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Drop that mango!

I HAVE LIVED as a Buddhist monk in Thailand for nearly ten years. I’ve lived in a monastery in Bangkok, one in a forest and one in a rural city. I’ve stayed briefly in many more during my travels around the country. They’ve all been very different monastic environments, but always the community has included at least a few novice monks, and sometimes dozens. The majority of novices are in their early to late teens but they can range in age from as young as seven, to as old as twenty. After twenty, a novice is usually expected to either ordain as a full monk or disrobe entirely. There are some exceptions. In a few monasteries, particularly in the international forest communities in the northeast of Thailand, novices may sometimes be much older than twenty. Within those communities, ordaining as a novice for a time may be seen as a way of testing a man’s spiritual commitment to the monastic life, before he is allowed to become a monk.

Over the years I have observed, but generally ignored, hundreds of Thai novices. Those I have observed, even casually, have often been very different in background, intelligence, outlook, character and behaviour, as well as in age. Despite their obvious differences, like most of my Thai monk colleagues I always tended to lump them all together as simply ‘novices’; naughty little orange-robed figures useful for running errands or doing odd jobs, but not much else, and of a different caste to the monks. It’s not usually necessary for a monk even to know a novice’s first name. The Thai word for novice, nehn, acts as a prefix to the boy’s name and is normally sufficient in itself for addressing him.

Because I live within a country and culture that I do not entirely understand, and probably never will, I try not to be too judgemental about the people I come into contact with. I prefer to observe in a more neutral way if I can. But I do understand the Buddhist novice precepts and training rules. In recent years, I have had the experience, responsibility and pleasure of training many novices of my own. My novices have usually been young Westerners, but I also occasionally train Thai boys. Western or Thai, I know how novices are supposed to behave and the standards and ideals to which they, theoretically, should aspire. Based on that understanding and judged only within the framework of the precepts and training rules, I can safely say that a few of the novices I have observed have been excellent – ‘little angels’ indeed. The majority of them have been good, or at least reasonably well behaved, and some have been mediocre. A minority has definitely fallen into the ‘little devils’ category.

Before I ordained in Thailand, I think I must have been very naïve about the order of Buddhist monks. For nearly five years, as a layman, I had studied under and been trained by some excellent and very senior monks at Wat Buddhapadipa, the Thai monastery in London. I was forty when I started studying and some of my teachers had ordained as monks before I was even born. One, coincidentally, had become a monk on the very day I was born. There were no junior or new monks living in the monastery, and no novices.

In all my years of studying at the London monastery, and later when I lived there full-time in preparation for my own ordination, I never once saw even the slightest deliberate infringement of the monks’ precepts by my teachers. By agreement amongst all the resident monks, some training rules had to be laid aside, or slightly bent, but that was a sensible and necessary compromise to time and place. The English weather isn’t the same as that in India, where the precepts and rules were laid down, and it can be bitterly cold in winter. Some of the monks in London were quite old, which meant they sometimes needed to wrap up warmly in more than just the thin robes allowed by the rules. Thick socks, shoes, long johns, vests and assorted woolly undergarments (provided they couldn’t be seen under the robes) were necessary and healthy precautions during the winter months. One lovely old monk used to venture out in winter wearing a woollen hat and scarf, an overcoat reaching down to his ankles and fur-lined snow boots. Besides sometimes compromising about clothes, the monks couldn’t rely on getting food by walking on daily alms round, since they would have starved to death, so breakfast food was bought weekly at a supermarket. Common sense dictated that a few other rules had to be adapted too, though even that shocked some of the Thai lay-people who visited the monastery.

Despite the occasional necessary compromise, the monks never lost sight of the spirit of even the most minor rule. The example I received from those wise and dedicated teachers probably led me to expect unrealistically high standards of behaviour from all my brother monks, and even from the youngest novices, when I later ordained in Thailand.

