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          1. Pre-Am­ble

        

      


      
        
          Fab­u­lous Four [Tim, Koen, David & Ray] em­barked on a long week­end road-trip to the Burmese bor­der at Three Pago­da Pass, where the in­fa­mous WW2 Death Rail­way crossed the bor­der.

        

      


      
        
          Bangkok Thanon Param4…0520.

        

      


      
        
          The road-sweep­ing la­dy is al­ready busy.

        

      


      
        
          I am wait­ing in the dark for Tim and, when he ar­rives, we will share a taxi to the place where we will meet up with Koen and David. Once again, David has of­fered his car, and will drive us for the week­end. One ben­e­fit of this ar­range­ment is that David will not drink al­co­hol un­til we reach our overnight des­ti­na­tion, so we all ab­stain as a coura­geous act of mate­ship…we will make up for it when we ar­rive!

        

      


      
        
          We shall pret­ty much fol­low the rail route all the way from Bangkok to Three Pago­da Pass…in fact, af­ter Nam­tok, in some places the road is ac­tu­al­ly built on top of the aban­doned rail route.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          2. Get­ting the Team unit­ed

        

      


      
        
          Tim and Ray meet ex­act­ly as planned, but their taxi takes a dif­fer­ent bridge over the riv­er than the one Tim en­vis­aged, and then Ray chats on a bit too en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly about ev­ery­thing that comes in­to his head [it hav­ing been a cou­ple of weeks since he last spoke to a per­son whose pri­ma­ry lan­guage is Eng­lish] and spoils Tim’s con­cen­tra­tion…Tim gets us lost, de­spite his very good mind-map of Bangkok, and so we are sub­ject­ed to con­sid­er­able de­ri­sion by Koen and David when we are even­tu­al­ly unit­ed.

        

      


      
        
          We fi­nalise our itin­er­ary…a) Three Pago­das …b) Stay first night in or near Sangk­laburi town …c) drink lots of beer!

        

      


      
        
          Koen is a Trav­el Agent, but he seems to be “on va­ca­tion”, so there is an ex­pec­ta­tion that Ray will pro­vide in­no­va­tive itin­er­ary ma­te­ri­al on-the-fly…this in ad­di­tion to his tac­it­ly ac­cept­ed role as prin­ci­pal pho­to-doc­u­menter.

        

      


      
        
          We quick­ly set­tle in­to our ac­cus­tomed seat­ing ar­range­ment…the tall young­sters up-front…the wise [I think the re­al word is wiz­ened] lit­tle guys in the back.

        

      


      
        
          “What’s the first thing on the itin­er­ary?”, asks some wit. With­out hes­i­ta­tion Ray of­fers “the first place we can find some de­cent hot cof­fee!”

        

      


      
        
          And so we make our way along the 6 hour jour­ney to Sangk­laburi.

        

      


      
        
          Here I doc­u­ment this leg of the voy­age with sam­ples of some in­ter­est­ing flo­ra I no­ticed at our oc­ca­sion­al stops.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          3. Soon enough…Sangk­laburi!

        

      


      
        
          Sangk­laburi is the on­ly large town in this iso­lat­ed NW sec­tion of Kan­chan­buri Prov­ince, near the bor­der with Bur­ma.

        

      


      
        
          The coun­try­side here is hilly, ver­dant and pret­ty. A riv­er runs through the town…it has been dammed fur­ther down, and so the wa­ter can rise 10 me­tres or more be­tween the be­gin­ning and the end of therainysea­son. The Death Rail­way route is ac­tu­al­ly un­der­wa­ter near here since the damming.

        

      


      
        
          Sangk­laburi re­gion is a melt­ing pot of eth­nic­i­ty, with sev­er­al “sub­urbs” of var­i­ous hill-tribes…Mon,Karen, etc…who have squat­ted here part­ly be­cause they get has­sled less by the Thai gov­ern­ment than by the Burmese gov­ern­ment.

        

      


      
        
          There are a num­ber of “re­sorts” with lake views/frontage. We se­lectP.Guest House…rooms with 2 sin­gle beds, air-con, lake-view and hot show­ers for 950baht [US$30.00] per night…main­ly be­cause it of­fers mod­ern Cana­di­an-style ca­noes for hire. On learn­ing we in­tend to ca­noe tour at 0600 to­mor­row, the Re­sort Man­ag­er says we must sleep with our pad­dles as he has no in­ten­tion of get­ting up so ear­ly to ar­range them for us.

        

      


      
        
          As Itin­er­ary Mas­ter, Ray sug­gests we drink a cou­ple of tins of cold beer to pre-hy­drate us for the af­ter­noon walk­ing tour of the town, but is over-ruled by the oth­ers who in­sist there will be plen­ty of beer ven­dors along the route…

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          4. Walk­ing Tour

        

      


      
        
          So…off we go on our freestyle three hour walk­ing tour of Sangk­laburi.

