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And I set forth upon that stormy sea,


In that small ship, with that small company


Which until then had not forsaken me….


We kept our eyes straight-turned toward the mornings


And with our oars gave wings to our mad flight,


Till we were come unto that narrow strait


Where Hercules once raised his landmarks


To warn men not to venture further….


NOTE: I have had this in my head for years. It may be left over from a previous existence. If it is not, my apologies to its author, living or dead.


Tristan Jones







For Som, Anant, Nok, and Thailand;


and for


Thomas Ettenhuber (1964-1988)


“the great Achilles,


whom we knew …”









Maps


From originals prepared by Thomas Ettenhuber, Fellow of the Royal Institute of Navigation

 1 Asia

 2 Southeast Asia

 3 Isthmus of Kra

 4 Ko Lanta Hyai to Kantang

 5 Changwat Trang to Ban Bor Nam Ron

 6 Headwaters of Mae Nam Trang and Mae Nam Tapi

 7 Prasaeng to Khian Sa

 8 Surat Thani

 9 South China Sea and the Gulf of Thailand

10 Bangkok
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Foreword

by Thomas Ettenhuber, mate in Henry Wagner:


The events described here, and that I witnessed, all happened. After I read the typescript of this book, I told Tristan that I thought things had been a mite different in perhaps one or two cases, but he said, “Thank God you do see them differently, I wish it were more!”


Tristan Jones is not an easy man to venture with into anything. He drives himself too much to be very tolerant of others’ failings. He can explode, yet he is never unkind. He is, for others, a meticulously careful captain; no one on our venture, except himself, was ever injured. He is much more affable than his account, perhaps, shows. I know of few people who didn’t feel better for meeting him.


At the start of our Kra venture it had seemed to me that only Tristan’s Atlantis cause was right: Now I see that everything had been exactly right and that Tristan had known that, all along. We four crew had started out all as strangers, boys and youths, with little in common, hardly understanding, in fact not liking, each other much, except for Nok and Anant. We now feel a thousand times better about ourselves and each other. At the start it had seemed as though we were headed for chaos; and we were, but by sheer will and knowledge, Tristan brought us through, and made for us sense of it all.


Now, over a year after our great Kra venture ended, we are all still friends, still working together for our Atlantis cause. How many small, tight expeditions, no matter how well financed, well publicized and well organized, have been able to state that?


Five years ago I was a student in Bavaria, West Germany. Everyone said there was no more adventure in the world. Surely this was one of the most astonishing adventures ever?








PART ONE

THIS …


“Gorau dial, dangos cwm a’i ffadau.”

“The noblest vengeance is to show a wrong, and forgive it.”

Yr Hen Gyrys o Ial,
The White Book of Rhyddich,
Wales, fourteenth century
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Atlantis Endeavor

True adventurers are not as films usually depict them: They plot, they plan, they have their reasons.

Why should anyone, in his right mind, want to persuade severely disabled youngsters to tackle a challenge that would make grown, able-bodied men blanch?

Why, indeed.

And why Atlantis?

A few months before I lost my leg, I had formed a society with the aim of investigating the legend of the sunken continent of Atlantis. I was convinced that there were many grounds for believing that behind the musty legends there were elements of fact. That perhaps before a cataclysm, ten thousand years ago or more, a highly civilized race of sea wanderers had colonized many parts of the earth from their ocean continent.

In 1982, after my left leg was amputated above the knee and I found myself among disabled people, I knew where our sunken continent really was. It was right around us, every single one of us. Its inhabitants, derided by others who had not their disadvantages, sank lower and lower, every day of their waking lives, into depths of gloom and self-deprecating misery that few who were not in their place might even start to imagine.

The two incidents—the forming of the society and the loss of my limb—showed me that the guiding spirit of the universe had a purpose for me. I had been fated to lose my leg. In that way I was shown that the sunken continent that I had searched for was, in fact, the disabled children of our world. I left the hospital in New York, my body wrecked, penniless, in medical debt to my ears, but swearing to myself that somehow, alone if need be, I would try to raise some of our sunken continent, even if it was only by the span of a hair, or I would die in the attempt.

I set out from San Diego in 1983, in a thirty-six foot trimaran, Outward Leg. Even then I suspected that my ocean-voyaging, as an “example” to other amputees, would be almost a waste of time and effort. By the time I sailed into London, in 1984, fourteen thousand miles later, I knew that my original intent had been based on errors, both mine and other people’s.

My first error had been to trust promises that had been made but, were not, in the event, kept. Had they been, my job of reaching and possibly inspiring disabled people would have been far easier, and showed far more results than it did, and far more quickly.

My second error—and this was a far more grievous one—was in not realizing before I started my voyage that the vast majority of disabled people in this world will never get within even hailing distance of a modern, state-of-the-art ocean-going yacht, much less sail in one. My error here might be more understandable when you consider that I had been, for forty-eight of my sixty-two years, voyaging at sea. But perhaps not. Anyway, mea culpa.