After I ordained, the idealised view that I had earlier developed about monks’ behaviour caused me occasional mental conflict. Sometimes, after seeing some particularly blatant breaking of the precepts or rules, it seemed to me that I was the only monk in Thailand who was putting in any effort at all. The Sangha simply didn’t live up to my expectations. I desperately wanted it to but, of course, it couldn’t. For a time, I became a real Sangha cynic. Happily, over the years I’ve become more realistic and I hope less pompous and self-righteous. I am now more concerned with my own practice than that of others and I now don’t expect anything at all from anybody. By not expecting anything, by trying not to be judgemental, I am happy and even inspired when I see monks or novices practising well, but feel no disappointment when I see them practising badly, or not to some illusory and dreamy ideal standard of my own. Of course, there are many very excellent monks and novices in Thailand, but poor behaviour is generally more obvious than good and we usually only get to hear about the bad ones. Over the years, I’ve become convinced that the majority of Thai monks practise well, or at least as well as they can according to their own understanding of the teaching. That’s all that any of us can do. I still retain a personal ideal standard for my own practice, but I now direct my criticisms and disappointments towards myself, when I also frequently don’t live up to my own expectations.

One of the first incidents that helped shatter my illusions about novices happened in my second year as a monk, when I moved to my present monastery in the north of Thailand. It was really a very minor incident, but at the time it seemed important, at least to me. My kuti, or monk’s residence, is fairly isolated at the back of the monastery. At the time, the kuti was on the edge of a large area of wasteland that was covered with piles of rubbish, bushes and stunted trees. That’s all concrete now. One evening, a few months after I moved to the monastery, I looked out from my kuti window and saw a little novice squatting down behind a bush, furtively eating a mango. Novices and monks are forbidden by their precepts from eating in the afternoon and evening and are supposed to fast between noon and the following dawn.

It seems silly now, but I was genuinely shocked to see a novice breaking one of his precepts. I shouted at him, ‘Oi, you ’orrible little novice, drop that mango!’ or something equally erudite. I’d shouted in English so he didn’t understand me, but he dropped his forbidden fruit and scurried quickly away, terrified. The next time I saw him, I took him aside and quoted the relevant novice precept to him: ‘I undertake the rule of training to refrain from eating at the wrong time.’ I had to speak in Pali, since at that time my Pali was better than my Thai. He understood what I said, but just shrugged and laughed, apparently unconcerned and even surprised that I’d bothered to mention it. I regret that I made the instant and badly considered judgement that he was a ‘bad’ novice.

It wasn’t long before I discovered that if I walked around the wasteland in the evening and poked at almost any bush, at least one little novice would jump out and run away laughing, his cheeks and pockets bulging with food of some kind or another. I did a lot of shouting in those early days but, after a while, the novices started avoiding the area around the kuti of the grumpy old foreign monk and went elsewhere for their evening picnics.

I realised that far from having just one badly behaved novice in the monastery, the majority of them were eating in the evening. They were openly misbehaving in other ways too, though I usually saw only quite minor infringements of the rules. I frequently saw novices, wearing only their wrap-around under-robes, playing football or climbing trees. The thin under-robe isn’t the ideal garment to run about in, or for dangling from branches in, especially as novices don’t have underwear. Not all novices are pre-pubescent little boys – some are well developed, strapping young men – and Thai monasteries are very public places. Besides being playgrounds for local children, there are often laywomen or even nuns wandering around the grounds. They could quite easily be offended, not just by accidental ‘flashing’, but by the fact of the misbehaviour itself. It probably seems very petty and there isn’t a training rule that says ‘thou shalt not climb trees’, but the many rules about deportment are important and are intended to prevent undignified and immodest behaviour. The rules encourage constant mindfulness about bodily movements and should be followed, so that the monk or novice is always dignified, whatever he is doing.

