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A Chant to Soothe Wild Elephants





Author unknown, Anthology of Asean Literatures, Volume IIa, ASEAN 1979 Translated and adapted from the original Thai by Panee Muncharoen and Jaed Coffin


12
Wild elephants, roped and captured for good purpose
You will be well raised and cared for.
13  
May you feel no rage or sorrow Do not wail for your kin.
23  
Do not long for sylvan bliss or lush green groves
Or the company of the wilderness.
24  
Do not pine for the sweet scent of your mates 
Or the fragrance of the nocturnal blossoms.
39
Walk on with resolution until you have come to the palace gates
And do not think to follow your footprints back into the forest.
54  
Through the palace flow streams where you can bathe and play 
There is red lotus and sweet young grass.
65 
Wherever you walk there will be broad and even paths
Lined with coconut and sugar palm trees.
72
Give up your kicking, fighting, and thrashing about
Soothe your vicious temper.
74
Once you are dutiful and valiant in battle
You will be well fed and content.
76
Stirrups will hang from your neck, a rug will be draped over your back,
You will be glorious and graceful as you amble along.
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Two Roots


When I was a boy, my mother used to bring my sister and me to Thailand every other year to visit our family in Panomsarakram, the village where she was born. From our home in Brunswick, Maine, it took us two full days to get there. Since my mother didn’t want us to fall behind in school, we always traveled during our Christmas vacations. Along the way, we made stops in Alaska, China, Japan, and Taiwan, where my sister and I liked to wander the mysterious airports to marvel at the crowds of Asian people. When we arrived in Bangkok, I felt as if my world had been turned inside out. The snowy winter of Maine had been replaced by a heavy tropical heat. 






Because of the twelve-hour time difference, I was sleepy during the day and awake at night. To my young mind, it just didn’t seem possible that two such opposite places could exist on one planet.


Growing up, my mother didn’t speak Thai to my sister and me at home, and while I was used to hearing the language and knew a handful of phrases, there was no one in Panomsarakram who I could really talk to. When people called us farang: foreigner, or look-krung: half-white child, I could only glare at them. But the village kids always came to our family house—a simple wooden box with a tin roof, raised up on stilts—and invited us to do things that didn’t require much talking. We swam naked in the brown water of the canal, made slingshots and climbed coconut trees, and played soccer barefoot with a straw da-graw ball on the red dirt fields of the temple grounds.


One of the first Thai words I learned was koondtha:  grandfather. My koondtha was a medicine man. Since my grandmother had died when my mother was a teenager, Koondtha spent most of his time with the monks at the village temple, Wat Takwean, or in the forest, collecting plants for his ointments and medicines. Every morning I sat on the steps of our family house as Koondtha secured a tray of empty glass bottles onto a rack over the back wheel of his purple bicycle. I watched him ride off through the temple grounds, past the bodhi tree and along the canal, until his silhouette vanished into the bustle of the morning market on Panom Street.


When he returned in the late afternoon, the bottles were always full of roots and leaves, and bags of green oranges hung from both ends of his handlebars. Koondtha would park his bicycle, carry the bottles into the family house, and stack them on a high shelf. With a bag of oranges in each hand, he’d take a seat next to me on the steps.


We had a system: Koondtha would hand me an orange slice and by the time I’d eaten it and held the seeds between my teeth, he’d be ready with another one. I’d spit the seeds into the palm of his hand and take the next slice. We never said anything, but that didn’t matter. I was happy to just eat oranges and contemplate my grandfather’s curious features. I admired the wooden shine of his skin, his oiled silver hair, the musty smell of his collarless white shirts, and the thoughtful rhythm of his breathing.


Toward the end of the day, people would come to the steps to have Koondtha treat their wounds, broken bones, and fevers. Once, a young soldier in a military uniform arrived on a motorcycle, driving haphazardly with his right arm lying limp in his lap. He tried to stand and honor Koondtha with a customary wai, but his shoulder was in such pain that he could bring only one of his hands into prayer. I liked the seriousness of the soldier’s well-fitted uniform and how the color of his sharply parted hair matched his polished black boots.


The soldier took off his shirt to show Koondtha his dislocated shoulder. The skin was deeply bruised purple and yellow, and was swollen to the height of his ear. Koondtha studied the injury as if it were the page of a book. He nodded to himself, selected a bottle of ointment from the shelf, and began rubbing the ointment onto the swelling. The young soldier gritted his teeth and started to sweat. He exhaled in short, quick breaths and tossed his head from side to side. His perfectly parted hair came undone and fell across his forehead.


