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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 lives. 

A Thailand Diary takes you into that world. A virtual journey into an authentic Thailand from the comfort of your own armchair. 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. But dipping into entries that may interest you is another way of reading the book. Because most readers tend to do that, you may find some repetition in the explanation of some words or concepts. I hope that does not spoil your enjoyment.

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 and is an integral part of Thai culture.

Little has changed since the 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. But 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 names. 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 the 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.

––––––––
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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. But I had spoken too soon. 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.

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 suggested that I 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 feel confident enough to raise the matter with the big boss and fix the problem.

They would be challenging his authority and management ability as well as making him lose face.

––––––––
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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.

Ram Wong.  Traditional Thai Dance

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

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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5 January

Picked up my brush cutter today. Beyond repair. It’s the second machine 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 or 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.

––––––––
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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 appreciate 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? Asks 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.

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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. 

––––––––
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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, that is not required from 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.

––––––––
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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.​ 

We'll Keep a Welcome in the Hillsides

––––––––
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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 the 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.”

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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. After a long time, 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.  

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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?”

––––––––
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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 claim you were misled. 

A car dealer may sell you a vehicle that has been welded after a road accident but after painting over the weld to make it invisible. If the weld later proved to be unsafe, your action for compensation would succeed in the West because it would be shown you had not seen the weld. 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. 

––––––––
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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. 

––––––––
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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 – or at least eventually – 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.

I do not miss the lack of misunderstanding that one gets in western countries when someone flashes their headlights at you. In Thailand, flashing one’s lights only has 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.

––––––––
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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 offer 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 of 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 your arrival. 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.  

––––––––
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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 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.

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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. 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. 

––––––––
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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.

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.

––––––––
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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 appeared to be the more liberal introduced 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.

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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. No wonder then that 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.

2017 Rooster

2018 Dog

2019 Pig

2020 Rat

2021 Ox

2022 Tiger

2023 Rabbit

2024 Dragon

2025 Snake

2026 Horse

2027 Sheep

2028 Monkey
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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. 

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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, the elected village council leader. 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 the 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. 

––––––––
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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?

(I accept there is some fear involved. Not following the law (lèse majesté can have serious consequences for example) and Thais are aware of that. They can’t always use money and contacts to avoid prosecution. They “fear” too being ostracised if they do not follow cultural norms of behavior and lifestyle.)  
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6 February

Thai houses usually have steep sloping roofs, high ceilings, and roofs with large overhangs. 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 protected from the sun and heat.

––––––––
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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.  

––––––––
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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 take. 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, the same as described at the point of sale, and you must act within a reasonable time.

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.

––––––––
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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.
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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.  

––––––––

[image: ]


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 but Thais expect it to happen. It is why they do not trust but check and watch everything so carefully. 

––––––––
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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.  

––––––––
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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.

––––––––
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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 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.

––––––––
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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.  

––––––––
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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?

––––––––
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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?

––––––––
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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.

––––––––

[image: ]


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 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. 

––––––––
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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.

You need to drive a hard bargain when working out a price and always give the impression that you feel the figure agreed is not that much of a good deal. If you don’t, the price will go up next time. In this case, maybe I had unknowingly made them feel I had got the better part of the transaction. They would lose face if they asked for more at the end of the job so they could not do that. But one reason for not wanting to complete the work may have been that they were embarrassed that they could have got more for the job initially but did not do so. 

Face is completely non-negotiable in Thailand.

––––––––
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22 February

One of Ying’s friends died today, he was only 42. She got a phone call at seven o’clock. News travels quickly in this country.

She had waved to him as she left the office at 4.30 after her day’s work. Not realising it would be a final farewell.

Chatting on the phone about the funeral arrangements she learnt he had taken the afternoon off, gone home early, and died after playing with his children after lunch. She believes she had seen her friend’s spirit and not his human self when she waved to him on leaving work.

Thais can be very superstitious and many ghost stories are probably fabrications. But some people have made plausible claims to have seen ghosts and sometimes their accounts are verified by others. 

––––––––
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23 February

Chai’s guitar, laptop, and other possessions were stacked in the corner of his home ready to be collected by the monks. It would be an act of merit, tamboon, to donate them to the wat. 

We went over to the temple in the morning, lit an incense stick, and placed it with all the others beside the coffin. Then we joined the rest of his family and friends who were seated round. Chatting about anything that comes to mind, but no reference is made of the death. Buddhist belief is that death is a natural part of the lifecycle. No crying or weeping. It’s always a shock to the system for us foreigners when we see how Thais react to death and funerals. I understand it now but it takes some getting used to.

If the deceased is laid to rest at home; fans, air conditioning, and jars full of scented flowers and herbs can give off a pleasant perfume. Chai’s body lay in a refrigerated cabinet because it was at the temple and the building could become quite hot at times. In the summer months particularly refrigerated cabinets are used regularly.

A mini-bus will come tonight with his work colleagues so that they can pay their respects and be with the family. They will not be able to go the cremation service as it would leave the office empty. Everyone wants to go but realises it is not possible. His boss and two senior staff will attend. Ironic really, because Benjawan did not get on with his boss. 

A pity that tradition could not have been changed so that two or three of his closest work mates could have taken the place of the top brass.  

––––––––
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24 February

Duangjai had a meeting with her pooyaibaan. Seemed to go well, she thought. He appeared to support her concerns and will talk to the landowners. She is aware that sometimes money can change hands in order to sway an official’s thinking, but she told me this would not happen in this case. 

We shall see.

––––––––
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25 February

Car in for a service today. Did a fine job and they gave it a thorough clean inside and out. You do need to be cautious when dealing with businesses in Thailand. 

Some disreputable garages will exchange a perfectly good part for one that is second hand. You will not spot the difference because they will have cleaned the engine compartment and made it look immaculate.

That certainly happened in England after the war years when small businesses were struggling to survive and were prone to cut corners in servicing. Maybe that explains why there is a tendency for this to happen today in under-developed countries.

Thai garages will always show you the empty oil container after an oil change to prove they have changed the oil. You should check the dipstick to see if the oil is in fact fresh oil. That is what the Thais themselves do.

They watch workers very carefully. It is a little mysterious and enigmatic that a country whose people are so cheerful and helpful can also display such a lack of trust between their fellow countrymen.

When I first arrived here, the truck broke down and the repair shop recommended fitting a reconditioned starter motor. They had been very helpful, typically Thai, even getting their workers to push the truck from where it had broken down to their garage. Smiles all round while I was given a few cups of coffee. Two weeks later, the truck broke down again. They had only cleaned up the starter motor and not replaced the contacts that had worn down. I am more cautious now.

––––––––
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26 February

Thais observe the national anthem whenever it is played in public places. At railway stations, a guard will blow a whistle to ensure everyone stands. I’ve seen police halt traffic in a market place. That’s not usual but vendors and customers alike then stand in respect for the King.

Commercial offices do not normally stop work, diners in restaurants don’t stop eating. If the public are present in a government office at 8am or 6pm, they are required to stand. (Yes, some offices are open at those hours). Most hospitals go about caring and treating patients, whether emergencies or not.

I felt a little embarrassed today though. Walking through a hospital corridor, I promptly stopped walking and stood still as the anthem began playing. It was instinctive. I would have done that for any anthem I recognised. 

Everyone else stopped too even though it was clear they would not normally have been expected to do so. I could hardly start walking again just because I had made them stop. They had had no choice but to stop when they saw me, a farang, stand still for the anthem. They did not want to lose face.

Next time, I’ll do what everyone else does. If they stand, I will. If they don’t stop, I won’t either. It’s best to follow what the locals do but sometimes a spontaneous impulse and instinct take over.  

––––––––
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27 February

Some comments in the Thai press today about the quality of English teachers compared to those employed in other Asean countries. Malaysia topped the list as the best in South East Asia, with Thailand coming well behind Vietnam and Indonesia. Sunantaa, who teaches in the local primary school, agrees.

Surprised that Singapore and Brunei were not mentioned. Statistics are not easy to verify on the internet and Thai newspapers sometimes put an odd spin on figures. We both thought that these two countries have higher English language skills than are being reported.

At primary and secondary level, most teachers are Thai nationals and are not particularly fluent in English, seldom having even visited an English speaking country.

Those expats that are appointed by the schools and universities must have work permits and have passed an examination acceptable to the Thai authorities showing competence in teaching a foreign language. Even then, their abilities are questionable. The standards set for testing those thinking of teaching English as a foreign language are not very high. There are some exceptionally good teachers but there are also those who should never be allowed near a classroom. The résumés of some of the candidates are full of spelling and grammatical errors.

Many expats, particularly when they first arrive, try their hand at teaching. Some volunteer their services even when they have no permit. Technically even unpaid work requires a permit, but blind eyes are turned. Backpackers wanting to earn some money as they travel around the continent often do a spell in the classroom. Many excel and make a worthwhile contribution.

The consensus though is that Thailand falls behind in the English teaching stakes overall and there needs to be a more serious review of the system compared with other countries in the Asean group.

