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    I dedicate this book to my ex-business partner and friend Ernest who encouraged me to write it, although it is with regret I didn’t get around to finishing it during his lifetime.


  




  

    Preface




    In 1982 I visited Thailand for the first time on business, intending to stay for about four weeks but as it turned out I stayed for almost a year, falling in love with both the country and the people.




    Over the next 25 years I visited Thailand at least every year getting to know more and more about the culture and this made me decide to eventually retire to Thailand.




    During my frequent visits many things happened to me which I recount in this book together as I slowly metamorphosed from a Welshman into a Thai.




    I have now realised my dream and am living happily in Ponangdam north of Bangkok with my third wife and step-daughter and I hope that my reminiscences will be of interest to the casual reader who wants some light entertainment and an introduction to Thai ways.


  




  

    Hooked




    At last!




    I was standing outside my hotel on Sukhumvit Soi 7 and it was noisy, hot, sticky and the air smelt of a mixture of cooking food and drains but I loved it.




    I had arrived at Don Muang airport from London two hours before and travelled by taxi to the hotel.




    It was 1982 and the company based in Wales in which I was a major shareholder had signed a technology transfer agreement with a major Thai packaging company located near Bangkok on the road to Pattaya.




    I had spent the previous six months making all the arrangements to come to Thailand and the agreement called for me to spend an initial four weeks in Bangkok followed up by a maximum of five, one-week spells as required by the Thai company. I had read about Thai history and culture and was really looking forward to my visit—although no amount of preparation could have readied me for many of the things that happened over the next year.




    We had carried out negotiations via a Thai agent, Chai, who turned out to be not only a good business partner but also a very good friend, and Chai had arranged to meet me at six o’clock to go to dinner with Mr Vee, the Thai factory owner.




    Promptly at six o’clock Chai arrived in Mr Vee’s chauffeur-driven Mercedes which transported us to a very upmarket restaurant. Chai informed me that although he believed Mr Vee understood English he very rarely spoke it and that we would converse in Thai with Chai as the translator. Chai also warned me that Mr Vee could be, as he put it, ‘not always fully cooperate’ and to leave any negotiations over problem areas to him. How right he was.




    My first impression of Mr Vee was of a thick set man about 5 feet two inches tall with small eyes, a large flat nose and when he smiled, which was a rare occurrence, it was like looking through the doors of Fort Knox. The gold in his mouth almost outweighed that in his watch, necklaces and rings together. In contrast his factory manager, Mr Somchai, was a small, neat man who was obviously nervous in the presence of his boss.




    Following the introductions and the ordering of drinks Mr Vee enquired if my journey had been OK and if my hotel was satisfactory.




    He then looked at me without speaking for about 15 seconds and then asked in English:




    ‘How long you stay here?’




    ‘Four weeks as agreed,’ I replied.




    He looked at me for about another 15 seconds and then said, again in English:




    ‘Not long enough.’




    Chai gripped my knee under the table reminding me to let him negotiate and so I just replied:




    ‘Mr Vee. My company will abide by the terms of our agreement fully.’




    This was the only time Mr Vee spoke English over the next year and I had the feeling that we would not see eye to eye.




    The meal was excellent and I commented how pretty the Thai girls were and in particular the restaurant receptionist. Mr Vee only spent about half the time at the table, the other half being on the restaurant telephone or talking to the manager. When Mr Vee was away Mr Somchai talked animatedly and was obviously excited at the prospect of getting access to the new technology but he said nothing in the presence of Mr Vee.




    At the end of the meal Mr Vee’s chauffeur took him home and once Mr Somchai left, Chai and I had time to chat. I commented that I thought I would find it difficult to work with Mr Vee but that I was basically a tolerant and easy-going person and would be guided by Chai who was obviously relieved.




    Mr Vee’s chauffeur returned and as we left the restaurant the receptionist smiled at Chai and myself and said: ‘My name Lucy and I go with you.’




    Assuming that she had been offered a lift home we all got in the car and returned to my hotel where I arranged to meet Chai the next morning at 6 am to go to the factory.




    Lucy then got out of the car and said goodnight to Chai in English.




    ‘What is happening,’ I asked not having grasped the situation.




    ‘You said that you liked her and Mr Vee has paid her to spend the night with you,’ replied Chai.




    ‘I am tired and jet lagged,’ I protested but Chai took me to one side and told me that not only Lucy but Mr Vee would be offended if I sent her home, so I acquiesced.




    Lucy was delightful and spoke enough English for us to converse a little before my tiredness evaporated and words were no longer required. She woke me at 5.30 am and gave me a shower and her telephone number before Chai arrived to pick me up.




