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A Day with

Barack

By PavikkornPhuangketkeow

It all started less than one week before the big man’s arrival.
| had just joined the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as part of the latest
batch of new diplomats less than 6 months earlier. As a result of this
perceived lack of work experience and seniority, | wasn’t expecting
to play any major part in his first trip since his reelection as the
Leader of the Free World. However, deep down, | was hoping and
praying for an opportunity to meet the man | have been fascinated
by since reading page one of “Audacity of Hope” all those years
back as a freshmen in university. Little did | know what lady luck

had in store for me on that fateful afternoon...

That day a White House Advance Team came to the ministry to

finalize preparations for the upcoming VVIP visit, led by their Deputy
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White House Deputy Director of
The “Black Beauty” Advance. See how much
AKA the President’s Ride he looks like Psy?
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Hillary
Radham
Clinton

Barack Obama
Signed Book Hillary Clinton Signed Book

Director of Advance, who incidentally bore a striking resemblance
to the South Korean Psy (artist of the global hit “Gangnam Style”).
For these visits, the Ministry’s Protocol Department are the ones in
charge of making sure the trip went smoothly logistically while the
regional department related to the trip (in this case, the Department
of American and South Pacific Affairs) would handle the essence

of the visit. With most of my colleagues already occupied with all




the paperwork and technicalities, which were definitely
the hardest part of the visit, | was asked to go represent the
department and to report back the results. However, this particular
trip had something different about it as we were informed then
and there that the Secretary of State and Former First Lady Hillary
Clinton would be arriving before the big man himself. As a result,
with the Protocol Department’s resources being stretched already
as it is, they asked me to convey to my superiors that our
department was needed to take the lead and provide an LO
(liaison officer) for the Secretary. Now that was definitely music

to my ears...

| bought this message back to my superiors and asked them
(well, it was more like pleading), for them to let me have this
assignment. Can you imagine what | was feeling when they said
yes? | was literally feeling like a kid who woke up on Christmas
morning with the winning lottery ticket. It was to be my first major
assignment and probably would be the most unforgettable one.

This was to be proved correct...

The Secretary arrived at 8 am on Sunday, November 19"
2012. | literally couldn’t sleep the night before so | was feeling
very drowsy and my eyes were definitely trying to close. It was to
be proved later on that | was running on adrenaline for nearly the
whole day, because from the moment Air Force Three touched
down on the tarmac of Don Muang International Airport at exactly

08.00 hrs, | felt very alive, probably the most alive since | found
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out | would be the LO. The Director-General of the Department of
American and South Pacific Affairs along with the Thai Ambassador
to Washington were to be the representatives of the Royal Thai
Government in receiving her. | was the 3" person in line waiting
for her arrival at the red carpet. Within a minute, there she was,
coming down the stairs, like a prom queen coming to receive her
crown. She took a bit of her time to chat with both the DG and
the Ambassador and then all of sudden she was standing right
in front of mel The DG introduced me as her LO during her stay
in Bangkok. Her words were “Thank you very much Victor for
taking the time to take care of me, | look forward to working
with you”. Straight afterwards, she jumped on her BMW 7 series
and the motorcade started moving. | was still awestruck when a
Secret Service Agent reminded me that | was supposed to go with

the motorcade!

Now, the Secretary was staying with the President at

the Four Seasons Hotel. Due to the special security circumstances

Air Force Three



See me from the back? I’m shaking the Secretary’s Hand.

surrounding a VVIP delegation like this, 3 entire floors was
booked and thus they had no rooms available to us at all.
Therefore, we were checked-in at the hotel across the street,
which was the Intercontinental. We had 3 hours of downtime
before we were due to meet with the President’s delegation at
Wat Phra Chetupon (Wat Pho). What did | do to pass the time?
Well, a nice 180¢ of juicy Angus meat covered by some crispy
bacons and grilled onions (or else known as a hamburger) along
with a nice chocolate brownie sundae did the trick. By the time
my stomach was full, time had arrived for my date with destiny.

Time to meet my idol...

We arrived from at Wat Pho in record time, which was clocked

at 15 minutes. Try telling any Bangkokian that you travelled from
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Ratchaprasong intersection to Wat Pho in 15 minutes and they

would probably think you were from fantasy land. Certainly having
a motorcade filled with police squad cars definitely helped in
situations like this. While waiting for the President, the Secretary and
| had a little chat about this and that, by which | told her that | had
originally planned to bring one of her books for her to autograph.
However, the bookstore | had gone to had told me that it was out
of stock and it would be impossible to get it in time for November
18. She, with a smile on her face, told me that she would send it
to me later on. | thanked her for the kind gesture but what would
be the chances of her actually remembering her words? Later on,

it would be proved that | shouldn’t have assumed so...



