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  These are purely personal observations of my early days in Thailand and are not intended to be a comprehensive historical account of events in the kingdom or at the Bangkok Post. - Roger Crutchley.
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  1. FAR AWAY PLACES



  



  Getting itchy feet in not-so-sunny England


  



  After more than four decades I still find it hard to explain how I ended up in Thailand in early 1969. There is no rational answer because fate played such a strong hand. I had no real plans concerning my destination after leaving England. A few different turnings en route and I could just have easily ended up in Timbuktu, Ulan Bator or Woy Woy in Australia. Or even back in my home town of Reading in Berkshire.


  As a young lad in the mid-1950s, I remember thumbing through an atlas to find the location of a mysterious place called Thailand. What prompted this research by an eight-year-old were a couple of postage stamps from the kingdom in my collection. I couldn’t even pronounce the place properly, using a soft “TH” sound for the first two letters and only knew it was somewhere far, far away. When I did eventually locate it in the atlas, I admit to being intrigued by the unusual shape of the country, with the long isthmus extending down into what was then called Malaya.


  Matters became more confusing in 1956 when my mother purchased the vinyl album from the hit film The King and I, the fanciful Hollywood musical featuring an exotic place called Siam. Mum loved the music and would perform her daily chores singing Getting To Know You and I Whistle A Happy Tune, although her whistling wasn’t so hot. Then in 1957 came the blockbuster film, The Bridge on the River Kwai, although it didn’t tell you much about Thailand and was shot in Sri Lanka anyway.
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  Home Sweet Home: With my parents in Reading while on a visit to England in the 1970s.


  



  For years its exact location baffled most Westerners. At that time, many people in Britain - with the possible exception of philatelists - thought Siam and Thailand were two different places, wherever they might be. There weren’t many Thais living in England in those days, apart from a few students, and I doubt there was even a Thai restaurant in the country. How did we Brits survive without Thai food?


  Thailand was definitely an enigma. When I first returned to England in the early 1970s and said I had been living in Thailand, I was often met with a blank look. On one of my first trips back, I ran into an old friend who greeted me with: “You’re in Bangkok now? I’ve always wanted to go to Taiwan.” (The confusion is still happening. Reporting on the 2014 coup in Thailand, Metro, a Canadian newspaper in Vancouver, carried the headline “Government overthrown in Taiwan”).


  Others thought Bangkok was the capital of Burma. A colleague told me he once received a letter, posted about three months earlier, addressed to “Bangkok, India”. Well, it’s only an inch or so away on a world map. Many had seen The King And I, and I had to explain that life in Thailand was not exactly how it was portrayed in that film.


  A lady later told me that when she was leaving England for Thailand in the early 1970s, a man from the Electricity Board asked for a forwarding address. She gave him her husband’s address in Thailand, which the fellow dutifully wrote down. He didn’t seem the brightest of people and even struggled over Bangkok, which she had to spell out for him. She took a precautionary look at what he had written down to make sure that at least the country’s name was written correctly. And there it was in black and white… TOYLAND.


  For a lot of us, our knowledge of Thailand was limited to Siamese Cats, Siamese Twins and Yul Brynner dancing with Deborah Kerr. On occasions, when BBC TV sports news needed a filler, there would be a flickering 30-second black and white newsreel of Thai-style boxing, with legs flying all over the place. For those of us brought up on the Queensbury Rules, it looked totally off the wall - an early introduction to Amazing Thailand.


  I did get a slight taste of Asia from my elder brother Eric, who was stationed in Singapore in the late 1950s in the final year of compulsory National Service. It was just before Lee Kuan Yew took over and Singapore was still a pretty wild place. I used to wait eagerly for my brother’s letters which were full of exotic tales about triad gangs and Chinese millionaires being kidnapped, along with standard fare about elephants blocking the railway line to Penang, strange sounding fruit and noisy games of mah jong that went on deep into the night. Admittedly, even a palm tree seemed exotic to me in those days.


  Little did I know that armed with this scanty information about Thailand, I would go on to spend more than four decades in the country, most of that time working on the popular daily newspaper, the Bangkok Post.


