
Mike and Alison’s Trip to Thailand January 23 – February 21, 2008 

Inspiration for the trip was from Alison back in 2005.  I had been taking cooking classes from 
Kasma Loha-unchit in Oakland for many years and I showed Alison Kasma’s website, 
Thaifoodandtravel.com, which also listed trips Kasma led every year during our winter months.  
She saw the snorkeling trip to southern Thailand and asked if we could go.  I was 50 and 
thinking what a long way it was and how long 28 days was and … I decided that if I didn’t do it 
then, that it would never happen.  So I got permission from the boss (who had no interest in 
going), Alison arranged her class schedule to take the Winter 2008 quarter off, and I signed us 
up. 
 
Prior to the trip we bought lightweight clothing at REI, snorkel gear at Steele’s Dive Shop in 
Berkeley and cameras from Amazon.  I also got one waterproof case for the cameras; this turned 
out to be a great thing as Alison spent virtually all of her time in the water taking pictures.  I was 
very happy with all the gear we bought. 
 
All transportation, accommodations and meals (except beverages like beer) were included in the 
cost of the trip, $3750 per person for 28 days. 
 
1/23 –1/25 2008 
We took BART from Fremont around 7:30 P.M. and got to San Francisco maybe around 9:00.  
The station is at the international terminal so we only had a short walk to check-in.  We noticed 
while we were in line that most of the people travelling were Asian, and many, if not most, had 
luggage carts loaded with cubes about 2 feet on a side with every square inch covered in duct 
tape and their destination address visible on several sides. Boxes weighed in very close to the 70 
pound maximum permitted.  The conformity actually made me wonder if we had done the right 
thing by packing bags the way we always did for U.S. travel (we were fine it turned out).  We 
played Frisbee in the waiting area for quite a while before the flight.  Of the perhaps 300 or so 
passengers in the waiting area, there were almost no white women and we had no trouble finding 
Susan Pruett.  We later met Jeff Spragg and Heather Harvey on the flight.  The plane was an 
EVA (Taiwan National Airlines) 747.  We had the upgrade to “Economy Deluxe”; I guess that 
got us a bit more leg room, not sure what else.  We left shortly after midnight.   The flight to 
Taipei was about 14 hours; I think we averaged about 550 miles per hour (ground speed).  There 
is a prevailing jet stream something greater than 100 MPH that you fight going West, but get the 
benefit of when coming back East (the return flight took only 10 hours as we averaged about 740 
MPH groundspeed).  The seats were pretty firm by U.S. standards.  After about 10 hours my butt 
started to get sore so I sat on a pillow for the rest of the flight and for the flight to Bangkok.  
During the 3-hour layover in Taipei, we ate noodle soup and pork buns at a restaurant in the 
airport and met most of the rest of our trip mates at the gate.   We had an uneventful 3-1/2 hour 
flight, again on an EVA 747, and arrived in Bangkok about noon. 
 
Customs took maybe a ½ hour and was straight-forward; they took our pictures and 
automatically granted us 30-day tourist visas.  We changed $100 each into Baht getting a little 
more than 32 Baht for each dollar.  Kasma (our guide), her husband Michael and our drivers, Sun 
and Ott, met us as we left the baggage area. Kasma had arranged for 2 spacious vans and these, 
along with boats, were our primary mode of transportation while in Thailand.  We went straight 
to lunch:  ostrich, mackerel salad, catfish, sour ribs and coconut rice cakes.  All Thai family-style 
meals included rice.  Even simple one-person breakfasts or lunches included either rice or rice 
noodles.  Kasma ordered all the food at group meals. 
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Sun, one of our drivers.  Merilee is in the background.  2/1/2008 
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We also met and learned a little bit about everyone on our trip: 
 

• Christopher and Sheila Grannis from Seattle.  Chris, maybe in his late 50’s, was a 
building contractor and quite a man of the world.  As a young man he had served with the 
Peace Corps in India so, where we felt strange an out of place, Chris was right at home.  
Chris was also the best diver on the trip and frequently went down more than 40 feet with 
little effort.  Chris and Sheila had been married 23 years I believe.  Sheila was 1 of 2 
people on the trip that didn’t eat spicy food. 

• Jeff Spragg and Heather Harvey from San Francisco.  Jeff and Heather were in their early 
30’s.  Jeff had been on one of Kasma’s northern trips a year earlier.   I believe he was 
some sort of engineer, but was between jobs.  At the end of our trip Jeff took advantage 
of being in Asia and continued his stay with another 3 days each in Laos and Cambodia.  
His girlfriend Heather only had time for a 2-week stay, so she returned home about half 
way through the trip. 

• Don and Merilee Dodson from Los Angeles.  Don was an engineer and program director 
at Northrup Grumman in Los Angeles, in his early 60s, and about 2 months from 
retirement.  He had suffered from a disease that after treatment had left him allergic to 
wheat products.  Fortunately, most Thai food is rice based; that is how Merilee came to 
cook so much Thai food.   We knew Merilee from the week-long Thai Intensive the 
previous August.  She had a bubbly personality and was fun to visit with.  Don and I 
worked in the same business so had a lot of common ground between us.  Both Merilee 
and Don were very fond of Alison and we wound up spending quite a bit of time with 
them. 

• Maya Agaskar and Tom from San Francisco.  Maya and Tom were in there early 30’s.  
She was Indian and travelled a lot on business; she helped companies do process 
development.  Tom was a former Marine who had quite a few stories about serving as a 
guard in various embassies around the world. 

• Keena from Australia.  We also met Keena’s husband, a minister from Australia, but he 
was leaving for home the following day.  Keena found out about the trip on the internet.  
Curiously, she didn’t like Thai food much, especially anything spicy.  

•  Susan Pruett from Santa Rosa.  Susan was 61 and a widow.  She worked at Ramekin, a 
cook ware store in Santa Rosa, where she met Kasma who visited occasionally to teach a 
cooking class. 
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Keena (also Susan Pruett)        1/26/2008 Keena’s husband (also Heather and Kasma) 

 

 
Maya and Tom 1/27/2008 
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Susan Pruett 1/27/2008 

 

 
Kasma and Alison 2/16/2008  
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Merrilee Dodson 2/11/2008 

 

 
Don Dodson, toes in the Gulf of Thailand 1/27/2008 
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Heather Harvey and Jeff Spragg on the speedboat to Mu Ko Surin 1/28/2008 

 
We checked into our hotel, showered, and napped until dinner. 
 
