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In the final years of our second millennium, many thousands of men and women, young and old, would fly to Bangkok, that reclining navel on the world map and capital of Thailand, making the underground pilgrimage of the smugglers’ trail. They would come from the cities of the Asian tigers and just as often, from the rich West. Most of them would be couriers, guided by kind or calloused hands, and all hoped to cruise silently from that city, their cargo white and hidden, to then thank the gods for their safety and vow: never again. Until the next time.
 In the departure lounges there would be trembling bachelor gamblers from Lahore, adventurous girls from Leeds, broken fathers from Chicago and alcoholic dreamers from Pretoria. Staring from a chair opposite might be a stoic matron from Kiev, a numbed addict out of Berne or a silent smoker from Nairobi. Soon they would be airborne, returning home to fair or ruthless settlements. Yet beneath them in the city barely rising above its watery veins, and confined in the great city prisons of Bangkwang and Klong Prem, were those who had fallen or had tripped at departure. Those who would not die in confinement would be changed forever. A few might be released as grains of sand drop from the grip of a brute hand. Those who waited in the humidity of sweating concrete for an end sometimes found the energy to dream of escape. This dream would always be futile as no one had ever survived an attempt.
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Introduction: The Sky at Night




Sixty feet above the ground, my fingers gripped the wooden beam that jutted from the prison-block window. The plank was eight feet long and turned edgewise, one end wedged between the cell bars. I wore shorts, trainers and a small soft shoulder bag looped over my bare chest, my body still smeared with the oil I’d needed to squeeze through the jagged gap of cut bars. Two hours of cutting steel had left me exhausted but my journey had just begun.
 Sliding hand over hand, I edged to the tip of the plank, taking deep splinters from the rough wood rather than risk releasing my grip. At the tip, looking down, I could see I’d cleared the tiled awning below, the first of two rows of old crumbling tile canopies that sagged from the aging prison building. The Thai authorities kept foreign prisoners in cells on the top floor as they could not be trusted, although no foreigner – and no more than a handful of Thais – had ever attempted to escape the huge Bangkok maximum security prison in living memory.
 Moving slowly, I released one hand to free a long rope from inside my nylon bag. The rope was one-hundred metres of half-inch boot webbing stolen from the jail’s army-boot factory. The plan was to loop the rope under my legs and abseil to the soft earth below. I’d never abseiled before and there’d been no place to practice, so I’d tied foot loops every couple of metres in case I began to slide too fast.
 That operation failed as soon as I began to release my hold on the top rope. It slid through my hands at speed, the section under my legs slipping up to my back. I was falling to the tile awning. If I touched that awning it would crumble and shatter to the ground. As my barely controlled slide sent me past the first awning, I just managed to aim a toe of my shoe into one of the loops I’d tied. Gripping both strands now, I jolted to a halt, knees up to ease the stop but causing an angled swing like the pendulum of a broken grandfather clock. The edge of the rope had cut into my hands, but my eyes were fixed on the trusties’ cell window. I could see legs stretched out on sleeping mats, a view that swept past as, by then, I was swinging in a wide figure-of-eight pattern, the rope scraping the awning’s edges pushing at some rusted guttering, making noise in the still night air. 
 I began to breathe again. I had stopped swinging. The awnings had held. The trusties had not stirred. I looked to the night sky, the first stars I had seen in over two years since my arrest in Chinatown on a low-level drugs charge. Low level in weight but over the one-ounce limit that results in a death sentence for airport cases. It was at Bangkok’s international airport that the ambush had begun. Now, after two years behind bars I’d received news from my lawyer that confirmed the rumours. I would be convicted and sentenced to death, the execution to be performed by machine gun. It was time to put my plan into action. It was escape or death.
 I looked to the ground and eased my grip, knowing that a semi-controlled slide was the best I could do, for soon enough a guard might begin his rounds. The burning rope cut into my fingers for the final thirty-five feet to earth, where I rolled to one side. I pulled a dark t-shirt from my bag, quickly rolled the rope back into the bag, and set off hugging the wall for my next stop: the collection of cupboards I rented under a thatched-roof hut that concealed the equipment I had assembled over the last two years in preparation for this night.
 I peered over the wall of the hut to the make sure the guard was still sleeping. He was, puffed in pillows in a bed lovingly made each night by his personal trusties. Nights of observation from my window told me he would wake two or three times to piss, depending on how much beer he had taken from his cooler. This was August of 1996, long before Google Earth would allow a view from space of the sprawling prison complex that was edged by a massive outer wall three times the height of the seven internal walls I still had to clear and topped by electrified barbed wire and surrounded by a wide moat. I knew my location only from brief glimpses from the court van and from escorted walks to the visits compound, hospital and church. Had I known then that I must clear seven internal walls before confronting the outer wall and its manned guard towers, I might have felt doomed to failure. Yet the certainty of death by either guards’ beatings or firing squad was enough to push me on, as from the moment I cut that first bar, there was no turning back.
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The young Thai girl with long nails at the check-in desk had just walked away to her supervisor, losing her automatic smile as she gripped my ticket and fake passport. Across the hall, men in dark suits began retreating to unmarked doors. At the airport’s exits, local uniformed police eyed each other, seeking initiative. Two rows away I saw an old acquaintance and fellow smuggler at another airline counter. He was on a different mission yet had caught enough of what was going on to edge his suitcase away with one foot and step back into his queue with the other. It was a bad airport day, and would get worse. Now, after three days in Thailand and with months’ planning and my new identity clearly blown, I had about six minutes to get out of Bangkok airport and to disappear completely.
 Turning towards the exits I tried to appear casual, miming thirst as I headed for a soft-drink counter. Instead of drink I took to the nearby stairs, descending to the arrivals hall. From there, out and past the first taxi rank into the gloom of a covered car park where fifty drivers waited and dozed in the fumy heat.
 The driver I woke was pleased to get a job out of turn. After we bumped out of the darkness and ramped up to the freeway leading to the city, I was certain no one had followed. The metallic wind of the taxi’s straining air conditioner failed to cool a head ablaze with frustration. Otherwise I might have given more thought as to the cause of so many police waiting for me at the airport.
 An hour later at the bar of the Sheraton Hotel, I listed my losses and remaining assets. The small bag at my feet held a pristine passport. Even the most zealous investigators would have problems identifying and circulating its name in less than seventy-two hours. My pockets held US$12,000, with a further US$32,000 hidden in the bag’s lining. At the airport, the Westlake passport had been taken and was of no importance now despite its link to the Oriental Hotel and my stay there. Before technicians could have tapped family telephones, I should have called to say I would not return for Christmas—then five days away—and would perhaps be absent for many more. But then, no one had known I’d left home. 
 Calling a Chiang Mai contact from a payphone, I was directed to a travel agency in Chinatown from where I would phone beyond the roar of Bangkok’s traffic. It was rush hour so traffic was at a standstill.
 Why was I being pursued at such cost? Plainly, I was a drug smuggler, and those against me were doing their jobs with government agencies. Yet, over the years, the contest had dropped below that elementary arrangement. My stubbornness had heightened their desire for the pursuit and the chase was all that mattered. The rules were now defined only by what worked. On both sides, the expense, identities, the drugs and any greater purpose had been secondary in this war for over a decade. Any combatant could operate or appear as any other. It no longer interested me what they called themselves, only what they did.
 The sun was setting as I stepped through alleyways, rode tuk-tuks and motorcycle taxis toward Chinatown. There I would spend an hour making calls before the final retreat to a forested house beyond the city.
 As I walked the last few metres through a jangling arcade to the glass door of the shabby travel agency, I dismissed those eyes upon me as merely the usual curiosity directed at foreigners. Standing inside before Large Raj, the Indian proprietor, I sensed movement behind me as he spoke.
 ‘David, you’re here to use the phone?’
 Four Thai men stepped in quickly. One older and confident leading three younger but uncertain. They wore guns close to hand, visible yet undrawn. That meant they were not robbers. They began speaking English but I knew that their words would not be helpful. They were policemen with accomplices outside the shop. A shop I knew had no back door and this was Chinatown, where the Thai Narcotics Suppression Division had its headquarters. I was led away with one man carrying my bag. They took me to an underground car park. There, handcuffed and defeated, I was held against the front side of one of their cars while they opened the doors. The engine was cool. They had been waiting for some time.
  
