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Introduction




    In this, the third instalment of “The LOS Diaries”, Mark Jones provides more experienced comment on the cultural nuances of a rapidly developing part of the world. Living the dream in South East Asia, the author once again mixes his own brand of laconic storytelling with humorous and insightful observations on the region. Expanding on his experiences in the area’s naughty nightlife scene, short travel diaries provide an interesting look at the remote and far flung reaches beyond the red light districts of downtown Bangkok, Pattaya and Singapore. The comforts of the tourist fleshpots are left far behind in sojourns to the mountainous regions of Northern Laos and the remote temple sites of Cambodia. These are the LOS Diaries.


  




  

    
Chapter One: The Far Horizons




    I still remember that night, so many years ago, sitting in the back of a Bedford van drifting along to the strains of Santana’s Caravansarai while being engaged by an eighteen-year-old, large breasted hippie hitchhiker I’d picked up on the road earlier in the day. It was the early seventies and the new age of Carlos Casteneda, Lobsang Rampa and Transcendental Meditation. We surfed by day, puffed on pipes of Kiwi Green at night and sustained ourselves on brown rice and kerosene. As the rain pelted against the van’s windows we lay there chilling out after another round of horizontal folk dancing. My amorous friend decided to add to the mood of the moment by lighting one of those scented candles that were popular amongst the hippie crowd at the time.




    “Give me your left hand,” she said, looking at me through a haze of smoke.




    “Why?” I said, uncertain of what she was about.




    “I’m a palmist. I’ll read your palm and tell you your future,” she said, continuing to look at me serenely.




    I opened my hand and held it out to her. She took it in the dim light and stared at it intently for the next minute or so.




    “Hmmm, interesting,” she said letting my hand go.




    “What?” I said, intrigued.




    “You will leave this place and never return.”




    Life, as many will attest, can be an uncertain path and very few can can accurately predict what the future holds but, forty years on, it seems as though my buxom hippie friend had it right after all; I’d left my native land and never looked back. Not that this was entirely intentional. It just seemed there was always something new or different to experience and another adventure just over the next horizon. Going back never seemed to be a preferable option.The fact that I live, and continue to live, in Thailand certainly reinforces this idea. The attractions are obvious and many, but the challenges for a foreigner to reside here long term, create difficulties that would leave many, looking on from the safety of their western suburban dugouts questioning our state of minds. And that, judging by the commentary one often hears regarding the motivations of long term western expats residing in Thailand, is something many living back in the “real world” seem rather concerned about.




    I have no problems acknowledging the fact there are many farang (western foreigners) expats here who’ve lost their way.




    Suffice to say, many are at the last chance hotel but instead of arrogantly denigrating such individuals as many critics are apt to do, I just give thanks for my good fortune and remember a prescient piece of advice, learnt years ago, about when we are too quick to rush in and judge others; if you have nothing good to say about someone, say nothing. Judgemental minds are often negative minds.




    For every example of an alcohol ravaged soul, down the alleys and Sois of Thailand’s bar areas, there are manyfold others who have come here and prospered since leaving behind the failed relationships and divorce courts. Many I have met and befriended, who are in the twilight years of their lives, are probably healthier and more alive than fellows of comparable ages back in what we amusingly call “the real world.” And the need to be mentally and physically alive, when you are in the sixth, seventh, or eighth decade of your life, probably counts for a whole lot more than any other consideration. The other option is really no option. You can sit around in some over taxed, over insured, PC governed state or you can venture out, challenge yourself and see what’s out there. This is not for everyone of course. There are some that are quite content to see it out in the assured safety of a familiar setting or routine.




    There are many, and I include myself in this group, who are often looking to the far horizons and have an unexplained need to go forward (some might jokingly call this the “Star Trek Syndrome”). Nevertheless it is what it is and I would hazard a guess that, for many men of this inclination, there’s some kind of primeval urge – the hunt – that needs to be fulfilled. I would also add, with certainty, that it’s not just about sex. More to the point I would surmise that a lot of men of this inclination don’t make very good marriage partners and, no doubt, probably feature high in the numbers of marriages that fall apart. The statistics for divorce in some parts of the western world – Australia and the USA – seem to be steadily increasing so, apart from the fact that there are people getting married who are completely incompatible, it would stand to reason that there’s something else going on here. For all our advances in technology, the DNA encoding – our primeval instinct – of humankind remains the same. The basic characteristics of who and what we are remains unchanged since the days when we were running around in bearskins hunting mammoths. Men need to procreate to extend their lineage and women are concerned with food, clothing and shelter for themselves and their progeny. A man’s instinctive urge for sex, according to Richard Dawkins at least, is a reptilian hangover in our cerebral cortex. The urge can be controlled but not supressed. I would argue that monogamy, for a man, is an unnatural state of being and it is only the pervading influence of Christianity and its guilt philosophy that has made it the accepted social norm for the western world over the past few hundred years.




