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When I first arrived in Thailand in 1994, I believed I was starting a new chapter, a chance to rebuild after losing my marriage, my job and my access to the three children I loved back in England. I came with my Thai wife, a suitcase full of hope, and the bruises of a career scandal I didn’t deserve.

I thought I understood what struggle meant. I thought I knew what it felt like to lose things you care about. But Thailand had other lessons in store.

Over the years that followed, I built a new life from the ground up, careers, businesses, friendships, even love and a child. And along the way, I also learned how easily trust can be broken, how quickly partners become opponents, and how dangerous it is to confuse material success with emotional security.

I learned that in a country like Thailand, where the rules of business and life aren’t always written down, things can change overnight. I had learnt to understand something I’d never been taught back in England, that when two cultures meet, they can either collide... or find ways to complement each other.

What feels normal in one world can seem strange, even offensive, in another. But if you listen closely, pay attention, and let go of the idea that your way is the only way, something beautiful can happen. You learn to read between the lines, between language, gesture and expectation. Thailand taught me that. And eventually, I realised that understanding culture isn’t about learning new rules... it’s about learning new ways to see.

By the end of this particular journey, the story told in this book, I would find myself sitting alone in a jail cell, caught in the fallout of a business conflict I never saw coming.

And it was there, under the harsh fluorescent lights of a Bangkok police jail, staring at a cracked cement wall, that I was forced to reckon with the most valuable thing I’d nearly lost: my freedom.

This, my second memoir, is the story of how I got there, and everything I learned along the way about love, survival and what really matters when everything else is stripped away.

RECAP OF BOOK ONE:

LIFE’S A STRAWBERRY

Before the madness of Thailand, there was my first life, the one I shared in Life’s a Strawberry.

It all started with a bang – literally. At 15, I broke my neck playing schoolboy rugby. One bad tackle, one frozen pitch and suddenly I was a paralysed teenager staring at hospital ceiling tiles, wondering if my life was already over before it had begun.

But life’s funny. You don’t die, you adapt. Stoke Mandeville Hospital became my school for survival. I left in a wheelchair, with a new understanding of myself – and a fierce hunger to live. There were setbacks and triumphs: rebuilding my independence, learning how to drink, laugh and chase girls all over again, just now with a walking stick in my hand.

I threw myself into work, starting at the bottom in local newspapers and clawing my way up the ladder. I became a successful publisher. I fell in love, got married, bought a lovely house in the Lincolnshire countryside and had kids; three of them, beautiful and bright. I was living the life I thought I wanted.

Then, as life does, it twisted again.

My wife fell into the arms of another, and divorce hit me like another crash tackle. I lost my home, my kids and what I thought was my identity as a family man. Weekends became my only time with my children. I filled the empty days with work, career moves, reckless adventures, and fleeting romances... moments of pure joy and total loneliness, often within the same day.

In the early ’90s, destiny nudged me towards Thailand, a place that would change my life forever. First as a curious tourist, then as a man in love again with Chariya, my Thai wife. We married in 1991 and lived in Nottinghamshire, where my life fell apart all over again.

I moved to Thailand with Chariya in 1994, grabbing at one last shot

at reinvention, taking a job as publisher for a major media company

in Bangkok.

Life’s a Strawberry was about survival, reinvention and chasing moments of joy, seeking the strawberries while dodging the tigers of regret and the fear of the future. Little did I know that Thailand would serve up a whole new level of life lessons... and one particular strawberry that I would find impossible to give up.

Now, as You Can’t Eat Love begins, the real adventure starts...
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WHAT JOB?

It was early June 1994. I was still reeling from being dismissed from my job in England for alleged gross misconduct, but I was excited to have secured a position as a publisher for a leading media company in Thailand. I called the senior VP of Human Resources, to inform her that I and my Thai wife Chariya had just arrived in Bangkok. The SVP’s name was Achara Na Ayutthaya. My wife explained to me this must be a very ‘high’ lady.

The name “Na Ayutthaya” carries cultural and historical significance in Thai society due to its association with the Royal lineage and indicates noble or Royal descent, specifically tracing heritage back to the ancient capital of Ayutthaya and, by extension, the Siamese Royal family. While it does not always signify direct connection to the reigning monarchy, it denotes a prestigious lineage with ties to Thailand’s aristocratic past. In contemporary Thailand, such a name often commands respect and conveys a sense of inherited status, tradition and social standing, subtly influencing how an individual is perceived within both formal and informal circles.

“Hello, Khun Achara. This is Roger Warner. I hope you’re well. I just wanted to let you know that my wife and I have arrived in Bangkok and I’m ready to start work. Can you provide the details on when and where I should come in?”

She hesitated before replying. “Yes, you must meet with Khun Siwadon,” she said. “But there’s a problem. He’s in Australia, and I’m unsure when he’ll return. Can you call me in two weeks and we can arrange your interview?”

I was a little taken aback. “Interview? Oh no, not again. Please tell me this isn’t happening.”

I had already spoken with Siwadon at length; he had called me in England a few weeks earlier in response to a letter I’d sent asking for a job. He was glad I’d written to him, read my application letter and CV, and offered me the position as publisher of Executive magazine, saying I would be the perfect person to take it over.

I’d accepted, and it was confirmed between us; he told me he wanted me to start work as soon as possible. I’d said June, and he’d replied “great”.

Achara had already contacted me about my work permit and visa documents. She and Khun Siwadon, the company’s owner, were aware of my disability and reliance on my walking stick, and they were okay with it. “Mai pen rai” (no problem) was the response. She told me to arrive in Thailand on a tourist ‘O’ visa, which I obtained from the Thai consulate in Kingston-upon-Hull.

