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    Introduction: Of Diamonds, Dust and Wanderlust




    "I am having bargain diamonds. You are wishing to see?" With jaundiced eyes and a turban to match that sagged about his skull, the gent who sidled up next to me at the Calcutta General Post Office could have been the Bengali version of Old Man Steptoe. Yes, I supposed it wouldn’t do any harm to see his cut-rate sparklers — I had just spent almost all my money on an air ticket to Bangkok and thought it might be dignified to not immediately become a beggar on arrival in Thailand. Ducking down an alley with this lurk merchant, I soon received his rapid-fire sales pitch about the great worth of diamonds (“especially if sold in Bangkok”) and the equally absolute integrity of his word.




    Once we were down an alley, hidden from public view, Steptoe-ji produced a small packet of gems: they twinkled in the sun, their refractions seeming to spell out w-e-a-l-t-h or, at least, e-a-t. To my alarm he placed a diamond between two coins, set them on the ground, then smashed them with a brick. Surely he had just pulverised a small fortune’s worth of million-year old carbon. But, regardez! He picked up the coins-and-diamond sandwich. I was astonished to see each coin deeply indented with the shape of the diamond, while the sparkler — perfectly unscathed — flashed back at me all the more seductively. Proof positive. Sold.




    Standing back-to-back, we effected a ludicrously surreptitious exchange of his hot rocks for my all-but-last twenty dollars. A quick conspiratorial handshake sealed the bargain and we slunk away in opposite directions. Steptoe-ji, laughing all the way to the bhang shop and I, the proud owner of two flash diamonds, sauntering towards the airport. Next morning in Bangkok I strode into a gem merchant’s shop on Silom Road, produced my booty and asked, "How much would you say these are worth?" The merchant squinted through his eyepiece and murmured, "About thirty dollars, not that anyone will buy them." My jaw dropped, his kept moving: "They’re industrial zircon — artificial diamonds. I hope you got them for a bargain price."




    I walked out the door, a bit dazed. I had ten dollars and two not-quite diamonds, and it was summer in Siam.




    That was my auspicious introduction to the Land of Smiles — and of wats, guns, coups, tolerance, somtam, songtaews, ravishing beauties, ravished beauty (think, Koh Samui), long-tails, short-times, order, anarchy, Buddhist austerity, shameless avarice, 14 million annual visitors, heat and lust, and still more smiles. Some years later I found that my habit of amateur wandering had turned into the vice of wanderlust, the occupation. I had become a travel writer and photographer. In the course of my research journeys, my flights often passed through Bangkok. And what more agreeable place to break a trip than the Great City of Angels (once described by a Thai novelist as “where feudalism meets futurism”)? Actually, there are plenty more agreeable places — but fortunately a good number of them are still in Thailand. Thus, over the years I have written a fair swag of Bangkok-and-beyond stories, plus an equally large file of tales from around the wider Asian neighbourhood.




    I was once asked to write on “What I like about Thailand?” I couldn’t put my finger on one predominant characteristic of Thailand’s floating, flirting world that, above all others, defines what I like. Sometimes just being here is enough. I think The Pogues came close to the answer/non-answer in four lines of neat tautology:




    When it's Summer in Siam




    Then all I really know




    Is that I truly am




    In the Summer in Siam




    Not so much that cliché, “a land of contrasts” as an empire of paradoxes, Thailand still seems to me inexhaustible. After perhaps 40 visits to the Kingdom over a similar number of years I am still finding new places to photograph, write about and — after all that is done — in which to relax briefly. Thailand seems to have an apparently inexhaustible supply of “new” islands, coastal nooks and upcountry towns in which a visitor is welcome still surprises me. That visitor, however, is advised to appreciate fully, albeit with a light footprint, all such new discoveries while they can. Upon returning — let’s say in 2008, when up to 20 million annual visitors are the national goal — in some cases we will find the formerly abstract beauties of a place to be more, well, concretely celebrated in the likes of the Sublime Beauty Resort, Spa & Go-Go Bar and the Clearfell Eco Golf Park.




