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New kid on the block

Your FREE copy of 
Eye on Chiang Mai

An ice cream may not be the most 
obvious introduction to Chiang Mai 
but if you hear the tinkling of a bell 
as you wander the streets you’ll 
know a vendor is nearby, pushing 
their handcart shaded by a big 
umbrella. Stop one and you are in for 
a Thai treat. You will also be closer 
to the heart of Chiang Mai than any 
fancy café, restaurant or design shop 
that are all that get publicity in most 
of the magazines you pick up about 
this wonderful city. That isn’t meant 
to be a criticism, those magazines 
bring you some very interesting and 
useful articles, but they have to exist 
on advertising for their survival – 
and ice cream vendors don’t usually 
have much of a budget for that! 
And therein lies the difference with 
Chiang Mai Uncovered. 

As a professional travel writer for 
many years I was saddened by the 
way most magazines became 
reduced to the ‘ten best of..’ formula, 
replacing solid destination pieces with 

the latest trendies, which experience 
and conversations with readers 
told me wasn’t what the reader 
wanted. So I decided to produce my 
own.

In Chiang Mai Uncovered you 
won’t find any advertising, no high-
end venues, no ‘trendies’ of any 
description, just basic stories about 
in and around the city. All restaurant 
bills and entrance fees were paid by 
myself; any sponsorship or publicity 
you see is a thank you for help given 
and no money changed hands. The 
magazine is produced purely for my 
pleasure in doing it and, I hope, your 
pleasure in reading it.

If you enjoy the magazine and 
would like to receive it regularly, 
please click on one of the subscrip-
tion links. I hope you will also send 
it to your friends. I would appreciate 
any comments and suggestions as to 
how we can improve future issues.

Until next time,
    Derek Workman

Drop us a line for information 
and to contact the editor

http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Eye-on-Chiang-Mai-red.pdf
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Eye-on-Chiang-Mai-red.pdf
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Eye-on-Chiang-Mai-red.pdf
mailto:derek%40chiangmaiuncovered.com?subject=Could%20I%20have%20a%20word%20please?
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Samnuek Thanaphirom, from whom the 
restaurant Samnuek Kopi takes its name, 
has been collecting aged things since Noah was a lad so you can be pretty sure 
that the café that makes up the main part of the building is pretty much like a 
café would have looked in the middle of last century. The building sits over a 
small tributary of the River Ping, so get there early and you could find yourself 
dining on superb local food – proper local food – as the water passes below you. 
The chalk-board menu is totally in Thai and there is a daily special but there is a 
hand-written English translation. At about 60 baht a dish, the quality of food is a 
bargain.

Fast becoming one of my favourite places in Chiang Mai, this café in a sculpture 
garden doesn’t have a lot of things. It doesn’t have music blaring out, it doesn’t 
have video or TV screens aggravating the eye, it doesn’t have tables so close to-
gether that you can’t hear your friend’s conversation over the noise from the table 
next door. What it does have is charm, peace and quiet in abundance, which is 
why it has become one of my unofficial offices. 

A small but well thought-out menu caters for all hours of the day, whether you are Thai or a westerner 
who can’t quite get the hang of noodles or grilled fish for breakfast. Good coffee and a selection of teas 
and other drinks mean that you can while away quite a while sitting in the dappled shade listening to the 
melodic tinkling of a fountain.

Prapokklao Road Soi 2 • Chiang Mai Gate • Chiang Mai 

Rickety history - Somneuk Kopi

Office - space

On the river road, Chiang Mai to Lamphun, just after the long white wall 
of Fort Kawila, home to the 7th Infantry Battalion. Opposite an enor-
mous tree on your left at a Y-junction beside the Gymkhana Golf Club
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Cozy by name and nature

There are so many coffee shops and cafes in Chiang Mai that some 
owners are resorting to dubious ploys to skim the extra few baht from 
customers. An increasing number are  charging up to twenty baht to 
charge laptops, a scandalous cost given that the actually cost is around 
50 satang, half one baht. Depending where you go, that 20 baht is one-
third the cost of your coffee or more and a total rip-off. If you see a sign 
for charging your laptop go elsewhere. If I order a coffee then notice a 
sign for charging my laptop (they aren’t always easy to see straight off), I 
cancel the coffee and tell the staff why. They usually relent. 

Too many café owners, seeing a downfall in clients because of the 
over-supply of cafes, are boosting the price. If you want an outrageously 
expensive coffee go to Un Deux Trois on Charoen Muang, which, at 80 
baht for a latte is simply exorbitant. Parisian prices for somewhere across 

the river. And shame on Wawee, who charge the same for an Americano, basically coffee and hot water, as 
they do for a latte, which at least has the extra cost of the milk to take into account. 

For well-priced and pleasing coffee (50 baht) in a pleasant café atmosphere with good music, try Pahkhinai 
on Rachapakhinai Road, and for an even cheaper deal in a fresh, modern environment, recently opened Juice 
Street on Wua Lai Road (beside the cow statue) has hot latte at 33 baht, iced for 45.

