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    Introduction




    Siam Smile/s is based on the lighter side of life in Thailand. It is an omnium gatherum of satiric, sardonic, and ironic insights. The examples and clues come from a long sojourn leading to abundant cultural observations.




    The initial theme of Siam Smile/s is the more you can see the funny side of life, the better. The plethora of anecdotes will hopefully lead to a fuller understanding of this S.E. Asian country. When you, assuming you are a Western reader, finally get the nuances of subtle Thai daily culture, your title changes from farang (Western barbarian) to farang ki-nok (bird poop Western barbarian). You may wonder if this title is honorific or not and you can certainly mull it over. Some have reached the ki-nok level but are unaware of the term; others are miffed when they hear it while a few find it amusing. So, if you are a newcomer, this could be a quantum leap in ki-nokology and if an old hand, perhaps a confirmation and if lost in D & D (Dogma and Denial), just another shot at the vulpine locals.




    Underneath the apparent pacific cultural chaos is a sharply defined hierarchical social system with concomitant rules and signals; but as these are subtle and manifest in a way very ambiguous to Westerners, it takes a long time to really get clues to Smile culture. This means years perhaps of faux pas: so to facilitate a quick assessment of the environs, and get the passage to farang ki-nok started in a speedy way, Siam Smile/s will be your guide.




    There are lots of suggestions and concepts in Siam Smile/s and the reader is warned before trying anything such as the herbs, to consult a mor phi (spirit doctor), mor do (fortune teller) or regular mor (doctor). In fact, while thinking over some of the observations herein and seeking validation, instead of gawking and asking blunt questions in a milieu that is largely inarticulate to begin with, it is suggested to start with a newspaper and a #2 pencil: poke a hole in the paper and then do all the cultural observation you want.




    You may want to rush up at the end of each chapter, grab a local and sputter, “Is..is it really true that….?” Not a good idea: locals are in a state of being and rarely theoretical about their situation. Instead, sit back (maybe with the newspaper and pencil hole) and observe for yourself. You see, this is not where ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’ maxim holds sway: it’s more like the point of life is not examining anything –especially the self- and in Confucian terms what most people do is probably right (follow the leader): hence you find life in Smile Land generally not examined, analyzed or scrutinized, above all not questioned, and in a way, the mental environs are: non-cogito ergo non-sum which in Pali could nearly be rendered anatta (non-self).




    Smile/s is a guide (an insight Baedeker) to a very indirect and fuzzy world that nonetheless has a sharply defined hierarchy (based on sak dinah: see Mulder - Mulder, Niels, Inside Thai Society, DK Books) and ipso facto it is easy for visitors to commit contretemps; a great deal of this has to do with unexamined assumptions which Western people carry around like army packs.




    There are at least 12 known kinds of Thai yim (smiles): at the outset I would like to point out the first smile (Yim #1), is the one Smile Land is famous for – the ready, toothy-smile especially and particularly at first encounters. Thais also have another smile for second encounters (Yim #2) and here is where I take license and use my own term: yim ki-ma (dog poop smile) where the real feelings are revealed and pretense about being nice long gone. In this case, at the same time you fake a smile or grimace, you roll up your upper lip like you just stepped in a really awful dog stool. The particular smile, #2, I find on occasions not limited only to second-meeting scenarios. Good looking women love to do this to staring-men on buses and other places, but they add a head-to-toes glance as they yim ki-ma to expand on the core sentiment of pure disdain.




    Even in, and maybe especially, in department stores, a salesgirl may chat you up royally all yim #1 and asking you the first encounter banter: Where you come from? How long you stay here? You have Thai wife or not? But this is just standard hype and doesn’t mean a thing; hence, next time through the same store, you might pass the chatty pleasant girl, but this time, she rolls out the second smile, yim ki-ma and you are a bit boggled- maybe you will go into existential angst. But if you are on your way to ki-nok status, you will just Mentally Erase the girl and her weird expression.




    The sales chat is part of prescribed first-time-stranger behavior: just a little ritual.




    The sudden welling up of latent contumely (in the yim ki-ma) is partially introduced in the first chapter on the 7-11 dealing with CSAS or ASS. Keep in mind that people don’t just do the different yims, they practice them with mirrors! You may need your own mirror to catch many of the yim ki-ma because most are done behind your back.




    Many observations are from BKK but a good many from Chiang Mai.




    The title can be read four ways:




    1) Siam Smile, which is singular and a noun, or




    2) Siam Smiles which is the verb, and you have a happy country, or




    3) Siam Smiles with a plural option for the noun, or




    4) Siam Smile/s which is either/or in the Kierkegaardian sense and, thus ambiguous and could be a noun and singular or plural. Of course, you remember the prior admonition about the first and second encounter smiles.




    May you tread in the kusula (skilled) manner through the twilight local cultural labyrinth to arrive successfully at the panjandrum of full ki-nokery.


  




  

    Preface to the Second Edition




    This is an opportune time to correct the errata in the first edition. I would like to introduce some characters that fell through the cracks first time around. Siam Smile/s was originally 80 chapters, slimmed down to 42, and some of the personae missed their introductions:




    Cultural Key Mistress, who whisked me day-four of my first time in Smile Land to a far north hamlet, where I was immediately put to plowing rice fields. She was my culture mentor for several years, and gave me insights into the nature of the chao nah (rice farmers).




    Angry Randy, who is a real, but nearly mythic character that roams BKK demanding justice, and teaching manners to queue-jumpers. A US fellow, and ex-Hong Kong actor, Randy is still at large.




    Maude and Ralph, who are two prototypic, geriatric, Kansas travelers ready to try whatever they happen to read. They function a bit like a warning label about what might happen, if one tries to prove or disprove ideas stated in the book.