That there were a few disabled people who might have been able to afford a yacht was undeniable. But they were a tiny minority. The vast majority of disabled people are poor. To set them a valid example, I would have to do something using methods, materials, and resources that were readily available to them.

Without big sponsors and the media support that they can engender, it seemed futile for me to carry on the voyage from London by the “normal” route—to Gibraltar and through the Mediterranean to Suez. It would not be “newsworthy” enough.

To attract the attention of disabled people to my efforts in Outward Leg, I set out from London for Suez by another, far more difficult route: across the North Sea, up the Rhine, and down the Danube rivers, through the “Iron Curtain,” through the Black Sea, and so into the Eastern Mediterranean. Thomas Ettenhuber, who was to play a major part in the Atlantis venture, joined me as mate in Nuremberg.

On the rivers Rhine and Danube I was in an ocean-sailing boat; one beyond the wildest dreams of most disabled people. All the way through Europe they had come on board, eight hundred and more of them. Leg amputees, arm amputees, the deaf, the dumb, and the blind. All I could do was carry them in Outward Leg a short distance on the rivers whenever I could, hoping to brighten, even if only for a short while, their existences, and to lighten their despair; the despair that I knew myself only too well. Yet all the time I had known that was not enough.

In some countries I had watched the disabled being gently brought on board by careful attendants; in others they had crawled aboard of their own volition. In some countries they had, more often than not, been politely ignored by the general populace; in others (as we passed further east) they were frequently derided.

By the time I reached Istanbul, in the summer of 1985, I had made up my mind.

To try to overcome the general public’s attitude to disabled people, as I had seen them, something drastic would have to be done: We disabled would have to try to meet a previously unmet challenge, to show the world that we might not only try to keep pace with the able-bodied, but that we might even set them a challenge of our own.

We would not, as so many other worthy disabled people had done, follow in anyone else’s footsteps. We would not try to overtake anyone but ourselves and nature. We would set the chal lenge, the pace, and the course for everyone else, disabled or not. We would be Number One for at least once.

There was a big snag. Who, outside ourselves, would ever support such a seemingly forlorn enterprise? Who would insure our crew? Who would pass me or my crew as medically fit to take on such a rigorous endeavor? Who would give us license? Who would dare to take on the awesome responsibility for welfare and lives?

The answer had come eventually: no one but me.

I had looked closely, in the West, at various organizations that existed to ease or broaden the lot of the so-called “handicapped” (hateful word—visions of a cap-in-hand!). I even knew some of the organizers of some of those worthy concerns. I knew that they, no matter how good-hearted they might have been, would never even look twice at such a proposition as mine. It was far too risky. If it failed, if anyone should die or be seriously injured, I should be looked upon as a crazy pied piper who had cajoled innocent children into a deadly trap, and they would, rightly, feel responsible for having aided me.

There could be but one attempt at what we were to do. Only success would justify my intentions. There would be no room at all for failure of any kind. As in any endeavor where this was the case, the fewer people involved, the better. Only I could take the blame for any failure. But by the same token only our crew, and not I, could take any praise for success. I would not deserve to share their accolades, for I would have bargained with the devil. But to achieve my aims, to kick disdain and derision in the teeth, I would bargain with a hundred devils if need be.

I had no resources other than my small income from writing magazine stories, a not overgenerous advance on a book, and my small naval pension. No bank manager, quite rightly, would have dreamed of considering any of my income, except the latter perhaps, as any kind of security for a loan. All I had was my knowledge, my heart, my soul, and my dream. Those, laid out on the table in some posh London or New York office, would not have looked much.

The matter of money—or the lack of it—dictated that our effort would have to take place where sustenance, labor, and materials were relatively cheap. It would also have to be where interference from “authorities,” ill intentioned or not, would be minimal, or even better, none. The question then was, where?
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The Challenge

Our Atlantis endeavor would overcome a challenge. The challenge would have to be something that had never been done before by anyone else, disabled or not. It would have to be within limits that I could tackle. And that meant it would have to involve a boat. The boat would have to be cheap enough for other disabled people to be able to afford to follow our example. That put Out ward Leg out of the running. Not many disabled people could afford a quarter of a million dollars.

Using cheap, simple boats meant that ocean voyages were out. Any boat meant for sensible ocean voyages with a crew of disabled people on board would be prohibitively expensive for us to build and fit out. Accidents happen—and they could happen very easily at sea to leg or arm amputees. Boats carrying such people across an ocean, or even offshore, should, I think, in most parts of the world, carry a doctor. That would mean one less berth for the disabled crew and more expense. I would have to choose an area where medical assistance, should it be needed, would be available within a day, or at the most two.

These considerations led me to one conclusion: Our challenge would have to be in coastal waters or on rivers.

Then there was politics to consider. I had three projects in mind: one to navigate in a small craft through the Black Sea to the Soviet Union, and then to negotiate the rivers Don and Volga to the Caspian Sea, to reach Iran on its north coast.

Another project had been to haul a boat from the shores of the Mediterranean, in Turkey, to the River Euphrates, and to navigate from its headwaters through Syria and Iraq down to the Gulf of Iran.

