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Announcement from the Chommanard Book Prize Committee
Best of Non-Fiction for 2016 : Khang Ying (Caged)

In Khang Ying, the writer relates the hardships of her three 
year sentence for a crime she did not commit, and the lives and 
personalities of fellow prisoners. Some intended to commit  
a crime, and would not hesitate to do so again. Others acted out of 
ignorance or impetuousness. A few were innocent, scapegoats 
sentenced unjustly.

Not only was their freedom taken away, these prisoners  
lived under diminished human dignity, having to compete in order 
to survive.

Prison life is about survival, with inmates compelled to barter 
or sell illicit goods on the black market, to change their sexual identity 
to gain a more comfortable life, or evolve tactics to evade prison 
surveillance.

The author – “Navakan” – uses her gift for storytelling  
to bring us alongside the caged human voices. Prison is another 
society, with hierarchies and class divisions, with business and 
exploitation, trade monopolies, illicit drug sales, gambling, stealing 



and violence. There are also veteran prisoners who use jail as an 
opportunity; they walk in penniless and walk out with several 
hundred thousand baht in their pockets.

There are a number of books about life in Thai prison, but 
Khang Ying is exceptional. Perspectives, ideas and the writer’s 
narrative skill make this book stand out. Readers can see the change 
in perspective, from a prior prejudice against prisoners and initial 
unfamiliarity to appreciating the value of freedom and finding the 
beauty of the human spirit in unlikely places. In prison, the author 
observed friendship, love, compassion and moments of happiness 
and togetherness.

By focusing on the lives of prisoners, the book considers  
some of the causes of crime. Some criminals were by-products  
of broken families or environments that led them down the  
wrong path.

The writer has an empathetic understanding and a hope  
of educating society to accept prisoners back into the fold while 
cautioning that prison might not be the best correctional method.

This is a notable and very readable literary work from a  
gifted storyteller, who through clear and vivid prose evokes  
the nuances of human emotion, sadness and humour. Khang Ying 
can touch hearts and entertain, and challenges perspectives on  
crime and punishment.



For over five years, we have supported the Chommanard Book 
Prize, which awards exceptional non-fiction works by women writers.

Our imprint believes female authors deserve more support and 
exposure. The prize encourages non-fiction works that reflect on and 
contribute to society, that use literary skill in depicting reality. 
Chommanard-winning books have the beauty of fine fiction as well 
as the insights of truth.

Khang Ying (Caged) depicts the experiences of women for 
whom destiny has played a cruel trick. The author was jailed for over 
three years, a sentence that gave her time and opportunity to learn 
about life under tight security and heavy rules. She must fight to 
survive and live with hundreds of cellmates, an experience that 
deepens her understanding of human nature.

Khang Ying is the work of Thanadda Sawangduean, who wrote 
under the pen name of “Navakan”. The author uses narrative skill  
to evoke the realities of prison life, including details of legal angles 
and the prison pardon system. 

Women Publisher hopes readers will be entertained and find 
this small literary gem useful in their lives.

Woman Publisher

PUBLISHER’S FOREWORD



 

The stories I am about to tell are those of female prisoners  
I spent over three years of my life with.

Twenty years ago, something terribly wrong and unjust 
happened to me. I was convicted and sent to jail. It was another  
world, dark and sinister and full of obstacles and the raw barbarism 
of human nature. 

I saw and learned a lot. In prison, a low and poor inmate with 
good survival skills could climb to the upper echelons of the social 
hierarchy. But it could be a living hell for those who once enjoyed 
a good life and status.

Despite the miseries, there were also friendships between 
inmates who cared and were willing to comfort those in depression 
or in deep trouble. Even so, I never wish to see anyone put in a cage. 
I hope the book can serve as a cautionary tale and warn people to 
live consciously and not get involved in vice. A few seconds of 
impetuousness can land you in hell on earth. 

Follow my journey here instead. These are the stories of  
female inmates whose identity was reduced to Female Prisoner,  
a label that will haunt them for the rest of their lives.

One thing prison can help you appreciate is love. Real love 
from parents and family. The people who never forsake us no matter 
who we are. They will be there when everyone else walks away.

I lived behind prison walls for 1,115 days, counting down  
the days until I could enjoy freedom again. I was finally released, 
but the stigma of prison remains.

Thanadda Sawangduean

WRITER’S PROLOGUE
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“If I could live as a caged bird with people regularly feeding 
me, I would rather fly out of the cage. I would rather get tired and 
hungry from trying to compete for food with other birds, or risk being 
killed at any instant by a bird of prey or predator. This bird must be 
free to fly into the sky and find joy.”
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Winter returned. I came out to enjoy the view from the  
balcony of my rented room in Yokohama, Japan. The light drizzle 
continued for four days, the final round of December rain. The rain 
reminded me that the real winter would soon arrive. The cold would 
sharpen and turn the light rain into snow that would fly across  
the city. I knew the weather pattern by heart because I had been  
living in Yokohama for six winters.

And I knew that tomorrow the Christmas festival would  
start. I remembered the first time Shinya, my husband, brought  
me to the walking street in downtown Yokohama. We held hands  
as we strolled down the walking street, smooching and watching  
the lovely decorated Christmas trees as Christmas songs played.  
It was the festive season Japanese looked forward to. Like every 
Yokohaman, I loved this season.

Every walking street in Yokohama was decorated every year 
in the same festive style. The shopping areas were decorated with 

C H A P T E R  1 

LAST CHRISTMAS
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Christmas trees to wow shoppers. Yokohama residents would go  
out shopping to find presents for loved ones. The most popular gift 
was cake topped with white cream and fresh red strawberries. The 
cake was the signature Christmas gift for Yokohama.

I never forgot the festive Christmas scene through six years 
of living in the city. Shinya promised to take me out shopping for 
clothes and gifts. So I returned the favour. I acted as a dutiful wife. 
I cleaned our room and prepared a good meal. Shinya would have 
no excuse to say no when I asked him to buy me anything I wished.

It was past eight o’clock and I was expecting my husband to 
return. My ears waited for a sound of the doorbell. I smiled  
as I waited. Then I heard a loud noise. 

Bang!
I was startled. It was not the familiar sound of the doorbell.  

It was the big clanking sound of someone violently shaking and 
slamming a steel door.

“Move. Move!” I heard an unfamiliar man’s voice. 
He then yelled, “Get in. Get in!”
I opened my eyes and what I saw was a small cell with steel 

bars for walls, and two women sitting beside me. Both had buried 
their heads in their hands, looking to be under extreme duress.

This was not Yokohama; it was a female holding cell in 
Bangkok. 

Was I dreaming? Had I really been arrested? I was shocked 
and confused. I slowly stood up, trying to pull myself together, trying 
to make sense of things. 

How could I have ended up here? How could a vision of the 
joyful Christmas festival in Yokohama transform into this scene of 
a Bangkok prison?

I was an inmate, sentenced to serve a three-year, two-month 
jail term for a crime I did not commit. Police had unfairly charged 
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me with poisoning and stealing.
I was a victim, not a convict. But I won’t tire you with the tale 

of my misfortune. I would rather tell the story of my friends – 
hundreds of female prisoners who shared our tragic destiny behind 
prison walls. We called the prison Ban Yai (the Big House). Ban Yai 
sounded like music to the ears; it evoked a big mansion in which 
members of the extended family – grandparents, papa, mama, kids 
and kin, lived happily together as family. 

But for us, Ban Yai meant the absence of freedom. I would 
rather call it a living hell. A hell where hundreds from all walks  
of life were thrown together to live in a hotchpotch of space, and 
each of us only had private space as wide as two hands to sleep in. 
We lived in miserable conditions, in a manner people who have  
never lived in prison will never be able to understand. 

I find it disconnected to reality when I hear ordinary people 
say prisoners live comfortably.

“Living in prison is worry-free. You get fed without having to 
work. You get lodging without having to pay for it.”

For me, it was a place where sinners were thrown together  
to live. Their sins varied – stealing, robbing, killing or using and  
selling narcotics. There were also scapegoats and the innocent,  
a group I counted myself among, unjustly consigned to pay  
for sins we had not committed.

There were several old prisoners arrested by police in lieu of 
children they could not find. Some of these folks were put behind 
bars for life. Most were eventually forgotten and forsaken by their 
own children, who never came to visit. 

