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Giving a review and posting online would be appreciated. I would love to know what you think. You can reach me at brigydon1@outlook.com , my Facebook page is Matt Owens Rees and my Twitter handle is @MattOwensRees. Constructive comments are welcome. It helps me provide a tailored reader experience for all booklovers.

Thanks for taking the time to look at A Thailand Diary. Please accept my gratitude for your support. 

My books are available from all good book stores and on line. For your convenience, clicking the link below in your web browser will take you to my Books2Read author page where you can browse and order any of my books from the book retailer of your choice. 

https://www.Books2Read.com/MattOwensRees
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The smiling faces of the Thais can be misleading. Although noted for their friendliness and caring nature, the people of the Land of Smiles are quite shy and unassuming (greng jai) Together with the language barrier – the Thai language and its tones are notoriously difficult to learn – this makes it challenging for any writer of Thai lifestyle and culture to obtain reliable anthropological data on this amazing country’s people. 

And, as was realised after publication of Margaret Mead’s “Coming of Age in Samoa”, an author should be very careful of the accuracy of what he or she is being told. Thais like to please and avoid conflict and argument; often they will tell you what they think you want to hear. I have been careful to avoid that by having a focus group which is comprised of Thais from varying backgrounds and with vastly different experiences.

I am therefore extremely appreciative of the opportunities which a number of Thais have given me to discuss with them, so freely and frankly, countless aspects of Thainess and Thai culture.

I thank all those who consented to be interviewed and assisted with my research. I owe them all a tremendous debt of gratitude. I acknowledge particularly Haniba, Ning, Neenee, Boon, and Lek.  

Introduction

How can we appreciate, understand, and enjoy the real Thailand?

The country is not like China, where it is difficult to venture off the guided tourist trails and where your movements are discreetly watched. Thailand welcomes you in discovering the ways of life and customs of the ordinary Thai. Generally Thais can be reticent and, as a proud race – patriotic to the core – a little shy of foreigners. You will often have to make the first move if you really want to understand what makes this country and its people tick. Above all, OBSERVE what is going on around you with an open and thoughtful mind.

Travel guidebooks are useful introductions to the country and provide many useful tips and ideas but they don’t show you how to experience the neighbourhoods where the ordinary Thai live. 

A Thailand Diary takes you into that world. A virtual journey into an authentic Thailand from the comfort of your own armchair or on your mobile app. In its pages, you will meet Khun Fon, Ratchanee, Noi, Bancha, and many others. You may be surprised as you learn about aspects of Thai life that remain undetected by the average tourist. I am sure you will find new experiences of your own, whether described here or not. Thailand will never fail to amaze. 

You can of course read A Thailand Diary from cover to cover. However, you can also check out my List of Diary Entries if you prefer to go straight to entries that may interest you.

In her well-written and researched book “Mai Pen Rai Means Never Mind,” Carol Hollinger captured the spirit of the Thai and the enigma of Thailand: the smiling, lay-back, and carefree lifestyle and the lack of stress and seriousness in day to day living. She mentioned the wide gap between the classes, the robust concept of never losing face or self-respect, the dislike of direct confrontation, and the firm self-belief that is linked to a xenophobic patriotism that is an integral part of Thai culture.

Little has changed since her book was written in the1960s. That in itself is testimony to the irrepressible attitudes and lifestyles of the Thai. 

The Land of Smiles can also be a perplexing Land of Surprises and a Land of Secrets. Not everything is what it seems. Hollinger, Welty, and a few others understood and described the differences between eastern and western cultures but it is still not easy for a foreigner, with his or her own worldview, to fully comprehend and accept that Thai thinking can sometimes confirm Rudyard Kipling’s famous comment: East is East and West is West and Never the Twain Shall Meet.

Let us briefly look at the essence of Thainess: the basic ethos that underpins Thai culture, and which is covered in depth in Thailand Take Two and in a more light hearted approach, with many examples, in A Thailand Diary. 

I cannot do justice in a few paragraphs. The following gives a quick overview of the concepts which may appear bewildering from a western standpoint. 

MAI PEN RAI

Literally mai pen rai means “never mind, it doesn’t matter.” 

A lay-back non-serious view of life. Thais work to live and not live to work. Although they prefer to smile and avoid stressful situations and conflict, that does not always mean they are being subservient or backing-down. They have a hedonistic, pleasure seeking, outlook on life and are conciliatory in resolving arguments or problems. Thais would rather walk away than face an argument which does not seem to be resolving a problem.

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY

Thais are more family oriented than people in the West. Communities are more closely knit. Social integration is often centred on the temple or local food market - places where people can congregate and socialise. 

THE FEUDAL HIERARCHY

Almost all Thais believe that past karma will pre-determine one’s position in society. The rigid class structure is respected and not questioned. Not through fear but from an acceptance that everyone “knows their place.” The monarchy is a force which binds the nation together: from the hi-society amart families with their inherited wealth and power at the top to the ordinary working Thai. There is no powerful or assertive middle class to challenge or change the Establishment. The political parties are effectively right-wing and not liberal in the western sense. No Thai believes he is equal to the next man. That’s a tall order for Westerners to come to grips with. Our world view is that equality, democracy, and universal suffrage are given concepts. 

FACE 

This eastern concept of not losing one’s reputation or good name is one of the more frustrating aspects of Thainess to understand. Although we don’t like being humiliated or proved wrong in the West, in Thailand, the concept is stronger. It is simply not accepted that anyone should publicly lose face, even for the slightest of reasons. As we shall see in some of the diary entries, it is the thinking that lies behind Thais walking away from a problem and making up “white” lies. When their patience breaks, however, violence and injustice can erupt. 

GRENG JAI AND NAM JAI

Thais can be hard and ruthless while also displaying kindness and caring in particular circumstances. The two concepts of Greng jai and Nam Jai are unique to Thailand and are explained by some of the events in the diary. Interestingly, both ideas have the word jai (heart) in their name. The relevance to Thai thinking is that they tend to be guided by their emotions (heart) rather than rational reasoning. Some Westerners have commented about this odd Thai “logic” but it is actually more of a cultural difference. 

––––––––
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Principal Characters in A Thailand Diary

These are real people, only names are changed.

Adoon; a banker in Chiangmai.

Art; a neighbour with a spirit level.

Bancha; a soldier now back in the building trade.

Dao; a university undergraduate.

Faa; Fon’s daughter foraging for insects.

Fon; a neighbour lighting a candle.

Geng; a drinking partner.

Goong; a cashier at a photo shop.

Gop; a former teacher and Louis’ wife.

Mana; a Thai student caught cheating.

Noi; Stuart’s wife, an ex-bargirl.

Nok; Dao’s husband with a building problem.

Oh; Tong’s hard-working builder husband.

Ratchanee; Fon’s daughter. 

Siriporn; a provocatively dressed visitor.

Sompanya; a “hi-so” organising the opening of a toilet.

Somsee; Tim’s wife at their new home.

Tong; an employee with a problem with her boss.

Weelai; a retired Thai university lecturer.

Wongpaet; the family of a murdered brother.

​1 January

Enjoyable Thai party last night. Everyone brought some homemade northern Thai food to share. And the karaoke really got going after a few drinks. Got up late this morning.

Had to go into Chiangmai for some garden plants. Came back and there was no sign of my dog. 

Where had Talley gone this time? Cycled round for an hour or so trying to find him. Eventually found my pet playing with some of the dogs at the local wat (temple).

My neighbour, Khun Fon, had lit some candles in our spirit house and was praying for his safe return.

At what time did you actually find Talley?

Ten minutes ago.

That was precisely when I lit the candles.

Fon said we must go to the wat tomorrow with some gifts for the monks as a token of thanks.

It will give you merit. That’s why you must go.

Actually, I think whistling and calling out Talley’s name was how I found him. But best to go along with some of the more interesting Thai traditions.

2 January

Busy day at Immigration. Not easy to find a parking spot and even more difficult to get a seat.

Rules and regulations are not standardised in Thailand. Each government official interprets them differently. Requirements for documentation at Immigration vary from office to office.

