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Map 1. British Annexation of Burma (1824–1886) 

Drawn by Sally Myint Oo 



 

 

Map 2. Force 136 and Karen Levies’ Operation Character in World War II 

Drawn by Sally Myint Oo 

 

 

 



 

 

Map 3. Karen National Defence Organization Toungoo Brigade Operation—Objective Maymyo in Upper 

Burma (February to May 1949) 

Drawn by Sally Myint Oo 

 



 

Map 4. Karen National Defence Organization-Controlled Areas (1949) 

Map drawn by Sally Myint Oo
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Photo 1. T. Thanbyah, founder of Karen National Association and the first graduate (1871) from an 

American university (courtesy of his great-grandson Saw Mie Tha Lah) 

 

 



 

 

 

Photo 2. Sir San C. Po (CBE, MD), the first Karen and the first from Burma to become a citizen of the 

United States of America (1886–1893). After he returned to Burma he withdrew his citizenship. 

 Photo taken from the book cover of “Sir San C. Po, Kt, CBE, MD, A Karen Pioneer,” compiled by Dr. 

Thyra Po (granddaughter) 



 

Photo 3. Karen Goodwill Mission in the United Kingdom (1946); Saw Tha Din (leader, in the checked 

coat) and his entourage (courtesy of Saw Tha Din’s sons, Retired Karen National Liberation Army 

General Saw Oliver and Saw Orlando) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Photo 4. Saw Ba U Gyi, the founder of the Karen National Union  

Taken from 
https://kicnews.org/2015/08/%E1%80%80%E1%80%9B%E1%80%84%E1%80%B9%E1%80%A1%E1
%80%99%E1%80%BA%E1%80%B3%E1%80%AD%E1%80%B8%E1%80%9E%E1%80%AC%E1%8
0%B8%E1%80%A1%E1%80%AC%E1%80%87%E1%80%AC%E1%80%94%E1%80%8A%E1%80%
B9%E1%80%B1%E1%80%94-2/.  

 

 



 

Photo 5. Mahn Ba Zan, first general of the Karen National Union 

Taken from https://soekamaw.wordpress.com/.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 6. General Bo Mya 

Taken from http://sawdan101.blogspot.com/2009/09/memorial-of-gen-saw-bo-mya-and-share-
to.html.  



Text 

Hta about the Foundation of Karendom 

Hpu Htawt Meh Pa 



 

Source: Aung Hla, The Karen History (Rangoon: self-published, 1939), 62 (English translations by 

Angelene Naw)  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Origins of the Karens 

 

Source: Aung Hla, The Karen History (Rangoon: self-published, 1939), 00 (English translations by 
Angelene Naw) 



Hta about the Division of the Karen Family 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Aung Hla, The Karen History (Rangoon: self-published, 1939), 75 (English translations by 

Angelene Naw). 

 

  



Karen National Anthem 

 

Permission granted from the Karen Baptist Convention for use of anthem that was taken from the 
Sgaw Karen Hymn and Tune Book by Raleigh Dee, published by The Baptist Board of 
Publications of the Burma Baptist Convention, Hong Kong, 1963. 



Karen New Year Day Recognition Bill, 1937 

 

 

 

 

 



 



The Humble Memorial of the Karens of Burma to His Britannic 

Majesty’s Secretary of State for Burma 

 

  



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chart of Refugee Resettlement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Karen Diasporas in the Twenty-First Century 

Karens in Australia 

The Migration Refugee Special Humanitarian Program of the Australian government allowed 

many Anglo-Burmese to migrate to Australia, and by 1991 the census recorded 8,223 Myanmar-

born people in Australia.1 Among these were children of “Anglo-Karen parents” and their 

relatives who joined them during these years. As their number grew, they organized a committee 

in 1996 to work in the sociopolitical perspective for the Karen people who had resettled in 

Australia. The committee started writing its basic constitution on February 17, 1997, and Karens 

in different states started organizing committees through teleconferences. The Australian 

government accepted the constitution of the Australian Karen Organization (AKO) on February 

14, 1998. The AKO committees from all over Australia held their first national conference in 

Sydney in April 1998. Consequently, on July 16, 1998, the Australian government officially 

recognized the AKO.2 

In 2005, another Karen organization, Australian Karen Foundation (AKF), was formed 

with the aim to improve the lives of Karen refugee people and communities on the Thai-Burma 

border and in Australia through education and training. AKF is a member of the Refugee Council 

of Australia, a nonprofit organization, and provides information on and advocacy for refugees. 