I wondered why I seemed to be the only monk in the monastery who was bothered by this flagrant breaking of the novice precepts or training rules. Some very senior monks lived close to my kuti and they must have been aware of the novices eating food in the evening, climbing trees or playing football. They seemed unconcerned and never reprimanded them, though it is part of every monk’s duty to do so if he sees a more junior monk or novice not practising properly. I occasionally even saw senior monks actually giving food to novices in the evening. Shocking!

It was only later, after I became more understanding and a bit more laid-back about such things, that I realised the senior monks’ concern for sticking blindly to the rules was outweighed by their compassion for what were simply hungry little boys. Naughty novices, perhaps, but basically just ordinary little boys. I think I’d previously made too much of a distinction between ‘little boy’ and ‘novice monk’. To me they were quite different beings and I expected them to behave in different ways. That realisation and understanding was a good lesson for me. It helped me to be much less rigid in my concepts of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’, especially where novices were concerned. I am happy to say (but may get criticised for saying it) that I now feel the same as some of the more compassionate senior monks and I also occasionally feed hungry little novices who, for whatever reason, missed their lunch. Or, indeed, who didn’t miss lunch but are simply hungry.

A couple of years ago, I had my own group of six new Thai novices living within my kuti compound. They were the first Thai novices that I’d been given to train. I hadn’t been looking forward to it much, thinking I’d have nothing but problems with them. The boys were all in their early teens and were the sons of high-ranking soldiers and policemen. The fathers felt their sons needed some spiritual discipline, so they had been ordered to ordain for a few weeks with the strict foreign monk as their teacher. I think the boys were dreading the experience as much as I was. They seemed quite terrified of me at first, but they were delightful lads and we got on very happily. Most of them were at private schools and all spoke English quite well. They tried hard to please me in their practice as novices, though I think mainly because they knew I was supposed to give a report to their fathers at the end of their time in the robes.

After a couple of days they all started to complain of being hungry in the evening. I explained that according to the rules they could only eat in the evening if they were sick and it was a medical necessity. I told them that I wouldn’t compromise the rule. Overnight, an inexplicable plague descended on my small community. I had little boys rolling about on the floor, clutching their stomachs and groaning dramatically, and even drawing red and blue spots on their faces with felt tip pens. I eventually gave in and drew up a schedule that allowed them to take it in turns to eat a very small bowl of rice in the evening, one boy each evening, alone in a room, whilst his fellow novices salivated at the keyhole. So much for the strict foreign monk.

Not all precept or rule breaking is as minor or as frequent as climbing trees, playing football or eating in the evening. There are occasionally much more serious breaches of monastic discipline. In my monastery, a novice will sometimes be caught stealing from a donation box, or from the room of another novice or monk. (On one such occasion, the quick-thinking novice claimed he had his hand in the donation box so that he could dust the money.) It doesn’t happen often, but theft cannot be condoned in any circumstances. If a novice really needs money for some genuine purpose, the abbot or a senior monk will always provide it. Such behaviour is always dealt with quickly and immediately: get out now! An older novice may be caught taking amphetamines (a major problem amongst Thai youth) and he must disrobe and leave the monastery the same day. I should stress that from my own observation, drug taking is rare in monasteries and, when such a case is discovered, the boy will usually have been addicted before ordaining. Few novices have the income to sustain such a habit anyway. Although major breaches of discipline are rare, they happen frequently enough that my abbot keeps a stock of second-hand shirts and trousers in his kuti which he will provide to the disrobing novice, so there is no delay in the disgraced boy’s departure. Compassionately though, the Abbot will usually also provide a little money to the boy, at least enough for him to get back to his home town or village.