        

      


      
        
          Our main fo­cus is the #1 Tourist At­trac­tion of the town…the Mon Tres­tle Bridge…of which we have dis­tant glimpses from our re­sort rooms.

        

      


      
        
          The bridge is in two parts…the first is about 200 me­tres long, and has con­crete piles…its not in great shape, and ev­i­dent­ly ve­hi­cles are no longer per­mit­ted to tra­verse it.

        

      


      
        
          There is a tourist-type kiosk at the end of this sec­tion, where we should be able to sit, savour the scene, and suck down a tin or two of won­der-juice…aka Beer Leo. Nope! Run out of beer, they claim, and so we will have to seek it at the end of the wood­en sec­ond sec­tion.

        

      


      
        
          This wood­en sec­tion is a Won­der…and, the won­der is that it doesn’t fall over! Its about 400 me­tres long, con­struct­ed en­tire­ly of logs, and with a rough-sawn wood­en ve­hi­cle deck…both ends are bar­ri­cad­ed, though, so on­ly walk­ing traf­fic is per­mit­ted. The deck is about 15 me­tres above the cur­rent wa­ter-line, but there is a wa­ter-mark that in­di­cates wa­ter can reach up about an­oth­er 10 me­tres by the end of the rainy sea­son.

        

      


      
        
          We stroll across the bridge to the oth­er side…then, half mad from lack of flu­id [well…lack of beer, more like­ly] on this very hot af­ter­noon, em­bark on a search for the elu­sive, sa­cred, tinned beer.

        

      


      
        
          Even­tu­al­ly we are suc­cess­ful…an el­der­ly, sleepy la­dy, who is nap­ping in the shade of her house ve­ran­dah, in­di­cates “yeah…sure…I have icy cold sup­plies of that elixir” and so we buy one each and as­sure her we will re­turn soon to lay siege to her fridge.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          5. Sangk­laburi floaters

        

      


      
        
          [Note: bev­er­age-free nar­ra­tive in this chap­ter…]

        

      


      
        
          With­in the city of Sangk­laburi there are sev­er­al vil­lages of float­ing dwellings. The build­ings float on bun­dles of bam­boo, plas­tic pipe rafts or pur­pose-built steel pon­toons.

        

      


      
        
          There are float­ing restau­rants, float­ing ho­tels, float­ing fish and veg­etable farms, float­ing karaoke/en­ter­tain­ment bars, as well as float­ing homes.

        

      


      
        
          I am guess­ing some­thing like 25% of the pop­u­la­tion of Sangk­laburi live in these places.

        

      


      
        
          I be­lieve, al­so, that many of the res­i­dents are Hill-tribes peo­ple…they lack land ti­tle, and the means to ac­quire land, so they live on land­less sites, and can eas­i­ly float away if they en­counter is­sues or float up when there are floods.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          6. Tem­ple Com­plex

        

      


      
        
          Re­ju­ve­nat­ed by the cold beer, we stroll on through the heat-heavy af­ter­noon.

        

      


      
        
          With­in a kilo­me­tre or so there is a T in­ter­sec­tion…left and down­hill to the gold­en pago­da that was clear­ly vis­i­ble from our room, or right and up­hill to a tem­ple com­plex. We go right…beer brava­do mak­ing light of the hill!

        

      


      
        
          Soon enough we are with­in the precinct of a large and un­usal tem­ple com­plex. Its un­usu­al be­cause of the unique ar­chi­tec­ture of the place, but al­so be­cause there are no monks wan­der­ing about. [Al­most all of Thai­land’s 32,000+ tem­ples have res­i­dent monks, so are al­so cor­rect­ly re­gard­ed as monas­ter­ies. I’m sure this one is the same, but it seems the monks have press­ing busi­ness some­where where we can­not see them.]

        

      


      
        
          So, we wan­der about the com­plex, look­ing at un­usu­al stuff, but not mo­ti­vat­ed to shed shoes and go in­to any of the build­ings. I think we have a col­lec­tive sense that the place is not par­tic­u­lar­ly wel­com­ing to tourists.

        

      


      
        
          We make a de­ci­sion to head back to our rooms, and leave the pago­da for to­mor­row…tired, hun­gry and thirsty [of course] af­ter an ear­ly start, a long drive, and now a de­cent walk.

