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    To the Bangkok taxi drivers


  




  

    Note from the Author




    Part 1




    In Siam Smile/s, my earlier book, there were a few points to make, and a few concepts to ponder such as a diatribe on semiotics and a simultaneous eulogy on para-semiotics (not for Muggles).Plus a new creative idea, patanaffery, for the patently avant-garde. There were a few characters that will return in this book. One is Angry Randy who storms around Bangkok teaching manners to locals, the Cultural Key Mistress who is now married and secluded in Phayao, and, of course, my pal, the Cambridge Scholar. The Scholar came down with pollution sickness in late December and died three weeks later at age thirty-five.




    In Bangkok Smile/s, there are some new theories and new people. Introduced are feral psychology, a behavioral look at humanish interactions, and Alpha-Betas, which is about people in modality categories clunking and fumbling through life. Also examined is a more in-depth look at denial among expats as it seems to be now epidemic. Denial among Western people in S.E. Asia nearly replicates a study done on Peruvian guinea pigs who were given ayahuasca in a laboratory experiment: the pigs post-treatment started to bob up and down in front of grasshoppers and cockroaches in what is clearly inchoate kowtowing. The new characters are Gulliver, Rocco, Shanghai Jacob and Mr. Belfast.




    Like the first work, this book intends to point out how amusing humans are, especially when one is in a different country, as all the awkward and untoward things stick out like elephants wearing sunglasses. In fact, life is really a cartoon and getting more so every day as mass culture goes into a reality meltdown. It is astonishing, but true, that on Jay Walk, CNBC weekends, an interviewer showed a large photo of Michelle Obama to a male university student on spring vacation break romping on a Texas beach:




    “Who is that?” asked the interviewer holding up the big photo.




    “Kundarini Riche,” said the lad full of sophomoric confidence and beach beer.




    The student mistook Michelle Obama, wife of President Obama, to be Condoleezza Rice from the previous G. W. Bush administration. But the fellow even got that name wrong with ‘Kundarini’ and ‘Richie.’ I think Jay Walk is a kind of barometer on how low the US has dropped. The show has material suitable for a comparison to S.E. Asian folks who are equally not up to snuff on famous people and current events. You can do your own Jay Walk in Bangkok asking folks about world events or about world leaders. Stumper questions are about Asia to give you an idea. (In Chiang Mai during the weekend public market in the center of Old Town, I asked all the Thais around who the statues of the three kings were. The kings were right there in stony grandeur overlooking the market. Naturally, no one knew. (I found out myself later: Mangrai, Ramkamphaeng, and Ngam Müang).




    In Bangkok things not-us (i.e. Thai), easily stand out if we are paying attention. In reality, there are hysterical things happening every day in Thailand. The trick is to spot the amusing moments and have a good laugh or snicker. The ability to spot stuff comes from cultural empathy and an eye on the locals, who are doing their best to not be like the rest of the globe nor like the Asian middle class. They are instead out to reinvent the wheel like oriental versions of the Flintstones. And, if that is not enough, an exegesis on the many expatriates should produce a load of smiles. Their contretemps are unbelievable, their misunderstandings of everything Thai phenomenal, and their ability to duck into denial enough to embarrass a really timorous ostrich. Of course, once you catch onto the humor in daily situations, it is hard to keep from breaking out in belly laughs. At one point, Vladimir Putin at a news conference got a question about how US-style democracy was doing in Iraq, and he burst out laughing and had to quickly cover his mouth. It was an explosive, unexpected laugh and caught him off guard. He had to stifle this projectile-guffaw; once you know what to observe in Bangkok, you might have to do the same. The humor borders at times on the outrageous.