The most serious breach of discipline I ever saw happened very early one morning, before dawn. I got up at about 3.30am and was taking a stroll through the grounds. I saw a teenage boy, wearing a shirt, jeans and a baseball cap, climbing into the monastery over the back wall. He ran away when he saw me, but not before I recognised him as one of our older novices. I don’t usually know what’s going on in the monastery from day to day, so I assumed he must have disrobed as a novice. I thought nothing more about it but later that day, at the morning service, I saw him dressed in his robes again. I realised he was leading a sort of double life and going AWOL at night, perhaps to visit a girlfriend or for some other un-novice-like mischief. It’s quite wrong for any monk to dismiss such behaviour as simply naughtiness, or to ignore it on compassionate grounds. That put me in a difficult position because really I had a duty to report the boy, but the abbot must have found out from somebody else because the novice was officially disrobed the next day.

Although I’ve seen plenty of examples of rule breaking, I have also observed a few quite exceptional novices whose behaviour, at least in public, has been perfect. Such novices have been diligent about walking on alms round every dawn, keeping total attention on their bowls, as they’ve been trained to do. They eat their food as though it was a meditation exercise, slowly and carefully, with ‘mindfulness’. They attend the morning and evening service every day – something which few novices really enjoy – and have made an effort not only to learn, but also to understand, the difficult Pali chants. (Even after nearly ten years, I’m still hopeless at chanting.) Their robes are always worn neatly, they never run or seem to make any unconsidered movement, they speak only when necessary and then always politely and gently. They perform their duties willingly and without complaint and are always the first to volunteer when some job needs to be done. Sometimes, they may even be seen in quiet corners of the monastery, sitting in the full lotus position practising meditation, which is most unusual for a Thai novice. Everything about them says ‘Buddhist novice monk’. I admire such novices greatly and very much hope that they enjoy the monastic life sufficiently to go on to ordain as monks when they are old enough.

Over the years, I’ve seen literally hundreds of novices come and go at my present monastery. Some have ordained only for a short time anyway, usually for a few weeks during the long school summer holiday when their parents don’t know what else to do with them. Many monasteries organise a mass novice ordination during the holidays, with a month-long training programme for high school students. During their short stay, the new novices attend daily classes to learn about the life of the Buddha, his teaching, and perhaps some basic meditation. They are often enthusiastic to learn, but nobody expects them to become perfectly behaved novices in a month.

I have also observed longer-term novices, some of whom have spent more time in the robes than I have, but they tend to move around from monastery to monastery, perhaps as their novice friends move, or looking for a more conducive environment, a better school, and for many other reasons too. Some long-term novices that I have observed have stayed at my monastery for years, but I can’t honestly say that I’ve become particularly friendly with any of them. We may exchange a friendly greeting when we pass, or what they think of as a friendly Western greeting: ‘Hey you!’ or ‘Oh my God, it’s the Phra Farang!’ or something similar – but that’s usually as far as it goes.

Senior or older monks don’t usually become over-friendly with the much younger novices, though they are often very kind to them. A senior monk – one who has spent perhaps twenty years or more in the robes – would have to be at least forty years old, so there is always a great age difference between him and the novices. Senior monks tend to be fairly quiet and introspective anyway. They get on with their own practice, regardless of what anyone else is doing, and don’t want to be bothered by the antics of the novices or younger monks in the community. They may never even know their names. The novices are usually quite wary of the senior monks, often have great respect for them and do not want to disturb them. I’m by no means a senior monk, but I am a foreign monk in my mid-fifties and therefore, status-wise in the monastery, a bit off to one side and difficult for anybody to pigeonhole. Consequently, the novices try not to bother me either and I don’t have much contact with them or the young monks, or didn’t have in my first few years at the monastery.

Although for the early years I had little or no contact with the novices, except to shout at them occasionally, I gradually become more acquainted with at least a few that I had seen around the monastery over a long period. Some of the less shy ones, or those less frightened of me, might ask me to teach them some simple English, try to get me to repeat some very rude Thai, or question me about English football teams – something I know absolutely nothing about. Sometimes we would get chatting. I soon discovered that although rarely ‘little angels’ as novices, they were delightful young people, almost without exception. I realised that even some of the older novices who, in my ignorance, I had mentally labelled as ‘orange-robed yobs’, were often very pleasant individuals. Outside of the context of their ability to keep the rules and precepts, none of them were bad lads by any means. Perhaps it was then, for the first time, I started to get a more realistic perspective of what exactly the Sangha was comprised of.