  My knowledge of newspapers was not much better than it was of Thailand and the possibility of a job in journalism had never crossed my mind. It was never brought up by our school careers officer, who only seemed interested in recommending “going into insurance”. There but for the grace of God…


  I did have some tenuous links with the newspaper industry, though. From the age of 14, for about three years I worked on a newspaper delivery round early in the morning before I went off to school, earning 14 shillings a week. It required getting up at 6 a.m., which was tough enough in the summer months, but absolute torture in the winter. Our house had no central heating and the first 10 minutes of every morning saw me shivering by the gas stove, preparing the life-saving cup of tea that was to keep me going for the next hour. Looking back, I’m amazed at my willpower getting out of bed on those freezing mornings… all for a mere pittance.


  The daily round took little more than 45 minutes 6 days a week, but on Sundays it became a two-hour job. As soon as I set off from the newsagents, the News of the World would come out of my bag and my nose would be buried into wonderful court cases featuring vicars and choirboys, actresses and bishops, pimps, poodles and politicians. I certainly developed a thorough grounding in the less savoury side of the news.


  My mum actually asked me why it took so long on the Sunday morning round; I explained it was because I was reading all the weekend football match reports. No, she didn’t believe that either.


  My only other contact with newspapers, apart from being an avid reader since I was a kid, came some years later, shortly after I had graduated in Economics from what is now Kingston University in Surrey. Jobless, I was wandering along Reading’s Friar Street one sunny morning in the first week of October 1967, when I was cornered on the pavement by two young men. If that happened these days, it would probably mean a mugging or some sort of shakedown, but this was in more civilized times. The two fellows, one a photographer, were from the Reading Evening Post newspaper and were collecting reactions from “the man in the street” to the new BBC Radio One service, which had been launched a couple of days earlier amid much fanfare.


  I didn’t give the most lucid response, but the journalists seemed happy enough and wandered off. I hadn’t thought much more about it until the following afternoon; there it was - a front page mug shot of a spotty, longish-haired Crutch with the awe-inspiring quote in the headline: “It’s a hit with me”.


  I still claim I never uttered those actual words, although it probably made more sense than whatever it was I had burbled at the reporter. Gazing at the page, I was torn between being excited at the novelty of appearing in a newspaper and the uncomfortable feeling that I probably sounded, and looked, like a total twit.


  The defining response came that evening upon entering the Bull’s Head pub in town, when my mates looked over from their table and chanted at me in derisory fashion: “It’s a hit with me.” I was definitely a certified twit and condemned to buying rounds of beer for the rest of the night.


  In a way, I suppose that was my first headline. Little did I know that within two years I would be sitting at the newsdesk in the Bangkok Post office on Ratchadamnoen Avenue, writing my own headlines for the next day’s paper. Sadly, I never did get the opportunity to use “It’s a hit with me” in a headline.


  It was November 1967, winter was approaching and following assorted temporary jobs after leaving college, including an eventful period in an East End wine cellar, I managed to acquire a permanent position with the Cable and Wireless (C&W) communications company in Holborn, in central London. Our particular section of about a dozen people included several colourful characters who were normally based abroad, but had to serve a compulsory year at head office. Most of them were British, but they couldn’t wait to get overseas again. Their tales of life in far-away places with strange-sounding names certainly sparked my wanderlust and undoubtedly contributed to my departure from Britain at the end of the following year.


  One colleague was an Egyptian named Mr. Trigaci and we called him ‘Trig’. He was the first Egyptian I had ever met and was a most interesting gentleman. He was about 50, bald, smartly dressed, wore black horn-rimmed spectacles, spoke perfect English and was a jolly fellow, always making jokes. Trig was delightful company and had a favourite saying: “Don’t be sorry, life’s too short,” which he would come out with several times a day, followed by a hearty laugh. Trig had worked all over the world and had many tales to tell. To this day, when I’m feeling a bit down, his “life’s too short” homily always strikes a chord.