    People coming to Smile Land tend to face a dichotomy. They go either too far to the negative into criticism and dislike or too far into the positive to denial, avoidance and defense. The best advice is to detour the extremes, and go to the middle just as Buddha suggested. Aristotle also recommended the middle way. As good and bad are ubiquitous, the middle is the place for the wise. One finds local Nice Barbarians (‘Barbarians’ is the term used for Western people instead of ‘farang’ which means the same: ‘Nice’ refers to denial.) often cannot stand the slightest discussion of a local trick, gimmick or scheme. On the other hand, the pessimists get very annoyed if you point out something Thais have done that is remarkable. It seems, in the end, people are getting more irrational all the time, and, though alarming, it is interesting when in a Bangkok setting. In fact, the background of grim, gray buildings, squashed garbage, hot streets and tiny, weak traffic-island-trees is perfect for Godot-type humor. Kao San Road, for example, is a daily circus of the absurd. In fact, at times the craziness of Western people trying to make sense of S.E. Asian culture takes one to the border of Zen. That is, the unreal is so overwhelming that after you have a good laugh, you go to anatta, no-self and pretend the entire universe has vanished. It can be too much. There are no answers, only the Void. The wise laugh when they tumble in and out of this Void.




    Thais, by the way, and I mean many Isan cab drivers, are having a great laugh at life in Bangkok. They see the cunning local girls as a flock of specious schemers, the foreigners as totally clueless similar to macaques who have been hit by too many falling coconuts, and being ethnic Lao people, they are not kind to the Chinese or Klang Central Thais either. Chinese are felt to be kineow, (stingy) and Klang Central Thais jai dam, meaning black-hearted. In the end, the countless cases of people doing strange things, making enormous mistakes about human interactions, and being off the wall (foreigners) about most things Thai, provide loads of amusing material for those so inclined. Right under the surface, Isan people find the country fairly hysterical in a quiet snicker-behind-your-hand way. They have loads of private stories and jokes, but are judicial as with whom they share their humor. They will quickly assess/calculate your experience-level. If you are a newie in delirious, drooling week-one, they will tell you Thailand is the best place in the world, and wait until you meet the fabulous women. But, when you give them the clue that you are catching onto local culture, they open up. The first thing they hammer on, ironically enough, is the fantastic Thai women. (While at a jeweler’s in Seattle, a salesgirl finding I resided in Bangkok, remarked on how the Thai ladies came in with Thai husbands, had them buy a load of jewelry and then divorced: the jewelry as personal property will not be divvied up). They have a lot of negative comments on the ladies. In fact, the whole thing about the hapless Westerner fellow falling for a goofy, uneducated and daft tart gets them going. When asked how I like Thai women, a kind of introductory screening-question, I say “Ot ton me dai,” (I can’t stand them). They roar with laughter, give me a high-five that nearly ends with a crash into the back of a bus, or just want to shake hands. Then you start hearing real things. Isan people (Laos or Khmer) can be perceptive about themselves and very realistic about Siamese life. They have a lot to say, but are silent when faced with the off-the-plane visitors, who are generally at the ‘near-infatuated farang’ level. Farang is a derisive term for Westerns meaning ‘Barbarian.’ Then you have the expats who have been here over ten years and are still at level-one. This causes cabbies and others to assume a myth of Western people as being simple and clueless. In the end, the northeast provincial people have a head start on awareness, as they are not ethnic Thais to begin with, and can sit back and observe how the Klang (Central Thais) and Chinese behave or misbehave. They have a bit of ‘distance.’ Instead of not seeing the forest for the trees, they are sitting in a meadow having Lao sticky rice, kaonieow, and sagely watching the forest clearly in the background.




    An aim of Bangkok Smile/s is to hint at the humor in culture without insisting everyone read Homo Ludens (Man Plays). There are some things to know. Time to people-watch. However, Thais, like many other Asians, are subtle. They will not dash up and tell you even when you are really doing something wildly wrong. They giggle and let you go. So, just studying Asian culture takes some doing. In fact, many Western people, especially a few Americans, are so lost in denial, they actually need psychological counseling plus the graham-crackers-Prozac-and-milk outpatient program. Coming close to realizing how different people are (from those is Ohio) is so traumatic, it puts some on the edge of a saccharine psychosis. This can be scary. You think you have dodged culture shock only to be hit with culture psychosis-neurosis. The clue is: if you superimpose your culture on another, Cincinnati on Bangkok, you are no longer in the rational world. One suspects that people who were closet-neurotics at home in the West blossom into full simple-psychotics in Bangkok. You are off course to superimpose. Instead, you should do like the Romans in Rome and order a pizza. If you are in Bangkok, order rice gruel (kao tum), and do not scream for your Grape Nuts. You have to come to terms with the fact that not everyone in the world eats Wheaties for breakfast.