 * * *
  
 The bus from the court took two hours to jerk through the traffic to reach the prison. The last of seventy-five prisoners had been squashed into the van by ill-tempered guards at the courthouse. Now on the road, the prisoners’ faces pressed into the iron mesh that served as windows. Their thin brown uniforms were soaked with sweat and their leg irons pounded bare feet with every lurch. Being a newcomer, I was still dressed in civilian clothes.
 The bus turned from the airport road through some patchy grass, then over two bridges of a swampy moat. Forty-five-centimetre pipes curling from the prison wall pumped lumpy brown water into the surrounding canals. This was Klong Prem, the sprawling complex that held 12,000 inmates. I was heading for the drug-remand section called Bumbudt, a name that meant ‘the Cure’.
 Inductions of new prisoners took place around five each afternoon when most of the other inmates had been put to bed. After six busloads of returns had been run through, about fifty newcomers waited with their bags on the empty, wide roadway between the three-storey accommodation blocks. I was the only foreigner. One chair was placed in the roadway. As the sun sank low, a rangy, bald-headed guard with a long cane took this seat. Two other guards stood by while a dozen trusty prisoners in short trousers fussed at tables nearby ready to do the drudge work with pens, knives and fat registry books.
 With exquisite boredom, the boss drew long fingers from around his eyes, dropped a hand to the cane resting on his lap and tapped the ground for the show to begin. The trusties stood tall and ordered us to remove and pile all our clothes on top of our other possessions. Then to squat naked and wait to be called to the throne. 
 A trusty moved from pile to pile, hacking off shirtsleeves and trouser legs using a rusty knife. Over the next hour prisoners would present themselves, still naked, before the chief guard, called the Skull, to suffer his welcome while trusties chopped soap bars into quarters, squeezed toothpaste onto torn newspaper fragments and confiscated items of value.
 One newcomer half stood to take his newly fashioned shorts. The Skull swatted the prisoner’s ear with one practiced swipe of his cane.
 ‘Did I tell you to stand up?’ Then turning to his number one trusty, ‘I told you we’d have trouble with this lot.’ The trusty grinned and nodded at the sagacity of his boss. The troublemaker was allowed to duck-walk, clutching his rags and dripping shampoo paper, to the guard conducting anal inspections. The Skull began working up a drill-sergeant’s banter as he served his next customer.
 ‘So, Ox-head, where do you come from?’
 ‘Klong Toey, sir.’
 ‘Oh yeah, a bit of a sailor are you?’ sneered the bald chief as he used his stick to flick clothes at his trusties.
 ‘No, I—’ The cowering prisoner’s response was immediately halted by a wide slap to the back sending him to the ground.
 ‘Don’t argue with me, idiot! I know a sailor when I see one. Now get over there.’ The Skull gestured to the roadside where another guard stood, flabby faced and leering, hands at his side and wearing one knitted woollen glove, the tips of two fingers a muddy brown against the original pink colour. ‘The doctor there will tell us how much of a sailor you are. Next!’
 Next was a young man I’d befriended at the Chinatown police station where I had sat for a week before a brief court appearance. His name was Nong, an easy-going junkie with an understanding wife of forty who worked in one of the lesser massage parlours. Six kids, none of them his own.
 ‘You’ve been here before.’ The Skull, as was usual with prison guards, never forgot a face. ‘I’m sure. What’s your name?’
 ‘Nong, sir.’
 ‘Nong, eh?’ The Skull jerked a half-hearted slap to Nong’s neck. ‘Welcome home. Looks like you’ve still got the same pants you left with.’ The Skull’s fingers drew along every hem and reversed every pocket. At a loose seam he tore a wide gap. ‘There, I’ve given you another pocket. Can’t have enough pockets, eh?’
 ‘Thank you, sir.’
 When my turn came, the Skull turned to another guard. ‘What have we got here? More white trash?’ Then to me in English, ‘Where do you come from?’
 The question meant: Is your embassy strong? Dead foreigners in jail always resulted in a Thai foreign ministry enquiry. Embarrassment if a consular official called. Embarrassment was much bigger medicine in Thailand than in Europe where it is mere entertainment.
 ‘My name’s Westlake. Australian.’ I gave the nationality of the passport taken at the airport.
 ‘Ah, Australia.’ The Skull worked his fingers along the collars of my shirts before picking up my new shorts. That morning I had folded two 1,000-baht notes, made damp, into the top seams. ‘Why do you come to Thailand?’ His firm grip passed over the hidden notes. ‘Drugs?’
 ‘No. I came for the water festival.’ I raised an envelope kept visible on my clothing pile, showing a few thousand baht in small notes. ‘Can I keep this?’
 ‘No money here. We keep for you.’ The Skull waved me over to the book-keepers. This qualified as a mission ordered by the Skull so I dressed quickly and sidestepped the bum-prober who was busy poking through a prisoner’s hair with his glove.
 The trusties at their registers logged the cash and then asked for my court papers. New arrivals have two: a notice of the next court date and a copy of the charges stating the weight of the drugs. This second sheet I had shredded at court following a conversation with a Hong Kong Chinese. He’d been wearing heavy chains that were welded around each ankle. While most prisoners’ chains were rusty and dragging, his had been carefully polished and held aloft by home-made metal garters. He looked as though he’d been through most of it, and he had. His advice had been from the deepest shadows and I had taken it.