Koondtha began chanting in low grumbling tones that I could barely hear. The prayers scared me, but I wanted to listen. As the soldier started crying, I watched the heel of his boot twist itself into the dirt. Koondtha lit what looked like a long cigar and held it under the soldier’s armpit so that the smoke drifted into the bruised area. He spoke to the swelling as if telling it a secret. After several minutes, the soldier became calm. The muscles of his face relaxed, and he began to move his arm in ambitious circles. Without speaking, Koondtha capped the bottle of ointment and returned it to the shelf. When the soldier pressed his palms together to wai Koondtha, Koondtha slapped the air and said “bah.” The soldier removed a wad of bills from his shirt pocket, and wai-ed Koondtha a second time with the bills pressed between his fingers. “Bah,” Koondtha said again and turned his back to the money. I watched the young soldier mount his motorcycle and speed off across the dimly lit temple grounds. When I turned to Koondtha, he was sitting on the steps with his head resting against the wall and his eyes closed.


•  •  •  


My mother left Panomsarakram in 1970, after she had married my father during the Vietnam War. He was an American soldier just two years out of college; my mother worked on the military base where he’d been stationed. Their wedding was in northeastern Thailand and was attended by my mother’s whole family, none of my father’s, and several hundred American soldiers. Many of my mother’s relatives disapproved of her decision to move to America with a farang. As a customary wedding gift from her grandmother, my mother was given an expensive gold bracelet. “When your life does not work out in America,” she told my mother, “sell it to buy a plane ticket home.” On the day that my mother left Thailand, all her family and friends traveled with her to the Bangkok airport on a rented bus. Before boarding her flight, my mother promised Koondtha that she would work hard to save her money and come back to visit in three years.


The first years of my parents’ life in America have always impressed me: they bought and fixed up an old farmhouse in a small town north of Burlington, Vermont. My father rode a motorcycle and my mother trained for marathons. They grew their own vegetables and kept chickens. In 1977 my sister was born, and my mother named her Tahnthawan—Thai for “sunflower.” Two years later I was born, and my mother chose a name for me, Jaed, that she believed would give me a strong mind and a compassionate heart. Just before my second birthday, my father left my mother for an American woman. Months later, my mother moved with my sister and me to Brunswick, Maine, where she’d found a job as a nurse working the night shift at the local hospital. At the time, I was still too young to wonder why she hadn’t taken us back to Panomsarakram instead.





Growing up in Brunswick I knew no Thai people, and the only Asians I ever saw worked at Chinese restaurants. As much as my mother’s presence in our town was a bit mysterious—she spoke to me in imperfect English and cooked spicy food using strange ingredients from bottles with Thai and Chinese labels—I generally didn’t distinguish her from any of my friends’ moms. And while our house was full of exotic objects—two giant wooden elephant statues, rice paper temple rubbings, a set of ivory tusks displayed in our living room—I somehow felt that none of these things were out of place.


When we were still new to Brunswick and didn’t know the coast or the nearby beaches, my mother liked to take my sister and me to have picnics on the banks of the Androscoggin River—a foaming, polluted strip of brown water that serviced the dam and the old mills downtown. As a boy, I thought the river was beautiful and swam in it just the same. Even then I understood that for my mother, this resembled the canal that ran past our family house in Panomsarakram. With no temples in town, we sometimes went to a Unitarian church, where the minister asked my mother to teach classes on Buddhism. I never paid attention in those classes, but not because I didn’t want to learn about Buddhism: I just didn’t like Sunday school.


Every night Tahnthawan and I would crawl into my mother’s bed for the few hours before she started her night shift. My mother would sing a Thai song to us, a sad melody that made me dream of Panomsarakram. Since my sister and I didn’t understand the words, we’d just listen until we fell asleep. If we were in a silly mood, we’d mock my mother’s voice with our own made-up lyrics. When my mother sang “kry naw rak rao,” my sister and I would call out, “chong ching chop chow!” My mother would slap us lightly on the tops of our heads. “Do not sing like this,” she would say. “It is not beautiful.” Then, just as we were falling asleep, I’d hear the flat rattle of an alarm clock. In the near dark, my mother would rise out of bed, dress for work, and march off into the night.



