Studying with pichet

Prerequisites

No previous massage experience is required, not even Thai massage experience.  It’s a very individual decision, primarily determined by how clear you are about studying Thai massage with Pichet, according to your intuition.  I have seen experienced massage therapists struggle in the classes, especially with working from their center, tuning in to the person receiving, and proper body mechanics.  I have also seen students with no previous massage experience learn very quickly.  Sometimes, if students have a background in yoga, Tai Chi, martial arts, Pilates or dance, they adapt well to Thai massage.  Even without that prior experience, some students can pick it up easily.  
     Prior experience in Thai massage is just as likely to be a liability as an asset.  There are no guarantees.  There have been times when Pichet has said he prefers students with no previous Thai massage background, because they think they have a head start, when they may actually have a harder time.  They may have more to unlearn before they can start at zero, with a clean slate and a receptive attitude.  Thai massage is taught in a sequence, and every teacher uses a different one.  Students who can take what they learned before and “throw it in the trash,” at least temporarily, and assume that they know nothing, will be able to start fresh, from square one.

     There have also been times when Pichet has said to students who have no Thai massage background that it can be “sometimes very difficult.”  It all depends on the person.  There may be some value in knowing some of the techniques and moves, but there may be just as much to unlearn, because of subtle differences.  Plus, Pichet is emphatic about using our bodies properly and effortlessly, and about “sensing,” which means tuning in to the person receiving, knowing how much pressure to use where, what is connected to what, and when to use which stretches and leave out other stretches.  Other teachers may talk about the same concepts, but Pichet demonstrates them more thoroughly and consistently than anyone else I have met.  His skills in body reading and palpation are unmatched, and he is amazing at quickly assessing a person’s needs and designing a treatment that is right for that person in that moment.

     Therefore, the actual moves, techniques and sequences are secondary, and of value only to the extent that they support the fundamental principles of clear energy, sensitivity, mindfulness, good body mechanics, flow and economy of movement.  Consequently, a student with previous Thai massage experience would be wise to have a beginner’s mind while studying with Pichet.  A little bit of humility, and willingness to start all over again, will go a long ways.

Individual Choice
     For example, when I first studied with Pichet in November and December, 1999, I had been practicing Thai massage professionally for three years and studied 135 hours with two different teachers.  I knew by the second day that Pichet was the teacher I wanted to study with, and I realized I had to start all over again.  I can’t really say how much I benefited from other teachers, in relation to what I had to unlearn.  While I do not recommend to anyone that they study with my first two teachers, neither do I have any regrets.  Many times it’s about timing, about hearing one word at the right time, about meeting one person, about having one particular experience.  Also, I have learned valuable lessons about how not to do Thai massage, and how not to teach, and I’m grateful for that.  So, while I tend to recommend Pichet strongly to everyone, sometimes I have to trust people’s own timing and encourage them to follow their own intuition.  After all, I didn’t start with Pichet, and I took more than three years to start studying with him.  It has all contributed to what I’m doing now.  That first time, I studied with him for six weeks, to unlearn what I had learned before, and to feel confident with his style and to start incorporating his guiding principles.

     During my last five trips to Thailand, I have studied with Pichet for 17 weeks.  Each time I am in his class, I have to start over again in some ways, because he is always changing things slightly, and I always have more to learn.  He may even change what he teaches from one day to the next.  Sometimes I roll with his changes more gracefully, and at other times I resist for a while.

Structure vs. Less Structure
     Another factor is your learning style and how you function with less structure.  Sometimes Pichet has taught the whole sequence each week, occasionally teaching it in more depth, or adding different twists to the basic moves.  Other times, he is less predictable.  Maybe he goes by his intuition, maybe there are other factors.  Much of it depends on who is in the class each week, how many students are long-term, and how many are new.  Some new students are very clear that they’re in the right place, and adapt quickly.  Others seem to be less clear, and are looking for affirmations and reassurances from Pichet that they are in the right place.  In my observation, students that follow their intuition and clearly know that they are right where they need to be, are less vulnerable to the ups and downs, and the possible lack of praise and affirmation.  Sometimes I have had to be very clear within myself and provide my own encouragement, and not depend on it from other people.  When I am clear that I am in the right place, I am less likely to take it personally when Pichet says “terrible!”  The more I stay in Pichet’s classes simply out of conviction, the more I belong there.  Over time, the confirmations and reassurances may come, but if I had depended on external encouragement, I might have been discouraged.  After studying with Pichet for many weeks, time after time, I have developed my own relationship with him, my own shared history.