    Percival Gibberish, who, although relegated to footnote status, is nonetheless an important character. Formally, he is Dr. Gibberish, MBE, Prof. of Para-semiotics at the G.I. P. (Gibraltar Institute of Pataphysics)




    One thing, which comes to the fore in culture-oriented works, is the information itself. Some societies, in spite of a modern façade, remain pervasively noncommittal about their own realities. Hence, the challenge to figure things out is a bit up to the visitor. In Thailand one has the helpful works of Danish sociologist, Niels Mulder, and US historian, David Wyatt, for insights. Regarding Thais, however, I have only found one expert in years of searching. She is a lovely ajarn (professor), heading up a linguistics department, and can explain in depth Thai language and customs. On the other hand, many nationalistic Smile citizens, who are quite confident of their level of cultural knowledge, are only minimally better than the US souls on Jay Leno’s (CNBC Saturday nights in Asia) Jay Walk – who, when interviewed, identify Einstein as a comedian, and Abraham Lincoln as a communist. Especially in BKK, enthusiastic locals, can rarely go beyond ‘Good’ for historical Siamese VIPs, and will identify regional languages, when they hear them, Tai-related or not, as Yawi, a Malay-Arabic language. This indicates an incurious, surface reality society explained in detail by Mulder. When considering the astounding lack of general information in both the US and Thailand, a fellow named Mr. Weh’, who is on the guru path, said, “Well, it’s the end of the Kali Yuga, isn’t it? This is the worst of all times. What do you expect?”




    Is this drop in awareness Nietzsche’s Last Man, who turns out to be the mindless, deracinated, disinterested, and lackluster consumer, drifting from meal to meal? Is this the period when history, geography, famous people, and time itself melt into the glow of shopping mall florescent lights?




    Time to update.




    Queues and Q-jumping, in Chapter 7 To Queue or not to Queue, have been addressed everywhere, even in CM, where at post offices, they now have cardboard numbers 1-500 on a nail, a number-showing TV monitor with a soft, recorded, siren voice telling who is up, and where to go, in case you are visually-challenged, plus rows of plastic seats for waiting. This is another mini-step into the world of order and regulated politeness.




    Felony, of course, continues, but with some justice…I discuss a dodgy, cable TV company (Chapter 19 The Art of Felony 3) that fleeced me for years – I recently learned the girl responsible is in hiding, and the cops after her. I was also cheated on an ADSL modem by a representative of a phone company, but that scam has been officially terminated. The condo, that overcharged me for a year on rent, paid me back. Is this light at the end of the tunnel, or is it Diogenes fumbling with a candle because someone stole his lantern?




    As there are four chapters on felony, Chapters 17 – 20 (The Art of Felony 1-4), I would like to add, after a trip back to the US, it came to me that, in Siam you find micro-felony with small-time people out to pull one over on you. This gets tedious, and is exasperating, but nothing compared to the macro-felony you find in the West. Just walk into a US supermarket, or get gas for a car, or rent an apartment to find out what real extortion is. Macro-felony is done on the CEO-level, not small-time stuff, and is just as alienating, if not more so, but impersonal. The results are two kinds of alienation: in the US people react to macro-felony by going ‘postal’ and shooting everyone in sight, whereas in S.E. Asia, the tendency is to go into Mental Erase, or the Maya Bubble (All is Illusion). Westerners hop into their Pollyanna Bubbles and slip into denial, or buy Prozac by the wheelbarrow. A few will succumb to drink, and others to EP (Expat Paranoia) and become ornery.




    In the Chapter 9 The Language/s, I mention how you have to call Peter, PeTUUUUH, for his secretary to recognize his name. I have since discovered a lady from NZ called Roberta, who has modified her name, for all involved including expats, to roberTA. Well, that’s perfect, isn’t it? This makes her the first historical case of Orthographic Assimilation. (Some gung-ho foreigners will changed Bill to Bin or Michael to Michun but only roberTA has changed capitalization, a radical grammar violation, but award-winning in this instance.) One suspects, if roberTA had been born a lemming, she would not only have been the first over the cliff, but the first rodent to actually carry a banner (Jump R Us), and be heard to scream banZAI! in lemming (sssssssssssqueeeeeKO!)at that peak, cliff, annual moment.




    The ki-ma (dog poop) smile, or sneer, is introduced as part of daily interaction. It can be seen on Thai soaps all the time. But, some call this facial expression, kin manaow (eat lemon/lime), which is accurate with the immediate sour-citrus twist. But I prefer ki-ma because of the inherent disdain.




    The term kin muu (eat pig),in Chapter 26, has the tacit meaning of ‘taking advantage,’ and can be seen frequently, when an alien pays the bill for the smirking in-laws at restaurants.




    About Chapter 41 The Inimical Wai, Prof. Reechard (Brit.) said he has been endlessly shocked at Western geezers, who decide to wai everyone. These are the geriatrics that amble around in the Nice-Mode. However, if an elder wai-s a younger person first, the younger gets years and years of serious bad luck. Hence, the wai-ing old-timer, in his/her saccharine glow, dispenses ill-fortune right and left. Because Thais are shy, or whatever, they do not inform the pre-senile of the rules, and some elderly terrorize unabated for decades on end. Nice-Mode Bubble people assume being pleasant 24/7 is more than enough to a smooth Smile experience, but there is more to reality that loading up more pretenses in an already semi-pretend world. Sometimes you actually have to know something of the culture to be ‘nice’ in the first place.




    Regarding nuptials and romance in hindsight, Chapters 21 and 35, a good many Thais are quietly forming ‘relationships. (Canetti, Elias, The Human Province) They just move away from parents to set up a love nest, and duck the entire bride-price issue. This is often the middle class starting to modernize. Hence, right off the bat, the idea of sing sot (bride-price) is starting to go more to theory than to practice. In reality, bride-price is status-specific, which means the rural poor are not in line for much of a windfall, if anything at all (eloping is common), and some middle class families shrug the whole thing off. It is, however, a major event among the wealthy. It is also a big deal, when a foreigner tumbles onto the scene. Suddenly ordinary farm girls, who might be lucky to be a second wife, and who might not be hoping for a bride-price at all, are getting unbelievable deals. As the Camelot scenarios play out, the dusky maiden from Siskaet has a knight from Ohio riding a shining golden goose, which will honk all the way to the altar… or to the Ampur’s office. The bride-price will astonish the entire province, and the once impoverished family, will eagerly await a life of opulence.