    Those that survive the stresses of a poor marriage and the ensuing divorce struggles often find relief in their new-found single status. Even allowing for the fact they may have suffered greatly in financial and emotional terms, the freedom that follows sees many expanding their horizons. Horizons which often run to South East Asia. Many, of course, do arrive on these shores with baggage and many, rightly or wrongly, seek redemption with the wrong ladies. I would suggest, however, that many arrive in Thailand simply through curiosity. They are fulfilling a need to go on a journey into the unknown. Or, perhaps, it’s the last great adventure where they’re putting it all on the line and seeing what unfolds? How how else do we completely find out who we are or what we’re made of? Kind of reminds me of that great line in ‘Lost World Part 2’ when the grizzled old hunter – played by Pete Postlewhaite - explained to the young journalist why he was trying to bag a T-Rex




    “A while ago there was a chap who summited Everest. He nearly died doing it and when he came back down someone asked if he’d gone up there to die. He turned to them and said, “No, I went up there to live.’”




    And so it is for many of us who end up in Thailand; we’re going there to live. It might well be that a lot of us aren’t here for any particular noble reason but it’s the journey, the adventure and, perhaps – even though we might be loath to admit it – the search for some kind of answer that we weren’t getting in the places we left behind. It is, in some respects, an existentialist approach to life; one of living by the day and seeing what turns up. This isn’t to say, as some would intimate, that we’re just drifting along aimlessly without out any long term life plan. It’s just that living in Thailand, or any part of S.E. Asia for that matter, seems to offer a vibrance that isn’t there in a more normal way of life back in our western homelands. It’s the feeling of living close to the edge; that each day anything is possible. That each day something new and different will jump out and amuse and entertain us. The fact that many, after returning to their native lands, experience a let down is a testament to this. The often-heard remarks are that although things are nice, clean and safe it’s also the epitome of boredom. Little wonder that many return here as often as they can for vacations and are planning a permanent move on their retirements. And, of the many that I know that have already made that move, most seem to have their lives well sorted with pension plans and rental incomes providing a decent standard of living. They are not, as so many of their uninformed critics mistakenly think, losers.




    Whether or not the above mentioned are men who hate women, I have no idea. Many that I know have an unbridled fond regard for women but, I would venture to add, due to their relationship histories in their native countries they’re now much more circumspect, wary and less trusting. They, we, I, are also single by choice and not because we don’t know how to conduct ourselves in a relationship. For those that are happily married, or living in a loving relationship with the the right one, I say good luck to you. That is your choice just as it’s the choice, of many of us who choose to live in the LOS, to remain single. Some need the comfort and security, of a women at their side in front of the home fire. Others don’t. The choice to be married, or in a relationship, is one reality. The choice to be single, and enjoy the fruits on offer in South East Asia, is another. One choice isn’t better than the other, it’s just the way it is. Some make a point of promoting the idea that if a guy isn’t married, or in a relationship, then he’s missing out on something, abnormal or he’s socially inept. Much of this type of thinking is driven by the conditioning of modern western ideology; that normalcy, and acceptance, equals being married, one point seven children, a mortgage, a secure job and a barbecue on the weekend. If some don’t measure up to this expectation does it make them redundant to western humanity’s idea of normality? How about the Muslim guy in Malaysia with four wives and thirteen children? Is he, and his family, to be written off because they don’t conform to the west’s narrow social concepts?




    Whichever choice one makes there will always be a sacrifice. The married guy has the closeness of a wife and family, but he also has the ongoing, long term commitment and responsibility, of paying a mortgage and raising a family. For the average Joe back in farangland, this means an unending work treadmill for years. Those, such as yours truly, who’ve chosen the single man’s existence obviously have greater freedom but that is tempered by the very real fact that there are many days, and nights, of being alone. Dealing with being alone is a very real issue for many but the fact is it’s really an individual thing; some handle it better than others. In the end I suggest the difference between emotional disintegration, or control of ones personal situation at all times, all comes down to what’s going on inside a guys head. Do your feelings determine your path in life or is your mind in firm control of your actions? For many who get themselves into a pickle with the wrong type of Thai ladies or suffer from alcohol-related problems, the former seems to be directing what they do.




