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  1. Big-boys' Toys


  Today's excursion is very short...about 6 kilometres from Na's village towards the Cambodian border; we pass through two tiny villages and come to Ban Kok Sarn...another small village, but one that is bustling this morning.


  Today is the day of the Annual Rocket Festival.


  As we approach, we see small family groups taking up the shade from occasional trees in all the rice fields outside the town. The side of the main road is lined with vehicles...mainly pick-ups...and there is a lot of activity off to the right.


  We park, and walk to the centre of activity. Already many vendors are set up to sell drinks, BBQ'd whatever they have been able to get their hands on, fresh fruit, trinkets, even sky rockets.


  The big-selling fruit seems to be the strange fruit of the Toddy Palm. The fruit, which hang in bunches off a thick stem, are about half as big as coconuts, and are green at the bottom and purple at the top; much of the fruit is thick pith, which has to be removed with a machette; inside are about 3 or 4 pads of milky, opaque gel...each about the size of a heaped tablespoon.


  There is an inflated jumping castle, an air-gun shooting gallery, and there is a big blue-canvas marquee where all the noise seems to be coming from. I decide to see what's happening at the marquee while the others stake out a claim on a shady spot near a drink vendor.


  As I approach I see the marquee is about half-filled with sound equipment; every Thai village seems to have a business man with a truck load of PA equipment, and it seems to me a few business men have got together on this venture. There is a guy spruiking into a microphone...he is speaking so loudly I think he has no real need of the PA equipment. In another part of the marquee several guys are seated at a trestle table and are evidently officiating in some kind of registration of rockets, as there is a straggly line of rocketeers formed in front of them and one guy is examining a rocket and writing something on it while another guy is entering information in an exercise book.


  I examine the rocket also; the engine shell is a 1metre length of 10cm blue plastic water pipe, which is attached to a straight 4 metre length of bamboo; the top of the plastic tube is sealed with a blue plastic cap; the bottom is sealed with something like bees wax, and there seems to be a couple of copper wires protruding.


  Clearly a young man's game; everywhere there are young guys striding along with a rocket, held in the official manner...upside down, with the top cap in the palm of one hand and the rocket and tail over one shoulder. I try to estimate the number of rockets; I count more than 100, and they are still ambling up to the marquee.


  In front of the marquee there is an expanse of rice fields. In the shade of every tree is a family group...picnicking and waiting for the show; there is smoke and smell of BBQ pork and fish in the air. 150 metres from the marquee is a tall frame of nailed together saplings; I am guessing this is the launching platform. There seems to be a large squawking outdoor loudspeaker in the top of every tree.


  Little kids all over the place have a couple of small rockets clutched in one hand as they dash about. Occasionally I see a trail of white smoke going perhaps 50 metres in the air, and I hear a faint "sssssshhhhhh" as the rocket engine does its work. I approach the stall selling these little rockets, and check out the wares; there are 4 different units available:


  1...a tiny engine about as thick as a pencil, 5cm long, bound in grass string and attached by elastic band to a splinter of bamboo about 20cm long...1 baht each


  2...blue plastic covered cylinder about 1cm diameter and 6cm long and attached to a bamboo stick about 40cm long...5 baht each


  3...blue plastic covered cylinder about 1cm diameter and 12cm long and attached to a bamboo stick about 40cm long...10 baht each


  4...blue plastic covered cylinder about 2cm diameter and 15cm long and attached to a bamboo stick about 60cm long...20 baht each.


  I am still a kid...I purchase 2 of #4, 2 of #2 and 5 of #1 for a total outlay of 55baht, which is nearly $2 Australian.


  I take my purchases back to show Na, who is in the shade with the others, and about to purchase drinks. She looks disdainfully at the rockets and pronounces them "dangerous". Nearby, the drinks vendor is showing his 5 year old boy how to set off the 1 baht variety...holding the engine between thumb and forefinger, he ignites the short fuse with a cigarette lighter; as the fuse burns down, and the engine come to life, he simply lets go of the rocket and it accelerates into the air with the now familiar "ssssshhhhh" and trail of white smoke.


  "See", I say to Na, "quite safe". She looks a little dubious.


