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R ISI NG SEEDS
A book about Myanmar’s people by Stiftunglife and SEEDS restaurant

We leave our everyday life behind when we open the doors to SEEDS. Dining with Lucia and Felix
Eppisser is a trip into a magic world. Looking behind the scenes allows us to see who the guests are,
and who is serving them on an international level every day.
With this book we want to show those coming to Myanmar the way young Burmese people think.
Which valleys did they go through, which peaks did they reach. And where do they want to be one day?
We want to give young, uprising Burmese people an insight into what motivation means and what
a professional career looks like. We want to provide an understanding of the expats coming to the
golden land.
The following pages illustrate different realities touching on one another for a brief moment at SEEDS.
We were lucky to follow each individual and their stories for a while to connect them altogether.
Benedict Wermter und Gerd Munzert
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LUCIA

UND

FELIX EPPISSER

forever young / multi-talent and chef, invented SEEDS /
they go for runs around Inya lake with their team, they paint or practice Reiki
when they don’t work. Do they ever sleep?
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Felix: During my time in the army, I was very afraid of participating in the kitchen service. I had
already gained experience as a junior chef prior to my service and I was worried they would not allow
me to get away from the saucepan once they'd find out I was skilled. I was very skinny at the time, an
inconspicuous guy, and did not want to go to the kitchen. So, I came to the mine-throwers, an incredibly
physically demanding unit. We spent days trekking across the Alps in full gear, and for the first time
in my life I noticed: I'm not just a skinny, unnoticeable guy, but I am strong and tough. I carried rifles
across the passes for older, more seasoned soldiers, with my own rifle on my back. I went through a lot
of personal growth there.
I had a beautiful childhood. As the second youngest of eight children, I grew up in the spa town of
Bad Ragaz in Switzerland, between thermal springs, 5-star hotels, cows and mountains. But the
circumstances that I was born into were difficult: My dad was just 45 years old and terminally ill with
cancer. He had to sell his joinery and my family had to survive with the salary of my mother, who was
a factory worker. It was just enough. We spent our holidays in a tent. That was our little luxury.
My siblings are at least five years older than me, and as a latecomer I was eager to help my mother with her
daily duties. I cleaned up, washed and cooked for myself because I was often alone. It started with ravioli,
later I baked my first cake. That's when I realized that cooking can be really creative and satisfying.
At school I was never the top dog, I was rather a rascal in the forest, or used to play with Lego. Later,
I helped in the joinery that once belonged to my father. Actually, I always wanted to be an architect, but
I was never good enough at school.
A career counselor advised me to become a mechanic, but that was too impersonal for me. Better to
be a pastry chef; small, fine things are still fun for me today. I never would have thought that I would
really become a chef. I enjoyed my first days in the kitchen, I started as a dishwasher at a café before
moving to a position in the kitchen.
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After my military duties I applied in Zurich and started in a star awarded restaurant, working with 50
other chefs. The head chef was a Frenchman who took pleasure in torturing German Swiss employees.
That's how they used to prank me: once, I was supposed to count 89 potatoes for a dish instead of
weighing them. I was once again the rascal, I got drunk after work with older colleagues which I met
in Zurich. On occasion I overslept and missed my shifts, until the chef confronted me: “either you pick
up your game, or you go.”
I progressed as a junior chef, became a good saucier. I knew that I could work fast and very accurately.
It gives me pleasure to follow strict rules – a commercial kitchen is quite comparable to working in
the army. Of course, during my first years at work, I also had mentors who took me to dinners and
competitions. I owe much of my knowledge and success to them.

» I carried rifles across the passes for older, more
seasoned soldiers with my own weapon on my back.
I went through a lot of personal growth there. «
From Zurich I moved to Bern and later back to Zurich, where I became chef de partie at a restaurant
at the age of 25, as a saucier. At this restaurant, legendary chef Angelo Conti Rossini had a guest week,
a unique person whose aura inspired me so much, so that I applied for a job in his restaurant Giardino
in Tessin, Switzerland. I stayed there for four years, passing my master examination as number one in
my country. That is where I met Lucia, who was completing her internship.
For quite a time we worked at the same table in the kitchen, but sparks really began to fly between
us when we created a showpiece made of sugar for a harpist. Eventually, worked up the courage and
asked her out on a boat trip with me, much to Lucia’s surprise. That was about thirty years ago.

During my apprenticeship, at the age of 16 or 17, I was a mess with many band aids on my fingers
because I often cut my hands. There was an old pastry chef in my factory who was a former war
prisoner of Russia, a real phenomenon. This man inspired me and kept me motivated until I passed my
exam. But then I had to join the army.

Today, we have been married for a long time and I can say that Lucia has made a big impact
on me and my development. I used to find it horrible to leave the kitchen to greet guests. I was
stubborn and incredibly shy. I have learned a lot about communication from Lucia, I can be more
open these days.

− 8 −

− 9 −

RESTAURANT

SEEDS

IN

MYANMAR

/

FRIENDS

OF

STIFTUNGLIFE

In our companies in Switzerland, I became an alpha and a star chef. Today, I lead the young Burmese
in our kitchen, who want to be motivated, but occasionally are sometimes difficult to manage. Their
parents and relatives often expect a lot from them and they feel the pressure. It's a challenge, but a great
feeling when we all work together in the kitchen.

Lucia: I have always been very creative, I used to write poems, and had a real career on the piano as a
child. I used to play concerts with my own trio of violin and cello. Whatever I start, whether as a child
or adult, I always push myself to the maximum until my interest eventually declines.
I come from a well-off family, but my parents were very strict, I had limited money to spend. Of
course, that was not enough for me as a young girl. One day, I saw an ad in the newspaper: “buffet
girl wanted.” I got the job immediately, I had to tap beer and pour wine. That was great fun for me.
I was popular and the owner of this restaurant, a cookbook author, persuaded me to move to her
cooking school. It was even more fun to be directly in touch with guests there. I would have gone to
work even if they hadn’t paid me.
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After my time at Giardino I had a very difficult winter season in my service internship at a five-star
resort in the mountains. They really treated us like slaves back then. I had to share a shower with
60 employees, we were penned in small rooms and we ate the same food for days. After the first week
I was ordered to the office.
The manager said: “Welcome. From tomorrow onwards you will be working as a sommelier.”
“I cannot do that”, I said, I had no idea about wine yet.
“Doesn’t matter. You are good-looking and fluent in German, French and English”, he responded.

1

2

In addition to attending high school and my job, I still played three hours of piano every day. I wanted
to become a pianist and was in love with a professional flutist at the time. I graduated from school and
then wanted to study music. But my parents and everyone else were convinced that I would only ever
make it as a piano teacher, not as an artist.
So, I started training at a hotel school, and one of my first stops was the restaurant Giardino in
Tessin, where I worked in the kitchen as an intern with Felix. Sometimes, I even played the piano in
the lobby. There was an unconventional manager at Giardino who acknowledged my talent. He took
me everywhere, fine picnics, bike tours, sunset trekkings. I loved my job there.
Like Felix, I had mentors whom I am so grateful to. With Nyan, our young, talented bartender
you will meet later in this book, I visited the hotels and places that I trained at. I almost started
crying when we were at Giardino in the kitchen where my gastronomic career started. My life has
reached full circle.
− 10 −

(1) Felix Eppisser in action – being a role model is part of his success. (2) The part connecting the kitchen
and service area is called the pass. Here, creative plates are ready to be served.
− 11 −
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And that is how I started to learn about wine, I slept no more at night but soaked up knowledge about
vines and grapes until I weighed no more than 50 kilos. Perfectionistic as always, I was selling wine
very well and earned good tips. I actually became sommelier – but today pianos and wines are not so
much of an interest to me anymore. Yet, I still carefully design the SEEDS wine list, which is not an
easy task, given the challenging logistical circumstances.
After my apprenticeship, I worked in different hotels and restaurants for five years. I rarely saw Felix.
Maybe it's the secret of our relationship: enough space! While working in the front office in Basel,
or organizing catering for weddings on castles, Felix was head chef in Aargau, where he got his star
award and led 15 cooks. And Felix was in the most successful Swiss national team of all time, for
three years undefeated in various competitions. He dedicated most of his time and energy to his
career at the time.
Then we took over our first hotel: the bear in Nürensdorf. For six challenging years, we successfully
managed the business. We had to clean up the hotel and replace undisciplined people with new staff.
It was hard work and we finally had enough. We wanted to try different things, we wanted to discover
Asia, also for culinary reasons. For years, we had saved the funds to move overseas. There was that
moment when we roared through the area on our day off in a convertible, the bicycles for biking on
the back. That day we decided: we'll do it. We will take on Asia.

3

First Bali, then Borneo, then Vietnam. One year we were on the road until we got back to Switzerland for the first time. By chance, we were offered to develop the restaurant Rigiblick. And we had
a unique, completely new concept: light, space and air instead of plush and silk. The restaurant’s
interior was minimalistic in style, natural simple materials that were allowed to be touched. All of
Zurich was looking at us – and perhaps up to us.

(1) Bar and welcome area at SEEDS; some spirits are homemade too. (2) Yangon can be busy. Light and
spaciousness in the restaurant invite people to take a break from the hustle and bustle on the streets of
Yangon. (3) Guests can enjoy an overwhelming sunset in the garden.
− 12 −
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It took two years to rebuild, we worked around the clock, especially the last 6 months. Nevertheless,
we visited the Malaysian side of Borneo in between, did a seven-week expedition through the jungle
of Kalimantan – in the midst of the preparation stress. But it sharpened our brains as we slashed
our way through the undergrowth with our machete. It was like a detox and we were clean and
focused. 1000 guests came to the inauguration of the Rigiblick, we were booked out for months, even
though we didn’t advertise the restaurant. The Rigiblick was our big breakthrough. We managed it
for eight years.

» The Sacred Geometry symbol has been circulating
around the world for decades. It stands for creativity
and growth. It fascinates me. «
A large shield of the Dayak, which is a Bornean tribe, hung at the entrance of the Rigiblick. No one
ever dared to break into our restaurant, and the business was good. This is why I believe in the power
of the shield. Eventually, I got tired, lost interest again, maybe because the guests always focused on
me as a person. Perhaps I provoked it with my fancy clothes from my travels, that stood out from the
Chanel fraction frequently visiting our restaurant.
Towards the end of our time at Rigiblick, I made more and more trips back to Asia. We started
financing the first charity projects. A training center for street children in Vietnam and a forest development project in the Sarawak region, Malaysia. At that time, I was excessively busy with meditation,
Thai Chi, or martial arts like Aikido. Once I was attacked by two guys on a motorbike in the city of
Kuching in Malaysia, I made them leave shivering, my mind was so sharp and my Aikido skills so
precise. My life is colorful and full of surprises. I am very much grounded within myself and I follow
my intuition. I am also a reiki master and passionately practice yoga.
Back in Switzerland, Felix and I finally gave up Rigiblick. I had a contact in Myanmar, so we looked
at the country and through our contact we came to Le Planteur. Our next stop: we had leased the
house for three years and fell in love with Myanmar. When the house was sold, where the restaurant
was located, we did not want to move.
− 14 −
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Then in 2013, we spent over two years running the luxurious Banjaran Hotspring Retreat in Ipoh,
Malaysia a spa dedicated to the body, mind and spirit. The spa looked great, but when we got
started, we found that the business was in the red. We were not even able to buy glasses and candles.
There was also intrigue among our team, so it was good there were the two of us and we prevailed.
“Once we're done in Ipoh, we'll open our own restaurant in Myanmar,” I always said. One night I sat
down and wrote the concept for SEEDS.
In the beginning there was the symbol. Sacred Geometry, The Seed of Life. I walked around in Bali and
discovered the symbol there. Later, I read that the Sacred Geometry symbol had been circulating
around the world for decades. It stands for creativity and growth. It fascinated me. This is how the
SEEDS started to evolve from the symbol. Felix and I jointly designed the building and the interior,
which we later realized with architects. Being connected to nature, openness and space was important
to us. Therefore, we put a lot of emphasis on natural light in the restaurant. And bamboo.
In 2015 we found the right place at Lake Inya and started the construction after the rainy season.
Almost all of our employees at the time came from vocational training schools with whom we were in
contact. Our staff had no idea about hospitality at the time, we hired rooms in the hotel to train them.
A friend from Paris, who also lives in Myanmar, supported me here. I am still grateful for her. For
a while, after softly opening the doors to SEEDS, we never had more than 20 guests in one evening.
But we got better very quickly. We are very proud of this.
And we're happy to support Stiftunglife and their swimming doctors project with every bill. We
automatically retain one dollar for the foundation from every bill. This way, we have already been
able to collect a lot of donation dollars.
Myanmar clearly lacks training opportunities and infrastructure. That is why it is important that
knowledge and finances flow into the country, because the young generation wants to progress and is
on the move. This motivates us to live in this often foreign and climatically demanding environment.
We are happy to pass on our knowledge and inspiration and recharge our batteries in Zurich or Kota
Kinabalu, our second home in Malaysia.