    Each to their own, of course, but I can’t help thinking that many that seem to come unstuck with the ladies of this enchanting land, do so simply because of the inability to control their urges. A show of restraint towards ladies of a questionable background would probably see fewer farang losing their life savings or even their lives. Having said that, the human mind is a complex piece of equipment and when emotional overtones are thrown into the mix, better judgement often takes a back seat to the short term picture. Despite what mid-afternoon chat show personalities might say about the need to get in touch with our feelings, the cold hard reality is the mind is the ultimate controller of our decision making processes. Many throw about the idea that one should follow one’s heart, but I would argue that the idea of following one’s heart is precisely what lands many in a state of confusion and disappointment here in the LOS. Decisions based solely on how one feels - or the idea of following one’s feelings – are never good decisions; they are emotion-based and lack clarity.




    To be in control of your emotions doesn’t mean to say that one needs to go through life as an unfeeling automaton. Spontaneity for the moment should be embraced by all means but reasons for entering into a relationship with your teerak (darling) should be considered carefully and objectively. Loneliness, and the need for companionship, often fool many into believing that an ongoing liaison, based on sex, is not really based on having sex. To the desperate, lust is often seen as love. And people who claim they are in love, I’ve often found, are not really in love. They’re just in love with the idea of being in love. They eventually realise, often too late, that the things that really matter in a relationship, such as honesty, trust, respect and integrity, aren’t really part of their teerak’s love equation. Not that I’m free of guilt in that regard. The story of my time in this seductive land also includes a “pickle” with a demon woman of the night. The important thing is that those who’ve been through the “bar girl done me wrong saga” learn from it and don’t repeat their mistakes. Unfortunately, many often do.




    The paradox for many single expats heading towards, or in, retirement is the need for a bit of companionship without unwittingly ending up as a Thai lady’s walking ATM. Ladies closer to our own age are the safer option but most also have dependents, from previous liaisons, in tow as well. When I see guys in their fifties pushing a pram through a shopping mall with a girl form the North East who is thirty years younger hanging off their arms, I often wonder if they’ve really got a grasp of the situation they’re in? Or, perhaps, I’ve just become too much of a cynic? Whatever the case, the thought of raising children into my sixties, or seventies, is enough to keep my amorous liaisons strictly to one night affairs with a fit, young pole swinger; condom firmly in place.




    It may well be that I am destined to be a single man for the rest of my days. And it may well be that complex, and often elusive, emotion called love will not fall my way again. Perhaps, in some regards, I’ve never really experienced what people describe as true love but that’s okay because I’m now at that fortunate stage in life that I can live with myself. I understand who and what I am and don’t feel I really need to prove anything any more. Being single in South East Asia has its advantages in terms of freedom of movement, and being able to get out and explore the region. And I’m fairly certain that I wouldn’t have been to so many of the great locations I’ve been to in the past few months if I had a teerak hanging off my arm. No doubt they’re nice to have lying next to you in bed but I just can’t picture one of the little darlings wading thigh deep in water through a cave or scrambling over boulders on the way up a waterfall. It’s my choice, once again, and I never go out of my way to try and convince others to follow my lead. But if you’re tired of the bar scene or the monotony of city life, then go and check out those horizons beyond this country’s borders. You won’t be disappointed.


  




  

    
Chapter Two: Stranger in a Strange land (a land of opportunists)




    Robert Hienlien’s 1960s science fiction epic about a human raised on Mars then returning to Planet Earth to reintegrate himself into a world which, although he is ethnically connected to, he is culturally at odds with, has some unusual parallels for many farang (foreigners) who choose to call Thailand their home. Although we are composed of the same genetic material, the fact that we look different, and possess divergent cultural backgrounds, will ensure that fitting in is something that’s not easy to achieve. The locals have their nuances and idiosyncrasies which often leave one wondering if it would be better just to jump on the shuttle and head back to our own world. It takes patience to achieve a semblance of integration but, given time and an understanding of our position in their country, one can eventually come to grips with the differences and make a life and a home for ourselves. Part of that process of understanding is learning how things work in terms of their acceptance of, and attitude towards foreigners.




    If you look at the history of Thailand it soon becomes obvious foreigners are nothing new to this strange and exotic land. In fact, it has to be said, the locals have been very welcoming of foreigners for the past five hundred years or so. Compared to the rigidly anti-foreigner mentality – until relatively recent historical times - of the closed kingdoms of Japan and Korea, the Thais were quick to seize upon the idea that the foreigner represented opportunity. Opportunity in terms of knowledge, technology and, most importantly, money. And, as negative as it may sound, after residing here for the better part of twenty years, that is my understanding of how the locals perceive me: an opportunity. Call it jaded cynicism, call it a narrow perspective, call it what you like, but it is the reality of my choice to reside here successfully and, dare I say, it’s a defence mechanism which (now) serves me well.




