When did you first arrive in Thailand and how did that come about?

I had visited Thailand several times between 1990 and 2003, but moved here “permanently” in March 2003. With my younger brother, Michael, being based here for the best part of 15 years, and with me being based in Australia for most of that time, Thailand was an ideal stopping off point between the UK and Australia. I often took the opportunity to catch up with Michael and his wife, and to take a short holiday.
In March 2003 I was offered the opportunity to work in Hua Hin, with a start up company called Transformational Thinking, which is a consultancy that promotes better thinking and change within organizations. This came around at just the right time for me personally, and I decided to leave my “adopted home” of Sydney and set up here in Thailand. I quit my ridiculously well-paid Internet sales job, sold my car and most of my possessions in Sydney and came over with just a few suitcases and tea crate boxes to my name- basically clothes and CDs!

What did you find were your biggest difficulties in adjusting to life in Thailand?

Having spent well over a year in total in Thailand prior to my move here,
there were not too many surprises. Having a job sorted out before I came here, and being able to move in to my brother’s and his wife’s rented 3-bedroom house in Hua Hin removed two major issue that people normally face when they come here.

The language is always a barrier when you first come here, but within a few months you can pick up just enough to get yourself into trouble! And English is more widespread than it used to be so I wouldn’t call it a serious problem in terms of getting the basics achieved.

 I used a “2 new words a day” policy to expand my vocabulary and the usual, lazy “learn by osmosis” approach, but came to a standstill about a year in when I got even lazier and stopped learning new words! So over the past year I’ve made huge efforts to learn to read and write Thai which has given more of a spur to my spoken Thai. This effort pays off as it means you can interact far better with Thais and really get to spend enjoyable time with them, rather than joining an expat clique that cocoons itself from the reality of what Thailand is.
The heat takes some getting used to, even for someone who hates the cold and has spent most of his recent past in Sydney. March, April and May are often energy sapping and it’s difficult to maintain the work mentality. It’s a struggle just to keep going at 3pm in 40 degrees heat, unless, again, you cocoon yourself in an air-conditioned box. Adjustments to the working day to can help with this, as the climate is just not suited to a 9-5 set up. 

Food was never an issue, as even in Sydney, my dishes of choice were always Thai. I prefer rice to potatoes or pasta, and the spicier the better.

Bureaucracy with things like visas and work permits caused us many headaches until we got a reliable Thai-run service to look after this side of things for us. My advice is not to tackle the paperwork alone, pay a bit more for someone who knows what they’re doing to do it, and remove the headache and the repeated visits to Government offices.

I had savings when I moved here, which were eaten into fairly frequently as we agreed as a company to work for the first year without paying ourselves. I would not recommend moving to Thailand without savings to back you up, as it’s difficult to save money here. Unless you’re on expat wages, from a multinational company based in Bangkok be prepared to use some of your savings in getting established here. If you do land a well paid job (for Thailand) then even if you can save money then it’s the Thai Baht which doesn’t stretch very far when you return to the west for a visit.

What are some of the things that you miss and don’t miss about the UK?

Family, a few friends, going to Anfield to see Liverpool (rather than watching it live on ESPN here in Thailand), roast dinners, British comedy and occasionally I miss a snowy day. But that’s about it.
How do you get on with driving in Thailand, it looks a nightmare at times?
Correct. Not for the faint-hearted. My driving is kept to a minimum and is mainly intercity – between Hua Hin and Bangkok, or a few trips to the south. I never drive in Bangkok – as the A-Z is impossible to understand and if you take a wrong turn then it can take you an hour to get back to where you started! No kidding. Bangkok also lacks distinctive landmarks so I hardly ever know if I’m heading North, south, east or west. I’m not comfortable with that, so take taxis or sky train, or let my girlfriend Kwang do the driving.

Outside of Bangkok the main concern is the motorbikes that cut you up as if you’re not even there.

Another must for anyone driving here is to learn the unofficial signals on the road – if you don’t you may end up in hospital or the morgue. For example, if a car flashes you, then it means they’re coming and you better get out of the way, NOT “I’ve seen you and you can come through”.
How big are the differences in a cultural sense in doing business in Thailand compared to the UK?

Patience is definitely required here. You will not be trusted by Thais until you prove that you are trustworthy. Be careful with what you promise and always deliver, then you will build a reputation for honesty and will gain the trust and respect of Thais you are doing business with. This applies to some extent anywhere, but is more pronounced over here where Thais prefer to do business with other Thais, in the Thai way.

Over here, it’s even more important who you know, so it takes time to build a network and gain your credibility.