Being in prison gave me a new perspective on life. The 
experience gave me some understanding about the meaning and 
realities of life. I believe prisoners like us must have sinned in a past 
life, so we were sent to a living hell to pay for past sins. I also think 
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a lot of my own life, and the fact I was unfairly sent to prison and 
lived there for over three years, even though I did nothing wrong. 
Was it because of sins I had committed in a previous life?

The sounds of two women sobbing brought me back to  
reality. They were new inmates. The first was in her thirties and had 
a fair complexion, with the skin and mannerisms of a rich person. 
She sat on the floor, knees to her chest, back against the prison wall. 
She had buried her face in her hands in despair.

The other woman was younger, in her twenties. Her face 
suggested she was Thai-Chinese. She wore a shoulder-length bob 
hairstyle. She had a petite and lean body. She wore a jersey and 
T-shirt bearing the logo of a university in Bangkok. She looked  
every bit the junkie. Her cheeks protruded and she had black rings 
under her eyes as if she had been deprived of sleep for days.

They sat in the same position and looked equally drained of 
hope. It must have been their first time in jail, since they looked  
so perturbed and frightened. 

I had been locked up only three days before. We were so  
afraid because next to us was a cell for male inmates, and there  
were already three guys staying there. Only the iron bars separated 
us from these three, who came every day to ask me for 100 or 200 
baht. They took my money and brought back meals, cigarettes  
and sleeping pills. I depended on the sleeping pills. Without them,  
I would stay awake all night, racking my brains and thinking up 
nonsense.

This trio looked dreadful. Tattoos covered almost every inch 
of their skin. Their appearance and manner suggested they were 
veteran inmates, who had walked in and out of jail several times  
and were unafraid of going back.

I was terrified of them, so I gave them money when they  
asked. Then the stopped teasing me. They kept calling me “Angel”. 
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More importantly, I gave them money because they gave me two 
Xanax tablets every day.

Xanax is a tranquillizer that suppresses the nerves. I took it 
during my first three days in the cell and it made me hallucinate.

I learned that the three guys who supplied me with the pills and 
meals were called Sai Klang. In reality, Sai Klang means “middle 
path”. In prison jargon, Sai Klang are those who intentionally want 
to stay in prison, or those who are incorrigible convicts. They get 
released but usually break the law again and return to jail.

Prisoners also knew that the Sai Klang worked as police 
informants. They helped buy and sell drugs and supplied information 
about drug trading and sellers to police investigators. In prison, they 
made money by selling meals, or coffee for police or inmates at 
police stations.

Sai Klang had the ability to smuggle goods into prison. These 
included the sleeping pills heroin addicts needed to quench their  
drug habit. These three amigos were very experienced. They made 
money supplying Xanax for inmates awaiting trial before being  
sent to the real penitentiary.

I started observing my two cellmates. The older one was  
silent; she did not talk or smile or make eye contact. The younger 
one could not stop crying. She would have been feeling sorry for 
herself for getting arrested. She looked at me a few times as if she 
wanted to speak. I smiled at her and we began to talk.

Her name was “Aey”. Aey was 20 years old, a junior at  
a university in Bangkok. She had been arrested for selling heroin.

Aey told me how she had mingled with the wrong people  
who introduced her to heroin. Having no money to pay for drugs, 
she started pushing them instead. She started as a drug peddler,  
an underling to a major drug dealer in her neighbourhood in the  
Thon Buri part of Bangkok. The dealer repaid her with small  
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doses of free heroin. 
Aey was good at the business. She attracted more clients and 

made more sales, and thus had more leverage with the dealer. She 
invested 3,000 baht and made a profit of 6,000 baht. Aey’s mother 
was naive, not knowing what her beloved daughter was up to.  
But it did not remain a secret for long.

One day, Aey confronted her mother, explaining she had to 
sell drugs because she had become heavily addicted to heroin and 
needed to sell some to have her own supply. Besides, Aey paid her 
own tuition fees using drug money, so she did not have to bother  
the family.

Aey’s mother did not buy her explanation, but there was not 
much she could do. Exposing the truth to others would send her 
daughter to prison. 

But Aey was arrested anyway and sent away to pay for her 
crime. After selling heroin for months, she had been duped into 
selling drugs to undercover police. 

I felt sorry for Aey after listening to her life story. Girls like 
Aey had bright futures ahead of them. But they let drugs ruin their 
lives and destroy those futures.

In those days, heroin and methamphetamine were popular  
and affordable. The penalty for crimes related to heroin was light 
compared to now. Police at the time even released some drug  
addicts. 

The national anthem woke me up. But I was too tired to stand 
up. I had slept late, listening to Aey’s story well into the night. What 
made me finally get up was the sound of Aey crying. Her mother  
had come to visit her at the cell in the police station. The girl was 
begging her mother to bail her out. Her mum with tears in her eyes 
said she could not find enough money. The mother said she could 
also not find the money to repay the hundreds of thousands of baht 
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she had borrowed from friends that Aey had used for heroin.
Looking at her mother, it was clear she would never be able 

to find the money to bail her daughter out; she had arrived in the 
uniform of a cleaner. Aey burst into tears when her mother said  
she could not find the money. Then Aey grew angry, accusing  
her mother of being deliberately unhelpful. The situation created  
an air of tension that could be felt across the small cell. 

Observing the mother-daughter relationship, I assumed the 
mother had spoilt her child. The daughter was throwing a tantrum 
and being disrespectful. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the mother. 
She had borrowed money to finance her own daughter’s drug use 
and had to endure the pain of seeing her beloved daughter became 
an addict. She must have felt guilty that her indecisiveness and 
weakness might have encouraged her daughter’s involvement with 
drugs. Yet the mother had had little choice. All she could do was 
keep her daughter alive longer and keep her from suffering severe 
drug withdrawals.

Although it was late morning, I felt drowsy as a result of the 
sleeping pills I had been popping over the past few days. I did not 
feel like eating. All I needed was sleep.

Again I was woken by the clanking of the metal door of the 
cell. The door opened and another woman was sent into our cell. 

The newbie was twenty-something, the same age bracket as 
Aey. This young woman wore long braided hair down to her hip. 
She wore a denim blouse and long-sleeved T-shirt.

Her characteristics reminded me of the leading female 
character in the melodrama Ban Sai Thong, who also had long  
braided hair and a long-sleeved white shirt. Her appearance also 
made me think of an art student. She had a pretty face and fair 
complexion that made it look as if she came from a rich family. She 
looked frightened as she walked into the cell. She found a corner of 
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the cell where she could sit and cry like everyone else who stepped 
into the cell.

Aey took a role in welcoming the new girl. We learned the 
newcomer was a second-year student at a private university. Her 
name was Nok. She studied interior design and loved to mix Thai 
with English when she talked about her education. I could not 
understand the English jargon she used, yet I pretended to listen 
attentively for the sake of being polite. Nok had been arrested for 
stealing and buying stolen goods.

As we sat and interviewed the newcomer, one of the three men 
shouted at us.

“Girls, order now if you want anything to eat. You will no 
longer be able to enjoy decent meals after you’re sent to prison!”

I turned back and looked. One of them was known as  
“Ai Khao”, which meant white. But his body was not, as most  
of his skin was covered with a deep green tattoo. Ai Khao kept 
smiling at me. 

I was shocked. All I could think was, “Am I really going to 
jail?” With this going through my head, no meal would now  
be pleasant anyway.

I will never forget the scene at the police station that day.  
It was an ordinary Friday afternoon but the atmosphere turned 
eventful. Twelve newcomers, men and women, were sent to the  
cells. Five women were sent to our women’s cell and seven men 
entered theirs. Voices of the newcomers filled the space. Their 
conversations were all alike; all believed they would be granted  
bail and walk out of the cell by the evening.

One of the five new cellmates was an older woman around 60. 
She wore an old sarong, a Thai-style cotton trunk popular with 
traditional Thais. Her hair was badly kept and turning white. Her 
look suggested a poor background. Like other suspects in the cell, 
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she sat with knees to her chest and head in her hands.
“What brought you in here, auntie?” I could not curb my 

curiosity.
“The police charged me for gambling … playing cards,” she 

said as tears welled up in her eyes.
“And you did?”
“No way! I don’t know how to play cards! Gambling isn’t my 

thing.”
“Why were you arrested if you didn’t gamble?” I probed for 

answers, feeling confused.
“My kid brought friends over to play cards at our house and 

they ran away when the police raided. I just walked in to collect  
the mat and cards. The police arrested me on the spot.”