− 16 −
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(1) The antique fire pavilion, one of the private dining options at the lake. (2) Handmade ceramic accessories,
designed by Lucia Eppisser. (3) Cocktails accompanied by snacks. (4) The lotus pond makes SEEDS a
special place. (5) Fresh flowers as a symbol of passion.
− 18 −
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(1) One dollar of each bill paid at SEEDS automatically goes into the swimming doctors project of
Stiftunglife. (2) SEEDS staff in front of the bamboo construction of the restaurant. All staff are Burmese.
(3) Water pavilion at Inya Lake facing the lotus pond.
− 20 −
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TIN LIN HTAY “LIN LIN”
31 years / director of SEEDS / likes to hike in the North of Myanmar together with
the Myanmar’s hiking and mountaineering association “The Invitation of Nature”
I had everything so well prepared. I had a file in which I had my passport, my flight and visa
documents, my intention to stay in Vientiane, Lao. I already had experience working in food and
beverages in Myanmar, but I never left the country. I knew it would be a great chance for my career
to work in a hotel in Vientiane. But I was very excited. So nervous.
Before I headed to Vientiane I had to absolve a two week hotel training in Bangkok, Thailand. After
landing in Bangkok I left the plane and I was on the way to the immigration at Suvarnabhumi airport.
Because I was so excited I had to go to the bathroom. I felt in a hurry getting in line for immigration,
I was running to the bathroom, going to one of the toilets holding my file with all my documents in
my hand.
Then I hurried back to the immigration line. There, a couple of minutes later while observing the
officers at their desks, I realized I lost the file. How could that happen? I ran back to the bathroom,
had a look at the toilet: The file was still there. That was close.
− 22 −
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I made it through the immigration and finally sat in a taxi with that female driver next to me, which
was the next shock. I was never driven by a female driver. All Burmese taxi drivers are male. It was
necessary for me to make experiences abroad to understand the world a bit better.

» I realized I lost the file.
How could that happen? I ran back. «
I grew up in Myanmar’s delta region that is flooded in rain season. It takes some hours by boat to
reach my parent’s house, where I grew up with my three elder sisters who helped my father farming
rice and beans. I’m the fledgling of my family and I didn’t really need to help at home. I was so free.
I can say I really had the happiest childhood I can imagine for anyone, even at a time we didn’t have
solar panels on top of our hut. We didn’t have any electricity, which was fine by me, because I didn’t
know what that is, or what is possible out there at all.
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in my diary. Then I went to Vientiane, Lao, to get experienced and I thought I never see Felix and
Lucia again. When I was in Yangon in the meantime they invited me for a dinner to offer me to work
with them. I said: “yes!” Since 2016 I started to work with Lucia, we first haunted a property to
open SEEDS.
I might be successful because I’m a good person? I don’t know, but I know, if I’m not extraordinarily
stressed I never lose my files. I’m a bit like a German or Swiss person: I’m right on time, fast forward
and straight out. I’m good in adapting and I don’t mind following instructions, but I also don’t mind
to say “no” to our guests when they have wishes we can’t fulfill. It might be a criterion to be successful
to be able to act like that with a smile in your face.

1

2

Instead, I liked to shepherd our cows together with my friends whenever we didn’t have to go to
school. But that was actually just a pretense to hike far to swim in river’s streams and to collect fresh
herbs and vegetables in the rich natural garden surrounding us in the Delta. Sounds like a dream,
huh? Back then I didn’t even think about my today’s life in my dreams. I was sent to Yangon when I
was 16 years old to go to high school. While graduating I was working as a commercial assistant for
a construction company selling stones and paints. It was enough income for food and I lived with a
cousin at that time.
In 2007 I started my career in food and beverages at Le Planteur, the restaurant that was years
later managed by Lucia and Felix. I was a waiter first, later became a cashier and an accountant at
another restaurant while being trained at the Swiss Center for Vocational Training in Yangon, CVT.
At hotels I worked as a front office manager, I was a house keeping manager, well, I’ve seen almost
all positions, I think.
At a hotel I worked at I was introduced to Felix and Lucia, an encounter that would change my life
later on. I didn’t think so back then but at our first meeting I felt something special that I appreciated

(1) There is no way SEEDS could work without Lin Lin. He is the director of the restaurant. (2) He has come
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far in his life also reaching the top of Myanmar’s highest mountains.
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DR. LUDGER POTTHOFF
54 years / pediatrician / knew he would become a pediatrician ever since
This girl here is just one and a half years old. She has a damaged skull underneath her skin, encephalic
fluid is leaking. That is why her face appears swollen, she can barely see, poor little girl. Local doctors
don‘t have the knowledge for cases like hers. She would probably die from the damage at some point.
Luckily there are the swimming doctors – a Stiftunglife project in Myanmar. We are doctors from
Germany. We sail through the Myanmar delta together with Burmese physicians, nurses, and a crew
of sailors. My colleague Dr. Dieter Buhtz, a dentist from Berlin, and my wife Ingrid are on the ship
too. She is a midwife and I am a pediatrician.
300,000 Burmese are living in our ship’s drainage and we treat around 2,000 of them per month.
Of course, we volunteers take turns with other colleagues from Germany. The ship, the crew and the
year-round Burmese doctors are financially supported by Stiftunglife, which costs 110,000 Euros per
year. Patients also need to pay a small part of the treatment and pay for their own medication. The
patients appreciate the treatment, for which they are required to make a small contribution.
− 26 −
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“What a brilliant idea”, I thought, when I first heard about the swimming clinic. I took a flight and
joined the crew for a week. That was in 2013, when our project was in the fledgling stage. Only the
day before my arrival there had been a dramatic incident on the ship. A military doctor was still
operating on the ship back then. While operating on a spine, the patient got into a spasm and died.
I saw shock in the crew’s faces when I entered the boat. Some were praying, others were afraid of
evil ghosts after they saw the patient convulsing.

» 300,000 Burmese are living in our ship’s drainage,
and we treat around 2,000 of them each month.
Of course, we volunteers take turns with other
colleagues from Germany. «
The overall medical standard was shocking. For example, open wounds were sown with boiled textile
threads, even though we had sterile, medical sewing kits on board. The doctors of the military regime
were used to having very little and tried to save as much material as possible. At that time our goal was
to introduce modern medical standards on our ship. This included surface and hand disinfection, but
also the correct documentation of diagnoses and treatments. Today, we have a better standard than
many Burmese hospitals and we offer numerous rapid tests for diseases.
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what we will also do for our little girl here, whose face is badly swollen because of the skull defect.
We send her and her mother to a clinic for an MRI, and then the girl will hopefully get surgery soon.
We voluntary physicians from Germany support our Burmese colleagues by regularly paying into a
fund, from which such treatments as the MRI and the surgery for our girl with the swollen face are
paid. We are in constant contact with our colleagues through WhatsApp. When medical supplies
cannot be bought in Myanmar, we sometimes bring materials from Germany onto the ship. Our
dental department on the vessel often has needs.
We see many patients more than once and people are grateful for our help. There would be almost no
medical assistance without this ship. Therefore, I like to donate my free time and cover my costs such
as flights and accommodation in Myanmar.
Before we fly back from Yangon, we sometimes go to SEEDS restaurant. We are glad that one dollar
of each bill at SEEDS goes into our swimming doctors project. Ask the SEEDS staff for information
material about our project.

1

2

This allows us to detect the diseases that are very common in the delta region, such as diabetes, hypertension or tuberculosis. In addition, there are certain skin fungus and worm diseases typical of the
region, which we also notice. Although I have seen a lot during my time in the emergency service in
Germany, such diseases are also exciting for me and I learn from the local colleagues.
Our Burmese doctors are always in charge of the treatment while we are assisting. We discuss each
case, we think it through together and then look for the right treatment.
Older fishermen and farmers often suffer from chronic pain. Tooth decay is a big problem for kids. And
we repeatedly find serious illnesses such as heart defects or cleft palates. We cannot treat these cases on
the ship, instead we arrange treatments with specialists in hospitals in the region or in Yangon. That’s

(1) “She would probably die from this defect at some point”, says Ludger Potthoff. (2) Ludger Potthoff with
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a Burmese colleague on board of swimming doctors 3.
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Above: Ludger Potthoff and his wife enjoy their days in Yangon. Right: Ludger Potthoff with a Burmese
colleague on board of swimming doctors 3.
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TINT ZAW
23 years / junior chef / likes to meditate
My own restaurant will be modern, but traditional at the same time. I imagine preparing local foods
and using naturally produced furniture. Burmese food is often too sweet and too oily, a lot of curries
contain chemical sweetener. I want to create healthy and tasty Myanmar food. Of course the location
of my restaurant and the target group will be difficult to determine, but I am dreaming.
I bought a book about Asian cuisine once. I turned page after page and there was Thai and Lao food,
Japanese food, but no mention of Myanmar food. It made me feel angry but also sorry at the same
time. I remember thinking that I want to change this one day.
I had been burying myself in books from a young age, since my two brothers and two older sisters
were already teenagers and didn’t want to play with me. First I read cartoons and short novels for
kids, when I got older I moved on to biographies and dramatic literature. At my moms’s home in
Mandalay, Myanmar’s second biggest city, I have a room full of books. I am currently reading a book
about racial segregation in Africa.
− 32 −
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During my time as a high school student I went to a book shop every spare minute of my time. The
owner of the shop is my mentor, she is like my second mother. She used to help me with maths, a
subject I am not very fond of. Instead, I invested a lot of time into learning languages like English
or German. The more we express the more we can achieve is my motto. My mentor encouraged me
to tutor children in English at an orphanage. I have grown up without a father, he died from a heart
attack when I was two years old, I was eager to share my knowledge.
I volunteered at the orphanage for four years during my time at high school and my time as
an operations management student at SMVTI. I supported the orphans by reading out poems about
motivation I had written in my diary. I hope it helps them make their dreams come true.

