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How I lost my ukelele
to a lovely Thai lady

SINGING FOR HIS SUPPER: Stan at a roadside
noodle bar in Hua Hin. Top: One of Phuket’s glorious beaches

Ex-pop star Stan
Cullimore busks
from Bangkok to
Phuket – and his
unlikely instrument
proves a smash
hit with the locals

I

KNEW that taking my 23-year-old son Robin to Thailand for the first time would be a bit of an adventure
– especially as I was taking my ukelele along to do
a bit of busking once we got there. But somehow I
never expected to find myself sitting on the back
of an elephant at a sanctuary, with my son in the
driving seat.
We decided to head to Thailand a few months ago following my god-daughter’s return from her gap-year. As
part of her travels, she had been to Thailand for a few
weeks and told me what an amazing place it was. Robin
joined in the conversation, saying that he’d heard the
same thing.
Later that evening, I was regaling them with tales
from the Eighties, when I was a member of the pop
group The Housemartins. They found it difficult to
believe that I used to busk with my band-mate Norman
Cook (who later found fame as DJ Fatboy Slim) to earn
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some extra money. Then Robin
had an idea – that I should to
busk my way around Thailand
on a ‘gap fortnight’. He even
offered to come along to make
sure I didn’t wimp out.
We both laid down some
conditions. Robin wanted a real
backpacker experience, witnessing Thais going about their
everyday lives, rather than
spending time doing all the
tourist nonsense. I was happy
with the latter condition but I
insisted that if I was busking
during the day, I had to rest my
weary head somewhere comfortable at night. To that end,
I put myself in charge of booking our hotels. We would not be
sleeping in any grotty hostels, I
told him.
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Y next good decision was taking
on responsibility
for booking the
flights. I chose
KLM, a proper
grown-up, luxurious airline.
This was our first boys-only
long-haul trip and I think I may
have just spoilt Robin for ever.
He settled back into his
comfortable seat to watch a
film and couldn’t believe how
often the flight attendants
came along to hand him food.
And when a stewardess offered
us complimentary cognac after
our evening meal, I thought my
son might actually explode
with happiness.
When we got to Bangkok, we
had to do the backpacker thing
and take a tuk-tuk. I’ve seen
these little taxis before, but the
ones in Bangkok seem to be
even brighter and shinier than
usual. It’s a great way to travel
as long as you’re not in a hurry.
What usually happens is that

you get in, tell the driver
where you want to go and
he promptly ignores you,
instead taking you to every
shop he wants you to go to.
When we got the hang of
being polite but firm and
not getting taken for a ride
(quite literally), the drivers
were brilliant – one even
let me take control of the
steering wheel while he
strummed the uke.
Our first hotel – the
Watergate in Bangkok –
was everything I’d hoped
it would be. The view from
our room on the 34th floor
was stunning, and Robin
and I spent a happy hour
or so every evening, sipping cocktails and admiring
the skyline.
The Watergate
is part of the
Amari chain,
and I decided
before we left
England that we
would stay
at the compan y ’s h o t e l s
throughout our
stay. Amari has
places all over
Thailand and
from the photographs
on
the internet, I
thought they looked quite good.
In reality they’re even better.
After a couple of delightful
days in Bangkok, during which
I utterly failed to do any busking, we waved farewell to
Pierre, the hotel manager, and
climbed on to a rackety old bus
full of young backpackers.
The promise of air-conditioning on board never materialised so we spent five hours
quietly melting. All in all, it
was an adventure but not the
sort you dream of. Truth be

