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Greetings and good wishes for Christmas and the New Year! 
Wishing you health and strength to enjoy the good things 

of life and endure the absurdities.






The accelerating irreversibility of time: Having 
only just become accustomed to writing ‘2016’ for 
the current year, I am definitely astonished that it’s 
already coming to an end. It’s flown past, partly 
because it has been so exciting and eventful, but also 
– as everyone knows – time actually accelerates every 
year after you’re about thirty-five. When you’re really 
ancient (not long now) you can probably celebrate 
two or three birthdays in what seems like a week.

Youth, intelligence and good looks: 2016 
began with the arrival of Nana Yaw from Ghana, the 
single most radical event of my recent life. Though we 
have been able to spend far less time together than we 
might wish, it’s been a good year for us and we’re 
optimistic about our future together. As I write, 
we’re just hoping for a successful application for a 
visa to visit the UK at Christmas. (News just in, p12)

Land-occupation dilemma: I’ve made no prog-
ress at all in deciding on a future for the farm, but am 
coming to think that I should probably try and sell it. 
It’s a constant expense (two workers and running 
costs) and I’m not taking any great benefit from it – 
beyond the simple pleasure and pride of ownership.

The pleasure of friends: It’s been a year of good 
food and conversation with old friends in Thailand – 
Pravich, Bui, Joakim, Hans – and abroad – Tony and 
Maire, John and Claire, Stewart and Evelyn, Steve 
(my US visitor) and lots of good times with my 
principals in the UK and Sweden Mark and Rose, and 
Rafe and Marie. I haven’t seen my family this year at 
all, nor Roy and Ian from Devon.

Exposure in person and on the page: Two of the 
trips were to display my poster about risk communi-
cation for women at big health conferences. It was 
gratifying to be a contributor as well as a participant 
for once. The new book, that includes my chapter on 
the future of communication in pharmacovigilance, is 
well on the way to publication. No other major writ-
ing this year, though I have considered the suggestion 
from a few people that I should be starting on the 
sequel to Out of Bounds. (Very small sales, I have to 
report, except for a few eBook versions – and ten 
copies sold in the English Bookshop in Uppsala.) 

So that’s a flying visit to the past year; more follows with the usual range of photos and authorial scribblings. In 
the past, I’ve been told that it makes amusing reading at Christmas, so I hope it remains so. If not, you’d better 
tell me!

Ui flourishes, falcons fly: Ui is doing well 
and has bought a juvenile Brahminy Kite, a 
medium-size raptor, which he has been manag-
ing competently. It’s now a familiar and exotic 
sight atop lamp-posts in the village. He still has 
his hotel job and is now working in the kitchen, 
often on night-shift. He seems in good spirits. At 
20, he faces the national service lottery soon.     

Familiar sight - the wing of a great aircraft 
and the brilliant hues of 30,000 feet.

A l a s 
for my carbon 

footprint: Trying, as far as 
possible, to keep my travels confined to 

Nana Yaw’s term-time, I’ve still been all over 
the place again – Oxford and Sweden several 
times, and single trips to Eritrea, Italy and 
Germany. There were ten flights alone in the 

two-month trip in September and Octo-
ber, and I did wonder if things were 

not getting slightly out of 
hand.
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Another year- and a good one – flies past
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Mr Nay with his family at 
Ruamit elephant camp.

The death of  Thailand’s great King

Christmas 2015 
and turn of the Year



Bui was in Chiang Rai on one of his rare visits. 
Here we eat Italian in what used to Hans' da Vinci 
restaurant - but now has new owners.

M

and enjoyable life, and that so many good things continue to 
happen in many places while there is so much overwhelming 
stupidity, violence and suffering everywhere. It so often 
seems that justice, good sense, intelligent discourse, compas-
sion, empathy, social cohesion, are being thrown to the winds, 
ripped apart in some kind of moral and political hurricane. 
Where is our species headed? There is no influential voice of 
protest, no-one with the capacity to change anything. I wish I 
could feel optimistic, but I can’t, and I hate being in this dark 
corner, even with some of the best company imaginable.