    There is a kind of glowing incongruity, when the foreigner, with a high-level job, posh pad, chauffeur, and the like, has in tow an improbable, landless, provincial girl, selected, not by comparable background and status, but by gogo ability, and maybe even good at ping pong balls. Although she might have more tattoos than David Beckham, her bride-price has set provincial records. This match is alarming to locals, who would prefer such dalliances be discreetly kept out of public awareness. But our junior CEO is now living in the New Freedom Era, and could care less. Maybe Thais are in their own time zone?




    Time and its zones could be an issue.




    Canetti stated that mankind (the West) suddenly left reality without noticing it (1950’s) (Canetti, Elias, The Human Province) Baudrillard added to this that we (West) are now in the hyperreal world of simulation plagued by hysteresis (delayed effects after causes, like hair and nails growing after death). (Baudrillard, Jean, Simulacra and Simulation) An example might be Nepal with moderns checking their email at Katmandu internet cafes – sipping lattes, while outside 1930’s-style Maoists take on a beleaguered monarchy, and monks, Sadhus and Stone Age hill tribers watch. Things started long ago persist in today’s daily life. Kishore Mahbubani, (Mahbubani, Kishore, Can Asians Think?) the Singapore ambassador to the UN, says Asia came to a screeching halt in the 13th Century (Hegel’s ‘oriental stagnation (Whortelberry, Nigel, Pata-psychotherapy and the Unreal)). Hence you have 700 years of tumbling hysteresis. If the West is now hyperreal, then parts of SE Asia might be laced with pockets of the pre-real, with a tendency to the almost-real, trying to embrace the 1930’s. Asia has yet to come to terms with WWII, according to the Singapore Minister of Foreign Affairs, George Yeo, referring to recent China-Japan antagonisms. In this case, visitors to Smile Land may experience a slight time warp and/or virtual reality sensation. Travelers leaving Asia to return to the West, especially after long sojourns, state they are returning to the real world. Of course, now the real world is time-locked at 1950, so there is no going back. In the West, everything is simulated, no longer real, and hence a desperate, therapeutic need for ‘reality shows,’ or trips to SE Asia. This is good, especially for tourism. Spain, with its colorful Civil Guard, gypsies under bridges, and four-hour siestas, has remained temporally fixed to a 1820 time warp. As a consequence, it is the most visited tourist venue on the planet. Spain is a time museum, and Thailand, with its peasant culture, long-necked Karen women, and 1930’s styles, can turn hysteresis to pure gold.




    The theme sic passim is lucidly stated by Nigel Whortleberry, “Avoid respiscence at all costs.” (Whortelberry, Nigel, Pata-psychotherapy and the Unreal) Forewarned, and on alert, those reeling along on the path to a kind of noodle-based Utopia, can have success, and almost grin, when bestowed with Bird Poop (ki-nok) status. H.W. 2006


  




  

    The Author




    It hit me when I was figuring out the geometrics of cognition in Chapter VII of Plato’s Republic:( images> objects> ideas> ideals) (conjecture> belief> understanding> exercise of reason.) the point in life is to move up to the next level and that’s what Siam Smile/s is about. Time to take a Cervantine look at the Land of Smiles and ride after main targets. Now to do this, I needed someone recent in speculation on humanity and I came up with the ‘three wise men’: Wittgenstein, Ryle, and Geertz. The first two drove students mad at Cambridge and Geertz almost as bad in the US.




    No great knowledge of the three fellows is necessary to understand Siam Smile/s but I will give a few pointers for those who want to stay on their toes: Wittgenstein started it off at Cambridge looking at language as a thing in itself and focused on signals. Ryle took up this signal business in language and pointed out the following: two boys wink at each other; was this a wink or a blink? To really know you need the ‘thick’ analysis which brings out what was observed and what was experienced. This is called semiotics and Geertz now takes the system and applies it to anthropology and uses the same winking boy analysis.




    Humans blink 9,325 times per day…or are they secretly winking?




    Thais also have a kayibataa (wink) as opposed to grapriptaa (blink) but with exclusionary and felonious rules:




    1) one can wink with compatriots but not strangers (in-group thing), and




    2) one can wink when cheating on a test to signal the correct answer (see the four chapters on the Art of Felony).




    In the movie I, Robot Will Smith teaches the robot to wink and now we have cyber-winking! What digital microchip is responsible for decrypting the meaning of a wink made by a robot?




    In other words when you observe people doing things, (signals: language, gestures etc.) what are they really doing? What’s going on? And Geertz makes a big point about what they (the Ryle winks) might mean. When observing people in the Third World you find they are often traditional, ritual-bound and you can talk signals, symbols, or semiotics. The interesting part is our anthropologists are only uni-dimensional in their entire focus: when they watch a ceremony, they want to know the purpose, the social binding-bonding going on and the like but not one of them would for a minute entertain the thought that the shamans, gurus, hermits, mystics, meditators, mediums, feng shui adepts and chanting monks are actually doing anything. They miss the point about signals and a lot more.




    Hence, if semiotics is the study of symbols in culture, then para-semiotics is the study of symbols for things that go bump in the night, mumbo jumbo, déjà vu, serendipity, weird fate and have their own other dimensional signs and rules. Hence science dictates only a bland 3rd dimension vacuous material consumer existence. But even today the masses of people in their little huts are still in tune with ghosts, spirits, ancestors and mysterious symbols (signals) galore.




    My case is Thailand. It’s hard to find any place with such a dedication to para-semiotics: spirit houses everywhere (front yards), Tao temples at the corners, probably an equal ratio of wats to bordellos (the world in balance), Hindu gods here and there and astrologers and fortune tellers sometimes squatting next to fried banana sellers at the front door of the 7 11. People engaged in these things are wildly into the world of para-semiotics. To them there is a clear and proved cause and effect relationship with strange entities and even ET beings.