The actual cost of what goes into the cup is minimal but maybe it’s time that proprietors of Chiang Mai’s 
coffee shops realised that the best way to keep ahead in a flooded market is to look after their customers so 
they’ll come back instead of ripping them off so they won’t – and they’ll tell their friends why! 

Cozy Coffee and Bakery is a charming cafe run by equally 
charming sister and brother duo, May and Cham. Set in 
lawned gardens, the white-painted clapboard house and 
chintzy decor makes you think of the sugar-sweet witches 
house in the fairytale, Hansel and Gretel, but without the evil 
witch. 

Their off-site bakery provides top-tasting baked goods, and 
the extensive menu offers an excellent range of meals and 
snacks, from filled croissants to spaghettis with various sauces, 
burgers and a good selection of well-prepared Thai food - 
there’s a full-page for toast options alone!

Cham designs flamboyant dresses for flamboyant occasions 
and there are usually a few on display at the cafe for ladies
 to drool over. During quiet times staff can be seen sewing 
intricate sequin designs onto luscious textiles for Cham’s 
creations. 

Cozy Cafe is a delightful place to while away a couple of 
hours away from the hustle and bustle of Chiang Mai.
5/3 Suriyawong Road • Hai-ya • Chiang Mai 
(near Chiang Mai Gate)

To receive future issues of Chiang Mai Uncovered, click here.

http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/
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Both travel at a speed that suits my leisurely pace 
and are perfectly designed to spot people and 
places I wouldn’t see if I was skittering by on 

or in motorised transport, so I set out to try the more 
usual ways of crossing the city, just so long as it isn’t on 
a motorbike, that death-trap on two wheels.

The songthaew is the workhorse of local transport, 
and even though the fleet is reasonably modern, the 
first one I flag down probably came out the same year 
as the driver, an ancient wearing a week’s stubble and 
shirt that’s seen better days. He stares vacantly into the 
distance when I say ‘University,’ mulling over what I 
could possibly mean. It’s about the biggest building 
on a straight road in the direction he’s facing, so I’m 
pretty sure he can’t miss it. I’m heading for the Saturday 
second-hand market near Payap University but as 
my Thai doesn’t extend to ‘second-hand market’ and 
I assumed ‘university’ was reasonably universal, I’d 
plumped for that.

The only other passenger is a young girl with an 
oversized rucksack, deeply engrossed in texting on her 
iphone. I go to press the buzzer in the ceiling to signal 
the driver to stop and my finger goes straight into a 
hole. I interrupt my travelling companion’s texting to 
ask her to press the buzzer above her head, which she 

does without taking her eyes off the screen.
A brief scout around the market – worth an 

extended visit – and I flag down a tuk-tuk to take me 
to Warorot Market. The tuk-tuk is noisy, windy, rattling 
and rolling, and takes its name from the noise of the 
engine that chugs it along.

A tuk-tuk is of no use for taking a tourist ride 
because it is so low-slung and the canopy keeping the 
weather off your head at such a so low pitch that all you 
see is the side of the road and pedestrians legs as you 
wiz along. They may look as if they are built for two but 
the driver will keep loading adults, kids and shopping 
bags until bums are sticking out the side. There’s 
probably some sort of legal limit, but in a country 
where a two-seater motor scooter is the transport for a 
family of five, who’s going to complain?

Uncomfortable, rackety and fumey they may be but, 
like riding a camel, an animal designed by a committee 
who set out to design a horse but got into some pretty 
powerful weed before the pencil and paper came out, 
you have to try it once – but only once.

You’ll pay at least twice the price you would for a 
ride in a songthaew so be prepared to barter, but he’s 
yours for the duration of the ride and will take you 
directly to where you want to go, as distinct from 

Getting Around Chiang Mai
ON THE MOVE

I have two modes of transport in Chiang Mai; a good pair of shoes and a bike. 



7

a songthaew that will 
wander at will and paying 
passengers, eventually 
arriving at where you 
want to go but with no 
timescale in mind. 

I’ve got an aged boy 
racer with a ponytail and 
a weird style in vehicular 
decor. To help the 
ventilation and cooling 
system open-sided 
vehicles naturally have, 
there are two four-inch computer fans wired to the car 
battery that I assume also runs the TV installed for 
passenger entertainment (although I can’t guarantee 
that because it isn’t switched on). Whirling at a 
blurring rate, whatever cooling they provide is blown 
away by the hot air streaming in from the open sides. 
This time I’m glad to have a vehicle of character, and 
look down my nose at the pristine new models without 
badges, Buddhas and spinning computer fans that we 
skitter by.

We buzz and splutter into the tuk-tuk rank beside 
Warorot Market. There are two official bus stations, 
but Warorat Market is the transport hub of most other 

forms of transport. Songthaews stand in a colourful 
line, each colour identifying its destination; yellow 
goes south to Hang Dong, blue to Lamphun, dark 
green to Mae Hong, and red circulates anywhere in the 
city.

The heat of the day is building and while the 
songthaew and bicycle rickshaw drivers wait for clients 
they stretch out as best they can on the passenger seat 
of their respective vehicles. 

