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    About the author




    Peter Jaggs is from Essex in England and has spent the best part of the past twenty five years in Thailand since he was in his early twenties and has visited every province in the country.




    Peter has always believed that real work is a necessary evil and should only be undertaken when funds are required for the extended bouts of bar-hopping, fishing and hanging out on beaches he much prefers.




    However, he does enjoy writing about his beloved second home and has had articles, stories and poems published in several newspapers and magazines. This is Peter’s second full length book. His first work, a panoramic novel of Pattaya, “From Beggar to Butterfly”, was published in 2006.




    Although Peter loves women ― especially of the Thai variety ― he is not married because he feels that a wife would be as much of a hindrance to his freedom and irresponsible lifestyle as a regular job. Besides this, no female on God’s earth could put up with him for any length of time apart from his mother.




    Peter is currently based between Devon, England and Pattaya City and spends an equal amount of time in each of his two homes with frequent excursions to other favourite venues in Asia.




    With my thanks and respect to the people of Isaan


  




  

    Glossary




    Thai words, phrases and terms used in this book




    Ban nok - Up-country, outside the city




    Bar-fine - Money paid to take girl from bar




    Barp - Very bad karma




    Chalat - Very clever, smart




    Cha cha - Slowly




    Chai yen - Calm, cool-hearted




    Chai reng - Strong hearted




    Chai rorn - Hot tempered




    Chai yo - A cheer (hooray!)




    Chok mai dee - Bad luck




    Farang - Westerner




    Fontoc - Rain




    Ham - Penis




    Hoon - Doll made by Thai people to trick ghosts




    Jinjok - Lizard




    Isaan - Northeast Thailand




    Katai - Rabbit




    Katoey - Lady-man, transvestite




    Kuaytiaw - Noodle soup




    Khao niaw - Sticky rice




    Keeniaw - Tight-fisted, miserly




    Khao phansa - Buddhist lent




    Khor thot - To be sorry




    Kikapom - Edible lizard




    Kwai - Buffalo




    Kwang iloom - Female rhinoceros beetle




    Kwang ki - Species of beetle




    Kwang san - Species of beetle




    Laew - Quickly




    Lang mot - Ants’ nest




    Lao khao - Cheap Thai alcohol




    Look - Child




    Loong - Uncle




    Maeng kwang - Rhinoceros beetle




    Mai dai - Cannot




    Mai dee - No good




    Mai narn - Not long




    Mai pen rai - Never mind




    Mak - A lot, too much




    Mamasan - Woman in charge of bar-girls




    Maw - Drunk




    Mawlam - North-Eastern Thai music




    Men mak - Bad smell




    Mor phi - Spirit doctor




    Mor phorn - Person in charge of baci ceremony




    Muay Thai - Thai boxing




    Na - Aunt




    Niap - Quiet




    Nok - Bird




    Nua mee - We have meat




    Nua mot - Meat finished




    Pai, mai - Are we going?




    Pen arai? - What is the problem?




    Phaakama - Silk wraparound worn by men




    Phaasin - Silk wraparound worn by women




    Phik - Hot chillis




    Phak Isaan - Isaan language




    Phooyai ban - Village headman




    Phor - Father




    Pisat - Devil




    Pla boo - Species of fish




    Por laew - Enough




    Rai - Thai unit of land




    Ram Wong - Thai circle dance




    Rong raem - Hotel




    Sabai dee mai?- How are you?