    When it’s summer in Siam, it is winter in other lands. They too can be realms of smiles, guns, tolerance, beauty — and of numerous other, not necessarily original sins or virtues. I’ve had the privilege of covering many parts of Asia from Karakoram and Xinjiang to Sapa and Sumba. While I have travelled these places less extensively than Thailand, I hope I’ve done them some justice. The verdict on this is, as the Thais frequently say, “up to you.”




    Since Summer In Siam was first published I have continued to explore Thailand’s more obscure corners. With this new e-book edition comes the chance put some of the incidents and accidents, good folk and fellow travellers that I’ve encountered along the way into a new end-section, “Play It Again, Siam”.




    Finally, a word on form. With two exceptions, the stories in this book fit the promiscuous literary genre known as “travel writing” — a grab-bag of reportage, memoir, diary, anecdote, white lies and journalism. Two stories, Pattaya Scheherazade (parts one and two) are fiction. When I asked long-time Pattaya resident and author Neil Hutchison to read over a draft of the these two tales, he concluded, somewhat disturbingly, “Yes, I’ve met most of those guys you’ve written about.”




    John Borthwick




    Bangkok




    July 2010


  




  

    Magic Dogs and Battery Clocks




    “Anomaly is at the heart of all good travel”, said some reductionist. That is, we go in anticipation of the unexpected. And here it is, in a jungle village in the hills of northern Thailand: a Yao tribal woman — dressed in a brilliant vermillion boa and embroidered black turban — handing me a pink, gold-embossed wedding invitation card.




    Blue smoke curls languidly above the huts of Khun Haeng, as though from an opium pipe (until a generation ago, the preferred nightcap around here). Pigs squeal uneasily, catching a whiff on the wind not of smoked poppy but fried pork. A four-man band — oboe, drum, gong and cymbal — dins and whines between the huts. And I am trying to read an invitation that might be straight out of Valley Girl land except for its curlicue Thai script.




    A quick translation by my Chiang Mai anthropologist traveling companion Dr Chob confirms that, yes, even in Thai, "The parents of the groom and bride invite you to the wedding of ..." In this case, Miss Ching Fo Saejow and Mr San Tiem Saephan. I am honoured.




    "This is a tom chin ca, the major wedding of the year for this village," says Chob. "It'll be a three-day ceremony.




    Day One. A gold robed Buddhist monk drifts like a marigold amid the woodsmoke and teak of the houses. But it's still a pig slaughter morning. Everyone in this Yao village of Khun Haeng — population 336, crops of cotton, dry rice, mustard seed and corn — is gathered down at the pump, lathering hair, chattering, sluicing pig intestines to form sausage skins. Gold-capped teeth grin to remind the visitor of how important portable wealth is to this Yao hill tribe. Gossip has it that the groom's family — he comes from respectable old opium money — has paid fifteen silver ingots in bride price. That's over 5.6 kilos, and worth around 45,000 Baht or more than US$2000. Plus fifteen pigs for the feast.




    In the house of the groom (who's nowhere to be found), the heads and flanks of five pigs are laid out for blessing by the ching sui, the priest, a desiccated old gent, dressed in civvies. He reads from a book of Chinese Taoist texts, a reminder of the origins of the Yao people in southern China some 2,000 years ago.




    At two p.m. someone shouts "She's here!" The bride, from another clan some 200 kilometres away, has arrived at the village outskirts. A hastily assembled caravan of pick-up trucks brings a large group of friends, hangers-on like myself and women garbed in rich scarlet and sable clothing to a clearing in the jungle, a kilometre from the village. Here, the bride, a serious, pretty girl of about nineteen, will be installed in one of the most extraordinary headdresses on earth.




    Women attendants have coated her hair with beeswax. It is now pulled up into a vertical ponytail and the thick strand passed through a hole in a semicircular board, which then sits on the top of her head. More beeswax cements the board in position. Next, her scalp - from the forehead upwards — is bound with strips of waxed tape, until she appears to be wearing a black skullcap topped by a large mortarboard. This, Chob assures me, is just the beginning.




