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Preface


This book came from witnessing the devastation of the 2004 Tsunami in Thailand.


Mother Nature was angry with us, but I was angry with her for the loss and destruction all around me.


After weeks of helping where I could in the Ground Zero that was Khao Lak, I decided I couldn’t return to England just then to face questions from people who wouldn’t understand. So I picked up my few belongings and began the long trek home overland, hoping to find a better understanding of why.


I was 19 and it was a long way to go… 


		


Prologue 


I have no real idea of how many miles I travelled, it’s difficult with no well-planned route, mobile phone to record my steps or guide my way. My route relied on my sense of direction, my compass and the kindness of others. Maps were difficult to find and so were often drawn or shared by fellow travellers or copied from hostel walls.


I left the shattered shoreline of Thailand, my home for the last year, and travelled initially into the slightly familiar territory of Myanmar and Laos but then sneaked my way into the confusing and hostile world of China, illegally crossing the forbidden plains of Tibet from east to west. I traversed the slopes of Everest, became the guest at a Sufi ceremony in a graveyard in Pakistan, swigged beer with opium dealers in the tribal lands of Afghanistan and then drank tea with the traders in Iran. Eventually, I arrived at the White Cliffs of Dover one very dark night having crossed 11 countries in 8 months.


It all began with The Wave…
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The Wave

January 2005


Panic spread! Car and truck horns blared as vehicles screeched and swerved like rally cars in a race to gain higher ground. Those on foot were screaming. A month before, this scene would have included tourists dressed only in their swimwear, clutching infants, dragging children; their beach bags, towels and half-finished breakfasts abandoned in restaurants and resorts along the coast line, but now those fleeing were the rescue workers, the remaining locals and those now in the area trying to rebuild what had been lost here.


I was sitting on the steps of a derelict shop, but did not move. Not this time. It had been nearly a month since the tsunami had struck, and almost every day since, there had been false alarms, often triggered by the simple changing of the tide. It only took one persons’ fears to get the better of them staring out at the quivering horizon, and no one would stick around to debate. But  I wasn’t going to keep running uphill; it was far too  hot for all that. And anyway, a part of me didn’t care anymore. If it came, it came.


For the past few weeks, I had helped where I could with the recovery in Khao Lak, a small village on the west coast of Thailand, where I had worked for the past five months as a freelance dive guide. 


As someone with relatively little dive industry experience at that time, I’d been told there was plenty of work in Thailand – plus, the flights were cheap, the diving was amazing and there were lots of good times to be had on land. I hadn’t been disappointed. Khao Lak, could only be described as a bubble; a tropical paradise where bamboo huts sat on sandy beaches, small resorts and a dozen restaurants made up the little community here surrounded by luscious green hills with a backdrop of jungle. 


The view from the beach across the milky green water took your eyes to the bumps on the horizon that were the Similian Islands, a national park 60km off land. The home of world class diving and picture postcard white sandy beaches.


It was here that I led three to four scuba dives a day. My days were spent swimming in the Andaman  Sea, amidst its immaculate coral reefs and incredible boulder formations, alongside Hawksbill and Green turtles, Leopard sharks and Manta rays with six-metre wingspans. For a 19-year-old guy, from a grey and drizzly south west London, who had left school at the first opportunity with no GCSEs to his name, it was a life that dreams were made of. 


On the 26 December 2004, it happened that quite by chance I was nowhere near Khao Lak, but out in the islands in deep water. Less than 24 hours before, I’d been sitting on the beach wearing a Santa’s hat drinking beer, having just turned down a job leading a dive on a local wreck just off the coastline. I was a bit gutted, because normally I’d have jumped at the chance to lead this particular dive and with that particular dive shop, but my hands were tied since a few hours before I had agreed to go out on a day trip to the islands for another company.


I didn’t witness the tsunami in the way you might imagine. Most people have a vision of it like in the movies – an enormous tower of water, curling towards the gentle waves lapping the beach. But I’ve learnt that, if I had been unlucky enough to have been on the mainland that morning instead of out at sea, that’s not what I would have seen. First, there would have been the rapid changing in the tide, as the sea was sucked out towards the horizon. It would probably have caught my attention; I’d have headed down to the waterline with scores of other onlookers, curiously inspecting this mysterious phenomenon. But then, as we stood there, shaking our heads, frowning out at the horizon, we would have noticed that the sea had now swollen in height from right to left, and before we had time to shout, scream, run, it was returning to where we stood, with the full force of the Indian Ocean behind it, ready to decimate everything in its path.


Instead, I had left the mainland with the customers and other crew members in a speed boat around 9am and, by the time I had arrived at the islands less than an hour later, we could sense there was something amiss. We’d arrived by speed boat with around 30 customers on board, a mixture of families, backpackers, a few solo dads who’d left their wives and kids on shore for a day of snorkelling or diving. 


About a 100m from island #4 a bigger two-storey boat was waiting for us with our dive tanks and food and drinks, and it was this that we then transferred onto.


I began going through the motions of preparing the dive gear, making sure the people had all the equipment they needed and started presenting a safety and diving brief to everyone aboard. I was just getting into my stride when one of the customers, interrupted me. 


“There’s been an earthquake in Indonesia,” he said, his eyes focused intently on the little Nokia screen. “I get alerts.” 


There were a few mutterings, there might even have been the word “tsunami” thrown about, but it wasn’t something I’d ever really heard much about, and acknowledging him politely, I impatiently carried on with my brief. But after a couple of minutes I broke off again. Something strange was happening. The sea had inconceivably changed around us. We watched, wide-eyed as the sea level dropped dramatically, and the reefs we had planned to dive among that morning began to protrude above the surface. People broke away from the briefing area and walked over to the sides of the boat, holding onto the railings as the boat gently rocked from side to side in waters usually sheltered from any water movement or wind by the natural bay the island created, the very reason the boat was anchored where it was.


A moment later the sea level began to rise, until it engulfed the surrounding islands, swallowing the beaches so that just the top halves of the palm trees poked out. The videographer for the company began filming the events and following his lead the tourists began snapping photos with their cameras and chatting excitedly as they witnessed this bizarre phenomenon. 


This happened three more times, and myself and the crew watched in stunned silence, and then very slowly the boat started to spin in circles, and the surface of the sea began to foam. I later found out that this was the tsunami passing below us, heading for land.


Unnerved, but not overly concerned, we decided to delay our first dive of the morning, and instead of providing them with wet suits and tanks, we equipped all the customers with lifejackets as a precaution – against what, we were still unsure. The customers had a few questions and were a little unnerved by the appearance of life jackets but we reassured them it was only a precaution and standard procedure. People were starting to realize something was wrong though, the feelings of excitement and curiosity had passed, people were starting to want answers as to what was happening around them.