There was a shrine in front of the hotel.  Kasma explained that there are 3 main Buddhist gods:  
Brahma, the creator, Vishnu, the preserver, and Shiva, the destroyer; they represent the head, 
body, and legs/feet respectively.  Virtually every hotel and restaurant had some sort of shrine, 
usually dedicated to Brahma (occasionally Vishnu).  Thais treated the shrines with a certain 
respect, taking off their shoes if they walked on the shrine, and decorating them with flower 
garlands and burning incense sticks. 
 
 We walked from the hotel a few blocks to an open-air restaurant where we ate fried duck, lemon 
grass salad, fried fish, fish mousse and sautéed morning glory. 
 
1/26 
In the morning we walked from our hotel and had street-food for breakfast.  There were loads of 
vendors anywhere there was a sidewalk.  We had coconut rice cakes, sticky rice with mango, hot 
and sour noodles, tangerine juice, chive cakes, fried dough and 2 kinds of grilled bananas.  We 
ate in a small café (where we ordered the noodles), but the rest was street food.  We regularly 
combined food bought on the premises with things we brought along (and this was fine, even 
expected I think by the eating establishments).  I remember this meal as being excellent.  Street 
food was everywhere in Thailand, big city or small.  They were one-person setups on sidewalks 
selling things cooked on gas stoves, over charcoal, or wood fires. The vast majority of the 
purveyors were women.  All the food was fresh and cooked on the spot per Thai tradition, safe to 
eat, and very good.  Cooked things were not a concern health wise; raw were a different story 
and we basically relied on Kasma to take care of us there (IKWT-In Kasma We Trust we said).  
There were also many vendors selling fresh seafood, meat, and produce for people to prepare at 
home.  There seemed to be little or no regulation of these enterprises.  A common difference 
between the U.S. and Thailand was that in Thailand much more of the responsibility for safety 
(and not just with food) rested with the individual rather than the provider. 
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1/26 (cont.)   
Then we went to the Jatujak Weekend Market.  We stopped across the street from the market and 
walked through 3 busy lanes of traffic.  Alison and I just stayed near Kasma figuring she 
wouldn’t get run over.  The market was amazing.  Something like 7000 vendors selling 
practically anything you could think of.  There was food, live animals for pets (including wild 
animals like squirrels), clothing, wood carvings, plants, household items, you name it.  Things 
were organized with like items appearing in the same sections of the market.  We spent several 
hours there; Alison bought a wooden salad bowl and I bought a straw hat.  We also bought a few 
seeds, but they could not be brought back into the U.S, and we got a disco ball which we hung 
from the ceiling of Sun’s van.  We had lunch in a restaurant at the market:  seafood curry in 
young coconut, whole steamed fish, crab and noodles, fish dumplings and gailan (aka Chinese 
Broccoli).  In the evening for dinner we had Massaman curried beef tongue, Panang beef curry, 
salted crab dip, eggplant salad, roti (fried Muslim bread), wingbean and fried shallot salad. 
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Scenes from Jatujak Weekend Market 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mike and Alison’s Trip to Thailand January 23 – February 21, 2008 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Mike and Alison’s Trip to Thailand January 23 – February 21, 2008 

1/27 
We were on the road at 5:30 A.M.  It was Mr. Toad’s wild ride south to Ranong, a drive of 
maybe 350 miles in one day with a few stops along the way. 
 
Thai driving took a while for us Westerners to get used to.  They drove on the left, the same as in 
England.  The highways were paved and in good condition.  There were no freeway 
interchanges; just occasional places where U-turns were permitted.  The top speed was about 120 
KM/Hr.  But things were much more fluid than in the U.S.  Kasma explained that this was 
because originally Thailand was a boat culture.  So things like lane lines were treated as advisory 
and vehicles weaved a lot.  A typical road consisted of a lane each way and a shoulder maybe 1/3 
to a half of a lane wide on each side.  The main mode of transportation for most Thais was the 
motorbike as most families were too poor to afford a car.  It was not unusual to see families of 4 
perched on one bike.  A large amount of cargo was also carried on the back of motorbikes.  
There were very few trucks, particularly large trucks.  Motor bikes frequently just used the 
shoulders or otherwise would move to the shoulder to let us pass.  Sometimes motor bikes (and 
even once a pickup truck) came the wrong way on the shoulder.  I remember one guy coming our 
way at night, no lights nor helmet, but wearing a surgical mask.  When passing, our driver might 
lightly honk his horn, the guy in front would pull over to his left, and we would pass on the right.  
Oncoming motorbikes in the right lane would move onto the shoulder, frequently resulting in 3 
vehicles abreast.  If there wasn’t time to make the pass, oncoming traffic would slow down (and 
maybe pull over to their left).  To get onto a road we would just pull out into traffic.  Thais 
expected this and just slowed down to let people in.  There were relatively few traffic controls 
(stop signs or traffic lights) so conduct was dictated by culture.  Our drivers, who were 
amazingly good, frequently complained about the “Farongs” (white foreigners) who didn’t 
behave properly on the road.  The first couple of days I was wide-eyed watching oncoming 
traffic, but eventually it started to make sense.  I have no desire to drive in Thailand though; it 
was too strange and I have no confidence I could safely get anywhere with me at the wheel. 
 
Our first stop was a series of roadside stands which were open despite the early hour; the sun was 
just arriving.  We stopped because Kasma liked their shrimp paste and chili paste and several trip 
members stocked up.  Merilee bought maybe a kilo of salt (10 baht).  We laughed about how she 
and Don were going to have to carry that salt for another month.  I bought some shrimp chips 
which quickly disappeared when we shared them with the group. 
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We had breakfast a short while later at a truck stop.  We got rice and a choice of 2 items (from 
something around a dozen) to go with it. Alison and I had chicken with coconut (Tom Ka Gai), 
Tempo curry with morning glory and pork belly, Lufa Squash with shrimp and curry with 
eggplant. 
 