    A triangular wooden frame with sides almost a metre long, apex to the front, is taped to the board, then draped with red, embroidered and fringed cloths which hang down past the girl's face. Other dressers lend a hand, and soon her black skirt and jacket are all but obscured by various sashes, tassels and wraps in crystal white and brilliant red. Heirloom jewellery follows. Four solid necklaces, giant croissants of pure silver, are hung around her neck, then complimented by silver filigree brooches. This, we are told, is her bride price from the groom's family.




    The head-dress by now has become a prowed canopy obscuring the girl's face. In all, it weighs three kilograms and she will not remove it for the next two days. Miss Saejow wobbles to her feet then, despite the weight and blinkers of her headgear, steps out demurely on her penultimate walk as a single woman.




    Oboe and cymbals go into overdrive as the bridal procession arrives in the village. The drummer and the gong man try to keep up as the quartet weaves in and out of the crush of turbaned, satin and boa-bedecked bridesmaids. I fear that the bride's beeswax bonnet — or the bride herself — will melt in the hot overhead sun, but a large umbrella springs open to shelter her. Village men sit on benches below a shade tree while the mother-in-law-to-be serves them whisky, tea and cigarettes. The women stand in the sun and melt.




    Many kettles of tea later, the bride progresses to a small bamboo hut where she will spend the night, sitting up. It is impossible to recline in the headdress, which must remain on, although some of the drapes and silver weights are removed. Wearing perhaps only two kilos now, she must feel positively light headed. Chob explains to me the origins of this extraordinary matrimonial millinery.




    "This elaborate head-dress has a fascinating history that's traced back to one version of the creation myth of the Yao/Mien people. In it, Pien Hung, an emperor of ancient China was attacked by another emperor and was facing defeat. A magic dog, Phan Hu, penetrated the enemy lines, killed the attacking emperor and brought his head back to Pien Hung. The dog was rewarded with one of the victor's daughters as a wife. When he took her into the mountains to live with him, she hid her face in shame because of her strange husband. But they had six boys and six girls, from whom we get the twelve clans of the Yao."




    Much as I suspected — mythology is part shaggy dog story, soap opera for the oral era, with a dash of animal husbandry thrown in for the ratings. All night long the party roisters in the groom's family house, though the man himself is still nowhere to be seen. The oboist seems to have achieved astonishing feats of hyperventilation, tootling non-stop for eight hours in a trill that would provoke a carpet snake to kill. Then I spot the team of substitute players; the ensemble blasts and bangs in shifts, the output never faltering.




    Pork crackling and trotters, entrails and corn whisky. Pig's heads stare balefully back from a banana leaf platter before the lamp-lit altar. Sticky rice, cheroots and chatter. In the kitchen, huge pots on wood fires render a succession of pigs, chickens and sacks of rice down platter upon platter of party fuel. We toast endlessly in Mekhong whisky shots. Long bamboo tobacco pipes and choking smoke. I'm game to eat almost anything, but when the Miss Piggy entrail sausages come round, I find I've suddenly got to change film.




    The regal elegance of the Yao women, their black tunics adorned with fine geometric embroidery, contrasts with the appearance of their males, who are dressed in nondescript Western clothing. "The Yao men gave up their traditional garments when they moved into a cash economy." says Chob. "When they go down to the markets they feel uncomfortable among the Thai people in such conspicuous clothing. People laughed at them. But the Yao women stay mostly in the village, so they've kept theirs."




    A Thai woman, a guest from far Bangkok, explains to me that celebrations like this are held, "Twenty five percent for the couple and seventy five per cent for the community. The Yao people are very scattered, so this is the chance for people from distant villages to make bonds."




    "In what way?" I ask.




    "Look around. You see that there aren't many young men and women in the room? Yao people are free to choose their own partners, so that's what the kids are doing. They're outside now ... 'playing cards', as they say." I peer out into the dark village, admiring the night vision of the courting Yao cardsharps, playing bridge or perhaps strip poker, presumably by Braille.