“And your kid came to bail you out?”
“Actually he came, but the police said he had to wait because 

it was the weekend.”
“So you have to wait until Monday?”
Learning she would have to stay in the cell for another three 

days, the old woman wiped her tears. Like me, she had nothing to 
contest the police view. All the evidence seemed to confirm her 
wrongdoing.

I kept chatting with her to try to lighten her mood. The laughter 
of other suspects filled the cell. Each suspect took turns telling  
his or her own story. Some recounted scenes of running away from 
police as they raided a gambling den. Cellmates laughed.

Everyone in the cells laughed that evening except a 30-year-
old woman. She sat silently, with the usual grim face. I tried to  
cheer her up by smiling at her. I wanted to tell her, “Let go … let 
your hair down for a moment at least.” I could not say it. Her face 
remained distraught, and she could only mumble. 

We finally talked in the morning. She was a nurse at a private 
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hospital. She had a relationship with a wealthy patient and she  
had swindled millions of baht from him. The patient later pressed 
charges against her and she ran away and got a job at another  
hospital. However, she kept doing the same – swindling money  
from patients who fell in love with her.

She made a lot of money from these affairs with patients. The 
money was enough for her to open her own clinic. Finally police 
tracked her down and came to arrest her. Her clinic was closed and 
all her assets confiscated. The court reached a verdict that would 
keep her in prison for 20 years. I realized now why she looked  
and dressed like a wealthy person.

Every evening after the national anthem, the three men  
would come and ask if we wanted their delivery service. Did we 
want meals, beverages, cigarettes? As usual, one of them asked me, 
“Young lady, want some candy? Isn’t it about time for you to eat?”

The candy was purple tablets of Xanax, a drug that mentally 
transported me back to Yokohama. I kept convincing myself that 
eventually I would reunite with Shinya, my beloved husband in 
Yokohama. But my dream was cut short as bad luck brought me  
to this prison instead.

So evening was my favourite time. At least we had those three 
men to supply us with goods that included sleeping pills, Xanax  
and other drugs. These goods were neatly and cleverly packed,  
in a plastic tube in an iced cup of coffee. These goods somehow  
did not get inspected by the police and were delivered efficiently.  
Of course, these three men were no angels and nothing was free.  
We had to pay the delivery fee.

I was one of their regular customers. I did not hesitate to pay 
what they asked for two tablets of Xanax. This helped me get by. 
These three amigos took Xanax too in order to sleep. They looked 
casual; prison was part of their lifestyle.
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Another morning arrived and I woke up. An old police 
constable was yelling at us.

 “Wake up, wake up … you lazy people!”
“Already awake, Pa,” one of the three delivery men replied 

casually. Although the cop was low-ranked, everyone in the police 
station, thieves or other policemen, called him “Pa”.

Pa took his key chain out of his pocket to unlock the cell. He 
ordered one of us to clean the toilet. The toilet was next to the cells 
all of us slept in. Needless to say, the smell was terrible.

“Hi Poe, you came back to prison again!” Pa greeted a 
newcomer who had been sent to the cell the previous night. “I bet 
you enjoy living in prison. Hate to sleep in your own home?

“Look Pa, they framed me,” Poe replied to the old policeman. 
“Don’t worry … they’ll find evidence against you soon.”
“So you know I was framed, Pa.”
“You must stop selling drugs,” the policeman preached. 

“Reform yourself and get clean. Try to behave like a decent human 
being.”

From the conservation, I gathered the young man named Poe 
must have been arrested many times.

“What’s the charge this time … selling and taking drugs as 
usual?”

Poe zipped up his mouth shortly before singing Sabai Sabai, 
a well known song by Bird Thongchai McIntyre. The title means 
“Happy Happy”. 

“Sabai Sabai. Staying in prison is so happy,” Poe sang, raising 
his voice. “Sabai Sabai.”

The old policeman shook his head. Prison seemed to be a 
casual thing for the young man. I started to examine Poe. He was 
twenty-something. Like the three Sai Klang delivery men, his body 
was covered with tattoos. I kept gazing at the tattoos, wondering 
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whether the patterns were of a lizard or dragon.
Poe looked every inch the junkie. His cheekbones protruded, 

his skin was dirty and nails long and crusted with dirt. With his  
drug-addict persona, police could spot him without difficulty. Poe 
seemed to be familiar with the three delivery men. They chatted 
amicably.

After standing up for the national anthem in the morning, the 
three amigos came to us again. This time, they asked us to prepare 
money.

“Ladies and gentlemen … prepare to order your meal or tell 
us your wish. Today is your last day here and tomorrow you will go 
to the palace. In the palace, you will have no chance to enjoy good 
things. So please be hurry.”

We rushed to find pens and paper to write down our orders. 
The atmosphere was lively and eventful. Poe looked drunk and high 
(he might have popped more drugs the night before). He shook his 
hips, danced around the cell and made us all laugh, including the  
old lady. Everyone seemed to forget his or her misery. For a brief 
moment, we forgot we were in jail; the place looked like a fun-filled 
cafe. The entertainment Poe performed was a farewell before  
each of us left to face our separate charges. 

The three delivery men sang along as if they were the chorus 
of the band on a stage where Poe was giving the performance of a 
lifetime. Everyone had fun like being at a party, not in a holding  
cell. I grew closer to the two other girls, Aey and Nok. We had  
a good laugh and we forgot we were prisoners.

At 10 a.m., relatives came to visit and the loud voices echoed 
across the cell. Some of the relatives cried, others cursed.

“It serves you right. I always told you not to misbehave!”
No matter what the relatives said, they would struggle  

to find the money to bail out the inmates. Aey cried like a river to 
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her mother, begging her to take her out of the prison hell.
Aey’s mum stood holding the iron prison bars, also crying. 

She still wore her cleaner’s uniform. I knew for sure she would not 
find the hundreds of thousands of baht to bail her daughter out.

Aey cried as if she would die when her mother told her she 
did not have the money for bail. Tears flowed from the mother’s  
eyes. Her pain must have been excruciating.

It was painful enough to witness her beloved daughter  
become a victim of drugs, but it must have been even more painful 
to see her daughter imprisoned. Although I wasn’t related, I could 
not stop my tears as I watched the sad scene unfold.

Mum tried to calm Aey down, reminding her that prison  
could be a real challenge; if Aey could get through, it would reform 
her and transform her into a new person with a new life. At the very 
least, the mum said, prison would help Aey stay clear of heroin.

For me, being imprisoned was not as painful as being unable 
to see the face of my husband any more. I had a premonition that  
my husband and I would never meet again. If I were not in prison,  
I would be living in Japan now. But life had played a nasty trick  
on me. All I could do was come to my senses and not be drowned 
further in this misfortune.

My sister came to visit me on Sunday afternoon as promised. 
What Phi Jaeb, my sister, told me was the bad news I had expected.

“Ning … I’ve run out of ideas. I couldn’t come up with the 
bail money!”

My sister put on a sad face as she spoke. Deep down, I had 
known from the start my sister would not find the money. My father 
was bedridden following a stroke. My mother had to take care of 
him. I hardly saw eye to eye with my brother; we had fought one 
another since we were little kids. Another older sister of mine had 
mental problems and her condition had deteriorated. 



24 • CAGED: Women’s Voices from a Bangkok Prison

My sister told me there was still hope. I could use pro-bono 
legal services provided by the Council of Lawyers. These pro-bono 
lawyers could help me fight in court if I was determined to insist  
on my innocence. Or these lawyers could help me get the court to 
lighten my sentence.

At last, we suspects were to be moved from the police  
holding cell to the official prison operated by the Ministry of  
Justice. Suspects would wait there for their trials. After standing  
for the national anthem in the morning, Pa curtly ordered us  
to prepare to get on the bus and go to the criminal court.

“All of you, stand up and form an orderly queue. Then walk 
to the bus.”