The Mail on Sunday March 17 • 2013

Win tickets to The British & Irish
Lions Tour 2013 in Melbourne for
you and 14 friends – worth £45,000
there’s nothing like going to a major sporting event in australia,
and they don’t come much bigger or better than the British & irish
lions tour. You and 14 friends could be flown down to melbourne
for seven nights to watch the lions’ second test match and the
melbourne rebels game. Plus, get exclusive access to the official
lions supporter village on match day and places at the invite-only
eve-of-test-match gala dinner.
For your chance to win this outstanding prize, visit:

www.mailonline.co.uk/lionstour
Full terms
and conditions
online

BEST RIVER CRUISE
SAVE up to £300 on a
five-day Dutch Delights
and Beautiful Bulbfields break with River
Cruise Line (rivercruiseline.co.uk).
Departing April 15, the trip now costs from
£299pp, including return ferry from Dover,
transfers, three nights full-board
accommodation, entry to the Keukenhof
Gardens and a visit to Amsterdam.

TRAVEL

X

55

FIT FOR A POP
STAR: The pool at
the Amari Coral
Beach in Phuket

SINGLE TICKET: Annabel on the dockside in
protective gear and the ship preparing to leave port

`

IN CONTROL:
Stan on a tuk-tuk,
and (far right) in
The Housemartins

told, I was glad when we finally
reached our next stop.
Hua Hin is a quiet town by
the sea, home to lots of retired
Westerners. We got off the bus
feeling very hot and bothered
but Robin had no sympathy for
my tiredness. He immediately
started pointing out some good
sunny spots for busking.
Fortunately, I managed to hail
a passing taxi and said the
magic words ‘Hotel Amari’
before Robin got too carried
away with his idea. A few

LATE DEALS OF THE WEEK
BEST CITY BREAK
JET off to St Petersburg
and spend three nights
on a B&B basis at the three-star Ibis Hotel
from £375pp. The price is based on two
sharing and includes return flights
departing Edinburgh on May 4 and
transfers. Visit jet2holidays.com or call
0800 408 5594.
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BEST SKI
HEAD to the Austrian
resort of St Anton on
April 6 for a seven-night stay in the Chalet

minutes later, we were
checking into another exquisite
room, before having a refreshing dip in the pool.
The next day I took my uke
and we hired ourselves a
couple of scooters. This was
Robin’s idea. He wanted to get
out and about, to explore the
countryside away from tourists. It’s great fun and it’s a
great way to stumble across
adventures, and that’s how we
found the elephant sanctuary.
We saw a sign pointing to it
along a dusty track – at the end
of the track we discovered
six elephants relaxing in the
shade. After purchasing a
couple of tickets, Robin and I
climbed aboard one elephant
and wandered through the
countryside.
At one point, our guide ges-

Pangratz. The break costs from £563pp on
a half-board basis that includes afternoon
tea, flights from Gatwick and transfers. Call
0871 971 0578 or visit thomsonski.co.uk
BEST HOTEL
TRAVELODGE
(travelodge.co.uk) is
offering stays at its airport hotels for £21 per
room per night including Gatwick,
Heathrow, Manchester and Glasgow. The
offer is valid from March 22 to April 30.
BEST CRUISE
THE MSC Orchestra
departs Genoa on April 5
for a seven-night Med cruise, which costs
from £599pp, including flights. Ports of call
include Palermo, Ibiza and Villefranche.
Visit virginholidaycruises.co.uk

GETTING
THERE
KLM (0871 222 7474, klm.com)
flies from Heathrow to Bangkok
via Amsterdam. Return fares
start from £796pp.
For information on Amari
Hotels visit amari.com. Room
rates in Thailand start at about
£60 per night.
For further information, visit
tourismthailand.org

BOWLED OVER: Robin
listens as a waitress tries the
ukelele at a Bangkok restaurant
tured Robin towards the driver’s
seat, while he took pictures of us.
Our elephant was totally unfazed.
They’re impressive creatures
close-up and surprisingly gentle.
After a couple of hours, it was
time to think about lunch. Early
on in the trip, we decided that our
motto would be: ‘Eat where the
locals eat, drink where you can
and always stay in the best hotels
in town.’ So whenever we wanted
food we sought out somewhere
that was full of well-fed locals.
On day two in Hua Hin we
noticed a roadside noodle place
that was perfect for lunch. There
are lots of these places in Thailand, and the food is always
fantastic.
The only problem is that the
people working there don’t speak
very much English, and we can’t
speak Thai. Luckily though, most
food sellers had a couple of
phrases we could understand –
‘Spicy’ and ‘no spicy’.