After a while, aware we had a boat of paying customers and time was ticking, I began to grow impatient, aware that the customers had paid for three dives that day and we were now falling behind on a tight schedule to provide that service, so half in a bid to test the water conditions, but really because I was itching to get into the water myself and feel what was going on, in I dived with some snorkel gear. It was a mistake. As soon as I broke the surface, I felt myself being dragged along in an undercurrent, and by the time I was able to find air once more I was 20m from the boat. The Thai crew, who clearly thought I was stupid who were laughing but moving with urgency, threw me what they call, a “Jesus line”, which in this instance was a football in a mesh bag attached to a rope. They dragged me towards them, and I clambered back aboard. 


“We may want to wait a while,” I said with a sheepish smile. A few minutes later, a tent floated past. We fished it out and hauled it up onto the dive deck, shaking our heads and joking about being washed away in your sleep. It was 10 minutes after that we received the first tsunami warning over the radio. It ordered us to stay out of the water, and I don’t know why, but none of us really took it very seriously. We were in paradise after all – anything that was not beautiful or fun simply didn’t happen here. Even so we moved the boat into deeper water to shelter behind one of the larger islands as instructed, and as nothing happened over the next four hours or so, we slowly relaxed even more, began using our lifejackets as pillows as we napped on deck, and even began a back flip contest off the side of the boat. We had no idea. So many laughable things happened when you lived in Thailand; so much corruption, mismanagement, odd rules and bungled situations, that we assumed this was just one of those. A false alarm, a waste of time. We were still thinking this, even when a few more tents floated by. I don’t know why, but it never occurred to us that thousands of people – whole families and villages – had been wiped out while we lay sunbathing on the deck.


Suddenly, a huge Navy frigate came in to view, and over a loud speaker, ordered us aboard. I felt sick to my stomach now as we did as we were told. On board, we joined a couple of hundred other day boat trippers, all sitting in their bathing suits and rigid with shock. I realized something was very wrong. We spent the next few hours on the metal deck in full sun, with no shade or food and very little water. Rumours of what might have happened passed from crew to crew like Chinese whispers, and we began to learn that people had died – some were saying it was a few hundred, others thousands, and as the information filtered through from the crew to the customers, a strange stillness stole over the boat. We forgot about how hot and thirsty and uncomfortable we were, and instead began to fear for those left on dry land. 


When we were eventually allowed back into the speed boats to return to land, we witnessed just how cruel and powerful Mother Nature could be. As we approached Thap Lamu Pier, the sea was thick with debris from land and the resorts that had been washed away. Larger objects like fridges, coolboxes, plastic chairs and beach umbrellas jutted out like little icebergs among the multicolured swamp of plastics and rubber flip-flops. Someone shouted they had seen a body float past but I didn’t look and we didn’t stop to confirm the claim.


The true force of the tsunami really struck home, when we saw that a Navy boat that was as long as 10 buses and permanently docked offshore, was now lying on the beach, having been picked up and lifted over the Navy base wall like a floating piece of polystyrene. The pier itself was slightly wonky, but we were still able to tie up, and once we loaded off all our passengers were urgently herded into the back of open trucks and driven 5km inland from the harbour. 


It had been more than six hours now since the waves had struck and survivors and rescuers had ploughed a rough road through the carnage.


The harbour area was totally unrecognizable from that which we had left that morning. Cars lay upside down on their roofs, the interior sodden with silt, windows and doors crushed and mangled, wheels ripped from axles. 


Where shops and restaurants had stood that morning now there was just rubble 6ft deep, in the air hung the smell of damp and decay. The place which was normally bustling with life was now eerily quiet. To one side of the public harbour was a Navy base and to the other were unoccupied fields and a school. Between the two ran the only road back inland, this was the road we had been evacuated down in the back of the trucks. As we hurtled down the long road we looked out from the back of the trucks at the surrounding area. Torpedoes littered the land, of the now quiet waterlogged Navy base, on the other side, the school football pitch was identifiable by the one remaining goal post now crooked but somehow still standing above the waterline of the flooded field.


Our group was kept together – and I was grateful to be with two familiar faces – Maria, an English divemaster who I had been working with that day, and my sort of housemate Nigel, the onboard videographer, in whose garden I pitched my tent. The military trucks took us to a large café on the corner of the main road, which appeared to be feeding the 5,000. While we gratefully received food and water, our eyes were glued to the horrific images of destruction being broadcast on a small television showing BBC World. At the time, the news seemed to be all about Phuket, an area 100km south of Khao Lak which was far larger and more crowded with tourists, although it would later emerge that it somehow suffered far fewer casualties than where we were.


We were told that no one was allowed back in to Khao Lak, and a checkpoint had been set up on the main road into town, only giving access to army and medical teams. I found this frustrating at the time as I was keen to get back and find my friends and see what was really going on, but I later realized that the last thing they needed were hysterical civilians adding to  the chaos. It also helped stave off the looting that had already begun.


As we sat watching the news, still unable to fully absorb what had happened, a truck full of service men came screeching around the corner. They were screaming at us in Thai, “It’s coming, it’s coming!” 


No one needed a translation. Chairs were left toppled where they stood as everyone jumped from their seats and ran desperately in all directions. Some were scooped up into military trucks and driven up into the mountains. Many headed for the nearby Buddhist temple where an aid post had already been assembled.


Our group became separated, and Nigel, myself, a middle-aged Italian man, and a Finnish woman with her sobbing young daughter who had at some point become separated from her father, ran for the nearest high ground. We spotted a white-washed building with three floors and made for it as fast as the slowest of us could manage. We banged frantically on the door for them to let us in and up on to their roof. When there was no answer, we ran around the back, and started piling random objects up against a tin shed beside the building. The customers just stood there in shock, waiting for orders from Nigel and me, as though this were all in a day’s work for your average dive guide. The roof of the tin shed was only corrugated plastic, but from there we would be able to reach the main structure of the building. Nigel climbed up on to the fragile roof and I stayed on the ground and began to push the customers up, shouting at them to keep to the edges as we knew it was never going to hold all our weight. 


Suddenly, there was an almighty cracking noise followed by a loud thud as the Italian man fell right through the thin roof. We shouted to him but there was no response, so I ran around the building to see if I could get in to where he had fallen, but found no entrance. Then to my amazement, I saw him pull himself up through the jagged hole he had just created. His legs and back were badly cut and bleeding. “Oh my God! Are you okay?” we shouted, helping him up and over to the edges. He shrugged his shoulders, “What next?” he said.