One interesting sight at the truck stop was the appearance of a monk.  The monks do not cook for 
themselves but rely on the populous to provide them with food.  In the mornings they appear and 
simply stand, waiting until someone offers them some food.  This monk had a large metal bowl 
under his robes.  A Thai man eating at the truck stop bought 4 breakfasts and presented them to 
the monk who emptied the rice bowls into his pot, stashed the plastic bags of condiments 
somewhere and conveyed a blessing on the donor.  Monks were seen but not heard, were 
frequently barefoot, always dressed in a single, orange, flowing robe-like garment, and though 
healthy looking, were mostly very lean. 
 
Sun showed up with a bunch of maybe 2 dozen half-bananas.  There were enough for everyone 
to have one and there were still some for seconds; they were excellent.  Sun then told us that he 
had just purchased the entire bunch for 10 Baht (30 cents).  There was a large concession as part 
of the truck stop and Kasma bought the first batch of what were to be many snacks.  These were 
passed out periodically during the day while we drove.  Thais made snacks out of seemingly 
everything imaginable.  There were chips made of Durian, Kabocha squash and all manner of 
crunchy things made from rice, nuts and various indigenous species of plants; virtually all had 
less salt than typical American snack foods. 
 
We travelled South maybe a couple of hours to Hua Hin, a resort town located on the Gulf of 
Thailand.  We pulled over next to a beautiful young lady holding a 1-year old boy; she was 
Kasma’s goddaughter (her name escapes me).  Kasma met the girl’s father many years ago at a 
resort he operated in northern Thailand.  She liked him a lot, and took a strong interest in his 
daughter’s well-being.  For most Thais, formal education stopped at a fairly young age with only 
Thais of relative wealth continuing on through high school and beyond.  Kasma, having been 
educated in the United States, wanted to see her goddaughter have the same opportunities she 
had and paid for her to go to a good school.  The girl was Hmong, or ‘Hill People”, a culture 
(tribe?) prevalent in various South East Asian countries.  Tribal customs/laws still exist in the 
region and sometimes trump modern laws.  At the age of 14, the girl was abducted by a man, 21.  
According to tribal rules, if they remained hidden for 3 days, he was entitled to marry her; this in 
fact is what occurred.  Kasma said that until the child arrived, her goddaughter never smiled.   
She was forced to quit school and at the age of 16, she, baby in tow, and her husband were 
selling trinkets to tourists from a series of carts on the street in Hua Hin. 
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Kasma’s Goddaughter, her son and husband 

 
On this stop we also visited an open-air market.  These markets were quite common (Thais don’t 
buy food in Safeways) and sometimes very large, selling fresh fruits, vegetables, seafood, meats, 
herbs and spice mixtures.  There was little or no refrigeration, though usually ice for the seafood.  
There were also many vendors selling cooked items to be eaten on the spot.  The markets were 
fairly spectacular to walk through as each vendor tried to portray abundance and quality.  We 
took many pictures.  Most things were quite inexpensive by western standards.  Kasma bought 
Jack fruit, curry mixtures (to flavor the food on the islands we would soon visit-she said the food 
was not the best and could use a little help), pomellos and other food to take to the island.   
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1/27 (cont.) 
Next we drove a little ways and then stopped for a seafood feast at a restaurant right on the 
water.  Lunch was served outside with a view of the Gulf of Thailand.  We ate clams with 
shallots and lemon grass, sundried squid, fried basil and crab salad, fried fish with chili sauce, 
and hot and sour seafood soup.  After lunch we waded in the gulf.  Michael explained that we 
would not be snorkeling in the gulf as there wasn’t much to see on the eastern coast; all 
snorkeling would be on the western side in the Andaman Sea. 
 
We headed down towards Ranong and several hours later arrived in a little town known to us 
only as Bunville.  There was conformity among Thais such that you frequently saw the same 
items (identical in content and quality) being sold in the same location by many different 
vendors.  Such was the case with Bunville, where there was one stand after another, on both 
sides of the road, selling steamed buns filled with meats or sweet concoctions.  We stopped at 
Kasma’s favorite stand and she encouraged us to eat enough to beat the previous trip record for 
number of buns consumed.  We apparently did that by consuming 108 buns and 30 dumplings (3 
of these counted as 1 bun), though most of the consumption was done by a small number of us 
which included myself and Alison.  Stuffed, we somehow staggered back into the vans and on to 
our hotel in Ranong, Jansom Hot Spa.  For dinner we had vegetables and dipping sauce, roast 
duck curry, greens with eggs, fried fish with lemon grass and beef salad with lime leaves. 
 
1/28 
We drove about 30 minutes to the coast and boarded a speed-boat for a 1-1/2 hour trip to Mu 
Koh Surin National Park.  The park is a marine preserve and a great place for snorkeling.  The 
boat pulled up to a floating dock made of many sections.  There was a board-wide gap between 
sections.  As we were unloading, Michael stepped into a gap and fell until his thigh wedged in 
and brought him to a stop.  Fortunately he only suffered nasty scrapes on both sides of his thigh-
it could have been much worse.  This was where it really sank in that Thailand was a place where 
the onus of safety really rested with the individual rather than property owners or purveyors of 
goods and services.  We quickly learned to assume little and pay close attention to our 
surroundings, particularly where we walked.  Alison and I still bumped our heads many times 
each as many establishments were built for people substantially shorter than westerners. 
 