I’ve set my mind on lunch at Peppermint, a 
delightful restaurant with chatty staff inside the narrow 
streets of the moat, so I ask my rickshaw driver to take 
me to Thapae Gate, the nearest entrance to the moat 
and lunch. For a fare of fifty baht I don’t even argue, 
but climb up and lounge back in the plastic-covered 
seat with ‘Old Glory’, the spread-winged design of the 
American eagle, printed on the backrest.

With hand-signals and mild remonstrations to more 
hasty vehicles, we work our way through the tight 
streets surrounding the market, still full of shoppers 
and market traffic, onto Thapae Road. Cars, pick-ups, 
songthaews, tuk-tuks, motorbikes and even bicycles 
overtake us as we gently perambulate along the busy 
street. My driver, and now personal guide, points out 
the few remaining wooden buildings with their ornate 
fretwork decoration and pillared balconies, jewels set 
amid the sad excretions of more mundane modernity. 

We arrive at Tha Pae Gate and I’m going to get out 
on the road on the opposite side of the paved area so 
my driver can look for another punter, but no, Tha Pae 
Gate is Thapae Gate, right to the arch of its entrance. 
My driver jumps off, flags down the traffic, and in front 
of four-wheel-drives, revving motorbikes and honking 
songthaews, casually pushes his rickshaw across the 
rowdy road with me still in it, and up the ramp onto 
the paved area to set me safely at my destination. 
Service with a Thai smile.
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Devils 
    Delight
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The garden where Retribution 
         is less than Divine

The hell garden’s role is as a visual guide 
to the benefits of morality, illustrating 
the terrors awaiting you in Naraka, the 
136 fiery pits of Buddhist hell, in the 
mildly prosaic manner of having boiling 
oil poured down your throat if you were 
an alcoholic, or your tongue hacked 
vertically for lying. 

With my eye to the view-
finder of my camera, 
photographing two 

horny-headed demons sawing a 
woman in half with a devilishy 
fierce two-man felling saw, I sense 
a frison of terror shiver through 
me at the thought that the 
two-metre high chap with blood 
dripping from his fangs oversee-
ing the job might be eyeing me up 
from behind, weighing up wheth-
er I should even be allowed to get 
as far as the book where my life’s 
deeds and misdeeds are recorded 
or suffer his painful caress imme-
diately. I move on rapidly, passing 
a man with an engorged penis 
that looks like a baby whale in 
the middle of a blood-bath, not 
wishing to know what he got up to 
in his earthly life – just in case I’d 
done the same!

Wat Mae Kaet Noi, north of 
Chiang Mai in northern 
Thailand, is one of twenty hell 
gardens in the country, and the 

‘surreal tapestry of pain’ conjured 
up here will give you more hee-
bie-jeebies than all the other nine-
teen put together. Wat Mae Kaet 
Noi brings modern technology 
into portraying the whole infernal 
hog of the terrifying treatment 
that awaits you for your earthly 
indiscretions. 

Did you peddle drugs in the 
here and now, or more strictly 
speaking, the there and then? If 
so expect to be ridden over by a 
Hell’s Devil with a horse’s head, 
a fan on his motorbike like the 
wheel on Boadicea’s chariot goug-
ing out your innards. Not nice 
to animals and argued a lot with 
your parents? Getting mashed 
between mechanical rollers is just 
too good for you m’lad. 

At the Buddhist version of the 
Pearly Gates instead of appear-
ing before the benignly-bearded 
St. Peter the newly-departed have 
to face the fiery-red Phya Yom, 
the Death King. It is Phya Yom’s
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consideration of your good deeds neatly inscribed on 
a gold plate, against your badduns, scribbled on a scrap of 
dog skin. If the dog skin gets the vote off you go to the 
fiery pits of Naraka to atone for your deeds, accompa-
nied by a demon who might have the head of a pig if 
he wallowed in corruption in life – which adds another 
connotation to the phrase ‘pigs at a trough’, – a duck’s 
if you were always starting fights, a rabbit if you were 
the jealous type, and any number of other animalistic 
forms depending on what your lifestyle had been.

You may have thought that Buddhism was all 
saffron-robed monks and chanting, as far from the 
hellfire-and-damnation of Christianity as you could 
get, but even Buddha himself was pretty graphic about 
the lesser joys of hell in his teachings in the Devaduta 
Sutta. 

The hell-wardens lay him down and slice him with 
axes. Then they hold him feet up and head down and 
slice him with adzes. Then they plunge him into a red-
hot copper cauldron…he feels painful, racking, piercing 
feelings.

Not surprising, really, that he feels painful, racking 
and piercing feelings given the moderately less than 
tender treatment he’s been put through.