It is not good to have a poorly educated population. Not good for democracy for one thing. The better educated a population is; the more likely the electorate will understand the policies of political parties and challenge their manifestos and actual performance. 

Better training for teachers and improving fluency standards are long overdue. The people of developing countries need to rekindle a longing for education and not be fearful of voting for improved standards in their schools.

––––––––
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28 February

I had to make a detour today to get to the market. Reading Thai road signs when driving is not always that easy but I could make out that the road ahead was closed. I could see preparations for a wedding in the distance and there was music playing, so it was easy to guess that someone influential had had the road blocked.

I just followed the arrows for the diversion and was just sorry I had not been sent an invitation.

––––––––
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1 March

You will see scores of different uniforms when you are in Thailand. As elsewhere in the world, traffic police are those you notice most. To counter illegal immigration, police regularly have checkpoints on roads between major cities and near borders. Soldiers are also used to maintain and control order in Thailand. 

On state occasions the military top brass, particularly the guards regiments, wear uniforms of varied colours. In the West, there is more similarity between their uniforms, with only minor differences to indicate a specific regiment.

Nurses in hospitals wear white as in most other countries. Bank employees are often dressed in accordance with the bank’s own dress code or a uniform specific to that bank. Factory workers, particularly in Japanese owned companies, wear a company uniform or are fitted out in the company’s colours. Unlike the Thai, the Japanese have a penchant for conformity.

Local and central government officers have uniforms, the formal dress uniform is of white and is worn with decorations appropriate to rank on special occasions and at public events. A village headman (pooyaibaan), who everyone would know and recognise, would only wear his white outfit at important events. These dress uniforms with their epaulettes and rows of decoration ribbons look most impressive. They are worn of course to show rank, status and to impress. The pooyaibaan of this village promised to get me a white uniform, though added I had to be in Thailand for a further 100 years to qualify. Thai humour.

Schoolchildren and college students adhere to a strict dress code, usually white blouse and black skirt for girls and white shirt and black trousers for boys. Most students (girls anyway) will wash and iron their uniforms each night as they may have only one set. Teachers and university staff will wear their white uniforms during special dates in the school or university calendar. Academic gowns, some of which are very colourful, are worn at degree ceremonies. 

Security staff at shopping malls, car park attendants at restaurants, and also guards at banks will wear uniforms, open doors for you, and salute you. Thailand is different from the West in many ways. 

––––––––
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2 March

Thais don’t want to tell you what you don’t want to hear. They will either agree with you, walk away or change the subject. They don’t like saying, “No.’

They value continued friendship. Upsetting you or being in conflict is not on their agenda. I am sure you will soon detect this Thai trait. To a lesser extent it happens in other countries of the Far East.

Pomelo thought topping the trees was a good idea. Letting them grow much more and they were likely to be blown down in the next big storm. When asked if he could do the job he enthusiastically agreed. Pomelo never came round. He had not tackled a job like that before and did not have the necessary equipment. 

He simply could not say “no.”

––––––––
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3 March

Although I’d written the rest of the document required by the British consulate in English, according to their rules, I had put down my Thai address using the Thai alphabet.

I wrote it exactly the way it appears on envelopes addressed to me and how it appears on bills. There have never been problems with the post office or delivery drivers finding my house.

The consular clerk wanted the address in romanised characters. But there is no single correct way of writing a Thai word using the English alphabet. Road signs to Sarapii can be written Sarapi, Sarapee, or Saarapi depending on how the sign-writer transcribes the Thai sound. Thai has no equivalent of Chinese pinyin, which is the unique and authorised spelling of a Chinese word using the English alphabet.

I had no idea how best to write my address using English script. I wrote it phonetically, though two Thais sitting next to me could not recognise what I had written as my address. However, rules is rules. I gave my efforts to the clerk who promptly stamped it as approved, and charged me 2000 baht.

The next step was to get the document translated into Thai and returned to her. The translation agency was only down the road so that was no big problem. He translated most of the document but then said: I don’t understand your address. What is it in Thai?

I gave him what I had originally written and he dutifully copied it. 500 baht and I was on my way back to the consulate. The document was stamped again. I made no comment that the address was exactly the same as I had originally written it; but I think the consular officer realised how absurd the situation was.

She’ll make the same request to the next customer. 

Rules is rules.

––––––––
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4 March

Thai humour is different. Queen Elizabeth II, when once referring to a Commonwealth visit that she undertook with her husband, famously and humourously said, and when I say ‘we’ I mean my husband and I.

She was making a joke of distinguishing between the royal ‘we’ (singular, meaning herself) and the plural form (meaning Prince Phillip and herself). Her remark was both funny and acceptable and drew laughter from her audience.

Although the late King Bhumibol, King Rama IX of Thailand, has made some very witty comments in his speeches, the joke quoted above would not be found amusing in Thailand.

Thai humour can be a little risqué and down to earth, but using subtlety and sarcasm does not always work in Thai jokes. Western humour often relies on making a joke against oneself or another person. It is taken as amusing comic relief. Thais dislike conflict situations. 

They find word play funny. That will always get a laugh. Delicious or tasty in Thai is aroi dee. Say, aree doi (which is completely meaningless) – swapping the two words around – and you will bring the house down.

––––––––
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5 March

Not everything is cheap in Thailand, with imported goods carrying heavy duties. Branded drinks like whiskey, cars and high-end electronic goods can be prohibitively expensive. 

Thai products can be poor value for money. Buying what appears to be a reasonably priced pair of rubber boots can lose the perception of being a bargain when they have to be replaced twice a year. The rubber content is much less than products made outside the country. Possibly corners are cut in the production process.

Thais are not keen on buying second hand clothes but, in fact, they can represent good value and good quality. They are almost always in prime00 condition and street markets are good hunting grounds. The vendors may not always admit they are second hand but that hardly matters if you inspect the goods carefully and see the quality for yourself. The previous hi-so owners, who may have bought the clothes overseas, may just have tired of them or think they have gone out of fashion.

––––––––
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6 March

The streetlight outside our house is no longer working and the soi is dark at nights. There are no rates or community charges in Thailand, no levy on an owner of the property. The electricity company won’t fix it just for the benefit of two or three houses. So, we’ve clubbed together, bought a new bulb, and one of the lads climbed up the pole to fix it.

Everyone is happy and the utility company don’t mind.  

I am often surprised at how things work in Thailand. You may be taken aback too at what you see going on around you.

––––––––
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7 March

Saw Tim and Somsee for lunch today. Work is proceeding well on his house build. They have started making the concrete base and building up the outside walls. The men are doing the heavy work but the women are busy pulling the carts containing the made-up concrete to where most of it is needed.

The supervisor is watching and making sure the block work is being laid straight and level. One of the workers had started on the second course without cutting the first block in half. The result was that the second course was not being staggered. The join should never be above another join as that takes away the strength of the wall.

Tim saw it and quietly told the worker’s boss. He was right not to get angry and make a big issue of it, and it was better that he told the boss and not the worker. The supervisor would not have liked that. He is in charge and only he gives the orders. Status is all-important in Thailand and no one must lose face. Tim emigrated from America two months ago and is learning fast that interacting with people in Thailand is not the same as in the West.

––––––––
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8 March

Took my tax form to the local office this afternoon. The deadline is the end of the month. The officers don’t just accept it; they check it over for you. The form is in Thai, which is fair enough – UK tax forms are not in Thai!

I have difficulty accepting comments from foreigners who insist on having documentation and signage always available in English. Many think it is their right, forgetting the onus is on them to learn the language not the other way around. Thais are very accommodating when dealing with those who do not speak Thai. Westerners insisting on English is pushing it too far.

I’d made a small 28-baht mistake as I had read a Thai instruction wrongly. She corrected the whole form for me. Nothing was too much trouble. No one likes paying tax but it was a nice atmosphere in that office. The work was still being done despite the humour and laughter.

I wish I could have taken a picture of all the happy faces, taxpayers and tax collectors joking and chatting together. But it’s illegal to take photos in Thai government offices.

I gave her some cherries from my garden. It’s the sort of thing you do in Thailand. Everyone is forever giving and receiving small gifts. It’s called nam jai in Thai. (Literally, a heart flowing kindly with water!) It was in no way a bribe. She had already completed the form. She had gone out of her way to be helpful. For everyone, not just for me.

Can’t imagine doing that in the UK or the States.

––––––––
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9 March

Thai prisons are not palaces or hotels. You won’t see private toilet facilities or TV sets in the cells. Western jails are centrally heated with high quality medical facilities, gymnasiums, games rooms on site. Prisons in the Far East are not so comparable. Although rehabilitation and not punishment is said to be the principal aim of the penal system, the long (by western standards) sentencing imposed makes one doubt that.

Several prisoners are placed in cells with mattresses or sleeping spaces very close together. Inmates have little privacy. The daily budget for food may not be high but it is basic and healthy. There are exercise yards but life is not meant to be socially active.

However, in some prisons, at least for juveniles, prisoners are allowed free telephone access to parents and family via internet links such as Skype and Line. Mobile phones are technically banned and are regularly confiscated during spot checks. It seems difficult to control. Thailand is full of enigmas. There are rules and regulations but in Thailand enforcement is not always fully exercised. One need only look at how traffic violations are not taken seriously to realise that. 