I had only finished my conversation when | got a call on my
radio that the presidential motorcade had arrived. By the time |
rushed to the gates of the temple, the big man had just exited his
tank of a car. He walked briskly past me in a flash, leaving behind
the smell of his cologne, which was incidentally the same cologne
| used (Chanel Homme Edition Blanche). At this moment, Secret
Service agents ushered me and the other Thai officials aside so that
the President and Secretary could begin their private tour of the
temple, which was conducted by the deputy abbot of the temple.
While waiting for the tour to finish, | was waiting among the press
people who seemed awestruck to be in the presence of the 2-time
Times Magazine “Person of the Year”. By the time tour ended
after half an hour, | was already seated in the 27th car of the

44 vehicle motorcade, ready for the next destination.

His Majesty King Bhumibol graciously granted the President a
royal audience upon his first visit to the Kingdom. Unfortunately, due
to the very exclusive nature for the audience, only the President,
Secretary, the Prime Minister,the US Ambassador to Thailand and
the Thai Ambassador to USA were allowed to be in His Majesty’s
presence. The rest of us were asked to stay at the ground floor
of Siriraj Hospital, which we didn’t have a problem with until it
suddenly rained. Luckily, the audience didn’t last more than 20
minutes and suddenly | was back in the car again, heading towards

the penultimate stop of the trip.
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The motorcade arrived at the Government House where the
Prime Minister was already waiting to greet the delegation with
a full guard of honor. Afterwards, the President, Secretary, and
National Security Advisor had a bilateral meeting with the Prime
Minister and senior Thai government officials on various Thai-US
and regional issues. Within less than an hour, that meeting was
followed by a press conference, which I’m told, had the highest
media attendance in a long time. The function at the Government
House concluded with a dinner in honor of the President and his
delegation’s visit to Thailand. Now, onto the last stop of the trip,

which gave me a memory to last a lifetime...

The last function of the big man’s trip to Bangkok took place
at Chulalongkorn University. He, along with the Secretary, were
due to meet US Embassy staff and their families. After a quick
speech, he went to try to meet and take pictures with as many
of the children as possible. | was lucky enough to fit in the frame
of several of the pictures, as I’ve attached with this article. | bet
the President must have been confused when he saw me among
the children! | thought | would have been satisfied with that, but

| wasn’t prepared for what was to happen next...

After meeting with all the children and families, he went
backstage to meet and take some photos with Chulalongkorn
University staff. Just before he was going to leave, | saw that he
was walking in my direction. At the moment that he was going to

go pass me, | stuck on my hand instinctively, forgetting the fact that

‘



the person on the other end would be arguably the most powerful
man in the world. Time stood still the moment he took my hand
and gave it a firm handshake. | was definitely lost for words but
managed to blurt out “Thank you for being here Mr. President”.
He managed a smile and said “It’s a pleasure to be here”. He
quickly asked where | was from and what | was doing here when
at the last moment, | asked him for an autograph. Unfortunately,
he didn’t have a pen with him and | didn’t have anything for him
to sign but he ushered one of his secret service agents to take my
name and he would send me something. |, still awestruck, quickly

thanked him as he ran to get on his motorcade.

Did | really just meet the President of the United States of
America? | kept asking myself that question on the way back to
the hotel. | couldn’t sleep that night at all, which | meant | had
spent nearly 48 hours awake. We had to leave the hotel at 07:00 hrs
as he was due to go to Myanmar at 08:00 hrs. As soon as the
motorcade pulled up in front of Air Force One, | quickly tried to
run to say my goodbyes to both the President and Secretary but
unfortunately they were already at the door of the plane. Within
a few minutes, the door slammed shut and the plane took off,

leaving nothing behind but a bunch of memories to last forever.

A month later, | received a package at home, which was a
surprise given that | hardly ever get mail. It was Boxing Day 2012 and
| could say it was definitely one of the great Christmas presents.

