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THE REGENERATION OF BAN SUAN RIM KHLONG:
STEPS TOWARDS SUSTAINABILITY FOR THAI COMMUNITIES

* + *

While the original notion of ‘ban suan rim khlong’ is no longer apt in deseribing modern Bangkok, its shifting ing has
been popularly used by modern housing estates in Bangkok and other parts of Thailand. This paper deals with the problem of
‘anthenticity, the reading and interprotation of ‘ban suan tim khlong® shrough the surviving qualities of Ban Bangraonok in
Nonthaburi, Thailand, in the present-day. Meanings and values attached to this place will be comparatively discussed with those
reproduced in the new howsing estates, provoking a reconsideration of Bangkok's development towards sustainable communities.

INTRODUCTION

The approach to Bangkok is equally novel and beautiful. The Meinam is skirted on the two
sides with forest-trees, many of which are of a green so bright as to defy the powers of art to
copy. Some are hung with magnificent and fragrant flowers; upon others are suspended a
variety of tropical fruits...A few huts of bamboo, with leaved roofs, are seen; and in the
neighboring creeks, the small boats of the inhabitants are moored. Here and there is a
floating house, with Chinese inscriptions on scarlet or other gay-coloured paper,

Sir John Bowring!

The descriptions of a velvet green city, with the curves of the waterways and the sparkles from palace and
countless pagodas, delineate a picture of how Banghkok was seen in the old days (FIG.1).2 Through the
analysis of various kinds of presentations, there were potentally two significant notions, “ban rim &blong’ or
house along the watervay and ‘ban swan’ or house in the orchard that conceptualized the ‘real’ characteristic
and local side of the ‘old’” Bangkok.3 It was common to find these two characteristics (ban rin kblong and ban
snan) combined, as orchards were inescapably associared wirh the irrigation systems. Thus the notion of ‘ban
stan rim khlong (house along khlong in orchard) has been perceived as a traditional characteristic of Bangkok
and this term has achieved very common usage for Thai people. The three key-terms, ban (house), swan
(orchard) and £b/long (waterway), and the intimate relatdonships among them play an important role in
denoting the image of a nostalgia-filled Bangkok.

Such representational image had continued to portray the characteristic of Bangkok until the phenomena of
urban ‘invasion® and modernization most observably began in 1950s. Over the past century and particularly
the last fifty years, Bangkok has indeed been developing towards land-based settlements. Chonnabot
(countryside) has been continually replaced by muang (city), stretching from the inner city to the urban fringe
and reaching to the surrounding provinces.* The urban sprawl of Bangkok has caused modifications of
physical characteristics as well as people’s ways of livings and worldviews. In contrast to fifty years ago when
typical scenes of orchards and settlements along the £hlongs still remained distinctive, the notion of *ban suan

rim khlong is now no longer able to describe the environment of modern Bangkok.> Today, ‘ban rim £blong can
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be seen only on the edge of major £blngr because many inland sub-canals have already been filled and the
remaining ones are only used for drainage while orchards (suan) and rice fields (#a) have been almost entirely
replaced by blocks of buildings and built landscapes (modern suan) ¢ (FIG. 2).

While the original “ban suan rim khiong is becoming more rare in the urban areas of Bangkok, its repeated
scenes and stories, portrayed in various media, have nevertheless conceived the idea of archetypal “Thai space’
in the collective imagination, creating a perception that such traditional qualities have survived and still exist,
at least in people’s minds, in the present day. Accordingly, the integrating concepts of ban, suan, and Keblong
have been fashionably and variously used in the marketing strategies for modern housing estates in Bangkok
and other parts of Thailand.” The evolution to reproduce the concept of “ban suan rim khiong marked an
important step in the Thai architectural development as recognized by the Architectural Siamese Association
(ASA) as ‘best archirecture” awarded in several years. Such phenomena might indicate something akin to
nostalgia for or a reminder of the aquatic and verdant qualities which the modern kbon muang, or city people,
may be searching for or it might also be scen as an advertising gimmick playing on the notions. Attempts to
assimilate baw, suan and kblong together nevertheless provoke the following questions. What are the qualities
subsisted in the original ‘ban suan rim kblong' that portray the ‘real’ identity of Bangkokian space? How has this
new assembling concept shifted from the nostalgically-held notion? Could the reproduction of “ban suan rim
#blong’ be able to encapsulate the original essence of a place? And how does the knowledge gained from this

lesson contribute to a search for sensible ways of reconstructing the ‘real’ identity back into Thai places?