A sense of foreboding washed over me as I feared this job was about to evaporate before me. It all seemed so disorganised and uncertain. I had sold everything I owned in the UK, including my home, and moved to Thailand, prepared to start a new life and job immediately.

But then I reminded myself: “This is Thailand; calm down. Things move differently here. Just go with the flow.” So, I took a deep breath and replied: “Alright, I’ll head down to Phuket for a couple of weeks and call you when I get back.”

She seemed relieved by my calm response, and we ended the call. It was an unexpected setback, but I decided that I should make the best of it and adapt.

Chariya and I spent two blissful weeks in Phuket, savouring every moment. We spent our days relaxing on stunning beaches, while evenings were filled with vibrant street food, Thai cuisine, beer bars with booming music and lively shopping markets.

We started in Patong and then moved to beach bungalows in Karon, Kata and Rawai, exploring the island’s beauty and making new friends. We took boat trips to nearby islands, Krabi, Phang Nga Bay and the so-called James Bond Island, which had featured in The Man with the Golden Gun.

Though I couldn’t scuba dive, I floated in the shallow waters with a mask and snorkel, watching tropical fish swim so close they nibbled my arms. I’d leave my walking stick stabbed into the sand like Excalibur, and someone always helped me get up from my knees to my feet when I emerged from the water.

We also returned to Wat Phra Thong, known for its half-buried golden Buddha. Six months earlier, I had visited during one of the most depressing periods of my life.

There, I had an audience with an elderly monk who changed my perspective forever. He created a life chart for me and offered advice that lifted a heavy weight from my soul.

At the time, I was consumed with guilt, torn between the life I had lost in divorce, my family and my three children, and the new beginnings I was creating with my new Thai wife.

The monk spoke with wisdom and compassion, telling me it was okay to embrace happiness. He explained that those who absolutely loved me would want nothing more than for me to find peace and contentment. His words felt like a release, giving me the strength to move forward without being shackled by the past.

He gave me three Buddha amulets. One depicted Luang Phor Koon Parisuttho* (see panel), one of Thailand’s most revered monks. He explained that he was a good monk to help me find peace and bear my responsibilities.

The monk’s gifts included a small gold necklace, a copper sitting Buddha, and a black Takrut amulet inscribed with sacred symbols that each carried a profound meaning.

Eventually, the old monk performed the Sai Sin ceremony for me, a deeply spiritual and symbolic ritual that would leave a lasting impact on my life. He began by preparing a delicate silk bracelet, twisting yellow and red silk strands into a single, thin thread. Each colour had meaning: yellow symbolised the teachings of Buddha, wisdom and enlightenment; red represented life force, protection and energy. Together, they embodied a harmonious balance of spiritual wisdom and protective strength.

The monk blessed the Sai Sin thread by chanting sacred mantras, imbuing it with positive energy and spiritual protection. As his voice resonated with calm authority, he gently rolled the thread up and down my arm, continuing his chants. Finally, he tied the thread around my wrist with a precise knot, ensuring it would stay in place.

*Luang Phor Koon

Luang Phor Koon was born in 1923 in Nakhon Ratchasima. Luang Phor Koon was ordained at age 21 and began his monastic life at Wat Thanon Hak Yai. He spent years practising Tudong, a disciplined, ascetic wandering, in the jungles of Laos and Cambodia where tigers and elephants were common back then; there, he mastered Dhamma (Buddhist teachings), Samadhi (meditation), and Wicha (spiritual knowledge, often referred to as magic or protective charms).

When he returned to Thailand, he resided at Wat Banrai in Korat. At the time, the temple was in a state of disrepair. Luang Phor Koon rebuilt it and became a beloved figure in the community, using donations to fund schools, hospitals and infrastructure projects. He was known for his humility and generosity, often sitting on the floor alongside devotees regardless of their status.

This act symbolised the transfer of blessings, protection and good fortune. The Sai Sin wasn’t just a bracelet but a connection to the monk’s prayers and the spiritual qualities he infused into them. I wore that Sai Sin thread every day for 10 years until it finally disintegrated. Despite the wear and tear of daily life, it stayed on my wrist, a constant reminder of the monk’s wisdom and the balance and protection it symbolised. It became a part of me, offering comfort and strength as I navigated life’s challenges.

That entire experience helped me unwind from the depression and anger I felt after being wrongly accused of sexual harassment and dismissed from my newspaper job in London. The fallout was brutal; I had already lost my children, then my career and my home.

But through it all Chariya, stood by me. Her unwavering support gave me the strength to reach out and get a new job and start over with her in Thailand. When we returned to Bangkok, she gave me a solid gold necklace with a gold Luang Phor Koon amulet, which I went on to wear daily for many years. More than 30 years later, I still wear an amulet of Luang Phor Koon. It provides me with a certain comfort, it serves as a constant reminder of that monk’s teachings, to let go of guilt, to embrace life, and that kind-heartedness is a weapon of Dharma.

Painful goodbyes

Chariya and I spent two-and-a-half years in Retford, Nottinghamshire, after our 1991 marriage. As we prepared to leave, we cleared the house and spent weekends at local car boot sales, selling everything we could to raise cash.

I was amazed at how much we made; even old coffee mugs turned a profit. With my savings and what I had left from the severance pay, we had about £9,000, not much, but enough to get us started, especially with a new job waiting for me.

Leaving my kids behind was the hardest part. Sam, my eldest at 13, understood the most. He and I had bonded over weekend football matches. Saying goodbye to him broke my heart. I promised him he’d be jet-skiing in Thailand soon. Stephanie, 11, didn’t fully grasp the situation, she just looked forward to the holidays, while Harry was just eight and very withdrawn. I assured them I’d return twice a year, at Christmas and Easter, I also hoped their mother would allow them to visit during the summer. But, as the plane took off, I couldn’t shake the fear of how long it might really be before I saw them again.