  There is another "sssshhhh", and a poorly directed 1 baht rocket strikes Na on the left hip; she bats it away, and replies "Not dangerous, huh! You can play with your rockets, but the Boy is not going anywhere near them...I read in the paper that more than 5 Thai men are killed every year from this game." Actually, I am not sure this claim is quite true; it is true, though, that about 5 years ago a Big Bertha [home made, payload about 40kg] exploded on take-off at the big festival in Yasothon [maybe 150km north of Na's village] and killed 5 people.


  I put my purchases aside, a little petulantly; I will set 'em off with Na's brothers later when we return to the farm.


  There is quite a commotion nearby; its a procession of some kind; there are 40 or so men [several of whom are dressed in women's clothing...either katoey or pretending to be] dancing as they slowly approach; behind them is a pickup, loaded with an array of [very] loud speakers; then there is a pickup loaded with guys playing all many of percussion instruments; then there is a pickup loaded with an enormous rocket [engine of blue plastic, perhaps 25 cm diameter and nearly 3 metres length, attached by wire to a bamboo pole maybe 12-15 metres long; some more dancers bring up the rear.


  Slowly the procession passes, and makes its way to the launching ramp. I chat with a few of the dancers as they pass by; they are all well oiled by the beer or Thai whiskey that is in ready supply. Frequently a dancer leaves the group and plunges into the shallow canal beside the track...relief from the heat, or perhaps an attempt to drive the alcohol fuzz from his brain.


  I make my way to within about 30 metres of the launching pad where, I can see, one of the standard size rockets is being readied for launch. There is an official standing in front of the launch pad, and he is holding up a red flag. There is a young guy on the pad with the rocket; he is wearing jeans, but no top. There is a large wad of green leaves tied to the pad, about 1 metre below the business end of the engine.


  The official lowers his flag. The spruiker runs the count-down... "Neung, Song, Sam"... the bare-torsoed guy on the pad is fiddling with a couple of wires and a 6 volt battery...nothing....nothing....


  ...then the pad guy disappears!


  There is a terrific rushing sound of "ssssshhhhh"; there is a massive cloud of white smoke obliterating the launching pad; there is a white trail up...up...out of sight.


  The white cloud passes over me, and I gag momentarily on the acrid fumes...smells like gun powder to me. I think to myself....if that guy is the official igniter for the whole day, then his lungs won't be worth much tomorrow.


  That is basically it. For about 2 hours we stay at the fair. We spend most of the time sitting in the shade. It is very hot...perhaps 40degrees...and I have the energy of a wound-down watch-spring. We have a few close calls from the little rockets that seem to be flying about continuously, but no-one gets damaged. Every few minutes there is a countdown, then another competition rocket does its thing. There is only one dud while we are watching...one rocket goes up about 100 metres, then disintegrates spectacularly with white cloud trails bursting off in a thousand directions and I can see the bamboo tail fall to earth nearby.


  I ask a few people "What is this all about?" Seems it has been an annual event for at least 10 or 15 years, and is getting bigger each year. The rockets are supposed to have had something to do with encouraging a decent start to the rainy season so the farmers can plant their rice [here the rice seed is broadcast directly into the fields where it is hoped it will grow if there is rain to moisten the soil]; now, though, I feel it is an opportunity for the community to get some money circulating at the same time as relieving the sheer boredom of village life for many of the inhabitants.


  Back at the farm, a little later, I take my rockets into a rice field a little way from the houses as I don't want to set fire to a hay-stack, or a house, or someone's hair. I take an empty beer bottle as my launching pad. Yut, Na's 12 year old nephew, shares the adventure with me. After the first launch, which is spectacular and causes chickens and dogs all over the village to voice their fright, we have a small crowd of kids and their parents. We let the rockets go, one after the other. All work fine, and the #4 variety accelerate completely out of sight.


  30 minutes later, I am proud to report, it is raining!


  A few hours later, I am outside; something compels me to look up; there is a long, straight, dense white smoke trail traveling up into the stratosphere...like Jack's beanstalk; I guess that was Big Bertha.


  2. Negotiating Sinsod


  Sleep disturbed at 4:00am. Na and her sister, who stayed with us last night, woke early to get ready for their trip. There was some discussion about appropriate clothing for the event, and Na settled for an outfit she described as "Smart, but not too sexy"...I didn't agree as she would look sexy dressed even in a fertilizer bag, but I kept my opinions to myself.