Most of the business systems here have been directly transposed onto Thai business from the west. They often do not fit well and it creates many problems between Thais and westerners in the same organization. Many people come here expecting for business life to be just the same as back home, and are left disillusioned when it doesn’t work out. 
Thais will always meet you, because you are western, and are seen to be at the forefront of business know-how – after all, you are from the land of business success! But to get a firm commitment from them is another matter. Often we presented well, were well received, agreed on a follow up plan with a view to looking at proposals and contracts and that was the last we heard from the potential client. It can get frustrating, but it is just the way. You need to take time to establish yourself, get people talking about you, then others will want a piece of you!

After a while, we were securing contracts in Thailand, but at a fraction of our own perceived worth. We took the same services to the Maldives and received triple what the Thais were prepared to pay. So there is this to contend with also.

Would you say you have a better quality of life living in Thailand with the slower pace than rushing about in the UK?

It’s a bit of a loaded question, the way you phrase it!

Fortunately, even when I was in the UK, I was careful to keep myself out of situations where I was forced to rush around. I had two years in London between 1997 and 1999, working as a sales exec for a corporate hotel reservations company, which was the nearest I came to a hectic job, but if you’re asking if I miss that the answer’s a resounding “no”! 
I’ve always liked the bustle of the city lifestyle. I was born in Ipswich and spent 18 years there, but never really liked the small town mentality. Since I was 18, I have spent most of my time in Coventry ( I sent myself there, for University, in case you’re wondering), London and Sydney. It wasn’t until I moved to Hua Hin that I ever thought I could live in a small town. I like the balance here, and , yes, the relaxed pace of life. Hua Hin is close enough to Bangkok to zip up there for a day or two, but far enough away to be removed from the pollution and the draining lifestyle there.
Viewing the UK from the outside, it does seem to me that too many people work too long hours in pursuit of an impossible dream…. Financial happiness. To me they have to be separated – financial security and happiness. One does not lead to the other. If we only have goals that others have imposed upon us, such as the house, the car and wide-screen TV, we are missing out on all the other goals we should be looking to. Consumerism breeds consumerism so once we meet one consumer-based target we are still frustrated because there is always better things to buy.

This mentality has also been transposed onto Thailand, from the west, and is now very evident. But there is still a natural lightness of being, sense of fun and happiness in the average Thai, which is very appealing to westerners because we see so little of it at home now.

Culturally, with the family being so important to Thais, this is another noticeable difference to life in the west, where we often live very solitary existences, with the focus on the self rather than the family.

I have gone into a number of areas here, and probably strayed from the original question, so apologies if I’ve confused you.

In general terms is the cost of living relatively good in Hua Hin?

Yes. Most things are good value here – I was living in a 3-bedroomed house 5 minutes from town which we paid a hundred quid a month for.

If you eat Thai food, then you can have a great seafood meal with a few beers for 5 or 6 people and it will cost you around 20 quid. So based upon the two major expenses in the west – accommodation and food- the cost of living here is unbelievable. Bangkok’s more expensive but still compares very well with major western cities.

I know you are a constant student of the Thai language any tips for beginners?

As the Aussies say, “do the hard yards”. There is no substitute for hard work with the Thai language….no shortcuts, no miracle prescriptions. It takes a long time, but the rewards are great. Few foreigners ever get beyond a few mispronounced phrases, even after years and years here, so you will be placing yourself in a select few if you take the trouble to learn Thai well….. move on to learning written Thai as early as possible and that will help you with your conversational Thai. If you learn written Thai you can pronounce any Thai word correctly which, with Thai being a tonal language, is a major step forward.

My other piece of advice is to get a friend like Trevor Bide, who has steered me in the right direction with great books for learning Thai on a number of occasions!

In your opinion would you say Hua Hin was a good place to raise a family?

Not tried it myself, but yes! It’s much safer than your average western town or city for a start. Schools seem to be improving here with English being taken more seriously. There’s also plenty for children to do, with the beach nearby and Thai children are very inventive with the games they make up and don’t need the latest toys to have fun. Compared to many of the unsavoury social pressures that children in inner cities in the west face, Hua Hin is a much healthier place to bring up a family.
Have you noticed many changes in Hua Hin during your time there and would you say they were for the better?

There have been changes in the past three and a bit years. A lot of changes are on the property development side with the town expanding in all directions, mainly due to foreigners buying property, more hotels going up, a huge new Tesco lotus shopping Center springing up to the south of town, and growing numbers of tourists arriving each year. It has always been a popular destination for Northern Europeans but especially since the tsunami in December 04, when many people re-routed to the perceived safety of Hua Hin for their holiday, I have noticed a wider array of nationalities arriving and in larger numbers.

It’s futile to say whether this is for the better. It just is. If it gets to a stage when it is too crowded to enjoy it then I would consider moving rather than sitting around moaning about it, but I don’t see that happening for a long time!

How did you come about finding the place you live in and is there a property agent you would recommend whether renting or buying?