The world at large

A jolly and delicious Christmas lunch with Joakim at his unparalleled coffee 
shop and restaurant. 

My favoutite mode of transport - a long-tail 
boat on the River Kok on the way back to 

Chiang Rai with Mr Nay and his wife.
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Early weeks of the year

Chiang Rai's wonderful annual flower festival. Just one of a host of amusing 
and inventive displays

In conversation at a display of work by a local expat artist in a small 
gallery in town. Many of the images were political satire which I thought 
exciting and risky in Thailand.

The lovely hotel swimming pool just along the 
road from my home. Later in the year, Nana Yaw 

went to the gym here while I swam.

Fine dining with Pravich.Pravich outside a charming, relatively 
new coffee shop in Chiang Rai.

Bui arrived outside 
my house on his 
brother-in-law's 
large Triumph. Oh 

happy days!

The construction of a very 
large church in town, always 
a cause of gloomy thoughts.

These are the trees 
outside my house which 
I pay to have trimmed 
and controlled so that 
they continue to look 
like living things.

Ui takes to the water at the farm.  What am I to do 
with the place? Answers on a postcard, please.

At the farm during a 
very dry winter, the grass 
parched brown.

This ghastly sight results from the 
efforts of the gardener in my village 
when he trims the trees so that they 
do not interfere with the power 
lines. It drives me crazy, but nothing 
will moderate his extremism. 

Ui and Bui enjoy the delights of 
Chivit Tamma Da.



   uch time at the turn of the year 
   and into January was taken up with  
  supporting Nana Yaw get his visa 
for Thailand.  It was eventually issued on 20 
January, my birthday. Leaving him just six 
days to pack, fly and register for his course 
at Mae Fah Luang. While I waited, there was 
time for friends and doing the rounds of the 
local eateries and events.

M
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rips like this are an element of the great 
good fortune of my life. I was shamefully
ignorant about this country and its 

oppressed and tortured history, its magnificent 
mountainous landscape, its rich legacy of Moorish, 
Italianate and Art Deco buildings, its tough and 
kindly people. Some of that ignorance was alleviated 
by walking around the elegant capital, Asmara (the 
fifth highest capital in the world), driving the 
100kms or so of precipitous mountain road to the 
Red Sea City of Massawa, and being the guest of a 
highly efficient and generous group of professionals. 
Victims of a succession of colonial powers, riven by 
civil war, it was only in 1991 that peace and inde-
pendence came to the country, a heroic story which 
every citizen knows and is unapologetically proud 
of.

An elegant side street in the centre of town
View from the terrace of the 

City Theatre

Wonderful cinematographic artefact in 
the foyer of the ROMA cinema.

The oldest pharmacy in Asmara - a place of 
pilgrimage for participants in the course.

A boy makes bed springs 
in the market, ready for 
attaching to the 
bed-frames being made by 
the rest of the family.

Inside the Medeber Market - 
where almost everything being 
fabricated and sold came from 
recycled materials, evidence of 
astonishing ingenuity all 
round.

Asmara, the capital, sits at 2325 
metres (7627 feet) above sea level. 
An astonishing mountain road 
meanders down from the heights to 
Massawa, on the Red Sea, where we 
were going for a couple of days’ 
holiday.

One of the small boats that 
took part in the liberation 
of Massawa against huge 

naval odds.

An evocative, 
crumbling street on 
the island of Batse.

Remarkable 
Moorish 

architecture in 
the port area 
on the island 

of Batse.

 Our
hotel in 

Massawa, 
the Grand 

Dahlak.

The Massawa war memorial with three  
Ethiopian tanks captured during the war of 

liberation. 

All aboard for a tiny island in the 
Red Sea! That's the lady Minister 
of Health sitting next to me. She 
attended much of the course.

T

Arriving on a small fortified 
island for an afternoon’s 
paddling and relaxing.

Some of the local team and guests 
enjoying themselves in the salty water.