    It is a fact, whether we care to acknowledge it or not, that most farang (foreigners) visiting or choosing to live here mix with, and associate with, Thais at the lower end of the socio-economic spectrum of this country. Unless you are seriously cashed up, or rich, hi-so Thais don’t usually get into a long term relationship/marriage situation with a farang. The young, handsome foreign studs out there may argue the point but the reality is that while you may get to bed some hi-so types, chances are you won’t be marrying one any time soon. You’ll amuse, and entertain, for a while but eventually drop out of the picture when the parents need to make strategic alliances with other rich Thai families.




    It is often said that the farang normally ends up with the Thai women that Thai men don’t have any need for. While this is generally true it isn’t always the case. Educated middle class, or lower middle class, types will often shy away from Thai men simply because they’ve experienced hurt in the past and may consider a farang a safer option for a relationship or marriage. While they may not feel as comfortable as they would with their own kind, a relationship with the farang is often seen as an opportunity in terms of improved financial and social status. It’s quite a pragmatic approach to life and one that many farang will have trouble coming to grips with. Even more so when one doesn’t necessarily understand subtle cultural nuances or have a firm grasp on the language. And I am honest enough to admit that unless I’m able to communicate at a deep level with someone how on earth would I truly understand their innermost thoughts and fears? Without real understanding how can you really know someone? And if you don’t really know a person, how could you trust them?




    For many of us the inability to communicate fluently in Thai is our biggest stumbling block to integrating ourselves more successfully into this country. Not just in terms of being able to communicate with the locals, but also in terms of being able to make judgement calls. If a lady you’ve taken a fancy to has a bit of a questionable past, or she’s not being completely honest about her social history, how would you root out the truth if you’re unable to communicate properly? Not only that, there are many out there – particularly on-line – who are rather dim. The inability to communicate properly is actually an advantage to them in terms of masking their deficiencies. It also works the other way. I’ve made a list of requirements on the two on-line dating sites I’ve joined but I still get ladies contacting me who live outside Bangkok, who have children, who don’t have a real job, who don’t have a good education and who have tattoos. I don’t even bother replying to them because I know that they were either too lazy to read my profile or they have poor English language reading skills.




    I’m intelligent enough to understand that their predicament is not entirely their own fault but, having lived here for so long, I also know that it’s a complete waste of time trying to save them. Most of them are not interested in being saved and will not make any serious effort to use their own abilities to improve themselves; emphatically so if they are employees, or ex-employees, in the “sex industry.” The SOP for the vast majority is to find a farang who will “take care” of them. Lately, I’ve really come to despise that term because what it actually means – and most of them are, again, too dim to realise this – is that they would like to find some gullible soul to give them a monthly stipend so they they can continue waking up at midday, watching Thai soap dramas, eating packet noodles, and doing their late afternoon trips to the beauty shop. If a Thai lady ever mentions the dreaded term “take care” to you; run away as quickly as you possibly can. Alternatively you could put a warning note on your on-line profile saying something to the effect of “I don’t pay salary or sin sod. Are you still interested?”




    On a recent trip to a nearby national park I was sitting out on the patio of my hotel room, at a reasonably early hour, enjoying my first cup of Joe for the day when I picked up on a conversation in the room next door. What appeared to be a well educated Thai lady – her command of the English language certainly made it appear that way – was haranguing her American boyfriend. It was, by the sound of things, an argument on Thai politics with Taksin and the red shirt movement being regularly mentioned. She then said something which confirmed all my deepest suspicions about the social interplay of this country. “The most important thing in the lives of the poor people in the North East is money because money is the thing which will improve their lives quickly,” she said, rather emphatically.




    I would’ve liked to have chipped in with my own commentary but thought better of it. As much as she is completely convinced of the validity of her argument it should be said that money also happens to be the most important thing in the lives of the ‘hi-so’ (high society) fraternity; greater amounts of money equal greater amounts of face. In that regard, she’s not much different to her low-so counterparts who are also well aware that a windfall not only improves their economic situation but also their social status in the small communities they live in. What better way to get one over the neigbours than to suddenly be seen driving around in a brand new SUV or have a two storey bricks and mortar house built? The end result, in terms of the prestige gained, may be the same but the method, or means, of getting there is where the difference lies. Hi-sos, give them their due, at least have the business acumen, and the educational background, to get there through their own efforts; hand outs from foreigners aren’t normally part of the game plan. At the other end of the social spectrum, however, things are a little different. It would be interesting to know what percentage of the palatial new dwellings, being built out in the rural North East of Thailand, are being funded by the foreigner? A recent survey in the Nation newspaper turned up some interesting figures. Approximately 1100 women in Isarn were asked if they would like to marry a farang. Eighty percent replied that they would but not because of any altruistic reason; it was purely and simply about the opportunity to accrue material gain. Most replied that they thought farangs were rich and that they could get a nice new house built and fill it with nice new appliances. Give them their due for setting their stalls out and being up front about it. As I learnt in a high school economics class so long ago: let the buyer beware.