Whereas in London I had formed the silly and idealistic notion that everybody who wore the robes was dedicated to the teaching of the Buddha and aiming only towards ‘perfection’, I began to realise that the community in the monastery was made up of real people. Individuals: ordinary and extraordinary people, clever and stupid, ignorant and wise, arrogant and humble, sincere and insincere, young and old, but all with their own personalities, their good points and faults, their inner strengths and weaknesses, their personal successes and failures, and their own disappointments, frustrations, dreams and aspirations. I also realised that different people had different reasons for ordaining as monks or novices, and that those reasons sometimes had little to do with any genuine commitment to following the teaching of the Buddha.

As I got to know some of the novices a little better, I discovered that they all had their own very personal stories to tell. I enjoyed listening to their tales about life in their little rural villages – so different from my own far off and comfortable childhood in London – and their sometimes very moving tales of poverty and hardship, lack of opportunity, or the other circumstances that led to their ordaining as novices. I decided to try and record some of their stories, to understand their lives, and I became fascinated by what they had to say. Little Angels is the result.
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Sorry son, you’ll have to be a novice

THE WESTERN VISITOR to a Thai Buddhist monastery may sometimes be very surprised, perhaps even shocked, at the apparent casualness of life within its walls. Thai monasteries are largely autonomous and can vary greatly from each other, usually depending on the qualities, discipline and views of individual abbots. Generally speaking, the monasteries are quite different in atmosphere to those of other religious orders. Solemn, meditative monks gliding slowly and silently through ancient cloisters, kneeling in private prayer in tiny, bare cells, or joining others of the community in offering praise to God through inspired music or chants, bears little relationship to the hustle and bustle of the typical Thai Buddhist monastery.

Although not true of every Thai monastery, in some the inspired music most likely to be heard is that of the latest pop singer, blaring out from the stereo of a young monk or novice. The silent night will often be shattered by the excited cheering of the monks and novices as they watch Manchester United or Arsenal on a late night TV sports programme, or a boxing match transmitted live from Europe. Poorly disciplined monks and novices, with little or no apparent concern for their training rules, may be seen wandering around public areas with their outer robes tossed casually over one shoulder, sometimes smoking cigarettes, laughing loudly and generally behaving as though they were at a resort, rather than in a monastery. On more than one occasion, I have even seen new monks smoking whilst walking on their morning alms round, or driving cars and motorcycles around monastery grounds.

At the other extreme, some Thai monasteries are very strict, though no more strict than they ought to be. Such monasteries tend to attract the best and most committed monks and novices; those who are determined to get as much as possible out of their time in the robes and who understand the importance of monastic discipline as a framework for their overall practice. These monasteries will usually be spotlessly clean and very quiet, with no TVs or radios to be heard at any time, no smoking allowed in public areas, and robes properly worn at all times. Walking on alms round every day, attending the morning and evening services, listening to Dhamma talks and sitting in meditation for long periods may be compulsory. Even some of the ancient precepts or training rules which may be considered out-of-date in many monasteries, or irrelevant to present-day Buddhism, will still be followed simply because they are rules. There are about 30,000 monasteries in Thailand, so between the two extremes there are many variations of disciplinary standards, but in every monastery the monks practise according to their individual understanding and their own sense of commitment, which may range from very great to non-existent.

Few Thai monasteries are closed to visitors and most are very public places. Some are in remote forest or mountain locations and are wonderfully peaceful, but most monasteries are in cities, towns and villages. They need to be because, traditionally, Buddhist monks and novices rely on the local lay community for all their daily needs, such as alms food and robes, and even for the materials to build their dwellings. In return for this material support, the monks give spiritual guidance and leadership to the lay community. The monks also preside at important cycle-of-life ceremonies, either in the monastery or in the home, so the monastic community generally develops hand-in-hand with the lay community, each reliant on the other.

