oA GSJpl"ilI[i[B of Thai Tiesta
in Hong Kogg
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is a common Thai word that means “joy” and “playfulness”.
Thais really love fun, and they know how to make fun in their insipid life. To
these larky people who often wear big smiles on their faces, the Songkran
Festival - commonly known as the Water Festival - is recognized as their
happiest time of the year. Songkran is the New Year’s Day to communities on
the Southeast Asian peninsula (including Cambodians, Laos, Burmese and
the Dai people of Yunnan). The festival was meant to be lasting from New
Year’s Eve to the 2" day of New Year for blessings of a start over. One of the
customs is to splash water at one another to “cleanse bad luck” and bring
good wishes. The modern Water Festival has become a street party to cool
off the summer heat. As a major ethnic minority in Hong Kong, there are more
than 10,000 Thais who live and work here. Every year they gather at Kowloon
City to celebrate Songkran. You may get to know more about Thai cultures and
the Thailand-Hong Kong relationship through this water fiesta in Hong Kong.
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In general, Thais who relocate to Hong Kong in different eras have different

reasons, explains Mr. Wichai from the Thai People Association of Hong Kong.
The pioneers had Chinese blood and spoke Chinese dialects. From 1950s to
70s, anti-Chinese movements broke out in Indonesia and Burma. Although
Thailand was not actually affected, some Thai-Chinese jittered and in turn moved
to Hong Kong. Hong Kong was then one of the major East Asian entrepéts.
Chinese businessmen in Thailand helped bridging trade activities between
Hong Kong and Thailand. In late 1970s, a number of Thai women came to
Hong Kong as foreign brides, marrying lower-class men from China who surged
south to Hong Kong as refugees. Yet many of these marriages broke, and the
Thai women chose to stay in Hong Kong to take care of their children or marry
again. Late 1980s saw the introduction of Thai domestic helpers by the Hong
Kong government. Due to similarities in Thai and Cantonese, they found it quite
easy to learn the local language and mix with the local community. Some Thai
domestic helpers even met local husbands here, then quitted their work and
struck their roots in Hong Kong.
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Since 1990s Thais moving to Hong Kong were mainly restaurant owners/
workers or traders, and they began to inhabit Kowloon City. The district became
the “Mini Bangkok” in Hong Kong by chance following the success of a Thai
restaurant, which brought more Thais here to touch the pie. Thais praise
collective labour and find it fun to work in this way, so they recommended
more fellow townsmen to earn living in Hong Kong as cooks or waiters. They
even operate home goods stores, grocery stores, hair salons and Muay Thai
schools here. As Kowloon City saw fewer visitors after the closure of Kai Tak
Airport in 1998, the lowered shop rents helped the Thai restaurants and the
Thai community here flourish.
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Just like Chinese New Year, each year the Songkran Festival falls on
different dates of the Western calendar. To better promote the event, the Thai
government has fixed it to April 13-15 in recent years. Most sources point out
that Songkran originates from Dai ancestors, who had lived in the mountainous
areas of Yunnan and is believed to be progenitors of modern Thais. Throughout
the mysterious history of ancient Southeast Asia there are a dozen of legends
regarding the origin of Water Festival, but all with the plot that once upon a
time when people were suffering, there would be heroes who stepped out and
“put out fires with water”. That was how water splashing became a memorial or
blessing. Subsequently, the rise of Buddhism complemented religious aspects
to this ethnic festival, for example the Buddha bathing ritual. Thais adopt the
Buddhist calendar which begins at the Buddha'’s nirvana (543 B.C.). It is now
(2015) Year 2558 in Thailand. It shows that Buddhism still has a great influence
to the Thai people. There are actually more legends yet to be proven, though
the Thais mostly ignore them as if it is just an ethnic day to craze about.
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There are traditionally two customs during the three-day Songkran

Festival. First, Buddhists put on a new set of traditional clothes, and offer
foods to the monks in the temple to pray for a good and smooth new year.
They then worship the Buddha and pray in wai; place golden foils and a
corolla of jasmine onto the Buddha; bathe the Buddha by gently pouring
water over the statue; and set birds free to “carry away bad luck of the
past year”. Second, they sprinkle lightly with their fingers water mixed
with perfume and petals on the heads of acquaintances. Water represents
purity and purification in the Festival, thus may wash away filthiness and
evil to greet new blessings instead. According to tradition, the younger
generation must pour blessed water into the hands of their elders as an

offer of respect and prayer. An old-style parade is still held at the ancient
cultural capital, Chiang Mai.
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The Festival had become a highlight in tourism promotion by the Bangkok
government; tourists flock into the city for the exotic experience every
mid-April (customs in other areas of the country are more moderate). Apart
from the soaring numbers of participants, the manner
of water-splashing has gotten more exaggerated - from
a gentle dip on the head to a carnivalesque massive
spilling on streets and alleys. It is basically impossible
to stay dry once you head out during Songkran. Kids
even muster their water guns in a jolly battle. It is a time
when the city beams with jubilation.
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As more Hongkongers come to know of Songkran
and more Thais reside in Hong Kong, the once small-scale
festival in the Kowloon City community had grown into a hit. In
addition to the Thais, many Hong Kong citizens and western
tourists now take part in the sopping fun. Without major Thai
Buddhist temples here, Thai residents have simplified their
customs. Still, they drop their work for celebration with family
and friends to gather at Kowloon City from all over the territory. From
my observations they have a special liking for bright shirts with huge
patterns. Some Thai restaurants and grocery stores would set up small
Buddhist altars outside, at which crowds would enshrine or splash -
dedicated Buddhists would worship any statue they come across. In
the past few years, the Thai Regional Alliance had been orchestrating
activities at Tak Ku Ling Road Rest Garden,
installing altars, playing Thai New Year songs,
staging singing, dancing performances and
games. This is followed
by a parade of songs and
dances along Tak Ku Ling
Road, South Wall Road
and Carpenter Road in

Kowloon City.
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The water war officially kicked off at
3pm. All of a sudden, the outside of Tak Ku
Ling Road Rest Garden and South Wall Road
transformed into a major battleground. Thais,
Hongkongers and Westerners alike were armed
with water guns and all sizes of buckets,
showering passers-by in watery blessings,
a scene not less lively than that along Silom

Road in Bangkok. Participants also smeared
baby powder on each others’ faces as strokes of luck. Amidst the frenzy
a shop simply rolled out a hose, sending the mayhem into climax. South
Wall Road is itself a congregation of Thai stores; several shopkeepers were
blasting Thai disco music, singing, dancing and
splashing engrossedly in front of their stores as if in
a street carnival. The air was fill with cheerfulness
and amiability typical of Thais.
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A drenched Thai girl told me in excitement,
“Kowloon City belongs to them today!” It is
true - although the district is known as “Mini
Bangkok”, most of the Thais here are working
and leading their lives unnoticed; while on the

day of Songkran, they engage in a flagrant
jollification, having fun with locals attracted
to the event and refreshing their
national pride.
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We are certainly going to see another water battle in
Kowloon City next year. Planning to join in the fun? Try greeting
the Thais with a simple “Sa-nuk mai?”; they would return a
roar of laughter for sure. “¢
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