  I peeped into the living room...Na was kneeling in front of our apartment altar, reciting a prayer which I assume had a theme of "wishing for a safe and successful trip".


  She thinks they will be away all day, so I am left baby-sitting, but will get time for myself when the maid shows up at 10:00am.


  They are taking a taxi to somewhere near the airport. There they will meet up with Mum, Dad and Uncle. Uncle is not actually related at all...he is a guy who was brought up as a part of the family when he was either orphaned or abandoned, so he is more like a foster-brother to Na.


  Uncle's main roles are a) driver, as he owns a pick-up , and b) chief negotiator, as he is believed to have good skills in this area (could be true...he has a full-time Government job as a Non-commissioned officer in the Army, and a second full-time job as a building contractor).


  Uncle will then drive Mum and Dad, Na and her sister, and her youngest brother [P'Shart, who is also a soldier] upcountry to U Thong.


  P'Shart has a girlfriend. They want to get married. Her family lives in U Thong. P'Shart's family is off to see the girl's family to undertake the serious, ritualised process of negotiating the dowry price.


  In Thailand, the boy's family pays the girl's family a compensation for removing the girl from her current role as co-provider to her family. The price is negotiated; there can be a complicated formula for finally arriving at the "price"; it may include such factors as virginal status, color of skin, quantity of education, present job, relative social standings of the two families, and lots of other things.


  The negotiated payment actually comprises 2 parts: a) Thong Mun is a quantity of gold for the girl as an Engagement gift. The Thai basic measure for gold is the Baht [1 baht = 0.5 ounce] and the Thong Mun is some number of baht. b) Sin Sod is the compensation paid to the girl's parents, and is nearly always paid in cash, and formally handed over in the marriage ceremony.


  Apparently the girl's family has murmured about an outrageously high price for their gal....tertiary educated, decent job, virgin, pretty, fair skin [compared with P'Sart's very dark complexion].... and P'Shart has a very small soldier's salary as his only income.


  P'Shart's family has rallied, as their boy is determined to marry his gal.


  There is one small complication...Boys and girls all over the world being as they are, P'Shart has duffed his gal who is now 4 months plump, but her family has not yet made this discovery; this could be the trump card, if the negotiation is not proceeding well!


  I offered to drive the family, as my car would be a tad more comfortable than the open tub of the pick-up, but my offer was rejected by the logic that the presence of a farang in the boy's family would point to the possibility of a premium on the Sin Sod.


  I await the report.


   .... and here it is!


  I get back to the apartment from my 2 hour traditional Thai massage, bearing arm-loads of water, soda, beer, ice and 100Pipers whisky, as I expect everyone will arrive here soon with a great thirst from all the negotiating, not to mention the long trip in the tub of the pick-up.


  I am correct in my expectation, but just 15 minutes too late! They are already returned, and are working on a beer and a new bottle of Jack Daniels someone gave me for a new years present. After a brief lecture from Na on the protocol about drinking with the visitors, prompted by my indication that I didn't want a drink, I sat on the floor with them and tried to understand the conversation. I gave up quickly when it became evident they were all chatting in Khmer.


  Then Na gave me a quick summary of the adventure. It seems P'Shart is very happy, as he now has a wife...rather, will have a wife in about 5 months when the ceremony is scheduled to occur. However, the family is not at all pleased with events; the gal's parents put a big number on the table, and then offered a miserly "discount" to make the trip somewhat useful; now the family has the task of figuring out how they will raise the promised payment.


  The family is now deeply engaged in doing what Thai seem to do well in a crisis; the negotiation and the outcome is history, so they simple ignore it. An hour passes; everyone is relaxed.


  The family climbs into the pick-up and begins the long trip home to Surin.


  3. Resident photographer's assistant


  It is about 8:30am, an ideal time to be wandering about with a camera in hand; today will be a stinker, but at the moment the temperature is probably not much more than 30deg; there is almost no breeze, so my usual subjects will not be blowing about wildly on a twig and impossible to get into focus; the light source is still at a low angle...perfect. I haven't a clue what I am doing, really. My technique...if you could call it that...is simply to wander about the Village, with camera in hand, and bang away like a crazy person at anything that moves or otherwise grabs my attention. By this means, I occasionally capture an image worth looking at a second time.


