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“Red Shirts are burning government buildings in Ubon- violence could spread, so please stay at your project, avoid town centres and crowds, and DON’T ignore host’s safety advice! Any doubts about what’s safe, call me or Pete. Please text me back to let me know exactly where you are. Thanks.”

We received this text on the 19th May from our in country representative, Lucie, and remained on stand-by for the weeks following. That day Bangkok was cleared of the Protesters and violence left it, and they headed back to Isan and continued their anti-government demonstrations in their own towns and cities, mainly through burning Government buildings. In our small town that night, we were at the market when 4 pick up trucks drove by with red shirts in them. Luckily we knew safety wouldn’t be an issue as students from Nakaephitthayakhom, our Secondary School, were amongst them! The protests here were peaceful, in stark contrast to Bangkok, with individuals displaying their commitment to the campaign through closing off a road and burning some tyres. Our surrounding provinces however; Udon Thani, Sakhon Nakhon and Mukdahan; were all declared to be in a ‘State of Emergency’, so movement from our project was not possible anyway: we were ‘Emergency Sandwiched’ so to speak. The United Front of Democracy against Dictatorship [the UDD] is the political name that the Red Shirts go by, and they spent 3 months fighting for democratic changes. The government which they had initially voted in, fairly and democratically, had slowly been dismantled and the new government was one of which they felt did not represent their views. Isan holds one third of Thailand’s population, and as an essentially Red Shirt stronghold, made up of farmers who earn much less than the country’s minimum wage a day, inequality in Thai society was pervading all else. This is one of the reasons, amongst many, that the Protests began. With 80+ people dead and over 1000 injured, these protests were the most violent the country had seen in over a decade, and it was truly upsetting to see such calm and peaceful people fighting, Thai on Thai. Although, things appear to have calmed down now, there are still many political, social and economic tensions bubbling under the surface, and for this reason many in Thailand believe that this protest still has a long time until it is ‘setlao’ [finished].
Their beginning marked the start of our travels; exploring Laos for a couple of weeks initially, during which we did a Home stay in a traditionally Laos village and much ‘Wat [Temple] Hopping’ on bicycles, amongst activities. With no news on the current political situation, it was only upon going down to Bangkok for a few days that I realized protests were still occurring. I stayed in Khao San Road, right next to the Protesters, but all was peaceful, and when walking through them, protesters were all normal and Thai towards us, hospitable and smiling. That’s why the violence came as such a surprise. In a country where Buddhism is the core belief system, pioneering the idea that displays of strong emotion are untoward, it was disorientating to see the degradation of these peaceful peoples.   


Following my somewhat political visit to Bangkok, I next went all religious on a Meditation Course for 10 days: ‘Wat Suan Mokkh’ in Chaiya, Surat Thani. This experience was a truly amazing one: eating two meals a day, remaining silent for it’s duration [well pretty much!], and learning most importantly to meditate. The routine of the day was as follows:

4am= Rise and Shine.         



          2.30pm= Dhamma Talk.

4.30am= Morning Reading.

                                   3.30pm= Walking Meditation. 

4.45am= Sitting Meditation.



          4.15pm= Sitting Meditation.

5.15am= Yoga.





               5pm= Chanting. 

6.45am= Sitting Meditation.




   6pm= Afternoon Tea

7am= Talk by Head Monk/ Sitting Meditation.



 and Hot Springs.

8am= Breakfast and Chores.

10am= Dhamma Talk. 




           7.30pm= Sitting Meditation.

11am= Walking Meditation. 




    8pm= Walking 

11.45am= Sitting Meditation.  





  Meditation.

12.30pm= Lunch and Chores.



            8.30pm= Sitting Meditation.









    9pm= Bed Time.









9.30pm= lights out, i.e. 







               electricity off.

