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Cigarettes...

Representing Community
Learning Problem

This time, we will visit Hariphunchai
or Lamphun, one of the ancient
kingdoms in northern Thailand,
with the story that begins from

“a cigarette” that can transfer

a lot of stories of learning and
knowledge transfer from generation
to generation of people in the
community. We can’t help thinking
that if the way of life and existence
of the old generation has been
neglected or forgotten or looked

at with boredom from modern
teenagers, community knowledge
usually called “local wisdom” may be
regrettably lost.

Cigarette Story in Thailand

There is no clear evidence how
long “cigarette” has been with the Thai
society. However, the oldest written
information that can be found is
the content from the book “Siamese
Country” of Monsieur La Loubere, a French
envoy who came to cultivate friendly
relations with Siam during the reign of
King Narai the Great in 1668, which
recorded,

Thais Tike to use strong tobacco, both
men and women. Tobacco leaves used
in Ayutthaya are from Manila, China, and
some are native.

However, His Royal Highness
Prince Damrong Rajanupab, Thailand's
important administrator, sage and
historian, recorded,

Thais located themselves adjacent to
India on the east and had communication
route with Indians since the ancient
times. They should earn betel and
tobacco consuming from Indians so they
called leaves for smoking, fumigating,
smelling and snuffing as “tobacco leaves”,
which means leaves that can be used
as medicine.

Therefore, for Thais, an important
raw material for cigarette making is
a leaf called by westerners as tobacco,
which has since been called tobacco leaf.
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As for the word “cigarette”, Prince
Damrong wrote,

Tobacco leaf was originally used as
medicine. Tobacco leaves are smoked
like cigarettes but called “medicine” not
“cigarette”. Even the real cigarette is
called medicine by rural people. Cigarette
is called yagarette. (N.B.: ya is a Thai
word meaning medicine.) The word
“cigarette” is mainly for aristocrats, but
when used in reverence terms, it is called
“Phra Osoth” which means “medicine”
like rural people call. This is strange.

The word “Buri” (Thai word for “cigarette”)
should be certainly from other languages,
not Thai. Burmese also smoke cigarette
but they call it in Burmese as “Chae Lib",
which can be translated into Thai.

Chae means medicine and lib means roll.
Khmer call it as “Bari”. It is, therefore,
assumed that it should be from how
Thaiscall because there is no word Bari

in Khmer.The problem is what language
Buri is and why Thais use it.

In Persian vocabulary, there is a word
“Buri” which means “pointed”, which suits
Thai old tradition that smoked only
pointed-stub cigarettes only. They were
rolled with dried banana leaves or palm
leaves. Blunt-stub cigarettes rolled with
banana leaves only or young banana and
lotus leaves occurred later. I think that
this was invented in the reign of King
Rama V because there was such evidence.
It is, therefore, assumed that the Persians
(ancestors of Khaek Chao Sen today)
who came in Ayutthaya period may
smoke first and Thais followed suit.

It is called “Buri” according to the Persians.

The North and Khi Yo Cigarette

The ancient kingdoms in northern
Thailand both Lanna and Hariphunchai
all have the story of cigarette that has
been related with people’s way life
for along time. Murals in old temples
usually have painting of men and
women smoking or lighting cigarettes,
which shows that cigarette is a part
of Lanna life. However, cigarettes
popular smoked since their ancestors
in this locality are called “Khi Yo
Cigarettes”.

Lanna language dictionary explains
the word “khi yo” as “bark” which is not
far from fact because Khi Yo Cigarette of
Lanna people is mixed with bark.
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“People here have smoked it for
a long time before our grandparents.
I can't really tell when they started
smoking.”

Mae Luang Da Lekyong talked
about the background of smoking in
the north as her hands were busy with
tobacco cutting.

In the past, local people made
Khi Yo Cigarette by themselves.
The popular one used tamarind bark
(bark of fruit, not tree) because it could
reduce the strong smell the strength of
tobacco leaves, so that smokers would not
get sick. Nevertheless, for new smokers,
Khi Yo cannot help much.

“I must help with growing and
cutting tobacco since I was small so
I tried it when I was in Prathom 4 and
I was badly sick. After that, I kept trying
until now.”

Mae Luang Da elaborated in a good
mood.

Today, the sight of making Khi Yo
Cigarette is hard to find. There are a few
villages that still do it by themselves. One
of them that still maintain the production
of Khi Yo Cigarette for sale to local
people as a profession is Ban Dong Luang,
Wang Phang Subdistrict, Wiang Nong
Long District, Lamphun Province.

However, as the popularity for
local cigarettes is reduced, this village
must produce tobacco leaves for sale
to cigarette factory for survival. The
production for own use or sale in the
locality and that for factory is where the
difference and diversified knowledge
of cigarette are.

From Cigarettes to Agricultural
Knowledge

Certainly, cigarettes can be made
only when there is tobacco leaf. At Ban
Dong Luang, there are 2 types of tobacco
leaves i.e. “ya mueang” and “ya mon”.
Ya mueang is a local breed, which has
been long grown by using seeds. As for
ya mon, villagers will receive seedlings
from the factory.

