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ONE DAY 
TRIP AT 
ICONSIAM
ICONSIAM is the destination for 
all ages and sexes with lots to do all 
day long. Today, we have a planned 
guide for tourists to see all the best 
of ICONSIAM within a day.

Morning 

SOOKSIAM on the ground floor

Walk around and take 
impressive photographs at 
SOOKSIAM, a zone that 

encapsulates the four main geographical 
regions of Thailand. Here, visitors will 
find a replicated floating market, Thai 
pavilions from the four regions, as well 
as local food, clothing and accessories 
which are distinctively Thai. A visit here 
is like getting to see all of Thailand in 
one day.

ICONSIAM Park  
2nd floor

After that, stop by the 2nd floor to visit 
the Apple store, the first flagship Apple 
store in Thailand situated next to the Chao 
Phraya River. 

Lunch

ICONSIAM 7 Wondrous Dining

Lunch at famous restaurants from  
7 zones that ICONSIAM has meticulously 
selected guaranteed to please foreign 
visitors, such as Nara, Baan Khanitha, 
Baan Ice, Thip Samai, Lay Lao, Luk Kai 
Thong. There are also restaurants that 
have originated from abroad, but have a 
branch in Thailand only at ICONSIAM, 
such as Jumbo Seafood and Cp-Hilai 
Harbour Restaurant. 

Afternoon 

Shopping at ICONLUXE ground  
and mezzanine floors

After lunch, enjoy shopping and browsing 
at ICONLUXE, the showcase of all 
luxury brands. 

Shopping at ICONCRAFT  
4-5th floors

Find handcrafted gifts with cool designs 
by Thai craftsmen at ICONCRAFT, 
4th/5th floors.
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Special offer for Tourists and Expat Life  
in Thailand readers

The ICONSIAM  
Tourist Card 

Special offer for tourists: 
Apply for the Tourist Card 
for special privileges such as 
discounts of up to 30% that 

can be used at the 200 stores within ICONSIAM. Also, receive 
up to 6% discount for VAT refund. Apply now at Tourist Centre 
3rd floor, Lobby A, Smart Kikos, WE CHAT official account.

How to get to ICONSIAM

There are many options shoppers can choose for travelling 
to ICONSIAM, whether it is the free Shuttle Bus, free Shuttle 
Boat or BTS Sky Train. For pick up services at ICONSIAM, 
Smart Drive by Sammit is available.  

Follow us:  
ICONSIAM

Relax at the Beauty Zone  
5th floor

After your retail session, kick back by getting your hair, nails 
and or eyelashes done on the 5th floor of ICONSIAM, where 
high-quality salons such as MOGA, Chalachol, Blanc, amongst 
others, await to beautify you. 

Dinner

Tasana Nakorn Terrace, 6th floor Dine out at the finest restaurants 
Fallabella or Hobs, a rooftop bar on the 6th floor to take in the 
sunset at the most beautiful spot on the Chao Phraya River 
and enjoy the evening atmosphere. 

ICONSIAM Attraction  
– The ICONIC Multimedia  
Water features

Don’t miss the longest water fountain show in ASEAN by the 
Chao Phraya River at 9pm. 
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The New Amari:  
Legendary Amari 
Hospitality is Reborn 
in Pattaya

The ambitious redevelopment of Amari Pattaya is 
nearing completion, with the unveiling of new 
accommodation in two distinct buildings – Amari 

Tower and Amari Suites (opening Q2) – extensive free-form 
swimming pools with a treehouse-themed slide and Aqua 
Water Park, Kids Club with animation team, restaurants, 
ballrooms, meeting facilities, fitness centre and spa. Dramatic 
changes have taken place across the entire property, 
transforming the legendary hotel into a new paradise along 
the northern end of Pattaya Bay.

Showing me around the all-new facilities is Deborah 
Haines, Area General Manager for Eastern Thailand, based  
at Amari Pattaya, who took up her current post on 14  
January 2019.

In her capacity as Area General 
Manager, Deborah is responsible for nine 
properties in Pattaya, including OZO, to be 
opened in the first quarter of 2020.

Says Deborah: “The redeveloped 
Amari Pattaya is a new resort. However, 
we have become a destination that is 
contemporary whilst tempering its history 
and creating unforgettable moments for all 
who come to stay and experience it.

We will deliver to our guests by being 
unique in what we do and embracing all 
ages, but most importantly, our younger 
travellers. We have our Aqua Park, Wet 
Zone, Slider and the Treehouse Kids Club. 
All children will experience a journey of 
wonder and joy. Come stay and become part 
of the magic.

I invite you to enjoy evening cocktails 
at Aqua Eatery & Bar while experiencing 

a breathtaking sunset. Breakfast at Amaya Food 
Gallery offers a wide selection of tasty local and 
international dishes. Spend the day lounging by 
the infinity pool sipping your favourite drink. 
Have lunch at Aqua Eatery & Bar, which offers a 
wide range of dishes including our five Signature 
Thai dishes. Soak up the rays of sun and then stop 
off at Aqua for an evening sundowner. Breeze 
Spa is then the ideal haven for another special 
experience of personal luxury.

This is our resort. Now come and see us and 
be a part of a very special place with a big heart.” 

The hotel has always been frequented by 
business travellers to Pattaya, as it is ideally 
situated down from Dolphin roundabout, and 
easy to move in and out of without the need to 

get on Beach Road.    
The gardens of the Amari have long been used for 

elaborate weddings and company functions.  The ballroom 
will soon be recognised for accommodating some of the 
many corporate events that the city hosts. This mini city at the 
northern end of Beach Road in Pattaya is coming alive.

She told me that this move will be her last and that she 
wants now to stay with ONYX 
and deliver their flagship on the 
eastern seaboard to success, along 
with profitability to her company 
and the hotel owners. I have no 
doubt that she will, and I wish  
her well.

Amari Pattaya 240 Pattaya Beach 
Rd, Pattaya 20150                
Tel: 038 418 418
Reservations email:  
pattaya@amari.com 
Facebook: Amari Pattaya  
Instagram: @amaripattaya
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In May 2019 on the 
2nd floor of Ginza 
Thonglor, Hotel 

Nikko Bangkok, Let’s 
Relax are launching 
their first ‘Let’s Relax 
Well-being Hub’ 
offering their exclusive 
clientele three in 
one pampering 
experiences to uplift 
and balance their 
mind, body and soul.

Since 1998 
Let’s Relax Spa, the 
only publicly quoted 
spa company in Thailand, has built 
its premier reputation as Thailand’s 
leading boutique day spa chain. With 
the very finest equipment, decor and 
surroundings, products, treatments and 
experienced well trained staff.

Twenty years later it opened a 
subsidiary brand called Stretch me, 
a stretching studio under physiology 
expertise and supervision, which 
became an instant success and it has 
now added Chaba Nails & Spa – a 
sophisticated manicure and pedicure 
service with experienced therapists 
and has merged the three components 
parts to create their first centre of body 
excellence.

Let’s Relax Spa has created an 
oasis of calm, an urban retreat, in the 

middle of a bustling, busy city enables 
its guests to step out of their hectic, 
demanding lifestyle and drift away to a 
faraway land allowing their body, mind 
and soul, time to repair and replenish. 

With the usual first class interior, 
matched to their host location the 
Wellbeing Hub takes their privileged 
customers to yet another level of spa 
product offering. 

Step inside and you will think 
that you have been transported to the 
land of the rising sun with classic earth 
tones, wooden partitions and elegant 
surroundings. 

Hotel Nikko is an elegant hotel 
less than 5 minutes walk from Thonglor 
BTS. It has ample parking and discreet 
access to the well-being hub on the 

second floor. You could make a day of 
it and stay for lunch or dinner in the 5 
star surroundings of the hotel. 

At Stretch me, they help you 
stretch, so that you can forget about 
the pain, strain, and stiffness of your 
body whilst you get out there and work 
hard toward your goal. Stretching 
eases muscle pains, reduces the risk of 
prolonged injury, improves posture, 
and allows the body to return to its 
natural form. Their physical therapists 
teach you how to get the most out of 
each stretch by providing the correct 
stretching techniques, consulting, and 
that little extra push.
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Let’s Relax Spa has 
the finest facilities available 
and this new spa makes it’s 
sixteenth in Bangkok and it’s 
thirty-fourth centre of divine 
pleasure in Thailand. They 
offer a full range of treatments 
to reduce the stresses and 
strains of everyday life to 
reviving and revitalising your 
body for the week ahead.

Let’s Relax Well-being Hub 
is located on the 2nd floor 
of Ginza Thonglor, Hotel 
Nikko Bangkok. 

For more information 
and reservation, please 
contact 02 136 4226 or email 
sparsvn@letsrelaxspa.com
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Expat Life sat down with the German Ambassador 
to Thailand H.E. Mr Georg Schmidt who arrived 
in Thailand in October 2018. He instantly became 

a success with his staff and colleagues at the Embassy, 
countryfolk and other international residents due to his 
approachable and amiable character. He is very easy to talk to 
and speaks perfect English, Chinese and is working hard on 
his Thai. He obviously has a skill with languages.

Did you arrive to Thailand from home, or were you posted 
somewhere else before?

He arrived from the head 
offices in Berlin and had 
previously been the German 
Foreign Ministry’s Africa 
Director in Berlin from 2014 to 
2018. He had previous postings 
in Asia in Tokyo in Japan and 
Columbo in Sri Lanka. He 
told us that he had studied 
in Hong Kong in the 80s and 
has a degree from Hong Kong 
University. So for him he said it 
was good to be back to Asia. 

Where are you born and brought up?

I was born in Freiburg, very close to the German border 
with France and Switzerland. Freiburg im Breisgau, a vibrant 
university city in southwest Germany’s Black Forest, is known 
for its temperate climate and reconstructed medieval old 
town, crisscrossed by picturesque brooks (bächle). In the 
surrounding highlands, hiking destination Schlossberg hill is 
linked to Freiburg by a funicular. With a dramatic 116m spire, 
the Gothic Cathedral Freiburg Minster towers over the central 
square Münsterplatz. Freiburg is famous for its ecological 
policies.

At which age did you decide you wanted to become a 
diplomat? 

I decided to go for the entrance examination of the Foreign 
Ministry in 1994, at the age of 31. So becoming a diplomat 
has not been a long time dream. However, I have not regretted 
working in the Foreign Service for a single day. 

Do you have more diplomats in your family?

No, none at all. I am the first to my knowledge.

How do you look at Thailand today, have you had many 
obstacles in your way since you arrived?

Thailand has achieved so much since my first visit as a 
tourist in the 80s. The country has changed so much. The 

H.E. Mr Georg Schmidt 
The German Ambassador 
to Thailand
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development is very impressive. Yet the distribution of wealth 
in the country is far from even. This would create tensions 
in any society. Negotiating compromises and addressing 
the needs of the people is a complex issue requiring open 
discussions. My impression is that Thai people want their 
voices to be heard. In addition, the internet has changed 
things. It is much easier to get information – but it might 
be more difficult to assess facts from fiction.  On a personal 
level, having a strong team of Germans and Thais in the office 
was and is indispensable to try and understand my new host 
country. All our German Embassies around the world rely on 
strong local staff. I am particularly lucky in Thailand.

Do you see any similarities between your country and 
Thailand?

Thailand and Germany both have a strong manufacturing 
base. We like to produce things. Therefore, it will be very 
important to adapt to a much more energy efficient and 
ecologically sound sustainable production and the challenges 
of digitalisation and what we call in German “Industrie 4.0”. 

This is one focus of our Embassy. 
If I look back to the history of our countries, there has 

been a mutual fascination. Reading the accounts of visitors 
in Germany and Thailand in the 19th Century it is easy to 
sense the curiosity, respect and admiration. That applies 
as much for the similarities as for the differences. Maybe 
people go to another country to find what they are missing 
at their home. Oh and one common passion strikes the 
eye – both Thais and Germans have a love for the beautiful 
game – football! I am amazed to see how many people are 
following the Bundesliga in Thailand.

Do you have children what age and where do they go  
to school?

We have one daughter who is attending university abroad. 

How do you look upon your work here? How does an 
average day look like?

As an Ambassador I have to be a bridge between Thailand 
and Germany. So we always have to have one 
foot in Germany and one foot in Thailand. 
At the Embassy we are doing consular work, 
promoting business between our countries, 
fostering student and academic exchanges 
and maintaining close contacts with all 
branches of the Thai government. I think it is 
very important to be as accessible as possible 
and meet as many people as possible to get 
a better understanding of the complexity of 
our bilateral relations which extend beyond 
government to government contacts. 

The days start early with discussing the 
organisational aspects of the week ahead. 

Feature
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After that, every day is different: 
it could be lobbying on behalf of 
German companies, promoting green 
business, maintaining contact with 
political parties, dealing with human 
rights issues or our established police 
cooperation. Our Embassy in Thailand 
has a large consular section assisting 
Germans living in the country and 
tourist visitors. Sadly, more or less 
every day, one German citizen dies 
in Thailand. We are there to help 
the families and assist with all of the 
necessary arrangements. And of course, 
the consular section is very busy with 
all the Visa Applications for Germany. 
And do not forget: Administering an 
Embassy with almost one hundred staff 
also has its daily challenges. 

Please follow me on Twitter  
@GermanAmbTHA and you can get  
an impression of an Ambassadors’  
daily activities. 

As every Ambassador, I assume 
you have some goals you really 
would like to reach/fulfil before 
you leave Thailand?

I would like to continue and 
strengthen our contacts in the 
field of vocational education and 
training. Germany has a lot to 
offer in this field and we are very 
ready to share our experiences 
with our hosts in Thailand. There 
is one other very important 
area of cooperation: All aspects 
of environmental protection 
and sustainability. I think it 
is becoming very clear, how 
damaging climate change is. So 
we do need to drastically increase 
our efforts for a more sustainable 
way of life. Renewable energy, 
electric mobility and energy 
efficient production are just a few 
examples. Germany is a world 
leader in technology. But it is 

not the technology 
alone, it is the 
government standards and 
the consumption patterns of 
every individual that matter.  
I hope we can make a 
difference in this field. 
Climate change is the real 
threat to the wellbeing and 
survival not just of mankind, 
but so many other species 
on our wonderful planet.  
Climate change cannot be 
fought with tanks and guns. 

Have you been travelling 
around in Thailand?

Not as much as I would have 
liked to yet. My first official 
visit led me to Isaan. I felt 
it was important to learn 
more about Thailand’s most 
populous and culturally 
so important region of the 
country. Visits in the vicinity 
of Bangkok followed. But 
I want to see as much as 
possible during my stay here. 
It would be all too easy to be 
absorbed by Bangkok – but 
Thailand is much more than 
its fascinating capital.  

Until now, what is your favourite 
destination in Thailand?

After a busy week, it is coming home 
and spending time with my wife. 

When you have a day off, what do 
you prefer to do? Having any special 
hobby?

I enjoy exploring Bangkok on foot or 
by e-scooter. There are so many small 
things to be discovered. In addition, 
I am happy to fully enjoy Thailand’s 
tropical fruits. 

How many of your countryfolk are 
living in Thailand? When and why 
did Thailand become a desirable 
destination for your people?

We know of roughly 35,000 German 
residents in Thailand. But since 
there is no obligation to register with 
the Embassy, the actual number of 
Germans in Thailand could be much 
higher. Perhaps double that number 
and more. In addition, almost 900,000 
German tourists visited Thailand 
last year. Thailand is a very popular 
destination for the German people.
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There are so many different stories how 
and why Germans stay on in Thailand. Some 
came for business; others were attracted by 
its culture. A lot of Germans also choose 
Thailand for their retirement. Many of those 
who stay have a partner from Thailand and 
have been here for a long time. It goes back to 
this long mutual fascination – we also have a 
large Thai community in Germany. 

Does your country and Thailand have an 
exchange programme for students today?

Yes – mostly for students wanting to get their 
Masters or PhD degrees. Currently there are 
about 600 beneficiaries. Half of them are 
students from Thailand in Germany, the other 
half German’s studying in Thailand. Some 
universities have long standing relations such 
as King Mongkut’s University of Technology 
North Bangkok with the RWTH in Aachen. 
The German Academic Exchange Service 
(DAAD) runs its own office in Bangkok to offer advice and 
assistance. 

If you could choose your next destination, where would you 
like to go?

I have just arrived so I do not want to think beyond exploring 
Thailand and the region. There is too much to absorb here. 
For me it is a pleasure and a great privilege to be posted here 
in Thailand and I look forward to learning more about the 
country and its people.

Any memory from Thailand that you’d like to tell us, an 
awkward situation, a real fun moment etc?

When I took my e-scooter into the BTS to go to the Thailand 
Cultural Centre I heard a voice in the train: “You are the 
German Ambassador, aren’t you?” It was a journalist who 
is in contact with the Embassy. He then tweeted a picture of 

me in the station. It must have been such an unusual thing 
in Thailand for an Ambassador to use this form of transport. 
So it generated a lot of interest. Since then, there have been 
many interviews. I like to talk not only about the scooter, but 
smart mobility as a whole. The Embassy is involved in many 
projects. If we want to make a change in the world, it is not 
enough to talk. You have to do something different yourself.  
If that can be an inspiration for others, even better. 

Do you regularly meet up with your community?

The community is too large to meet up all the people. 
However, there are many opportunities to meet a lot of my 
compatriots. The “Fest der Deutschen” is one example. It is 
a large gathering with music and dance whose proceeds go 
to the “Deutscher Hilfsverein” – an association that helps 
Germans in need. We are also lucky to have the Gothe Institut 
very near too us in Bangkok and they have a full programme 
of social events which my colleagues and I try to join 
wherever possible to keep contact with our fellow German 

friends, residents and tourists. One long term German 
resident even donated two original segments of the Berlin 
Wall to the Embassy.

Whenever I go outside of Bangkok I try to meet 
Germans residing in the provinces. It is fascinating to see 
how many Germans from all walks of life call this country 
their home. 

Which is the most important task you want to reach/
fulfil before you end your time in Thailand?

I talked about my aspirations earlier. But my hope for 
Thailand is to see a Thailand more at peace with itself. 
Disagreements are very normal, as long as people agree 
how to disagree. 

www.facebook.com/GermanEmbassyBangkok/
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Sudan and Thailand may seem an unlikely pair upon 
first consideration. The two countries have dissimilar 
climates, predominant religions, geographic location 

and government systems, just to name a few differences. 
But in reality, they are more alike than meets the eye and 
the partnership that is currently being forged by the first 
Sudanese Ambassador to Thailand, H. E. Mrs Sanaa Hamad 
Alawad Gourafi, will most certainly bear fruit for both 
nations. I had the opportunity to sit down and talk with  
Mrs Gourafi and learn more about her role as the first 
Sudanese Ambassador to Thailand. 

For those who haven’t had a geography lesson in a while, 
Sudan is the third largest country in Africa, bordered by the 
Red Sea and seven other nations, including the newly formed 
South Sudan. With a population of roughly 39 million people, 
and an area of 1.8 million square kilometres, the population 

is not dense with approximately 80% of people working 
in agriculture. Sudan is known in the media for the recent 
civil war and separation of South Sudan. More recently, 
Sudan has been seen in the news for the military coup and 
subsequent deposition of the president, Omar al-Bashir, 
who had served for 30 years despite widespread criticism 
for electoral fraud and human rights violations. 

However, as Mrs Gourafi explained to me quite 
passionately, the harsh political conflicts of Sudan do 
not reflect the hearts of the Sudanese people and the 
overwhelming kindness of the population. Mrs Gourafi 
was an excellent example of the welcoming nature of her 
people; upon arrival, I was greeted warmly and given fresh 
juice and sweets and for the duration of our time together, 
Mrs Gourafi and her staff could not have been more 
accommodating and genuinely kind. Halfway through 
our meeting, her staff served us traditional coffee spiced 
with cardamom while Mrs Gouarfi explained to me how 
Sudanese people drink this universal beverage.

H. E. Mrs Sanaa Hamad Alawad Gourafi  
The Sudanese Ambassador to Thailand

by Jocelyn Pollak
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Mrs Sanaa Hamad Alawad Gourafi was born in 
Sudan, but spent her childhood in Saudi Arabia as her 
father was working as a professor there. So that she would 
be able to study, she returned to Sudan and lived with 
her grandmother, who was an extremely accomplished, 
strong woman in her own right. When she was just 
15 years old, her father passed away and she became 
the head of the family. She explained that Sudan has a 
long history of queens and a matriarchal structure so 
regardless of whether you are a man or woman, as the 
oldest child of the family, it’s expected that you step into 
a leadership role when the time comes. As a result of her 
father’s untimely death, Mrs Gourafi became a leader very 
early in life. “His death made me grow fast”, she reflected.

She attended the University of Khartoum, the oldest 
and best university in Sudan, which now has a student 
body of 55% women. In university, she was active in the 
nearly 16,000 member student body and became the head 
of the student union and also the largest organisation 
on campus for Muslim students. She studied economics 
and political science and further pursued a diploma at 
London University. She later earned her Master’s and 
PhD in political science from University of Khartoum 
and published three books specialising in foreign policy. 
Mrs Gourafi’s draw towards leadership was strongly 
influenced by her late grandmother, who had sadly passed 
just a few days before our interview. Her grandmother 
was one of the leaders of the women’s movement in Sudan 
and always impressed upon her granddaughter that she 
was no less than any man. She instilled the idea in young 
Mrs Gourafi that, “you should fight for the rights of 
others because they push you along and support you and 
then you all gain your rights together.” As a side note, 
her aunt was the first Sudanese Ambassador to Kuwait. 
So needless to say, Mrs Gourafi comes from a family of 
strong, educated women who serve their people rather 
than serving themselves. 

Mrs Gourafi held many positions 
before being appointed Ambassador to 
Thailand including University Lecturer, 
Undersecretary to the Minister of 
Foreign Relations, the youngest ever 
Minister of Information and Media and 
most recently, Deputy Ambassador to 
the UK. There had been plans fifteen 
years ago to open an Embassy here but 
they kept changing and it never came 
to fruition. In 2017, after spending a 
year preparing back home in Khartoum, 
she was tasked with opening the first 
ever Sudanese Embassy to Thailand. 
From the sounds of it, this time they 
got it right and things have gone quite 
smoothly under her leadership.

While there is a small population 
of Sudanese expats residing in Thailand, 
just 150-170 families, there are nearly 

15,000 Sudanese tourists in Thailand each year, 6,000 of 
whom come for medical reasons. She often goes to visit 
Sudanese families in the hospital and spends quality time with 
her community at her home and at other outside events. As 
Islamophobia spreads across the Western world, the number 
of Sudanese tourists coming to Thailand continues to increase 
because they find that they are more welcome here. 

Feature
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However, her main 
mission in Thailand and the 
focus of the Sudanese Foreign 
Ministry is economic. She has 
been tasked with establishing a 
strong economic platform for 
future collaboration between 
the two nations. Seems like an 
odd pairing, as I mentioned 
earlier, but this is where I found 
the connection between the 
two countries to be particularly 
interesting. With the separation 
of South Sudan in 2011, there 
has been a large shift away 
from oil and gold and towards 
agriculture. Sudan has 80% 
of its population working in 
agriculture and they are in 
need of simple, inexpensive but 
effective technology. As it turns 
out, Thailand is well known in 
this area. On top of that, with 
a large coastline along the Red 
Sea, twelve rivers and 67% of the 

Nile River basin, fisheries are a huge source 
of income for Sudanese people. Thailand 
is one of the top countries in the world for 
fisheries and food processing. With such a 
major economic shift in her home country,  
Mrs Gourafi has been placed here not only 
to make economic connections but also to 
learn from Thai people about their food 
processing industries so that she can take it 
back to Sudan and help her country develop 
these industries. 

Outside of work, the Ambassador has 
really enjoyed her time in the Kingdom and 
hopes to stay for a while. After two years 
in Thailand, she has had the chance to visit 
several provinces and became enamoured 
with the beauty of Phang Na and hopes to 
return there, soon. The sweltering humidity 
in Thailand was an adjustment for her but 
she keeps cool by swimming regularly. 
Thai food was also a big change since the 
primary protein in Sudan is lamb but she 
is embracing all of the changes with a big 
smile and an open mind. Luckily for me, 
after our interview, her cook prepared a 
lunch of traditional Sudanese food. What 
a treat! Under the skilled leadership of Mrs 
Gourafi, rooted in kindness and service, the 
blossoming relationship between these two 
not so dissimilar countries will surely be 
fruitful for all involved. 
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Minor International is committed to raising the levels 
of vocational education in Thailand to be a 'chef ' 
with Australian standards by the introduction of 

The Coffee Club Chef Academy.
After serving delicious food with ‘comfort gourmet 

style’ for over 30 years with over 400 branches in 9 countries. 
The Coffee Club continues to create opportunities for Thai 
students by collaborating with the Office of Vocational 
Education Commission and the Office of Commerce and 
Investment, Australia. To launch the The Coffee Club Chef 
Academy programme to promote and develop the Thai 
culinary curriculum to global standards and to create quality 
personnel for the country in the future. To raise the level of 
education of Thai students in a way that has never been  
done before!

The Coffee Club, the all day dining concept sweeping 
across Thailand has created a chain of restaurants and cosy 
coffee cafes that people are flocking too. With an extensive 
menu of quality, comfort and healthy foods and an 
extensive range of beverages to accompany them, it 
is becoming a popular choice for people to dine at 
throughout the day.

To continue growing the brand and to create 
opportunities for Thai culinary students to go 
global with The Coffee Club Chef Academy, Minor 
International has developed a project that will help 
increase vocational education standards and develop 
the culinary curriculum of Thai students with two 
post-graduate education qualifications in both 
Higher Vocational Certificate from Thailand and 
Certification III in Hospitality from Australia

They will create continuous opportunities 

for Thai students to learn from professional chefs in fully 
equipped professional kitchens. 

The Coffee Club Chef Academy also offers a unique 
opportunity to travel overseas to exchange knowledge, 
training and experience in differing cultures, such as the 
United Arab Emirates, Maldives, Seychelles and Australia, 
through the Global The Coffee Club Exchange Programme.

The Coffee Club Chef Academy is an open door for 
vocational students to enrol in the programme and pass the 
selection to receive training in accordance with Australian 
standards. In the first year, students will be in college before 
coming to learn in the establishment. In the second year, 
immediately after graduating, students will receive their 
two qualifications. They will all have to undergo intensive 
Australian chef evaluations in the form of ASEAN standard 
assessments that guarantee their skills and abilities to step into 
the world of real work like a professional in a global kitchen.

The Coffee Club originated from Brisbane in Australia 
and has now spread to various cities across Thailand.

It has become one of the restaurant success stories in 
Thailand over the last ten years. Minor, being a responsible 
employer, is introducing the project to ensure that the country 
has a constant supply of quality culinary artisans to fuel the 
company and the country’s most precious asset – hospitality.

For those who are interested in The Coffee Club Chef 
Academy, you can follow the details of the project via the 
announcement from the college, or the Minor Food Facebook 
page to track the progress of the project: 
https://thecoffeeclub.co.th/https://web.facebook.
com/minorfood/https://web.facebook.com/
thecoffeeclubthailand/

Calling all 
Thai culinary 
students!
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Expat Life in Thailand welcomed the 
opportunity to find out more from the 
Ambassador, what makes his country so 
special to him and why he and his wife Marie 
are enjoying their current posting to Thailand.

How long have you been the Ambassador to 
Thailand? 

I took up duty as Ambassador of Ireland to Thailand 
(also accredited to Myanmar) last August. It is always a 
great honour to be asked to represent your country as an 
Ambassador. I am particularly pleased and honoured to have 
been appointed by my Government to represent Ireland in 
the Kingdom of Thailand. Thailand is a country which Marie 
and I have come to know and enjoy particularly well from 
many holidays over the years. We first came to Thailand over 
15 years ago as tourists and have returned over the years on 
many occasions. We have always received the warmest of 
welcomes in this most welcoming and friendly country. 

Did you arrive to Thailand from home, or were you posted 
somewhere else before? 

I arrived in Bangkok direct from my previous posting in 
Riyadh. I served as Ireland’s Ambassador to Saudi Arabia 
(also accredited to Bahrain, Iraq, Oman and Yemen) from 
2014 to 2018. We very much enjoyed our time in Riyadh. It 
was a particularly interesting posting professionally from the 
political, economic and uniquely social perspectives. We also 
made many new friends. I previously served as Ambassador 
to Zambia (also accredited to Namibia) from 2009 to 2012.
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Where are you born and brought up? At which age did you 
decide you wanted to become a diplomat? Do you have 
more diplomats in your family? Do you have children? 
What age and where do they go to school? 

I was born and raised in County Cork in the south of Ireland. 
I am married to Marie who hails from Limerick in Ireland. 
We have one daughter, Aisling, married to another Cork 
man, Dave. Aisling and Dave lived in Sydney for the last 8 
years or so and moved to Singapore last January. We are very 
pleased that Aisling and Dave are much closer to us now here 
in Bangkok particularly as we are expecting the arrival of 
our first grandchild in August! As you get older in life, you 
increasingly appreciate that the most important matters in 
life are family and good friends. We are very much looking 
forward to the arrival of our grandchild. Aisling assures that 
we will have plenty of opportunity to get to know – babysit – 
him/her!

How do you look at Thailand today? Have you had any 
obstacles since you arrived? Do you see any similarities 
between your country and Thailand? 

We are living in Bangkok now just over nine months and 
settling in well. Ireland prides itself on being a very warm, 
welcoming and friendly country. The Thai people, without 
exception, have been so warm and welcoming towards Marie 
and myself since our arrival here that they could almost be 
considered as warm and friendly as the Irish!

How do you look upon your work here? What does an 
average day look like? As every Ambassador, I assume you 
have some goals you really would like to reach/fulfil before 
you leave Thailand. What are they? Do your country and 
Thailand have any exchange programmes for students 
today? What do you believe is your most important task  
as Ambassador? 

There are longstanding and positive relations between Ireland 
and Thailand. 

We opened our Embassy here in Bangkok four years 
ago to mark the 40th anniversary of our bilateral relationship. 
The establishment of the Irish Embassy in Thailand marked a 
significant shift in the strength and depth of this relationship. 
Our opening of an Embassy here is a clear indication of the 
importance attached by my Government to deepening the 
relations with the Kingdom of Thailand and our strong desire 
to enhance every aspect of our relations. There have now been 
two visits from Thai ministers to Ireland and three visits of 
Irish ministers to Thailand in the last 18 months alone. HRH 
Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn also visited Ireland in 2014 
who was most warmly received by our President and the Irish 
people. I welcome this increased engagement and hope that it 
continues.

We believe there is significant potential for our two 
countries to further enhance cooperation in many sectors 
including, for example, education, culture and economically. 

We are particularly pleased to see the continuing 

increase in the number of Thai students coming to study in 
Ireland. Only five years ago, there were less than ten Thai 
students in Ireland compared to over 120 today. 

Ireland is a world class education destination which 
hosts over 35,000 international students every year. Our 
membership of the EU has played an integral role in building 
Ireland’s reputation as a location for world class research and 
as a centre of excellence in higher education. Investment in 
education has transformed the Irish economy. 

All of Ireland’s universities are ranked in the top 5% 
globally, and in many fields of research, Ireland ranks in the 
top 1% globally. 

Feature
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An Irish education – whether in our universities, 
institutes of technology or our private colleges - provides 
employment-ready skills for graduates.

 Ireland has also extended its ‘stay-back option’ for 
non-EU/EEA students at postgraduate and PhD level to two 
years for eligible graduates. This allows non-EU/EEA students 
who have graduated from Irish higher education institutions 
to remain in Ireland for up to 24 months to seek employment. 
As a safe, friendly, English speaking country, Ireland is the 
perfect choice for Thai students. I look forward to continuing 
our efforts to promote Ireland’s world class education product 
and to welcoming many more young Thai people to study  
in Ireland. 

Ireland is known throughout the world for its unique 
culture, arts, and literary achievements.  

Increasing visibility and awareness of Ireland in 
Thailand is a key goal of the Embassy and we aim to do this by 
hosting and participating in a number of cultural and artistic 
events throughout the year. For instance the Irish Film festival 
has developed significantly over the last two years and we aim 
to have our most exciting programme yet 
for the Film Festival later this year. 

I wish to see more Thai companies 
which are expanding internationally 
consider Ireland as a cost effective and 
barrier free access point to Europe’s 500 
million consumers. Ireland is an ideal 
place for Thai companies looking for an 
English-speaking gateway in which to do 
business, invest or base their European 
operations. Our committed membership 
of the EU is of course a key offering to our 
economic partners around the world. 

Over 1,400 foreign-headquartered 
companies have significant operations 
in Ireland employing 230,000 people. 

They are drawn by Ireland’s young, highly-educated, highly-
skilled, multilingual workforce, the strong base of existing 
FDI companies, the proximity to the European market, a 
consistent, attractive corporation tax regime of 12.5% and  
a safe and secure Common Law jurisdiction.

These companies are some of the world’s most 
recognisable and innovative companies including 
multinationals like Google, Facebook, Microsoft, Apple, 
Siemens, Coca-Cola, Johnson & Johnson, MasterCard and 
Citibank to name just a few. 

They include: 
• The top 10 pharma companies of the world
• The top 15 software companies
• 10 of the top 10 born-on-the-internet companies
• Top 5 worldwide security software companies
• 8 of the top 10 industrial automation companies
• 17 of the top 20 global banks
• 11 of the 15 global insurers
• 14 of the top 15 global medical devices companies 
• 19 of the top 25 financial services firms
• Over 40% of all commercial leased aircraft are leased/ 

managed out of Ireland

Increasingly, Ireland is attracting companies from the Asia 
Pacific region who are using Ireland as a cost-effective base to 
do business in Europe. Regional giants from Asia Pacific such 
as, Huawei, Tata, InfoSys, Lenovo, SMBC, Trend Micro, Bank 
of China and Indorama from Thailand have all established a 
presence in Ireland. I hope that more Thai companies seeking 
to expand their markets in Europe will see Ireland as an 
attractive base for investment. 