I often experienced moments when my half Thai-ness was brought to my attention, but at the time I was still too young to understand what that meant. Once, in second grade, I was called a Chinese freak by a fourth grader named Mark. He was dumb, kind, tall, and chubby, and wore the same sweatshirt every day. Everyone always made fun of him because he lived in the poor neighborhood in town.


“Chinese freak!” Mark said, but in a voice that made him sound like he was imitating a line he’d heard in a movie. He seemed poised for something to happen, just like when we played the game of shouting “Fuck you, God!” to see if there were any consequences.


I didn’t really know how to react. More than anything, I felt a great sense of relief. I was just glad he hadn’t called me a fatso or a dumb-ass, which was what everyone called him.


The first time I remember feeling proud of being half Thai was when I was watching a movie with my father. Although he lived in Vermont, he made a valiant effort to visit almost every weekend. We’d stay in off-season tourist motels or in the officers’ quarters in the town’s navy base. During the day we played baseball and football in empty parking lots, and sometimes we went to the beaches early in the morning to fish for bluefish using eels as bait. At night, we’d order pizza and watch Westerns and Chinese martial arts movies. My father loved old episodes of “Kung Fu” starring David Carradine as the half-Chinese hero, Kwai Chang Caine. We watched certain scenes over and over again to emphasize the wisdom of Caine’s teacher, the blind Master Po. For me, the most central of Master Po’s lessons came in a scene when Caine complains that, because he is only half Chinese, he doesn’t feel worthy of living in the Shaolin temple. Master Po pauses and smiles, his colorless eyes twitching like small moons.


“You have two roots,” Master Po tells Caine.


Caine squints. He doesn’t understand.


Master Po smiles. “The plant with two roots is stronger than the plant with one root.”


My father stopped the tape, rewound it, and played it again.


“You get that, son? Two roots.” My father was holding his index and middle fingers in a v-shape. “You understand? Two roots.”


I nodded, pictured a small plant anchored in the dirt, and fantasized that I was like Caine, lost in America with just a sleeping mat and a bamboo flute.






















Smoke


One October afternoon, my mother received a phone call from her sister in Thailand. I listened to their conversation as if it were a secret language and watched as my mother’s face showed surprise, then confusion. It looked as if she’d suddenly become very tired. When my mother hung up the phone, she told my sister and me to sit at the living room table. “Koondtha died last night,” she told us. Tears formed along her eyelids, but she held them there with a firm smile. 




My mother requested that the funeral service not be held until after the start of our Christmas vacation. I was in sixth grade, and she didn’t want me to miss any school. By now, I suppose I’d become a bit more mature and self-aware. I was obsessed with sports and dreamed of being a catcher for the Boston Red Sox. I had smoked cigarettes and had already kissed my girlfriend, Stephanie, at a junior high dance. Before we left for Thailand that December, Stephanie had given me my Christmas presents early: a bead necklace and a tape of the new Vanilla Ice album.


When we arrived in Panomsarakram, I felt as if all the familiar symbols of my boyhood now stood apart from me at a distance. I remember realizing how wildly different the customs and people of the village were from anything I’d experienced in Brunswick. There was a simplicity and antiquity in Panomsarakram that was missing from my life in America. Things here seemed dirtier and slower, and yet more patient and deliberate in a way that I couldn’t pinpoint.


In preparation for the funeral, the temple grounds had been swept until the red dirt glistened. The face of the temple had been covered in long white curtains. The men, dressed in white shirts and black slacks, kept busy setting up festival tents, while the women wore black gowns and white lace blouses as they prepared enough food for several hundred people. A small group of men tended to the fire in the crematorium. Since sunrise, a tower of white smoke had been pumping from the chimney and drifting across the temple grounds like a thick morning fog.


In the afternoon, my mother and sister and I followed a winding parade to the steps of the crematorium, while Koondtha’s casket bobbed on the shoulders of several men moving in the front. Behind us, a funeral band played a sad song on dented silver instruments. The parade stopped at the foot of the crematorium stairs, and I watched Koondtha’s casket glide onto a stage and settle atop a white pyre. The men who’d carried his casket lifted off the cover and set it to the side.


“Do you want to go look?” my mother asked me. My sister had already refused, but I nodded. My mother bit her lip, considered something, and then looked at me with an expression I’d never seen before. “Maybe it will be hard to look at him. The smell will be very strong.”