        

      


      
        
          We’ll re­trace our path and re­lieve the el­der­ly la­dy of a few more of her fine col­lec­tion of tins of cold beer, then seek a dif­fer­ent route back to the re­sort. This sounds like a plan.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          7. March in The Heat

        

      


      
        
          The ex­pres­sion “Send a boy on a man’s er­rand.” comes to mind…

        

      


      
        
          The young­sters [Koen & David] get a bit of a gal­lop up, go­ing down the hill from the tem­ple, and a gap forms be­tween them and Tim & Ray. Soon enough, they make a right turn in­stead of the straight ahead route that will bring them back to the el­der­ly la­dy and her stacked beer fridge. Ray yells to them [a bit of a taboo ac­cord­ing to Thai eti­quette, but des­per­ate sit­u­a­tions re­quire des­per­ate ac­tions]…gets their at­ten­tion, but is hor­ri­fied to read their hand-sig­nals as “We know what we are do­ing and we have a short-cut!”. They have used their boy­ish ini­tia­tive…this will not turn out well!

        

      


      
        
          Sure enough, the “short-cut” com­plete­ly miss­es the beer sup­ply, and we are back at the dry, hot bridge, with our tongues hang­ing out!

        

      


      
        
          So we walk across the wood­en bridge sec­tion, where­upon Tim [ei­ther mad from lack of beer or try­ing des­per­ate­ly to re­cov­er his rep­u­ta­tion af­ter get­ting us lost in Bangkok] sug­gests an al­ter­nate last leg of the walk­ing tour, which he sells as “quick, in­ter­est­ing, and sure to take us past many, many beer ven­dors”.

        

      


      
        
          We set off on Tim’s trail. The kilo­me­tres click by. We are out of the city lim­its and, quite pos­si­bly wan­der­ing in­to Burmese ter­ri­to­ry. Not a sin­gle beer fridge re­veals it­self to us. Its a very hot and dry sit­u­a­tion. Ray is con­tem­plat­ing col­laps­ing in the grass be­side the road and curl­ing in­to a foetal po­si­tion.

        

      


      
        
          At this point, Tim ex­claims “Wot’s this, then!” while stand­ing on one leg and point­ing with ev­ery­thing else in­to a lean-to at a large, glass-front­ed, stain­less steel fridge that is ev­i­dent­ly groan­ing un­der the weight of a Kings Ran­som in cold tins.

        

      


      
        
          In a flash we are loung­ing about in the shade of the ve­ran­dah, guz­zling like camels! The World has re­vert­ed to a peace­ful Eden, and our cares are washed away. The first tin emp­ties rapid­ly down the parched throat with the noisy glug glug of a bath drain-hole; the sec­ond is a less fran­tic af­fair; the third is sipped with rel­ish.

        

      


      
        
          Re­ju­ve­nat­ed, we slap Tim on the back and beg him to for­get the harsh words of a few mo­ments ear­li­er…“Nev­er doubt­ed yer for a mo­ment, maaaaate”, we bur­ble.

        

      


      
        
          We gam­bol along, and are soon back in city precincts, just in time to wit­ness the hom­ing in­stincts of the most colour­ful strag­gle of school-kids we have ev­er wit­nessed. Clear­ly Hill-tribe artistry has in­flu­enced the school uni­form, and the re­sults are pleas­ing…nev­er­the­less, the sight of a gag­gle of 16 year old lads in long skirts [sarongs] and pink blous­es is a bit of an eye-open­er.

        

      


      
        
          Close to the re­sort we spy a con­ve­nience store, and Koen slips in­side to ac­quire emer­gen­cy stocks of cold tins for “just in case” pur­pos­es…we still have a long evening ahead of us, and we can­not pre­dict what we might en­counter in this re­mote re­gion of hap­haz­ard­ly avail­able es­sen­tials.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          8. Dusk Break

        

      


      
        
          Back at the re­sort there is a con­sen­sus that a 45 minute rest is in or­der be­fore we make an as­sault on the food and beer on of­fer in the re­sort’s restau­rant, so we split by age and take up res­i­dence in our al­lo­cat­ed rooms. Our emer­gen­cy beer is placed in the mi­ni-bars, in easy reach in case an emer­gen­cy presents.

        

      


      
        
          With­in 30 sec­onds, Tim is pow­er nap­ping on his bed. Ray goes to the bal­cony, stretch­es around the mod­esty wall and ob­serves the young­sters are al­so prone…it is up to him to guard the team and fear­less­ly doc­u­ment the next hour.

        

      


      
        
          Loung­ing on the bal­cony, it oc­curs to Ray that there may be pho­to-op­por­tu­ni­ties pre­sent­ed be­low him in the wan­ing light, so he fits the 70-100mm L lens to the ba­by Canon eosM and shoots the scenes be­low his van­tage point.

        

      


      
        
          There is a mi­nor cri­sis at din­ner, as I shall re­late. As we make our way through the lounge area to the din­ing area, it is clear we have all been quest­ing for key in­for­ma­tion and, on be­ing seat­ed on stone chairs on the open-top bal­cony, we all com­pare notes and find we are in per­fect agree­ment…“There is on­ly one large bot­tle of Beer Leo in the glass-front beer fridge!”

        

      


      
        
          This will nev­er do!