Mulugeta, generous 
host and super-efficient 

organiser

Traditonal 
coffee 
ceremony 
during the 
course 
dinner.

A week in
Eritrea



 Medeber Market transport.

The elegant Art Deco ROMA cinema in the centre of Asmara.
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The impressive main buildings of Mae Fah Luang University.

The students work very hard: lectures most days; 
frequent demanding assignments; mid- and end-of-
term-exams. In the first year they all took English, 
Thai and Asian studies as well as their core subjects. 
Some of the classes are huge – he estimates 500 in 
some; some of the lecturers seem to be excellent, but 
there have been serious, private grumblings about 
others who were simply not up to the challenge; now 
it’s out in the open and things are changing.

In the first term of his second year, he’s moved into a 
private dormitory just on the edge of the campus and 
has air-conditioning, his own wifi hub, hot water and 
a TV, for about GBP70 per month.

A new partner in the 
Hugman household

 Addressing the crowds at a Faculty 
multi-national celebration of culture.

countries as well as Thailand). It sounds as though the 
senior staff were pretty shocked by these revelations – 
which, of course,  should have come as no surprise to 
them if they had had even one tenth of one ear tuned 
to their students’ opinions and feelings. Latest feed-
back, after just a couple of days, is that the lecturers 
are reforming their habits and are greatly improved. 
Some result!

In uniform, on campus.

N 26 January, he received his offer of a place 
only on 25 December. By the time he had 
collected all his papers and documents, it 
was New Year and he had just over three 
weeks left. Two and a half of them were 
spent traipsing frustratingly back and 
forth to the Thai consulate from more 
or less dismal rooms in Abuja, with no 
indication about when he would have an 

answer. He showed all the strength of a 
profoundly phlegmatic disposition in such 

tiresome circumstances.

Well established and happy

H

Gift of a rose 
in Bangkok

One of Chiang Rai's premier noodle shops, 
run by Bui's sister; here Nana Yaw and his  
two room mates, Bui, sister, and me.

Message from Ghana - 
Nana  Yaw and niece, 
before he left for Thailand.

The White Temple gleaming on 
a bright day.

March - birthday boy, 
26, in his dormitory 

room.
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Domestic life

Ocean  World, under Siam 
Paragon an utterly believable 

penguin landscape.

One of Ocean World's main 
attractions seen from the 
underwater tunnel.

Thinking of swopping the old Ford 
pickup for something better. Here, 
in Siam Paragon Mall in Bangkok.

Campus is about 22kms from our home, so a 
daily commute does not make any sense. As far as 
possible he comes home at weekends and for 
vacations. We had a couple of months  living together 
in the long-vacation. We established a harmonious 
domestic routine – Nana Yaw exercising mornings 
and evenings; two or three trips together to 
the pool (for me) and the gym (for him) 
each week. He took tennis coaching and 
made good progress. He bought a 
bicycle and was soon belting about the 
town most days. I started cooking 
evening meals  – something I’d almost 
abandoned living on my own. Inspired 
by his disciplined schedule, I started 
playing the piano again and tried to 
practise at least for a short time every 
day. We had a holiday in Phuket (pics 
on p. 12) and went sight-seeing round 
Chiang Rai province. He started taking 
driving lessons and within a few weeks had 
passed his Thai driving test, giving him a Thai 
driving licence – something of a rarity even 
among many of the natives, let alone foreigners.

It’s still a matter of surprise and delight that 
such a handsome, energetic young man can put up 
with an old codger like me, but the signs are all 
positive, and he shows unwavering loyalty and  affec-
tion. We’ve a long journey ahead to discover just how 

we’ll spend the next few years, but walking the path 
together is just wonderful.

The only persistent negative is the huge problem 
of his being allowed to travel to Europe: we’ve already 
been refused visas for Sweden and the UK, though 

we’re trying again for the UK for this Christmas 
and New Year. Every visa application requires 

reams of paperwork, heaps of evidence and 
photos, endless photocopying and scanning. 
European countries simply assume that a 
single, young, black, African man is not to 
be trusted; it is actually impossible to 
provide the absolute reassurance they 
want that he will not overstay his visa, so 
it is very hard to know quite what needs 
to be done for them to be persuaded. This 
time, we are using a professional visa 

service agency and are hoping our chances 
may be improved by that and by the radical 

change in his circumstance since the last UK 
application which he made from Ghana.