    Lesson number one:




    In Thailand you have to be careful not to say that you like something in public as a comment is often taken as a request and the person you are talking to feels obliged to give you what you like as a gift if it is within their power.




    Knowing Mr Vee as I do now I should have said that I liked his watch, a Cartier encrusted with diamonds, just to see the look on his face.


  




  

    The job in hand




    The factory was large and modern and about one hour’s drive from my hotel.




    Chai and Somchai introduced me to the other key staff members and I took great pains to explain that I was there to impart all the knowledge that I had and that they were to ask me as many questions as they liked.




    I then went to inspect the specific area where the machinery from England and Germany was to be installed. The German printing machine needed a flat floor but the machine from Manchester in England had very complicated foundations with a series of pits in the floor the largest of which was 3 metres deep.




    I had sent the foundation plans to Chai who had arranged for a Thai structural engineer to translate them into Thai. I had also asked for a survey of the ground conditions to be undertaken and the engineer recommended slight changes which we agreed to.




    At first sight the foundations had been constructed as per the plans and I spent the rest of the day carefully measuring to ascertain that all the dimensions were correct. Having confirmed this, I telephoned for the English commissioning engineers to fly to Thailand to carry out the installation.




    Although the machinery had arrived by sea two months before, it was still at the docks and the next day Chai and I went to the docks to arrange for the machinery to be transported to the factory.




    We were shown into an office where two uniformed customs officials informed us that the machinery could not be released as the documents were not complete. Chai and I then spent the next two hours checking and rechecking everything and could find no discrepancies.




    On pointing this out to the officers we were just met with shrugs and it was obvious that to break the impasse something else was required. Chai left the room to contact Mr Vee and on his return we left and returned to the hotel where Chai explained to me that for the paperwork to be accepted an additional fee of 100,000 baht in cash was required and that he would collect this from a none-too-pleased Mr Vee tomorrow.




    Lesson number two:




    Rules and arrangements in Thailand can be changed without notice but the solution to any arising problems is always fee-based.




    As I now had a free day in Bangkok I phoned Lucy and we went shopping. She had to work in the evening and I arranged to pick her up from the restaurant at 11 pm. She wanted to eat so we went to a Thai market restaurant before returning to my hotel for the night.




    Lucy did not want any money even though I knew that she was supporting her sister through her final year of school so we agreed that I would purchase any books her sister needed.




    Lesson number three:




    Not all Thai girls treat farangs (foreigners) as walking ATMs.




    ***




    Two days later I picked up Ken and Bob, the English engineers, from the airport and while they slept I visited the factory with Chai to supervise the offloading of the machinery. This was in four large wooden packing cases, the largest of which weighed 20 tonnes. They all appeared to be in good condition and the smaller three cases were taken into the factory by fork truck.




    A crane had been hired to lift the largest case but having cleared the truck it was obvious that the crane was too big to go through the factory door. A smaller crane was considered but this would not have been able to cope with the weight. I suggested removing some of the asbestos roof panels in order to lift the case inside but Mr Vee vetoed this option.




    I discussed the problem with Chai and it was agreed that we would leave the factory workers to solve the problem and to telephone us when all the machinery was inside.




    We returned to the hotel to take the engineers out on the town. Ken had been in the merchant navy for a number of years and had visited many places in the world but Bob had never been outside England before except for a one week family holiday in Majorca.




    Chai decided that an early session of drinks in a topless bar followed by a trip to a body massage parlour would break them in to the delights of Bangkok.




    The beer in the topless bar was good and for every four pints purchased you could swing the arrow on a sort of dartboard. When the pointer stopped you had the chance to win a prize ranging from a free beer to a free girl.




    We were on our third round when in marched two policemen who were escorted into the back room by the owner. As I knew that topless bars were illegal I asked Chai what would happen next. He grinned and reminded me of what happened with the customs officers. Sure enough the policemen left after about ten minutes with their top pockets noticeably bulging more than when they entered.




    Lesson number four:




    Fines for minor offences in Thailand tend to be levied in cash at the time of the offence thus dispensing with both time consuming paperwork and expensive court appearances. In practice, this is a very cost effective system. Note, however, that it is not customary to ask for a receipt.




    ***




    Next on the agenda was the body massage. None of us knew what we were letting ourselves in for and Chai refused to explain until we arrived at what looked like a large hotel. Inside, about 100 girls sat in rows behind a glass partition and each had a number.




    Chai explained that those on the left did hand massage and those on the right body massage and he steered us in the direction of the latter. Having each chosen a girl, Chai included, we agreed to meet up again in the downstairs bar in about an hour.




