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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      At Lono Jewelry in downtown Waikiki, Hawaii, I found three makau, or Maui fishhook necklaces. The Polynesian legend has it that when the God Maui tried to pull the whole continent down into the ocean with his fishhook (makau), his line snapped, and the Hawaiian Islands were born. The makau soared up into the sky and became the constellation known as Scorpio. When a person wears one of these, a part of their spirit starts to inhabit (or passes onto) the symbol when they pass away. When given to the next generation, the pendants become a link in the family.

      I was searching for three necklaces for myself and my two boys, Chirayu and Phiraphat—the significance being that we are all fishermen, and the necklace was shaped like a fishhook. Chirayu and Phiraphat are my wife’s kids from her previous two relationships. For personal reasons, their fathers are not in the picture anymore. I have been so blessed to be a stepdad to them for these past 4 years, and I am so grateful for that. At 12 years of age, Chirayu is mild mannered, intellectual, and always making us laugh. And Phiraphat is tall, thin—even for an 18-year-old—and loves airplanes, music, and dancing.

      I selected two big makau necklaces made from kao wood and a smaller silver hook on a chain, paid for them, put on my Maui Jim sunglasses, and headed out into the breezy, ocean-filled air.

      My wife, Wiphawan—or Mam for short—and I were heading back to Thailand for the first time in six months. We had been living at our place in West Palm Beach, Florida, while back in the States.

      To say Covid had changed our lives would be a vast understatement. I am not sure if anybody’s life hadn’t been dramatically altered by the last couple of years, even though the world was now acting as if they never happened.

      First, I no longer worked for my father, Ken Tate’s, architectural office in Florida. He had just turned 70 on Christmas day of 2019 and was more than ready to step into retirement when Covid opened the door to his new life, allowing him to walk into a new space.

      When Covid started, we had a book tour scheduled for our memoir about his life, The Alchemy of Architecture: Memories and Insights from Ken Tate. Unfortunately, we only made it to three events before the lockdowns started (Figure 2). The book still went on to be selected by The Times Literary Supplement as a book of the year for 2020 and sold a significant number of copies, but I knew my life would never be the same in other ways.

      But, being a perpetual optimist, I believe in looking for the good in things instead of the bad. I think people who thrived during Covid have one trait in common: adaptability. When it started, I knew that our family had this capacity after surviving my illness in 1999 with Lyme disease—chronicled in my book, Returning to Freedom—and that we could make it through just about anything. Besides, Covid meant more time to write, and quite frankly, that was a thrilling prospect.

      As my wife and I walked down the coconut palm tree lined street of Oahu, I realized that Hawaii was back. They had just dropped their mask mandate the week before and the streets were crowded, the sun out. I passed by a lean muscular fellow with long sun-bleached hair, his shirt off, exposing his tanned skin, he held a sign reading, “WIFE WANTED.” Standing next to him was a round black lady in her mid 40’s; the two seemed to be discussing his marital situation.

      I wondered if he had lost his marbles because of Covid. So many things were frustrating during the Pandemic. No school, wearing the mask outside in the stifling heat, loss of work, etc. While most were stress-inducing, some were on the more hilarious side of the equation: kind of like the guy you see driving alone with a mask on.

      One of the funniest things that happened to my wife and me occurred while flying to Hawaii from Florida. All the passengers were given a customs form by the State of Hawaii to disclose whether or not we were carrying any fruits, seeds, or plants with us from out of state. I was happy to help Hawaii with this, but my pleasure turned to frustration when the form was handed to me without a writing utensil. I looked around to see how others were filling out the forms. Most didn’t have pens. A man to the left of my wife, who had the gnarliest cough, had one, but I wasn’t going to borrow that sinus infection (or what I hoped was only a sinus infection).

      When the stewardess passed back by, I politely stopped her, asking where our pens were. She answered, “Oh, I am sorry sir, the airline won’t allow us to give out pens because they can spread Covid.”

      “Okay,” I answered, “But how can I fill it out without a pen?”