Besides being the venue for religious festivals, merit-making ceremonies, Dhamma talks and funerals, Thai monasteries may also stage fund-raising fairs, public film shows and performances of traditional dance, music or drama. They are often the site of polling booths during local and national elections. In most rural communities, the government primary school may be located on the monastery’s land, an arrangement which was the norm in Thailand until about seventy years ago, when the monks also acted as the school teachers.

Unlike the monasteries of some other religious orders, those in Thailand are not just the homes of reclusive monks and religious scholars, or of those who wish to spend their days in contemplation and meditation. Most monasteries in towns and cities provide free lodging for poor students studying at local schools or colleges and are often willing to take in boys who have problems at home. Depending on the outlook, compassion and sense of social responsibility of individual abbots, some monasteries may serve other important roles too. Besides, in the past, serving the early educational needs of local children, a few monasteries today may have significant social involvement, far beyond that which they routinely and traditionally have with the local community. Although the number of monasteries actively involved in social work is very small, there are those that combine monastery with orphanage, old people’s home, youth reformatory or emergency public shelter. A few may act as refugee camps, AIDS hospices, abused women’s shelters, drug addiction treatment centres and even animal shelters.

Some critics believe that the monks and monasteries shouldn’t be socially involved at all, or not in such active and practical ways. Social or charitable work usually involves raising funds from the public, which to some traditionalists equates with ‘business’ and therefore falls outside the monks’ role. To reformists, such an argument implies that it’s acceptable to raise money to build yet another temple or Buddha image – something the Buddha never wanted – but unacceptable to raise funds to offer help to those who are suffering in some way, although compassion is a cornerstone of the Buddha’s teaching. Traditionalists claim that the monasteries should act only as centres of religious learning, especially as the resident monks are not usually trained to cope with social problems. There may be some validity to their views, but the simple fact is that Thailand still has a long way to go in developing its welfare and social services. For the time being at least, some monasteries and monks give whatever help they can. Often they do it very well. Many already disadvantaged people would have no refuge at all without the monks’ compassion and social involvement.

Besides being very public places and closely related to the local community, monasteries in Thailand differ in a more fundamental way from those of some other religious orders. In other monastic communities, the monks and novices are usually there primarily because of their religious or spiritual convictions. Taking the vows of the order may be seen as a serious and life-long commitment. In Thailand, religious conviction is more likely to be at the bottom of the list of reasons for a man to ordain as a monk or a boy to become a novice.

In Thailand, short-term ordination as a monk is such an accepted tradition that government agencies and many large companies allow their male employees a one-time ‘ordination leave’, usually of three months. In popular Thai Buddhism, ordaining as a monk for a short period is seen as part of the rite-of-passage from youth to adulthood; part of becoming a ‘complete’ man. A man aged more than twenty, who has not yet ordained, is sometimes referred to in Thai as dip – unripe or immature. Most Thai men, soon after passing twenty, still follow tradition and ordain as monks for a time, usually during the three-months-long rainy season retreat, or Pansa. Despite ordaining mainly because of tradition, that’s not to say that a Thai man who becomes a monk, even on a temporary basis, doesn’t have any religious convictions at all or, once ordained, will not try his best as a monk. Some don’t bother but many others do, and there are some very fine monks in Thailand, even amongst the ‘short-timers’.

‘Making merit’ is also an important aspect of popular Thai Buddhism and the best way to make merit is to ordain as a monk or novice. Many Thai people believe that the merit earned through even a short time spent in the robes can be passed on for the benefit of others, so ordaining is often a way of saying ‘thank you’ to parents, especially to mothers. Ordaining may also be a gesture showing remorse and to balance out some past mistake or bad behaviour. At funerals, it’s common for even very young boys to ordain as novices just for the day of the funeral, to make merit on behalf of their deceased relative. I’ve seen such novices as young as four years old.