AKF highly values having close community-to-community contact and support from Australia to 

“the border” and with the Karen community in Melbourne. AKF helped twenty refugee families 

by providing airfare assistance to relocate from refugee camps to Australia. A micro-credit 

project of Men’s Weaving Training was established in one of the border camps. An eighteen-

month Telling the Karen Story program was held in Melbourne, where six young Karens were 



trained to present their refugee stories in schools and churches. Through its programs, the AKF 

informs and educates Australians about the plight and struggle of the Karen people and assists 

the internally displaced persons of the Karen state with educational opportunities. One of its 

educational and training projects, Young Adult Leadership Program (YALP), was conducted in 

the Karen state on the Burma border and allowed Karen youths to learn and share their 

experiences and knowledge. The AKF has annual gatherings, and on November 20, 2015, the 

tenth anniversary of the AKF was celebrated with Karen traditional songs and dances at 

Williamstown Uniting Church in Melbourne.3 

From 2004 to 2016, Australia accepted nearly 13,000 refugees from Thailand, almost all 

of them from camps on the Thai-Myanmar border.4 The 2016 census showed that the major 

religious affiliations amongst Myanmar-born Karens were Baptist (10,133), Buddhist (8,163), 

and Catholic (4,627).5 Mr. Daniel Bullock of Victoria Baptist Churches in Australia sent his 

greetings to the hundredth anniversary of KBC of Myanmar in 2013, remarking that “more than 

4,000 Baptists from Myanmar had migrated to Australia over recent years, and we now have 23 

congregations in Victoria with a heritage from Myanmar, 10 of those being Karen Baptist 

Churches.” The newly arrived Karen refugees from the camps enhanced the Baptist Christian 

community in Australia. 

The Karens who settled in Victoria built their identity through their hard work and 

honesty. On April 24, 2015, a report described how more than 160 Karen refugees from 

Myanmar have resettled in Nhill and worked at local poultry producer Luv-a-Duck. The article 

suggested that Nhill’s Karen refugee community should be a model for other rural towns.6 

In 2018, the Karen community in Bendigo made headline news with an article that 

reported a new study from Deloitte Access Economics and Adult Multicultural Education 



Services (AMES) Australia estimating the Karen community had contributed $67.1 million to 

the Bendigo economy. The report found companies like Hazeldene’s were the beneficiary of the 

Karen refugees’ resettlement in Bendigo. The first Karen refugee family arrived in Bendigo in 

2007, and their community has grown to about one thousand by 2018. A local Baptist church 

offers regular services in the Karen language, and there is also a Karen Buddhist monastery in 

Bendigo. The census in 2016 found Karen was the second most commonly spoken language in 

Bendigo.7 

AMES Australia chief executive Cath Scarth said the study’s results were an 

endorsement of regional refugee resettlement and encouraged the Australian government to 

accept more Karen refugees from Thailand. On April 27, 2017, Australian assistant minister for 

social services and multicultural affairs, Zed Seselja, visited Mae La refugee camp on the Thai-

Myanmar border, which hosted more than forty-two thousand mainly Karen refugees from 

Myanmar. He took part in an Australian Cultural Orientation (AUSCO) class with eighteen 

Karen refugees at the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) Refugee Processing Center 

in the neighboring town of Maesot. The five-day AUSCO program provides refugees with 

practical knowledge of Australian culture and society preparing them for life in their new 

country. He told the refugees, “As a multicultural society with a long history of immigration, 

Australia is proud to be a global leader in providing humanitarian assistance to refugees. The 

course you just completed will help you settle into new lives in Australia.”8 

Although the Karen community is the largest in Victoria, there are thousands of Karens 

in western and northeastern Australia. Since 2005 many Karens from Thai refugee camps have 

settled in other parts of Australia, and Karen churches were established in the areas where these 

Karens lived. In December 2005, the Melbourne Karen Baptist Church (Victoria) and Padoh 



Ywa Karen Baptist Church in Sydney joined for the first-time celebrating Christmas together. 