  The company had a strong presence in the Caribbean and part of my job was to write to companies in such places as British Virgin Islands, Turks and Caicos, Cayman Islands, St Kitts and Nevis. They all sounded exotic to me, especially when I looked out of the office window and saw the miserable grey buildings and the London rain piddling down.


  Even better, the amiable bronzed fellow called Dick Boot sitting at the next desk had actually worked in these places and so I heard the colourful tales befitting ex-pats on the loose in some very remote locations. He readily admitted that he would have much rather been on Ascension island, little more than a dot in the middle of the South Atlantic, than Holborn in the middle of the City of London. I thought at the time that he might have been a little mad, but now I can see it in a different perspective. It must have been so dull for him in our office.


  We also dealt with the “Far East” as we called it then, and there was considerable excitement when the big boss “Mitch” was heading off to Phnom Penh and nobody even knew how to pronounce the place or exactly where it was, for that matter.


  Then there was Bangkok, a city I knew absolutely nothing about, and some might say, still know nothing about. It may seem strange now, but in the 1960s Bangkok simply never made the news in England. But the seeds for travel had been sown in that distinctly unexotic office in Holborn.


  At C&W, whenever the boss wanted to talk to one of us in his office, he didn’t ask his secretary to phone us, but instead buzzed our initials in Morse Code. All day we worked to the sounds of dots and dashes whizzing through the air. I answered to “dot dash dot” (R) “dash dot dash dot” (C). It might sound quirky, but undoubtedly made work a bit more fun, especially when the buzzer jammed and nobody had a clue who he wanted to see.


  This was many years before computer terminals, but we did have a large telex machine, which I found quite exciting. It used to clatter into life with messages from company men in remote-sounding places like the Falklands, Diego Garcia and the Solomon Islands. Just the racket from the machine itself, when it danced into action, sounded like important information was coming through, although sometimes it was simply a homesick operative enquiring about the latest football results. I marveled at this “cutting edge” of technology, little knowing that in a few years it would be a museum exhibit.


  But I was getting weary of dots, dashes and telex messages… and the English weather.


  It must have been about October 1968 that in the classified section of the Evening Standard I spotted a small advertisement for ‘Overland trips to India or Africa’. There was a weekly gathering in a south London pub where the organizers discussed the different routes over a few pints with potential travelers. After a couple of nights at the Dog and Duck listening to tales of previous expeditions, I was completely hooked. I’d had enough of Holborn - next stop, New Delhi and hopefully, on to Australia. There was no planning as such. All I had to do was choose between the Asian and African routes - and Asia won. After that, it was simply a case of pointing East and seeing what happened.


  I had no intention of including Thailand on my travels, so what transpired in the following months is nothing but old fashioned fate and fortune, with more than a sprinkling of good luck.


  2. SAVED BY THE BEATLES



  



  Overland to Asia on an ancient bus, with musical accompaniment


  



  It didn’t exactly look promising.


  There were about 25 of us, of assorted nationalities, huddled on a street corner near Victoria Station in London, fighting off the biting wind on a miserable January evening in 1969. We had all signed up at a cost of 50 pounds for an overland trip to New Delhi aboard two sorry-looking single deck buses, or what we then called “coaches”, which appeared to be survivors of the Second World War. The vehicles looked like they would struggle to make it to the English Channel, let alone the distant lands of Asia. Unfortunately, that turned out to be an entirely correct assessment.
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  Not the best of starts: The author and the ancient buses after the vehicles had broken down in an Alpine village in southern Austria in January 1969.


  



  My plan, if you could call it that, was to head on to Australia after India and perhaps make my fortune, or at least tackle some Aussie meat pies, sink a few “tinnies” and maybe watch a bit of cricket. But things didn’t quite work out that way.


  I didn’t know any of the other travelers and we arbitrarily split into two groups of a dozen or so on each bus. I guess we were all intent on escaping the English winter. Little did we know what we had let ourselves in for as we set forth on what was to become known as the Hippie Trail. Not that any of our contingent were “hippies”, more a mixture of former students, bored professionals and perhaps a few oddballs.