While in the beginning we were somewhat intimidated by the mechanics of entering and exiting 
boats, as the trip progressed we became quite adept and eventually had no qualms about say, 
moving between boats in the open seas even when there were significant swells. 
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Entrance to the docks with boats to Mu Ko Surin 
 

 
 

Speedboat to Mu Ko Surin (Jeff, Merilee, Michael, Kasma) 
1/28 (cont.) 
We stayed in cabins up a series of steps on a hillside with dense tree growth.  The trees were also 
home to Ringtail Macau monkeys.  Each cabin had 2 beds, a fan (no AC), a bathroom with a 
sink, toilet and shower head, and a balcony.  There were holes various places that let bugs and 
numerous geckos in.  Alison said not to run the geckos out as they would eat the bugs.  The only 
time I got sort of freaked out was when a gecko fell onto my hand as I was opening the sliding 
door to the balcony.  Electricity for the fan came on at 6:00 P.M.  At 10:00 P.M. the fan would 
go off and one had to get up and throw a switch which would then route power to the fan and the 
bathroom light.  The “mattresses” were the hardest I have ever slept on.  I joked about them 
really being a bunch of bricks they had thrown in a sack.  At one point I actually checked to see 
if there was really a mattress inside the cover on my bed-there was.  We each got one blanket.  I 
took mine and laid it on the mattress to try and make for a bit softer surface.  Nights were warm 
enough that blankets weren’t needed for the most part.  Tom’s first night sleep aggravated an old  
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1/28 (cont.) 
back injury to the point that he could not walk and confined him to his cabin for much of the 3 
days we were on Mu Koh Surin.  There were bugs in the trees, maybe Cicadas, with a high-
pitched whine that was heard regularly in the early evening and in the morning and around 
sunrise.  It was kind of like living with roosters. 
 
We got in a couple of hours of snorkeling that first day.  Alison and I both took it easy and got 
used to our gear and surroundings.  Snorkeling was done from long-tail boats.  These long, 
skinny, open craft, held about 14 passengers, and were powered by an automotive engine 
mounted on a swivel on the stern of the boat.  A long shaft with a propeller on the end was 
attached to the crank shaft.  Operation produced a significant plume of water behind the boats, 
hence their name.  The boats were simple, agile and reliable.  One had to watch for loose boards 
though.  As with many things in Thailand, there seemed to be little or no regulation of these 
craft; boat upkeep, seaworthiness of the vessel and competence of the operator were determined 
by the owner of the boat.  We were in the water for 2 hours that first spot, finally emerging 
because we were water-logged.  The water was wonderful, loaded with great stuff to see, and 
clear enough for good picture taking.  Dinner was a fish, squid surprise, soup, crab omelet and 
rice. 
 
1/29 
Snorkeling was one of the main attractions of this trip and we were not disappointed.  Thailand 
has some of the most beautiful underwater scenery in the world.  The water was clear and warm 
and held an abundance of magnificent coral reefs teeming with sea life and all easily accessible 
without SCUBA.  Alison took many good pictures.  We usually stayed out all day and brought 
along box lunches consisting of rice or rice noodles with various condiments, supplemented by 
nuts and other snacks.  We typically lunched on a deserted island.  On our first full day we went 
to 5 different sites and were in the water for about 6 hours.  I slept well that night.  While we 
were out, a monkey broke into all of our cabins.  Alison and I found nothing amiss, just the 
screen on a window pried off.  Others were not so fortunate, especially if they had food in their 
rooms.   We figured out how to close the place more securely and had no further trouble with 
monkeys.  Alison got some pictures of a small monitor lizard that wandered near our outdoor 
restaurant. 
 
1/30 
We went to 3 more snorkeling spots in the morning and one in the afternoon.  After the last stop 
we visited the sea gypsy village, home of the Moken, a tribe of indigenous South East Asian 
people who don’t own land.  Their village had been very close to our cabins at one time, but it 
was destroyed by the tsunami (December 26, 2004), so it was rebuilt (by the Thai government, 
they sort of take care of the Moken) at another location reachable only by boat.  They sold 
woven purses and model boats.  Many of them worked for the park service but their home life 
was quite austere and largely free of modern amenities.  The Moken were the ones who knew to 
flee to high ground when they saw the water recede from their beaches.  Their knowledge saved 
not only themselves from the tsunami but also several tourists that they convinced to go with 
them.  Their village was really like something you only see in National Geographic:  small huts 
built on stilts, naked children playing in the water.  There also was a new building the 
government had built for a school. 
 
Back on our island, dinner was 2 versions of squid-surprise, sour fish curry, seaweed salad and 
pineapple. 
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1/31 
Alison got a picture of the monkey as it tried to pee on her from a tree.  I met Stefan and Marta 
from Munich.  He was German, she Italian, born in Milan.  Stefan was a solar physicist.  He said 
that Germany had decreed that by 2020 they would end nuclear power, so they were rapidly 
going solar.  I asked him what he thought of George Bush and he said “dangerous”. 
 
Around 1:00 in the afternoon we took the speed boat back to the mainland.  We stayed at a nice 
place called Kuraburi Greenview Resort in the town of Khao Lok (Phangnga province).  A 
feature of the rooms was the waterfall style showers (unfortunately, in the morning there was no 
water pressure).  Kasma deliberately varied the accommodations from rustic to nice and that 
worked out very well.  We could enjoy relative luxury, get our laundry done, eat great food and 
prepare for our next island adventure.  At dinner that night we sang Karaoke.  Michael did a very 
good job singing a song half in Thai and half in English about priki-noo (Thai chili peppers).  
The rest of the crew was terrible, embarrassing.  To give you an idea, I got up and sang 
“Mercedes Benz” a cappella and people said it was very good, LOL. 
 

 
Quite a contrast to our island digs 
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2/1 
In the morning we went to a market where we browsed and snacked while Kasma shopped for 
fresh fruit and other things.  This was our first taste of Southern Fried Chicken.  Kasma said that 
besides Thai chicken having more flavor than American chickens, it was fried in coconut oil.  
We loved it and snacked on it often. 
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Fresh Curries 
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Fried Chicken    
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2/1 (cont.) 
We drove south and eventually stopped at a small place for Roti, Muslim flat bread fried on a 
griddle and stuffed with either savory or sweet fillings.  Kasma seemed to know every hole-in-
the-wall restaurant in Thailand, some out of the way and probably only known to locals, but she 
knew the food was the best to be found.  It was not unusual for our group to be practically the 
only customers, but our group was so large (16) that it sent the staff into a frenzy trying to fill 
our orders.  In this place, the kitchen was separated from the dining area by a low wall.   The 
cooking was done in the front of the restaurant and made for great photos and even videos.  The 
staff was all women, most from the same family, I believe, and they wore brightly colored 
Muslim headwear.  They were extremely friendly, delighted to see us, and posed for numerous 
pictures after we ate.  The food was terrific.  Roti fillings included Massaman beef curry and 
banana for dessert. 
 