Applies to all organisations. One bank manager will open an account for you; another may say it is not possible for foreigners to have accounts in Thailand unless they have a work permit. My local immigration office has a well-deserved reputation for friendliness and trying to help you through the maze of bureaucracy. Not all offices are like that.

They have an on-line system where appointments can be made instead of queuing. My name was called right on time but no one knew which counter to go to. Once seated in front of an officer, we got though the papers quickly. I had made a checklist and there was nothing extra that she wanted. Ten minutes and I was asked to take a seat and wait for my visa extension to be signed off by the big boss.

Chatted to an American to pass away the time and we both agreed the West could learn much from the smooth administration that we were experiencing. My name was called and I went to the main counter.

No, there are no papers here. Please take a seat. We will get to you soon. 

I had spoken too soon. The administration was not as efficient as we had both thought. 

Ten minutes later my name was called again. The same thing happened. There was no file to be seen. I explained that my name had been called twice but they still told me to go back to my seat. First rule of bureaucracy: never lose your cool. It seldom gets you anywhere, and will get you nowhere in Thailand.

My new American friend and I were wondering what could be happening. It’s never a good idea to challenge or complain. Thais dislike conflict and don’t like losing face. My friend was all for my asking to speak to a manager. I knew that wouldn’t work. The manager would lose face himself if there was some suggestion that his staff were not performing properly. I deliberated on how I was going to handle this.

I gave it a few more minutes and went up to the counter. I peered over the desks and could see my passport at the bottom of a tall heap of files.

I think that may be mine.

They retrieved it and I was soon on my way. They had been so busy that they had kept placing files on top of an ever-growing stack. When names were called, they were not able to see the hidden files. The interesting point is that, even after realising what was causing the delays for everyone in the hall, they did not change how their way of working. 

3 January

Different nationalities have different senses of humour. I recall being in a UK pub one overcast day in winter. A few of us were sitting round the bar when the barman commented, looks like rain, doesn’t it?

The fellow next to me raised his glass and sipped his beer. Yes, tastes like it too

We all laughed including our barman. A sarcastic joke like that, smacking of criticism of watering down the beer, may not have worked in Thailand. A blank look, walking away, or a more violent response could well follow.

Thais prefer you to join in with their own brand of humour. They will love it if you join in with their karaoke, whatever kind of voice you have. Life is about having fun, sanuk. When I dance, I show the world that I was born with two left feet. It matters not a jot to a Thai. Trying to dance the Thai ramwong, their traditional dance with a lot of symbolic hand and body movement, guarantees much laughter and smiles. That’s the sort of joking and fun they enjoy. Here is a professional version.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bAIUnE8Q98w

(If ctrl and click does not work, copy and paste into your browser window to watch the video)

4 January

All my family will be there including my cousin’s German husband. You’ll enjoy meeting him and joining in with the village festivities. It lasts all day. Plenty of food, plenty of drink. Khun Fon said I would be able to talk to a fellow foreigner. 

A beer was poured before I even sat down and the food arrived whether I wanted it or not. All the houses in this small village had similar parties underway.

The official reason for the festivities was that the local temple was asking for donations to build a new toilet block. So, people kept popping in and putting a 20 baht or 100 baht note on the family’s “money tree” which would be taken to the temple later. Some neighbours gave a sealed envelope with their name on and stayed for a drink and a chat. Often the envelope is an airmail envelope: much prettier.

The reality was that it was as an excuse for the whole village to get together for a day-long party, share the local gossip, and have some fun. 

We visited several homes in the village and had the same Thai welcome. The lady with the German husband, Nonglak, turned out to be a close friend of the family and not a relative. That was no surprise. Close friends, family. It’s not an important distinction to Thais. However, she had married an Italian and not a German. And she was now divorced and no longer married. She ran an Italian ice cream parlour in Germany for eight months of the year and holidayed with her family in Thailand in the low season.

Nonglak obviously works very hard and has been able, with funds from her former husband for sure, to build three houses in the village. One for herself, one for her parents, and one for her grandparents. I’d put the value at over 16 million baht.

5 January

Picked up my brush cutter today. Beyond repair. It’s the second strimmer I have bought in Thailand in two years. You do have to watch quality here. You may find that essential parts of an imported product have been substituted for those of a lesser quality. Car batteries are probably the best example. Top grade cement can be delivered to a construction site. When the customer, Thai or Farang is no longer on site it can quickly be sent back and cheaper materials delivered.

My first brush cutter was an “own-brand” cutter purchased from a department store. It was not particularly expensive but I thought it would serve my purpose. It lasted less than a year.

Professional gardeners had told me to buy only Honda models in future and I would then have no problems.

A lesson had been learned. I’ll go to the largest specialist store in town. That was the best thing to do. I spent half an hour talking to the sales staff. They showed me several models and explained the advantages of each machine. Offered me a coffee. Faultless customer service.

I made it clear that I wanted only a Honda, as that manufacturer had been recommended to me.

No problem, sir. A wise choice. More expensive, but we sell lots of them and offer a twelve month full warranty.

They gave me a demonstration. It started first time. It had the Honda name and logo on the handle. I bought it and was given the warranty card and invoice, clearly marked “Honda.” They didn’t have a manual but said they would get me one later. Mai mee panha, no problem.

But I later found there was one big, big problem.

It was not a Honda. It was a copy. I took it back several times because of an oil leak and a problem with the starting mechanism. A few weeks later and the leak returned and I still had difficulties starting it. A small local dealer checked the machine and showed me that it did not have a Honda serial number on the engine.

I had the invoice and guarantee card. My initial thoughts were to take it back to the seller. But guarantees are not easily enforced in Thailand. Some large companies will just ignore you, knowing legal redress will be expensive and time consuming. Although a Thai judge will listen to both sides, there’s no guarantee he will see your point of view or listen to the evidence.

And this company was big, very big. The word on the street was that if you had an accident involving one of their vehicles they would never be found liable. No one argued with them, whatever the trouble was. They had contacts.

This was a company not to be messed with. It would be pointless to pursue any claim. My Thai friends told me to put it down to bad luck. That is what they would do.

Living in Thailand is certainly a learning experience. Caution is better than rash courage.

6 January

Thais love most sorts of witty humour. Wordplay, clever witticisms, and humour that involves playing tricks or making a joke will fill them with amusement. They enjoy subtlety and deadpan humour. Sarcasm, however, is best avoided. It is too cutting and cruel for their taste. The word is derived from the Greek for cutting flesh!

They would have appreciated listening to the following exchange at a Norfolk country fair where a peacock handler was demonstrating his skills with his collection of birds.

How old is your peacock? askeds a well-heeled gent.  

20 years, 6 months and 4 days

And tell me, how long do they normally live?

At least 20 years, 6 months, and 4 days.

7 January

Sunantaa rang to say that Kitaloo, her one year old puppy, had been killed in a road accident. He had escaped from their fenced garden. Unusually for a Thai, she was very tearful on the phone.

Some monks had said that a hill tribe family had accidentally ran him over and brought him to the temple for them to bury so that he could be born again. Sunantaa’s husband, Surachai, was not so sure. He employs Burmese and hill tribe workers and knows they eat dog flesh. Despite not believing the monks, he was wise enough not to comment either to them or his wife. That would be a taboo in Thai culture. 

His sister had said that she had seen the body in the temple. But when he went to the wat a second time and asked to see the grave the monks explained that he could not take the dog home for reburial. If it was indeed Kitaloo, he wanted the dog to be buried in its own garden. But Surachai could not go against the monks.

He still has his doubts about what really happened. He is too old in the tooth to think that what you are told is always factually correct. 

Sunantaa is quite content to think that Kitaloo is now resting on holy ground.

8 January

Benjawan is taking a lot of time off work to look after her sick father these days. A few months ago, the bank she works for had fast-tracked her application for a transfer out of Bangkok to a branch in the province where her family lived. You will find that most companies in Thailand will be flexible and accommodating when matters of family are concerned. There is a strong concept of family in this country.

Her salary has dropped but not that significantly. In any case, she believes her family comes first and any financial loss now is not important. A girl would leave her job to look after a relative, even if there was no prospect of a family inheritance to follow. In fact, Gai, the bank’s cleaner, had given her notice last month for that very reason. And her family are very poor.