I kept to this for 10 days straight, following the 8 precepts a Lay Person in the temple keeps to (see around the edge of this newsletter). It was a truly beautiful experience, totally alien to me coming from such a Westernized culture, where breaking most of these is a part of everyday life. On Day 9 we lived truly like Monks and Nuns eating only one meal a day, at 8am, and receiving no Dhamma talks, only meditating and being by one’s self. This gave me a taster of the reason I did the Meditation Course: in the last week of my travels I went and lived in a Forest Monastery in Ubon. My experience here, in ‘Wat Pha Nanachat’, was wonderful. I lived a life akin to a Nun (I tried to fully ordain but as a ‘feraang’ it is near impossible to do) living solitary in my own Kuti [meditation hut] and eating only one meal a day: a Lay Practionier lives much the same life, just with 2 less precepts to keep to, and hair! I completed my necessary chores as a female lay person in the Temple for a week and my routine was as follows:

     5am= Rise and Shine.



10am= Cleaning the eating area.
5.30am= Sweep the ‘Bot’ [ordination hall].

11am= Meditation and Chores.
7.30am= help with the separation of alms.

  4pm= Afternoon Tea.
     8am= service to say ‘thank you’ for alms.

  9pm= Bed Time.
8.30am= The Meal.

Usually there would have been a Sangha [community] chanting session at 3am and then again at 7pm, but my experience only allowed for a few of these as they are in the process of building a new part of the Temple making community gatherings difficult. Despite this, my experiences of Meditation and Temple life truly gave me an insight into Buddhism and the life of those who are devout to it. It is very different to the life in which I had become accustomed to. England is a country where women can speak to men freely and equally, whereas in the Temple women played a much more inferior role. For example, we had all the cleaning jobs, and when we spoke to a Monk we had to kneel before him with our hands in a prayer like position, trying not to make eye contact. As my week continued behaving like this though, I accepted it, realizing that a lot of the inferiority was probably associated with the 237 (!) precepts a Monk has to keep to in everyday life: there are many concerning women, as you can imagine! Once I had accepted my role, it no longer fazed me, giving me peace of mind. The latter ideal is, in essence, Buddhism. It is a beautiful religion, tolerant and peaceful, and one can clearly see how Thai people follow these ideals in everyday life. It is mostly encapsulated in their ‘Mai Pen Rai’ [no worries] attitude that allows anyone to feel welcomed and at home here.  
For the latter reason only upon hearing that the protests had become violent did the realization of the enormity of the situation hit and instead of staying in Bangkok for a day of Songkran [Thai New Year] we headed straight up to Chiang Mai to celebrate. This festival, whose underlying reason is to pay respect to elders and sacred Temple images by sprinkling water on them, truly puts English New Year to shame. It consists of a 4 day long water fight across all of Thailand, and is the pure epitome of pandemonium! This has definitely been my favourite Buddhist festival out here; the atmosphere was electric, and like the water, excitement was everywhere…especially in your face! 

Following the end of Songkran we took our hyperness further affield, moving on to Nong Khai, where we spent a week volunteering at ‘Sarnelli House Orphanage’. This is a truly wonderful place, for children suffering from HIV/AIDS, those whose parent’s were sufferers and have passed on or are now too sick to care for them and those children who have been abandoned or abused. Many of the children at ‘Sarnelli’ were ostracized by their villages for being HIV positive and as a child with this infection, you cannot be educated in a public school. Ergo, Father Shea, the founder of this amazing place, has set up a beautiful home for all these orphans, consisting of 6 separate houses: ‘Sarnelli House’ (where all the young kids suffer from HIV), ‘Nazareth House’ (for the older girls who suffer from HIV), ‘Jan and Oscar House’ (for the older boy sufferers), ‘St Patrick’s House’ (for the older orphaned boys), ‘House of Hope’ (for the babies and toddlers, all of whom are currently free from the infection, but whose parent’s can no longer care for them or have abandoned them) and ‘Viengkuhk House’ (for the older girls who were abandoned or abused). They are separated into different houses to make the distribution of medication easier, but they join up every week for mass and Sunday lunch! Just to look at them, play games with them and laugh with them you would have no idea of the horrendous histories they all have, they are just normal children living in one huge family. They have been provided by ‘Sarnelli’ with education, medication and most importantly, love. Just the other weekend we popped back to say “Hello!” as Ruth, my Project Partner, had been given £200 to spend on a community in Thailand, and so we decided to buy ‘St Patrick’s House’ their first bikes! They were ecstatic and it was so amazing to see their little faces light up at their new game prospects! ‘Sarnelli House’ is a place of miracles, where children medically thought unable to get better do get better; clearly displaying that love is the strongest medicine. The House Mums and workers are truly amazing people, and we hope to go back and visit P-Kate and everyone annually! 