Over the next five minutes or so we managed, child and all, to scale the next two floors. I’ve no idea how we did it – it’s amazing what you are capable of when you are fleeing for your life. But, when Nigel and I returned to the building a week or so later, we couldn’t fathom how we had scaled those last two floors – or how we had got back down. It simply didn’t seem possible. Finally, all safely on the roof, we sat and waited. I had a small first aid kit in my daypack, and so dressed the Italian’s wounds as best I could. Now the adrenalin was wearing off he was in a fair amount of pain. Everything around us was silent. We tried to maintain some normality, asking questions, talking about everyday things, trying to raise a smile, even though we were scared and tired ourselves. 


After about an hour it became clear that the wave wasn’t going to come. We clambered down the side of the building and made our way along the main road towards Khao Lak. The Italian was limping and he had to walk legs spread apart to avoid his wounds rubbing but he managed. The child in the arms of her mother was tired and in and out of sleep.


We hadn’t got far when a green military truck pulled over, and we were again herded into the back with a dozen other strays, before we were driven far off into the mountains to an aid camp that had been established there.


It was like a scene from a war movie. People with horrific injuries lying on stretchers and makeshift beds, writhing in pain; some were worryingly silent, while others were simply crying. We were continuously stopped by terrified foreigners asking if we’d seen their husbands, wives, sons, daughters. Two young German children were sobbing and begging for their parents, a middle-aged man stood leaning against a pillar – every limb wrapped in a blood-soaked dressings, his face expressionless, his eyes empty. 


Around four the next morning, the dive staff we had become separated from managed to find us, and came to collect us in the company four-wheel drive. We said goodbye to the Italian, the mother and daughter wishing them luck before heading back to Khao Lak. Thanks  to a couple of our rather more persuasive Thai staff members, we were waved through the checkpoint. None of us were prepared for what we found on the other side. Our truck bounced along a rough route that had been pushed through the debris by army vehicles and emergency services, banks of rubble were piled high on either side. The sun had not yet risen, but in our car headlights, we saw the remnants of the exclusive resorts that until yesterday had dotted the coastline. But even worse we saw bodies. Everywhere. Teams of volunteers were marking their final resting places with bamboo sticks topped by plastic cups pushed into the ground beside them. We headed for the dive shop, which having been on higher ground and sheltered behind a resort down below on the beach, was in a parade of small shops which had remained standing. 


Feet from the doorway, a blanket was covering something on the floor.


In the half-light of morning we squinted at it, took a torch and lifted the blanket. It was a woman. Her lifeless eyes stared up at us, trickles of dry blood ran from the sockets, her nose, mouth and ears. The stench of death hit me hard and I turned away and swallowed the bile that had risen in my mouth. It was four more days of summer before her body was removed. 


Once the sun had risen, and after a dozen cups of coffee, Nigel and his girlfriend Bee and myself got back in the car, and made slow progress through town, along the wet track of compressed debris which covered the road. We were still trying to get home, even though  we were convinced that our house would be gone; after all, we had seen a Navy patrol boat lying in a field,  2km inland, and our little house was much closer to  the sea. 


The air smelt stagnant, and nothing was left untouched by the horror the wave had brought. Overturned cars balanced on roof tops; a body was wedged in between the branches of a tree 15ft off the ground; one shell of a building still had its iron security shutter attached, but the metal lattice had been buckled into a perfect curve, illustrating just how much force every inch of the wave had carried.


Shell-shocked people, barefoot and covered in blood, staggered along the side of the road, searching for their families among the semi-clothed bodies that lined the route. I looked away from an obese white woman, still in her swimsuit, her breasts exposed, her arms outstretched, her legs broken. When we passed the local market, we found long lines of corpses instead of stalls, and people pacing up and down searching for loved ones, friends and neighbours. 


Some attempt at preserving the modesty of the dead was being made, and pieces of paper were being laid across their faces, but dusty gusts of wind were blowing them away far quicker than they could be replaced. We watched in grim fascination, as rescue workers and volunteers loaded body after body on to waiting trucks. But no sooner than one body was removed, than two more would be pulled from the rubble to take its place. But not everybody I saw was working to help with the recovery. I watched in disbelief as two men found a handbag, and split the wet money it contained. But the further we travelled, I realized there was no shortage of opportunists with no qualms about stealing from the dead.


As we drove past yet another collection point, I spotted the corpse of a skinny man with a ponytail and realized I knew him. I recognized him as German guy who ran a bakery and whom I bought fresh bread from often. I didn’t say anything to the others in the car, as it didn’t seem the right time, I was sure we were all seeing people we recognized as we crawled along that road, but we were all silent and that felt appropriate. 


Of course, the phone lines were all down and  our mobile phones weren’t working, but as we made our funereal progress through the town, all of us had our phones out, desperately trying to call people and establish who had survived. After 30 minutes we finally reached the house and were shocked to find it was still standing – a few hundred metres further down the road, the neighbours and their homes were gone. However, the forest of picture postcard palm trees, which had previously blocked our view of the ocean, had all but been flattened, and obviously therefore had taken the brunt of the wave. 


When we climbed out of the car and stood on the sodden grass in the front garden, we saw that the water had stopped just feet from the doorstep. We stayed there for quite some time, just staring out at what was now nearly a sea view. The sight of the ocean, so flat and innocent once more, made me feel quite sick.


I had only lived at that house (or in the garden of that house) for two weeks. Up until then I’d spent months living in a tent on the beach. When I first arrived in Khao Lak and was still looking for work I had very little money, and after spending my first few days strolling alone down the long, almost empty beach, I had been taken in by a group of women who ran a very basic, but professional massage parlour a stone’s throw from the sea. For a small fee, they let me set up camp within the grounds of their business and allowed me to use their toilet and shower. So, I pitched my tent under a massive old tree that grew up through the sand on the beach. Unfortunately, the tree gave no shade, and I could never sleep for more than an hour after the sun had risen since my tent became a sauna. So, before my eyes were fully open, I’d simply get out, run down the beach and dive into the breaking waves to cool off.


The girls who worked at the parlour were lovely. They lived a happy, care-free, day-to-day life on the beach, and when work was over for the day, they would sneak off to karaoke bars behind their boss’s back (apparently, she didn’t approve of them drinking on a work night). I think it was because I kept this secret that I was often invited along to the gaudily-lit bars, where they’d spend their evenings unwinding and laughing at each other’s terrible singing. My favourite one of the girls was a bubbly, big-boned lady, who always wore a multicoloured hat, so I nicknamed her Rainbow. Rainbow loved food, and would often bring me back little snacks she wanted me to try from the market. When she gave me anything that was too sour or spicy for my English taste buds, she’d laugh so hard. Every time I went out for the day in search of work, Rainbow would call after me, “Good luck to you, Ben!”


“I was born lucky,” I’d reply.