 

 
 
We drove to Chiyo Lan Lake, a 65,000 sq. km. reservoir south of Ranong.  The lake was formed 
by a dam that trapped the water in a valley walled by limestone Karsts, great formations with 
shear sides several hundred feet high.  These Karsts are one of Thailand’s distinguishing 
features; they are enormous, strikingly beautiful, pocked with caves, and home to many 
indigenous species. We travelled by long-tail boat deep into the reservoir and enjoyed the 
magnificent scenery. Our accommodations were some extremely rustic cabins floating in the 
water.  We were 4 to a room; Alison and I roomed with Jeff and Heather.  We swam in the lake 
beneath towering cliffs; where we swam, though we were near shore, the water was 90M deep.  
Dinner was at a restaurant built into the hillside near our cabins. 
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Chiyo Lan Reservoir, Ranong Province
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Rustic Accommodations on the water in Chiyo Lan Reservoir 

 

 
Dinner on the Lake 
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Breakfast on the lake:  Fish mousse, chicken coconut soup, greens, a red and a green curry, bitter 
melon soup, squid and gailan, assorted fresh vegetables, and of course, rice. 
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2/2 
After breakfast, we boated back to our vans and headed for Nakkon Si Thammurat.  On the way, 
we stopped to see a show about Macau monkeys trained to pick coconuts.   The monkeys were 
amazing:  they hung on to the trees with one hand and used their legs and the other hand to twist 
the coconut until the stem broke. They were trained to pick only ripe coconuts and they were 
even trained to untangle themselves when their leashes got wrapped in the trees.  The monkey 
and handler got 1 Baht ($.03) for each coconut.  A good monkey could pick between 1000 and 
1500 a day.  Mostly, wild-caught males were used as domestically bred monkeys will not work 
as hard as wild ones.  The show was quite fun.  Besides climbing in trees the monkey would pick 
coconuts held by anyone who would hold one out at arm’s length.  Many of our group 
volunteered to have the monkeys pick coconuts from them-Alison, of course, was first.  In a sort 
of weird twist, it turns out that the most valuable monkeys are the ones that do the shows as they 
are rare and can bring in substantially more money from tourists than a monkey that picks 
coconuts.  Our show, for instance, cost each of us (Kasma paid, it was included in the trip price) 
B100.  In other words, the monkey made about B1500 in an hour or so, the same as the best 
coconut-picking monkey could hope to make in a whole day.  The monkey we saw was maybe 3 
years old and valued at B40,000. 
 
Alison became ill and missed dinner. 
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2/3 
Alison was already recovering, but over half of our group was sick and those of us who went to 
Sunday market did not eat much.  Only one van of us made it to the Nakkon Si Thammurat 
national museum.  We enjoyed the museum, but chose to sleep in the afternoon, rather than go 
shopping.  I was feeling pretty bad at the restaurant that evening, and eventually went out and 
deposited my lunch in the parking lot.  I began to feel better immediately and ate lightly the next 
day.  Alison and I were both fine for the rest of the trip; we had some issues with the food 
thereafter, but an occasional anti-acid was sufficient to set things right.  We believe that we 
picked up some nasty bacteria swimming in the fresh-water reservoir. 
 
2/4 
Nakkon Si Thammurat is the spiritual center of Thai Buddhism; Buddhism was founded there 
with the construction of the Radiant Temple of Darma, which holds some of Buddha’s ashes.  It 
is interesting that this center is in the middle of southern Thailand, now a primarily Muslim area.  
We visited the 2000 year old temple which is topped by a 1000 Kilogram, solid gold spire.  The 
surrounding, rectangular courtyard is called the “Forum of Life”.  It is filled with numerous 
obelisks and statuary and is enclosed by walls lined with, life-sized (perhaps slightly larger) 
gold-painted statues of Buddha.  There were 35 Buddhas on the short walls and 50 on the longer 
ones.  The temple itself was ornate inside; old but beautiful.  The structure of the temple had 
bamboo scaffolding around it and we were told it was in a constant state of repair as they had 
trouble supporting the unwieldy spire at the top; it seemed always to be trying to lean.  The 
grounds showed abundant evidence of mold and mildew that the climate in Thailand brings to all 
man-made structures.  Also we noticed the tendency of the Thais to have tacky modern stuff, like 
florescent lighting with exposed wiring right next to magnificent old treasures.  Typical of 
Thailand, anywhere tourists were common, there were throngs of merchants selling trinkets.  In 
Nakkon Si Thammurat, particularly on the grounds near this temple, they sold amulets (to be 
worn from a string around the neck).  
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Radiant Temple of Darma 
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Towering Giant in Nakkon Si Thammurat, 2/4/2008 
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We visited a Shadow Puppet museum in Nakkon Si Thammurat.  This old art form was a 
predecessor to movies and provided entertainment for children.  During the show we saw, the 
puppeteer stood behind a screen backlit by a bright light that projected the shadows on the screen 
while he both controlled the puppets and provided the voices of the various characters to tell a 
story with them.  Puppets were painstakingly made by hand and were quite intricate.  In addition 
to preserving the art form, the museum also manufactured puppets for sale. 
 
After the museum, we were dropped off at a shopping area.  We got some ice cream at a 
Swensen’s and stopped by an internet café.  The internet was available for something like B10 
for 15 minutes and we used it frequently for conversations with home and to check in on current 
world events.  Most Thais did not have computers but the internet was available at most hotels 
and at these cafés. 
 
We drove to our driver Sun’s house, one of several in a sprawling compound built next to an 
estuary.  Sun’s father had purchased the land and then invited his extended family to live there.  
They ran a motorcycle repair shop and farmed crabs.  The houses were very nice; by Thai 
standards the family was quite wealthy.  We were there primarily to visit Sun’s father, who was 
suffering from lung cancer and did not have long to live.  He received us sitting on a mattress, 
sort of a dais and we all sat in front of him.  He and Kasma were quite close and they spoke for a 
good while.  Later while overlooking the estuary we heard a beautiful male voice singing and 
recognized it as the evening “Call to Prayer”; it was the first time I had heard it other than in 
movies.  Interestingly, of the maybe 30 or so residents present, not a one even acknowledged the 
call, though they were all Muslim.  It occurred to me that many Muslims are very casual about 
their religion, similar to moderate westerners who indulge in the culture of the religion but are 
not extremely devout.  The only indication that Sun was Muslim was that he did not eat pork. 
 
