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Bangkok, Thailand– There are free market countries, and then there is Thailand.  Nowhere is the economics of capitalism more evident than here in the narrow alleys of the weekend market.  
We took the Sky Train from just outside our hotel in the Saffron neighborhood of Bangkok to the end of its southern line.  This train is a relatively new addition to the Bangkok skyline.  It runs on elevated tracks above the nearly continuous traffic congestion below.  The platforms are devoid of any litter, and as a train approaches, passengers politely queue up on two arrows on the ground which will align perfectly with the outside edges of the doors on each car of the train when it is stopped.   Passengers debarking exit through the middle of the two waiting lines.  It is all very orderly.  
Once aboard, the announcement for each approaching station is made clearly in an automated voice and is shown on a monitor between ads for various products.   It is difficult for a visitor to become lost.  We had purchased an all-day fare (for about $5) which allowed unlimited rides throughout the day on this particular line.  Interestingly, the public transport in Bangkok apparently is owned by several companies.  I was told that if you switch to a different line, you will have to have a different fare card for that operation.   What I do know for certain is that our train was very crowded.  Just as in the U.S. it seemed as if everyone had their heads glued to their smart phones - and for the teenagers aboard, it was definitely everyone.
Once we arrived at the end of the line, we debarked into a sea of humanity.  It was a Saturday afternoon, and it appeared that the vast majority of Bangkok was headed to our destination, the "Weekend Market."   It was so crowded that it took us at least 15 minutes to get outside the train station and down onto the street below.  We did not need to ask directions because everyone was headed in the same direction, so we followed.  We passed through a park where lots of locals had spread bamboo mats to picnic or simply take a nap.  Several older women were circulating around selling these mats.  Here it was again extremely crowded.
The park was fenced making it difficult to find a way out.  We followed the masses and were soon facing the outside row of a maze of tiny alleys filled with vendors.   Here you can purchase virtually anything, and by anything, I mean ANYTHING!  Although we were interested in shopping for clothing and souvenirs, many of the locals were buying vegetables, fruit and meat - all which looked very fresh.  In order not to get lost in this matrix, I used an app on my iPhone to map our path so that we could find our way back to the park.  We spent over two hours wandering through these covered alleys which are perhaps 6 feet wide.  
Bargaining is the mode of purchase.  Anyone who pays the asked price by the vendor does not understand how shopping works in Thailand.  The asking price is a starting point for some serious bargaining.  I always counter with a ridiculously low price, and we begin from there.  The only way to tell if you have reached the lowest possible price is if the vendor does not come after you to counter your counter to her counter to your counter.  If she lets you walk away, then a price slightly higher is probably the best you can do.  Armed with this knowledge you find another vendor with the same goods and buy it at that price from him.  (Note that I interchanged her and him....there are far more women than men vendors here, but it is not exclusively female).  You do not bargain when buying food to eat here; those are all fixed price.
The three of us purchased some backpacks to use during our subsequent travels, Thai souvenirs, and a few items of clothing - all of which we asserted to ourselves to be bargains.
On our way back to the Sky Train station we became separated and came close to not finding each other in this mass of shoppers in the dense alleyways.  Fortunately, we were able to rendezvous at the park and were soon happy shoppers headed back to the hotel.  We felt fortunate to be here on a Saturday so that we could experience this market - which is open only on weekends.  There are several other smaller marketplaces in Bangkok, but none, I am told, compare to the Weekend Market!
I thought you might like to know.
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