Outward appearance rather than actual substance is a feature of many aspects of Thai life. Public areas in prisons, gardens and reception centres, can be immaculate and welcoming. They are images that are very different from what one might see or experience inside. Thailand can hold surprises for observers. You may see a fine expensive-looking house with a flashy car in the driveway and then be taken aback to find mattresses and not beds in the rooms that visitors do not normally see.

In 1970, Life magazine ran a report on the Vietnamese prison in Phu Hail, stating that the Vietnamese had closed down their “tiger cages”. They had housed some of their 20,000 prisoners, chained naked in rows, and beaten and dusted down with lime and water. A combination which is calculated to burn the skin. There is no evidence that Thai prisons were ever that barbaric.

In all parts of Thai society, money can make the wheels turn a little more smoothly or quickly to get things done the way you want. That may apply to well-heeled prisoners as much as to anyone else. Ordinary inmates see nothing odd or wrong in different classes of Thai being treated differently. Class and hierarchy are not only found outside prison walls. 

––––––––

[image: ]


10 March

There are very few communists in Thailand and the party and its ideas find little acceptance amongst most Thais.

Communism did not deliver any credible message that the Thai would be better off under its regime. It offered no guarantees. Its propaganda was based on rationality and not as emotionally based as the Thais would have liked and understood. Thais value the concept of fraternity (paradorn) where it emphasises togetherness and community. In fact, they embrace it.

But they neither understand nor accept that they should knuckle down under a system that has no appeal to them emotionally and would conflict with the present accepted hierarchical structure from the king at the top to the lowly farm worker at the bottom.

They felt communism was far too rigid and suppressed personal freedom. Loyalty to family and community were more essential than any political principles about equality for all. Thais already have a strong sense of community. Communism had no better alternative on offer.

––––––––
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11 March

In Thailand it is customary to invite your superior to your son’s wedding at which he will be invited to speak; be the guest of honour at the opening of a new building; or ask him to sit with the family in the front row at a funeral. A great opportunity to mingle amongst the great and the good, and re-affirm your status in the community.

Khun Sompanya, desperate to re-gain some popularity, hit on the idea of inviting a senior government official to open an extension to the main office building. More specifically, to open the new toilet block. He politely declined.

It reminded me of the story of the French mayor in Gabriel Chevallier’s Clochemerle when he planned to construct a urinal in the town square of his village in Beaujolais.

The ceremony of the loo would have attracted a lot of white uniforms and the taking of many photographs.

The younger generation, and indeed even middle-aged Thais, are beginning to shy away from such functions requiring this show of uniforms. At a recent event, it was noticeable that some key people, whom one would have expected to have turned up, were absent. Several people were not wearing their full insignia. This tradition of showing your position in public is starting to fall out of favour. But national events, especially those associated with royalty, continue to attract high numbers of participants.

Sometimes your judgment can become suspect if you try too hard to impress or show off. The Thai love of ceremonial and dressing up can, if repeated too often, become a little overbearing and boring. Showing one’s rank and status in society is a Thai characteristic that the élite particularly do not always get right. It can backfire on them. Khun Sompanya is going to have to think of another way to be noticed in the district.

The toilet is in use but nobody was privy (sic) to any opening ceremony.

––––––––
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12 March

If you walk through the street markets, you will be greeted by the distinctive aromas of the variety of foods herbs and spices on offer. Apart from the smell of chili, I find it adds a certain buzz to wandering around the stalls.

There are days when you notice the smell of smoldering jock sticks as you enter a temple.  You won’t find incense being burned as in western churches. More usually, the Thais sprinkle odourless holy water.

In larger towns and cities, as in the rest of the world, traffic fumes give off unpleasant smells. Tuk tuks particularly give off very unpleasant exhaust gasses. In Thailand, the practice of slash and burn is a worse menace. The smoke from the burning of rice fields after harvest causes many respiratory illnesses and hospitalisations. Every year the government of the day employ campaigns to discourage the practice of slash and burn. Every year they fail. Winds carry the smog even from other neighbouring countries which adopt the same practice. 

––––––––
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13 March

National Elephant Day attracts more Thais than tourists and is popular with adults and children alike. Entry to the parks is generally free and there is much to watch and enjoy. 

Traditionally, elephants were used by the logging companies to push and pull the timber from the teak forests to the rivers. Five or six elephants would work together to roll the logs and to un-block any logjams that occurred on the rivers. In the mid nineteenth century, there were about 100,000 working elephants. No figures are available for the wild elephants that were not used as beasts of burden.

Today deforestation is strictly controlled and, apart from around 3000 wild elephants roaming the forests, elephants are mainly found in tourist parks and zoos. They are a protected species and are generally well cared for. They have been trained to play in an elephant football team, kicking around a very large football. Some have taken a brush in their mouths and tried their skills in painting on canvas. Opinion is divided on whether training elephants in this way is demeaning or whether they enjoy exercising their brains.

Visitors can take short rides or can go on treks that cover greater distances. These treks can be an enjoyable day out. One sees much of the countryside that is not visible from the tourist coaches. Some parks allow you to get very close to the elephants and encourage you to help bathe and care for them, under the supervision of the mahout. There are elephant hospitals that you can visit.

A mahout stays with his charge throughout the elephant’s life and a bond develops between them. Despite that, some mahouts do get killed, particularly when the bull elephant is “in must,” and experiences a surge in hormones. They can get extremely violent to humans and other elephants alike.

––––––––
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14 March

Thais use what I call “bum guns” instead of full bidets or the western system of wiping one’s backside. These spray strong jets of water to complete the cleaning process.

Most new Thai middle-class homes are built with western toilets but there are still many squat toilets to be found even in cities. In these, a bowl is used to scoop water onto the nether regions. Toilet paper is not required.

Public toilets in Thailand are few and far between though some department stores and shopping malls now provide facilities. Still bring your own toilet paper. 

The rule is not observed as much as it used to be but, if eating food with the hand as is the custom particularly in the North, use your right hand. The left is for the purposes described above.

––––––––
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15 March

As with other nationalities, Thais can be incurable snobs. Pannee was hosting a get-together for members of a local club and she took an instant dislike to an unaccompanied single lady, a fellow Thai, who was one of the invited guests. The lady was being quite civil and not making advances to other men, or anything like that. She was still cold-shouldered.

Pannee ran a small travel agency before she gave it up to marry a well-off Thai and not need to work anymore.

Later, at a meeting of the same club, she started a conversation with a fellow member. “Are you still living in that small rented house in Maerim?” “Oh yes, still there” was the reply.

It was a false reply, the Thai lady in question had moved to a pleasant house in a select area out of town, more expensive by far than Pannee’s. It was a clever lie, she did not rise to Pannee’s bait but she undoubtedly stopped her being so haughty. Those friends who overheard the remark, and who knew where they both lived, tried to hide a faint smile. They knew she had already put Pannee in her place.

There are snobs everywhere but there is a minority in Thailand that think they are superior, often after marrying a well-off Thai or farang. 

You know the type.

A person who thinks he is better than someone else, a person who wants to think he is better than someone else, a person who wants to think he is better than someone else but knows he is not, or a person who wants to think he is better than someone else and even thinks others believe it.  

––––––––
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16 March

Picked five large bunches of bananas this morning and gave three to my neighbours. I have more than enough for the next few weeks. Sharing what you have is very much a Thai way. It shows nam jai (generous giving). Everyone in the soi is forever giving fruit, plants, and vegetables to one another. If there’s no one at home, they’ll put a bag of goodies on your gatepost.

Giving is always reciprocated later. It’s a form of gratitude. Not to do so would be regarded as impolite. Thais will go out of their way to return a favour. We may not feel the same automatic obligation though we would be prepared to help or give something if asked.

We give gifts at Christmas in the West.

In Thailand, Christmas seems to come every day.

––––––––
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17 March

Thailand does not have as many libraries as other countries. There are some in Bangkok and all the country’s universities have faculty and general libraries. They may not have the most up to date reference books.

The books that you find in Thai homes, if you find any, will be comics, light reading, religious (Buddhist) texts and old school textbooks. 

A previous government started a scheme where all primary school children had a computer tablet to assist in their studies and Thai children are as computer literate as their counterparts in other countries. Western children will on average though have read more books than the Thai. Being too serious is not part of a Thai’s make-up. Debating or discussing is too like conflict in their minds. They do of course chat about issues but they seldom argue a point through as we might in the West. Talking about politics is nowhere near as popular as is made out. No need to be serious, is how one Thai put it. 

Voters in the West are getting disillusioned with the political class; Thais already knew what happens to politician’s promises. As everywhere else, propaganda, what one reads in newspapers and how one’s family always voted largely determine where one places one’s cross on the ballot paper? 

The family and community can be influential in Thailand. Sons and daughters may ask for advice on how to vote or indeed be told how to vote. Ballots are secret so how family members actually vote is never known. Post-election results often confirm, though, that they have voted according to the guidance given.  