I wish to see more Irish companies looking to Thailand 
to establish operations and work in partnership with Thai 
enterprise. Ireland’s trading relationship with the Asia Pacific 
region has grown substantially over the last five years with 
more than 600 Enterprise Ireland clients exporting over €2bn 
of innovative goods and services to the Asia Pacific region  
and we have an ambition to increase this by a further 50%  
by 2020. 
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There are nearly 300 exporters 
to the ASEAN region and the 
Enterprise Ireland team is structured 
around key sectors of opportunity 
including: Aviation & Travel 
Technologies, Education, Industrial 
products, Digital Technologies, 
Healthcare, and Fintech. Kerry 
Ingredients (Thailand) Co., Synergy 
Flavours and Wisetek are examples 
of Irish owned companies which 
have successfully chosen Thailand as 
their entry into the SE Asia market.

Looking to the future, I would 
like to see Ireland continuing 
to deepen our relationship with 
Thailand even further in the areas of 
Education, Aviation, Fintech, Food 
and other sectors in which Ireland 
and Thailand can forge strong 
economic links.

There is also significant 
potential to grow our respective 
tourism numbers. There are increasing numbers of Irish and 
Thai visitors travelling to experience the vibrant cultures and 
landscapes our countries have to offer. 

In 2017 Ireland welcomed over 9 million visitors 
from all around the world to our beautiful shores – a record 
number. Whether you want an exciting outdoors adventure, a 
luxury food experience, an itinerary packed with history and 
culture, or simply to relax, enjoy the fresh air and take in the 

stunning landscapes, Ireland has something for everyone.  
I know that over 72,000 Irish people visited Thailand in 

2017 and that visitor numbers from Thailand to Ireland have 
been increasing in recent years. It is my hope that more and 
more Thai people will choose to visit Ireland in the future 
and allow us to extend our “hundred thousand welcomes” as 
Thailand shares its famous Thai kindness and warmth with 
Irish people here in the “Land of Smiles.”

Have you been travelling around in Thailand? Until now, 
what has been your favourite destination in Thailand? 

We have done some travelling around Thailand but plan to 
do much more. So far, I have been to Hua Hin, Khon Kaen, 
Phuket, Pattaya and Udon Thani. All parts of Thailand 
are unique and incredibly beautiful in their own way. One 
location which particularly stays in my mind is Phi Phi Island 
which we first visited some ten years ago now but which is 
most definitely on our list to see again!

When you have a day off, what do you prefer to do? Do you 
have any special hobbies? 

I am interested in all sport but more particularly horse racing 
and golf. Thailand, again like Ireland, has an incredible golf 
offering. Ireland has world-class courses in some of the most 
spectacular locations on the planet. We host a quarter of the 
world’s natural links courses and some of the world’s best 
golfers hail from our fair isle, including Rory McIlroy, Darren 
Clarke, Graeme McDowell, Paul McGinley and Padraig 
Harrington. I certainly don’t come anywhere near playing 
as well as the aforementioned but try to make time to play 
golf over most weekends on Thailand’s endless variety of 
magnificent golf courses.  
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We enjoy eating out in Bangkok. The quality and variety 
of food available in Bangkok is simply outstanding! There 
appears to be an endless supply of excellent restaurants to 
explore and enjoy!

How many of your countryfolk are living in Thailand? 
When and why did Thailand become a desirable 
destination for your people? Do you regularly meet up with 
your community? What else would you like the expat 
community to know about your efforts? 

For centuries, Irish people have travelled across the 
globe and made their homes in all countries around the 
world. Currently there are over 850,000 people, born in 
Ireland, who now live abroad. It is estimated that there 
are 70 million people worldwide who claim Irish ancestry. 
Some 32 million US residents claim Irish ancestry as of 
2016 (10% of the US population). There are 2.38 million 
Australians of Irish descent and 600,000 New Zealanders. 
There is a vibrant, diverse and active Irish community 
in Thailand, in the region of 3,500 persons, who have 
been doing wonderful work in promoting Ireland and 
Irish culture. I wish to mention in particular our Ireland 
Thailand Chamber of Commerce, the 
St Patrick’s Society of Bangkok, Thailand GAA,  
the Irish Women’s Group and 
the Irish Society of Pattaya.

Your annual celebration of 
St Patrick’s Day on the 15th 
March at the Eastin Hotel 
was a great success this year 
enjoyed by your countryfolk, 
many foreign Ambassadors 
and VIPs.

Yes thank you we were 
particularly pleased that this 
year an Irish Minister for 
the first time attended our 
National Day celebration 

in Thailand. Minister of State 
Patrick O’Donovan, T.D., presided 
at our National Day festivities. 
We were also very pleased to 
welcome the attendance of the 
Minister of Education, H.E. Dr 
Teerakiat Jareonsettasin and Vice 
Minister of Tourism and Sports, 
Lieutenant Commander Worawit 
Techasupakura as well as many 
leaders of the Thai business world. 

If you could choose your next 
destination, where would you like 
to go?

I have been fortunate to have 
had the opportunity to travel all over the world. I have 
visited every continent and seen many beautiful and exotic 
locations. Thailand is most certainly on a par with the best 
destinations and with its unique beauty, charm and warmth is 
an incredible location to visit and to live in. However, without 
a doubt, the best country in the world and my favourite 
destination by far is Ireland!
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How did this role come about?

It is widely recognised that the growing pressures on children 
in the modern age can have a significant impact on their 
wellbeing. My wife, Lisa, was appointed as staff and student 
Wellbeing Manager at DBS, to develop student support, 
train teachers, and communicate concerns. Her expertise in 
healthcare management and experience in children’s pastoral 
care made her ideally placed to take on this vital role. We are 

being proactive at DBS by equipping students from a very 
young age with the tools to be happy and fulfilled. The success 
of the wellbeing programme was recognised in the recent 
evaluation by the Council of International Schools (CIS), 
contributing to DBS becoming a CIS member school.

 How does wellbeing sit with the vision of DBS?

 Our enhanced British curriculum ensures that students 
acquire an understanding of the importance of exercise 
and they are encouraged to be resilient. Students are given 
individual support to help them to engage with a challenging 
academic curriculum. The DBS focus on creative thinking and 
entrepreneurship, prepares students to be great global leaders, 
who understand how to promote the wellbeing of those they 
lead. In preserving Thai values, we teach our students the 
importance of respect, compassion, mindfulness and charity. 

 How do you ensure student wellbeing?

Wellbeing is intrinsically aligned with the vision of DBS. 
Programmes for each year group have been written and 
implemented. Lisa organises workshops with staff to share 
good practice. Wellbeing influences the subject matter 
of many assemblies, too. There is a Pastoral Leadership 

Group whose remit includes discussion of concerns over 
individual students. Also, we ensure that students have an 
effective voice as stakeholders in the school, through the 
School Council and Prefects. 

Let’s not forget how children love dressing up! Our 
celebration days, from the wackiness of International Day 
to the elegance of Loy Kratong, are opportunities to enjoy 
being creative. 

We take all the appropriate measures to ensure that 
the health of students is promoted. Lisa is a qualified 
emergency first response instructor, so she runs courses 
for the staff with the aim of all being trained, and she is 

The role of the 
Wellbeing Manager  
at Denla British School
 
Interview with the Principal: 
Mark McVeigh
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extending this to the student body. She 
also ensures that the school nurses are 
supported.

Students are involved in numerous 
wellbeing activities, including the 
extensive co-curricular focus on sport. 
Lisa oversees student choices in the 
Dining Hall, too, and students whose 
plates lack colour (fruit and vegetables) 
are asked to make wiser choices! A high 
profile ‘5-a-day’ campaign backs this up.

 Why is there such a focus 
on staff wellbeing?

 If you invest time in staff wellbeing 
this has a ripple effect throughout 
the school. Happy teachers, who 
believe in DBS, will create a happy 
school delivering the best education 
for the students. Workload must be 
appropriate, and positive commitment 
and excellent outcomes should be 
recognised. Lisa is part of the team 
that ensures that staff have an effective 
voice as stakeholders in the school. 
Induction of new teachers reflects a 
nurturing community vision, making 
it a thoroughly positive experience for 

the new team. An important aspect is 
for senior managers to have an open 
door policy and ensure staff know they 
can talk to them about any concerns. 
Lisa promotes teacher activities, too, 
including yoga, Muay Thai and a  
book club.

One of the strengths of DBS is that 
all who teach the British curriculum 
have experience of it. In practice this 
means that the vast majority of the 
teachers are from the UK. Lisa and I 
recognise that working a long way from 
home can have a significant impact 
on staff wellbeing, so we try to make 
teachers feel safe, valued, encouraged, 
and able to grow both personally and 
professionally. An open dialogue is 
maintained, addressing concerns when 
appropriate, which can be as simple 
as helping with the stressful parts of 
working in a foreign country, like 
obtaining visas and setting up a bank 
account. We also have excellent staff 
accommodation on site, so new teachers 
do not have to find accommodation 
when they arrive.

What about the parents?

Lisa maintains and promotes an 
effective partnership with students’ 
parents in all areas of student 
wellbeing, which includes running 
the representative parental committee 
(Friends of DBS). She organised a week-
long ‘Denla 5’ initiative, promoting 
a multitude of health and wellbeing 
messages for the whole DBS 
community: parents, staff and students. 
It proved to be extremely successful. 
Each day, there was a different focus: 
exercise, mindset, diet and sleep. 
Workshops were held for parents 
covering these areas, including cooking, 
sleep tips, exercise and yoga.

Do you think that the new Wellbeing 
Manager role has been successful?

 Without a doubt, yes. An effective 
community needs someone to manage 
its care and wellbeing. When Lisa and 
I started at DBS, we joked that Lisa was 
in charge of happiness. It turns out that 
this is not far from the truth… 
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Like the other 340 attendees 
present at the luncheon on 
Women in Leadership hosted 

by the Thai-Canadian Chamber of 
Commerce in February, I was inspired 
by the talk delivered by Rob Candelino, 
head of Unilever Thailand, on Leading 
with Purpose. 

to better understand the man behind 
the job and what does Leading with 
Purpose mean for him and the company 
he leads.

As I entered the lobby of Unilever 
House, the iconic oval building in 
central Bangkok, I was welcomed 
by a spacious, bright and playful 
environment. Rob showed up relaxed, 
grounded and fully present. Dressed in 
jeans an untucked shirt and trainers, 
I was immediately struck by the same 
remarkably humble attitude that hooked 
us all when we first saw him at the 
luncheon.

Are humility, authenticity and 
purposefulness the future qualities 
of the new generation of leaders? 
While listening to the professional and 
personal story of Rob Candelino, this is 
what we found to be a message of hope 
for everyone experiencing this chaotic 
and complex world of the 21st century.

Rob, a Canadian national, didn’t 
get the first job he applied for at 
Unilever. In fact he applied to all of the 
“traditional academy companies” and 
only Unilever returned his call. He says 
he interviewed ten times before the 
company rejected him for a role as an 
Assistant Brand Manager. He persisted 
and ultimately a woman with whom he 
had interviewed named Mary Swaffield 
“took a chance on a kid who had no 
relevant experience, no applicable skills 
and poor academic grades”. However he 
was only offered an internship because 
“Mary essentially told me I was either 
going to be very successful or a disaster 
so she offered me a trial period to 
protect the company if it was the latter”. 
Based on his subsequent very quick 
ascendancy through Unilever which 
includes roles in Chicago, London, 
NYC and now Bangkok and the many 
industry awards that followed, it seems 
Mary was correct on the former. 

Candelino shuns the notion that 
he is successful and doesn’t appear to 
pay much attention to his title or “other 
trappings of corporate hierarchies”. 
Instead he stays grounded by reflecting 
daily on the three key drivers of his 
energy and purpose - his role as a leader 
of people, his role as a father and his 
role as someone who “is blessed with a 
platform from which I can help make an 
impact to the society in which we live”. 

Meet Rob Candelino  
CEO of Unilever Thailand
The emergence of a new  
type of leader
by Fabienne Hansoul Rob’s authentic speech rightly 

went beyond the subject on gender 
diversity to include several other 
major leadership themes today 
such as the importance of “bringing 
your real self to work”, personal and 
corporate responsibility and “sending 
the elevator back down” to unlock 
opportunities for people at all levels 
in an organisation. It was with great 
enthusiasm that I went to meet Rob 
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Listening to him, it was very clear that 
these values are written deep in  
his DNA.

When I asked what purposeful 
leadership means to him as a leader, as 
a human being and as the prominent 
figurehead of Unilever Thailand, I was 
spoiled by a deep speech and ignited by 
his passion for the subject.

“For me Leading with Purpose 
is purely about understanding where 
you get your energy from, your why, 
and then putting yourself in a position 
where you can share that to benefit the 
maximum number of people you lead, 
the what. Leading with Purpose sounds 
very selfish but in fact its the exact 
opposite. The positive impact you can 
make on others is almost always greatest 
when you yourself are most committed 
to making such an impact. And that 
only comes from being purposeful and 
deliberate.”

At a personal level, Rob shared 
that his cultural roots and the story of 
his parents are firmly anchored in the 
man he has become today and his own 
purpose in life. 

Born the youngest of three 
children to Italian immigrants with no 
real education, Rob was inspired by the 

strong work ethic and commitment his 
family had to a better life. He started 
working at nine years old in his friend’s 
father’s pizza shop and has worked 
almost continuously since then. Rob’s 
father was a bricklayer, his mother a 
seasonal worker in a fresh fruit factory 
for more than forty years. “We didn’t 
have much and it wasn’t ever easy 
but there was love and we all learned 
early that there was no free ride in life” 
Candelino said. “The only way to a 
better life was through hard work”.  

Rob went on to say that it was 
interesting to grow up swinging 
between an advanced western 
upbringing during the day and a very 
traditional immigrant Italian existence 
at home. As a third culture kid (people 
raised in a culture other than their 
parents), he was always curious how 
“normal” people lived. Ultimately this 
curiosity inspired his dream to be the 
first one in his family to leave home 
and go to university and a career where 
he has travelled extensively and has 
contributed to work in every corner of 
the world. 

When he discussed the 
professional forces that shaped his 
leadership, Rob is quick to mention 

the people who played a critical role in 
growing his career. “There are probably 
about six to eight people who have 
invested heavily in me when they really 
didn’t have to do so” he says. “I learned 
from them what a gift you give someone 
when you invest in them or when you 
believe in them. These people all did so 
for me and have changed the arc of  
my life”. 

Throughout his 22 years of 
professional experience he felt uplifted 
by such leaders who have cultivated 
his inner compass to point him in the 
right direction, shaped his value and 
showed him the way to purposeful 
leadership.  All the while, he seems 
to have remained the same grounded 
person from two decades ago. Listening 
to Rob, it is not difficult to understand 
that he never felt pressured to conform. 
In return, he values the organisations 
that don’t force their people to submit 
to the standards, rather allow them to 
be themselves.

When asked what his greatest 
responsibilities in Thailand are, he 
doesn’t hesitate: “to unlock personal 
and professional growth for our people 
and to make a positive impact on the 
society in which we live and work. 

Feature
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I strongly believe that if we get our 
purpose and people agendas right, then 
great business performance ultimately 
follows”.

About his mission as a leader 
abroad, he described his role as a 
caretaker of the legacy of a storied 
company in Thailand and within 
Unilever itself. “Having this job is 
the greatest professional privilege of 
my life” he said. He talks respectfully 
of the generations of leaders before 
him who built a successful enterprise 
but also gave so much back to this 
country as well citing the countless jobs 
Unilever has created in the country 
and their significant investments in 
people development and unique job 
experiences for Thais. This is the reason 
why he unreservedly labels Unilever a 
purposeful organisation. 

Contributing to a company that 
embodies such corporate value is the 
third driving force of his leadership. 
Rob shared that every Thai home uses 
a Unilever product at least three times 
a day and he sees that as an enormous 
sense of responsibility to positively 
impact their lives.

As I am curious to understand 
what corporate legacy or lasting imprint 
he wants to leave in Thailand, our 
conversation took another direction. He 
challenged unbridled commercialism 

as a sustainable solution. Rob believes 
that in today's modern economy, 
performance, profit, integrity and social 
responsibility can go hand in hand 
for a better definition of success. “We 
have a multi-stakeholder model for 
business success” he shares. “We remain 
committed to proving that business can 
be both prosperous and purposeful”. 

Candelino went on to say that 
leaders in all aspects of society must 
play a bigger role on issues that 
affect every one of us. He shared 
environmental damage, income 
inequality, education, child hunger as 
just a few of the issues where “we all 
need to do more”.

I think of locals and foreigners 
who share this exotic land and who 
will be happy to learn from concrete 
initiatives. I ask Rob what are the good 
practices of Unilever in this area and 
what would be his response to activists, 
NGOs that could offer resistance to a 
company listed on the stock exchange 
whose primary purpose is profit.

As a case in point, Rob cited the 
“I’m Wall's” programme which was 
created in Thailand thirty years ago 
and has spread to numerous countries 
around the world. The programme 
employs local people across the 
countries as “mini-entrepreneurs” 
who sell ice cream mainly from three 

wheeled bicycles. The more they sell, the 
more money they can make. Currently, 
Wall's supports “several thousand” in 
Thailand many of them having enjoyed 
a better life as a result. When I asked 
for an example, Rob was quick to share 
a story of his “new friend” Khun Arun 
who has been a Wall’s salesman now 
for over twelve years. “Before that he 
was a cobbler, sitting at the end of his 
Soi lamenting the fact that he wasn’t 
able to send his kids to school and often 
struggling to put clothes on their backs” 
Candelino said. “When I asked him 
what changed after he joined our Wall’s 
family, Arun said to me that his kids are 
happy, in a good school and they call 
him a hero.”

Candelino concluded that this is 
the corporate environment at his best. 
Leaders who hope to leave an influential 
corporate legacy must be intentional 
about principled leadership, defining 
and living out cultural beliefs, and 
bringing organisational practices in line 
with these beliefs. 

In response to the needs expressed 
by other parties, he said: “Our role as 
leaders is to create a thriving business 
while giving back to the communities 
and the people we serve, unlocking 
potential and creating new routes to 
prosperity for people who otherwise 
may not have those opportunities. 
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I don’t think these are conflicting 
ambitions. I think they are symbiotic”.

Knowing the world’s problems 
and that the field of progress is of 
magnitude, we discussed leadership 
responsibilities in a stakeholder 
society.

Rob shared that Unilever has 
been named the industry leader in 
the Dow Jones Sustainability Index 
for more than a decade and that the 
company is proud of its leading role 
in this concern. That said, he was very 
clear that much more still needs to 
be done and confessed that Unilever 
alone cannot solve the problems. 
The world’s problems need collective 
solutions obtained with public and 
private partnerships and with leaders 
of all types taking more responsibility 
to help”.

As we discussed corporate social 
responsibility, I am interested in his 
views on gender equality and beyond 
onto inclusive diversity. He shares 
that Unilever Thailand is a gender-
balanced organisation with “more 
women than men in management 
roles and an equally balanced top 
executive team”. Rob went on to say 
that while Unilever is committed to 
gender equality, Thailand has long 
been iconic for Unilever because they 
have had an abundance of extremely 
talented women and men in equal 

measure for “as long as anyone here  
can remember”.

The one area of diversity where 
Rob claims the company has plans 
to make even more of an impact is 
in creating opportunities for people 
with “diffabilities”, a blend of different 
and abilities. “Just imagine” he said 
passionately “how cool it’s going to 
be for people who lack sight or lack 
the ability to hear today to soon join 
the mainstream workforce en masse 
because of advances in Artificial 
Intelligence, Digitisation and Voice. 
We want to lead that both because we 
are transforming our business for the 
digital age and because it is the right 
thing to do. I am super proud of our 
teams who are driving this agenda in 
our company”. 

Asking if the expat culture is 
helping in any ways to accomplish 
the corporate mission and thrive 
in Thailand, Rob certainly agreed. 
The expat culture gives Thais the 
opportunity to work with some of 
Unilever’s most talented global leaders 
who come here while also creating 
opportunities for Thais to have similar 
experiences abroad. “It’s a great quid 
pro quo” he says. “Thailand is among 
our most desirable posting for expats 
from abroad to come and learn in one 
of the most dynamic markets in Asia 
and equally our Thai talents are sought 

after in many markets around the world 
because they tend to be extremely smart 
and passionate leaders”. Candelino then 
went on to share that Unilever’s new 
global CEO, Alan Jope, spent many of 
his formative career years in Thailand, 
speaks fluent Thai and still retains great 
reverence for the country where two of 
his children were born. “We are very 
proud that Alan worked in Thailand. 
It is further proof that this country is a 
great developer of talent for Unilever 
globally”. 

Naturally I came to ask about his 
experience as an expatriate and bet that 
our readers are interested in knowing 
the man behind the job and his secrets 
of a balanced life. It is obvious that 
Candelino appreciates each fragment of 
this expatriate life as a gift. 

While Rob and his wife have lived 
abroad for sixteen years, the move to 
Thailand was the first they did with 
their young children. Rob was aware 
that the success of a life abroad depends 
undeniably on the wellbeing of his 
family. “I have learned that in taking a 
job of this magnitude you need to put 
hard walls around the things that are 
the most valuable to you. For me, that 
is time with my family since I cant be 
a good leader at work if I am a poor 
contributor at home – that equation just 
doesn’t work for us”.

Feature



He refers to a trick he has recently 
stolen from his wife of 13 years, 
Carolyn. “Every morning she asks our 
boys to declare their intentions for 
the day. We have noticed its helpful 
for them to frame their day but I have 
learned its hugely effective for me at 
work as well”. 

“I love my job and I love all our 
people but this family time is honestly 
the best part of my day” concluded 
Rob. Then comes the need to work out, 
another ingredient needed to fill his 
glass of energy every day and get to 
work with a balanced body and mind.

He says he would like his children 
to create memories for life and see 
Bangkok as a succession of learning, 
iconic and defining moments that will 
count in their future development at 
all levels. “We are very conscious that 
we live a privileged life as expats in this 
amazing city. Hence we work really hard 
to create a sense of normalcy and reality 
for ourselves and especially our kids” 
said Rob, shedding light on a concern 
of many expat parents living in this 
entertaining and easygoing country.

The family has found its rhythm 
obviously, but what about its ability to 
get in tune with the lifestyle Thai? Rob 
confessed with humility that he is still 
figuring out life here. “I learn something 
new everyday” he says. He is travelling 
regularly as he wants to get out of the 

echo chamber of Bangkok and the very 
tight business community in the capital. 

Later in our conversation, I 
particularly appreciated Rob’s invitation 
to all the guests to the Land of Smiles 
to go beyond the surface and the tourist 
sights of Thailand. “The Thailand of the 
tourists is very different from Thailand 
that I have come to love and value” 
underlined Rob. “Unfortunately the 
narratives about this country cover only 
a few of the things that tourists see. You 
rarely hear about the deep commitment 
Thais have to their families, the 
reverence they have to their faith, 
to their strong sense of community 
and their refreshing sense of fun and 
happiness. These are only things you get 
to see when you are here for a while and 
you are genuinely committed to looking 
for them”.

To the question how long do 
you envision staying in Thailand, he 
immediately said “as long as they will 
have me”. Rob feels blessed that he 
inherited the beautiful work done by 
his predecessors. He also values the 
immense responsibility of his role today. 
He says for those two reasons its in his 
job description “to be constructively 
unreasonable” in order to help Unilever 
Thailand reach even new heights. 

It is so good to hear Rob 
dithyrambic about Thailand, its talents, 
smiles and country delights, that I 

hesitate to ask that one regret that 
he would have if he ever had to leave 
Thailand today. Rob regretted that he 
is a poor student and as a result has 
struggled to learn the language as much 
as he could or should. He concedes 
that life would be easier and it would 
be more respectful to the people of 
Thailand if he learned the language.

As we spent one hour talking 
informally and genuinely, I was 
captivated and lost track of time. It 
was fascinating to get to know you, 
your mission and your beliefs Rob 
Candelino. Thank you.

About the author: Fabienne is a 
professional ICF Coach, the Founder 
of ActiveTransitionCoaching and an 
executive member of the Bangkok 
Coaching Circle. She holds a Master in 
Psychology and in Business management. 
With more than 20 years’ experience in 
personal and leadership development, 
she led numerous leaders, expatriates 
and entrepreneurs to find their purpose 
in life and thrive abroad. Fabienne’s 
specialises today in developing purposeful 
leadership skills through coaching and 
the traditional yoga psychology.
More available on  
www.activetransitioncoaching.com  
or at fhansoul@yahoo.com



What’s most important to 
me,” says Chef Ekapan, “are 

authenticity and inter-action with our 
guests.  That’s why I’ve made a specialty of 
tableside service.”  

Since being appointed Chef de 
Cuisine, he has become a familiar sight 
to regular guests at Brasserie 9, preparing 
signature dishes such as Beef Tartare and 
Frog Legs as the delighted diners admire 
his expertise and flair. 

“Truly authentic French cooking is 
hard to find in Bangkok.  I like our guests 
to see how we prepare the ingredients by 
traditional methods and cook them in the 
original style.  Then they can relax and feel 
confident they’re enjoying the real thing.”

It was almost inevitable that Ekapan 
Buranakul would become a chef who 
focuses on one of the world’s greatest 
cuisines.  Born thirty-eight years ago in 
the north east of Thailand, he grew up 
with both a fascination for cooking and an 
international outlook.

While other youngsters kicked a 
football around, he headed for the kitchen.  
“I used to love watching my grandmother 
cook big meals for all the family,” he recalls.  
Soon, young Ekapan was allowed to help, 
and his schooling in the arts of the kitchen 
began.  

Meanwhile, the family were on the 
move, as his soldier dad secured postings 
overseas.  By the time he was four, they were 
living in the United States, discovering 
the vast range of culinary styles then to be 
found in most American cities.

Back in Thailand, he started his career 
specializing in Chinese food, but soon
decided it didn’t “work” for him.  He got 
himself enrolled at a forward-looking
vocational college, and sought out training 
in European cuisine.  “I came to feel more 
relaxed and happy.  I knew I’d found my
direction in life.”

He rose swiftly through the ranks 
in several prestigious international hotels 
before moving to the Michelin-starred

Mezzaluna Restaurant under the legendary 
twins, Thomas and Mathias Suhring.  “These 
maestros taught me the true meaning of fine 
dining.” By the time he moved to Brasserie 9 
on its opening in 2013, he had achieved 
the rank of Head Chef and was wholly 
dedicated to French cuisine.

Under his direction, the kitchen at 
Brasserie 9 delivers all the famous dishes 
you’d expect, made extra memorable by what 
Chef Ekapan calls “a little bit of a twist”.  
His Bouillabaisse has won widespread 
applause, as has his pan-seared Foie Gras 
and caramelized peach with maple syrup, 
diced lemon and a hint of peach Schnapps. 
That’s not to mention another of the 
creations he loves to prepare at tableside,
flame-cooked Crêpes Suzettes.

“I believe Brasserie 9 gives our 
guests the most classic, feel-like-home 
French cuisine in Bangkok.”  No doubt 
his grandmother would approve when he 
adds: “There’s nowhere I would rather be 
and no work I would rather do.”

“

www.brasserie9.com

CHEF EKAPAN
AT BRASSERIE 9
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This has been the guiding 
principle of what they hope to 
offer at the new campus located 

in Rama II. While BASIS International 
School Bangkok will be the 35th school 
in the BASIS Curriculum Schools 
network, one of the most successful 
network of schools in the world, the 
goal of this particular campus is to 
create something unique in Thailand. 

It is very important to the BASIS 
Curriculum network of schools to 
open new schools in places that they 
believe they can create rewarding 
learning experiences for their students. 
In Thailand, they are not only excited 
about the opportunity to instil a 

love of learning in their students but 
also to focus on creating a learning 
environment that honours Thai culture. 
This idea is demonstrated in various 
features around the campus as well as 
in the curriculum.  From the original 
Thai Language and Culture curriculum 
to the facade that is designed to emulate 
a traditional Baan Thai style, the 
commitment is clear. 

They will teach Thai Language and 
Culture five days a week at every 
grade level and the curriculum 
is designed to ensure that each 
student graduates with the  
ability to write, read and speak 
Thai fluently.  

At BASIS they also realise 
that learning can occur around 
every corner. In fact, their 
teaching model is designed in a 
way that allows students to be both 
inquisitive and constantly engaged. 
For instance, in the Primary 

Years, they 
will employ 
a Learning 

Locally 
rooted, 
globally 
connected

Expert Teacher, a teacher with a degree 
in Education, and a Subject Expert 
Teacher, a teacher with a degree in the 
area that they teach. This co-teaching 
model is in place so that teachers 
are able to create dynamic learning 
opportunities as well as interact with 
students in positive, intentional, and 
significant ways. 

The campus itself is also 
specifically designed to inspire learning. 
This is why a simple walk around the 
campus can elicit meaningful learning 
and dialogue about Thailand and Thai 
culture. If you have been following their 
school on Facebook, you may have 
noticed that they recently revealed one 
of their most prevalent campus features 
that exemplifies their commitment to 
creating such a learning environment, 
a Thai house. The Thai house was 
designed specifically for the school 
and will allow BASIS International 
School Bangkok students to learn more 
about Thai architecture, a subject that 
is frequently glossed over in middle or 
primary school years here in Thailand. 
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Additionally, they will use the Thai house to host cultural 
events throughout the year. In doing so, their students, 
families, and the teachers will get the opportunity to be a 
part of authentic Thai cultural experiences over the course 
of the academic year.  

“I am very honoured to have had the opportunity to 
live in Thailand for over a year before opening this school,” 
stated Head of School, Elizabeth Thies. 

“I know that it is very important to our investors 
and our families to be a part of a school community that 
makes a point of honouring Thailand and preserving Thai 
culture in its classrooms. I think that living here has really 
given me the opportunity to learn a lot about Thailand 
and the beautiful culture that surrounds us.” She went on 
to say, “Our teachers are already excited about getting the 
opportunity to be immersed in Thai culture as well.” 

Our teachers are coming from all over the world and 
the goal is to create a robust and eclectic school community 
for all those involved. “The staff will begin to arrive in July 
but we have already begun to build our community and get 
teachers excited about living and  
working in Thailand.” In the Primary Years, the focus of 
the BASIS International School Bangkok curriculum is to 
get students excited about their subjects by instilling a love 

of learning. “We have found that 
passion and excitement are both 
contagious, “Mrs Thies added, 
“what better way to begin to build 
that desire than to share some of 
the wonderful things that Thailand 
has to offer with our teachers before 
they even arrive.” 

Traditionally, BASIS students 
are prepared to compete globally 
and are accepted into the top 
universities around the world after 
graduation but Mrs Thies believes 
that a very important part of global 
responsibility is an understanding 
of your local community.  

They plan to continue with that tradition of excellence 
but add just a little more. That is to say, their students will be 
prepared to compete globally, but they will also be equally as 
well prepared to attend the best universities in Thailand if that 
is what they wish to do.  
“I am very excited to bring my years of experience of running 
one of the top schools in the United States to Thailand,”  
Mrs Thies said and “every new parent and student that I meet 

remind me of the fact 
that this school will 
be something really 
special.” 

The aim is to 
combine the BASIS 
Curriculum with Thai 
culture and passionate 
teachers to create an 
exceptional, engaging, 
and authentic learning 
environment for the 
BASIS International 
School Bangkok 
students. 
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April Srivikorn  
Google Thailand 
Head of Strategic 
Partnerships
by Jocelyn Pollak

If you had to choose just three phrases 
that embody you, what would they 
be? "Collaborative client partner, 
strategic problem solver, positivity 
and resilience as a leader" are the 
three phrases that April Srivikorn, 
Google Thailand Head of Strategic 
Partnerships, has chosen for herself. 

After taking some time to sit down and talk with me 
about her career, her life and her job advice, it’s no 
wonder why April chose these words for herself.

April was born in the US to Thai parents who operated 

hotels in Southern California. The hotel industry is 
constantly changing which is why April believes she 
learned to swerve and problem solve at a very young age. 
When she was 6, she moved to Thailand and skipped 
through 4 years of elementary school. Incredibly, she 
enrolled in college at just 14 years old. She completed 
her degree in economics from Stanford in the year 2000, 
where she later returned for her MBA.

Fresh out of college and with the dot-com bubble 
bursting, the job market was extremely competitive. April 
took her first job in Bangkok as a management consultant 
at McKinsey & Company focusing on basic materials 
companies in emerging markets. At the time, this niche 
was still new so April had a chance to make a name for 
herself, and she did. She shared an interesting story about 
her very first consulting job in Bangladesh. It was a ten 
week assignment for a large cement company. Within the 
first week, her teammates got crippling food poisoning 
and there was a major flood. On top of that, upon meeting 
the (older male) client, he excused himself from the 
meeting and went out to buy flowers for her because he 
was so unaccustomed to working with women, that’s all he 
knew to do to properly welcome her. 

Talk about needing to have resilience and 
problem-solving skills in a totally new and challenging 
environment.  

After the successful completion of her first 
assignment, April took on more and more projects in 
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the developing markets because no one else really was 
actively seeking them. April, on the other hand, saw 
opportunity. She quickly became the emerging market 
expert and was on the fast track to a full project manager 
role. After just four years at McKinsey, she was promoted 
to be a project manager. 

At that point in her career, her  
three phrases were: emerging market 
expert, quick problem solver, resilient 
with a can-do mindset. From this 
period in her professional life, April 
learned “…to take the risks, if you 
can. Be flexible and open with plans 
you have set out, because you don’t 
know when the opportunities  
will come.”

Halfway through her nearly eight-year stint at McKinsey, 
April took a bit of a leap to work for a start-up Malaysian 
clean tech company for a year. The company is focused 
on green technology and clean biotechnology. Projects 
included things like recycling rubber to make various 
consumer goods. Here, April gained experience 
in implementation but also in working with small 
businesses and partners in the start-up sphere. These 

skills would serve her well later with her diverse 
responsibilities at Google. She then returned to 
McKinsey briefly. Soon however, after 10 years in 
consulting, April decided it was time to move from an 
advisory role into an implementation role.