Last week Benjawan worked only three days. Her deputy has now been appointed in her place. She still has her office, moving her out would have been a step too far for an employee of her length of service and experience. She concentrates now on new investment business, as that does not demand a great deal of staff supervision.

Her staff now use the word wanna (boss) when they speak to her ex-deputy and have dropped that title when talking to Benjawan. I thought the change would have caused more problems but it clearly has not. I suppose I should not have been surprised. Thainess always produces solutions where face is not lost and conflicts are avoided.

9 January

Murder most foul. Our soi (lane) is single track, so we could not get the car out when the police vehicle parked outside our neighbour’s house. And you don’t ask armed police officers, anywhere in the world, to move their car for you. They park where they want to park.

A crowd had started to gather outside the house. The locals wanted to know what was going on and they were waiting around to gather whatever snippets of information or gossip were available.

Ratchanee told me that one of the brothers in the house was dead. There had been some heavy drinking the night before and the men’s mother had heard some shouting downstairs. She had thought nothing of it. In the morning, the mother found her son lying in a pool of blood.

The police were now investigating a murder. They will start searching for two Burmese.

The brothers drank regularly with the same group of friends from neighbouring sois, all Thai nationals. Not my type, but friendly enough.

I’d never seen any Burmese, legal or illegal, in the area, and neither had anyone else.

The police didn’t stay long and the family immediately started to clean the house and tidy the garden. Monks come round quickly after a death in Thailand in order to start the funeral rites, and it’s best that everything is spotless before they arrive.

Chairs were put in the garden ready for the people who would soon be coming to pay their last respects. A small fire was started in one corner to burn the garden debris that had just been cleared.

We may learn more about what happened in the coming days. More likely, we will not.

Daily life in Thailand is never mundane. Nothing surprises me anymore.

10 January

Bought some short-sleeved shirts in the night market today. 250 baht each. Haggled for a discount for buying three.

Rot dai mai kap (Can you give a small discount?)

Bargaining is expected and part of the fun. Calculators are often passed between seller and customer, with the seller entering his price and inviting the buyer to key in his counter offer. I agreed 700 for three.

They were good quality for a market and he had a wide variety. Decided to buy three more. 700 baht was a good price. But no, the bartering started again at 250 baht! I eventually got them for 700. The stallholder was not going to give up his opportunity for a bit more haggling. It’s sanuk (fun) to a Thai.

Having sold me three shirts and knowing I wanted three more also made him realise that he might have agreed too low a price initially.

Stalls in the less busy sois (lanes) in the market offer the better bargains and are anyway less crowded. As a rule of thumb, markets such as Wararot, where there are fewer tourists than the night market, are even better value. Shop where the Thais shop; and shop the way they do.

11 January

National Children’s day, first instigated in 1955, is now held throughout Thailand on the second Saturday in January. 

It is known in Thai as wan dek and children look forward to a day of fun with their parents. Local authorities put on events and games especially for children, the armed services have an open day and let the kids sit in aircraft and “play at being soldiers,” and the prime minister allows the youngsters to see her office and visit the parliament building. Yingluck’s motto for wan lek for 2014 was “Be good and grateful, know your duty, have discipline, and help build the nation”. Thais have a very special message to give their country’s youth, unlike any advice or direction our politicians might give in the West. Thailand is fervently patriotic, as you will doubtless have noticed. Duty and discipline are well chosen words. They can be broadly interpreted as “respect the country’s hierarchy, it is part of the cultural heritage.”

Cinemas, elephant sanctuaries, and amusement parks give free or heavily discounted entrance fees for children. Stores hand out candy and small gifts. 

12 January

Had some builders around last week to build some gates to stop the dogs wandering off. They did a good job erecting the posts firmly in position and upright. The welding on the gate frames had been carefully done. 

When they tried to open the gates, though, they fouled on the ground as the gates had been hung too low. They’ve re-set the hinges higher now but it’s taken them four visits. I have learnt never to get angry and certainly not shout when builders get things wrong. Just smile and sympathise that they have to do a bit of rectification. Pretend you would have made the same mistake if you had done the job.

There’s a great deal of “suck it and see” or trial and error in Thai workmanship. They aren’t bothered if something doesn’t work first time. Even if they are given a plan they are unlikely to follow it too closely, preferring to rely on their own experience. Small errors in measurement are covered by mai pen rai, it doesn’t matter. If the job looks okay when they have finished, they are content. Presentation is more important than sticking to the original plan that was specifically designed to work.  

13 January

The general rule is that you wai (the formal Thai greeting of respect) to a person older or in a more superior position to yourself and that he or she then returns the wai. Like all rules, there are exceptions. Returning a wai is not an automatic response. 

The King only makes a wai to a monk (as the monk is in a sense a representative of the Buddha). Monks do not return a wai. A superior will not always return the wai from a subordinate. However, if a manager met one of his staff outside the office and the staff member was with her parents, he would return the wai.

On my first visit to Thailand we were eating in a restaurant and there was a large party sitting opposite us. There were a dozen or so people with a very important looking guy at the head of the table. He was probably the boss and his guests were staff members. I wasn’t shocked when he failed to return the wai from the waitress. You don’t wai serving staff. But, I thought it was the height of bad manners when he called her over from the other end of the restaurant just to top up his glass of beer. The bottle was right next to his glass. It was not as if it was a high class restaurant with attentive sommeliers around to cater for your every whim. He did not even nod his head or thank her.

Let me say though that she showed no sign of embarrassment. Thais hide their feelings. She may well have been seething inside. As Westerners, we have to accept the customs of other nations and adapt accordingly ourselves. I would never have copied that guy’s manners though. I would have filled the glass myself or, if she had come over, I would have smiled and nodded my thanks.

14 January

Talking of Thais being able to conceal their emotions reminds me of two events. The first involved an Irish priest and a parishioner; the other occurred when a visiting rugby side was returning to New Zealand after an international. 

Not having been to confession or church for months, Patrick, who had a reputation for being a “tough guy,” was physically shaking on being admonished by his priest for failing to attend church as often as he should. Thais would be subservient in that situation but would never have shown their emotions.

The All Blacks were given a very moving send-off at the railway station before boarding their flight home. Their tour had ended in Cardiff and there wasn’t a dry eye amongst the strong burly players as the band struck up the Welsh ballad, “We’ll Keep a Welcome in the Hillsides”. The moving words registered with every player. Thais would have appreciated the warm farewell but no emotions would have been shown.

​https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lHVA9lME2qA

15 January

There had never been any objection by the local monks to Sengdeuan’s family planting vegetables and herbs on the land between the wat and their property. It was technically owned by the temple it seemed but it wasn’t causing any problems. The locals helped themselves to the produce occasionally, as is the custom in rural Thailand.

Then the abbot wanted to build a larger sala, mainly to accommodate the large numbers of mourners that came to funeral rites. The Sengdeuan family, along with everyone else, contributed to the building costs.

The informal garden was cleared by a bulldozer early this morning. Part of that land included a short cut between two sois. It had never been clear whether that was municipal land or belonged to the wat. Nobody wanted to challenge the abbot or get the position clarified. He’s allowing it to be used as a right of way. At least for the moment.

When I said that that was the Thai way, Sengdeuan replied: “It’s the monks’ way.”

16 January

Today is National Teachers’ Day in Thailand. Wan wai kroo, in Thai.

Pupils bring flowers to school as a thank you gesture to their teachers and as an act of merit. The day starts with the head teacher praying at the Buddha image in front of the assembled school. Other teachers read some prayers and talk about the main advantages that learning brings, and to always work hard at school.

The children then kneel before the teachers, presenting them with their bouquets and making the wai gesture. (the Thai form of respect and greeting.) Later, after delivering a sermon on respecting teachers and honouring the school, a monk will sprinkle holy water, nam mon, on the pupils as he leaves the school.

In some parts of Thailand, extra days are set aside for pupils to honour and wai their teachers. In the Lanna province 12 June is a popular additional choice.

If you visit a Thai school, you will not fail to be impressed by the outward politeness of the pupils. They will always wai you, and bend their heads as they walk past. In class, they usually stand when talking to a teacher, and ask permission if they wish to leave the room. On returning to class, they will stand outside the door until the teacher indicates they can come in.