Both these projects I shelved. To make our way then through the Soviet Union would have entailed about a year’s negotiation for permits, with no assurance that they would, in the end, be forthcoming. The Turkish and Syrian governments had been amenable enough when it came to permits to haul and launch in the River Euphrates, but the then-raging Iraq-Iran war ruled out reaching the Gulf.

I was left with the third project: a crossing of the Isthmus of Kra. The Kra is the thinnest part of the long peninsula that dangles down from Indochina like the tentacle of a dead octopus; Burma, Thailand, and Malaysia all have territory in the peninsula, and Singapore is at its tip. The layman knows of the Yangtze: The navigator knows the Kra.

Our aim would be to get a genuine sea boat across the isthmus by way of the riverheads, with a short portage, if need be, across the watershed divide, from the Andaman Sea (part of the Indian Ocean) to the Gulf of Thailand (a part of the South China Sea).

Although ancient Chinese legends told of heroic attempted passages across the Kra, and although several navies had sent expeditions to cross the isthmus in the last century, there was no written or certain record of any crossing ever having been successfully accomplished. Even the Japanese Army had failed.

A waterway from sea to sea across the Isthmus of Kra has been a dream of the peoples of Thailand for centuries. The distance across the narrowest part of the isthmus by land, if the maps available might be trusted, was anything from forty to eighty miles, east to west. That, I knew, might not be the way to cross. But it was in the realm of possibility, I realized, that we might find a viable route for such a waterway. It might, at least, be a gentler route than the one that had been recently mooted, which involved blasting through the mountains of the isthmus using atomic devices.

We might be the first navigators in recorded history to pass across the Isthmus of Kra from sea to sea. We might be the first of many future navigators, who will take their ships across when the trans-Kra canal is built. When the next century’s navigators pass along it, they might remember that the first people ever to make the passage had been disabled. Thus, with our effort we would reach not only into the Gulf of Thailand, but also into the hearts of people yet unborn. It was a prospect worthy of any self-respecting writer of the sea, or of any navigator worth his salt: a voyage into the future!

Consider again the seven conditions I had set for a suitable project for disabled youngsters. The expedition must be:


FIRST: in a boat

SECOND: within the capabilities of disabled youngsters

THIRD: comparatively inexpensive

FOURTH: within one or two days’ reach of medical help

FIFTH: something never before done by anyone

SIXTH: something that contributes some good to society as a whole

SEVENTH: politically possible



The projected Kra crossing seemed to meet all of these conditions.

Until we had been in Thailand for three months, I said nothing much about my Kra project to Thomas. On our voyage, whenever a possible crossing of the Kra had been discussed, we always spoke of it jocularly, as though Outward Leg might make the attempt, but inside I had known that would be, physically, hardly possible; the rivers would be far too shallow for her. It would not be, anyway, as surely within the aims of our Atlantis endeavor.

In late 1985, having emerged from the Soviet Empire in Eastern Europe, we had Outward Leg refitted in Cyprus. We then flew to the United States, where by signing my books at boat shows—hundreds a day—and by giving lectures about our trans-European leg, we earned the money to take Outward Leg twelve thousand miles east to Thailand, which we fetched in June 1986. My first job in Phuket was to write about the voyage of Outward Leg east from Istanbul in the book Somewheres East of Suez. By early September the book was finished.

We were anchored in Ao Chalong, a bay on the south side of Phuket Island. The shelter from the southwest monsoon was good enough; not perfect but good enough, to give us some respite from rolling seas. The scenery, of islands, sandy beaches, and green hills, was splendid.

It must have been disconcerting for Thomas when I told him, ten thousand miles from his home, that I would no longer continue on a voyage-m-error.

Thomas said, “Isn’t it a bit late to realize, after three years and twenty-six thousand miles, that you’ve made a mistake?”

Thomas’s question was a tough one. In the two years since he had left Nuremberg to sail with me, his English had improved so much that many of my fellow Britons took him for one of their own countrymen. It was not easy for me to tell him that my decision had been made long before we arrived in Thailand; in fact, only weeks after he had joined Outward Leg.

“There’re no mistakes in exploration, Thomas,” I told him. “You can only ‘mistake’ what’s been ‘taken’ before. What you mean is ‘error.’ That’s a good navigator’s word.”

At first Thomas looked downcast. Then I told him what our venture would be. I dived into the cabin and showed him my map of the Kra area, and described to him in glowing terms the wonders that we might find there, in that territory almost blank on the sea chart. I showed him the more modern maps and old sea charts. Their features were almost completely different from each other.

But Thomas is a hard nut. The more I explained to him of the difficulties on the Kra crossing, the more his face brightened.

Finally I said to him, “Are you on, then?”

He grinned. “What else?”

“It’s not going to be as easy as ocean sailing,” I warned him.

“How do we start? What’s the first job?”

The dry season would be upon us in a month’s time, and would last until late May or June, when the rains would start to teem down. “Build a base, find a suitable boat, find a crew, train them, learn enough Thai, teach them enough English, reconnoiter the Kra by land and its rivers by boat as far as we can.”