Money can change hands of course but I think Thais see that more as the possibility of obtaining a favour from a politician or party than as electoral fraud.

Indeed, we have “pork barrel” politics in the West where government funds are used to benefit a particular member’s constituency after he has secured enough votes to get himself elected.

––––––––
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18 March

Some of the farangs who write on the Thai forums, Facebook, and other social media are in the main, but not exclusively, those who take no part in Thai communities. The majority of foreigners who are expats here want to blend in and do so successfully. The posters on the internet may be a vociferous crowd but they a minority vociferous crowd. 

Most Thais are shy and you will usually need to make the first move. If you went into a bar in the UK or elsewhere in the West and did not know anyone you would walk up to the counter, order a drink, say hello, and perhaps crack a joke to break the ice. 

Humour can be an entry into a Thai community. They become less scared and frightened of you. If they don’t know many farangs and don’t speak a great deal of English they will always be a little reticent at first. A joke can change that.

Go where Thais congregate. They think foreigners, particularly the Brits, are somewhat reserved and, indeed, they see that as politeness and respect it. Their expression is “poo dee angkrit.” That does not mean they will not welcome you into their conversation and company. Just that you need to initiate the conversation.

Only in extreme cases where libelous inaccurate information is posted, particularly against the monarchy, are posts censored. The Daily Mail has been blocked on occasion - the only UK newspaper to be so sanctioned. Facebook gets taken down every so often but only for several minutes. More a warning shot over the bows than anything else. The Thai authorities realise that the media only use catchy headlines to sell newspapers and get noticed but dislike the tactic when they are spinning the facts inaccurately.

New Mandala is an odd case. It’s a left wing anti-monarchist site which, interspersed with a few soundly written articles, encourages its members, many of whom are expats in Thailand, to post misinformed views and comment. They are fed tippets of information from people outside Thailand who in a sense load the gun that these expats then fire, without realising they are just contributing to the spread of incitement and propaganda initiated by New Mandala from outside the country (where they cannot be touched) 

––––––––
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19 March

Many tourist guides and travel books give some notes on how the wai is used by Thais. It helps to understand the “rules.”

Thais wai the senior or older person first and await the return of a wai. Always wai a monk whatever his age. As a member of the Buddhist monkhood, and in a sense a representative of the Buddha, he should not wai you back but may smile or give a slight nod of acknowledgment.

A store employee may wai you and the correct and expected response is to briefly bow your head and say thank you. Do not wai. It could be taken as your signifying that he or she looks older than you. That is neither polite nor flattering. The only time I have seen a young Thai lady blush, her face went quite red, was when an elderly farang couple seemed unable to stop themselves giving a series of wais to the check-out girl after purchasing some goods at the supermarket.

Try to be sensitive to Thai customs and don’t make the same mistake.

Thais in high positions will not always return a wai, particularly to subordinate workers. Never wai a child but smile and say something friendly when you receive the wai. In temples, one wais a Buddha image.

At funerals one wais the Buddha image first and then the casket of the deceased. As well as being respectful, this is also a tradition linked to the superstition that it stops ghosts coming back to haunt you. It is not carried out in all Thai provinces.

The King always wais a Buddha image and a monk, but nobody else. The King’s family wai the King. Senior members of the royal family would not return a wai to a commoner. However, I have seen a member of the royal family wai a group of people in response to their wais. But it is never given to an individual person.

Foreigners would not be considered impolite if they did not wai properly or if they did not wai at all. However, adopting this Thai way of greeting is always appreciated.

––––––––
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20 March

Khun Yai’s house burnt down this morning. Heard about it at 10 o’clock when the pooyaibaan announced it on the speaker system and appealed for help. Went round after lunch and found about twenty people sitting around in the garden. Only the concrete base and foundations had survived the fire. The roof and teak walls had caved in and there was nothing left of them. The smell of burning was still in the air from two hundred yards away.

There was nothing much that now needed to be done. Some men had earlier on, before the pooyaibaan’s broadcast, retrieved the refrigerator and had moved the daughter’s car away from the flames, having to break a car window to get in.

I know that Thai communities gather at the home when someone dies. It surprised me that they do the same when a house burns down. Thais like to be together in times of trouble or hardship, they call it blawp jai. They get comfort from the contact. Khun Yai and her family are now living with her younger sister who lives close by. They will sleep in an already crowded house.

Her daughter and niece were in the garden chatting with all those who had come round. They’ll return to their aunt’s house tonight.

They explained how the fire started, how so many people rushed round to help; and thanked everyone for their gifts of household goods and money. 

All the gifts received had first been taken to the pooyaibaan and one of his staff recorded the donation and description of the gift. No doubt the list will be read out at some stage over the speaker system. I find that a little strange as in the West donors names would not be made public. The Thais accept it. Perhaps that is because corruption is so widespread that keeping a record and making the value of donations known is seen as more transparent. 

Khun Yai is 83. Everyone calls her Khun Yai, a respectful term for a grandmother. I don’t know her actual name and neither do many others. She didn’t want to leave her home even when the flames were getting close to her bedroom. She was carried out in a blanket.

She had lost money in the fire so I arranged for the bank to come round and estimate the value of the charred banknotes. Everyone lends a hand wherever they can but there are still smiles and nobody is dismal; that would not help anyway and I understood more today than ever before why the Thais smile and don’t react with sorrow and sadness when things go wrong. Many of the smaller denomination notes were intact, the higher valued bills were the more charred. We would have called that bad luck in the West. I found myself smiling with the rest of the Thais at the irony of that situation. 

I’ll check with the family in a week’s time to make sure the bank has responded.

––––––––
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21 March

A great many Thais go to the food market in the mornings to buy food rather than cook a breakfast at home. That way they meet people, share the local news, and have a friendly chat. Thais meet up in small groups when they have something relevant to talk about or even when they don’t. No need for a reason to get together.

Fund-raisers and festivals at the wat, funerals, weddings, house warmings, and as we saw yesterday, when a house burns down. It’s time to get together as a community.

Not so much nowadays, with the disappearance of village and small town shops, but in the past in the UK it was common to go to the local shop not just for provisions but for a good old chin-wag. 

When I was very young, yes I know many years ago, the old folk used to gather in the local shop/cafe at about 5.30 to await the delivery of the evening newspapers on the 6pm bus from the local town. Half an hour chatting and putting the world to rights and two minutes to buy their newspapers and go home. I was given a few sweets for carrying the papers from the bus to the shop. Thai communities are rather like that. 

It’s a pleasant lifestyle in Thailand but I do miss the sweets. 

––––––––
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22 March

Bumped into a Belgian friend of mine in the market this afternoon. Louis has never been under any illusions about his relationship.

He met his Thai wife when she visited his country over ten years ago. She made it clear that she was looking for a foreign husband because it would give her better security than marrying a Thai in her own country. The prospect of a higher standard of living too.

Louis was looking for someone to care for him as he got older and Thailand seemed a nice place to retire. He and Gop liked each other and have similar interests, so they moved to Thailand. Gop is his wife’s nickname. All Thais have a nickname given to them at birth. Gop means frog.

Always a skilled handyman and interested in Do It Yourself, he has built a beautiful but small bungalow on land owned by Gop’s family and now in her name. It is very high spec and the building cost just 20,000 euros.

Gop is a retired teacher and they spend half their time, during Thailand’s hot season, in Europe. Gop now has dual nationality and can avail herself of western healthcare if needed. Everything is working out for the best. She has security and a good lifestyle; Louis has a wife who will look after him when he’s older.

Louis did not fall for the “hey, handsome man” routine. He knew the pitfalls of marrying and settling in Thailand and proceeded cautiously and carefully. He understands the culture and how different attitudes prevail here.

––––––––
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23 March

The local authority come around a few times a year to spray against mosquitoes. It is a free service met out of central government funds. Important to keep windows closed and not breathe in the fumes oneself. 

So long as water is moving, as with fountains, there is not such a problem. What needs to be avoided is keeping static water in rain storage butts. Frogs and some mosquitoe-eating fish can be useful in keeping mosquitoe numbers down in ponds. Remove excess vegetation. Wearing long sleeved clothes and long trousers, the lighter the colour the better, can help.

Mosquitoes hate wind so having a strong fan on when sitting outside at night is helpful. Spraying one’s body with a repellant works for many people. Scented coils which you can light in the evening emit a smoke that mosquitoes dislike but which is pleasant to humans. Planting basil, lavender, citronella grass, and catnip have been known to have a positive effect. Sucking a garlic clove works for some. Giving your skin a coating of apple cider or lemon eucalyptus oil are old wives’ remedies that may work.  

––––––––
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24 March

“I don’t have colleagues, I only have friends, Chaweewan declared. In a way, she is right. Thais use the word “friend” when they refer to a colleague. They have respect for older and more senior employees but it is interesting that they call them friends more often than we would in the West. It helps bonding and teamwork in the workplace. Quarrels and disagreements are easier to forget and overcome.

When Chaweewan got married five of the seven people she worked with in the office came to the wedding celebrations, including her manager. The two others had genuine excuses for not attending. 

