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DISCOVER THAILAND LAMPANG

Hack to nature

enlightenment

Story and pictures by THANIN WEERADET

A home stay in a tea-
farming village refreshes
the parts other holidays
do not reach and enables
the visitor to return
home invigorated
through mountain
air and of course,
naturally-grown tea

TOP LEFT

Rose beds and
wooden houses
are a common
sight in Ban Pa
Miang.
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MAIN PICTURE
Ifyou visit Ban
Pa Miangin
February, you
will be greeted by §
the spectacular
snow-white
Bauhinia.
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new homestay concept with resi-
dents in a tea-farming village in
Lampang allows the visitor to get a
varied insight into a lifestyle at one
with nature,

But before you can achieve this, you have to
contend with the road access to Ban Pa Miang,
which can be very daunting because of its
mountain location.

A plus side of this is the fresh air that greets
city visitors not used to such invigorating air
quality.

Through arrangements with Jae Son National
Park officials, my partner and 1 were due to
stay with the village headman.

Without our own transportation, wée had no
choice but to wait at the park entrance for our
host to pick us up.

Although we were left waiting, we utilised
our time well — by having a relaxing one-hour

traditional Thai massage,
followed by a 10-mimite
dip in a private spring
bath pool. The park has
nine pools and charges
20 baht for a 10-minute
bathing session. After.
lunch, headman Supachat
arrived and picked us up
for our trip further up
onto the mountain.

On the way Supachai
imparted his rich local
knowledge -and told us
that Ban Pa Miang's
population numbers only
500.

Tea farming has been
passed on from
generation-to-generation,
he told us.

The plantations are also
unlike the commercial
operations we had scen
before. In this area, the
tea trees grow naturally
on the mountain slopes
mixed with other trees.

If Supachal had not
Identified it, I would not
know a tea tree from any
other plant alongside it

He told me that they
do not use chemical
pesticides or fertilisers —
they let nature do all the
work.

Although one might
think that independence
from chemical farming
would produce a small
yield, villagers are able to
reap a big harvest every
vear. The higher we went

BELOW RIGIIT, TOP
TQ BOTTOM
During harvest
time, when the
tea trees produce
youngleaves, Ban
PaMiang
villagers in
Lampang engage
inaflurry of
activity picking
the young crop.

Outof the
Jarming season,
villagers amuse
themselves by
producing objects
Jramlocally
available
products, The
men are making
awindmill in the
Jormafa wooden
tay plane,

Travel tips

# Ban Pa Miang is 12km from Jae Son
Natlonal Park. The only way to contact the
village is via the park office, tel: 054-229-000
or; 09-851-3355. The park, situated 70km from
Lampang provincial town, Is an ideal place to
stop for the night before moving on 1o the

. village as you can spend as Jong as you Jike at
the spring pool or take a nature walk along
trails recemmended by park rangers ta a watarfal.
Call park officials for arrangements. The park
lodge costs 600 baht a night. A stay at the
village costs 100 baht per night, per person. A
meal costs 5Q baht and a cne-day tour costs
$00 baht. The best ime to vist is frem November
to March. February is the season to view the
white Bauhinia.

4 To get to Lampang from Bangkok, trains
leava Bangkok's Hua Lamphong train station
daily. Tel: 02-220-4334, 224-7788 or 1690} for

i train times. Alternatively, air-contitidned buses
lsave Morchit Bus Terminat daily, tel:
G2-537-B055 for departure times.

Hnme slay, Ban Pa MIang

up, the road became dustler and the the worn-
out truck we were travelling in rumbled around
the hair-raising steep bends.

At this time of the year, when the cool air of
late winter lingers, wild flowers dot the lush
expanse of the wilderness.

I was thankful for this timely visit as Dok
Sieo, white Bauhinia, brightenec the mountain
forest in a spectacular show of natural beauty.

“We see them every year. They are a familiar
sight to us and become part of eur daily life,”
said Phuyai Supachai.

¢ Continned on page 8



From page 1

_ Itwasnot unti} Jast year that the forestry

officials and villagers agreed that the beauty
of Dok Siec deserved a greater tourism
profile.

A promotion to attract more visitors is
now in its second year, Supachai said. The
blooms stay 40 days if they are not hit by
rainfall or storms, so this attraction is
obviously limited by time constraints.

Tea leaves or Bal Miang as they are
called by the iccals, are collected, steamed
and fermented in a basket before being
brought to the market for sale. Old people
like to chew them as they contain stimulants
of caffeine and tannin that keep users
wide awake. Some elderly villagers said
Bai Miang is better than sipping energy
drinks. Supachai told us that the tea is
originally derived from the Assam blend
from India.