  I stroll up the lane that separates the Village residential area from the Village rice fields. It has been dry for some time now, and so there is not much fresh foliage, and even less flowers, so I get few indicators of the presence of interesting insects. [There is only so much attention one can give to the ever-present red ants.]


  I have gained some notoriety in the Village, as the mad farang who strolls about for hours in the heat of the day, or can be found by the side of a road on his hands and knees and peering stupidly into muddy ponds or piles of old buffalo dung.


  There are a number of bird species going about their business of grabbing a meal; they are very skittish, though, and so I can't get close enough to take a picture from which I could even make a reliable species identification. There are Swallows and Bee-Eaters making low and fast runs across the recently burned rice stubble. On the ground there is a small group of Common Mynas having some kind of noisy "conversation", and they ignore me until I am close then beat off rather clumsily to a nearby tree just as I change my mind about the need for yet another image of Common Mynas and start fiddling with the camera. I can hear the distinctive hoop-ohh call of the [yes...you guessed it!] Common Hoopoe, but I can't tell which direction it is coming from.


  Now I am near the end of the lane, and the large pond behind the Village temple beckons. I duck under the loose, rusty strand of barbed wire that serves as a fence but wouldn't be very effective at keeping anything in or out. There is a rustle of dry leaves and twigs near my feet; I bring the camera up to my face...too late, of course, and the pretty red frilled lizard has given me the smallest possible window of opportunity before disappearing into a hole in the ground. "One day", I think, "I might learn to give as much attention to things at ground-level as to shrubs at eye-level."


  I squat, awkwardly, in the grass beside the pond. I don't have the dexterity to full-squat in the manner of every other Village resident...hips, knees and ankles all protest in unison every time I try. This will never do as a stable photographer's platform; I slip off my sandals and sit on them...now I am stable, and have a little protection from the ants that are sure to live in the grass.


  At the edge of the water, not even 1 metre from the end of my camera lens, is a dry twig hanging over the water; "for sure", I think, "this is a fine roost for a photogenic dragonfly or, perhaps, even something more exotic". And it turns out to be so...within minutes an electric blue damselfly has paid me a visit; a pair of mating blue-green damselflies have stopped by for a little public hanky-panky; an enormous black-and-yellow banded dragonfly has made a couple of short stops, and tolerated the lens almost up its nose.


  I am having a bit of fun...all these visitors , and I have fresh batteries and a huge SDCard. Totally engrossed, as I am, in the parade of gossamer-winged exotica, I nevertheless become slowly aware of another presence; perhaps it is the hot breath on my left ear, or the slight sensation of something resting on my left shoulder, or the faint other-person musty odor...or perhaps a combination. As casually as possible, I glance over my left shoulder.


  Resting right up against me, with face thrust forward to try to get a glimpse of what I might be seeing through the viewfinder, is a short, thin, older guy with deeply sun-wrinkled skin and thin, wispy white hair.


  I flip out the post-viewing LCD, and use it instead of the viewfinder...now we can both see what the lens is finding. While awaiting a visitor, I review past images, and let my brand-new friend see and exclaim over some of the better ones. After 10 minutes, he says something that I don't understand, mounts his single-speed push-bike that is standing just a few metres behind us, and departs.


  Minutes pass. He returns, and this time I hear him as he activates the bike-stand. He approaches, and his face-cracking smile is already telling me something I don't want to know. Yes...his left hand is a fist...he extends it to me, and opens it out to reveal a beautiful golden dragonfly. I should say....remains of a dragonfly; he has held it a little too tightly, and now it is missing two legs on one side, and one of its four wings is broken.


  Instantly I recall a recent, similar event: I am exploring a small roadside copse of low trees and shrubs for butterflies. Na's eleven year old nephew is with me. I am squatting to examine a recently vacated cocoon. There is a loud crack behind me, and I look back to see the beaming boy with a thin branch in one hand and a battered 30cm smooth-skinned lizard in the other. He is asking me to take a picture!


  Oooh! The damage indirectly inflicted on nature by the photographer!


  So....I try to explain to the little old man that I like only to take pictures of whole, healthy and free insects, and I do not want him to help me in this way. It is impossible, of course...his language is Khmer, and he has just a little of Thai and absolutely no English [a perfect mirror image of my language skills]...also, he is trying to help, and it is impolite to decline freely offered assistance. Finally, he retires...hurt! Clearly the farang's brain is defective!