N

OW Robin likes his
chillies, so he normally went for the
hot stuff. I, on the
other hand, like my
digestive system to
remain intact, so I went for the
non-spicy option.
The lunch routine usually went
like this: First, Robin and I would
sit down to eat with a table full of
Thais. Next, they would watch us
react after taking a couple of
mouthfuls of food. Finally, after
our eyes watered and several
beads of sweat broke out on our
foreheads, they would point at us

and giggle a lot. Usually around
this point, someone would notice
the ukelele in my bag. It seems
everyone in Thailand knows what
a uke is and loves to play one.
I also discovered that if I started
playing it while trying to sing a
couple of words in Thai, it always
brought the house down. Of
course, being a shameless showoff, I did it every time. The best
bit was I got paid with food, and it
tasted even better knowing I had
worked for it.
After a couple of days in Hua
Hin, we handed the scooters back
and took an overnight bus down
to Phuket. I wasn’t particularly
looking forward to the journey
beforehand, but it was surprisingly comfortable.
We woke up to a fantastic view
of the island, and were soon
checking into the beautiful Amari
Coral Beach Hotel. By now we’d
started pinching ourselves to
make sure we weren’t dreaming.
Even when I was a pop star I
never stayed in places this good.
The next day we decided to do
some snorkelling and snoozing on
the aptly named Coral Island, a
couple of miles from central
Phuket. During our stay, Robin
insisting that I take photos of him
as he walked out of the sea holding his snorkelling gear because
he thought he looked like James
Bond star Daniel Craig in that
famous scene in Casino Royale.
Oh, the confidence of youth!
A couple of days later, we had
our first encounter with ladyboys. I knew they were bound to

appear at some time because they
always do in Thailand – I just
didn’t expect them to arrive when
we were eating dinner. Nor did I
expect them to be opera singers.
Before we arrived in Phuket,
someone suggested that we had
to visit a place called Ka Jok See,
which is regularly voted one of
the top ten evenings out in Asia.
When we got to the restaurant,
we were both hungry and more
than a bit intrigued. What made
this place so popular? From the
outside it looked like a slightly
rundown shack. On the inside it
was full of trinkets, in a sort of
Thai ‘shabby chic’ style. Admittedly the food was very good, but
then scores of places in Phuket
serve brilliant meals. Why was
this restaurant so feted?
Then we noticed that as people
finished eating, the waiters were
clearing the tables and pushing
chairs back against the walls.
Suddenly, a DJ started playing
loud salsa and the waiters got
everyone up to dance. Next, the
restaurant owner came around
and started handing out tambourines and drums.
I should admit that after playing ukes, one of my favourite
things is playing percussion. So
I grabbed a drum and joined in.
Soon the whole room came alive
as the operatic ladyboys began
to sing. That’s the thing about
Thailand – eating out can be such
an adventure.
I must confess that the rest of
the evening at Ka Jok See became
a bit of a blur. By the time I came
to my senses the next day, we
were saying goodbye to Brendan,
the hotel manager, and getting
ready to head back to Bangkok
for the journey home.
One thing I do know for sure is
that when the time came to leave
the land of elephants, tuk-tuks
and ladyboys, it was hard to say
goodbye. However, I do know that
a small part of me will always be
out there – not just my heart, but
my ukelele.
On our final day in Bangkok, as
we grabbed a bite to eat, one of
the waitresses saw it in my bag
and borrowed it to serenade
Robin. She was enjoying herself
so much that I told her to keep it.
The smile on her face said it all. It
was the perfect ending to our
perfect Thai adventure.