READING PLACE AND ITS DILEMMAS

To perform the task, there is therefore 2 need to deep read the original concept of “ban suan rim khiong's how

has it concer

ingredients (ba, suan and kblong) contribute to the wholeness of place? By dealing with the reading and

d, what are qualities subsisted in this place, and how do the relationships among the key

interpretation of place, the following methodological questions then bring to the fore: how are we to describe
the “authenticity” of place, how do we read original qualities of the past and what would then be 2 method of
reading and interpreting place as a whole?

On the fist dilemma of ‘real’ place, in one sense, the reading of place is an investigation of how the
‘authenticity’ of place can be comprehended and identified, although it is realized that the idea of an absolute
‘authenticity’ is unreal and can never be achieved in real life. The reading of the subtlety and cultural
sensibility subsisting in places is, nevertheless, an aempt to identify and describe the uniqueness and the
characteristics of a place. Hence the idea of ‘cultural landscape’ thar signifies place as a reflection of society,
cultural values and social behavior developing over 2 span of time, is adopred here as a hoped-for approach

woa s -
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to read place in Thai contexts. Winichakul also raised the importance of local knowledge, vocabularies and
conceptions, as major tools to create in-dept understandings of Thai place and its “aurhentic’ qualities.
Accordingly, he then concluded that local viewpoints are vital yielding an intimacy that Thai people can

achieve, but is something an outsider or farang (foreigner) can never achieve.?

If place is recognized as a representation of humans’ interrelationships with and management of their
environments, the reading of its manifestation will then be the way to understand the underlying
(constituting) ‘processes’ by which the portrayed images have been shaped and constituted by residents and
their way of living.? Cultural shifts have major impacts on social attitudes and activities, and thereby on
chronological and evolutionary effects on landscape over generations.'? The purpose of the paper to read the
shifting notion of *ban suan rinr kbleng is to gain insights into culrurally constructing processes and to find

ways of re-establishing the original essences of the city in contemporary time.

The second dilemma deals with the issue of time and space. The concepts behind the terms ‘cultural
landscape’ and ‘place as lived-world” remind us that the landscape or place we live in is active and constantly
changes over time.!! While it is inescapable that the study of place can only be conducted at the present time,
one way to read the essence of place in the past is to make sense of subsisted qualities that have survived
from the old days. Hence the paper explores the nostalgically-held notion of ‘ban suan tin kblong through the
present-day study of Ban Bangraonok in Nonthabur, Thailand, a place that could be seen as the closest
example ro the archetypal notion of old Bangkok. In order to manifest how this notion has shifted through
time, traditional characteristics and qualities of “ban swan rim £blong found in this village are then comparatively

discussed with those obsetved in the modern housing estates.

The third dilemma relates to the framework for reading and interpreting the wholeness of place. The
literature reviews confirm that place, or the world we live in, does not exist in the form of fragmentations or
itemizations that inevitably arise when we define or categorize visual reality as words.'? Instead, all substances,
both tangible and intangible, are composite and compounded in particular ways that create the special
qualities of place in its entirety. According to Bortoft, the best way to conceive the whole is not to think as if
it was a thing — like the meaning of a sentence that equals no-word, we try not to be aware of the whole
instead allowing ourselves to be moved by irts ‘active absence.”3 Spirn nevertheless pointed out that a search
for a specific vocabulary or grammar in the fragmented view, through making and living, would provide
grounded knowledge for the understanding of place as a whole.'

In this paper, the attempt to portray a holistic picture of place is therefore pursued under the three

fragmented dimensions of space and place, consisting of physical settings, human interrelations with space,

lauas.ande Fsulsziatana
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and meanings of place. Although people’s comments in the field may fail to follow these neat categories, as
they do not see the world in terms of such divisions, these three themes are used as a ‘stimulus’ to begin the
initial reading of place.’® The interrelationships among these aspects which contribute to the wholeness of
place will be highlighted as well as the individual characteristics of each component.