A few days after the tsunami, I went back to my old campsite. I wasn’t expecting to find the girls for I was sure they all would have perished, as the wave had struck around the time they would have been giving their first massage of the day. Even so, I just felt I needed to go down there anyway, whatever I might find. The landscape of the beach had changed so dramatically I had trouble finding where it had been. Then I spotted the tree I used to pitch my tent beneath. While few other trees remained standing, this one, so thick and sturdy unlike the palms, had survived, although its trunk was deeply scarred. I sat down underneath it among the debris and tried to remember where everything had been. Its leaves had fallen and gently settled on the remains of my former home, and I felt as if it was trying to tell me, ‘Life goes on.’


The beach area was left almost untouched for the first week, as it was deemed unsafe due to the armed gangs who were running riot along the coastline, looting what they could and threatening to hurt anyone who tried to stop them. But I had nothing to fear from them, they could see I was too lost in my own thoughts to be  a threat or a rival. So, I continued down the beach unbothered by them, passing rigor mortis-set limbs that poked up through the rubbish in the sand. Bodies rolled back and forth in the surf, and bobbed in the water that was still thick and dark with flotsam and jetsam. 


I came to one of the luxury beachfront resorts, and stepped cautiously among the remains of its waterlogged bungalows. A camera lay in the mud, its lens cracked, condensation filling the viewfinder, and I wondered what story that soggy film might tell. I stepped into what was once the spacious reception area. Glimmers of lavish marble floor peeked through sodden soil. The information desk was still in place, but its polished oak surface was now stained with salt marks. Incredibly, the clock was still mounted on the wall behind it. Water lay trapped in the lower half of its housing, and its hands were stuck. The time read 10.22am – its ticking having ended as abruptly as the lives of those who had been standing below it.


A few days after the tsunami, the government tried to evacuate everyone from Khao Lak for fear of a Typhoid epidemic breaking out as a result of all the unrecovered bodies. They threatened to put all who remained into quarantine, and so as instructed, I left for a week, and went to Koh Phangan, an island off the east coast. There, with friends, I experienced the most surreal New Year’s Eve celebration of my life, since it was followed by another full-scale emergency when the bungalow resort next to where Nigel and I were staying, caught fire late one evening. The island didn’t have the roads for a fire brigade, so everyone came running to help, including Nigel and myself. A whole night was spent throwing buckets of water over the flames to contain the inferno. At one point we found ourselves at the very front of the chain of rotating buckets and in our enthusiasm to get more precise throws, we ended up entering the building. With the humidity, the heat was fierce inside, and realizing the danger, I began backing out, shouting over and over for Nigel to do the same. He eventually backed out just as one of the thick wooden ceiling beams came crashing down. By morning, all that remained of the resort was a pile of smouldering ash. 


Despite this drama, I found it hard to be around people who hadn’t experienced the impact of the tsunami, and after about a week, I returned to Khao Lak. Over the next month, the things I saw and experienced will never leave me. How can you forget the stench of a bloated corpse, or the last expression frozen on a dead child’s face, or bodies so twisted and deformed that you can only pray their owners drowned first? And the people who for days and weeks after the wave, continued to search for their loved ones, even though they knew in their heart of hearts they were gone. They would come up to you, hand you a photo taken from their family album, and desperately ask if you had seen them. Over and over I’d say, “No I haven’t,” knowing their loved ones may never be found, and almost certainly not alive.


On one occasion we went to the hospital with a friend who was searching for his missing wife and mother of his child. Along row after row we stared into blackened, distorted faces struggling to identify if it was someone we knew. The hospital was drastically under-equipped to deal with such a catastrophe. Outside, coffins were being filled quicker than they could be put together. Inside, bodies were stacked on top of each other on beds and floors. The smell was overwhelming and sickening, and I was horrified to see that as the bodies swelled in the heat, the dead flesh formed into bubbles which would burst and spill rank body fluids all over the hospital floor. 


The first week after the tsunami, several charities, international brands and other organizations had arrived in the area to help, and while many did a lot of good,  it was frustrating to see how much of the desperately needed aid was mismanaged and wasted. Piles of winter clothing sent over by well-meaning European organizations and charities, lay discarded by the side of the road – apparently, they had forgotten that you don’t need coats and jumpers when it’s 35 degrees in the shade. A popular English supermarket donated more than 200 pushchairs, which sat unused and unopened in a pile beside the main road for weeks where they had been unloaded – the Thais in Khao Lak never used pushchairs, but carried their offspring on their backs.


So much aid money was being wasted, and yet there were so many in need. As Nigel, Maria, Bee and myself walked around one of the refugee camps, where hundreds of huts on stilts had been built for displaced families, we noticed everyone appeared to be living and cooking outside their shelters rather than inside. When we asked why this was, they explained that the tin shelters became ovens in the day and were still too unbearably hot to sleep in at night, meaning the only real use they had for them was for storing their few remaining belongings out of the sun. We went off and bought a dozen fans, and handed them out to as many families as we could, this was paid for with money that Nigel had collected in a fund he had established from friends and family abroad. I also bought some toothbrushes and toothpaste – a small contribution, but I felt that if I had to endure such terrible conditions, I’d at least want to start the day with the simple luxury of clean teeth and fresh breath.


But it wasn’t just the locals who were suffering. I also began to hear about the hundreds of illegal Burmese workers who were rumoured to be hiding in the hills where they had escaped to after the wave. They were still there, but now not only for their safety, but for fear of being rounded up and sent back to Myanmar. Too scared of the authorities and the sea to come down from hiding, they were starving up there in the mountains with no aid from the Thais and little help from the aid agencies. Some people had attempted to take food to them and coax them down, but they had only retreated further into the jungle. While the Thai government was undoubtedly extremely good to its own people, the Burmese were left to fend for themselves in a country where they weren’t welcome. Having escaped an evil regime in their home country, and survived a tsunami in their adopted one, it saddened me to think what might become of those workers and their families.


Other things just made me angry. Like the religious charities that flooded the area and used this humanitarian crisis to recruit people to their cause, often using the most distasteful and disrespectful tactics. A Christian group hung a huge banner declaring “JESUS LOVES YOU” across a road, below which the largely Buddhist population of Khao Lak scrabbled together what was left of their lives. At the refugee camps, Hare Krishnas handed out food, but then hassled the grieving with promises of a happier life if they followed their beliefs. While another well-known charity refused to let homeless people move into their newly-built shelters, unless they first agreed to convert to Christianity.


The custom in Thailand when moving into a new residence is to place a small spirit house outside the home. The spirit house, which resembles a brightly decorated birdbox, is to give the spirits of the land somewhere else to reside, and prevent them from getting angry over their eviction and haunting the new residents. So, I was shocked that many of the religious charities refused to allow the Thais to erect these small structures outside the newly-built shelters, particularly considering the amount of unsettled spirits the locals now believed to be in the area. 


I am not a follower of any organized religion or believer in any god but during that time I certainly experienced things that could not be explained, and I could not help but think of poltergeists.