Their mother had left me to live with her new partner, taking the children from me a few years earlier, and she’d already made things difficult; she wanted to build her new family and didn’t want me anywhere near them. Leaving them was painful, but I had no choice. My life in England was over. I promised myself and my kids that this was the start of a new life.
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BACK TO BANGKOK

I felt excited and anxious as I prepared to begin my new career. I had visited Bangkok as a tourist, but this was different. I was starting a new job, working for a large Thai company where English was not the primary language, and I spoke little Thai.

Navigating the city with my walking stick was daunting. It wasn’t very accessible, but I was determined. My plan: rebuild my life, work in Bangkok for a few years, achieve some career goals, and then return to the UK stronger, proving to those who had abandoned me just how wrong they were to cast me aside so carelessly.

This was my chance to rise again, and I would not let it slip.

The time had come for me to call Khun Achara. She confirmed that Khun Siwadon was back from Australia for a few days and arranged an appointment for me to meet him in two days’ time. It was now late June.

The meeting was held at the Dao Group head office on Phra Athit Road in Bangkok, near the river and the Grand Palace in the old city area. It is just a short distance from the bustling Khaosan Road, a popular backpackers’ rendezvous spot.

I wore my best dark blue suit, one of three I’d had made for me by a young Burmese named Tony in his shop in Pratunam. A new white shirt and my lucky Berkshire tie, of blue, green and silver stripes. I wanted to make a solid first impression.

Upon arriving, a staff member led me up a long flight of stairs. The weather was sweltering and the climb was exhausting. I gripped the bannister with my left hand and used the cane in my right, but I was thoroughly worn out when I reached the top. I couldn’t help but wonder why the bosses were always located on the top floor.

The young assistant opened the door and I entered the most impressive office I had ever seen. The entire floor had been converted into a single, expansive space decorated in a lavish Chinese and Thai style with gold and ivory accents. Portraits of King Rama IX and Queen Sirikit were hung in prominent positions at the end of the room, together with a picture that included all the Kings of the Rama Dynasty within a single gold frame, all were adorned with garlands of flowers, much like a shrine. Oriental paintings embellished the walls, while antique furniture, Buddha statues, elephant tusks and various cultural artefacts were spread throughout the room.

Glass and gold dragons set on red velvet with gold Chinese symbols hung on the wall behind him. The dominant colours were red, gold, ivory and black, creating a striking visual impact, and the massive window at the end of the office took in the magnificence of the Chao Phraya River and Bangkok’s cityscape beyond.

Behind a massive, black polished desk sat a diminutive Thai-Chinese man. He was dressed casually in a slightly faded white Qantas T-shirt, thick black hair slicked neatly back, black-rimmed glasses balanced low on the bridge of his nose. He looked up as I entered, smiled with easy warmth, and chuckled: “Roger, come in, take a seat.”

He brought his palms together in the traditional Thai wai, bowing his head gently. The wai involves placing hands together in a respectful gesture similar to a Christian in prayer. I returned the gesture as best I could, awkwardly, aware of both the significance and the limitations of my body.

He noticed. I saw it in the flicker of his eyes, nothing judgemental, just... awareness. Then, without missing a beat, he leaned forward and extended his hand to shake mine.

It was a small gesture, but it meant everything. He’d seen the difficulty. He’d adjusted. And in that moment, we met not just across a desk, but across culture, condition and mutual respect.

Shaking hands was always a small, but persistent, source of awkwardness for me. It sounds like such a simple thing, an everyday social gesture, but for me, it was anything but.

I carried my walking stick in my right hand, so the moment someone offered a handshake, I had to fumble through a quiet little choreography: transferring the stick to my left hand, steadying myself, and then reaching out, unbalanced, slightly exposed.

But the real complication wasn’t just the stick. It was my hand itself. The paralysis from my accident had left my three inner fingers permanently curled into my palm, forming a kind of soft fist.

So, when people went to shake my hand, more often than not they’d grasp what felt like a closed fist instead of an open greeting. There was always that pause, just a split second, but enough for both of us to feel it. A flicker of confusion. Sometimes embarrassment. Sometimes pity.

I never blamed the handshake recipients. How could they know? Still, the moment never failed to remind me that my body told its own story, before I ever opened my mouth.

Moving to Thailand shifted all that.

There, handshakes were rare. The standard greeting, the wai, was elegant and respectful: palms pressed together, fingers upright, head slightly bowed. It carried a quiet dignity I appreciated. But even that had its complications

One hand was always occupied with my stick, and, even when seated, I couldn’t press my palms flat together. The stiffness in my right hand, the curled fingers, got in the way.

So, I adapted, as I always had. I learned to prepare in advance. If I saw a wai coming, I’d quietly straighten my fingers as best I could, by pressing my right hand on my leg before the moment arrived. It wasn’t perfect, but it was enough. A small, rehearsed grace.

Just another quiet inconvenience. Another subtle legacy of the accident. One of the many ways disability reshapes the most ordinary of moments and teaches you to meet the world on slightly different terms.

“I’m so pleased to meet you,” he said. “I apologise for the inconvenience and confusion, but I had an unexpected business opportunity in Australia I couldn’t pass up. I hope it didn’t trouble you too much.”

I smiled and replied: “Well, to be honest, it was a bit of a surprise, but as it turns out, my wife and I had the chance to enjoy a couple of weeks in Phuket. It was a perfect opportunity to relax and recharge before starting my new job.”