Looking after children is taken seriously in Thailand. Perhaps they are pampered a little too much. Some can be a little spoilt. You will make your own observations, I am sure.

Playgrounds are supervised during the day. In larger schools, teachers ensure their pupils get on the right bus when going home. Unauthorised pick-ups are forbidden. Either a police officer, a security man, or a teacher will be outside the school gates to direct traffic at the beginning and the end of the day. In one school I know, each child wears a coloured armband to indicate the correct bus for the child’s destination.

17 January

No reasons given why the fruit on the Mango trees had not been protected from birds by covering each fruit with a small piece of newspaper – the traditional way to care for the fruit. The subject was changed and the other gardeners walked away to avoid losing face. A long time later, one man admitted it was merely that he had forgotten to do it. 

It’s not a serious crime but farangs get frustrated when Thais find it difficult to answer a simple question or evade an issue. It’s to save face of course. It takes some getting used to. Best to try to accept it as something the Thais have always done.

By not arguing or getting into an argument, friendly atmospheres are maintained. All is forgotten by the next day. Everyone can still smile and remain friends.  

18 January

Noi rang my mobile to say that Stuart, her husband, was in hospital. Visited him this evening. He was very drowsy and seemed stressed. He had been in intensive care for two days apparently. Noi should have phoned earlier.

He had slipped on a wet floor and severely injured his left knee. Given he had been admitted to the ICU, there may have been other complications. Nobody seemed to know. Thai reticence to give out information?

His private room at the hospital was like a hotel suite. Multi-channel TV, refrigerator, small microwave, coffee maker, a comfortable sofa and chairs. Plenty of wardrobe space and an en-suite bathroom. Some hospitals have VIP suites that include a small dining area for visitors, private phone line, and an internet connection.

You can ask for English speaking staff for a 25% premium, but that is not really necessary as most doctors and quite a few of the nursing staff speak good English. One hospital even offers a daily visit to your room by the hospital director. It’s up to each individual patient whether that particular service is value for money. Some Westerners think it is.

Thai hospitals encourage a relative to stay overnight. It’s beneficial for the patient. Nurses check patients regularly and are always on call, but having a family member present overnight is seen as a positive advantage that aids patient recovery. Noi slept over every night and spent a large part of the day at the hospital. All private rooms have a foldaway bed and I have seen relatives sleeping in quiet corridors if the family member is in a public ward. Thais don’t like being too far from the family.

Thai hospitals do not have strict visiting times, and Stuart received five Thai visitors, all friends of Noi, while we were there. Most hospital visitors, anywhere in the world, try to be cheerful in front of the patient, but the Thais seem to have that concept in spades. They are ultra-cheerful and smile at every opportunity. They make it a happy shared occasion.

The Thais are like that. Funerals, too, are seen as functions when the community can get together in a social context as well as a time to pay their respects.

Thais always dress appropriately depending on the occasion and, significantly, in a way that shows their position in the Thai hierarchy. If your boss visited you in hospital, everyone present would realise his important position by his manner and the way he is dressed.

Noi had met Stuart in a bar ten years ago, but she still dresses in shorts and revealing clothes. They are still very happy together as a couple. And she is caring and looking after him well now. Nobody minds that she dresses the way she does but it is noticed and gossiped about, even by her friends. However, not in any malicious way. The hospital staff certainly noticed.

19 January

Pomelo did a really good job laying some slabs on the patio. Took his time to get them level and bedded them in well. He wasn’t satisfied until it was perfect. He certainly didn’t rush the work. But laying some underground pipes for a watering system did not seem to warrant the same attention to detail. The spoil from the digging was left as it lay, there were leaks from the pipe joins, and some parts of the circuit had not been completed.

Maybe it’s because Thais get fed up and lose interest easily. You hear the word nabeua (boring) more in Thai than in other languages. Maybe it’s because Thais like to impress you with their work when they first do a job for you – first impressions are important to them. Mai pen rai is another factor. How important is it to get things right? How much does it matter? They look for easy options when they are completing a task.

It’s not laziness. Just watching the rice farmers and construction workers toiling in the heat of the Thai day will disillusion you of that perception. More, I think, of “Can I get away with it. Does it really matter?”

20 January

There’s no trust law on the Thai statute books. A cautious people, the Thais believe strongly in caveat emptor, let the buyer beware. They distrust until they have a reason to trust, not the other way about. Guarantees are usually only for a short period. Faulty goods must usually be taken back within one week of purchase. Once you have paid for goods you are considered to have fully examined and approved them. The comment below your signature on a credit cards slip reads. “I acknowledge satisfactory receipt of relative goods/service. No Refund. Trusted transaction.”

Taking a dispute to law is costly and slow and even most Thais won’t bother because they know the result.

Many farangs here will, however, tell you that you are more likely to experience deception, cheating, and fraud from the hands of some of the foreign expat community. One tends to trust people of one’s own nationality or at least any other Westerner. I was caught after buying a laptop from a smooth talking expat. It worked when it plugged into mains electricity and all seemed well. He said he’d had no problems with the machine.

After paying and leaving his home, he casually remarked that the battery may need charging. In fact the computer never worked from the battery and eventually stopped functioning altogether. The repairer told me that even a Thai would never stoop that low to sell a product. In the West, caveat emptor is not a defense if the buyer took reasonable care and relied on a seller’s recommendation. In Thailand, courts take a less sympathetic view. There is little recourse to a claim that you were misled. 

It happened to me in the UK. A car dealer tried to sell me a car that had been welded after a road accident. They had painted over a weld to disguise what they had done. Consumer protection in the West would find for the buyer if the case went to law. Not so in Thailand.

The Thai forums are full of examples of farangs cheating farangs. Expat clubs can be breeding grounds for financial advisors and others who take advantage of the lack of regulation and law enforcement in the country. Andrew Drummond gives examples.

Tourist rip-offs can occur anywhere in the world, Thailand is not excluded from that. But they are minor frauds compared with the sophisticated schemes that, for example, Drummond and others have highlighted. The website, www.andrew-drummond.com, is now blocked in Thailand, but available on virtual private networks. 

21 January

Dual-pricing – having a different price for farang and Thai for the same goods or service – is technically illegal in Thailand. One exception is for admission to the national parks where a special provision is made to make it legal to charge more for foreigners. Sometimes, an expat can get in for the much reduced Thai price by showing a Thai driving licence.  

Restaurants often have two menus: identical except for the higher price (sometimes more than double) charged to foreigners. Look carefully and you will see Thais check their restaurant bills item by item. Take a tip from them. 

22 January

I just don’t get it. Why do motor cyclists pull out from sois onto a main road without looking? This is one of the two things I still don’t understand about Thailand.

Yes, some roads have cycle lanes into which they can filter reasonably safely, but most roads do not have these. As a motorist, if a car is coming towards you, you can’t even swerve to avoid the rider. Is it fatalism? The Buddhist view is that life is full of suffering and is impermanent. That your life is predetermined so that you have no control over events anyway. I’m not convinced that is the reason.

The police will rarely prosecute a motor cyclist for any dangerous riding offence. Perhaps motor cyclists realise that. The motorist will usually pick up both the blame and the tab for any expenses. Particularly up-country, many riders are uninsured and may have no licence in any case.

It is common for riders to approach on the wrong side of the road. In most cases, you can clearly see them and adjust your driving accordingly. Weaving in and out of lanes is expected so there are no surprises there. Moving directly from the inside cycle track to the offside lane in order to complete a U-turn happens regularly. You’ll get used to it. I have. But I still don’t understand the casual and blasé way they pull out of the sois and the way they overtake you on the nearside when you are already signaling.

Actually, I have a theory on why they do this. More on that later.

23 January

I’ve got used to it. Thai driving used to scare me but I now “go with the flow”. Drive defensively, assume others will make mistakes. Whichever country you drive in you will soon get accustomed to their particular way of driving. 

Large trucks will always assume precedence, as if they have right of way even when they do not. Drivers of expensive looking cars will often push their way through. That’s the power of hierarchy for you. All Thais know their station in life and some take full advantage of that.