    Sai sin - Sacred thread




    Samai korn - The old days




    Sami - Husband




    Sato - Home brewed Thai rice wine




    Sawasdee krap - Good day to you




    Soi - Street




    Somtam - Spicy Thai salad




    Songsan - Pity




    Sumsan - Clumsy




    Suway - Beautiful




    Takaw - Woven wicker ball game




    Teelac - Darling, Sweetheart




    Ting tong - Crazy, mad




    Torn chaw - Morning




    Tuk-tuk - Three-wheeled motorized taxi




    Tukeh - Gecko




    Wai - Thai prayer-like gesture of greeting




    Winyaan - Spirit




    Yeepun - Japanese


  




  

    INTRODUCTION




    The stories and incidents in this book occurred more than ten years ago and today’s visitor to Isaan will notice that progress ― if that’s the right word ― has already gone some way to making its irreversible claim on the Northastern Thai people and their way of life. A general upturn in the Thai economy during the last decade together with the escalating amount of foreign money that the pulchritude and persuasive abilities of resourceful Isaan women on the lookout for a suitable pension fund amongst the bars and bright lights of Pattaya and Bangkok has encouraged an ever growing number of farang boyfriends and husbands to invest in building the concrete and tiled houses that are now taking over the countryside.




    Now, virtually every Isaan village has running water and electricity. Television, CDs, DVDs and computer technology are replacing the children’s evening games of hopscotch and takaw that used to be played before nightfall in the dusty tracks traversing the quiet hamlets.




    Motorcycles, pickup trucks and tractors have all but taken the place of the plodding pace of bicycles and buffaloes, and shiny motor vehicles are parked in the yards of many homes.




    Yet, if one looks hard enough, it is still possible to find pockets of the rural Northeast where some of the more traditional Isaan people have refused to change, and where things are not very much different to when Thailand was still known as Siam.




    Yes. Despite all the trappings of modern day Thailand, some stubborn families still cling to the belief that the ways of samai korn are the right path for the Isaan people. Perhaps if you stray off the beaten trail and if you are lucky enough, you too will find one of these little havens on your travels in Northeast Thailand; where it is still possible to experience the true Isaan culture and a life that has changed little over centuries.




    All of the stories in this book are based on true events and the characters are all real individuals although it has, of course, been necessary to change names of both places and people at times.


  




  

    The Blundering Begins




    It all began with a jet-ski. One minute I was roaring across the blue water of Pattaya bay, bouncing over the waves and enjoying the feel of the wind in my hair and the sun on my back, and deciding which go-go bar to visit that evening. Seconds later, in the wink of a bar-girl’s eye, I found myself lying under a street vendor’s mobile handcart covered in pieces of smashed fibreglass, splintered wood and sticky fruit.




    The young Thai guys who rented out the jet-skis could do it, no problem. To impress the watching sun-worshippers on the beach, the muscular young men would roar towards the shore, cut their engines and gracefully perform a broadside, then slide to a halt in the fine golden sand, inches from their mates.




    I roared towards the beach, suddenly realised I didn’t know how to cut my engine, did not perform a broadside and very ungracefully crashed into a wooden handcart full of tropical fruits.




    When the beach and surrounding palm trees had stopped spinning, I gingerly climbed to my feet. I was relieved to discover that apart from a few minor cuts and bruises, I didn’t seem to have damaged myself much at all. Not so the handcart and jet-ski. I was surrounded by pieces of splintered water-scooter and fragments of wood, and covered in slices of pineapple and mango. An irate jet-ski owner and an even more furious fruit vendor were cursing me loudly in Thai. A circle of a couple of dozen laughing bar-girls and tourists had also gathered.




    “Oh well,” I thought, wiping away a sticky mask of black pips and assorted fruit juices, “at least I have made someone happy.” Then two Thai policemen turned up.




    Two hours and one hundred and fifty thousand baht later, I was allowed to leave the police station after my apologies ― and money ― had been accepted, and handshakes had been exchanged all round. As I walked away from the local nick in Soi Seven, I forlornly examined the remaining four travellers cheques left in my wallet.




    “Shit,” I said to myself. “That’s the end of my six months in Thailand, then.”


  




  

    An Isaan Bar-Girl to the Rescue




    Before I went to Ban Lek, the closest that I had ever come to the life of an Isaan village was when I had sped through a number of the little hamlets on my way to visiting some of the sights and larger towns of Northeast Thailand. The scattered little villages of wooden houses on stilts looked very rustic and inviting to me when viewed from the comfort of an air-conditioned coach, and I’d had a mild hankering to check one out more closely for a long time.