    To give an example of the gap in expat life to local life, I once saw a girl about nine right after school 4:00 PM on Phra Attit Road. She had just come from the local wat (temple) school that caters to the area Klang slum kids. She jumped up on a cement table in a tiny park area, and gracefully started to do the traditional Thai dance with all the traditional hand gestures. She was probably just learning this at school. But she added something; as she turned to the right, instead of a delicate hand gesture, she gave the entire area the finger. Then she turned to the left and gave the finger to all in that area. What was remarkable was not the girl doing some after-school strange stuff, but how a US expat friend interpreted it. I told him about the girl, and he laughed and said, “They don’t know what it means.” That got me. I didn’t say anything, but if you really want trouble, give a Thai the finger. A US fellow in Chiang Mai (geezer on a motorbike) was rudely passed by two fellows in a pickup truck. He gave them the finger. They then turned around flashing machetes out the windows, and chased him back to his apartment. In the same city, a US lad was knocked off his motorbike at night by a local driver. The boy, getting up off the ground, gave the Thai the finger. The driver pulled out a gun and killed him on the spot. So, although part of the material here is pretty amusing, the misunderstandings can be deadly. Actually, it is a really rare case that goes this far as guns and machetes, but there is always a lingering potential. As Rowling’s Harry Potter books get darker, so do the smile/s episodes. In the end, ignorance can be dangerous.




    I might add Bangkok slum kids in particular seem to learn every bad word in English by the time they are in first grade. If you are ever at a pubic pool and the local kids show up, you might get a sample of the bad words they have accumulated. Once they spot you, they will likely give you an earful. A clue is their favorite world in English begins with ‘f.’




    The expats who made comments online about Siam Smile/s got the points and valued the material. Unfortunately, truthful information is not politically correct these days. As such, I ponder the difference between truth and reality. In fact, I rephrase Churchill’s words on war (Truth in war is so precious it must be protected by a bodyguard of lies.) to this: Truth (reality) in Siam is so precious it must be protected by a bodyguard of smiles. Elias Canetti, Nobel Prize winner and thinker, said the world had left reality (1950s). I think truth is a kind of consistent observation of reality; a kind of arbitrary summation at times. Regardless, people seem more and more headed for their own personal internal realties. In any case, in Bangkok the personal Western reality is met with the Thai version. A cultural conversion takes place: a social peripety. In the end, the real hook that fools foreigners in Thailand is the smile. It unhooks them from whatever reality they were dangling from and re-hooks them onto a very subtle coconut milk cloud. The smile acts as an anesthesia to real life and gives Barbarians the soothing feeling that they are now habituating Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz’s ‘best of all worlds.’ Of course, there are smiles and there are smile/s. Thais officially have twelve smiles. The first two are all one needs. Smile-one is when you first meet a person, and everyone pretends to be nice: big grin and nice banter. This charms the Barbarians like handing out ripe bananas to hungry monkeys. The second smile, when you meet a person the second time, is about disgust and revulsion. If one just considers this, and extrapolates or synthesizes it with daily reality, there will be a very interesting beginning of social epiphanies.