  It was a real “budget trip” and we were to spend most nights sleeping on the bus or occasionally in seedy hotels - and I do mean seedy. The buses wheezed their way out of London’s southern suburbs on a journey that was to take us through more than a dozen countries, although neither vehicle was to make it further than the Afghan desert.


  Of that first night I have vague memories of sheltering from the howling wind aboard the car ferry as it approached the Belgian port of Ostende from Ramsgate. The choppy waters of the English Channel seemed quite menacing and had me wondering if I had made a big mistake. My cosy family home in Reading suddenly seemed very inviting. But it would have been a bit embarrassing to have shown up on the doorstep in Berkshire a couple of days’ later, saying I was homesick.


  While on the boat my thoughts turned to my parents, Kath and Eric, who had given me their blessing to embark on this foolish adventure. My older brother, also called Eric, was already working overseas for Barclays Bank in the Caribbean, and now I was off in the opposite direction. That was my mum and dad’s reward after two decades of raising us with plenty of love, but little money. I already began to have pangs of guilt before even reaching the Continent and all its funny smells.


  My only previous adventures abroad had been some rather tatty package holidays with my mates to Spain and Italy. This was going to be a very different experience. I was half excited and half scared - it was, corny though it may sound, a journey into the unknown.


  The early days took us relatively swiftly through Belgium, Germany and Austria. Being on a tight budget, it wasn’t until Munich that I enjoyed my first tipple of the trip in a beer cellar. We found ourselves at a long table with some German football supporters, who were surprisingly friendly considering some of our party launched into an ill-advised chant of “In-ger-land”, recalling that memorable sunny day at Wembley less than three years earlier. Those joyful days of 1966 seem so long ago now.


  From the time we left Frankfurt we experienced what the BBC politely term “changeable weather”, but sporadic sunny spells made it quite bearable for a few hundred kilometres as we crossed into Austria. That was when the buses broke down for the first time, a sign of things to come. But to be fair, the vehicles couldn’t have chosen a more pleasant spot at which to splutter to a halt than an Alpine village in Austria, mid-way between Salzburg and Graz. In the winter sun the Alps looked so inviting I was tempted to abandon the bus there and then and settle for a skiing holiday with wine and wiener schnitzels. But we had to move on.


  The final evening in Austria I have vague memories of dancing in a restaurant with a large local lady to the accompaniment of an accordion. I think I must have imbibed in too much local plonk as the accordion is one of my least favourite instruments.


  This was in the days when the map of Eastern Europe was much simpler, before the breakup of the Soviet Union and also Yugoslavia. From Austria we trundled our way through what is now Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia, but in those days was simply Yugoslavia, with Marshal Tito at the helm.


  Belgrade was rather depressing, although the filthy weather probably had something to do with it. In the Serbian city of Nish I recall being pursued down the street and spat at after apparently upsetting some locals who, it turned out, simply didn’t like foreigners. Can’t say I blamed them - we did look a bit scruffy.


  Horses and carts became the norm as we approached the Bulgarian border and at this stage the weather had deteriorated. But the bus somehow slid its way to the capital, Sofia, in a raging blizzard. I felt a bit melancholy, attempting not entirely successfully to cut out thoughts of sitting on the comfortable carpet in front of a log fire at home. It seemed a million miles away.


  The streets of Sofia were as dismal as one could imagine. All the locals wore thick, dark clothes as protection from the biting cold and everyone looking quite depressed, which was understandable. As an advertisement for life in a Communist state it could not have been worse, although they couldn’t do anything about the weather. Everything was a dark shade of grey. The city seemed bereft of life, but we were fortunate enough to find a cheap restaurant in a somewhat unappealing cellar.


  This was the time when the Cold War - a most appropriate description on that particular evening - was still going strong and we were a bit concerned how we would be received by the average Bulgarian citizen, no doubt a little wary of jumped-up liberals fresh from ‘Swinging London’. We needn’t have worried. They either totally ignored us or were cautiously friendly while we communicated through basic sign language.


  Some of the locals were also quite drunk, arguing loudly with one another. Almost inevitably an altercation broke out, almost worthy of a western movie saloon punch-up, so it seemed a timely moment to beat a discreet retreat. But it was almost comforting in a way to witness Communists getting plastered and misbehaving just like everyone else.


