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    Note from the Author




    Assuming one has skipped Bangkok Smile/s Volume 1, the Note from the Author here will be a reiteration, an update and a nutshell. First, Volume 1 begins with a prelude of the good things in Siam and then gets into a series of concepts with which to compare cultures and aim at a big picture. This is trying to get to the whole spring roll, so to speak. Volume 2 is about the dénouement of concepts and paradigms produced in the beginning. However, sequence is loosely configured so that one, generally, can read chapters in a random-mood way. To assist, though, I will encapsulate some of the major themes.




    First, the aim is to point out the amusing things for the visitor or resident in Bangkok. This is especially amazing as the entire world now is going into a mental meltdown, economics teetering, social unrest a general event, mother nature there showing the earthquakes and floods she has to pull out in order to break global monotony. Testosterone is down for males and relativism is up for world politics. Taking this all in in the sanctuary of seamy Bangkok is quite an experience. Thais quietly doing their own thing seem ready to buttress the collapses going on, and charge into the future like armadillos with pseudo Ban Ray sunglasses out to see a nuclear test. The Thais’ unique tenacity to survive is wound up and ready to go. The world or at least the Asian region can stand back and learn. Thais, undaunted by a failed world, are jumping into exports and, in fact, have new market ideas for S.E. Asia. If a tsunami hits Bangkok, the roadside vendor people will grab their noodles, hop on floating picnic tables and start selling at sea. The tarts will grab old tires and soon be picking up survivors in the Ao Thai or Chao Phraya River and looking for a bonus or two. (During severe floods in the Ekamai area, I have seen tarts with rasta-knit hats nonchalantly directing traffic up to their bare calves in rain water).




    A note on the characters: the Cambridge Scholar was my colleague for a decade on all things Thai. Next is a mutual friend, Gulliver, 64 who had amazing ups and downs with Thailand ladies on a 10-year quest to find the right lovely. Then there is poor Rocco 74, US, who married a cosmetic girl and was had. Shanghai Jacob, 64, also had a cosmetic girl and did a bit better. Mr. Belfast, 48, is seeing how long his ‘nice’ reserve will hold out. And for the background of the Cultural Key Mistress, a special note.




    When I first arrived in Bangkok years ago, I was shocked at the dirt, the heat and the squalor (June Sukhumvit) and wanted out. Day-three I marched to a travel office and asked for a changed ticket and to anywhere. Sorry, was the reply. There were sports going on and no air tickets were to be changed that summer. I was locked into Muang Thai for the three summer months. I was shocked, but the next evening, I was in a taxi and the driver pointed to a cutie on the sidewalk eating chicken soup and noodles. He jumped out, brought her over and noticing her eating, asked me if I’d like to take her to dinner. A brilliant idea. And, I must admit, it was a Dr. Zhivago moment and I could hear a symphony playing and expected the heavens to open up with rose petals.




    We hit it right off, and she had a great sense of humor. I don’t remember ever laughing so hard. So, day-five in Thailand I was on a jungle rice farm in the north actually tilling a field with one of those interesting but hard to use machines: a powered rice-tiller. The Cultural Key Mistress, in addition to going up trees better than Tarzan in the movies, lived in a perfect pole hut with the big teak plank veranda, some thatch and some corrugated steel for roof. This was the full chao nah (farmer) experience. The parents were the salt-of-the-earth kind one finds in provinces. Poor but kind. At the same time, dinner each night was on the teak plank floor in a circle around the food. Discussion was always how much the family collectively had for a few new hits. The Mistress’s brother had been bumped off for informing on some neighbor boys (trafficking heroin) and was found with five bullet holes in a garbage can in front of the elementary school. Naturally, the family knew the fellow who set up the hits and had him as number one on their list. So they had a kitty going with contributions. When a certain amount was reached, an uncle who was also a cop would carry out the deed. And a lot more. This hamlet at least was stuffed with feuds. Anyway, imagine this. Much later and off the rice paddy in Bangkok, as an official working for the Thai government, I was to give a talk to some engineers. The Mistress came along for the event and suggested I start off with “Swasdee kap engineers took took khon” or Hello everyone. I did what she said to about 60 engineers and a fellow near the front, the leader, in all gray-green overalls, with kinky brown hair, large black frame glasses turned around and said:




    “Ma put Thai dai!” (A dog can speak Thai!)




    I didn’t get it at all but the Key Mistress did and sitting on the side gave the guy such deadly looks that at the coffee break he went over and apologized. Looking back, if I had caught it, I might have continued and said, “In fact, all dogs understand Thai fairly well and that’s why I addressed you in dog, oh, I mean Thai. But now let’s get on with things and in a real language, Esperanto.”