    





    Part 2




    A tiny wry smile is good for all occasions. In this way, one can watch more how locals are really reacting. If you make a huge smile, and are bobbing up and down like a circus seal, OF COURSE, Thais will smile back at you and fuel up your Nice psychosis. The smile/s can act like laughing gas and leave you not making sense at all. The smiles you get are remarkable if you really look. What do you read in the eyes? Of course, SE Asians are masters of the pretend smile, so you need to be a bit intuitive. (Luckily, you do not have to deal with the inscrutable Japanese who have made reading the face tricky). Maybe a magic monk will give you a special amulet, so you can tune into local smiles and sort them out. Are the smile/s genuine, or are they fleeting, insincere, and, instead, is the smiler calculating your depth of newness and level of cultural acuity? Are you being sized up for potential future connivance, larceny or felony? A Brit had a nice academic online job going and a Thai partner. He one day took a photo of the fellow who went into an insane rage and said, if he did not get the photo back or erased, he would have the Brit killed. Nice, eh? I tried to get my condo agent’s photo, but she refused. Of course, they never know when they will be able to pull a quick one; you do not have their correct name, do not know where they are from. Hence, the photo can be a real problem.




    In fact, noticing some eyes, you may spot SUCKER coming right out, or even hard gila monster-type black eyes shooting nails along with a telltale smirk: yes, the smile can slip into a smirk. When you walk away, the smile that went to a smirk is now a well-practiced sneer. Thais, especially females, spend a lot of time looking at themselves in mirrors and some practice making facers! As Thai language is tonal and cannot be emphatic perhaps all the facial contortions are to make up for expression. In the end, only the bold and fearless practice the pirouette. That is, leaving your guest house, hotel, apartment house or condo, spin around to see what the reception girl or lad is doing behind your back. Do not do this if you are in serious denial or over 50 with a bad heart.




    One internet comment on Siam Smile/s was from a Singapore dentist. He was OK with the general things in the book, but said he imagined ‘infatuated farang’ would not go for it, as it was too realistic and that would be upsetting. I am sure that is the case. I can imagine a polemic on peripatetic psychotics who trip and stumble around with thick rose-colored glasses. What I have to tell hammers at denial bubbles. I must say, I was one of those infatuated aliens for longer than I care to think. In the end, life is about reality and facing it: the Buddhist view as well. I might add an Ozzie magazine editor whose comments are on the back of Siam Smile/s, personally thought I was a bit ‘over the top’ on some aspects of local culture. A week after the ‘over the top’ conversation in Chiang Mai, his Thai brother-in-law, a bit out of sorts, picked up a machete, and chased him into the near forests screaming he was going to kill him. This went on all night. The commentator luckily found a police station where he spent the night. Then it was duck and hide for a week, and I never heard from him again. In the end, his denial bubble was smashed the hard way. In fact, his bubble was almost chopped up. I doubt he still holds my book is ‘over the top.’ And a bit sad for him because many situations Barbarians get into are wholly about a lack of common sense/cultural-reality understanding. In the end, it is more fun to take the bubble off and accept life, instead of coloring peculiar fantasies, or not realizing what you are reeling in is not the black garden hose, but an exceptionally long cobra. And when you spot that little girl off Phra Attit Road, you have to at least suspect she is not telling you you are Number One when she flips you her middle finger. Ornithologists will get it right away; she is giving them ‘the bird.’




    Some may wonder where the Smile/s information and observations come from. It comes from an interest in culture and experience. In Thailand, I was lucky to meet a really wide range of people from a few top CEOs to the paddy peasants. In addition to years of Isan taxi drivers, and the Cultural Key Mistress and her family in the north, I met an Ulo-Akha family. I once stayed in a Lo-Mi village on the Burma border where no one had seen a Westerner before. The whole village showed up to stare at me, rub their eyes like seeing an ET, and staring again. I also met top Thai business people and a big mix of foreigners. In any case, I suspect Western people assume trying to puzzle out an exotic S.E. Asia society a daunting task, but that is not the case. In the West, of course, everyone tries to be different, tries to be an individual and strives to be unique. Each person would hopefully have a separate personality and self-formed opinions. In Thailand, however, everyone wants to actively be the same, be part of a hive, have group-ideas, go low on personality, and be a team member. This makes social observations much easier, as the locals are trying to be the same, not different. But the same people being subtle require a very sharp eye to spot. In addition, locals are not analytical and their own behavior is often as much a surprise to them as it is to visitors.