The position Khun Siwadon had offered me was to be the publisher of his English-language business magazine called Executive. Given my background in the UK, where I worked on Money Monthly magazine and created The Business Echo, I had substantial experience publishing business news and features. I was genuinely excited about this opportunity, as Executive was a prestigious, full-colour glossy publication renowned for its high-quality printing and targeted at the elite business community, people who prided themselves on their ability to speak and read English fluently.

As we sat in his impressive office, Siwadon put some papers on his desk, removed his glasses, and leaned back in his chair. He looked me straight in the eyes and said: “Actually, I’ve given that position to someone else.”

My heart stopped. A wave of dread washed over me. Oh dear, Thailand, I thought, what have I done? Nothing seems to go according to plan here. I tried to stay composed, knowing he was watching me closely, gauging my reaction.

Then, with a jolly grin, he leaned forward, closing the gap between us, and added: “But I have another job for you, a better job, a bigger job, a much more important job.” And he laughed loudly.

A rush of adrenaline surged through me. This unexpected vote of confidence took me by surprise. What could he possibly be talking about? What did he have in mind for me? My thoughts raced as I tried to predict what this new, more significant role might entail.

He stood up, and I noticed his blue jeans and bare feet in rubber sandals. He gestured for me to follow him to a black Chesterfield sofa at the other end of the office. Once we sat down, he called for his assistant and asked her to bring some tea. He also asked if I wanted anything specific. I politely declined, requesting just tea and some water.

I didn’t drink tea in England. To me the typical breakfast tea with milk was horrible. But in Thailand, I knew he would serve Chinese green tea which I found very refreshing.

As we settled at the coffee table, I noticed a book, a photographic collection of Angkor Wat in Cambodia, authored by Roger Warner. For a brief moment, I panicked, hoping he didn’t think that was me.

Siwadon continued: “If you researched our company, you might have realised that we have a broad portfolio of newspapers, magazines and radio stations; we publish books and educational materials and are about to launch our first website. But with all this growth, things have become extensive and disorganised. You have the skills and experience we need to unify all these operations, create a cohesive group, leverage our talent, reduce costs and increase efficiency. We have serious expansion plans in the IT sector, so consolidation is critical.”

I sat back, astonished but incredibly excited. Before I knew it, I blurted out: “Oh! Yes, I can do that. How exciting, I can’t wait!”

He smiled as he poured the tea, clearly pleased with my enthusiasm. “I think we’re going to enjoy this,” he said, shaking my hand. “Let’s agree, you’ll be our Group Advertising Director.”

“Thank you very much, Khun Siwadon,” I replied, relieved and excited in equal measure.

He walked over to his desk, grabbed a folder, and began flipping through it. “I’m just checking what Khun Achara has arranged for your salary and remuneration package. Did she mention anything?”

“No,” I replied, “I haven’t received any details yet.”

He seemed puzzled as he continued searching the folder, but couldn’t find the information he sought. Finally, he looked at me directly and asked: “What was your remuneration in England? What was the Daily Mail organisation paying you?”

This relaxed and casual attitude to my recruitment was in stark contrast to what I was used to back in England. I was already beginning to feel the stark difference in cultural attitudes.

I detailed my salary, company car, expense account and housing allowance. He nodded thoughtfully and said: “Would you be happy if I could match that for you here?”

I was stunned. I had come to Thailand expecting a significant pay cut, understanding that the cost of living there was much lower than in the UK. Matching my UK salary in Thailand would effectively be a substantial increase in income. I smiled, delighted.

“That sounds very fair; thank you, Khun Siwadon,” I said, extending my hand. We shook hands then waied in traditional manner.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll have Khun Achara draw up your contracts and agreements. We’ll get those signed today, and you can start next week. I’m leaving for Vietnam in the morning, so I won’t be here for your first two weeks. I suggest you spend the first few months touring the company, getting to know our structure, offices and people. Khun Achara will organise a secretary to assist you with all your tasks, and, if you need anything, go to HR, and they will take care of it. Thank you very much, Khun Roger. I’ll see you in a few weeks.”

We shook hands, and his assistant led me out of the office and back down the stairs. I felt like I was floating. I could hardly believe what had just happened.

My contract was signed, and I had about a week before I was set to start work. One of the perks I never had in the UK was a chauffeur. Back home, I drove everywhere, but after experiencing Bangkok’s infamous traffic and knowing I’d be travelling between various offices across the city, the idea of driving myself in Thailand made me nervous.

I thought of Khun Santi, the taxi driver I had used on previous visits to Thailand. He drove an old American car, an ex-US diplomatic car, as he used to like to remind me. He was around 60 years old, with excellent English skills. He had worked as a heavy goods vehicle driver in Saudi Arabia, making him somewhat of a VIP in Thailand in terms of professional driving. I asked him if he would like to work for me as my full-time chauffeur.

He looked confused and mentioned that his old rattling car might not be respectable enough for the job. I reassured him: “Don’t worry about that. The company will provide me with a new Honda Accord, which you’ll drive. You can come and collect me in the morning, leave your car at my home, and then drive me around in the new car during the day. You’ll drop me home and then take your car back.”

A big grin spread across his brown sun-tanned face, his white teeth shining, and the wrinkles around his very dark eyes were deepening with excitement. He was thrilled at the prospect of being a chauffeur for a foreign executive at a large Bangkok company. We agreed on a salary that was very affordable for me and, just like that, I had a nice new Honda Accord and my own personal chauffeur.
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UNDERSTANDING THAILAND

Thailand and the Thai people are unique, to understand you need to know about the importance of its monarchy. In 1994, King Bhumibol Adulyadej, also known as King Rama IX, held a unique and revered place in people’s hearts, in Thai history and culture.

From 1946 until his passing in 2016, his reign was the longest of any Thai monarch and spanned a period of profound change in the country. His deep connection with the Thai people and his unwavering dedication to improving their lives earned him almost unparalleled respect and admiration.