Before moving into her current position as 
Google Head of Strategic Partnerships, April spent 
5 years with the Central Group as the Chief Strategy 
Officer and Executive Vice President for Central 
Pattana. She was tasked with getting the organisation 
ready to scale. During her tenure, the number of malls 
in operation expanded from 14 to 30 and revenue 
had also nearly doubled. Following the growth spurt, 
her focus shifted towards finding efficiencies in the 
current operations. Ultimately this job at Central 
Group led her into her current role at Google because 
April found that the part that really excited her, much 
like early in her career, was the growth opportunity. 
Technology is obviously an area where opportunity 
for growth seems almost limitless so the transition to 
Google was a welcome one. 

At Google Thailand, April is Head of Strategic 
Partnerships for three verticals: Banking/Financial 
Services, Conglomerates and Tech/Telecom. 

The Thailand business focuses mostly on Sales 
and Marketing rather than tech development (which 
happens mostly at the regional hubs) and teams are 
organised by verticals. There are roughly 70 employees 
working in Bangkok, almost all of whom are Thai. 
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But don’t mistake the small staff for a small market. Thais 
currently spend more time on the internet than any other 
country in the world, a staggering 9 hours and 38 minutes per 
day according to a 2018 report by digital marketing agency  
We Are Social. 

With Google being the number one visited site in the 
Kingdom, it’s no wonder that April and her teams stay busy. 
Google Thailand continues to focus on four areas in the 
coming years – affordable access, education, localised content 
and product, and digitisation of SMEs.  

Google is working on a lot of really exciting projects in 
Thailand right now. One of which is to open a huge training 
facility for new grads to come and 
learn from Google trainers. They 
also have a partnership with SCB to 
better serve the thousands of small 
businesses and help them build their 
digital footprint. For anyone who 
drives a motorcycle, you may have 
noticed the Google maps motorcycle 
feature that allows you to switch 
your navigation to a programme that 
recognises small Sois and alleyways 
that are too small for cars, but are 
fine for two wheelers. These are just a 
small taste of what Google is working 
on here. 

April’s career advice is two 
fold. First, she believes periodic 
self-reflection is critical; you must be 
clear about your purpose and your 
goal. “You need to develop a personal 
narrative. What do you want to stand 
for? But be concise so that people 
can remember it.” Hence her three 
phrase self-assessment. Second, she 
believes in being open to taking risks 
and taking hold of opportunities, 
especially early on in your career. 
“Push yourself to seek out those 
stretch opportunities that would 
be good to showcase what you can 
do.” Over her relatively short career 
of just 20 years, April Srivikorn has 
proven herself an extremely valuable 
asset time and time again. Yet, her 
impactful advice is so simple. 

At the end of the interview, 
I was left feeling inspired 
and went straight to work 
thinking of my own personal 
narrative and phrases.  
What are your three 
phrases?
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Don’t tell me 
how to dress
by Sirinya (Cindy) Bishop

It was a perfect day for a water fight. 
The sun was out, not a cloud in 
the sky. Armed with a brand-new 

super-soaker, my valuables secured in a 
watertight pouch around my neck, and 
my girlfriends by my side, we headed off 
for some wet and wild fun. Songkran is 
a 3 day festival to ring in the New Year 
in Thailand. The entire nation celebrates 
by returning home to be with family, 
making merit and using water to wash 
away the misfortunes of the past year 
and to ask for blessings from our elders. 
We also have massive water fights all 
over the country. For many, this is a 
time to let loose, have fun, and get 
completely soaked to the bone, which 
is also a refreshing way to combat the 
sweltering April heat. 

Our group arrived at Khaosan 
Road, already pumping with lively 
music and full of tourists and local 
revellers, although it was barely noon.  
About an hour or so into the fun, I 
briefly lost sight of my friends in the 
crowd. A man approached me to rub 
some of the traditional talcum paste 
on my cheek while another poured 
a bowl of water down my back. They 
stood close to me, uncomfortably close, 
and suddenly I realised that there were 
about five of them, surrounding me 
and putting their hands all over me, 
down the front of my T-shirt, around 
my waist, on my backside and between 
my legs. All around me, the other 
partygoers were oblivious, spraying 
water, laughing and dancing. I felt 
helpless, violated and scared. I don't 
remember if I managed to force my 
way out of their grasping hands or they 
decided to move to their next victim, 
but suddenly I found myself free and 

running as fast as I could through the 
crowd to hail down a taxi and escape. 
My friends told me later they had no 
idea where I had gone and had spent 
the next few hours looking for me. This 
was before everyone had a smartphone. 
I was 17 years old. I never joined 
another Songkran party after that and 
to this day the sight of wet revellers 
jostling each other around on what 
should be a happy festival just leaves me 
with memories of that day.

This happened during one of 
my favourite Thai festivals, in the 
middle of the day, with hundreds 
of people around. This is the sort of 
thing that happens a lot to women 
during Songkran, nearly 60% out of 
1650 women surveyed recently by 
the Women and Men Progressive 
Foundation. Only 26% reported the 
incident to authorities, because like me, 

they probably can't even remember the 
faces of the strange men, most likely 
lost them in the crowd, and more that 
any other reason, feel ashamed and 
powerless to do anything about it.

So when I came across an 
article in the local paper 
in March of 2018 with 
the headline, “Don't dress 
sexy, dept. tells women” in 
which the local authorities 
were telling women to avoid 
dressing in sexy outfits 
as they try to prevent 
sexual harassment or sex 
assault cases during the 
upcoming Songkran festival, 
I immediately felt my face 
getting hot with anger.  
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Hang on, Cindy, it’s just the 
headline, I told myself, designed to 
capture the readers' attention and draw 
them to read the rest of the article. 
Surely, in the next paragraph there 
will be a list of other precautionary 
measures that the authorities will 
suggest in order to keep women safe 
from such crimes. There will be a stern 
warning to everyone to behave and 
outline the harsh penalties they will face 
if caught harassing or assaulting anyone, 
regardless of gender. Surely... I skimmed 
the rest of the article in hopes of finding 
something of the sort. Nothing. Except 
a flimsy explanation that every year, 
there is a rise in crime during the 
holidays and that is the reason they've 
decided to launch a campaign to 
encourage tourists, especially women, 
to dress appropriately so they do not fall 
victim to sex crimes.  

That did it for me. I picked up 
my phone and recorded a clip in which 
I ranted in Thai about how utterly 
shortsighted, sexist and unfair this 

solution to curb sexual assault was.  
I briefly touched on my own experience 
that day many years ago, even though 
I was wearing a pair of three-quarter 
length jean shorts. I asked why was 
there no warning to the men who 
thought they could take advantage of 
women, or at least an outline of what 
of penalties they would face if caught 
doing so.  How is that these authorities 
had only one solution to reducing this 
problem and that is to tell women how 
to dress? I added that this is exactly the 
kind of backward thinking that keeps 
this country in the dark ages when it 
comes to women's rights. Then I posted 
it to my Instagram and Facebook 
accounts, threw my phone in my bag 
and thought nothing more of it.

Within a few hours, the clip 
started to go viral, with hundreds and 
then thousands of people, mainly 
women, sharing and commenting on 
how they shared my exact sentiments, 
and even detailing their own stories of 
how they were harassed or assaulted 

during what should have been a fun and 
happy holiday. By the next morning, 
my clip was all over the news. It had 
obviously hit a nerve with many Thai 
women. After reading their comments, 
and hearing their stories, I decided this 
is a conversation that was long overdue, 
and there is an underlying seething 
anger in this country over the injustice 
of women continually being blamed for 
sexual assault. 

I decided to create the hashtag 
#Don'tTellMeHowToDress and 
ask people to join me on social 
media in pushing back against 
what is an infringement on 
our basic human rights as 
women to dress and express 
ourselves, our right to privacy 
and safety and against the 
rampant victim-blaming that 
goes unchecked in our society. 

Feature
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With the help of some of my celebrity friends, the local 
media and the overwhelming support of the Thai public, we 
were able to create a level of visibility and attention needed 
to become a proper social movement, and in a few days, 
my hashtags caught the attention of news media around the 
world, likening #Don'tTellMeHowToDress to that of #MeToo 
in the west.   

After the initial online campaign, I decided to take the 
movement further and teamed up with the Thai government, 
UN Women, local NGOs and other partners to create the 
Social Power Exhibition Against Sexual Assault in which we 
showcased the actual clothing worn by women and girls at 
the time of their assault. By displaying the clothes, ranging 
from sweatpants to a toddler's playsuit, the exhibition 
aimed to challenge the misconception that it is because 
of what a women wears that is the main cause of rape and 
sexual assault. The exhibition also featured photographs 
of celebrities and influencers with the intention that they 
would be able to carry the message even further and shed 
more light on at issue that is most of the time kept in the 
dark, not spoken of and hidden away. Together with the 
online #Don'tTellMeHowToDress campaign, I wanted to 
create a new conversation and challenge the social attitudes 
in my country and around the region with then hopes of 
eventually reducing the problem of gender based violence. 
To date my exhibition has been showcased in venues all over 
BKK, including the UN headquarters, and is currently on 
a university roadshow in order to educate and engage the 
younger generation to be a part of the solution. It has also 
been recreated in the Philippines as part of a nationwide 
campaign against GBV called “Respeto Naman” launched in 
November last year,  
and most recently, in Singapore March 2019.

There are still so many widespread misconceptions 
and stereotypes associated with sexual assault and gender-
based violence. Many people think sexual violence involves 
the use of excessive force by strangers or usually happens 
in a public or remote place far from home, when in fact the 
statistics based on the Trial of Rape study by UN Women, 
show that the majority of cases, in fact 91%, are perpetrated 
by someone the person knows and many of them happen in 
the community, in the home and by family members. There 
is the idea that rape is only a crime or even a problem if it 
happens to a good or innocent girl, but to a woman deemed 
to be dressed or behaving inappropriately, it is expected or 
even justified. There is the belief that assault must result in 
visible injury if the incident truly happened without consent, 
when many cases there is no visible trauma, which then 
poses a challenge when it comes to reporting the incident 
or collecting evidence. Too often, women do not seek help 
because when they do speak out, many feel ashamed and are 
blamed for the violence committed against them by the very 
people tasked with protecting them.

What started as a spur of the moment rant on social 
media back last year has now become a life mission for me. 

I am inspired and emboldened by the 
countless stories and voices of women 
who have joined in this campaign and  
I am grateful for all the male champions 
who have also lent their support, because 
this is a not just a women's issue. This 
is a human rights issue. And it’s an 
issue that requires a concerted effort 
from all levels of society, from the top 
levels of government, law makers and 
law enforcers to private sector and civil 
society. 

We must fight back against the 
normalisation and tolerance of all kinds 
of violence against women. We need to 
encourage and empower women to speak 
up and fight for their rights. We need 
to educate the next generation about 
responsibility, values and respect.   
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The immune system plays a 
pivotal role in the protection 
of the human body against 

various kinds of diseases, infection or 
defective immune system itself. Since 
defective cells are the body’s very own 
cells, conditions that are associated with 
mutated cells may not be completely 
detected and destructed by the immune 
system. 

Cancer cells and other variants of 
cell mutations also have the ability to 
evade or undermine an immunologic 
response. Thus, the recent emergence 
of immunotherapy has paved a new 
road into the treatment of these chronic 
diseases and malignancies. 

Immunotherapy is designed 
to enhance the immune system to 
more effectively detect and combat 
the abnormal cells. It has also shown 
enhanced-effects when applied together 
with medical, radiotherapeutical, 
chemotherapeutical as well as surgical 
treatments. Like other forms of 
treatment, it consists of many types, 
but mainly divided into two major 
constituents: those that act directly 
against the mutated or defective cells, 
and; those that act directly to enhance 
the immune system. 

One of the most widely-discussed 
subtypes of immunotherapy is none 
other than the “Natural Killer” or NK 
Cell Therapy. The discovery of NK cells 
was first addressed in the early 1970s by 
Dr. Ronald Herberman and his team. 

Natural Killer cells are known 
to be the first-line of defence against 
foreign, damaged, infected or malignant 
cells. As their name implies, NK cells 

eliminate cells that are prone 
to pose dangers upon the host’s 
immune system; hence, are 
deemed to be the key regulators 
in immunosurveillance, 
transplantation rejection 
reaction, and early immune 
response against viruses. NK cells 
are able to differentiate between 
healthy and mutated cells mainly 
via their surface receptors. 
Additionally, they typically kill 
the foreign or mutated cells 
through the secretion of special 
enzymes (i.e. Granzyme B and 
perforin), as well as induction 
of specific cellular pathways 
directly leading to the death of 
their targeted cells. They can also 
release specific immunologic 
substances, medically-referred 
to as the “pro-inflammatory cytokines”, 
that exhibit direct anti-tumoral 
response, along with activation of 
specific immunologic reaction within 
the host. Hence, these cells do not 
exhibit their functions only through 
direct elimination of malignant or 
virally-transformed cells, but also 
through their positive or negative 
immunomodulation (change in body’s 
immune system) on T cells, a subtype of 
white blood cell. 

However, the level of activities 
of NK cells in cancer patients are 
susceptible to be down regulated 
depending on many conditions. 

The future  
is now:  
The Natural 
Killer cells

Patients with autoimmune diseases 
were also found to have lower level of 
circulating NK cells as compared to 
their healthy counterparts. Thus, it can 
be concluded that in the presence of 
circulating tumoral cells or for those 
with autoimmune diseases, NK cell 
numbers and activities may not be 
at their optimal level and function.
Since NK cells may hold the secret 
behind the treatment of malignancies 
and autoimmune diseases, harnessing 
NK cells and culturing them may 
serve as an appealing therapeutic 
option. Natural killer cells can be 
harnessed from different sources, 
either from the patients themselves or 
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from healthy donors. 
Since the numbers 
in the circulation are 
typically very low in 
each individual and 
most of the circulating 
ones are the naive or 
“inexperienced” NK 
cells, they are usually 
collected for culture and 
are required to undergo 
“the so-called special 
training” prior to being 
administered back to the 
patients as a “full-fledged, 

adult NK soldiers”. Immunotherapy has heretofore been 
encircling around T cells, but NK cells are now being given 
more attention due to them being more rapidly responsive. 
Amazingly, NK cells have also been reported to be able to 
recall past exposures. 

Many studies have also unveiled that patients with 
higher circulating numbers of NK and T cells have a better 
prognosis as compared to those with lower circulating 
numbers. NK cells are found to be more reactive in patients 
with haematological (blood-related) cancers or metastases 
due to the slightly more extensive presence in the circulatory 
system. On the contrary, solid forms of tumours are 
comparatively scarce of NK cell population as a result of 
cancer immune-modulating ability, causing them to be 
functionally less active. The most recent successful story of 
NK cells administration in Thailand was reported by the 

doctors from King Chulalongkorn Memorial Hospital, where 
five patients with leukaemia received positive results after 
the application of NK cells. Immunomodulatory drugs such 
as Thalidomide also have the ability to enhance the “killing” 
abilities of NK cells. 

Immunotherapy is becoming more widely-accepted 
in the medical world due to its potency and ability to 
specifically target abnormal cells. Among the many variants of 
immunotherapeutic options, NK cells show a promising role 
since they are the front-liners of the white blood cell army. 
Though, culturing and “training” them are still of a great 
challenge due to the relatively low circulating levels in the 
human blood, many medical institutions are starting to utilise 
NK cell therapy as part of their treatment regimens, while a 
few others have already obtained successful results following 
their applications. 
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Smash! The wrecking ball 
swung down, splintering the 
antique structure. In recent 

times Bangkok has lost Hemingway’s 
teakwood mansion to development by 
the voracious business sector – it was a 
popular meeting and drinking place for 
locals and expats, but was demolished 
in favour of the corporate beast, to 
make way for yet another concrete 
structure stretching into the skies. 

Hemingway’s is not the only 
such piece of historical interest that 

has bitten the dust in Bangkok, known 
by locals as the ‘Big Mango’. There are 
many. But, while I will always love 
Bangkok and its unique character (it has 
been my home for 30 years) it was great 
to be jetting out of the sometimes hazy 
skies of the mega-city, and fly into the 
comparative quiet of tropical Penang 
(betel nut island) for a week. Penang 
is doing a great job of preserving its 
past. I stayed right in the middle of the 
oldest portion of the city, Georgetown, 
dating from the 1700s, which was 

designated as a UNESCO 
World Heritage site in 2008. On 
granting its status, UNESCO 
said, “Georgetown has a unique 
architectural and cultural 
townscape without parallel in 

East and SE Asia”.
I last visited Penang about 

10 years ago, staying once again 
in Georgetown, and I wanted to 
see how things had changed. I was 
pleased to see that nothing had, 
much. In fact, it can’t, really, because 
its status as a World Heritage Site 
means that nothing can be built or 
demolished within its environs, so 
while the interior of a building can 
be adjusted to modernise it, the 
exterior facades cannot be touched. 
Which is brilliant, because walking 
around Georgetown and taking 
in all it has to offer is an absolute 
pleasure. Around every corner is a 
new surprise.

When you look more closely 
at Malaysia, you realise Penang is 
unique because of all the cultures 
that can be seen within such a small 
island. The buildings you see have four 
distinct flavours and styles – British 
colonial, indigenous Malay, Chinese 
(Teochew), and Indian (Tamil), and all 
of these combine together in harmony 
to make Penang one of the most 
interesting and eclectic places to visit in 
SE Asia. 

Penang – ‘Pearl of 
the Orient’

(and it shines with a 
diamond-like sheen)

by Robin Westley Martin



Walking around the streets of Georgetown is easy for 
English speaking visitors, as most of the streets are known 
and signposted by their English names, such as Pitt Street or 
Green Lane, although they have also been renamed in Malay. 
This respects the feelings of Penangites, who see Penang’s 
colonial history as part of their identity, and something which 
they are proud to retain. English is still widely understood 
and spoken, tourism and the service industry account for 53% 
of the island’s economy, and you will find that in Penang you 
are always made to feel welcome by the friendly locals.

I stayed at the Chulia Heritage Hotel on Chulia Street 
– which is itself formed from old colonial style buildings. 
Chulia Street is central to Georgetown, and is full of budget-
priced accommodation in the historic old shophouses and 

other structures. 
A few streets away 
there are a few more 
upscale, luxury 
properties, such as 
the venerable Eastern 
& Oriental Hotel, 
or further along the 
coast there is Batu 
Ferringhi Beach, 
which even has a 

Hard Rock Hotel.
After a quick settle into my hotel I was ready 

to explore, and decided to take a circular route, 
heading down Chulia Street, trekking up toward 
Fort Cornwallis and the British colonial style Town 
Hall, Beach Road, then coming back past the Logan 
Memorial, St George’s Church and a few Chinese 
temples. I will take you with me on a narrative and 
pictorial journey.

I decided to walk, although tri-shaws are 
everywhere, and many like to do their exploring 
while being pedalled around in these colourfully 
decorated and personalised single- or double-seater 
antique conveyances, hidden from the scorching sun 
underneath the overhead umbrella, as part of their 
Penang experience.

Leaving my hotel I made a left and started 
walking down Chulia Street, I was already familiar with 
this part of Georgetown, but this time I wanted to take a 
leisurely stroll, and take in the whole ambience. If you walk 
fast you miss things. The first thing I noticed was that the 
old shophouses and arcades over the 10 years since I had last 
visited seemed to 
have changed their 
line of business – the 
last time there were 
loads of secondhand 
bookshops, budget 
guest houses, money 
changers, little stalls 
selling cheap Malay 
and Chinese-style 
clothing, and ‘I love 
Penang’ T-shirts… 
it was very geared 
towards the backpacker 
traveller. This time 
around the buildings 
housed coffee shops, 
ice-cream parlours and 
large bars featuring live 
music and fast food. 

Travel
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The focus seems to have shifted 
towards the slightly more upmarket 
traveller. 

However, it cannot be denied 
that the unique charm of Georgetown 
is still there. As I continued upon my 
stroll I saw a colourful street stall piled 
high with pineapples, mangoes, lychees, 
watermelons, and bananas, et al. The 
fruits were bought fresh from the 
market at 5am every day the owner of 
the stall told me. You choose which fruit 
you want, and he will deftly cut it open 
with his razor-sharp fruit knife, put the 
flesh into a blender, and pour it into an 
ice-filled glass for you (or a plastic bag 
with a straw if you want a takeaway)… 
refreshing and delicious in the tropical 
heat.

It turns out I was lucky to have 
delayed my walk at this little stall, as the 
Chinese family that run it also own the 
Betel Nut Bar directly behind it. The 
Betel Nut Bar is probably the cheapest 
place to get a cold beer or cider in all of 
Georgetown, and is also the place where 

expats and local characters hangout. Go 
and spend an hour or two chatting with 
80 year old Canadian Eli the Pirate… 
he drinks five large bottles of English 
style stout every day, through a straw! 
He will keep you entertained with his 
stories, for sure. Nearby is the long 
time favourite, the legendary Hong 
Kong Bar with its albums of customer 
photos going back to the 1950s, and 
its neighbour the popular Reggae Bar. 
Give these two a look-see. Venture 
down a side road or two – Georgetown 
has become a magnet for street artists, 
and some of the graffiti you can see on 
the white-painted stucco walls of the 
antique buildings could belong in an art 
gallery. Has Banksy been here?

Nicely refreshed at the Betel Nut 
Bar after a pineapple juice followed by 
an ice cold locally brewed Somersby 
cider (about 2 dollars) I continued 

on down the road, 
and was soon in Little 
India. In this quarter 
you can see beautifully 

decorated temples in Tamil style, 
housing niches featuring gilded 
sculptures of religious deities, and 
dozens of Indian restaurants… born 
in Birmingham, UK, I am a sucker 
for Indian food, and I can really 
recommend the Kapitan Restaurant, 
great tikka masala and pleasantly hot 
Tandoori, with warm naan bread, 
only a few bucks. 

Further on, I headed towards 
the seafront and jetty area, where 
I discovered the Queen Victoria 
60th Jubilee Memorial Clock (60ft 
tall, 10ft for each decade of her 
reign) and the buildings in the 
old administrative and business 
district; the impressive looking 
and well preserved reminders of 
British colonial times that dominate the 
neighbourhood. 

I noticed two young teenagers 
sitting on the sea wall, with a fishing 
rod, idly chatting away, and looking 
out over the harbour. I was intrigued 
in what they were doing, so went over 
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to ask them. They told me 
that they were trying to catch 
‘Queen fish’. They said that 
it was not for eating, it was 
just a hobby. They competed 
with each other to see how 
many they could catch in a 
given time, but they would let 
anything they caught free into 
the sea again. Today the older 
of the two (holding the rod) 
was four fish up on his friend. 
As I left they gave me a cheery 
‘Have a nice day’! I spent 
quite some time in this part 
of Georgetown soaking up 

the atmosphere, and wondering about 
the history and grandeur of the place, 
as you can see from the accompanying 
photos. 

After my history fix I headed back 
towards Chulia Street, past the biggest 
church on the island, St George’s, and 
only a few yards away from it I came 
across the wonderful ‘Goddess of 
Mercy’ Chinese temple, on Pitt Street. 

There were about 
50 tall bundles of 
incense burning at 
the roadside frontage, 
sending thick clouds 
of smoke into the 
temple courtyard, 
and into the road, 
too, which the cars 
and rickshaws had 
to slow down to get 
through. As I was 
heading back to my 
room, I realised that 
walking through 
Georgetown is very 
much like having 

been taken back somewhere in a time 
machine. The place absorbs you.

I made it back to the hotel, where 
a much-needed cool shower was taken, 
and sat down with my smartphone to 
check out what was next on the menu. 
Penang is recognised as one of the 
greatest places for foodies in SE Asia, 
and it was time to see how things had 
changed since my last visit. Not a lot,  
as it turned out! 

At the top 
end of Chulia 
Street, where it 
meets Penang 
Road, right on the 
corner, down a 
little passage, is a 
Muslim restaurant 
selling street 
food that seems 
firmly stuck in 
the past. It had 
not changed an 

inch since I was last there. The same 
delicious aromas, and the trays of food 
lying there, floating in their deep red 
sauces, just waiting to be snapped up 
by hungry 'Penangers'. Although it is a 
Muslim restaurant, it still attracts a few 
customers from the Indian or Chinese 
population, too. And myself. As was the 
same last time I was there I was the only 
foreign tourist. Let me tell you that the 
hot and spicy mutton curry is to die for, 
find this place and check it out. But if 
you want to cool down your taste buds 
after your spicy meal with a cold one, 
head back down Chulia Street, no beer 
in this restaurant!

So, on down Penang Road, 
perhaps the main street in Georgetown. 
On this road you are heading towards 
the Komtar Tower landmark, Penang’s 
tallest building, at 249m (816ft). Komtar 
is where you can find the main bus 
station, and many shops, restaurants, 
and supermarkets. It also features the 
Rainbow Skywalk, the tallest glass 
bottomed skywalk in Malaysia.

Malay-Chinese make up the 
largest ethnic group on the island, and 
on Penang Road there are some great 
Chinese restaurants. I prefer to sit with 
the locals at the open front places to 
order my noodle dishes, which are 
made fresh right in front of your eyes. 
On Penang Road there are also lots 
of street vendors selling locally made 
clothes and T-shirts, and knock-off 
baseball caps and polo shirts, etc… get 
your bargaining head on, and move 
(slowly) upwards from about half of 
what they first quote you. 
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I was not ready to visit the 
supermarkets in Komtar yet, for my 
chocolate fix, so I headed off back up 
Penang Road to the Soho Free House, a 
Brit type pub owned by an Anglophile 
Chinese guy. It’s the place to go if you 
want to hangout with the local expat 
community, and have a pint pulled 
for you while watching sport on their 
flat screen TVs. Right opposite Soho 
is the Red Garden Food Court, where 
all local foods can be found, as well as 

European, Japanese, Thai, and 
other Western stuff. It opens 
about 6pm, and as soon as you 
find a place to sit someone will come 
to your table asking what you want to 
drink. After your beer, or whatever, 
comes you are free to wander around all 
the stalls to make your choice. It’s cheap, 
but good.

As the night winds on, Chulia 
Street really livens up, and people are 
busily making their way from one place 
to another. Checking out the scene, and 
the great street food carts that appeared 
as the sun went down. About half way 
along the road is Love Lane (opposite 
the Betel Nut Bar) deserted during the 
day, but really busy at night. Not for 
the reason you might be thinking. Love 
Lane got its name from the old colonial 
times, when the British government 
officers would buy a house or room 
for their lovers, and visit them there 
for their trysts, away from the official 
residences. 

Nowadays it is full of the young 
teenage and twenty-something crowd, 
guzzling beers, cocktails and wines at 
the tables that spill out onto the street, 
and puffing away on e-cigarettes or 

shisha pipes. I joined them one night 
and had a great time. I was surprised 
how many of them knew and liked the 
same rock bands I did when I was the 
same age as they were. 

A word of warning, all along the 
sides of the roads in Georgetown are 
two foot deep open drains… so if you 
guess you might have had a few too 
many be careful of falling into one. Not 
a good end to your day!

This is only a brief introduction to 
Penang, there is so much more. I hope 
this account has stirred your interest, 
that you will think about making a visit, 
and do some exploring for yourself 
(don’t miss Kek Lok Si Chinese temple 
or Penang Hill). I won’t be leaving it 
another 10 years before I visit again!  
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Meet Mrs Thanyatorn 
(Gade) Thitiseranee,  
a graduate from UCLA 

in the US who with her husband 
and other partners has launched 
a tech startup, online company in 
Thailand called Drivemate.

Some would call it car 
rental, but it has rapidly become 
the largest ‘peer to peer’  
car sharing company in Thailand, founded in 2016.

As a mother of a 4 year old son who attends Brighton 
College in Bangkok, having been educated abroad and 
travelled internationally she, her husband and co-founders set 
about replicating the successful platform, that they had seen 
and used overseas, in Thailand.

With many expat and international friends, met through 
her sons school, she listened to their comments regarding the 
many problems car ownership entails when you don’t speak 
the language and, as they had experienced the benefits of  
car sharing overseas. They thought ‘why not here’? Why  
not indeed.

As well as using all of the main rental companies for 
their pool of cars, sedans, trucks and limos. Drivemate 
searches for the best deals online for its user, in the area that 
you request a vehicle.

It could be a day, a week, or long term and they deliver 
the car fully insured, cleaned and ready to go to your desired 
location. 

The company operates a rating system on both renters 
and ‘partners’. A criminal record background check and all 
cars are fitted with GPS tracking security so each can be 
assured that the transaction will be operated smoothly. The 
cars are all insured by first class Liberty Mutual insurance 
Insurance, a notable international insurance company with 
over 50 branches across Thailand.  

You might need a Mercedes limousine, a people carrier 
or a minivan with a uniformed driver for your trip. They can 
provide it, along with any variation that you might request.

They now have over 9,000 cars in 45 provinces in 
Thailand readily available and you get the car that you 
have chosen, not a ‘similar’ make and model that the rental 
company has decided to offer you. With well over 100 models 
to choose from you can enjoy the driving experience and 
select exactly what you need to match your needs. 

You might just be taking the family to the beach for a 
long weekend or picking up friends or family from the airport 
and need more seats to travel in comfort together whilst you 
have visitors from overseas.

It is the ideal service for you to recommend to family, 
friends or business acquaintances visiting you here in 
Thailand. They may only be here for x days, weeks - so, they 
can choose exactly what they want for what period of time 
they need it. 

Download the Drivemate application on AppStore 
and PlayStore. After you have gone online, entered your 
requirements and the area that you want the vehicle, 
document the car's condition with the Drivemate app before 
your trip, and unlock the doors through your phone's cellular 
or Bluetooth connection.

Car sharing will challenge car ownership in some large 
urban markets, meeting consumer demand for instant and 
flexible transportation options, while also making cities 
more liveable by freeing them from idle cars and reducing 
congestion and pollution in the process. What they are 
suggesting is making greater use of the vehicles on the road 
today without adding to the number. Connected technology, 
frictionless user experience, and increased car fleet density are 
the keys to this evolution, as they make it more convenient to 
use a shared car than your own.

Drivemate
Your #1  
vehicle 
destination
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When you have 
finished with the 
car go back online 
and inform the 
company where it is 
and they will arrange 
collection. Pretty 
simple if you  
ask me…

To join their car 
sharing community 
and drive a car 
through Drivemate, 
you must meet the 
following criteria:

Basic eligibility

• International drivers must be at least  
25 years old hold an international or  
Thai driving license

• Have no major violations or alcohol/ 
drug related incidents in the past three/ 
seven years.

• Have no more than two violations  
or accidents combined in the past  
three years. 

• Must have been licensed for at least  
two years. 

• If you have a US driver's license, you  
are required to pass an instant driver 
record check the first time you rent. 

• Android users: Please send a photo 
of your driver's license and passport, 
as well as a photo of yourself looking 
directly into the camera via our help 
centre. Our team will verify your 
submitted information as quickly as 
possible, usually in less than 24 hours.

Download the Drivemate app  
or access it via www.drivemate.asia

Contact Drivemate at:
02-026-3238 or 085-064-2442
sales@drivemate.asia

See more at:
www.drivemate.asia
www.facebook.com/drivemateasia

Subscription Plan
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As students, we have all 
experienced compulsory 
school fields trips. All the 

excitement to be away from home 
and playing independence always 
make a sleepless night before the 
departure. It gets even more fun 
when we sneak alcohol in our bags 
in senior high school trips. Now, as 
mothers, what makes us embark on a 
girls’ trip, leaving husbands and kids 
behind, the main reason is probably, 
“Girls just want to have fun...”, echo 
by the song of Cyndi Lauper.

In February this year, a group 
of 10 ladies set off from Bangkok 
to explore “Incredible India” with 
emphasis on the Kashmir region. 
Although we didn’t know each 
other at the beginning, we had a 
memorable time together. Here, we 
would like to share some thoughts on 

Survival Guide 101 for a  
fun and memorable Girls’ Trip

by Kathleen Pokrud, President of Hong Kong Ladies’ Group in Thailand

FOREWORD

I am very happy to learn that  
Expat Life in Thailand is 
publishing a survival guide for a 

“girls’ trip”. I have gone through the 
tips and I would like to congratulate 
the author for the compilation of 
a very useful set of tips which, I 
am sure would be helpful to every 
traveller particularly women or girls 
who may be travelling as a group.  

I am delighted that, 
additionally, a short travelogue 
of the group’s visit to India is also 
being published. India is a country 
of great diversity with a vast array of 
attractions which would please every 
traveller irrespective of age,  
gender or race. From the  
Himalayan states in the north  
with their breathtaking  

landscape and possibilities for 
adventure tourism to the beautiful 
beach resorts along the 7000kms of  
India’s coastline. 

From the magnificent Palaces and 
forts of Rajasthan in western India to 
towering temple towns in the south. 

The various wellness destinations 
in Kerala to the heritage railways in 
the hill stations of eastern India. The 
wildlife sanctuaries and the shopping 
possibilities all over the country, India 
offers many things of interest. I am sure 
that after reading about your recent 
trip, readers of your magazine will be 
motivated to undertake a journey  
to India.  

SUCHITRA DURAI
Ambassador of India to Thailand

April 5, 2019
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give us “the staring look”, implying 
“Honey, you are overspending 
again… buying souvenirs which 
end up as junk at home…” Hence, 
bring more cash than your normal 
family trip unless you have high 
self-discipline.  When we travel to 
different countries, it is not easy to 
pay by credit card or convert our 
currencies. It is not fun to have to 
keep record if you borrow tiny sums 
from friends, just to pay for a coffee 
or sandwich.

Leave our ego at home
In a group situation, often incidents 
happen and everyone try to 
offer their advice. Often, ideas 
and solutions go opposite ways. 
It is important to remember to 

brainstorm and compromise, rather than let egos at play to 
sweating the small stuffs.

Teamwork
Everyone has different skills. We should all play on each 
other’s strengths and volunteer to take on tasks to ensure a 
smooth ride.