I continue my Dantean stroll, flicking through 
the memory to see if I’ve committed any of the sins 

that will entitle me to having my hands removed by a 
three-metre saw driven by tractor engine (many of the 
retributions seem to involve saws of some kind), or 
boiled in a vat along with a dozen other miscreants. 
I notice that some of the devils have red light bulbs for 
eyes. You are invited to drop a ten baht coin into a slot 
to get the full son et lumiere. I do, and I’m entertained 
by the screams of the punished as they are forced into 
the bubbling cauldrons. Wat Mae Kaet Noi must be a 
helluva place at night when the light bulb eyes glow 
with pleasure, illuminating the ghastly punishments 
the grinning horned demons inflict on the wicked, 
accompanied by their terrified screams. 

I pass a statue that sends a shudder all men will 
relate to. Severing a penis in retribution for its wander-
ing is common place these days, but having it cleaved 
vertically by a woman with an enormous tongue that 
transmutes itself into a cobra’s head is enough to keep 
the trouser snake firmly tucked away. 

Having worked my way through Hell I arrive at 
Heaven’s Gate, where smiling faced kids in school uni-
form listen enraptured to a pair of instructors in khaki 
– but before I get too complacent I see behind them a 
group of colleagues who strayed from the path and are 
hoisted on enormous hooks.

Eventually, though, I’m in Heaven, a peaceful garden 
of reclining maids with babes suckling contentedly on 
the breast, gilded Buddhas nestled in cascading deep 
pink bougainvillea, nymphet priestesses and smiling 
couples united in heavenly happiness. 

At least you can be comforted by the thought that 
unlike in the Christian tradition, where Hell is for 
eternity, Naraka is only for doing your penance and 
sorting out your Kama for the next life. Even if it takes 
lives as a lizard, a goat and a braying mule to get back 
to human form, you at least have the chance of work-
ing your way to enlightenment, at which point you 
are safe for eternity from a revisit to the fiery furnaces 
– even though it’s probably taken you a fair bit of that 
eternity to get you there.

Wat Mae Kaet Noi. 15 km north of Chiang Mai. 
Route 1001 from Chiang Mai; immediately 
before Mae Jo University turn right. The temple is 
approx. 3km on right from the University. A green 
songhtaew from Wararot Market will take you 
there. 
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Mr Google’s maps might point 
you at a destination but Nancy 
Chandler takes your hand, walks 
you there and chats with you 
along the way. This hand-drawn 
map is indisputably the best map 
of Chiang Mai, equally as useful 
to the resident as the first-time 
visitor. Separate sections lay out 
details of the Old Town, the Night 
Bazaar, the greater Chiang Mai 
area, and the main sites around 
the city.

Very Thai brings together British 
writer Philip Cornwel-Smith’s 
twenty-plus years of uncovering 
the quirky, intriguing and just plain 
weird of this delightful country. 
Everything from amulets and 
tattoos to ward off the evil eye to 
‘angels in disguise’ is presented in 
a way that not only informs but 
entertains. Beautifully illustrated 
by the author and photographer 
John C Goss, this book should be 
on every farang bookshelf.

Sonchai Jitpleecheep is confused. 
Why is his name written in blood 
on a mirror near the body of 
a teenager who has had her head 
physically ripped from her body 
with inhuman force? He has 
just been introduced to the world 
of Transhumans. John Burdett’s 
half-Thai, half-American 
Buddhist detective, is back in 
the sixth novel of the bestselling 
series. “The best thing I have 
ever written,” says the author.

Off the book shelf

Where to find What’s on
Steve Yarnold: regular updates sent by email. 
Contact charityrooftopparty@gmail.com to be added to email list.

If you have a What’s On website or a regularly updated events page please 
contact us for inclusion in future issues of Chiang Mai Uncovered. Unfortunately as 
we are a quarterly magazine we are unable to include details of specific events.

BoredBreaker Chiang Mai’s Most Complete Events Calendar 
Day-by-day update of just about everything that’s happening in Chiang Mai.

Workshops, theatre, movies. Excellent courses in photography and movie-making. 
Movies every Monday.

Click on logo for 
more information

mailto:derek%40chiangmaiuncovered.com?subject=Could%20you%20please%20add%20me%20to%20your%20What%27s%20On%20guide%20list
http://www.boredbreaker.com/events/
http://www.doc-arts.asia/
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Street
Eats

The sun might set over Chiang Mai Gate in the temporal sense, but as darkness 
approaches a new wave of business rolls over the market, defusing its burning 

red glow with the smoke from grills and charcoal burners. 

Other than a brief pause in early afternoon 
when market traders take a snooze, resting 
their weary heads on their stalls, Chiang Mai 

Gate Market on Bumrung Buri Road is all hustle and 
bustle even before dawn breaks; locals buying break-
fast from the dozen or so food spots, ladies selling 
stings of marigolds and small foodstuffs to passersby 
to gain merit by putting them in the alms bowls of the 
monks, their saffron robes adding a splash of colour 
to the morning light; a shoe repairer unpacks his last, 
a watchmaker lays out his cloth pack of slender tools. 
This is the time when the neighbourhood does its 
business, but it’s at night when the place really comes 
alive.