    It should be said though that windfalls accruing from the generosity of foreigners to the financially disadvantaged sections of the population of this country are as much about those who give, as those who get. There is enough commentary, on the myriad of Thai-centric blogs, outlining the scams and the foolishness of foreigners who fall victim to them. However, and this is an irrefutable fact, no one twists your arm to hand over large amounts of cash to the scammers. For someone to receive, someone else must be willing to give. The stories we read about foreigners being lied to, deceived and cheated have as much to do with the scammer as the one being scammed. For those that have been in that situation – and I include myself in this group – reviewing your story is as much about self analysis as it is about the anger directed at the little demimondaine that fooled you. To completely understand how, and why, a situation unfolded (and the way it did) one must be honest enough to reflect upon one’s own desires and motivations. Where, exactly, are you at in life? What is your emotional state and (try to be completely honest about it) how much did loneliness, desperation and the need “to get your end in” have to do with your trip into a fantasy world of your own making? I say of our own making because that’s exactly what it is and despite the red flags, which we often choose to ignore, we fool ourselves into believing there’s nothing wrong. Why should that be? I believe it is simply lust over-riding common sense, and nothing more. And that, sadly, is an indictment of the fragility of our emotional state; that our need to get our ends in makes us so easy to manipulate.




    One of the more recent entertaining stories I heard was about a chap from the UK who arrived on these shores looking for a bride, by way of an introduction agency. He’d made arrangements, prior to landing here, to review a line-up of ladies for marriage suitability. What was interesting, as the story unfolded, was the way in which the doubt and uncertainty clouding his thought processes was largely ignored due to the fact that his bride to be was providing regular helpings of sex. In fact, one may surmise, his commentary was more about getting laid than anything else and I found it rather amusing that he was prepared to shell out quite a large amount of cash for that to happen. He was either a very generous soul or the gold and the expensive dinners on the Chao Praya and shopping trips for his teerak were no object when it came to getting his end in. The point I’m making is that our tragedies, or tales of woe, are more about our own weaknesses and deficiencies than anything else. It is also about being completely clueless when it comes to understanding the characteristics of the people of this land.




    To know one’s adversaries, and thereby empower one’s own position, one should know the adversary’s strengths and weaknesses. Before I go on I would like to add the following is not a blanket statement about the character traits of the entire population of this country (Thailand) but it does go some way to explaining why, for certain segments of the population, there is the propensity to look at others as an opportunity. Taken from THE NATION NEWSPAPER:




    EVEN FOR A NATION OF THIEVES, IT’S NEVER TOO LATE




    Boonma




    Published: 9/07/2009 at 12:00 AM




    Newspaper section: Business




    Last By: Sawai week, an Abac Poll of 1,228 households in 17 provinces across Thailand found that 84.5% of respondents regarded cheating as a normal business practice and 51.2% said corruption by government officials was acceptable as long as it improved their living conditions. Similar surveys conducted over the past few years reached essentially the same conclusions regardless of respondents’ geographical regions. Such findings clearly point out that Thailand is a nation made up largely of thieves who will cheat at every opportunity.




    With such a mindset, no further explanation should be needed as to why Thailand has not been able to attain the level of development achieved by other Asian countries such as Japan and South Korea despite having relatively more natural resources. If we raise this issue with fellow Thais, a lot of them would quickly point out that corruption also exists in those countries. They are right. Corruption does indeed exist in those countries and, for that matter, in all countries. But the difference lies in the degree; in more advanced countries corruption is not so high as to stifle development.




    A few weeks ago, a former president of South Korea was driven by shame to commit suicide after rumours circulated that he was involved in corruption while in office. In the case of Thailand, a former prime minister apparently feels no shame even after being convicted of corruption. Moreover, a large number of Thais have joined a political movement to clear him, including the current drive to prepare a petition with at least one million signatures to obtain a royal pardon.