Twenty of us demurely followed instructions. We got into a 
big black bus that looked like a public bus except all the windows 
and interior were fitted with sturdy iron bars. Women were asked to 
sit in a separate section. The driver drove us to the criminal court 
where we would face justice.
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The prison bus arrived at our destiny, where we were ordered 
to get off the bus and form a queue. Inmates lined up and docilely 
walked one after another. We reached the temporary cell in the 
basement of the criminal court. A number of criminal suspects had 
arrived from other police holding cells. There were also prisoners 
wearing brown prison uniforms. Again, women and men were 
separated into different rooms.

The atmosphere was chaotic. Relatives of inmates were  
raising their voices and shouting. A few inmates cried, mourning 
mistakes made. A myriad voices came together like a chorus, except 
the sound was not entertaining or understandable. How could it be 
when all the voices were in competition with each other?

Bail guarantors walked around the court trying to find clients 
– relatives of suspects and inmates awaiting trial. These agents were 
leeches, waiting to suck the blood from helpless victims. Some 
relatives had no choice but to hire a guarantor to get their loved  

C H A P T E R  2 

TO THE FEMALE PRISON 



28 • CAGED: Women’s Voices from a Bangkok Prison

ones out on bail.
These bail-guarantors-for-hire would spot relatives that  

looked wealthy, or prisoners from famous criminal cases, presumably 
murderers. Their ability to pay depended on whom the prisoners  
had killed. If the dead were celebrities or politicians, the defendants 
were likely to have enough money to pay. Major drug dealers also 
usually had fat wallets.

Drug convicts rarely won in court because Thailand had been 
treating drug-related felonies as a serious crime. Yet those suspects 
on drug charges could pay to stay out. Some even mortgaged their 
houses, cars and land in exchange for brief freedom.

I had got my court warrant the day before. My felony was 
drugging someone with the intent to steal and possessing 
hallucinogenic drugs. The judges needed to interrogate four other 
witnesses before reaching their verdict. Each witness interrogation 
would take 12 days to complete. I was told my case would be done 
quickly. But I would have to stay in prison until the court read  
its verdict.

Aey was facing multiple charges of drug possession, drug  
use and drug sales. Her case had seven witnesses. In 1992, the 
amphetamine known as ya ma was classified as a class two narcotic. 
Two years later, this was changed to class one, with more severe 
penalties.

Nok, a university student, was given a two-year, six-month 
jail term. She was granted bail for a week, then she would have to 
return to prison to serve her sentence. Family members came to lend 
their support. They told her to endure the hardship and complete  
the sentence. Nok cried after finding out her destiny.

The 60-year-old grandmother was released after her children 
bailed her out. The old lady was lovely and kind to share food and 
snacks with Nok, Aey and me. Her crime was petty and the penalty 
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was a fine of a few hundred baht.
I could not help but cry at seeing the old grandma walk away. 

I felt jealous that she had a family that had come to her rescue.
“What have I done to deserve this?” I lamented. “What have 

I done in a past life to bring me so much misery?” I had been on my 
way back to Japan, almost reunited with Shinya, my husband. 

The nurse was sentenced to 12 years. Her family came to  
offer support as the court read its verdict. Although her crime was 
just embezzlement, her term was a lengthy one because many 
plaintiffs were pressing charges. She also had other cases pending. 
She was being sued by the state for stealing medicine and medical 
equipment from state hospitals to sell to private clinics. The  
penalties for stealing assets from the state were heavy. The nurse 
might have to serve another 20 years for this charge.

Her case was popular at the time. She told me her face and 
crimes had been reported in national newspapers and on television. 
Her face had been widely shown across the country. Hers was  
a cautionary tale, to remind people not to steal state assets.

The three amigos who had delivered food and Xanax to me 
and Poe were also sent back to prison. They knew their fate and 
showed no remorse. On the contrary, they looked happy, chatting 
and greeting other inmates. They were cut out to be prisoners.

l also know they walked into prison penniless and walked out 
as rich men. “Sai Klang” like this trio and Poe made money selling 
drugs in prison. They would use the profits to buy more drugs and 
make more money. They would have a lot of money when they  
were released, enough for them to stay idle for a while. Then they 
would do something to get arrested and get sent back to prison  
again. They were cut out for this. Only death would take them away 
from prison.

After criminal court, we boarded the bus again and at 2 p.m. 
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arrived at the prison. Sitting in the prison bus, I thought of the time 
I was arrested in Japan for overstaying my visa and on prostitution 
charges. But prison in Japan was like a three-star hotel. Prisoners 
were given sufficient space and the facilities to provide us with some 
comfort in life. Each cell had two bunk beds, and prisoners were 
served good and healthy food. The toilet and cells were separate.

In prison in Japan, there was also outdoor space for inmates 
to exercise. The prison arranged fun and useful activities such  
as dancing or even card playing to keep inmates from boredom. 
Besides the fun activities, prisoners were given cigarettes to smoke. 
Serving a jail term in Japan was manageable because I could spend 
the time eating and sleeping. I couldn’t imagine what my prison 
experience in Bangkok would be like.

The atmosphere in the prison bus was redolent of stress  
and eerie quiet. Female staff kept staring at the 20 of us for any signs 
of disobedience.

I looked at the 15 female prisoners on the bus. We wore  
brown prison uniforms. The lower part was just a sarong, a tube 
cloth; the upper part was a short-sleeved T-shirt. The colour of the 
uniform indicated the status of the prisoner. Brown meant inmates 
were waiting for a court verdict or still fighting their cases in  
appeals and the supreme court. Dark blue was for convicts. The  
ages of inmates on the prison bus varied – early twenties to  
sixties. One was pregnant and looked like she would deliver in  
the cells in two or three months if she wasn’t granted bail.

I sat quietly, trying to keep my mouth zipped. I was racked 
with misery. I kept asking myself what had happened to my life  
and what I had done to deserve this. It was beyond belief. My head 
hung in despair.

Yet I still felt people staring at me. Perhaps it was my 
outrageous look that drew people’s attention. I had my hair permed 
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in green and red. My colourful hair ran down to my waist. I wore 
high-heeled platform shoes, and my clothes were the latest fashion 
from Japan.

I heard the voice of an inmate who looked to be around 30. 
She had fair skin and seemed a good-looking, cool person. She 
happened to be sitting in front of me, whispering to another inmate.

“Ying, who is on prison warder shift today?”
“Ubon Deng,” the one named “Ying” replied. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Sure, Ma. I saw the work shift yesterday,” Ying said in 

reassurance. I wondered why this good-looking woman was called 
“Ma”. 

“Cool. Ying, you need to make sure you don’t run into any 
problems like getting caught,” the cool woman warned. “Or I’ll be 
in trouble too.”

“Ying” did not look as feminine as her name suggested.  
The term means femininity. But this inmate looked like a person  
who got drunk and messed up all the time. Her face was round,  
eyes bulging, eyebrows pointing down. She wore short-cropped  
hair. Her front teeth were cracked and marked with black cavities. 
She was in her twenties. She looked like a person of few words,  
yet I could tell that Ying was a pain in the ass.

I couldn’t make much sense of the conservation I was 
eavesdropping on. I couldn’t help but wonder who “Ubon Deng” 
was. I assumed she was a prison warder who would supervise at the 
prison this evening. Another assumption was that the two convicts 
were smuggling something into prison. Before I could make more 
guesses, the bus arrived at the female prison complex. My attention 
shifted to this place.

Two female prison staff members started giving us orders. 
“Get off the bus and form two lines. Separate into two groups. One 
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for former prisoners and the other for newbies.”
The 20 convicts followed orders. I got off the bus and  

followed the others. When I saw the staggering high wall, I felt my 
heart shatter.

The wall was towering. It would take at least five or six people 
to stand on each other’s shoulders to climb to the top.

“Why does the prison need walls that high?” I murmured to 
myself. It was so high that even dreaming of flying away was almost 
impossible. On top was a high stack of barbed wire, presumably  
with electricity running through it. Even if you could climb to  
the top, you would be electrocuted to death.

It was 3 p.m. and some 10 male and female prison guards  
were waiting for us. Every guard seemed to know his or her duty 
and worked efficiently and systematically.

A male guard was responsible for holding the keys. He ran 
ahead of us to unlock the prison gates. We had to pass three prison 
gates to enter the innermost zone that was the actual prison – the 
twilight zone.

When we reached the inner zone, two of the female staff  
came to stand at the head and tail of our queue. They were armed 
with batons around a foot long.