    Para-semiotics is for a place like Smile Land but useless in Ohio unless you are an American Indian. It posits rules somewhere in the 4th dimension as well as the 2nd where quantum mechanics fear to tread. Semiotics is essentially a muggle thing.




    Ryle and Geertz our famous academics say a ‘thick’ analysis is when you really understand the symbols you are observing. That’s fine. When you add in my idea of para-semitoics, then we zip right over ‘thick’ and go to ‘hyper-thick.’ Thick in this case means as much as you can understand in the 3rd dimension and hyper thick adds in the other dimensions, escaped ghosts from Hogwarts, the unexplained, the hard to fathom, the miraculous and the unbelievable.




    To give an example, many expat writers pick up on the gogo girls who pay respects to the spirit house outside the bar area and again to the little one near the dance platform. But no one takes a look at the spirits buzzing around these places. Why do some girls have the little black lingam in their purse? Why do people buy those lingams in the amulet markets? Why did an appliance shop at a Mall have an electric dildo going full blast in the showcase? Why do the top BKK business people consult feng shui ajarns before making deals? Is it really so important to put those little hexagram mirrors up? Excuse me, but why does Bangkok Bank Main Office Silom have the funny little pond and gold fish right in front? What is the purpose of the little artificial stream that wanders underneath the Hyatt-Erawan to the lower area of adjacent Sogo?




    Semiotics defines the muggle world and para-semiotics goes right over their fuzzy heads into hocus-pocus time. Para-semiotics is a true guide for all serious ki-nokologists.




    The author is presently a lecturer at ULIM, Chisinau, Moldova
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    Chapter 1: The 7-11 CSAS (ASS)




    Lots of people would suppose the 7-ll to be a standard convenience store wherever they happen to go: Ashgabat, Tashkent, or Hohhot. Not exactly. In BKK, for example, there are a few nuances for those addicted to 7-11s and who are newly arrived (and unaware), or in the throes of D & D. (D & D refers to Dogma and Denial, lingering post-Christian we-are-all-the-same (meaning perfect replication of 7-11’s) plus the everything is nice illusion (also CA Maya or California-type delusion))




    First is entering the Thai version of the 7-11 – the staff have been told and trained to greet all customers with Sawasdee, but after the first few weeks, the newness of the job and the greeting to customers grow tedious. Thereupon, a rather unconscious decision slips into the 7 11 clerk’s head to greet or not upon mood alone; if in a good frame of mind, it is a greeting, if not, a sullen and ominous silence. Some foreigners notice that they seldom if ever get the greeting (or the come back again in Thai when they pay) and watch over their shoulder to find that, by George, the 7 11 staff does usually greet the Thais with a cheerful Sawasdee (Good day) but not strangers (and sometimes loudly so as to emphasize that this customer gets a greeting but not you! This selection of silence or greeting underlines a kind of latent hostility). (This is referred to a CSAS or Convenience Store Alienation Syndrome or ASS Arom Sia Syndrome (Bad Mood Syndrome).)




    On a low-mood clerk day, foreigners are on low priority for that Sawasdee!




    However, if one is in 7-11s long enough, one will see the silent treatment for locals as well, particularly the ‘street people.’ And, eventually one will notice the Thai customers give an almost unnoticeable flinch when they too receive the 7-11 silent treatment. They are keenly aware of the decision to greet or not to greet (of course, after a while the reaction becomes subliminal, and you look for unconscious body jerks among other people or find yourself doing it).




    There is a small amount of power, of course, at issue here with the clerk deciding whom to greet and whom not to greet. It is a kind of minor ego-enhancing convenience store temptation and probably improves the lives of those on low salary, low esteem, and meager self-confidence. I can recognize you and be polite, or ignore you and just stare at the toilet paper- these are the CSAS (ASS) symptoms.




    The second interesting aspect of BKK 7-11 life is the security guard; these fellows are usually dark, in smart-green uniforms and from Ubon, Udon, Pechabun, Buriram, or Surin provinces (upcountry). If they are new on the job, they will follow you around like a character out of a Pink Panther movie –an improvised Inspector Clouseau (Peter Sellers) looking over your shoulder and creeping around at a tilt, body partially inclined forward with eyes in a scrutinizing squint. After a few weeks - at the same time the new clerk is getting tired of being nice- the guard will realize foreigners don’t steal and will focus on tracking the local light-fingered customers. He will eventually target the ubiquitous street people who jam the sidewalk (with a kind of squatters’ rights) outside the 7-11 selling fried spring rolls and dok mali flower garlands (you can spot them by their haggard street look and money-change belts).




    The best part of the BKK 7-11 is a special spot about dead center in the store…maybe three aisles over (The 7-11s on budget tourist Kao San Road are so small and the aisles so narrow that one dare not attempt an aisle turn much less finding the cool spot.) where the aircon comes straight down. On a hot, polluted day, one of the best things to do, other than rushing to a hospital and getting attached to an oxygen tent, is to find the aircon center in a 7-11, relax and take in the cool clean air until refreshed and oxygenated. Taking in this ecstatic moment, you can get away with a near mystical stance, arms outstretched, beatific facial expression, eyes glazed over or closed in rapture because the other customers are heat-dazed while the locals are pretending you are not there – in their reality the way to deal with strange beings is to avoid them and nicely mentally erase them… the fellow with outstretched arms in the middle of aisle 3 near the soap does not exist.




    Thais perfected the mental-erase (ME) long ago waiting in traffic jams and in long queues; it is also inspired by Theravadan voidness.




    A final caveat for BKK 7-11 is the trainees working their way up to Sawasdee level greeter (or not) and cashier, will in the meantime constantly mop the dull orange tile floors. The wet-line goes from the checkout area directly back to the Big Gulp pump. Now, you never catch anyone spilling anything, but the floors are almost always wet and getting fresh dirty foot prints; these floors now post-mopped are a bit disgusting and increasingly slippery. There is no telling what the 7-11 crew will do if you suddenly slip, bang your head, and black out. Chances are they will drag you back across the slick tile floor and stick you in the rear cool storage room on a case of Singha beer in the beverage area figuring the cold air will bring you around. If this should be the case, and you come to in a strange dark place, don’t shout, but regain composure and your decorum. The clerks will tell you (as will the little lady on the corner who is a fortune teller) that this is actually your lucky day…you had your accident in the nice cool 7-11 and you didn’t fall down a manhole into an open sewer which was most likely another possibility for your day’s fate.