As dusk settles the motorbikes lose their parking 
spaces, replaced by fold-out tables and plastic stools. 
Wheeled stalls that have been pushed through the 
streets from nearby storage have twenty-litre 
aluminium pans set on gas burners, to be used as both 
steamers for rice and for the boiling water to plunge a 
wire dipper full of noodles into for high speed cooking. 

Most of the daytime food stalls with their enor-

mous woks blackened with years of frying a feastly 
menu of chicken, sausages, pork ribs, fish and spring 
rolls have shut up shop and gone home, but two 
stalwarts stand behind their eye-high mounds of fried 
food watching the few early evening diners take their 
seats. The golden brown crispy-coated food cooked 
earlier in the day looks dry and unappetizing without 
its sparkly glisten of oil fresh from the pan.

Crab claws with morning glory, a long-stemmed 
leafy vegetable that appears everywhere in Thai 
cuisine but is banned for consumption in the US; pork 
with long bean and onion, as spicy and biting as the 
devil’s tongue; plump grilled tilapia, Asia’s favourite 
fish laid out on trays of banana leaf; coiled rings of 
local sausages, chicken bits and liver fresh from deep 
boiling oil. Almost all dishes cost around forty baht, 
a portion of sticky rice another ten, but over at Fine 
Ease of Steak, 79 baht will get you an enormous plate 
of sausage, two chops with pepper sauce, chips and 
coleslaw, a welcome change from the lip-numbing 
spiciness of some of the Thai food on sale. 

For dessert, baby pineapples are peeled and cut 
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on the curl; watermelon, mango and durian, a fruit 
with such a disgusting smell that many hotels and all 
trains ban it although said by some to have a flavor 
as delicious as its aroma is repugnant, are sliced and 
film-wrapped. 

The majority of stalls directly in front of the market 
are for take-away food or for finger-picking while you 
walk around and see what you could have enjoyed if 
only you had somewhere to take-it-away to. On the 
small plaza built over the water of the moat tables are 
set up, catered to by carts that take the place of the 
early morning second-hand clothes rails. Food ven-
dors cook, serve and wipe down tables with a speed 
and dexterity that goes beyond the name ‘fast food’ 
to ‘fast absolutely everything’. (And not all menus are 
fast-food, the wonderful khaw kaa moo, spicy pork 
leg, stews languidly for a couple of hours, served with 
a boiled egg, its sumptuous sauce slathered over rice.)

Nip through the tiny alleyway that connects 
Bumrung Buri Road and Phra Pok Klao Soi 2, the 
narrow lane that runs parallel with the market, a 
diversion into the depths of Dickensian squalor. On 
a street corner just as you leave the gloom behind, 
where twelve hours earlier a pair of ladies worked 
by the light of two small electric lamps to cook up a 
storm of takeaway breakfasts, ladling rich stews and 
quick-fried vegetables into plastic bags that look like 
angular balloons because of the heat of the food, 
at night two tables form a ‘tot shop’, an impromptu 
bar where measures of cheap whiskey and rum are 

doled out with tiny aluminium measures, your choice 
of either water, soda or coke to go with them, ice if 
the stall holders are well organized. Seen everywhere, 
usually outside small grocery shops, where you buy 
your bottle and mark it as the level goes down, top-
ping up your glass with fresh mixers bought from the 
fridge. All part of customer service. 

A word of warning. If you would like to savour the 
visual and epicurean delights of Chiang Mai Gate 
Market, don’t go on Saturday because it’s Walking 
Street day and packed like sardines.

Succulent khaw kaa 
moo, spicy pork leg

Roast duck ready for slicing
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Working on the premise that if you and your 
clients make a mess then you clean it up, 
once a month the street-food stall owners 

of Chiang Mai Gate get together to scour their pitch. 
Working around a stout man with a powerful hose 
pumping water at high pressure from a yellow city 
council water tanker, they scrub and scrape with the 
traditional broom favoured by street cleaners, park 
attendants and housewives alike. As they work, pack-
ets of detergent are scattered, their cleansing blue 
and white granules forced into the paving stones, 
dragging out dirt and the detritus of dropped food.

It’s almost a party affair. It’s probably the only 
time many of them get together to chat, because in 
the evening when most of them will be running their 
stall on their own and they will be running back and 
forth between their woks or deep pans of bubbling 
spiced pork soup and the folding metal tables where 
clients tap their chopsticks impatiently and work at 
the perennial difficulty of keeping an occidental bum 
securely parked on a tiny plastic stool designed for 
the much smaller Thai backend.

Kids are there, more to get their feet wet than to 
do any cleaning. Orders are shouted to warn of the 
powerful water jet coming your way so best to step 
aside (although a playful flick of the hose dampens 
a girls bum, raising a laugh from everyone, including 
her beneath her mock-indignation smile); elderly 
ladies who’ve probably only come for the compan-
ionship because I’ve never seen them at any stall, 

Street cleans...

lean on their brushes and hand out advice on the 
best way to use one – as elderly ladies are wont to do 
the world over – and I see a lady who seems con-
stantly on the move in the evening with little time to 
smile, as she runs a very popular stall, giggling with a 
group of other evening-harassed friends as if they are 
having a day off school.