Many Thai men ordain for a longer period than the three months’ rainy season retreat, perhaps immediately after finishing their higher education and before settling down to work and starting a family. They are often very committed to Buddhism and may remain as monks for two or three years, during which time they are able to study and understand the Buddha’s teaching in much greater depth than the shorter term or temporary monks. After disrobing, they can apply that understanding in a practical way to their lives as laymen and family men. Sadly, a few of those who ordain for a longer period are simply lazy and can’t be bothered to look for work, preferring to take advantage of the free accommodation, free food, and a small income from chanting blessings or taking part in funerals. For them, being a monk may be little more than a job.

Boys under twenty do not come under the same traditional cultural pressures to ordain as novices, except for the odd day or two when a member of the family dies. Whereas older men at least have some choice in whether to ordain as monks or not, young boys may often have no choice in the decision to become novices at all, which will more usually rest with their parents or guardians. The pressures on them are quite different from those faced by older men, but may be even stronger. For many boys, the pressure to ordain as novices stems entirely from family poverty and the lack of opportunity which inevitably follows.

Visitors to Thailand on the typical package tour itinerary – Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Phuket and so on – may be whisked from place to place by plane, coach or limousine. They will pass mainly through busy and prosperous-looking towns straddling main roads or motorways and may not fully appreciate that Thailand is really a nation of tiny, often remote, farming villages. The visitor may be forgiven for coming to the conclusion that almost everybody in Thailand is involved in the tourist, service or entertainment industry in some way. In fact, (according to the Bangkok Post newspaper in 2000) more than eighty per cent of the population is involved in farming of one sort or another. Most ordinary tourists never get to see the poorer, rural provinces of Thailand – in the northeastern region particularly – where the daily struggle with poverty, deprivation and hunger may be a basic fact of many lives.

In Thailand, few ordinary farmers become wealthy from their land. The majority remains desperately poor. In good years, years without drought, flood or pests, most farmers with small areas of owned or rented land are lucky if they can harvest enough rice, fruit and vegetables for their own family needs, with maybe a little left over to sell. Just finding sufficient money to feed the family and buy necessities can be a major difficulty for some. Many families become trapped in a spiralling cycle of poverty, debt and more poverty. In a survey conducted in 2000 amongst students at an agricultural college, the average estimated annual income of the students’ farming parents was a little over 27,000 baht, which works out at just seventy-four baht a day, or about half the government’s recommended minimum daily wage. Some claimed their parents earned as little as 10,000 baht a year from their backbreaking toil on the land. A hard life indeed, particularly for the children from such families.

One of my Thai teacher-monks at the London monastery once told me about his early childhood and the reason why he became a novice when he was about eight. He was born in a small, very poor village in the northeastern province of Srisaket. He told me that his rice-farming parents rented only a very small area of land and were almost destitute at times, sometimes to the point where they had no food to give him at all. During times of drought or flood, when crops could be lost entirely, the family simply starved. My teacher, as a little boy, would be forced to eat dirt. Eat dirt? I could hardly believe that, but some friends and I later stayed in the village and we watched a group of skinny little children eating the earth from a shallow ditch they had dug. (I later discovered that the type of earth they’d been eating contained nothing nutritious, but that something in it caused hunger pangs to temporarily subside.)

My teacher’s parents became so desperately poor that they could no longer afford to keep their son at home, send him to primary school, or even feed or clothe him. They wanted to keep him at home, if only for the limited help he gave in the rice paddies, or in gathering edible plants and bugs from the forest. They eventually had no other option and common sense dictated that he would have to ordain as a novice at the village monastery, simply so that he would be assured of food each day. Because the monks and novices relied on the villagers for food, there wasn’t always enough to eat in the monastery either, but it was better than nothing at all and certainly better than eating dirt.