    Many books have described body massage, so suffice to say that you are covered in soap suds and the girl then massages these all over you with her naked body. Any other services are then negotiated.




    Even Ken had not experienced this before, and Bob’s only comment was: ‘Bloody hell. There’s nowt like this in Bolton.’




    ***




    We arrived at the factory the next day to find the large case had been manhandled into the factory and along with the other cases unpacked. We spent two days positioning the various parts of the machinery which had to be lined up very accurately before being bolted together and we decided to start the final assembly the next day.




    We arrived early and immediately noticed that the parts no longer lined up and initially we assumed that someone had nudged the machine with a fork truck. It took the best part of the day to realign and cordon off the machine and we decided once again to find some cold beer and complete the job the next day, when we again found a five millimetre misalignment. Ken being a very experienced engineer quickly found out the problem: the foundations were sinking under the weight.




    We called Chai who arrived soon after with the Thai structural engineer who was adamant that if his plans had been followed this would not have happened. Somchai throughout these discussions looked extremely agitated and asked to talk to Chai in private.




    Chai explained to us that although Somchai had protested, Mr Vee had not only employed his inexperienced brother-in-law to make the foundations but had insisted that, to save money, two metre wooden piles be used instead of the specified five metre concrete piles.




    To further compound the problem the concrete foundations had been poured in three sections, and not as one continuous slab; this caused the various parts of the machine to sink at differential rates.




    Lesson number five:




    Someone in the family will always be offered the job first irrespective of qualifications. I just hope I never need brain surgery while I am in Thailand.




    ***




    All of us agreed that the only solution was to dig up the foundations and do the job properly. So who was to tell Mr Vee?




    Both Somchai and the structural engineer indicated in the strongest possible manner that they would rather commit suicide than confront Mr Vee, so Chai offered and I accompanied him to give moral support.




    As expected Mr Vee lost it when told and walked up and down his office throwing desk implements and shouting at Chai at the top of his voice but completely ignoring me. He finally cooled down and following a couple of phone calls and a heated discussion, Chai explained that Mr Vee would not accept any blame for the fiasco and was blaming his brother-in-law but he did accept that the foundations would have to be redone. He asked to see the structural engineer who estimated that it would be one month before the job could be completed and the concrete foundations ready to take the weight of the machinery.




    I then asked Chai to explain that Ken, Bob and I would return to the UK and come back once the work had been done and that Mr Vee would have to cover the costs of airfares and any other expenses. Mr Vee accepted that Ken and Bob should leave temporarily but flatly refused to let me go saying we had a contract and that he wanted me to supervise the laying of the new foundations even though I protested that not only was I not a structural engineer but that this was not part of the contract.




    I left saying that I would give Mr Vee a decision the next day after contacting my company. He obviously didn’t like this but he grudgingly agreed.




    Chai drove us back to Bangkok, dropped Ken and Bob at the hotel to pack whilst we went to arrange flights and have a serious discussion about the way forward. We drove into the centre of Bangkok and across the river where Chai stopped in front of a Thai Airways office and I waited in the car. Chai reappeared about fifteen minutes later with the air tickets and accompanied by two very pretty girls.




    ‘We need to unwind,’ he said and drove to a motel where we spent a relaxing couple of hours.




    I asked Chai to give me time to think and promised my decision after he returned from dropping Ken and Bob at the airport.




    I was already hooked on Thailand and luckily, being a part owner of the company I was able to make my own decisions. I telephoned my business partner and explained the problem and we agreed that as this was our first technology transfer agreement it was important to get a positive result and that I should do whatever was necessary.




    I decided to stay but with certain conditions.




    I told Chai that after the fourth week of my stay as per the agreement I wanted Mr Vee to pay for an apartment, food, laundry, transport and pay me 1000 baht per day pocket money. In addition I wouldn’t work Saturday afternoon or Sundays and Mr Vee was to pay all the bills directly.




    Chai wasn’t sure that Mr Vee would agree but I was adamant that this was non-negotiable.




    The next day Chai telephoned me and said that Mr Vee had agreed to everything without a battle much to his surprise and suggested that we find a couple of girls to celebrate.




    Lesson number six:




    The English way to relax is with a couple of beers but the Thai way to relax is with a couple of girls.




    ***




    With Chai’s help I found a two bedroom apartment on Sukhumvit Soi 53 and moved in that day.




    I asked Chai to find someone who could clean the apartment and do my laundry and he said he would sort it but I should have known better than to leave it to Chai.




    I spent the rest of the day and night with Lucy and explained to her that I would be in Bangkok for at least the next two months, which seemed to make her happy, and the next day Chai phoned to say that he had arranged the cleaning help, and that he would come to the apartment at 10 am.