 The registry clerk was getting frustrated. ‘Your charge paper? Police paper!’
 I looked on, dumfounded and halfwitted. ‘I give to lawyer. No have,’ I replied, shrugging and using broken English to confirm the Thai trusty’s belief that all farangs (Westerners) were stupid. Then, fumbling, I pulled out a lawyer’s card on the back of which was written: ‘41.9 GRAMS’. This was entered in the ledger and I was sent to the bench to await the prison barbers. 
 Those prisoners charged with more than 100 grams were sent to a bench on the other side of the street. There each was fitted with heavy leg chains, ankle rings squeezed into a bracelet by a trusty swinging down from a seven-foot lever of a jail-built contraption. These leg irons would remain attached for the years until the trial’s conclusion.
 By the time the sun had set, the last of the confused, humiliated newcomers in their hacked rags were shorn of the hair of former lives. Scalps reduced to chewed, patchy stubble; the shears having transferred scabies, lice and nematodes through bleeding nicks. The barbers understood that, as a Christian, I was not to be shorn, a religious observation as new to me as it was to them, having been revealed just as I was waiting on the bench.
 When those newly chained had shuffled back to the bench, greasy aluminium plates were set out. A meal of rancid, brown rice and fish-head soup was then ladled out from a battered oil drum. A third among us ate, those with a determination forged in the hardship of street life. As we stood to be led into the dormitories, the prison kit was issued: a small, much-used plastic bowl that served as a food dish, a water-scooper for bathing and a carry bag for chunks of soap and smears of toothpaste. Many searched for bits of string with which to lift the chains from the ground so they might walk with less pain. Some questioned how they might remove their shorts through the ankle rings for washing. Others, once fast friends from their week in the police station, rapidly became shy as they could barely recognise each other, their shaven heads now revealing scars of night encounters and many lost battles.
 At the bars of our second-floor dormitory two trusties fingered their neck-sized key rings, discussing the difficulty of housing another forty-eight. The dormitories were long, open cages with prisoners sleeping on the floor. Some long-termers had bits of cardboard for beds. One hundred and twenty to each cell, the size of a family garage. When these were full the corridors became open cells.
 A few minutes after we found crouch space in a dormitory there was an accident with one of the forty-four-gallon drums used as a toilet for corridor inmates. The plank seat had broken, wedging a prisoner sideways and overturning the heavy drum. Ammonia, water and shit gushed to the floor forming putrid lava that raced for the metal stairway. The toxic mixture of bile, rotting food and slime dropped through the stairs onto yelping inmates unseen.
 A trusty locked our cage as we stood with our bowls and clothes, surrounded by current residents squatting on the concrete. Standing on a large square of plastic linoleum in one corner was Lim, the room leader. He was dressed in white shorts, a T-shirt, long socks and had a whistle strung around his neck. Crouching at his feet were his two boys: his lapdog and a housemaid.
 ‘Right! You don’t like it and I don’t like it,’ Lim began in his provincial Kanchanaburi accent. ‘But for one night, I hope, we’ll all have to do our bit and share the room. It means some consideration for others.’
 Lim waved an arm across one side of the room. ‘You lot move to the other side. Squeeze up a bit and you’ll just get down. Not on my lino though. There’s a limit! I’ll let my boys share my lino.’ The boys exchanged a look. ‘But,’ Lim peered over imaginary spectacles, ‘I can’t be the only one with his ass in the air, as it were. You newcomers will have to sort yourselves out along one side.’
 Although Lim’s boys nodded and gestured, ‘That’s fair; reasonable enough’ and ‘can’t argue with that’, it was clear there was not enough space.
 ‘A couple of tips, lads—I don’t like to say orders but why call a knitting needle a chopstick? Now, the trick to sleeping here is to get yourselves head-to-toe. You know, like those little tins of fish. Got that? And don’t wiggle about. Makes one hell of a racket in your chains. Won’t make you any more comfortable and definitely will wake me up. Now that’s something we don’t want, eh?’
 Lim paused for signs of dissent. Someone coughed.
 ‘No, don’t go asking me a lot of questions. Save them till tomorrow when you go to your own section buildings. One more thing.’ Lim inclined his head and toyed with his whistle. ‘One thing I can’t stand at night is the smell of piss. Can’t abide it! So all of you hold your water,’ he ordered, now wrinkling his nose at an old man in chains trembling near the single hole-in-the-floor toilet. ‘As for number twos, don’t even think about it!’
 Four minutes later, we had found spaces. I had managed a corner with a couple of blankets next to my new friend, Tam, from the police-station cells. Others found themselves in the narrow walkway next to the toilet. Lim’s boys had spread his dinner on place mats across his vinyl and Lim laughed as he ate.
 ‘Watch that one,’ my friend Tam nodded toward Lim. ‘He’ll offer you dope then inform on you the next day. He doesn’t make much money here.’
  
