people.
Their non-profit organisation is called
Friendship to symbolise the most prized
relationship in Bangladeshi culture. The
organisation’s chief achievement is the
creation of two floating hospitals, which
bring modern medical treatment and inter-
national doctors to Bangladesh’s poorest
people and those hardest to reach.
Travelling up and down the Jamuna River,
the hospitals provide healthcare to those
living near the riverbank. Each hospital,
with a staff of up to 40 people includ-
ing doctors, nurses and crew, moves to a
new location every two to three months.

Doctors from overseas arrive throughout
the year to provide medical camps and to
train local staff.

“Health is one of the most essential
components — if not the most essential
component —to any development project,”
says Khan.
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A patient receives treatment

on Friendship’s Floating
Hospital in Keranigonj, Dhaka
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