We were ushered inside. At first, I felt no fear. On the contrary, 
I was excited to see a real prison. “Is it going to be like the scene of 
a movie?” I said to myself.

The first thing I saw was a spacious green lawn with trees.  
On the left was a small office. I heard a former prisoner in the queue 
call it the “town hall”. On the right was a two-storey office building 
that looked exactly like a commercial building except with iron bars 
in the windows. I could see a lot of female prisoners through the 
bars. I assumed they were attending workshops on job training  
to prepare them for life after their release.
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These prisoners stared at us. I heard a noisy conversation.  
They might have been talking about us.

“New prisoners coming. Lots of them!” one shouted.
Around 50 metres from the “town hall” was a three-storey 

building that reminded me of my high school. On the ground floor 
was an open space with tables and benches. It must have been the 
canteen area where inmates came to eat.

As I looked around the prison with excitement, an ageing 
female guard hurried over and stopped at the convicts named  
Ying and Pla. Pla was the cool prisoner who had sat in front of me 
on the bus.

“Did you hide anything in your sia?” This was prison jargon 
for vagina. 

“No, Ma,” both prisoners promptly answered. 
“Hope I won’t find anything during the search. You’ll get  

a big penalty if I find anything in your sia!” 
Pla, the cool prisoner, pretended to be subdued. Yet I  

overheard her murmur, “Catch me if you can.”
A prison guard ordered us to take off our clothes. Six other 

newcomers and I were shocked, looking at each other in disbelief. 
The former prisoners in contrast seemed nonchalant. They quickly 
followed orders, removing their shirts, bras and panties and holding 
those in their hands. They only wore a thin piece of cloth to cover 
their breasts.

“I already had my vagina searched when I came here the first 
time,” Nok said in a bored voice.

“You were in jail before?” 
“Four or five days before my family bailed me out,” Nok 

replied. 
“So let’s do it,” I said to myself. If anyone could take off  

their clothes, why not me? Naked, I followed the other inmates  
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to the bed. The bed was a raised platform for us to put our legs up. 
It was like a bed you would find in a hospital maternity ward.

Another female guard waited for us, hands covered with  
rubber gloves. She was prepared to insert her fingers into our sia  
to conduct her search.

I felt pity for myself and other inmates forced to endure this. 
We lost our rights once we became prisoners. The term “prisoner” 
replaced our personal identity and existence. Our individual rights 
as citizens had been stripped off and left at the prison gate and  
we became something else in prison.

Regardless of what we had been before – a Miss, Mr, Mrs,  
Dr or any other title, we were now equal as prisoners.

Pla and Ying chatted amicably after they passed the sia  
search. The guards seemed disappointed they couldn’t find anything. 
Guards had previously caught both of them trying to smuggle goods 
in their vaginas and had been sure of finding something again.

I learned later the banned item was only a type of tobacco 
called Ya Choon sold in drug stores. It was cheap tobacco for  
hand-rolled cigarettes, only 5 baht per packet.

Believe it or not, in prison this cheap tobacco was expensive 
contraband. Those who succeed in smuggling Ya Choon inside could 
get 500 to 800 baht per pack!

Female prisoners nicknamed this tobacco “crocodile”, or  
ai kae, because the shape of a hand-rolled cigarette resembled  
a crocodile. Prisoners always invented slang and jargon to prevent 
guards from understanding when they were bending the rules.

I also learned later that Pla and Ying had succeed in smuggling 
tobacco into the prison. Their tactics were simple but smart. Pla  
and Ying did not hide the tobacco in their sia like before. They  
just carried the packets in their hand along with the sarong cloth. 
They used their hand to raise the cloth to show the guards they had 
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nothing to hide. The guards were just too dumb to catch them.
All new prisoners had to undertake the sia search. Newcomers 

banded together with Nok, who had been in prison before. Nok 
patiently gave them information – the circumstances they would face 
and rules they had to comply with.

I listened carefully. Although I did not know what would 
happen in prison, I was willing to learn from the experience and 
adapt to the new environment like the other inmates had to.

At 3 p.m., around 500 female inmates were released from 
various cells into the common space. The scene was chaotic and 
resembled buzzing bees. Inmates ran around in every direction.

I was curious where they would go and what they would do. 
I noticed every inmate carried a handbag, or a tote bag made of  
small pieces of cloth stitched together like a quilt. Some carried 
plastic bags. These inmates rushed to reserve space on the open lawn. 
The space they competed for had no trees or shade.

Everyone took a piece of cloth or paper large enough for  
two people and placed it on the lawn. Then they took out a bathing 
bowl, soap, shampoo and a cloth like a nightgown from their bags. 
They used the sarong to remove their clothes in order to take a bath.

Aey and I looked on bemused. A few minutes later, prisoners 
ran to form a long queue after they heard a sharp whistle.

I looked in the direction of the whistle and saw a square 
concrete pool. The pool was as high as our waistline and 10 metres 
long, and was brimming with water from the taps.

It was the common bathing area. With bathing bowl, soap  
and shampoo in hand, inmates waited under the scorching sun  
for their turn to take a bath.

Four or five robust female inmates stood at the concrete pool. 
Anyone could tell that they were influential or gang inmates. They 
behaved as if they were supervisors. One barked an order telling 
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inmates to form three to four lines, and the inmates did as they  
were told. Some neatly applied shampoo to their hair in advance. 
They knew the bathing process well.

Another supervising inmate ordered inmates to approach the 
concrete tub. Some wore sarongs to cover their breasts, while many 
wore only pants and left their upper body naked. Another whistle 
blew and inmates quickly used the bathing bowl to scoop water  
over their bodies. After scooping three or four bowls, the supervisor 
blew the whistle a second time. Then inmates used one hand  
to apply soap and another hand to apply shampoo to their hair.

Three minutes later a third whistle trilled. Inmates used the 
bathing bowls to scoop up water to rinse off the soap and shampoo 
foam for a few minutes and stopped when the fourth whistle came.

I counted that each inmate could scoop up around four bowls 
per session, with no allowances made if inmates couldn’t wash up 
enough with the given water and time.

Nok told me to beware of the mafia inmates who supervised 
the daily bath. She warned me to stop bathing immediately after  
the fourth whistle. Those who kept scooping water would be hit  
on the head with a bathing bowl. The penalty would never be  
light. The beating would be repetitive and hard. The system used 
inmates to control one another.

It was the first time I had witnessed prisoners taking a bath. 
Most of the inmates I saw that day had dull dark faces with a lot of 
freckles and looked uncharismatic. Their faces reminded me  
of the old saying that prisoners had a ponderous look.

I assumed the dull skin came from having to take baths under 
the sun. I would develop the same horrid look and dull face as  
the other inmates.

Bathing in Thai prison was entirely different from that in 
Japan. There I took a private bath in a separate bathroom. No one 
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could see me. Seeing the system in Thailand made my heart sink  
and left me speechless. Even as I prepared to adjust to prison life,  
I felt my knees weaken at seeing inmates forced to bathe in the  
open, only allowed to scoop up a few bowls of water and given  
a few minutes for their daily bath.

Aey and I became buddies. The bathing scene that day  
affected us, as if divine intervention forced us to realize we would 
have to work together for mutual support in order to survive in  
prison. Without a buddy, you had no one to turn to here. Aey became 
my shadow and we faced our new world together.

I observed the former nurse who was now a convict. She  
had a long disapproving face. What else could she do? Once you 
became a prisoner, you had to accept the conditions and learn  
to live with them.

Another prisoner, a good-looking woman, approached us.  
She was thirty-something and must have been of mixed race, as her 
face looked partly Western. She wore the deep blue prison uniform 
that indicated her court trial was completed. She carried a huge file.

“My name is Prae. I am the prison proctor. I am responsible 
for checking the background of the newcomers. You can ask me  
any time if you have any questions about prison rules.”

Everyone nodded and smiled in order to make friends with 
the proctor.

“Newcomers need to fill in registration forms before taking  
a bath.”

We nodded again and asked nothing, as if dumb. Perhaps we 
were shy or too dumbfounded by the new experience.

“Anyone receive a court verdict already?”
No words again. We shook our heads. Everyone seemed 

disheartened and reserved. I had a lot of questions that I didn’t  
dare ask. 
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The registration didn’t take long. We had to write our name, 
surname and felonies. After we completed the registration, Prae 
continued with her orientation.