THE SURVIVING NOTION OF ‘BAN SUAN RIM KHLONG IN BAN BANGRAONOK,
NONTHABURI

(Mu)ban Bangraonok is in Bangkruai district, Nonthaburi province, and approximately 11 kilometers from the
inner part of Rattanakosin Island, the historic heart of the old Bangkok. This village, combining a secondary
waterway, Buddhist temple, waterside dwellings and orchards, displays the essential ingredients of a typical
“ban suan rim kblong (house along &blng in orchard) or what Tachakitkachorn!® called an ‘agriculture-based
waterside village,” in the lower Chao Phraya Delta. Since the village settlements were formally recorded in
1952, the pattern of curvilinear settlements along the waterway has continually been a prominent
characteristic of this village. Up until recently, the village had mainly small-scale changes uniil the two local
roads (Thanen Ban Bangkhunkong and Thanon Ban Pho-en) emerged in 1980 and 1990, subsequent to the
construction of a huge highway in 2003. This has resulted in the gradual expansion of the village to inland
orchards, where the new road provides a new access for the community. Changes were also caused by severe
floods, which occurred in 1932, 1983; the most extreme in 1995. Today, the three key components of the
archetypal notion, ban, suan, and &blong still play important roles in characterizing the characteristics of this
waterside village. The followings display the quality of space and place that has constituted the notion of ‘ban
suan rin kblong in physical, behavioral and perceptual dimensions. The information is mainly based on
findings from the fieldwork conducted in early 2002 and late 2003.

Physical settings
Overall, the architectural style of this village is harmonious. Most buildings are two stories and of natural

materials, such as in the common style of wooden houses on stilts and a few temporary bamboo sheds with
thatch. All the houses are located along the £bong, except the recently built concrete buildings that face thanon.
Docks, ladders, piers, salas (pavilions), verandas, and even postboxes to almost every house on the £bbng side
indicate the significance of the &hlong as the main entrance. Although the roadside is still perceived by most
villagers as the rear of the houses (fang ban), many old houses now provide a new access by adding a second
entrance (garages, pathways, gates) connecting to the road. Today, the perception of ‘“front of house’ (na bar)

is, in fact, applied to both sides.
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In terms of its space and spatial networks, Winichakul’s ‘unbounded’ concept of Thai space!7 explains the
contnuity of space in Ban Bangraonok. Space is continuous and lacks definition at its edges, as almost no
permanent physical obstructions are built, except for small numbers concrete embankments along the &blng
and a few fences along the #hanon. The furrowed surface of orchard irrigation systems are typically seen except
in the housing area where concrete dams were constructed at the edge of the £hlbng and lands were flattened
for house constructions. The landform of this village no longer applies an original ‘water edge spatial
structure, " which could be categorized into waterway shore ({im-faling), waterway levee (taling), and wetland

(lung-taling).

The village is overlaid by three systems of passageways, comptising the intricate network of artificial and
natural &blongs, the system of local roads (thawen), and narrow walkways (FIG. 3). Khlng Bangraonok, a narural
secondary waterway, provides an artery that links the irrigation network and orchard systems together. The
curvilinear pattern of local roads linking every waf (Buddhist temple) in the whole area reflects the original
pattern of orchard blocks and the randomly donated pieces of land, which usually are not connected in a
straight line. Additionally, walkways in this area, comprising the top of an irrigation dam (fafing) and the
concrete and wooden boardwalk, are roughly one meter wide and their patterns are random and irregular.
They provide exits from houses to the #hanos and to distant orchards. As the whole area is 2 mosaic of
orchards, these walkways provide the permeable quality to the village.

Human interrelations with space
While land separation could not be observed in the blurred, boundless and undifferentiated space of the

village, the functonal system could be locally understood. Originally, the residential area (# yu a-sai) and the
workspace (# fam-ma-ba-kin), in this case is the orchards, were clearly separated, forming a clear pattern of
single purpose, homogenous land utlization of each space. From the interviews with local people, the village
could originally be seen as organized into three main areas, consisting of 1) # ban (housing area, traditionally
located along the &blong), 2) # suan (old orchard area located further from # ban), and 3) fung na (rice paddy,
located even further still from the £h/ong and next to # suan) (F1G. 4). In the present day, many # suans have
been sold to both insiders and outsiders, nevertheless # ban has continued to be considered as the ‘last’ family
asset and is customarily kept for the living area and the property of the next generation. The homogenous
land utilization applies not only to the land use system but also to the uniformity of vegetations in the village

although various fruits and vegetables are mixed in the same orchard block.