    Unless you have the experiences, you would never guess. For example, I set out to do a kinship chart with my Ulo-Akha friends (the father is more or less sub-chief of the village). They did the obvious kin terms quickly, but when I tried to get beyond the present generation and people right there, they couldn’t do it. For example, father-mother, grandfather-grandmother was fine but try to get the terms for great grandfather, niece, cousin or the like. This is a different mentation and ideation. In this case, they did not have an immediate recall of general relationship names. The way they remembered the terms was when they saw the relatives. Then they remembered the kin-terms. This is visual in situ recall. They then had the terms, but they had no scheme or cognitive process to refer to casually like “What do call your uncle’s wife?” I found this with a Supan lady (Supan is Supanburi province.) who said she could not remember the language to ask how to say “Where is your house”’ unless she was talking to another Supan person. Supan is a general Thai language not hill tribe. So, language and kinship can be stored n different areas of the brain. My dentist is Supan, and it took him a major effort to recall in his own language the same simple question: “Where is your house?” Hence, tribal people are not the only ones with experientially ordered synaptic paths.




    For those who want academic culture close-ups, read Niels Mulder, Inside Thai Society and for the big historical picture, David Wyatt’s Thailand, a Short History. There are more and more informative books out there. And there are a few misleading ones. One was the big culture book for years, but the author said when he went to Isan, no one could understand him. He assumed it was his Bangkok accent. I wrote him a letter and explained it was probably not his accent. Most people in Isan speak one of several Lao languages (or Khmer). They think Lao, eat Lao and have Lao customs. Isan people living in Bangkok seldom use Thai unless they must. In the provinces, they rarely have to use Thai. So, the reason they didn’t understand him was because he was speaking Thai. They don’t use Thai unless coming to Bangkok to work or to a big town. It’s like trying to speak Spanish in France to French orchard workers. (A US friend living in Isan had a new house built. He asked his Klang-speaking Thai-Chinese wife to ask questions of the workers. She could not and had no idea what language they were speaking).Another book, targeting the romantic Barbarians, sets up the sucker situation; it says that upon marriage, the man is to give over his credit card and his bankbook to the bride’s family as a part of traditional culture. Well, this must be from a general myth and not completely right. Many average Bangkok males even getting married are already planning on a mia noi (mistress). In this case, they need control of their cash to set up 1-4 girlfriends. Hence, they hold onto the cash. In fact, the other side of this tradition is for a male to have status he needs a bunch of fun-girls. Therefore, some males Thai or Chinese will judiciously figure out what they have cash-wise, and what they can get. They are not handing finance over to anyone. In the middle there are others who get married and never dream of having a second wife. Among the very rich and the very poor, the mia noi is a big pursuit. A very well-to-do Chinese business lady told me that no one ever knows what is what in a rich Chinese family (or who is who) until the wealthy man dies: then all the mia noi will appear at the funeral to get what they can. Loads of women and kids show up sometimes causing scandals to get their share of a possible inheritance. One prime minister had dozens of wives, a multitude of children, and, fortunately, a load of money to disperse when he went to the Other Side.




    In the end, the more you know about a place, the better you can enjoy it or maybe survive it. Thailand can fool you, as people appear nice, smile, and seem to understand everything you say. You might not sense impending culture shock at all, and no surprise there, as it is a subtle culture. It could take you years if ever to catch onto how things really operate. At times, though, things go wildly into a strange vortex as Thais, seeking their own denial and armed with Mental Erase, meet Westerners who are in Denial. But instead of erasing, the aliens are recreating their own personal versions of modernity (or post modernity). They will superimpose Elm St. on top of Sukhumvit Road. Of course, it can be chilling as local people can easily be in a time warp that goes back hundreds (thousands) of years, but are now interfacing (or trying) with Barbarians, who are wandering around outside time (This refers to Francis Fukuyama’s The End of Time and the Last Man) like they’d been spit out of a black hole.