We had a terrific seafood dinner, highlighted by fresh crab, at a restaurant a short drive from 
Sun’s house.  Our appetites had returned, though they never got back to our “Western” standards.  
Alison surmised that our stomachs had shrunk. 
 
2/5 
On the drive to Songkla we stopped just north of Hua Sai at Wat Dang, a grade school of about 
260 students, where we were entertained by students who performed native Thai dances.  The 
style emphasized bent knees and fingers that arched backwards; the costumes were elaborate and 
brightly colored.  A group of men provided musical accompaniment.  Afterwards we met many 
of the school children.  They wanted autographs and presented many of us with notebooks to 
write in.  Alison naturally had a huge gaggle; besides being a natural magnet for children, she 
was fascinating because at 5’10” she towered over both Thai men and women.  We broke out a 
couple of Frisbees and soon had 2 large groups throwing the discs around.  When we eventually 
left, we let the school keep the Frisbees. 
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We also stopped by a place that sold items woven from fern vines.  For what went into them, and 
the quality of the finished product, they were amazingly inexpensive.  We bought 4 purses; 
Alison got one for herself and 3 for gifts.  I think the group spent more at this stop than at any 
other. 
 
We stayed at the BP Samila Beach Hotel in Songkhla.  It was amazingly beautiful, right on the 
beach, and all of our rooms had ocean views.  Kasma got upset because we were handling our 
own luggage.  Since this was a nice hotel, we were supposed to relax, enjoy a complimentary 
beverage, and wait for the porters to take care of our stuff.  But we had been roughing it for some 
time and forgotten how to act in a nice place.  We had a good laugh about it. 
 
Songkhla is very close to the Malaysian border and a very popular weekend destination for 
Malaysians.  As Malasia is a Muslim country with very strict Islamic laws governing behavior, 
its residents like to visit Thailand where they are not subject to such restrictions (i.e. prohibition 
from drinking alcohol). 
 
We had a terrific dinner followed by a short ride into town where we had Roti for dessert.  The 
Roti shop was very small, run by one woman, and tables were placed on the narrow sidewalk 
right next to traffic.  But the Roti was terrific and we ate a full dinner there the next night. 
 
2/6 
We visited the Reclining Buddha, a 200’ x 42’ gold-painted statue.  The enormous statue, fairly 
recently built, lay next to a building under construction.  There seemed to frequently be someone 
collecting money for a new temple.  Once built, money was solicited to improve and maintain 
the temple and it became a tourist attraction.  
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We also went through the Folklore Museum, a fairly extensive look at Thai history and tradition 
that took several hours to traverse.  From a tower on the grounds we had a magnificent view of 
the surrounding area including hundreds of fish farming sites. 
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We drove into some of the neighborhoods.  At one point we stopped at a house where the entire 
front lawn was covered with tables drying shrimp paste.  You could have cut the air with a knife.  
I guess the neighbors didn’t mind or must have gotten used to it. 
 

 
 
2/7 
We visited Songkhla National Museum housed in what was once the governor’s mansion.  There 
was a large group of school children there on a field-trip, and it was not long before Alison had 
yet another gaggle of ducklings visiting with her, poking her and asking for her autograph. 
 
Later we visited a temple perched at the top of a hill.  There was a tram up the slope, but several 
of us walked a few blocks to the other side of the hill and walked up steps adorned with a golden 
dragon.  There were many monkeys that lived in the trees on the hillside.  Many of them found 
their way out on to the street where they made mischief and we took many pictures of them. 
We had a free afternoon, walked on the beach, and browsed the Songkhla street vendors. 
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Dragon Statue, symbol of Songkhla 
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Cat and Mouse, from the legend that lead to the naming of nearby Cat and Mouse Islands   
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2/8 
On our way to Satun, we met up with a friend of Sun’s who guided us to Phu Pha Phet cave way 
out in the middle of nowhere.  We stopped at a small place along the way for a lunch of beef or 
chicken with noodles.  There were enough of us that they had to go find more noodles.  A 
woman sold fried bananas from a stand out front and I bought a couple of sacks for dessert. 
 
While we were there, a local law enforcement officer approached some of our party and asked 
about the size of our group and where we were from.  He soon left. 
 

 
 
At the encampment below the cave we got lights and water, and Kasma hired a guide for us.  The 
guide looked to be maybe 65 but was lean, in good shape, and was quite knowledgeable.  We 
had to walk up maybe a few hundred steps to get to the cave entrance.  Keena and Kasma 
decided to turn back (Kasma’s knee was bothering her).  That left about 9 of us, none of whom 
spoke Thai, and our guide who did not speak English.  The cave was enormous, carved into a 
giant Karst and home to numerous bats we could hear squeaking from the ceiling several stories 
above us.  It took about 2 hours to go through the entire cave.  Part way through we were joined 
by a Thai family from Krabi who spoke some English.  They translated enough for us that we got 
the gist of what the guide said.  Afterwards we snacked on curry Sun’s friend had brought along.  
This was very typical Thai hospitality. 
 
We drove on to the coast and stayed in a small place near the pier we would leave from the next 
day.  There was a bull mooing behind the back wall of our cabin.  After dinner we walked down 
to the pier and got ice-cream.  “Call to Prayer” woke us at 4:00 A.M. 
 