Tea farming keeps villagers busy with
picking, sorting and fermenting for several
months of the year. In winter they have
nothing to do as the trees hardly produce
young leaves when the chilly air descends
on the mountain slopes.

Supachai told us that they started the
homestay project last year but, currently,
only a few homes are ready to accommo-
date tourists, He said this concept is still
in its infancy as some villagers still do not
understand the concept of visitors wanting
to stay with them. He also said many were
too embarrassed to open up their homes
to strangers.

After a 30-minute drive, our truck turmed
into Supachai’s two-storey wooden home
in the middle of the village. Supachai is
married with three children and he told us
that two of his older children are at school
in Lampang provincial town.

The family home radiated the lifestyle
of an industrious couple.

One corner of the house is a grocery
store that sells daily necessities, snacks
and beer. Close by, there was a sewing
machine that Supachai’s wife uses during
the afterncons to make blouses and pants
to order. In another corner, baskets of
fermented tea were in stock for sale.

Suphachai is also kept busy in his
capacity as village headman and he has to
travel back and forth between the town
and his village. The homestay adds to his
daily burden of duties, but he is a cheerful
. man who takes jt all in his stride.

1 spent the rest of the afterncon exploring
the village and school but could not go as
far as 1 wanted. Intimidating dogs were
always present along the village road and
these packs frustrated my curiosity.

Before evening set in, Suphachai drove
me 1o a garden of Dok Sieo, where the

flowers gather in a vast expanse along the
mountain slopes.

Villagers were preparing a Dok Sico
celebration and installing makeshift wooden
stalls.

We watched the sun slip inte a cloud
and could feel the air temperature drop
cooler, When we went back to the village,
where it was already dark. Supachai told
me that the community relies on power
from a village generator. Hopefully, power
from the provincial electricity authority
will come this year as the rough current
from the generator had already broken’

" Suphachai's TV and computer.

We had dinner on a clean floor in the
house. The evening air was fresh and the
surroundings blissfully quiet. I went to
bed much earlier than I usually do and the
night passed by comfortably under a warm
blanket,

The cock crows of the village woke me
up and 1 found their calls to be very
premature as it was still very early in the
maorning,.

We prepared to have a walk to a waterfall
outside of the village.

Accompanied by a young assistant, we
descended along a 2.5km route to the
waterfall. Medicinal plants along the way
were identified to us.

A mauve wild Rang Jued was in great
abundance and 1 could smell a sweet
fragrance of wild flowers permeate the
green canopy. Further down were bamboo
bushes. As we approached the waterfall,
the descending trail become steeper
through bamboo bushes. A few villagers
were nearby, working to clear the trail
ahead. The waterfall was a small cascade
of tiers of boulders w1th abundant water
all year round.

By noon we trudged back to the village
and this leg of the journey proved to be
the toughest.

The fierce afternoon sun pushed us to
rush to the sanctuary of a small store, at
the entrance to the village, where we slaked
out thirst with cold drinks. After taking a
few hours' rest at home, we got back on
the road again to the top of Khao Prabat,
1,200 metres high. The climb was easy
and shady..

After 5 minutes, we reached the top of
the rugged rock, on which only a maximum
of three people can sit at any one time.
The vista was astounding, a sea of moun-
tains dissolved in hazy blue.

From the top, a trail turns back to another
direction past ferns and lichen.

As we were too late 1o finish the whale
trail as the evening light grew dim, we
came down in time 10 watch the sunset,



Jae Son National Park is a must-stop spot before or after a visit to Ban Pa Miang.

The park provides a spring pool for a refreshing dip.

Life is modest in the tea-farming village where there is only one school. Villagers'
electricity is supplied by a generator.

In the evening, the vlllage children came
out to play in the cool air. At a house used
to frain exponents of Thai traditional mass-
age, a teacher from Muang Pan district
was honing her students’ skills.

‘They were busy preparing for the upcom-
ing Dok Sieo festival and an expected
upsurge in trade. After a long day of walking,
a massage seemed the best option for our
evening's activity and our tired limbs were
given respite from the day’s exertions.

Early the next morning, | found headman
Supachai standing on his porch on the
secend floor of his home.

He was communicating with his villagers
by making an announcement on & micro-
phone that relayed his message throughout
the village. His busy day had already started
and our back to nature experience had
fortified our souls and prepared us for our
lives in the intensity of the bustling metrop-
olis.
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