  My one bright memory of the next 24 hours was consuming some of the finest yoghurt I have ever tasted in a bleak snow-bound Bulgarian mountain village not far from Plovdiv, the country’s second city.


  It wasn’t until we arrived at the Turkish border near Edirne that it felt like we were getting somewhere. Again it was a country I knew little about, although I was quite partial to Turkish Delight confectionery. Asia was beckoning, as mosques replaced churches, smells became increasingly exotic and the people, well they actually looked a bit different. We must have looked a bit different too - for the first time since we had left England, we were followed by local kids fascinated by these weird characters stepping off a clapped-out bus.


  It wasn’t just the kids that followed us. In Istanbul I was walking down the street with a New Zealand girl from our group, when she suddenly let out a scream. A local fellow had walked up behind us and grabbed her bottom. He stood there grinning, but quickly ran off when we displayed a united front of displeasure. I was quite relieved he left because he was much bigger than me. I was just thankful he chose her backside and not mine.


  Istanbul was an exciting, bustling, ancient city befitting a waterfront metropolis marking the gateway from Europe to Asia. We spent several days there getting visas, while our buses also needed to recuperate from the Bulgarian snow.


  A visit to the magnificent Topkapi Palace gave a brief taste of the might of the Ottoman Empire and the days when the city was called Constantinople. It also offered stunning views of the Bosphorous, which the city straddles.


  Much of our time in Istanbul was spent in the Grand Bazaar, which has been there since the 15th century and was certainly a bit different to shopping at Reading market. Not that I had any money to spend, but I found it fascinating just wandering around and getting totally lost in the labyrinth of alleyways.


  One amiable Turkish stall owner gave up trying to sell me a carpet when he discovered, first that I had no money, but more importantly that I shared his love of English football. He turned out to be a devoted Arsenal fan and we became involved in an ardent discussion, which included some less than complimentary views on 1968 English champions Leeds United. He then trotted out the back and returned with an old Arsenal programme, which he insisted I keep. It had never crossed my mind that in 1969 you would come across a passionate Gooner in an Istanbul souk. This was in the days long before they showed English games on TV around the world.


  We made one expedition to a red-light area across the Bosphorus. It was as seedy as it comes, featuring plump, semi-naked ladies covered in hideous make-up, sitting in shop windows trying to lure in passers-by. It was all a bit scary and enough to put you off sex for life. Well, a few months anyway.


  After Istanbul, the capital Ankara was by contrast quite modern and did not capture the imagination, so we were soon on the road again heading east towards the Turkish city of Erzerum and the Iran border.


  We had originally intended to travel through Iraq. However, the public execution in Baghdad the week before of 14 Iraqis for “spying” put an abrupt end to that idea. Because we had been on the road, we were blissfully unaware of what had become a big news story, internationally known as the “Baghdad Hangings”. A certain General Saddam Hussein happened to be vice president and in charge of security at the time. The net result was that no visas were being issued by the Iraq embassy in Istanbul - none of us complained. So Iran it was to be.


  The further east we ventured in Turkey, the bleaker it got in the wintry conditions and the people were less hospitable than in the cities. In one isolated area we had to sprint back to the bus when villagers started throwing rocks at us. I don’t think it was anything personal - just like the earlier incident in Yugoslavia, they simply didn’t like strangers. It was particularly difficult for the females in our group, who frequently found themselves the unwanted centre of attention in the more remote villages.


  Crossing into Iran we were greeted by more snow at the border. Tabriz looked like it would be a nice place to explore… in the summer. But conditions were so bleak that after one night we moved on and a few days and several blizzards later we reached Tehran. The Iran capital was much bigger than I had anticipated and seemed to go on forever. I think “sprawling” might be the correct word. We even lashed out on a trip to a cheap nightclub, one of the few evenings of entertainment on the entire trip, but we could only afford one drink.