      “Just ask around and see if someone has one you can borrow.” The whole irony of not allowing us to be given a clean pen from the airline and instead, being asked to borrow a pen from someone was so preposterous I still can’t believe it. We, humans, are dumb. It’s like the electric faucets that never work. Yes, they save energy, but they cost us twice as much time. And in the end, you waste just as much water because you must use it three or four times to get your hands clean. Or the train station toilet paper that is so thin, you must use twice as much. Saving paper? Not. But we like our shortcuts, right? And the illusion of doing something.

      It was late March in 2022 and it wasn’t my first time in Hawaii. I had been to the island state two other times, once in 2008 and once again later that same year. Back then, I visited the Big Island of Hawaii both times. On the first trip, I stayed at an eco-tourist ranch called Pangaia in the Pahoa area for two weeks. The Big Island of Hawaii, also known as Hawaii, is the southeasternmost island in the state (figure 3).

      Pangaia was run by a hippie named Manis Aloha who I don’t think ever wore a shirt the whole time I was there. Mainly a raw food community that lived off the land, they were an ecotourist farm operating strictly on solar power and a rainwater catchment system. The other guests, workers, and I swam in the cold tide pools and hiked past monkey pod trees to pristine lakes where we swam naked and feasted on fresh green coconuts all day. At night, Manis would strum his guitar in the open-air lounge area off the kitchen.

      It was a sun-filled moment in time for me.

      I had originally planned to stay for longer, however, the compost toilet almost did me in. When I went to the ranch’s “outhouse,” everything looked clean as a whistle, until I opened the wooden lid to the ligneous bench style toilet and saw “the composters,” none other than thousands of scurrying roaches, waiting eagerly for their next meal to fall. I literally couldn’t sit down after catching one of “the guys” greedily crawling up “the white plastic chute” towards me.

      The second time, I went back to the same area, looking to invest in property, but it didn’t feel right to me on that trip, either. This was a good thing, since the Kilauea volcano nearby would go on to erupt in December of 2020, spewing lava all over the area and destroying over 700 homes in the process. I believe Pangaia has since moved to the garden isle of Kauai, another one of the Hawaiian islands.

      On this particular trip to Hawaii, my wife and I had decided to stop there as a halfway point between Florida and Thailand. Besides, I had always wanted to see the other side of the island—Oahu and the famous North Shore surfing spot. Since I do attempt to surf, it is kind of a mecca for me.

      Mam and I have found the 23-hour flights between Florida and Thailand to be a bit much, especially since we were still wearing a mask during the whole flight. I won’t dive into the whole debate over masks. I dislike them for a much more personal reason than any of you can imagine—I am a spectacle wearer, so I basically fumble around with a perpetual fog on my glasses the whole time I am masked up.

      Breaking the flight up by stopping in Hawaii was wonderful, because I think the ideal overseas flight time is around nine hours. Beyond that, I start to get restless.

      After our sun-splashed week in Hawaii, getting lost in the over 15,000 aloha shirts at Bailey’s (see figure 4), and touring Pearl Harbor, we arrived back in Thailand, where we checked into a luxury hotel in the Sukhumvit area of Bangkok.

      The last time I was in Thailand, I stayed for over a year. What an adventure! During that time, our family traveled all around the country by train, airplane, and car, and I feel like I know this land well enough to finally sit down and write about it in an intimate way.

      Thailand is a place of wonder: beautiful in its complexity and utterly mesmerizing, full of some of the nicest, sweetest people you will ever meet on earth. It is an ancient place, oozing with cultural history. The food is to die for. I first fell in love with Thai cuisine while living in downtown Santa Monica, California (L.A.’s beach community) where there was an authentic Thai restaurant on Santa Monica Boulevard called Bangkok West Thai that I used to visit a couple of times a week.

      The number one thing that has stood out to me in all my time wandering the streets in Thailand is the Thai people’s love of food. The cuisine is fabulous, and Thai women are known to be eating machines. I should know: my wife will sit down and order sixteen dishes at a restaurant and eat them all until she can’t walk straight.

      Like most places in the developing world, Thailand is also a little dangerous—but not in the way America is. You are more likely to break your back tripping over a strange groove in the pavement in Thailand than by getting physically harmed by an assailant.