A final power hose down, gutters cleaned and 
cardboard picked up and bagged, and they are off 
home to get ready for the evening trade. They’ll 
be back around five-thirty to unpack their carts of 
folding blue, green or red tables, plastic stools, pots, 
pans, spoons and chopsticks, ready for a cooking shift 
that will take them into the new morning.
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All images on this page come from

EyE on Chiang Mai
for a FREE copy click on cover image

Subscribe to 
Chiang Mai uncovered

http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Eye-on-Chiang-Mai-red.pdf
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/
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Cat’s 
         Boxes

It’s impossible to discover when rice boxes first came 
into use, they’ve just always been there, as much a part 
of the northern Thai kitchen as the spoon. But ‘northern 
Thai’ at least gives a clue.
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Rice has historically been one 
of the mainstays of Thai life. 
Jasmine rice, black grain, 

glutinous, and a paddy field-
full of other varieties are grown 
throughout Thailand, one of the 
main exporters in Asia. But just as 
Valencia in Spain can claim to be 
the home of the iconic Spanish rice 
dish paella, ‘sticky rice’, so called 
because the rice grains actually do 
stick together, is said to have its 
origins in Chiang Mai Province. And 
it comes as no surprise to find that 
the same patch of northern Thai-
land also claims fame for the origin 
of the rice box.

To feed her hard-working family 
the Chiang Mai housewife would 
cook a batch of sticky rice in the 
morning that would be dipped into 
throughout the day, but to keep it 
soft and succulent the rice has to 
be kept moist. The woven bamboo 
box was the perfect receptacle. 
Not only was it effective, it was 

handy because bamboo grows like 
wildfire and there was always a 
stand at hand to chop into to provide 
for a range of kitchen utensils. 

To grow rice you obviously need 
seed, and here the bamboo box’s 
ability to keep things damp worked 
in the opposite direction, to keep 
them dry. Farmers would store 
their rice in boxes for a year to 
allow it to ….. for the next growing 
season.

Wattaha Rungsun, known as 
‘Cat’ to her friends – and she’s a 
very easy lady to be friends with – is 
the proprietor of Bualai Handicraft 
Shop in the craftsmen’s village of 
Baan Tawai, south of Chiang Mai 
city. From her factory on the out-
skirts of the town she dispatches 
her beautifully made rice boxes 
worldwide, a factory that is the 
largest producer of rice boxes in 
Thailand. But we aren’t talking 
the hissing and sparking of robotic 
production here; we’re not even 

talking the slapping and whirring of 
belts driven by the manic pistons 
and flywheels of Victorian man-
ufacturing. We’re talking about a 
machete as honed to perfection 
as a barber’s cut-throat razor, 
which, in the hands of an expert, 
can cleave a shim the thickness of 
a cigarette paper from a trunk of 
bamboo; clay with an added secret 
ingredient as closely guarded as 
Coca Cola’s, a dependence on God 
or Buddha for sun for the natural 
drying process, and where elderly 
ladies can skip a day’s work be-
cause it’s an important day at their 
temple without the fear that there 
will be the slightest reprimand. A 
true cottage industry, or, being as 
we are in Thailand, a ruen krueng 
pook industry, the name given to a 
traditional wooden rural house.
“These rice boxes have been 
used for centuries but weren’t 
really known outside Chiang 
Mai Province,” Cat explains. 

There are eighteen stages in making a rice box 
and every one is done by a different person.
The same tools, the same process, the same... 
everything for centuries.
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“Burmese lacquer-ware is similar 
in some ways, but that was mainly 
produced for offering food at the 
temple whereas ours had a very 
practical reason, one that genuinely 
could be thought of as life or death 
because the farmer depended on 
being able to store his rice seeds 
for the next year in order to survive. 
One of our main problems is that 
we depend so much on sun for all our 
drying processes. The weather is one 
thing we can’t control so we really 
have to plan ahead to make sure 
we have enough pieces that are 
ready for painting before the rains 
arrive. But I love the rainy sea-
son,” Cat adds with a smile. “The 
farmers need it and everything is 
so fresh after a good storm.”

I watch Khun Ae weave a tall 
box. At 63 his fingers are nimble 
and rapid. “There are eighteen 
stages in making a rice box and 
every one is done by a different 
person,” says Cat.  Someone splits 
the bamboo into fine lengths 
for weaving, then it goes to the 
person who weavers the bases, 
then to someone else to have the 
body woven. “The most difficult 
part of the process is to draw all 
the strands of bamboo together 
to form the shoulders of the box 
and create the neck where the cap 

will sit when it’s finished.” A literal 
‘bottle neck’ both in the weav-
ing and the production process 
because there are only a few 
weavers skilled enough to pull the 
job together. And all this is done in 
the shade of the worker’s home, 
sitting under the floor of his house 
on stilts.