  One day outside the British embassy in Tehran we met a gentleman calling himself “Captain Walli”, who claimed to be a fighter pilot with the Iran Air Force. Later in the day we began to get a bit suspicious when he said he wanted to fly us in his jet to the ancient city of Isfahan, 330 kms to the south. He appeared to be a bit drunk and there was no way I was getting in any vehicle this fellow was in charge of, let alone a jet fighter. Eventually it became evident he was just after the females in our party and Capt Walli ended up spending the whole night banging on the door of our room at a cheap guest house, screaming at us to let him in. We were beginning to learn in painful fashion that not everyone who befriends you while travelling is good news.


  It took us several weeks to traverse Turkey and Iran and conditions deteriorated the further we nosed our way East. It was a bit late to think of it by that time, but travelling through the winter had not exactly been a brilliant idea. We frequently had to light fires under the bus in the mornings to melt the frozen diesel oil. With such treatment there was no wonder that the vehicles would eventually expire.


  Several times the buses lurched into snowdrifts and had to be dug out. On the outskirts of Iran’s holy city of Mashhad, a few hours from the Afghan border, our bus slid off the road late at night ending up precariously close to a ravine. There were plenty of wolves about so we spent the night holed up in the freezing bus with wolves howling outside. It took the whole of the next morning to dig the bus out of the snowdrift.


  Making those long hours on the road through Turkey and Iran a bit more bearable were the sounds of the Beatles, for whom I have ever since been eternally grateful. One of our fellow travelers had a tape cassette of what was then the new Beatles record, simply called The Beatles, but better known as “The White Album”. It was one of the few tapes in our possession, so after a few thousand kilometres we had become very familiar with all the songs, right from the opening sounds of jet engines on Back in the USSR. I grew fond of many tracks on the album, some of which I associate with certain places en route. I always remember in eastern Turkey going past Mount Ararat of biblical fame, to the strains of Dear Prudence, one of my favourite tracks. Covered in snow, the mountain was a breathtaking sight, especially with the musical backing.


  To this day, whenever I hear any track from the album it is an instant reminder of that journey. Those songs kept us sane through the freezing deserts, hostile mountains and occasional yearnings for home life. Even Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da sounded good. It was so silly that it became the bus theme song, partly because it was easy for everyone to sing along to. Thank goodness it was a Beatles tape and not a rap album.


  Late in February 1969, after an exhausting stretch from Mashhad, we approached the border with Afghanistan. We had been on the road for more than a month and to have got this far was not bad going, considering the inclement weather and the deteriorating state of our elderly vehicles. We spent the night sleeping on the bus near the border in an extremely bleak spot in a kind of no man’s land.


  Shortly after dawn the bus reluctantly trundled towards the Afghanistan checkpoint. A whole new experience awaited across the border.


  3. THE LAND THAT TIME FORGOT



  

  Carrying on up the Khyber after the buses expire in the Afghan desert


  

  It is a trifle embarrassing to admit it now, but four decades ago Afghanistan was little more than another country on the map for me - a purple colour as I recall. It just happened to be on our route East. I was ill-prepared for the place known as the “graveyard of empires”, in just about every way.


  In 1969, armies from foreign lands weren’t shooting at one another or blowing one another up in Afghanistan and there was no Taliban. It was another 10 years before the Russians were to invade the kingdom in the latest episode of the “Great Game”, which has been played since the 19th century. The Russian move in 1979 was to spark more than three decades of war that has spawned the horrors we have been witnessing up to the present day.


  But in the 1960s, Afghanistan was not in the news and most people in the UK, and elsewhere in the world for that matter, would have been hard-pushed to point it out on a map. It wasn’t totally peaceful with numerous tribal conflicts going on and places you were advised to avoid if you valued your life. And to say the terrain was “inhospitable” was an understatement in every sense of the word.


  But of the dozen or so countries we passed through on that journey, Afghanistan was definitely the most memorable. There was a certain magical feeling about the place. It was so different to anywhere else I had experienced before or since. It felt like entering a time warp.