Don't gossip
As women, we have the tendency to gossip. Unfortunately, 
with a closed trip, misquotes and misunderstanding can 
happen, which may escalate the situation. 

Travel

how to make a girls’ trip fun and meaningful. At times, when 
people travel together in an enclosed space and designated 
time frame, emotions can run high when everyone is tired. 
There are survival tips to learn to avoid dramatic situations.

Survival tips for a memorable girls’ trip

Handling the sign-ups list
When the idea of a new trip sprouts, a deadline needs to  
be proposed for the sign-ups. Without time frame, talk is  
just talk.

A working chat group
Thanks to advanced technology, we can easily set up a group 
chat in Line or What’s App. Questions and information can 
be shared immediately among the group.

Another advantage is members can get to know each 
other, even before the trip online.

Leader appointed
In the case of any group dynamic, a 'de facto' leader needs 
to be appointed, to move motion forward. In this sense, like 
having a “mother goose” to keep everyone in line.

Rooms sharing
One important aspect of a good trip is who you will spend 
twin-sharing hotel rooms. Take consideration of cultural 
differences or physical habits.

It will be a disaster coming when one is prone to heavy 
sweating, to share room with another one who prefers 
warmer room temperature. Conversely, a late sleeper should 
never share room with an early riser.

Bring enough cash 
More so, when women shop together, we tend to overspend 
due to peer pressure. There is no husband or partner to 
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10 days of Incredible 
India with emphasis 
on Kashmir region
Day one
We took the morning flight from 
Bangkok to Delhi, arriving in the 
afternoon. Pollution was bad with 
the heavy smog. Same as Bangkok, 
we experienced the same horrendous 
traffic. We all donned on the bright red 
scraves to identify our group.

Day two
We spent the day to visit India Gate,  
Government House and the famous 
Delhi Qutab Minar, which is a soaring, 
73m high tower of victory, built in 1193 
by Qutab-ud-din Aibak immediately 
after the defeat of Delhi's last Hindu 
kingdom. It is a minaret that forms 
part of the Qutab complex, a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site.

Day three
We took one hour domestic flight from 
Delhi to Amritsar where millions of 
overseas and domestic Indians go to 
pray respect at the Golden Temple.

Upon arrival to Amritsar, we managed 
to reach the border of India-Pakistan 
and witnessed the Flag Lowering 
Ceremony. It is another tourist 
attraction worth visiting.

Day four
Early afternoon domestic 
flight from Amritsar took 
us to Srinagar. Staying on a 
houseboat in Srinagar is a 
unique, must-do experience, 
and exactly what we did 
for one evening on the 
lake. In the evening the 
vendors brought all sorts of 
goodies to sell us. Kashima 
shawls, leather jackets and 
bags, handmade jewellery 
and semi-precious stones.  
Although we took the shikara 
ride in freezing weather, it 
was an enjoyable experience.

Day five
Half-way through our trip 
on the 5th day, we arrived 
at Gulmarg by car to be 
the highlight of our trip, to 
experience snow.  We had to change to  
a mountain van which was equipped 
with chains on wheels to go up the 
snowy slopes.

Day six
At the mountain resort, we saw 
many groups of skiers.  Although 
the facilities in Gulmarg are not the 
Western standards, the beautiful snowy 
landscape desserves the WOW factor 
from all tourists. The gondola ride on 
the first level reached up to 11,000 feet.  
Riding on sledges like a champion and 
playing snow fights like children with 

friends were an experience that  
we would treasure. 

Day seven
We had been blessed with adequate 
weather throughout the trip. There were 
no frozen lake or snowy storms that 
jeopardized our stay.  The only time 
we were struck was only  two hours 
down the mountain. From Gulmarg, 
we drove Palalgam – the Valley of the 
Shepherds, to visit Saffron field and 
Avantipur ruins, Betaab Valley and 
Lidder river.   

Day eight
On our second last day, we left Srinagar 
to move back to Delhi.  

Day nine
Local markets in Delhi are vibrant and 
we took some time to shop for Indian 
bangles and local spices at “Lajpat 
Nagar”. A complete different high-end 
shopping experience was at Ambience 
Hall, where we found the international 
chains were cheaper than the prices 
locally in Bangkok due to the foreign 
currency exchange advantage.

Day ten
At the last day of the tour, everyone was 
eager to go home, missing our favourite 
Thai dishes... That concluded our 
10-days tour of “Incredible India”.
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Special note:
Week prior to our departure to Kashmir, there were news 
about paramilitary police killed in a bomb attack by militants 
on their convoy in Indian-administered Kashmir.  
Negative news report on the tension between the Indian-
Pakistan border. Although our route was diverted once from 
Gulmarg to Palalgam, we felt safe throughout in Kashmir the 
entire period.

Some thoughts-sharing from the ladies in our “Fun Group”

We are a multi-national group with the majority being 
expatriates residing in Bangkok for years.  

Susan Chan (from Singapore)
“Actions speak louder than words.”

Aileen Chu (from Singapore)
“Give and take. Friendship is two-ways.”

Minh Hoang (from Vietnam)
“Leave your ego at home and bring your 
common sense with you on the trip. Be 
kind, be real and be polite to everyone in 
the group and everyone around you.”

Manjit Kaur (from Singapore)
“Go on the trip with an open mindset and 
understanding that it’s a collective effort 
for fun.”

Namrata Kewalramani (from Thailand)
“Having up front, and candid 
conversations about trip expectations 
beforehand is a smart way to ensure a 

fun trip. If everyone is on the same page 
beforehand about trip activities, and the 
schedule of events, this ensures that there 
are no last minute mishaps or upsets.”  

Li Hsiao Yueh (from Taiwan)
“Bring enough cash so you need to borrow 
from your friends.”

Suwanna Pipatpitayakul (from Thailand)
To get along with others and try to 
compromise. We come from different 
backgrounds, so we have to accept others.

Kathleen Pokrud (from Hong Kong)
“I want to conclude that it has been a real 
pleasureable trip for me, making new 
friends and bonding with old friends. 
This was the main reason why I embarked 
on this journery. I would like to take this 
opportunity to thank my dear friend, 
Manjt Walia who initiated this amazing 
voyage!” 

Ronelle Stossel (from South Africa)
“Try your best to be INTERESTED in and INTERESTING to 
your fellow travellers. If you do not have something uplifting 
to say, best not to say it at all. Gossiping about and bossing 
fellow travellers around should be a BIG no no...”

Manjit Walia (from Indonesia)
“Be positive. If there is some feedback you wish to make, 
make it gently.”

Paradise Holidays India Pvt. Ltd.

Special thanks to Paradise Holidays who was our local travel 
company in India.  All the co-ordination started three months 
prior to our departure. Hotel arrangement and three domestic 
flights were satisfactory.  An appreciation dinner at houseboat 
in Gulmarg and the cocktail reception hosted by Mr K.K. 
Gupta, Managing Director upon our return to New Dehli 
were excellent. We felt the warm hospitality of the service staff 
throughout the entire journey.

Travel
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Over the years, Los Angeles has 
shown me many things. To 
find the LA of my adolescence, 

drive south from Los Angeles Airport 
along the Pacific Coast Highway. If the 
radio plays Surfin USA by the Beach 
Boys, then listen for Redondo Beach. 
That’s my hometown. My high school 
had a surf team, my Dad played beach 
volleyball, and “rad, gnarly, and cool” 
punctuated sentences. When winter 
storms produced sizeable swells, half my 
high school ditched class for surf spots 
such as Breakwall and El Porto.

Redondo Beach is not just a 
location. It is a lifestyle. In grade 
school, joining Junior Lifeguards was 
as common as playing soccer. As one 
of LA’s beach cities, Redondo Beach is 
linked to its sister cities Hermosa Beach 
and Manhattan Beach by an oceanfront 
path called The Strand. A typical day 
on The Strand sees hundreds of people 
biking, skateboarding, 
walking, and rollerskating 
past restaurants and shops. 
These coastal communities, 
known as The South Bay, 
possess a homegrown 
culture of sports and 
sunshine.

Growing up, this 
was my LA. Mornings 
began with my Dad 
returning from a six mile 
beach run. He cranked 
up classic rock, drank 
protein shakes, and made 
fitness breakfasts of egg 
whites, salsa, and avocado. 
I was proud my Filipino 
Mom could waterski and 
kayak alongside him. 
Our favourite seafood 
restaurant was  

Tony’s at the Pier (www.oldtonys.
com) where seagulls screeched by 
open windows and waves surged 
below. My twin sister and I hung out at 
Hermosa Beach where we wobbled on 
rollerblades and ate sandy fries from 
Goodstuff (www.eatgoodstuff.com). 
We went home barefoot, sunburned, 
and happy.

A personal 
take on Los 
Angeles –  
my life in  
La La land
by Lori Blackburn
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During college, I traded the beach 
for bright lights. Hollywood’s nightlife 
became my LA. I moved to the San 
Fernando Valley where new friends 
introduced me to another LA. This one 
shimmered with decadence and with  
all the impressionability of youth,  
I embraced it.

My first hotspot was Sunset 
Boulevard’s notorious Chateau 
Marmont (www.chateaumarmont.
com) whose walls had hosted 
everything from Jean Harlow’s 
honeymoon to Jim Morrison’s rooftop 
fall… to John Belushi’s last night 
on earth. Rumour had it that Led 
Zeppelin’s band members had even 
ridden motorcycles through the lobby. 
As Harry Cohn, founder of Columbia 
Pictures once said, “If you must get into 
trouble, do it at the Chateau Marmont.”

Taking Mr Cohn’s advice, I held 
my breath as security scrutinised my 
fake ID before parting the velvet ropes. 
My triumph dissipated upon entering 
the Chateau’s gothic glamour full of 
designer labels and polished beauty. 
My favourite beach dress suddenly 
appeared childish. I hesitated before 
approaching the group of professional 
athletes, models, and venture capitalists 
I had come to meet. Surrounded by 

etched glass and damask, I guilelessly 
nursed a Long Island Iced Tea while 
they sipped Champagne. For dinner,  
I ordered a towering plate of shoestring 
French fries as my entire meal. My 
college budget was tight.

Despite an ungraceful initiation, 
LA soon revealed a charmed life. A 
model friend gave me a wardrobe of 
designer clothes that she no longer 
used. I hung out with LA beauties 
whose electric smiles whisked us into 

VIP areas. They could open secret 
doors with a wink of their eye. We 
attended parties in the Hollywood Hills, 
enjoyed cocktails at Skybar (www.
sbe.com/nightlife/brands/skybar), 
and frequented Marilyn Monroe’s 
suite at the Roosevelt Hotel (www.
thehollywoodroosevelt.com). My 
roommate owned racehorses so I placed 
bets at Hollywood Park and swore when 
my trifectas did not hit. 

Would you believe that I was 
actually part of an 
entourage? I would 
barely believe it 
myself, but it is 
true. Every cliché 
was true. The 
limos, the parties, 
the rock stars, 
the mansions, 
the hidden 
penthouses, the 
fast cars, the grit 
and the glamour. 
That was my LA. 
Where restaurants 
had a free table if 
you were with the 
right crowd and 
French fries were 
comped when you 
ordered mind-
blowing bottles of 
Champagne. 

Travel
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In my late 20s, the entertainment 
industry became my LA. I worked for 
a publicist generating media exposure 
for actors, musicians and models. 
This meant 12 hour work days and 
endless Blackberry calls. During the 
day, I worked frantically behind a 
desk coordinating clients’ appearances 
in photo shoots, publicity opps, and 
glam parties. At night I attended 
insider events to escort clients down 
red carpets. This time, rather than 
depending upon the sway of beautiful 
friends to get me in, I was getting 
myself in through work.

Working in publicity demanded 
thick skin. At the Daytime Emmy 
Awards, I watched a publicist garner 
media ire when she failed to announce 
her client loudly enough. The wall 
of photographers jeered, “Honey, we 
can’t hear you! You gotta speak up!” 
Another time I was snubbed by an 
agent backstage at a talk show only to be 
embraced by him at a movie premiere 
the following week. One time I even 
received a frantic phone call from a 
soap opera star who tired of waiting in 
line at a theme park and insisted that 
I get him to the front. Ah, life in La La 
Land! 

The entertainment industry was 
exciting, but exhausting. After another 
long day, I headed to Beverly Hills’ SLS 
Hotel (www.slshotels.com/beverlyhills) 
for a dinner of molecular gastronomy 

at Jose Andres’ Bazaar. I pondered 
deconstructed fries and a life outside 
LA. Yearning for exotic locales and 
foreign cultures, I packed my bags and 
left LA. Home became Dublin, Manila, 
Auckland, San Francisco, and Bangkok. 

I did not visit the city for many 
years, but when I returned, I met a 
new LA. The LA I found resonated 
with quiet sophistication and creative 
connection. A newfound appreciation 
for the Arts led me to the grand Getty 
Center Museum (www.getty.edu) to 
explore fine art amongst city views, 
whimsical gardens, and dramatic 
architecture.  The Da Camera Society’s 

(www.dacamera.org) classical music 
series provided intimate concerts in 
historic venues like the exquisite  
Doheny mansion in Venice Beach. 

In Redondo Beach I  
discovered Harmony Yoga  
(www.harmonyyoga.com) where 
yoga was not just a workout, but a 
community. In true LA style, vinyasa’s 
became a dance to funky soundtracks 
ranging from classic rock to house 
music. For a quick nature fix, I headed 
to Palos Verdes’ lush hillsides for 
walks along Terranea Resort’s (www.
terranearesort.com) landscaped trails 
set against big Pacific Ocean views. 
Despite being a fancy five star resort, 
this hidden gem welcomes non-guests 
to its coastal oasis. An added perk is the 
cliffside summer concerts at Nelson’s 
restaurant complete with fire pits and 
sunset skies. Somehow Bob Marley on  
a California day makes everything  
seem right.

I joined friends at evening picnics 
in the iconic Hollywood Forever 
Cemetery where Cinespia  
(www.cinespia.org) screened outdoor 
movies on a mausoleum and DJs played 
sets between tombstones. This celebrity 
cemetery hosts famous “residents” such 
as actress Judy Garland and gangster 
Bugsy Siegel. When big name bands 
came to town, we opted for scenic 
concerts at Griffith Park’s Greek Theatre 
(www.greektheatrela.com) and 
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 pre-ordered their signature 
picnic baskets filled with 
Santa Barbara wines and 
gourmet treats.

This LA also teemed 
with culinary innovation. 
Trends such as the gastropub, 
global-foods-gone-
mainstream, American tapas, 
modern izakayas, vegan 
restaurants, and the food 
truck fad had swept the scene. 
During the day, we visited the 
Hollywood Farmer’s Market 
(www.hfm.la/about-the-
hollywood-farmers-market) 
and sipped veggie juices 
at Abbot Kinney’s The 
Butcher’s Daughter (www.
thebutchersdaughter.com). 
At night we toasted Hite beers 
in Koreatown’s buzzing Kang Ho Dong 
Baekjeong where succulent BBQ sizzled 
table-side alongside techno beats and 
raucous laughter. On my home turf, 
we dined at Manhattan Beach’s Post 
(www.eatmbpost.com) where seasonal 
dishes were served in rustic ambiance. 

Now my fries were covered in artisanal 
parmesan and truffle oil.

As comedian Billy Connelly 
once remarked, “I love Los 
Angeles. It reinvents itself 
every two days.” I could not 
agree more. From a beach-

blessed childhood to Hollywood 
nightlife to the fast-paced world 
of entertainment publicity, LA 
continues to reveal its many 
sides. This is my LA – always 
changing, ever exciting, and 
endlessly rad.
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by Dr Andrew Davies, Head of School 
International School Bangkok (ISB)  

Few would argue that expatriate children in 
Bangkok largely lead quite privileged lives with 
high quality schools, accommodation of a good 
standard, domestic help, multicultural friends, 
and a wide range of activities to choose from 
either at school or in the wider community. 

One significant drawback, however, is that our  
children often lack opportunities to interact with 
nature, to enjoy the outdoors, to learn outdoor 

education skills and to study the natural world. Bangkok 
life has many advantages, but experiencing nature is not 
necessarily one of them.

Another drawback is that unless parents are quite 
intentional our children do not learn even the very basic life 
skills that the vast majority of us took for granted growing up 
– cooking, cleaning our rooms, washing up and so on.

Learning to be self-managing cannot be taken for 
granted for expat kids in Bangkok.

I am sure almost every Bangkok parent is also 
concerned about screen time and social media use with 
the propensity for children to remain indoors connected 
to their smartphones, computers, and tablets. We do not 
fully understand the impact here (research is ongoing), 
but common sense strongly suggests that a lack of balance 
with respect to technology will have negative impacts both 
physically and emotionally on our children.

The good news is that there are numerous opportunities 
for parents to intervene and plan for ways for their children 
to experience nature, to learn some life skills, and disconnect 
from devices. Thailand has some outstanding national parks – 
Khao Yai and Kraeng Krachan are but two excellent examples 
– and programmes are available for those that would like to 
experience more rustic living as well as the outdoors. 

There are also a number or outdoor education providers 
in Thailand while some international schools do run 
experiential trips as part of the school programmes.

Recognising that our students would really benefit 
from meaningful exposure to nature and a break from screen 
time, International School Bangkok (ISB) recently opened 
its Environmental Wilderness Campus (EWC) located in 
Petchaburi province on the banks of a reservoir that is part 
of His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s sustainability and 
water conservations project.

The campus has 40 rai of land, capacity for close 
to 50 students, and is fully equipped with a boathouse, 
accommodation, a canteen, a swimming pool, a sports court, 
and multi-purpose classrooms. 

From the EWC, students can enjoy activities such as 
kayaking, hiking, rock-climbing, navigation and orienteering, 
and programmes in ecology, conservation and sustainability. 
The land surrounding the campus is expansive, and ISB has 
reestablished a wetland environment next to the facility and 
reintroduced native plants. 
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ISB strongly believes in education not being limited 
to the fours walls of a classroom. Our leadership team, 
through extensive research, developed an outdoor education 
programme which focuses on outdoor skills, social/emotional 
competencies, and character development as key focus areas. 

This unique programme offers students a chance to 
expand their skills and knowledge in the outdoors, taking 
on challenges in a safe yet challenging environment where 
they can test their own boundaries. Guided by dedicated 
professional outdoor education teachers who are certified 
to world industry standard, the Wild Panthers outdoor 
education team provides exceptional opportunities for  
ISB students.

The Experiential Outdoor Education programme is 
designed to help students to:

1. Develop a renewed sense of responsibility, 
organisation and a belief that perseverance can 
overcome adversity.

2. Develop a variety of strategies for solving complex 
real world problems unseen in a typical school day.

3. Develop an awareness of how pressure impacts 
decision making and gain experience in 
dealing with these pressures especially in group 
situations. 

4. Be able to transfer the new skills and knowledge 
to not only student life, but more importantly to 
life beyond school.

5. Develop a variety of personal and collaborative 
tools and the commitment to take action.

In the design and construction of the EWC, ISB took 
great care to ensure that the campus is sustainable in 
its architectural considerations. The campus also uses 
an environmentally friendly grey water system, waste 
management system and a solar warm water system.

Importantly, our students also contribute to the 
local communities through ISB’s collaboration with 
outreach projects and schools. The EWC has also brought 
employment to this area and the opportunity for students 
of all nationalities to interact with each other.

For parents, all students must disconnect at the EWC 
(no devices are allowed) and they must clean their own  
dishes and their rooms!

There are an abundance of lessons to be learned from 
the outdoors and value to our children's overall wellbeing 
by getting into nature and having experiences that can’t 
be had within the city limits. Disconnecting from devices 
and understanding the positives of this are also hugely 
important.

 

About the author: Dr Davies holds a Bachelor’s Degree  
in English and Philosophy, a Master’s Degree in Educational 
Administration and a Doctorate Degree in International 
Education. He also serves on the International Baccalaureate  
Organisation (IBO) Heads Council as well as the  
Earcos Board.
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Marks & Spencer  
the doyen of the 
British High Street 
have just introduced a 
new range of Spring/
Summer Kidswear

In a wide range of vibrant collection of seasonal colours 
that can be worn by every 1-6 year old child every day.  
A fresh colour palette complements statement accessories 

and quirky footwear reflecting the 90s trend.
Great value basics can be mixed and matched to create 

a cool, practical look. Pieces can diversify in accordance with 
the changing weather. 

Summer sees beautiful shapes emerging in smart 
culottes and trousers which can be made more casual with 
the addition of playful slogan tees. Denim bucket hats and on 
trend visors add optimum cool. 

The new sustainable swim range, made entirely from 
recycled bottles, launches for summer. The collection will 
carry SPF 50+ and is also chlorine resistant for ultimate 
durability. 

The collection reflects the needs of an active child where 
fun, comfort and quality are prioritised alongside great value 
pieces that can be worn, washed and laundered time and  
time again.

For Summer 2019, M&S Kidswear introduces swimwear 
made using recycled plastic. The plastics, from waste such as 
plastic bottles, are transformed into a polyester fibre that is 
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durable and strong, ideal for all summer activities. Support 
ecology and make your stand by buying this range to show 
where your family’s interests lay.The range has been endorsed 
by the British Skin Foundation with UPF 50+ sun protection. 
Your little ones can help protect the environment as they play 
in the sand all day long with this fun and vibrant capsule 
collection. 

Marks & Spencer Group (also known as M&S) is 
a major British multinational retailer headquartered in 
London that specialises in selling ladies, mens and children's 
clothing and home products. It has been the staple of British 
department stores since 1884 and currently has 1,380 stores 
around the world.

In Thailand they are a ‘store within a store’ and are 
partnered with leading Thai retailer Central Retail Stores and 
can be found at the following branches: 

Pattaya Central Festival 
Central Department Store Phuket  
Central Festival (Chiang Mai Branch)

In Bangkok:  
Central Plaza (Bangna Branch)  
Central Department Store Rama II 
CentralWorld    
Central Department Store Rama III 
Central Department Store Silom   
Central Plaza Chaengwattana 
Central Chidlom    
Central Plaza Pinklao  
Central Ladprao 
Jewelry Trade Centre

The Kidswear range is only available only 
at CentralWorld, Central Ladprao and 
Central Online (www.central.co.th ).
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Kampung Phluk known for its 
elongated, stilted houses by the 
side of a lake providing it a rustic 
charm that is Cambodia's  
fishing empire. 

I tuk-tuked to Phluk from Siem Reap in an erroneous, 
one and half hour hither and thither movement. A sedan 
would have got me there in 40 minutes. But Vanna was 

on standby 24/7 in front of My Home Cambodia. Short, dusky 

and wearing dishevelled tees and trousers, the 
curly-haired Vanna always propelled his two front 
teeth whether or not he was smiling. His thin and 
long face is disproportionate to his height. His  
tuk-tuk slightly swerved left and right while  
moving fast. It jerked and bumped. However, the 
velvet-brown cushioned seat with embroidered 
frills gave me a royal feel. 

We were cruising along until deviating 
to the right to roll on a dusty road. Vanna kept 
accelerating and at each spotting of pond-like 
patches, I persisted, "Vanna, are we there?" 

"More, more go.” Vanna uttered his 
elementary 
repertoire of  
English words. 

"Are we still in 
Siem Reap?” "Yes, Siem Reap. 
Kampung Phluk, Siem Reap". 

No sunglasses. I wanted 
to see the red earth and the 
chocolate ponds they were. 
Finally Vanna’s tuk-tuk made a 
panting tuk...tukk...tukkk! We 
booked a boat to Tonle Sap at 
an office. 30US$. Dollars are 
widely accepted in Cambodia. 

“You go, this man. I 
wait here.” Vanna left me 
with a Khmer-only speaking 
boatman. The boatman smiled 
at me. Thrusting the oar hard 
into the earth he reversed 

Cambodia’s other empire
by Pramod Kanakath
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his boat. Away from the jetty, the canal widened and the 
boatman started the engine. 

We cruised along mangroves which heralded the 
greenery. Green woods and the chocolate canal! A spin of 
silence! Anyone really here? Trrrrrrr... another boat.

 Two men on board waved hands to me. 
Then a curiously netted boat with wooden logs on 

the deck meandered past us. A smaller, faster one wound 
its way between us and the netted one, leaving chocolate 
ripples. I watched the stern of the netted boat vanish into 
the lush vegetation. 

The boat took a sharp turn to the right. The canal 
narrowed down again and there could be a jetty? Yes! We 
saw more boats and spotted the first of an array of stilted 
houses. Huge ones, tall and straight, most of them, 8-10 
metres in height and 3-5 metres wide.

Long ladders lead 
up to every house. Boats 
of different kinds and 
sizes floated in front of 
the houses. The houses 
were painted red, green, 
blue; some showed 
thatched facades. The 
walls were made of 
different materials – 
thatch, asbestos or 
wood. Some have more 
than two windows and 
some, none, but with an 
open entrance. At one 
bend, there’s a ladder 
connecting two houses. 

Travel



72     JUNE / JULY     www.expatlifethailand.com

Foul smells. The 
boatman pointed towards 
pig pens and chicken coops 
underneath the stilts. There’s 
more to animal farming 
than just fish. Fishing nets 
were everywhere. During 
monsoon you couldn’t see 
the bottom of the stilts. 
People moved upstairs for 
months together. That is 
when Tonle Sap rises in 
majesty. It was July, only the 
beginning of the season. I 
could see the houses top to 
toe. Children’s playful voices. 
Three boys and two girls, 
looked 3-4 years old, half 
naked, engaged in childish revelry, splashing water. They 
smiled and waved to us. 

We slowly entered the vast and endless Tonle Sap. An 
imposing spread that rivals the sea in its appearance. Its 
length conceals its other end; stretching to 2,700km and up 
to 16,000km during monsoon! 

Here’s a floating restaurant. Its stilts were under water. 
We ventured along the lake. It was chocolate all over; but 
something floating in the middle. A beautiful house. My 
boatman’s Khmer explanation probably meant a guest 
house. He formed five and zero with his fingers and uttered 
“Dollaaa(r), dollaaa(r)”. 

The boat gyrated the house and headed to the 
restaurant.

A young lady greeted me. Dressed in jeans and a purple-
coloured t-shirt she gave me the menu.

The menu offered amok, fried rice and pancakes. Amok 
and rice. Amok is a bright yellow Cambodian-style chicken 
curry with plenty of gravy mixed with carrots, potatoes, 
beans, and onions. Watching Tonle Sap, I savoured my first 
Cambodian lunch. 

The boatman smiled again. We got back to the 
jetty faster than expected. The boatman looked at me 
for a goodbye smile. Sorry, I haven’t learnt ‘awkunh’ 
(thank you) yet. 

I felt guilty waking up a slumbering Vanna, but 
he quickly got dutiful. Tuk-tuk-tuk-tuk-tuk back to 
hotel! Sunglasses on. 

 

About the author: Pramod Kanakath is a full  
time teacher and a part-time travel writer and  
photographer with publications in The Guardian,  
BBC, CNN, SilverKris (Singapore Airline's inflight 
mag) and several others. Check out his works at 
www.premtravels.me and follow him on Instagram  
at @premkan.
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Getting around Thailand’s outskirts, and by that I 
mean Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia and now Cambodia, 
I found myself in a jungle on the North East parts 

of this country walking and swimming with of all things… 
elephants! My journey started January 2015 and is still going 
strong, falling in love with and now aiming on settling at 
some point, in SE Asia. Thailand has my heart along with Bali 
in Indonesia but I am not done trying out new places and 
spaces. I am here in Cambodia for one month, on to some 
of the islands in Thailand for the holidays and Jan/Feb, then 
Vietnam and then Papua New Guinea before regaining my 
sanity and going back to Bali to explore more of Indonesia. 
Back to the elephants in the jungle now…

Sen Monorom and Banglung are two places a bit less 
explored on the backpack/expat trail in Cambodia but still 
westernised enough for me to be able to have my cafe lattes 
and WiFi. In Sen Monorom in the Mondulkiri Province, there 
is an elephant sanctuary called The Elephant Valley Project. 
There the locals, with some outside academic help, have put 
together a wonderful haven for the elephants and for people 
to interact with them without riding them. Elephants are 
rescued from being captive working Asian elephants and 

rehabilitated back to their natural habitat on a 650 hectare 
ground space with jungle and rivers. 

I spent 3 nights in the province and enjoyed a full day 
of hiking into the valley, feeding some sugar cane to them 
to get the elephants used to us (there were only about 5 of 
us “tourists”). 

Heading back to a small camp/village of indigenous 
tribal folk that don’t speak Cambodian but have their own 
language for a locally sourced meal. Resting along the river 
in a hammock after lunch and then heading back into the 
valley crossing bamboo bridges to wade into the water 
with the elephants as they took their afternoon swim. We 
scrubbed them with mud and washed off the dirt so that 
they can enjoy some loving touches from us humans and 
we got to experience something that most people aren’t 
privy to. Especially if all they know is to take the normal 
“ride the elephant” treks when on holiday. 

Since this article is for Expat Life in Thailand, I won’t bore 
the readers with too much info on why we shouldn’t ride 
elephants however for those of you who read this that do 
not know, here are some simple facts: 

Cambodia time; a time of peace
by Margaret Elizabeth Johnston ND
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1. Elephants live in herds and are social 
animals, they play and forage and swim 
naturally with each other, being held in 
captivity deprives them of their most natural 
existence. 

2. When they aren’t working they are often 
times kept on concrete floors and chained so 
hard they can’t move not to mention the pain 
of standing on concrete floors all night.

3. Arthritis, foot and back injuries are common 
among captive elephants and they die 
decades short of their normal lifespan.

4. Elephants never forget and the sad truth that 
we subject them to this humiliating torture 
can only be left up to us as caring humans to 
refuse to ride them.

OK, enough of that, but please remember do not ride 
them. Watching the elephants from afar is one thing, 
but being able to be right up close and personal was 
thrilling, a bit scary but also so touching as they let you 
wash them and feed them without robes or chains on 
them roaming free in their jungle.

After my incredible elephant experience, I was 
ready to head North a bit closer to the Laos border to a 
place where they are mining for zircon called Banlung 

in the Ratanakiri Province. Banlung’s coffee is also a plus as 
it grows in local coffee farms along with cashews. Taking a 
day tour to see the fields of beautiful agriculture is rewarding 
when feasting on cashews, coffee and dragonfruit! Another 
bonus to the Banlung area is getting to see the rubber tree 
plantations however there are problems with the rubber trees 
taking over the zircon mining due to the former being more 
profitable. The lifespan of the rubber tree is only 20 years so 
must be cut down and this depletes the soil after too many 
generations, but as in all things, a balance must be struck. 
Even with the elephant excitement I was aware that the 
only reason I was getting to experience swimming with the 
elephants was because they were captured in the first place.

The miners have hard lives, going down into holes deep 
in the ground to chisel out stones that they hope are flawless 
to sell to the random tourist that comes by, of course there 
are companies that buy up the best of the best but the miners 
try to make some ends meet here and there. I took a tuk tuk 
about an hour out of town to get to some of the more “secret” 
mines to see if I could score some nice stones, help the locals 
financially and learn about the rubber tree plantations. 

I ended up having an indigenous woman present a 
grubby bag of some rocks to me that I dug through eventually 
purchasing a nice brown/amber coloured zircon that I’ll enjoy 
making a pendant out of with silver when back in Bali later 
this year in the spring. 
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The rubber trees are beautiful with the inside of the bark 
having all sorts of colours; orange, green, browns, sienna, 
yellow and purples. What an interesting first week for me 
back in SE Asia after spending the summer back in the states 
re-organising my life to live overseas permanently for the next 
decade or so!  

I am still lugging around a suitcase with my paints, 
paper and brushes doing the odd painting when I have time 
and a space to set up a mini art studio. While in the forest I 
came upon a frog on a waterlily that I took a picture of and 
couldn’t resist doing a fun painting of it! One day I simply 
must put together some of these paintings into a book for 
people to be inspired to take along a craft/hobby as they 
travel… it keeps one inspired with one’s own creativity and 
also is healthier than the common expat hobby, pubs!

I am writing this article on the balcony of a guesthouse 
on Koh Rong, an island off the west coast of Cambodia and 
am enjoying some lazy beach time before heading to Kampot, 
supposedly a sweet old 19th century colonised French town 
with cafes and some artsy shops. I’ll know more about that 
after being there however there are bike rides through salt, 
rice and pepper farms, bat caves and rides along the Praek 
Tuek Chhu river. I’m excited to have durian there too being 
well known for that famous “some loathe it some hate it” 
fruit… me being part of the latter group! Kampot used 
to be one of Cambodia’s most important seaports before 
Sihanoukville on the West coast where I took off on a 
speedboat to come here to Koh Rong.

I only am spending one month in Cambodia, heading 
to Siem Reap, Ankor Wat, near the end of my time and 
then bussing it to Bangkok end of the year. I am pleasantly 

surprised how congenial the people here are towards 
me, an American spoken lady even though I’m 
travelling on my UK passport. There is no animosity, 
that is as far as I can tell, being projected on me. The 
kids are all using their smartphones and wearing the 
latest trainers, albeit, fake ones, but, who cares, they 
are enjoying the next generation of thinkers, how 
to prosper and make money for their families and 
increase their understanding of the western world. 

I look forward to being able to feel like I’ve 
gotten a taste of this part of SE Asia after my month is 
up. I know there are business visas available for a few 
hundred dollars and retirement visas for no particular 
age range, it is an easy place to be an expat. Personally, 
I enjoy a fairly “new-age” community and I’m not 
finding that in Cambodia as in Thailand and Bali, but 
the living is cheap, the people are friendly, the food 
is good and there is plenty to enjoy in this beautiful 
country!

About the author: Margaret Johnston has been 
travelling around SE Asia on and off for 3 years with 
the hopes of coming upon a place that she can call home 
in the future. Lugging around her watercolour paper 
and enjoying new ways of life, indulging in photography 
and educating local folk back in the USA about this 
magical world is her new hobby. You can follow her 
journey through her many outlets on her website:
www.mejcreations.com 

Travel
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Phu Quoc, nicknamed Pearl Island after its 
signature export, is the largest island in Vietnam 
just seven miles off the coast of Cambodia and 

is an island roughly the same size as Singapore in the 
South East corner of the Gulf of Thailand. It has an  
area of roughly 222 square miles and a permanent 
population of approximately 103,000. Duong Dong is  
the administrative and largest town on the island  
on the West coast, the only other township is An Thoi  
in the South.