    I might add the Mistress was a patriotic neua (Northern) girl, was proud that her village would not allow Klang or the like to stay after sundown, spoke Northern, ate Northern and thought Northern. Her family could not eat and hear Klang at the same time so in Bangkok we had to find the Northern cafes. (‘Klang’ refers to Central Thais).




    In this vein, I started Volume 1 with a brief look at a Phra Attit girl. She was around nine, right after school from a wat for slum Klang kids. She jumped up on a small cement table in a tiny park area and started to do the traditional Thai dance but, instead of graceful hand movements, she gave the north the wand and then ritually, the same to the south. One finger up as a kind of existential up-yours to the area. If, however, she had given the finger east and west as well, this would have turned a whim into a ritual and one would suspect the girl in the dark arts and maybe secretly reading Harry Potter and going to the Bangkok version of Hogwarts. The point is, the expat friend who thought the girl did not know what the finger was yesterday announced he is abandoning the country (and a Thai wife, a kid and a farm) after over ten years. His complaint is after many years no one can understand a thing he says in Thai. I told him people pull the old I-don’t- understand stuff all the time. I gave him the example of the ‘fan girl.’ I was at a Central and on a furniture floor. A girl asked what I wanted:




    “Ow alai kaaa?” (What do you want?).




    “Mi paet lom mai?” (Do you have fans?).




    “Alai?” (What?)




    “Paet lom.”




    “Alai?”




    “Paet lom.”




    “Oh, paaAAEeet lom.”




    Now, at his point I usually just nod but have gotten tired of being voiced-over. So, I continued:




    “Baan jing yu tee nai?” (Where are you from?)




    “….Buriram.”




    In Thai, I told her that PaaaAAEEt lom was fine for Buriram in the provinces but in Bangkok it was paet lom. Of course, she was astonished and didn’t have the right fans to begin with. But a post note is the clerk would race back to tell the staff a Barbarian insisted she speak Thai the farang way! And at that point one of the Klang girls would have asked what the Barbarian asked for and the girl would do PaaaaAAEEt lom again and the other girl would coldly say, “You know, the Barbarian is right, this is not the way we say fan in Bangkok.” Life is no win for all of us. Actually Isan women tend to over-pronounce tones in Thai whereas Isan men will not pronounce a lot of tones at all.




    I told him of another case. At the Siam Paragon supermarket, I asked a produce lady where the heet fang were (straw mushrooms) and she looked quizzically as I repeated the words over and over. Finally, she cocked her head and said, “Oh, heet faaAAAAng.”And then, right there after doing the over-voice on me, turned to the head produce lady and asked exactly what I had asked, “heet fang tee nai?” This tedious stuff drives people right out of the country. It is an amusing and petty way to take nips at foreigners. Unfortunately, I was too tired to give the produce lady a lecture on mushroom pronunciation. Or being rude around vegetables and well-intended fruits. Anyway, the expat friend who left did not get the girl giving the finger and would never get the fans or mushrooms either.




    There are several concepts in Volume 1. One is dividing people into Alphas, Betas and Gammas. These divisions are geographic and modal. For example, Western people tend to be occularcentric, Alpha-oriented. Much of Asia is Beta and auralcentric. Africa and the Middle East is very Gamma and kinecentric-oriented. To simplify all this, the Alpha West has had a warrior extortion agenda since before the fall of Rome, 450 AD. Right now all the Alpha things are on review in the US: simplistic and unable to organize finance but eager for war…one in Afghanistan, another in Iraq, troops in Okinawa, Germany and Korea. On the horizon, war targets are Libya, Syria, Iran and N. Korea. And maybe Lithuania if they are not nicer to bears. For those not understanding Alpha thinking, Teddy Roosevelt was determined to have a war and thought of attacking Rwanda or France before settling on Spain. War for war’s sake is anathema to Betas but is what Alphas have always been about. So, in fact, China is the Beta country running the world and even the US finances right now. They, the Chinese, are the merchants and the civilizers. So, a look at the Gammas. We have Gamma people on tv all the time. For example, Somalia is a nearly paradigmatically perfect Gamma state…pure chaos. To get the scope, though, imagine Syria with forty years of emergency decrees and twenty to thirty years of the same in other Arab countries. Well, Gammas are emotional and volatile and never easy to organize or rule. There it is. Laos, Cambodia, Malaysia are all Gamma countries. Klang Thai are unique in that they are full Gamma people but with a kind of symbiotic adherence to Beta structure. (Asia’s Gammas are fairly subdued…Malaysia, Indonesia for example, not only colonized but with the impact of centuries of organized Beta Chinese influence).