» After going to school I began with a training
program as Operations Manager at SMVTI which
stands for Singapore Myanmar Vocational Training
Institute. The vocational school was founded in
2014 by the governments of both countries.
Many of my colleagues at SEEDS have qualified
by attending classes at SMVTI. «
When I passed SMVTI I got pretty busy. I had very good marks and was offered to go to Singapore
to attend a management class and gain professional experience. But at the time I heard about
Mr. Felix from SEEDS. I hid the fact from my family that I got that Singapore trip offered. And I
just followed my heart and applied for a job in his kitchen instead of going to Singapore. I had made
the right choice.
There I started at the cold section, moved to the hot section after and currently I am at the pastry.
Sometimes I also take cooking classes. And besides my job at SEEDS I just obtained another certificate
in hospitality tourist management from another school. I recommend everyone to respect vocational
training schools. This sector is underestimated compared to other sectors.
− 34 −

Tint Zaw and his mentor in front of the book shop on the street corner. Here he spent his youth.
− 35 −
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THAN WIN
34 years / maintenance / opened a grocery shop with his mother in law
Give me that plastic chair. No, I want to sit on that plastic chair during the interview, this business
chair is too wobbly for me. We are sitting here on first floor of the SEEDS restaurant where accountant
and director have their work spaces, their laptops, printer, files. Behind me are our lockers, change
rooms and a chill out area where our employees nap between shifts.
I am in charge of maintenance at SEEDS, I am an allrounder, a helping hand. I mostly take care of the
garden, but also recently had to renew silicone joints and clean the chiller. We are also having issues
with our electricity block as we have some power offs during the day, which I am currently looking
after. I make sure the generator works well to replace the insufficient power coming from outside into
our transformer.
So, I wrote down five pages about my life to prepare for our interview. I realized five pages are not
enough but I am ready now. I can give an overview of all the jobs I had. It’s a lot, it took me a while
to write them down.
− 36 −
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Thinking about my childhood I have nice memories, I am the oldest of two siblings and I always
enjoyed helping my father at work in Yangon. Until I was 15 I enjoyed being young, then I had to
start working in order to make money. My journey had commenced: I was helping to concrete at
construction sites first, later I was building pillars that were holding higher floors. Being a carpenter
at an early age is tiring, but I got good insights into crafting.

I was very lucky to meet Mr. Felix at a property I was maintaining, where he and Mrs. Lucia lived
about three years ago. I immediately liked Felix because he told me exactly what to do in a friendly
and open minded way, so I never had to be scared. I like to be precise and efficient. For example when
I take care of the five rabbits that are pets of Felix and Lucia I collect all receipts I have from ordering
pet nutrition and precisely document those expenses.

My next job was at a villa which was owned by rich people I actually never got to see. I think they
were military officials, I was confronted with a lifestyle far away form mine. Regardless of the pay not
being good, I worked very hard for them. Me and my colleagues had to work overtime a lot to receive
the cash we needed for our families. Even during extreme heat and torrential rain we were always
out on the construction site renovating that villa.

When Felix and Lucia moved into Inya Lake Hotel and they were very busy opening SEEDS I felt
lost. I did not want to stay at the property they lived in before. So I was happy to be hired as a house
keeper for them in their new apartment, but again I missed them being busy at work. So I asked for a
job at SEEDS and started as a daily worker before I got a contract. Now I mostly work in the garden
at SEEDS. I don’t need to explain how glad I am to be here, I guess?

A neighbor brought me into a government project after, I was painting a bridge. This is how I got into
painting, I did it in private households after. And then, let me look at the pages I wrote, I had so many
different jobs. Sometimes I was delivering material on trolleys from market to market, sometimes I
was a security guard, a carpenter, or a gardener. The latter is my favorite, because I am in charge of
making flowers flourish, it is a peaceful and balanced activity.

1

2

» My body got pretty exhausted being exposed to
chemicals for extended periods of time. «
In between various jobs I was occasionally unemployed and sometimes didn’t receive my salary. For
example when I was a plumber at a hotel construction site the subcontractor ran away with the money.
I spent quite a while in a paper factory, which was safe with regards to the salary. I was cutting paper,
cleaning or sorting material to be recycled. I was also engaged in the actual production site where I
cleaned paper with chemicals. We did not have any cover equipment doing this work, no masks, no
gloves. My body got pretty exhausted being exposed to chemicals for extended periods of time. Later
during my employment we had more and more electricity shortages which made the machines stop.
As a result my salary was decreasing as I was being paid on commission.
− 38 −

(1) Than Win noted down five pages to prepare for the interview. (2) He has been working hard all his life –
preferably in the garden.
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RENATO BUHLMANN
52 years / food and beverage expert / the shining, hilly landscape of Myanmar’s
Shan State reminds him of his home Switzerland
I started as a cook like many other people featured in this book. However, to be honest I was more
interested in where our food comes from and how the locals prepare it. Whilst still at school I quickly
understood that being a chef enables you to get out of Switzerland and travel around the globe. I worked
my first season abroad in Norway, when I was a junior chef, and returned to work in Switzerland the
following years until I became a sous chef.
After attaining my qualification, I desired to get in touch with my guests and work beyond the
kitchen. If you are a cook you can never really spend time with your customers, unless you get invited
for a one on one dinner in their suite. I wanted to talk to the people going in and out everyday. I was
fascinated by the hotel enterprise. What does a guest desire? How can one satisfy a guest or better
exceed his expectations?
I spent five years travelling around the world and gained further culinary and personal experience in
the US and Thailand before I ended up at in a hotel in Yangon. The city was a challenge back then.
Nevertheless, I stayed five years before leaving for the US again, then I moved to Morocco only to
return to Yangon two years later. Yangon. Again. This time my job was to deliver food and beverage
products to hotels and restaurants.
− 40 −
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One of my former team members and major partner today, Norman Chen, asked me about my Know
How in the field of food and beverage and that is how I became an expert and business consultant
in the field of hospitality. Together we developed a menu, including meat, seafood, dairy, pastry
products and other groceries.
I feel satisfied building something from scratch, making things happen. I think it is better to be out
there with people, contribute to their progress and well-being rather than to simply donate money.
At staff meetings after a shift I asked my team where they would see themselves in five years. Back
in the nineties my staff didn’t have a vision. Today they feel inspired. Sometimes I meet some of the
people that I used to work with in other hotels and kitchens, and they approach me with shining eyes:
“You remember that time you asked us…?” I enjoy that.
Anything is possible. I like to be a pioneer, to go somewhere most other people don’t go. My ideas and
my way of life might appear strange from an outsider’s perspective. Years ago we exported sausages
from Bangkok to distribute them in Myanmar. I was working with a German spice company which
organized a butchers’ seminar in China and which inspired me to produce our own sausages in
Yangon. It didn’t make sense to me to import sausages from abroad, given that the process was very
slow and tricky at the time.
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since October 2017 we have an outlet shop where customers can purchase ham for sandwiches or
sausages for a weekend BBQ in the park.
What else could be produced in this country? Myanmar has different climate zones; the heights of
the Shan Plateau are already known to be good for growing vegetables. It may perhaps be a perfect
environment for the production of meat. Unfortunately only a few people speak English, the place
is remote, infrastructure still needs to improve, and so building new factories and businesses proves
difficult. Things move rather slowly. You would have to be present most of the time.
The potential for projects in Myanmar is huge but developing new ventures usually takes more time
and energy than anticipated.

1

2

» At some point our warehouse and logistics staff
got curious: “what is Renato up to?” «
I decided to start my own sausage production in Yangon, using mainly local products. We installed
an extra room with cooling facilities near our warehouse and in the beginning I just made sausages
myself with a minimum of equipment. At some point our warehouse and logistic staff got curious:
“what is Renato up to?”
I trained a few of them through stealing some of the very few butchers working at hotels we worked
with. Those butchers improved our production and later became our clients buying sausages. That
was around eight years ago. Now we deliver to most of the hotels in Yangon, to some restaurants and

(1) Renato and his partner love traveling. (2) He imports wine by profession, but he also enjoys his products.
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His most outrageous project has been the backroom butchery.
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NYAN HTET NAING
19 years / bartender / feels in paradise when wearing his earphones
We stood in line, the military officers in front of us. Me and the other 39 military applicants had a
week of torture behind us. They cut our hair, we had to exercise in the heat, the food was disgusting.
We had interviews that challenged ourselves mentally and the Burmese hospitality my country is so
famous for had disappeared in the military school compound. It felt strange, I had no choice but force
myself to succeed in the army. I was just 15 years old.
They announced those who were chosen, name by name. My name was not mentioned, I am unsure
of the reason. I presume other applicants had higher military rank relatives than me. They were
the son of someone - bloodline matters in the Myanmar army.
I went back to Yangon to my grandfather and my mom I live with in a government apartment. My
grandfather is also in the military, not a high rank. My mom worked in an office of the health and
science ministry. Working for authorities saves your life in Myanmar: Our apartment is paid for by
the government and the military even supplies us with rice and soup, electricity and water.
I only know my father from pictures as he passed away when I was a baby. My mom later explained
to me that he died from malaria when staying in the jungle serving the army in a civil war conflict
zone. However, my mother and my grandfather encouraged me to apply after high school to join the
technical defense. Regardless of my efforts I didn‘t succeed.
− 44 −
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Back in Yangon I tried again, applied as a military nurse, passed the first round, went to the candidate
school, passed again. I had almost succeeded, waking up in the middle of the night for ten days
straight to clean the school’s facilities before running to lunch. Finally, I was sitting in the army's
medical office for a final check up. If I passed, I would have made it. I have 1.8 diopter each side,
usually I have to wear glasses. I had been hiding my glasses for ten days and hadn’t expected the
medical assessor to test my eyesight. I was busted.

» Finally, I was sitting in the army’s medical
office for a final check-up. I thought if I pass,
I would have made it. «
Back to Yangon. Again. A friend then introduced me to SMVTI and I learned about food and beverage,
as well as attending marketing classes. My knowledge about hospitality was pretty limited at the time.
When a teacher introduced us to bartending I caught fire, I discovered the elegant art of flairing in
the internet. Flairing is when you perform tricks with bottles, a Russian bartender inspired me with
his videoclips.
I realized I had to take my chance at SMVTI. I made the most of opportunities to work as a waiter in
different hotels while attending classes. Finally I passed the vocational school with flying colors, but
no hotel was able to offer me a full-time position as I was still a minor. I ended up working part time
here and there, before I received a phone call from my teacher, saying a restaurant called SEEDS was
looking for new recruits.
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social media, not only in regards to bartending, but also tattoos and fitness. I have a cocktail spoon
tattooed on my right arm and before I got more responsibility at SEEDS I was working out in the gym
frequently, now I just pump iron on my days off. I am thankful that SEEDS sends me to bartending
school, someliér classes, and even to Switzerland.
When the bar supervisor left a year after I started at SEEDS I was offered the same position. I’m pretty
proud of myself. Last year my position was challenged. My mom sat on a motorbike trying to answer
a phone call when the driver next to her turned right. She fell, not wearing a helmet. This is what I
was told by hospital staff visiting her while she was in a coma. The doctors said her head would be
like broken glass. I really wanted to stay with her before she died but I felt like my position in SEEDS
was in danger. Luckily SEEDS backed me up during this episode.

1

2

Initially I applied as a waiter to get into bartending. SEEDS already had a bar supervisor and another
bartender at the time, so I was only able to help out occasionally. However, I was very ambitious.
Each time my supervisor taught me a new drink I soaked up the new knowledge like a sponge, eager
for recognition. I’m still like that today: If you tell me the red color in Campari is from crunched lice
I will research online immediately.
Self tuition played a big role in my career as a bartender. I learn a lot online and for example study
vodka based drinks for a week before studying gin based drinks the next week. I get inspired on
− 46 −

(1) Nyan is on his way to become a first-class barkeeper. (2) After his shift he works out hard in the gym.
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JERZY “CAPTAIN” WILK
71 years / sailor and entrepreneur / His Golden Retriver's name is “Golden Army's
fly high to the star”. However, “Tucker” sometimes topples into the pond
I always wanted to go to sea. Back then in Burgdorf, near Hannover in Germany I didn’t want to go
to school, as that just annoyed me. I preferred sailing on the Steinhuder Meer every spare minute of
my teenage life. I do not know why, but some forces have always instinctively pulled me to the sea.
Upon my father’s advice I started as a sales trainee at an insurance company. But a change of heart did
not come about. I rather longed for the big wide world. I did not want to sail anymore, I wanted to be
on a larger vessel. At the age of eighteen, the time had finally come: I was free and finally got my first
seafaring book. I signed my first hiring contract for a big trip.
The ship went from Hamburg to Bombay in India via Cape Town to deliver grain. That was development aid at the time. We could not unload for three months because of the rainy season. And so I
was stuck in India for a long time. I loved it. Back in Germany we went straight back to sea. Next
trip: From Bremerhaven 70 days across the Atlantic and the Pacific. Then I went on vacation and then
another trip, and another trip. In the beginning I only had temporary contracts, later I was a
cadet, and an officer, until I finally got the captain's patent. Since then, everyone has been calling
me Captain Wilk.
− 48 −
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It was a great time, and I saw the whole world. But time was running at sea And so in Malaysia, I met
my wife, whom I married in 1979. I settled down in Penang, Malaysia, and only went to sea for six
to eight months a year.