The economy was centred on fishing and 
agriculture until tourism was introduced to the island 
and created a sudden burst of energy introducing 
several international five star resorts and hotels. Phu Quoc 
international airport is the hub connecting the island with 
mainland Vietnam and now, several other international 
destinations, including Bangkok.

From March 2014 Vietnam allowed all foreign tourists 
to visit Phu Quoc visa free for a period up to 30 days to 
encourage international tourism.

The Radisson Blu five star hotel is 23km from Phu Quoc 
International Airport, the property sits on the coast and has a 
white sandy shoreline. We were collected from the airport and 
delivered by minivan to the resort 40 minutes later.

We passed through Duong Dong which is a busy, dusty, 
little town and were delivered to the hotel which is situated on 
the manicured estate of Corona where there is a convention 
centre, three or four other hotels, shopping and dining area, 
casinos, etc. A tourist haven in the sun but the jewel in the 
crown is the Radisson Blu Hotel.  

The hotel opened in August 2018 so is still brand new. 
The staff are well trained and efficient and we did not want to 
leave the complex. Why would you – it has everything that 
you need for a relaxing, unwinding time ‘far from the  
madding crowd’. 

We ate in the Avenue restaurant most evenings although 
if you do fancy something different there is an international 
dining complex on the complex with Korean, Chinese, 
French, Italian, French and Thai restaurants and various gift, 
wine and souvenir shops.

Our high ceilinged room was a 90sqm one bedroom 

suite with a separate bedroom, living room, large bathroom 
and cloakroom. It was very comfortable and became 
our sanctum for the week. Two balconies floor to ceiling 
windows, elegantly furnished and modern equipped. The 
main bathroom had separate WC and shower cubicles, a 
bath tub and twin sinks. White fluffy towels and a king sized 
comfortable bed with white starched sheets.

The large circular swimming pool took centre stage in 
the tropical gardens and our room looked out to sea where 
there was a small island less than a kilometre off shore and at 
night the horizon was lit with the green fairy lights of the local 
fishing fleet. There were two, three and six roomed garden/
beach villas between the main hotel and the pristine beach 
where large families or groups were accommodated with their 
own swimming pools, terraces and exclusivity.

We did venture out a few times only to see what the 
locale was like but in all honesty we were always relieved to 
arrive back on site. 

As the taxi drove North for 15 minutes there is a small 
fishing town called Ganh Dau growing rapidly due to the 
staffing and supply requirements of the holiday resorts and 
support industries. We passed the Vin Pearl Resort which has 
a waterpark, theme park and safari – all ideal for families with 
children, one assumes that you could easily spend the best 
part of a day at each.

A modern international hospital was just 5 minutes 
up the road and we ate out at a local seafood restaurant one 
evening but the chaotic, local life was a world away from the 
serenity of the Radisson Blu.

Phu Quoc Island
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We also hired a local driver to take us for a tour of the 
island’s cultural sites. The roads are not that good though and 
motorcycles appear from all angles in great numbers with few 
riders adhering to the rules of the road so go careful! 

Our driver took us to the Dinh Ba Temple built on the 
rocks at the mouth of the fishing port and pier of Duong 
Dong Town. We drove past the Pepper Farms and the airport 
to the Ho Quoc Pagoda and Can Dai Temple which were both 
well worth a visit to learn of the history of the island.

Onto the Coconut Prison built by US Engineers for 
the detention of captured Viet Cong and North Vietnamese 
soldiers. A sad place where various 

atrocities of war seemed to have taken place.
He took us to Long Beach, a large public beach 

and then onto Ham Ninh, both with large seafood 
restaurants surrounded by smaller local arts and crafts 
shops and seafood stalls but the hotel fed us so well at 
the breakfast and evening buffets we had to control  
our intake!

There was members-only lounge called Alumi 
that provided somewhere comfortable during the day 
with complimentary cocktails, drinks and canapés each 
evening between 6-8pm with refreshments throughout 
the day. The bars in the hotel, by the swimming pool 
and on the terraced roof deck were all ideal venues to 
take a drink and meet the other international guests. 
Avenue the main restaurant served a smorgasbord of 
international foods, catering for all tastes and palates.  
I put on so much weight – I need a diet! 

We had booked the car for the day for 8 hours from 9am 
but were more than ready to return to the calm and luxurious 
surroundings of the Radisson and its comforts by early 
afternoon.

I visited the on site Akoya Spa and was so impressed 
with the strong Vietnamese massage that I received from the 
young man there that we are both returning again before we 
leave for more of the same.

All in all a very relaxing stay at the Radisson Blu Phu 
Quoc. I don’t want to go home… 
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Our goal was the Bekaa Valley, on the other side of the 
mountains, a world away from Beirut’s skyscrapers, 
beach clubs and liberties. Just beyond the ski 

resort town of Mzaar, we passed the first of many military 
checkpoints we would encounter. The soldier was cradling  
a machine gun and looked shocked to see us.

“Too-reest,” I said with a smile. “We go to Baalbek.”
“Baalbek,” he repeated, embarrassed by his lack of 

English. He leaned over and glanced in the back, at our four, 
smiling boys. He waved us through.

For the next thirty minutes we snaked down to the 
Bekaa Valley through a parched and seemingly lifeless land. 
We passed ragged, billowing shepherds’ camps fashioned of 
plastic stretched over joints of wood. Their sheep’s fleeces were 
as brown as dirt, their children frizzy-haired and filthy. How 
could animals, much less people, survive here?

Even for coastal Lebanese, the Bekaa Valley is different. 
For a start, it used to be a part of Greater Syria, before the 
French and British carved up the Middle East like deranged 
butchers. The Bekaa runs north to south between the Lebanon 
and anti-Lebanon mountain ranges. Like California's central 
valley, the Bekaa is flat and fertile. Unlike California, the 
Bekaa houses a preposterous mix of Roman ruins, vineyards, 
Palestinian (and now Syrian) refugees and Hezbollah 
partisans.

Pot is illegal in Lebanon, though you’d never guess 
that driving around the Bekaa Valley. Extensive marijuana 
plantations grew right beside the road. I’ve seen estimates that 
10,000 acres of pot grow in the Bekaa, about twice the acreage 
planted to grapes for wine. There was no attempt to conceal 
them. No guards with AK-47s patrolling them. I sensed 
an accommodation between the Lebanese army (who had 
notional control of the area) and Hezbollah (who actually  
ran the place).

I pinched a bud and rolled it between my thumb 
and forefinger. The pungent oil released was instantly 
recognisable. I licked my finger and sighed theatrically. 
“Ahhhh! The legendary Lebanese Blonde!”

“What are you talking about?” Kiva asked.
“Nothing. Just be quiet and smile!” I shouted.
I had hurried Nori and the boys out of the car for a 

cheeky family photo in the marijuana fields. Nobody was 
around, but it wouldn’t be wise to linger. Posters of Al 
Sadr, fallen intifada soldiers and Hezbollah slogans (always 
accompanied with images of raised rifles) peppered the 
roadway. There were army checkpoints everywhere, most of 
them unmanned, but ready for the next disturbance. Nori I 
were cracking jokes, but we were both nervous. 

“Hello, I’m Scott and this is Nori. Today, on ‘Google’s 
most dangerous shortcuts” we’ll take you through dirt-poor 
Hezbollah villages, pot farms, refugee camps and armed 

Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley
by Scott and Nori Brixen
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checkpoints, all because Google Maps thinks this is the fastest 
way to Baalbek,” I said in my TV announcer voice.

The modern (and by that, I mean recent) town of 
Baalbek barely hinted at the architectural and archaeological 
wonder hidden within its warren of constricted, convoluted 
streets. Even the signage seemed designed to mislead and 
infuriate; we kept looping through the same area. When 
we finally chanced upon the ruins, we couldn’t find a place 
to park. Heliopolis, certainly the largest and arguably the 
grandest Roman temple complex in the world had no parking 
lot. Clearly, this was not going to be like visiting the Acropolis.

Nori and I paid L15,000 (about US$10) each to enter 
the ruins. The boys got in 
for free. After declining 
the services of a kindly old 
guide, we ambled down a 
short path to the base of the 
propylaea - a monumental 
entrance staircase and 
gate with a portico whose 
long-collapsed roof was 
supported by massive 
columns. Once beyond 
the portico, we entered a 
hexagonal forecourt that led 
to the main courtyard - an 
expansive, arcaded square 
that was littered with the 
gear-like drums of tumbled 
columns. Beyond, reached 
by another stone staircase 
was the Temple of Jupiter.

Only nine columns 
and a section of their 
connecting architrave had 

been reconstructed, 
yet their size and grace 
left no doubt as to the 
awesome grandeur of the 
completed edifice. The 
Corinthian capitals that 
crowned the columns 
were twice as tall as 
Logan. The temple itself 
sat atop cyclopean stones 
of such prodigious 
size (three of them, 
the so-called Trilithon, 
weighed 800 tons each) 
– engineers still aren’t 
certain how they were 
moved into place.

Though slightly 
smaller than the Temple 
of Jupiter, the adjacent 
and better-preserved 

Temple of Bacchus was nonetheless colossal. In design, it 
resembled Athen’s Parthenon, but its scale was superior. I 
gaped at the detailed carvings on the entablature and the giant 
stone lions’ faces from whose mouths rainwater once gushed 
off the roof. The interior of the temple was just as impressive, 
its supporting columns bridged by decorative arches and 
pediments that once sheltered religious statues.

Best of all, the boys were allowed to explore, climb and 
leap between the fractured stones. Or at least, no one stopped 
us. It was the most epic playground ever. They scaled the 
walls, scurried through tiny gaps in the rubble and did 360s 
off everything. 

Travel
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If Heliopolis’ ruins had been thronged 
with tourists, the boys’ screams and laughter 
would have annoyed everyone. But there 
were so few visitors that I could just let  
them play.   

Wine was being made in what is 
today Lebanon over 4,000 years ago, a 
fact impressive to everyone except the 
Georgians. It is no ncidence that Bacchus 
was worshipped here. Today, there are over 
fifty wineries in Lebanon, most located in 
the Bekaa Valley. 

Old Kingdom Egyptians loved wine 
from Byblos and Sidon. Even the Bible 
lauded Lebanese grapes and vino: 

Hosea 14:7 “They shall return and dwell 
beneath my shadow; they shall flourish like 
the grain; they shall blossom like the vine; 
their fame shall be like the wine of Lebanon.”

Most fine wine is made in peaceful, 
bucolic areas with rolling hills, refulgent 
rivers, curving roads, vineyard views and 
stately trees. The Bekaa Valley, in our 
experience, had little of this classic wine 
country ‘romance.’ All of the tasting rooms 
we visited were located in dusty towns 
strung along the busy Chtoura-Nabatiyeh 
Highway. Domaine des Tourelles’ next 
door neighbours were a gun shop and a 
McDonalds. Chateau Heritage was secreted 

up a side street on the industrial fringe of Qob 
Elias. Coteaux du Liban was in a grubby, half-
built area east of Zahle.

That said, the ‘wild frontier’ nature 
of the experience made wine-tasting in the 
Bekaa Valley unforgettable. What other wine 
region carries a US State Department travel 
advisory against visiting it? Nobody worries 
about getting kidnapped in Napa or bombed 
in Burgundy! For our part, we never felt the 
least bit unsafe. But knowledge of the Bekaa’s 
turbulent history and current tensions created 
a frisson that you could almost taste in the 
glass. The wines were exciting. Moreover, 
the friendliness and magnanimity of the 
winemakers and their staff was incredible. 
The Bekaa Valley isn’t Bordeaux after all. They 
knew that it took genuine interest and a bit of 
foolhardiness for foreign tourists to make  
it there.

We gatecrashed a winery tour at 
Domaine Heritage and neither the guests nor 
the staff were bothered. We tasted through 
their entire collection over a two hour 
period and, after I bought three bottles, they 
gifted us another. Then the winemaker, Dr 
Touma, stopped in and his first question was 
“Are they taking care of you?” We replied 
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enthusiastically in the affirmative and he still gave us another 
bottle gratis. At boutique winery Coteaux du Liban, there was 
a large group that had reserved a winery tour and tasting, so 
we waited outside for an hour before deciding to go home. 
The blameless winemaker was so apologetic that he sent us 
home with two free bottles of wine!

Were there risks to visiting Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley? Of 
course. But the rewards far outweighed them. Our boys will 
never forget their parkour sessions at the Temple of Jupiter 
in Baalbek and the Umayyad ruins in Anjar. Nori and I loved 
visiting the modern wineries building on an ancient heritage. 
I appreciated Lebanon’s history better having seen the Bekaa. 
As long as travel warnings and the Syrian civil war keep most 
tourists away, this incredible valley will remain a secret.

About the author:  
Two Twins Twavel
Scott & Nori are avid 
travellers and knowledge 
seekers who have 
travelled to 110 plus 
countries across all 7 
continents. Now they’re 
sharing their wanderlust 
with their two sets of twinboys, Tai, Logan, Drake and Kiva.  
Follow their travels at: www.twotwinstwavel.com

To book the “Grand Experience Package”, please visit https://bit.ly/2DQQ6vf, call (+66) 38 250 421 ext. 2878
or send an email to creative@royalcliff.com 

A one-off exclusive summer deal you don’t want to miss
THB 5,000 net 

From indulging in complimentary snacks to signature desserts, enjoy all the best that the Royal Cliff Grand Hotel has to offer 
while experiencing an amazing stay at the all-new Grand Sea View Plus!

We add a little something extra to your holidays

Travel
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When summer comes 
near, it is time to think 
about a holiday: A 
holiday to go home with 
children. Summer is the 
longest school break for 
international schools and 
that makes it worthwhile 
to spend time, money and 
energy on a long overseas 
trip home. 

I assume this is relatable to 
many expats with children. 
Summer is the time to head 

for “home, sweet home.” But then, 
when I think of my children, 
I wonder where their home is, 
where they think their home is 
and what their concept of home 
is like. 

I am a Japanese lady married 
to an American man. We have 
two teenagers who were born and 
grew up here in Thailand. They 
are so called “third-culture kids.” 
Those who have spent a significant 
amount of time in their formative 
years in a country other than 
their parents’ nationalities. Where 
is their home? Japan, USA, or 
Thailand?  

When I think of “home” 
myself, a series of sceneries in my 

home town come up to my mind. They 
are the images in Tokushima, Japan 
that I have no doubt to call home. For 
example, there is a small mountain 
called Bizan, which literally means 
eyebrow mountain because it looks like 
a shape of eyebrow. It is a hill rather 
than a mountain. It takes only one 
hour or so to climb on a gentle slope to 
the top. Bizan is located in the middle 
of city and the locals can tell where 
they are by looking at the angle of the 
mountain. I grew up watching Bizan 
from the window of my elementary 
school, middle school and high school, 
further away every time, but always 
as a part of my view. It was always 
there. The mountain was smoky pink 
covered with cherry-blossoms in the 
spring, bright dark green in the summer 
with cicadas’ crying at the top of their 
voices, yellow and red when the leaves 
changed in colours in the autumn, and 

Home,  
sweet home, 
but where  
is home?
by Rie Atagi
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white with snow-covered branches in 
the winter. When I was a little girl, I 
played in a small brook at the foot of 
mountain with the neighbourhood 
kids. Sometimes my father took me for 
a walk in the woods. It was a part of my 
growing up. When John Denver sings 
“country road, take me home, to the 
place I belong,” I think of Bizan as my 
Mountain Mama. I have spent a latter 
half of my life overseas and sometimes 
I become sentimental since I am so far 
away from home for such a long time. 
But at the same time, I feel fortunate to 
have a place called home in my heart. 
It is comforting and assuring to know 
there is a place I belong. 

But what about my children? 
Where is their home? Japan or USA? 
Do they call them home? They have 
never lived there. Nationality does 
not mean it is “home” in their heart, 
does it? Thailand? I am not sure if 
they have a sense of belonging to 
Thailand. We are officially “alien” here 
and they grew up in a very exclusive 
international community. Our 

apartment on Sukhumvit hosted mostly 
expats. I remember being amused by 
looking at my daughter’s friends at the 
playground and realising there were 
eight nationalities represented among 
four children including mine. How 
international these toddlers are! They 
went to international schools where 
more than half of the students come 
from countries other than Thailand. 
There is not much of a Thai element 
in this community. Furthermore, 
this community consists of people 
of mobility. They come and go. 
Thailand is a temporary residence for 
most expats and I think we watched 
a big moving truck come to our 
apartment every month. Many of 
their friends would stay here for only 
a few years. My children have lived in 
a perpetually mobile community. Do 
they find any sanctuary in their ever-
changing environment? Do they ever 
have a sense of “home” at all? 

We have taken our children 
to Japan and USA every summer 
since they were born. This was a 

big commitment. Financially, paying 
airfare for a family of four to Japan and 
the US every year was not that easy. I 
remember sighing for the amount we 
had to pay but my husband said bluntly 
it was already budgeted. 

Travel
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Mind you, we did not have an expat package with home 
leave and we paid for the trips ourselves. Who budgeted it? 
I guess he meant it was a necessary expense and there was 
no point in complaining. Time-wise, kids had a two-month 
holiday but we did not. I worked on a project basis so my time 
was relatively flexible, but my husband has a 9-5 job and two 
weeks, or to stretch it to two and half weeks, is the max he can 
take leave. We tried to juggle time and money: When stopping 
over in Japan on the way to the US was the most economical 
route, I took the kids to Japan for a few weeks first and then 
my husband joined us in the US later. When our children 
were old enough to travel alone, we sent them first and we 
joined them later. The circumstances were different each year, 
but summer was a time to go home and we have repeated this 
routine for nearly two decades.

Why have we done this every year? This is a 

commitment no one has forced us 
to do. It was totally up to us, but my 
husband and I never really discussed this 
question. 

For him, summer was equal to 
going home time. Period. As simple as 
that. In fact, he seems to refuse to ask 
any life-related question. On the other 
hand, I ask too many questions. Or 
rather the same question over and over. 
Why do we do this every year?

I had many hopes packed into 
this annual summer trip. I wanted my 
children to have a sense of belonging 
to my home. I wanted my parents and 
children to enjoy their time together. I 
wanted them to have a family bonding 
even though or rather because they 
don’t see each other often. The Japanese 
language is also very important. My 
children went to international schools 
and didn’t have much chance to use the 
language. I wanted them to be in an 
environment where the language was 
“alive”, rather than learnt in a classroom. 
I wanted them to know their roots 
and to feel it real. Above all, I wanted 
them to have a place called home in 
their heart. In “Gone with the Wind” 
when Scarlet was in despair, isn’t it 
Tara, the red earth of Tara, that gives 
her the strength to start a new day? 
Home indicates a place in which you are 
cocooned with affection and security. 
It is a solid foundation that supports us 
through hardships. I wanted my Bizan to 
be the source of strength for them. 

Yet it didn’t take long to realise that 
my Bizan did not mean the same thing 
to them. I had watched Bizan every day 

for years. The image naturally takes me back to my childhood 
when I was content and innocent enough to take everyone’s 
love for granted. But they see it once a year for a few days. I 
am not sure if they remember the name of the mountain at all.

When I was lamenting for the fear of my children 
growing up without home, my friend said, “You and your 
husband can be their home. Wherever you are, that’s  
their home.” 

That is a notion that I was gradually developing in 
mind, but hesitant to verbalise as such. Because my becoming 
a home for them sounded like a wild ambition, a dream of 
grandiose. I was not ready to declare it with full confidence. 
I definitely wanted to give them a secure loving place of 
comfort but “home” should be a whole surrounding package 
which envelops a family. Solid, unshaken and eternal mother 
nature such as John’s Mountain Mama, Scarlet’s red earth 
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of Tara, and my Bizan 
are symbols of a whole 
package. 

Can we become 
their home without 
the power of mother 
nature? That is a much 
bigger challenge than a 
commitment to travel 
home, Japan and the 
USA, every summer.  

This summer, my 
daughter is not coming 
home, I mean, not to our 
house in Thailand. She 
is off to college in the 
US, making herself busy 
with an internship and 
study-abroad programme. 
Instead, I am going to 
see her. 

Whether I am 
bringing “home” to her  
is yet unknown.

Travel
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The equestrian range at 
Thai Polo & Equestrian Club 
was recently filled with good 
hearted people for the ‘Queen’s 
Cup Pink Polo 2019’ women 
adventure polo racing and 
charity to donate to The  
Queen Sirikit Centre for 
Breast Cancer Foundation, 
aimed towards supporting 
women in their fight against  
Breast Cancer.  

The Pink Polo 2019 was  
co-organised by Dr Harald 
Link President of B Grimm 

Group and President of the Thailand 
Equestrian Federation (TEF), along with 
Mrs Nunthinee Tanner, Thailand’s first 
female polo player and initiator of the 
charity lady polo tournament, together 
with BMW Thailand and U.S. Polo 
Association.

The Pink Polo marked the 11th 
year of women polo match in Thailand. 
It was a feast for the senses. Some 
famous faces and many elegantly dressed 
people entered to access the exhilarating 
sport including H.E. Georg Schmidt, 
German Ambassador to Thailand, 
Ms Siriyos Devahastin Na Ayudhya, 
Lee and Pattharapol Puengboonpra, 
M.L.Ubolwadee Jayankura, Luckana 
Champa, Vee Marr, Krisna and 
Krittaya Thiengtham,Tommy and Mira 
Kittichaiwong, Siriporn Panupong and 
many more. 

For this year, in addition to the 
ladies polo competition, there was 
Vintage Flea Market; Lampang Horse 
Carriages; Fancy Dog fashion show by 

“Queen’s Cup Pink Polo 2019” 
Fundraising for the  

Queen Sirikit Centre for  
Breast Cancer  
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Yorkshire Terrier Club Thailand 
led by Khun Perfume, the pet 
owned by Her Royal Highness 
Princess Sirivannavari Nariratana; 
and horseback fashion show by 
celebrities and youth horse riders, 
everyone was in fancy look, 
new design look and sport look 
supported by U.S. Polo.  

Feature
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The exciting opening match 
between the host Thai Polo Team and 
1003 Polo Team from China began. The 
thrilling tournament was filled with 
joy amidst this paradise landscape. The 
match was four chukkas long. Finally, 
the final chukka, Thai Polo Team 
claimed the championship and won 
over 1003 Polo Team with scores 7-3. 
As an added attraction, the organiser 
presented the ‘Best Hat’ Award to 
Marie-Nicole Roy with the elegant hat 
and the ‘Best Dress’ Award to Angel 
Zhang. The day’s activities concluded 
with a glittering fireworks display 
before meeting again next year! 
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There is much information regarding fertility that you 
can access at your fingertips. Unfortunately, not all 
of what you read is true. Especially in Thai internet 

support groups, you can see a lot of incorrect information, 
herbal tea recommendations or famous ritual practices for 
having children. 

Here are five common fertility facts (or fiction?)  
we often find:

Sperm: the older, the better – Fiction

Let the edible stuffs like wine and cheese get better with age. 
Sperm doesn’t! After sperm cell division and shaping into 
head, neck and tail (spermatogenesis and spermiogenesis), 
sperm is then transported into a storage tube called the 
‘epididymis’ where the motility is gained. The longer they stay 
there, the more dead sperm are contained in the epididymis. 
Finally, there is an increase in reactive oxygen species (ROS) 
and sperm DNA damage prevails. The sperm DNA damage is 
correlated with poor embryo development and miscarriage. 
Frequent ejaculation every 2-3 days for 2-3 weeks before 
semen collection for IVF is what we recommended.

40 is the new 30 – Fiction 

When we put the female factor into limelight, the younger, 
the better prevails. Fertility in women declines right after the 
age of 30 years and steeply declines further after 37 years. 
Pregnancy is almost impossible after 40 years without donor 
oocytes and Preimplantation Genetic Test for aneuploidies 
(PGT-A). Don't let those Hollywood celebrities who just 
delivered twins in their 40s and 50s everywhere mislead 
you that you can do it too. Almost certainly these are 
donor-egg IVF babies, where the embryo is produced from 
an egg donated by an anonymous younger woman, and is 
then implanted to grow in the uterus of the older woman. 

Donor egg IVF is a wonderful family-building option for 
many couples, but the emotional and psychological reality 
adjustments of not contributing their genetics to their baby 
are needed. 

Just relax and you’ll get pregnant right away – Fiction

I find many couples got married in their late 20s, relaxed for 
over a decade, and decided to visit a fertility specialist in their 
early 40s (where women are halfway through menopause). 
Twelve months of relaxing is more than enough in a young 
couple BUT six months maybe too much if women are aged 
over 35 years.

After an egg is released, it can be fertilised for up to two 
days – Fiction

While sperm can hang around and wait for their date with an 
egg for three or more days, the shelf-life of an egg after release 
is only 12-24 hours. The chance that you can have natural 
conception is maximum 2 days before ovulation until the 
day of ovulation. Just one day after ovulation, the chance of 
pregnancy falls to zero.

Fertility diet can improve your egg quality – Fiction

There is no evidence that any diet or supplements can 
improve the quality of an egg beyond its current potential. 
Supplements might slow down the degenerative process of 
eggs but they can’t make the egg better. The age of the women 
is the main determinant of the egg quality.

Please look for "Five Fertility Facts (or Fiction?)" Part 2  
in the next edition of Expat Life in Thailand.

“On your most important journey,  
our inspiration will guide your way”

Special offer for Expat Life in Thailand readers:
We are offering a free medical consultation with one of our 
Fertility Specialist Clinicians for Expat Life in Thailand 
readers. Please mention this article when you make an 
appointment with our clinic. 
www.inspireivf.com 
info@inspireivf.com
+66 2251 8666 

Five Fertility Facts  
(or Fiction?) Part 1
Dr Patsama Vichinsartvichai M.D., MClinEmbryol. 
Fertility Specialist, Medical Director
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Dr John Moore, the Head of School at St 
Andrews Sukhumvit 107 (S107), writes about 
one of the ways the school is working to create 
‘an inspiring world of education’.

I was recently in a Year 2 classroom talking to the children 
about the developments over the summer that we were 
working on (they would like a ‘party room’ to be added 

to the plans once our new Sports Arena is finished) and as 
part of the presentation I showed some pictures of the student 
artwork around the school. This piece of art, made with coffee 
cartridges, is on a wall they walk past maybe once a week but 
it was instantly recognisable to the children. It sparked some 
excited discussion and, whilst their speed surprised me, the 
learning and dialogue around what is an inspiring piece of art 
did not. Amongst our top priorities is making sure our school 
spaces engage students, help them learn about how we have 
agency to make our world a more beautiful, sustainable and 
inspirational place.

In terms of its profile in 
Bangkok, St Andrews Sukhumvit 
107 may well be Bangkok’s best 
kept secret in terms of international 
education. Our location perhaps 
contributes to this, being just 
outside the busiest section of town 
yet on a lovely peaceful site (about 
20 metres walk from BTS Bearing), 
with a friendly, community feel. 
Our boutique size, 460 children 
aged 2-18, does mean we can offer 
a personalised and supportive 
experience, but may also make us a 
quiet presence. When I first visited 
S107 (as St Andrews International 
School Sukhumvit 107 is more 
succinctly called by most of our 
community) it felt a little too much 
like a school. It is a wonderful 
learning environment in many 
ways and we are privileged to have 
great buildings and spaces. Just 

being able to house all our children on one site is fantastic. 
But were there outward signs that S107 offered ‘an inspiring 
world of education’?  

So we decided to take some risks. The Head of Primary 
started an after-school club to work on the white walls around 
the school – the White Wall Project – which quickly became 
our most popular extra-curricular activity. This is an example 
of what a small group of Year 7 students produced.

We also stoked this enthusiasm during the visit of the 
Illustrator, Karin Littlewood, who also worked with our 
primary children on a mural of Eskimo Immi. For secondary, 
students were asked to select their 3 favourite musical icons 
for murals along the Creative Arts corridor near their practice 
rooms (they went for Louis Armstrong, Freddie Mercury and 
Frank Sinatra!). 

The general spirit of creativity has been felt everywhere 
and extended to our Head of Facilities who came up with this 
ceiling in the primary ICT room. Our House Art competition 
to beautify a temporary wall in front of the new Sports Arena 
construction site (see below) also resulted in fantastic banners 

St Andrews S107: 
An inspiring world 
of education – why 
learning environments 
matter!
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which are also on sale in the school shop 
as greeting cards and which allowed us 
another opportunity to celebrate creativity in the school. 
At the start of the year all primary classes set up their own 
classrooms to support the notion of student agency and 
the idea we can change our environments to support  
our learning.

At S107 our goal is ‘to ensure every child 
succeeds in a community of care’. Ensuring the learning 
environment is inspiring, unique, and showcases 
creativity is so important. It is a highly visible 
demonstration that we care for all our people - we want 
them to learn and develop in beautiful spaces. All our 
projects have involved student voices so that we allow 
them to own their own projects and, in a small way, 
to be the change they want to see in the world. It also 
promotes risk-taking and self-confidence (painting 
a mural is not really something you can hide from 
sight if it goes wrong) and helps develop  social and 
personal development skills through getting our 
young people working in teams. However, most 
of all it is just great fun - having a laugh with your 
friends, enjoying being outside, and just having go! 
If something isn’t any good we don’t worry, we paint 
over it and start again until we are happy with it  
– a good metaphor for life!

Dr John Moore
Head of School
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It was 7.30 in the morning in an already buzzing Bangkok. 
I was at a pier watching the colourful long-tail boats 
darting along the river, weaving in and out of the paths 

of the larger vessels. After only a few minutes a boat pulled 
up to the jetty, and the waiting throng boarded. There was 
an excited babble of voices, and I could make out speech 
from the Indian subcontinent, the Middle East, China, Japan, 
various languages from the countries in SE Asia, and of 
course English. The waterway was the mighty Chaophraya 

River in Bangkok, and we were all headed off to participate 
in – or simply to enjoy – the spectacle of the first ever King’s 
Cup Elephant Boat Race and River Festival. The excitement 
and anticipation of the passengers on the boat for what was 
to come was palpable, even on this early Friday morning, as 
March drew to a close. 

Internationally, World Elephant Day is on August 12, 
but the elephant is the national animal of Thailand, and Thai 
National Elephant Day is celebrated in March. Anantara 
Hotels, Resort and Spas have long been supportive of elephant 
charities and preservation, and this year they presented 
a wonderful spectacle in Bangkok, the Royally endorsed 
King’s Cup, on the banks of the Chaophraya, adjacent to the 
Anantara Riverside Bangkok Resort. For three glorious days 
in the tropical sun. All the proceeds of the event went towards 
charities and organisations that help to preserve and enhance 
the lives of  elephants, both domestic, and wild. 

The Golden 
Triangle Asian 
Elephant Foundation, 
a charity founded by 
John Roberts, is one 
such. Amongst other 
things, it is currently 
caring for more than 
20 elephants rescued 
from Thailand’s 
crowded city streets, 
working with the 
mahouts’ families 
to build financial 
independence, 
funding research on 
how elephants can 
help children with 
autism, and protecting 
an 18,000 hectare 
elephant corridor of 

A fine few days  
on the riverfront

by Robin Westley Martin
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standing forest in the Cardamom Mountains in Cambodia. 
John also works at the Anantara Golden Triangle, where they 
have an elephant camp on the fringes of the jungle. John 
says he believes elephants should certainly all be wild, where 
they’re free to make their own decisions and help naturally 
with the ecosystem. A large proportion of the foundation’s 
money and effort is spent helping to keep wild elephants wild. 

John further enthused, ‘Thailand has around 3,500 non-
wild elephants, and ways need to be found to look after them, 
as well. There isn’t enough wild to put them back into, so a 
well-planned tourism activity, at a well-run, caring facility 
such as ours is a great way to do that – the elephants get to 
walk around as a group, meet 
new friends and they lead a rich 
and varied elephant life. And 
our guests get to learn about 
elephants and a little of what 
it is like to live with them. The 
elephants enjoy it: there seems 
to be a modern misconception 
that captive elephants live 
entirely in misery and fear 
no matter how you look after 
them. I have to say that in 16 
years of living among elephants 
I have seen no evidence of this 
– I would never seek to bring a 
wild elephant into captivity, but 
I’m entirely comfortable with 
bringing any elephant  

I find that has been mistreated into 
my camp. They have a good life in it.’

So, on the morning of 29th 
March myself and the other 
passengers on the free shuttle boat 
from Saphan Taksin (Taksin Bridge) 
disembarked at the Anantara 
Riverside Hotel, and were taken 
by Tuk Tuk a couple of hundred 
metres down the road to the show 
ground. What a sight greeted us. 
The whole area of open space next 
to the historic Santa Cruz church 

had been transformed into a wonderland. There were giant 
marquees and tents, there were food outlets galore, there were 
fantastically designed and furnished places to sit and enjoy a 
cool drink, sponsored by some of the world’s most well known 
beverage brands, there were loads of fairground sideshows 
and games for the kids and the young at heart, there were 
vintage cars on show, there were Harley Davidsons, and there 
were even zombies walking around, you could go and have 
your wits scared out of you in the House of Horrors, with its 
cast of live (or dead?) performers. In the evenings there were 
concerts featuring some of Thailand’s best known rock and 
pop stars.
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But as the title of the extravaganza suggests, the main 
event was the Elephant Boat Races, in boats with freshly 
designed prows for this new event that is destined to become 
a great tourist draw. This was a successful inaugural event, 
that drew thousands to the banks of the river to cheer on their 
favourite team, as they paddled away furiously to the finishing 
line of a 200 metre course.