The village lifestyle appears to have been originally very much enclosed and self-contained - living, working,
and playing were all intimartely associated (FIG. 5). One need not leave the village at all as friends, reladves,
monks, foods, news and all necessary things in daily life would come directly to people’s houses or could be
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easily reached by boat within a short distance. The local £blong and wat embody all the main social and
commercial functions of the village; therefore one’s life cycle could be completed within those intimate

surroundings.

In the old days, mixed uses and a variety of activities occurred at neither ban nor swan, but instead ar the
public spaces of the major &hlong and the local was; thus all sorts of social and commercial activities tended to
happen in these spaces. Today, Khlng Bangraonok continues to be a backbone of the village and a center of
all aspects in one’s life. Apart from supplying water for agriculture and everyday life, it also provides major
public space for water transportation, social interaction, commerce, social events, and recreational purposes.
Kbhiong also performs a clear ‘linking’ role with living, working and socializing places (thus forming village
space), in physical, functional, social, and spiritual terms. The multiple usages of the &hlng and its significance
were clearly expressed in the following passage.

Originally, people would row their boats out to the junction [Bangkuwiang floating market]
to sell their orchard-products. Back then, ooh!...my child, both [K#/#g Bangraonok and
[Kblong) Bangkuwiang were so crowded with boats. The rowers had to drag, pull, and push
their boats to get through. ... If you were in a hurry, you would not make it in time...

Here, our land is always open, from the beginning until the end of the £hlng. Just row your
boat out somewhere, someone will greet you: Where are you going, grandma? Where are you
going, auntie? We greet and chat with people along both sides of the £hlong. Where are you
going?...How are you going? Then we will reply them, Erh...to this house. to that house.
There must be somebody greeting, Ah...like this! There is such a thing like this (Participant
No.1-23).1?

The above dialogue explicates that the interlacing, labyrinthine quality of the &blmg network not only applies
to village physical space, but also to human interactions within neighborhoods. The interacting and
exchanging activities at and along the &bfong help tighten social relationships within the neighborhood. The
#&hilong brings a social ambience into life as neighbors, friends, and visitors drop by at the pier to socialize and
share news. The sala ta nam (pavilion along the water) provides a major space for all sorts of activities that
transfer from the boat to the land. The continuous and inseparable space of &hlong, sala, outdoor terrace
(chan), veranda (rabiang), and onwards to the inner room (fong) of the Thai traditional house (Rewn Thai)
manifests the traditional lifestyle along the £hlong.

Addirionally, War Phoen is a “true’ center of activities for the village, both in social and psychological terms.
Religious ceremonies provided all villagers with a regular opportunity to get together at the local temple to
socialize, catch up with relatives or old good friends, visit a respected monk, receive news or documents from

the head of the village, eat and exchange a variety of food, practice devotion, pray, and be preached to in
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peace. Such moments were enjoyable, self-satisfying, and mentally relaxing. Occasionally, the Jaw wat (wat

ground) of temples around the area take turns operating a weekly market, annual festival and a playground.

Originally, the close knit linking of bans, snans, Eblongs and wat fabricated a village community or ‘suban’ — a
gathering of bans. Through the linkage of £blsmgs, bans are associated with an expansive and permeable
network of £blengs, wats, and suans, each coequally performing a ‘center’ role for the village variously in terms
of its physical, functional and spiritual aspects. While the £hibng as earlier described is a center for public
activities and an artery for transportation, the wat is stll perceived as a spiritual core and a central communal
space (FIG. 6). Swan, in the same manner, is observed as a major open space and a prime everyday workspace

for vi rs. This repetitive pattern forms extended networks of communities.
p P

Until the two local roads were constructed, the £b/ng had maintained its *key’ role linking village places
together. Apart from diversifying land use, the emergence of the thanons has enhanced the opportunities for
villagers to travel and interact with each other. In the present day, the major places, ban, suan and wat, are all
connected by roads hence the £hlong has become less used and less active. Thanon not only provides new exits
for the village but also new public space for the villagers. The evidence shows that commercial and
recreational activities have slowly shifted to areas alongside #hanon. The system of thanons would seem to
tighten or create even more intimate social relationships and more frequent shared activities. However, the
interviews indicated that roads have in turn decreased the number and the length of time of social
relationships and activities consequent on the reduced sense of community. For this village, &blong is still a

stimulus to villagers” social interactions albeit they have perceptibly declined.