I was just in my early 40's, when Uniteam's owner came to ask me if I would be interested in working
with him in the office in Cyprus. Uniteam is also a ship management company, which hires staff for
the ships of their customers. The crews were mostly from Myanmar.

At the end of 1989 I went to Yugoslavia, which was slowly beginning to fall apart. On behalf of the
company Uniteam, I took over supervision of a three-part series of so-called combined ships, on
which there are containers and general cargo with a large rear ramp. The third ship was delivered
in April 1991.

From Cyprus I should be in charge of Uniteam's Burmese crews. But I was in Cyprus for just
three weeks when my boss stood in front of me in the office and said, “It's nonsense that you're
here. You have to go to Yangon.” So I immediately called my wife, who was on her way to
Cyprus with our children: “I am turning back the container with our belongings. We are moving to
Yangon”, I said.

1

2

Back in 1992 in Yangon, we were struggling with the aftermath of the 1988 revolutionary student
underground. Things were working very slowly and inefficiently and the curfew demanded you had to
be home in the evening at nine. Everyone really knew each other in Yangon andthere were always the
same people at parties: ambassadors, UN staff and me. The British ambassador always organized the
best parties. He invited the people to drink at nine, we later slept on cots in his residence, and went
to work from there at five o‘clock.

» Stiftunglife built a hospital ship and put it
in the river delta of the South – I helped with the
construction. «
Under the guidance of Uniteam, I was supposed to make the shipping industry in Myanmar
more professional. It was all – and it still is – about training people properly. At the time, I trained
people in skills such as welding. Later, English lessons were added. Today, with Uniteam we offer a
full program to be able to send our sailors to all kind of vessels. It's about firefighting, ship safety,
and ship caring.

(1) Jerzy Wilk is a die-hard seaman. (2) Today, he likes to encourage young Burmese to succeed. He supports
young orphans to find a profession.
− 50 −

We offer lots of courses. I even bought a 2,500 m 2 area in which we have a swimming pool there, in
which we can drown a helicopter for simulation purposes, including the crew. This course must be
taken by all Burmese who want to work on oil rigs. Imagine such a course in Myanmar ten years ago!
− 51 −
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I officially retired in 2015. But I'm still in the board of directors in Uniteam. I now work for an old
Burmese friend who has invested heavily in infrastructure, a river port and two airports and he
runs three hotels and a few restaurants. I support him in the hotels and restaurants, as well as in the
business lounge at the airport of Yangon.
But my main interest still revolves around how I can help young people to succeed. It's about
motivation. Two-thirds of young people in Myanmar don’t graduate from school. But not because
they are stupid, but because the lessons are inappropriate. So, they have zero chances to compete in
the job market, which I then prepare them for. In order to do so, I still work a lot every day and have
constant personal contact with the people I promote.
Since 2009, I have been volunteering to look after an orphanage built by Uniteam owners in Thanlyin,
near Yangon. At the moment we have 59 girls and 77 boys between 7 to 18 years. What do we do
with the orphans when they have finished school? It is not easy to find jobs or an apprenticeship. For
example, I can find jobs for them at the airport, at the reception or in the kitchen. For many others I
am still looking for a good job though.

3

Over the years, we have also developed a partnership with Stiftunglife, which mentors younger
children in the orphanage and financially supports the elderly who have made it to the university.
I first met Jürgen Gessner in 2006, but a collaboration did not start until the cyclone Nargis hit
Myanmar. Stiftunglife built a hospital ship and put it in the river delta of the South – I helped with
the construction. Wherever we can do something together, I'm there. My advantage: I know the
country and its people and I have a large Burmese circle of friends.

Right: (1) In his spare time Jerzy Wilk enjoys spending time with his dog Tucker. (2) Here he takes part
in launching swimming doctors 3 in Yangon. (3) Wilk also supports nautical students hand in hand with
Stiftunglife.
− 52 −
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KYAW SAN TUN
43 years / executive chef / has a passion for French cuisine.
But his favorite dish has always been mutton curry
My mom left me alone in the kitchen. She did some other house work while I was going crazy in there.
At the time, when I was 11 maybe, everything revolved around mutton lamb curry in the kitchen for
me. Should I add more red or yellow curry? Should I do it more Indian or Burmese style? Of course
I created my own style – and it was the wrong way. Nobody liked my food.
She knew what she was doing. Play, try and fail. Every day I worked with my mother in the kitchen,
we cooked together, and I learned all the Asian recipes. She was a very well known and highly
regarded home cook in our village. We are from central Myanmar’s countryside and I am my mother’s
only child. My father was a soldier who was never really present.
The curries I cooked in the afternoon I packed for lunch for the next day. During school break I tried
my curry from the day before and thought about it. This is how I got better and better at cooking
mutton lamb curry and eventually our neighbors and my friends liked it.
I completed high school in the 1990s and applied as a military man for the army. But I had to learn,
I was simply too old at the age of 19 to join the Tatmadaw, the army. Instead I worked as a salesman,
selling clothes and plastic rubber materials in a department store in Yangon’s Chinatown. Later the
hotel industry emerged in Yangon. You have to understand that before the profession to work as a chef
did not exist in my country. I had no idea about professional cooking even though it was my passion.
− 54 −
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Then I applied at one of the upcoming hotels for a job in the kitchen, at Pansea Hotel. My career
as a chef started: I was cutting vegetables and got a position in the cold kitchen. After my shifts,
I took a look at the other sections. All the Chefs were French so I learned to love European cuisine.
It’s the best.
In the beginning I wrote down every recipe I heard of, I was very ambitious. While I worked in the
kitchen I was also studying zoology at the university – just as a back up in case I lost my job. In
Myanmar you have to take what you can get. Sometimes I cut open fish in the university to study and
thought about preparing fish at night in my section of the kitchen.
Six years later I became Chef de Partie for the hot section at a hotel in Yangon. After that I worked at
Park Royal Hotel in Yangon, which is a real institution in terms of food and beverages. I stayed for
almost two years, but I wanted to become a chef de partie. one day and in Myanmar I did not have the
opportunity to obtain a higher rank than Chef de Partie. At the end of 2005 I applied for a job in
Dubai – my wife and my two year old son were not too happy.
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I went home once a year to see my family at the time. After ten years in the Emirates I had enough.
I went back to the kitchen I worked at in Yangon before I left and I was disappointed. Nothing had
changed nor improved. A friend then told me about SEEDS and I applied here. SEEDS shows us a new
way of creating dishes and I learned about correct waste disposal, concepts of work differentiation
and how to take care of and manage my junior staff.
You know what babies always do? Cry. So I learned to listen to our young staff rather than
punishing them. It’s also part of a modern professional kitchen to know about the right balance of
educational models.

1

» You have to understand the profession to work as
a chef did not exist in my country until recently. «

Whenever I go back to my hometown to visit
my mom we do not cook together anymore.
She is very old and diabetic so we just eat out
together. My son is a teenager now and whenever
I prepare food his mouth is watering, but he
rather plays video games than cook with me.
That’s how the world works today.

2

The first hotel I worked at in Dubai had a show kitchen that I really enjoyed working at, because you
can interact with guests whilst cooking. Our team was very international: Filipinos, Indonesians,
Malays and a lot of Indians. It was interesting but also challenging due to communication issues as
we were all from different backgrounds. We learned a lot about each others‘ cuisines there, but not
the language (I learned a bit Hindi because the Indians outnumbered everyone else and I had to
understand them).
A Burmese taught me about Sushi here and I ended up working at the Sushi station of another
hotel later on. It was the complete opposite of my previous role, as we had to cook for room orders.
We never saw our guests and worked like cooking robots – no looking, no talking, 15 hours a day.
I was pretty busy.
− 56 −

(1) Kyaw San Tun is the second executive chef after Felix Eppisser. (2) He worked in the Arabic Emirates for
many years. Today he instructs junior kitchen staff.
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DR. OLIVIER CATTIN
55 years / doctor / if he is not on call for the emergency room he just
likes to spend time appreciating art in his home with a cup of coffee in his hands.
Just being present
I watched a DVD as I lay on my bed, a bit desperate in a hotel in Myanmar. I have always been
fascinated by Chinese medicine, I even learnt Mandarin and was supposed to work in a clinic in
Beijing, China.
I faced difficulties though; the job description for my job in the clinic in Beijing was not clear and my
contract was, let’s say, not okay. Laying on the bed I watched a silent movie about a Japanese soldier,
who left his comrades and became a monk in Myanmar at the end of World War Second. The only
words spoken in the movie are: “I don’t go, I don’t go…”
The next day my boss from Beijing called me to talk about my future position. I was supposed to leave
Yangon soon. But all I could utter was: “I’m not going.” I felt sorry to say that, but I just couldn’t say
anything else. That was 14 years ago and I am still living in Myanmar, the country where I’ve spent
most of my life, besides France, where I was born. Myanmar chose me – I did not choose the country.
The amazing landscape and warm natured people living here mesmerized me.
− 58 −
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When I first arrived in Myanmar, there was little going on. The country was on the road to recovery,
trying to find the inner balance of previous days. Poverty and constant conflicts have left the country
in misery and requiring medical attention. After a couple of years working with different companies,
I wanted to run my own clinic in Yangon. Today, I run this clinic in partnership with a Thai hospital
group. We don’t only see patients, but also participate in health education, providing training and
exchange programs with Thailand and the US. I am also the doctor for many expatriates living in
Yangon and some people featured in this book.
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clinic in Hanoi, Vietnam, where SARS epidemic was raging and I had to leave the country. And then
I landed in Myanmar, luckily.
I met Lucia and Felix at Le Planteur, the restaurant they managed previously to opening SEEDS.
They became my patients and my friends. I always enjoyed their passion for work and admired the
natural flow and harmony they are putting into their work. I sincerely hope they continue to stay on
and never leave Yangon.

» But all I could utter was: “I’m not going.”
I felt sorry to say that, but I just couldn’t say
anything else. «

1

2

My father was a well reputed doctor in France, but my first desire was to become a maritime biologist
when we were sailing in Bretagne in summer. Later, I realized that life hasn’t endowed me with a
mathematical mind, so I had to choose something other than biology. I studied medicine but had a
break to join the army in my twenties.
During my army time I twisted my knee, running. That injury changed my life as I could not walk
properly anymore. I became interested in Chinese medicine and Buddhism, which led me to acceptance
of my injury. I went back to the university and finished my medical studies as a general practitioner
and then opened a clinic in France offering general practice and acupuncture.
Later on, travel medicine and vaccinations sparked my interest and I faced another turning point of
my life. I met the director of a foundation who encouraged me to pursue studies in tropical medicine
in Australia. That was 20 years ago. My medical career abroad commenced! Different types of
tropical diseases fascinated me, especially the way parasites seek benefits from humans without
killing them. I became an expert in the field of tropical medicine and never returned home for work.
Instead, I worked as a physician in Jakarta, Indonesia, attending to mainly medical evaluations.
I supervised workers’ health in a dam project in Lao, which was run by the World Bank. I worked in a