    If you are a tourist, it’s not a bad idea to have a card from your hotel or guesthouse in your shirt/blouse pocket so that, perhaps, the astute 7-11 security guard might drag you out to a taximeter cab and send you on your way home comatose and onto the next phase of your ‘lucky day.’ Long-term folk should carry necessary instructions for emergency in wallet or purse.




    Not all is gloom and doom in the 7-11: there are a few benefits:




    There are extra things that the Thai 7-11 gives you that you’ll probably never find in the Wild West US; if you get a yogurt or ice cream, anything that could be eaten right there, they give you a special cellophane wrapped plastic spoon. And you get one for each item, as though you had a hungry bunch of pals waiting outside and you would soon hunker down on the curb and pig out. And if you buy anything in the liquid category you get a special plastic straw. (Including bottles of beer.) Sometimes if you get a variety of bottled beverages and the 7-11 clerk goes ping ping and hence smitten, you might get a fist full of straws like a commercial fasces romana all of which point to a token of their momentary affection/lust for you.




    Another sign of budding romance is if the clerk smiles enticingly at you and offers some of the near prophylactics:




    “I’ll bet you can use some of these,” he/she says with a leer (this example is from an encounter with a young Thai woman and a lady 7-11 cashier).




    And in the Kao San area if the you buy a bottle of beer, say a liter of Singha, the clerk will expertly eye you and then snap off the top knowing you are one of those street roaming Hyperborean wild Vikings and will swig your way along. In which case unless you have your body tattooed with Runes, it might be interesting to say:




    “Say, I’m not drinking this now. I want another bottle with the top on.”




    But if the clerk is astute as they generally are, and has tuned in with 7-11 ESP and hence para-semiotic (This 7-11 ESP is a sub category in para-semiotic theory: intuitive clerking) abilities and knows you don’t have a bottle opener and need someone to open that bottle, you get special service you won’t get elsewhere.




    The odd thing about these 7-11s is so few people ever use the little red and blue plastic shopping baskets that the staff will store their inventory charts in them. Once you get the clerk to retrieve the official clipboard, you then need a crowbar to pry open the plastic containers where a hidden layer of Coke or spilled Big Gulp has solidified to the point it is nearly like Elephant Super Glue cementing the baskets.




    Some 7-11s will walk on the wild side and sell the Thai version of Penthouse or a contraband Playboy. Of course reading a mag is not very interesting when there is a plethora of live sex places never far away. The price of one mag is probably close to two bar fines. (Of course reading material could qualify as ‘safe sex’)




    A final observation on the 7-11 is the lack of feasibility studies and/or common sense. There seems to be an audacious attempt to prove Piaget wrong that people begin to develop logic and sequence after age 11. You will find 7-11s directly across the street from each other vying for the same customers. Where is the thinking in this franchise strategy? Of course, what I do and I suspect Thais do as well is pick the most polite store to deal with. This means that if 7-11 A has a snooty clerk who never greets anyone or you or who never asks you the perfunctory perm alai kaaa (anything else?) - or even the churn cap ma tah mi ogat (please come back again), then you go straight across the street and test out the rival, 7-11 B. So the store with the lowest CSAS (ASS) employees should technically have the highest sales. (CSAS and moody clerks = low sales is so obvious Zop’s and many other supermarkets finally insisted as a buffer to arom sia (bad mood), a regulated wai and sawasdee to all customers policy. Clerks have the prerogative to offer the sawasdee ca if female or sawasdee cap if male: and wadee ca or wadee cap as shortened versions.)




    Note: the reader is not advised to inquire at the next 7-11 venture if the clerks are having an ASS day (although asking about arom sia lu bao might be germane if you are thus inspired)




    (Not suggested)




    “Excuse me, Miss.”




    Looks up.




    “Are you perhaps suffering from ASS?”




    “Alai wah?” (Rude form of ‘what?’)




    (Semi suggested)




    “Excuse me, Miss.”




    Looks up.




    “Arom sia lu bao?”




    “Alai wah?”




    [As you probably get the same response either way, maybe go Zen; be like locals and start the ME this store doesn’t exist…neither does the clerk…]


  




  

    Chapter 2: The Taximeter (Bo men)




    The secret delight of BKK is the taximeter. First let’s look at the cab itself. The inside is decorated with religious symbols. For example on the inside roof is generally the golden finger-painting ancient symbols of a monk thus blessing the cab. Near the windshield will be a photo or statue of the mystic Monk Lungphrakhun of Korat (impish looking smoking a cheroot like something out of Alice in Wonderland) or Pra Candassaro Sot (This monk was also known as Pramonkolthepmuni.) (who looks like an old slightly tired Italian) of Wat Pak Nam Dhammacaya fame or a cult portrait of popular mustachioed King Rama V. And to commemorate all this is a fresh, stale, or plastic dok mali (jasmine) flower garland dangling from the rear view mirror. On the dashboard there are interesting things like a glued-on coin collection, or a Buddha fixed facing forward or backward, (There is a dichotomy of opinion here: some face the monk or Buddha facing outward to ward off danger and the other is to face and protect all on the inside.) or a plastic animal (the animal usually corresponds to the driver’s Chinese birth zodiac sign: pig, monkey, etc.). Sometimes there is even a tiny plastic allegory of a sea scene; a rescue boat (Buddha) and a vinyl sea of crocodiles (Mara). There might be a beaded rosary hanging from the mirror indicating the driver is a vipassana meditator and may slip into a trance at overly long red lights. If this happens, you can just gently say Bye bye, which does not mean goodbye but Go go.