 * * *
  
 One day after my arrest Tam had arrived at the police station. He’d been arrested on a minor trafficking charge and was facing ten years. That day in the police station, I’d reluctantly woken under the greenish fluorescent light to the windowless cell and to the everlasting smells of chicken and cabbage that lived with the sweat in the walls. Sleeping on the next mat was a tall Nigerian, John, arrested at Klong Toey cargo port while signing for locally made water coolers ready for shipment to Lagos. Barely concealed inside the coolers were thirty-five kilos of heroin. It had been a genuine shock for John who had been given a ticket to Bangkok with instructions to buy jeans. ‘And just take five minutes to see to those water coolers, will you?’ John was crushed. He had spent the previous day hunched and crying about the loss of his life and planned marriage to a village beauty.
 Tam, by contrast, had arrived fully equipped at the cell with bags of clothes, blankets, an icebox, and plenty of food that his girlfriends were to supplement twice each day. Chubby Tam arranged shopping for me and told me what to expect.
 ‘Seven days here. Good time, police let us buy everything. Then jail. Bad time. But first you go to court, five minutes, and you’ll go back every two weeks for the next three months. Then waiting starts. A year, maybe three. The courts not good. If you say not guilty they give you full time. You say guilty, they make you half. The African,’ Tam looked at John, ‘he’s the end. Death or ninety-nine years if he says guilty. Your case, an airport case. A problem.’
 Tam asked if anyone from my embassy had come. When I said yes he didn’t like it much.
 ‘Never ask for embassy,’ he advised.
 ‘I didn’t. Several were waiting before I hit the police station.’
 Tam said that nothing would make any difference now. Those whose friends could not release them from the police station were going to the jail. And, he added, those who remain in jail are almost certain to be found guilty. Yet the appeal courts, where the lights were lower, could be made more understanding. ‘But not for you. You’re a foreigner.’ Tam was about to tell me why my money would be no good in the higher courts when I was suddenly taken from the cells to an upstairs corridor for questioning.
 The massive police station was built in the 1930s, since remodelled and partitioned into departments. Its corridors and windows offered limited avenues for escape and near-certain recapture for a foreigner. A young police captain found a translator. We took seats at an empty bench. The captain, Surasak, rolled paper into an old typewriter. The translator—a young woman attached to the tourist police—was an avid trinket collector. Her name was Noi and she was determined to educate the captain on her hobbies. This then is the result of Surasak’s investigation of the Westlake case. It was our only interview and Surasak spoke no English:
  
 SURASAK: ‘Tell him I’ll type this interview which will go to the judge in court.’
 NOI: [to me] ‘How do you like Thailand? I work sometimes tourists. This is a nice policeman.’
 WESTLAKE: ‘Okay.’
 SURASAK: ‘Ask him who he gave the 250 grams to at the airport.’
 NOI: ‘He want to know 250 grams at airport. How much you pay?’
 WESTLAKE: ‘What?’
 NOI: [to Surasak] ‘He says he doesn’t want to say how much he paid.’
 SURASAK: ‘Tell him he doesn’t have to answer questions but I want to know about the case.’
 NOI: ‘It a lot better you say guilty. Save time. I collect beautiful telephone cards. You have a foreign telephone card?’
 WESTLAKE: ‘Plead guilty to what? I’ve got some English telephone cards but the pretty ones are from Singapore. You can have them if you want.’
 NOI: ‘Okay, give me please. [Then to Surasak] He’s in the drug business in Singapore. Has his connections in England. I have to meet my girlfriend in an hour.’
 SURASAK: (while typing professionally) ‘Tell him I’ve been given a travel bag with US$12,000 in it. He also had US$3,000 in his pockets. Did he bring this money to Thailand?’
 NOI: ‘Did you bring money from Europe? Australia? USA? Is drug money. We must keep.’
 WESTLAKE: ‘That’s travel money. I don’t know anything about drugs.’
 NOI: ‘He says he’s been travelling to buy drugs but he’s not sure how much they cost.’ [Then to me] ‘Can I have your new shoes? You no can have shoes in jail. You go there long time!’
 SURASAK: ‘What did he say?’
 NOI: ‘He said you type very well. Very quickly.’
  
 Returning to the cells we passed an open window. Only three floors to the ground. Too low.
 A Chinese-Lao group of seven was now in our cell, already playing poker with lots of smiling curses and easy wins. An old man, clearly their leader, appeared to be calmly losing.
 ‘Not much of a player,’ I suggested to Tam as I sat.
 ‘I don’t know about that. By the end of the day the old man will have convinced the two younger ones to confess and save him.’
 And save him they did. With the police chief’s approval the driver of the car carrying sixty-four kilos of heroin agreed he was acting only with the youngest member of the group. The old man and another—the real driver—would be set free and five would go to trial. The police chief then offered to act as negotiator with the appeals court to acquit the three flunkies in a few years’ time. The old man, however, preferred to make those arrangements himself. He was released the following day but not before arranging a feast for those remaining. At that even the women prisoners in the next cell woke from their continuous narcotic sleep. They surfaced from an igloo of clothes to receive many colourful plates of delicacies from a nearby restaurant. John and I were given a large cream cake decorated with reindeer. My Nigerian cellmate could barely eat and slipped quickly once more into the hollow carved in his heart. For his life was over and it was Christmas Day.
 With time I would come to know the future of those of our cell. Tam’s generous spirit would not serve his best interests. Once drained of money those accomplices still free would do little to shorten the eight years he would serve.
 The old Chinese man returned to his northern enclave to continue bidding and forbidding; those three underlings expecting their freedom to be purchased in the higher courts would remain in prison. With the wisdom of age their master had decided it would be too expensive to set them free; just as well to pay for their food, clothes and occasional visitors to bring them hope, year after year. More importantly they had proved themselves unlucky. There was no place for the unlucky in the old man’s world. John from Nigeria was sentenced to death; commuted to life in Bangkwang prison where he remains to this day. His constitution turned out to be much stronger than anyone expected.
  