One very still and airless morning I was out pegging laundry in the garden, when I went back inside to drain the scrubbing buckets and fetch more pegs. There was no one around – there never was where we lived; we were too far out and people only ever visited by car or motorbike which we’d hear approach from a mile away. On the rare occasion anyone did come on foot, the five dangerously territorial dogs that lived on the property would alert us to their presence immediately. But when I came back out in to the garden a few minutes later to finish the job, the dozen or so items I had securely attached to the washing line, were now strewn all over the garden. Pants hung from the roof edge, T-shirts and shorts were scattered in all directions over the grass and tangled in bushes. It could have been a prank, but I knew in my gut that it was something else. We didn’t have a spirit house outside in the garden. Perhaps we should have had.


The aftermath of the tsunami weighed heavily on me. And so, sitting on the stoop of that abandoned shop a month after the tsunami, once again watching the panic spread around me, I knew it was time to leave Khao Lak. I had given what little I had to offer there, and I needed to focus on myself for a while. I needed to go somewhere different, away from all the constant reminders of the tsunami and take some time to process it all, to work out what had just happened and where I was  to go from there. How I would move on from it all, some time to grieve for those who had been lost and the magical world I had known that was now lost, the memories of which would be forever scarred.


I wasn’t ready to return to England yet and the hundreds of questions from concerned family and friends. I thought I’d wait until the tsunami was just another old headline that everyone was bored of hearing about. I suppose I had reached the conclusion that all this had happened because Mother Nature was angry with humans, and so I decided I wouldn’t anger her further by defying gravity. Instead, I thought, I would return to England, but by any means other than flying. No matter how long it would take.
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Fleeing The Scene


Growing up had always seemed like a terrible idea to me. I just never wanted to get a conventional job, and I think I’d told my mum that I wasn’t going to university when I was still at primary school. At 15 years old I wanted to be a stuntman and loved the idea that on Monday I’d be jumping off a roof and Tuesday I’d set myself on fire. Then I found out that, as a stuntman you train in one discipline and do that over and over again. Since setting myself alight every day didn’t appeal, I looked for inspiration from the careers test we took at school instead. Everyone else returned with at least 10 job suggestions, but I was just given two – a fireman or a diver. Funnily enough I had quite fancied becoming a fireman anyway, but as it turned out I was practically blind as a bat in those days (although thanks to laser surgery that’s no longer a problem), and so diver it was. I’d only ever seen police divers before, who were pulling out a suicide from beneath Kingston Bridge, and since that didn’t exactly appeal, I did a bit of research and decided that oil rig diving sounded more up my street. Yes, it was pretty dangerous, but it was also lucrative and as long as I survived, I could retire in 10 years. The problem was, I couldn’t start the real training to be a commercial diver until I was 18, and rather than wasting time going to sixth-form college, I decided to travel and volunteer abroad, funded with in between stints at home, working as a labourer, and serving tea and cake to old people on a cruise boat that sailed up and down the Thames between Westminster and Hampton Court close to where I had grown up.


By the time I arrived in Khao Lak aged 19, I was a certified Divemaster and had several solo travelling trips under my belt, in Africa and India, and a stint diving in Fiji and the States, the latter of which was so expensive that I had to resort to a few nights sleeping rough in an arcade. In the previous four years I had realized that you don’t have to be loaded to travel to exotic untouched paradises; in fact it’s better if you’re not. You see far more renting a room from a local than from the balcony of an expensive hotel. I also knew I didn’t want to work 49 weeks of the year, earn loads of money but have no time to spend it on anything other than a new watch.  Lucrative oil rig diving was now definitely off the cards – having spent several months working for a reef monitoring conservation group in Fiji, I now knew that the oil industry was the marine-life devil and not something I wanted to be part of. In fact, Fiji changed everything for me. I always thought life was about working hard and earning money.  I never saw anyone work harder than Fijians. Surviving on limited resources meant they were far from lazy and every day survival was a struggle, but you also saw them relaxing a lot, because they figured life was too short not to be spent living.


So, although I was 19, and certainly a lot greener than I am now, deciding to travel essentially the long way home from Thailand with not a lot of money or resources, was exciting rather than remotely concerning for me.


Coincidentally, not long after I had decided it was time to leave Khao Lak, Darren, an old school friend of mine, appeared in town, having travelled down from China where he was working as a golf instructor. It was quite fortuitous timing really, because having made the decision to go, I had then started to feel guilty that I was able to leave the aftermath of the tsunami behind me, when so many others couldn’t. Having been through secondary school together and getting our first jobs at  a local members’ club near to where we grew up in Middlesex, Darren was a close friend, and his arrival gave me the push I needed to finally bid my Thai home an emotional farewell.


Darren was not your conventional traveller. In fact, at 19 years old he was more like a 45-year-old Brit abroad, scarlet with sunburn, in his socks and sandals, sweating profusely, and maintaining a continuous background grumble about how hot it was. Having left home at 17 years old to move to a four-star hotel in Hong Kong where he taught golf to rich Chinese kids, roughing it wasn’t really part of his vocabulary. Luckily, I found his old-man mannerisms funny, and it felt good to have someone around who knew me well, and me him.


By now, it was more than a month since the tsunami, and first I needed to get a new visa. This meant Myanmar, or Burma, was to be our first stop, 200km away, and it was time to introduce Darren to the wonderful world of hitchhiking! Trusting that I was the ‘traveller one’, Darren agreed to go with the flow with minimal grumbling. From Khao Lak it took a day to travel to Ranong, the crossing point into Myanmar, slightly more than sun-kissed and our hair severely windswept from hours in the backs of trucks. From there we hired a long-tail boat to take us across the expanse of water that led to Myanmar, which for Darren, who was not much of a seaman, was pretty terrifying. The long-tail boats here had a habit of crisscrossing each other’s paths, skimming bows, with propellers swinging through the air, often causing passengers on other boats to duck to avoid decapitation. Long-tail boats are called this because the propellers are attached to a long pole/shaft that sticks out the back of the engine, often half the length of the hull of the boat itself.


The captains, when manoeuvring around other boats or objects, often lean down on their engines like a seesaw to pivot/lift the propeller up over things in order to make a quicker turn or to get themselves out of a tight spot/parking space. This results in a sharp spinning propeller suddenly bursting out the water and swinging 90 degrees around before being dunked back into the water beside you. In crowded marinas/docks where the boats are crammed in against each other, it’s not uncommon to experience a long-tail boat whip its prop up and over your boat as the captain skilfully steers around you. There was much swearing from Darren and laughing from me, as he gripped the side of the boat for dear life.