King Rama IX was more than just a constitutional monarch; he was seen as a father figure to the nation. His contributions to Thailand were vast and touched nearly every aspect of Thai society. He initiated thousands of projects to improve the lives of the rural poor, focusing on sustainable development, agriculture, water management and public health.

His “Sufficiency Economy” philosophy, which promoted moderation, self-reliance and prudent resource management, became a guiding principle for many Thais.

The King was also known for his humility and tireless work ethic. He often travelled to the most remote and impoverished parts of the country, listening to the people’s concerns, and seeking solutions to their problems. These actions endeared him to the Thai population, who saw in him a leader who genuinely cared for their well-being

This profound respect and love for the King was expressed in many ways throughout the country.

One of the most visible signs was the widespread display of his and Queen Sirikit’s portraits. These portraits were not just decorative; they were often treated with the same respect as religious icons. In homes, offices, schools and public buildings across Thailand, you could find framed pictures of the King and Queen, often adorned with garlands of flowers. These portraits were typically placed in a prominent position, much like a shrine, where people would show respect by praying or making small offerings.

Significant public holidays and events were dedicated to honouring the King, such as his birthday on 5 December, celebrated as Father’s Day in Thailand. On these occasions, the country would be adorned in yellow, the King’s colour, and ceremonies, parades and displays of loyalty and affection would occur nationwide.

King Rama IX was not just a monarch to the Thai people; he symbolised stability, compassion and moral integrity. His portraits in homes and offices served as constant reminders of his presence and his legacy.

Misinformation

It always struck me as jarring whenever I returned to the UK and saw the Western news coverage portraying King Rama IX as a stern dictator who demanded that his people crawl at his feet. This depiction was inaccurate and entirely at odds with the reality I experienced.

The image of Thais “crawling” before the King is often misunderstood by those unfamiliar with Thai culture. In truth, the deep reverence shown to King Rama IX wasn’t borne out of fear or oppression, but out of genuine respect and love. The tradition of lowering oneself in the presence of the King is rooted in centuries-old customs, reflecting the cultural significance of humility and respect in Thai society, especially towards someone viewed as a moral and spiritual leader.

The Western media often missed the profound connection between the King and his people, a connection that couldn’t be easily understood through the lens of Western political systems.

The respect shown to him wasn’t just about his position as a monarch; he was seen as a father figure who held the country together not through force, but through the moral authority he earned over years of service. The images of people prostrating themselves were not acts of submission to a tyrant, but expressions of deep respect in a culture where gestures carry profound meaning.

Every time I saw those misguided portrayals back home, I couldn’t help but feel frustrated, knowing that the truth of Thailand’s relationship with its King was far more nuanced and far more beautiful than those headlines could ever convey.

National pride

I was genuinely struck by the adoration for the monarchy when I witnessed it first-hand one day while Santi was driving us through the city.

We were moving along when suddenly, the entire street came to a standstill. The police had stopped all the traffic in the area, bringing the bustling city to an abrupt halt.

First, a police motorbike sped past, with red and blue lights flashing, then another, followed by yet another. After about a minute came a black and white police pick-up truck with flashing lights, a dark red Toyota police car and another, followed by a white minivan with lights ablaze.

Next, a procession of cream-coloured Mercedes-Benz limousines appeared – one, two, three – and then the King in his iconic Mercedes-Benz 600. The convoy continued with two more dark red police cars, two more motorbikes, two more cream limousines, and finally, two more police pick-up trucks. After the parade had passed, the police slowly began to release the traffic, allowing the city to return to its usual rhythm.

I was utterly mesmerised by the spectacle, a well-rehearsed performance that had been executed countless times before. Everyone involved knew their role perfectly; the police were flawlessly orchestrated and the convoy glided past without a hitch.

Santi, noticing my fascination, explained that this was the King on his way somewhere. He went on to say that whenever the King travelled, this elaborate process unfolded and it wasn’t uncommon to see it several times a year.

The whole experience was like witnessing a finely tuned piece of theatre, a visible manifestation of the Thai people’s deep admiration and reverence for their King. Clearly, this wasn’t just about protocol or security; it was a profound expression of the nation’s collective respect for their monarch.

The National Anthem was a ritual that deeply impressed me during my time in Thailand. Every morning at 8am and every evening at 6pm, without fail, all radio and TV stations would pause their programming to play the anthem.

It was a powerful moment of unity. Wherever you were, whether in a bustling market, on a crowded street, or in the middle of your daily routine, everything would come to a standstill. People would stop what they were doing, stand up straight, and remain silent for the anthem.

Every Thai was taught the importance of this tradition from an early age at school.

When the national anthem plays, you stop, stand to attention and show respect, not just for the song, but for the country itself. It was a simple, yet profound, act of patriotism that I found both moving and admirable.

At official buildings where the national flag is flown, the anthem accompanies raising the flag at 8am and lowering at 6pm. The anthem is relatively short, with an upbeat melody that sets a positive tone for the day. There was something about those moments, whether it was the start of a new day or the transition into the evening, that made you feel connected to something more significant, to the shared identity and pride of the Thai people.

Witnessing this daily ritual, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of respect for myself. It was a reminder of how deeply ingrained love for the nation was in Thai culture, woven into the very fabric of everyday life, so different from life back in the UK.

The old city

Looking back to the early 1990s, Bangkok was a city of striking contrasts, a place where the echoes of the past met the rush of the future in a way that was both captivating and bewildering. The Old City, or Rattanakosin, where I lived and worked, was the beating heart of Bangkok’s history even then.