 * * *
  
 Most of us had settled for our first night at Klong Prem. The newcomers head-to-toe, trying not to move at the itch from chopped hair stuck to their skin lest their chains fall. Room leader Lim had stopped moving around under the tent that his boys had made from blankets to shield him from the light. The next day I would go to the building where most of the foreigners were kept. I was in for a long campaign, thousands of miles away from any reserves, burdened with unwilling confederates and effectively beaten by the enemy. So surrounded, I slept.
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Building Two was just like the other eight of Bumbudt. Each contained three floors of caged dormitories holding 650 prisoners. Perhaps forty foreigners stumbled among them. Dark and cramped sweatshops were created underneath. A handful of guards trying to extract a living with the help of their trusties.
 At ground level many prisoners had laid out mats from which they sold cigarettes and toiletries. Other Thais were working at benches. Clumped around were two Chinese groups, four schools of Nigerians and other Africans and no more than three small groups of Westerners. An American with a beard was speaking in simple Thai to a guard. When he turned from the guard’s desk I introduced myself explaining that I needed to break a large note to buy some toothpaste. ‘I couldn’t bring myself to scrape back off the ground what some bald-headed guard left me yesterday.’
 ‘Ah, Chazoo,’ laughed this thin man with a musical Boston accent that was confidently out of place. ‘He likes to give newcomers a warm welcome.’
 The American gave his name as Dean Reed and paid for my toothpaste with a dozen small, flat packets of aspirin powder. When I complimented him on his Thai, Dean told me that he lived in Thailand. Loved the place. Married a local girl who worked for the US Information Service. I suggested that he might not be in Klong Prem for long.
 ‘Oh, my case is a nothing. Silly, really.’ Dean stooped at the mat of a disposable-lighter repairman to drop his plastic Bic for refilling. ‘Now you can’t change a thousand so easily,’ he insisted. ‘They don’t like to see money in Bumbudt. Of course, there’s a bank over there in the main prison. Let’s see if I can get you a mattress. You’ll need one, won’t you? You know that will cost you four-fifty, so there’ll be lots of change.’
 ‘What’s with the aspirin?’ Most of the floor traders I saw kept the packets in bunches held by rubber bands.
 Dean explained that the aspirin sachets, called Tam Jai (strong heart), were the local currency notes, traded at floating rates of around one baht a packet. Tam Jai would buy any of the stallholders’ goods, including the doughnuts cooked each morning in a giant oil-filled wok. Some of the factory slaves were paid in Tam Jai. At the end of each day’s trading the shopkeepers would lend their thousands of packets to the men who ran the dice games in the
 dormitories.
 ‘By the way,’ Dean advised, ‘don’t worry if the other foreigners stare at you for a day or two. Some have been here for a long time. Anyway, most foreigners go next door to the big jail if they can fix it. It’s better there.’
 Yet it was already clear that there would be few big players anywhere. No oasis of foreign luxury. Perhaps only those blown into these walls by misfortune and held fast on the jagged edges.
 A group of young Thais were lined up beside a large water tank in the sun. They were to take showers by scooping water. A trusty dressed as a PE instructor blew his whistle each minute signalling each step: Strip off, splash quickly. Stop—wait for it! Now soap yourselves. You, keep in line. Stop fussing with those chains. Rinse off! These boys had admitted to taking drugs and so were being cured. The smallest patient almost fell into the tank. Only his chains brought him back to the ground.
 Between the tank and a smouldering heap of decomposing rubbish was another American. He was muttering curses while washing some shirts in a plastic bucket. When I approached, this short, stocky man with a Beatles-era haircut wiped a hand dry on his arm before extending it and smiling.
 ‘Sorry for the rave. It’s been a hard night. My name’s Calvin.’
 At his table Calvin gave me a coffee sweetened with tinned milk and introduced me to the breakfast club. Calvin was from Hawaii, Eddie from Switzerland, Paolo of Portugal, crazy-eyed Saleem from Kuwait and Mads, a motorcycle fan from Denmark. All were awaiting charges originating at the airport for attempts at exporting a kilo or two each of heroin. All wore chains except for Mads who clearly had never recovered from a bike accident. His embassy’s requests and THB15,000 had bought a medical dispensation.
 Calvin invited me to join his food group. Their cook, Chang, was a hyperactive Taiwanese in his fifties who had been arrested at least once on every continent. Bangkok would be his last, not for lack of smuggler’s enthusiasm but because he would run out of years. As for Calvin, he had been arrested with a woman from California in a local hotel the week before Christmas. They had flown over to retrieve a kilo of heroin hidden in an air-conditioning duct of the hotel room a year earlier by their friend’s friend. It was to have been Calvin and Sheryl’s big break after lifetimes of lousy breaks. In a decision almost guaranteed to maintain their losing streak, they recruited someone to hold the ladder steady beneath the ceiling: a Bangkok taxi driver. The cabbie turned informer and Calvin and Sheryl were arrested that afternoon in the room with the parcel. For Calvin in prison it seemed he had more trouble letting go of his former sputtering life than others whose lives were more finely tuned. He tormented himself ritually with a thick photo album, drooping over pictures of his wife in Oahu and their six-year-old boy, Nicky.
 ‘I’ve still got the toy crane I’d bought for Nicky in Hong Kong. Look at the little tyke! It’s in my suitcase, still giftwrapped—wherever that is, for Christ’s sake. I told his mother I’d be gone one week. God knows what she’s telling little Nick.’
 Calvin’s travelling companion Sheryl was in the women’s prison within waving range of Klong Prem’s upper floors. ‘She’s taking it okay. Doesn’t like the other foreign girls. Calls them a bunch of whiners.’
 ‘Wasn’t the stuff in her hotel room?’ someone asked without prejudice.
 Calvin wasn’t the kind to leave someone else holding the can, he said. ‘She offered to take the rap. But the truth is we were in it together.’
 Most of us knew the terrible odds against a judge pronouncing a not-guilty verdict in a Thai court and the doubling of sentence for those who fought and lost. Calvin, like most Westerners in Klong Prem, had not chosen criminality as a career. Unable to cope with the pressures of taking heroin he had become an inpatient at Hawaii’s plush rehabilitation clinic. There, too, recalcitrant addicts would have their heads shaved. Eventually Calvin graduated to the white uniform of a resident nurse, employed to apply the institution’s principles. He had been fired six months before tying up with Sheryl.
 Before I could learn more a flat wagon arrived loaded with the market food bought by prisoners. There were limp vegetables, strips of chewy meat and fish that drew the flies away from the rubbish heap in a frenzied cloud. Still mouth-watering compared to official prison food. Once Building Two’s cooks had argued and collected, the wagon was used to carry an injured prisoner to the building bearing the sign: Hospital. The flies soon lost interest.
 During the eight hours each day that prisoners were allowed outside cells, the Cure was busy. Most Thais worked in the small factories, each overseen by a guard who had purchased the concession from the building chief to whom he paid a fixed commission. If that amount could not be drawn from sales of finished goods, guards would extract the balance directly from inmates. Those without skills made cardboard gift boxes used as funerary offerings. Toxic chemicals labelled YUNBAO CRIMSON ACID MOO 4 from China decorated the boxes and left the workers yellow and seeping with mucus. The most lucrative factory was the one making big, inlayed mother-of-pearl royal portraits finished with fake lacquer. Dusty sacks of scallop shells would spill over the ground where workers would stone them to fragments. Once glued to poster-sized boards, grinding revealed a nacreous lustre. Upon this, artists would spend weeks with black ink creating the pictures before clear resin applied a glassy coating. The top sellers were images of King Rama V around whom a cult had formed since that monarch’s introduction of the knife and fork to Thailand in the nineteenth century. Prison guards could sell the largest portraits for THB20,000 (US$500) apiece, returning a sound profit of THB18,000. Hard workers were rewarded with a jar of coffee.
 Chang, our Taiwanese cook, had made a fine lunch, my first good meal since arrest. As Calvin was hiding the small earthenware stove and charcoal there came a sudden hush. Martyn, a middle-aged Englishman, had accidentally knocked a large shell-picture from its drying stand. The guard had pushed thin Martyn to the ground. Speechless with rage, the guard moved toward this destroyer of income. I looked to the other foreigners. Fortunately the picture was undamaged and the Thais, who liked Martyn, pacified the guard. It was clear throughout the tension that the foreigners of Klong Prem would have done nothing to prevent a compatriot from being thrashed.
  