Class Size and Energy
     Since 1999, when we had a maximum of six students in class, Pichet has expanded his classroom three times, most recently on January 17, 2004.  This means that there can be 14-16 students in class, which creates more possibilities for chaotic energies in the classroom.  Pichet is very sensitive to energy, and will sometimes withdraw and leave some of the teaching to some of the more experienced students.  I try to be a student when I’m in class, and not play assistant teacher, but when Pichet asks me to demonstrate something, or to work with a particular student, I will do it.  Some weeks, Mondays and Tuesdays can be challenging, and maybe by Wednesday the energy will settle down and the new students start to blend with the returning students, and with Pichet’s style.  By the end of the week, it’s all very sweet, and then it starts all over again on the next Monday with some students staying on, and new ones joining.  Other weeks, it doesn’t really come together all week, and Pichet may seem less present.  It would be great if classes started every two weeks, so there could be more continuity, but things aren’t set up that way.  Somehow, it all seems to sort itself out, and students usually flow with it by staying in class or by sitting out a week and waiting for the right timing.

     When prospective students come to check out Pichet’s classes, it’s always interesting to see how he responds to each individual.  In my observation, he responds best to people who are quietly clear that they want to study with him, and simply ask if they may start on a certain day.  He responds less favorably to people who say they ”want” or would “like” to study with him.  He talks often about how our modern society focuses so much on “like” and “want.”  Perhaps he just picks up on each person’s energy, and responds accordingly. 

 When to Study
     Classes are likely to be more full during peak tourist season, which is November through March.  During the hot season, April through June, or the rainy season, July through October, there may be fewer students.  When you call ahead from overseas, it may be good to ask Pichet if there are going to be any groups in class, and how many in the group.  There is one group leader who takes a group of students every year in November, during the full moon festival of Loy Krathong.  Another takes a group every January.  Depending on the teachers, they may stay in class with the group, or they may not.  Some group leaders tend to dominate the class, determining what positions and moves need to be taught on a given day, and even verbally walking students through the practice sessions and correcting other students who are not in their group.  When those group leaders are in the class, Pichet usually takes the opportunity to give himself a break and retreat into the background.  He may take charge at times, and demonstrate some positions, or make random corrections during practice time, but for much of the time he will work with one individual student and pay little attention to the rest of the class.  Out of the 17 weeks that I have studied with Pichet, the two weeks that those particular group leaders were in the class were by far the times that he was least present and focused.

Group Dynamics
     Also, when students go as an organized group to study with Pichet, they can easily become an exclusive clique within the class.  My suggestion is that if you study with Pichet as part of a group, you make the effort to blend with the other students, starting with the first day, and pair up with them in practice sessions.  In any given week, there are only a few people studying with Pichet, relatively speaking.  If you start with an open heart and mind, you will be richly rewarded when you embrace the beautiful synchronicity of sharing these precious days or weeks with your classmates.  This is your group for the week, and there are no accidents.  Every person that I have met in Pichet’s classes has been very special, and has contributed so much to my experience of studying Thai massage.  From my own experience, every tiny bit of effort I have put into acknowledging and getting acquainted with another student has been more than worth it.