    Day Two. The dawn dysrhythmia of pigs, gongs and the snake-enrager's pipe is soon upon us again. My learned pal Chob can sleep through all this. He's got a doctorate in it from the Sorbonne. I don't, and am soon down at the pump with the other villagers. They are pleased to have a farang guest at the wedding and it strikes me that I should give the couple a gift. I decide on something that will be practical, decorative, patriotic — and surely original: a battery clock-cum-framed portrait of the Thai Royal Family. No plaster ducks or toasters for this couple. The gift will be procured from a not too distant village, signed with my best wishes and delivered to the family.




    At seven a.m., after what surely must have been a sleepless night, the bride — fully adorned again in her tent-like carapace — emerges in procession to the groom's house. More tea and cigarettes for the males. More waiting for the women. Since dawn the priest has been explaining to the ancestors that a new wife is coming to live in the house. He blesses offerings of rice and wine, chants from Taoist texts, claps sacred stones together, propitiates the water dragon spirits who bring good fortune to the household, and then decapitates a small chicken. It weaves a few blind, prophetic circles in the mud, the directions of which are interpreted as favourable to the union. The bride — a walking, pyramid palanquin of silver, satin and nerves —mounts the stairs to at last cross the threshold of her new life. And still no groom in sight.




    Kneeling with her trousseau suitcase before the ching sui, and watched by a gallery of unblinking pig's heads, she is instructed by the priest in the correct ways of a dutiful bride and daughter-in-law. Guests on benches casually observe this quiet discourse. Kids wander in and out. More tea for all, and packets of sticky rice wrapped in leaves. The girl withdraws to the bridal chamber where she will remain until tonight.




    Predictably, the party strikes up again. Breakfast is served from metre-wide woks full of all parts porcine. (They're up to thirteen pigs, so far.) The band rants on. I retire to catch up on some sleep. There's just so much Mekhong, tea and trotter that one can take before the sun hits the yard-arm.




    Around eight that night the celebration enters a new phase. The main room of the house is cleared of tables, the floor swept, new lanterns lit and the walls hung with red paper banners with gold Chinese characters. Women with babies slung across their backs move to and fro; the little heads bobbing behind them are be-decked in Mickey Mouse ears of scarlet pom-poms. Gamin faces peer in at the windows, then crush in through the door, until there are over one hundred people in the room. Floor struts crack, but props are rushed in. Cushions appear before the main table and altar.




    "There he is!" says Chob, pointing to a dazed youth in a blue business suit. "That's the bridegroom." His minders propel him into the room. "He doesn't look too happy." I note. "He's got a very tiring night coming up." adds Chob, without innuendo. "You'll see."




    Men dress the groom in a beautiful blue silk Chinese gown, silver brocaded apron and a cylindrical red turban, plus various sashes and ornaments. At last, a man of Yao in traditional finery. Guests of honour take their places at a table adorned with plastic roses and fresh pork. The bride re-emerges. The brand new Mr and Mrs Saephan stand together resplendent in the badges of their tribe's history. The legendary head-dress, the blessings of the ancestors, the attendance of clansfolk from hundreds of kilometres afar, the luck of the water dragon spirits, the sustenance of fifteen pigs, the numerous guests of honour — all converge to bestow the boon of hope upon their new life together.




    To pay homage to this venerable assembly, the couple must kowtow. For the groom one full kowtow involves bowing three times from the waist, and then, dropping to the cushions, three more times from a kneeling position. Having completed a cycle, he rises and repeats it. Due to the weight of the draped structure upon her head, the bride simply kneels once each time the groom drops to his knees. Even so it looks taxing. After they have executed this routine a dozen times, I ask Chob how many more remain?




    "This is just the beginning. Those first kowtows were to their ancestors. Next there are six to each of the wedding officials, six to each of the parents and grandparents, and three to every guest of honour. Then more to the wedding officials." I note that there are at least a dozen seated guests of honour, plus others standing who also look important. My rough estimate is at least ninety kowtows of six bows each for the groom. Five hundred and forty bows!