 That night I bought bed space in Calvin’s one-hundred-man cell. His fellow American Dean had brokered for me the sale of a mattress sewn from old blankets. Calvin thought I had paid too much.
 ‘Be careful of that one,’ Calvin said of Dean. ‘None of the other Americans will talk to him.’
 ‘I’ll talk to anyone,’ I shrugged.
 ‘He’s been here a year. He refuses to leave the Cure for the main prison. There are people there he owes money to. Apparently he’s made a lot of promises. Kept none of them. Worse, anything you tell him goes back to the DEA. And he never goes on embassy visits. Leastways not with us. His wife works for them, you know. But it’s none of my business.’
 The prisoners who had been to court that day were then returned to the cell. One, who had been sentenced to life, was then chained to the floor by a metal ring. Still sandwiched between two others he was given a plastic water bottle as a toilet. Within a few days he would be moved to Bangkwang prison which was equipped for lifers and there he would then be attached to a cell wall.
 Calvin had been adopted by a Thai prisoner. Chort was a wiry old bird in his sixties with a permanent smile. He had been in prison for thirty-five years, the last seven sleeping on the same six-foot-by-two-foot floor space of this dormitory. Chort was Building Two’s venerated eccentric and he often selected a foreigner to protect. He was also the custodian of a small shed downstairs behind the toilet block. A valuable piece of real estate, it held lockers and could be rented over lunch by those wishing privacy. Chort dreamed of foreign travel, although he could not point to Thailand on any map. Calvin could not follow a word the old man said, although, between us, we understood Chort claimed to have once lived in a country called Grantang-lagial, apparently somewhere in Europe. Even the few educated Thais of our dormitory were not so unkind as to challenge this, for Chort was a prisoner of wisdom and influence in Building Two. He had no visitors.
 While Chort told Calvin another incomprehensible story with great animation, I flipped through Calvin’s photo album. Calvin had been married twice but there was no picture of his first wife. She had been an older woman and when Calvin had walked out of her life it was her third dumping. She had then become a Christian and was last seen talking to the foreheads of pedestrians though glassy eyes outside Union Station while passers-by ducked her pamphlets.
 Most of the photos in the album were of Calvin’s boy, Nicky. Calvin could be seen standing to one side at a kids’ party; Calvin at the beach at night, startled by the flash; in his white uniform at the clinic, looking sheepish. Calvin had admitted to being a joiner. One who would be surprised when he found himself excluded suddenly from the latest group. Other joiners would know the feeling when they too would unaccountably drive themselves away following moments of doubt. As I returned the album Calvin was speaking of the important songs of his youth. He then sang,
 ‘New York, New York, that tumblin’ town, ah, East side up, sunny-side down—ah, fuck it. Can’t remember the words.’
 ‘Long time since you’ve been there?’ I asked.
 ‘Yeah, long—well, I’ve never quite made it. I mean to. For sure, one day.’
 The gamblers played into the night. The tube lights sang to the mosquitoes and prisoners held their chains aloft as they stole towards the open toilet. If anyone should hope to cut through those bars and into the night he would first have to subdue his one hundred cellmates. Inconceivable it seemed to me then.
  
 First thing each morning every inmate crouched before a portrait of His Majesty while a tinny loudspeaker broadcast a chipmunk version of the national anthem. Once dismissed, the cooks would begin their fires and the little stalls would open for business. All watched by twenty prisoners continuously rotating through the row of toilets, trying to balance chains and the scoop to splash their bums.
 Despite our shared imprisonment there remained differences between nationalities. In Bangkok alone, over 700 Nigerians were locked up. Often of the Ebo tribe they survived with little money and no consular support. While Europeans were often crushed in Klong Prem, most Africans adapted. A few of their bosses were inside, providing a comforting illusion of support and brotherhood. In my second week I met two clansmen arguing priorities. Both claimed to be Ebo princes. Thailand had become too hot for the Nigerians and a move to Cambodia was underway. That afternoon their dispute did not weigh on lost kilos or even money but on the currency of couriers. Since African couriers were always searched to the toenails, Westerners were now more often employed. A white traveller was more valuable than drugs or even connections.
 Prince Nathan wanted payment for a German courier, lost while on loan to Prince Mupara. He dismissed an offer of ten kilos.
 ‘I know you have fifteen tourists. Five French, another two Germans and Japanese. Japanese, you know! You are a rich man.’
 Prince Nathan was modest. ‘Not Japanese. Only Americans. Good for one, maybe two times. Just give me two white men and we’ll shake hands.’
 Even in this deepest pit of failure the tradition of their forefathers’ slave trading was being honoured. Perhaps they were princes.
 As in any prison expectations are the things that prevent endurance turning to mutiny. Locals knew what to expect and fitted in. The English felt a duty to be survivors in a foreign land, the French to show independence, the Germans to be organised, Australians and South Africans to soldier through it and the Scandinavians to be saved by hordes from the north. Few Americans could overcome the culture shock and were deeply suspicious of any of their countrymen who could. Dean Reed’s fluent Thai and cultural immersion was felt as a betrayal, especially as he slept in another building with Thais.
  
