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Bangkok, Thailand– When we arrived. At our hotel here in Bangkok, I asked the concierge for suggestions about places to visit, tours to take, and restaurants for dinner.  He showed me a book with laminated pages offering day and half-day tours of Bangkok, and several day-long excursions to attractions to the north.  One, for example, included visits to markets in small villages, then a few hours in a national park, then a ride on an elephant.  After I chose a few (including the elephant ride) to take over the next few days, the concierge surprised me when he said, "You really need to take a walk through the red light district."
I laughed as I asked him, "Do you have any idea how old I am?   And you realize that I am with my wife?"
His response was very apologetic, "Oh, no, what I mean is that you have to see this to understand more about Bangkok.  It is a very interesting part of our culture.  Of course, I did not mean that you might be one of their customers.  And there are some very good local restaurants in that area."
"Is it safe to walk there?"
"Absolutely....it is government controlled...very safe....even the fish bath."
So we went that night.  
We took the Sky Train (a very modern, elevated train transit system) from a station just outside our hotel (which was very upscale, yet under $100/night, with a breakfast buffet to die for).  Just two stops later we debarked and walked through a mass of street vendors onto a nearby side street.  It ran perpendicular to a typically very busy Bangkok roadway which ran directly under the Sky Train.  As with all streets in Bangkok, there was essentially zero litter.  Thailand is currently under military rule, but is extremely prosperous and lively.  However, I assume that the penalty for littering is rather draconian.  No one messes with the police or army here if they want to avoid a Thai slammer.
Shortly ahead we saw a group of perhaps 10-12 short yellow stools.  Most of these were occupied with young Thai women who were all dressed in identical outfits, a black silk blouse with long red silk trousers.  They were not actively soliciting customers.  Instead most seemed content to work their smartphones or chat with their colleagues.  It was only half nine in the evening, a bit too early for prime time business.  Most of the women appeared to be in their teens or early 20's, although 2 or 3 seemed to be older.  I did not stop to inquire about prices.  And none hopped up to negotiate, possibly because of my age, most probably because my wife was close to my side with something of a scorn on her face.
As we proceeded to walk down the street, we found a superb local restaurant.  It had wooden tables filled with Thai customers; we were the only apparent Westerners.   The servers literally raced about taking orders and delivering food and drinks.  The tab for dinner and beer for three of us was under $15.  And the food was great!
After dinner we continued our walk.  About every 25 yards there were other groups of stools, each with the same distinct color.  The blue stools had their young women all dressed in white outfits head to toe.  My favorites were the green stools which had each of the girls wearing French maid outfits.  I suppose that each posse of girls works for a specific "Mama-San" or company, and that the chair color indicates the boss or franchise.
As a retired public health nurse, my wife was incredulous that both the women and their customers would engage in these sexual activities in view of the very real, and continuous, risk of STD's (sexually transmitted diseases).  When I questioned one of the guides on our tour of the city about this, he explained that the women are closely monitored by the government and that none are under 18 years.  Then he added that this is the official line, but that in reality, due to the endemic corruption in Thailand, someone from the police always notifies the company for whom the girls work before an inspection or raid is made, allowing all the minors to be hidden.  I did not find out about the STD issue, but I assume that it is a case of let the buyer beware.  Next time in Bangkok maybe I will ask the going price.
I thought you might like to know.
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