  Breakfast was the main item on our minds when we crossed the border from Iran shortly after dawn and were taken to what seemed to be little more than a cave. It didn’t look too promising. After some comical sign language, an Afghan man disappeared into the cave and I didn’t hold out much hope for breakfast. My stomach was rumbling loudly when, about 15 minutes later, the fellow returned with a wonderful spicy omelette for each of us. As far as I was concerned, it was the best omelette I have ever tasted, although my hunger may have influenced this judgement a little. At least it was a promising introduction to Afghanistan. However, a meal a week later was to prompt a very different reaction.


  It was still snowing heavily. I had always pictured Afghanistan as hot and dusty - which is the case much of the time - but never envisaged it covered in the white stuff. The westernmost city of Herat was under a complete blanket of snow as we arrived and actually looked quite picturesque. Horse-drawn carts were in abundance with their quaint bells. But I didn’t see any kids throwing snowballs.


  The following morning we ventured out into the foothills overlooking Herat. Ostensibly we were members of a not very serious hunting party, the prey being the packs of wolves that roamed the hills. We had rented some ancient rifles for a small sum, but after a couple of erratic pop-shots at some rocks which resulted in nearly blowing our hands off, quickly realized we were more likely to become casualties of the rifles than our prey.


  The wolves must have sensed our ineptitude too, as the occasional creature felt brave enough to put in an appearance and inspect these weird people trespassing on their patch. There was also a smattering of Afghan tribesmen sitting on a rock some way off. If they were amused by our ill-disguised incompetence, they didn’t show it. They simply stared at us as if we were some alien beings that had mysteriously emerged from the desert, which in a way we were.


  We wisely abandoned the hunting and instead savoured the astonishing view, which was much more rewarding. In every direction there was nothing but the rugged, inhospitable mountains that the whole world has witnessed on CNN and BBC for the past two decades. In the distance, far below us, a lengthy camel train snaked its way eastwards along a narrow valley, just as they had done for centuries. I had to pinch myself - it was fairy-tale time.


  I quite enjoyed Herat. Every little street seemed to offer a specific function. On one stretch there was nothing but shoemakers, but the shoes were all the same - sandals which had been carved out of discarded rubber tyres from the colourful trucks which raced along the highway to Kandahar and Kabul. Then there was a lane we named “Tin Pan Alley” - not for musical reasons, but because everything on sale appeared to be made of tin. Despite the snow, Herat was reasonably mild, with glimpses of sun making it the warmest weather we had experienced since Austria.


  A few days later we headed southeast towards Kandahar, the country’s second-largest city. We had been intending to take the shorter, but more hazardous, mountainous northern route to Kabul, but were advised that some of the tribes in that area did not take kindly to strangers. A previous bus had been ambushed and robbed on that route, so prudence prevailed. A decision I thoroughly agreed with, by the way.


  While the road remained in the mountains, snow and ice was still the norm, but when we began the descent into the fringes of the desert, the conditions rapidly changed. Instead of snow we now had heat and dust to contend with. And it was the heat and dust which won a clear victory, as far as the buses were concerned anyway.


  The buses had already broken down in nearly every country we had passed through, so it came as no great surprise when they expired rather unhelpfully in the middle of the Afghan desert. In fact it was almost like a conspiracy between the vehicles, as they gave up the ghost within a kilometre of one another. This time it was for good. The buses had


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  EPILOGUE



  



  Life in Thailand has not been quite the same since His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej passed away on October 13, 2016. Although the monarch had been seriously ill, the news of his death came as a shock to most Thai citizens. The King’s longevity on the throne meant he had ruled the country since before most Thais were born and few of his subjects had known anything different. He had always been there and in times of trouble was such a reassuring figure. Suddenly he was gone. It was hard to accept and it left the nation in a communal state of sorrow.


  



  There follows a personal appreciation of the late King which first appeared in the PostScript column on October 16, 2016.


  



  An appreciation of a remarkable monarch


  Not being Thai, whatever I say concerning His Majesty the late King will be inadequate. But having lived in Thailand for the past 47 years, I feel that he has also become my King and I would like to at least attempt to express my admiration for what he has achieved.