    The title of this book with the real name for Bangkok seemed too cumbersome:




    “Krungthep Maha Nakorn, Amarn Rattanakosindra. Mahindrayudhya, Mahadilokopop Noparatana Rajdhani Mahasathan, Amorn Piman Avatarn Satit, Sakkatultiya Vishnukarn Prasit.”




    I used the term ‘Barbarian’ instead of farang or falang for Western people in this book. Farang I will explain again as I did in Siam Smile/s: December 800 AD Charlemagne was crowned first Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire by Pope Leo III. This caused a fairly worldwide shock. The Goths and other Germanic tribes did take over Rome 450 AD, but 350 years later were still considered loathsome and terrible Barbarians by the Romans. In fact, the Romans up to this point had still run aspects of the empire. Charlemagne, a Frank, got himself crowned emperor. East Romans, Constantinople-Byzantine, were really shocked. Immediately, the term ‘Frank’ was spread throughout the East as ‘Western Barbarian” with dreadful connotations. J.M. Roberts, famous British historian, points out when the Portuguese first sailed down the coast of China (1516-17), people were shouting ‘falangki’ at them (Roberts, J. M. History of the World, p. 609. Penguin). This is Frank, and it could be pronounced Fa-rank or Fa-rang; and then people who cannot pronounce ‘L’, said fa-lang. It was originally intended as an insult. When I explain this to Thais and add that many Westerners do not like the term farang (I am of Celtic background, not Germanic), they say, “Yes, and that is the term we use.” They continue to use farang in spite of foreigners making objections. Some Brits, who are perhaps Saxons, have figured this out, and when called farang, call the Thais monitor lizards back. As the Brits (see Orwell’s Burma Days) used the N word for Asians in general up until the end of WWII, this is perhaps tit for tat.




    Some people trying to soothe over the falang-debate will say farang means a fruit. Sure. The Portuguese brought guava and potatoes from South America to Asia. The Chinese, screaming falangki, got the guava and potatoes and ran. Oh, the Barbarians are here! What would the Yellow Emperor do?? So, the guava became ‘farang’ and the potato became ‘man farang.’ To be exact farang is Psidium guajava mytraceae. (Thais have the option to call you Khon tang prathet (person from another country), Khon Europe or Khon America. In Lao, farang Barbarian or fruit is maksida; so, be aware if you hear that and giggling). If you want to really be a marshmallow, you can start calling yourself Mr. Guava or Ms. Guava.




    “Hey, you! You farang, you farang!”




    “Excuse me, I am a guava. Can you say that? G-u-a-v-a?”




    “Gwa-wa.”




    “Nice. You’ve almost got it.”




    Introductions might change:




    “Hello, how are you. I am a Psidium Guajava Mytracrea.”




    “Oh!”




    “You can call me Mister Guava or Mister Psidium or just P.G.M. if you like.”




    “Oh!”




    Or, after this review: Portuguese (Falangki) brought guava (farang) and potatoes (man farang), you have a final option:




    “I, sir, am Man Farang!” (Someone should start making Man Farang T-shirts: a potato but with a huge red nose. Or a super hero with a cape and a russet potato depicted logo).




    At the end of the day, human societies are amusing; all jumbled up with the past and the future, as though the Zeitgeist was on psychotropic drugs. Although the world gets drearier all the time, there are moments for a good laugh if one knows where to look. It takes a bit of empathy to catch onto the Bangkok moods: many people from vendors to government officials are in a self-induced state of anthropopathism just to get through a day dealing with Barbarians. The pretend-smile and pretend-courtesy is about all they can muster. In fact, many feel they have gone way beyond the call of duty to even allow aliens on local turf. So, this is an attitude, a mood and a theme. It is always right there under the surface, and forms a kind of theatrical stage for an unwitting bunch of actors to play out their near-Kabuki lives.