    "When does it end?" I ask.




    "If it goes on until dawn," answers Chob, "It's considered a very good omen, because it shows that there were many people here to honour them."




    Day Three. By dawn even the eight musicians of the Khun Haeng Quartet have expired. As the couple concludes their final bows to the wedding officials, they look terminally exhausted — presumably wishing that they had been less honoured than having to do seven straight hours of slow-motion step aerobics.




    Then I notice the wall behind the altar. Overnight, the wedding gifts have been mounted on it. There are no fewer than seven framed portraits of the Thai Royals, plus four battery-operated clocks. My offering is one of only three that combine both clock and portrait. Next time I'll give the plaster ducks.


  




  

    Smoke on the Water: Fire Boats at Nakhon Phanom




    Somewhere out there across the black tide of the Mekong River is Laos. Other than a full moon rising, there's not much to see. "Be patient," says my friend Poum, as we watch and wait, along with several thousand others, on this river bank at Nakhon Phanom in northeastern Thailand.




    Upriver, in the distance I spot something glowing — no, blazing. Something huge. With almost hypnotic slowness, the apparition drifts into view. It is a low boat, perhaps 50 metres long, supporting a 20-metre high flaming image composed of (I am later told) 19,999 small lanterns depicting the Thai king and queen and a phoenix-like Garuda bird.




    The huge vessel drifts past our bank then disappears downstream like a fiery ghost. Another boat, of equal intricacy and size follows, then another and another. In Thai these are known as rua fai, but English approximations like "illuminated boats" or "fire boats" hardly do justice to these spectacular artistic conflagrations.




    The original rua fai were modest, candle-lit rafts that carried offerings of flowers, incense and a little money to other villages downstream. The fire in the boats had two functions, to symbolically burn away the previous year's suffering and to petition the nature deities for future good weather, long life and prosperity.




    In the early 1990’s, Thailand's tourist authorities saw the potential of the fire boats, if "super-sized", to become the spectacular focus of a major festival that would attract visitors to Nakhon Phanom. The Lai Rua Fai (or Illuminated Boat Procession) Festival, held on the full moon of the 11th lunar month (late October—early November), heralds the end of both Buddhist Lent and the rainy season, as well as the beginning of the harvest. As Nakhon Phanom's major event of the year it sees the town population swell from 40,000 to many times that number, with Thais flooding in from Bangkok and across the surrounding Isaan region for parades, ceremonies and musical performances.




    Nakhon Phanom, 735 km northeast of Bangkok, is known as "The City of Hills" — although, curiously, all the hills are on the other side of the river, in Laos. During the Vietnam War, the US Air Force maintained a large airbase here. They affectionately nick-named Nakhon Phanom "Naked Fanny", describing it tongue-in-cheek as "the worst base we had in Thailand, but the best one we had in Vietnam."




    During the festival, we are blessed by monks, dine at Mekong-side restaurants and watch a grand street parade of wax model Buddhist temples (that don't melt in the midday heat even though we, the spectators, almost do). There are dragon boat races by day and fireworks by night. Even breakfast is an event — Poum leads me to scrumptious Chinese doughnuts and red bean dumplings from a street stall, washed down with café boran ("ancient coffee"). Life in rural Isaan, Thailand's driest and poorest region can be grindingly hard for most of the year but, come festival time, everyone in Nakhon Phanom pulls out all stops to celebrate.




    The boats, painstakingly constructed by local communities, burn in brief glory. Having passed by us, they come ashore downstream to expire like dying swans. Next morning they will be a ragged flotilla lining the shore, each boat reduced to a bare hull supporting a billboard-sized frame and up to 30,000 smouldering little kerosene lanterns.