The elephant boat race competition is similar to dragon 
boat racing, except instead of a decorative dragon’s head at 
the forefront, it’s that of an elephant. There are 20 paddlers 
to a team, plus one ‘cox’ who beats frantically on a war drum 
and encourages his guys to up their game. This year the teams 
walked to their vessels from a team tent with tall standing fans 
to keep them cool before their exertions. They ventured down 
a ramp onto floating pink pontoons, before boarding their 
boats, and heading off to the start line. There were four boats 
racing per heat, out of a pool of 12 teams from Thailand, The 
Philippines, and China. All the teams had their own corporate 

sponsors. 
On the first 

day things were quite 
low-key, but by the 
second day things 
had started to liven 
up, and as soon as a 
race was announced, 
hundreds of 
spectators rushed 
to watch the races 
from the riverside, 
or from grandstands 
overlooking the 
river. The Thai 
and foreign 
commentators did a 
great job of ramping 
up the excitement as 
the teams paddled 

furiously along the 200 
metre course. After these few 

minutes in the blazing sun the drink or food tents once more 
beckoned the perspiring crowds back to their welcoming 
embrace. More often than not, the paddlers would join them. 
It’s all so friendly and laid back – guests, organisers, staff, and 
the sportsmen and women themselves are all there to have 
fun. They all do.

Final leaderboard for 2019 King’s Cup Elephant Boat Race 

1. Yutthakarnnawa (Royal Thai Navy Seals)  
– Chang Mineral Water

2. Pradu Thong Goddess (Royal Thai Navy)  
– JW Blue Label

3. Institute of Physical Education  
– Mercedes Benz

4. Nonthaburi  
– Avani Hotels & Resorts

5. Singburi  
– Casillero del Diablo

6. Pradu Ngern  Goddess (Royal Thai Navy)  
– Price Waterhouse Coopers

7. PhetNava  
– Keith & Kim

8. Samutprakarn  
– Veuve Clicquot

9. Nakornsithammarat  
– EGAT ( Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand)

10. Porn Phra Kaew  
– Bangkok Bank

11. Dongguan Sheen Fine Club, China  
– CITI

12. Pilipinas Orient Dragon  
– Anantara Hotels

But the Elephant Boat Races were not the only attraction for 
sports enthusiasts. While the teams had been battling it out 
on the river on-land entertainment had included an indoor 



Facebook.com/expatlifethailand.com        JUNE / JULY     97

rowing tournament, open to all on Friday 29th, and dedicated 
sportsmen and women competed for the Asian Indoor 
Rowing Championships on Saturday 30th and Sunday 31st. 
These guys were professional athletes, and the commitment to 
their sport was clear to see. As was their desire to win. Due to 
the terrific power they had to exert during their rowing stints 
on the static rowing machines, the machines had been set 
up in an air-conditioned marquee, with tiered seating for the 
spectators. With scores watching from the outside, too. 

The competitors for the Asian Indoor Rowing 
Championships consisted of teams from  nine countries 
– Bahrain, Chinese Taipei, India, Iraq, Japan, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Thailand. Each digital heat 
consisted of eight rowers giving it their all across a distance 
of 2km, with both female and male competitors vying for 

the coveted Asia Cup trophies. The winner of the individual 
women’s Asia Cup was Yi-ting Huang from Chinese 
Taipei and Parminder Singh from India took the men’s 
championship. 

Events
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In the team events, India came 
out on top with 7 gold, 5 silver, and 
1 bronze; second were Japan with 
4 gold, 3 silver, and 3 bronze; third 
were Chinese Taipei with 2 gold, 
1 silver and 2 bronze. Thailand 
achieved 1 gold, 5 silver, and 6 
bronze, coming in 6th overall. 

While based around sporting 
events the whole shebang is much 
more than only a draw for sports 
lovers, it is truly a family event, and 
The Ladies’ Day is just as competitive 
for the ladies as the sports are for  
the athletes. 

This year the beautiful lasses 
all turned out in their traditional 
Thai attire, as the theme was ‘Old 
Siam’. From my perfect vantage 

About the author:  
Robin Westley Martin 
has been working in 
Thailand and SE Asia 
for over 30 years. 
He worked as news 
editor for Business 
in Thailand, before 
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write for the Thai Airways domestic 
inflight magazine, and Hotel &Travel 
amongst others. He continues to work on 
a freelance basis for several magazines, 
covering a wide range of genres.
Email: robinsiam@yahoo.com 
Facebook: Robin Westley Martin  
Line: robinsiam555

point in the Casillero 
del Diablo marquee my 
friends and I, including 
Minor Group CEO William 
(Bill) Heinecke, watched 
the gals strutting their 
stuff. Bill then presented 
the lucky winner with a 
luxury holiday to one of his 
properties in The Maldives.

The King’s Cup 
Elephant Boat Races and 
River Festival is a really 
great addition to the 
social and tourist calendar 
of must-see events in 
Thailand. I’ll be there next 
year. You should be, too!
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What brought Orly Elbaz to Thailand 17 years ago 
was Suvarnabhumi airport. Most of us arrived to 
Thailand through this airport, but Orly arrived 

here because of this airport, before it existed. It was her 
husband’s involvement with the airport development project 
that introduced them to life in Thailand. Since then, travelling 
and all its aspects became a main key in her life, seasoned 
with Bollywood dance and a busy family life. 

Orly, married plus 3 children and 1 grandchild, will 
celebrate her 52nd birthday in October. Yes, no one believes 
her when she mentions her age or her ‘grandma’ newest title; 
but we’ll get back to that later.

“We started our expat life journey nearly 20 years ago, 
when we moved from Israel, our home country, to India, 

following my husband’s 
work in the building 
and real estate industry. 
About 3 years later my 
husband Kobi was offered 
to take part in building 
Suvarnabhumi Airport 
project, and we moved to 
Thailand, settled in Nichada 
Thani, a gated community 
for expats in the northern 
part of Bangkok.” 

When and how did you start your involvement in the travel 
and hotels industry?

“In the days we moved to Thailand, we had an opportunity to 
invest in real estate; one property grew to another, and step by 
step we developed residential projects and hotels in Pattaya. 
We now own 4 hotels in Pattaya: Centara Grand Phratamnak, 
Amari Residences, Centara Azure and Centra Avenue, which 
is the first kosher hotel in SE Asia, and caters to the religious 
Jewish 
community 
who travel to 
Thailand. 

Superwoman 
From Tel Aviv  
via Bollywood  
to Thailand to…
by Ravit El-Bachar Daniel
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Although I am not involved now with the hotels (we 
hire management companies to run them), over the years,  
I was helping promote our Pattaya hotels, gained experience 
in travelling and developed a deep knowledge of the Thai 
culture. Therefore many Israeli travellers who either knew 
me in person, or just heard about me from others – started 
approaching me more and more to get recommendations and 
suggestions on hotels and trips in Thailand. I was happy to 
assist them whenever I could. 

After some time I’ve decided to develop this activity and 
utilise the social media to share my knowledge with a wider 
group of audience. I then opened the FB group “Thailand 
– my perfect vacation”, which is directed to Israeli travellers 
who plan a trip to Thailand and look for information in their 
native language. Quickly the group grew to 40,000 members, 
which was the main force to collaborate with the travel agency 
“Lametayel Thailand” and tailor full-tour itineraries.”

You travel quite a lot. Where have you travelled to recently? 

“In the past few years, since my children have grown (I have 
two children over 20 and one teenager), most of my trips 
are around my family. My son Niv studies in the USA for his 
Masters Degree; my daughter Nataly lives in England and my 
Mom lives in Israel. So over the last few years my trips are 
mostly between those countries. My recent trip 
was to England, when I was lucky to be present in 
the birth of my first grandchild Erik Michael – an 
immeasurably unique experience.” 

I’ve heard you are very much into Bollywood 
dance... what got you hooked on that?

“Since I remember myself as a young child –  
I was dancing. When we relocated to India, I 
was introduced to the Bollywood world, which 
derived from the Indian cinema. The Indian dance 
combines leg moves in complicated rhythms, 
requires a flexible body and a musical ear. It is 

lively and has colourful and decorated outfits. I was exposed 
in India to all this cultural beauty that I hadn’t seen before. 

When we moved to Thailand, I met in Nichada Thani 
another woman who had moved to Thailand after living as 
an expat in India, she was a Bollywood dance instructor, who 
had a deep familiarity with the Indian culture and dance. She 
opened a dance group in our community, and I joined. The 
dance group now includes expat women from all around the 
world, we are often invited to perform in various events, and 
this experience always gives me a ‘high’ feeling.”

You have recently became a grandma yet still have a 
teen at home. Tell us about your motherhood and grand 
motherhood experiences. What kind of Mom you are? 
What kind of grandma? 

“Yes, I raise a teenager – my sweet Noi; and I’ve earned the 
title of Grandma this year. When my daughter Nathalie gave 
birth, I felt as if I had given birth myself – it was an endless 
happiness. 

Feature
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As a grandma my role is purely to 
pamper, kiss and hug. As a Mom, my 
task is different: to raise and educate. 
I try to be assertive, dominant and act 
as a role model for my children, whilst 
pampering them as well. I believe I gave 
my grown children tools and values for 
life. I try not to stick my nose in too 
much, but offer advice and help when 
needed, especially to my older daughter 
who herself is taking her first steps in 
motherhood.”

You always have the perfect look, 
no one can catch you without the 
right outfit/makeup/hairstyle, not to 
mention – your body shape doesn't 
look as if it changed over the years. 
Your Instagram photos look as if they 
were taken from a fashion catalogue 
(and you know how to pose). I'm 
pretty sure no one believes you have 
a grandchild. How do you do that? 
What are your secrets?

“Thanks for the compliment! I try my 
best to maintain a good nutrition and 
healthy lifestyle. My workout is dance – 
I dance 3/4 times a week. I believe that 
getting up in the morning, get yourself 
dressed, put on makeup and everything 
else that makes you feel good with 
yourself, is influencing the course of our 
day, and this is part of who I am. I was 
probably blessed also with good genes, 
as my family members, for generations, 
always looked younger than their  
real age.”

Tell me a little about your 
own childhood. What type 
of child were you? 

“I was a happy child. 
Although a single child to 
divorced parents, my parents 
always took well care of me 
as much as they could, and 
haven’t missed anything from 
me. I grew up in Tel Aviv, 
I was socially active, active 
in sports, the Scouts, and of 
course – dance. I’m still in 
touch with my classmates 
with whom I grew up with. 
All these years we maintained 
a good friendship. It is not 
easy to live abroad and keep 
close relationships with your 
childhood friends, and I find 
it so valuable.”

Who are you? Who is Orly that not 
everyone knows?

“There is probably no Orly that not 
everyone knows, as I am an open book, 
quite direct, say things as they are, the 
good and the bad. I believe in my truth. 
At the end of the day, I am a mother,  
a wife, and work as everyone else and  
I love life.”

What drives you?

“I have a motivation for achieving 
and experiencing new 
things, for trying and 
daring. When there is a 
motivation – I can mark 
V on another fruitful 
day. I believe in learning 
as a great source of 
motivation. Every 
day I learn something 
new, big or small, and 
moving forward I gain 
knowledge that helps 
me grow. I am ambitious 
and I like challenges, 
I set myself goals and 
do not give up, using 
positive thinking.”

Where do you see yourself in ten years 
from now?

“On Tel Aviv beach, surrounded by my 
husband, children and grandchildren.”

Your top tip to inspire other expats 
women in a foreign city?

“Go out and participate in community 
events. Let your voice be heard. Believe 
in yourself and in your capabilities. Try 
new things, and above all – enjoy the 
experience!”
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We think beyond 
traditional education to
transform learning.
We inspire our students to achieve academic excellence 
together with a sense of adventure and the compassion 
to make the world a better place.

Be Ambitious Be Regents
Admissions@regents-pattaya.co.th
www.regents-pattaya.co.th

Be Ambitious Be Regents
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Bumrungrad Direct’ is exactly that, your instant direct 
link to a vast pool of physicians covering a multitude 
of specialties. As soon as you download the App, you’ll 

have peace of mind that comes from knowing you have access 
to affordable medical help, for you and your family, wherever 
you are. Sometimes, all you need is simple advice and some 
reassurance that can only come from contacting a medical 
professional; but it’s never as easy as that, is it? Your child has a 
temperature and perhaps a sore throat, it’s probably just a cold. 
“Should I take them to a hospital? It’s a long way, and the traffic 
can be very busy. If only I could get some quick advice over the 
phone?” Relax, with ‘Bumrungrad Direct’ you can! The best 
part is, you don’t even need an appointment, and can call any 
time between 7am and 11pm seven days a week!

Once downloaded on your mobile device 
by scanning this QR Code, open the App 
and view the doctors available. You can see 
their photo, along with specific training and 
certifications, and even how past patients 
have graded them, backed by many reviews. 

Input your symptoms using the helpful prompts as required, 
then you can request a consultation, either by video or voice 
call, or even text from your smartphone or tablet. Within 
minutes, you’ll receive a reply and can voice your concerns to a 
professional practitioner. In addition, you can let the physician 
see the problem via your camera, and in around 80% of cases  

Bumrungrad Direct
Your doctor’s office in  
the palm of your hand

'
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you’ll be given the advice and reassurance needed to resolve 
the issue. 

It may merely be bedrest, remedies you have at 
home or a change of habit, but if medicines are required 
to hasten recovery, the doctor can prescribe these there 
and then, via the App, and you can collect them from a 
pharmacy convenient to you. During the consultation, if the  
doctor thinks it necessary, you may be asked to visit Bumrungrad 
International or your local hospital for further examination or tests.

Don’t worry if you’re on holiday, or even out of the country, 
‘Bumrungrad Direct’ covers you everywhere, giving instant 
access to medical advice, whether at work or home, hotel or 
school, while travelling or staying in rural areas. Allow for time 
differences and pharmacy rules/times when travelling and be 
minded that you need an Internet connection to use the App.

The cost of this service is just 500B (approximately $17USD) 
for a fifteen minute consultation, payable on the App (credit 
card or bank transfer) at the time of use. Should more time be 
required, an alert will show and additional time can be secured 
at the same rate. 

Your data is safe and will be secure on a fully encrypted 
system, integrated with the hospital, inaccessible to any third parties. 
If you have been a recent patient at Bumrungrad International 
Hospital, the doctor will have full access to your information so 
that they can make as thorough an assessment and diagnosis as 
possible. It is essential that the doctor is aware of any medication 
you may be on, also your allergies and previous medical history. 
A consultation summary is available at the close, along with 
any diagnosis, recommendations or prescription requirements.

When you look at the many Apps on your phone, some 
you’ll use every day, even every hour! We hope that you won’t 
need to use ‘Bumrungrad Direct,’ but we do know that just  
by being there, you and your family will feel reassured, safe 
and protected.
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StemCells21

Stem-cell therapy is the use of 
stem cells to treat or prevent 
a disease or condition. Bone 

marrow transplant and umbilical cord 
derived mesenchymal stem cells are 
the most widely used for stem-cell 
therapies. Research is underway to 
develop various sources for stem cells, 
as well as to apply stem-cell treatments 
for diseases and conditions such as 
osteoarthritis, heart disease, lungs 
disease, diabetes, multiple sclerosis, 
post stroke, Parkinson's, Alzheimer's 
amongst many others.

Stem cell treatment is also 
popular for antiaging, regenerative 
and immune-boosting treatments to 
prolong and promote good health in 
older patients.

One of the most successful clinics 
in Thailand is StemCells21, otherwise 
known as IntelliHealthplus, which was 
established in 2010.

Expat Life sat down with two of 
their doctors, Dr Thein Htut Medical 
Director who has been specializing 
in stem-cell therapy and research for 
over 15 years, and Dr Pornpatcharin 
Wongsaisri a Regenerative Cells 
Specialist to find out what they can 
offer patients who have been given 

conflicting advice or are despondent 
after being told to just live with the 
condition or have to undergo a major 
surgery that some of the patients 
cannot due to their underlying medical 
conditions or does not want to opt 
surgical procedures for their health 
problems.

Most of their patients come from 
word of mouth, search on website or 
recommendations given by their friends 
or family members. The clinic has built 
up an impressive client list over the last 
9 years. Their patients are mainly from 
overseas, people travelling as far away 
from the US, Canada, Australia, Europe, 
China and Russia being 50/50 male/
female, and visit the clinic for 6/10 or 14 
days treatment courses depending on 
the clinical conditions of the patient.

With roughly 65-70% of their 
patients coming to treat chronic 
diseases and 30-35% of their clients 
coming for antiaging, rejuvenation or 
regenerative treatment.

The cells that they use are derived 
from umbilical cord tissue and are 
donated from women who have been 
carefully monitored throughout their 
pregnancy and had regular blood tests 
to ensure that there is no infectious 
disease or blood disorder.

I asked how they accounted for 
their success and what, where and why 

they were superior than other clinics  
in the field.

I was informed that their modern 
clinic has the very latest facilities 
using  hi-tech laboratory and medical 
equipment and is compliant to Thai 
medical standards. They have their 
own laboratory onsite processing high 
quality stem cells. It takes around 30 
days processing time to obtain the 
cord derived juvenile mesenchymal 
stem cells (MSCs) and once processed 
they are cryofreeze until required for 
treatment. They only use passage 1 cells 
although research states that it can go 
up to passage 5-6 and more. The reason 
using the passage 1 cells is that the 
lesser the passage during processing of 
the cells, the higher potency and the 
quality of the cells can be obtained to 
give a better and long-lasting outcome 
after the treatment.

After an initial consultation with 
the doctors where they go into the 
patients’ medical history, review, discuss 
medical records and conduct a physical 
examination, they create a written 
report and recommend a course of 
treatment program. They offer a range 
of different packages depending on the 
clinical condition and chronicity of the 
disease and what the patient needs.

The stem cells are applied with 
different route of administrations such 
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as intravenous, local injections (intra-
articular for joints, paraspinal for spinal 
column, intrathecal / intranasal for 
neurological, subconjunctival for eye 
and intramuscular, depending on the 
clinical conditions of the patient) and 
preferably without an anesthetic, into 
the affected area. The purified juvenile 
stem cells together with the stem cells 
in the host's body will repair and 
regenerate the diseased and 
the damaged tissues, cartilages, 
neurons etc. The transplanted 
cells also generate an immune 
response that helps to kill off 
the damaged or negative cells.

The stem cells treatment 
therapy for local cell 
injection is often followed 
by PRP (Platelet Rich 
Plasma). PRP also known 
as autologous conditioned 
plasma, a concentrate of 

platelet-rich plasma protein derived 
from whole blood, centrifuged to 
remove red blood cells, is injected 
together with the stem cells to speed 
the repair and healing process. This is 
followed by interstitial medical laser 
therapy (blue and yellow) to enhance 
the mechanism of action of the injected 
stem cells and PRP.

I asked how many sessions one 

needed and what was the 
percentage of success and I 
was told that it depends on 
many different factors. The 
age of the patient, the clinical 
condition, pain, severity of 
damage and chronicity of the 
disease. Some clients report 
improvement within 4/6 weeks, 
with others it takes longer – 
8/12 weeks which depends on 
the chronicity of the disease. 
They then recommend a future 
appointment to monitor the 
improvement and for a follow 
up treatment if required for.

The clinic has even created 
a whole range of nutritional and 
immune boosting supplements, 
facial rejuvenation cream to promote 
rejuvenation and healing process 
and each patient gets a prescribed 
supplement as part of their treatment 
package.

They are that convinced on the 
success of their treatment courses that 
they offer Expat Life readers a free 
consultation if you write to  
info@ihplus.com or call to make an 
appointment on 02 650 7709
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Influenza – it’s  
getting worse
by Jocelyn Pollak

If you’ve ever had the flu, you probably remember a week 
of chills, headache, exhaustion and fever. If you’ve had 
complications from the flu, you may have been downright 

scared. Luckily, the flu vaccine is widely available in the 
Kingdom. 

Several years ago, the world’s first  4 strain influenza 
vaccine, or as it’s more colloquially known, the flu shot was 
launched. The old flu vaccine contains 3 strains and had been 
around for 30 plus years. But because every year there are 
actually 4 strains most commonly circulating about the globe, 
experts have to make their best prediction on which sub-type 
of the flu strains should be in the vaccine (since you can only 
include 3 strains!). 

However, they can be 
and have been wrong and 
the strains included in the 
vaccine could be mismatched 
to the ones circulating in 
real life. From a scientific 
standpoint, the flu vaccine is 
actually more complicated 
to produce than you would 
think. For businesses, it’s 
also complicated because 
companies have to make new 
ones every year – one for the 
northern hemisphere, and 
the other for the southern – 
renew licenses for the new 

vaccines and invest and 
produce a great deal up 
front at the risk that the 
experts might actually 
chose the wrong strain 
to be included. Poor 
planning can result in flu 
shot shortages  
and other issues.  
The new flu vaccine 
reduces these problems 
because it reduces, but 
doesn’t eliminate, the 
mismatch risk.

Dr Supattra 
Rungmaitree, an 
infectious disease 
specialist, recommends 
that everyone (who is 

able) should get the flu vaccine. As many people know, it’s 
possible to get a flu shot and still get the flu but that’s not a 
reason to skip it. First of all, it takes about 2 weeks for your 
body to develop an immune response, it’s not instant, so it’s 
possible to get the flu in that two-week window even if you’ve 
gotten the shot. Secondly, if you get the flu shot but still get 
the flu, the effect of having the vaccine can dramatically 
decrease the severity of your symptoms in comparison to not 
having gotten the vaccine at all. Thirdly, from a public health 
perspective, getting your flu shot does help protect others who 
are unable to get the vaccine themselves, like young babies, 
or sick people such as cancer patients. In the young, old 
and unhealthy, complications resulting from the flu, such as 
pneumonia, can be fatal.

Dr Rungmaitree explained that flu season peaks in 
Thailand during the upcoming rainy season (July-September). 
So if you want to avoid the discomfort and complications 
from this year’s flu, head to your medical provider and  
get your shot. 
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Cardiac Arrhythmia:  
a ticking time bomb

By employing new technologies like the cutting-edge 
Loop Recorder, medical professionals at Sukumvit 
Hospital can now accurately monitor patients 

suffering from irregular heartbeat.

An invisible threat 

Many patients who suffer from cardiac arrhythmia (irregular 
heartbeat) are unaware of the dangers that the condition may 
pose on their health because there are often no identifiable 
symptoms. By definition, the group of conditions that fall 
under ‘arrhythmias’ describe heart rates that are too fast 
(tachycardia), too slow (bradycardia), or fluctuates between 
both states (flutter or fibrillation). These abnormalities can 
affect patients of any age, however the most at-risk patients 
are individuals between 60 to 70 year olds who develop 
problems once the heart begins to deteriorate. Other at-risk 
patients are those who have been diagnosed with a rapid heart 
rate and have opted to use medication to treat the condition. 
However, the situation becomes complicated when the 
prescribed medication causes the heart to fluctuate between 
beating too slow and too fast.

Initial examinations 

Dr Apichai Phokawattana is a cardiac physician who 
specialises in arrhythmia cases. He explains that it is of utmost 
importance for patients to visit a hospital for an examination 
if they have any suspicion that they are suffering from an 
irregular heartbeat. At the hospital, an initial test is carried 
out using an electrocardiogram (ECG) that records the heart’s 
electrical activity using electrodes placed on the skin. As the 
test compares voltage to time, doctors can then evaluate the 
fluctuations in the heart’s rhythm in order to identify the 

kind of arrhythmia affecting the 
patient. However, as this test only 
records the heart rate over a short 
period of time, it can be difficult 
to detect irregularities in certain 
cases. Dr Apichai estimates that 
over 80% of arrhythmia patients 
will arrive at the hospital and 
will no longer experience the 
symptoms or abnormalities 
they were feeling earlier, as 
certain arrhythmias can become 
symptomatic for one to three 
minutes and then subside.

Treating complex cases 

For more complex cases, professionals at Sukumvit Hospital 
will employ more developed technologies to help doctors 
accurately diagnose patients suffering from an irregular 
heartbeat, regardless of whether they are exhibiting physical 
symptoms when they meet a specialist. An example of a 
machine used is called a Holter Monitor – a device worn by 
the patient which continuously records the heart’s rhythm 
over a 24 hour period, during which the patient can go about 
their day-to-day life, but must refrain from showering, as 
the device cannot get wet. After 24 hours the patient must 
return to the hospital where doctors will evaluate the results 
and attempt to make a diagnosis. This is helpful for certain 
individuals, but Dr Apichai explains that for some the time 
between each symptomatic episode can be weeks or even 
months, which results in an impossible diagnosis using this 
approach.

This is when medical professionals will implement the 
newly developed Loop Recorder. This implantable heart-
monitoring device is approximately the size of a paperclip 
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and is inserted via a small incision 
so that it sits under the chest’s skin. 
The device then begins to record an 
individual’s heart rhythm and sends 
the data to doctors through a wireless 
transmission signal, allowing them to 
monitor the information remotely, and 
identify when the heart rate accelerates, 
slows down or exhibits abnormal 
behaviour. The information is of equally 
high quality when compared to data 
collected by an ECG or Holter Monitor, 
but because the device can stay in 
place for up to three years, it allows 
doctors a much larger window of time 
to evaluate data, and therefore, come 
to a conclusion about the cause of the 
irregularity. 

Dr Apichai explains that this is 
particularly helpful when trying to 
avoid the complications of an irregular 
heartbeat. For example, atrial flutter or 
atrial fibrillation (AF) is categorised by 
rapid and irregular beating of the atria 
(the heart’s upper chamber). This can 
lead to risk of thrombosis, as blood is 
not pumped out of the heart efficiently 
and has the potential to pool and form 
a dangerous clot. This clot can then 

Sukumvit Hospital began 
operations in 1977, recently 
completed a major makeover. 
Not only have they built a new 
building, but the entire team of 
doctors, specialists, nurses and 
assistants have all been trained 
with the singular aim of helping 
their patients maintain optimum 
health. Then there are the 
equipment, state-of-the-art MRIs, 
Cath labs and myriad of others, 
so that their specialists have the 
best available tools for diagnosis 
and treatment. Conveniently 
located on Sukhumvit Road with 
English speaking staff, Sukumvit 
Hospital is now ready for any 
emergencies or treatments.

Sukumvit Hospital 
1411 Sukhumvit Road, (Ekkamai BTS) 
Phrakanong Nua, Wattana, Bangkok, 
Thailand 10110
02 391 0011    
www.sukumvithospital.com
Facebook: @sukumvithospital    

travel and block the blood flow in 
the brain, which can result in a life-
threatening stroke. Other serious 
complications include heart failure 
and cardiac arrest. 

Consequently, doctors 
recommend arrhythmia patients to 
use the Loop Recorder to monitor 
their hearts consistently so that 
these risks are minimised. The 
procedure itself is advantageous as it 
only takes five minutes to complete, 
and requires a small incision about 
four to five millimetres wide. This 
wound will heal in no longer than a 
week and the patient can live, bathe 
and exercise normally. Patients 
can also benefit from routine 
check-ups, where doctors can offer 
advice on living with the condition 
and address any additional 
concerns. The overarching group of 
arrhythmias affect a large subset of 
the population. 

Therefore, it is crucial to 
implement this new technology in 
order to offer these patients a better 
chance at a healthy life.
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2,215... That is the amount 
of kilometres from Thailand’s 
most southern border town 
Betong, Yala to its most 
northern border crossing 
at Chiang Rai by road. It is 
also the title of an amazing 
documentary on Netflix about 
Thailand’s most famous 
rockstar-turned-runner, 
Pii Toon Bodyslam. If you 
want to get an insight as to 
why running has become so 
popular in Thailand, watch 
this documentary. 

You can now throw a dart at 
the calendar and be virtually 
guaranteed that there is a race 

on somewhere in Thailand on that 
day. 5k fun runs, 10 milers, (Half) 
Marathons, and a fair amount of Ultra 
Marathons (50k+) are being organised 
throughout the year. Whether you 
prefer road or trail, there is bound to be 

something out there for you to join. 
If you are looking for a 

companion to run with, just go stand 
in the middle of Lumpini Park on a 
Sunday morning and be amazed at 
the sheer amount of runners doing 
their laps. It is truly an amazing sight 
to watch or better yet, to be part of! 
You will see young and old, fast and 
recreational and - the topic of 
this article - effortless runners 
and strugglers. 

The stats do not look 
promising…One observation 
I constantly see around me is 
that many people voluntarily 
put themselves through a 
world of unpleasantness. 
Sheer willpower gets them out 
on their run but their faces 
clearly display the discomfort 
they are in. Not from a tough 
workout but from the simple 
act of running itself. 

Worldwide, the 
statistics show a staggering 
injury rate amongst runners. 
Running, recreationally or 

competitively, ranks among the 
highest injury rate per participant 
in the sport(1). You have about 
a 70% chance of getting injured 
in your first year of training for a 
marathon (2). Roughly half of the 
recreational runners suffers injury 
from training and the vast majority 
are overuse injuries (75%). The 

Effortless 
running

by Erik Bohm
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sheer volume of movement repetitions – of the steps 
you take – will find the weakness in your body and 
cause injury. Making sure you run with good form 
and technique can make the difference between the 
successful completion of your goal race or becoming 
a statistic.

What then, do the effortless runners do, in 
order to keep their run light and their training 
injury free? The answer is that they relearn how to 
run before they run longer and faster. 

Form first, volume second, load third

To all of my clients on my coaching plans, ‘form 
first’ is non-negotiable. One cannot complete a 
training plan when injured. So the plans start with 
a so called ‘gait analysis’. A breakdown of how the 
current running form looks like and what running 
drills need to be done to iron out any flaws in the 
gait cycle of running. Runners need form drills like 
Lionel Messi needs to practice his passing skills. Yes, 
he has done it millions and millions of times but 
don’t think Messi can start training without working 
on his fundamentals. After a gait analysis, you know 
your weaknesses, misalignments and errors in your 
running form. 

Picking the right drills to transform your 
running is key in the early stages of getting 
started with a plan. 

Once your form is close to your 
biomechanical optimum, you can start adding 
volume to your workouts. Training runs 
can start to be longer and closer to the goal 
distance of your race. Thirdly, you can start to 
play around with running at different speeds 
to make sure your race pace picks up. Sounds 
simple, right? 

Health
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So what does an effortless 
runner look like? 

Knowing that everybody – 
and every body – is slightly 
different, we all have other 
areas to work on. However, all 
effortless runners share the same 
commonalities. They are all 
basically falling in a controlled 
manner. To prevent them from 
face planting on the tarmac, they 
will be pulling their feet off the 
ground and driving their knees 
forward before actively bringing 
their feet down again to strike 
close to or underneath their 
centre of mass. I love to use the 
phrase: “Running is falling and 
pulling” because it mentally takes 
you away from the idea that 
you have to push against gravity 
to move yourself forward. 
Falling and pulling sound more 
effortless than pushing,  
doesn’t it? 

Secondly, an effortless 
runner is a tall runner, looking 
up ahead instead of the ground 
opening up the chest to breathe 
in air. Then add a high cadence 
(turnover of your feet) and 
minimal ground contact time 
and you are getting close to 
being an effortless runner. 

About the author: Erik specialises in 
transforming joggers into effortless 
runners. If you are interested in his 
services, join one of his monthly 
workshops or contact Erik through 
RunningwithErik.com for a gait analysis 
and/or training plan. You can subscribe 
to his Youtube account (Erik Bohm)  
for all the corrective drills and tips  
and tricks.

Happy training!  

1) R N van Gent et al., 2007, J. of 
Sports Medicine, Incidence and 
determinants of lower extremity 
running injuries in long distance 
runners: a systematic review  
2) Mechelen van, W., 1992, J. of 
Sports Medicine, Running injuries. 
A review of the epidemiological 
literature

Once you have these 
elements in place, 
you can start adding 
your volume to your 
workouts and a smile 
on your face when you 
go out for your run! 
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by Vanasobhin Kasemsri

About 20 years ago my mother was working as 
a translator and had the privilege of working 
on an English version of a book written by the 

Royal Palace to honour HRH Somdet Phra Srinakarindra 
Boromarajajonani. The book ran to over 1,000 pages, but she 
enjoyed reading every page of it. She felt it was her duty and 
obligation to tell word by word, exactly how it was written and 
therefore help all International readers understand how much 
HRH The Princess Mother was loved and respected for the 
contribution she had made to Thailand and the Thai people. 
She was well known to all Thai people as the mother of the 
late King Rama the 9th and most importantly, she had done  
so much for the country while she was alive. 

I remembered my mother enjoyed telling me tales of 
HRH The Princess Mother and I would listen with interest 

and wished that I could have had the 
chance to meet this remarkable woman.

Having come from a very humble 
background, a commoner who had lost 
both of her parents at a very young age; 
The Princess Mother never gave up her 
aspiration to pursue her studies. At the 
age of 13 she became interested in nursing 
education and was sent to study at Siriraj 
Hospital School of Midwifery and Nursing 
until her graduation at the age of 16. She 
was the youngest to graduate and thus 
received a scholarship to study nursing 
overseas, where she met her Prince and 
the real life fairy tale followed, as she 
ultimately became the mother of two  

Thai Monarchs (HM King Rama the 8th and HM King Rama 
the 9th).

During the reign of the late King, HM King Rama the 
9th, it was her wish to travel and help the communities in the 
distant provinces of Thailand. In many of these locations there 
were no roads or easy accessibility for travellers. She saw first 
hand the poverty, the lack of education and lack of medical 
help and introduced the Volunteer Mobile Medical Assistance 
programme, where volunteer doctors and nurses would travel 
to these remote villages via vans, jeeps or helicopters to help 
treat the villagers who lived too far from existing hospitals to 
provide essential healthcare. 

She initiated and pushed for the importance the country 
needed to place on providing good medical schools and 
nursing schools and initiated many proposals that led to the 
medical and nursing students receiving scholarships and the 
support needed to create more doctors and nurses so sorely 
needed throughout the country. Many of her initiatives were 
paid for out of her own pocket or from funding raised by her 
supporters. 