“Anyone carrying money must leave it with the prison  
guards. You are permitted to withdraw 200 baht a day maximum. 
The prison will have food for sale for breakfast and lunch. There are 
two or three sets for you to choose from. Here we use coupons in 
place of real cash. The daily coupon expires at noon and you cannot 
use it the next day. So you must use all your coupons by noon. You 
can use them to buy non-perishable food, soap or toothpaste and 
store them in private lockers. Any questions?”

No one asked a question during the initial orientation, though 
most of us knew nothing about prison.

Prae gave each of us a prison uniform. The uniforms were 
brown, since we were still waiting for our court verdicts. Prisoners 
would wear brown until their cases got a final verdict, up to the 
supreme court.

The uniform was made of thick fabric, thus it would be hot 
and we would get soaked with sweat. The uniform was free but  
it had been worn by previous inmates. Prae looked at our faces  
and seemed to understand.

“This is free gift from the authorities. You can buy your own 
uniform, made to order if you like. The fabric is lighter and more 
casual to wear. It costs 350 baht.”

The orientation came to an end. All of us sat in a composed 
manner yet we lost our appetites when we saw the dinner prepared 
for us. On the plate was “red rice” – rice with a reddish colour.  
It came with a mixture of rice husks, minuscule pebbles, rice  
moths and tiny worms. In the boiling rice, you could see worms 
floating up to the surface. The smell was repugnant and made us  
lose our appetites. I for one could not swallow that red rice.
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For two decades, prisoners in Thailand had been given only 
red rice to eat. It was the lowest grade of rice. Red rice had a bad 
smell. Most prisoners couldn’t eat it at first but had to eventually 
because it was the daily meal. Before meals, prisoners would be 
asked to recite a pledge of gratitude to the government for sponsoring 
our food. Prisoners would have to memorize the pledge, except for 
the rich inmates who could skip the ordeal of the red rice. Wealthy 
inmates had money to buy white race during their stay.

Rich inmates would not experience the breadth and depth of 
prison life even if they shared the cell with poor inmates. Money 
always leads to inequality and hierarchy, even in the hell on earth 
called prison. Prison should be where inmates are equal. The reality 
is different.

I later learned that inmates needed to memorize the pledge 
they recited at their three meals. There would be an examination  
for reciting the pledge and those who could not recite it failed  
the exam. Those who passed could use credit to appeal for a royal 
pardon. 

After swallowing the red rice, I began to wonder who  
invented it. Was the red grain grown specifically for prisoners,  
to remind us that bad people deserve to eat bad rice?
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C H A P T E R  3 

REMAND CENTRE

At 4 p.m., prisoners were required to go to their sleeping  
areas. New inmates like us would be sent there at five o’clock. We 
would first be sent to the remand centre on the third floor.

I thought the remand centre would be in better condition.  
It turned out to be very run down, as this was where convicts  
stayed while awaiting trial. Those who knew their sentence –  
despite still fighting appeals up to the supreme court – would be  
sent to separate cells.

I was shocked to see the conditions of the remand centre.  
It was overcrowded, with over 50 inmates packed like sardines in  
a can. The room was only five by three metres. The inmates were 
divided into three rows. They slept with their heads right behind  
the feet of the prisoners in the row above their heads.

Each row had around 20 inmates. The scene was chaotic and 
reminded me of canned fish. It was so overcrowded you could not 
see any space between inmates.
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The prison guard who brought us to the remand centre  
shouted to an inmate in the centre. “Room leader, find space for  
the newcomers!”

“There might be some,” an ageing prisoner answered. She  
was chubby but with an unfriendly face.

“Where is there space?” Aey asked in a whisper. “I can’t see 
any.” 

“I can’t even see space for us to put a foot down,” I replied.
“We’re in deep trouble,” the senior nurse lamented. “How  

can we sleep like this?” She could not process the scene in front  
of us.

Despite our stress, all seven newcomers of the female prison 
had no choice but to step into the room. The loud noise of the prison 
gate closing and clanking as the guard locked it made my heart  
shatter again. That clanking still echoes in my memory.

As expected, we could not find space to sit, not to mention 
sleep. We had to wait for the room leader to arrange space for us.

As we waited, a pungent odour emanated from the back of  
the room. I looked for the source of the stench and found the toilet. 
It resembled a small stable and was made of concrete. It was only 
waist-high and had no top. Needless to say, the smell of urine  
and faeces spread across the room.

The room leader ordered the other inmates to squeeze in to 
make more room for the seven new inmates. All inmates moved  
their bodies as ordered, though they were clearly frustrated.

“Why do they keep sending more people?” an inmate yelled. 
“It’s way too packed!”

“If you want a comfy sleep, go back home, don’t be in prison!” 
the room proctor quipped back angrily.

The room leader must have been over 40. She looked cool  
and sly, the type you wouldn’t want to argue with. Her back was 
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covered with tattoos, like an ancient Thai soldier. She also had  
tattoos of two red goldfish on her calf. She must have been  
a veteran of the prison.

She finally found enough space for us to squeeze into.  
Looking around, some inmates even had nice fluffy pillows or even 
a mattress, while most slept on the hard floor. In prison, money  
could provide a more comfortable life. If you had money, or  
relatives to support you, you would have access to a better quality 
of life. Without money and without kin, you were on your own,  
at the bottom.

I got an old blanket handed to me by a prison guard. Luckily 
the floor was wood, not cold hard concrete.

The room leader came to greet us. She explained that later  
we would be separated and stay with inmates who had committed 
similar crimes. Convicted murderers, burglars, thieves would share 
the same zone.

There were four rooms for inmates in these categories. Each 
room could accommodate up to 50 inmates and it would be more 
comfortable than the current remand centre we were in.

Inmates from drug offences would sleep together. Drug 
offences were the most prevalent crime in the country. There were 
12 cells for these prisoners. Similarly, each cell could accommodate 
up to 50 people.

There were over 60 inmates in the remand centre. Each day, 
new prisoners would be sent in and the centre became even more 
like sardines packed in a can. Inmates slept on other inmates’ body 
parts.

Those who got up for the toilet would not regain their  
sleeping space. This was agony. For me, “hell” was the best way  
to describe the place. 

I saw human nature reveal itself in this small room. Inmates 
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were diverse, from the young to retirees, various nationalities – 
Hmong, Myanmar, lesbians, the clinically insane and junkies, the 
group that dominated the remand centre. Most looked depressed  
and worried about their trials, while some looked nonchalant,  
as if spending time at summer camp.

We found space to sleep on our first night. But I would not 
say we actually slept. We just found enough space for us to squeeze 
in and lie down. For me, that is different from the act of sleeping.

The leader of the cell returned with a question. “Newcomers 
… any of you who cannot eat the red rice, raise your hands.”

Seven of us immediately raised our hands.
“So, all of you want to eat white rice?”
All of us raised our hands again and nodded.
“So all of you might be carrying some cash with you?”
This time, Aey did not raise her hand. She turned to me. 
“Ning, can you lend me a hundred baht? I’ll return it  

tomorrow when my mum comes to visit.”
I quickly agreed, thinking I would only be spending a short 

time here. My sister would come to my rescue and bail me out,  
and I could fight in court from outside prison. I had 3,000 baht  
in my pocket, so 100 baht meant nothing.

“Feel free to withdraw your money. But be aware you can  
take out only 200 baht a day to buy coupons. Make sure to use  
your money in one day, before the coupons expire.”

I withdrew money right away. I took out 200 baht to buy  
white rice and meals. I had no intention of eating the meals  
provided by the prison or swallowing the red rice.

At dusk, the bells sounded through the prison. The inmates 
lounging around immediately stood up and formed a long, orderly 
queue. Aey and I exchanged glances, confused. What was going  
on? Then the national anthem started. Standing up to pay respects  
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to the anthem was a ritual Thais follow, even inmates like us.
After the anthem, we sat down and an inmate began to lead 

us in prayer. There were many prayers I had never recited before in 
my life. Even the Chinnabanchon, a verse which they say can bring 
improvements to your life. I just knew it was supposed to be very 
long, but this was the first time I had actually listened to it.

After the prayers, we ended with the royal anthem. The  
anthem resounded throughout the grounds; male inmates also sang 
it and we could hear them from where we were – we were not so far 
away from them. These activities took an hour before bedtime,  
and they were mandatory in prisons across Thailand.