Meanings of place
Khlong and wat are vital elements not only in people’s everyday lives but also in their perceptions — they are

perceived as landmarks for the village, both at community and individual scales. As most villagers usually
attach themselves and their places to the local £hlong and local war, these two spaces have important roles in
identifying a ‘community.” For local people, a £hlong has never been perceived as a barrier; traveling across the
#khlong is not a burden since boating is a part of their everyday life, whereas a thanon has a tendency to be an

obstruction because of its size and the fast traffic which could be dangerous for pedestrians.

Villagers also appear to have common values, which create a strong sense of community and unity in the
village. People’s shared religious, social and community values, such as interdependency, regard the seniority,
belief in gratitude and karma, and Buddhist ethic of giving have influenced their behaviors as being caring and

considerate (£reng chai), generous, polite, sympathetic, flexible, ete. In this village, the extended family system
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has gradually built up intimate social relationships within the neighborhood, thereby forming a network of
village society. Such social intimacy among villagers is clearly described by one of the participants below.

People in this £blong are all related as brothers and sisters. ... We can tell exactly how this
person relates to another. ... Whoever lives in this &blong is considered as relatives because
people from this &blong (£hon kblong mi) are ‘the same group of people.” ... Although we are
not in fact the real relatives, but it feels like we are.

T know everyone. The elder can scold and give advice to the younger even if they are actually
not my children because they strongly respect and regard the seniority.

-+ There is nobody who lives in this £b/ng that I don’t know. And those people who live at
the £hlong juncdon (pak khlong) are not our relatives, but we are close friends, close
neighborhood friends. If someone needs helps, we always rely on and are willing to help
each other (chuai-lena pesingpa kari) (Participant No. 1-16).

Additionally, Buddhist principals have deeply integrated into people’s behaviors and worldviews. Here,
Buddhism has blended people’s various viewpoints and backgrounds together, and the waf provides a
gathering place where villagers can feel free talking to someone who shares the same inner beliefs. In this
sense, the wat is indeed a center of villagers spirits and souls, associated with villagers from birth to death — it
reminds them of their families, friends, respected monks, memorable times, and peaceful moments spent

together.

In Bangraonok, the concepts of ‘privacy’ and ‘tranquility’ are to be understood as different. Living in this
village is peaceful and quiet due to the small numbers of residences, buildings, traffic intrusions, and
strangers. Yet it could be observed that village social life has in fact very litde ‘privacy.” Everyone knows each
other very well and therefore it is not possible to live individually or escape confrontations with neighbors.
Nevertheless, the intimate relationships within the neighborhood influence how people view their place as a
part of the whole system, not just as an individual piece of land. The atmosphere of family relationships and
the familiarity within the neighborhood have created a sense of an absolute ‘comfort’ (bman: yu-yen-pen-suk)
and been developed on the basis of ‘trust,” hence a sense of home and sense of belonging are extended

beyond a house compound to the nearby arca visited during everyday life.

Additionally, people’s long length of stay (mostly since they were born) has helped enriching memories and
thereby developing deep connections with their places. With the strong sense of belonging to and possessing
the land even though, legally, it might not belong to them, people then have high responsibilities to look after
and to ensure that their atcas are neat and clean. Furthermore, the existence of spirit houses, both for a

guardian spirit (supported by one column) and for ancestors” spirits (supported by four columns), in almost
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every house compounds expresses a shared value and strong connection between dwellers and their

ancestors, the human world and a spiritual world, and present and past.

THE SHIFTING NOTION OF ‘BAN SUAN RIM KHLONG: WHAT IS MISSING?

Since the 1970s, the phenomena of #-chad-san (land allottng) and mwban-chad-san (commercial housing
projects) have become increasingly widespread in the periphery of Bangkok and its region. 2 Muban-chad-san
has become popular and sought to present the ‘house of dreams’ for ‘new age’ people.?! The environment of
smuban-chad-san, which provides public services and modern conveniences, is perceived as a somewhat ‘better’
living place than the congestion of the inner city, hence ‘modern people” have a tendency to move out of their

original locale to a completely new environment.