    Another concept has to do with feral psychology. This is a realization that human behavior mirrors pack behavior. Thus, across the world you have Alpha packs, Beta packs and Gamma packs. There are even small Omega packs, lowest of the groupings. The extrapolation is the Western person in Asia unless going to Mongolia (cousin Alphas) will have a Beta or Beta/Gamma experience. Chinese tend to be Beta and Klang Thais Gamma. In addition to modality types, I referred to a drop in worldwide testosterone and this turns out to be a new awareness for tourists and expats. That is, a lot of the manipulation behavior of Smile ladies one way or the other will drop any male’s testosterone. The result is the foreign male can quickly find the cutie girl is now running the ship taking the money and he is the Omega. Omegas get no respect at all. They really end up in the dog house which turns out to be unfortunately in one case, the maid’s quarters. It is sad to see an Alpha Barbarian dropped chemically to the slavish droopy Omega level. Notice the Chapter on the Captain Affair.




    Now a step more with Western Alpha people who are occularcentric and whom I term Other as in aware of ‘other’ people. Thais and Chinese are largely Me First which means they take care of what they want to do first even if they have to give you a push to do it. These are the Betas. Gammas are Me Only as they have no idea anyone other than themselves inhabits this universe but they generally are not as pushy as Betas. The Gammas are feelers, emotional and kinecentrics. The Betas are listeners, rule-followers and audiocentric.




    A term to go over is farang which is actually a guava. The Portuguese were spotted as the first real Western Barbarians (1600s coast of China) and called ‘farangkhi’ (a term coined in Byzantium 800 AD which was initially Frank) by Chinese in the 1600s. The Portuguese traded guavas which the screaming terrified Asians called farang which is garbled Frank. Frank as in the Germanic tribe. It is not a term of respect and sadly enough when this is brought to the attention of Thais (friends?) they refuse to change. Instead of using farang for the few Franks out there, I used Barbarian as Thais see people in generic ways with generic terms. They could easy switch to khon Euro or khon US but prefer to be inappropriate.




    I am amazed at the Western people who come to Thailand and do not catch on in 20 or 30 or even 50 years. Thais have a subtle society that goes under Western radar. Worse, the world middle class seems to have replaced Christianity with denial. This term ‘denial’ can take one straight to psychosis as the definition is if one approaches reality by superimposing another reality, trouble. (That is, the Bangkok reality is denied as such, but could be the Ohio version). Of course, this is a neurosis that was stewing away in Oklahoma or Liverpool and is now approaching the level of simple psychosis in Bangkok. There is a tendency to think everything is okie dokie because you are in a strange world of brown people who smile a lot. ‘Nice’ people quickly set up mental firewalls to keep out reality and or strange Thai vibrations. People would like truth to be delivered like a pizza on Saturday night. Instead, it can come as quite a surprise. Instead of a Silom pigeon pooping on your new suit, it could be a full grown ox somehow suspended on telephone wires and dropping a ton of manure to bury you in. (In Silom parlance, such an occurrence would make you ‘one lucky fella.’)




    In the end, Bangkok is a great place to watch the newies and their contretemps…one longhaired US kid (24) in a white shirt and tie, enamored of all things Thai, actually wai-ed the boy (18) weighing fruit at Emporium supermarket. The US kid dead-serious and the Thai boy not knowing what face to make…it is actually bad luck – seven years – to be wai-ed first by someone older than you. And in the old days, seeing Bangkok people flounder in their own ideas of a 21st century middle class is cause for many chuckles. But now aspects of Bangkok are molding into a Tokyo or Singapore look. The old city is quietly fading away as virtual golf courses take over. To sum it up, I point to a couple I saw yesterday on the sky train. Across from me was an old Thai guy with gray hair, spectacles, and a kind of teacher-on-a-day-off look…short-sleeve white shirt and khaki-colored pants…he was reading a small book and, no, it was not the usual Japanese cartoon book with lust and little hearts, it was QUANTUM THEORY and in English. He never looked up once and if I had had a camera, I would have taken his picture. This was a dramatic moment (Thais are notorious non-readers and whole-heartedly anti-academic) and a clue of things happening right now. I wanted to go across and talk to him but just then a tall and very dark 30ish girl sat next to him. She had an exact primate face: long black hair, white blouse, blue shorts and usual flip-flops. Of course, lots of Western people look like apes but this poor thing really did have the simian face. And that was it, the symbolism, the new Bangkok with quantum physics as something to read…on the sky train? And next to him, the old Thailand, the girl with the primitive face and jungle DNA. There they are co-existing. Indeed, Thais will race ahead to run ASEAN and get the whole area booming. They even invited a teacher from Laos to teach Lao at a Chiang Rai school. Holy hotdogs! And then they will ask a shaman which day would be best to turn Isan into a gigantic golf course.