During that gathering in Sydney, December 23–26, the Karen pastors, Rev. Dr. Ner Dah, Rev. 

Eh Htaw Ni Htaw, and Rev. Eh Tee Gaw and church leaders Saw Eh Taw, Saw Reginald, Saw 

Hsey Wah, Thramu Say Htoo Eh, Saw Aung Gyaw Htun, and Saw Billy Hser discussed 

fellowshipping together at least once a year. They also began communicating with other Karen 

churches to develop an organization with all Karen Baptist churches in Australia.9 

When the second meeting of the Karen Baptist churches was held in Melbourne on April 

14, 2006, there were forty-seven Karen pastors and church leaders attending from New South 

Wales, Victoria, and Western Australia. In support of the formation of the organization, Rev. Dr. 

Gler Taw of the Karen Baptist Convention in Myanmar joined the meeting and gave advice to 

the leaders. During the discussion on a name of the organization, some proposed Australia Karen 

Baptist Alliance, but the delegates ultimately agreed to name it Karen Baptist Churches of 

Australia (KBCA). On December 31, 2006, another meeting was held in Melbourne, where Rev. 

Eh Htee Gaw of Perth Karen Baptist Church from Western Australia was nominated as the 

president of the KBCA, Rev. Anthony Taw of New South Wales as general secretary, and Saw 

Hsay Wah of Victoria as treasurer.10 The KBCA was formed five years earlier than KBC-USA in 

the United States. 

Even before the formation of the KBCA, Karen Baptists from around Australia have 

gathered after Christmas for an annual camp. Each year a campsite was rented and Karens from 

all over the continent gathered for Bible studies, worship, workshops, training, and concerts. 

After the KBCA was incorporated and with growing participation, it became difficult and 

expensive to find campsites large enough to welcome the group. The 2019 annual gathering was 

held at Werribee Baptist Church, in Melbourne, where more than eight hundred Karens 



participated. Several thousand Karen live in Werribee, and visitors from outside Melbourne were 

billeted with local Karen families. Holding the gathering at Werribee Baptist Church and placing 

visitors with local families dramatically reduced the cost and removed the almost impossible 

challenge of finding a campsite. The gathering started on Boxing Day with music and 

performances by congregations in Melbourne and a video presentation by Werribee Karen 

Baptist Church pastor Rev. Gail Moe.11 Perth Karen Church elder Saw Paul Kyaw proposed the 

KBCA invite the Karen Baptist church in New Zealand to join the annual gathering. Since then, 

the Karen Baptist church in New Zealand has participated in the activities of the KBCA. 

Currently, there are twenty-one Karen churches affiliated with the KBCA, ten other non-

affiliated Karen churches, and six Karenni churches.12 

The Australian Karen Organization Inc. (AKO) was founded in 1998 as a secular Karen 

organization. In 2006, the same year that the Karen Baptist Churches Australia was incorporated, 

the AKO expanded into Queensland because some Karen families had resettled in Brisbane and 

opened its Queensland Branch (AKO-Qld Branch). The AKO (Qld Branch) is committed to 

work as the representative of the Karen community in the community relations commission and 

other cultural and social organizations.13 The mission statement of the AKO is “to act as an 

umbrella organization for the Karen people in Australia and to represent them and voice their 

concerns in all political, social, cultural, and economic matters and to facilitate their affiliation to 

the AKO.” There are seven chapters of AKO operating in seven state branches. It is estimated 

that the number of Karens in Australia is about twenty thousand, with a majority living in 

Victoria.14  

 The objectives of the Australian Karen Organization are 

 



● to encourage and foster the development and perpetuation of the Karen culture and 

language. 