In the West one car may turn at a junction in the face of oncoming traffic if it is safe to do so. Following cars usually stop. In Thailand, when one car goes all the rest will follow. I now do the same. It is understood that the cars will wait for all the vehicles to turn.

When someone flashes their headlights at you in western countries, it can mean either they are coming through or that they are giving way. In Thailand, flashing one’s lights has only one meaning: you are coming through. 99.9% of the time. I’ve only once seen a driver flash to let me through and his intention was clear as his vehicle was stationary. He was a tourist.

At a four-way junction some Thais will put on their hazard lights to show they are going straight on. Quite a good idea.

24 January

Paul’s been here a long time but still lives the way he did in America. Sometimes it’s good to keep to western standards but often entrenched habits and customs get in the way of integrating with the locals and your neighbours.  When you enter a Thai home, it is customary to be offered a glass of water as a refreshment. Paul never does and it does make one feel uncomfortable. 

Thais notice it but don’t comment. He is a very generous guy and would help anyone out I am sure. He does not think how his failure to follow social niceties and customs gives an impression of not being polite. Some may see it as rudeness. It’s a bit like not shaking hands in the West. Thais have a strong sense of what is polite and what is not.

Of course, these are the people one notices. Most expats blend in well in their communities.  They are usually those who have more Thai than foreign friends and join in with local events rather than congregate with other farangs at expat clubs or on social media.

Seeing the real Thailand and how Thais live, particularly if here short-time as a tourist, is not easy. My advice is to observe for yourself, talk to a broad mix of Thais, and challenge the preconceptions and myths you may have heard about the country before you arrived. If you stay or circulate only with those of your own or another western nationality, I think you’ll lose out on a valuable cultural experience and understanding of the people and the country.  

25 January

Building regulations are not as strict in Thailand as they are in the West. Duangjai couldn’t stop a vehicle-spraying factory being built right next to the new home she and her husband had just bought. There are no restrictions on domestic and industrial premises being next to one another in this country. Her son became quite ill from the fumes. The factory owners helpfully responded by putting up some screening but it has never been effective. The local authorities could do nothing.

Sandra and John bought a double plot on a project in Chiangmai. It was quite a select development with reasonable space from the other houses. They put a lot of thought into the design of the house and garden, both planned to high western standards. Pride of place in the garden is their full-length swimming pool.

They were alarmed when they saw the builders erecting very tall scaffolding on a new house build right next to their home. Sandra, always the one “wearing the trousers,” asked the owners if the house was going to be so high that it would overlook their swimming pool and invade their privacy.

Thais do not like blunt questions being asked of them and indeed a Thai would never ask such a question in such a forceful and rude manner. They’ll gossip about it but they won’t respond directly to the questioner. Someone may make a comment to her in passing and suggest she tries to find a compromise, perhaps by putting up some screening. That would be the Thai way. But Sandra is not Thai, so that may not happen. She has blotted her copy book with her neighbour now.

In the West, planning regulations may well have prevented a house being built looking straight into a neighbour’s swimming pool.

26 January

There are many dogs on Thai roads in rural Thailand. Most houses have dogs roaming in the garden, though they may be caged or chained at night. 

One often sees a dog asleep in the middle of the road, cars sounding their horns or swerving to avoid. Some are wild or temple dogs. Thais are not allowed to euthanise their pets and sick or unwanted dogs are left at the temple for the monks to care for.

Thailand’s hot weather probably makes dogs lethargic and not want to move out of the way of approaching vehicles. They may be clever enough to realise drivers will do all they can not to hit them. 

Motor cyclists have a similar view that cars will make way for them.

27 January

Laws are strict in Thailand. You cannot name and shame if the courts judge that it may harm a person’s reputation. Whether your comments can be proved as truthful or not is irrelevant. Take a seat in a Thai court and watch the proceedings and note how all sides are trying to avoid conflict. Technically the system is adversarial as in our own countries but you’ll not witness the cut and thrust of arguments being tested by prosecution and defence lawyers.

Investigative journalists have to take great care and the defence of public interest is not as strong in Thailand as it is elsewhere. You can Google the topic for up to date cases.

Thais will gossip about a bad builder but not take any other action. Chamnaan can only get work some distance away from our village now. “Jungle drums” are used effectively in Thailand!

When I had a problem with poor building work, I suggested what I thought was a reasonable price for what the builder had done and the cost of rectification. I agreed the figure with Chamnaan in front of the pooyaibaan. You can’t complain publicly about a bad builder or his bad work, in Thailand. That would be libel or slander even if true.

As usual, the builder and pooyaibaan were taking photos. There was no point in the builder doing so but the village will get to see the photos the headman took. That is how Thais get round the strict libel and slander laws – informal gossiping and information sharing. 

28 January

Thais park where they want. It’s not that they are inconsiderate of other road users. It is because they feel they have freedom to do their own thing. If the noodle shop is on a bend then that is where they will park. Other Thais don’t mind. They would do the same. The police will drive past with the same mai pen rai attitude.

Try to merge into a main road from a side street or move into another lane to make a turn and you will in general find them very considerate drivers, though you may have to edge out so that they take the hint that you want to join the carriageway.

29 January 

Up early this morning. Had arranged to get to Tim’s new building plot by 7.30. He and his Thai wife, Somsee, have spent two months going over the plans and specifications of their new home with their builder. Tim has been sensible in checking every detail including the grade of materials being used. As is customary in Thailand, every page of the documentation was signed by Tim, Somsee, and the builder. There should be no room for a future mix-up or confusion on what had been approved.

Unlike in the West, where it is unusual for a customer to visit a new build to check how work is progressing (I suppose health and safety regulations also have something to do with that), it is common practice for Thais to make site visits once or even twice a day. The building firm respects the customer’s right to make sure that everything is going according to the agreed plan. They know trust is scarce in Thailand, and people like to check up on what they are paying for.

Today was the day when the foundations were to be poured. I had suggested to Tim that we meet before the work started to make sure the holes were completely empty before being filled with concrete to the required depth. No way to verify later that the builders had not back filled with soil.

All went well and Tim took photographs of the rebar columns in their concrete footings, proudly standing to attention like soldiers in formation on the parade ground.

A village elder had come round to lead the ceremony marking the start of the build. Some coins were thrown into the foundations for luck and Tim was asked to pour some concrete into one of the holes, one of the traditions when building a house.

30 January 

There have been sops to the masses (extention of the 30 baht health scheme, rice subsidies, and free computer tablets in many schools) but both main political parties in Thailand are right wing or right of centre. The party that appears to be the more liberal introduces populist measures just before elections. There have been benefits to communities and the nation but it would be wrong to claim that any party is so left wing to consider giving real power to people through democratic elections at the ballot box. Lobbying, nepotism, and corruption are not good bedfellows with liberal policies.

Improvements in infrastructure in the North have always been associated with the ThaiRakThai and PeuaThai parties as their leaders hail from that region. (These parties produced two prime ministers, Taksin Shiniwatra and Yingluck Shiniwatra). In the same way that London tended to get more preference in job creation, infrastructure, quality services, and so on, Bangkok traditionally was the centre of attention for projects initiated by most governments.

31 January 

Today is Friday, so many Thais will wear a blue shirt or blouse, Queen Sirikit was born on a Friday so the colour is associated with Her Majesty.

The late monarch, King Bhumibol, was born on a Monday, which is why you saw a lot of people wearing yellow on that day of the week. Tuesday’s colour is pink; Wednesday’s, green; Thursday’s, orange; Saturday’s, purple; and Sunday’s, red.

It was never obligatory of course but, when the king was alive, many Thais wore yellow on a Monday as a show of respect. Government officers wore their formal dress uniform on that day. 

Most banks these days have their own dress code which might include the bank logo. Other businesses have their distinctive uniforms. Where that does not apply you will notice that the colours mentioned above are frequently worn. Officials dress in white with a black armband when in mourning, others in somber clothing.

1 February

The first day of February is the start of the Chinese New Year. Today is the year of the Rooster. A little over 40% of the Thai population of 70 million can claim some Chinese ancestry, 15% are ethnic Chinese with That citizenship. There is a high proportion of Thai-Chinese in government and big business. Youngsters today with this Chinese background tend to think of themselves as Thai whereas a few decades ago it would have been quite normal to describe oneself openly as Thai-Chinese.