We saw at Seri’s funeral, in Thailand Take Two, a group of a dozen or so of her friends from university days twenty years ago gather round the coffin and singing the university anthem. Two had taken time off work and travelled up from Bangkok.

Direct snubs are more difficult to give when there is a concept of everyone being friendly. The Thai will smile even when giving a rebuke. The “friendship” remains. As elsewhere in the world, the gossiping will start as soon as the person leaves the room. 

––––––––
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25 March

Been round to Khun Yai’s a few times this week. Around ten neighbours on most days, just staying for an hour or so, never the same people.

The monks have donated some blankets. They don’t have money so can’t buy gifts for Khun Yai. Instead they have given the family items they have received previously from members of the community. The money the monks get from people making merit partly goes towards the daily upkeep of the wat. Gifts they receive are re-circulated as described above. There have been questions raised and some action taken on wats such as Dhammakaya where misappropriation of donations has been uncovered. 

Giving is reciprocated in Thailand. The monks will remind the lay people, at every opportunity, that they should give generously to the wat. They are returning the help and support that the temple gave them at funerals, weddings, ordinations, or when they were in difficulty. Good deeds from you will generate good deeds from others. 

Giving is two-way. Sam Nak Bun Khun. It would be rare to find oneself giving something to a neighbour and not getting something back at a later date.  

The bank has reimbursed Khun Yai for the charred banknotes, the manager also giving her a personal donation from his own pocket.

The house was not insured; insurers are reluctant to cover teak houses and it’s so expensive for most people. The bank may be able to arrange a mortgage but will insist on insurance cover I am sure. The community will continue to help. 

––––––––
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26 March

Two hundred thousand baht has been raised so far to rebuild Khun Yai’s house. Most has come from neighbours and other villagers who pop round during the day or early evening. There’s a communal cooking pot with very spicy food on the stove in the garden all day long if people are a little hungry and a small donation box near the gate. The pooyaibaan had requested a donation from local government funds and the army sent some soldiers to demolish the rest of the house. The Royal Project provided house plans.

Pillars for the new house were delivered today, the construction firm giving a significant discount. A local farmer has leveled the land with his tractor. Now that the building can start, one of the elders in the village that officiates at funerals and house warmings arrived to perform a simple but moving ceremony on the land where the first pillar will be. He places a small tray of earth lined with banana leaves on the ground and sets several incense sticks in it. After lighting them, he prays for good luck in the building of the new home and those who will live there.  

So many people turn up each day. They chat about everything under the sun and don’t gloat on the misfortune. All will help at some stage during the build. Khun Yai’s grand-daughter replaced the bandages over the burns on her legs while neighbours prepared some food. They were there to show support and they wanted to be together as a community rather than staying in their own homes. Strangers might have thought it was simply a garden party.

––––––––
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27 March

Part of the appeal of visiting foreign places is that one sees such opposite and varied lifestyles. No two countries are the same.

At a party in Sydney I was asked by the host, an Australian national who had lived and worked for many years in England, whether I felt the get-together was unlike those in the UK. I could not really put my finger on it; but yes, I had to say that it was different.

He asked me if anyone had asked what size house I had, what car I drove, what my job was. Nobody had asked me any of those questions. No one needed to know where I was in the hierarchy. It did not matter. The conversations were about when we were next going swimming in the pool, places we had visited with our hosts in Australia, and whether it was not time for yet another cold beer.

Social class has little relevance in Australia but is central to a Thai’s thinking. Whether your wife has the same level job or education that you have does not matter in Australia. But she would not be accepted so easily into the Thai social circle with its rather strict class structure.

The car you drive and the clothes you wear matter to a Thai as it shows your position in society. They need signals like that in order to determine where you stand in the hierarchy and whether to wai you first. An Aussie could not care less.

––––––––
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28 March

Thais often ask your age so that they know whether you are higher in the “hierarchy” than they are. They’ll ask your salary and other details about you too. They don’t find that curiosity is in any way rude. As we have seen, Thais love gossiping about other people. It’s fun, sanuk.

Westerners need some private time and space. That seems weird to a Thai. They will steal any opportunity to be with other people. In small villages and towns especially, you will find them chatting and passing the time of day together in small groups. Community is more important to them than it is to us. Walking along a street they will stop several times to stop and talk. Conversations can go on for a long time. If you are going to the market it may take some time to get there. If the market trader is a friend you’ll obviously have many things to talk about, others in the queue behind you won’t be shouting for you to hurry along

Few Thais live alone. Few go into a retirement home when they get old and unable to look after themselves. Family and community generally take on the responsibility.  

––––––––
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29 March

In both the western and Thai military, it is the rank you salute, not the man.

I know a lieutenant colonel in the UK who now has command of soldiers who in the past were of higher rank than he was. The present difference in position is fully accepted. It is the uniform that defines the relative status and power. In Thailand particularly, the number of stripes on your sleeve and the amount of braid on your cap is important. It is there not only to impress but also to show rank, your position in the pecking order.

As well as in the police and the military, uniforms are worn by government workers, teachers, security guards, and the local village headman (pooyaibaan) on occasion. Most teachers wear scout uniform on Wednesdays.

How people dress shows and reinforces their position in society in relation to others. Every Thai knows where he and others stand. To some extent, he gets that clue from how people dress. The guy in an expensive suit will take precedence over others. You can see that in restaurants, the workplace, community functions, even at funerals and weddings.

––––––––
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30 March

In the West, we encourage children to be self-reliant as early as possible. We know they will eventually leave the nest and we want to prepare them for the big nasty world outside. We help and support them but we don’t insist on their always being there with us. Thais support their offspring too but still need them close. After they leave home to marry or find a job some distance away, the children remember that support and help financially as much as they can. Their monthly salaries would be shared. They keep in regular contact. Strangely, there are foreigners living in closed communities here who are not aware of that and other customs.

Thai youngsters are not independent of their parents. They will seek advice from mum and dad, close family, and those in the community who are respected. At election time, they’ll be guided by what they hear. If they’re working on a construction site, they’ll take heed of what an older worker tells them and copy how he works. 

Western kids are more rebellious. They don’t worry if they change their hairstyle knowing their parents may not approve. And in a sense their parents may be pleased they are beginning to think for themselves and do their own thing. Thai youngsters would be forever conscious of not hurting their parents’ feelings (greng jai.) They would keep their thoughts to themselves; their foreign counterparts would be more open and not at all worried about being regarded as being too assertive. 

Western parents foster independence in their children; for Thais, ensuring they are brought up with a strong sense of nam jai is more important.
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31 March

Building is progressing on Khun Yai’s house. The main columns have been erected. Some of the men are helping the local builders by fetching and carrying. The ladies are making sure nobody is going thirsty in the heat. Some are doing some light work whenever they can. All are offering advice to the builders, whether asked for or not. The builders smile.

When not helping, the neighbours are chatting amongst themselves and with the family. That is what is appreciated the most. Just being there for Khun Yai.

––––––––
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1 April

At first glance, it appears that Thai society demands subservience and conformity. A Thai will concur with and not argue with his elders and betters. He will obey and respect his parents and boss. It is not only or completely out of fear, it is a cultural response.

Even at university level, students are reluctant to challenge what a teacher says. The more confident may initiate a debate but if the lecturer indicates that he is right and the student is wrong, the matter ends there.

Thailand’s class system and its strong regard for respect ensures there is compliance with these ideals and Thais will rarely vary from them. However, they have a strong sense of individual freedom that allows them to flout regulations if they consider they ate justified in doing so. If they don’t think it’s important, the mai pen rai attitude kicks in. Freedom to not do something if it does not matter. It’s an enigma that a country that stresses conformity in its societal rules also allows individual freedom in certain circumstances. Although it’s not easy to see how the two concepts can co-exist, it is clear by observation that they do.

It was probably a Thai who wrote the saying that rules are there to be broken.

One visible example is the non-wearing of safety helmets by motor cyclists. They don’t want to do it. I’ve seen them pay the fine, put the helmet on, ride around the corner, and stop to put the helmet back in the front basket. I’ve seen them doing sharp U-turns to avoid the police check-points.

When Geng was killed in a motorcycle accident - he was not wearing a helmet - around thirty of his mates turned up to pay their respects at the funeral. Only two were wearing safety helmets. I seemed to be the only one who was surprised.

Individuals can and do ignore deadlines if a more essential need arises. The boss will sometimes tolerate minor lapses, sometimes not. Employees have ways of dealing with that without going against the usual rules of conformity.

Office staff, in one government office I know, are given a ten minute grace period on the official 8.30 start time. A red line is drawn under the last entry in the attendance book at that time. Worapawn and several others arrived at 8.25 one morning to find the red line had already been drawn. The boss’s watch must have been wrong. They turned round and went home for the day. No arguments, no loss of face, no conflict with the boss. They made their point in the Thai way without breaking any of society’s rules.

Political freedom is valued but “freedom to spit” as it is sometimes called (freedom to act as an individual in one’s everyday life) always trumps it.  