● to act as the representative of the Karen community at all levels of government and other 

authorities, be they state, federal, or local. 

● to act as the representative of the Karen community in the Ethnic Affairs Commission 

and other cultural, social, or political organizations. 

● to promote public awareness for the problems and hardships suffered by the Karen ethic 

group, who have been forced to emigrate from their homeland and take refuge in foreign 

lands. 

● to represent the Karen ethnic group and participate in forums and conferences at national 

and international level in order to achieve Equality, Peace, Freedom, Justice, and Human 

Rights for the Karen in Burma and abroad. 

● to initiate and participate in welfare projects for the Karen communities in Australia and 

in areas where they have been forced to take refuge from the onslaught of the illegitimate 

Burmese government. 

● to prepare and maintain a census of the Karen people in Australia.15 

 

In its attempt to maintain and promote Karen culture within the Australian multicultural 

community, the Australian Karen Organization has a cultural department in each state, 

encouraging young people to learn their traditional music and dances, such as the Don dance and 

Bamboo dance. They also train young people in the Karen harp. Every year the Wyndham city 

council invites the AKO in Victoria to perform the Karen dances, thus presenting Karen culture 

to all the different cultures in Victoria.16 The AKO arranges Karen-language classes during the 



summer holidays using volunteer teachers. In November 2016, the Karen-language program was 

established in Queensland. The AKO claims, “Our ultimate goal of creating a Karen Language 

program in our community is to pass down our identity, cultural value, and ancestral knowledge 

to our young generation.”17 

With the purpose of upholding and maintaining Karen values and traditions while 

adapting to Australian culture, values, rules, and regulations, AKO leaders organized the 

National Karen Youth Seminar as a biennial event beginning in 2000.18 Additionally, the AKO 

organized soccer tournaments twice a year during the New Year celebration and the Wrist Tying 

ceremony. Not only Karen community teams but also teams from other local ethnic groups 

participated in these sports events to win the AKO Cup. Indoor volleyball, cane ball matches, 

plus mini track and field events are also organized for the community in celebrating major 

events.19 

In Australia, social, religious, and political groups worked together in organizing the 

Karen New Year and Martyr’s Day commemoration ceremonies. The 2756 Karen New Year 

celebration in Werribee, Victoria, was held at Werribee Baptist Church on December 29, 2016, 

with more than five hundred attendees. The celebration included the Don dance performances by 

AKO and AKP (Australian Karen Preserving) Youth, and a Bamboo dance by Geelong Youth. In 

addition, there were other programs including a Karen culture show displaying traditional 

clothing and basket weaving and an award ceremony for students who attended the Karen 

school. These students had participated in a Karen poem (Karen hta) competition about Karen 

New Year.20 Similarly, the Karen community in Perth, in Western Australia, celebrated the 2756 

Karen New Year on December 29 with one thousand participants. During the event, the Minister 



of Parliament of Western Australia delivered his greetings speech followed by group songs from 

the Karen churches and Karen traditional Don dance performance by AKO.21 

Every year, the AKO organizes the Karen Martyrs commemoration in Australia. When 

the sixty-seventh Karen Martyr’s service was held in Melbourne, Victoria, on August 12, 2017, 

the guest speaker was the chairman of the International Karen Organization.22 The Karens in 

Australia may be smaller in numbers compared with the Karens in the US, but their efforts for 

the preservation of the Karen cultural identity are more effective. The involvement of Australian 

government officials and parliamentary members indicate affirmation of the Karen national 

identity in Australia. As in the US and elsewhere, the leaders who organize these events are 

mostly Karen Christians. Generally, the venue of the Karen national celebrations is the local 

churches or near the Karen Christian communities. AKO board members, including the 

president, Saw Lwin Oo; two vice presidents, Mahn Orlando and Naw Esther Kyaw; general 

secretary, Sanlwin Y Shwe; and two joint secretaries, Thamay Paw Naysay and Grace Elwinu, 

are all Christians.23 In Australia also, the Karen Christians play a major role in the perpetuation 

of Karen culture and the preservation of the Christian-oriented Karen national identity. 