    The cab is at times a mini-shrine.




    (In spite of this if you look new, they will pull out a massage brochure made in the 80’s of dull looking ladies in light orange chiffon colored outfits…and hiss You want lady? Of course the women in the picture were in their late thirties at the time, and near 50 now; if you actually take the fellow up on this offer, you won’t find chiffon ladies, but his version of fun that will be a place frequented by cabbies and tuk tuk people, like one of the many strange numbered ‘hotels’! In this event, you may soon find yourself faced with a startled room of tiny Lao-Esan girls busy doing their knitting and watching local TV. Once they discover you gawking, they will be en masse ready to bolt terror-stricken and jump out the windows if necessary to make an escape, leaving your confused cab driver looking bemused and a bit sheepish).




    Wrong venue!




    Back to the cab:




    If you comment on the cab regalia, the driver will be pleased. In addition, you may notice his taxi permit on the left side in front of you (if you are in the front seat). Don’t be alarmed if the face on the permit photo is not the same as the driver’s. Often friends or families get together and drive a cab in shifts; or a taxi company will designate the shifts.




    (Keep in mind that in many 3rd world countries riding in a taxi is extremely dangerous, like in the Philippines where carrying a loaded weapon might be the key to getting to your destination or in Mexico, you need a crash suit, as you might get slammed into a bus in high-speed reckless, hanky-panky. In Thailand this is not the case and to get into the fun level, you need to be just a little astute).




    It is time to examine the driver-permit closely:




    You now try out your supposed ability to read Thai as we assume you are no longer newly arrived. The bottom line of the document will have the home province. Drivers are always pleased if you can read they are from Pechabun or Ubon. In fact, you can guess a little because 90% of the drivers are from Isan (NE area) and ethnic Laos. In fact, the majority are from Roi-Et Province. Since people have trouble saying the letter R (unless they are Cambodian), Roi-Et is pronounced Lo’-Eh’ which to them is LA: so you say to them, “Ah, you’re from LA.” They like this and it’s a great icebreaker.




    Yes, LA (or Er A)!




    A bit of trivia to be aware of; if the driver is from Roi-Et, as many are, ask him if he is from Roi-Et 1 or Roi-Et 2 as the province is divided. That will impress him.




    Now, we head off for our destination. If you didn’t read the home province, you can ask it (in Thai please). This is the chance for the Thai language beginners to get a tune-up. You can ask all those basic questions: Where are you from? how many kids do you have? are you a Buddhist? where do you live in BKK? etc. This is the small talk part and a nice language review (and gratis). It is actually much better than taking Thai lessons with wilted, dour old ladies in the orange/brown, horrid floral patterns at little Thai Language schools, who are as enthused to teach English to aliens, as paraplegics assigned to wash an oversized elephant.




    The next part is to figure out how to go to higher topics: this harkens back to The Author when certain Platonic cognitive schemes were posited – for example, the trip from conjecture to belief to understanding to exercise of reason. This doesn’t take much more language expertise but does necessitate understanding the current situation: What is going on with Newin Chidchob? What about Chavalit? What will the Parliament do next? What girl is Paradon dating? Who is going out with Tata Young? Why aren’t Tata and Paradon seeing each other? What happens if the next Prime Minister purchases Manchester United when the former PM bought Liverpool? Is it true the Thai government has their eye on Real Madrid?




    An important note (to compare with the chapter on Thai Chat) is a curious phenomenon recently on Discovery Channel concerning London Taxi drivers, who must pass a special test and have to study maps and alternate directions; the intense searching and figuring has led these fellows to have an enlarged hippocampus. The same thing happens to a certain degree to BKK cab drivers who when told a direction, look up left in visual recall to picture a map; then go to a second scan to analyze the best route. This is neural activation and, of course, it goes on constantly day after day and with the traffic jams, time to ponder, listen to the news on the radio, and even read papers. All of this puts the drivers into level IV cognition (Piaget’s highest level: sequence, logic and conceptualization) and they can even do follow-ups.




    These fellows, unlike the ajarns (professors) and poli sci students who stick to Japanese cartoon books and assiduously avoid current events, are up on the Thai parliament, government rascals, movie star scandals and even the last word on US fiddling around. In fact, almost to the point of being uniquely un-Thai, they are busy formulating their own opinions!




    This is verboten especially over political topics and from time to time the government actually requests the cabbies to stop chitchatting about a current problem.




    And sometimes there are original thinkers: this is the geometric jump from ideas to ideals (The Republic):




    One surprising taxi driver in his 30s from Ubon who had been in the Thai Army and was still wearing military fatigues; he somehow managed to visit Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Thereupon he came up with a theory of khunaphap (quality). He calibrated each country, and sometimes cities as well as to their level of quality. He was generally pessimistic about BKK, and most other places, so he concentrated analysis of how much quality places like Chiang Mai had in the past. In other words, there were values and societal worth at the beginning of the 20th century, but since then it had been down hill in many places. This fellow would love Adorno and negative dialectics.




    One driver from Udon was a history buff and was better than most travel guides:




    “And the Burmese came over this bridge with 100,000 men and on the other side, only 50,000 Thais who stopped them right here.”




    He could re-live BKK history from one part of town to the next.




    You find some surprising people but generally from among the neurally-activated (enlarged hippocampus) province taxi drivers.




    To go from news topics to more specific conversations, there are a variety of sub-topics at times to pick from; the conversation can be humorous and maybe about women. Discussing, for example, Thai women who marry foreigners: these fellows who have to foot the bill for the perennially sick family water buffalo, will get the drivers going. Or telling them the difference of going to a BKK pub and ending up with a date maybe a matter of just remembering to bring your wallet with you as opposed to a Holiday Inn weekend venture in the US where even a Brad Pitt look-alike will face the hostile and out-to-say-no American female.




    BKK Generic PubQ: MeA1: Thai female




    A1:Hi, there. Will you buy me a drink?




    Q:You bet.




    A1:You’re a nice guy. In fact you look just like Clark Gable.