  




  

    Chapter 1: Sybaritic Bangkok




    ‘Sybaritic’ means a seeking for pleasure, comfort and extreme luxury. The term comes from the Sybaris people of 6th Century B.C. who lived in Magnus Graecia on the west shore of the Gulf of Taranto. This city was not only in Italy, it was on the ticklish instep of the boot. A few stories still survive of this bunch of party people. One is about a fellow who had a bed made of rose petals, but could not sleep if a single petal was folded over. The Sybaris cavalry taught their horses to prance along to pipe music. When enemies discovered this, they played pipe music and the horses immediately began to do their prance-dance routine, and the luxury seekers were easily knocked off their choreographed steeds and defeated.




    Sybaritic folk may have disappeared, but their spirit still roams. Their pleasure and comfort seeking can especially be found in Bangkok. Thais seem able to tune into the rose-petal-bed life. No one else on the planet is so immersed in pleasure and comfort. Your basic massage parlor is a start, and I do not mean the little nuat boran traditional massage places. I mean the palatial places whose entrances look, in fact, Greek with white pillars and appropriate façades. You walk into a dark cavern, and are quickly escorted by a massage staffer, who will take you to the large glass fish bowl. All around are plush velvet curtains, posh décor and carpets. It is quiet and a slight trace of air con somewhere. In the bowl are red-carpeted tiers with the lovelies in repose in de rigueur red, the ubiquitous number badge and knitting - and the parallax view - watching a small TV in the wings. The customer stands outside the bowl and scans the girls trying to see their small number badges.




    As you stand in the dark outside the lighted glass fish bowl, it is as though watching a police lineup and looking for a suspect. In this case, the culprit is the one with the most talent at pleasure. The fellow at your side will ask if you have made a choice yet. You squint to read the numbers on badges and then give one. Your helper will use a walkie-talkie or cell phone to make a call. Say you are keen on number 28. He will relay this message, and you can hear a voice on a loudspeaker in the bowl say, “28 to the lobby.” You are then escorted to the lobby, where there are more lights, walls in elegant red-velvet and overhead sparkling chandeliers. Light music will be quietly playing.




    You meet buh yeesip paat, (number 28), and after some pretend-nice greeting on her part, off to a dark, deep hall, to an elevator and up to your assigned room. If you are a novice, you think you are going to get a massage. The massage girls, actually, do minimal anything other than a slight neck massage. Anyway, for the first hour of the two-hour massage, you are in what looks like a very nice hotel room: quiet, dim-lighting, sedate, the same plush velvet walls and a large bed, large tub and heavy, black furniture. The only thing different from a five star hotel room is that big tub in the middle of the room. You get the bath first which will be nearly boiling hot so careful. There is a TV and all seems cozy and relaxing. Miss 28 figures to keep you busy in bath and pretend-massage for the first hour. At the second hour, it is time for you to give the massage. What a deal! After the wonderful massage, you are exhausted from your effort, so food is ordered up, and you soon have a tray of tasty snacks. You can have a bottle of Scotch as well or perhaps a big bottle of ice-cold Chang beer. At this point, Miss 28 might hand-feed you. You just sit back, and she feeds you one mouthful at a time. There is something strangely calming about being hand-fed. Perhaps in our DNA it clicks back to when we sacked Rome and had slaves to feed us 450 AD. Whatever the case, your worries and cares are gone, your body relaxes and you begin to think of decadent Rome and Caligula or Nero. A psychologist might say that Miss 28 is age-regressing you, and you are now back in an infantile state. You are ready to fold into a fetal position. That could be right, and perhaps the whole sybarite experience is regressive in nature and a repeat of womb-time.




    If this massage is not enough, there is another massage: the oil massage; the girl, naked, oils herself and then rolls around on you for the massage. I have been told this is the most exotic experience one can have. (I am allergic to oils). If you are really unlucky, you might have to put on the oil, do the rolling around and fall off the bed. Imagine trying to tell friends back home how you botched an oil job and ended up with a bad back.




    In the past, a restaurant called No Hands was advertised in Bangkok. For male Barbarians having a female and maybe a cute one doing hand-feeding is something. It is one of those things you have to experience to appreciate. It reminds me a bit of some super-elite Bangkok restaurants like the one on top of a building with a view of the city below. The waitresses come to you on their knees. At first the subservience is a bit astonishing, but done in the right way, the Thai way, it has an amazing impact. The real deep-politeness puts you in another realm. On top of this, even at less spectacular restaurants, the waitress is to make sure you have rice on your plate, drink in your glass plus ice and ready for orders. Your drinks, rice and ice will sit at the end of the table on a serving-trolley. (Would a lady with a Toy Boy be hand fed?)




