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      Chapter One - Her early years




      The village was small, with only fifty-two homes scattered about in-amongst the rice fields. There wasn’t an electricity supply so no one had a TV or radio, and for the most part they were cut off from the rest of the world. Simon’s father was killed during the Second World War and he too was an only child. He couldn’t remember his mother as she had contracted malaria when he was Noynah’s age. He felt that his family had been cursed for something that his fore-fathers had done in the past, and the villagers’ felt the same way therefore he wasn’t able to find another wife, or mother for Noynah although there were some single women who lived close by, and he was a hard working handsome man.




      It is difficult in this day and age of technology to imagine what life was like back then, particularly in a developing country like Thailand. The only transport the villagers had was by bicycle or foot. One family was reasonably rich as they possessed two buffaloes a plough and a cart, which all the villagers rented to plough their fields, or to take their produce from their farms to sell twelve kilometers away in the small town center market. Most of them lived off the land only selling on their surplus produce.




      The farm consisted of three rice paddy fields with a few coconut palms and mango trees setting out the boundary. Their house was one hundred years-old, constructed from timber with a thatched roof, and it sat on the top of six wooden stilts two-meters high. It only consisted of one room where they slept. The kitchen, if you could call it so was an open fire at the side of the house. Behind their home was a small vegetable patch that turned into dust during the hot-season when their water well ran dry. A bamboo and straw thatched shack stood in the bottom right hand corner which was the toilet. A similar building stood nearby housing two black pigs. The sun was their alarm clock, when it rose they got up and when it set they went to sleep.




      She didn’t have any dreams of fancy clothes or a nice house as she had never set her eyes on such things. Her only toys were real ones, the chickens that scratched the earth for a morsel to eat and her father’s two pigs in their pen. She only had one dress and that was kept for special occasions the rest of the time she had a rice sack to wear.




      The American Vietnam War was at its height, B-52 Bombers were stationed at Udorn and Udon Thani airfields, and not a million miles away from where they lived. The morning sky was normally streaked with their high altitude vapour trails as they flew on yet another mission of destruction dropping their payload over North Communist Vietnam. It was possible to hear the distant rumble of their bombs exploding, and Noynah thought the sound was a faraway thunder storm however Simon knew otherwise. There wasn’t any point in telling a child the truth as that would only cause unnecessary concern. He told her that the streaks in the sky were made by the morning dawn fairies.




      At the end of March just before the start of the rainy season Simon would burn the scrub in his paddy fields, Noynah didn’t like that very much as the smoke stung her eyes and made the house smell of burnt straw for weeks afterwards. The only good thing was that the smoke chased away the blood sucking mosquitoes for a while. After the first fall of rain Simon would scatter the pig manure on the fields and rent a plough and a buffalo from his neighbour to turn over the earth, even though he only had three fields it usually took him four days to do the back-breaking work. Noynah sat quietly in the shade watching her father working wishing that she was big-enough and strong-enough to help him with his toil, but all she could do was take him some water when he needed it.




      When the heavy rains came at the end of April the paddy fields soon filled up with water. Simon scattered his rice seeds by hand knee deep in the murky water praying that they were good seeds, and that they would produce a fine harvest. Noynah was frightened of the thunder storms consequently she wouldn’t venture out of the house during them. The primitive roof of thatched rice straw, being almost white, was excellent at reflecting the hot summer sun but, however a poor defense against the monsoon rains. The water poured in soaking their straw beds which had to be discarded as soon as the rains came. She slept on the hard wooden floor for four months until the next rice crop was harvested.




      Harvest time was good fun and hard work for Noynah, she was happy because this was something that she could do to help her father. She’d cut the sheaves of rice and stand them in a row to let the sun dry them. Threshing the rice was a lot of fun for her as well and she laughed and giggled as she bashed the sheaves against a rock to remove the grains of rice, so much work for a tiny six-year-old. She worked hard knowing in the back of her mind that once all the rice was bagged her father would rent a buffalo and cart, and that meant a trip into the town to weigh and sell it at the rice merchants. Just maybe, she thought, he might buy her some candy.