 

Karens in Canada 

The Canadian government started to receive Karen refugees in 2006, as a part of a government-

assisted refugee (GAR) resettlement program, though a coup in Thailand in 2008 disrupted the 

process. Those selected for resettlement in 2007 and 2008 finally arrived in 2009. Between 2006 

and 2009, the government of Canada selected and resettled close to 800 Karen GARs to British 

Columbia or 20 percent of all GARs for that period. GARs from Myanmar settled mainly in the 

cities of Surrey (387), Langley (257), and Vancouver (127). They tend to live in a few 



concentrated areas to support each other and depend heavily on the extended family structures 

developed previously in the camps. Gaining employment and access to healthcare are two of the 

many challenges they face due to language barriers and unfamiliarity with the Canadian system. 

Because of their limited income and the high cost of housing in metro Vancouver, many of the 

Karens live in crowded apartment suites.24 

A study on Karen resettlement in Langley, British Columbia, reported that St. Joseph’s 

Roman Catholic parish was the first to organize a Karen initiative in 2006. They were soon 

followed by the Langley Evangelical Free Church (LEFC), which formed a refugee advisory 

committee in 2007 to help Karen refugees. This LEFC congregation became the Karen church 

and offers religious services in Karen languages.25 Currently, Karens can be found living in more 

than fourteen communities across Canada. Each has become the home to about four hundred 

families. Most Karens in Alberta are Christians with a few Buddhists and animists. Presbyterian 

and Baptist churches in Edmonton have Karen ministers and offer a blend of Karen and western 

worship traditions.26 

In 2005, the First Baptist Church (FBC) in Regina, Saskatchewan, was invited to assist 

two hundred people from refugee camps in Thailand to resettle in Canada. In 2006, one hundred 

Karen refugees arrived in Regina, and the FBC of Regina invited them to start their Sunday 

worship in the building. This resulted in a daughter congregation, the First Karen Baptist Church, 

with its own pastoral staff. This Karen church has grown and is now located in their own 

building in Regina. The FKBC is establishing affiliation with similar Karen congregations across 

Canada.27 In Hamilton, Ontario, James North Baptist Church supported the Karen refugees in 

developing the Karen church and nurturing Thra Klo Say Wilson for pastoral training. While 



serving as the Karen pastoral intern for the congregation, Thra Klo Say took courses at Heritage 

College and Seminary in 2021.28 

In 2014, eight Karen Baptist churches across Canada joined together to help support each 

other and formed the Karen Baptist Churches of Canada (KBCC). It was incorporated on July 1, 

2014, with eight directors who are the leaders of the eight Karen churches.29 Like other Karens 

around the world, the Karens in Canada annually celebrate Karen New Year and Martyr’s 

commemoration services at their churches. 

The most significant Karen organization in Canada, the Karen Canadian Community 

(KCC), was formed in 1999 at Thunderbay, Ontario.30 Its mission statement declares that “Karen 

community development and advocacy works are our goals and it will be our shared 

commitment throughout Canada since over 3000 Karen refugees from Thai-Border came to 

Canada in 2006.”31 The third conference of the Karen Canadian Community (KCC) was held at 

Vancouver, British Columbia, July 31 to August 1, 2004 with about thirty representatives from 

eight different locations. The conference agreed that the Karen Canadian Community would 

serve as an umbrella organization for the Karen people in Canada and would represent the voices 

and the concerns of the Karen ethnic nationals in Canada in social and cultural matters, 

democracy and human rights, peace and justice, national reconciliation and economic 

developments in Kawthoolei, the homeland of Karen people inside Burma.32 Following its 

objectives, the KCC organizes workshops and training conferences while inviting Karen political 

leaders, distinguished Karen activists, and popular cultural troupes from all over the world. True 

to its purpose, the KCC pays more attention to political issues with less interest in Christian 

Karen affairs. 