    Q:Really? How would you like to dance?




    A1:Great. By the way, do you have a name or can I just call you Clark?




    Q:You can call me Khun Clark, and I think you could be Wonder Woman.




    A1:Oh, I like that! Maybe you are Clark like Clark Kent…the secret Superman!




    Q:Here’s my email: ah, I see yours reads niceencounters@hotmail.com. Hm!




    USA Generic Holiday Inn Q: Me A2:American female




    Q:Can I buy you a drink?




    A2:Get the $%^&* out of here!




    Q:Pretty please?




    A2:I’m calling the bouncer.




    Q:What? Is it that time of the month?




    A2:OK, that does it (pulls out pepper spray):




    ZZZzzzz!




    Q:Oh, I can’t see a thing!




    A2:Harassment! Harassment! Call my attorney! Get the cops! Throw this troglodyte out of here!! (This adumbrates the two chapters on Geezers and Bar Life.)




    Cabbies love this kind of cultural input; I call it a transcendent anecdote. It is reassuring that they at least are in the right place at the right time. They are temporally in the Leibniz best of all possible worlds. Imagine women who won’t accept a drink!




    Usually the cab banter starts with the first stop at a traffic light, and the fellow says, (to men) “Thai women are beautiful, aren’t they?” (This is so standard you hear it in the store, TV repair place, classroom, or zoo) So, most men answer, “Yeah, sure.” But on one occasion, I looked out the cab window at the lady near sitting in the back of a songteow (Pickup truck with two seating benches in the back) with an I am angry and tired and I am going home face.




    “What about her?” I pointed out, “Is that a beautiful face?” He looked over, “No, it isn’t.” So I looked at the other side at the sidewalk and a woman deep in a frown and bad mood was stomping along, ”What about her?” I asked.




    Then the man said, “Listen, we have a lot names for those faces”…. and he started telling them to me and explaining like na buat or swollen face, and he was soon guffawing about the faces and pointing them out around us.




    But not all cabbies are so much fun.




    One word of caution is, although the cab drivers are one of the most enjoyable parts of BKK, they are mono-directional as are cockroaches. If, for example, you say you want to go to MBK and a few minutes later, change your mind, and say, “Oh, I made a mistake. Actually I have to pick something up on Sukhumvit…” Good luck! Once they get going, they can’t change. It is easier on all to understand this – let’s call it impeccable focus – and instead of trying to get the fellow to turn around, just say “Sorry”, pay for the trip up to that point, get out and get another cab.




    Taxi types that hang around the front of hotels are usual on a scam and will want you on a tour without the meter. Best to just flag someone down in the street. Usually a little sign is on in the dash to indicate FREE. Wave them down but be aware of the 4:00 PM deadline. Just when many people are rushing for a cab to go home, the cabbie is going home as well. His shift is over and he has to turn the cab over to his cousin pronto and unless you are going his way, no way.




    A caveat on chitchat with taximeter drivers is 90% are from Isan and hence ethnic Laos. If you talk with these fellows every day in traffic, you get so you understand them just like you were speaking English. At times it doesn’t even seem like a foreign language is being used. But, Central Thai people, especially educated ones will be a bit surprised at your way of speaking; actually you are picking up the Isan way of speaking. To explain this, imagine a professor from Tokyo who doesn’t speak English goes to London to teach Japanese. He’s in a cab every day…what does he hear and learn? Cockney of course. Now imagine when the Japanese professor speaks in English with some of the dons!




    “Wot? The economy, well it’s a bloody mess, in’ it?”




    “I say, old boy, where did you learn that?”




    A little British shock of course.




    If you are around BKK enough, you will discover its remarkable taxi synchronicity. Although it is a city of millions, you will often run into the same cab driver. Amazingly they will remember where you went last, and ask if you want to go there again. In fact, they may remember your last diatribe on the foibles of women and want to start where you left off last.




    In spite of the sky train and more intended regulation, BKK is still the traffic jam capital of the world. Therefore, there are some suggestions to those caught in a jam especially after 4:00 PM when we are tired and just want to get home.




    First, if possible, get a laptop and take it with you. While wasting time, you can play a game. (You may go straight to games like solitaire or for the wild, Counter-Strike.) Second, if you are musically inclined, take a mini karaoke blaster with you (battery run). Bring your own music of course. A portable TV might be nice but too much interference in traffic. A flask of single malt scotch would be OK in a plastic Namthip water bottle, so that it won’t break and no one will know. Or you could have already-mixed drinks so that a cocktail is just a sip away. At a really jammed intersection, look around for one of the ubiquitous massage parlors, run in, get a girl, race her out and get a backseat massage. Remember that a ‘footie’ (foot massage) only takes 30 minutes and that should cover one intersection. Carrying a picnic box is also a good idea so that you can have dinner no matter what. Another option, supposing you’ve had that weeklong introduction to vipassana meditation, you can sit in the back and zone out. Of course you can read a book like Siam Smile/s, which will get you through a few traffic lights. Or, you can just have an amicable exchange with the cabbie. As you step out, and he says Cap khun lai lai duh (“thanks” in Lao), you can have a happy ending so rare in Post Modern life with Bo pen yang dok (“you’re welcome,” also in Lao). (If you are advanced in ki-nokery and want a chuckle, when the cabbie asks if you vowel Lao (speak Lao), just say Bo men! They love this. It means “NO”.)


  




  

    Chapter 3: Mental Erase (ME)




    Thais would call this chuey-chuey or jai yen; others would call it OBE, or total fear but I call it ME (Mental Erase). Here’s the idea: when Thais are in a place or situation they don’t like, they mentally evacuate. The body is there but they aren’t.




    Doing ME has some beneficial results as you can guess though it is a bit like the Ostrich thing but instead of putting your head in the sand, you do a Harry-Potter-with-the Magic-Cloak and disappear.