    Bad as the readiness to cheat may be, it is but one of four Thai characteristics that have been labelled detrimental to development, according to a former prime minister who echoed opinions expressed by some foreigners who know Thais well. The others are laziness, ostentatiousness and jealousy. Many Thais who hear this for the first time may be offended. But they should not be, as evidence can be found everywhere. Government lottery tickets are sold out regularly at premium prices because a lot of Thais wish to attain a high income level without working for it. Young Thai women marry retired foreigners whose pensions provide a road to an easy life. These phenomena may not be laziness as commonly understood but are laziness nonetheless.




    Expensive German cars, Swiss watches, and French handbags all sell well in Thailand. Thais buy more luxury German cars than the Japanese, even though the latter have far more upper-income professionals. Personal debt has become a critical problem mainly because most Thais feel a strong need to keep up with their peers. Large debt may be incurred to finance ostentatious ceremonies to marry off daughters or send sons into the monkhood for two weeks.




    Jealousy may not be as apparent, yet the co-operative movement in Thailand has never been successful since it was introduced during the reign of Rama VI because Thais cannot work co-operatively for any length of time. Tens of thousands of Buddhist temples have been built, many practically next to each other, because the solution for disagreement among members of the congregation is to build another one. These phenomena indicate a lack of social capital, which is vital for development.




    The survey findings and foreigners’ opinions are mirrors reflecting the true picture of our society that we have ignored or denied for so long. Our mindset must be changed for Thailand to develop further and grim as the picture may be, it is never too late to do that. While responsibility lies with all of us, the ruling class should take the lead for it has had better opportunities. As for the government, a lot of suggestions can be made but I will make only three, beginning with the easiest: do not approve the current online lottery proposal or make gambling in whatever form more convenient in the future; start revamping the tax base with the ultimate aim of making a progressive consumption tax the main source of revenues; and make sure that its own ranks are not populated by corrupt politicians.




    Sawai Boonma served for more than two decades as an economist with the World Bank in Washington DC. He can be reached at sboonma@msn.com




    If this was simply a commentary by another disgruntled foreigner, it probably wouldn’t rate a mention, but the fact that it’s a damning indictment by one of their own is worth noting. My own take on it is more along the lines of given the right conditions, and situation, certain sections of the local population have the potential to exhibit the worst character traits one may encounter in this country; that they will come to see everything, and everyone, they encounter as an opportunity. As many of us know, and have experienced first hand, ladies working in the “sex industry” are prime examples of locals exhibiting the character traits of laziness, jealousy, ostentatiousness and the readiness to cheat. I would also add that the above mentioned negative aspects are not strictly confined to those who work as bar girls. I’ve met plenty of ladies with normal jobs, at night clubs and on-line, who are even more voracious when it comes to seeing a foreigner as an opportunity. A very good friend recently told me an interesting tale about an ex girlfriend who was well educated, had never worked in a bar, and is an absolute stunner. He’d been seeing her for a number of years and over that time of being exposed to the farang world along Sukhumvit, had changed from being a nice, decent type to a complete opportunist. The story goes that one day he was given an ultimatum by his opportunistic teerak: “I’ve met a farang who is going to buy me a five million baht condo; a new car, and he will give me salary of 100k Baht a month. If you want to stay with me I want the condo and car but only 80k Baht a month and a Louis Vuitton hand bag.” His reply was a very short, two word message; the first beginning with the letter F, the second the letter O.




    The unfortunate thing about ladies who go down the road of the opportunist is the further they go the worse they become until, ultimately, the only thing they’re actually good for is an hour back at your hotel room, or apartment, and nothing more. The trademarks of the opportunist are greed, lies, and deceit. If you have the misfortune to get involved with one there is only ever one absolute certainty and that is enough is never enough; the more you give them the worse they become. It’s my observation, due to the cultural deficiencies mentioned by Boonma, that it doesn’t take too long before they are completely beyond redemption. They get used to the hot, easy money which, more often than not, gets frittered away on ostentatious lifestyles.




    The fact that many were once walking around in rice fields is often lost on them, as well as to the parasitical families back in the villages feeding off them. All become accustomed to and addicted to the easy money. There is never any understanding regarding the earned value of money for the opportunist and their hangers-on. You may want to consider that as you’re handing over that monthly stipend, or sin sod, or gold, or new SUV purhcase; is there any real appreciation of the sweat you’ve lost to earn that wad you’re handing over to your teerak? There never usually is. You are, after all, their opportunity and, sorry to say, not much more. Oh, you do get to hear someone tell you that they love you and you also get your end in – when you’re around – but what is the likelihood that your opportunist is going to take a million baht of your hard earned cash and double it for you in a couple of years? Opportunists always have their own agendas, first and foremost, that always come before you.