  A bit later, I am making my way around the pond, at water's edge. I pass a low tangle of shrubs and grass. There is a small knot of twigs, leaves and spider-webs about 1 metre off the ground...it is an Olive-backed Sunbird's nest, and it seems to be moving ever so slightly even though there is absolutely still air. I sit on my sandals a couple of metres from the nest, and try to make myself look like a weathered [easy] old [easy] tree-stump [maybe?] that might have been there forever. I hope no "assistant" shows up to offer help.


  4. Something happened!


  Unfortunate or Incompetent?


  This is not a happy situation. Na's eldest brother, P'Shop, is coming to Bangkok from up-country, and will stay with us for one or two nights. He is bringing his wife, and their recently born daughter. P'Shop has been married for a few years, and has been anxious about the inability of his wife's pregnancies to run full-term; there have been at least two mis-carriages. Finally, a baby daughter was born four months ago, albeit around 10 weeks premature and weighing slightly less than one kilo.


  In a routine checkup, a week ago, a problem was discovered with the baby's eyes; the Bangkok trip is to have the eyes examined by an opthamologist. I quiz Na:


  "Something about lights in hospital up-country", she says, "lights too strong for baby, and make inside head behind eyes dry up, and so baby cannot see good."


  The logistics plan is they will drive to our apartment, arriving about 3:00am, will get some sleep and then go to the hospital that was recommended to them. I awake at 6:00am, but there is no sign of our visitors. Na phones; they have decided to visit the hospital early morning, to beat the crowd, and then will come to us.


  I Google...plenty of information is available for me to make some kind of a stab at the situation; there is an affliction known as retrolental fibroplasia, also known as RoP or retinopathy of prematurity; it is a premature baby's affliction, brought about by inability of the baby to cope adequately with the world outside the womb; it is a particular problem for babies born with body weight less than one kilo; the consequences are destruction of processes within the eyes leading to visual impairment or even permanent total blindness; there seems to be two main causes:


  
    	inadequately monitored/controlled use of oxygen to assist babies who cannot breath without assistance, and



    	over-stimulation of the eyes by lights in the premature baby nursery; it seems there has been a problem since the installation of fluorescent lights in hospitals to provide more efficient lighting; at least one major manufacturer makes fluorescent tubes with designs that specifically deal with this matter, and these tubes are routinely installed in hospital nurseries; very small babies also frequently have their eyes covered for periods to allow the eyes to rest, as eyelids and other natural barriers can be inadequate.


  


  Both of these causes appear to have been somewhat understood, and widely documented, for about fifty years. Until recently, the problem had become quite rare. However, other medical care advances have occurred that have improved the prognosis for very premature babies, who are even more critically at risk from RoP, and so it seems the occurrence is again becoming fairly common.


  Our visitors arrive. There is discussion. It appears my Google information is on target. I try to explain that the baby's brain is fine, but there is a problem inside the eye. It appears the specialist has told the parents they brought the baby to Bangkok too late, and so there is nothing that can be done; I think this sounds a little unfair to the parents, so Na and I suggest a visit to our hospital [BNH] for a second opinion might be a good idea.


  The lady eye specialist has a caring attitude. She examines the baby, and confirms the problem, and the advice that there is little or nothing that can be done except wait and see and react to the visual impairment when its dimensions can be measured. However, she chooses words that leave no blame with the parents, and she explains the difficulties faced by the up-country hospital in a way that restores the hospital's competence in the eyes of the parents. She explains things to me, in English; it is an opportunity for me to mention to her that the family does not fully understand the condition, so she takes a large plastic model of an eye and carefully illustrates what's wrong. Then...gasp!...she declines to charge for the examination/consultation.


  So...we will just have to wait and see. Thai up-country folk deal with this kind of tragedy in their own way; it is a bit like this:


  a) accept that nothing can be done at this point, in a medical sense...get on with life, and


  b) everyone is off to Wat Sothorn tomorrow, to make merit on behalf of the baby...perhaps [they think] the affliction can be less if rituals of faith are honoured. I am not working tomorrow, so there is an unspoken understanding that I will be doing the driving.