 



 

 

Karens in Norway 

Similar to the KCC in Canada, the Karen organization in Norway views the Karen national issue 

as being unrelated to Christianity. In Norway, there are three Karen organizations, Karen Baptist 

Norway (KBN), Karen Community Norway (KCN), and Karen Youth Norway (KYN). KBN 

focused more on Christian celebrations such as Easter, Christmas, Father’s Day, Mother’s Day, 

Judson Day, and Ko Tha Byu Day. The celebrations of Karen New Year, Karen National Day, 

and Martyr’s Day are organized by the KCN and the KYN. Although the majority of the leaders 

are Christians, they are very careful that religious issues do not challenge the unity of the 

Buddhist and animist Karens in the Norwegian community. 

The first Karen who immigrated to Norway was Saw Nelson Ku in 1992. About ten years 

later, Karen refugees from Thai refugee camps arrived. Currently, the Karen population in 

Norway is slightly more than one thousand with 10 percent being Buddhists. They are spread 

over several areas, but most of the Karen people reside around the Oslo city area. In their attempt 

to preserve Karen culture, Karen-language teaching programs are arranged during summer 

camps and in Karen Baptist churches. Some parents teach their children at home. During the 

Karen national events, such as Karen National Day and Martyr’s Day, the Karen culture takes 

center stage through such activities as the Don dance, cultural shows, Karen food competitions, 

Karen traditional dresses, and Karen traditional drums and other musical instruments.33 

 

Karens in Singapore 



One of the countries where Karen people sojourned, not as refugees but through job permits, is 

Singapore. After 1962, due to socialism in Burma, many educated people tried to find jobs 

outside of Burma and some were able to settle in Singapore. In the early 1990s, Judson Baptist 

Church of Singapore (JBCS) was established by people from Burma with the first pastor, Rev. 

Saw Augustus, a Karen from Burma. Since there was no Karen church at that time, the Karen 

Christians in Singapore attended the JBCS together with Kachin, Mon, Chin, and Burmese 

Christians. 

Before they could form a Karen church, the Karens in Singapore first had fellowship on 

Sunday at home and formed the Karen Baptist Christian Fellowship (KBCS) on November 30, 

1997. Saw Michael Thaw Tha, who had worked as a radiologic technologist in Singapore since 

1992, with his friends Saw Paul, Saw Takalor, Saw Htoo Tha, and a group of Karen people 

started a weekly worship service at their home in an area called Pasir Panjang. After Myanmar 

became a member of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1997, more people 

from Myanmar obtained work permits, and the congregation grew. Since there was not enough 

room at home, in 1998 the KBCF moved to the YMCA building at Orchard Road. When the 

weekly attendance reached between 350 to 400 in 2006, the Singapore Baptist Convention 

advised the leaders of the KBCF to be registered with the Registrar of Societies and to become a 

fully recognized organization in Singapore. As advised, they obtained the registration on January 

25, 2006, and the KBCF became the Karen Baptist Church of Singapore (KBCS). Rev. Dr. Doh 

Say, former president of the Karen Baptist Theological Seminary, volunteers his services 

teaching Bible and guiding the church pastors and leaders as the emeritus pastor. The church has 

one senior pastor, Rev. Naw Lydia Po, one pastor, Saw Eh Htoo Nyo, and one assistant pastor, 



Thramu Winsome Paul.34 Like all the Karen churches around the world, the KBCS organizes 

Karen cultural activities, preserving Christian-oriented Karen identity. 

 The Karen diasporas around the world are different in their approaches to nationalist 

movements with some advocating armed struggle and others calling for dialogue on social 

justice and political reform. In conclusion, the singing of the Karen national anthem composed 

by a Christian pastor and the flags created by Christian leaders and used at all the Karen national 

celebrations signify the Christian-orientated Karen national identity. 
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