    When I first arrived in Bangkok, I had a unit at a Victory Monument Condo. I had to walk out a ways to get to the main street to get a bus every day. A cheerful girl resident had a pet black money that she enjoyed bringing around for all to see. The monkey went crazy when it saw me and jumped into my arms. The Thais were giggling about how much the farang looked like the monkey and so forth. Anyway, the monkey came around a few times and was nuts about me. It was pretty funny. Then I found out the monkey’s owner whom I had never met was a Thai tv star and in a series on the Ramakayana or the like. Anyway, one day I was trudging out with my brief case and here came the tv star driving by in his nice red Alfa Romeo and the monkey. Of course, the monkey was waving madly at me, and I had to respond. The poor actor had no idea who I was or if I was a fan and not sure what to do. I was unsure as well, would wave at the monkey, then the star would look, and I’d shake my head no, no, no, not you, and then smile and wave at the monkey. As the world is getting stranger all the time, I wouldn’t be surprised if the jungle girl next to the quantum reader had 170 plus IQ. You never know. I wouldn’t be surprised to ride the sky train and next find the girl reading the Quantum Theory book…that’s why I carry my eucalyptus sniffer (anti-swoon).




    Bangkok Smile/s Volumes 1 and 2 are aimed at dot connectors. These are people who tinker at Adult thinking, level 4 cognition in the Piaget epistemological system. The spotting of dots alone can be tricky in Smile Land as Thais are experts at hiding the dots in the first place. Next, the dots still in the open are camouflaged in cement-gray to look like the grim Bangkok background. Sometimes they paint little smiles on the dots to fool the endless Barbarians. A lot of Thais are good at claiming there have never been dots in the first place and if you do find one, it could be a lucky omen. This is the same line of thinking as when a river ferry flipped over at night in the murky Chao Phaya and an Ozzie swimming to safety was told he’d had a wonderful experience! Anyway, there is not much need to hide dots as a great number of ingenuous ‘nice’ tourists and expats assiduously avoid dots in the first place. When the Nice folks sense a dot, they leap away. Some become quite nimble and could join a touring circus as reality acrobats. Anyway, at times, dipping into slight psychosis, the Nice figure the dots are actually M & Ms and hunky dory. Some clever Thais might tell you behind every dot there is a silver dot. Thais have been taught to avoid dots as well and, if tripping on one and puzzled, are to ask an elder who will mystically refer to a saying like, “The dot without a sphere is not a cube and you need Friedrich Bernhard Riemann’s differential geometry to figure it out…”???? Anyway, dots connected together and headed toward conclusions are examples of cause and effect thinking. There is simply no place for cause and effect or for synthesis and logic in the anti-dot world. So, one is careful when connecting the dots to address kindred spirits. In the end, as the planet goes into a meltdown, the dots may change to dodecahedrons and the elephants in the room may stomp on them. The pachyderms may stomp on the dots anyway as they seem to hold metaphors in low esteem and even contempt.


  




  

    Chapter 1: Vampire on Skin Whitener Aisle




    I never paid much attention to the skin whitener aisle, but the Cambridge Scholar did. Being African (Ethiopian), he was amazed at Thais checking out skin whiteners. In fact, to shock people in this aisle he would walk up behind them and sing:




    Khon dam dam chop khao khao




    Khon dam dam chop khao khao.




    This translates as ‘Really black people like really white (skin).’ Of course, local shoppers did not know what to make of this. If you are in a Tops or the like, measure how large the skin whitener display area is: how many shelves high, how many paces long. Someone is taking white skin seriously. Western people may be surprised that many Asians look down on dark skin and are fairly open about it. They will make pointed remarks like, “She black, she same-same Africa,” pointing out a friend. A milk-white skin is in high demand. Thus, on sunny days Thais like vampires dodge the sun with umbrellas or notebooks. Waiting for a bus, people might line up at an odd angle that turns out to be the shadow of a near telephone pole. The twist to this is the Central Thai Klang who often insist they are the Chosen People (of Asia and the World) are caught in a paradox as they are at times the darkest people around. So, an outsider is confused as Klang point out Laos as inferior, but Laos snub them back as being the darker ones. Then the race is on for locals to get a white companion. Chinese mates (porcelain-white) are out as they usually stick to their own kind. The place to go is Chiang Mai for the white-white girls. Actually, a lot of Burmese are also double-white and ditto for a number of Laos. In the end, males say they want to marry a Japanese woman as they are known to be super-white. (A myth, of course). Now, the final tweak is you now have superior white skin, bad dark skin, racism/ethnocentrism and skin whitener. The puzzle is the very folks supposed to be the Asian super-bunch are often the darkest. But, dark is not good (to Asians) and so there is something wrong. While people try to mull this over, the best thing to do is head for the skin whitener aisle.




