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  INTRODUCTION



  


  It’s not always easy to seek for the truth in humour and for the humour in truth. Ask Roger Beaumont, who defies the adage that if you remember the sixties, you weren’t there. His memories of people, cities, and travel are vivid. Some of them may even resemble the way events actually happened.


  What follows, in episodes that won’t take any longer to read than it takes to down a cold beer, is a sort of autobiography, in which Mr. Beaumont left his native England in search of a guru in India, and found the Wizard of Ooze in Bangkok instead. There are about 47 stories in all, originally published in Bangkok Metro magazine, and The Nation newspaper.


  Every one, seamless even when chaotic and off-the-wall, is a carefully polished gem, reminiscent of essays by America’s S. J. Perelman and Robert Benchley—humorists even he’s too young to remember. Influences, he says, are the American novelist Tom Robbins, along with British writers Laurence Norfolk, Bruce Chatwin, and Julian Barnes.


  Roger confessed that he was once a hippie, but a realistic one, which, I suppose, is why his monthly features in Metro for two years were called “Mugged by Reality.” That his features in The Nation appear under the title “Slightly Out of Focus” provides another clue.


  “I’m a foreigner dealing with the paradoxes and realities of living here,” he says. “My intention is to try to explain how absurd and magical this place is—what it does to me and what it does to others. It holds me, this city.”


  Certainly, he’s had other choices. Brought up in, and expelled from, a public school [read, fee-paying, private school] in Yorkshire, he found himself next in an international school in Rome, sitting next to Dylan Thomas’s son. For several years he wandered, mainly in Asia, eventually spending nine years as a professional musician in Australia before coming to Thailand six years ago.


  There is a connection between his music and his writing. “You’ve got to get it in the first paragraph,” he says. “You have to demand the reader’s attention. It’s like what Sting said about rock and roll: ‘It has to burn from the very first chord.’”


  Roger does that. He is, in a way, a child of Dickens, whose message was, “Economy, economy.” Make every word count, for brevity is the sister of talent. Roger takes his writing seriously.


  The best part, for us, is that he never takes himself seriously.


  


  Jerry Hopkins


  Author of No one Gets Out of Here Alive


  Bangkok, 1998.
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  The most fetching and recent thing we could find.


  DEEP IN THE HEART OF BANGKOK, TEXAS
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  The Illustrations of Hann Win


  


  To most expats in Bangkok, Washington Square was a cinema where movies could be seen in English, the billboard was usually spelt wrong, and dogs of questionable character and motive slept on the steps. I know, because one bit me. The anti-rabies injections cost Bt3,000. The dog’s still alive—and worth about a dollar—and lies waiting for me in a fake siesta by the abandoned popcorn stand. Warning!


  But there’s another, extraordinary world here hidden among the cracked and faded concrete along the eastern side of the cinema. Spread over three nondescript bars called The Silver Dollar, Texas Lonestar, and The Wild Country, is an enclave of America that I always thought existed, but only in other people’s imagination.


  On the surface, this compact environment is a world of country ‘n’ western, loud voices, bad vowels, the good, the bad, and the facially challenged. It’s frequented by an endless stream of oil workers on R ‘n’ R, retirees who saw service in Korea and Vietnam, and those who didn’t see anything anywhere except Patpong in a drunken haze at the height of the war, and then stayed on for the next twenty years.


  There’s endless banter recalling “home,” as well as complaints about Bangkok and the alleged deviousness of the people they live amongst—or rather don’t. Local reality seems to have escaped their notice, and Thailand is another country somewhere else. They have no interest in the culture other than a lifestyle that offers available women, a little business, and cheap rent in a decadent exile. While many have married Thai women, you never see them. Bars aren’t for women; well, certainly not your own, and certainly not here.


  It’s a place where gossip is ripe, yet the truth a fluid concept—and intelligence appears to hum along at a redneck pace slightly below room temperature. It’s a bonfire of profanities. It brims with large, bellicose men who “know the price of everything and the value of nothing,” as Oscar Wilde once said. To these men, Vivaldi was not a musician, he’s a gay bartender in Patpong. This environment doesn’t attract attention to itself, doesn’t advertise, neither needs nor wants the tourist trade, is self-contained, self-righteous, fascinating, and a fire escape to nowhere. And it became my home.


  I lived above the Texas Lonestar for over a year. I am English, and to compound this problem I’m also a guitar player with my own hair. When I checked in, I felt about as popular as a vegetarian at a Dallas barbecue.


  “Hey hippy, whyya grow ya hair so goddam long?” asked a bald ageing vet’ with a smirk.