“To be honest these boxes 
weren’t always painted. They were 
a very functional object that was 
kept in the kitchen, just like these 
days you would keep glass or plas-
tic storage jars. But they are such 
beautiful objects and part of our 
Chiang Mai culture that it would 
be sad to see them disappear. My 
mum has been making them for 
fifty years and she still works every 
day sewing the handles to the lids.” 

When Cat came into the busi-
ness twenty years ago they didn’t 
have many designs. But once she 
opened the shop in Baan Tawai 
foreigners started buying the boxes 
because they liked them as deco-
rative items. “I began to bring in 
new designs because Asian and 
Western clients don’t like the same 
thing. We also keep up with the 
trends in popular cultures, but the 
most important thing as far as I’m 
concerned is that no-matter how 
modern the decoration is, the box 

itself is still exactly the same as it 
was made four hundred years ago. 
The same tools, the same process, 
the same…everything. And that’s 
so important to me, to continue 
the tradition, even if it’s something 
as simple as a bamboo box to store 
rice.”

Bualai Handicraft 
Baan Tawai Handicraft Centre 

Zone 4A • Hang Dong 
Chiang Mai 50230 

Tel: (+66)81-7162844 
Email: bualaihandicraft@yahoo.com
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Most people’s idea of a travel journalist’s life is one long round of first class travel to exotic destinations, stays in 
luxury hotels, cruises on the fanciest of liners and sumptuous meals served with superb wines. This may 
be the case for the Bill Brysons of this world, but for the Derek Workmans, who are around 99.9% of 

working travel writers, the reality couldn’t be more different.
From the introduction to Morocco on the Run

You’ve bought the book and done the online 
course, that promises you a life of luxury 
travelling the globe at someone else’s ex-

pense. You sent the emails to the editors of all the top 
travel magazines outlining your wonderful idea that 
will be the best article they’ve ever read, even though 
the only travel piece you’ve ever written is for your 
blog that has fourteen views on a good day,  and your 
bag is packed and waiting for you by the front door. 
Believe me, sweetie, that’s as far as it and you are 
going to get. 

Yep, you can make a few bucks selling the occasion-
al drib or drab to an online travel site or small maga-
zine, but without a solid journalistic background built 
on years of getting top-flight copy in on time you will 
never, ever, get the tasty trips that the sellers of these 
books promise. 

My travel writing is usually based on the sale of 
one – or if I’m lucky, two – articles within reasonable 
proximity of each other. The fees almost inevitably 
have to cover all expenses, so I lay my head in places you 
would walk by with a shudder, and eat elbow-to-
elbow in worker’s cafes. And there is no such thing as 
a lounge by the swimming pool; when I’m not on my 
feet researching I’m sat on a chair in a café writing up 
my daily notes on my laptop and uploading photos 
while having a coffee and a sandwich. Welcome to the 
real life of a travel writer.

One-man trips are as rare as hen’s teeth, and with-
out doubt the best I’ve ever had was a two-week twirl 
around Morocco for a travel company; flight, private 
car and driver, beautiful hotels and riads, everything 
included.  It sounds wonderful, and it was, but the 
daily routine went something like this.

On travelling days, up at 6.30 – 7.00 to get a good 
start. Spend a couple of hours rushing around the 
city/historical site/fill in the space. Move on to the 
next ditto. Keep this up until we reached the next 
overnight stay, which we timed to be there for around 

6-7pm. Shower, upload all the photos onto the lap-
top and begin writing up notes, which usually takes 
around two hours. (Never, ever, leave your notes until 
the next day. If you lose your notepad not only will 
you never remember everything you wrote down, 
but you will be failing the client when you eventually 
come to write the article, and that is unforgivable.) 
Have dinner around eight (drinking very little alcohol) 
and back to making sure my notes are safe on my lap-
top. Don’t think you can get away with a tape record-
er because you lose all the nuance that note-taking 
brings, or assuming that you can write from photos. 
They are an aide-mémoire. If you have a two-night 
stay because the city is large you can have a lie-in till 
8, and you may actually get chance for a swim in the 
pool and a relaxed dinner that evening – after you’ve 
written up your notes. Up at 6.30 the next morning 
and repeat the process.

On this trip I ate something in Chefchaouen, the 
beautiful ‘Blue City’ in the Rif Mountains, that disa-
greed with me and had me stretched out sweating 
and cursing for the seven-hour drive in a huge loop 
through Tangier and down the coast to Rabat, with 
twenty minutes on my feet in the seaside resort of 
Asilah, where I took one of my favourite photos of 
Morocco, which became the cover for my photobook 
Eye on Morocco. 

But as any travel writer will tell you, you don’t do it 
for the money, and to be frank luxury wears thin after 
a while because you rarely experience anything of the 
place you are staying in other than what the organizer 
wants to force-feed you. Sometimes you need that 
meal shoulder-to-shoulder in a worker’s café to show 
you that there is a lot more to life and writing than a 
bed the size of an island and champagne cocktails. 

But it’s damned nice once in a while!