  Was the up-country hospital negligent or incompetent? In the West, this would be a case ripe for litigation; hospitals charge like wounded bulls to fund their liability insurance. In Thailand...public hospitals are under-funded, and financially challenged by a government scheme to charge 30baht per service...perhaps there are resultant short-cuts, like under-staffing of intensive care nurseries, or use of cheap fluorescent lighting...and so miracles like survival of 900 gram premature babies are not always perfect outcomes.


  Footnote; the baby's nickname makes me chuckle...nong pang means "expensive"!


  5. Rice Fish season


  Long Fish


  Somtam ...a salad dish based on raw shredded green papaya, is a classic Thai meal and a particular favourite of Isaan folks. I enjoy it if it contains no aquatic animals...the problem is that when served in Isaan it always contains either poo [crab] or plar [fish]. I am very allergic to crab, so no go, but I have another excuse for avoiding the fish.


  I once asked Na "What kind of fish is used in somtam?


  "Long fish" was her answer.


  "Oh...something like eel?"


  "No...not like eel...we take it from the rice, when the big rains come and there are floods."


  The problem with the fish is that it stinks like...well...rotten fish; I just cannot make myself try to eat something that smells so bad.


  << >>


  We are in Isaan; the big rains have come, and so there is water all about the place; half the Village, it seems, is heavily occupied in catching the fish that have mysteriously appeared in the rice.


  In front of every house, in the ditch that separates the roadway from the houseyard, a small fishtrap has been constructed in the temporary creek of overflow water from the rice fields; a bucket-full of the little (5-8cm nose to tail) silver fish can be trapped and collected 2 or 3 times each day.


  In the bigger pools and ditches beside the main road, groups of folks spend all day casting hand-nets; they catch so many fish that a buyer is weighing the catch and transferring it into large concrete barrels in the back of his truck waiting beside the road.


  The Village has received its big rain, and is experiencing a bumper harvest of the "rice fish". Not far from the Village, others are not so lucky. We are making a day-trip to a Khmer ancient site, not far from a fish-drought village where some friends live. My car quickly fills with sight-seers. Na points to a 20litre white plastic bucket on the verandah, and says "You need to put this in the back of the car, Ray...we take some fish to friends because they have none".


  I peek in the bucket...it is 70% full of tiny silver fish, but no water...most of the fish are dead, and already giving off a pungent smell. "Well...", doubtfully..."if you are sure you want to take these fish in the car, then OK...but first you must find a good lid for the bucket." The lid is quickly found, so I place the bucket in the back of the car, wedging it solidly so there is no chance it will tip over...I am thinking "if there is a spill, then I am going to have to abandon this car...permanently!"


  I drive carefully, but quickly, completing the 40 minute journey in about 30. We hand over the fish to our surprised, but delighted friends. The ladies immediately move into a blur of activity. Surprisingly, quite a lot of these hardy little fish are still alive, and they are transferred into a large bowl with enough fresh water for them to swim about vigorously. But it is a short-lived reprieve for these guys...tonight they will find themselves getting very hot on top of a charcoal BBQ.


  Most of the fish are dead, though, but these are not discarded...they are gutted, rinsed, then thrown into a large terracotta tank that is sitting under a shady tree a little way from the house.


  The "penny" drops! Now I understand! "Long fish" are not eel-like...they are these little silver guys that are placed in the tank to rot for a "long time", after which they will be retrieved as needed to become a key ingredient in the local somtam. Just to confirm my "epiphany" I ask Na "How long do these fish stay in barrel here before they are ready to eat in somtam. "Oh...long time...maybe 2 months or 3 months."


  One act of kindness begets another. This village is well-known for the sweetness of its coconut. Two of the men leave the shade of the verandah, taking a huge empty cane basket with them. Fifteen minutes later they return, staggering under the weight of the basket which is now full of young coconuts.


  Quickly and expertly they open several coconuts with a machete. The first one opened is handed to me, and everyone stops what they have been doing and watch me. It is clear that I am to test the claim that these are superior fruits; I drink about half of the clear juice, pause, smile broadly, proclaim alloi mak mak (very delicious!) and wei our host. Everyone is happy!


  I finish the juice. Our host takes back the fruit...breaks it in two with a single strike of the heavy machete...then hands back the two pieces of the shell to me. Na has taught me well...I retrieve a small shard of hard kernel shell from the cutting board and, using it as a makeshift spoon, scoop out the jelly-like layer of pulp from the kernel and eat it all.