The immigration office was a dilapidated hut on stilts, and we had to stop just outside the port while the young boat boy took our passports and jumped across the bows of a dozen moored up boats to show the waiting official. He stamped us out of Thailand without even bothering to look out of his window. We could have just returned back to mainland now we had our stamps, but I thought Darren might like a little bit of a Burmese experience, and so we went on to the border town of Victoria Point – about the only part of Myanmar you can get to without a load of advance visas and permits. So, when the boy returned to our boat, we motored on noisily across international waters towards Myanmar, past fisherman and their huge nets that were scooping up the jellyfish which drifted along inches below the surface.


I watched the military-controlled land approach through narrowed eyes. Gold stupas (like bulbous minarets) dotted the mountainside and glistened in the sunlight; a sign of the wealth that this country possessed, but of which the people, whose thoughts and movements were so heavily controlled by the military junta, saw none. A life without persecution was all that most of them could hope for. Few have any understanding of politics and they cannot grasp why all these nations, who profess to care about their suffering, don’t step in and do something to help them. Trade embargoes have no meaning to them; they only hear empty promises and a world that has lost sight of right and wrong. This is what you see in the people’s eyes as you walk around Victoria Point, and it made me feel guilty. Guilty that this was a former British colony that we’d left with little thought or care of what would happen to its people. But contrarily, it also made me feel grateful that I was British and could float across borders simply because of the little red and gold book I carried. These feelings were nothing new to me. I’d visited Victoria Point a few times already, since at the time, a Thai visa was only good for a month which meant every month I had to leave the country just to be let straight back in. We didn’t stay long on this trip, since our driver was waiting impatiently for us in the boat, so I gave Darren a quick 15-minute whistle-stop tour.


First, we headed for the bottle store which sold dirt-cheap cartons of Burmese cigarettes called ‘Falling Rain’, bottles of Johnnie Walker, Smirnoff Red and more surprisingly, three flavours of Pringles. As we were leaving, the owner stopped us and attempted to sell us  a huge bag of Viagra, which we declined, despite his many hand gestures and actions to illustrate its incredible effects. We then walked back through the stalls selling fake designer sunglasses, and once I felt Darren had seen as much as he was ever going to legally see of Myanmar, we returned to our boat and headed back to Thailand, where we were granted another month-long visa. We then began the tiring task of finding a lift back in the direction from which we had come.


We were heading for Koh Sok National Park. I’d been there six months before during the monsoon season, and walked nine of the main trails within the park, spotting snakes, gibbons, monkeys and what in my night vision I think was a wild boar. The park seemed a lot tamer this time round, since the waterfalls had all practically dried up. The fast-flowing rivers were now gentle streams, and the trails and ground had become dry and cracked, rather than the marsh it had been on my last visit – which had resulted in countless leech bites (that made me look like I’d survived a nail gun attack), and a battered and bruised body from continually slipping over. In fact, the last time I was here, one of the trails had nearly killed me, when an unexpected rainstorm swelled the streams to torrents, and turned the narrow rocky ledges of the trail into ice rinks. I only made it out of the park alive with the help of a couple of lost Germans, without whose support  I could never have made it across the fast-flowing rivers. I led them to the exit, but they had already returned the favour in triplicate by rescuing me from a deadly fall.  I survived that trail with a bruised back, a lumpy head, swollen hands and feet that looked like they’d been run over by a lawnmower. So needless to say, when Darren suggested we take the same trail that day, I told him where to go!


Instead we spent the next few days swimming in the river a short walk from the park entrance, and enjoying cold bottles of Chang Beer at the guesthouse, where happy hour lasted an extraordinary eight hours. Strangely the smell and sounds of the jungle felt like such a safe environment now, after the smell of raw sewage and death I had left behind me in Khao Lak. It also made me realize how good it felt to finally be away from the threat and panic of another tsunami. Even so, it was not something I was ready to talk about, which was something Darren accepted. It was nice to think and chat about other things, to start to relax and feel refreshed.


One memorable day, we took a trip to a nearby Buddhist temple close to the foot of a mountain where the monks looked after packs of stray dogs and mischievous monkeys. Accompanied by an apprentice monk and a dozen of the curious primates, we climbed up a steep metal staircase, which took us into a cave system leading deep into the mountain itself. The floors and ceilings were covered in stalactites and stalagmites. The rocks sparkled with veins of precious stone I assumed to be quartz and bats flew around our heads. When we got back to our camp, Darren confessed that he’d been a little scared of the monks due to the computer game Tomb Raider II, in which vicious monks attack you. “And they say computer games aren’t harmful,” I joked.


After a few days, we continued hitchhiking the 750km or so to Bangkok, riding in the back of numerous pickup trucks and in the cabs of enormous and painfully slow lorries. At one point we were stopped by the police, but they only gave us a bottle of water each and wished us luck on our travels. Hitching is by far my favourite mode of travelling, because although it’s not always the cheapest or quickest way, you meet so many different people and have the freedom to move on, anywhere and anytime.


Wherever I’ve travelled, one thing I have found to be a universal truth, is that those who appear to have less wealth will always be the ones to offer the most and ask for the least in return, and this was certainly demonstrated on our 48-hour journey to Bangkok. Twice, the drivers of our hitched lifts, pulled over and insisted on buying us lunch, accepting nothing in return when we parted ways. While we were wandering down the highway, an elderly lady with a safety pin holding her dress together, hobbled over from her fruit stall to offer us a bag of bananas for the road. A few hours later, as we stood after getting soaked in the rain, and unsuccessfully trying to flag down cars by waving our hands, palms facing down (the thumb gesture is not understood in Thailand) a Mercedes pulled over. I was immediately suspicious, as expensive cars rarely seemed to stop. The window rolled down to reveal two men in suits who, before I’d even had the chance to utter a ‘sawadi kup’ greeting, asked for 4,000 baht (at the time about $100) for a lift. This was a ridiculous sum of money, as the bus would have been around 300 baht. We declined, despite the fact that Darren’s bald and burning head could have done with a roof, and winding the window back up with irritation, the men drove on. We continued on our journey on foot for a few more minutes, when a pickup truck began reversing a few hundred metres down the highway towards us. When it drew level, a young man in his 20s hung out the window and offered us a lift. We climbed in the back and were on our way, Darren clutching a bandana to his head to prevent further sunburn. Our driver spoke just enough English to tell us his name was Art, and after our overnight drive to Bangkok insisted we had tea with him and his family. Art lived with his parents and brothers in a narrow, high-ceilinged terraced house, right opposite a noisy overpass. The moment we stepped inside we were greeted by the homely smell of sweet and sour pork and ushered into a living room with kingfisher-print wallpaper covered with family photos. There was a mish mash of furniture, and the chairs all had lace covers over the arms and backs, like you see in old people’s homes. His mother offered us tea, which sadly was Lipton’s, and asked Art to ask us lots of questions – she was clearly excited to have two ‘farangs’ in her home. Before we left, she gave each of us a tiny golden Buddha pendant for luck which I kept with me for months, until it was stolen from my bedside table at a hostel in India.