    At a Robinson Tops on Petksasem Road, 4:30 PM and after school, I saw a band of eight eleven-year-old poor Klang girls in tattered school uniforms trying to figure out the sun lotions. I was going to step in and say something but decided to stand back and watch. They were already as dark as any Thai would want to be and had confused sun lotion as something to whiten them. Or maybe they wanted some 250 sun block? Or perhaps they had spotted foreigners at a pool putting on the oil and figured that was what made them white. Of course, the poor dears, if they got a bottle of Coppertone 2 or 4 and went outside they’d end up so dark they would be disowned. But the price of imported sun oil is out of their budget range, so no worry. They did open and smell a few brands and then for some reason, stood back and sneered at the sun tan bottles! I suspect one finally translated the part that said ‘This will make you really dark.’ I would imagine a look of disgust or the like, but the group-sneer was something to see. It is the kind of thing the Cambridge Scholar would have captured on his cell phone and put on U-tube.




    Lucky for them, the Cambridge Scholar did not catch them checking over the sun tan lotion. I wonder if he would have lectured them or just started singing. I think he would have fallen on the floor laughing and, when he caught his breath, said, “Girls, get the Coppertone 2, I did and look how nice I look.” (There is a local toothpaste now called ‘Darlie.’ It used to be called Darkie. It has a black man wearing a top hat looking Vaudevillian and half the face black, the other side white and white teeth. This brand also sells mops with the same logo).




    I was once ‘dating’ a girl from Petchabun (Lao Isan). When the girl left my apartment to go out and buy snacks, the Klang reception girl immediately called my room to warn me. She said excitedly:




    “Gurt dam-dam.”




    This means “double black from birth.” Ah ha, not someone spending time at the pool but a birth-black person. Watch out: THIS IS NOT A TAN! What still amazes me a bit is, if I point out to a Thai male a very voluptuous and beautiful female but a bit dark, they turn away not interested. This goes back to the theme of rank and status. High status people should be (for some reason) white. But the very people buying skin whitener are the ones who look down and are rude to foreigners who are naturally white. It takes some figuring to get this unraveled. Could it be about paradoxes and inconsistent thinking? But pretty funny that the apartment staff was worried I’d fall for a dark Lao lass!




    I was mystified on how the Petchabun girl before going out would suddenly dodge off. She would then return looking a strange green color. I finally spotted her applying loads of skin whitener. When you are out at night, you are not sure if the street lamps are giving the companion a ghoulish color. No, it is the skin whitener. Worse, on ASEAN TV I saw a Khmer girl singing and so done up in skin whitener that she looked like she was wearing white face or paint for a Kabuki show. I figured it was a ghost song or maybe vaudeville but it was just a over-done skin whitener..




    In the meantime, the Vampire. This fellow is so odd you nearly jump when you see him. He is a strange bloodless-white, vampire-white and so odd that you look to see if he is albino. He does have odd red around his eyes but usual hair. He has no ethnic features and appears simply as a vampire. He works at a Tops, and at first, if I was looking for something, he was the only one to help. Not surprising as he just stands in one spot in the front of the store. But he is no help as he does not know where anything is, cannot speak English but somehow seems helpful. He appears alert because he is just standing in one place all the time. I finally got it. He is like a live ad for the skin whitener area! So, his job is to just stand there in full vampire-white as some kind of attraction two-feet from white lotion aisle. In fact, I wonder if he has been to some clinic. I spotted a skin whitener place in Siam Paragon that said ‘Deep whitening.’ Did this guy save up for a deep skin job just to get the Tops job?




    Now, this is slightly amusing and probably not out of the usual once you get into skin whitener aisles. But one day a lady customer in her 20s was standing in front of the Vampire wai-ing him and he was saying a pray over her hands. Oh, oh! Shaman time. You wonder if the girl figured if she prayed to him, she’d turn white or did he have a secret following and was actually a vampire? Secret rituals on the whitener aisle? Holy Clorox!




    If I run into Angry Randy, I will tell him about the aisle-Vampire. One of these days Randy, who is an actor, is going to make a movie and it will be a dilly. Thinking of Randy, his Klang go-go wife was dark and her sister the same, but had worn flip flops. Her feet were no longer brown but a horrible charcoal-black. Seeing the possible skin color, I can understand why people use umbrellas and newspapers to protect themselves from the sun. The solar rays can be strong in S.E. Asia and precautions should be taken. Anyway, I am sure Randy will find a suitable role for the store Vampire. In fact, the theme might center around ladies being enticed by supernatural events in the whitener aisle to join an esoteric cult.




    Skin is pretty funny. At pools all over, are sheet-white Barbarians trying to get a little brown. Around them are pool people and life guards hiding from the same rays.


  




  

    Chapter 2: Bride-Price What Price?




