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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 volume 1. 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.
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