Living and Learning in the Land of Smiles

By Joseph Bowman

When I received the offer In May 2003 to move halfway around the world to my current job I couldn’t have been in a more different place – Fairbanks, Alaska.  I was auditioning for the job at the university there, and taking the opportunity to visit some family.  My Aunt has lived and worked in Alaska for more than 30 years, and reacted the most favorably to the prospect of life in Thailand.  My Mother on the other hand had a different reaction.  The words “over my dead body” spring to mind immediately.  What prompted me to take the job? Adventure? The Mystic of the Orient? Spicy food?  Actually, I was just scared about being out of work, and figured that any job was better than no job.  Little did I know that for the past 5 years I would be living my dream, in of all places – Bangkok, Thailand.

I was brought to Thailand by jazz education legend Dr. Gene Aitken.  Gene was serving as an advisor to the director at the Mahidol University College of Music.  He paved the way for the move by being patient, answering my million odd questions, and speaking highly of the place.  My entire knowledge of Thailand up until that point has consisted of a public school understanding of where it was (i.e. couldn’t find it on the map) and a vague idea that I remembered eating “Pad Thai” at some point.  I wasn’t prepared for what I found, and how life changing it would be.

Music, Mahidol University, and The King
You pronounce my university’s name as “Ma Hee Don” (blame the British, who invented the Thai to English transliteration process). Mahidol University was named after HRH Prince Mahidol, the father of Thailand’s beloved king HRH King Bhumibol, who has reigned for more than 60 years.  Prince Mahidol is considered to be the “Father of Modern Medicine” in Thailand, and the university was granted his namesake because it was the first medical school in Thailand.
About 15 years ago, Mahidol University sought to branch out from pure science and medical pursuits and began to add humanities and arts related faculties.  The College of Music began as a single program with 10 faculty and 30 students.  Today, we have 120 faculty, 1000 students from high school prepatory to doctoral level, with four brand new buildings and 3 more beginning construction in the next year.  Coming into an environment like this was not what I had expected.  Being part of perhaps the most dynamic music school in Southeast Asia, in a culture that promotes music, has opened up doors for me to meet so many people, who have influenced my life in a positive way.  

In Thailand there is a deeply-rooted love of music.  Thai Traditional Music is one of the most beloved subjects for ethnomusicologists due to its rich and varied traditions.  In addition, HRH King Bhumibol loves music a great deal.  His first instrument was the trumpet (although he later switched to saxophone, at the encouragement of his mother.  She was afraid for his health because he turned red when playing). The King’s love of music is deep and abiding, and Thai people follow his example by learning instruments and participating in a variety of musical events.  His example has also encouraged the government to be more supportive of the arts than perhaps you find in other countries.  Musicians and artists owe the King a debt of gratitude for supporting these pursuits.  It has opened doors for many in Thailand to pursue arts interests.
During preparations for the 2005 ITG Conference, there were discussions about the government budget allocation for the event.  At the meeting, when it was suggested that perhaps the budget should be reduced, a picture of King Bhumibol playing trumpet was produced.  All discussion about any budget reductions was immediately discontinued.  With a moral authority that ingrained, it affects the lives of ever person in the country, including those who make life here so rich and wonderful.

My Students
In the five years I have been teaching at the College of Music, I have been blessed to work with students who we trumpet teachers dream about. They are hungry for knowledge!  In a land where the resources are somewhat limited, and sheet music, decent instruments and mouthpieces, and recordings can be hard to come by, these students literally soak up all the resources and information that we can give them.  They work as hard and with as much determination as any I’ve seen, yet are gentle, kind and tremendously caring towards one another.  
Last month one of my graduate students came to see me.  He just graduated (the first Thai national to graduate with a master’s degree in a brass discipline) and will be moving north to teach at a university.  He presented me with an ornate flower garland, and knelt down to the floor in front of me, thanking me for mentoring him.  I cannot think of a more humbling and yet affirming moment in my life. This ceremony is known as “Wai Krew”, and is a time when students pay honor to their teachers.  I get asked many times from friends and family the same question – “When are you coming home?”  I think for a minute about scenes like those with my graduate student, and have to explain that Thailand is home.

Our studio has been fortunate to receive support from our director, Dr. Sugree Charoensook, to travel.  The Mahidol University Trumpet Ensemble (MUTE!) performed at the 2004 National Trumpet Competition in Washington, and again at the 2007 ITG Conference in Amherst.  They also worked tremendously hard to help me in the planning and production of the ITG Conference in 2005, and look forward to playing at the 2010 Conference in Sydney, Australia!
ITG 2005 and Trumpet Playing in Asia
In December 2003, my dear friend and mentor Vince DiMartino was visiting and performing, as a guest at our university.  He brought up the idea of perhaps hosting a conference in Bangkok.  I will admit that I thought it would fun to do.  Organizing the event put me in contact with trumpet players from almost every Asian country.  More importantly, it allowed so many students from Asian countries to participate in an event that would be out of their reach normally.  Students from Vietnam, the Philippines, Cambodia, Indonesia, Thailand – they are some of the most wonderful students you’d ever want to meet.  Economic realities limit their opportunities, but through generous organizations like ITG with their Sponsor a Trumpeters program, and the ITG website, which makes information much more accessible, they now have resources to develop their talents.  It is exciting to see, and an exciting time for the development of trumpet playing in Asia.  
One of the biggest lessons I learned from organizing a conference was that “you never know what you can get, unless you ask”.   So I have started asking people to help support these students in Thailand and developing nations, as best we can.  Donate to the ITG Sponsor a Trumpeter program; buy an ITG subscription for university in one of the countries.  Your impact will be felt far into the future.  Old mutes, mouthpieces, sheet music lying around the house that you don’t use anymore?  Box them up and ship them over.  There are students here that can make use of it, like it was brand new!   I’ve seen the faces of students when I give them a donated mouthpiece that still has its silver plating (you don’t want to know what they were using before, trust me), or the first straight mute they’ve ever seen in their life.  It is life changing.
Life and Love

If the job wasn’t enough to keep me out of trouble, I met the love of my life in June 2004.  A colleague came running in to faculty brass quintet rehearsal and announced that a new restaurant had opened nearby that served German Beer.  Rehearsal was quickly adjourned in favor of this revelation.  Walking into the place, I saw Lisa for the first time, and the rest is history.  We live happily here in suburban Bangkok, with our 2 year old son Alex, and a golden retriever named Waffle.  
I miss the US, but I am able to travel back twice a year to see friends and family. My heart still rises and sets with the Cleveland Browns, but living in this part of the world, I’ve also gained an appreciation for real “football” and enjoy hearing from my students about last nights Manchester or Chelsea matches.  ITG remains an important link for me with the trumpet community.  I go to conferences as often as possible and look forward to going to a conference back here in Asia sometime soon!  The world is a very small place, with technology allowing for instant communications.  I am excited to be playing trumpet in Thailand (The Land of Smiles!), and hope you can come visit when your schedule allows!  