      Coming from America and living in some low rent apartments in the more dangerous cities, violent crime in Thailand seems almost non-existent  to me. For instance, in Thailand you would be perfectly safe walking down the worst street in Bangkok at 3 am. Yet, I have somehow found a way to break my arm, snorkel over a floor of deadly black sea urchins, and have a loaded bookshelf crash one foot away from my head. I had my Tag Hauer watch stolen and returned by the same person, I got serious food borne illness in the mountains, and I ate food so hot I swore my taste buds were “burned off,” based on the appearance of my tongue. How resourceful I am when it comes to attracting disgraces!

      It is raw in its beauty, still untouched by the hands of the industrialized world. And the people are authentic in a way you rarely encounter in our modern times. For example, my wife’s uncle has a corn field and every other week when it is in season, there he is at our gate, skin darkened by the sun, smiling an ear to ear split, holding a plastic bag full of his freshly picked maize. He always, without a fault, nods joyously whenever I receive the yellow goodies from him.

      So, dear reader, I invite you to follow me and discover the life of this quirky ginger Westerner in this magical Asian land.
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            HOW I GOT TO THAILAND

          

        

      

    

    
      For a year, I was a white man living in Thailand. There, they call us farangs, a generalized term for anybody of European and British heritage.

      Ancestry DNA confirmed that I am part Scottish, English, and Norwegian. I have red hair and miles of freckles. Let’s just say I stand out in an all-Asian crowd. How did I end up living in Northern Thailand, miles away from all civilization you ask?

      It all started in 2007 when the raw food guru I was following at the time, Aajonus Vonderplanitz (1947 – 2013), told me he was considering moving to Thailand. Back then, he rented a house from fashion mogul Fred Siegal in the mountains of Malibu, California off Kannan Dume Road. I asked him why he was pondering the move to Thailand, and he told me it was absolutely beautiful, but more importantly, it was free. You could eat raw milk and unpasteurized butter without some government agency looking over your shoulder. In America, on the contrary, our government hates our raw milk, even though it’s legal in 11 states. I, myself, was a member of the Rawesome Market in Venice, California—a state where unpasteurized dairy is legal to be sold in retail stores—when it was raided by multiple agencies in SWAT team format (the CDC, the FDA, the LA County’s Sheriff office and the Department of Agriculture – all on the same day) and eventually closed down over selling raw milk and cheeses.

      The more Aajonus and I spoke about Thailand, the more it sounded like the perfect nature lover’s paradise for me too. When he finally located 200 rai, or acres, at the foothills of the mountains of Chiang Mai in Northern Thailand (figure 5) to purchase, he asked me if I wanted to buy any land connected to it, as other friends were doing the same. I asked him how much one rai would cost me, and he informed me about $10,000.

      At the time, I had inherited some money from my late grandfather, Irwin Tate, and thought that sounded like a good way to invest some of it. I told Aajonus that I had decided to be part of the venture and to let me know once he had purchased the land. He agreed.

      Later on in 2007, my father, Ken Tate, designed a Thai house for me to build on the land I would buy there (figure 6). Time passed and nothing happened. Next thing I knew, Aajonus told me he was in the Philippines looking at land there instead of the spread he had originally found in Thailand. I told him to count me in wherever he purchased—that I trusted his intuition about this process of finding some modern Shangri-La.

      But as time stretched on, he kept returning to L.A. from treks to Southeast Asia with little or no commitment to buying. I was learning just how careful Aajonus was in approaching this endeavor. Meanwhile, I was spending and investing my inheritance on other things.

      By the time Aajonus finally bought the land in Northern Thailand, I had moved to Monterey, California and was not interested in going to Asia anymore. Back then, I had also given up on a 100% raw food diet. Eating in such a rigid way every day was very difficult to maintain socially, when eating out with friends. Besides, Aajonus wanted a strict raw food community there. For me, anything that becomes too rigid is constricting spiritually. When someone says you must “eat only raw all the time,” it feels like dietary fascism to me.