        

      


      
        
          The hap­less wait­ress is sum­moned, and sent on a fact-find­ing pa­trol…she is gone quite a while [about long enough, Ray es­ti­mates, to drive to the beer dis­trib­u­tor on the oth­er side of town and pur­chase all his stocks], but even­tu­al­ly re­turns and re­ports that there is ac­tu­al­ly a moun­tain of Beer Leo in the store-room. We re­lax…

        

      


      
        
          We re­lax, eat like its our last sup­per, and drink Beer Leo with great gus­to.

        

      


      
        
          Even­tu­al­ly…sat­ed…we stag­ger back to our rooms, but not be­fore ac­cost­ing the re­sort Man­ag­er and de­mand­ing our sleep­ing com­pan­ions…i.e. ca­noe pad­dles.

        

      


      
        
          Koen makes the per­fect­ly sen­si­ble sug­ges­tion that we should con­sume our emer­gen­cy ra­tions of tinned beer be­fore sleep­ing, so they don’t go “off” in the night…no-one dis­sents.

        

      


      
        
          Its been a long day, so ev­ery­one is con­tent to call it a night…

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          9. Ca­noe Ad­ven­tures

        

      


      
        
          Sangk­laburi 0600 - Time to Ca­noe, and a fine way to com­mence a new day.

        

      


      
        
          The ves­sels are very nice­ly made wood­en ca­noes of the Cana­di­an style, and the pad­dles are sin­gle-blad­ed, wood­en works of art.

        

      


      
        
          The Young­sters dash ahead of Tim & Ray to the roofed pon­toon in which the ca­noes live…its per­fect­ly clear that they want to hit the wa­ter ahead of the Old­sters and get a head start, as they fear the em­bar­rass­ment of be­ing beat­en to our des­ti­na­tion…its al­so clear that this is a race, and that the testos­terone cat­alyt­ic con­vert­er is fir­ing.

        

      


      
        
          Our des­ti­na­tion is the fa­mous sunken tem­ple…a ca­su­al­ty of the damming of the riv­er, and we have been in­formed it is about 45 min­utes pad­dling each way.

        

      


      
        
          Ray goes in the back and Tim crams him­self in­to the front. Tim says “This is on­ly the sec­ond time I have been in a ca­noe”.

        

      


      
        
          Ray says “En­durance kayak­ing was my pas­sion when I was about 20, but kayaks are pad­dled with dou­ble-blad­ed pad­dles and han­dle very dif­fer­ent­ly from ca­noes…how­ev­er, I am sure we will work it out.”

        

      


      
        
          The Young­sters are about 100 me­tres ahead of the Old­sters, but its clear Koen is rest­ing in the front while David does ALL the work in the back even though his stroke rate seems very ca­su­al. Ray thinks “We’ll have these blokes flop­ping about like over-fed gold­fish in our wake in next to no time at all!”

        

      


      
        
          How­ev­er, this is not to be! The ca­noe doesn’t seem to re­spond well to Ray’s steer­ing, and so the Old­sters’ path is a kind of zig zag along the lake. Al­so, a few times, Tim us­es the brak­ing stroke [i.e. pad­dles back­wards and a No No when try­ing to beat oth­ers] which helps the Old­sters some­what to not hit dead trees but is no help at all in the more ur­gent task of over-tak­ing the Young­sters.

        

      


      
        
          In about 40 min­utes all are alight­ing at the sunken tem­ple [see next chap­ter, for more about this] and both teams ar­rive at about the same time…Ray de­clares it [un­der his breath] a dead heat!

        

      


      
        
          Af­ter 15 min­utes or so of ex­plor­ing the site it is time for the re­turn jour­ney. We might have stayed longer but the threat of rain has man­i­fest­ed it­self as re­al pre­cip­i­ta­tion.

        

      


      
        
          The Young­sters re­peat their con­fig­u­ra­tion [Koen in front with dry pad­dle, and David in back do­ing all the work], but Tim and Ray opt for vary­ing the seat­ing so both can get the full ex­pe­ri­ence. As they start to stroke away, Tim says “This will be good be­cause I am in the back and don’t have to con­cern my­self with steer­ing the blod­dy thing!”

        

      


      
        
          Well! That solves the mys­tery of why the ca­noe was so hard to get run­ning straight, heh! All the steer­ing is sup­posed to be done by the per­son in the back! The team fought each oth­er’s steer­ing ef­forts all the way out to the sunken tem­ple! So Ray tells Tim the sad truth of the sit­u­a­tion, and Tim sets about try­ing to in­stant­ly teach him­self about steer­ing strokes.

        

      


      
        
          Ray’s brain has be­come en­gorged with testos­terone-in­fused blood and so he thresh­es the wa­ter like a mad­man…in­tent on­ly on get­ting past the Young­sters. This of course, makes it im­pos­si­ble for Tim to steer the ca­noe. Koen near­ly falls out of his ca­noe from un­con­trolled laugh­ter at the sight of The Old­sters’ ca­noe com­plet­ing two full an­ti­clock­wise cir­cles fol­lowed by a clock­wise one be­fore charg­ing off to the wrong side of the lake.