The streets in the Chinese quarters of the major cities are alive with dragon dancers (to scare away the mythical beast called Nien) and acrobats. Shops do a roaring trade and everyone is happy and having fun. It is noisy, crowded, and colourful. Fireworks ward off the evil spirits.

The celebrations are a time to re-unite with family from other parts of Thailand and to pay respects to one’s ancestors. Multi-course banquets with the whole family seemingly go on for hours. The children are given money in red envelopes; the adults, by tradition, an orange. 

The Thai-Chinese are more superstitious by far than the Thai. You should not wash your hair on New Year’s Day and shun the idea of using scissors or nail-clippers. 

The actual date of the New Year and the celebratory period depends on the solar cycle. There are twelve animals associated with the festival. In 2029, the Rooster will be the symbolic animal again.

2022 Tiger

2023 Rabbit

2024 Dragon

2025 Snake

2026 Horse

2027 Sheep

2028 Monkey

2029 Rooster

2030 Dog

2031 Pig

2032 Rat

2033 Ox

2 February

Thais are shy and defensive in their relationships, especially with foreigners. They will smile, greet you in a friendly way, and go out of their way to help you. But they are inherently shy and you will have to make the first move if you want to integrate into their society or really get to know them. I’m not talking about bargirls or those trying to sell you fake gems in the tourist hotspots. I am commenting on the average genuine Thai. With a respectful approach, they will help you blend in and be part of their communities and society. 

They love sanuk (fun) events. An impromptu karaoke in a neighbour’s garden or at a local restaurant will see many Thais gathering. They won’t mind if you join them. They will be happy if they see you’re enjoying yourself as much as they are. It does not matter how good your singing is. Having two left feet or a voice like a foghorn is no bar. Thais let themselves go at local parties. 

Nothing matters if there’s plenty of sanuk around. 

3 February

It is not often that you see a Thai posting on the internet forums here, but an interesting thread developed today. The poster was asking why her farang (foreigner) husband would not agree to lending her niece money to buy a house. The quick answer was that it was not a western custom to do that. The usual flaming started; all Thais are lazy, tell the family to work harder and save for a house, what does it have to do with me, it is not my family.

Her point was that she could not understand why her husband would not even discuss the issue. She genuinely wanted to appreciate why he was so unlike a Thai in his lack of caring for family.

Thais like living in the same compound or at the very least near each other; that is partly custom, partly a question of economics. In the West, teenagers fly the nest as soon as they can. There is not the same yearning to live close together and provide accommodation.

In Thailand, you marry the family rather than the girl or boy. Blood family comes before the husband in Thai culture. It is a difficult notion for Westerners to appreciate.

She put her point of view politely and well, recognising that we were talking of two very diverse cultures.

That did not stop someone writing that a Thai’s motto is: Marry a farang; get a house.

4 February

Listen for the sounds of Thailand when you visit or stay here. Particularly in rural Thailand. 

The birds singing during the dawn chorus, the insects and frogs with their mating calls in the early evening. After a while you’ll come to expect the loudspeaker announcements from the local pooyaibaan. He is elected by the local people but won’t go against any orders from the central government in Bangkok.

Your neighbours will be eagerly awaiting his regular updates on what’s happening in the community – a charity event to raise funds for the local school, a blessing at the wat when it opens a new meeting hall, or informing of a neighbour’s recent death.

Evenings will bring the happy laughter, though not always melodious singing, from your neighbours’ homes. You will hear the distant chanting of monks from a nearby wat or the shouting of instructions to an outside fitness class or aerobics session.

During election time local politicians and their teams, canvassing in their slow-moving pick-up trucks, will be extolling their virtues and asking voters for their support in the upcoming elections. You’ll see that quite regularly. Driving around yourself, one minute you’ll see a singing and dancing crowd escorting a novice monk to his initiation, the next moment and further down the road you may hear the sad laments coming from the home of someone who has recently died, the garlanded coffin on full view outside the house.

Drive into a restaurant or shopping mall car park, and you will hear the attendants blowing whistles for all they’re worth to help you park. Police use them a lot to draw attention to other cars and pedestrians and to beckon you forward. Teachers on duty outside a school entrance do the same. You are obliged to follow their directions even though they have no legal right to direct traffic. 

Especially around wats you will hear dogs barking. Noisy fireworks will be let off to announce a death or to celebrate some event or a party.

Guidebooks will tell you there is much to see in Thailand. There is much to listen for too. 

5 February

I do not think the Thais live in fear, as has been suggested by some foreign observers. 

They are brought up with a high regard for the respect of elders and “betters”. That’s not a word I like using but it accurately reflects that Thais do not believe all people are equal.

If you listen to a subordinate speaking to a superior in the work environment, you will immediately observe the difference in rank that is being shown. Both the gesture of the wai and the actual words used in speaking will clearly show who is who in the pecking order and the respect given to the elder or superior is very visible. An employee will be careful in making a suggestion if he or she disagrees with the boss. There will be no direct refusal of his instructions. 

As Somsee said, the employee may use a different approach later and will no doubt gossip about the incident but there will be no disobedience. That may be misguided respect but it is not fear. Thais understand that many of their compatriots get their positions through whom they know and not always through merit. A move to fuller meritocracy is slow.  

Political instability has been a common feature in Thailand from the early days of this fledgling democracy. I don’t imagine Thais like the concept of coups d’état any more than any other nation but coups aren’t quite the same here. It’s usually business as usual and the foreign media particularly do not seem to appreciate the level of corruption and nepotism in the political party system. Reform and a more open education system is needed for democracy to become effective and to allow ballot boxes to determine governments that act for the benefit of all Thailand’s citizens.

In the West we do not have military coups but do the big banks, oil companies, and powerful lobbyists influence the running of elected governments?  Are they behaving as if they are coup leaders bent on thwarting the views of the majority electorate?

Thais are aware that not following the law can have serious consequences. They can’t always use money and contacts to avoid prosecution. Their “fear” is of being ostracised if they do not follow cultural norms of behavior and lifestyle. 

6 February

Thai houses usually have steep sloping roofs with large overhangs, and high ceilings. The overhangs give much needed shade from the hot sun and help keep temperatures down inside. The sloping roofs allow rainwater to get away efficiently, often into water storage tanks.

All houses will have fans and mosquito nets; upper class houses, air conditioners. Even in expensive moobaans (estates, projects) buildings are close together to give shade. 

Benjawan’s new house is being built to a newer design with one sloping roof. It has the usual sharp gradient to take away the rainwater but is pleasantly attractive. Her Thai neighbours prefer the more traditional style. All the bedrooms have balconies though Thais rarely sit or relax in them. You’ll notice that as you’re driving around. 

During the day, most Thais will wear long trousers to protect from the sun, and sleeveless shirts and blouses are not popular. When they get home in the evening, they sit in the shade, either under the trees in the garden or in a patio with fans to deter mosquitoes. 

7 February

Had an enjoyable day at the Flower Festival in Chiangmai today. Every year there is a happy atmosphere of music and dance as the processions of flower-bedecked floats wend their way through the streets of this northern Thai city.

Banks, businesses, schools, universities, and other organisations compete to be awarded the prize for the most colourful and original float. Everyone involved in building the colourful floats will try and out-do the others. At the end of the day a member of the royal family or a civic dignitary will present the award. 

Thai girls in traditional dress and musical bands precede the floral displays. Regularly, they will stop and give a demonstration of Thai cultural dance, onlookers joining in the fun.

Plant and flower vendors from all over the Northern Province exhibit their products on the side of the roads and their own displays try to rival those you see in the main processions.  

8 February

Thais are always impressed by outward show. It creates a big impact on them. Substance is secondary. The car you drive, the designer clothes you wear; all are important to a Thai. More so than many other nationalities. It’s a way of showing your position in society. Thais need to know where they stand in relation to you. Are you “better” than they are? Are you a social inferior? Partly a karmic conception, inequality is accepted by the Thai. It has no unacceptable undertones as in the West. Rewards and a higher station come in the next life.