    The Isaan villages stood along the sides of the bumpy roads or on deep green hillsides amid coconut trees and banana plants, and the flimsy looking houses with their roofs of sun-blasted yellow nipa or rusty tin seemed as natural a part of the passing scenery as the tropical trees and foliage that they nestled amongst.




    The rivers that very often ran nearby seemed to be the focal point of family life. Wiry, dark-skinned men paddled wooden canoes into the wider reaches, their dangerously unsafe-looking boats loaded and heaped with tangled, homespun gill nets.




    Sturdy brown women and lithe young girls washed clothes and cooking implements amongst the rocks and stones in the shallower parts of the waterways, and small children shouted and splashed around them. The younger ones favoured the eddies near their mothers and elder sisters, whilst the older and more daring youngsters turned and up-ended in the murky water like small brown seals in the deeper parts of the river, close to where the men worked at their nets.




    After dark, when the interior lights of the coaches were turned out and the passengers dozed, the trees along the roadsides hummed with the rasping calls of insects, and the frogs in the rivers added to the nightly cacophony with their guttural croaks. A cosy, welcoming glow would then light up the latticed, shuttered windows of each small dwelling, and the families inside them ate, slept and made love inside their tiny houses, all within a few yards of each other, separated only by a few thin planks of wood or woven nipa screens.




    The dimly lit hamlets somehow gave me an indefinably sad feeling as we rushed by, reminding me that no matter how many years I spent travelling this country, I would never truly be a part of this rural scene.




    Thundering towards a temple or an ancient ruin in Buriram or Udon Thani, I often I had visions of myself snoozing the day away in a gently swinging hammock slung between two of those shady, green coconut palms. I would, perhaps, breakfast on a juicy pineapple, and for lunch ― well ― maybe one of those big, ripe papayas in the surrounding trees would be nice to follow a barbecued chicken. After all, there seemed to be enough of the skinny fowl pecking and scratching about in the dust around the little villages.




    In the evenings, I would retire to my homely but comfortable wooden shack with my pretty Isaan wife after a nightcap of some suitably rustic brew served in half a coconut shell, until I would be lulled to sleep by the chorus of jungle animals and insects. Yes, that could well be the life for me. Peace, quiet and simplicity.




    Little did I know that I was, in fact, soon to get a chance to experience life in an Isaan village, although in quite different circumstances than I had envisaged during my musings in those air-conditioned coaches.




    The incident with the jet-ski had played havoc with my finances. I was booked to fly back to England in five months time, so I was seemingly left with two choices. I could either reschedule my flight to an earlier date, or experience the joys of subsistence living in Pattaya for the next twenty weeks. Frankly, I had no desire to watch from the window of my poky little apartment as Big Hoggy, Colin n’ Graham, Little John, Old Tim, Young Thomas, Nine Inch Neil, Jim The Perv and all my other dubious friends and acquaintances enjoyed the considerable attractions of the bar-strip. About all I would be able to afford would be a measure of lao khao and a meal of green beans and rice purchased from one of the cheap roadside stalls. On the other hand, the tail end of a cold winter back in Essex did not appeal very much to my sun-loving inclinations either, and I had given up my job for this trip.




    I sat in one of the seedier go-go bars in Soi Eight reflecting on my dilemma, and making a glass of beer last an uncomfortably long time. I tried not to look too hard at the now unaffordable bar-girls dancing alluringly on a small stage in front of me, who suddenly looked sexier than ever. I toyed with my warm beer miserably, searching for inspiration to reach the right decision and sipping at the last of my tepid drink. I was beginning to feel very sorry for myself indeed.




    I was brought out of my self pitying reverie by the sound of footsteps behind me. A small, bikini clad Thai girl who had just finished dancing came and sat herself down on my lap. She put her arms around my neck.