At the time, I had simple ideas about death: I understood that old people disappeared and never came back. I didn’t know what had happened to Koondtha’s body over the course of two months, especially since it had been left to decay without chemicals, as is the custom in Thailand. All I knew was that I missed Koondtha and wanted to see him again. As my mother and I passed through the white curtains and ascended the stairs onto the stage, I could feel the heat from the crematorium oven getting thicker and more intense.


Koondtha lay in his casket, swaddled in a white sheet that had yellowed along the edges. His shoulders seemed too small, his hands were gone, and his head looked like a rotted gray stump. The smell that rose off him was so putrid that it made me want to sit down and fall asleep. At first, his corpse was the most ugly and horrifying thing I’d ever seen, but some strange courage told me to keep staring into the casket. I turned to my mother—she looked steady and strong. For a moment, the face on the corpse reminded me of Koondtha.


As one of the men opened the metal door of the chamber, billows of white smoke tumbled across the stage. The other men lifted Koondtha’s casket with quick, aggressive movements. I watched the casket float through the smoke and pass through the door. The man who had opened the door closed it by forcing a long bar into a slot. The smoke melted off the stage and the pyre was empty again.


I sat down with my mother beneath the shade of a festival tent and watched the traditional lee-kay dancers performing on a carpet in the middle of the temple grounds. They moved to the wailing strings of the funeral band like beautiful puppets. The one in the middle was the prettiest: she looked about my age, and kept batting her eyelashes in the sunlight and twirling her golden-tipped fingers like spinning flowers. For a moment she was still—and then broke to the note of a saw-oo violin. A tower of smoke rose up behind her and thickened and turned black. The dark clouds marched skyward like a swaying chain of elephants, pedaling higher and higher, blossoming toward the sun until they thinned and vanished. I turned to my mother and saw that though her eyes were heavy with sorrow, she wasn’t crying.


Later, my mother took me to the temple’s uposatha hall, where several rows of monks sat on a high stage chanting prayers. I tried to sit like my mother, aunts, uncles, and everyone else in the congregation, with my feet pointed behind me and my hands to my chest in prayer. I studied the monks’ featureless faces, their empty gazes and muttering lips, and the folds of their orange robes. I imagined them as mystical beings inhabiting two worlds at once. The sound of their chanting filled my head as if it were a single voice.


One of the monks leaned forward and pointed at me. He called to my mother by her childhood name and kept pointing at me and laughing. He wanted to know about me. My mother shook her head no. The monk asked me a question in Thai. I shrugged. He repeated the question, gesturing to the other monks behind him. I looked away. The monk shook his finger, then moved back into his row. With his eyes closed, his mouth returned to prayer. I asked my mother what he’d said.


“He wants you to come back and be a monk,” she said. She smiled, bowed her head, and began praying again.


I squinted at the monks until their robes glowed like burning candles, then closed my eyes to focus only on the sound of their chanting. I wanted to know the meaning of every word.



The only possession of Koondtha’s that my mother wanted to bring back to America with us was an old clock. It stood about three feet tall, and was made of dark wood and silver-trimmed glass. The inside was full of chains, weights, and gears and, as one of my uncles opened its dusty face to untangle its inner parts, I imagined that he was a doctor bringing a dead man back to life. After he’d cranked several knobs with a silver wrench, the clock began chiming. My mother nodded and, without speaking, wrapped the clock in towels and tied several ropes around its body to prepare it for the trip back to Maine.


For the seven-hour ride from Panomsarakram to Bangkok, I sat with the clock on my lap. When I was tired, I laid my head on its chest and slept. Outside the city, we got stuck in a traffic jam, and the weight of the clock made my legs numb. On flights back through Taiwan, China, Alaska, and New York, the clock rode above me in the baggage compartment. I watched my mother carry it like a child through the snowy winter night in Boston and load it in the hold of a north-bound bus.


When we finally arrived in Brunswick, it was after three o’clock in the morning, but none of us were tired. While my mother began cooking noodles in the kitchen, the first thing my sister and I did was to turn on the lights of the Christmas tree we had bought and decorated before we left. The walls glowed with white, blinking light. I laid the clock at the foot of the tree and unwrapped it like a present, untying the ropes and removing the towels. I wound the knobs just as I’d watched my uncle do a few days before, and then stared at its clear glass face and waited for the first chiming notes.



When I returned to school, jet lag left me spending most of the day drifting in and out of sleep. Stephanie was excited to see me and had worn a pretty dress and ribbons in her hair. She’d written me a long note and told me to read it immediately. I opened it in secret during English class. It read: “I’ve missed you so much! I hope you had a good time in Thailand! Happy 100 days together!”