Pictures of show houses for sale on a moobaan (gated housing community) are nothing like what you see or will actually get if you buy. Thais excel at marketing because they can let their creativity run riot. Truth and accuracy are not too important. While marketing is their forte, management is their Achilles heel.

Thais do not learn easily from their mistakes or from the experience of others. They learn by rote and by copying. They like to stick with what they already know. Accepting they are wrong or even learning something new can feel like losing face. That’s one reason they rarely apologise directly. Thinking for oneself is secondary to doing as an elder or more senior person tells you.

A good example of that occurred this morning. I needed to renew my internet virus protection. There was a great webpage detailing all the improved features of the new version, its advantages, and its superiority over the competition. Good marketing.

It was when it came to buying the product that the trouble started. In order to buy the software, you need to enter a code that is obtained from an email the supplier sends you. I tried several times to explain that I could not order because I had not been sent the code. Two hours later and still no code. I tried to purchase without the code, ignoring the website instructions, and I eventually downloaded the product.

The website instructions were wrong. No code was needed. However, the Thais will not correct the webpage. That would mean someone would have to be blamed, and that is not a choice that Thais like to make. It is a “correct” cultural response as no one will lose face, but it is poor management.

The impressive marketing hype will remain. Management won’t get involved or change the instructions. 

Conflict and blame will be avoided.

9 February

SAD FART; but not in Thailand, it would seem. Most countries have reasonable consumer protection laws. In the UK, for example, the Sale of Goods Act 1979 protects against shoddy quality. Buy on a credit card or online and you have even more rights. Remember to complain promptly and know your legal position. The product must be of merchantable quality and the same as described at the point of sale.

Shops everywhere in the world will still try to fob you off.

Remember the mnemonic: SAD FART

Satisfactory quality

As

Described

Fit for purpose

And

Reasonable length of 

Time.

Thailand is different. Regulations are difficult to enforce, court processes are slow, and your supplier may be a company with power and contacts. Thais anyway do not like confrontations. You may have to smile and walk away.

Sorry, no sad farts in Thailand.

10 February

Watch out for parades in Thailand when you visit. Flower festivals are colourful sights and well-advertised. Most displays and processions are listed on Google. Dates may vary year to year.

Ask locally when there are weddings and novice monk initiations. They can be noisy fun occasions where everyone joins in the celebrations along the street. Dancing, drinking, and singing. Nobody will mind when you join in. 

More somber, but not in any way morbid, are funeral processions when the body is taken to the crematorium. It is interesting to witness one if you possibly can. What you will notice is the large number of people who turn out in respect. Thailand is a very community based society.

11 February

Latdaa does not like gossiping. In some ways she is not typically Thai. She is more independent than most. Her parents divorced when she was very young and she was brought up by her aunt, herself a divorced lady with her own daughter to look after.

Latdaa’s strong character may be a result of having to fend for herself much of the time. Her aunt supported her as much as she could but Latdaa did not have as much help as others when studying in school and university. She found her first job by her own efforts and is doing well there. After just three years, she has been promoted to supervisor.

She asked the Japanese director of her company if she could visit the head office in Tokyo. That in itself was a pretty unusual request from a Thai. They will drop hints but won’t ask directly. He readily agreed and she spent four days on a tour of the Tokyo offices and factory. It was a very full programme by all accounts. There was a great deal for her to learn and understand about the way the company operated. The Japanese, it seemed, did not mind her plain-speaking approach.

On the final day, Latdaa was allowed to spend her time sightseeing and engaging in the usual tourist activities. She choose to spend her free time with a colleague she had been introduced to in the office. They spent the day together and saw a lot of the city. The two ladies did some window shopping as the prices were too high for Latdaa to contemplate any purchasing. They both enjoyed their day.

Back in Thailand, her day of seeing the sights was the subject of much gossip and jealousy. Probably much was fabricated to make a good story. It annoyed Latdaa a little but, as she said to me, it’s typically Thai to engage in tittle-tattle.  

12 February

The carpenters had left some papers on top of a corner cabinet they had almost finished building. They had put away their tools, cleaned where they had been working, and were making ready to go home. For some reason, I thought it odd that they had not collected up their documents. 

I lifted them up and realised why they had left them there. There was a deep and very visible scratch across the top of the unit. A tool must have been accidentally pulled across it.

Their faces were expressionless but they knew the damage was not repairable. They would have to replace the top. 

No apology. If I had not spotted the damage before they left, they would have insisted when they returned the next day that it was nothing to do with them, that I had ruined their handiwork.

You have to watch out for workers covering their mistakes. It happens in offices too as we shall see. 

Not losing face and not owning up to a mistake is frustrating for foreigners to experience. Thais would have thought the workers’ actions were quite normal. You will see Thais checking and watching carefully everything a worker does.  

13 February

There are many good Thai teachers, born educators. Genuine Thais who have the gift, that some of their colleagues who have been brought up on rote learning do not have, of keeping a class fully engaged and attentive. They encourage questioning and try to get their students to think for themselves rather than repeat what they have read in books or heard in class.

All classes will have youngsters that may want to steal the limelight. It is all too easy for an inexperienced teacher to respond to those same students instead of ensuring the whole class participates. Involving everyone and drawing out those who may be a little shy is the hallmark of a good educator. A lively and attentive class, with respect for their teacher, is the most wanted result. 

There are some really good farang teachers too. But a few have poor English grammar and pronunciation themselves. Often they are backpackers or retirees who are not legally allowed to teach, unqualified, and without work permits.

Having said that, I know of one regular world traveler who has been offered a renewable contract by a school. He spends six months of every year in Thailand and returns to the school each year to teach a new set of pupils. His classes are always full of attentive children who enjoy and benefit from his teaching. He has no formal teaching qualification but his English is faultless.  

14 February

Today is Valentine’s Day. It can also fall on Makha Bucha day, a Buddhist festival when government offices are normally closed.  Because Valentine’s Day is an auspicious day to get married in Thailand, some government offices open specially to allow couples to register their marriages. 

There was an article in today’s newspapers about six couples getting married in Prachinburi. They are celebrating the event by competing in a series of adrenalin-pumping activities which include an escape from bloodthirsty pirates, a “flight” high above the jungle, and a mad dash away from a boulder made of flowers. The photos show a lot of youngsters having the time of their lives.

In Pattaya things are a bit more relaxed as couples attempt to break the world-record for non-stop (or almost non-stop) hugging. The current record is 25 hours, 22 minutes and 36 seconds.

Condom sales are high on Valentine’s Day. 

Thailand has one of the highest rates of teenage pregnancy in Southeast Asia. The Bureau of Reproductive Health says that the number of teenage mothers is second only to neighbouring Laos. After sub-Saharan Africa, Asia-Pacific is the region with the largest number of people living with HIV, and Thailand accounts for about 9 percent of that number, says HIV response outfit AVERT. About 450,000 people live with HIV among a population of 67 million, according to Thai health ministry estimates from 2013, the latest available data.

15 February

It is a nice touch that members of the Thai royal family give out degree certificates to graduates at the universities. Very few countries do that.

Dao invited us to the rehearsal. She had asked us to come to the actual ceremony but the university had the dates muddled and their email to all students gave the date of the rehearsal instead of the actual date. We were told of the error at the last minute but could not change our travel plans.

She had got up at 5am to get her hair styled and her face made up. Thais are always careful about their appearance and Dao is an attractive young lady. Today she looked like a film star. She had called the dummy run “the walking” and I could see why. All the students lined up and walked up to the stage where a stand-in for the royal princess handed out the certificates. This was repeated until they got it absolutely right. Yes, it was a day of much walking.

You bow or curtsy a few metres before approaching the dais just as the previous student is receiving his or her degree. Before being handed the certificate, you bow your head slightly and extend your hand as if to shake hands western style. But you do not actually complete the greeting; you flick your wrist and take the certificate, but without touching the royal hand.

Walking backwards a few metres, you pause, bow or curtsy again, turn round, and walk off the stage. It takes around 30 seconds per student. All of them will be nervous on the day but honoured that a member of the royal family has made it one they will always remember.

On the day that the degree is conferred, the students’ families and friends join in the celebrations, flowers and gifts are showered on the new graduates, and many photographs are taken with fellow students and teachers.