I remember walking through its narrow, winding streets, lined with shophouses that had seen better days, but still stood proudly, their wooden façades bearing the weight of years gone by. The pace of life was slow, almost timeless, with monks in saffron robes making their daily rounds and the scent of incense wafting from ancient temples like Wat Pho and the Grand Palace. It was in these moments that you could feel the deep sense of tradition and spirituality that anchored this part of the city.

But just a short drive away, a different Bangkok was emerging, one that seemed to be in a constant state of transformation. Places like Sukhumvit, Asoke and Rama 9 were beginning to take shape as the city’s modern face. Back then, Sukhumvit was already bustling, a long stretch of road lined with new high-rise buildings that were rapidly changing the skyline.

I remember how out of place the gleaming new developments seemed at first, rising from the ground alongside older, more modest structures. The area was quickly becoming a magnet for expatriates and locals alike, drawn by the evolution of a new and vibrant business district, the promise of luxury apartments, international restaurants and huge shopping malls that seemed to spring up overnight.

The contrast between these two parts of Bangkok was striking.

The Old City felt like a step back in time, a place where the rhythm of life hadn’t changed much in decades, if not centuries. Sukhumvit and Asoke, on the other hand, represented the city’s push towards modernity with its neon lights, fast-paced lifestyle and the growing influence of global culture. The BTS Skytrain you see today (2025) hadn’t been built when I was first there.

Construction began in 1994 at the Phloen Chit Intersection in the central business district of Bangkok, one of the busiest and most congested parts of the city. The construction would continue to create chaos and traffic mayhem throughout the city until its completion on 5 December 1999, the King’s birthday.

Even in those early days, it was clear that Bangkok was a city in flux, caught between its deep cultural roots and the pull of modernisation. The Old City was the soul of Bangkok, with its royalty, parliament, rich history and culture, and a slower pace. At the same time, Sukhumvit, Asoke and Rama 9 were the face of its rapidly changing identity, a glimpse of what was to come.

Looking back, it was fascinating to experience a city straddling two worlds and witness the incredible growth and development seen today.

House hunting

Over the next week, Santi drove Chariya and I around Bangkok, exploring various houses and apartments for rent. We had considered homes far from the city and even entertained the idea of renting a condo in the heart of Bangkok while purchasing a home in one of the beautiful beach resorts. We travelled to Cha Am, Hua Hin and toward Rayong, visiting beaches and checking out potential properties. I found some tempting homes that were hard to resist, but I wasn’t quite ready to put down roots after just a few months.

At that point, I wasn’t in any position to buy anything. I wasn’t sure how long I’d stay in Thailand. I planned to work in Bangkok for two or three years, rebuild my career after the turmoil I’d left behind in England, and then return to the UK with some solid achievements under my belt.

Our routine was straightforward: Santi would pick me up in the morning, drive me to the office, and drop me off at the front door while he parked the car. Chariya and I decided we wanted to find accommodation within an hour of the office, preferably closer. Housing options in the heart of Bangkok were limited. There were a few gated communities, but they were either dull and uninspiring or charming and prohibitively expensive. The best option was an apartment or a condominium.

Our office was in old Bangkok, near the Grand Palace, an area not known for gleaming high-rise condos. Instead, it was filled with older buildings, four or five storeys high, built 20 or 30 years earlier. These buildings, though aged, were in prime locations with easy access to the parts of the city I needed to be in. Eventually, we stumbled upon a small road called Soi Nam Baan Yat, where we discovered an apartment that caught our eye.

The apartment had been creatively converted from two one-bedroom apartments into one spacious two-bedroom unit. The renovation was surprisingly well done, with an almost artistic touch that felt out of place in such an old building, but it suited us perfectly. The apartment featured a lovely kitchen, a dining room, a living room, two bathrooms and two bedrooms.

When it came time to sign the rental contract, we dealt with a lovely lady who worked as a secretary in a government office. She was in her mid-30s, with long black hair and a warm, welcoming demeanour that put us at ease throughout the process.

Once the paperwork was settled, we set about purchasing the necessary bedding and other essentials. Within a few days, we had settled into our new apartment, just in time for me to begin work. It was a new beginning, one that felt both daunting and exhilarating as I embarked on this chapter of my life in Thailand.
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CHAPTER 4
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WORK AND POLITICS

On my first day, Santi picked me up, and we navigated the bustling streets of Bangkok together. Santi was immensely proud of his city, Krung Thep, the City of Angels, and, as we drove, he took much pleasure in pointing out landmarks and sharing the rich history of the areas we passed. His knowledge was a gift, offering me an early education in Thailand’s culture and its people and teaching me how to get around the sprawling, chaotic city.

That day, my first meeting was with the HR department for a brief induction session. When I walked into the boardroom, I was greeted by four impeccably dressed, well-educated ladies. They exuded professionalism and I was immediately impressed as I took my seat. They began walking me through the induction programme for the Dao Group, sitting around a table with an overhead projector aimed at a large screen on the wall.

One of the first introductions was to a lady named Khun Phoo. Khun Achara, who was leading the session, informed me that Phoo would be my secretary.

“She works exclusively for you,” Achara explained. “She will manage your daily routine, calendar, appointments and anything else you need. She’ll also coordinate your visa application, work permit, driver’s licence and assist you in setting up Thai bank accounts and credit cards. Phoo has degrees in English and French, and she’s proficient in Japanese, which will be particularly helpful here as we work closely with several Japanese companies.”

I glanced at Khun Phoo, a beautiful young woman with white skin and almond-shaped eyes. Her hair was black, wavy and long, and she was dressed in stylish and expensive-looking attire comprising a tailored ivory satin suit with matching satin shoes. She wore a gold watch, necklace, earrings and bracelet and looked to be in her mid-20s. As I tried to imagine how she had already achieved so much, she smiled warmly, but nervously, at me and remained quiet for the rest of the meeting.