In 1980, one of HRH The Princess Mother’s very dear 
friends, an American named Miss Betty Dumaine (The 
Princess Mother’s roommate during the time they both 
were attending the Edith Johnson School in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts) came to Thailand. She brought with her funds 
that she had helped to raise from her American donors and 
friends to help set up a local foundation in support of The 
Princess Mother and her important causes for the country. 
The foundation was registered with the Ministry of Interior 
on October 14, 1980 and was named The Princess Mother’s 
Charities Fund of Thailand, under royal patronage of HRH 
Somdet Phra Srinakarindra Boromarajajonani.

In 1990, the foundation introduced a nurse scholarship 
fund and named it “The Princess Mother’s 90th Birthday 
Anniversary Fund” to commemorate HRH Somdet Phra 
Srinakarindra Boromarajajonani’s turning 90 years of age and 
to recognise her contribution to the medical and nursing field 
in Thailand. This education fund provided additional support 
to students who would like to receive nursing degrees from 
30 approved universities under Prince Mahidol’s Medical 
Institute and other government supported nursing schools 
from all over the country. Since its launch, scholarships are 

The Princess Mother’s 
Charities Fund Foundation, 
under the Royal Patronage
A continuing contribution to the 
health and wellbeing of Thailand 
and the Thai people…
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still being awarded each year in October to coincide with 
“Thai Nurse Day” and in remembrance of HRH The Princess 
Mother’s birth month. 

Sadly, I never had the chance to meet The Princess 
Mother and the closest I came was to attend her funeral at The 
Royal Cremation Ceremony, after her passing away on July 
18,1995.

Years have passed and after many other jobs, I would 
never have been able to imagine how fortunate I am and how 
life works in many wonderful ways that I am now working 
as a volunteer for a The Princess Mother’s Charities Fund 
of Thailand. It has been a year now since I have started 
volunteering for the foundation and I have recently been 
appointed as a board member and Assistant Secretary.

To date, the foundation has provided over 4,500 
scholarships given out to year 1 through to year 4 nursing 
students and more than 900 students have since graduated 
and are in the workforce across the country. I have had the 
opportunity to meet and speak to many of the students during 
the Scholarship Presentation Ceremony, who have travelled 
great distances to come to the event in Bangkok. Some from 
as far north as the Thai/Burmese border in Chiang Rai and 

some from down south from Yala province. 
All of the students I have talked to wish to 
graduate and to become nurses to help  
their villages.

A couple of students told stories to 
me and the other board members with tears 
in their eyes as their hearts were filled with 
gratitude for having received the funding. 
Though the annual funding of 8,000B per 
student per year may seem little to some,  
to the students receiving these scholarships, 
it means that they can now concentrate 
on their studies without worrying about 
their parents having to look for extra jobs 
or obtain loans when their average income 
of the entire household could be as little as 
5,000B per month.

One student from Yala province in 
Year 3, studying at the Boromrajonani 

Nursing College, Lateefah, comes from a family of 5. Both of 
her parents are farmers and rent land from the government 
to grow crops. The family’s average monthly income is about 
5,000B. When she was young, she travelled to nearby forests 
to pick wild mushrooms with her father to bring home for 
her family meal. Along the way, the family would encounter 
villagers getting injured from the fighting in the Southern 
provinces. She wished she could have helped them and that 
led her to want to become a nurse for the village hospital. 
Students with similar stories are now getting annual provision 
from the foundation without any obligation, if they can 
keep up with their grades and continue their studies until 
graduation.

The board and its members would wish me to thank  
all those who have been involved, contributed to or sponsored 
our ongoing efforts to continue the initiatives envisioned by 
“The Princess Mother” – we are eternally grateful for your 
support.

For further information or to keep up with more stories 
of our projects and how you can also contribute, please follow 
our website at https://tpmcf.org or email us at:  
info@tpmcf.org. 

NGO
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Over half of our daily actions, 
between 40 to 95% of our 
behaviour – how we think, 

what we say, and our overall actions – 
falls into the habit category. That means 
that how we spend our days is how we 
spend our lives. Habits are the things 
we do without thinking, they are part of 
our routine and we execute most of our 
habits daily, or even multiple times a 
day. Examples are brushing your teeth, 
getting dressed, eating breakfast, how 
you go to work, checking your phone, 
the food you put on your plate, how 
much you move, etc. 

If we take a closer look at our 
daily life we will be able to spot some 
healthy and some not so healthy habits. 
Becoming aware of these habits is the 
first step to change.

When it comes to installing 
healthy habits and changing behaviour 
it can be overwhelming to start. We 
often know what we should do but 
struggle to apply this knowledge into 
our daily lives.

Resisting this kind of scary change 
often leads to a lifestyle that we know 
isn’t what we want but we feel powerless 
to change the situation. 

In the demanding society 
we live in, it is easy to 
prioritise work, friends or 
family above ourselves but 
the truth is that if we take 
great care of ourselves we 
can take even better care  
of others. 

From the inside out

In our world of information access, 
the default strategy is often to look 
outside of ourselves for change. There 
are countless diets and training plans 
promising a better version of you. Many 
of us have tried and failed one of these 
before. Radical changes rarely last. The 
reason these – well-intended – plans 
often fail is because the change is too 
big and we rely on motivation and 
willpower to follow through. The result 
is that we fail in making these changes 
part of our lifestyle for the long term.

When we want to get healthy or 
crave change we are often very focussed 
on the goal or outcome like ‘getting fit’ 
or ‘losing weight’. What we do less often 
is dissect the process that needs to be in 
place to achieve this goal. 

Creating healthy habits, are you up for it? 
by Suzanne van de Venne
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Lastly, probably the most 
important step we forget about is to 
look at the identity needed for the 
change we desire.

It is like the layers of the onion 
I was peeling for the kids' pasta the 
other day. The outer layer of the onion 
represents the goal we are after like 
the ‘getting fit’. The middle layer of 
the onion is the process of how to do 
this. Examples are: how many times a 
week do you workout or what kind of 
workouts do you do? The inner layer of 
the onion is about your identity. This 
is about who you want to become. In 
the case of ‘getting fit’, you could ask 
yourself: ‘Who is the person that can 
achieve this goal?’ The answer could be 
‘someone that never misses a workout’. 
Once we identify with the person we 
want to become, parts fall into place but 
if there is friction between the identity 
needed to achieve the goal and the 
behaviour, we often fail. This leads us to 
get right back to where we started (or 
worse) after we run out of motivation. 
Therefore one of the keys to lasting 
change is to work from the inside out 
and not from the outside in.

How to change your habits?

You might think, ok that 
sounds good but how can  
I apply this to my life? 
Here are a few things you 
can do to install healthy 
habits into your life or 
eliminate bad ones.

Small changes (where and when)

Knowing the person you want to 
become to reach your goal, think 
of a healthy habit that you want to 
implement into the day that is easy 
for you, I mean really easy. It should 
be a small habit that you can get 100% 
scoring rate with. Examples are: taking 
one-flight of stairs in my building, 
adding one extra portion of vegetables 
to my day, waking up 10 min earlier so 
I can make breakfast, meditate for two 
min in the morning or any other one 
that fits you. Make sure you only choose 
one or two to start with. Write them 
down on a piece of paper and hang 

them somewhere you can see them to 
be reminded. 

On that same paper, you write 
down ‘when’ and ‘where’ you are going 
to do this. This is an essential step. I am 
going to eat an extra portion of veggies 
(in the canteen) for lunch.

Repetition repetition, repetition

Depending on the difficulty of the habit 
you want to adopt and you as a person, 
it can take roughly between 21 and 100 
days to adopt a new habit. Therefore 
we first need to create the habit (going 
through the motions in a way we are 
successful) before we can improve 
it. For example, if you never had a 
successful running or workout routine 
before, you start by making the effort to 
leave the house four times a week and 
go for a five minute run consistently. 
Only when you have this habit dialled 
in you can build up the time running. 
This way we feel and are successful 
and it doesn’t scare us that much. The 
biggest hurdle is often to get dressed 
and leave the house. Repetition and 
being successful is key!

Use a calendar to keep track

Once you have chosen one 
or two healthy habits you 
want to implement into your 
day and you have decided 
on where and when to fit 
them in, it is time to print a 
monthly calendar and hang 
it next to the other paper 
(in your bedroom or on the 
fridge for example).

Every night before 
you go to bed, cross off the 
habits you have successfully 
executed. Your goal is to 
go for as long as needed to 
make it automatic. Key point 
number one: go for a 100% 
score. Key point number two: 
never miss twice (in case you 
did miss one). 

Health
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How to get rid of bad habits? 

One strategy that James 
Clear suggests, to become 
more aware of your good 
and bad habits, is to write 
your good and bad habits 
on a note card for seven 
days straight. 

Keep track of the ‘who-what-when 
and where’ you execute these 
habits. Once you know the 
trigger of the bad habit, you 
can either find an alternative 
or eliminate the trigger. For 
example, if you always want 
to eat chocolate sitting on 
the couch after a long and 
tiring day, you could either 
decide to find an alternative 
like eating a healthy snack or 
you could decide not to watch 
TV. By eliminating the trigger 
of sitting in front of the TV 
you have the opportunity to 
also eliminate the habit you 
connected to this action.

Habits are really the 
building blocks of how we 
spend our days and our lives. 
A person with lots of healthy 
habits is likely to live a healthy 
life! Strive to be a better 
version of yourself every day! 
Changes that seem so small 
that you feel they don’t make 
a difference eventually create 
momentum and create change. 
You can start creating healthy 
habits anywhere and at any 
time. With only a few minutes 
a day you can start making this 
change, are you up for it?

About the author: Suzanne is a 
Certified Health coach, specialised in 
reprogramming habits for sustainable 
health and happiness. She is a health 
lover, athlete, and mom of two young 
girls. With her positive, caring and 
action-oriented approach she has helped 
countless women build healthy habits  
for life. You can find out more about  
her and her coaching at her website:  
www.suzannevandevenne.com  
or contact her at:  
suzanne@suzannevandevenne.com



Facebook.com/expatlifethailand.com        JUNE / JULY     123

King's Day celebration for the 
Netherlands at the Siam Anantara  

Thurs April 25th
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I love this topic about travel as I take myself back to some 
of my first adventures and how they have shaped the way  
`I travel and eat today.

My early memories of travel are in a car, not sure where 
we were going but I can still see myself sitting in the back seat. 
Other memories that come to me are going to visit my parents 
friends, again sitting in the back seat of the car or walking 
around our neighbourhood. When you got to the destination, 
the children would be given a sandwich and drink and then it 
was outside to play.

I am a great traveller and love the adventure no matter 
where I go. Also in my early years it was fishing with my 
father in the local dam for perch. We only caught the few fish 
we needed for dinner and then it was time to go home. Also 
I have been so blessed growing up in a country environment 
and having eaten and caught marron. Marron is a freshwater 
crayfish with the most delicious flavour. As I write this I 
remember the laughter from my friend JR and I when my 
father would catch them. As we grew older it was our turn 
when we visited him, to go and catch the marron. Memories 
that warm my heart. 

I remember crossing Australia at the age of 12 on my 
way to Sydney from Perth on the Indian Pacific train. I was 
with my best friend JR, her mother and her Aunt and a 
cousin. I was going on a cruise to Fiji and New Zealand. I was 
so excited I don’t think I slept for the 2 weeks that we were 
away. I remember the food was endless and cruises today are 
no different. All the smells and colours of foods from around 
the world. “Something for everyone” is always the saying.

From that experience I was then hooked, thinking that 
I needed to see the world. A little young at the time so the 
world would have to wait, but Australia and New Zealand 
were right there. In my late teens I sailed from Fremantle 
to Sydney crossing the Great Australian Bight in what was 
supposed to be quite calm waters for that time of the year. The 
food was again a vast array of colours and flavours. One of my 
more adventurous moments was hitchhiking across Australia 

with friends. Not something that I would recommend now, 
nor would I ever do it again. When one is young, one feels 
fearless to the world. After that adventure I adopted a few 
rules of travel, which I still abide by today.  

My first backpack was bright yellow and bigger than 
I was. I headed off from Australia to see the world for a few 
months as so many of us do. Some go for a lot longer than a 
few years which is what has happened to me, but many years 
after my first adventure. 

Back to the rules of travel for myself. No matter where 
I go, if I have not booked accommodation before I leave, my 
rule is to have somewhere by 3.30pm the day I arrive. If I 
arrive at night I will always have accommodation booked. I 
never wanted to look for accommodation at night. In my early 
days of travel I was usually alone, I went to places that my 
friends didn’t want to go.

The other rule, which is more in line with how life 
turned out with my nutrition business and that is I only 
eat cooked food where possible. Having been in so many 
countries in remote areas where refrigeration was non 
existent, eating meat, fish or chicken was not an option. I 
often chose a more vegetarian option. I know my love of 
travel and eating healthy brings me into contact with so many 
restaurants around the world and they all have something 
that intrigues me. As I eat for my health and not my emotions 
most of the time, my choices are always more seasonal and 

Travel and my  
food choices 
by Karla Walter
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local. I choose meals that embrace the five flavours and give 
me a feeling of being balanced once I’ve eaten. 

In Thailand the food is so delicious and the 
variety across the country, one can only marvel at all the 
combinations of flavours that are included together. Many 
Thai salads will also have cooked ingredients, noodles, rice, 
dried shrimp, grilled eggplant, minced pork, with lime juice, 
coriander, chillies and sliced tomatoes, depending on  
the region. 

Travelling to India you find salads are small 
accompaniments to most main dishes, called kachumber. The 
ingredients of these salads vary around the country however, I 
always love the combination of tomatoes, radishes and carrots 
with a little vinegar. The vinegar is the cooking method. 
Lemon juice and fresh mint in these dishes is so refreshing. 
Seasonings of ground cumin or garam marsala are among 
the variations. Depending on the region chilli peppers or a 
little cayenne pepper may also be used in the dressing. The 
majority of Indian food is cooked which gives way to curries 
that can vary from one village to another. The southern part 
of India is where you will find the fiery hot curries. Too hot 
for me. Hot spicy curries make you sweat to keep the body 
cool. There is always a reason the ingredients are combined 
together in traditional recipes. Most of the time you will find 
it has health benefits. Drinking chai that is boiling in a large 
pot on the streets in Calcutta near Kathleen’s cake shop has 
the perfect chai aroma.

Travelling through Europe most traditional meals 

are cooked and accompanied by pickles, and the famous 
sauerkraut in Germany. Home made sauerkraut is truly a gift 
to your taste buds. The accompaniments are all part of helping 
with digestion. 

Italy is known for their long lunches and great 
discussions over meals. This again is all part of the digestive 
process. We are not supposed to be eating our food so fast 
that we don’t register the flavours that are in the dishes. Plus 
every one knows I am the “chew your food lady.” 

One of my other loves for food of course is France. 
 La Caverne is Greoux les Bains must be on your list if you are 
in the Provence region. The only person who spoke English 
was the owner and chef. It was such a delightful evening 
and the food was superb. All local, seasonal and delicious.
When in Paris and you like oysters, head straight for The Cafe 
Capucine-Opera, not far from Galleries Lafayette. They will 
not disappoint.  

My list of restaurants and experiences with food could 
go on and on for days. This is just a few places that certainly 
bring great joy to my heart when I think about them. I can 
taste the food from each one of these places as I write. 

Think about your favourite places to eat and the 
wonderful memories that come to mind. Anything that fills 
you with joy is a great day with food. 

Health and Happiness
Karla Walter
5seasonslivingkarlawalter@me.com

Nutrition
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Happy New Year! 
Again? Yup, that’s right. 
For those of us lucky 
enough to live in the Land of Smiles we get to 
celebrate the holiday not only once, not even 
twice but three times! 

I eagerly anticipate each celebration for very different but 
equally exciting reasons. We all know about the traditions 
of dropping the ball in Times Square, counting down, 

smooching a loved one and making resolutions. You may 
also know about our second New Year which falls sometime 
between January and March (depending on the year), Chinese 
New Year. That is where I pull out my awesome red dress that 
I only get to wear once a year, wait for the red envelope full 
of money from my boss and have a big dinner with family. 
Then there is the Thai New Year. If you live in Thailand you 
have most likely already seen and possibly participated in 
the massive water games that are played countrywide for 
nearly a week, depending upon your location. I too have had 
my fair share of foam parties and powder puffing from sexy 
half-dressed ladyboys. This year I am especially excited. I 
get to experience what I think of as my first true Thai New 
Year’s celebration. In a small rural town and I look forward to 
sharing with you the traditional ways the lovely Thai people of 
Den Chai, Phrae celebrate Songkran. 

Our preparation for the big holiday this year started 
in Pattaya, actually. We had taken a short break from the 
northern smog and were planning our return to the north. My 
family was discussing which day would be best to travel back 
and they all agreed that we had to be off the roads before the 
10th of April. I thought they were possibly overreacting but we 
enjoyed the clear empty highway on the 9th and returned to 

our home. From the morning of the 10th on I saw just exactly 
why they were so adamant about our return date. The roads 
were just packed! The very same roads we freely cruised just 
the day before had turned into a slow, endless parade of cars. I 
also saw the photos of Bangkok becoming a ghost town which 
was the main reason for all the traffic. 

On a side note I really loved all the extra rest stops 
the government had set up. My husband said that anyone 
can stop, have a coffee or water, massage and rest and it is 
all free as one of the government’s ways to try to reduce the 
accidents over the holiday. The reason for this mass exodus is 
not because the foam parties 
are more raging in small 
towns it is because everyone 
is returning home to see 
their families. Many people 
in Thailand leave their 
children with their parents 
while they work in the cities. 
Often people only get one 
big holiday each year where 
they get to see their children 
and or parents. Bus stations 
and train stations are full of 
people with gifts to bring 
home to their family. The 
most significant gift is that 
of a new piece of clothing. 
Thai people traditionally 
wear a new piece of brightly 
coloured happy clothing 
or new outfit to celebrate a 

My sweet small 
town Songkran

by Jackie Jeane
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fresh start. This is the 
origin of the flowery 
Hawaiian style shirts 
everyone wears. 

The morning 
of the 13th of 
April marked the 
beginning of the 
official celebration. 
All the homes in 
our village made 
offerings of rice and 
water which they set 
up on tables in front 
of their houses the 
night before. On this 
very special night no 
one locks their gates 
because the spirit 
doctor for the village 
comes to each house 
at about 4am to set 
the rice offerings into 
banana leaf bowls 
with lit incense and 
candles. He then 
connects with the 
ancestors of the 
household and asks 

them to watch over and protect the family for the next 
year. Each person in the village makes a donation to the 
spirit doctor for his services of approximately 50B.

Our village then hosted a gathering to honour 
the eldest member of our community and mark the 
beginning of Songkran. People donated items to the 
temple and there was food for everyone to share. At 
96 years old, Yai Mai (Grandma Mai), sat gracefully 
with impressive posture and a smile that shone from 
her eyes. The members of the community took turns 
pouring scented water over her hands to wish her good 
blessings for the next year and to receive her blessings 
in return. My family told me that the water over the 
hands is symbolic of bathing the other person. 

In the past the family 
members would actually bathe 
each other as a ceremonial way 
of removing all bad energies 
to begin the New Year fresh 
and clean. After a nice big 
meal together and many happy 
exchanges of good wishes for 
the next year we headed to 
the market. It was fun to drive around our town and see the 
children playing on the sidewalks. This year is exceptionally 
hot so there were not many people out but there were children 
playing in kiddie pools and splashing water on people in the 
market. Day one was ceremonial, sweet and mild. I only got 
wet one time when our pharmacist gently poured cold water 
on my shoulder in the market.  

Songkran’s second sunrise saluted us with a snake. 
Walking onto my patio I was surprisingly calm, must have 
been because I was still half asleep, when I walked right up to 
a metre and a half long snake. We exchanged stares for about 
five minutes before he got bored with me and slithered away. 
Upon sharing this news with the family everyone exploded in 
happy chatter about how lucky we were going to be this year. 
I will gratefully accept the luck and I now may need to buy a 
few chickens and pigs to keep the snakes away. Our morning 
included a nice trip to the crazy busy local market where 
we bought Mom new clothes for the New Year and all of the 
offerings we were going to need for the next few days. 
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Our offerings included a pig’s 
head because the spirits that oversee 
one of our homes asked for it. Luckily 
pig heads are easy to come by here. 

Then we brought offerings for 
the local monk to the temple. This was 
quite nice for me to see because this 
was not a flashy, beautifully painted 
and adorned with gold temple. This 
was truly local style. We sat in a small 
meeting room on the floor together 
and made our offerings. Our family has 
been making the exact same offering to 
the same monk for nearly 30 years and 
to other monks at the same temple for 
generations. We offered water, flowers, 
incense, food and money. The monk 
serves as a medium between us and 
our deceased family members so by 
offering him the food we are offering it 
to our family members who have passed 

away. We also brought 
along a beautiful flag and 
decorative banner which 
we put into sand on the 
temple grounds. This is 
because in the past Thais 
would bring sand and 
make little stupas on the 
temple grounds as an 
offering. Sand was very 
useful for many things 
around the temples in 
the past but they no 
longer need it as much 
so we offered this flag 
and banner as a symbol 
of what was done in the 
past. After receiving 
the traditional blessings 
from the monk including 
him sprinkling water 
on us and adorning our 
wrists with 9 strands of white 
thread we headed back home. 

Most family members had already 
returned home and were sharing dinner 
together. We did see more kids playing 
with water in the streets and they gently 
splashed a tiny bit on us offering a much 
appreciated escape from the heat. That 
evening was mostly spent drinking local 
moonshine and singing karaoke. Great 
fun at the time but not super great the 
next morning. 

On the third day we woke up 
bright and early to make our offerings 
at our spirit houses. Each home here has 
a spirit house where we make offerings 
once a year to our ancestors. Our village 
spirit doctor contacts the deceased 
to decipher what and when we are to 
offer. We went to each of our families 
homes and made our offerings then got 
ready for a family dinner with relatives 

who had returned from Bangkok. 
That day was very interesting for me 
to watch because I was fascinated by 
how everyone just seemed to know 
the rhythm of the day without saying 
anything. Food was prepared, eaten, 
moonshine was drunk and one by 
one everyone relaxed in a big line on 
the floor and slept or chatted. That 
evening we made offerings to the 
elders in our village. The 4 eldest 
neighbours received visitors all day 
from family and friends who brought 
along offerings of scented water and 
money. We received good wishes for 
the New Year from them and then 
adorned our heads with the scented 
water. It was so incredible to look 
into their wise eyes and listen to their 
heart felt wishes for our lives. I wish 
that we treasured our elders in other 
countries like this because it really 
felt like we placed them in a position 
of honour and, in my opinion, they 
deserve that. We completed our day 
of “lod nahm dum hua” or the ceremony 
of adorning ones head with water by 
pouring water on the shoulder of our 
Buddha statues. This is done to as a 
symbol of cleaning away the energies 
from our last year and starting fresh. All 
of this and we had not even started to 
play with water yet.

Day five brought out the water 
hoses and the party got started. My 
husband and I got to walk in our cities 
parade to represent our village. 
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Each of the villages in our city 
made a float of this year’s symbol for 
New Years. This year Songrkan began 
on a Sunday so our Nang Songkran, 
beautiful sister, is Tungsatevee and she 
will ride on the Garuda. The Garuda 
is a birdlike mythological beast with a 
lot symbolism and deep meaning for 
Thailand. It is currently the symbol for 
the country as well. Each village has 
their contestant for the annual beauty 
pageant ride on the float. 

It was quite exciting for me to 
carry the sign for the mothers of our 
village. I believe that I was the luckiest 
person there because everyone wanted 

to pour water on the only farang, 
foreigner, walking in the parade. I 
was covered in powder and danced 
my way from one end of town to the 
other where the judges welcomed me 
to Thailand, a lovely sentiment. The 
community then gathered to watch the 
beauty pageant, play with water and 
dance the night away.

Day six was the big parade in 
the centre of our province. We went 
to relax, watch the parade and play 
with water. The final day of official 
celebrations was the seventh day when 
we gathered one more time with our 
village members to “lod nahm dum 

hua” and pay respects to the 
elders in our community.  We 
also did a prize raffle and just 
relaxed together after the intense 
week of ceremony and party. 

To sum up my 
slow life Songkran 
experience in our 
small town I would 
use three words; 
"respect, ceremony 

and renewal". The party 
aspect was more like a 
side note at the end rather 
than the focus. The sweet 
serenade of Songkran 
has snuck into my heart 
forever. 

Best wishes of good health and lots  
of love to you all.
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environment. It is a journey of self-discovery that allows 
us to feel, access and reconnect with the multiple facets of 
ourselves, breaking away from the rigid expectations of peers, 
parents, colleagues, partners, and society at large. Women 
empower one another when they connect with their inner 
selves, with one another, and with the world.

The vision of Festival du Féminin is to bring together 
a large multi cultural group of women, giving them 
opportunities to meet, share, transmit, honour and celebrate 
precious moments of their lives and inner paths. It invites 
them to discover, or rediscover, the power, the sweetness, the 
safety of bonds and friendships connecting and feeling what 
they have in common and to explore the lights and shadows 
inside them and to heal their lineage wounds.

Festival bought together women from all walks of 
life, sharing and experiencing all things spiritual and life 
affirming, through workshops, mediation and talks, through 
dance and music.

This type of event is not for everyone, there are many 
that would feel that the whole thing was a waste of time and 
sort of mumbo jumbo, but that’s fine. Not everyone is into 
such things. I didn’t think that I was. But for those that are or 
are even remotely interested, the weekend was enlightening, 
helpful and nourishing. 

Everyone has a story, an experience from childhood 
or later in life. We carry so much and find it hard to let go of 
what may have hurt us. I feel that trauma and it’s tentacles 
tend to hold on to us and if we can’t find a way to shed them, 

it will effect us and 
everything we do. This 
includes men, it is not 
just women. Women 
are just more willing 
and able to “talk” and 
work through things 
that in turn help them 
let go. Festival was all 
about that. A sisterhood 
coming together to 
help release and let 
go, to explore within 
ourselves and find out 
what it’s really like to 
acknowledge and reflect. 

Festival  
Du Feminin 

 
by Jess Thakkar, President of the Rayong Ladies Circle

 
A transformative journey by 

women for women  

The weekend 
of 15/16th 
March was an 

interesting one. One 
full of new experiences. 
I went with an open 
mind. I have always been 
interested in the spiritual 
side of our lives. Yoga, 
reiki and meditation have 
been things that I have 
practiced from time to 
time throughout my life. 
But this was the first time 
it was not a private matter, 
not in a small group or  
a class. Festival du 
Feminin was a well 

organised event held in Bangkok which is actually part of a 
much larger worldwide movement. Events such as these have 
been held all over the world. Founded in Paris, the movement 
has developed and the event has been held in ten countries, 
Morocco, Colombia, India, Singapore, to name but a few. 
This was the fourth such event held in Thailand. The Bangkok 
festival organiser is a French women called Sylvie Baradel. 
Here are her words describing the event. 

Festival du Féminin in Bangkok, an internationally 
registered event for women of every culture to experience 
awakening and empowerment in a safe and intimate 
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It was a happy and warm experience.
I really don’t feel that anyone can be “perfectly fine”, 

perhaps I am being a little harsh but we all have a story, a past, 
we all have something that’s pains us, a memory, a traumatic 
experience or a need that we cannot fill. 

As human beings we hold on to every type of 

experience, good or bad. Yes, with time 
the memory fades, but sometimes we 
need help with understanding, why and 
what has happened to us.

Women tend to be the ones to 
seek help. I don’t think I am able here 
in this piece of writing to discuss 
the difference between the way men 
and women deal with “life” but we 
are different and we women are able 
to open up and seek help and are 
willing to “learn” about ourselves 
using any means possible. Some 

women that is, not all of us. 
We tend to look and seek help, in understanding what 

and why our world is the way it is. Festivals such as these and 
the programmes can help us release and help nourish our 
emotional self. 

Festival held a series of workshops throughout the two 
days. You simply choose the ones that you wish to attend 
over the two days. The workshops were varied and vibrant, 
from the simple and “normal” to the somewhat “weird and 
wonderful”. They were held by a variety of facilitators, made 
up of energy healers, psychologists, life coaches, therapists, 
business executives and even a midwife. There really was 
something for everyone.

The days were split with three 
workshops in the morning, then further ones 
in the afternoon, after lunch. Women from 
all walks of life attended, many flying in from 
other parts of the world, one lady came from 
Kenya and another from Indonesia. They all 
helped one another to delve deep within and 
find ourselves, discovering issues and offering 
guidance, self-expression and healing. 

I was overwhelmed by the kindness, 
caring and generosity of spirit that complete 
strangers showed to each other and how very 
relaxed we all felt. It was easy to share and so 
easy to shed a tear. The workshops awakened 
something in all of us. 

We found some inner peace many 
found more questions that needed answering. 
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That was somehow comforting. 
What was also so impressive was that here in Thailand, 

in our somewhat erratic, busy crazy 
expat life, there is hope of finding all 
sorts of help, in every form. Festival 
showed me that there are  many 
places to go to for help and in many 
different guises. 

Before Christmas, a young 
mother posted on an online forum 
for mother’s, asking if Pattaya had 
any councillors or therapists that she 
could see. Initially I was touched by 
her bravery, then saddened that she 
had to post online to find something 
that she needed to help her through 
what was obviously a tough time for 
her. She exposed herself and because 
of that I felt for her. 

Pattaya is not as diverse or dynamic as Bangkok. 
She received few answers, I reached out to her offering 
the names of people I knew that might be able to help 
and also my listening ear. 

I admired her for her honesty and her self-
awareness. Her willingness to seek help in her time  
of need. 

This festival was for her and so many others 
like her, it was also for women looking for freedom of 
expression, women looking for ways to feel different, it 
was for the women who need help and guidance and it 
was for joy. It was for finding oneself and for help in just 
letting “go” and feeling normal about it.

Below are a list of the workshops... not all of them 
just a few, you will perhaps be shocked by some of the 
titles or you may be intrigued.

Like I said these things are not for everyone but 
there was and is something for everyone.
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Dancing the feminine archetypes with 
primitive expressio

A women’s hands  
– a women’s work
Bonding between mothers  
and daughters
Affirming our divine  
feminine truth
Awaken your inner temple
Being my best feminine 
version
Finding our own voice
If clothes wrap the body,  
the skin wraps the soul
Forgiving and letting go
Celebrate womanhood!
Nurturing the inner child 
Rebirth ceremony 

There was an interesting panel 
discussion held on 
Saturday afternoon, 
entitled “This is my 
body”, the panel 
consisted of women who 
are considered leaders 
within their fields. One 
was Sirinya (Cindy) 
Bishop, the supermodel, 
TV host and now 
activist. Read her article 
in this issue.

The subject is vast 
and each of the panel 
gave their views on how 
and what they felt about 
themselves as women 

with some of the same experiences 
and expectations. It’s ok to be the 
same and it’s also ok to be different, 
the message from the panel was that 
it’s ok to be just who you are, without 
guilt, fear or judgment.

That to me summed up exactly 
what Festival was about. 

We shared, debated, talked 
and we laughed. There is something 
very comforting knowing that we 
are all the same. We all feel and have 

the same needs and desires and are 
all just trying to make it, make this 
life work… the Festival helped one 
connect with everyone that attended 
and also with ones inner self. 

Next year, if you see it 
advertised, go along. I think that you 
will be amazed at how wonderful it 
makes you feel. At ease with yourself 
and other people… 

and the perception of women in general 
in society, specifically Thai society. LGBT 
issues, sexual assault, ones own body 
image and how we are seen by our peers, 
body shaming, all this was discussed  
and more. 

The conclusion I came to from 
listening to the discussion was that 
women are all different, of course we are. 
As human beings not all of us are the 
same but we all have to go through life 

Events
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I have been to various fashion 
capitals of the world, such 
as New York, Milan, Paris, 
London to name but a few 
and have watched famous 
designers show their genius on 
the catwalk. However, nothing 
gives me a bigger high than 
watching my compatriots who 
made it in the fashion industry 
by showing their collections 
that are on par with the best 
in the world. The recently 
concluded Runway Asia 
spearheaded by Bangkok based 
businesswoman, Rachel Hizon 
in collaboration with six 

award winning 
fashion designers 
was a huge success. 

The designers 
arrived fresh 
off their 

recent win as the Best 
Showcase Award from 
the prestigious 2018 
Asia Fashion Week 
(Mercedes Benz Stylo 
Fashion Week) held 
in Kuala Lumpur last 
November. This Runway 
Asia event was the first 

of the signature Philippine fashion 
series. After each show, pieces were sold 
at bazaars with a portion of proceedings 
benefiting the Saraburi Home for Girls. 

To create the ideal ambiance for 
Runway Asia, Rocky Hizon sought 
two venues that showcased both the 
collections and Bangkok’s unique story. 
She explains, “I wanted a modern, 
almost spartan venue as the backdrop 
of these fabulously colourful designs. 
That’s why I chose Parrish Jones 
Bangkok, a bespoke menswear shop on 
the Sukhumvit Road as the first venue.  
I also wanted a relaxed atmosphere with 
a modern, rustic feel thus, my home 
gallery in the Yen Akart-Sathorn area 
became the second venue. I live in a 
traditional Thai house with a garden 
of mature trees. It’s the perfect setting 
for the beautiful and unpredictable 
designs.”

What drew my attention as I entered 
the room were collections of beautifully 
crafted bags and accessories. The 
emerging designer Adante Leyesa is not 
a greenhorn in competitions. He showed 
his intricate and attention-grabbing 
accessories in Solenn Heusaff for a 
Bastille Day Collection and won the Best 
Accessories Designer. His designs are 
bejewelled using various materials such 
as local fabrics, woods, semi-precious 
stones, beads and even metal chains. 

Passion for 
fashion

by Arlene Rafiq at Yen Akart 
Home Gallery and Lori 

Blackburn at Parrish Jones 
Bangkok

Photos by  
Khun Nattawat
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Some materials are imported but 
handcrafted in the Philippines by 
local artisans. This talent is soft 
spoken and humble but shared 
his stories to newly met friends, 
including myself.

The event highlighted the work 
of six notable designers: Dong 
Omaga-Diaz (Women’s Wear) 
National Director of Team 
Philippines at the Asia Fashion 
Week for six consecutive years 
whose current collection reflects 
"a neo romantics rhapsody.”