(1) Art is the passion of the French physician. (2) Many guests at SEEDS admire Oliver Cattin, their doctor.
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Here, a French artist welcomes him at SEEDS.
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SAW DAYLIGHT ZAW
22 years / waiter / drinks two cans of beer before having a football match
because then he scores more
Can I record this interview? Because I want to show it to my father. Also I want to listen to my
pronounciation of English. This is so important for me as I want to work outside Myanmar to gain
more experience. Currently I focus on a British accent, I think it sounds cool, but is also hard to
understand.
My father is an English teacher and both my sisters and I study with him. Since my grandfather my
family is Baptist. My father gave me the name Daylight which is derived from David in the first book
of Mose. Saw is a modern version of the traditional Burmese name Zaw. So I am Saw Daylight.
About language skills, I think, it’s necessary to deeply understand differences between active and
passive for example and to be able to use correct grammar instinctively. Besides learning with my
dad I also study a lot myself. Social media help me and I also go to the cinema. They show movies
in English there, Hollywood or Bollywood movies mostly. I don’t have any favorites – I just watch
whatever is shown.
− 62 −
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Cinemas have become a trend recently. Downtown near Sule Square and East hotel are already three
cinemas. I go there with my sisters and friends on my days off. When I first went there I didn’t
understand much, I could only pick up small sentences. So when the people in the movie were
laughing I was laughing, when they were crying I was crying as well. My vocabulary improved while
I was going to the cinema. I write down new vocabulary in a notebook.
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» When the people in the movie were laughing
I was laughing, when they were crying I was
crying as well. «
I always write down new vocabulary in my notebook. Not only the cinema helps me to improve my
English, but I also pick up new vocabulary from social media. I memorize these new words until I
master them. And sometimes I record conversations I have. I carefully listen to my English part and
repeat it to improve my intonation. I'd like to have access to apps to watch series and movies. But those
apps are expensive.
Selling items and therefore vocabulary are important in my job. I have to be able to explain wines,
cocktails and different cheeses to our customers. SEEDS offers us rewards for items we recommend to
our costumers, like tickets for shows. I came to SEEDS after going to the vocational school. When I
finished in 2014 I worked in different hotels before my uncle told me about SEEDS.
Before going to vocational school I didn’t even know what food and beverage meant. I thought
“what is that?” Today I understand the difference between traditional consumption of food in
Myanmar with bare fingers and consumption of food with cutlery. In a professional restaurant there
is so much to discover: How to place a spoon on a table, how to hold beverages to be served, how to
consume food even.
Now I want to go abroad, to Dubai or on a cruise, maybe next year. I want to improve my skills
and maybe stay away for five years. At my new workplace I want to build good relations with new
colleagues and customers and therefore be fluent in English. After coming back I hope to get a higher
position in FnB and receive a higher salary as well.
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(1) Saw Daylight loves to mingle with guests and converse in English. (2) Sometimes he picks up English in
the cinema where he watches movies with his sisters and friends.
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KLAUS-MICHAEL KÜHNE
UND CHRISTINE KÜHNE
Kühne-Stiftung / together they achieved a lot in their lives
My wife and I were on a cruise on which a nautical chart was auctioned. This is a map painted by the
ship's crew displaying the route. We bought the chart and the proceeds went to Stiftunglife in order
to set up a school in Myanmar. This is how we got in touch with Stiftunglife.
I always wanted to travel to Myanmar. At the end of 2017, my wife and I flew to the school opening
after spending Christmas in Australia. The opening was amazing. The children wore beautiful
costumes, a monk and the mayor gave long speeches, music was played and people danced. Maybe it
was the event of the decade for the village and we were allowed to be the guests of honor. It was great.
Even today, I sometimes show videos of the opening to friends and we talk about it. We financed
another school, we made the renovation of two pagodas possible, and I financially support the
swimming doctors, the clinic ship in the river delta.
In 1890, my grandfather and his partner founded the logistics company Kühne+Nagel. In the second
generation, my father shaped the family business over a six-decade period, until the early 1960s,
when I took over. I completed an apprenticeship as a banker and then spent my whole life focusing on
expanding our business. Perhaps I worked too much and got married late. However, a lot of things
worked out: Kühne+Nagel has been listed on the stock exchange since the 1990s and we are one of
the largest logistics companies in the world.
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In 1976, I founded the Kühne Foundation with my parents. We promote academic training in
logistics, medical research, a liberal economic system and cultural diversity. We also provide logistical
assistance to developing countries. With our HELP Logistics AG we train the employees of NGOs
in Africa or the Middle East to improve transports of goods to populations in crisis areas. The
sticking points are always: how to get the relief supplies safely into the hinterland, in South Sudan,
for example, where terrorist organizations rule and the streets are destroyed.
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My involvement in Myanmar is actually an exception. But I am willing to support innovative
projects because the need is infinite. I thought about which technology project we can implement with
Stiftunglife, and then together we developed the idea to run water pumps with solar energy.

» The word ‘comfort‘ doesn‘t exist in my
vocabulary. I am a restless worker and a creative
mind, which is why I have achieved a lot in my life.
My wife and me agree that mobility matters.
We like to move forward to enrich our lives. «
2

An actually very simple system: In Myanmar, water pumps are often powered by a primitive diesel
generator. When the sun shines, the diesel generator is turned off and instead the water is pumped out
of the well via solar energy. The population comes by from all sides and gets fresh water. We develop
those solar water pumps in the countryside of Myanmar.
During our Myanmar trip at the end of 2017, my wife and I flew with a hot-air balloon for the first
time in Bagan. It was spectacular, a unique sight from above, but also a strange landing when the
basket almost toppled over. Immediately locals ran by and held the basket, which dragged across the
ground. After that we were quite happy to be outside again.
At the end of our trip, we celebrated New Year's Eve at SEEDS restaurant in a small circle. What a
surprise that two Swiss operate such a fine restaurant in Yangon. It was the right place for our last
evening in Myanmar, where I would like to return one day.
− 68 −

(1) One of the solar water pumps donated by the married couple Kühne is launched. (2) The Kühne couple
and Jürgen Gessner at a school opening in Myanmar. (3) The Kühne couple speaking during the school
opening. “The opening was moving me” says Klaus-Michael Kühne.
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NAY OO CHI
33 years / restaurant manager / takes three deep breaths before starting his shift
I had to leave my passport at the office of my employer, at the oil field in the middle of nowhere of
Qatar. I was just 18 years old and as far as I could see it was all sand, dust and oil pumps. When
I was hired in Myanmar I was told I would work at a hotel in Qatar, five stars, so I was excited to move
there. But they lied to me. Instead I had to check cars entering our oil plant facility. I noted down their
number plates. That was it, very boring.
Life in dorms of an oil plant in Qatar can be extreme. There were all kinds of nationalities, almost
hundred percent male, and we lived in terrible conditions in the dorms. The food was almost inedible,
bathrooms were inhygienic and our supervisors were intimidating, cutting our salaries while giving us
additional tasks. I could not talk to my family about it because they thought I was working at a hotel.
− 70 −
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I had to fight with bare fists to survive in the dorm. Mostly other workers were trying to tear us
Burmese down, there were only six of us. There were Hundrets of Filipinos and at night when our
supervisors were sleeping we had to defend ourselves in fistfights. Sometimes I even had to attack our
supervisors. The food is not enough!? So I threw my plate into their direction. On occasion me and
the other Burmese guys went into hunger strike to fight for our rights.
After three years I had enough and wanted to leave. My grandmother got sick and my family asked for
me to return. The Qataris did not want to let me go and had my passport. They said I could go but I
wouldn’t receive my salary. So I went to my employer and insisted I would not leave the office before
I getting my passport and my money. After two days they gave in and let me go. Qatar was horrible,
from the constant headache I lost all of my hair. I also lost my girlfriend in Myanmar during my time
overseas.
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I am managing the restaurant at SEEDS, so I mostly double check and control every step. I have to
run around all the time and while others have a break in the afternoon I am still busy preparing our
evening business, refill sugar, salt and pepper. I like being busy – it‘s not a problem for me. I also
like to listen to young staff and host every guest the same VIP way, no matter who they are. Just, if
someone tries to control me and take over my life like in Qatar or like my ex did I have to resist.

1

2

» I had to fight with bare fists to survive in the dorm.
Other workers were trying to tear us Burmese down. «
Despite the awful time, I headed back to the Emirates. This time to Dubai, where I worked in a
restaurant in the former biggest building of the world. There my FnB career started and I stayed in
Dubai for over ten years. After a while I earned good money, I could support my sister and when
I went back to Myanmar on vacation I traveled my own country for the first time.
In 2016 I finally left Dubai to come back to Myanmar. I married a lady of a befriended family. But our
marriage lasted only for eight months. It was hell, we were fighting all the time. My ex wife is jealous.
Once she even came to SEEDS, yelling at me during my shift. Our security had to throw her out and
to calm her down I was asked to leave my shift.
Her family is richer than mine so she wants me to join their business and stay at home with her. But
I want to have my own job, be independent. When we got divorced she didn’t even leave me my pants:
I had to write everything over to her, my apartment, car, all the watches and clothes I bought in
Dubai. Then she let me go.
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(1) As the restaurant manager, Nay Oo is pretty busy. (2) After going through the hell of working in the
Emirates, he travelled in his homeland. Here he sits in front of pagodas Myanmar is famous for.
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URSULA SCHNETZLER-BROERS
59 years / household consultant / likes to bake Black Forest cake
For all our school projects near Bagan, in the middle of Myanmar, the school itself is already there.
However, the buildings are often very simple: a few boards and timber support the roof of palm
leaves, wooden benches inside. On the side the schools are totally open. Now imagine: in the rainy
season countless liters of water fall on these constructions. The kids are soaking wet, learning is
impossible. Other schools are overcrowded and do not have separate classrooms.
With Stiftunglife we improve these conditions by building new school houses. We deliver the
hardware, so to say. A Burmese colleague and I supervise the projects near Bagan. I do this on a
voluntary basis. We drive to the villages and discuss how to realize new school buildings with
residents. Our foundation has already built around 80 schools total.
We build a school as follows: The villagers pay at least 20 percent of the costs themselves and we pay
the rest by donations from the foundation. We don’t give presents to anyone, but residents commit
to the project with their contribution money, if they want to improve their situation. The community
often grows together that way. We transfer the contribution money to a bank account from which we
later finance maintenance. In addition to the contribution money, residents have to assure they hire
teachers and clarify property rights where the school is built.
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We reimburse the money for the construction step by step, so we cover the salaries of the construction
workers and material costs. We always build the schools on the same fundamental plan, namely a
concrete basement, a steel construction with red bricks as walls and insulated corrugated iron
as a roof. We also provide proper toilets, including a sink. That way, the children have a proper
environment, allowing them to concentrate on learning.
Honestly, we are at the lowest level of education in Myanmar. A few maps of India hang on the wall
that the kids have drawn. Otherwise real school lessons do not exist. The English lessons are poor.
Unfortunately, with our foundation we have no influence on all of these things. That's up to the
government.
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and personnel planning. I lived in France, Mexico and most recently the Netherlands with my family,
because my husband worked as an agricultural researcher in these places. I have always been there for
our family, and I have previously contributed as a volunteer; in Mexico for exampleI renovated and
remodeled nursery homes.
Therefore, I was looking online for a new task. There are organizations that provide volunteer
projects for money. I was on the pages of such NGOs, I looked at the countries. I already knew South
America. Suddenly I saw like ‘brand new in our program‘: Myanmar. I knew immediately that I would
have to go.

Schools without wells do not have water, and 80 percent of schools do not even have electricity. When
it's hot outside, the teachers shut the windows. Then the classroom appears like a basement. I wonder
how children can learn to read under these conditions. And I wonder about the overall eyesight of
the Burmese. At least we started painting the classrooms white from the inside, so that not too dark.