    At Japanese karaoke-inspired places, the service is even better. In this case, the waitress-hostess sits right next to you to hand-fed you, get your drink ready, sing along with you or just pretend to be nice. Pretend-nice is better than no nice at all. Nice is rented every day and every hour. But you won’t find nice for sale or rent in many other countries. So, the sybaritic mood and tone fits right in with Thais. In fact, you do not have to be a millionaire to feel like one. You can rent two hours and be treated like a moghul. Thus, expats and local males wander the city fairly content and maybe whistling. There is not much need of aggression or macho displays here. Of course not. For one, Betas don’t like that kind of stuff (see the chapter on Alphas).




    The spas are another dip into heaven (and often seaside). No one is more into spa-life than Thais, and at this point they have reached what the ancient sybaritic Greeks were after: complete and total pleasure. And there is no end to the experiences. For women especially, the spa massages are endless and almost the counterpart, in a way, to what a male experiences in Bangkok. Spas generally attract the ladies. Thais have enough traditional massages to keep researchers on the subject busy. One unique massage is to be on your back on a mat, and have pillows steamed with special herbs then placed all the way down your body. You are then covered with a thin blanket and simply space-out as the herbs draw toxins out. Of course, there are other massages for the connoisseur. The spas for ladies, I suspect, go from special Swedish massage-style to warm stones, and who knows what. If you are a trekker and up in the north, you can have fantastic massages for much less. This experience can become tribal. The Akha have a three-hour massage and pull your skin gently back. At first, you think it is all a scam until later until you try to walk home and find you have limp noodles for legs. Or there is the Hmong massage, which is pulling, but in a more specific way at the skin than the Akha system. Next is Tai Yai which concentrates more on the feet like reflexology. Then northern massage which is some really twisting and stretching. The best massage of all is the Lahu. This massage opens your chakras, and you are likely to do some out-of-body travelling so be forewarned. In fact, the Lahu should put up a sign:




    DANGER OF OBE (OUT OF BODY EXPERIENCE), PLEASE HOLD ONTO THE HOUSE BOWLING BALL DURING THE MASSAGE.




    Thais are exact sybaritic people with an emphasis on pleasure. This is so S.E. Asian, so delightful, that Barbarians easily fall in love. Unfortunately, they often fall in love with the masseuse which turns out a bit odd in the end. Some expats become addicted to the Greek-looking massage parlors, and some local males are equally addicted. One of the clever things here is you are not caught in public with number-28, unless you are from Ohio and later take her for a Big Mac. For the discreet, you do not park right in front of a parlor. You park your car elsewhere. Some massage places have parking places with canvas sheets inside drooping down. When a local comes steaming in, bingo, into a secret stall, zip, down comes the canvas, and no one can spot the car, not even an angry wife or a detective.




    The West is very much march-along, do-it-yourself, socially insensitive and hard in a very Alpha macho-way. ‘Alpha’ designates an occularcentric, strategic, sequential Western person but could be Mongol. What Western woman feminist would give you a massage or hand-feed you? Who, even for money, would serve you on their knees and wipe your chin? Now add in the warm bath, some fooling around, some cold drink, some zesty food, and you have it. Those that discover the Thai pleasure world have found a real treasure. Part of the reason why this works is the entire society is fun and comfort-oriented. It is called kwam suk, (happiness). One time at night at a 7-11 a fellow with dirty work clothes, and obviously just off the job, bought himself a bottle of rice whiskey. He was ahead of me in line. He noticed me watching, winked, stuck the bottle under his shirt, and said,”Kwam suk., (happiness).


  

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png





OEBPS/Images/smile1_600.jpg
www.bangkokbooks.com

by Hugh Watson