    Once you’ve lived here long enough – or visited often enough – you come to understand that the opportunist, regardless of where you meet them (bar, disco, on-line) is a rather myopic, and disgusting, creature. Everything is calculated in terms of money and, by extension, what’s in it for them. Eventually they become rotten to the core and it won’t matter how much is given, it will never be enough. A prime example would be my ex, a hard core opportunist and black widow if there ever was one. She now lives the kind of life that most lower level opportunists could only dream about. Ensconced in her sponsor’s new twenty million Baht, Bangkok high rise condo she idles away her days with pointless shopping trips and afternoons at the beauticians. And even though she’s driving an imported vehicle, and receives a six figure stipend each month, that still isn’t enough. The sponsor was consigned to the ranks of keeneow for not covering the cost of 370,000 Baht of cosmetic surgery she recently had done. A recent lunch appointment with her had me thinking only one thing; that she was one of the most vile creatures I’ve ever come across. With all the cosmetic enhancements she’s had, her body looks like a million dollars but, eventually, even that won’t mask the ugliness within. An hour before a planned dinner appointment that same evening, I turned the phone off (the one reserved for the female fraternity of this country) and went somewhere else. The expletive deletives texted to me the following morning were deleted along with her numbers and the few remaining photos I had. As with most of them her justification for her approach to life is that she needs to take care of her family. This mindset is something I call the Isarn infection and, unfortunately, there’s no cure for it except never-ending amounts of money.




    My refusal to enter into a relationship with a local lass, for the foreseeable future at least makes me a bit of social misfit. But that’s okay because I have no interest in providing a welfare package for the children of a local father who won’t take care of his own flesh and blood. Many opportunists that I’ve taken to my apartment get quite excited when they know that I’m available. Their enthusiasm is soon dampened when they’re informed that I would never enter into a relationship with a lady that does it for money. The reason being, they can never be trusted. Still, some are persistent and, within a couple of days of the first liaison, I’ll receive an SMS which is normally along the lines of:




    Opportunist: “Can I see you tonight?” (meaning they want money)




    Me: “Do you need money?” (no point beating around the bush)




    Opportunist: “Yes, I need pay for room” (or some other BS story)




    Me: “How much are you expecting?” (getting down to business)




    Opportunist: “Four thousand Baht, I stay till 4 am” (can’t blame her for trying)




    Me: “I’ll give you two thousand Baht. If that’s not enough, find another farang.” (always reduce the asking price by 50%)




    Opportunist: “Two thousand okay. What time you want me come your condo?”




    Me: “Be at the lobby at 9 pm”




    The great thing about understanding that one is, first and foremost, seen as an opportunity is that you have no issues with turning things in one’s own favour, simply because you are not trying to impress anyone. The opportunist arrived at the appointed time and was soon entering my apartment.




    Me: “Are you hungry?”




    Opportunist: “Yes, little bit?” (friendly, hopeful smile – something else for free)




    Me: “Good, so am I. Get yourself into the kitchen there and cook that fish on the table.” (still smiling and pointing to the kitchen)




    Opportunist “Hmmm.” (not willing to move and pouting because she doesn’t want to do extra work)




    Me: “You can have dinner and two thousand Baht or nothing. Up to you.” (me with smarmy grin)




    Opportunist: “Okay.” (smiling after moving into kitchen to find rice already cooked)




    Knowing that I am predominantly seen as an opportunity empowers me to be in control of my own situation at all times. In a land where poor option-taking can have disastrous consequences it is an imperative to keep your wits about you, always. Emotional fragility does not forgive. Never compromise your own standards and integrity for any opportunist regardless of how seductive they may appear. Even though time-worn experience has provided valuable lessons in fitting in here I will, no doubt, continue to be a stranger in a strange land.


  




  

    
Chapter three: The Barbary Coast




    Years ago, before any thoughts of depositing myself in Thailand had even entered my head, I was living a fairly mundane existence back in Sydney, Australia. During my nine-year stay in that colourful town I became familiar with many of the colloquialisms and expressions used by the locals to describe a situation or location in their backyard. One such expression, often heard, was the endearing little term used to describe the beach side suburb of Manly.




    “Seven miles from Sydney and a thousand miles from care” was the catch cry as hundreds, nay thousands, would scramble onto the ferries, at Circular Quay, for their day of sun and sea on the far side of North Head. Love it, or hate it, once you were there, with your beach towel rolled out and body plastered in sun block, it did kind of feel that you were at least a few miles from care.