    Bride-price (sing sot) is tricky to talk about. Previously, I wrote about this in Siam Smile/s and thought people, men, would start to figure it out. Of course, I mean Western men. I realize now how touchy this topic is to discuss or to even bring up. In fact, it could be fairly inauspicious to mention. So, a caveat is to take this subject lightly or perhaps just follow your own flow if you are in the midst of a sing sot experience. You might be too deep into sing sot dealings to get out. Some engaged in bride-price will decide to go straight to the little woman and ask who is right on sing sot lore: is this just another tradition or a rip-off? Good luck. She might have an interesting agenda going on, and she could decide to defend her plan. There is a cultural level necessary to grasp this topic. It might be too much to figure out for those without much understanding of regional culture (and the machinations of bride-price). Many of the lovely maidens one might encounter in Bangkok (or in the provinces) are working out of a kind of family rental agency (the NY Times had a story on this family ‘business’ recently). The foreign husband is perfect for the now-mythic cash deal. By now, everyone in the entire country has heard of the amazing prices foreign males are led into paying. So, one is advised to be careful about discussing sing sot. Thai women and even books on Thai culture will tell you to pay the price and hand over your cash and credit card to the wife. Ho ho ho. This is purportedly a Thai tradition. Thai males who plan to have 3-4 mia noi (mistresses) will never hand over their bankbooks, ATM cards or credit cards.




    There is a case (the Ed situation) that should cover most aspects of bride-price. First, what do local people do? What do they pay? Let’s look at the Bangkok middle class. In general, young males and females just live together like couples do around the world. They bypass marriage and bride-price. But some middle-class people might offer a bit of cash as a token. On the other hand, some middle-class Chinese are not interested in this and do not care at all. Some just hope their daughters get married. Provincial people, peasants, would also pay a token, but now the amount is strangely going up. Imagine from 2,000-baht (the good old days) to now 30,000-50,000-baht to 100,000-baht. Or a couple might just elope. On the upper end, though, sing sot is a big deal. At a recent unusual wedding, a US fellow’s half-Thai daughter married the son of a Bangkok VIP. The Prime Minister attended the reception to give you an idea. The lucky US guy had spent decades as a professor at a top Thai university. The bride-price he was given was around $300,000-dollars. This amount is if you are marrying the daughter of a famous doctor, the owner of a bank, or the head of a political party; it will be a lot of money. Or, as in this case, if the groom’s father is a VIP. In this rather anomalous case, it was about the groom’s powerful family. The mafia bosses like to show off on their weddings as well. In these cases, the bride-price can be a staggering amount.




    Now we come to the more usual foreign cases. To begin with, let’s have a look at how the general public views women in the first place. The masses are 6th- grade-educated off poor rice farms. The brides used to fetch a low-price at best (maybe nothing). The educated middle-class girls in cities had another price. The VIPs are in another category altogether. For the peasant boy, a girl at 20 used to get a small friendly payment of a few thousand baht (this has changed and is called sing sot inflation). If she is over 25, things start to look grim. If by 26 she has the usual 1-2 kids, she is pretty much out of the ball game, unless she has some hidden charm. In other words, the province girl can quickly be in the no-bride price zone and even in the no-marry at all position. Some realistic country girls come to Bangkok not to find a husband but to be a mia noi (second wife) of someone like a mid-level policeman or a junior army officer. Others working in malls will target Chinese men 30-40 in smart polo shirts and slacks. These girls have not the slightest interest in marriage but in becoming a mistress. In fact, being a mia noi appeals to many women as the man will put them up in an apartment, take them on trips, give them gifts and not be around all the time. Some Thai women find marriage too boring to bear. And, sadly, the wife stays home while hubby takes mia noi abroad for all the fun trips. (The ‘mia noi’ is booked on the air flight as ‘secretary’ and sometimes as ‘wife’ at the hotel).




    Here is the case I mentioned: Ed, a nice, well-travelled US fellow in his 40s, told me he was pleased with how his marriage turned out. He specified the lovely wife was from Isan, the Northeast, and thirty-six. In addition, a child seemed to be hanging around her all the time. The lady wanted a large sing sot, of course. So, let’s start factoring in: farm girl, 36, probably one kid, and works as a masseuse. Then he goes on to tell me he paid a 400,000-baht bride-price: $13,000. Naturally, my jaw dropped. He then said it was OK, and she would not run off as, and he pointed to himself; “There is more where that came from.” That is, she knew where to get the easy cash and would be faithfully around. Now I was fully astonished. He saw my face and added that the family was really a good bunch. I asked how he knew that, and he said, “Oh, they are always saying jai dee (good-hearted) this and jai dee that. Now, I was gasping. As Ed had just returned from a trip to the States special to see the spouse, I wondered where his wonderful wife was:




    “So, um, Ed, where is your little woman now?”




    “Oh, she’s in Dubai.”




    “Dubai!! Doing what?”




    “Massage.”




    “Massage!!!????? In Dubai!!!???”




    “Yup.”




    “Why isn’t she here now for you?”




    “Oh, I guess she had some visa problem. They said with her visa she can’t leave, some kind of legal thing.”