        

      


      
        
          Ray thresh­es [and curs­es]…Tim at­tempts to steer [and curs­es]…they are mak­ing ex­tra­or­di­nary speed, but in the wrong di­rec­tion.

        

      


      
        
          Two young fish­er­men, in their boat check­ing their net for fish, look up and com­mence a smil­ing Sawas­deekrup greet­ing…it quick­ly turns to a look of un­bri­dled fear as the Old­sters’ ca­noe sud­den­ly lurch­es side­ways and rams their lit­tle boat! No mean ef­fort to hit a small boat in a lake that is eas­i­ly more than 1 kilo­me­tre wide at this point! No se­ri­ous dam­age, for­tu­nate­ly…Ray keeps thresh­ing, while Tim, in the stern, is left the task of apol­o­gis­ing as the ca­noe rides up and over the bow of the fish­ing boat.

        

      


      
        
          The re­turn trip takes about 40 min­utes and both ca­noes fin­ish to­geth­er. Koen es­ti­mates that the fit, in­com­pe­tent Old­sters have cov­ered at least three times the dis­tance of their more re­laxed coun­ter­parts.

        

      


      
        
          Ca­noe­ing….Tick!

        

      


      
        
          Next, we will eat break­fast at the bak­ery we found yes­ter­day, just a short walk from the re­sort. Then pack, check-out and drive around to the gold­en pago­da for a quick peek be­fore mov­ing on to Three Pago­da Pass. That sounds like a work­able morn­ing itin­er­ary.

        

      


      
        
          Next, Ray will de­scribe and il­lus­trate the sunken Tem­ple…don’t miss it!

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          10. The [un]sunken tem­ple

        

      


      
        
          Wat Saam Pra­sob, is about all that is left of the old town of Sangk­laburi which was sub­merged in the 1960’s by the damming of the riv­er.

        

      


      
        
          The lake wa­ter lev­el varies about 10 me­tres be­tween wet and dry sea­sons each year, and so there are times when the tem­ple is al­most com­plete­ly sub­merged.

        

      


      
        
          Not now! We we are here at the be­gin­ning of the wet sea­son which is the time of low­est wa­ter lev­el. The tem­ple build­ing sits high and dry!

        

      


      
        
          There isn’t much to do at this site…no trin­ket-sell­ers, no noo­dle carts, no in­for­ma­tion plaques. The trip to and from is the high­light! We trav­elled by ca­noe, and it was great fun! Those who opt for mo­tor-boat hire are un­like­ly to re­gard the [un]sunken tem­ple tour as a high­light of their tour of west­ern Thai­land…un­less their boat hits a par­tial­ly sub­merged dead tree and they are all tipped out!

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          11. A Gold­en Pago­da

        

      


      
        
          Che­di Bud­dhakhaya, sits above the lake on theMonside of Sangk­laburi. Its main fea­ture is a mas­sive, 60 me­tre high, gold-paint­ed tow­er, which is con­struct­ed from clay bricks and clad in stuc­co. Some­where, there is a plaque say­ing that this Che­di is a copy of a very fa­mous Che­di con­struct­ed many years ago in In­dia.

        

      


      
        
          We drive to this place fol­low­ing a fine break­fast of fresh-made toast­ed bread with home-made pineap­ple jam, atBaan Un­rak Bak­ery, not far from the re­sort…ev­ery­one seems quite hun­gry and chirpy af­ter our ear­ly morn­ing ca­noe ad­ven­ture, and there is much ban­ter about the skills demon­strat­ed by the Old­sters in ex­e­cut­ing their 360 de­gree turns.

        

      


      
        
          The pago­da is in­ter­est­ing, ar­chi­tec­tural­ly, but there is very lit­tle hap­pen­ing there apart from main­te­nance work, which in­cludes slosh­ing on a very thick lay­er of bright gold paint.

        

      


      
        
          At the edges of the carpark there is an ex­ten­sive trin­kets mar­ket, and it is re­fresh­ing to see that most of the items avail­able are of lo­cal de­sign and man­u­fac­ture. Koen pur­chas­es a pret­ty scarf, os­ten­si­bly for one of the gals in his busy life, but his co-trav­ellers are well aware that this is part of his cross-dress­ing en­sem­ble.

        

      


      
        
          Now, let’s leave Sangk­laburi town, and make our way to his­toric Three Pago­da Pass.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          12. Three Pago­da Pass

        

      


      
        
          The drive to Three Pago­da Pass is not long, but it is through very pret­ty coun­try. We are in a hur­ry to get to this fa­bled place, so Ray’ll leave a de­scrip­tion of the route un­til the fol­low­ing chap­ter.