  



Mike and Alison’s Trip to Thailand January 23 – February 21, 2008 

2/9 
We took a boat out to Lipe Island (due West of Satun), normally about a 4-1/2 hour trip, but we 
stopped twice to snorkel and we picnicked on a deserted island, so it took most of the day to get 
to Lipe.  The island cabin gave new meaning to the word “rustic”; there was no sink nor hot 
water and electricity only from 6 P.M. to 6 A.M.  Just a room with a wall (not up to the ceiling) 
separating the toilet and shower head (mounted on the end of a blue PVC pipe) from the 2 beds, 
which were mattresses with covers, lying on boards.  But on the islands we didn’t spend a lot of 
time indoors anyway.  That first night we visited one of the several bars on the island and drank 
Gin and Tonic.  Lipe was a large, privately owned island and had the greatest concentration of 
non-Asians that we encountered in Thailand; most were Europeans.  At the bar we met and 
visited with Josh and Angela.  He was from Boston and she from Toronto.  They met at college 
in Toronto and were taking 8 months off before grad-school to travel in Asia.  They had 
everything they owned in backpacks, were on a pretty tight budget, and were making the trip up 
as they went along.  They had started in maybe Laos and were headed south.  On Lipe they were 
recovering from the recent rigors of their “vacation”. 
 
2/10 
Pad Thai for breakfast, rice lunch on the beach, snorkeling all day.  We snorkeled from a very 
large, multi-deck craft and were accompanied by a longtail boat piloted by a guy who appeared 
to be at least in his 60’s.  In addition to helping out with the snorkelers, he ferried us to and from 
the large boat over a very shallow reef and our dive boat remained anchored outside the reef. We 
saw a batfish and a beautiful large sea turtle.  Turtles were very scarce and skittish; there were 
only 1 or 2 others seen on the entire trip. 
 
2/11 
Breakfast was “Noodles with Saliva” LOL.  Alison looked skeptically at noodle dishes for 
sometime after that.  Getting out of a long-tail, Alison stepped on a board which popped up and 
whacked Maya in the shin.  It turned out there were numerous loose boards, the one was just the 
first to be found.  We snorkeled all day and snacked on pineapple provided by the crew. 
 

 
Alison with a new Lipe Island friend 
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Sunset on Lipe Island 

 

  
Christopher Grannis 2/11/2008 
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Clown Fish 

 

 
Giant Clams 
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Soft Corals 
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2/12 
We took a boat back to the mainland and settled in to the Thumrin Thana hotel, a nice place a 
couple of blocks from the train station in Trang.  We got our laundry done, took luxurious 
showers and walked around downtown Trang. 
 
2/13 
We got up before dawn and headed out to Thale Noi Waterfowl Preserve in Phattalung.  In small 
long-tail boats, we travelled through shallow water amidst acres of waterlilies and lotuses.  We 
also saw many different birds, some in huge flocks.  
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Thale Noi Waterfowl Preserve in Phattalung 
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We visited a cake baking place in Trang, got to meet the owners, and saw how they made their 
cakes.  This baker was the first to start making cakes in the area, had invented his own recipes, 
and had become very successful and well known in Trang.  Typical of Thailand’s regional 
tendencies, many imitators had sprung up, and the region became known for its cakes.  But 
Kasma knew who the original guy was and insisted on only buying his wares (which she said 
were the best, of course).  Kasma bought several cakes which we ate for dessert the next couple 
of nights. 
 
2/14 
On the drive from Trang to Krabi we were flagged down by the highway police.  Sun got out and 
talked to them.  Kasma hardly seemed to pay attention to what was going on.  Eventually we 
were allowed to continue on our journey.  Kasma explained that there was a law requiring tour 
operators to have a special license to drive “Farongs” around.  Of course, no one paid for these 
licenses.  The police knew this, so would just flag down all the vans they saw and demand a fee.  
In our case they wanted B2000/van, but Sun talked them down to B500 total.  Kasma said it was 
just extortion and part of the cost of doing business. 
 
We stopped at a place where we got in 4-person boats with 2 guides who paddled us around 
water that intermingled with caves.  Alison and I were in a boat with Merilee and Don.  We got 
out a couple of times to walk through some of the caves.  Then we came to a tunnel where we all 
had to lie down in the boat.  We then proceeded through 350 meters of tunnel, barely wide 
enough for our boat in places, with a very low ceiling requiring us to dodge stalactites in many 
places.  Some of the stalactites actually scraped us as we went underneath.  We were yelling and 
laughing as we experienced one near miss after another and wondered aloud if we were ever 
going to get through.  We finally emerged after an exhilarating experience.  Don wanted to go 
again, but, alas, there wasn’t time.  We had other things to see. 
 
We visited Kra Pra Wildlife sanctuary, where we walked into the forest and swam in a beautiful 
pool.  Then we hiked to a hot springs where we all enjoyed water that was about 100oF at the top 
most pool and decreased in temperature as it flowed down.  
 
We visited the Batik Center in Krabi.  The hand-painted textiles were beautiful, brightly colored, 
and inexpensive.  The following day we stopped by and watched the artists make them.  I bought 
a shirt that I now wear on our working Fridays-Hawaiian shirt day. 
 
That night we stayed in the magnificent Maritime Park and Spa Resort in Krabi.  The rooms 
were very nice and we were impressed by the canopy on the bed.  While in Krabi, we ate dinners 
at the same restaurant, Kasma’s favorite, every night. 
 
2/15 
We had a breakfast of noodles and we got to see how they made the noodles in the back of the 
restaurant.  Dough was extruded from a press suspended above an enormous wok, perched above 
a wood fire, and filled with boiling water.  The noodles were cooked quickly and then were 
immediately cooled in a pot of water.  This confirmed some of Alison’s suspicions about noodles 
as these were rinsed in tap water (which we normally did not drink) and then served without 
reheating, topped with a lukewarm sauce. 
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Noodle making in Krabi.  Check out his safety shoes. 
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We went to the Ao Luek district of Krabi and visited the Prarart Narakiring Cave.  One of 
numerous caves in this district, carved from the limestone Karsts.  This one was very large and 
had some prehistoric drawings. 
 