Inside was a copy of “Living History” by Hillary Clinton which was

A Day with Barack : e/



Spot me in the crowd!

sicned! Therefore, | realized that she was a woman of her word
and actually remembered to send me something. However, on
January 11" 2013, | received an even bigger package, one that
literally threw me off my feet. | came home and saw a white
package in my room, waiting for me. Upon closer inspection,
| noticed a Presidential seal on top of the package. Thinking it was
a birthday card or something, | wasn’t really excited by it at all.
Suddenly, the moment | opened it, | saw a book called
“Audacity of Hope” covered by transparent film. My heart
kept beating faster and my pulses started racing the moment
| turned the cover and saw the President’s autograph on the inside
cover! It was that moment that made me look back on the events

of the day | call now as “A day with Barack...” &
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The background of the

U.S. Ambassador’s
Residence

With the courtesy of the U.S. Embassy, Excerpt from an article
by Sam Westgate

A brass plaque beside the gate at 108 Wireless Road informs
you that this is the residence of the American Ambassador. Looking
through the fence, you can see the stately, if not elegant, house
set well back from the road at the end of a long driveway heavily
shaded with magnificent old rain trees. The gardens are spacious,

well planted and surrounded by canals, discreetly setting the entire
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property off from its surroundings. The overall effect is impressive,
not only because the house has an air of tropical charm, but also

because the setting appears so quiet and gracious.

The house was built in 1914 by Horatio Victor Bailey, a
British engineer who first came to Siam at the turn of the century
in response to an advertisement of the Bangkok Dock Company,
one of the first American firms active in Siam. Mr. Bailey went on to
become one of the founders of Siam Motor Works. He also
established himself as a purveyor of royal silver to His Majesty
Rama IV, who was so pleased with Bailey’s services that he
conferred upon him the Thai name and rank of “Phra Padibat
Rajaprasong”, one who carries out the royal desire. Mr.Bailey
settled in Bangkok, married and had several children,
Khun Payon BhaKdiprasong, Mr. Bailey’s daughter by his
marriage to Khun Noey, is the Senior member of the Bailey
descendants in Thailand today and recalls fondly the days when
she lived at the residence after it was built-particularly the lovely

parties at the sala, or bathing pavilion.

After Mr. Bailey’s untimely death in England in 1920, the
house was administered by the solicitors Bangueley and Tooth until
September 1926 when it was bought by the Ministry of Finance.
Mr. Bailey’s family remained in the house for only a short period
after his death, after which it was used as the seat of the Belgian

legation from August 1922 to October 1927. The Belgian Minister



to Siam, Baron de Villenfange de Sorinnes wrote in 1922 that the
house was “without doubt one of the most beautiful in Bangkok”.
The entire living area is raised one storey above ground, thus making
it cooler. The house is located in the center of a large compound.
The building, carefully planned down to the last detail, together

with the garden make a truly elegant legation.

In 1927, Prince Traidos Prabandh, the Minister of Foreign
Affairs, requested that the property be transferred to the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the use of Raymond B. Stevens,
the fourth American Advisor to the Ministry. Mr. Stevens, in turn,
assisted the Belgian legation in securing another location. Up until
this time, the American advisors, who were appointed directly
by the Ministry and were not part of the official American

legation, had no official residence.

After the property was transferred to the Foreign Ministry,
Mr. Stevens used it as his official residence until he left Thailand
in 1936, thus becoming the first American occupant in the house.
The property was also made available to his successor Fredrick R.
Dolbeare, who lived in it for a number of years prior to World

War |l.

The property was taken over by the Japanese forces during
World War II. Little information is recorded about the Japanese
use of the house except that troops were quartered there. Motor

oil stained the patio tiles and faint traces of scorch marks left by

The background of the U.S. Ambassador’s Residence : &&



their charcoal braziers can still be seen in one or two places on

the teak floorboards.

After the war, Josephine Stanton, wife of the first American
Ambassador to Thailand, Edwin Stanton, explored the possibility
of obtaining the property as the official residence of the American
Ambassador. Excerpts from Ambassadors Stanton’s book, Brief
Authority offer vivid descriptions of both the house and of

Bangkok during this transition period.

“After a lengthy exchange with the Department we received
authorization to rent a “suitable residence”, and turn our own
quarters (located at 125 South Sathorn Road) into badly needed
space...The possibilities were not numerous as most larger
residences were in a state of utter dilapidation; none of them
had been painted since before the war, gardens had returned to
jungle, gates and fences sagged drearily. It was evident that the
occupation forces, both during the war and after, had little regard

for the property of others.”

“One day we were driven to the residence of the Prince
Regent along a bumpy dirt side street. The road was called Wittayu,
or Wireless road, because of the location of the naval wireless
station at one end of it. During the rainy season the road became
a muddy mess and was almost impassable. But there, set far back,

with an avenue of magnificent dark spreading rain trees leading



to it, we saw a sprawling sagging house, painted chocolate brown,
shutters hanging precariously; indeed the whole house listed to one
side. The extensive garden surrounding the house was crammed
with rusted war junk, remnants of jeeps, trucks, gun carriages and
tanks left there by Japanese troops. The property was encircled
by a wide canal containing more rusted junk, which jutted out of

the water at grotesque angles.”