“The search for Thai identity began in the late 1970s with the ideas of ‘¢kkalsk Thai’ (Thai unique
characteristic), ‘khwampenthai (Thainess), ‘watthanathans (culture), and moradok (heritage) being widespread and
popularly concerned in Thai society.? Consequently, housing developers had been challenged by the internal
forces and people’s increasing demands to produce a unique concept of residential space that portray a
glimpse of “Thainess.” Simultancously, the idea to integrate ‘lake and park’ into the residential areas were
introduced to many housing cstates, as appeared on several projects’ names such as Garden Lagoona, Private
Lake Garden, Banfa Piyarom Lake and Park, etc. Subsequently, the reinvention of Thai contemporary houses
has also been variously explored by local architects (FIG. 7).

In early 1990s, the term “ban suan rim kblong was implemented to residential designs and used in the marketing
strategies for modern housing estates, which were mostly located on the fringe of Bangkok. Buyers, who were
mostly city people who desperately wanted to escape from city life, embraced these projects. Today, various
reproductions of ‘ban suar’ (garden home), “ban rim nant (lakeside home) and a combination of both (lakeside
and garden home) can generally be found, as displayed in various advertising medias (FIG. 8). The
observations of these housing projects, both from real places and from the illusions of commercial
advertisements, would give us insights to the newly constructed places and qualities that might be missing
from the original notion. Based on the knowledge from the author’s previous research, there are three key
concepts yielding an understanding of Thai space and place, consisting of the unboundedness, the centrality
of khlong, and the re-formation of Thai community. Hence the shifting notion of “ban swan rim £hlong is

manifested under these three themes.
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The unboundedness
"The study of Ban Bangraonok in Nonthaburi exemplified aspects of a chonnabot (rural area)! environment,

where physical space, land-use, social relationships and people’s sense of place manifest aspects of the
surviving ‘unbounded’ nature. Though the recently constructed #hanon followed by the emergence of small
numbers of physical obstructions and permanent demarcations alongside it has modified the absolute
continuity of village space, the quality of unboundedness still dominates in most areas, retaining the sense of
freedom and mental comfort for people to use the spaces surrounding their houses. The flexibility of
villagers” behavior and mindsets is reflected in the lack of determined boundaries to their space and activiry,
and in the unfixed definition of functions whereby the one space could serve many purposes. In addition to
the numbers of cantilevered structures along the £hiong and the greenery distributed over the whole area
creating a blurred-edge quality to village space, intermingling was also evident in the multiple functions and
uses of the blended spaces of &blang and war.

By contrast, ‘muban-chad-sar’ confines the idea of boundary and notion of community to the economic sense.
In this #hanon-oriented space, fence is observed as ordinary element — all private lands are enclosed by either
opaque or transparent fences depending on the individual design. This also applies to waterfront houses
without any evidence of physical connection between land and water. In many housing estates, the absence of
unboundedness does not appear to only physical space but also to people’s relationships with neighbors and
their perceptions towards a sense of home. From the interviews with people who lived along streets, it was
apparent that fencing was a hindrance to the development of social interrelationships with neighbors. Fewer
social interactions in turn resulted in more independent and isolated lifestyles, as are normal to modern land-
based society. Hence people’s perceptions of “ban’ in modern communities are now limited to the areas within
their house compounds. The following interview by one participant who lives in Ban Bangraonok expresses

the contrasting lifestyles of villagers and city people.

Twent to see my friend’s house in muang (city) located along the #hanon (street) but T don’t
like it at alll There is no freedom, although there is the house and its compound, but it is
enclosed by a fence. I told my friend “Hey! Your house has a fence but mine has no fence. I
can go anywhere and do anything I want.” My friend also said that it is free, not like living in
Krungthep. Once you come in to the house, you have to stay there. You cannot go to any
other area because you cannot intrude on other people’s land. But when I am here, I don’t
have to be like that. It is so free, jumping into the &hlong, climbing up to the land, walking to
the orchard, walking to the area behind the house; everywhere is our home. I feel that this
area, the whole area, is all our home, not only this house but also that house, uncle’s house,
behind the house, outside. It feels like they are all my home (Participant No. 1-17),

Apart from public buildings such as sport club and recreational facilities thar are usually unfenced, the only

evidence of continuity (or shall we call replication?) left in the housing estares is the repetitive scene and
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