A pity that we could not see her receiving her award from a royal princess. Given the problem with her trying to find a new home to rent, I hope she enjoys her day.

Before he became ill, the late King Bhumibol presided over many degree ceremonies at the major colleges. Members of the royal family now continue that tradition.

Many families have a photograph of their son or daughter receiving their degree from His Majesty or a royal prince or princess. It always has pride of place in their homes.

16 February

I was surprised some weeks ago when I read on Suda’s Facebook page, just under a picture of her son’s pet. 

“Some nasty man hit my dog”

Today she told me what had actually happened. Her husband had hit Lamyai for misbehaving. Whether it was appropriate or not is questionable. Shaking the dog immediately after the event and saying “no” in a firm voice would probably have been better.

But I now understood her comment on Facebook. She was blaming someone else and not criticising her husband.

It is the Thai way of taking out one’s frustrations and anger without involving the person you are really annoyed with. You may notice it a great deal in Thailand. It is called prachut in Thai. 

The Thai is actually directing his venom against the person who has wronged him. He is letting him know what he really wants to tell him if culture allowed such openness face to face. One’s rage is projected at another person, animal or an inanimate object. The person, animal, or object is being made the scapegoat in place of the real target for anger. It is a means of staying friends with someone by not directly chastising the person who is the real object of your displeasure. 

Suda was blaming the “nasty man” but not her husband. The anthropological term is projected vilification. Thais also use something similar to projected vilification when referring contemptuously to someone. Instead of using the person’s name, they may say, “farang insists on talking to the manager” or “kwai (buffalo or stupid person) is late for work again.  

17 February

Foreigners cannot own land in Thailand except under exceptional circumstances. You can own the house on which it stands and you can remove it brick by brick if you feel so inclined but you on no account own the land. You can own a condominium (the apartment not the land) provided that there are 50% or more Thai residents in the same apartment block. You can set up a company that owns the land and your house so long as Thais make up more than 50% of the shareholders. That is not without its problems as the Revenue department can challenge the arrangement by claiming the company was not set up to do business and make profits that could be taxed but registered only to provide the foreigner with a home.

Many expats rent or take out a lease for a certain period of time, usually 30 years. The expat becomes a lessee and not an owner, whether he funded the purchase or not. There are protections available that give him the right to live on the property during the term of the lease. One or other party can, under certain conditions, change the lease to take away the right to stay unhindered on the land. It makes it rather pointless, therefore, to have signed the lease in the first place. Some forms of lease, notably superficies, offer better protection.

Some lawyers may suggest a 30 plus 30 lease where you have the right to enter into another lease at the end of the first term. That has never been tested in a Thai court. The head of my amphur (local government) office said it would be illegal, that there is no reference to it in any law book. But she added that she would allow such a condition to be inserted into the document, however pointless it would be. I am sure that would not happen in the West. 

Another example of avoiding open conflict between lawyer and client, just to keep the peace?

18 February

Singapore has a reputation for zero tolerance towards corruption. You would be unlikely to bribe your way out of a traffic offence. 

Thailand has a more layback attitude. If a small bribe or gift can make the machinery of bureaucracy move more quickly then so be it. It is regarded more like part of one’s salary or a perk of the job.

Big international corporations and politicians in Thailand are accused of giving large sums to secure lucrative contracts. Although it is not a purely Thai phenomenon, it has been present throughout Thai history and is culturally accepted in the Far East.

Corruption will not totally disappear. Singapore, with the lowest rate of corruption in South East Asia, is witness to that.

The western mindset is that corruption is wrong and unacceptable. That does of course not stop some politicians and business owners in the West indulging in the practice as they do elsewhere. Lobbyists giving “cash for questions” in parliament to sway the opinions of governments elected by the voters that put them into power? Expensive all-in holidays for the business leaders from whom favours are being sought? 

The question is not whether corruption exists or should exist. The question is whether it should be seen as acceptable in a nation’s culture. And if it is accepted, to what extent? Should only “minor” corruptions be allowed? And who makes that decision?

19 February

Her parents divorced when she was 10 years old and her aunt brought her up and helped her through university. It had made Duangjai very self-reliant and determined. She lacked the submissiveness that you so often see in young Thai girls. She had a mind of her own. 

She and her husband worked and saved hard to afford a deposit on their new home. Duangjai has a good job and Nok works a 6-day week, doing as much overtime as he can to keep up the mortgage payments. They are not wealthy but they have enough money to live comfortably.

When they moved in, there was an empty plot of land next to them. Now, a paint-spraying unit has been built there. Even a light breeze can carry the unpleasant smell into their home. Although Nok takes a more mai pen rai, carefree, view of the situation, Duangjai, worried for her two year old’s health, spoke to the owners and they agreed to build a small wall between the two properties to screen the spraying plant.

That has helped but it is not an effective or complete solution. There are days when you would not be able to sit outside because of the fumes. Nok will not get involved but Duangjai has spoken to them again a few times. Her next step will be to talk to the pooyaibaan, the village headman. Most people like him and say he is fair, so Duangjai is hoping for a sympathetic ear.

She says she will wait a week and if there is no response from the spraying company, she will go and see him. These steps cannot be rushed in Thailand. Westerners would find the slow approach quite frustrating.

Duangjai and Nok would not have bought the house if they had known the adjacent land was going to be used in this way. Unfortunately, in Thailand there is no easy way to search for planning permissions or approvals. In fact, depending on whom you know, it is possible to build without approval anyway. Some money probably helps in the decision making process.

20 February

There is no stigma in being gay in Thailand. It is not illegal and is generally accepted. A person’s sexuality is his or her own affair. Thais will gossip but they don’t concern themselves with anything that is none of their business. Families do not ostracise a son from being gay and the boyfriend would be welcome in the parents’ home. They may prefer their son to be heterosexual and produce an heir but they are quite relaxed about allowing him freedom to conduct his life the way he wants.

Many foreigners are gay and live with their partners quite openly. They value Thailand’s open and flexible attitude. 

A lady-boy, a katoey, would not be ostracised in any way. Many work in restaurants as serving staff. They would use the word ka, the word used by females, and not krap.

The tell-tale sign of a katoey is the more pronounced presence of an Adam’s apple (laryngeal prominence.) But even that is not easy to spot. Tourists, and even expats, can be misled by these very attractively dressed and made up lady-boys. There are posters on the Thai forums who comment that they’ve only found out their mistake when they’ve taken their “girlfriend” to bed! 

(A caution here. Take some of what you read on Thai forums with a pinch of salt. There are some extremely useful comments. There are also some trollish responses.)

Lesbians are noticeable by their cropped hairstyles and male mannerisms. They generally still use ka and not krap though.

No one really cares about sexual orientation in Thailand. 

21 February

They did not want to do it. That became clear, but it was not immediately obvious. We had agreed a fixed rate for the job of erecting posts around the perimeter fence. They had worked hard and quickly, but some of the posts were not that firmly positioned in the ground. We bought more cement and sand and they strengthened a few of the posts.

The supervisor said that he could not come back the next day as his mother was in hospital. The next day’s excuse was that one of the team had a problem with his motor bike.

They had made good money from the job, but did not welcome having to do the remedial work. They never came back and they only received payment for the work they had done. One more day and they would have finished the job to everyone’s satisfaction and have been fully paid.

I do not think it was a question of losing face. We had been tactful about showing where the faults were and they cheerfully went about putting some of the posts right. No, I think they had just decided that they did not want to do any more work. They were happy with what they had received and not bothered about losing the rest of the payment.

We smile and acknowledge one another when I see them in the village, so there are no hard feelings. Just have to accept that Thais can often just do what they want to do. Living in Thailand, one sees many instances that can be put down to a lack of self-discipline, responsibility, and ambition. A mai pen rai attitude and I suppose a somewhat stubborn streak.

Thais like to be flattered and the more you refer to their skills and abilities the better. Commenting on a worker being geng (clever) or his work as being suay (beautiful, a good job), are compliments they routinely expect.

But you need to keep a distance between yourself and the workers. They don’t feel comfortable in your getting too close or friendly. They find it strange that farangs often treat them as equals rather than people employed to do a job. A Thai would never do that. I still like to have a joke with them though but am careful how far I go.
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