    The fireboats, 13 in all, continue to drift past us like images by an Oriental J.W.M. Turner, lighting the Mekong night with their fiery tableaux — of Garuda, Ganesh and Naga serpents, not to mention motor cars and more royals. A few years ago one boat caught fire, hull and all, and the evening's entertainment was much enhanced by the sight of the crew leaping for their lives into the river.


  




  

    Between Heaven and a Honda




    Two Japanese anthropologists crouch in video ambush. A pig's head sits on the floor, staring blankly past the cameras pointing at the old Hmong shaman woman. Bob, our documentary movie director, wishes the woman would stay in the area he has lit for her but kerbs his anxious directorial impulses. Beating upon a circular drum, she begins her oracular ritual.




    At first sight, Mae Tho, a northern Thailand village of some 700 people of the Hmong tribe, seems hardly the place for the old rituals we have come to film. Amid the incongruous TV antennas and litter of this slightly shabby settlement, the phuyai ban or headman assures us that we are in the right place, and that for an appropriate donation we might film their New Year ceremonies.




    It is a sign of formidable adaptability that 60-year old Chai Laohang, the village mo phi or spirit medium, can prepare for her most important trance of the year while a foreign film crew sets up lights around the altar in her cramped little hut. Chai, smooth faced and with clear bright eyes, wears heavy silver necklaces and a jacket whose elaborate decoration explain why lowland Thais sometimes refer to hill tribes like the Hmong as "the embroidery people."




    With cameras and microphone nosing after her, the shaman dons a black hood. Beating a hand drum, she summons the spirits that she will consult about the fate of the village for the coming year. After a few minutes, she passes the drum to her son before seating herself in front of her spirit altar. Pulling the dark hood down over her face, she invites the spirits of ancestors to speak through her.




    She rocks rapidly from side to side, head turning and feet drumming upon the earthen floor while she beats a tambourine rattle. The vigour of her movements is uncharacteristic of a woman of her years. Suddenly, a strangely young voice emits from her mouth with a mixture of words and incomprehensible wails.




    Despite the drama of the moment, villagers and children wander in and out of the hut, some more interested in our film equipment than in the ceremony. Others, keen to hear whatever answers may be give to questions the shaman has asked of the spirits on their behalf, listen closely to her utterances. For over an hour she rocks on the bench, feet drumming and head twisting, sometimes voicing audible incantations and at other times falling silent.




    "How long will the trance last?" I ask the Japanese anthropologists. "No one knows," answers the woman. "As long as the spirits are talking," adds her male colleague. After almost three hours of trance, her singing Chai Laohang ceases singing. The spirits have spoken enough. She rises slowly from the bench, pulls back her black hood and, collecting offerings of baht from those for whom she has interceded, she retires, exhausted from her journey to the Otherworld.




    The Hmong are the second largest of Thailand's six hill major tribes, with some 70,000 people scattered across the Golden Triangle in 250 villages. While they still retain their distinctive dress and language, life is changing for these former master growers of poppies. No longer do they amass silver ingots and jewellery while standing aloof from their host country. A decade ago, under government pressure, they replaced their opium fields with cabbages and maize.




    For all that, Mae Tho village — northeast of Lampang — still seems a place suspended in time. The annual rounds of harvest and courtship are still a reiteration of the past and an assurance of the future. The living, their ancestors and their future descendants all cross paths at New Year — especially when boy meets girl.




    We wander through the village, documentary voyeurs peeping at the keyholes of ritual. Chattering teenage girls sit in worn clothes — last year's best — embroidering minute geometries of colour onto the gleaming, new black satin that will become this year's finery. Against a backdrop of blue hills there is a dream-like sense to this rhythm of fingers and the rattle of ancient treadle sewing machines. The girls, I learn, are preparing for a ball, literally.




    There are few tribes more lost than a film crew with nothing to shoot. The village headman tells us that there will be a courtship ceremony that we can film this afternoon. "Where?" asks Bob, the director. "Right here, where you stand," says the phuyai ban. We look around this dusty clearing between the huts. A pig snuffles past, temporarily reprieved from sacrifice or soup. Bob moans, "Where have all those kids gone in their 'trads'?" It's his term for traditional clothing. The teenage seamstresses have disappeared, and no males of eligible age have been seen for hours. The headman wanders off, leaving us to the midday sun. Even the anthropologists have disappeared.