Thomas nodded. “Okay. We start tomorrow?”

“Today.”

“Easy,” he said.

“We’ll see. It’s all got to be prepared during the dry season. Between now and next May, when the monsoon rains start.”

“What do we do then?" Thomas asked.

“Start off ourselves for the Kra, to cross it.”

“In the rain?”

“We can’t navigate dry rivers….”

“On one leg?” was his in-joke question.

“Better than none,” was my in-joke reply.
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Words

When I consider some of the subjects I must deal with in this story, I imagine in my mind’s eye some people, somewhere in Western urbandom, breathing heavily by the time they reach the end. I can imagine one in particular, whose only arduous venture in life might have been a half-mile jog trot around Hampstead Heath, having a mild attack of apoplexy, even. At the least he will say I am antisocial, or a relic of the Raj, or racist, or biased against everyone who wasn’t born with a Royal Navy rum-tot measure within handy reach. Some might even put me down as a killjoy. Don’t believe them. I’ve enlivened the company of more people, of every different hue, probably, than they’ve had hot breakfasts.

Many, many of the Thais that we were to encounter during the course of our odyssey through their southland were to be good, honest, friendly people. But good, honest, friendly Thais, bless them, are so run-of-the-mill that to tell you only of them, I would be failing in my task as a storyteller. The exceptional makes the best of a story. For the rest, the hosts of good, friendly, honest people, I know my readers are worldly-wise enough to accept their existence as taken for granted.

Thailand, then Siam, was a land that during the colonial period cleverly kept its independence. She did this mainly by handing over bit by bit, as sops to greedy British and French imperialists, her own ancient colonies in what are now Laos, Cambodia, and Malaysia. During the Second World War her government willingly joined hands with Japanese aggressors intent on reshaping the Eastern world, for good or ill. Since then, over the past four decades, Thailand had been under threat from communism both from within the country and without. This had kept the army, with American backing, in control of practically everything. For many reasons, not the least of which was that the Thai national parliament still met for only twelve days a year, the army was in charge of a vast network of patronage that reached into every nook and cranny of Thai life, even to the remotest villages. But the army, in the main, left foreign tourists alone. There was no sense in killing or frightening off a goose that might soon be laying golden eggs all over Thailand.

Whether this army control was a good thing or not is not for me to say. To be able to grasp the nub of that question, I would have to be a Thai historian a hundred years hence. Be that as it may, on one stage of our journey the Thai Army would help us a great deal.

Our first problem was language (unlike in the films, the natives do not speak fluent American English). Very few Thais, then, in Ao Chalong, on the level at which we were ourselves, spoke anything but Thai or some form of Chao-leh, the language of the Andaman sea peoples. None that we knew spoke any good, understandable English, or any other non-Thai language. Interpreters, for us, were out. What few there were cost money. They were accustomed to dealing with—they sought out—rich Western farangs and Japanese tourists. Farang is the Thai word for foreigner. It usually means anyone of European descent, no matter how remote. Like the Arab feringhi, it is probably derived from “Frank,” meaning “European.” We were not well off by any means; our aim was to deal with and for poor people locally. We set to, while we were in Phuket, to learn the Thai language at least sufficiently well for everyday dealings.

Landing on a really foreign shore—except perhaps when you have paid to be whisked expensively around about by a tour operator—is like being mentally born again. For the young it’s easy to be born and maybe as easy to be reborn, but for us older people, it’s not as easy to put more into an already full bucket. Much gets spilled, no matter how carefully it’s poured.

I’ve never been to a language school, although I understand, fairly well, seven languages besides my own. Often, when people have asked me how I learned them, I have jokingly replied: “Argued my way out of jail.” (About Spanish I was half-serious.)

The best way to learn a language is to immerse yourself in it. When I am working and thinking day and night in one language, in the course of writing a book, it is almost impossible for me to absorb and learn words or phrases from another language. That’s why I was much slower at learning the little Thai I know than I was at any other language I understand. It wasn’t that learning Thai was too difficult; it was that I was far too preoccupied with other things, like earning the money for the Atlantis endeavor.

In the three months that I had been writing Somewheres East of Suez, Thomas, in his dealings with local fish- and boat people, had been picking up odd words and phrases of Thai every day; each day a little more. Thai is not an easy language for a foreigner to learn to speak understandably, much less correctly. For a start it has an alphabet all of its very own. Although its grammatical construction is closer to German than English—and so more accessible to Thomas than to me—he soon discovered that each vowel has five tones. Sung in the wrong tone, the word for “mother,” for example, means “dog” or “horse.” As you may imagine, the wrong tone here could lead to some embarrassment. Thomas, to a young Thai lady, accompanied by her mother: “Ah, I see you’ve brought your horse along.”

In ordinary, everyday Thai speech, there are thirty-one ways of referring to close family relatives; three ways—or more—to say “you,” according to whom you’re addressing, and five ways to say “I,". Which way you use depends on who you are, your age or status, where you are, and to whom you are speaking.