    In some ways the picturesque little city of Hua Hin has taken on the same connotation for many foreigners disillusioned with the “rat race” of Bangkok. The beach town is seen as a more viable option as many seek to relocate to a quieter life 250 kilometers south of the “big smoke.” The white sandy beaches, blue ocean and abundance of fresh seafood has not been lost on the locals either; middle class, and hi-so, Bangkok Thais have been taking their long weekend getaways in the historical royal city for years.




    Increasingly, over the past ten years, Hua Hin has gone through a boom. Spurred on by the influx of expat retirees, and the swelling numbers of tourists, the growth in the number of hotels, guesthouses, and other forms of accommodation has been phenomenal. The once sleepy coastal town is now teeming with masses of people all wanting to get their slice of paradise by the sea. And, it’s not hard to see why; the beaches, compared to somewhere like Pattaya, are pristine all the way up and down the coast. The nightlife is a bit more subdued than other more well known Thai tourist hotbeds, with the focus being more on wining and dining. During the peak times, the beachside restaurants are packed with hungry, sunburnt hordes getting their fills of seafood, Thai, and Italian. All well and good; the contended masses gorging themselves on paradise.




    Most tourists, and perhaps a majority of resident expats, are probably unaware that Hua Hin’s most famous product is dried squid. The Thais, of course, are well aware of this and it’s probably one of the main attractions for them. A short excursion to one of the nearby coastal areas to the north or south of the town and one will quickly become aware that dried squid is a major player. Even more so if you are on a motorbike as the pungent, salty odour spikes the air from roadside drying racks and hawkers’ carts. Often, the smell is that strong that one could be forgiven for thinking there’s something laying around rotting or that something is definitely off. And that, given Hua Hin’s recent murky history, is rather ironic. In Hua Hin there is literally, and figuratively, a smell in the air.




    Scratch below the surface of the spin doctor’s image of the idyllic, paradise by the sea and you start to pick up the stench, nay the rot, of humanity gone bad; stories of greed, stupidity, brutality, and lies to match any murderous pirate tale. Lend me your ears buckos, and I’ll spin you a yarn.




    I was on my third visit to Hua Hin. It was approaching the long weekend anniversary of the death of the HM the King’s sister, and the place was teeming. I was beginning to get a feel for the place. The street layout was no longer confusing as I zapped about on my rented motorbike. One of the benefits of knowing someone like Jim – friend and long term resident expat - is they have a wealth of local knowledge that you would never otherwise have access to. The tourist traps can be avoided as your knowledgeable local mentor guides you along the more interesting and less travelled roads in the area. They can also provide interesting anecdotes that you’ll never see in the tour brochures. On my previous visits I’d set a fairly hectic schedule for myself; within minutes of dropping my bags into the hotel room I’d been on my way to an outlying location well beyond the city limits. This time I was going to ease into things; instead of rushing off to a site forty kilometers down the coast I was going to spend the afternoon nosing around Hua Hin.




    My first stop was the lookout, or viewpoint, back across the railway tracks and up behind the town. I’d made arrangements to go up there with Jim and shortly after midday we were making a bee line for Khao Hin Lek Fai. With the clear blue skies above the temperature was, once again, scorching as we pulled into the parking bay.




    “A few years ago, none of this was here. It was just a dirt track through the jungle which went on over the hill and down the other side for a hundred meters or so,” said Jim, as we got a bottle of water each and took some shade at one of the nearby restaurants.




    I looked around at the expanse of the sealed car park, and adjoining terraced restaurant complex, and found it hard to envisage what he was describing. It seemed to be a huge amount of construction for what was, seemingly, an almost deserted development.




    “Looks as though they spent a lot of money for a poor result,” I said looking along the row of shops with their shutters pulled down.




    “It gets worse,” said Jim as we moved off down the cement trail towards the viewing platforms.




    Fifty meters down the path Jim stopped and indicated towards a very large steel framed structure that looked completely overgrown with vegetation.




    “This was originally an aviary. You see that mesh hanging off the sides of the framework?”




    “Yep,” I said almost knowing what was coming next.




    “Well a few years ago that completely covered the whole structure and the place was full of exotic birds. The trees, growing inside, eventually broke through the mesh on the roof and the birds started to escape. For a while you could come up here and see some really colourful birds living around the hilltop.”




    “What happened to them all?”




    “Captured, killed, and eaten. The usual deal,” said Jim with a resigned shake of the head as we moved off along the trail again.




    The track meandered on down through some large boulders and eventually an expansive platform, constructed of steel and solid timber, came into view.




    “This is probably the best thing they did up here,” said Jim as we stepped onto the wood flooring and moved towards the handrail.
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