 Martyn, the English scientist, had been in the Cure for longer than most foreigners. He was awaiting trial accused of being the translator for a group of Canadian smugglers. One-day hearings would occur every couple of months and it could be years before any judgement. Martyn was relaxed about the delays and I found him one morning making a concave mirror for a telescope for someone who wanted to see his girlfriend housed in the women’s prison. Martyn had placed a dish on an old record-player turntable. The dish was filled with resin that would harden in a gentle curve and Martyn was finding 33¹⁄3 rpm too fast.
 The operation was interrupted by trusties dragging a small Thai prisoner through the building gate. He appeared dizzy so it was no effort to throw him before the building chief. He had wandered away from the hospital yard where he was kept as being crazy. He had climbed over a factory shed, an inner wall and was pawing the base of the high outer wall when caught. Caught by prisoners whose job is to scoop the sewer moat for plastic bags that clog the pumps. The chief did not dirty his hands with serious beatings so gave him only a token caning before having him taken away. Besides, only a crazy man would try to escape. Had Martyn heard of any successful escapes?
 ‘Not in my time. Not from here. A few years ago a couple of fence workers managed to get to the top of the wall. The electric wire gave them a jolt and one fell back inside. Hurt himself. The other got to the monastery next door but the monks turned him in. Anyway, things have been quiet like that since the Bangkwang riot.’
 A few years earlier, in the old Nonthaburi jail, prisoners had briefly taken control. The guards had fled and most trusties had hidden. An army platoon was called in. The activists were cornered and killed by machine-gun fire. Once the army left and guards once again controlled the prison, a re-education program was mounted. In the following three months over 200 troublesome prisoners were killed by various applications of mistreatment.
  
 Most foreigners misunderstood the interests of the consular officials who came to visit and lived in hope of royal pardons. Before prisoner-exchange treaties, royal pardons for foreigners were almost standard. Granted after eight years to lifers; four years to those sentenced to less. Canada and the USA had effectively changed that with their exchange agreements. Those favoured by their nations could return home to complete their sentences there. American magistrates would re-sentence convicts before return based on the amounts alleged. It still meant a decade or so in prison, although few Western countries insisted on the full term. Since prisoner-exchange treaties had become operational royal pardons were granted mostly to allow those dying to do so away from Thailand.
 Even those who cared little for their embassies seemed beyond enacting any alternate plan. Daniel, a loner at Bumbudt, spoke rarely and morbidly. He was someone who seemed to have once had a life somewhere.
 ‘Westlake, remember Sunday mornings?’ he might say without warning. ‘Cool, fresh air from a garden doorway. The soft, rising sweeps of music. Gentle light from leaves brushing clear windows … Heavy, blue breakfast plates. A teapot. Glazed brown breads opening their puffed white hearts. Newspapers on a low table spill glossy colour. Duck-down cushions so plush you’d stretch and writhe with happiness?’
 Edvart Fleischl from Switzerland had been in a Thai prison before. He’d once been caught stealing from a cheap hotel in Phuket. This time he had agreed to do a run to Zurich for a local Pakistani outfit. A kilo in swallowed capsules. As Eddie had overstayed his Thai visa by some months the Pakistanis found it cheaper to give him a doctored passport. Eddie liked that idea as he had served five years in the 1980s for two kilos at the Swiss border.
 Two things worked against the plan: Eddie didn’t like the idea of eating over a kilo of heroin, even in capsules. He cut them open and repacked the load in two tins of talcum powder: locally made Prickly Heat powder that could be useful in the Swiss winters. Worse, Eddie’s substitute passport had originally been sold to the Pakistanis by a German flagged on Interpol watch lists. Eddie’s arrest at Bangkok airport’s immigration desk was rapid and efficient. Plan B had been to kill himself but despite taking 140 Rohypnol in the police cells, the only result had been a three-day paralysis on the cell floor. That went unnoticed.
 The original holder of Eddie’s unsound passport—the most-wanted German, Viktor Lehman—was himself now in Klong Prem. Folded and hunched in a corner he had the posture and complexion of a wet twisted pillowcase. I wondered if he had looked the same in his passport photo.
 Compared with the other foreigners I’d met so far, Eddie was an experienced smuggler. Like the others he had no friends prepared to visit. Yet his willingness to risk escape was no small thing.
  