We are both strangers in a strange land. After 
fourteen years, I have more or less found my way 
around; after just ten months, Nana Yaw has found his 
feet and is making the most of every opportunity that 
comes his way. I hope many readers of the Tropical 
Telegraph will soon have the chance to meet him.

Cardboard models bought at the night 
market for next to nothing. A brief flurry 
of construction resulted in a large 
collection that was subsequently distrib-
uted among delighted friends.

My clothing storage went through 
a revolution under Nana  Yaw's 
management.When he passed his driving test his Chinese friends 

made up this newspaper story with his Chinese name 
in the headline.

Driving our shiny 
pickup when I was 

abroad.

Not normally a water-baby, 
even Nana Yaw is tempted in 
by our beautiful local pool

His disciplined approach to 
exercise takes me along to 
the pool far more often than 
I would normally consider.

It's a brave man that 
tackles the Chief's hair.

New haircut in 
a pink shirt.

Football at the Chiang Rai 
United stadium with our 
artistic friend Cornelis Hoek.

Showing off the new 
bicycle. This Ghanaian is 

wearing his (Swedish) 
UMC cycle helmet in 

Thailand.
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’ve been home to Oxford three or four   
times this year (lost count). And I am

            beginning to think of it as my serious second, real 
home. At the moment, it is not where my heart is (that’s 
Chiang Rai), but I do know that it is where I could feel 
permanently most settled and content. The house itself 
is a dream, of course, and it is situated so close to every-
thing one might desire that no more attractive location 
can be imagined. My true roots are not there (I’m not 
really sure where they are, if they exist at all), but there 
is so much in the city that is in harmony with my tastes 
and my pleasures; such a sense of familiarity, even 
attachment from my student days (maybe a spurious 
illusion of belonging); so many of my lifetime posses-
sions and comforts around me, that it simply has to be 
where I come in my very old age to seek asylum from 
the world’s vicissitudes. I hope that Nana Yaw will want 
(and be able) to come with me.

It’s a place that gives great pleasure to others too. 
Rafe and Marie love it; Steve Isenberg (my distinguished 
American guest – and his wife), prefers it to other 
venerable accommodation he could command; family 
and friends have sat in the deep armchairs and taken 
their cocktails or tucked themselves up in the beds 
there, with evident satisfaction. It is as near perfect as 
one might dare to hope.

So, will we be able to make it for Christmas this year? It 
depends on small, cynical, bureaucratic minds. I am 
crossing my fingers but not holding my breath.



A stunning view of Tom Tower, Christ 
Church, at sunset from Cornmarket.

Honorary Fellow Steven 
Isenberg and his dinner guest at 
High Table in Worcester College. 
He's the American academic 
luminary who stays in my house 
when he's in town.

Worcester College gardens. 

I do love Oxford!

The apple blossom looked 
beautiful and promising, 
but delivered only a 
small crop this year.

The luxuriant pear blossom promised even 
more than the apple blossom, but delivered 
even less. Where did all the fruit go? 

Rafe and me on the towpath 
near the house. Please note the 
tasteful colour co-ordination 
with the apartment block in the 
background (photo by Marie)

Rafe and me on Folly Bridge one 
sunny evening.

 A coxed four whizzes past the house. The occupier, dressed in 
his best, at the front door 

of River House.

The splendid  Yamaha electronic piano, 
replacing the infintely more elegant, but 
impractical, harmonium.

This flock of cranes is working on the massive new development on the 
Westgate site. There'll soon be a John Lewis within a short walk of my 
house. Can greater bliss be imagined?

The ancient harmonium 
which has been demoted to 
the garage to make way for 
a modern keyboard.