    I’d like tell of two award winning ME cases and one where the entire concept backfired:




    First, I was on a but 4:00 PM coming up traffic jammed Phaya Thai on a BMT bus and the driver was one of those manic polar cases who had just gone off the deep end, floored the bus and careened through traffic sometimes tilting the bus so much we had only two tires on the road. Naturally, I was alarmed and looked around the bus for support but the entire bunch immediately went ME (or OBE) and had blank faces. I was desperately thinking up a plan of throttling the driver from behind until he got his foot off the gas pedal or the like…I was in no mood for this mutual suicide mission…and when we hit Victory Monument, the madman really let loose and continued to slam the bus around in what seemed like endless circles on two wheels, dust rising, bus screaming, but still not a thing out of order for the ME riders- just those passive nothing-is-happening faces…suddenly, the fellow came to a stop and I looked at the Chinese-Thai chap next to me in wonder as we all made a speedy exit, but all he did was make a slight ki-ma (dog poop) look of disapproval and hop off.




    No one had a word with the driver or took the bus number or license. I figure they’d forgotten the whole thing the moment their feet hit the street.




    Those bus riders get Award No. I of Mental Erase.




    Award No. II goes to a group of ferry riders from Tahprachan pier to Tah Wanglang.




    It was a normal, quiet afternoon and we all hopped on the old steel gray and white ferry as usual. The flat bottom boat started off across the Chao Phaya but when we went in to dock, we didn’t. Instead we did a circle out back and around and then another and another and another…we were going in continuous circles and I knew we had a new pilot who was having a problem docking.




    I scanned the fellow passengers and just like on the bus, they were silent, blank faced and doing their ME mantra: I am not here, I am not here. But the circling kept going on and I started the plan to take over the boat: I had been on the ferry enough times to pilot it and dock it myself. Before launching on my mission, I checked the faces of the passengers and even though it was clear we were having a problem, they were into non-existence. Not finding anyone with a glance of camaraderie to help me take over the boat, I decided to needle the bunch of them and started loudly saying Wai nam dai mai? (You can swim can’t you?) and I got some flinching. Of course, most couldn’t dog paddle in a baby pool!




    Anyway lucky for all, the boy finally bobbed the boat into dock and the awaiting crew hastily tied it to the pier with ropes.




    The benefit of ME is that you know a bad situation is temporal: life is transitory, ephemeral; it has a time limit and cannot last forever. To avoid getting involved or having a memory or a later dream, in weird situations you just do ME…pull in the self, the mind, the works and go I am not here, I am not here. Some people may start counting to 100 and if that doesn’t work, the ferry is still circling, try 1000 and so on.




    But nobody was thinking of taking over the boat or just swimming to shore. No action in the ME system.




    As the Post Modern-Post Christian-Neo Pagan mind is submerged a great deal in awful things today, the Thai ME is not a bad idea. It can be a neural antidote. But it can backfire.




    One morning I was across the street from Siriraj Hospital and headed towards the pedestrian walkover; suddenly a lady in her 30s dressed in an office-gray suit, slumped, and hit the sidewalk. There she was. I looked down and looked around. Of course, the dozen people waiting for the next bus went into ME. By this time, I knew what they were doing, had figured it out. I immediately spotted the nearest fellow and said in Thai, “Help me, pick up her feet” which he did and then I waved to another man to stop the traffic, which he did.




    I had her shoulders the other fellow had her feet. We got her across the busy street and right up the ramp to what luckily was the door to the Siriraj emergency room. Now, while the people standing on the street get an F in helping others, the ER gets an A+ for rushing the woman right in without asking a word, no forms, just care.




    (I would have hated to try the same emergency rush in with an American hospital where they would have stacks for forms, questionnaires, insurance questions and the like. Who was I? Would I be responsible? Did I have insurance and the like.)




    The Thai ER staff immediately figured out the situation and took care of it.




    But, back to the people who just watched and didn’t help: the number of bodies you step over on the BKK sidewalks is alarming and as you look around people go into ME. Now maybe the locals know the local guy was drunk and passed out or on drugs: I have found people sprawled on the sidewalk from 7:00 AM until 5:00 PM with nice clothes, necktie and not really sure if they are dead or alive. I always assume in such cases that the lingering locals know the situation and it’s up to them to call the hospital or the morgue.




    As public sleeping is allowed and, in fact, a kind of norm, you’re not sure if the chap laid out of the sidewalk is perhaps taking a nap.




    So, you wonder, is this the Samaritan question or what? Should you stop and take care of people or let them go?




    In the case of the lady who fainted, I was without thought a Samaritan but here’s a case that didn’t work. Not being a Samaritan has a case:




    A nice old retired Brit was walking along one night when he stepped over one of the aforementioned bodies and noticed it was a rather young girl. He called an ambulance and had her checked. It turned out she had TB. Therefore, under doctor’s advice the Brit paid for a few weeks of IC/VIP care while she came around and then later, due to cost, had her moved to a regular ward.




    Now our Samaritan finally had words with his (worthless) ward:




    “And how are you?” he asked visiting her in the regular ward.




    “Why you do this to me?” a highly irate girl asked.




    “What do you mean?”




    “Why you put me in here?”




    “Well, it’s getting a bit expensive,” (remember that they are complete strangers)




    “I no like. Other place good. I want VIP. You no good!”




    “I say!”




    So the poor waif dying in a dark BKK gutter and brought back to life has the cheek to demand VIP care! Maybe this is the clue why bystanders just let people drop as they may. I imagine this could cause a moral dilemma of going into ME or being a Sumaritan.




    There are other times like the incident of a crashed motorcycle rider where the crowd automatically took care of him without a word.




    You never know. One time a dog went into spasms and was obviously dying: a nurse showed up and instead of smacking the dog one, administered a drug over-dose and a security guard rushed over to give the moribund canine a final massage!!




    I wonder why so much concern was shown for the mongrel but nothing for the hapless pavement bodies? Maybe it’s getting stuck with a stranger who will later demand a VIP room and who knows what else? What triggers ME anyway? I would guess it is situational. If people don’t understand the situation, it’s ME, but if they do, they are OK as Samaritans unless they suspect it entails a VIP waif or the like.
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