    Suddenly there is a commotion — a pack of motorcycles. A brace of teenage Hmong boys tears into the village clearing, revving their 125 cc bikes like kids on new wheels do the world over. Each one is dressed like Marlon Brando gone Day-Glo. A gang of hill tribe Wild Ones wearing richly embroidered "trads" and fake Ray Bans.




    Their black satin pants and jackets gleam in the sun, starbursts of acrylic colour flickering down each arm. A galaxy of spangles and silver coins glitters across each back. Some wear red and black pom-pom caps. The spectacle overwhelms the drabness of the village — and our director. Formerly thwarted by being all loaded up with nowhere to shoot, he now can't decide what to film first. His problems have just begun. Another cloud of dust billows down the road.




    "Here come the girls!" cries someone. Two pick-up trucks wheel into the clearing, carrying a brilliant cargo. A dozen Hmong girls step daintily down to meet their suitors. An impossible complexity of colour ripples across every surface of their clothing. I can understand why it is said of the Hmong that "Their embroidery is their genius." As well, each girl is wearing her family fortune in jewellery. There is silver hanging at her throat in plump horseshoe necklaces, and in tassels and spangles around her waist. The girls’ jackets are fringed with silver coins that, I find on closer examination, are actually old French Indo-China francs and British India rupees.




    Among the girls there’s something incongruous. True, all them are wearing sneakers and bobby sox — hardly traditional — but one is sporting expensive white gym shoes and bobbed, short hair. She points a video camera at us and calls "Hullo!"




    "It's the anthropologist woman!" wails the producer. "What's she doing in my shot?"




    It doesn't seem quite the moment to explain to him the research technique called "participant-observer". Or the other one called, just having a bit of a lark.




    The world's oldest game — finding a mate — begins. The Hmong girls line up on one side of the clearing with a line of boys facing them about five metres away. Each girl produces a black cloth ball, about the size of a large softball. Without much ceremony, the balls start to fly back and forth between the lines. Shuffling begins as the teenagers re-arrange their places up and down the line.




    "What's happening?" I ask the Japanese expert. He explains that couples that like each other move to face one and other, catching and throwing the ball. "If you don't like the person who's throwing the ball to you, you move, or throw it without enthusiasm. You might even drop it."




    "And what makes a good Hmong 'catch'?" I ask, wincing at the pun.




    "Partners must be from a different clan," he answers. "A boy wants a girl who is pretty and a good lover, but also smart and a strong worker — women here work very hard. The girls also want a partner who is a hard worker, and from a respectable family with no opium addicts."




    The ball game, known as joo pa, is gentle. There are smiles and giggles, and banter is swapped across the lines, although the girls seem rather solemn. I notice one girl, less than interested in her opposite number, resort to a universal stratagem: she retires from the line to Mae Tho's equivalent of the powder room. The rhythmic swing of arms continues beneath the bright sky, the brightness of the spectacle contrasting with the hard life that is the Hmong's lot for the rest of their year.




    With as little warning as it had begun, the game ends. Winks and nods have been traded across the lines and the clans; later will come the chatting up and petting and bride price negotiations. Without further ado, the boys simply stroll away, snap their shades back on, kick start their rides and buzz off into the 21st century. Among the modern Hmong, it seems that this is the way the future begins — not with a smooch but a wheel-spin, not with a hug but a Honda.


  




  

    Tiger Time at the Forest Temple




    “Dangerous but kindly” says a sign at Thailand’s Tiger Temple. It’s probably the only Buddhist, or any other, temple in the world where before entering its holy grounds you sign a danger waiver form.




    As I stroll through the 73-hectare forest grounds of Wat Pa Luangta Bua Yannasampanno Forest Monastery, I put aside the release’s words: “There are many animals on the temple grounds that have come from the wild and they may not be tame.” It all looks calm, so far.