 A summer afternoon in the garden
River House set to be overwhelmed 
by lovely Virginia creeper.

They have an eerie and 
intriguing profile at night.

Tony and Maire by the Henry Moore at 
the Ashmolean after a bottle or two of 

Prosecco  in the rooftop restaurant. Rich and surprising street life.

Gloucester Green market, 
several days a weeek, is one of 
the  attractions of living in 
the City. There's wonderful 
food of all kinds as well as 
irresisitible junk and useful 

bits and pieces.

I

The apples that 
did hang on were 
quite impressive.



9

Christmas 2016, No. 15 

The big house is as much a dream as my cottage,  
elegant, comfortable, accommodating, welcoming.

 I bought flowers to plant 
round the cottage.

 I quite like laundry, especially when it can 
hang out in the fresh air and the sunshine.

This was Marie's summer party for her winter 
60th birthday.

 Birthday girl looking half 
her age.

View of Uppsala from my room in the 
Grand Hörnan Hotel, Uppsala,  where I 
stayed in October.

Cocktails at the Grand Hörnan Hotel 
before some evening event in Uppsala.

Rafe pursues some ancient forest 
craft, burning out the extensive 
roots of an old, dead tree that was 
felled.

From branches and 
twigs dropped from 
above came some 

order. 

Arborists came to prune 
and manage the ancient 
ash trees. They left a lot 
of trimmings.

Rafe and I spent some 
time tackling the debris 

from the tree surgery.

Rafe's grandson and his girlfriend 
helped load the debris onto the 
new trailer and hoist it off to the 
forest for disposal.

The impressive replacement for the 
ancient old Jeep that had done 

such loyal service.

Proud owners off to a 
posh do somewhere or 

other.

Marie has exactly 
the right clothes 
for every possible 
occasion - here, 

gardening.
This is a place in which I 
have been extraordinarily 
happy.  While I may still 
come here for some years, 
there is no promise of its 
being available for ever, 
and Oxford must be my 
priority after Thailand.

Signpost to our 
village on the 
main road.

Sitting reading in 
the garden, I was 

amazed to find this 
hare hopping to 
within feet of my 

chair.

9

L
Rafe and I relax happily in the living room/
kitchen of my cottage. It’s a magical place!
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This was the conference in Oxford 
where I was presenting my poster. 
Rafe came along too and we had 
some good times.

The team in Uppsala made a great 
job of designing the poster of my work 
on risk comunication for women. It 
was one of the most attractive both 

here in Oxford and in Heidelberg.

There weren't 
queues exactly, 
but there was real 
interest in my 
material.

Ui has always loved birds, but this Brahminy 
Kite is his most ambitious project. She has 
survived and thrived for several months and 
flies free in the village . Her diet is frozen 
day-old chicks.

A frequent visitor to my 
house for snacks and pocket 
money - though much less 
of the latter since he 

started work.

A nostalgic moment - but I 
didn't risk going anywhere 
on this beast. It's a long time 
since I owned a big (ish) bike 
and I do sometimes hanker 
for the open road on two 

wheels again.

Ui at the farm at the end of a very dry winter.

Sumptuous, decadent canolli in Sicily

Gorgeous party: 
Smörgåstårta 
in Utmyrby

Spicy steamed fish in Chiang Rai town

Exotic rice by the river

Super Christmas plate 
at Chivit Tamma Da.

Stunning
honey-toast 
dessert

Five-star banana 
split in Bangkok

Wicked cake

Food

Mid-Year 
miscellany
Mid-Year 
miscellany
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Superficially, little has changed for 
centuries in the streets of Erice.

Rafe in a busy street just off the 
main square.

Climbing 750m to the medieval, mountain-top town 
of Erice, Sicily, for an autumn meeting.  View from the 

car on the way up.

A remarkable 
statue unearthed 

on Motzia.

On board for the short 
trip to the historic island 
of Motzia, in the region 
of the vast salt pans of 
Western Sicily. Stefano is 

in the background.

Giulia tans 
herself 
progressively, 
poised with 
book or 
crossword in the 
water, following 
the sun.