Soon, over the months that followed, Thomas was speaking Thai much more colloquially than I. In the course of his dealings with fishermen and shore side folk, he, of necessity, learned “fishing” Thai. I learned most of mine from books, in odd moments between writing articles and letters in English, French, German, and Spanish. My Thai speech, to the Thais, must have been slow, strained, and stiff. My grammar must have given them headaches.

In the following year, in the course of the tale I tell here, most times I dealt with Thais I found myself thinking like a racing jockey in full tilt at the Grand National, but seeming to be heard as if I were a visitor from Mars afflicted with a sore larynx and a bad stutter. No fault of the Thais, of course. It’s their country, their language.

In further chapters of this story, for the sake of our patience, yours and mine, I shall play a trick on you. Do not be fooled by it: I shall pretend that everyone involved always understood each other perfectly. I shall leave it to you to imagine all the silent pauses, the continual graspings for meaning, the sweaty, knitted brows, the heated exasperation, the dumb resignation. I will not—I could not—write of my interminable palavers with Thais as they were spoken, or of the time it took, when Thomas was not about (and often when he was), for any clarity or understanding to be reached.

It could take an hour or more, at first, for me to get my hands on a screwdriver, unless I could hobble to our toolbox myself. It wasn’t that our Thais didn’t know what a screwdriver was: How does anyone understand a closed fist and twisted wrist? No wonder they might think I was indicating the manipulation of the throttle of a motorcycle, and, thinking I wanted to hire a motorbike to take me somewhere, would run up the beach and away through the palm trees and call one over for me from the track a hundred yards beyond.

Our language makes us. Any society that has five ways to say, “I” must have a rigid class structure. We found that this was certainly so in Thailand. Among the Thais themselves, every small detail was an indication of their status: their work, their house, their family, the way they were dressed, their speech, their gestures, their tone of voice, their generosity or lack of it (a great mark of respect for someone was to let him pay for everything). We farangs tended, where our appearance, dress, or social connections were concerned, to escape from this stereotyping. In many areas we were well and truly beyond the pale. But if we needed to get anything done at all, if we expected any Thai’s effort or loyalty, or even interest, there was no escaping our obligation to be generous. But we could never be excessively so; that would have been looked upon as foolish, and we would lose face.

But if we were not generous, we would soon have no face at all, and be called kee neeao—meaning “sticky shit,” the colloquial term for a miser.
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Deeds

Our Thai boys never knew, never had an inkling, until we reached the Gulf of Thailand and even the capital, of how the gospel of their actions might reach thousands—millions—of other disabled people. I tried to explain, but it seemed to make no sense to them. They thought only of the here and now. Perhaps that is the essence of all simple bravery.

There was never any question, until we reached Bangkok, of my appealing to any other motive in our boys than earning their living. To have talked to our boys about setting an example for others would have sounded, to them, gibberish. For me to have even dared to suggest that we might do good for people we had never seen would expose me, behind my back, to extreme ridicule for a week. Our Muslim boys came from a hard background. All their lives they had been made fun of for their physical flaws. They lived in a very limited world. If they couldn’t see it, to them it did not exist. Anyone else’s misfortune was tough luck. To help someone who was not friend or family was, to them, the act of an outright fool, who probably had too much money and deserved to be overcharged or robbed. (" If Allah should send a fool, take his money. If he should send an infidel, kill him, praising Allah!”) But to take a boat from A to B, and be paid for it, that was a different, far more serious matter.

The matter of “generosity,” as I reckoned the Thais saw it, needs to be clarified. In a feudal society (from which rural Thailand was still emerging) there was more to employment, and especially where farangs were employing, than mere work on the one hand and payment on the other. There was an agreement that a basic wage would be paid, but there was also an unspoken understanding that there would be extra payment ("tea money") for any extra effort; sometimes extra payment regardless. To the recipient, tea money was a favor bestowed to save face for the payer from the embarrassment of having to employ people. It was wrong, somehow, to have to depend on others, but the extra payment made it right. But besides money, food, and, in many cases, accommodation, would be provided. This meant that my crewmen, in effect, became part of my family. This put the responsibility for my crew’s well-being fair and square on my head. For people arriving from a Western urban society this kind of relationship might demand, on their part, a great deal of adjustment, but for me it was perhaps easier and simpler. It was a direct throwback to my relations with my first skipper way back during my days in a sailing barge in the English Channel and North Sea before the Second World War.

I was ready and willing to take responsibility for all my crew’s actions, but woe betide them if they made fools of themselves. But there was a snag here; to keep any sense of order in our effort, and to make the preparations for it, I had to learn a new rule. I call it the chai yen, “cool heart,” rule. Let me lead you to it, step by step.

Whenever they encountered farangs—the strange, big-nosed, big-boned, hairy people from out of the sky—the Thais silently, smiling, excused our lack of manners and our ignorance of Thai custom. There were a hundred examples of this Thai generosity every time I observed their interplay with farangs: They excused the terrible way that farangs pointed with a finger. The farangs did not know that this was considered obscene and threatening. The farangs did not know that almost until modern times, warlords had roamed the land, and upon entering a village would point their finger at a whim at peasants and have them killed out of mere wanton brutality.