Language Issues
     The first time I studied with Pichet, in November and December of 1999, I had only ten different classmates over a six week period.  During the first five weeks, I was the only native speaker of English.  My classmates were from Israel, Russia, Switzerland, Sweden and Mexico.  And here we were in Thailand, studying Thai massage with a Thai teacher who taught in English!  Some spoke great English, some spoke very little.  I felt a little sad for the others at first, thinking that it was unfair that people who spoke other languages, and who came to Thailand to study Thai massage, had to study in English.  To be honest, though, some of them had an easier time understanding Pichet’s Thai-English than I did!  Certainly, it would be more difficult if we all had to speak Thai before we could study Thai massage.  It is a reality that English has become something of a world language, and a common second language for many people.  When I lived in Peru for a year, in 1967-1968, a Peruvian pilot, who had studied in England, told me, “Yes, English is becoming such an important language in the world that even the Americans will have to learn it.”  Well, we’re working on it.  In the meantime, I have found it important to show gratitude for the privilege of studying Thai massage in Thailand, in English, and to be empathetic and understanding towards classmates who do not speak so much English.  Over the years of studying with Pichet, there have been more and more Americans in the classes.  In the four weeks I was in class in November, 2003, plus four more weeks in January and February, 2004, I had 45 classmates, of whom 30 were Americans.  That is two-thirds of the students.  There were also 4 from Canada (one French-Canadian), 1 from England, 1 from Australia, 2 from France, 1 from Germany, 1 from Spain, 2 from Switzerland, 1 from Israel, 1 from Japan and 1 from Thailand (!).  I have observed a tendency for Americans to make less of an effort to connect with those who speak less English, perhaps unintentionally.  Many students from other countries who speak English fairly well, and who can communicate fine when they are speaking one-on-one in English, can feel overwhelmed when caught in the midst of an all native-English-speaking conversation, and will tune out or withdraw.  So, it is very helpful when English-speaking students can be mindful and considerate of other classmates.  In my experience, what little effort it takes to connect with your classmates will be more than worth it.

Studying in Thailand
     Studying in Thailand, or anywhere in Asia, presents some challenges, as well as great rewards.  It’s totally worth it, and only requires openness and willingness to let go of expectations, and to roll with the cultural differences.  One main difference, at least in Pichet’s class, is the lack of structure.  Several other Thai massage schools and teachers try to cater to western comfort zones by sticking to a syllabus, so you know what material will be taught in a given week or ten-day period.  It sounds good, but the quality of teaching may be lower, or the class size larger.  In Pichet’s classes, I feel I have always learned exactly what I needed to learn, as long as I am patient and trusting.  There may be diversions, sidetracks and order changes, but somehow it all works, at the end of the day.  You may have one outstanding moment that becomes a precious gem that is worth your whole trip to Thailand, or the whole class experience might be one big gem.  Less structure means no levels in Pichet’s classes.  In the same class, there may be people who teach Thai massage, advanced students and people who have no background in any kind of massage.  It all works, and the more so when students accept it all as being perfect.  Pichet will tend to adapt the class to the needs and backgrounds of the students.  There is a book, thanks to previous students, and sometimes he will follow it closely, while other times he will not.

     Another feature of studying in Thailand is the issue of loyalty to one teacher.  There is very little talk about this, and Thai massage teachers are highly unlikely to say anything, but you may encounter passive retaliation or subtle changes in behavior as a consequence for what they perceive to be a lack of loyalty to them.  Generally, in Thailand, you study with just one teacher, and stay with them.  Many of us, who are not from Asia, tend to shop around and study with several teachers and receive massages from many so-called masters.  Then we take a little bit from this teacher and that teacher, this school and another school, mix it all together into our own blend.  It all seems very normal and natural, and I do it, too.  After all, going to Thailand may be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and we want to learn as much as we can.  I’m all for that.  Just be aware that a Thai teacher may not look at it that way.  They might not say anything, nor try to stop you, or be openly hostile, but you may notice some coolness towards you when you least expect it.  

     In Thailand, a Thai massage teacher may aspire to being a combination of guru, spiritual teacher, shaman, astrologer, psychic, nutritional expert and relationship counselor, all rolled into one person.  We may want to study just Thai massage, and already have other people who play those other roles in our life.  It may be best to listen, pay attention to what strikes a chord, take what is useful and smile a lot.  Believe me, these teachers are human, just like the rest of us.  That means they deserve to be heard, treated with respect and not placed on a pedestal.