        

      


      
        
          Have you ev­er an­tic­i­pat­ed a des­ti­na­tion so strong­ly that you felt let down by the ac­tu­al­i­ty when you ar­rived? Three Pago­da Pass is that kind of des­ti­na­tion. Its at the very end of a long, re­mote high­way that just abrupt­ly ter­mi­nates at the bor­der with Bur­ma.

        

      


      
        
          You an­tic­i­pateShangri La, but you get three lit­tle, crude, white-washed beach sand­cas­tle genre struc­tures, curbed with stalls sell­ing tourist trin­kets and keen­ly priced im­port­ed al­co­hol of doubt­ful le­gal­i­ty.

        

      


      
        
          There is a gar­den­er do­ing his “top­i­ary” in a farmer-schooled man­ner by hack­ing at ev­ery­thing with his two-stroke pow­ered trim­mer.

        

      


      
        
          There is a noisy troupe of geese and ducks that seem to be con­duct­ing a guid­ed tour for a fam­i­ly of tourists.

        

      


      
        
          Off a lit­tle to one side is a crick­et-pitch long mock-up of a rail­way line…it looks sad be­cause it is not com­pe­tent­ly dis­played, is not con­nect­ed to any­thing, and seems more ef­fec­tive as a prop for the broom ven­dor than as an his­toric rel­ic.

        

      


      
        
          We take a short break in a cof­fee shop that has lots of in­ter­est­ing 1960’s sepia pho­to­graphs on the wall and a pret­ty Burmese wait­ress…the cof­fee is of quite ac­cept­able qual­i­ty.

        

      


      
        
          We spend five min­utes or so gap­ing at a large plas­tic dish con­tain­ing sev­er­al de­com­pos­ing goats’ heads stand­ing in a veg­etable oil…the stall man­ag­er tells us this oil is much sought af­ter as mas­sage oil due to the won­der­ful­ly restora­tive pow­ers from the goats’ heads in­fu­sion. Ray thinks ’well…why not…if the Chi­nese feel ground rhi­no horn or tiger pe­nis con­sump­tion will cause them to live for ev­er…"

        

      


      
        
          We dis­cov­er a bar­gain! A car­ton of beer for 17 baht per tin…about half of its price in Bangkok! This is Beer Leo…made in Khon Kaen in NE Thai­land…ex­port­ed by road trans­port to Bur­ma…car­ried back across the bor­der at Three Pago­da Pass…sold to Thais who will trans­port it by road back to Bangkok for con­sump­tion. The eco­nom­ics of it are dif­fi­cult to fath­om. We de­cide that a car­ton must be pur­chased…for re­search pur­pos­es…split by four…to be con­sumed in the fa­mil­iar com­fort of our favourite beer-drink­ing chairs at home…

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          13. The road back…

        

      


      
        
          Just a short homage to the love­ly scenery in the Thai­land:Bur­ma bor­der re­gion.

        

      


      
        
          In places the dense trop­i­cal jun­gle comes right up to the paved road sur­face. In oth­er places, where the land is briefly flat, the jun­gle has been cleared and hardy lo­cals are grow­ing fruit, veg­eta­bles and live­stock.

        

      


      
        
          Then there is the strange…bizarre, even…life-forms that in­hab­it the tar­mac…

        

      


      
        
          The pal­ette is a myr­i­ad shades of green. The air is thick with such hu­mid­i­ty that an in­vis­i­ble rain damp­ens our clothes.

        

      


      
        
          Ev­er-alert, be­tween his fre­quent pow­er naps, Tim has no­ticed an even-look­ing mound of soil run­ning par­al­lel with the road. David finds a track on­to the mound, and so we drive along it for a while. Tim is cer­tain we are driv­ing on the raised foun­da­tion of the Death Rail­way which has long-since lost its valu­able iron rails to met­al sal­vagers.

        

      


      
        
          It feels rather iso­lat­ed on the track.

        

      


      
        
          We do see a cou­ple of youths, re­turn­ing from the jun­gle with bulging back­packs and with ma­chettes slung from their belts…this is the il­le­gal plun­der­ing of rare and ex­ot­ic plants tak­ing place right be­fore our eyes, but Ray finds it im­pos­si­ble to judge these youths for their har­vest­ing ac­tiv­i­ties.

        

      


      
        
          Now we are be­gin­ning Day 2,Af­ter­noon Itin­er­ary…some­how we seem to have spon­ta­neous­ly ar­rived at the agen­da of a leisure­ly jour­ney to Kan­chanaburi city, where we will rest tonight…on the way we will stop off at a Na­tion­al Park for ex­er­cise and sight-see­ing, and per­haps even take in the most West­er­ly of all Khmer ru­ins.