Khun Achara then led her team through a series of presentations, introducing me to the company’s activities, products, office locations and current staff structure. Afterwards, she guided me down the corridor, patiently waiting for me to slowly climb the stairs as I heaved and puffed, straining to lift each knee consecutively, high enough to reach the next step.

Upon arriving at the top, she led me into a spacious office with a stunning view of the old city and the river beyond. “This will be your office,” she said, gesturing toward a smaller, yet equally inviting, office nearby. “And this will be Khun Phoo’s office.”

I was pleasantly surprised that Phoo would have an office of her own; it was evident that the company valued its employees highly.

At that moment, the office furniture or the view from the window was the least of my concerns. I was far more eager to meet the people in the company and dive into the work ahead, learning more about the products, newspapers, magazines and radio programmes we would be producing.

Following the brief tour, I was taken to lunch at an open-air restaurant by the river, where I met several senior department heads. One by one, they were introduced to me, each greeting me with a warm smile and a traditional wai. I reciprocated with the same gesture, touched by the sincerity of their welcome. The genuineness of their warmth was reassuring.

As I sat there, shaded from the hot sun, enjoying the meal and the breeze from the river while watching the water taxis navigate back and forth across the river, I felt like a VIP, captivated by the charm and grandeur with which the Thais conducted business. I knew this was the beginning of an extraordinary new life.

Who’s Charlie?

We returned to the office later that afternoon, and I spent some time alone with my secretary. During our conversation, I learned more about her background. She had a sister named Pla, and she explained that “Phoo” meant crab in Thai, while “Pla” meant fish. She giggled as she told me about her Chinese father, who owned a large and successful king prawn farm near Chantaburi and that he also had a large fruit farm there. It became clear that this intelligent and beautiful young woman came from a wealthy and well-established family. She enjoyed sharing how she had gone through college and university and her previous job working for a French telecommunications company. Still, she was particularly excited about her new role as my secretary

After hearing about her impressive background, I told her: “Under the circumstances, I think we should refer to you as my assistant, not just my secretary, because your role will involve far more than the usual duties. I will rely on you for just about everything while I learn my way around the company, the city, the country and the culture.”

Then, Phoo pulled out some business cards and handed them to me. When I looked at them, they read, “Charlie Warner, group advertising director.” I looked at the card, then at Phoo, and back at the card again before saying: “Oh, Phoo, I’m sorry, these are incorrect. My name is Roger Warner.”

Phoo giggled cheekily, placing her finger over her mouth, her head slightly bowed, and her eyes looking up at me with a big smile.

“Dear Khun Roger,” she said, “your name is very difficult for Thai people to pronounce. We don’t use the letter ʻR’ in the Thai language, and, in Thai culture, it’s difficult for people to ʻlose face’ (be made to feel or look stupid). If someone is introduced to you and they say your name incorrectly, it will be uncomfortable and embarrassing for them. However, I noticed on your passport that your middle name is Charles. I hope you don’t mind, but Charlie is a simple name, a common one here that is easy for Thai people to pronounce. They will feel relaxed and can say your name clearly and easily. I hope you don’t mind.”

I took the cards, put them on my desk, and looked out the window, thinking, this lady is proactive and confident with my interests at heart. I replied: “I think we’ll get along well, Phoo.”

From that day forward, I was known as Charlie Warner. So much so that when my mum would call to speak to me, she would ask for Mr Roger Warner, only to be told: “Sorry, there’s nobody here by that name.” I had to explain to her: “Mum, if you’re calling for me, you have to ask for Charlie Warner.” She laughed and said that was easy because my dad’s given name was Charles Warner.

Ironically, when my dad joined the RAF just at the end of World War II, there were already two other Charlies in his squadron, so his sergeant told him: “We’re just going to call you Mick; otherwise, it gets too confusing.”

From that day forward, my dad was Mick Warner, and now here I was, following in his footsteps as Charlie. It made me chuckle.

Phoo was an incredibly clever and organised lady. She had already created a PowerPoint presentation showing me the structure of the company, complete with each individual’s name, title, responsibilities, the products they worked on, and their locations. It was exactly what I needed to understand who and what I was dealing with; nearly 400 staff members I was required to get to know, with 16 offices in Thailand and one in Hong Kong.

As for PowerPoint, I had never used Microsoft Windows 3.1 before. Back in the UK, we used Apple, so there I was, sitting at a personal computer on my desk, not quite sure how to use it yet. Phoo gently reminded me that I would also need to learn to speak Thai. She kindly offered to help me, but suggested that she arrange some formal lessons. I eagerly agreed; I wanted to learn the language and immerse myself in the culture.

In my time at the company, it was common for the drivers or chauffeurs to either stay with their cars or chat in a designated room on the ground floor, ready to whisk the executives away to their next destination. But, on this particular day, Santi came up to my office. Just as he was about to approach me, Phoo intervened, gently reminding him that he shouldn’t be wandering around the office. I noticed them talking by the door and asked: “What’s going on?”

Santi stepped into the room and explained that he needed money to buy a large bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label Whisky as a gift for the local police general. I was puzzled and asked: “Why would I do that? What’s the reason?”

At this point, Phoo chimed in, explaining that it was a good idea to stay on friendly terms with the police. I looked at Phoo, who smiled warmly and asked: “Shall I take the money from petty cash?” I decided it was better to handle it myself, handed her the money, and watched as Santi beamed with gratitude, waied at me and went on his way.

Later that evening, as we headed home, Santi proudly held out a business card for me to see. It was the local chief of police’s card. He turned it over to reveal the chief’s signature on the back in blue fountain pen, then looked at me with a wide grin and said: “This is our VIP pass, boss.”