  “Because I can,” I replied with an innocent expression.


  Washington Square is a place of legends, both real and imaginary; the men who tell the stories that become the legends, and the legends that become the men who tell them: Yarns from deserts in Saudi, from freezing oil rigs in Northern Russia, of battles half remembered, and of women long departed but still vivid in the memory (and if slightly embellished, what the hell); stories of very serious money earned, won, and lost; men with larger-than-life characters who know their own destinies but argue with them just the same; tales of Laos during the war; the Death Railway; the CIA; the Contra arms deal; Beirut; the Gulf War; Red Adair; and of advice to presidents, monarchs, and dictators.


  When the night manager of the Lonestar discovered I liked Miles Davis, I thought he was going to shoot me. Instead, I found an important ally. He put a black arm around my shoulder and said, “Mah maan!”


  I was in. Into what, I had no idea, but I was in. When I tentatively enquired as to the validity of these stories, he shrugged and said, “Shoot boy! These guys are for real. The man sitting next to you was once the personal press secretary to Reagan. Ask him.” I did. He was. Well, that’s what he said.


  The average age is early fifties, and amidst the raucous anecdotes and serious drinking—“you gotta learn how to drink here, boy!”—there are men of quiet authority and Southern manners; serious achievers with thousand-yard stares and lived-in faces that speak of hard, disciplined lives, and upright integrity. They are well-earthed, experienced, hard to impress. They have a regular pulse. There is blood in their alcohol. They don’t look for company but will accept it as long as you don’t talk bullshit or golf. Their heroes are country ‘n’ western singers, football players, former presidents, dead generals, men who work the land, and men who truck the produce.


  A sign in the Lonestar reads, “For those who fought for it, freedom has a taste the protected will never know.” These are proud men, and although America is resented as a place of abode—its society “shot through with drugs, violence, an’ welfare”—the country’s character is rigorously defended. Its influence on the world rests easy in their souls; its spirit and culture as sacred as a Harley-sized Smith and Wesson.


  To such men, these bars represent a taste of home; a sense of bonding and of comfort. You can smell the T-bone, feel the bourbon, fool with the women.


  “You leave tip for me pleez?”


  “Sure honey. Buy low, sell high.”


  It’s a man’s world. Michael Jackson is a “faggot,” Clinton a young “dumbass.” The only thing they have in common with the president is a taste for cigars—and where to put them. Naturally, they have never inhaled.


  These men aren’t in Bangkok for any altruistic reasons. There are no budding monks, no spiritual journeys. Some came to make money, some to spend it, many to waste it on a lifestyle they couldn’t get away with anywhere else. I’ve seen money change hands over a single NBA game that an English teacher could only dream of making even if he taught Big Bird to Korean rich-kids for the next millennium.


  And then there are those poor souls who’ve been deprived of alcohol and female company by the sheer geography of their work, and arrive in town on a mission—which usually means a serious demonstration against sobriety. I’ve seen the door at the Lonestar nearly ripped off its hinges as some madman—usually six foot four, wild-eyed, and crazed after six months in some scorching desert fixing giant earthmovers—hits the bar with a thirst that would make a camel blush.


  One such character—let’s call him “Crazy John”—who looks remarkably like a creature left over from the eighth episode of Star Trek, drank with intent for 72 hours on arrival.


  The night manager and I found him in an alcoholic stupor half way up the stairs at three in the morning in a position only a yoga master could appreciate—stark naked and legs akimbo.


  “Mah man, we gotta get a doctor!”


  “No,” I said. “We gotta get a camera!”


  And we did.


  As in any community, the eccentrics and casualties balance out the seemingly stable and the relatively sober. These bars aren’t only a unique microcosm of America, they’re also another rich vein of expat life in this city. It may a potting shed to some, but you can find lots of things in potting sheds. I came across it by mistake, and left a year later blinking in the harsh sunlight of reality. I went back to Thailand—which was just outside the door. I made many friends, many contacts, worked hard, ate sensibly, and drank like a fish—deep in the heart of Bangkok, Texas. We come to new countries intending to do certain things, and then a whole lot of different things happen. I like that.


  Only once in the entire year did I come close to death. It was late. The bar was packed, primed, and loud. It was someone’s birthday. Everyone was very drunk and I kept bumping into old acquaintances who didn’t recognise me, and total strangers who did. Some cowboy was wailing through the sound system and I said far too loudly that country ‘n’ western was just, “Three chords and a cloud of dust.”


  There was a deathly silence. I froze in terror. I had realised my mistake. But it was too late. I had trodden on sacred ground. I had insulted their holy music. It was like passing wind very loudly in the Vatican and then giggling.