    “Pen arai, Peter? Why you look very sad tonight?” she asked me. “What happened? Broken heart again?”




    The owner of the scantily clad body was Kung, who had been a fairly frequent visitor to my apartment over the past three weeks since I had arrived in Pattaya. Very often, when she didn’t manage to find a customer, she would knock on my door in the early hours of the morning after the bar had closed.




    Kung would spend the night in my apartment, and in the morning I would buy her a full English breakfast ― which she loved ― at Crazy Dave’s. She would watch corny Thai comedy shows on the TV in my apartment for the rest of the day, and she would leave the following evening just in time for her next night’s work. Hardly the romance of the year, but the agreement suited both of us nicely. It meant that I saved the price of the bar-fine necessary to take a girl out of a club before closing time, and Kung still picked up her tips. She also had a relatively comfortable time compared to sharing the floor of a cramped room with four of her bar-girl friends who worked in the sois around Pattaya. The two of us had become good friends over the past weeks, and we always had a pleasant time together.




    “Songsan mak,” said Kung, standing with her hands on her slim hips and regarding me with exaggerated concern. “Do you want to tell me what the problem is?”




    I gave another sigh of self pity, and ordered a beer with the remaining fifty baht in my wallet. I then proceeded to relate the full story of the jet-ski incident, hoping at least to obtain a little female sympathy, as my financial situation ran to very little else. Indeed, I must have been completely convincing in my woefulness because ― after she had finished laughing ― Kung told me she was going home in the morning and invited me to come along back to her village. She said that things were so cheap there, I would be able to stay for months on what remained of my holiday money.




    The following day found me rattling along miles of dirt road in a rusty, clapped-out old bus that was packed with sweating Thais. I was going home with Kung to the isolated village of Ban Lek in Northeast Thailand. It appeared that I was about to experience life in an Isaan village after all.




    The thirteen hour journey to Ban Lek was in three stages. First, we travelled from Pattaya to Bangkok on a tourist filled coach. Then, we boarded a blue air-conditioned bus at the capital city’s sprawling and hideously confusing Morchit bus station. We left the bus seven hours later at a quiet, rural town that I never caught the name of that seemed to be made up of small, boxy double and triple storied open-fronted shops and buildings made from both wood and block. Every other establishment seemed to be a noodle stall or a rice shop. Glass cases containing heaps of red tomatoes and green vegetables that I didn’t know the name of together with dodgy looking ducks and chickens hanging from their scrawny necks. The fumes of some particularly pungent ingredient that I am sure the chef chucked in just for my benefit caught in our throats and had us both in a sneezing fit as we walked past to the next bus stop. One stall displayed a row of six naked and gutted chickens rotating slowly on their chrome pole spits, arse down and head up, their plucked, stumpy wings looking like skinny, flapping arms.




    “Chicken a-go-go!” laughed Kung as she pointed at them, her mindset still obviously back in Pattaya. When I saw the state of the bus that I was destined to travel on for the next four hours, I began to wish that I was back there, too.




    It must have been the finish of the school day and the town appeared to be inhabited only by pretty teenaged schoolgirls in blue and white uniforms, and I received a couple of hard digs in the ribs from Kung for staring a little too hard. The first two legs of the journey were simply tedious, and the final stage ― on a clapped out orange death-trap of a bus ― was made memorable only by the extreme discomfort of standing up all the way as the vehicle was full, and the amazing agility of the bus conductor. Kung rather unkindly christened him the Bus Monkey, but in truth this was a pretty accurate description.




    We rattled along the crowded roads and when the bus slowed down the wiry Thai teenager leapt from either the front and middle doors of the rusty old bus with incredible fitness and grace, shouting for business. He must have been on a commission to have been so enthusiastic about his dangerous job. He jumped and dodged amongst the other traffic, yelling our destination, then when it seemed we were going far too fast for safety, he would swiftly leap up, catch hold of a chrome pole and swing himself up onto the bus again. He hung on nonchalantly with one hand as the bus picked up speed and thundered along the road. He even found time to collect the money and pass out tickets from a battered cylindrical dispenser. Just one slip and he would have been splattered all over the road as well as flattened by the following traffic. Kung said that he would perform his frightening duties for ten or twelve hours a day.




