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Famous restaurants in Yaowarat still use charcoal in their cooking!!!
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Who's gonna believe that in the cyber world where every-
thing is convenient by just a “click” away, any restaurant is still
using charcoal in its cooking, especially in the dragon belly
areas, rich with all kinds of food on Yaowarat Road. But this is
true. This is because charcoal brazier will provide more tender
heat than gas or electric stove. The food is then delicious, ripe
inside, crispy outside, and superbly delicious. Whether this is
true or not, one may have to prove it. However, what has
already been proved is the story of “charcoal merchants” who
can admirably take their profession through time.

If we can go back to 50 years ago, the atmosphere of
“lighting charcoal brazier, waving the fire, with thick smoke”
was familiar even in Bangkok. Today, these sights have faded
with time and been replaced with gas stoves to electric ones.
It is not known what kind of “stove” will rise in the future. But
certainly when charcoal brazier is less important, “charcoal”
also disappears.

The changing story by the time has created extraordi-
nary changes in a small community called Ban Khao Yi Sarn
or Ban Yi Sarn, Amphawa district, Samut Songkhram province,
a community in the sea of mire around the Gulf of Thailand.
This is the place where quality mangrove charcoal is produced
and distributed in Samut Songkhram and Bangkok, for almost
70 years.

In 1937, tens of charcoal kilns were built in Yi Sarn village
by Chinese craftsman from Kantang district, Trang province,



who had learned this from the south of China. Areas were
prepared by planting mangroves to replace the old ones which
would be cut down for charcoal making. This is reforestation
continuously planned by villagers (before reforestation campaign).
And this is what Yi Sarn people are very proud of because for
almost 70 years this community decided to become charcoal
merchants, they never put their village to the lack of mangrove
or the degeneration of mangrove forest.

The collection and harvest of mangrove pods-wood
cut-charcoal burning-loading charcoal on to boats have since
become a routine of almost every household in Ban Yi Sarn.
Charcoal merchants and boatpeople would live a part of
their lives in boats or Krachaeng that were fully loaded with
mangrove charcoal. They would cruise along canals in
communities to Mae Klong River. Frequently they must stop to
wait for tides at Mahachai before traveling on. Then they would
get into the Chao Phraya River
and park at Ratchawong Pier,
their destination, before un-
loading charcoals and distrib-
uting them to restaurants and
food shops in Yaowarat and
Talat Noi. They started their
journey with black charcoals
and would get back to their
warm families with money.
There might be some other
merchandise found during
their travel for their families.

The way of life of Yi Sarn villagers that has moved along
as a part of nature once encountered a great obstacle from
the prosperity of black tiger shrimp business in 1987-1990
before its decline and the departure of investors from outside.
The remaining were deserted shrimp fields and villagers who
had no land to earn their living because they had sold it to
capitalists, as well as the reducing number of mangrove forest
areas, valuable jewel nature granted to the community.

The past crisis has strengthened and unified Yi Sarn
villagers. They are aware of their ture uniqueness and identity.
The Ban Khao Yi Sarn Museum was thus born in 1996 through
the cooperation of local people who have gathered antiques
and art objects found in the area, which confirms the long
standing existence of Yi Sarn community. Mangrove charcoal
is certainly another study subject of this Museum as
a “profession” suitable for local resources. It has enabled
people to learn and develop production to achieve good quality
charcoal and becomes an income source of the community for
several generations.

Change is truth. The only difference is that change brings
about progress or collapse of communities...

Initially, the decreasing demand for mangrove charcoal
has put Yi Sarn villagers into trouble; however, it's not beyond
their adjustment to find a new profession to feed their families.
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As changes are unavoidable and the long existing profession of
the community has been transferred to a small group of villag-
ers who are energetic and ready enough to sustain it. At present,
the number of mangrove charcoal merchants has considerably
reduced. Those who remain have turned to use roads as their
transportation routes. There are only 3 who still run the boats.
Though, these days, charcoal bots will travel only once a month
to sell mangrove charcoal to a few restaurants in Yaowarat at
8.00 to 8.50 baht per kilogram, this group or Yi Sarn villagers
insist to hold on to this profession. This is because of their
“bond” and “love” for the quality of mangrove charcoal, which
is of good quality. Its price may be higher than general char-
coal but it is easily fired, does not burst out, generates high
heat and can burn for a long time. However, in burning to get
perfect quality charcoal, it must take over 12-13 days and the
burn must be continuous around the clock.

The familiar daily tasks which have gradually faded have
pushed Yi Sarn villagers who may have quit charcoal burning
to cooperate in preserving the ancient profession of the com-
munity in a different way. For example, the donation of uten-
sils and equipment as well as their labor and mental support to
the organization of Ban Khao Yi Sarn Museum, the willing
recounting of the past to all interested people. They also help
with the transferring of old lifestyle to later generations and
people outside the community through the performance they
have created called “charcoal burning dance”. The dance per-
formed by the elderly of the community is a lovely reflection of
the old days and also brings back the livelihood to them while
children would sit staring with interest. And this is another
form of study from local wisdom. And this is why charcoal
burning profession has never faded from the awareness of the
new generation in the community.

The strong and warm gathering of Yi Sarn villagers is
a confirmation that if everyone in the community can recall the
true identity of the locality and cooperate in the development
without forgetting their past mistakes, or looking down on the
past as outdated, it is believed that there will be beautiful
stories for our memories, just like the ones of charcoal
merchants that are living legend of the Yi Sarn community
until today.

Additional Information

If you are interested to visit Ban Khao Yi Sarn Museum, eco-tourism
and learn of local culture through home stay, please contact Yi Sarn
Tambon Administrative Organization, Amphawa district, Samut
Songkhram province 75110 or Subdistrict Chief, Mr. Phisan
Phayonyim at Tel. 0-1402-2802.