      The evening before market day Simon loaded the cart with his sacks of rice leaving room at the front for the two pigs, which were now over one-year-old and fully grown, they too would be sold. Noynah was sad about that as she loved those pigs passionately and talked to them all the time however her father would buy two or three new piglets, dependant on how much money he sold his rice for, to rear for another year.




      At about four-in-the-morning they got up. Noynah put on her dress excitably as this was surely a special occasion. She proudly sat on top of the sacks in the cart as her father walked besides the buffalo leading it with a rope through its nose to the town market.




      They had walked about three kilometers before the big red tropical sun rose behind them casting a long shadow in front. Noynah stood up waving her arms and jumping up and down to make her shadow dance on the dusty track. She laughed uncontrollably which made her father smile at her joy, but he told her to sit down as he didn’t want her to break open one of the sacks.




      After about two hours they stopped to give the buffalo a drink and let it nibble on the track-side grass. They are big strong animals that make easy work of pulling a heavy cart however they are also very slow, and it was going to be another three hours before they reached the market. Noynah was hungry and impatient to get there, as they didn’t have any food, only water.




      On entering the town the pigs started to squeal almost as if they knew that their days were numbered, some people say that animals can smell death especially their own, and even the buffalo started to snort, but he had nothing to worry about however it was going to be a different story for the pigs. Simon’s first stop was the butchers, where he sold the pigs easily for a good price as meat was in demand and scarce at that time. He didn’t want Noynah to witness their death and so he quickly pulled the buffalo to the rice merchant.




      The sacks of rice were unloaded and weighed, then they were opened, and the contents searched for stones that might have been put in to the sacks to increase their weight. The merchant was an astute man, and farmers had tried to con him many times before in the past with that trick. Simon and the merchant bartered for along time over its value and eventually, as always they came to an agreement and shook hands.




      It was time for something to eat, some dried fish, sticky rice, a coke-a-cola for Noynah and a beer for Simon, a small reward for their hard work and labours.




      Next on the day’s agenda was to buy some piglets, he had made more money than he thought that he would, and so four small pigs were purchased. Noynah was over the moon about it.




      They returned to the butchers where Simon was given the hearts, livers and kidneys from his slaughtered beasts wrapped up in banana leaves. This was a long standing tradition between them, and Noynah never knew where the meat that they were going to cook for supper had come from, otherwise she wouldn’t have eaten it.




      Before they left the town center, Simon cleverly hid his money under a loose plank on the floor in the cart. An empty cart on its way home meant only one thing to a roadside bandit, the driver had been to market and was returning with some money. He enquired to see if there were any other farmers going home in the same direction as him, and he smiled broadly to discover that there were two. Travelling together was even safer than going it alone.




      It was dark when they returned and Noynah was very quiet and disappointed as she didn’t have any candy, but Simon hadn’t forgotten. After supper he gave it to her and her big smile returned. She said good-night to her new friends in the pig pen and went to sleep a very happy contented little girl.




      ***




      She was over eight years-old when she went to school for the first time. Simon took her on his bicycle, and she cried all the way there sitting on the crossbar. She was very short for her age, about the average height of a five year-old. She had darker than normal skin from spending so much time outdoors in the sun naked, helping her father. The other children teased her over it and she coined the nick-name Noi-dum-dum which meant small and black.




      The school was tiny with just one room with nine pupils and a lady teacher. There weren’t any chairs or a desk, no paper nor pencils, a black-board was fastened to one wall, but the teacher didn’t have any chalk either. She conducted her lessons verbally, and not understanding any of her teachings, Noynah slept at the back of the room, well actually she wasn’t asleep she just pretended to be.