Despite the “shocking disrepair” of the house, Mrs. Stanton
decided to ask the Ministry of Foreign Affairs if they would

undertake renovation of the house.

Although somewhat taken aback, the Ministry agreed.
“An army of workmen was set to the task of cleaning and
renovating, a stupendous job that took months, complicated by
the lack of materials in postwar Bangkok. Paints, plumbing fixtures,
wiring of all kinds, fans, hardware, almost everything needed had
to be located after lengthy searches of secondhand shops or in
the “Thieves Market”, and all of it was inferior quality...It was the
typical hundred-year-old-house (it was in fact, only thirty three
years old at the time) that constantly needed repair, but it had
great charm and atmosphere and we loved it. Almost overnight
the garden began to bloom. The flowers and shrubs we planted
were sent by our Thai friends: cannas, hibiscus, gardenias, orchids,

thus the private home of a British employee of one of the early
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American firms active in Siam became the residence of the first

American Ambassador to Thailand.

The architecture of the house is not unique, combining as it
does both European and tropical features especially favored by the
British of that period. There are a few similar mansions still
standing in Bangkok but many more in Malaysia and Borneo,
reminders of the British past in this part of the world. The basic
structure is that of the traditional tropical wooden house on
stilts built with a skeletal construction in which the roof and floor
are supported entirely by the frame and pillars. The walls serve to
protect the interior from the sun and rain but they do not bear any

weight. The fact that the house is raised is sometimes overlooked



because the tiled terrace under the house has always been
enclosed on two sides. From the front of the house, in fact, only

a glimpse of the terrace is possible beyond the main entrance.

Both the interior and the exterior of the house were
functionally designed to permit as much free circulation of air as
possible, a prerequisite for comfortable living in the days before
air conditioning. The ceilings are very high and, in tropical fashion,
the upper portions of the teak walls are carved into intricate and
delicate latticework grills offering little in the way of privacy but
much in comfort. Central air conditioning was not added until 1973,
partly, so it is rumored, because Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles considered it unnecessary. Secretary Dulles visited Thailand
in 1954 during the cool season and found the climate agreeable. So,
while air conditioning was authorized for the American residence in
Hong Kong and Taiwan during Dulles’ years, occupants of the
Bangkok residence languished in the oppressive heat of April and
May. During the 1960’s, unit air conditioners were used in the
bedroom, but other rooms remained uncomfortable for
entertaining during the hotter half of the year. The addition of
central air conditioning in 1973 and the accompanying moderniza-
tion not only altered the appearance of the old house, but it also
modified, over time, the nature of entertaining at the residence.
For the first time it became comfortable to entertain guests in the

formal living rooms all during the year. As a result, entertaining
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gradually shifted from the terrace and the sala, so enjoyed by
Mr. Bailey and his daughter, Khun Payow, to the interior of the

house itself.

Just as the interior of the house has changed substantially
over the years, so has the exterior. The property is still encircled by
canals and the original sala, or bathing pavilion, recalled so fondly
by Khun Payow remains standing to the southwest of the main
house. Residents no longer use the widened canal for swimming,
however, relying instead on the pool built adjacent to the south

side of the house in 1974. The extensive stables along Wireless




Road which once housed the horses that Mr. Bailey raced regularly
at the Royal Bangkok Sports Club were torn down in 1927. The
old windmill in the northwest corner of the estate met a similar
fate when it had outlived its usefulness as a water pump. The
modern estate has also had to make do with a somewhat smaller
staff than the twelve full-time Chinese gardeners employed by
Mr. Bailey. One major addition to the property was necessitated
by an unusual characteristic of the main house itself. Although it
appears large because of its spacious living rooms, the house has
only two bedrooms. In preparation for the visit of Secretary Dulles
in 1954, therefore, a separate guesthouse was constructed in front
and to one side of the main house. Later, a red wood Chinese
Style footbridge was built to connect the garden adjacent to the
guesthouse with a small island in the nearby canal. The American
Ambassador’s residence thus has a layered history and an eclectric
architectural past. Before World War |, architects and builders felt
free to borrow from many traditions; the older parts of the residence
reflect this carefree period. Later renovators altered the original floor
plan of the building, changing both the exterior and the interior.
In this architectural mélange, the hand of many is more seen than
the hand of one. Yet finally, 108 Wireless Road is happy marriage
to consonant and disconsonant touches. It is a stately residence,

durable house and a comfortable home. &
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