Afterwards, Art dropped us off on the Khao San Road, and would only accept a coke for all he’d done for us. The Khao San Road is pretty famous among tourists, and a place with which I have a love–hate relationship, since it’s full of money-hungry touts and first-time student travellers immersing themselves in the ‘culture’ by getting drunk and buying pairs of fisherman pants. Nonetheless, I always stay there, amidst the neon signs and stalls selling wooden frogs, knives, fake designer T-shirts and photocopied Lonely Planet guides, as it’s the only place I know in Bangkok where you can get a bed for 60 baht and have easy access to internet facilities and budget travel agents.


Bangkok always takes a while for me to adjust to. It did feel good to be back, given all that I had experienced over the last few weeks. In many ways, cities are designed to separate you from nature and reality, and since I was none too happy with Mother Nature at that moment, the horrid humidity, swerving chaos, honking tuk-tuks and clouds of billowing black smoke, didn’t bother me too much at first.


For a nation that operates on fairly laid back ‘Thai time’, Bangkok is a city that is always in a hurry, and the first thing I always notice are the incessant car horns. Bangkok is the definition of organized chaos, and as you pass through streets of guys selling soot-covered fruit and moped mechanics squatting in the street at a game of checkers using painted bottle tops, there is a real sense of community.


Nevertheless, by the next morning, I was ready to leave. Despite growing up around London I’m not really a city person, and after so long away from the hustle and bustle of city life, the crowds freaked me out a bit. I phoned the Chinese Embassy to see about getting a visa, only to be told that it would be closed for at least another week due to the Chinese New Year.


Darren was approaching Bangkok like your typical first-time traveller, and consulting his Lonely Planet Guide book on everything. My opinion is that guidebooks should be used as a reference and not a bible. They have some useful maps and addresses, but are often out of date by the time they go to print, and it’s far better to explore on your own. So after I had successfully stripped Darren of his (i.e. thrown it in the bin when he wasn’t looking) I showed him some of the true sights of Bangkok: cruising up and down the river on the local ferry and visiting the free university museum where animals, human organs and even foetuses are on display in jars.


The following day was Election Day, and to keep the people of Thailand clearheaded therefore, there was  a complete 48-hour ban on the sale and consumption  of alcohol. Seeing this as more of a challenge than a problem, we declared a two-day drinking session to signify the end of our travels together, after which we would part and go our separate ways, me on to Laos, and Darren back to his job in Hong Kong.


To do this, we would visit some of the most seedy and disturbing bars and brothels that I had ever heard of, let alone seen. We headed for Patpong because if anywhere as going to be selling illegal alcohol it would be there, and it didn’t take long before, with the help of a few dodgy rickshaw drivers, we were entering illicit bars through thick, steel-backed doors. In an area within the city where girls perform X-rated tricks with ping-pong balls and wrestled in foam, you can wander among streets that cater for homosexuals, bisexuals, transsexuals and trisexuals (apparently those who will try anything) and enjoy the compliments pouring in from either side of the road as the different hosts try to entice you inside their particular dens of vice. We entered through side-alley doorways, more often than not with some kind of special rhythmic knock, or a nod to a pair of eyes peering through a hatch from our rickshaw driver. Inside the fully soundproofed bars, more alcoholic beverages were on offer than in most of the bars on the Khao San Road.


Inside, we found overweight, middle-aged Europeans, surrounded by skinny little Thai girls with fake eyelashes and fake smiles, competing for these pathetic mens’ attention and money. Some girls do this by choice, as there’s good money to be made. Others have a drug habit or pimp to pay off and have no other option, and  I must admit I did feel a little guilty supporting their pimps by buying the booze in their bars. The girls don’t all work as prostitutes though; rather like on-site escorts, they are there to make the men feel wanted and keep their bar tab going. Most have the choice whether  to return to a room with them or not, however, while some girls do only work in the bars, many will offer sex  for 1000 bahts (US$30), a small price for the rich businessmen on holiday, but nearly a week’s wages for the average Thai. Prostitution is not as frowned upon in Thailand as it is in many western countries; despite  it being illegal, it seems to be viewed far more as a  trade than a crime. Most girls will of course still tell their families back home that they are working in a shop or travel agency, the kind of job for which they had originally headed to the big city. For many of them, they feel they have little choice. There is a huge responsibility on their shoulders in that it is normal to send a large  part of your wages home, often with the one working member of the family supporting their parents and all their siblings. Most children will be brought up by their grandparents, so the mother can work while she is young and then look after her grandchildren when the time comes. This keeps the family ties strong with up to four generations all living under one roof.


Twice, while in these bars, despite sitting relatively quietly and not requesting anything more than another cold beer, a line of young Thai girls, many with pupils so drug dilated they looked half blind, were presented before us. They wore matching outfits and numbers were pinned to the few clothes they were wearing. We were asked if we wanted to pick a number to take upstairs and ‘play with’. Instantly sobered, and feeling slightly ashamed for being there in the first place, we would get up immediately and leave.


When the voting was over, we returned to the Khao San Road for our final night together in Bangkok. It would certainly be a night to remember; Darren would find out the hard way that Thai lady boys can make quite convincing women, especially when you’re buying the drinks and I ended up breaking the nose of a drunken tourist who had joked that those who died in the tsunami should have been better swimmers – something I don’t regret.


I’m not very good with goodbyes, and so perhaps a little selfishly, I left early the next morning before Darren had woken up. I knew he’d understand. I walked several miles to the outskirts of town and began hitching towards Ko Yai National Park. It took three lifts to get near the turnoff I needed and it was raining heavily, but I didn’t mind as the drops were warm and made a refreshing change from being saturated in sweat. Having been dropped off by the side of the main road, I crossed over and walked into a petrol station, where I instantly fell in love with one of the petrol station assistants. She was called Pen, and when she saw me she came over with a beautiful smile and began to chat away to me – far too fast for me to understand anything she said – but perhaps feeling sorry for me, since I was soaked to the skin and struggling with a very heavy pack, she led me inside the little wooden staff hut and put the kettle on, before taking a towel and drying my hair. She gave me a cup of steaming Milo and we exchanged names while I tried to make sense of my now soggy map.


She kept pausing to laugh at the fact that neither of us understood each other before babbling on anyway. Once she understood where I was trying to go, she skipped off outside into the rain. I watched through the window as, with a spring in her step and between pumping gas, she got all her colleagues to ask cars for a lift for me. Maybe she was high on life, or maybe she was just high on all the fumes she was inhaling, but it was great to see someone who could be so content and happy operating a petrol pump in the rain, by the side of a filthy main road. I dreamed about asking if she wanted to come to see Mount Everest with me, but before I had a chance to daydream any further, she had found me a lift and I was back on the road again. This time I got as far as the next turnoff for the park, and from there, I just had another 5km to go. It was dark by then and raining so hard that I could hardly keep my eyes open. A man on a motorbike bike pulled over and offered me a lift to the entrance. I gratefully accepted, and when I got off, he turned around and headed back in the direction he’d come.