      Nevertheless, every time I got to talk to Aajonus, he would tell me about his hikes in the mountains of Thailand, meeting with the tribes there and playing with the elephants in the river, and it all sounded so interesting and amazing—like he was having the adventures of a real-life Indiana Jones. He also had some mishaps which led me to believe there was a certain level of danger in living somewhere abroad and remote. For instance, his Harley Davidson motorcycle fell on his leg in a crazy Thai motorbike traffic jam, and it took him months to heal from it.

      Thailand is a very mountainous country. I have spent time driving all over this great land and can attest that there are some truly steep roads that go on for hours, winding and weaving, often with tailgating Thais on your bumper who are willing to pass on a steep incline around a blind curve. I, for one, am very afraid of heights, and have since learned I am better off taking the train when heading to certain destinations in Thailand.

      Fast forward to 2019: Aajonus had gone on to the happy hunting grounds in the sky and I was living in Covington, Louisiana. Completely exhausted with my dating life there, I started the big journey of online dating.

      At that time, it seemed that every profile on Match or Tinder in Louisiana was a girl who wanted to drive four wheelers and shoot possums off the back of them for weekend fun. While I have done this before, I was looking for something deeper at that stage in my life, which led me to my first international dating site.

      I signed up for it, and within the first few hours had over 100 matches. That’s unusual, I thought. I was usually painfully slow to match up on American dating sites. So, I started looking around and found a few Japanese and Thai women I liked.

      I had always found Asian women to be sexually attractive, and I was equally drawn to Asian culture from a very early age, due to my interest in martial arts. I took taekwondo and karate when I was younger and grew up on a healthy dose of Steven Seagal and Jean Claude van Damme movies like Bloodsport and Lionheart, as well as video games like Ninja Gaiden, Street Fighter 2 and the Revenge of Shinobi. When I was in the 9th grade, the coolest thing you could own was a pair of throwing stars or nunchucks. Not to mention, I had always loved Asian food, usually dining on Thai and Japanese cuisine at least four times a week when I lived in Los Angeles in 2010.

      Due to my studies in the Sufi Tradition—chronicled in the My Big Journey series—I had spent many years practicing silent meditation and felt that a Buddhist Asian girl would understand my inner life—more on this later.

      I messaged a few of the women, but none of the talks went anywhere. Some of them couldn’t speak English well enough to even carry on a conversation and were looking for men who could speak their language fluently. A few just didn’t like me for whatever reason.

      Finally, kismet happened when I landed on the profile of a beautiful Thai woman named Wiphawan. I still remember that first photo. It was love at first sight.

      Her beautiful black hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail with a white flower tucked behind her right ear, her eyes cut to the side in a cute way, and her smile was a dazzling, friendly display of white teeth. The name, Wiphawan, means “radiance” in Thai, and she certainly emanated it. She was 32 and lived in Bangkok. Due to my history with Aajonus, I was immediately drawn to the fact that she hailed from that beautiful country I still only dreamed about.

      We started talking that day, and never stopped. I was surprised how well she could write and read English. We had great chemistry and I sensed she liked me. I was smitten with her from day one. She had all the elegance of a lady from another era; alongside a very sarcastic and slapstick sense of humor, which we shared. And I knew if things worked out, this would be the woman I would marry.
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            THE TEMPLE OF THE DAWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mam and I texted for roughly seven months before I made the epic trip from Florida to Bangkok to meet her. It wasn’t my first long distance relationship, but it was the first one that I knew would work—the chemistry was electric, and we made each other laugh constantly with gifs and emojis when texting.

      At that time in January of 2019, she was working for a luxury suitcase company in Bangkok. My plane arrived, and I checked into a hotel on the Chao Praya River, then called her. She was working and didn’t get off until late, so we agreed to have dinner at my hotel after she finished her shift. I couldn’t wait to see her. She was so many things: a gifted chef, a lover of plants and animals, stylish in a smart way with all the beauty of a runway model, but above all, she was humble—and a bit shy, which I found so endearing and attractive. We both loved to travel, but also dreamed of spending more time with her two boys at home.

      I didn’t want to disturb her during her working hours, though, so I decided to a do a little sightseeing around Bangkok before settling in.

      Walking down the street, I took the country in for the first time. All the sights and smells were euphoria to my Western trained senses, which had been dulled down from a life of Applebee’s and Frasier re-runs. I stumbled
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