The Thais excused—how many times?—the way a farang would fondle the head of a young girl in public. Or even a boy or an adult, come to that. They seemed to know that the farang could not realize that the head was the most sacred part of a person, the vessel of the eternal spirit of that being, so that the rest of him or her hardly mattered. The main tourist areas of Phuket Island, and so the main concentrations of farangs, were on the west coast. Ao Chalong Bay, where Outward Leg was anchored, was on the south coast. Except at the height of the tourist season (November to February), when a few visitors rented bungalows, and coaches called to drop tourists off for boat trips to head out and wreck the coral around nearby islands, the only farangs in Ao Chalong were other “yachtties” (as they called themselves) from the dozen or so foreign yachts at anchor in the bay. They were of several nationalities: British, German, American, French, with a strong Australian presence.

At the start of the tourist season the yachtties sailed their boats around to the west coast of Phuket, to work charters with tourists. The yachtties mostly lived on board their boats, some in conditions not too far removed from those of the local Thai fishermen. They had that much in common, but little else. The majority of the fishermen were Muslim, with strict rules of conduct. Generally the yachtties and the fishermen kept to their own groups. There was not much interaction between them, yet very little friction, if any.

Most of the farang yachtties were men. They had no need to try to get to know the local Muslim women of Ao Chalong, a futile hope. Only a few miles away by hired motorcycle was Patong, bursting with bars full of mostly non-Muslim girls and women, who were mechanically available for a few dollars.

The average Thai man’s view of women seemed to be that they were either goddesses, wives, potential wives, or whores, and the whores didn’t matter.

The whores came down, little sweet-faced girls as young as twelve, from the semidesert of the Esan in Northeast Thailand, and they had silk dresses wrapped around them, and they were shoved into a bar. Big-bellied, often elderly, hairy white-skinned men with loud voices and long noses would buy them out of the bar, ride around with them clinging to the back of hired motor-bikes, then take them to some hotel room, and there do what they might with them. To the lasses it was reasonable enough. They’d never even heard of AIDS, and if a baby started to develop, it could soon be got rid of. “Mama-san” would see to that.

The white men, yellow men, brown men, sometimes black men (the girls tried to avoid these; black skin is disdained in Thailand among the lower orders) would talk at the girls, who would pretend to understand every word they said, and smile at them the whole while because the mama-san told them it was good for business. When they went into a hotel or a restaurant, the Thai staff, able to speak some kitchm English, would tell the farang how welcome he was, and how pleased they were to see him, and smile and bow and weh to him. This is the Thai way of greeting: to press the palms together and hold them in front, similar to the Western attitude of prayer. The height at which the palms are held indicates the degree of respect shown.

But at the same time, unnoticed by the dazed farang, the staff glared swiftly at the “service girl,” and under their breaths they cursed her and called her a whore and told her to get as much money as she could out of the farang, while the going was good.

And the farang, seeing all the smiles and gentle talk all around him, would imagine that everyone in the place approved of him bringing his great clumsy, lustful self and his (to them) cheap little Esan whore into their restaurant or hotel, and he would fondle her head, and point to the staff with his forefinger, then lumber across the room beaming, and thank everyone in his ridiculously loud, and to many Thais frightening, voice. And leave a big tip, the clumsy, grinning oaf, at the end of the meal. Then he would leave the place along with his girl-child, imagining that everyone loved them and thought he was the best thing that had happened to Phuket since Siam changed itself to Thailand. It was promoted by tourism touts as “the Smiling Thai Welcome.”

But not the girl. She knew very well what the Thais thought of them both, the vituperative cracks that would fly around after they had left, but never once would she stop smiling, not for one second.

This was nothing unusual. It was so common, this scene, that it became to me boring and embarrassing to watch, so that I soon avoided it wherever possible. It happened all day and all night, I knew, and every day and every night. It was a process, just like canning pilchards or tomatoes. An industry, with thousands of people dependent on it, was made of this process. At Patong Beach, vice, hypocrisy, and pretense made money hand over fist. To watch, silently, the antics of the fooled farangs, was almost to feel pity. But pity demanded generosity of the spirit, and for them I had but little. It was all so crude, dumb, and dreary, once my insight penetrated past the loud noise, the tinsel, the silk, and the colored lights. And for all this pretense these men had paid to be flown ten thousand miles or more!

Patong’s reputation as a sinkhole of vice was known worldwide. Its position as a center of exploitation not only of male tourists, but of the women and girls who pandered to them, was not so notorious or obvious. There were robberies, sometimes with violence. But what did it matter, people said, when the perpetrator, caught and duly sentenced, might pay someone poorer than he to serve his prison sentence for him? Or, some claimed, to stay free, his name on the prison register?