After the singing and chanting, the noise of inmates chatting 
reverberated across the prison, like a massive heard of giant insects 
rubbing their wings together at the same time. The noise was  
inmates chatting about their lives, their families – husband, wife, 
children, relatives. Some inmates cried while talking about their 
cases. It was hard to make sense of what the inmates were sharing, 
as each of them raised their voices in order to be heard. The chatting 
was so loud that Mae Hong (head of the inmates) needed to shout.

“What are you selling? Lower your voices, this is not  
a market. Stop shouting as if you’re selling goods at market!”

Inmates started entertaining others with singing, dancing  
or even performing likay, a type of traditional folk theatre. These 
inmates gave all they had to make their gigs entertaining. The  
cells grew fun-filled and lively, like a student camp outing. And  
the shows were not only taking place in our cell. Inmates in other 
cells danced, sang and performed something fun to entertain the 
others. Evening was a time for inmates to try to cheer up others  
and offer a brief escape from misery. These gigs kept us from  
drowning in the dark world behind iron prison bars. I was  
surprised by how many ways inmates found to entertain themselves. 
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I never imagined I would see such entertainment in prison.
Pla, the veteran inmate who had sat in front of me on the bus, 

and the head inmate seemed to be close friends. They were walking 
together. Ying, another inmate, must also be a prison veteran. If not, 
she would not have dared to smuggle tobacco into the prison.

Ying’s real name was “Somsuda”. I heard other prisoners call 
her by this name to avoid confusing her with other Yings, because 
there were many prisoners with the same nickname.

“Somsuda, go stand ‘radar’ at the front of the room,”  
Pla yelled.

“Radar” was prison jargon for keeping watch. Prisoners used 
jargon to disguise their activities from the guards. Ying followed  
the order dutifully.

Pla brought out the ai kae tobacco and used paper torn from 
a magazine to roll it. She pulled a lighter out of her bra and lit  
the cigarette. Pla and Mae Hong, or the head of inmates, shared  
the cigarette and took three or four drags until the cigarette was  
too short. Ying Somsuda, who had stood by to watch for guards, 
came to take up the short cigarette and took the last two drags.

The smell of tobacco was overpowering and permeated the 
cell. But no one dared tell the guards because we did not want  
to be beaten by these influential inmates. I realized now why the 
prison banned inmates from bringing books and magazines into  
the sleeping areas. The paper would become paraphernalia for  
hand-rolled cigarettes.

Three hours later silence had fallen on the prison. Many had 
fallen asleep while some were still wide awake. The conditions  
were hot and humid and I could not breath because there was not  
a single electric fan in the cell. It was the first time in my life  
I had to share a tiny sleeping area with dozens of people. The cell  
was so crowded I had to stand up in order to take a full breath.
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Glancing around, I saw inmates sleeping in disarray. Inmates 
piled arms and legs on each other. One inmate had stuck her head  
in the armpit of another, even though inmates often had bad body 
odour! The scene was more miserable than I can describe. The cell 
was small but secured with solid iron bars. The door was secured 
with two massive locks. All I could think was that even though  
we were inmates, we did not deserve to live like this. The cell  
was an animal cage. I could not help but wonder what would  
happen if there was a fire and the guards could not unlock the door 
in time – we would be burned alive.

I stood up for 10 minutes, thinking aimlessly, before I found 
that the other inmates had already claimed my sleeping space. I had 
to wait another 10 minutes or so for inmates to move their bodies 
enough for me to reclaim a space.

Soon the chiming of a bell was heard again. I had lost the  
sense of time, thinking it was late at night and I had only slept  
for a couple of hours. Yet the inmates in the cell rose up and  
folded their blankets and put away their pillows. 

Although I wanted to sleep on, I also got up and put my  
blanket and pillow in order. Inmates then queued up, waiting for  
the guards to unlock the cell. After doors were unlocked at 6 a.m., 
500 inmates rushed out to start their morning errands.

Errands began with 500 women struggling to get to the head 
of the queue. The scene made me think of an army of ants running 
away from water – everyone ran like a headless chicken. 

The scene was chaotic. Aey and I were dumbfounded and  
did not know what to do. The first morning was a quick introduction 
to life in a women’s prison. 

Aey was still my shadow, following me around. We had 
contemplated and prepared ourselves for surviving in prison. We  
had reached the point of no return, knowing our chances of walking 
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out of prison quickly and easily were slim. We had decided to study 
how people lived and survived in order to do the same.

The older nurse and other inmates who had arrived on the 
same bus disappeared and stayed in their zones. The female prison 
was large. It was hard to find anyone, as all female inmates wore 
similar outfits, either blue or brown prison uniforms.

Ying Somsuda walked over to us. She looked sincere when 
she asked, “Do you two girls already have your personal items?”

“Nope,” I replied.
“Do you have the money to buy them?” Ying continued.
“Not yet … I need to wait until my mum comes to visit,”  

Aey answered. 
“How about we bring you to do some shopping at the black 

market?” 
“But what’s the black market?” I asked dubiously.
“It’s where you can buy goods on credit,” Ying replied. “The 

price is just a little higher.”
Aey quickly took up the offer because neither of us had soap, 

shampoo, toothpaste, toothbrushes or any basic amenities for us  
to live in prison. Aey was confident her mother would come to  
visit later in the day and she would have money.

Somsuda led us to the rear of the building and the sleeping 
area. There was the black market, with several shops open. Scores 
of prisoners came to do their shopping. I found a “tomboy” of 30 
years of age. She looked like a man, with the crew cut of a soldier. 
On her upper arm was a tattoo. But what caught my eye and scared 
me was the thick scar running from her upper arm down to the  
elbow. It looked like a wound from repetitive knife cuts.

“Hi Papa Tum, bringing you new customers,” Ying said. 
Papa Tum turned and stared at me. “Did you already check 

that they both have relatives?”
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“Of course, Papa, I scanned them.” Ying proudly used the 
English “scan” to mean she had inspected our records.

“Good for you, because it will be you who pays if these girls 
don’t have money,” Papa Tum spoke loudly, like a thug.

I came to the conclusion we would be in big trouble if we 
could not pay as promised.

“Aey, do you want my money? You can repay me later.”
Aey was confident. “Thanks, but no thanks. My mum will 

definitely come today.” 
“What if she won’t?” I asked with concern.
“Mama will definitely come. You worry too much.”
I let her buy goods from Papa Tum on credit. I did not want 

to contradict her confidence in her mum. If her mother didn’t  
show up, we’d have to find a solution later.

The prices of goods in Papa Tum’s shop were staggeringly 
high. She charged around 200 baht for a bucket, a bar of soap,  
a toothbrush, a small bottle of shampoo and small tube of toothpaste. 
The price would be around 100 baht in a normal grocery shop  
outside the prison. But in the prison’s black market, all goods  
are marked up 40% or more.

The guards tried to stamp out these black markets to prevent 
exploitation, mafia activity and, above all, the disputes and debt 
collection that followed when buyers couldn’t pay. There were  
scores of shops in these black markets. Papa Tum’s was only one of 
them. There was a lot of trouble at the black market, too. Customers 
who couldn’t pay for the goods they bought were beaten and  
attacked. In the end, inmates could avoid trouble by staying away 
from the black market entirely. Actually, prisoners could buy  
the basic goods from the prison shop.

Aey and I finally bought the things we needed from the black 
market. Ying came to see us again and followed us around. A little 
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later, she suggested we needed more products.
“You both need a ‘house’ to sit on?” she said, with the look  

of a sincere salesperson. 
“What kind of house are you talking about?” I asked back. 
“A house is like a mat,” she said, pointing out the other 

inmates. “Look, all the inmates here have mats to sit on.”
The “houses” were sacks or large bags that prisoners sat on. 

Ying said the mat was called a house here. Without a house, inmates 
had to sit on the ground, which got filthy in the rainy season. Every 
inmate needed a house to save them on rainy days.

Aey and I smiled listening to Ying’s sales pitch and the 
definition of a house. Prison for us was a twilight zone full of  
strange things. At this point, we knew we had a lot to learn.

“If you want a house, you can order one from me and get it 
this evening.” 