    “She can’t leave because of her visa????”




    “Yup.”




    Holy turtle soup! I didn’t know what to say. You might have trouble getting a visa into a country but no problem getting out. She probably had a hotel contract for massage and did not want to leave the job. As Ed had been all over the world, you’d think he was the kind of guy who could figure this type of thing out. So, I started out with a hint per day to get him thinking (at the gym). Actually, one day he asked me if I had suggestions on how to get along with Thai women! Eventually, I tried to explain to him that sing sot is societal-based. That is, not all the women (especially in status-ridden Thailand) are on the same level. No, not all equal as in the US. He said he had no idea about levels and assumed all Thai people were the same.




    Next, on another day I got him on the jai dee, good- hearted stuff. I told him that anytime Thais start telling me I am jai dee or they are jai dee I get nervous. The reason is this is usually the prelude to a scam or a trick. One taxi guy started this on me, “Me jai dee, you jai dee he-he-he” and sure enough, his meter was set to bump up the price. The guy was a crook. Anyway, my disambiguation to Ed of jai dee got him. His eyes got big, and this time it was his mouth that dropped. I think he was culture-confused and placed his bets on feelings and his faith on the family saying “good-hearted” all the time. His bubble started to crack.




    I had a load of things to tell Ed like what massage girls might really do (especially when playing around with sheiks). In the end, there was a specific amount of information to finally get across to poor Ed, but he bolted. His illusion that she would not run off because he was Mr. Money Buckets was blown out of the water. There was only so much reality he could deal with. His bubble started to fragment. I think he realized how badly he’d been taken. He had even told me he’d read a load of Bangkok bar-genre books so he wouldn’t be fooled!! In fact, he actually thought he had somehow outsmarted the massage lady and her family!




    You can’t fool old Ed.




    Here is another clue about explaining sing sot. I was out for lunch at a pub with a Euro friend and his Isan companion. As they seemed to have a solid relationship, I went over the Ed story and the preposterous 400,000-baht sing sot. When my friend went to the W/C, the lass turned to me and said, “No, actually that is the way sing sot is today.” (In other words, the 400,000-baht bride-price was usual!) Ahh! I got it right there. She is also 36, Isan farm girl, one kid and probably cooking up a bride-price to set provincial records. I gasped. I have never seen my pal since. She fixed his schedule so we would not meet again, and this is now ten months. He is a nice fellow, but not ready to deal with the situation, so I have not told him a word. Unfortunately, almost 99% of foreign males I have meet, when given the lowdown on some cultural agenda, thinking they have some kind of rapport with the girlfriend, storm in and shout IS IT TRUE WHAT THIS GUY IS SAYING? It is simply not a good idea to corner your fiancée and demand she show her scheme that was perhaps laboriously crafted in the family rental agency hut. They have probably carefully worked on it for months. She will immediately pull a scathing ad hominem on anyone or on anything that infringes on the Big Fleecing. (She might well represent a near-starving dirt poor family, and the Barbarian groom could be good for at least $30,000 which is nothing a rice farmer will sneeze at; this is 11 year’s income for a girl with a clerk job).




    The state of being can be summarized as ‘Where is the next bowl of curry?’ and state of becoming as ‘Where will I invest my money if the stock exchange keeps going down?’




    There is a bit to know before launching into marriage in a foreign country. The surprising thing is Thais always seem on the surface to be so up-to-date and to understand anything you are talking about. You think you are on common ground and proceed as though in Liverpool. But they are not going to explain the real agendas as they can’t (or don’t dare). There are no local sociologists, other than Niels Mulder (Danish), to explain things anyway. This is not an analytical society in the first place. The West is analytical. The Thais have their forte, but analysis and critical thinking are not on the list. The Me Only and Me First people are generally going through life depending on their emotions or friends’ ideas but not making neat syllogisms. Another way to put this is: Thais are generally is a state of being, here right now, present. Western people are in a state of becoming which means always thinking of the future or the past but not the present. Whereas Thais have a struggle to figure out Western thinking (visual analysis), Western people have to pay money for Yoga, get a guru or take up Zen to get what Thais have naturally in a way: balance, calm and confidence. This is the kinecentric-audiocentic world.