People here give the knowledge
that ya mueang has strong smell
but tender for tongue. Ya mon is
astringently bitter and people grow
it for sale to factory only. Itis not
popular for making Khi Yo Cigarette.
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Ya mueang is grown near water
because the area is rich, which will make
tobacco leaves taste better. Ya mon is
grown in orchard and its leaves are cut
forsale at due time.

However, both ya mueang and
ya mon have the same growing season.
In Kiang month or the first month of the
north, villages will start growing it because
itis believed that the growing at the
beginning of winter will make tobacco
leaves taste better than other periods.

Tobacco leaf growing method
at Ban Dong Luang is specific.

“Top cutting” is used with ya mueang
only while yam on will be allowed to
grow naturally. Top cutting will make
tobacco have a lot of new leaves.

Ya mueang of which top is cut can
yield as many as 10-12 leaves.

After 2-3 montbhs, it is time for
harvesting. Ya mon leaves will be sent to

factory for sale at 4 baht per kilogram.
Ya mueang must be cured for 3 days to
make leaves yellow with sweet smell.
Then the leaves will be rolled together and
put in “leaf cutting machine” (ma soi ya)
to cut them into fine powder. Then

the cut tobacco leaves are put on
bamboo stretcher and exposed to the
sun for 2 days. When they are well dried,
they must be turned over and dried for
one more day. Tobacco leaves must not
be too dry; otherwise, they cannot be

lit up and cannot be made as cigarettes.

From Khi Yo Cigarettes to a Tool of
Wisdom

Back to the process of tobacco
leaf cutting, an equipment called
“leaf cutting machine” (ma soi ya) is
a tool really born from the wisdom of
local people. Mae Luang Da said that
this equipment has been used for
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along time. Each house would make its
own “ma soi ya” by using hard wood like
Iron Wood, which could be found in

the vicinity in the pastbut now there’s
not much.

“Ma soi ya” of each house may
differinlength and width but on the whole
they are the same. There is a seat for leaf
cutter with a pole on which a round
hole is for putting rolled tobacco leaves.
When cutting, leaves are inserted by
a hand from the front of the hole.

The other hand holds a knife adjacent

to the pole above the round hole.

The knife is pulled down to cut tobacco
leaves periodically. The cut leaves

will have different fineness according

to the skills of cutters. The principle of
“ma soi ya“ is like a guillotine in Europe
used to execute prisoners centuries ago.
However, for Ban Dong Luang, hand-made
guillotine or “ma soi ya” is for cutting
tobacco leaves only.

“New generation in the village
also knows this tool but it's rarely used
because they hardly ever smoke Khi Yo
Cigarette. They smoke modern cigarettes.
Those who help their parents grow
tobacco for factories don't have to use
it because the leaves are sent without
cutting.”

The truth from Mae Luang Da
has made us realize that very soon,

“ma soi ya” a tool from local wisdom
will gradually fade from the memory,
like a lot of fishing tools that the new
generation don’t know what they are for
or how to use them.

In addition to “ma soiya”, in the
process of producing Khi Yo Cigarette,
there is another important equipment
called "mai mok” which is frame plank
for cutting ironed banana leaves to be
further used for rolling cigarettes of
the desired size. Banana leaves cut
according to the size of mai mok are called
“bung”. When 10 bung are arranged,
they will be rolled in circle and tied
with bamboo strip called 1 gig. Some
villagers will sell only ironed and cut
banana leaves so that buyers can roll
cigarettes by themselves. Each gig is
sold at 5 baht.

The ironed and cut banana leaves
must use young leaves of tai banana
or “nam wa” banana in the central
language because their smell is good.

Their color is more glowing and the
leaves do not tear when ironed. Above
all, their leaves taste good while the
leaves of other banana are bitter.

Before the Day It is Lost

Apart from knowledge about
the tools in making Khi Yo Cigarettes,
which are simple but very useful,
Khi Yo Cigarette is outstanding because
it can extinguish by itself. There is
an explanation to this.

The lighting of Khi Yo Cigarette
is like other cigarettes at present.
However, once lit, to keep it aflame
can happen when smokers draw the air.
When stop smoking, there is no air,
so the fire puts out. Itis, therefore,
not dangerous though smokers may
carelessly leave it.

In each area, “Khi Yo" used to roll
cigarettes will differ but the popular
one is tamarind bark or in some other
aromatic bark is used. Whatever Khi Yo
used, the similarity is Khi Yo Cigarette is
fading from the memory even more. This
may be partly because of anti-smoking
campaign. However, more importantly is
the popularity of modern cigarette.

“Many say that smoking isn't good.
Let them talk, but the elderly in the village
all smoke and no one gets sick. The new
generation smokes new kind of cigarettes,
which smell strong. I don't like it.”

Mae Luang Da concluded with
the statement telling the changing
behavior of the new generation, which can
partly explain that actually smoking
does not lessen. Even worse, smoking
at present, when smokers cannot produce
cigarettes by themselves and have no
wisdom in doing so, has made each time
of smoking a burning of money and health,
or a house (if carelessly leave it lit.)

Even though the flame that burns
Khi Yo Cigarette may be slow while
the revolving of the world and the
forgetfulness of community root is swift,
the knowledge of science, wisdom,
culture and the way of life concealed
in every step of native cigarette called
“Khi Yo Cigarette” should be valuable
enough for igniting the flame of
knowledge and interest in the old way
of life for the new generation to a certain
extent.
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