  



  Upon arrival in Thailand I knew very little about the country. But within a few hours it soon became clear how much His Majesty was revered in the Kingdom. On that first day wandering around the streets of Yaowaraj, it was noticeable that every shop carried portraits of Their Majesties. I had been brought up in England, a country with strong royal traditions, but had never seen anything like that - royal portraits in the UK were generally limited to government offices and institutions.


  



  It was not just the portraits, which have also been in evidence in virtually every Thai home I have visited in the past four decades. In any conversation with Thai people concerning His Majesty, it became clear just how much they revered and admired him.


  



  When the streets near the Bangkok Post office at Ratchadamnoen Avenue and Sanam Luang lit up in December 1969 to celebrate His Majesty’s birthday, it was a truly uplifting experience. I had never witnessed a display quite like it before.


  



  Rural rides


  Working at the Bangkok Post proved to be a great insight into just how much His Majesty loved his people. It struck me how frequently the King travelled to the provinces, not for a well-earned holiday or relaxation, but to organize development projects for the rural poor in every part of the country. And he visited the remotest places, where government officials were seldom seen. The adoring looks on the villagers’ faces said it all. His Majesty became a familiar figure in newspapers and on television, striding through fields on assorted irrigation and agricultural projects, consulting detailed maps and with a camera always slung over his neck. He truly was a working monarch, slogging around in the tropical heat and rain.


  



  The Vietnam War was still raging in the early 1970s and there were fears that Thailand would become a victim of what was known as the “domino effect”, with the country succumbing to Communism. I am convinced that it was the people’s love for His Majesty throughout the country, but particularly in the vulnerable Northeast, that held the kingdom together at that time.


  



  When 100,000 marched


  While His Majesty was a constitutional monarch with limited powers, his influence on the daily lives of people was indisputable. The respect with which Their Majesties were held came to the fore during the student demonstrations in 1973, which led to the October 14 uprising against the Thanom Kittikachorn government.


  



  It was 43 years ago, when an estimated 100,000 university students, immaculately dressed in uniforms of white shirts and dark trousers or skirts, filled up every inch of Ratchadamnoen Avenue as they marched peacefully. What caught my eye was that many were holding portraits of Their Majesties the King and Queen. It was an eloquent protest and an unforgettable sight.


  



  Many years later, in 1992 there came an astonishing moment. The country was in turmoil following protests against the government and many people had been killed on Bangkok’s streets in what became known as “Black May”. The situation was critical when on May 20, His Majesty summoned the two main protagonists in the conflict to the palace.


  



  I recall the concerned Post editorial staff gathering around the television that night as His Majesty admonished the warring parties. His brief speech began: “The nation belongs to everyone, not one or two specific people.” The Post newsroom applauded. His Majesty had brought the country back from the brink.


  



  Soulful songs


  It is well-known His Majesty enjoyed music, especially jazz and he was an accomplished saxophonist. He really believed music played a role in the well-being of the country. In the Post’s picture library many years ago, I came across an iconic photo of the King jamming with Benny Goodman in Bangkok in 1960. Four years earlier he played at Goodman’s house in New York. His Majesty also performed with Stan Getz and Benny Carter.


  



  In 1946 His Majesty composed three memorable jazz numbers - Falling Rain, Candlelight Blues and Love at Sundown. They all have bluesy feel to them and His Majesty was said to be “overjoyed” when he heard that the people really enjoyed his compositions.


  



  A love supreme


  His Majesty always had a love for animals and in his later years worked hard to improve the life of stray dogs. He famously adopted a stray in 1998 and named her Tong Daeng (Copper). The King loved the dog and it touched the hearts of the Thai public. More importantly it changed people’s attitudes to dogs and their welfare. His Majesty praised the dog for its respectfulness and loyalty, despite its humble beginnings. It came as no surprise that when the King published, The Story of Tong Daeng, it was a best-seller. A parable for everyday life, it inspired people to believe in themselves, no matter what their backgrounds.


  



  Observing the grief of the Thai people from all walks of life it is clear Thailand was very blessed to have such an inspirational figure at the helm for such a long time. Everyone will miss him so much.
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