(This article is taken from a longer story about travel-
writing. Please email me for the full version. DW)

A traveller’s life for me!

mailto:derek%40chiangmaiuncovered.com?subject=Could%20you%20please%20send%20me%20the%20full%20version%20of%20A%20Traveller%27s%20Life%20for%20Me
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On Two Wheels

On high days and holidays Huey Tueng Tao 
reservoir  is a magnet for people to escape the 
city, splash about in the water and eat at the 

thatched platforms that follow the line of the beach. 

A few minutes after you’ve turned right off Huay 
Kaey Road onto Canal Road you see an overhead 
sign for the International Convention and Exhibition 
Centre. Turn left here and right immediately after 
the canal bridge. You come across a brand new cycle 
lane running alongside a brand new road devoid of 
traffic. In an attempt to stop motorcyclists using the cycle 
lane off-set bollards are erected at various intervals at 
almost handlebar height, where you think you are going to 
smack your knuckles on the concrete posts. But you 
don’t.

The route is mainly lined with university and 
government buildings, with a smattering of private 
houses, but it’s a pleasant enough meander in a ‘not 
getting distracted by the view’ sort of way. After 
about twenty minutes both the road and the cycle 
path end beside an enormous sign for the reservoir. A 
country road to the left wanders off along the side of 
the beautiful white and gold Buddhist Holy Centre, 
Khuang Phra Chao Lanna, a pleasant place for few 
minutes break from riding. The road takes you to the 
reservoir, but after a couple of hundred metres watch 
out for a Pepsi sign (in Thai) on the right partly 
obscured by foliage. This leads you into a car park 
with a  cycle lane in front of a café. Follow this and at 
the bend in the road with three red and white painted 
bollards go through the gate on the left. This route 

will also save you the 20 baht entrance fee.
Stand at the edge of the rough sand and de-focus 

your eyes slightly. The tree-covered hill on the other 
side of the water forms a back-drop to the sparkling 
lake, the distant shore-line broken only by a small 
red-roofed pavilion. To your right the thatched 
cabanas give the impression of a terrace of convivial 
homes on a desert island. Turn around and the reality 
is a panorama of closely packed platforms where you 
could probably rest you back against that of the per-
son in the one next to you and feel perfectly comfort-
able. The Thai abhor the personal space most farang 
yearn for, although replace the thatched roves with 
sun parasols and it’s not so different from a Spanish 
beach at high season. Swan pedalos with sensible 
shades, inflated tractor tyres, even, sadly, free wifi at 
one dinery – which would get me as far away from 
their platforms as humanly possible. Why, why oh 
why wifi everywhere!

But at eight in the morning everything is peaceful; 
owners preparing for the new day, with the sounds 
of pans banging in kitchens and snippets of conver-
sation floating on the air; a few early starters making 
the most of the day, a young man makes many trips 
to the lake to fill two watering cans, sprinkling their 
contents on the grass that surrounds some of the 
platforms while another flicks at the woven mats with 
the peacock-tail-shaped brushes that seem to be de-
signed more to move dust around than to collect it. I 
buy a coffee laden with sugar and Carnation milk and 
sip it sat on the sand, letting my thoughts drift across 
the water.

Huey Tueng Tao
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“It is by riding a bicycle that you learn the con-
tours of a country best, since you have to sweat up 
the hills and coast down them. Thus you remember 
them as they actually are, while in a motor car only 
a high hill impresses you, and you have no such 
accurate remembrance of country you have driven 
through as you gain by riding a bicycle.” 

                        Ernest Hemingway

Cycling Info

Thailand has some wonderful cycling, and you can say much the same about Chiang 
Mai. This city itself has much to fascinate if you don’t mind dodging traffic and it could 
definitely do with more cycle lanes. But until that time comes there are plenty of short- 

and long-distance rides to satisfy the styles of every level of rider – but probably only the 
fittest should tackle the knee-crushing climb to Doi Suthep. 

Worldwide cycling routes. Can 
search by region, country, city etc.

Thailand's largest English-
language bicycle resource

International cycle tour specialists
mainly concentrated in Asia

High quality sales, repairs and rentals in Chiang 
Mai. Occasional bike tours, more on their way.
141/2-3 Chiang Moi Road. Tel. 088 260 2579

(With thanks to Mong for allowing me to use 
their cycling elephants mural on this page.)

And don’t forget...
To subscribe to future issues of Chiang Mai uncovered
To contact the editor
To download Eye on Chiang Mai photobook

If you enjoyed the magazine please tell you friends (and 
preferably send it to them). If you didn’t, please tell me - 

politely, of course!

http://www.bikemap.net
http://bicyclethailand.com/
http://www.spiceroads.com/
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/
mailto:derek%40chiangmaiuncovered.com?subject=I%20have%20a%20suggestion/comment/query%20for%20Chiang%20Mai%20Uncovered
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Eye-on-Chiang-Mai-red.pdf
mailto:derek%40chiangmaiuncovered.com?subject=Could%20I%20have%20a%20word%20please?
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Click on the logo to make sure you don’t 
miss a single issue of 

Chiang
  Mai uncovered

http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Eye-on-Chiang-Mai-red.pdf
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/
http://chiangmaiuncovered.com/