    I suspect some monks would say the people getting snared in bride-price scams are just paying back karma. A Russian family told me their 30-year-old son met a Thai Bangkok lady on the internet. Somehow the two decided on marriage without meeting. So, the Russian came to see the wife-to-be and her family. They demanded, of course, a huge sing sot. The fellow was shocked. Clearly this was a real felony-type scam because, when he hesitated and said maybe he should just call off the wedding, the family said, “Marriage or not by law you have to pay the bride-rice or else.” Or else in this case meant something bad would happen to the Russian. He was terrified and called the Russian Embassy for help. They said they would put him up for a while. He fled the country. In this case, I suspect felony and a mini-criminal organization was in progress. But there is an underlying reality: I stated in Siam Smile/s that you cannot buy love, but you can rent it even by the hour. So, when you pay a bar fine, you rent the girl for a certain amount of time. When you marry and pay sing sot, you might also be renting (if you snared one of the lower or lower middle-class maidens). It turns out the bride-price for many is just a down payment. It is good to know that after the wedding, in many cases, you will be making monthly (rental) payments (installments) to the parents. And so, no end to the payments: they go on ad nauseam. In the felony Russian case, things could have turned out nasty, and a clue that some nuptials might no longer be family-plotted but the work of serious criminals.




    Now we move onto the monthly payment plan to the family. Although all of this borders on victimization and the like, let’s examine it in a positive way. Elmer, 68, is a mess: pear-shaped, bald and squints. He had one date in high school and never married. He came to Bangkok at 65 and found a twenty-one-year-old cute province girl. She was ready for marriage. Elmer has gone from a life of nothing to grabbing the cutest girl in the province. If Elmer has some cash, all this is OK. He does not really care when US relatives point out he just has a callous cash deal. He is getting what he has always wanted (and more). A little bit of cash is no problem and like a balm to soothe a painful existence - like Elephant glue on a cracked egg. In some cases, the connection turns out surprisingly well, but generally, it is just a matter of months before the girl will do a run. Elmer’s chances of working this out are slim unless he unhooks from the 21-year-old and re-hooks up with a 55-year-old companion. Even in this case relatives from far and near will cook up schemes to get Elmer’s cash for things that have nothing to do with the wife or her family. The fleecing never ends. Everyone wants a 7-11.




    A final note on this topic is that though the bride-price is now skyrocketing, this is a financially strange time (no tourists, bankruptcy) and, in fact, wages being reduced. It does seem an inopportune time to get huffy on sing sot. Maybe it is a just a trend. I suspect, though, the village girls will have their usual romances and dart through the banana trees at night after one lad or another. When parents start talking about a huge bride-price, the girl makes a deal with her beau. When finally she marries 240 lbs. Albert, 73, from Canada, who is an ex-lumber jack and the same IQ as the family water buffalo, the girl activates the Two-For-The-Price-Of-One Parasite Scam. It goes like this: sure, there is the wedding and the usual stuff, but in this case the beau comes too. In some cases, he will identify himself as her brother and live in a back room. In other cases, he is a cousin or the like and hangs around a lot. As a last resort, beau will call her every fifteen minutes. In Siam Smile/s I have a chapter on Alley Oop. He at 69 had an Isan girl 27. Aside from looking good at the beach in a bikini, she would actually hand-feed him in restaurants, but all the time she had a non-stop conversation in romantic whispers with her beau via cell phone. On top of this, when Albert or Alley Oop gives a monthly allowance or bonus, part of it if not all goes to beau. So, imagine your sweetie is begging you for money to have the family rooster checked for Alzheimer’s (160,000-baht); you pay and money goes to beau who goes to find a new mia noi. If you can synthesize this, you may spot Toy Boy right under the surface (or under the bed!). And the rooster never gets dementia treatment.




    I keep hearing more and more sing sot stories, and here is the summary: yes, everyone is talking about a high price even 50,000-baht for a cab driver to marry a peasant lass. At the same time, a few recently-married young drivers had a different story: one paid 500-baht and the other 1,500- baht which is like the good old days. So, then I tested the obvious thesis of the village girl who has a beau, but is married off (or sold) to the highest bidder. Then I checked with the cabbies: when I mention that the majority of upcountry lads will not have cash for sing sot, but will go right with the girlfriend and her husband, I get high-fives! Bingo. That is what is likely to happen. The taxi guys support the thesis of the Two-For-the-Price-of-One-Parasite-Scam and figure I am catching onto nuances of the culture.




    I must add that the taxi lads are talking about a big bride-price (50,000 – 100,000 for them) for a very cute young village girl. When I get them to contemplate the price of a 35-45-year-old woman with one kid, no education, masseuse etc., they say, “Oh, of course not. No Thai man would marry that woman.” Right, and hence bride-price does not really exist for some women and, in fact, there are so many negative points there, that some are in the margins. This was the point about Ed’s wife: she was at 0-value or minus value. But these 0-value ladies are exactly the ones plugging away for a huge sing sot if they can trap a Barbarian. And that makes you wonder. The Cambridge Scholar and I wondered why if it was easy to round up (rent) a cutie, why would you get stuck with a mean old scheming peasant lady with battle scars? It does not make sense. But then we have to consider the Alphas-now-Omegas creeping into the picture whose self-worth is 0. They feel they deserve an ex-mop lady or the like. Birds of a feather. And for mathematics you get sums of 0 and a lot of negatives to calculate.
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