    I guessed that the life expectancy of a Thai bus conductor must be somewhere around that of a football supporter wearing a Millwall shirt in the North Bank at West Ham’s Upton Park in the seventies.




    The bus monkey was truly an athlete.




    The only other high point of the uncomfortable journey was when a group of those lovely school girls crammed themselves in amongst the standing passengers and I found myself sandwiched in between two of the prettiest of them. I got another elbow in the guts from Kung for enjoying that one.




    At dusk, after an extremely uncomfortable journey, my backside was throbbing painfully and I felt stiff in every limb. The ancient bus deposited us at the side of a dusty track seemingly in the middle of nowhere. The mouldering vehicle clattered off on its rattling journey, leaving both of us choking violently on a cloud of red dust thrown up by its bald tyres. Deserted rice paddies surrounded us on either side of the track, and the fields were interspersed with the ever-present coconut palms.




    “Laew! Laew!” yelled Kung, obviously very excited to be home. “Quickly! Follow me!” She led the way along the top of one of the six-inch-wide raised mud banks that served as walkways, crisscrossing the rice fields.




    After twenty minutes I had already lost my footing for the fourth time on the narrow paths, and the bottom of my jeans and formerly nice white trainers were sticky with the dark smelly mud of the fields. Kung was nimbly hurrying ahead, shoes in hand, eager to be home. She, of course, bore no traces of the foul slime on her shapely legs, and her feet traversed the raised tracks with a skill born of experience.




    “Hey, how much further to go?” I asked unhappily, fast becoming quite concerned about the rapidly failing daylight. I was having enough trouble staying upright whilst I could see, and I knew that in darkness I would be splashing knee deep in mud at every step.




    “Mai narn!” Kung replied blithely from somewhere in the distance. “Not far! Maybe another thirty minutes!” I groaned inwardly to myself, then cursed loudly as my heel slipped on a patch of mud and I fell sideways into the rice field. When I emerged, I was dripping thick, black sludge all along the left side of my body.




    Mercifully, shortly afterwards, we stepped off the last mud bank and made our way along a very narrow winding footpath that was overhung with foliage. Kung took my hand to lead me as it was now completely dark. This did not stop me from bashing my head against a couple of low branches and walking directly into the middle of a small but extremely prickly thorn bush.




    “You sure you not mao again?” she giggled happily.




    I had let go of Kung’s hand to remove dozens of painfully sharp little thorns embedded in my body, and I gave the back of her head a one-fingered gesture in response. I would have done better to have looked where I was going because I stubbed my toes painfully on something very hard, and then stumbled over a boulder.




    “Why you very clumsy tonight?” Kung asked in an annoyingly cheerful voice as she stopped to help me up from the dust. “Sumsam mak!”




    I mumbled something disgusting under my breath, longing for a cool air conditioned bar and an even cooler beer, preferably somewhere in the vicinity of Pattaya beach.




    Throbbing painfully, and looking as though I had taken a mud bath and been dragged through a hedge backwards, I hobbled around a bend in the trail. I followed Kung into a small clearing lit by lamps from the windows of three small wooden houses on stilts. The soft lights illuminated a pretty glade, and threw shadows from broad leafed banana plants and spiky coconut trees, creating just the magical effect that I had imagined in my fantasies. I paused at the edge of the clearing to contemplate the idyllic scene and nodded knowingly to myself.




    “Now, that’s a bit more like it,” I thought smugly. I began to wonder just where exactly, would be the best position to sling the hammock that I had bought from the market in Soi Buakhoa.