      Her father collected her at three o’clock, she didn’t say anything to him until they were home, where she announced that she wasn’t going back until she was taller and her skin wasn’t so dark. Simon didn’t mind at all as he had missed her too much, because it was the first time that they had been apart since she was born.




      ***




      Life continued the same way for them until March 1971 when things changed dramatically, it didn’t rain. April and May got hotter and hotter without a storm cloud in sight. The sun baked the earth and it cracked like a dried up river-bed. As drinking water became scarce six men in the village started to dig a well in a place that they were convinced an under-ground stream ran, Simon went to help them. They dug deeper and deeper using flimsy bamboo canes to support the sides, two men were working at the bottom filling up buckets of earth that were raised to the surface by the others by hand up a makeshift ladder. It was easy to dig out the sandy soil and they made fast progress. It only took them three days to dig it twenty foot deep, and out of the sun it was cool in the well shaft. In the mid-afternoon on the forth day, Simon was fortunately on the surface emptying the buckets when the sides of the well, improperly supported, caved in burying the two men at the bottom in tones of earth. It was a sad affair as the two men died suffocated under the red-sandy soil. Regrettably, the villagers blamed Simon for bringing his families curse onto them, and they shouted angry abuse at him. No one was brave enough, however to re-enter the shaft in fear that it might collapse some more to retrieve the bodies, and so it was filled in. The well shaft became their graves. A flowering shrub was planted to mark the spot. All of their efforts had been for nothing.




      One morning Noynah was talking to her pigs, however this day they weren’t very active, and they just lay there panting as the temperature had climbed to over forty degrees, she was worried about them. Simon, standing behind her was concerned too, as he didn’t have any food left for them, and also the water but was almost empty. His chickens had stopped laying however they still looked healthy, as there were always plenty of flies and mosquitoes for them to eat. He often wondered about this phenomenon with regards to where these insects continually came from or survived during the hot season when there wasn’t any open water for miles. He knew that he was going to have to make a decision over the pigs and soon, as dead pigs are worthless, they can’t be sold.




      It is strange sometimes that people somehow don’t kneed to talk as a kind of telepathy kicks in between them. Noynah picked up a bucket and rode off on their bicycle to the rain-forest in search of some food for the pigs. She knew that her father wouldn’t return to the place where her mother died. The forest was about six kilometers from their home. She was hot and tired when she arrived, mainly because the bicycle was old and heavy making her journey hard work.




      One of the biggest trees in the world grows in Thailand and this forest was home to many of them, the Giant Rain Tree. These trees were huge having sprouted from seeds more than two hundred years-ago.




      She peered up to the top canopy of leaves some ninety-meters above her and she imagined what it would be like to sit amongst it. She ran around the base of a tree flapping her arms pretending to be a bird squawking and laughing, would she ever be more than just a child?




      Her fun time over she looked for pig food, and also as well anything that she could eat. Using a stick she dug into the carpet of leaf mold uncovering earthworms, grubs, beetles, small toads and many insects all of which are edible in Isaan. A decaying log held an ants’ nest, she broke it open revealing a mass of succulent white eggs. She hungrily ate some and then scooped as many as she could with her hands into the bucket before she couldn’t stand the pain of her feet being bitten by the angry soldier ants any longer.




      In a clearing she found some wild mushrooms and Thai carrots. The bucket was too small to put the carrots in so she tied their stalks together and hung them over the crossbar on her bicycle. With her bucket almost full she exited the forest at a different place where she stumbled upon her biggest find of the day, a banana tree bearing two large clusters of semi-ripe fruit, but how was she going to cut through the tough thick stems without a knife?




      She found a heavy rock, reaching the stem wasn’t a problem as she easily climbed the tree. It took her a long time to bash the stem into submission with the rock before it finally broke. Her arms ached from the effort and she wasn’t able to continue, she left the other cluster in peace and headed for home.




      Trying to balance the heavy branch of bananas on the bicycle’s handlebars she fell off it twice scraping her knees and elbows, she cursed about her small size and little strength. The contents of the bucket had remained intact as she had covered it securely with banana leaf and twine to keep the things in it fresh.