 A few days after my arrival Calvin’s lawyer, Abe Sousel, visited the prison. A fellow American, Abe was the only Westerner operating the criminal-law game in Bangkok. I’d met him during my brief court appearance when he tried to squeeze a power of attorney through the bars. I recalled only that the red-nosed, baggy-eyed paralegal hack in a wrinkled suit had promised to send through some lunch. He had been unable to arrange a close meeting and no lunch was sent.
 ‘Abe guarantees me four years,’ Calvin said as we walked to the prison’s visit cages. ‘I hope he brings his phone today, he promised.’
 ‘You know he’s not a lawyer,’ I said.
 ‘I know that, Dave. He told me he used to sell vacuum cleaners in Hawaii. That was a bit honest, at least.’
 While I swatted mosquitoes swarming under our bench Calvin tapped a small roll of paper through the grill to Abe.
 ‘I’ll get this fax off to your mother,’ Abe told Calvin, ‘as soon as I get back to the office. Now, the four thousand has arrived. Your mom sent it by Western Union but I’ve got to have the balance as soon as possible. Then we can really get to work. My associate office in the States will get all the depositions ready.’
 Abe’s Bangkok office was a room at the back of his Thai wife’s flower shop. The US associate was a cousin who worked the phones to ensure the families of imprisoned foreigners paid in advance. Abe’s US$12,000 fee bought little more than talk and the services of the most underpaid Thai lawyers in town. As scams go it was fair. The four-year sentence Abe held before desperate clients was simply the minimum waiting period before repatriation to home jails. Understandably this sounded better than death to those newly arrested.
 ‘I hope you guys are keeping strong,’ Abe offered.
 Calvin pushed Abe for the promised phone call to his six-year-old boy in Oahu. Even though there was no one near our dark corner Abe worked up some head-darting before thumbing the numbers into his mobile phone.
 ‘So, little Nicky is coming now?’ Abe winked at Calvin before holding his phone to the grill. After a long minute of shouts and straining it became clear Calvin couldn’t hear a word. Abe took over while Calvin yelled endearments at the phone.
 ‘Nicky wants you to know he loves his dad,’ Abe repeated with treacle.
 There wasn’t much left of Calvin after a few more minutes of this kind of thing and Abe clapped the phone shut as a guard approached. Calvin was wanted in the next row. A woman from his embassy was waiting to see him. As Calvin clanked away Abe looked through the wire to Judy, a US vice consul. They didn’t nod to each other.
 ‘Share a cab on the way out?’ I suggested.
 ‘I get quite a few referrals from the embassy.’
 ‘I’ll bet. Nicky keeps late hours for a young man. It must be midnight in Hawaii.’
 Abe said nothing so I continued. ‘That was a dirty trick, playing Cal’s kid. Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. Calvin might not sleep tonight but at least he’s feeling something.’
 Abe wouldn’t admit to the pantomime so moved on. ‘I’ve got some good news for you, Dave. I’ve been doing a lot of work on your case—but you must’ve annoyed somebody on our side. And I’ve spoken to Sharon in Sydney. She says your friends will send the money, you don’t have to worry.’
 ‘Abe, you don’t want my money. And my friends wouldn’t have much to say to you. Just so you know, I met Sharon four months ago. She teaches small children and sings in a band at night. Does both well and I didn’t expect to hear from her. I was more than surprised when she’d asked her lawyer to look for someone here. That was nice but there’s nothing you can do for me. There’s maybe three foreigners who’ve won a case here in the last decade and, even then, they were in the appeal courts for five years. Anyway your drinking buddies should have told you my dance card’s marked, if they’ve told you anything. I don’t want you bothering Sharon. If she calls tell her what you like. I can’t stop you. But don’t ask her for money.’ I hadn’t spoken at such length in weeks.
 Calvin shuffled back to our bench and slumped. ‘My wife’s just divorced me,’ he said looking away. No one spoke for a minute.
 ‘Damn battery’s gone dead.’ Abe pocketed his phone.
  
 The Americans Andy and Big Bill had been arrested a week apart. Kuwaiti Saleem four months earlier and an old German, Charley Schweidler, within the last fortnight. All sat at a bench drinking English Martyn’s pineapple liquor from plastic cups, getting to know each other. Each had been arrested at the airport with 2.8 kilos of heroin. None had made it as far as the check-in counter as the Thai narcotics police were waiting for them. Photographs had been supplied by the US Drug Enforcement Administration. All had stayed at the same evil-smelling guesthouse and had been put in a taxi by the same Nigerian Joe.
 Warmed by the distilled hooch, Big Bill—as visible, yellow,and gas-filled as a streetlamp—was the first to admit he had told everything to a DEA agent within an hour of arrest. Old Charley, who claimed to be a baron, had gone further: ‘I told them to let me go on to Chicago. I’d lead them right to the brutes!’ Andy had provided the crumpled guesthouse card. Saleem said he made no admissions but was the first to make the connection.
 ‘Don’t you see? They know everything, the fucking Americans!’ hastily adding, ‘Not you guys, I mean the government of the U-S-A!’
 The DEA had sixty-four operatives stationed in Bangkok. With such numbers it wasn’t long before the narcs got busy with the Nigerians. For a few years co-operation produced satisfactory results. The princes got their dope to Chicago and the DEA’s usefulness was demonstrated by the growing number of airport arrests. The Nigerians could afford to name every fourth courier for the supply of poor Africans was inexhaustible. The problem with success was high visibility and the Thais were soon obliged to arrest every African courier. The princes were unable to recruit enough Europeans and had threatened to move elsewhere. So for the past year the DEA had been supplying the identities of potential white couriers, often targeting them from the bar rooms attached to US army bases in Europe.
 Reactions to this arrangement in Klong Prem varied with nationality. Americans Big Bill and Andy felt no more than cheated as they readily believed their government capable of any conspiracy. Baron Charley thought the set up dastardly but had some admiration for being outwitted. Saleem was wild with outrage, a sense of injustice particular for criminals who find police acting criminally. For an Arab it was, of course, worse that Americans were playing this trick on him.
 Martyn was working nearby on his specific-gravity meters, floating them to measure just the right amount of raw sugar for the next brew. He did not share their outrage. ‘What difference does it make that the DEA works with traffickers? One way or another we all walked into their world, eyes open. Whether it’s drugs or peanuts makes no difference. It’s like the alpha monkeys say, “Come, climb up our tree, you’re welcome. Even more welcome when we push you off!” The vice or virtues of narcotics has nothing to do with it.’ Martyn had been a respected member of the Anarchist’s Society in Britain.
 Fortunately I was called away from this never-ending debate by Kupla who wanted me to settle with the prison tailor. My court suit was ready. At THB250 it was a good buy. The alternative was to select a prison uniform from a tub of never-washed brown shorts and T-shirts that smelled like gangrenous bandages. I was due in court the following week.
 Kupla was from a once-large family of Chiang Rai traffickers. Chiang Rai was central to the narcotics Wild West of Thailand. Two of Kupla’s brothers had been shot dead following business disputes and a third was now serving a life sentence. These days Kupla spoke with a curvy American accent, having spent six years in US federal prisons. Ten years earlier he had stepped off a plane in San Francisco with two kilos of heroin to find his one contact had recently been arrested. After three days he had made new friends: undercover FBI agents. Kupla had spent his time in half a dozen prisons in as many states since leaving the dispersal jail in Oregon. He returned to Thailand with a fat international address book and his experiences had encouraged him to expand his small family business. His first new venture led to arrest with five kilos in Bangkok. Yet his enthusiasm had not dimmed. The immediate obstacle was an almost certain life sentence, due to be given sometime in the next three years. Kupla was Thai, experienced and not without contacts. As close to a real player as I would find here yet without any solution to the forty years he would see in prison before release. He dismissed any ideas of escape from Klong Prem as hopeless. I would later come to know of his life sentence as well as his ambition to buy a transfer to a small country prison from where day release could be granted for a reasonable fee. There would be many things I would later come to know, including the fact that Kupla still waits in Bangkwang prison.
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