  Suddenly the bar was humming with outrage. Someone yelled, “Shoot the sonofabitch!” which soon turned into a chorus. Visualising a rope being thrown over a branch, I did the only thing left open to me; I rang the bar bell.


  The drinks bill was so high it should have been delivered by a priest. I was still paying it off a year later. But hey, I’m alive. And grateful. And if you don’t believe any of this, then I’ve got a bridge to sell you in Brooklyn.


  Now all I have to do is to keep my eye on that damned dog.


  LOVE THY NEIGHBOUR
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  And then there was Celine...


  

  “Yes we have apartmen’. You fine it top stair. Loom ereven,” she said.


  To me, the image of an “apartmen’” has always conveyed comfort, income, decency.


  But as I headed along the dark corridors and up the dilapidated stairs, it reminded me of a tenement block in a Gothic horror movie. It was full of alien noises. Screams uttered in strange languages from behind shut doors competed with glasses smashed in anger and purpose. There were thumps, moans, and bad stereos.


  Through an open door I saw a video playing; there was no dialogue, just the exchange of gunfire. Cockroaches scattered in all directions at my approach. I stepped over a naked man who was asleep on the fourth floor. It was as if the devil himself was unchained and roaming about—and this was just the public area. Strangely, I felt right at home.


  I opened the door numbered “ereven” only to find two prostitutes and a small frog watching television. None of them looked up when I entered. Then the frog slowly turned his little head towards me, clearly annoyed, and with a bulbous expression that seemed to say, “Hey man! Can’t you see we are watching the programme?” hopped a foot to the right and then turned back to the screen.


  I kicked the girls out and moved in with the frog. I called him Simpson. He ate insect wings and gooey alien things, and a week later, I ate his legs, washed down with some Chardonnay. Finally, I had the place to myself.


  Within a week I had met everyone in the block. I heard the tenant above me many times before I saw him. His door was always open and he was never alone.


  “I shall never forget,” I heard him say to an invisible guest, “how young Jack single-handedly stopped in its tracks, a particularly ugly-looking raiding party of Mbobo warriors; how he emerged from our hut unarmed, alone, and in cricket whites, and how their war-whoops fell silent as they dropped their weapons and slowly approached, fascinated . . .”


  His name was Russell, he was sixty and holding, but he’d completely lost the plot. I liked him. But, like the frog, he was on his last legs here. He had lost his only means of income when his one Thai student of English, confronted him with a newspaper, furiously stabbed at the sports headline, “PIGGOT PRONOUNCED WINNER!” then yelled, “This bullshit language! You no good teacher!” and fled.


  Russell had a talent for society, but no talent for poverty. He had a wealth of experience, but no experience of wealth, and like so many in the block, he was frustrated by the past and had difficulty with the now. He wore glasses that an ambitious optician had recommended, and he was dismayed when everyone nicknamed him the “Aviator.” He had a growth above his top lip that could have been a moustache, but actually resembled an escaped ferret hiding under his nose. His ambition was to die magnificently in debt, and he slipped away one night without paying the rent.


  And then there was Celine. She lived next door. A woman of paralysing beauty, she had a Balinese mother, a French father, and, unfortunately, a Swiss boyfriend. I adored her. She was held together by class rather than position, whereas I am held together by habit rather than health.


  One day she said, “There’s a tiny lizard living in my shower.”


  “Does it bother you?” I asked.


  “No, I just wonder what it’s living on.”


  “Love?” I suggested.


  Her boyfriend is charming, rich, and rarely here. I dream evilly of skiing accidents.


  There was an Australian girl who lived in room number seven who’s hair was gelled and teased beyond repair. She was trying to start a magazine called Creative Menopause, and had posters on her wall advertising dismal events that dripped blood and CNN. She called herself a “liberal revolutionary.”


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  “It means I’ll burn down your city and then offer to help with the rebuilding costs.”


  And so to Renzo, who came here to die. Bruised beyond repair by the Vietnam War, he came to Bangkok to see himself out. He called me Feliciano and was always asking, “Where’s de goddam maid?”


  Early one morning, a sheet was placed over him to keep him warm, and that sheet became his shroud. His last words on this planet


  

  

  

  

  CAUGHT IN THE FACT



  


  I know we might all be going to hell in a balloon, but don’t you just love how the spin doctors have come up with a “managed float” to describe the trip? Either the ticket seller has a light touch or it’s being flown by a pilot of delusion. And what’s this “defacto devaluation?” Is that two live-in lovers downgraded to a blind date?