––––––––
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2 April

We’ve seen the influence of feudalism in Thailand. There is a hierarchy in parts of the body as well. The head, with a brain and thinking capacity, is at the top; the foot, being nearest the ground and in contact with the soil, is at the bottom. 

Thais refrain from touching the head and ensure feet are not pointed towards monks, Buddha images, or indeed at other people. Shoes are not placed on furniture or at a high level. Thais will not walk under a washing line if it has undergarments hanging on it.

We visited a temple with Jenny, taking off our shoes before entering, and started chatting to a monk. The bot was the only building she could not enter. Women are not allowed in that most sacred area of the wat where the final part of the monks’ ordination takes place. I showed her some photos of Thai bots later.

Jenny is a retired teacher and was chatting to a monk about education in temples.  “As a fellow teacher, may I shake your hand,” she asked. “As a monk, I cannot touch a woman,” was the reply. Jenny made a deep and respectful wai. She had been careful to remember what she knew of the correct etiquette and kicked herself for forgetting that handshaking would be regarded as touching.

On leaving the temple she noticed that all the shoes had been turned round facing outwards as a convenience to those who had visited and making it easier to slip the shoes back on.

––––––––
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3 April

Until the middle of the twentieth century, rote learning was as commonplace in the UK as it is today in Thailand.

One advantage of rote learning in this country is that it trains the memory. Thais can recite word for word large chunks from books they have been told to study, which Westerners would have difficulty in doing.

The weakness is that it discourages thinking for oneself and having a questioning attitude of mind. Pupils rarely ask their teacher anything. Thai education is a rather passive process. Being critical or putting forward a point of view is not a common feature.

––––––––
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4 April

The roofers were on site at Tim’s build today. Each tile was thrown up by hand to the worker on the roof. Amazingly, only two tiles were broken. These guys are experienced. The building firm that Tim is employing is unusual in that they use specialist tradesmen. Roofers work only on the roof, plumbers only on plumbing jobs, and carpenters only on their particular skill.

Most other building contractors have local labour where the workers can turn their hand to anything. That does not always result in the highest quality finish for the house.

The workers get around 300 baht a day, with the foreman earning around 500. They work six days a week and live on the plot, having made temporary accommodation in what will be the carport. Their children play on site but are kept away from any dangerous areas. Sometimes they help on some light jobs but not to any great extent.

––––––––
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5 April

“I’ve thrown it away. It has expired anyway,” my father told the station ticket collector. I was a very young lad and on holiday with the rest of the family in Devon. My parents had bought a weekly rail rover ticket and we were able to visit so many places of interest over a very wide part of the county without restriction. Having the card had made our holiday. The best we ever had.

So why, I wondered, did Dad lie when he said he had thrown the ticket away at the end of the holiday. I was confused.

“It will be part of our holiday scrapbook, together with photographs and other souvenirs. It’s part of our holiday experience, “he explained.

I had learnt the difference between a white lie and a deliberate harmful lie. The Thais too differentiate in this way. They lie to avoid losing face, to save you embarrassment, or to get out of doing something they do not want to do.

The workers repairing the fence posts (21 February) came up with several excuses (lies) why they couldn’t come to finish the work: mum in hospital, problem with motorbike.

For them, telling the odd fib makes for a more comfortable lifestyle.

––––––––
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6 April

The dates of Thai holidays associated with Buddhism are partly determined by the full moon. Because the Buddha was born in India, those dates are decided by reference to the Indian calendar not the Thai.

Other annual holidays are given to observe a monarch’s birth, death, or accession to the throne.

Most calendars and diaries show the dates. Current information is available on the internet or you can contact me.

––––––––
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7 April

Was having a drink with a friend when the dogs started barking. Looking out of the window, I saw a group of Thais sitting just inside my front gate. I walked over to them, more to satisfy my curiosity than anything else. Though I admit I could not understand what they could be doing squatting on my land (my wife’s land, foreigners can’t own land in Thailand.)

As I got nearer, I recognised Khun Faa and Khun Fon, my neighbours from the house opposite. They were using a torch to catch some maleng, insects that had made a nest in one of my trees. They had been attracted by the noise they were making and came over to gather some for their next meal!

No damage had been done, but a Westerner would think it odd that they just turned up without asking permission.

––––––––
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8 April

Faa brought over a small jar of fried maleng. They went down a treat spread on toast with my morning coffee.

––––––––
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9 April

Thais like having it both ways. It is linked, in my view, to their dislike of open conflict and disagreement and to their emphasis on not wanting to lose face. Lifestyle concepts that are difficult for Westerners to understand as they are at variance with typical western culture. 

A story is told of a soldier asking the Buddha if it was wrong to fight and kill.

The Buddha asked if the soldier could resign. He said he could not.

“Then do your duty but do not hate your enemies.”

In 1942 Japan invaded Thailand to give them access to British India. Prime Minister Phibun decided to cooperate rather than resist and declared war on the Allies. There was however a well formed resistance movement acting against the Japanese. 

After the atomic bombs fell on Japan and it was realised that the fortune of war was changing, Phibun declared that the original declaration of war was unconstitutional and therefore void. A move that allowed Thailand to claim that as war had not been declared it did not need to surrender or make reparations.

Westerners find this switching of allegiances to suit present circumstances hard to follow, but it is a common Thai characteristic. Having said that, one can argue that some western nations did the same when they blocked war reparations due to the UK and other allies in respect of the deaths on the notorious Burma railroad. The quid pro quo was allowing troops to be stationed in Thailand during the Vietnam War and subsequently.

––––––––
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10 April

Big fuss on the internet forums today. An Aussie motor cyclist is in hospital and his girlfriend is dead following their road accident.

The incident was captured on CCTV and shows the Aussie tourist first turning to the left and then to the right before trying to ride into his hotel car park. A motorcyclist who was following tried to overtake and he hit both rider and pillion as they were making the turn. Witnesses say the Thai rider was following too closely and was speeding.

From the CCTV it appears there was fault on both sides. The Aussie, who may not have been used to the bike he had rented, was badly positioned for the turn. He had probably seen the hotel entrance only at the last moment. The following rider should have anticipated that cars and bikes in Thailand can and do make last minute manoeuvres without signaling. It happens all the time here. You need to look out for it and drive defensively.

It is claimed that the police were offered a bribe and the whole blame was transferred to the Aussie tourist, and that he was asked to sign a police report written in Thai agreeing he was at fault.  He refused and the incident has hit the Australian media.

Normally, you have to take much of what you read on Thai internet forums with a pinch of salt. Posters misquote the facts or add snippets from their own imagination. Some will always see with rose tinted glasses the Thai point of view; others will be quick to blame the Thai and always be negative about Thailand. Balanced opinion goes by the board and flaming is the order of the day. However, this case is a little different. The CCTV evidence is clear and the foreign media reaction is unwelcome. There will be a damage limitation exercise put in place, a police officer has already been transferred, and an investigation promised. 

The end result though will be that nothing will be done. Tomorrow it will be yesterday’s news. Moreover, the pages reporting it in the tabloids will be used to wrap up your fish and chips. Same as in the West.

––––––––
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11 April

Seldom will Thais ask a direct question if they want something. Hints will start being made just before birthdays. If they disagree with what is being said in a discussion they will subtly suggest a solution later or obliquely mention something in passing at another time. Never direct. 

They often make a joke about an issue rather than tackling the problem directly. Difficult to know sometimes whether it’s a joke or whether they are trying to tell you something.

It’s called poot len, poot jing. Telling a joke or being serious.

––––––––
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12 April

An article in today’s papers claimed that although the richest Thai businessperson is not in the world’s top 100 rich list, the wealth of the top forty people in the country is well in excess of £25 billion.

The striking feature is the gulf between the rich and the poor. The economic divide. A supervisor can earn over three times the wage of a worker. A manager, at least four times as much. Gross margin percentages are normally higher than in the West, particularly in the building and motor trade. Therefore, owner-managers can earn appreciably more as a daily rate than their counterparts in the West can.

Is this why petty cheating and corruption is regarded as socially acceptable, par for the course? A means for the ordinary guy to level the playing field of remuneration. Everyone has to live.

––––––––
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13 April

In 1888 the long-established date for New Year’s Day in Thailand was changed from 13 April to 1 January, in line with most of the rest of the world. The Thais now celebrate both dates but the national holiday which starts on 13 April and lasts for three days is the more significant date for all Thais.

You will hear sawatdee pee mai, Happy New Year, more during this traditional holiday than on 1 January. If you hear it at all on that day. Thais will also greet you with the more formal suksan wan pee mai but usually on the first day only and to more senior people. 

There are colourful, noisy, and happy processions through the streets, merit-making ceremonies at the wats, and especially the fun of splashing everyone with water. Look at the photos and videos that are on line. Groups of happy and excited Thais and farangs using hoses and buckets of water to throw over passers-by and onlookers. Trucks drive around with passengers in the back with water guns directed at anyone and everyone. Topping up the pistols is either from a barrel carried on board or at the many “filling stations” dotted around the area.