I have been fortunate in that I haven’t had to deal with any property agents. The first place I stayed in was with my brother and his wife and I am currently living at my girlfriend’s place which she owns. We have bought some land to build another house on, but that was purchased directly from a long-term family contact of my girlfriend, Kwang. It would probably have cost almost double if purchased from a property agent. 
There are many property agents springing up, third only to tailor shops and optical shops. If I had to use one, then I would consult a friend of mine who works at one of the major ones in town.

Where are a couple of your favourite eating places in Hua Hin that perhaps gives quality and value?

My favourite place to eat is Kwang’s kitchen! Anything she cooks is invariably more to my taste than what’s served in the restaurants, especially her curries! However, a friend of ours, Pee Bob, runs a great seafood restaurant up near the Music Room Bar, which is good quality and great value. I have a taste for Isaan food also, so I like the restaurant about 50 metres south of Hua Hin Market village. Neither of these restaurants seem to have a name as we call then Pee Bob’s Restaurant and the Isaan Restaurant….. we’re not very imaginative!

The best value Foreign-food restaurant is All In Hua Hin.
For all matters legal is there someone you would recommend in Hua Hin and if not perhaps an English speaking lawyer outside Hua Hin?

The only Thai lawyer I have had to use is Khun Thammanat who is based in Bangkok. He was thorough and helped us a lot. Transformational Thinking used an American lawyer originally, who turned out to be fraudulent and fled the country! We didn’t lose anything, but many people did, and are still looking for him!
When you have time to relax where are a couple of your favourite night time venues that you and your girlfriend and a group of friends might go?

I try to keep away from the Hilton Brewhouse these days but do put in the odd appearance if I fancy overpriced drinks, repetitive music and no room to move! 

We used to go to the Music Room a lot but started to feel old as it’s a young crowd in there. The Saxophone is good for live music.
Mai Tai, Nervana’s or Bernie’s Bar are decent foreign bars to watch football in without being molested!  
Is there a specific bank that you would recommend, one that is perhaps quite helpful in assisting foreigners, one that seems to stand out above the rest?

Avoid Bangkok Bank at all costs – it’s terrible in Hua Hin. Ayudhya Bank (the Yellow one!) or Siam commercial Bank (the purple one!) are my favourites.

For new arrivals to Hua Hin are finding English speaking schools a problem and which school is most widely used?

My boss is the principal of Som Tawin International School where all lessons are taught in English. That’s the only school in Hua Hin where this is the case.

For Higher education students there’s Webster or Schiller Stamford universities based in Hua Hin
Where are your favourite places to visit around Hua Hin if going out for the day with your girlfriend?

Kao Takiab is the small mountain at the southern end of the beach, which is a great 90 minute walk.

We don’t actually get a lot of time to visit places around Hua Hin though. We’re either working, making a trip to Bangkok, or if we have a break then we head further south to the Nakhon Sri Tammarat area or to the Krabi area – both are about 8 hours drive away.

How safe do you find Hua Hin and is it relatively free of crime?

I think I have answered this already. The worst that it usually gets is petty theft. There was a spate of muggings of foreign bar owners a couple of years back, but no-one was seriously injured and they caught the culprits, who were a gang from out of town. All I can say is that if you are looking for trouble then you can find it here, but Hua Hin people are generally fun loving and peaceful, and I feel perfectly safe walking anywhere around town anytime of night or day.
In the UK a survey carried out in April 2006 has the UK as the country with the biggest yob culture in Europe. Would you say in your experience a yob culture exists in Thailand or is that mainly foreigners also?

Occasionally you run into a group of teenagers hanging around on a street corner but they are not aggressive like a teenage “yob” in the UK can be. Although there has been some erosion of traditional Thai values with the march of “westernisation” the average Thai adolescent is still respectful of elders and is not likely to be a threat of any kind to foreigners. He is more likely to want top exchange a few words with you and show his friends he can talk a bit of English than create problems. 
The few ugly incidents I have witnessed have been between feuding Thais, or the rare ones involving Thais and foreigners have been due to a lack of respect or understanding of Thais on the foreigner’s part.

On matters concerning health is there a good hospital in Hua Hin and what about the Dentist?
For anything serious then there is the world-renowned Bumrungrad Hospital in Bangkok. This is a top-notch hospital that attracts many international patients from all round the globe because it offers a great service at a fraction of the price you pay in the west.
Hua Hin has 3 hospitals, the most famous of which is San Paolo. This is fine for anything minor. For anything beyond that (eg an operation), then there is a large, well-equipped and good value hospital 60 Km north, in Petchaburi. Or for specialist care I would recommend taking the trip to Bumrungrad in Bangkok
What in your view are the 3 most important things for successful living in Thailand ?
Patience, respect, and a good network of people you can trust.