 

 
Prarart Narakiring Cave 

 
Later we visited a cave monastery.  We entered what was sort of a small town including a posh-
looking residence.  We found out that this was for some revered monk.  We hiked up some stairs 
and down the backside of a hill to very modest accommodations where monks communed with 
nature.  This was the original monastery; the “town” had sprung up as a tourist attraction.  All of 
the buildings had been built since Kasma first visited the place many years ago.  Money, or the 
possibility of getting it, competed with the original spiritual purpose of the place. 
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2/16 
We travelled down the coast by long-tail boat and relaxed on the beach in front of a private resort 
beneath enormous limestone karsts.  In the early afternoon the long-tails took us out to an island, 
located midway between Krabi and Phuket, and this served as our snorkeling base for the next 3 
days.  It was a fairly small island, with just a single restaurant, and we stayed in small cabins.  
There was a significant fire burning on the island the day we arrived.  It turned out to be a 
controlled burn that, among other things, was used to dispose of trash.  We snorkeled in 2 spots. 
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2/17 
We went by speed boat to Phi Phi Island and snorkeled all day at various spots.  We also saw the 
cliffs where bird’s nests were harvested for soup.  The cliff faces were adorned with numerous 
bamboo scaffolds that looked as though anyone using them would have to be very light weight 
and part acrobat 
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Birds Nest Soup harvesting area 
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This jellyfish was one of the most spectacular animals we saw.  It sort of had its own eco-system 
as it was home to many fish, both inside and outside 
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Lion Fish 
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2/18 
We returned to the mainland in long-tail boats.  The sea was rough and we got soaked to our 
underwear on the trip back.  We got enough water in our boat that some bailing was going on. 
 
2/19 
We had a free day in Krabi.  We visited the town in the morning and lounged around the hotel 
the rest of the day. 
 
2/20 
We caught a 737 to Bangkok.  In the afternoon we visited an emporium selling all manner of 
home furnishings, knickknacks and jewelry.  I was tempted by sapphires.  They were in the 
process of moving and had jewelry marked down by 50%.  I asked about the largest sapphire I 
had ever seen for sale, mounted in a gold ring with a few small diamonds.  Normally B24000 it 
could be had for a mere B12000.  This amounted to $4000-the equivalent stone in the U.S., I 
would guess, would cost more than $25,000.  I was tempted, but, not being able to evaluate the 
stone on my own, passed. 
 
That night we had a feast at a terrific open-air restaurant in Bangkok.  We ate there because 
Kasma and Michael are big fans of the band that performs there.  If the band changes restaurants, 
Kasma and Michael follow.  The food was great and the music and dancing was spectacular.  
The dancers walked through the restaurant, tied strings on our wrists and welcomed us to Thai 
hospitality.  It was a great end to the trip. 
 
2/21 
We had an uneventful trip back to the U.S. with a stopover in Taipei.  Lisa met us at BART in 
Fremont and we headed for the nearest Togos.  Alison and I had gone 28 days without a 
sandwich and Togos hit the spot. 
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Epilogue  

Lasting impressions of Thailand: 
• Land of the caged bird.  Thailand is a tropical paradise that includes all manner of 

indigenous creatures.  Thais see this as a business opportunity and capture and market the 
animals.  Particularly prevalent were caged wild birds.  Many Thais bought them to 
augment their businesses and homes.  We saw whole streets where all the vendors on 
both sides of the street sold birds and bird cages.  I saw the caged-bird as a sort of symbol 
of human vs. jungle existence in Thailand; a land of natural beauty and abundance which 
people sought to mold to their benefit. 

• Land of the retrofit.  Construction standards in Thailand were laughable.  In Bangkok we 
sometimes had to duck to avoid electrical wires.  We looked down when we walked 
because there were open holes, protruding objects and uneven pavements.  Things were 
substantially worse in many of the places we visited south of Bangkok.  There seemed to 
be a lack of craftsmen.  Nothing was square, painting was done with no masking, and it 
seemed that no one knew how to properly build stairs.  Treads were different heights, 
uneven front to back and/or left to right, not level, and sometimes had loose boards or 
even holes in them.  Buildings seemed to have been put up and only afterwards were 
things like electricity and plumbing considered.  Thus holes were drilled or otherwise cut 
out of walls, ceilings and floors, and pipes, wires and ducts were installed but remained 
exposed thereafter. 

• Land of the motor bike.  There were cars, a few trucks, and many motor bikes.  These 
miniature motorcycles were the primary mode of transportation sometimes carrying 
families of 4.  An enormous amount of cargo was carried by motor bike. 

• Land of short people.  Thais are short, women maybe 5’, men maybe 5’6”.  At 6’+ 
westerners are substantially taller and heavier than Thais (most Thais get considerably 
more exercise than most Westerners and are leaner).  This leads to a culture clash as most 
things in Thailand are made for smaller people:  door frames, seats, clothing and other 
things. 
 
Thais divide the world into 4 types of people:  Native Thais, non-Thai Asians, Kaks (dark 
skinned foreigners) and Farongs (light skinned foreigners). 

• Land of street food.  Street food is intertwined with the Thai culture.  The sights and 
smells are always there and the food is very good. 

• Land of smiles.  The national slogan and deservedly so.  The Thais have a very strong 
culture and being friendly and hospitable is just part of it. 

 
The Thai trip was one of the wilder and crazier things I have done.  I was aware that much of the 
time we were operating without much of a safety net.  We were in a 3rd world country, in remote 
areas of the country or on islands, sparsely populated and far from the mainland, far from 
medical assistance in a land with few regulations or safety standards.  There would have been 
limited recourse in many places had anything serious gone wrong.  Fortunately, the trip was 
trouble free. 
 
Thai culture is very strong.  I believe that one of the reasons they have so few rules and 
regulations is because so much is dictated by culture and most Thais strongly conform.  I believe 
that the strong culture is also the main reason that Thailand has not progressed as rapidly as 
many states.  Their culture is so tightly entwined with indigenous resources (finite) and tradition, 
that innovation, value-added production and embrace of modernity is limited.  
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Alison and I had a great time, but I was also glad to get home.  I have a renewed appreciation for 
the creature comforts of home, the infrastructure in the United States and the relative wealth that 
we enjoy here.  I love Thai food, but I missed a lot of the other types of food we eat here:  
sandwiches, cheese, wheat based breads, pasta and meat.  Meat was fairly scarce on our trip.  We 
had a couple of notable roast pork shanks, and dishes with beef or pork mixed with vegetables, 
but mostly fish and shellfish always with rice or rice noodles. 