As I mentioned before, there were few dealings between the local inhabitants of Ao Chalong and the yachtties; between them and the youngsters that we worked with there had been even less, until Thomas and I happened along.

We found that the Thai ideas of relations between captains and crewmen were very different from those in the other areas of the world that I have sailed in, and especially in the West.

In Thailand, for those in charge the rule must always be “speak softly and carry a big stick.” The big stick might be simply a silent frown or, in serious cases, an implied—but never stated—threat of suspension of generosity. “Speak softly” was very real. There could be no raising of voice, no show of temper. To the Thais they would mean that I had lost my chai yen (cool heart), and I would immediately and irrevocably lose face, and lose the respect of the culprit. By making him lose respect for me, I had, by his lights, committed an unforgivable offense against him. If someone made an error or a blunder, even an honest one, there could be no direct confrontation with the culprit; no outright criticism. The blunderer, offended beyond reason, would simply disappear, and probably never turn up again. I could not, in that case, complain. By losing cool heart, I had committed a far greater offense than he.

We learned that the extreme complexity of relationships between people of different sexes, backgrounds, areas, and ages extended throughout Thai society, even down to the association between two small boys of apparently similar backgrounds, one perhaps six months older than the other. The older one was naturally, without any reflection, considered superior by both. The elder addressed the younger as “younger brother.” The younger addressed him as “elder brother,” or risked offending everyone around them.

Because of the extreme complexity of relationships between Thais, because of the risk of gravely offending them, albeit quite unawares, it seemed to me the best move for a farang employer of Thais would be to find a good Thai foreman, make sure he knew the job, put him in charge, then get as far away from the place of work as he could, appearing only on paydays, and if he wanted his men to work really hard the following week, with a crate or two of whiskey (unless they were Muslim).

But in a boat, and especially in a small boat on an exploratory expedition, the skipper could not escape. It was simply not possible. Lives might very well be at stake for much of the time. Neither could I hide away. Someone had to be responsible for the whole conduct of the venture. My solution was, as we shall see, to appoint a Thai as nominal captain and let him deal with minor matters on board among the crew.

The tourist industry promoted Thailand as the “Land of Smiles.” At very close range, and observing the Thai smile incessantly, I found that the Thai smile, like the Chinese laugh, had about five hundred different, very precise meanings. Only a very few of these gave any true indication that the smiler liked us, or agreed with us, or approved of our actions. But most of the smiles were—although pleasant indeed to the beholder—mere matters of politeness.

Among our crew, at first, many smiles were cheerful-seeming signals of a boyish need, a continual search for approbation. We learned it was only when their continual smiling had diminished somewhat that our Thai lads had begun, very slowly, to accept us.

We learned that loyalty, true gratitude, courage, and honesty could wear a Thai smile, but so, too, could avarice, pretense, disdain, contempt, and in a few cases remarkable for their rarity, even barely disguised anti-farang racism.
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Karma… and a Motorbike

My first job, when I went ashore in November 1986 to start work on the Atlantis endeavor, was to get up the sandy beach. One of the worst surfaces for a one-legged person to negotiate on a prosthesis or with crutches is an inclined beach of sand. There is usually a harder stretch, fairly easy to walk on. But further up, on the tide rise, where the sand is powdery, the going can be difficult indeed. A walking stick or crutches cannot find a firm surface to push against, and a false foot sinks into the sand. In tropical heat walking on beaches can be a misery. I always tried to have someone with me when I crossed or walked along a beach, so I could grab at his shoulder whenever I was in danger of losing my balance and falling over.

As it was, alone, from Panama to Malaysia, by way of the rivers Hudson, Thames, and Danube, I had fallen over on beaches and foreshores scores of times. The way I rose was to roll over so that my weight was on the side of my good leg; then, raising and twisting my upper torso at the same time, I would stick the bottom of my cane into the ground and, using both arms, push my whole weight up, until it could be supported on my one good leg. But in sand the cane sank. It was then like trying to walk on water.

On one occasion, months before, companionless, on a deserted beach on the Zubair Islands in the Red Sea, at around noon, I had fallen over. It had taken me two hours, under a broiling sun, to drag myself first to the shade of a rock, to recover from the shock, and then to a stretch of beach where the sand was hard enough for me to push myself up to a standing position. It had very nearly killed me.

Off the beach, for a man in his sixties with one leg amputated above the knee, probably the best means of transport ashore would be a small car specially adapted to his disability. No matter how ingeniously devised his prosthesis, although he might be able to bend his false knee, he simply would not be able to press his false foot down on a brake or a clutch.

A specially adapted car might have been all very well in countries with good paved roads, but in most tropical countries, outside of the cities, the story was very different. Good roads were few and far between. Most of the roads were mere tracks. These had very rough surfaces that, in the rainy season, turned to mud. Many of the tracks were too narrow for a car to pass. Anyway, a car would be far too expensive for me. I might feed my crewmen for a year or more on what even a secondhand car might cost.