    My guide explains that in 1994 a monk, Phra Acharn Phusit Kanthitharo decided to build a temple in this remote, forested area of Kanchanaburi province, two hours drive west of Bangkok. In the decade since then his forest temple has become famous as a sanctuary for animals, in particular tigers, which visitors come from around the world to see.




    It all began when local villagers gave an injured wild fowl to the monk. Pretty soon there was a colony of wild fowl. Next came peacocks, attracted by the calls of the fowl. When an injured wild boar found the monastery the monks cared for him; the day after he was released the boar returned with his family of ten.




    Locals started to bring unwanted pets, including deer, buffalo, a cow, horses, wild goats and gibbons, all of which are now roaming the grounds. Among the low scrub and trees I can see most of this Noah’ Ark menagerie, although no gibbon.




    We head towards the temple’s main event, so to speak, which takes place in an old quarry whose box canyon shape conveniently acts as a very large tiger pen. Here, ten tigers loll on the ground or the rocks, constrained by nothing other than their midday torpor and a single rope barrier that separates them from 20 or so trusting tourists. Half a dozen blue-shirted Thai youths, the tigers’ handlers, work under the tacit guidance of the monastery’s founder, Abbot Phusit, who sits serene and cross-legged on a nearby rock.




    “Compassion nurtures the world,” is one of the guiding precepts of this forest temple, and compassion – or chemicals – seem to have the big tabbies in a state of permanent relaxation. There are no whips, chains or other implements of restraint in evidence. Only one large tiger wears a collar, not that a 60-kg Thai teenager pulling against the cat’s 180 kilos would be much impediment should it throw a hissy-fit.




    I watch as a blonde backpacker girl is led by a young handler towards this hefty tiger with the collar where it lies sprawled on the ground. Squatting behind the cat, she tentatively strokes his back while the handler fires off a few shots on her camera. Patting tigers is definitely a media moment and every visitor has brought a camera to recall their day in the tigers’ den. The girl’s boyfriend watches from behind the rope as she is then led towards a rock on which four large cubs snooze in an adolescent disarray of stripes and fluffy limbs akimbo.




    When it’s the boyfriend’s turn to meet the moggies, he declines. “Tiger only hunt for food, not for fun,“ a Thai man tells him, reassuringly, but to no avail. Next comes a middle-aged German who does a fair imitation of cool as he strokes the large tiger with one hand. His other hand however tells the story: it is clenched in white-knuckle anxiety.




    Then it’s my turn. There’s an English volunteer assisting the Thais and as I queue she reassures us that there have been no attacks on visitors by the tigers. I’m led over to pat the first big cat, who hardly acknowledges the attention. The handler (expert, it seems, in all brands of digital cameras) takes the trophy pics and then we move on to the teenage tabby slumber party. I sit on the rock and pat the back of the closest cub. Not even a purred, “thank you”, but then again, no fangs either. More pics and it’s all over. The cubs don’t care if their backrubs are from Mother Teresa or Jungle Jim.




    Abbot Phusit wanders over to the big cat, says a few words – in Thai or tiger? – and tugs him by the collar, rolling the beast onto its back. The handlers tickle his belly while the next visitor is brought over. She is asked to sit on the ground, cross-legged, beside the tiger. The abbot then lifts the big cat’s head, flopping it backwards into her lap. She sits shocked but rigidly still, grinning for this once-in-a-lifetime photo opportunity, hardly believing that she’s cradling the very large head of a live, adult tiger as though it were a languid kitten.




    There are five other, apparently less predictable tigers – definitely non-pattable — in spacious cages elsewhere in the grounds. After my close encounter of the “dangerous but kindly” kind, the rest of the temple grounds are a something of an anti-climax. There are pigs wallowing happily in mud, contented cows, winsome deer, munching buffalo and a pose of wandering peacocks. But they just don’t do for the adrenaline levels what stroking a tiger does, even if the wild cats now seem like big moggies on Mogadon.
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