That night, I called Stephanie and told her, “I don’t want to be your boyfriend anymore.” She wanted to know why, but I couldn’t give her a good answer. Then she started to cry. I didn’t know what to say. There was a mirror hanging over our telephone, and as I looked at my reflection, I found myself more interested in what I looked like than how Stephanie felt. I began to feel sad: sad for Stephanie, and sad for myself, for my mother and sister, for Panomsarakram, for Koondtha. For a moment, Stephanie and I cried together. Then I hung up. It was night, and I was wide awake. I sat next to our Christmas tree and stared at Koondtha’s clock, which my mother had hung on the wall.



After Koondtha died, my mother stopped taking us to Thailand. For the next ten years, my memories of Panomsarakram melted further and further into the framed photographs hanging on the walls of our house. It was very easy to forget about a place that was so far away and so different from what I knew in Brunswick. In my adolescence, I found myself putting distance between my mother and me, and laughed when my friends made fun of her accent. Even if I had wanted to stand up for my ethnic background, I wouldn’t have known how. Once, when a kid called me a “fucking refugee” during a high school soccer game, I ran at him with every intention of ripping his head off and stomping on him until he was dead. But inches away, something stopped me. My fury was replaced with curiosity and envy. More than wanting to kill him, I wanted to become him—just so that I could see myself with such simple clarity and definition.


It wasn’t until later in high school that I began to read about Buddhist philosophy—from a book I’d gotten at the library called The Way of Zen, by Alan Watts. After spending a few weeks reading it, I came to the quick conclusion that everything in the material world was fake and meaningless and that the only way to live a decent life was to renounce anything that made you happy. I remember looking at the photo of Alan Watts on the back cover—he had the smile and haircut of a game show host—and thinking that he was a phony. To remedy my philosophical crisis, I spent my summers walking alone in the Northern Appalachians—much to my mother’s chagrin. I also decided that I would wear sandals year round, because I thought it would teach me discipline. Once, in the middle of a January blizzard, my mother looked at my swollen red feet and started laughing. “You are so Thai,” she said. It disappointed me that she found this to be funny. “You are just like your koondtha.” Baffled, I went to my room, stared out my window, and looked at the pine tree branches heavy with snow.


The summer before my junior year in high school, I shaved my head. I thought it would make me look more serious, ascetic, and bad-ass. When my mother came home from work, she began shaking her head. “Why do you want to do this kind of thing?” she asked me. I didn’t even try to answer, because I was sure she wouldn’t understand.


It was only after I went to Middlebury College in Vermont that I learned to think of my ethnicity as an important—and even fashionable—aspect of my self-identity. So that I would fit in with the other students at Middlebury, my mother had bought a brand new (used) Volvo the day before I had to report to campus. It was the most luxurious possession we’d ever owned. I remember pulling up to my dormitory for the first time, seeing that dozens of my blond classmates were arriving in similar cars, and immediately deciding that I would be nothing like them. For that year and the next one, I experimented with something I’d never tried before: rather than thinking of myself as a white kid, I decided to think of myself as an Asian and a Thai. I didn’t know what that meant or what it required, but it gave me a vague excuse to feel enigmatic, exotic, and unique. I found shallow joy in scoffing at my liberal white classmates for romanticizing third-world cultures and lamenting their own detachment from American society. The source of their disillusionment seemed so false compared to mine, which I believed was imbedded in my family history and flesh.


While I wanted to become a writer, I chose to major in philosophy. I had become obsessed with Buddhist thought and secretly imagined that my cultural background entitled me to privileged insight into ancient sutras. The more I glorified this Buddhist world of my imagination, the more my boyhood impressions of Panomsarakram rose to the surface of my memory like polished fossils. About this time, I began to feel a strange need to understand my mother in a new light. Why was she in this country? What had she left behind? To me, she was a cryptic symbol whose meaning I had to flesh out.


In the spring of my junior year in college, I decided that there was one action that could resolve all my cultural and spiritual questions. I applied for an internship grant through the Career Service office and stated that I wanted to go back to my mother’s village in Thailand to be ordained as a monk in the local temple. The grant committee was sympathetic to my vague plea that in order to prepare for a Ph.D. in philosophy, I needed to have more authentic experience as a Buddhist. When I was awarded the grant, I immediately called my mother. After a brief moment of silence, she answered in a certain and practical tone: “I will call the village and tell them you are coming.”
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