» We don’t give presents to anyone, but residents
commit to the project with their contribution
money, if they want to improve their situation.
The community often grows together that way. «
We set up a water filter at the schools, the so-called PAUL, so that the children are able to drink
portable water there. We also offer solar lamps to the people in the villages. And we think further:
we try to enforce hygiene standards by teaching the children proper hand washing. We want to
stifle germs, such as when the little ones draw water from the clay pot with their dirty hands. While
there is still a lot to do in Myanmar's schools, we already have achieved a lot – and that makes
me very satisfied.
“What else do I want,” I asked myself at some point. I was missing something in life when my own
children left home. I'm a trained household consultant, I helped at nursery homes with accounting

Ursula Schnetzler-Broers supervised the construction of various schools in the bygone years. The kids are
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thankful: now they have clean hands and good eyesight.
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In 2013, I started teaching English at a monastery in Yangon. I arrived in February, the worst time
ever, because the children have exams and then vacations. The monks did not want me and my
colleagues to teach. That was a strong cultural shock. When my roommate and I got bored in our
room because we were not allowed to teach, she told me about the Stiftunglife, which would be very
active in Myanmar. That's how I got into it.
Although it is physically exhausting to drive to rural villages, I am always happy whenever I can
come back to Myanmar. Once we have built a school, my colleague and I go there regularly to see if
everything still works as we had intended it to. We rely on the surprise effect as we only announce
ourselves a few hours before arrival.
When we arrive and the toilets are closed, or the students are just cleaning the toilets, I know what's
going on. All in all, it helps that we visit the schools on a regular basis. I realize that while discovering
freshly painted and straightened doors. Although the Burmese often have no awareness of standard,
they like to satisfy us. That's the thing.
To raise awareness of structure and hygiene, our foundation has awarded a prize for the cleanest
school. When we announced the first price tears of joy even flowed among the school staff, and that
moved me. We promise to all schools to visit again in the upcoming years. Let's see who's going to win
the next 1 million kyat, about 600 euros.
Like many other volunteers of Stiftunglife, I visit SEEDS restaurant sometimes, where my friend
Lucia is waiting for me. Then I fly home and fall into a hole until I land in Myanmar a few
weeks later.

Right: (1) Min Min is the local employee taking care of the schools together with Ursula Schnetzler-Broers.
(2) Friends of Stiftunglife are the generous donors of the schools. (3) Stiftunglife also provides clean water
in schools. (4) Khu Khu, a local employee of Stiftunglife, realizing the foundation’s projects.
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AUNG PHYO MIN PAING
19 years / junior chef / still plays football every Sunday and likes to sing
in a Karaoke bar after
I couldn’t sleep the night before I had the job interview. I had no idea what questions the chef and his
director were going to ask, nor how to make a good first impression. I was 17 years old and completely
inexperienced. Not only that but my English was very poor at the time. Hence I was outstandingly
excited. This interview could be the turning point of my life – I was sure of it.
Before the interview I went to my regular class at SMVTI, a vocational training institute run by the
Singaporean and Myanmar government. My life had some ups and downs before I got to SEEDS and
without SMVTI I would have never ended up there.
My parents story is a forbidden love tale. My mother is a Lahoung, a Christian ethnic minority in the
North East Shan state of Myanmar – a conflict zone. My father is a Burmese buddhist. The Lahoung
and other ethnic groups in our area hate the Burmese and fight them violently with guns. Even though
my mother loves my father her community never accepted him.
I can understand the sentiment towards my father, he never shows emotion, it is impossible to read
his mind. He is a Tatmadaw Thar, a soldier in the national army. I feel like my parents never really
wanted me because of their difficult family situation and ethnic issues, which is why my aunt took
care of me when I was just six months old. I have lived with my aunt and her husband ever since and
I consider them my parents.
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− 81 −

RESTAURANT

SEEDS

IN

MYANMAR

/

FRIENDS

OF

STIFTUNGLIFE

My dad is one of the skilled taxi drivers in Yangon and my mom is a housewife. I’m their only child.
When I was younger I wanted to be a football player, I played every day, but my dad could not afford
to send me to a professional sports school to develop my talent. At the same time I became sad over
issues with my physics teacher. I couldn’t stand the subject and didn‘t get along with him – I had to
find something new.
I wanted to join the army to fight real enemies. Army soldiers are highly regarded in Burmese society,
salaries are good and you can attain a lot of power. But – I only achieved 342 marks at the admission
examination instead of the required 345 marks. I had failed. I attempted to join another way, by
applying for a job at the IT unit in the army. Unfortunately I was told my heart was too weak at the
physical examination test. I had no chance.

» What is this? Motivation?
I had never heard about it previously. «
At this point I felt like I had lost everything in my life. I went home and sat with my parents, I still
live with them today. Whenever we sit together we eat, we also cook together often. Preparation of
food and eating plays a major role in our family. This is the reason I contemplated becoming a chef.

RESTAURANT

SEEDS

IN

MYANMAR

/

FRIENDS

OF

STIFTUNGLIFE

I felt ashamed and thought I had lost an opportunity by making a bad impression. I believe SEEDS
must have realized my wish to become a chef while I was pondering the meaning of motivation.
I was motivated every day during my chef apprenticeship, but quickly realized how difficult the
profession can be. It is quite similar to the army, you have to be precise and follow orders. I was still very
young when I started as a pastry chef at SEEDS. Sometimes I made mistakes by being headless: once I
wasted the last eggs left in the kitchen trying to prepare a dessert. Imagine a star kitchen unable offer the
chosen dish. What a shame. I matured quickly in my first year and I have to thank the senior chef of the
kitchen. I am grateful that I have become a chef because it will allow me to buy a house and a car one day.
I need both to be able to marry my girlfriend. It is another forbidden love story. We have been together
since we were 14 years old.
While I worked in the kitchen she started to work for SEEDS as a cashier. After our shifts we went
home together, her parents worry about us being too close to one another. They won‘t accept our love
and her father even made my girl resign from SEEDS. So I will continue here and once I have a house
and car her parents won’t be able to resist if I ask for her hand.

1

2

Later I met an old friend from school, he recommend to go to SMVTI to check subjects. I was a trainee
in various hotels in Yangon for eight months before I stumbled across SEEDS. My teacher at SMVTI
informed me that there would be job interviews soon: Whoever wanted to apply for a junior chef
position could try, he said. I remember thinking that my dream might finally come true.
The day of the interview, after a sleepless night, my teacher called me at 9 AM to leave the classroom,
even though the interview was not due to start until a couple of hours later. So I waited over an hour
in the empty classroom and it felt like forever. Tears of sweat were running down my face, my knee
was bouncing up and down with more beats per minute than my heart.
The interview commenced. I was asked what motivated me to apply for the role. What is motivation?
I had never heard about it previously. The director of SEEDS explained it to me during the interview.

(1) Aung Phyo finally found his profession. (2) As a chef he wants to save money to buy a house and
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car later on.
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VINNY KUAH
47 years / real estate industries manager / doesn’t like cigarette smoke at all but
enjoys cigars occasionally
I actually wanted to go to Egypt. I was surfing the internet and somehow got redirected to an
interesting website of a unique hotel in Transylvania, which is a part of Romania. I called the owner
of the hotel to find out more about the village in Transylvania. Only a few minutes later I was
confident: “I am coming”. Some weeks later this guy from the hotel in Romania picked me up at
the airport. In the car he told me he didn’t believe ‘this Singaporean woman’ would show up – he
thought it was a joke.
None of my friends do things like that. Fly to somewhere remote by themselves to stay in a hotel
nobody ever heard of. When I want to do adventurous and crazy trips, I have to do it alone. I travelled
South America for six months. In Quito, Ecuador, I ended up in the old city, which I was warned not
to stay in, because it’s a dodgy neighborhood.
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RESTAURANT

I remember, how an old man came out of his shop to warn me not to carry my camera visibly. How
a lady stalled me in a local wet market to tell me not to leave via a specific exit, as it is dangerous.
I travelled further to the Galapagos Islands. There I hired a boat taxi to take me from one island to
the other. The taxi driver brought his grandson along and I felt a bit vulnerable all by myself with two
strange men on the boat. Sometimes I wonder why I just trust people.
But all of that is part of the thrill that I am seeking. What would I discover at Quito’s new city,
which is a bit more cosmopolitan, like Tokyo, New York, or Berlin? These are great cities to visit as
well but it does not give me a unique experience. I like to visit countries that are distinctly different.
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My interest in foreign ways of life, ways of expression and the environment surrounding us has taken
me to countries such as Nepal, Bhutan, Cuba, Lebanon and Iran.
Wherever I go I bring my camera with me. I actively seek to document local people’s way of life with
my photographs, and capture those cultures of the world that are gradually disappearing when it
comes to food, crafts, rituals and customs. In Romania I documented traditional shoe and hat maker’s
venues. I have a strong interest to portray the true people behind the pictures. Their eyes, face and
hands tell us where they come from, where they are now.
Especially hands have stories to tell for me, they are secretly subjective, they can give deep background
information, and you can even see the future in them. It is sometimes difficult though to explain my
ideas to my subjects featuring in my photos. In Nepal I tried to convince a gardener to show his hands
while digging a hole. But he didn’t stay still. However, I was able to shoot some hands on my journeys
to depict the people’s life and culture behind.

» Their eyes, face and hands tell us where they
come from, where they are now. «
I compiled all my experiences in a travel photo book that I produced back in 2012. I managed to
raise funds for a local charity in Singapore, where I am from. I have spent almost my entire working
life outside of Singapore though, in Hong Kong, or in Vietnam, where I spent two years in Hanoi.
I worked in Shanghai and Beijing for more than 10 years. Working in a foreign country means
adapting to it. I guess my curious nature brought me abroad, seeking different perspectives of life.

(1) Whenever she is not taking photos, she works in real estate. (2) Vinny Kuah has seen the most remote
places on earth. Here we see her on the rocks of the pyramids of Luxor in Egypt.
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One of my early travel journeys brought me to Myanmar in 2004. I remember I loved the entire
experience during my trip, visiting Pagodas and lakes I had the feeling I would come back to this
country. And what is my fate? Twelve years later I was given the opportunity to work in Yangon.
Here I discovered SEEDS, a serene oasis filled with a beautiful soul and amazing food, one of my best
discoveries ever. There is nothing like the feeling of sipping a drink by the lawn, wearing my hat and
looking out at the water in front of the restaurant. Thank you for making those memories, SEEDS.
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AYE AYE AUNG
35 years / housekeeping / is keeping her house when not housekeeping at SEEDS
After I was born in Yangon I grew up with my family in Ming Hla, a village in the countryside in the
North of Myanmar. I moved there with my family, as we couldn’t afford to live in Yangon at the time.
We joined my parents families in our village and my father worked as a farmer.
In addition to being a farmer, my father occasionally worked in construction back in Yangon. My
brother often wanted to join my father on his journeys to the capital. One day my father left in the
early morning for Yangon, my brother followed him to the train station. He never returned.
He was just 17 or 18 years old at the time, I was eight. Since my father did not allow my brother to join
him in Yangon, I think my brother found friends being a teenager in Yangon. I believe those friends
were soldiers in the Tatmadaw, our national army. That is what our relatives heard many years later.
But these are just rumors and until today we don’t know what happened to my brother. I just hope
he is alive.
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Some months after my brother disappeared I had to cope with another blow. It happened when I was
still at school. I came back at lunch time, my aunt told me that my father wanted to pick fruit from a
tree in the morning. He made a mistake. Usually we pray and ask permission to harvest a tree. We do
so in touching the tree with our foreheads. My dad was drunk on whiskey, common for people in the
countryside and he forgot to ask permission to harvest.

» Hence, I stopped going to school.
Initially I sold ice cream in the street, sometimes
watermelons, too. «
My father climbed the tree, fell, and broke his bones. After two months in hospital he died from
inner bleeding. My mother and I fell into deep grief after losing first my brother and then my father.
My mother, preoccupied with grief unable to look after me, put me into the care of my grandmother,
who lived in Yangon. So I moved back to the capital.
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I struggled a lot in my life. Finally I found my job at Seeds through a friend I knew from garment
industries. She worked at SEEDS too and recommended me. This job is definitely more relaxed than
the other jobs I had when I was a child.
My mother died when I was 16. She had Asthma and was treated with traditional medicine instead
of going to a licensed doctor. My grandmother passed away last year. I now live with my new family.
My friend that I have known from previous jobs and her son. The struggle is not over – my friend is
unemployed and I am covering rent from my income. One day I want to have my own family, my own
husband and kids.

