When Songkran was finally

adopted in Bangkok, it was embraced with such
. abandon that the police officially had to
ban it as a traffic hazard.

Songkran, the starof the Buddhist yearis still celebrated

between April 13 and 15, at the height of the hot season.
Translated literally as "the passing of", Songkran marks the beginning
of the solar calendarwhen the sun passes from the sign c&drus
into Aries. In the rural community - and untilecently Thailand's was
almost entiely an agricultural society - this has been a [fect time to
take a beak from the business of eaing a living. The rice havest is
in, and replanting has to await the coming of the rainsoFcenturies,
this has at the same time psented an oppotunity for young men
and women to meet sociallyturning the lull in the seasonal cycle of
labour to matters of couship.

Itis a time of joy and Thais have long marked the occasion by
making merit - by offering food to monks and byeteasing caged
birds, tuttles, and fish.

The latter custom had its origins whervillagers would collect
! fish stranded in the pools left as ponds and canals dried up in the

heat, saving them till Songkran foetease into the riveiNot only was

T raditionally, there was only one New ¥ars in Thailand.

| this a means of making merit, it seed as an effective consgationist
programme. You still see vendors offering thesesatures for elease
in many parts of Bangkok as well as in rural eas, pyramids of tiny

1 wooden cages filled with twittering birds, metal tanks swimming with

turtles, eels, and fish.

' P Water is a central element in the festival. Buddha images, both
public and private, ae washed with lustral watemwhile the whole
house is given an especially thorough cleaning. The idea seems to be

{ to stat the New ear fresh and clean both in body and spirit.

5 Most noticeably to the casual visitpthough, Thais also lay in

wait outside to douse each other (and any passing visitor) with water
LY . - a fine and efreshing experience, given the pevailing weather

The custom of throwing water is probably in paronly an
. exuberant spillover of the tradition of pouring lustral water over the

i ’ hands of monks and espected elders. Merbasically however the

V retum of water to the pached soil is an gpression of hope and
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The Original New Year

Phuket celebrates the original Thar |
New Year with much of the same.
elan as the rest of the country.
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Songkran came from India by way of Burma
to Thailand. First introduced in Chiang Mai, it
is still practised there with special

enthusiasm.

anticipation, an invitation to the cooling, life-giving rainy season to
come.

This practice, itis believed, migrated long ago to Thailand from
India by way of Bumma. It thus came first to Chiang Mai, wherit is
still practised with special enthusiasm. In those early days, ¢heas
littte communication, no easy links between Chiang Mai and Bangkok,
and the waterthrowing took a long time to each the capital. When it
did, though, it was embraced with such abandon that the police
officially had to ban it as a traffic hazard.

The prohibition has nevereally taken hold, howeverand today
if you ride a Bangkok bus during Songkran you must still begpared
for a drenching. Along the stets you find gleeful knots of people
heaving buckets of water at any passing vehicle. If yaudriving,
keep your windows closed. If youdron foot, on the other hand, you
may get ambushed by a caening tuk-tuk jammed full of young
revellers amed with pails of waterlt's all in the spirit of good fellowship,
in any case, and people & pleased to &ceive as good as they give
out.

Join in the fun, by all means.



three times a yearAnd why not? If
once is sanuk, after all, a whole bunch
of times has got to be ma fun still. (W will
forget the multiple monings after the night
before, when we speak of this fun.) And think
of all the New ¥ars' esolutions you get to make.

Thais have long beengnowned for their
joie de vivre, their capacity to take pleasearin
the moment. So why not, then, multiply the
moments to be enjoyed? The meroccasions
for memiment the betterThis is the Thai Véy.
But of course thee is moe to this curious
abundance of New ‘ars than the simple
inclination to have a good time as often as
possible.

Songkran is the original Thai New &ar.
But January 1 has now been established as the
official version. Thailand has adopted the
Gregorian calendar with economic
development in the moden age demanding a
common world-wide standard.

This newer national holiday is celebrated
in much the same way \Wsteners enjoy the
occasion, though as always with a distinctive
Thai accent. Many people appaciate the &cuse
to pai tee-oh, to go out to eat and drink and be
merry, visiting with family and friends. Sanam
Luang, the park facing on the Grand &ace and
the Temple of the Emerald Buddha, the heér

I n Thailand, New Years comes

of Rattanakosin Island, the historical and cultural
centre of Bangkok, fills with tens of thousands
of revellers. A the same time little sois, back
streets and estaurants and bars evgwhere are
alive with lights and fiecrackers (which &,
strictly speaking, illegal) and good fellowship.
At midnight, instead of Guy Lombardo there
comes the lowing, wailing call of Brahmin
monks blowing on saced conch shells.
Broadcast on all radio and TV channels
throughout the land, this tradition brings the
nation together in a moment of eflection on
the year past and upon the advent of its
successor

The third Thai New éars falls in Ebruary
(this year it was Ebruary 5%).

Many visitors to Thailand don't ealize
that the populations of both Bangkok and
Phuket ale more than 50 percent ethnic
Chinese; and the Chinese Newe4r is by far
the most impotant festival of the ente year
for this large group. (Even on Koh Samui,
Chinese commece goes back to the 12th
century, and Chinese have settled in significant
numbers a couple of times in the island's hisygr
It marks the beginning of the first lunar month
and lasts thee-five days, depending upon how
enthusiastic the individual celebrant gets about
proceedings.