The guard in the security hut at the gate was engrossed in his newspaper, and I slipped through the entrance unnoticed, avoiding paying the 200 baht-a-day entrance fee. I walked down the road to a sign and found it was a further 14km to the park headquarters, and even further to the campsite. I walked far enough down the road so that I would be out of sight of the park entrance, pitched my tent and got some shuteye.


In the morning, I rose with the sun and hitched a lift in a truck full of wood to the campsite that was 25km inside the park. As I had all my own equipment and a fake student card, I was able to camp for just 10 baht a night. The campsite was practically empty, and I pitched my tent beside a lake surrounded by trees, mountains and a curious deer.


This is where I spent the next few days, relaxing, planning and daydreaming. I’m very happy in my own company and had by this time reached the conclusion that I like to travel alone. It started out as a necessity, since all my friends were either at college or too busy clubbing or playing Play Station to join me. Then I started to realize that travelling alone is actually easier – I’m not a fan of planning or reservations, and so any decisions I make that are good, bad, sensible or stupid, only affect me.


I also sewed up all the tears in my tent, made several weeks before when I was living on Khao Lak beach, and had drunkenly returned home one night and attempted to enter through entrances that didn’t exist. Considering its poor condition, it’s impressive that a few months later I actually sold it in Nepal to a shop selling camping supplies for twice the price I’d paid for it.


I had a general idea of where I wanted to go, but no real plan and only a world map designed for 10- and 11-year-old school kids listing little more than capital cities, as reference. I wasn’t in any rush to get home, although my mum had told me on the phone the other day that I had to be back in London for my cousin’s wedding in July, which at the time, seemed fairly doable.


I left the park in a relaxed state of mind, ready to begin the longest and toughest journey I had ever undertaken. It took just a day to hitchhike from the National Park to Nong Khai, the last town before the border to Laos. I travelled some distance with a Thai couple who had a daughter studying in London and they asked if I knew her and how she was. I said I’d not seen her around, but I had been away some time and that now I knew she was there, I would certainly keep my eyes open when I returned.


Before they dropped me off at a junction, they pulled over and the woman scurried off into a little shack of a shop and came back to the car with a big bag of food. She presented it to me, and said it was so I wouldn’t get hungry on my journey back to England. It didn’t quite last me until I got back home, but it did fill a hole that night. I found a cheap room in Nong Khai, if you could call it a room – the walls didn’t touch the ceiling and I was kept awake half the night by a couple on the other side of the dividing wall doing a lot more than whispering sweet nothings.


I packed up early and began walking the 5km towards the border, where I bumped into a friend from Khao Lak, another freelance divemaster called Klaus who was from Germany. Since it was a border town filled with foreigners, it was less strange bumping in to him there than the fact that I hadn’t seen him since before the tsunami and had assumed that he was dead. We had breakfast together and then I carried on my way. At the border, I gave myself a few minutes to make sure I was a 100 per cent sure that this was the right thing for me to do, then I got stamped out of Thailand, blew the Thai flag a kiss, and began marching across  the friendship bridge over the Mekong River. The Thai immigration guys came running after me and said I wasn’t allowed to walk across the bridge, I must return and pay for a shuttle bus over the bridge. I argued for as long as I could, but you should never argue with a man with a gun.


Having paid a rip-off fare to travel a distance I’d already half completed on foot, I walked over to Laos Immigration where I politely asked the little woman behind the glass screen for a visa. I was told I’d have to give her $1 more than normal because it was a Saturday. I laughed and paid her the extra cash with no complaints, purely for her originality.
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Mission Crocodile

Khao Lak to  Vientiane = 1,406km


As I entered Vientiane in the back of a pickup truck, I had to ask the driver if he was sure this was the right Vientiane since, for a capital city, it seemed quite small and very subdued. I couldn’t see a single building over three storeys high, and it was simply too quiet. After he had assured me for the third time that I was in the right place, still not quite convinced, I jumped down from the truck and began walking. It was only when I turned a corner and found the Vietnamese Embassy, that I finally accepted that the driver was right. I walked around in the hot sun with my bag for the next three hours. There were no fast food franchises or brand name shops, only little family-owned businesses with handwritten signs in the windows. Shopkeepers sat on doorsteps staring out on to the street while others pushed food carts selling Pad Thai or hotdogs on sticks. There was a surprising amount of print and copy shops, practically one on every corner, and I passed a book shop, so crammed with books you couldn’t see in the window. I had a feeling I was going to like it here, which was just as well, since I was going to be stuck in Vientiane far longer than I had planned while I waited for the Chinese Embassy to reopen after the Chinese New Year.


 Eventually, I found the guesthouse area which consisted of fairly solid looking three-storey buildings, rather than the tin and bamboo shacks I’d seen everywhere else. For US$7 a night I checked in to a room just across the road from a monastery and from the shared balcony of the guesthouse I could watch the young monks sweeping the sandy dust of the courtyard in the mornings and gathering the fallen leaves at night. I showered and, not wanting to break with tradition, headed straight out to sample the local beer. There was only one available that I had not already consumed vast quantities of in Thailand and it was called Beerlao. After about my fourth, I decided that Beerlao was quite possibly the best lager I had ever tasted and headed back to my guesthouse ready to spread the word. Instead, I found an Englishman called Adam sitting on the balcony smoking a joint of opium. He was in his late thirties with a greying goatie and a red and purple cap on his head. It turned out he was an amateur magician and he impressed me with his sleight of hand tricks while we chatted for an hour or so before heading down to the Mekong River to find dinner together.


The banks of the Mekong were lined with clusters of plastic tables and chairs, set up beside roaring grills cooking a variety of seafood specialties. We wandered along looking at the stalls and their catch, proudly displayed on ice. There was an English-speaking waiter standing at each stall, attempting to entice customers to their particular makeshift eatery, but since they were all offering much the same, they weren’t too eager to haggle over portion or price and in the end we chose where to eat purely on the basis that we preferred its seating layout. The moment we sat down and ordered a Beerlao and a “Lap”, the national dish, we promptly began to be feasted upon by the mosquitoes. When the Lap arrived, it was so spicy I was convinced that my eyes were weeping blood, but I was so hungry I nevertheless finished it all.


Afterwards we made our way to a café bar where we got chatting to a group of travellers, and after a few more Beerlaos, moved on to a proper bar with a free pool table.
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