The tradition symbolises washing away everything bad that has happened in the past year. In the wats people will sprinkle water, fragrant from herbs, over you. The more high-spirited splashing and throwing, which is great fun, is reserved for the streets.  

Most Thais go back to their birthplaces at Songkran to celebrate with their families. Such travel can contribute to the 100% increase in death rate on the roads over the Songkran period. Construction workers particularly may take an extended holiday in their home villages or indeed may not return to work.

Occasionally the fun can get a little out of hand. Motorcyclists can be subject to water from a high pressure hose which is potentially dangerous for riders, and the elderly or infants may be targeted. It does not happen a lot. The convention is that if people do not want to be splashed - they may be carrying a young child, for example - they indicate with a hand signal. It is usually respected, at least by Thais.

Generally it’s a happy time, and everyone can take advantage of the cool water being splashed around in the hottest month of the Thai year. 

––––––––
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14 April

In Thailand, keeping warm is not the problem. Keeping cool is. Fans are in every home; middle class Thais may have air conditioners. The Thais actually use fans more than anything else. Air conditioners may just be switched on in the bedrooms during the hot season. Thais have acclimatised to the weather. 

William spends 7000 baht a month and has his air conditioning on 24 hours a day throughout the house whether rooms are occupied or not. His wife turns them off when he’s out of the building. 

Constantly using the system results in your not being able to do without it. And when it’s really hot and you need it, it ceases to be a real benefit.

––––––––
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15 April

Never explain, never complain. Worapawn and all her friends in the office had decided to go on a coach trip to the White Temple near Chiangrai next week. Worapawn was organising the visit with the coach company.

Being Thai, she knew she would get only a vague answer from the coach operator about departure times and pick up points. Thais won’t be specific because it could upset, annoy, or be inconvenient to any one individual. The conversation can go like this:

“The coach will arrive at about 7 o’clock outside the office main entrance.”

“The gate may be locked and I won’t be able to park my car.”

“No problem, the coach can pick you up outside your home. It can make a detour.”

“7 o’clock is a little early.”

“No problem. The coach will wait for everyone.”

It may take half an hour beating about the bush to answer everybody’s concerns with much to-ing and fro-ing to make sure nobody feels they’re being awkward by speaking up.

It can be amusing for us Westerners to watch how Thais handle various situations. But to get the full benefit of visiting or living in Thailand it is best to do as much observing as possible. 

The cultures are different. Thais are usually vague about timings. And want to avoid argument.

––––––––
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16 April

Pistols at dawn. Well, not actually at dawn. And there were no pistols. But the three men were wielding machetes.

My neighbour, Fon, came over to tell me there were some men in my fruit orchard, the other side of the drainage canal, the klong.

The dogs followed me, which scared the two guys standing on the ground. The third man was crouching on the wall.

Tam arai na, I called out, (what are you doing?) I did not use the polite ending particle of krap. It was not appropriate and no Thai would have done so.

As I got nearer, I recognised one of the men as the foreman of the neighbouring factory. The men were cutting down some trees that were overhanging the boundary between the factory and my orchard. Presumably, they’d been asked to do so by the factory owner but nobody had told me and they had not come over to ask if they could go on my land. Fon had been right to warn me that there were people with machetes in the orchard. She had no way of knowing who they were or what they were up to.

People do go onto your property in Thailand if they see no harm in it. Khun Fon had done that herself some days back (7 April) when foraging for insects.

I had no problem with what they were doing and told them they could put the soft spoil on my compost heap, just taking away the hard wood debris.

The tone changed. I was using the particle krap, they were calling me pee (elder.)

It has always amused me that two of the most polite words in Thai are unfortunately pronounced krap and pee.

––––––––
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17 April

There are no dukes, earls, barons, knights or dames in Thailand. The King holds the only full hereditary title. 

The titles of descendants of the monarch are limited by time, they expire after the fifth generation. Technically, they then revert to common rank. In practice they still retain some kudos. Surnames beginning with na indicate royal or high class heritage.

These are the main titles that are used and which you may come across.

His/her Royal Highness: immediate living member of the royal family

Somdej Phra Chao: child of king by royal mother

Phra Ong Chao: grandchild of king in line of succession

Mom Chao: grandchild of king not in line of succession

Mom Rajavong: great grandchild of king not in line of succession

Mom Luang: great-great-grandchild of king not in line of succession

––––––––
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18 April

Public services are generally run by central or local government. Mobile companies are mainly in the private sector. 

Water companies, electricity utilities, most airports, seaports, and some petrol distribution are state-controlled.

The prices of water and electricity supplies and the level of funding of some capital projects are therefore not decided by boards of directors.

Not all banks are private. There is a government bank as well as a military bank. 

Some $350 billion are tied up in state assets.  

––––––––
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19 April

The Wongpaet family has started building their new home, having cleared the site where their old house had stood. It was 100 days ago today that her son had been murdered in the downstairs room while she had been sleeping upstairs. 

Nothing had come of the police investigations. She and her remaining son had been staying with family nearby, not wanting to stay in her former home.

By tradition, the tamboon roi wan ceremony takes place 100 days after the community a death when holy (lustral) water is sprinkled on the floor of the house to honour the dead, but this family did not follow this custom. The house had already been abandoned and the circumstances of the death were still too vivid in the family’s memory.

The new house is not being built on the existing foundations of the old house. That would be bad luck. But it will be of the same teak wood design. It should be finished in less than two months.

––––––––
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20 April

All Thais must, at all times, carry ID cards once they reach 15 years old. They can be examined on card readers and contain full details of a person’s status: age, date of birth, whether married, place of birth, etc. 

Banks, other than your own branch, will record the ID number for cash withdrawals. 

Chaweewan showed me her new ID card which now has Nang and not Nangsao as her title, indicating she is now legally married under Thai law. I went to her wedding reception six months ago. She said she’d been too busy to actually register at the district office. 

A great number of couples decide to have a Buddhist wedding and it seems relatively unimportant to make the wedding legal. The monks arrive at the home of the bride’s parents at around seven in the morning, conduct a ceremony of blessing, and receive cash gifts in envelopes as a show of merit from the couple. The reception, which the guests attend, starts later in the afternoon and the monks are not present.

Village elders and not monks conduct some weddings. The exact date of the wedding is decided by the monks or elders and not by the family or couple. Some dates are more auspicious than others. 

A tabian baan is a book which records one’s address and is required for them to enroll at school or university, to vote in an election, to obtain a passport, to qualify for a driver’s licence. Hospitals will need to see it when you are admitted, as well as an ID card.

Generally, nationality in Thailand is determined by the father’s nationality. If a child has a Thai father or mother then it has Thai citizenship. This is important for children of mixed parentage, look kreungs. There are complex rules about changing the nationality of a look kreung. 

––––––––
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21 April

There is little stigma attached to transgender women, lady-boys, in Thailand. Their parents may not like their son changing gender but he will not be cast out and the community will not ostracise him.

The katoey, as they are called in Thai, are employed alongside men in many industries. Many work in restaurants and fashion shops. They are accepted by banks and other businesses and hold positions in government offices. A large number work in nightclubs and bars and also directly in the sex trade. What is more, regular beauty contests are held to select the most beautiful katoey.

Some educational institutions will not employ them where they could come into contact with children while others are relaxed about it.

The lady-boys often have breast transplants, regular hormone therapy, and operations to reduce the size of the Adam’s apple to make them look more like women than men. Cosmetic surgery is inexpensive and popular in Thailand. 

A lady boy’s Thai ID card will still show the gender as male and the authorities will treat her as a male. Hospitals may allow a katoey in a female ward, prisons will place in a male cell.

When they speak lady-boys use the polite particle ka, men would use kap or krap.

A katoey was posing for photographs today at the local market. He, or she (?), was dressed as a Red Indian in full headdress and costume. Jokingly, I said, law mark mark (very handsome.) He accepted it in good humour as did the Thai crowd. Law is only used for handsome men; suay is the correct word for pretty or beautiful and applies only to women. I had not intended my joke to be sarcastic.

––––––––
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22 April

Conscription is obligatory for all Thai males when they reach 21. They serve for 2 years. It is also a popular profession for both men and women, Thailand does not rely on the draft to run the armed forces.

After a Thai answers the call to go to the enlistment office, and after the physical examination, he puts his hand in a box and draws out a card. If the card he picks is red he is allowed to go home and the enlistment is cancelled. If it is black, he is told where to report for duty. 

Thais love the concept of a lottery. 

––––––––
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23 April

I was stationary in traffic when a motorcyclist tried to squeeze past between my car and an old pick-up truck. He did not succeed. He scraped the paintwork along one side of my car, broke the wing mirror, and dented the rear end of the truck.

Where are the police when you want them?

I was in luck. An officer on point duty had seen what happened and told all three parties to go to the police station. Luckier still, or so I thought, the police station was only 50 yards away down a nearby soi.

The motorcyclist gave the truck driver 200 baht and he seemed happy with that. His truck was pretty ancient and battered anyway and he probably thought making a claim would be a waste of time. He drove off once he had the cash.

At the police station the motor-cyclist admitted blame. He could do little else. All the necessary documents were photocopied, reports were completed in triplicate, and we all went on our way after about an hour.