  What they say about this village is no exaggeration...it might be that this is the most delicious fresh coconut I have ever consumed. The uneaten coconuts are thrown into the back of my car...time to go.


  6. Lump Hospital


  "Ray...where is lump hospital in Bangkok?"


  "Huh?"


  "Lump hospital. You know...hospital for fix lump?"


  "You have a lump?"


  "No. I not have lump. But my cousin...you know, the one who make house...he is in hospital in Surin...very sick...and hospital say they need 300,000baht to find lump in him, so they can fix."


  The penny finally drops. Na has a [kind of] cousin, who has been a bit off colour for a few months. A few days ago, he got quite ill, and took himself off to a hospital in the closest city to where he lives, up-country.


  Preliminary diagnosis is "Cancer", and the local "specialist" believes it could be quite widespread. It appears the "specialist" is asking for a small fortune, in up-country terms, to affect a detailed analysis so he can then decide how/if he can treat the condition.


  Na's brother has contacted her, and asked if she can recommend a hospital in Bangkok where the "cousin" can get an expert second opinion about his condition. Brother will then bring "cousin" to Bangkok for the analysis and recommendation about treatment.


  I know of a clinic in Bangkok that possesses the latest and fanciest MRI scanner available in the world. That clinic does referral work for all the top hospitals in Bangkok. I am guessing Na will need to take her "cousin" to a hospital that will then refer him on to this clinic. But...hell...what would I know about this stuff?


  So...I jump on the Internet, and Google about for an hour or so. There is an education waiting there, I can tell you [and will, in another posting at another time].


  I start with "cancer hospital thailand". I quickly find there are many Thailand hospitals that have, or claim to have, cancer clinics. The most promising of these are:


  1. A hospital in Phuket tourist resort, about 800km south of Bangkok. It claims to have the absolute best services available; probably it does, and it is clearly aiming directly at the international medical tourist. Perhaps not a good bet for Na's "cousin".


  2. BNH (Bangkok Nursing Home hospital), which just happens to be my hospital of choice in Bangkok; it is very close to my apartment; I have accessed its services many times, and almost always found it delivers great and even over-the-top service. BNH has a Cancer clinic. It also has apparently just installed the second top-of-the-range MRI scanner in Thailand.


  So, I mention BNH to Na. "It will be too expensive" she responds.


  "Well...will not be cheap, but I am certain it will be a hell of a lot cheaper than the 300,000baht quoted for the analysis in Surin."


  "Can BNH fix my "cousin"?"


  "I don't know. No-one can say they can fix, until they look and can see what is the problem."


  "I will talk to my brother, and see what we will do."


  Now I wait with interest to see what will happen. Perhaps the "cousin" will show up. Perhaps he has already had a second opinion up-country, and is now getting treatment for whatever ails him. Perhaps he has gone all fatalistic, and decided to leave everything alone and let what is mean't to be play itself out. Time will tell.


  Until about 10 years ago, Thailand claimed it did not have a big cancer problem. There have been a few reports published in the last 5 years, or so, claiming a huge increase in incidence of various forms of cancer. These reports seem to be laying the blame for this situation directly at the change in agricultural behaviours; they say there has been a massive shift to non-organic fertilizers and pesticides/herbicides, and there is not nearly enough knowledge or enforcement of correct farming techniques to allow this situation to be safe.


  An example given is the spraying of pesticides onto the vegetables and fruits even up to 24 hours before harvesting; recommendations would usually be for spraying to cease 2 weeks of more prior to harvest.


  In my mind, it is also possible that diagnosis techniques have improved only recently, and so we are now seeing correct figures about cause of illness/death. I have done a little digging on this matter, asking Na and others about deceased relatives; I get some interesting answers:


  
    	work too hard, growing rice, and body stop



    	cannot stop coughing



    	smoke cigarette too much



    	blood come out of body too much



    	motor-cycle accident.


  


  Hmmmmm!


  [ Note: There is some great world-class medical service available in Thailand, mainly Bangkok. It is beyond the reach of most Thai people, but is certainly readily available to middle/upper class Thais, foreign expats, and international medical tourists. There are some Bangkok hospitals that would compare favourably to the best hospitals in all countries. ]
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