So now we’re back at home in Na Kae and teaching our last months of lessons, where during our time away the browns have turned to lush greens in the fields, my kids have grown at least 2 inches and the weather is on the turn preparing us for the Monsoon season that is fast approaching and basically here! It is so wonderful to be back, although sad because we know that soon we will have to leave behind all we have come to know and love. However, we are grabbing our time left by the horns of the Buffalos that graze our surrounding fields. Our Secondary Projects really took off to a flying start this term, presenting us with a very busy schedule: every other Monday we teach at 
P-Fah’s extra class, Tuesdays we teach an extra Mattyom and Pratom class after school and at lunch time DJ Namphon (Ruth) and DJ Namkaang (me) blast out ‘Feraang Radio’ over Nakaephitthayakhom’s airways, Wednesdays, I teach the Head Monk at our local Temple, Thursdays we teach in another village’s Pratom School just down the road for an hour playing games and the like, and go straight on from here to help at Kroo Penn’s extra class. At the weekend we are usually off exploring what other provinces have on offer, for example just a couple of weeks ago we visited some fellow volunteers in Kutchum, Yasothon for the ‘Rocket Festival’, which their province is famous for. This festival occurs throughout the North East, where rain is often scarce. Villagers fire bamboo rockets into the sky in the hope that rain will be plentiful for the upcoming rice planting season. If we’re not out and about elsewhere, we can be found exploring our home town: the other day we went trekking with some of the teachers and students from Nakaephitthayakhom in the surrounding mountains. I never realized it was possible to get lost so many times in one day! It was a very funny afternoon trying to find our way back from the cave temple we’d gone on a pilgrimage to! Amongst all these activities, we have also been planning our English Camp which is fast approaching, giving the students a ‘Word of the Day’ at both schools in assembly and conducting a ‘World Cup Quiz’ that was thoroughly enjoyed by everyone, as well as taking on Pratom 2 in addition to my Pratom 3 and 6 classes at the Primary School. We are so busy that it’s a little crazy, and time is flying like the rockets of Kutchum, but at the end of each day we can easily answer the song, “what have you done today to make you feel proud?!”  

4.) I undertake the training to intend not to harm others by speech.





2.) I undertake the training to intend not to take away what is not given.





3.) I undertake the training to intend to keep my mind and my body free from any sexual activity.





1.) I undertake the training to intend not to take away any breath. 








5.) I undertake the training to intend not to harm my consciousness with substances that intoxicate and lead to carelessness.








7.) I undertake the training to intend not to dance, sing, play or listen to music, watch shows, wear garlands, ornaments and beautify myself with perfumes and cosmetics





6.) I undertake the training to intend not to eat in between afternoon and before dawn.





8.) I undertake the training to intend not to sleep or sit on luxurious beds and seats.





The 8 precepts are usually written in Pali script and chanted so:


Precept 1:


PÃNÃTIPÃTÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM SAMÃDIYÃMI


Precept 2:


ADINNÃDÃNÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM SAMÃDIYÃMI


Precept 3:


ABHRAMA CARIYÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM SAMÃDIYÃMI


Precept 4:


MUSÃVÃDÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM SAMÃDIYÃMI


Precept 5:


SURÃMERAYA MAJJAPAMÃDATTHÃNÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM                     SAMÃDIYÃMI


Precept 6:


VIKÃLA-BHOJANÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM SAMÃDIYÃMI


Precept 7: NACCA- GÎTA- VÃDITA- VISÛKA- DASSANÃ MÃLÃ- GANDHA- VILEPANA- DHÃRANA- MANDANA- VIBHÛSANATTHÃNÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM SAMÃDIYÃMI


Precept 8:


UCCÃSAYANA- MAHÃSAYANÃ VERAMANÎ SIKKHÃPADAM SAMÃDIYÃMI
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