The next day, I asked Phoo if this was the norm; the police general was an important man in a position of great authority. Santi’s action was offering your respect to his position with the gift of a nice bottle of whisky. In return, he has displayed his gratitude and given you his endorsement as a person of importance in his jurisdiction.

That card was indeed a key to open doors. I was fascinated and asked if it was corruption. Phoo went on to explain to me that respect for social hierarchy is part of Thai culture. The concept of “Khama Krob” is the respect and politeness shown towards elders, monks and those in authority, like the police general.

When we speak, she said, we show respect through using the words “khrap” when men talk and “kha” when women speak. We use gestures, the wai, is our traditional greeting when we put our hands pressed together, this behaviour is not just a greeting but a symbol of respect. It’s very important you learn this. The wai is performed differently dependent on the social status of the person being greeted. Younger people or those of lower status will raise their hands higher and bow their heads lower when greeting someone of higher status, like an elder or a monk. For especially important people the hands will be held lower.

I realised learning Thai wasn’t just about learning the language. This was a complete lesson in body language and cultural behaviour.

Oiling the wheels of commerce

Khun Phoo had told me not to plan anything for the day, so when Santi and I arrived at the office, she was already there waiting. Without much explanation, she got into the car with us and directed Santi to take us to the Alien Employment Bureau on the other side of the city. Today’s task: get my work permit and visa finalised. Simple enough, I thought.

When we arrived, the car park was packed, and the building was crammed with people, foreigners and locals alike, all waiting in long, winding queues. The corridors were a sea of faces, and I couldn’t help but wonder, where am I supposed to sit while we wait?

Then, out of the crowd, Phoo pointed out the Dao Group’s lawyer, a well-dressed Thai man with a wide smile. He greeted us warmly, with the customary wai, shook my hand, and handed me his business card.

He motioned for Phoo and I to follow him through the bustling crowd, my walking stick and my wobbly gait attracting attention as usual as I dragged my shoes on the tiled floor of the corridor. He led us into an office where about half a dozen government officers were busy working on various business and work permit applications.

A man who appeared to be the senior officer stood up and greeted the lawyer like they were old friends, exchanging wais and pleasantries. With a wave of his hand, the senior officer called one of his assistants, who fetched a folder from a nearby filing cabinet. The officer opened the folder on his desk and we were invited to sit in chairs beside him.

The lawyer and the officer chatted briefly while I was handed some documents to sign. Phoo stamped them with the company seal and signed as a witness.

Within minutes, the job was done, and my passport was returned to me along with my new blue work permit.

No fuss, no waiting in endless lines. We all stood up, exchanged smiles and handshakes, waied with the slight bow of the head and made our way back through the crowded corridors and into the car park, where Santi was patiently waiting with the car windows open and parked in the shade under a tree. The entire process had taken no more than 30 minutes.

As we drove back, I turned to Phoo and said: “Well, that was much easier than I expected, and we didn’t even have to wait in line!”

She smiled knowingly and replied: “Yes, our lawyer has an exceptionally good relationship with them. He’s expensive, but as you saw, it’s worth it for a quick and positive solution.”

I didn’t ask for details, but it was clear enough. In Thailand, sometimes it’s not just about what you know, but who you know, and maybe a little extra money to grease the wheels of the process.

The IT guy

I was one of only three expatriates working at Dao Group; the other two were American. David Gerber, our IT director, was one of them, a Californian in his early 30s, sharp and tech-savvy. One day, he came by to set up my PC and create something I had never heard of before: an email address.

“What’s an email address?” I asked, genuinely curious.

David smiled and patiently explained: “It’s a way to send messages in digital packets across the internet.” I remember looking at him a bit blankly, the concept so foreign to me at the time. He then asked: “Do you know anyone with an email address?”

When I said “no”, he took the initiative and set up a few contacts for me, his own email address, Khun Siwadon’s, Ralf’s, the head of Dao Group’s book publishing, and Khun Sucharda’s. It all felt a bit like setting up a Rolodex for a world I didn’t quite understand yet.

He did not stop there. David also handed me my first mobile phone, a sleek Nokia 2110 GSM. Back in England, I had a Nokia car phone, but this was something different. It was my first true mobile phone, and it felt almost futuristic.

The Nokia 2110 was one of the most popular phones of its time in 1994, celebrated for its relatively compact size, sleek design and user-friendly interface compared with the bulkier models that had come before it. Holding that phone in my hand, looking at my new computer with email and internet, I realised just how much the world was changing, and I was determined not to be left behind in the tide sweeping us forward in this new digital age.

The reckoning

A few days later, Khun Siwadon called and asked me to visit his office. Phoo came along with me. She was not only my assistant, but also my translator, taking notes, providing support and explaining. It was clear that with Phoo by my side, I had found a valuable and essential ally in navigating my new life in Thailand.

In those days, Dao Group’s head office was a labyrinth of conjoined old buildings, each connected by a series of staircases that seemed to go on forever. I quickly came to view it as a daily physical workout, challenging myself to conquer those stairs rather than feeling daunted by them. Having Phoo or driver, Santi, by my side was a godsend, they were always there to carry my things, making my life a bit easier in a city not exactly known for its accessibility.

This was something distinctly different about Thailand. While the infrastructure might have been a bit challenging, the people more than made up for it with their warmth, empathy and willingness to lend a hand. I don’t think I ever carried a bag anywhere.

If I so much as picked one up, a stranger would appear out of nowhere, offering to take it for me. Even crossing the road was an experience in Thai kindness. Complete strangers would stop what they were doing, take me by the arm and literally stop traffic to help me across.
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