The answer, of course, was a motorcycle. They were plentiful enough in the less remote areas of Thailand. But when a motorcycle stops, it has to be supported by one of the driver’s feet depending on which way it leans over. If I was on a motorcycle and it leaned over to the left, because in a sitting position I have no way of stiffening the knee, my prosthesis would simply buckle, and the bike, and me with it, would fall down onto the roadway—if there was a roadway. The solution, of course, was a sidecar on the left side of the motorcycle.

In Phuket town, there was good news. In a letter waiting for me at the post office, the British magazine Yachting World had accepted a story from me about our voyage east from Israel in Outward Leg. Then, away from the new concrete tourist shops and hotels, on a thronged side street of more interesting old wooden Chinese shops, we found a secondhand, Japanese-designed, Thai-built bike for sale. It had 56,000 miles on the clock, but it seemed to be in fair condition and, most important, by the time we finished bargaining with the Chinese-Thai shop owner, it was cheap: only $200.

On this occasion there was no doubt that Thomas’s growing command of colloquial Thai helped a great deal to get the price down. We didn’t succeed in getting it down as far as a Thai might have done. But ours was not a language problem: a two-tier price system prevailed; the higher price for farangs, the lower for Thais.

We would find this two-tier price system throughout the country, wherever tourists went in any number. It prevailed in shops, in hotels, in theaters, in museums, in temples, in cinemas. It was based on the premise that “as farangs have more money to spend, they must pay more.” But this premise was not true: Many Thais had far more money than I shall ever see (unless you buy another copy of this book for your friends).

To my Western sailor’s way of thinking, the two-tier system was corrupt, it was bare-faced extortion, and it was nothing less than financial racial discrimination. The fact that this money-gouging discrimination was aimed against me made it not one gnat’s gullet less odious than it would have been if it had been aimed against anyone else. Many people had tried, and would try, to change my view on this, but the two-tier price system remains to me, as I write, nothing but outright robbery. Every time I encountered it, I wondered to myself what the outcry would be if Thai visitors in Britain were charged more for goods and services than the British. How many shops and pubs would promptly lose all the regular trade they had? How many bleeding hearts would be gathered in Trafalgar Square or banging on the door of Number Ten?

But to be fair, once the average Thai seller had a glimpse of what we of the Atlantis endeavor were about, the higher farang price, while not being brought down to the Thai level, would at least be reduced to some extent.

Because aluminum was made in Thailand, it was cheaper than in the West. A light aluminum sidecar, a mere cage with an open top set on a wheel, put us back only another hundred. For three hundred I had my shoreside transport. I still have it, with many of its original bits replaced, 31,000 miles later.

Normally you change gear on a motorbike with your left foot. I couldn’t do that. Instead, Thomas made a quick sketch for me, and we headed down the street, into an oily shambles of a corrugated-iron workshop. There, a Chinese-Thai welder fitted a piece of pipe to run up from the gear fulcrum, so that I could change gears with my left hand.

Then, to a crowd of curious shop workers’ utter amazement and evident amusement, I hobbled over the oily concrete floor, cocked my false leg over the bike, mounted it, kicked the starter with my good foot, and started off.

Later, we were to realize that it was not only the simplicity of my gear-changing lever that had amazed the Thais. Nor was it my swift transformation from a hobbling, semidependent old farang buffer into a cocky king of the road. Their amazement, I believe, had more to do with their Buddhist belief in karma.

I can put my own thoughts about karma only in Western terms. I do not claim to know a great deal about the Buddhist philosophy, and I am certainly no expert; I doubt if any Westerner under the age of ninety can be. I believe that the Buddhist philosophy can be a great force for peace in the world. But I also think that its widely accepted practice on one level had, to me as a disabled person, at least one drawback.

Buddhists believe in reincarnation. They believe that we all have thousands of different existences. If a person is good, in his next reincarnation he will be on a higher plane than in his present one. If a person is not good, if he does not “gain merit,” then his next existence must be on a lower plane. In life there is misery: To reach nirvana (oblivion) is the aim.

In Buddhist society a widely held belief is that if someone has some flaw in him, it is a punishment; a result of bad actions in a previous existence. Not the flawed one’s fault, you understand, but his previous form’s fault. But whether the fault is the flawed one’s or not, it is his fate. It is his karma. To be considered good, to gain merit and rise to a higher plane in his next existence, a person must accept his karma. Therefore, and here’s the rub, anyone assisting a flawed one to resist his karma is jeopardizing his own rise to a higher plane in his own next existence. Helping a flawed one does not make merit. It slows down a person’s escape from suffering in life, on the way to nirvana.

On the expedition ahead, among fishermen and peasants (and among many townspeople, too), we were to encounter this outlook time and time again. I must be clear: What might seem to Western eyes a seeming callousness in attitudes to the disabled was not, I believe, caused by lack of charity; it was, I am sure, rooted in a strong, ingrained unwillingness to resist the wheel of fate.

On the levels in which we moved in Thailand, it was soon obvious that a deep belief in spirits pervaded almost every facet of life. To the Thai everything has a spirit: every tree, every creature, every blade of grass, every feeling, every thought; they were even in the wind and rain.
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