      Simon was overjoyed to see her return and very proud of what she had found. The pigs grunted their delight to have some food and they all ate very well even the chickens as Simon threw them a handful of ants’ eggs. For the pigs though, this was to be their last supper, he took them to the butchers shop the following morning. Noynah stayed at home nursing her aching body caused by her hard work the previous day, but apart from that she knew that there wasn’t going to be any candy for her on this trip.




      He barbequed the pigs livers and kidneys, Noynah picked at the meat and said, “I eat my pigs, one day the pigs will eat me.” Simon said nothing as he realised that she knew all along where the meat had come from on market day!




      News of the drought and the hardship being faced by the Isaan people reached the ears of Thailand’s Government who instructed the armed forces to help, and deliver drinking water and supplies to the drought stricken region. During the American Vietnam War, Thailand allowed America to use its military air-bases and Udon Thani was one of them, as a result the road from Bangkok to Udon had been transformed from a dusty track to a concrete highway. It didn’t take long for the water tankers to reach Isaan, the villagers’ water buts were filled up and a sack of rice was given to every household.




      Simon made sure that Noynah was well fed to the point that he was eating very little. When the rains finally did show up the following year he was too weak and frail to tend his land. Without a rice crop the previous year there wasn’t any straw to maintain the thatched roof, rain poured in. He became ill and despite Noynah’s efforts to care for him he died from pneumonia one night in April. She was only thirteen and alone. The Butcher came to her aid lifting Simon onto the back of his truck. He took them to the Temple where Simon’s body was cremated. They were the only mourners.




      Noynah did her best to survive over the next two years however she was tiny, and not a big strong man like her father. It was impossible for her to make a living off the land. Just before her fifteenth birthday she walked barefooted out of the village to find a new life. Where she was going she didn’t know, what she was going to do was another unanswered question. She walked past the butcher’s shop and he called out to her,




      “Where are you going little one?” he asked.




      “I don’t know,” she sighed, “but there’s nothing left for me here.”




      “What about your farm?”




      “The villagers say that it is cursed so who’s going to buy it from me, no one?” she sadly replied.




      “Have you got some food?” he asked concerned for her welfare.




      “No, I haven’t got any money.”




      “Noynah, it’s going to be dark soon and I don’t want you to walk”




      “I know,” cutting him short, “it’s not safe to travel at night my dad told me so, but I have a knife and anyway the sun is too strong to walk during the day.”




      “Don’t be so stubborn, I’ve got a truck now and I have to go to Khon Kaen tomorrow morning with some livestock. Your dad was a good friend of mine, remember, and I look at you as my niece so I want you to have dinner with us this evening and stay here tonight. You can start your journey with me tomorrow after breakfast, if you have to go. The villagers are stupid to think that your family has been cursed, accidents happen, Noynah, all the time. Your mother was a wonderful woman and I cried when I heard that she had been bitten by that snake, which was unfortunate, but we live and die with nature and these things happen. Your grandmother died from malaria and so have thousands of Isaan people so please, if you have to leave then I’m not going to stop you, just let me help you on your way.”




      A tear trickled down her cheek as she had never heard anyone say a good word about her family before, “Thank you,” she spluttered, “you’re very kind and I don’t know your name.”




      He smiled, “You can call me Pa now, welcome to my family little one, come on in and I’ll introduce you.”




      The butcher had two daughters who were several years older than her and seeing that her hair was dirty and dull, they made her have a shower giving her some hair shampoo. This was something new to her and she wasn’t sure how to use it, Noynah’s hair was so long that it hung down past her backside. Seeing the puzzled look on Noynah’s face they decided to help her to shower and wash her hair. They gave her some clothes that they had grown out of.




      She had an enjoyable evening with her new family however she was going to leave in the morning and nothing was going to stop her.


    


  