        

      


      
        
          Let’s go…

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          14. Krateng­jeng Na­tion­al Park

        

      


      
        
          An hour or so out of Three Pago­da Pass and David sud­den­ly pulls off the high­way and in­to the Krateng­jeng Na­tion­al Park. Im­me­di­ate­ly, Koen lurch­es out of the front pas­sen­ger seat and con­fronts two star­tled Park Of­fi­cials in their tiny box that looks like a hu­man-pow­ered tick­et vend­ing ma­chine. A few sec­onds pass, and he is back in the car with a jol­ly “Right to go…tick­et charges waived.”

          In the Park, our way for­ward is fair­ly soon thwart­ed by a huge tree fall­en across the road… no mat­ter, as we came for some ex­er­cise and a jun­gle trekking sam­pler. So, we aban­don the car and spend a few min­utes mak­ing up mean­ings for the row of “you must not….” draw­ings on a sign.

        

      


      
        
          There is a nar­row track lead­ing to a bam­boo pole bridge across the small creek. The bam­boo is wet, so Ray holds back for the oth­ers to walk across…looks like there is a high prob­a­bity that one of the oth­ers will slip, stum­ble and top­ple in­to the stream, which will make a won­der­ful pho­to-op­por­tu­ni­ty.

        

      


      
        
          Alas! No-one is suf­fi­cient­ly clum­sy!

        

      


      
        
          It is clear the Park gets very light use. The track is some­what over­grown and, in places, has a thick car­pet of leaf mulch. Ev­ery­thing is wet. The whole place has the in­tox­i­cat­ing aro­ma of over-ripe fruit.

        

      


      
        
          There arechirp­ingbird sounds,hoot­ingmon­key sounds,bur­blingbrook sounds. We four…ev­i­dent­ly the on­ly vis­i­tors in the en­tire park…are most­ly silent…awed, Ray feels, by the lush, fe­cund beau­ty of the place.

        

      


      
        
          We wan­der through a for­est of 30 me­tre tall bam­boo, lis­ten­ing to its pe­cu­liar but un­threat­en­ing groan­ing and creak­ing as it slow­ly un­du­lates in the soft­est of breezes over­head. We see gi­ant vines, twist­ed like an um­bili­cus, and David mur­murs some­thing about ex­pect­ing Tarzan to come crash­ing through the canopy at any mo­ment.

        

      


      
        
          It is won­der­ful! Ray thinks “all of mankind should ex­pe­ri­ence a trop­i­cal jun­gle at least once in their life­time”…per­haps some kind of vari­a­tion on the MoslemHaj."

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          15. Na­tion­al Park - up close

        

      


      
        
          Ray com­piles a small gallery of jun­gle-dwelling stuff. Ray didn’t have a macro lens with him this trip, and was fo­cused on see­ing “The Wood” for a change.

        

      


      
        
          How­ev­er, oc­ca­sion­al­ly some­thing in­ter­est­ing mus­cled in­to the viewfind­er and de­mand­ed to be doc­u­ment­ed. Ray finds an enor­mous Longhorn Bee­tle float­ing just be­low the sur­face in a pool…ob­vi­ous­ly drowned. On fish­ing it out, for a pho­to-shoot, Ray is mo­men­tar­i­ly alarmed to find it has just been play­ing dead. It is the big­gest bee­tle Ray has ev­er “res­cued”…about 7cm nose-to-tail, and with 1cm long "mandibles.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          16. Kan­chanaburi - back to Civil­i­sa­tion!

        

      


      
        
          A cou­ple more hours of driv­ing af­ter the Na­tion­al Park brings us to the Pro­vin­cial City of Kan­chanaburi…known through­out the world as the host town of “The Bridge Over The Riv­er Kwai”.

        

      


      
        
          Koen is back in fa­mil­iar ter­ri­to­ry, and so his Trav­el Agent train­ing kicks in. “I can find us a cheap, pleas­ant, and strate­gi­cal­ly sit­u­at­ed place to stay this night”, he boasts. Koen is now the Mas­ter Nav­i­ga­tor, and is play­ing Driv­er David like a Mas­ter Pup­peteer.

        

      


      
        
          Soon enough we are at thePloy Guest­house, and it does seem to be just as he has de­scribed…its cheap at US$18 per room, in­clud­ing light break­fast…its pleas­ant, with fresh paint, tidy gar­den, smil­ing staff…its strate­gi­cal­ly lo­cat­ed, with Riv­er frontage.

        

      


      
        
          In fact, its smack/bang in the very cen­tre of the city’s Adult En­ter­tain­ment precinct!

        

      


      
        
          We haven’t booked ahead, but Koen turns on his 1000watt charm and the keys soon ma­te­ri­alise for two dou­ble rooms. There is one small com­pli­ca­tion…both rooms are equipped with king-side beds, but one can be split and the oth­er can­not. David quick­ly grabs the keys for the room with the split­table bed with the jus­ti­fi­ca­tion that “Koen makes the most ob­jec­tion­able ofnight nois­esso one must get as far from him as pos­si­ble if one is to get any sleep”.