  Let’s be clear about this. It isn’t the figures that got us into this mess, it was the words spoken by the people who allowed it to happen.


  “Listen up. We’ll borrow some kroners that will upset the peso and mortify the lira, and bring in sacks of shekels to build a dollar-funded hotel just like our friends did. Baht for baht, we’ll be better off.”


  “Sure Somchai, whatever you say.”


  “Especially if we put it in your wife’s name.”


  “No problem.”


  “What is her name?”


  “Franca.”


  “Of course it is. We’ll use some of those too.”


  Words matter. To develop an interest in your own language is advisable and, ultimately, crucial. For if you cannot say what you mean, you will never mean what you say.


  Consequently, the word “recession” shouldn’t bother freelance writers as the majority of them have spent their entire lives in one. Security has never even been the issue, survival has. Some writers are masters at it. I have a colleague in London who writes about the economy. He’s never out of a job because he makes finance mysterious by showing how mysterious finance is. His page is a blizzard of statistics and his eyes are often the colour of Guinness.


  But they should not try to be too clever, as Mr. Wilde once pointed out: “Andiaorocte is the title of a volume of poems by the Reverend Clarence Walworth. It is a word borrowed from the Indian and should, we think, be returned to them as soon as possible.”


  Even in the best of times, when currencies are humming a carefree tune, it’s never been easy for a writer to break into the market. In the past, rejection was at least accompanied by manners: “Sir, your manuscript is both good and original. Unfortunately, where it is good it is not original, and where it is original it is not good.”


  And there are venerable hacks out there who still believe that writers should be made to ferret around for their livelihood, inserting themselves by their own efforts into the interstices of the market, turning their words into satang, while hanging onto solvency by their fingernails. Their work is all the better for being produced in anxiety, and even want, by a combination of desperado, low cunning, and impudent braggadocio. Without hunger, many have written little.


  Don’t you just hate people who are right?


  Still, writers, like all artists, usually spend at least some part of their lives congregating cheek by jowl in unwholesome rookeries chosen for cheapness and convenience. I still do. Such literary menageries have existed in London and Paris since the 16th century. Penny-a-liners lived in bare-boarded garrets not far from the printers den in which they wheedled a living from the hardfaced publishers. Gin was a penny a pint.


  If that wasn’t enough to put a young scribe off for good, writers once had to make their own pens, which, in essence, were goose quills crafted into a nib which scritched across the coarse paper so loudly you could hear it in the next area code. (Hey! It’s 2 a.m! Turn that damn writing down!). Brushes for their illustrations were made with hairs from their own head, and from the hides of pigs and cattle. Many lived in crazy isolation. Well maybe, but I couldn’t possibly comment about that.


  And isn’t it just typical? Success does not always guarantee happiness or even fulfillment. As one writer remarked: “Being published by the Oxford University Press is rather like being married to a duchess; the honour is almost greater than the pleasure.” Likewise, frustration at trying to complete something is equally a hassle, as the English author P. G. Wodehouse noted in the cover of one of his manuscripts: “To my daughter Leanora, without whose never failing sympathy and encouragement this book would have been written in half the time.”


  Writers are often accused of being overtly sensitive and just too precious about their work—and rightly so. But perhaps they are not quite as egotistical as rock stars. Michael Jackson? He doesn’t need an audience, he needs a mirror.


  But as a breed, writers generally hate being edited, even though they may grumpily admit to needing it. As with most writers who have been subjected to the process, Thomas Jefferson thought the final text of his Declaration of Independence depressingly inferior to his original. And, like most writers, he was wrong. Indeed, seldom had a writer been better served. Congress had the wisdom to leave untouched those sections that were unimprovable—notably the opening—and threw out much that was irrelevant. The new constitution of Thailand certainly needs a good editor, but I think many will happily settle for divine intervention.


  And by the way, writers do not get writers block, they just fall into a linguistic coma.


  Sometimes a translation can provide a new angle, if not a whole new meaning to an event. A friend who works at the Thai Rath newspaper, told me that on the day the TWA airliner crashed into the ocean shortly after take off from New York, the paper printed an unprecedented three lines for the header:


  GIANT PLANE CRASH.


  BOMB WENT BANG.


  EVERYBODY DEAD.


  Ouch! Yet, I like the company of writers and those people who work in newspapers. They are amusing and gossipy and clever. And it is nourishing to be among men and women of literary voltage—the type that can wrap up life in a sentence and still keep a deadline.


  For it should always be remembered that there are no bad words, only inexperienced users.


  


  The End
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