On the way back to Erice 
from San  Vito la Capo.

Stefano Velo with his elegant 
mother, Giulia, Queen of 

Verona. Her husband 
Giampaolo was the 

organiser of this and several 
past meetings in Erice, 

Stefano stayed with me in 
Balham many years ago.

The skyline of  Western 
Sicily is constantly 
enthralling.

Day-off on the lovely beach at San Vito 
la Capo. There's a big yacht anchored 
in the distance.

The door to the left before 
the arch is the entrance to 

our conference centre. 

The main square in Heidelberg.

Sparkly stuff on the 
Castle terrace with 

Priya. Heidelberg Castle at sunset.

Charming Heidelberg 
and dinner in the castle

Stunning views from the old town.

The magic of Erice, Sicily



ana Yaw and I had a delightful week in the  
sultry, vulgar town of Patong on Phuket, with  

 several escapes to lovely quiet places – and 
some boisterous ones too. We met up with Bui and 
family who were there to celebrate Bui’s mother’s 
birthday; Jakob, Nam and their little baby drove round 
from their home on Koh Lanta and we had some adven-
tures with them.

The major event of the holiday was white-water rafting 
– during which our raft flipped in the turbulent water 
and I got a huge bruise on my bum from being dragged 
along under the raft, bouncing on the rocky river bed 
as we raced downstream. It was pretty frightening 
while it lasted – which seemed considerably longer 
than the couple of minutes it probably was in reality. 
The next day Nam and Nana Yaw went bungy jumping, 
for which I was a committed spectator, rooted to the 
ground. We took a day-trip to Phang Nga bay, sea-
canoeing, James Bond Island and all. 

It was a good holiday, our first since he came to 
Thailand. Like as not, there will be many more.

All kitted out and 
ready to go.

We watch as other mad tourists race past on 
the turbulent water at our starting point.

Untroubled at this stage on the 5km 
course, snapped by the resident company 
photographer.

'The elephant show' after rafting 
- a youngster spins a hula hoop 

and plays a mouth-organ in a sad 
affront to elephantine dignity.

Relaxing for'ard as we approach the misty 
mysteries of Phang Nga’s limestone karsts. 

Approaching a lovely 
sandy beach, where 
Nana Yaw played 
takraw with the crew 
of the mother-ship.

A magnificent day out in Phang 
Nga Bay.

Canoeing into secret lagoons beneath 
the towering limestone.

Millions of tourists have 
flocked here to see ‘James Bond 
Island’ - featured in The Man 

with the Golden Gun.

The water was irresistible, even for a 
reluctant water-baby like Nana  Yaw.

On Mai Khow beach, north 
Phuket, with Jakob, Nam 
and their recent arrival.

Back in Bangkok we were 
amused by this juxtaposition of 
Nana Yaw and Nana station.

Sgt Nana Yaw gets a shot in at 
a stall on Patong's beachfront.

Adventures in the south

Holding it 
elegantly 

together at 
high velocity.

A glutton for physical sensation, here is 
Nana  Yaw, in mid-air, after his 50m 

bungy jump.

A great sleeping Buddha in the 
monkey cave in Phang Nga province.

N

Dinner in Patong with Bui and his family 
down for a short bithday treat for Mama.

 Chiang Rai, Thailand

Entry granted!

Nana Yaw’s visa 
came through on 
1 November, so 

we’ll be in the UK 
for Christmas and 

New Year.

I hope your year has been productive and satisfying 
and that 2017 will be equally pleasing. Have a great 
time during the holiday season. Warmest good wishes 
from both of us here in Chiang Rai.

PO Box 246        
Amphur Muang
Chiang Rai 57000
Thailand
mob: +66 (0)896 35 35 94

River House
2 Marlborough Road

Oxford OX1 4LP
tel: +44 (0)7510 168420

email: mail@brucehugman.net
website: www.brucehugman.net

Art Nouveau template designed by Freepik.com Layout and graphic design (as usual) by my talented old friend Neung Nukul