        

      


      
        
          Tim…mor­ti­fied… whis­pers “Oh Dear! This will be my first time ex­pe­ri­ence of the shar­ing of a bed with an­oth­er man.”

        

      


      
        
          Ray re­sponds, kind­ly “Don’t be con­cerned, Maaaate…I am deeply ex­pe­ri­enced, and very gen­tle with first-timers…you will be fine with me!”

        

      


      
        
          Tim coun­ters, gruffly “Well…thathas put me at ease, then!”

        

      


      
        
          Koen and David chor­tle, smug­gly…

        

      


      
        
          Five min­utes to check the room, and throw wa­ter at face, and we’ll be ready to sip a beer or two….the room is much bet­ter than the price sug­gest­ed it might be…the en-suite bath­room is big enough to throw a par­ty in…there are fun­ny and un­sub­tle hints that this place al­so rents their rooms by the hour to vis­i­tors who need some­where to “chat” to their “new friend” [aka the pret­ty bar­girl from the Adult En­ter­tain­ment venue next door].

        

      


      
        
          Ray gives Tim the choice, and he se­lects the side of our bed clos­est to to the door!

        

      


      
        
          We are watch­ing the dusk set­tle over the riv­er, from the beer gar­den at the rear of the guest-house, while drink­ing a cou­ple of “cold ones”. The Young­sters are rib­bing Tim about his “vir­gin” sta­tus.

        

      


      
        
          Koen an­nounces “I am a bit hun­gry…time to eat…I know a place…let’s go!” Koen is the Tour Lead­er…fi­nal­ly…so we don’t ar­gue. We did think he mean’t to eat at some favourite lit­tle foot­path din­er 50 me­tres down the road, so we are all a lit­tle sur­prised when he leads us on a fast can­ter around the city for about one hour.

        

      


      
        
          Fi­nal­ly, ex­haust­ed, we hear him say “This is the place”, and we find our­selves on a moored, float­ing restau­rant on the Riv­er Kwai, and we are its on­ly clients. It sur­pris­es us that Koen has ac­tu­al­ly made a de­cent choice..the beer is cold, the ser­vice is rapid and the food is ex­cel­lent! We eat, chat and drink for a cou­ple of hours.

        

      


      
        
          Now we are strolling back to the Guest-house. On the way, we oc­ca­sion­al­ly stop at an in­ter­est­ing beer bar to quench our thirsts and to ab­sorb the pro­fes­sion­al friend­li­ness of the pret­ty gals…they can tell in a nano-sec­ond that we are notpun­tersbut are per­fect­ly hap­py to sti­fle their bore­dom with a lit­tle light-heart­ed ban­ter while sell­ing us slight­ly over-priced beer.

        

      


      
        
          We have sev­er­al thirst-quench­ing paus­es, but fi­nal­ly make our way back to the guest-house. Ray can re­port that he slept like a ba­by af­ter this sec­ond, long, en­joy­able day.

        

      


      
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          17. An Un­time­ly End

        

      


      
        
          In the night David has re­ceived the mes­sage that his Moth­er-in-Law, who has been in hos­pi­tal af­ter suf­fer­ing a stroke, has died. Death is the most sig­nif­i­cant event in the Life of a Thai, so David needs to be up-coun­try in NE Thai­land and as­sist­ing his wife to or­gan­ise and host the five daySad Par­tythat will cer­tain­ly be­gin al­most im­me­di­ate­ly.

        

      


      
        
          [Ray has a short book,Death of The Ma­tri­arch, which de­scribes the Big Sad Par­ty phe­nom­e­non…if you are in­ter­est­ed, you can read it on-line [http://scri­f­fon.com/Ray_­S­torey/Death_of_the_­Ma­tri­arch] or down­load an .epub for­mat eBook [http://www.all­raysworld.com/writ­ing.html]to read off-line.]

        

      


      
        
          Pic­ture us, over-look­ing the Riv­er Kwai, at 0645, from the break­fast deck of thePloy Guest­house, where we shared the ex­pe­ri­ence known as The Light Break­fast…two slices of taste­less toast washed down with an as­ton­ish­ing­ly bad cup of cof­fee-like flu­id.

        

      


      
        
          We are in the car ear­ly, and make a swift and un­event­ful re­turn to Bangkok, stop­ping on­ly once to rinse our mouths with re­al cof­fee at a de­cent cof­fee-shop.

        

      


      
        
          Our Week­end Away is fin­ished! Once again it has been a won­der­ful time, filled with dis­cov­ery and laugh­ter. Soon enough we will plan an­oth­er Out­ing for the Fab­u­lous Four.

        

      


      
        
          Life is good!
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