There are lots more South-East Asian adventures to discover at travelmail.co.uk

Hate crowds? Try a
cruise where you’re
the only passenger
I LOVE boats but hate the idea of
being a passenger on a huge cruise
ship. So last summer I tried a week
on board a German-owned container
ship with a crew of 12, en route
from Bilbao to Tenerife.
My misgivings about being the
only passenger and the only woman
were instantly dispelled when I was
welcomed on board by a friendly
young Bulgarian in a sweatshirt
who, in perfect English, introduced
himself as the captain. One of the
Filipino deckhands took my luggage
and I was ushered up the gangway
with some ceremony, feeling rather
like the Queen.
I was shown to the best cabin on
the top deck, just below the bridge.
The area contained a sofa, desk,
fridge and a separate bedroom and
bathroom. The officer’s mess was
five flights of stairs below.
Everyone had already eaten a
generous three-course dinner
before the cook went off duty
at 7pm, but I was told I could
help myself to salami, cheese and
salad from the fridge at any time,
day or night.
As we headed out to sea, the
phone in my cabin rang – it was
the captain asking if I would like
to meet the Basque pilot.
I settled into the huge co-pilot’s
seat facing the winking instrument
panels and spent the rest of that
evening – the first of many – talking
to the captain about history, politics
and food as the sea and sky slowly
darkened and his solitary watch
ended at midnight.
The working language among the
crew was English. They were a
mixed bunch – one German, two

By Annabel Simms
Poles, two Lithuanians, three
Bulgarians and four shy Filipino
deckhands. The Bulgarians were
the friendliest and most relaxed.
Everyone treated me like a cross
between royalty and the ship’s pet
mascot. I had the run of the bridge,
the officers’ and crew’s mess, and I
was allowed the only seat and table
outside, on the lower deck.
Every evening the captain joined
me, by invitation, in my cabin for a
gin and tonic before we enjoyed
dinner in the officers’ mess where
we were waited on by the cook.
Then I visited the crew’s mess
before going up to the bridge to join
the captain on his nightwatch.
During stopovers at the Spanish
port of Vigo and Las Palmas in Gran
Canaria, where I had secretly
dreaded negotiating the terminals
alone, I was escorted by one of the
crew. During our two-hour stopover
in Sines in Portugal, the port agent
was waiting for me with his car to
whisk me off to Vasco da Gama’s
castle overlooking the bay.
I spent a wonderful evening
with the captain and the Bulgarian
bosun in a waterside restaurant in
Las Palmas, after a happy day
visiting Columbus’s house.
But the best part of the trip was
the two days when we were at sea
and cut off from the outside world.
Chatting to the crew or quietly
painting the view from the ship’s
rail, I felt part of its self-contained
little world. Leaving it at Santa
Cruz in Tenerife was rather like
leaving home.

GETTING THERE

The German shipping agent Zylmann offers voyages on container ships. A sevenday passage in the Owner’s Suite from Bilbao to Tenerife costs from €595pp
(about £515) including all meals but excluding a compulsory deviation insurance.
Visit zylmann.de.
EasyJet (easyjet.com) flies to Bilbao from Stansted and Manchester. One-way
fares start at £33.49pp. EasyJet also flies from Tenerife to Gatwick, Manchester,
Bristol and Edinburgh, with one-way fares starting at £83.91pp.

THE VERY BEST OF NORTH CYPRUS & AEGEAN TURKEY

Two centre holidays from only £599
7+3 nights in 5★ HB North Cyprus and 3★ BB Istanbul. Inc ﬂights.

CHOOSE FROM 16 UK AIRPORTS
5★ All Inclusive fr £599
5★ Half Board fr £499
5★ BB fr £399
Boutique Hotels fr £349

Call now for your free brochure or go online
to discover our amazing early booking offers

020 7637 7338
ATOL: 4846