On that same visit to my teacher’s village, I met a stunted, bow-legged, seven-year-old boy named Gai. His mother had bled to death while giving birth to the boy after her mother had been forced to cut the baby from her daughter’s womb with a machete, on the dirt floor of their shack. The father had already gone off with another woman, so Gai was brought up by his ancient grandmother in her tiny, wooden hut. The boy suffered from malnutrition, which wasn’t surprising. Each day for the whole of his short life he had eaten only a handful of glutinous rice, mixed with the moths and bugs that his grandmother caught as they flew around a candle flame in the hut. He had never been to school. Like my teacher, Gai was ordained as a novice in the village’s sleepy little monastery when he was about eight, simply so that he could be assured of food. Unlike my teacher, who soon moved to a monastery where he could study, Gai stayed in the village monastery until he was about fifteen, learning absolutely nothing. He eventually disrobed and went to look for manual work in Bangkok. As far as I know, he never returned to the village.

These two stories are not at all unusual in present-day rural Thailand, particularly in the northeast. Similar sad experiences could be related by hundreds of thousands of children from impoverished farming families. For the parents, having their sons ordained as novices in the local monastery is often the only answer to their problems. Maybe it sounds a bit heartless to a Westerner, who might immediately think in terms of the boy’s lost childhood, but it’s not usually a case of the parents simply dumping their responsibilities on to the monastery. It may be the only practical solution to ensure any future at all for the child.

Even if a family is able to feed its children properly, a desperate shortage of money may mean that anything beyond that is a luxury, including even basic education. Six years of primary education and three years at high school is currently compulsory and free at government schools in Thailand, but fees must usually be paid from fourth to sixth grade of high school. The diploma for completing sixth grade is almost the minimum requirement for getting any sort of decent job at all. The government plans to extend the free and compulsory education to twelve years, but to many impoverished families that won’t make any difference. Despite the early free tuition, many children are unable to study at high school and some do not even complete their primary education. Even at eight or nine years old, children














An appeal from the Students’ Education Trust

IN 1994, PHRA Peter Pannapadipo and his friends established a small fund to help one impoverished Thai student study at university. More than enough was collected so the balance became the foundation of a non-profit-making charity dedicated to helping other students with similar difficulties. The charity – the Students’ Education Trust – has since grown and now receives support from concerned people all around the world.

SET has a very specific aim: to make a difference. That difference is between a disadvantaged student being able to study at university or vocational college, or instead being forced to labour in the rice paddies, on a Bangkok building site, or in some other mundane, dead-end job.

More than 1,000 students have already benefited from SET’s Scholarship Programme. That’s 1,000 university degrees or vocational diplomas for students who, without help, might never have been able to study at all. Hundreds more have benefited from SET’s Student Welfare Programme, receiving grants to pay for their uniform and shoes, books and tools, bus fares or for school lunch. Through its Educational Projects Programme, SET sponsors English Language Camps, Narcotic Drugs’ Awareness Camps and other projects with both short and long term benefits. The ‘SET for Society’ Programme encourages scholarship students to voluntarily work with orphans, handicapped children, AIDS patients and old people. Students also give thousands of hours of voluntary labour each year to renovate rural primary schools. Every year since 1994, SET has improved and expanded its programmes to reach increasing numbers of students. We do it voluntarily, cost-effectively and with great enthusiasm.

It costs very little to make a difference but there are thousands of students in Thailand who are prevented from achieving anything worthwhile simply because of their impoverished backgrounds. By supporting SET, you can make a positive difference to the lives of some of these deserving young men and women.

To find out more about SET and how you can help, please contact:

Peter S. Robinson, Director, The Students’ Education Trust, Academic Resource Centre, Rajabhat University, Sawanwithi Road, Amphur Muang, Nakhon Sawan 60000, Thailand.

Email: SET_THAI@hotmail.com

Website: www.thaistudentcharity.org.
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