After a month, I went to the station to ask about progress. 

“We’ll send someone round to his house.”

Another month went by. “He’s waiting to be paid at the end of the week then he’ll pay you.”

Later. “He’s left the country and is in Myanmar.”

I should have got some money out of him as the truck driver did and not involve the police.  It was a case of “can’t pay, won’t pay.” Whether he paid the police to pursue no further, I know not.

––––––––
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24 April

The accepted and correct way to tip in Thailand in a restaurant, a hairdresser’s shop, or at any other service establishment, is to round up, by a few baht, the bill. Give some loose change, say thank you, and smile. That is what the Thais do. The thanks and the smile are appreciated. Doing things the Thai way will make your stay here more comfortable.

A server can be embarrassed by over-tipping and it does not gain you any extra respect.

In front of foreigners or to impress social superiors, some Thais will make a show of giving a tip higher than they would normally give. But there are few Thais in that category.

In the more touristy areas, a gratuity is added to the bill and even then you may be encouraged to add a little extra. That is getting common in many parts of the world, even in China where tipping is discouraged almost to the point of being forbidden. They want only what they have legitimately earned

A former American president, Ronald Reagan, during a walk about in a Chinese village, bought some low cost souvenirs and paid with a high denomination note. He told the shopkeeper to keep the change. She insisted on not keeping the money, probably feeling a little insulted and patronised. She had charged a fair price and that was all she wanted. She followed him down the street and pressed the coins she owed him into his hands.

Reagan had been well aware of the local customs on tipping, but felt there was little he could do as he had had no loose change. Perhaps he could have bought further gifts to make up the full amount. But you don’t think of solutions like that in the heat of the moment.

In rural Thailand, you will find similar attitudes among the locals. Best to do things their way. You may find that you will fit in more easily if you do.

––––––––
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25 April

Nonglak’s farang friend took the shoes back to the shop twice. First the buckles broke then a crack appeared in the heel. The seller, smiling, agreed to change them again or he could choose another pair. But he could not have his money back.

It was the smiling that irritated him. 

“It’s not a smiling matter, is it?” he asked. Actually it was. Thais smile to hide embarrassment and to avoid argument and conflict. The assistant had done all she could by offering to replace, and doing so with a smile.

There is more than one Thai smile.

––––––––
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26 April

Ajarn Weelai has become a bit of an agony aunt for expats with relationship problems with their Thai partners. Fluent in English and French, she tries to help wherever she can. She has a knack for getting both sides to try to see each other’s point of view and to seek out compromises. Unlike most Thais, she is aware of the big cultural differences that can cause difficulties between couples. 

Her favourite saying is that when you marry a Thai you marry the family. A Thai husband would think nothing of regularly supporting his mother-in-law or helping out with loan payments for his wife’s unemployed brother. 

As farangs, we are more inclined to think it is their responsibility and should do more to help themselves. An occasional hand-out is one thing, regular payments are another.

Westerners value independence; Thais have a strong sense of nam jai. Being generous and assisting whenever possible comes first to them.

We pay high taxes in the West and rely on social services and the benefits they provide out of those very taxes. Thailand has no such comparable social security. Family, friends, and community provide any help that is needed. 

––––––––
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27 April

I can count on the fingers of one hand the number of times I have forgotten to fasten my seatbelt. Even if it was not a legal requirement in Thailand, I would “clunk, click, every trip” as I would if I was driving in my home country.

But I had stopped to ask directions, and I only had to drive round a bend for 100 metres and I would be where I wanted to be. I should have remembered it was getting towards the end of the month and the police were working on making up their target quotas for driving infringements.

And as I rounded the corner, there they were. Ready to swoop. I quickly pulled on my seatbelt. One of the officers signaled for me to pull in. I lowered the window and, as is usual in Thailand, he saluted smartly. He politely asked to see my licence, asked what country I came from, and started talking about Arsenal football club. All very pleasant and friendly. This was obviously just a routine licence check. I was in luck. He was obviously a decent copper.

“I’m going to have to give you a ticket. I saw you put your seatbelt on after you came round the corner.”

He still had my licence and the procedure would have been for me to go to the police station, pay the fine, and retrieve the licence. I would have to have found the station first and then wait for ages while the paper work was completed. 

I decided on the Thai approach. “Pom jai ngern hai khun dio nee. Taorai na kap. (Can I pay you now? How much?)”

My wallet was 400 baht lighter but I was not given a ticket. I had my licence back. He halted the traffic to allow me to pull out, gave me an even smarter salute than before, and I was on my way.

Collecting minor fines in this way is common practice. The money is shared out later at the station. It’s regarded as a perk of the job and really forms part of officers’ salaries. It rewards individual officers while cracking down on motoring offences. A win-win solution.

I will be more careful at the end of May.

––––––––
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28 April

You don’t get many bad meals in Thailand. Some restaurants will raise the price for farangs; some have two menus, one in English and one in Thai. The prices are not always the same. The food will be of the same high quality.

Roadside stalls and eateries serve fresh and tasty food and are extremely good value. Restaurants have been known to resource meals from them and serve them up to their customers. The only difference being the bone china plate and the posh cutlery.

But in catering mistakes can occur.

Thais will comment if food is off - although it rarely is - and it will be put right. They won’t make a fuss or shout loudly or get angry. Like the Thais, the continentals have a passion for food and chefs and customers take serving quality meals seriously. Some foreigners are not so fussy and tend not to complain. The occasional rogue food vendor may realise this and try to pass off food that is stale or of poor quality.

Yesterday, it happened to me. The meat was okay but the rice was not fresh. It was cold and hard. I could not eat it.

The waitress smiled, as expected, but didn’t suggest replacing the rice. Eventually, she showed me the rice cooking pot in the kitchen. The rice was warm and had a fresh aroma. I tasted a small spoonful. It was not at all like the rice I had been served. She said it was exactly same but that mine was cold because I was sitting under a fan!

Thais have an annoying habit of justifying mistakes with the most brazen lies. It irritates though I have got used to it. I had a meal when I was back home.
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29 April

On 15 January the bulldozers had arrived at Sengdeuan’s to clear away the vegetable and fruit garden that the abbot had said was on wat land. Whether it was or not was never clarified.

Today the builders have roped off a section around the main temple buildings which presumably they will lay to lawn. It will be much better than leaving the land covered in weed and debris. They have left the space between Sengdeuan’s house and the roped off area as a right of way to an adjacent soi. So it appears the temple has either conceded it’s not their property or have decided the locals can use it anyway. 

Nobody will dare ask.

A telephone kiosk is standing in the area where the lawn will be. I wonder if the telephone company will move it or whether the monks will accept that the phone is on public land and adjust the perimeter accordingly? 
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30 April

It dropped out of fashion in the late 1960s but “sitting alongside Nelly” was an effective one-to-one training method used to teach both semi-skilled and office workers the rudiments of a job, particularly in the UK. Technical skills on the factory bench were learnt by watching and then copying from the person to who you were assigned. Would-be chartered accountants started their careers as articled clerks by making the tea and counting the petty cash.

On the job training gradually gave way to organised training schemes off site in technical colleges and in the practice of companies sending trainees on crash courses and seminars often specifically related to that particular organisation.

However, sitting alongside “Somchai” is still common in Thailand. There are advantages and disadvantages. The main problem with copying from another person is that you pick up that employee’s mistakes. And when you yourself are training an apprentice you pass on that same inaccurate knowledge.

Take a look at electrical wiring in Thailand. Connections are seldom strong and sturdy. Much work in the construction industry is of low standard both because of the training method and the prevalence of a mai pen rai, that’s good enough, attitude.

––––––––
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1 May

International Workers’ Day, Labour Day, is a national holiday in Thailand and observed by most companies in the private sector. Government employees have to work. 

––––––––
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2 May

Well-off Thais who have servants don’t eat with them. That applies whether they are members of the upper classes or people who consider themselves of the “hi-so” set. It is normal practice, accords with the hierarchy rules, and is accepted by the maids, gardeners, and their families who live “below stairs,” as we would say in the West.

Expat families can take a more liberal view and want to show they don’t believe in segregation and differentials. “All men are created equal” is an admirable western doctrine but is not accepted by Thais. They know their place in this life, though may desire (by doing good deeds) for a better position in the next.

When their maid told John that her aunt and family were visiting from Isaan, John’s wife invited them to dine with them. It embarrassed the maid and her relatives. Pamela’s gesture was certainly well intended but not appropriate in Thai culture.

Making an offer of some food that they could eat together in the garden or their room would have been better and correct form. Pamela was trying to turn a cultural trait that the Thais have always accepted on its head. 

Attempting to change a people’s culture, irrespective of your thinking it’s good or bad, is not something that should be on an expat’s agenda when living in Thailand.

––––––––
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3 May

I learn something almost every day about Thai lifestyle. Keeping everyone informed through regular messages (as a rule daily) on the village loudspeaker system was, I thought, a commendable means of ensuring all the locals knew what was going on and were kept up to date on neighbourhood events.
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