    Instantly, all thoughts of snoozing were ousted from my mind as the calm of the night was shattered by the barking and snarling of a pack of wild dogs. I was just about to launch myself up the nearest coconut tree when Kung’s voice penetrated the darkness and stopped the canine din.




    “Niap! Niap!” she shouted, and the dogs fell silent at once. “Mai pen rai, Peter, don’t be scared ― they won’t hurt you” she assured me, unconvincingly.




    Three members of the pack jumped and gambolled around Kung in playful recognition. Observing this touching display of affection, I released my hold on the base of the palm tree that I was about to climb, and cautiously edged my way towards her. A small white dog immediately took advantage of the situation to leap up at me and take a painful nip at my right buttock. The little bastard then scampered off quickly into the undergrowth, before I could administer some corrective training with my boot.




    As I cursed and rubbed my smarting bum, I was surprised to see the pack of dogs disappear as quickly as they had arrived. They slunk away into the shadows instantly when a strange half whistle, half hiss cut through the darkness. At this point my heart really sank. My stomach churned when I saw, illuminated by the soft glow from the lamps, three fierce looking Thai men standing side by side, naked to their waists. Their muscular bodies glistened with sweat in the half light. Each one of them held a long, curved knife. I stopped abruptly in my tracks, my heart pounding. I clutched at Kung’s arm, ready for immediate flight. Incredibly, just as I was about to throw myself into the dense foliage and follow the paw prints of the little white dog, Kung yelled and flung herself wildly at the largest of the terrible trio.




    Although immensely impressed by her display of courage, I stood motionless for a moment. I debated with myself whether I should follow her amazing act of bravery, or take advantage of the confusion to opt for the coward’s way out and disappear into the forest. Before I could decide, Kung turned to face me with an arm around one of the frightening jungle guerrillas and looked at me with a beaming smile.




    “Peter, meet my sami and my cousins,” she said proudly.




    My relief was so immense that what Kung had just said did not sink in at first. Then the penny dropped.




    “Sami?” That meant husband, didn’t it? Well! Here I was, anticipating continuing the delights of sleeping with Kung every night, and now ― with the timing only Thai girls are capable of ― she had let me know that there wasn’t any chance of that happening. Her hard, villainous-looking husband certainly did not look like he was the kind of chap to contemplate indulging in a threesome.




    More than a little confused, I followed the four of them towards rickety stairs that led up into a wooden house built on high stilts.




    “Mai dai, Peter,” Kung said to me as we reached the bottom step. “You can’t stay here. This is my husband’s house. You will be staying with Na Dang. Don’t worry, she will take care of you. My cousin Ruan will show you where she lives.”




    Kung climbed up the wobbling staircase with her husband, and disappeared into the small house. The next day the pair of them left for her sister’s home in Khon Kaen, and I didn’t see her again until I returned to Pattaya more than a year later.




    The meanest looking and most muscular of Kung’s cousin’s gave me a dazzling smile and took my arm in a vice-like grip. He led me to a much smaller house that stood across a track in front of the clearing where we had first met. I hoped that the Aunt who was going to take care of me would be as attractive as some of the lovely girls that I had seen around Northeast Thailand.




    Ruan knocked on a weather-beaten old door and it flew open immediately. Standing in front of us, looking annoyed, was an extremely tough looking woman in her sixties. She had arms that a bodybuilder would have been proud of folded belligerently in front of her huge, straining bosom. Her sturdy legs were splayed aggressively apart, and her broad calloused feet were bare in the dust. She was dressed in a torn, faded silk shirt and a tattered old phaasin. Her dark eyes looked at us both steadily.




    “What do you think you are doing, making all that noise this time of the night?” the old lady snapped at the ruffian beside me, aiming a cuff at his head. Ruan dodged the blow expertly, then sidled off up the dark track.




    “Kung’s brought a farang to stay with you,” he told her, retreating into the darkness. The old lady looked at me and sniffed.




    “You’d better come in then,” she said.




    It appeared that I had arrived in Isaan.
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