1

2

My grandmother has nine children, some of them even younger than me. We didn’t have enough
money to live, so I had to work at an early age to support my new family and hence stopped going to
school. Initially I sold ice cream in the street, sometimes watermelons, too. At night we ironed other
people’s clothes.
Despite working long hours, we struggled to make a living and my grandmother got into debt with
several people. I became a maid, babysitter and nanny for some of the households we owed money to.
I don‘t have happy memories from my time as a teenager, as I had to work long hours doing repetitive
tasks and was forced to grow up quickly.
One day when I visited my grandmother my cousin offered me a job in a garment factory. That’s how
my careers in the garment business started. First, I produced labels to be stitched into the collar, later
I went back close to our village in the countryside to sell traditional clothes and blouses. After that I
got a good job near the Thai border. I looked after quality control for textile exports. This job secured
me a stable income for several years.
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(1) Aye Aye is the good fairy of SEEDS as she is in charge of cleaning. (2) Sometimes she enjoys going to
the shopping mall. But preferably she stays at home.
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ANA CECILIA CERVIGNI
AND MATTEO MARINELLI
34 and 39 years / perfume designer and microfinance banker /
are very busy with their dog Jackie, a feisty Beagle
Ana Cecilia: An image speaks more than a thousand words they say. A smell does even more, I think.
It speaks directly to the soul. When you smell, your brain doesn’t think. It feels.
I have been working as a creative director in the fashion industry in Italy, where I grew up, and in
Spain’s Barcelona and in Asia in the past ten years. I always took fashion seriously. But honestly,
I think fashion is distorted nowadays. Fashion is a way of expressing yourself, communicating with
images you create – which now means expressing fashion through social media like Instagram. Today,
the industry and customers put more emphasis on marketing rather than the real substance of fashion,
which comprises quality and ethical meanings. I feel a bit detached to fashion. For now, I am glad to
take a break from the industry while exploring the world of perfume.
Perfume is different. It is invisible. And yet so powerful. You can read a description online, but
would you buy a perfume online if you hadn’t smelled it before? I thoroughly enjoy being a perfume
designer in my studio called KUKA-Aromateque at Inya Lake Hotel in Yangon. The name KUKA
was chosen by my husband Matteo, who was called Kuka as a little boy; it literally means seagull in
Matteo’s Italian local dialect. As a boy he was deeply touched by the message of freedom in a novel
he had read called seagull. For us the term Kuka stands for nomad discovery since we started our
relationship six years ago.
− 92 −

− 93 −

RESTAURANT

SEEDS

IN

MYANMAR

/

FRIENDS

OF

STIFTUNGLIFE

To be able to move from one industry to another, I have studied hard and earned professional
certifications as a perfume designer from Thailand, the United Kingdom and Italy working alongside
memorable perfume masters. At my studio I create perfumes on request – but I also invite people to
visit my studio and create their own fragrance through a sensorial experience. In a society filled with
technology and social media returning to sensuality can be a journey in itself.

» Living in Yangon was a bit more adventurous
than today: the cost of a SIM card was going
well above 300 dollars, we had an unstable
internet connection, and taking a taxi was always
an adventure. «
“Why should I create my own fragrance?”, some people ask, as they can just go and buy one in any
shopping mall. In my aromateque I have over 400 raw materials and blends in what I call my perfume
organ. My visitors can smell between top, middle and base notes and compile their own individual
scent. During the experience I host and guide my guests smelling middle notes first to create the heart
of their perfume. Base notes are heavy molecules that last longest, finally they choose the melody, or
top notes, hints of energetic and volatile molecules. You will be amazed how intense, sometimes odd
ingredients smell before they work together in a composition.
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a blend aroma therapy. When I left Italy to work in Barcelona I came back to my hometown
occasionally. During one of my trips home, back in year 2011, I went to a bar and met Matteo
through a mutual friend. It’s crazy. We grew up just 20 minutes from each other but we had never
met before.
Matteo: Today we are married. I met Cecilia during my mini sabbatical. I was based in Cambodia
as a micro-finance banker at the time working for a financial holding from Singapore. I had to
leave Cambodia for a while because of my slipped herniated disc, which needed medical attention.
I couldn’t work and instead went back home to Italy for surgery. It was during this time that I met
Cecilia, exactly a year later, and we started dating.
I’m a banker for the poor, fighting for economic equalities, trying to improve this country’s agricultural industry. It’s the job I wanted to do all my life, or let’s say, I wanted to be a socially responsible
banker since my early days. In 2001, during my first micro-finance internship in Bangladesh, I knew
this would become my career. I’ve been to more than 50 developing countries for work from Africa,
the Middle East to South East Asia. Very often, these countries are post-conflict areas such as the
Balkans and Afghanistan.

1

2

It’s amazing for me to see how people create perfumes individually matching their desires and needs.
I had some of the SEEDS staff in my studio. The housekeeping lady Aye Aye created a wonderful
perfume, which made us all murmur, it was surprisingly different. Another waiter created a tough,
sandal-wood king of the jungle perfume. We had so much fun. I recently had another customer:
a lady brought a picture of the landscape of her childhood in Poland and she wanted to create a blend
for that image by recreating her memories with a smell. What a beautiful challenge that was!
I was born in Argentina and when I was five years old we moved to Italy. I remember I was a nose
since early childhood. When my mom had a headache I would buy essences in a local store to create

(1) Ana Cecilia Cervigni in her Aromateque. (2) Her clients can choose between basic, middle and top notes.
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I left Italy in the year 2003 and never came back. I’ve lived in Thailand, Bangladesh, Tanzania,
Afghanistan, Cambodia, Switzerland and Myanmar. Yangon has been our home since December
2013 and Myanmar was the destination that my previous employer told me I would go, so I
packed my bags and headed to the Golden Land. After three years here, with a prospect of moving to
Singapore, I decided to leave the Singaporean firm and instead take the challenge as the CEO of
Maha Agriculture Microfinance.
Maha is owned by the largest group in the agricultural sector in the country, Myanma Awba Group.
Our core business is to give micro-loans to farmers and small or medium enterprises. I currently
manage a team of 190 staff, we have 32 branches across 8 regions and we serve more than 31,000
active borrowers.
Living in Yangon is fun and we do enjoy the ease and friendliness of the Burmese people. We had been
together for only a year before deciding to live in Myanmar. Cecilia followed me and she worked in
Yangon as a freelance fashion designer for the first few years. She moved here for me, so I wanted our
house to be prepared for my princess before her arrival, especially since this was her first time living
on the Asian continent.

2

3

We had a lot of power cuts in our house back in 2013, when she arrived. Living in Yangon was a bit
more adventurous than today: the cost of a SIM card was well above 300 dollars, we had an unstable
internet connection, and taking a taxi was always an adventure. Sometimes we had to just say
“fuck it”, laugh and move on. Overall it is and has been a great experience living and working in
Myanmar and its lovely people continue to host us in a place we now call home. SEEDS is a special
venue for us, and since we are renting an apartment at Inya Lake Hotel and walking distance from
SEEDS, we go to Lucia and Felix on a regular basis. Our home away from home.

Right: (1) Matteo Marinelli is a banker for the poor. (2) Anna Cecilia Cervigni has always been a nose, she
says. (3) Matteo’s loans are used in retail – but mostly in the countryside like in this image.
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KHIN ZAW LATT
39 years / painter / paints together with his wife in a small room on the first floor
of his house, the window opened, birds twittering in the silence
It was different than today when I was first took the ferry between Yangon downtown and Dala, a
poor township on the other side of the river. People have to take this ferry every day to go to work and
return home, some even have to go back and forth twice or more. Today there is space andI’m sitting
on the deck in shade right now. Japan supports Myanmar running a ferry line between the riversides.
When I first took the ferry some ten years ago, people hurried to get in and there was not enough
space. They were fighting, struggling, sometimes falling. When the ferry arrived they were pushing
each other out of the way to get off, it was dangerous and there was a gap between the ferry and
land. Regardless, people never hesitated, they never looked back. They kept going. They were moving
forward.
Moving forward is the title of one of my collections. I felt so uncomfortable on this ferry, this
situation was typical for Myanmar. I depicted this situation in my paintings and won the first prize in
the country’s second contemporary art competition for a painting within the collection.
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Today before entering the ferry I met a young man from Dala, who is offering tours to tourists.
Wearing a clean white shirt, he has become chubby over the years. I have known him since his days
of selling sweets and flowers to those entering the ferry in Dala. He recognized me andwe had a chat.
He is married, seems satisfied and well off enough today. I painted him among other kids within my
street stories collection.
Why don’t people see these poor kids? That’s what I thought when I travelled Mandalay years ago.
Street kids were sitting at the feet of Pagodas, trying to sell something. Do we look into their faces,
their eyes? I painted giant portraits of their faces, to give them an expression, a voice.
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For me the image is important of those street kids touching their left ear with their right hand, turning
their arm over the head. This exercise shows: If you can touch your ear you are grown enough, mature
enough to go to school. Some people look at the paintings in my collection and say: “Look. Just like
us, when we were kids.” But I say: “No. They will never go to school.”
For me being an artist in Myanmar is more a political statement than about beauty. And it can be a
walk on the line. When I painted the lady in red, a portrait of Aung San Su Sii, military officials had
many questions: “Why is this all in red, why don’t you just paint the lady in a common way?” The title
of this well-known painting is: Just a portrait. You know?!
Other paintings like the collection of Buddha paintings, also raised the attention of the military.
I stamped Buddha’s face with quotes of his own teachings and philosophy to encourage observers
questioning their beliefs. I was selected in the top five out of 300 national artists in 2004 and this
collection was the initiation for my career as a professional painter. For the military it was just a
childish play though and my exhibitions were never censored like those of other artists. If you want
to exhibit in Myanmar, you have to show the collection to military officials in a preview.
Over the years, after establishing myself, I started thinking by myself, specializing and expressing
myself. That wasn’t always the case. I come from a humble village in the countryside, my mother is a
dancer and my father a musician, but they were too poor to be artists, they had to farm. My brother
moved to Yangon at an early age to become a painter, and sowas a role model for me, but so far away.
I wanted to be like him.
I was 16 years old when I left my hometown to live with my brother, I attended the art university that
is teaching the traditional way of painting. It is not open-minded, not modern, it is more like a military
school for painters: first year pencil, second year water color, third oil, then you write your thesis.
That’s it. You learn skills there, but not how to think.

(1) Khin Zaw Latt with the young man he got to know as a street kid. (2) This girl is begging in the
harbor to survive.
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Books were luxury at the time but I managed to get some art books to study myself. I also traveled out
of Myanmar when finishing university. Hong Kong and my self-tuition with books opened my eyes.
I had the desire to make a difference as an artist and to send a message.
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» It was dangerous and there was a gap between
the ferry and land. Regardless, people never
hesitated, they never looked back. They were
moving forward. «
Today I’m married to an artist and we have two children. Since having succeeded, attending the World
Economic Forum as a young leader for example, I try to share and support young children in my
country. To fulfill my vision, I have built a bamboo school eight years ago, which has always been my
dream. An artist villa, a creative hub for kids.