Adante Leyesa (Bags & 
Accessories) An advocate for 
sustainability and modern 
fashion who partners with 
Filipino artisans in creating traditional beading, embroidery, 
and tapestry.

Jo-rel Espina (Tribal Trendy Wear) A "fashion storyteller" 
who dresses beauty queens and the “who's who” in 
Philippines’ fashion and entertainment. Name them and he 
has dressed them.

Dodjie Batu (Menswear) An avante-garde menswear 
designer who was awarded Preview’s “Most promising 
designer” and “100 Hottest Filipino designers in the world” 
by Illustrado. 

Len Nepomuceno-Mortel (Bridal & Evening) A bridal and 
evening wear designer extraordinaire who owns L'Official 
Corp. Designer to foreign dignitaries, diplomats, and 
socialites.

Randolph Keith Jinky Petalcorin (Women’s Wear)  
A favourite designer for the Philippines’ top social and 
political figures. His perfect silhouette embodies  
“Simplicity in Elegance.”

Last year was not the only time that Dong Omaga Diaz’s 
shined.  He emerged as the clear favourite when he got 
his award in a competition in 1999 by The Fashion and 
Design Council of the Philippines’ annual Philippine Design 
Competition for the Concours International. It was in the same 
year that Dong got a special prize, the Le Sage Award during 
the Young Designers Competition in Paris. The rest is history. 
Last year, Dong entered the Malaysia/Mercedes Benz Stylo 
Fashion Week. He knew he could do it but it’s not easy as he 
had to search for capable designers to help him represent the 
country. With an aim to promote and open doors to designers, 
he had to map the whole country to complete his line-up. He 
knew that his choice was the best when his team won the most 

important award in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia “Best Showcase of the Year” 
for exhibiting continually during the 
competition beautifully crafted and 
extensible acclaimed designs. None 
other than Datuk Professor (Dr) 
Jimmy Choo handed the award to  
the Philippine team.

Dong Omaga-Diaz (Mentor 
and Leader of the Runway 
Asia Philippine Team) and Len 
Nepomuceno-Mortel (Bangkok-
based Filipino designer) have both 
served as past presidents of the 
Fashion and Design Council of the 
Philippines. As leading voices in 
Filipino fashion, they share insights 
from Runway Asia Bangkok.

Events
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Dong Omaga-Diaz 
Both the Philippines and Thailand belong to a creative 
heritage. Art is within us. I admire the work of my Thai and 
Asian colleagues. The road may be long and bumpy, but our 
stars will shine because we work hard. For Filipino designers, 
be proud of your beginnings and heritage. This gives you 
identity thus separating you from the 
rest. Many thanks to those who attended 
our Bangkok show. Fashion business is 
not all glamour. Hard work plays a vital 
role in this business. Many moons ago, 
we wove a dream to show in Bangkok. 
Thank you for adding the important 
fibres that made this dream a reality.  
You saw and appreciated what we do! 
Kob khun krab.    
   
Len Nepomuceno-Mortel 
A current fashion trend is sustainability. 
SE Asian designers are creative, 
hardworking, and talented. They can 
create sustainable fashion from any 
fabric - either handwoven or machine 
made from indigenous materials. 
Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia and 
the Philippines use fabrics woven by 
their own tribes or local artisans. Their 
homegrown designers boldly utilise this 
in pieces ranging from formal to street 
wear. The Philippines has a pineapple 
fibre known as pina. I infused this light, 
breezy fabric into the Bangkok shows 
to promote Filipino fashion. I enjoyed 
the fashion shows, first at Parrish 
Jones, where the international expat 
community attended and then at Yen 
Akart Home Gallery where Filipino 
expats came to support the designers. 

I live in Bangkok and having a 
fashion show here is special because 
I am showing in the country I call 
home. 

Kudos to all the 
designers for the 
great showing of their 
fabulous designs and 
to Rachel Hizon for 
bringing in to Bangkok 
these amazing Filipino 
designers. We wish  

all six the very best and hope to see  
them collect more accolades in the 
fashion world.
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King's Cup Elephant Boat  
Race and River Festival
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Finally the time has come when we 
should all simplify and reduce our 
wardrobe. We know that we should 

focus on, what we will use for the summer 
and we want to follow the trends. At the 
same time wear uncomplicated clothes, 
with few elements, where the main thing 
is comfort, that adapt to our body and 
style. Save your coats, prepare for shorts, 
shirts, dresses, sandals and bathing suits! 
Recommendations are special for holidays 
and for beach days.

Be a Starlette
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Fiesta: a cheerful and vibrant orange/
red. It is an emotional tone, perfect to 
combine it with two shades that provide 
stability and elegance. Use it with the 
colour pink and if you want to impact, 
I recommend using it with colours like 
orange, blue or fuchsia.

Jester red: an intense and elegant red. 
Ideal to combine with orange, coral or 
neutral colours like nude.

Tumeric: gives us a bold touch, which 
we can combine with neutral colours.

Living coral: with a slight golden hue 
this colour is delicate and elegant. The 
colour of 2019 so dare to use it at any 
season of the year.

1.  Mix of 
colours and 
patterns
The colours of this 
proposal are powerful 
with vibrant tones full 
of joy. They represent 
the desire to look to the 
future with confidence 
and positivity. We were 
able to see them on 
most runways, now I 
am going to give you 
my favourite colours 
that highlight any outfit 
no matter the country 
of destination.

Sweet lilac: a sweet touch, which tends 
to have cold tones. It is a feminine and 
delicate colour. You can wear it with 
red, brown and neutral colours.

Pressed rose: is very similar to Sweet 
lilac, its only difference is the cold spot. 
Warmth and tenderness is what this 
colour represents.

Verbana lemon: a yellow full of 
positivity and joy but it has no warm 
point and is quite clear.

Terrarium moss: green moss that 
resembles nature, it is a dark green and 
easy to combine.
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2. Knot to  
the centre

Knots in the neckline become the 
trend in 2019, you can see them 

in dresses, shirts, tops, for all 
tastes and occasions. It is a cool 

style for the hot days and you 
can use it for the beach or for 

something more formal. Do not 
limit yourself when combining.

3. Off the 
shoulders
We can see it in dresses, tops 
and even in bathing suits. 
It's perfect for a summer 
afternoon. This is to tan!

4. Cycling shorts
One of those tendencies that at first do not 

convince you, but little by little begins to 
attract your attention. You can use it with 

blazers or tops. All sizes for all ages, because 
they are here to stay. They are  

super comfortable!

5. Transparencies
From the catwalk to the High 
Street, if you want to wear a 
transparency ensure that your 
underwear is appropriate. 
Transform little by little 
into subtle transparencies 
or accompanied by lace, 
embroidery or even prints.

6. Square neckline
Adapts to any size of bust, being 

square, widens the shoulder 
area and shortens the neck. This 
neckline is perfect in swimsuits!

Fashion
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7. Flows and fringes
Two beautiful trends, which conquered 
us and came to stay this summer. From 

an aesthetic directly inspired by the 
oversize and at the same time minimalist 

style. You can use it on pants, dresses, 
shirts and sweaters. They give us volume 

and enlarge; do not use them in parts that 
you want to refine or disguise.

8. Textile
A pattern that invades the catwalks 
is the Cuadrillé, Gingham or 
Vichy paintings. This fashion is 
reinvented and used in garments 
with less traditional designs: skirts 
and pleats, blazers, shirts, even 
non-traditional accessories. It is 
a perfect style for a formal outing 
and at the same time it can be 
something casual.

9. Polka dots
A fashion that left and then came 

back to stay. This print became 
popular in the 50s, has not 

disappeared and has always been 
used to star in classic outfits with 

vintage touches. Either to enjoy the 
golden hour on the beach or to add a 

little mischief to a warm night.

10. Fishnet
If you are one of those who love trying new things to 
combine your team. It's a network created in an artisan 
way, perfect to go to the beach and even to the street. 
Mixed with fabrics that cover the feminine form.

11. The sun will  
be shining

The best allies of the summer outfit, protect 
your eyes with style, with impressive colours. 

From oversized, to cat eye and triangular 
sunglasses are all still popular. A futuristic, 

innovative and elegant touch.  
With bright colours!
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Talar Zambakjian 
Successful fashion stylist with a Master 
Degree in Business Administration. 
Despite her Lebanese and Armenian 
origins, this entrepreneurial woman has 
extensive experience in the Thai market 
thanks to her 10 years living in the 
Kingdom. She currently writes for  
Expat Life in Thailand under her 
personal brand Be A Starlette. She is 
one of the most important fashion  
and empowerment influencers for  
the women of 30 years old and up in  
the country.  
For inquiries: @talarz@be_a_starlette

12. What about 
swimsuits

Swimsuits assume an ultra leading role, 
the body gets better with certain designs 
and colours. We look for new trends and 

options that satisfy us and make us feel 
comfortable. One piece, designs from the 

80s and 90s, in pastel and neon colours, 
with boleros and polka dots! Dare to 

innovate this summer.

14. Hairstyle trends
Time to wear your hair to natural and warm! 
Don't use extravagant hairstyles, dare to wear 

simple tails, you can use clips/barrettes to 
decorate and give a fancy touch to your style!

Summer. Summer.  
Summer. We need heat, we 
need a bit of all this to start 

with the second half of the 
year. While we wait, we will 

arm ourselves with these 
imperative items in  

our wardrobe.

I'm looking forward to a great 
Summer! With style ;)

xoxo 
Talar Artinan

Be a Starlette 
@be_a_starlette 

@talarzTalar Artinian

13. Firm steps!
We love to fantasise about shoes! The time 
has come to inspire us, there is no subtle 
trend for this season, it's about texture, 
colour and shapes. You have to play 
with the pastel colours, with urban style, 
platform sandals come back, and we see 
fishnet in the shoes. Queen the 60s!!

Fashion
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A dog is startled by my presence as I turn the corner 
and enter the serenity of Wat Khlong Palat Priang in 
Samut Prakan. I have been cycling in this area for a 

number of years but recently the frequency and intensity of 
my casual rides has intensified following the purchase of an 
excellent fold-up Dahon bicycle from, surprisingly enough, 
my last overseas posting in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

The cycling contrasts offered here in this neighbouring 
province of Bangkok compared to those back in the Middle 
East could not be more vivid. I love this country so much and, 
as the old brown dog finally gives up his barking and decides 
that, as a middle-aged British farang I pose little threat to him, 
I continue my cycle around the edge of this fine Thai Buddhist 
temple.

As part of the Bangkok Metropolitan Region, Samut 
Prakan conveniently nestles alongside the capital straddling 
the mighty Chao Phraya. 

Although more urban towards the east 
of the river, both sides, including the 
aptly named ‘green lung’ area are still 
sporting rice paddies, mangroves and 
shrimp farms giving a rural glimpse into 
traditional Thai life. 

Exploring the khlongs 
and back streets of 

Bangkok

With an altitude barely above sea level a variety of 
interesting walkways and plinths have been constructed 
over the years, presumably to allow un impeded movements 
during the inevitable floods during the  
wet season.

Many of the stronger concrete plinths are ideally built 
to access property alongside the drainage khlongs (dykes) 
located throughout the province. It is not unusual to see 
people fishing from these structures using a wide net held fast 
by an ingenious winching system ready to pounce on their 
hapless evening meal as subsistence living is definitely the 
norm here.

by David Jackson
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After a few kilometres of safe cycling using a 
combination of side roads and concrete khlong plinths I stop 
to admire a homemade and ingenious water lifting device in 
the murky waters on khlong Wat Nam Daeng. Reminiscent 
of something from ancient Egypt, albeit augmented with an 
electric motor, a particularly resourceful farmer has rigged-up 
in true Heath Robinson style a collection of wood, metal and 
rubber random components to successfully lift, what appears 
to be, a few million litres into an adjacent lake of significance. 
This ability to create something functional from limited 
funding always pleases me in my travels around Thailand as 
people exhibiting extreme parsimony seek solutions to their 
problems in shrewd ways.

Turning off this khlong I am startled to find that I have 
indeed arrived in London, England, as the false facade on 
one of the new gated developments of low rise properties 
announces. Ignoring the adjacent French inspired mock 
signs for 'fleurs' and coffee I continue along a side road close 
to Mega BangNa where I eventually locate a wonderful 
coffee shop with a homemade waterfall in the front garden. 
Bangkaew Cafe has only been opened for around 6 months, 
but the young entrepreneur and owner, Karawik Keeratiwud 
tells me that business is thriving and I can certainly see 
why as this cafe captures quintessentially the booming Thai 
coffee culture. With a non-plastic policy extending as far 
as the stainless steel straw which I use in my soda she has 
successfully converted the recently arrived middle classes into 
savvy connoisseurs of coffee consumerism.

Expat life
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things happily growing around her home.
The path comes to a sudden rough end and I am 

forced to lift my bicycle over an extremely rough section. 
A new road was recently built across this khlong and it 
looks like this pathway requires some maintenance but 
I will keep coming back to monitor this as I am sure the 
developer will reinstate the path to its original condition; 
that's another quintessential beauty of Thailand; the health 
and safety might lag somewhat behind what we are used to 
in the west but I know for a fact that this path will be fixed 
and reopened imminently.

Suddenly the tranquil khlongs water surface is 
augmented by a pretty looking plant hugging the surface 
and this soon becomes a solid mass covering the entire 
canal. This is Pak Tob Chawah (Eichhornia crassipes) and 
sports a beautiful purple flower. However, appearances 
often deceive, and it turns out that this non-native 
weed is indeed a menace to the khlongs as it starves the 
water of oxygen and stifles most other life (information 
subsequently obtained from Khun Jidapa Chaiyasat, 
science teacher at nearby Mattayom Wat Dan Samrong 
School).

In nearby Bangkok. although many of the original 
khlongs have been filled-in it is easy for the casual visitor 
to see how the capital was aptly named The Venice of the 
East with its vast network of canals, many still used by 
the general public for transportation. One of the original 
canals was built in the mid 16th century (whilst Ayutthaya 
was still the capital under the reign of Chairacha) and this 
khlong created a shortcut which reduced the time for ships 
to sail from the mouth of the river to Ayutthaya. Modern 
districts like Khlong Toei still retain their name created 
originally from a canal built by King Mongkut in the 
mid 19th century and in the early 20th century part of the 
original canal was filled in to expand the size of adjacent 
Rama IV road.  

A great day is always on hand here in Thailand. 
I thoroughly recommend that you spend some time 
exploring these backwaters of the great nation.

About the author: 
David Jackson is a 
Londoner from England 
and he lives in Samut 
Prakan and works at 
an international school 
in Bangkok. He would 
like to thank the coffee 
shop owner, Karawik 
Keeratiwud and 
science teacher, Jidapa 
Chaiyasat for additional 
information provided.

Back on the road again and I am momentarily startled 
by a motorcycle taxi driver as he diligently passes me at 
some speed whilst cleverly sucking the contents of a bottle of 
caffeine into his parched throat using his free hand. As a keen 
motorcyclist myself I enjoy the relative freedoms offered to us 
expats here in the Land of Smiles although today I am glad I 
am on my pushbike as I enter another khlong system along 
another concrete path.

Although in a slightly more decayed condition I have 
the path to myself as I get up to a gentle speed. I last used this 
path on 1st January as I distinctly remember a family enjoying 
their bank holiday with their mandatory bottles of Singha 
and Leo. Although quieter now I stop by one of these basic 
metal sheet houses and admire the owner as she merrily goes 
about her business tending to her generously stocked adjacent 
allotment. Again I marvel at the ability of Thais to maximise 
their resources with such ubiquity; this lady might not exactly 
have all the modern trappings of a western lifestyle but she 
certainly eats a diet of fresh green vegetables by the looks of 
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It’s easy to subscribe  
to EXPAT LIFE  
print magazine
Are you one of these human beings  
who relish in rare moments, where you 
find time to touch, feel, and smell a  
beautifully printed magazine? 

“Subscribers are the 
true supporters of any 
independent magazine.”

We believe that there are still people on this 
planet who like to have a print magazine in 
their hands and turn single pages as you curl 

up with a cup of coffee or tea. Print magazines help us 
to calm down and give us a break from our busy life and 
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One day you’ll be reading 
this, and I’ll be dead! It 
might be this edition, fresh 

off the press, very unexpected; I hope 
not! More likely, you’ve found an old 
copy of Expat Life in Thailand in the 
magazine rack of a Starbucks in Sala 
Daeng. You’re there, hiding from the 
chaos outside! 

The shouting and screaming of 
hundreds running swiftly through 
narrow streets, care nothing of who 
they might target next! The police 
and soldiers stand by powerless as the 
onslaught spreads; it’s a free for all! All 
thoughts of tomorrow are gone, today’s 
all that matters! Your heart’s pounding, 
your body is clammy, your mind is 
racing. How did I get here? What could 
I have done differently? 

It'll be too late soon to have a 
voice; the dead are silent, everything 
they ever said distorted and forgotten, 
leaving others with just, 'how you made 
them feel.' The only things left, films, 
sound recordings or scripts like this, 
unchanging, frozen for eternity, just 
evidence that you were here once!

I've experienced many funerals 
and can't remember one which wasn't 
farcical in some way. At my father's, 
his then current partner, dear old 
Ivy, sat near the back of the church 
out of respect for my mother and her 
children. We, in turn, felt so sorry for 
her obvious grief that we sat in the 
remaining seats behind. The priest 

had to shout from the altar, his voice 
echoing over thirty rows of empty pews 
between him and the rest of us! We 
didn’t know what my father would have 
wanted, so there we all were, actors in a 
B movie comedy! 

I dislike those European funerals 
with the big ugly black limos, the 
distraught family, some doing their 
best to look distraught, many just 
wanting to be seen to be there, to 'pay 
their last respects.' I'm not even sure 
what that means! If you want to 'pay 
your respects,' do it when I'm alive so I 
can have the pleasure of that meeting! 
Visit while you can, I sincerely don't 
want your company when I'm dead, 
when it's all one-way talk. If you don't 
like me, let's make friends. Know that 
sometimes, it’s too late! Don't whisper 
to my spirit after your free tea and 
sandwiches; you'll be talking to yourself. 
Don't wait to read my obituary, it’ll 
probably never be written! Learn about 
me while I’m alive, speak now, hear my 
story and tell me yours; I'd like that! 

Why does it cost six times that 
of a business class ticket to fly a dead 
body to another country, when you’re 
not even eating from the flight menu? 
If I die overseas, that's where I want to 
remain. I don't want a funeral, though 
I know my body must be disposed of, 
I want it all done with minimum fuss. 
Buddhists do it best, don’t you think? 

Where do  
we go when 
we die?
by Daniel Sencier
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Avoid flying in from anywhere to see me dead; I'd rather 
you gave the fare to someone in need. Ashes? Sure, you 
can have some, but don't talk to them, it's not me! I'm here 
now. Talk to me! 

When my father was alive I didn't make much effort 
at keeping in touch; I had a young family, it could always 
wait until another day. What I'd give to talk now, tell him 
where I've been and what I've done. I'd hug him for the 
first time! When he died, I felt a part of me went with him; 
that way I still feel close. When my mother went, it laid 
ruin to what was left; all sleeping demons arriving at once!

So, where do I believe we go when we die? We tell 
our children, "You go back to where you were before you 
were a baby." I love that! After nearly 70 years, dipping in 
and out of religion, searching for the truth, I finally found 
what sits comfortably, and it's simple... 

I don't know, and nobody else does; Hindus, Jews, 
Catholics, Muslims, Atheists, say your piece, but if you 
claim to know, then you’re in immediate conflict with 
billions of others. Why should you be right and they 
wrong?

There are roughly 4,200 organised religions in the 
world. I say ‘organised’ to indicate they probably have a 
leader, a headquarters and a bank account, but some faiths 
may only have one person with their own set of unique 
beliefs; like me!

Look at the top five:

Christianity:   2.2 billion
Islam:    1.5 billion
Secular/Agnostic/Atheist:  1.2 billion
Hinduism:   1.1 billion
Buddhism:   535 million

When a member of one of those dies, they all have very 
different scenarios in ‘what happens next,’ and all deal 
with it in very different ways. So, where my open spiritual 
mind says and feels that there could indeed be a ‘God 
Almighty’ would that God really have 4,200 different 
versions of ‘what happens next?’ Or do we desperately 
research all 4,200 to find which one suits us best? I know 
that random reincarnation wouldn’t suit me at all, coming 

back in the life form of anything from a goat to a 
jellyfish, a pigeon to a tuna, all have obvious downsides; 
and I can think of worse! Having started out as Catholic 
and experiencing up to 20 other religions over 60 years, 
I’ve now parked my soul in the Buddhist bay.

My belief is that those who believe there’s nothing 
after death are just as wrong as those who believe there’s 
something, because the truth is, we don't know, and that 
gives me comfort. It means we enter the final journey 
knowing there might be nothing, but also that there 
might be something; an element of hope. After all, if 
there is some higher being, an Almighty God, they will 
surely understand why we mortals might, looking at the 
evidence, have doubts about the ‘masterplan.'

Yes, the dust from my body will float along 
with yours, journeying for eternity throughout the 
cosmos, scattering over millions of light years. The 
energy that makes life possible will dissipate, just as 
a candlelight does when the wind gusts. As to what 
happens then, I don’t know; you don’t know,  
nobody knows! 

So, go now! Grab your weapon, reload and take 
your chance amongst the bellowing mob outside. 
Revel and rejoice in the festival of Songkran, where 
you can die safely a thousand times. I’m gone, but 
your voice still matters. Talk, shout, scream with joy! 
I’m where we go when we die. 

Expat life
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The Bangkok Women’s 
Writers Group
by Bhavna Khemlani and Morgan A. Pryce

In ‘Bangkokian’ terms, the founding of the 
BWWG dates back to an era shrouded in the 
mists of time: the mystical year 2000. What has 
kept this proudly independent group going is as 
simple as it is special: a shared love of writing.

Bangkok Women’s Writers

She walks to her table with a cup of coffee
perhaps some wine today
She flips her hair, unites with friends
new friends
A story is circulated
Three pages or less

Poem, novella, short story, or a teaser
flash fiction, non-fiction or something more
Words act like a chaperon 
some wisdom, some mystery, some reflection 
Words tingle, bring a smile, and creates suspense
Eyes rolling, pen circling, lips pressing

Three pages or less over
time is precious, discussion is valuable 
Words mesmerise her
suggestions encourage her 
Time for the next meeting and greeting

Bangkok Women’s Writers Group welcomes your story

Traditions

A dig in the annals of the BWWG reveals that the 
group was founded on the 2nd floor of some dubious 
establishment on Soi Cowboy. In spite of the familiar 

image of “that part of Bangkok”, the place had the advantage 
of being relatively easy to reach for all members and quiet 
during the early hours of the evening. 

Over the years, the meeting venues changed, from a 
small café right next to a BTS station, to the back room of 
a Thai-style branch of one major coffee selling chain to the 
Emporium branch of another. But they all had two things in 
common: they were easy to reach and had a large table for 
writers to gather round, spread a maelstrom of paper on and 
still have room for food and drink, but, most of important of 
all: discuss each other’s writing.

Along with the venues, members have come and gone, 
back to their home countries or onto new destinations, and 
yet amidst the impermanence of places and people, the group 
itself has endured. If you ask: Who can I expect to meet at a 
typical meeting? The best answer would be: “That depends 
entirely on who happens to be in the city”. The BWWG 
has welcomed nationalities from every continent except 
Antarctica (so far!), the April meeting saw 6 writers from 6 
different countries. Their writing genres are equally diverse. 
While the founding members were mostly journalists, the 
group is currently the home mostly of fiction writers and 
poets, but bloggers and researchers also bring in their work, 
while some members are working on autobiographies. The 
level of experience the BWWG welcomes varies as well, from 
absolute beginners to prize winning poets and novelists: they 
have a proud tradition of welcoming everyone and taking 
their voices as writers seriously.

As former leader Anette Pollner used to say whenever 
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she welcomed a newcomer to the group: 
the BWWG is not a critique group but 
tries to discuss every piece of writing 
in the spirit it was written, so that the 
writer can develop her own voice. As a 
consequence, there is no such thing as a 
“BWWG style of writing”. It also means 
that no one needs to fear being ripped 
apart. Everyone takes it as a given that 
the texts they are going to read are 
‘works in progress’, and will give their 
feedback in a constructive manner to 
help the writer develop her piece. 

Under Dali’s watchful eyes

When 4 core members of the BWWG 
decided to give a new restaurant 
a try, they immediately fell in love 
and decided another move was due. 
Therefore, since September 2018, 
the BWWG has been meeting at 
The Melting Clock at Sukhumvit Soi 
61, within walking distance of BTS 
Ekkamai. Fittingly, they have chosen a 
table at the very back, under a mural of 
Salvatore Dali and the melting clocks 
which gave the restaurant its name. 
Fittingly, because meetings can get a 
little surreal!

They start at 7pm and for the 
next two hours, writers take turns 
handing out their copies of 3 pages max 
of whatever project they are currently 
working on. It is entirely possible for 
the BWWG to open with a poem about 
a frog conversing with the universe 
about the meaning of existence. 
Followed by a helping of gothic horror 
set in downtown Sukhumvit, topped 
off with romance a 21st century Jane 
Austen would be proud of. Contrasted 

by a sprinkle of thought-provoking 
urban dystopia or a ghost story with 
more twists than a pretzel. Rounded off 
perhaps by an autobiographical blog 
entry to introduce a mouthwatering 
cooking recipe or some flash fiction 
about an ordinary visit to the beach 
that ends up anything but ordinary. 
Of course, with the diversity of genres 
comes a diversity of opinions about any 
piece of writing. It is not unheard of 
for members to completely disagree in 
their reactions and recommendations 
– as can be expected given the angles 
these diverse writers are coming from. 
Sometimes tears flow during these 
discussions, but not to worry! They are 
always tears of laughter, as negativity 
and tearing down other people’s 
opinions have been eliminated from the 
group from the start. 

It is only after every last writer has 
had a chance for her text to be discussed 
and for the group to share their 
experiences about writing including 
the joys, and, yes, the aches and pains 
of being a writer, that the social part 
of the evening begins for those who 
wish to stay and chat a little longer and, 
perhaps, listen to the music from the 
front of the restaurant.

The meetings and the way they 
are conducted are a legacy the current 
leaders are fiercely 
determined 
to protect and 
continue. But they 
are also eager to 
develop the group 
further. Headed 
by their former 
leader Anette, they 

launched two bestselling 
anthologies, Bangkok 
Blondes (2007), and Monsoon 
Midnights (2014) which 
contains part of a series of 
short stories set in nightly 
Bangkok published in Big 
Chilli. For the past few years, 
they have also presented 
their works at international 
academic conferences, book 
launches, open mic poetry 
events and participated in 
literary events, under new 
leadership are planning to 
continue in that vein.

There is a writer within 
everyone, every word weaving together, 
channeling through various caves of 
imagination, and finding the missing 
puzzle through encouragement.

The group meets from 7-9pm 
every first Tuesday of the month at 
The Melting Clock, Sukhumvit Soi 61. 
BWWG (www.meetup.com)

About the authors:

Morgan A. Pryce is a writer and 
academic who made Bangkok her home 
over 20 years ago. Her poems and short 
stories have appeared in anthologies in 
the UK, the US and Thailand.

Bhavna Khemlani is a 
university lecturer, Corporate 
Trainer, Academic & Creative Writing 
Coach, Reiki Master Teacher-
Practitioner, NLP Practitioner, Poet, 
Author - Editor of  Anthology 'Gratitude, 
Good News, & Guidelines'. Her works 
has been published in various literary 
journals and anthology.  
www.bhavzparadise.com
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I attended two opening ceremonies last week: One for our 
old Thai friend’s house and another for my husband’s 
office. They both recently moved into their new places. 

Both ceremonies were organised according to the Buddhist 
ritual. Starting with five monks chanting, the crowd followed 
the monks responsively. After a while, the monks passed 
around a long white thread to connect the people and the 
thread was cut ceremoniously with prayers. Then the monks 
walked around the house/office, splashing holy water by 
shaking a bundle of wooden sticks. 

The lead monk drew a symbol on the top of door 
entrance with his finger in white flour paste. Later I was 
told the symbol was to invite good luck and protect them 
from the evil. Then we gave a token of appreciation to  
each monk and the ceremony ended with a Thai feast.  
The ritual for a private house and a public office are 
exactly the same.

Our friend is a Buddhist like many Thais and 
naturally the ceremony was a Buddhist ritual. My husband 
and I were the only foreigners, but they welcomed us as 

always. I don’t speak much Thai, but I was quite 
comfortable surrounded by his family and friends 
in a cosy corner of his house. I enjoyed being a part 
of very local Thai culture. 

A week later, my husband’s office held an 
opening ceremony and I was quite surprised to 
observe the same Buddhist ritual. The monks’ 
classic brown robes, which had seemed ordinary 
at our friend’s house, appeared to be odd to me in 
the office environment. I was somehow expecting 
this ceremony to be more official. I mean, more 
business-like. Having an MC, introducing the 
organisation’s history, presenting the vision and 
activities, and VIPs delivering celebratory speeches. 
His new office is in a modern looking building 
on a main street of downtown Bangkok. The view 

“Very Thai”  
opening ceremonies
by Rie Atagi
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is an American and 
when he didn’t know 
what to do, someone 
approached him 
from the behind and 
discreetly guided 
him. He didn’t 
look too ignorant 
thanks to their 
guidance. It was 
kind of cute to watch 
a big American, 
kneeling down 
on the office floor 
(he is so inflexible 
and kneeling 
down is physically 
challenging) to wai 
(bow) to a monk to show his respect. The monks’ 
chanting with little variation of cadence was a 
strange sound to a business office, but their deep 

voice was powerful and calming. I didn’t understand a word, 
but I felt peaceful and was in unison with their prayers  
at heart.

I am not sure if many other office opening ceremonies 
follow the Buddhist rituals in Thailand, but I was glad his 
office opening was “very Thai”. It was humane and family-like. 
Whether opening a personal house or business office, the 
attendees’ wish for wellbeing and good luck for a new place 
is the same. They just utilised a most common practice to 
pursue the purpose: a peaceful and prosperous future. The 
ceremony may not be “politically correct”, but pragmatic. Oh, 
and of course, an auspicious day was chosen for the ceremony. 
“Very Thai” indeed.

from the high-floor window is fantastically urban with 
a big artificial lake surrounded by gleaming skyscrapers. 
Besides, his organisation is not affiliated to any religion at 
all. This is not “politically correct,” is it? 

However, as I watched the ritual proceeding, I 
couldn’t help but smile. In the end, I was convinced this 
“seemingly-not-politically-correct” practice was the most 
appropriate form of opening a new office in Thailand. 
The ritual proceeded with mutual understanding of the 
participants without much verbal instruction. There 
were some Thai colleagues who knew what to do. Their 
behaviour was so natural and you could tell they had 
participated in similar ceremonies for years. My husband 

Expat life
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Events / social pictures
What’s been happening

New Zealand Ball celebration
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Galleries Night launch at  
the French Ambassador’s  

Residence

40th Anniversary of the  
Victory of The Islamic 

Revolution in Iran
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Gout de France launch

International Women’s Club hosts a Diplomatic  
coffee morning at Sheraton Grande Sukhumvit 
Hotel

Rani Narula (seated front row, 6 from left), President of the 
IWC, hosted a Diplomatic coffee morning in honour of lady 
Ambassadors, spouses of Ambassadors and representatives 
from more than 20 Embassies as well as Honorary Consuls 
to Thailand at Sheraton Grande Sukhumvit Hotel recently. 
The annual get-together, one of IWC’s highpoint events, was 
also well attended by the Club’s Past Presidents and members. 
Pictured front row ((from left) are: Mrs Sadia Yasir from the 

Embassy of Pakistan; Madame Christina Macpherson, wife of 
the New Zealand Ambassador; Madame Doren Forng, wife 
of the Ambassador of Germany; Madame Ewa Dubaniowska, 
wife of the Ambassador of Poland; H.E. Ambassador Kshenuka 
Dhireni Senewiratne, Ambassador of Sri Lanka; IWC President 
Rani Narula; Khunying Kingkaew Uathavikul; H.E. Ambassador 
Laila Ahmed of Egypt; Madame Marie Patricia Cotter, wife of 
the Ambassador of Ireland; Madame Olya Tapiola, wife of the 
Ambassador of European Union; Madame Mairo Ahmed Bamalli, 
wife of the Ambassador of Nigeria; and Mrs. Namon Yuthaphong 
from the Embassy of Cambodia.
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Embassy of Ireland 
St Patrick's Day celebrations
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HKLG coffee morning with  
the Embassy of Finland



160     JUNE / JULY     www.expatlifethailand.com

International Women's Day 
fundraiser charity event

On the 9th of March, and in honour of 
International Women's Day, Empowered Club  
(Natalie Glebova and Dr Patama Mokaves) and  
Be a Starlette (Talar Artinian) held a charity event 
at Zuma Bangkok. The event focused on examining 
and addressing intra gender equality issues – women 
to women bullying, discrimination, hostility...

The message was aimed at encouraging all 
women to uplift one another and treat each other 
equally in order to achieve true gender equality.  
"Stop competing, start uplifting!"

There was an empowering photography 
exhibition featured 32 women from all walks of life  
– lawyers, models, nannies, writers, teachers, etc.  
A panel discussion, and a great atmosphere with all 
the women supporting the cause. 

The event was deemed a great success by all, 
raised funds for Pratthanadee Foundation and Good 
Shepherd Sisters of Thailand and everyone left super 
empowered and uplifted!
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International Women's Day 
fundraiser charity event
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HKLG Coffee Morning with  
Madame Ewa from Embassy  

of Poland

60th Anniversary Thailand  
Brazil Diplomatic relations 

 celebration at Vithes Samosorn
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Grand Opening of SPECTRUM  
at the Hyatt Regency,  

Sukhumvit Soi 13
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British Women's Group
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International Women's Club  
of Thailand: Hinamatsuri  

Japanese Day Festival
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