“How much does a house cost?” I asked.
“Just 150 baht and I will also give you an all-purpose bag  

as a free gift.” 
“And why do I need an all-purpose bag?” Aey asked.
“You need the all-purpose bag to put your house and  

necessities in to carry around wherever you go. Look around, 
everyone here carries the all-purpose bag. Don’t you want one?”

Ying Somsuda was right. Every prisoner carried a bag. Some 
had backpacks, others rucksacks or even handbags. It was hard  
to know what they put in these bags. But the concept of an  
all-purpose-bag sounded right. We needed something to carry our 
basic stuff in – forks and spoons for eating and other toiletries – 
bucket, soap, toothpaste, toothbrushes and of course, a house.

So we both ordered houses from Ying Somsuda, who was 
paying attention to our well-being in prison. I wasn’t sure if her 
concern was heartfelt or simply because she wanted to sell stuff  
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and get money out of us. But she gave us a fast track to learn about 
life behind prison walls.

The chiming of the bell reminded us it was seven in the 
morning. Five hundred inmates rushed to form lines and prepare  
for breakfast.

Breakfast was being served in the open space on the grounds 
of the sleeping quarters. Meals were neatly served in trays, prepared 
by inmates assigned to the unit responsible for cooking and  
serving meals.

Breakfast comprised the notorious red rice, pork soup and 
vermicelli noodles. The pork pieces were quite large, with layers of 
fat and skin that looked tough to chew. I told myself I was lucky  
to have booked white rice and meals from the vendor. The taste  
would have to be better than eating red rice and bland pork soup.

So I paid for my first breakfast in prison. What I got was  
white rice, omelette and fried aubergine with fermented soybean.  
It cost only 30 baht – 5 baht for white rice, 10 baht for the omelette 
and 15 baht for aubergine with soybean. The meal was cheap for 
inmates with cash and relatives who could send money. But it was 
too much for those without money or relatives, and they had  
no choice but to swallow the red rice.

After breakfast, there was free time for inmates to take a short 
break. They had to return to salute to national anthem at 8 a.m. The 
morning anthem was conducted in the big open space in front of the 
“town hall”. After saluting the anthem and flag, inmates would pray 
and recite the rules of prison. The whole process took half an hour.

Afterwards inmates went to separate “factories” to work in 
areas they were assigned to and had expertise in. There was a lot of 
work for inmates to choose from: sewing, embroidery, making 
sandals and plastic flowers, among many others.

With around 500 inmates in factories, four or five were 



52 • CAGED: Women’s Voices from a Bangkok Prison

assigned to be supervisors, walking around to keep us alert and  
make us work harder. Each inmate would be given a quota of work 
to complete each day. If she could not complete the assigned work, 
she would be penalized with more work the next day.

At this point, you can see life in prison is not free of work  
as some people believe. We did not sit idly, doing nothing for years 
until our release. On the contrary, prisoners are confined by rules. 
We had to follow codes from the time we woke up until we went  
to sleep. We had to work and fill a quota to avoid being punished. 
Prison walls, lack of freedom, overwhelming rules and regulations 
and work assignments – this was the life of a prisoner.

Aey and I chose easy work that required no expertise. Our 
work was to insert pencil graphite into plastic pencil tubes. The  
pencil belonged to the brand known as Apollo, famous among  
young students.

After working for a while, an inmate around 30 gave us a 
friendly look and introduced herself as Phi Jaew (Older Sister Jaew).

“You both just got here?”
“Yes, we’re newbies,” I replied.
Phi Jaew might have known we were newcomers from the 

brown uniform we got from the corrections department. 
“Where you both sleeping in the same room with Ying?”
“Which Ying?” I asked back. “There are five inmates in our 

room named Ying.”
“Ying Somsuda who hobbles.”
“Yes, we sleep in the same room. What happened to her feet?”
“She has uneven legs, one longer than another. But the point 

is you can’t trust her. She finds a way to exploit new inmates. She’ll 
ask whether they have relatives or money and if they say yes  
she brings them to the black market for shopping. You need to  
be aware of her tricks.”
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“It’s too late,” Aey and I replied with a laugh.
“Why? Oh … Ying already took you there.”
“Yes, we bought goods Ying recommended.”
Phi Jaew furrowed her brow and murmured she should have 

told us earlier. Then she asked what we bought and how much we 
paid. We learned how much Ying Somsuda had overcharged us.  
The prices at the black market were much higher, and Ying got an 
extra 20 baht commission for every new customer she brought to  
the shop. Ying made money duping new prisoners to get ripped off 
at the black market.

The “house” or mat we bought was made by inmates and  
cost 50 to 60 baht. All-purpose handbags were made in the prison 
too at a cost of 20 baht each. Now we appreciated why Ying was so 
assertive, so gracious to please and so caring. She had already made 
over 100 baht profit from bringing Aey and me to Papa Tum’s shop. 
I mentally kicked myself for my stupidity. But there was nothing 
much we could do. Prison was a world of its own, with reality and 
rules fashioned according to the needs of some of its inhabitants.

Phi Jaew went on telling the story of Ying Somsuda. Ying 
spent her life walking in and out of prison. She was arrested as a girl 
and sent to Ban Metta, a foster home, until she was 18. She kept on 
breaking laws and getting sent back to jail.

Most of her crimes involved drugs – drug use and then  
dealing. She took amphetamines, then heroin, or even sniffed glue. 

She ended up peddling drugs to get money in order to buy 
drugs for her own consumption. She was scared of prison. Her 
sentences were light – two to three months to two years at most.

She served countless jail terms and no relative came to visit 
her. Ying never had relatives. Indeed, she was an orphan. She had 
never had a home and spent her life on the streets. She usually slept 
at a sala at a temple in the Thon Buri area. She had strange habits 
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and looked a bit like a crackpot. She was an incorrigible kleptomaniac 
and that got her arrested by police time and again. She would get 
sent to prison on theft charges and be jailed for a month or two.  
Out of jail, she would steal again and be sent to back to prison.

Ying continued to steal, even in prison. She could steal 
anything chance permitted and anything within reach. Water  
buckets, spoons, forks or even underwear inmates had hung out  
to dry. Prison warders penalized her for stealing many times,  
to no avail.

Though Ying was poor and alone, without relatives, Phi Jaew 
told us she lived quite well in prison. She ate white rice, not the  
red grain like the poor inmates. Ying was a survivor. She could  
live comfortably in prison by offering services in exchange for 
money. She would give massages, wash clothes, scrub skin or even 
empty dirty chamber pots for other prisoners who could pay.  
She also offered a “radar” service, which was keeping an eye  
out for prison guards, or offered “game” – accepting a penalty  
on behalf of another prisoner. For example, if a prisoner was found 
smoking, Ying, if she happened to be at the scene, would claim  
she was the one smoking. She would take the penalty first and  
claim her fee later.

The degree of the penalty depended on the degree of 
wrongdoing. Sometimes the penalty was just being struck a few  
times by a bamboo cane, while some penalties were heavier. The 
degree of the penalty depended on how many guards were on shift. 
Each guard would be required to cane the prisoner six times and  
if there were four guards, the prisoner would be caned 24 times.  
Skin would bleed from the caning. The bloody wounds would heal 
after a few days and turn into green and purple bruises. After being 
caned, prisoners were often prevented from seeing visitors until  
the bruises disappeared.
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Ying was hired to be caned. She was willing to clean pots for 
rich prisoners. What she got was a few bucks, or two or three ai kae 
cigarettes and, sometimes, basic goods. The prison guards knew  
well that Ying Somsuda could not afford to buy anything, but none 
wanted to look into the case.

In prison, it seemed that nobody had a chance to become 
somebody. Behind prison walls, you did not need knowledge, 
education or expertise to survive. All you needed were survival  
skills and street smarts.

Phi Jaew knew much of Ying’s life, as she too was familiar 
with prison. She had walked in and out of prisons in Bangkok  
and surroundings and rubbed shoulders with Ying.

I was sad to learn about her background. Her life and fate had 
not given her an opportunity to do good deeds or live a normal life. 
She had been in and out of prison since she was young, and that  
was a wound that would never heal. I believed Ying might not  
even know what love and compassion were.

So she had to cheat in order to make a profit from new 
prisoners. What she did was out of her survival instincts. She just 
needed to get by, to survive in the prison.

I finally knew that Ying Somsuda was a pain in the arse and 
could not be trusted. So I grew determined that Ying would not  
get another dime from me!