3

Here 30 kids between the ages of eight and 25 years study art but also English and I recently
installed a computer room. My students attend my school in addition to regular school. I also run an
atelier downtown where young artists can exhibit their art. Besides that, my home has an atelier on
ground floor.
Lucia came to the bamboo school when she was still managing Le Planteur and she supported
bamboo school by providing food for my students. My wife and I really enjoy SEEDS as an artistic
restaurant and created two walls here – just for fun.
4

Right: (1) The painter’s art is politically motivated. (2) He often highlights the social inequality in his
country… (3) …and the life of people from slums like Dala. (4) Today there is a safe ferry between Dala
and downtown Yangon.
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HNIN HNIN
25 years / front desk / likes to sing and dance at home
I was washing plates and putting all our chairs together. Then my father and I closed our family
owned traditional restaurant as we did every night on Mingla market in Yangon, a central market
station offering food. Since I was ten years I had helped my father every day, more than any of my
five siblings.
The next morning we got up early to take the two hour journey back to our restaurant. We crossed
the river by ferry, carrying rice and dishes we wanted to sell during the day. When we came closer to
the market I noticed a strong smell, a mixture of rotten clothes, plastic and metal. I saw people sitting
on the ground crying while firefighters collected their equipment.
At first, I didn’t realize we had lost everything. It took me a while. Our restaurant had vanished.
My father and I took the ferry back still carrying all our food. Not many people were on the ferry at
noon so we had room to sit on the ground, my head was empty, my father talked to himself. About
future, about how to explain this to my mother, when we would arrive at home.
− 104 −

− 105 −

RESTAURANT

SEEDS

IN

MYANMAR

/

FRIENDS

OF

STIFTUNGLIFE

The next morning we had so much food, like on a holiday, it was all the left over food from the day
before. My mom said we should eat just a little though, because this is all we have for a while.
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My mother has a powerful soul, she never gives up. She is the boss of our family. As my father did
not know how to start again, my mother decided we sell our house and move closer to the market to
open another restaurant. We rented a very small house we still don’t own today. I was 14 when the
fire happened.
In the following years I was going to high school and after 2 PM, when classes finished, I went to our
new restaurant to count money. After that I bought ingredients for the next days and brought them
to my mother at home, where she prepared the curries. The new restaurant was developing well, after
some years we had more chairs than the first one, we also had two coworkers and when my father was
not there I was their boss. My mother never came to the new restaurant though.

» At first, I didn’t realize we had lost everything.
It took me a while. «
And then it happened again. The second big fire at Mingla market burned down our new restaurant.
Can you imagine that? What should we do? We didn’t have a choice. We just had to start from
scratch aagain. My family was not the only family affected by the fire. One of the buildings creating
the market was totally destroyed. When the fire started on a Saturday night 50 firefighters were
battling against it. However, 1600 small shops burnt down in that giant complex. An estimated
damage of 36 Billion Kyat was caused by the flames – that is 25 Million Euro. What a tragedy for all
our family businesses there.
We never give up. We had to save money where possible so we saved my tuition fee and instead of
going to classes I had to study at home. However, in 2017 I graduated with an English bachelor, my
parents are in their fifties and are retired now. I worked as a bartender and cashier before coming to
SEEDS where I now work at the front desk. Today, I am the only one in the family earning money, as
my older siblings have already left my parent’s house. I am the boss now.
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(1) Hnin Hnin and her colleague take care of welcoming guests in the restaurant. (2) This involves booking
and reserving tables, as well as invoicing customers.
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NORMAN CHEN
51 years / importer / says Monsoon time is meditation time /
runs marathons when not on a retreat
I was always close but not close enough. Growing up in Singapore I loved racket sports like badminton,
table tennis, and tennis and was often excused school lessons to represent my school in competitions.
There was so much limelight associated with my success in sports that I was oblivious to academic
importance. But the older I got the more my interest declined, as I had realized that I would never be
a professional sports star.
To enroll in higher education in Singapore back in those days you need to be in the top 25 percent.
Again, I wasn’t close enough. I left Singapore to study in the US when I was 16 years old. I wanted
to understand the biology and psychology behind sports activities, understand skills and motivation.
I graduated with a sports and psychology degree from a university in California.
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I had to go back to Singapore to serve the army for more than two years, which was the best experience
and education stepping into a career world. Following my army days, I was an assistant manager in
a fitness center. I liked to mingle with people, sat with stakeholders of companies, engaged in sport
activities with them and finally entered top business circles.

» Being a businessman in Myanmar is
challenging. Those who want to invest may always
face intimidation and threats here. «
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industry was threatened, exhibitions were forbidden to display wines, and suppliers taken to court for
import infringements.
I supplied Lucia and Felix when they were running Le Planteur, and we became close friends. During
those difficult years my company faced, Lucia and Felix were always there to support me. We used
to go for runs together, brainstorming ideas on how to solve issues. Later I supported SEEDS in its
very first hours, sourcing a potential location for the restaurant and where we are now sitting today.

1

2

I got offered a job at a bank in Singapore, where I obtained my financial knowledge. Through private
banking in the early 1990s I got to know rich and successful people. A friend of my father was a big
business man in Myanmar, distributing for British American Tobacco. In 1995 I left Singapore to
work for him as a duty-free operator in Myanmar.
At the time we had several duty free arrangements between border points in Myanmar for different
goods. I learned about logistics and import at the time and got in touch with five star hotels in
Myanmar, purchasing food and beverage from us.
3

Two years later I had the opportunity to start my own business. I formed Quarto – a company
supplying groceries to hotels, together with my partner Renato Buhlmann. I met him in a hotel
I supplied with products, we began to expand the hotel supply distribution business to Cambodia
and China. Today, besides food distribution we run restaurants and a wine distribution together.
Since founding my company I have been through a lot of the downs of the bygone days in Myanmar:
the very disturbing monk revolution in 2007 when Buddhists were fighting Buddhists, the cyclone
Nargis and the recent tensions in Rakhine State. The international community refuses to come to
Myanmar as a result of these crisis, which is why we struggle to make a living.
(1) Norman Chen and his wife on a kayak tour in the South of Myanmar. (2) Dining is important to the

Being a businessman in Myanmar is challenging. Those who want to invest may always face
intimidations and threats here. For example, from 2013 to 2014, the entire wine distribution

importer and restaurant expert. Here he sits with his daughter. (3) In his spare time Norman Chen is
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committed to orphans. Here he stands in front of the NGO Pencils for Kids Inc.
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SRUTI DALMIA
34 years / fashion designer / wakes up at 6 AM every morning to stretch while
having a green tea before starting her creative work
At our atelier, my team and I often design embroidery on big yards of fabrics that can be used for
multiple purposes. Once we had two ladies, one from India and one from Myanmar, who eventually
purchased the same piece cutting it in two different parts.
The Indian lady wanted the fabric dyed in red and she requested more embroidery on the existing
piece. The Myanmar lady asked for the sequins to be removed instead and asked for more simplicity.
This example does not necessarily speak on overall taste or cultural difference, but sometimes
situations like this one enriches my professional experience.
Indian and Burmese cultures are alike, however the fashion taste of women can be similar in some
ways and completely different in others. It’s very interesting for me as a fashion designer to explore
these differences and create outfits that suits their preferences without compromising on creativity.
Most of my Myanmar clients are smart, confident new age women who are doing well professionally.
They love sophisticated, classy outfits that suit their strong personalities. One thing that binds Indian
and Myanmar women who are my customers is their love for precious jewelry, and I often design
clothes keeping these preferences in mind.
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At our fashion atelier, we release four collections in the ‘ready to wear’ category per year and create
women’s wear for special occasions, primarily for weddings. We meet by appointment so that we can
pay personal attention to our client’s wishes and visions.
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I am the third generation in my family to carry forward our women’s clothing business. The first
fashion boutique was founded by our grandmother back in the 1980s in India, which today is still
actively managed by her and my mother. I followed their footsteps and today I run three boutiques –
one in Myanmar and two in India. We have a diverse mix of Indian and Myanmar employees who are
the soul of our company.
My father in law first arrived in Myanmar in 1995 when my husband was still in school. He started
his own business in agricultural commodity trading sector in Yangon.

» Most of my Myanmar clients are smart, confident
new age women who are doing well professionally.
They love sophisticated, classy outfits that suit their
strong personalities. «
I met my husband in England while we were at university. That’s when he first told me that if we got
married, maybe one day I’ll move to Myanmar, because he might be a part of his family business. The
first few years of our marriage I lived in Singapore. It was in 2014, when we wished to start our family
and have a child, and we decided that a move to Myanmar would be nice for the child, as it would
mean growing up with grandparents in Yangon. So I packed my bags and moved from Singapore to
Yangon. In December 2014, my husband and I were blessed with a baby boy.
Myanmar has a fair balance between life and work. I love doing activities with my son who is now
four years old. We play football and he loves painting and music. I do not miss India much because I
get to travel there every month to manage my business and customers there. But compared to living
between Delhi and Yangon I would chose Yangon. Life is much simpler here. It’s far less populated
and less commercial making choices easier.

(1) Sruti Dalmia lives for fashion. (2) Creating clothes is a tradition in her Indian family.
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My work often gets published by various fashion magazines in Myanmar. One day, one of the fashion
editors told me about how Lucia from SEEDS viewed my work and appreciated it. I was a regular
customer at SEEDS but I always remained anonymous. The next day I picked up the phone and called
Lucia to introduce myself. I had my first shoot at SEEDS the very next day.
− 115 −

RESTAURANT

SEEDS

IN

MYANMAR

/

FRIENDS

OF

STIFTUNGLIFE

STIFTUNGLIFE IS
COMMITTED TO THE CAUSE
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Several coincidences brought the privately run Stiftunglife to Myanmar in 2006. Until today, we have
been supporting wonderful initiatives, as well as witnessed the societal change in the country. We
met interesting people along the way, who have been aiding our involvement in this amazing country.

n
n datio n si

This development was unforseen when Stiftunglife was founded in Celle 30 years ago. In the first few
years of the foundation, we only had 10,000 euros to allocate to various projects of the foundation.
Today we spend more than double that amount each week. The money mainly comes from donations,
as well as our own capital.
Every euro donated is directly spent on projects. We vouch for it with our transparent accounts.
We engage four project managers in Myanmar who support our initiatives. Over the years, we have
been increasingly supported by our friends, business partners and the Burmese people.
We would like to thank everyone who has enabled us to realise our projects:
•
•
•
•

swimming doctors in the Delta
the building of schools in the Delta and Bagan
the support of talented students in Myanmar
many solar power facilities and water pumps and fikters for local villages
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BENEDICT WERMTER

GERD MUNZERT

32 years / Writer / www.benedictwermter.com

57 years / Physician and subtle observer

Often, I have been sitting at the Ruhr, a major river in the West of
Germany, where I grew up. Water flowed down next to me, in the
back power plants blew out their ashes into the sky and somewhere
in the distance you could hear the steel mills hammering. I knew
life from books or TV, I thought. Back then I had the feeling that I
would miss out on life over here.

The interest in people and the desire for a truly meaningful profession – these were my drivers for becoming an M.D., Internist,
Hematologist, for investing time and effort into research.

I began to write diaries, homework, letters, articles, cards, my bachelor thesis. I noted down thoughts
and visions. At some point I knew I wanted to become a writer. I left my hometown and moved to
Berlin, but I wanted to discover the world, absorb it like a sponge. In Germany I began to investigate,
write reports and features, to film short documentaries. I completed my journalistic studies and
training and started working as a freelance writer.
Eventually, I was able to travel the world and make a living on the road by writing about my
experiences. Today, I’m a freelance reporter and author working across various countries. I listen to
people and write for organisations, foundations and magazines. But I still have a dream: I want to
write books that a lot of people read.
Myanmar was always on my list. Here I met Stiftunglife. I immediately agreed to write a small
book about guests and staff in the restaurant – to understand them and tell their stories. Their
discoveries and backlashes, their power, their fears and dreams.

OF

STIFTUNGLIFE

Travelling to foreign countries is another passion of mine that
I tried to link to my medical career already in medical school
and later when working in different medical functions. Curiosity for the unknown, the desire to
collect pictures and impressions. It was a natural next step for me to try to catch these pictures with
my camera.
Close friends who became involved with the foundation many years ago told me about Stiftunglife.
It was at their home that I met Jürgen Gessner for the first time. Finally, I became a mentor for a
Burmese medical student. When Jürgen invited us to join him and his Stiftunglife team for school
and pre-school openings in Myanmar last year, we didn’t have to think twice.
What a country, what a journey! But most impressive, the people of Myanmar. Cautious but prideful,
shy but sincere. I couldn’t stop capturing and portraying these faces with my camera. Mostly children
at school, but also people in the streets, in the markets.

I think we can only make our dreams come true by acknowledging our stories and supporting
one another.

Then the proposal to shoot and portray people at SEEDS restaurant. Young Burmese who have found
their place and make a career at SEEDS, patrons who are frequently visiting and people who have
made their homes in Yangon. Everyone coming together in this magical place has a story to tell. To
get to know all these people and accompany their stories with my photos was a great experience and
personal enrichment for me.
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