     There is no New Age movement in Thailand, that I know of.  Consequently, Thai massage teachers may not appear to be “Sensitive, New Age Guys (or women),” at least not in the way we might expect, from our experiences in massage school.  They may say “Terrible!” more often than give praise or affirmation, and there might not be much middle ground between “terrible” and “perfect.”  Positive feedback may come someday, but it is wise not to expect teachers to coddle us or tiptoe around on fragile, eggshell-thin egos.  Many times in Pichet’s classes, I have felt that I was not young enough, not strong enough, not flexible enough, and maybe I was in the wrong profession.  I learned to rely on my intuition, to believe that I belonged in class, not to take criticism personally, and just hang in there.  I decided that it was my job to give myself encouragement and praise, not Pichet’s job.  That has really paid off, and here I am, still at it, still learning, still working to improve.  And the next time Pichet says, “James do like this – terrible feeling!”, I will just smile and nod in amusement.  If I don’t, and you’re there, just slap me.  That being said, it seems that part of a Thai massage teacher’s job description in Thailand is to keep students, especially the advanced ones, in their place.  It just comes with the territory.

Female Students

     Some of my female classmates would be better suited to comment on gender relations in Thailand, so I hesitate to say much about it.  I have my observations, my opinions, my hunches, and a few anecdotes, but I’ll leave the stories and cultural discourse to face-to-face conversation.  All I can say is that there do seem to be differences in the way every Thai massage teacher, male or female, treats men and women.  I have never seen any Thai massage teacher touch a female student inappropriately, or sexually harass a woman, but it seems to be more a matter of degree of respect.  In my opinion, Thai men and women both treat men with more deference and give women less real respect.         

Receiving Massage

     Pichet stopped giving Thai massage treatments outside of class time in late 2000, partly because of larger class size and "low energy."  When I first studied with him in 1999, he worked on me, and each student, at least 6-8 hours per week, during class, often in 2-hour segments.  Plus, he was working on people after class and on weekends.  Now, he may work on students during class, for shorter times, but he still does excellent work.  It is wise not to expect him to work on you during class, but it would be a major part of the learning process if it happens.  Also, you may have the opportunity to work on him in class, and receive very helpful, detailed feedback.

Certification

     Since January, 2002, the Thai government has attempted to regulate Thai massage teachers and schools, but not practitioners.  The government wanted all Thai massage teachers in Thailand to attend standardized classes in Bangkok and then take an exam, in order to be officially recognized by them.  According to Pichet, after he sent in all his paperwork, the government never set a date for him to study and take an exam in Bangkok.  He was never thrilled about the idea of having to go to Bangkok for several weeks of classes and to take an exam, but he claims that it was the government who dropped the ball.  Consequently, Pichet does not issue certificates or diplomas.  At times, some of us students have prepared certificates ahead of time, either in Thailand or outside the country, and he has agreed to sign them.  Sometimes he may be reluctant to sign them.  He got burned once, when a student showed a certificate from Pichet’s class to someone at another school, and that school caused problems for Pichet.  If he does sign a certificate for you, it is wise not to show it to anyone outside the class.  A certificate from Pichet satisfies requirements for continuing education in some states of the USA, but not in other states, or in some provinces of Canada. 

     In my opinion, the truest certification is in my hands and touch, and nobody can regulate that.  As professional massage therapists, however, we all have to meet and maintain certain education standards, so there is a place for pieces of paper.  How we go about that is up to the individual. 

Making Arrangements
It is a good idea, but not essential, to call Pichet before you leave your country.  Good times to call are Monday - Friday 8:00 - 9:00 AM and 4:30 - 8:00 PM, Thailand time.  Weekends are less predictable.  Sometimes he will take calls during class hours, depending on how busy he is.  If his wife answers the phone, she will call him, but she does not speak English.  Keep in mind the time zone differences when you call Pichet.  Tell him the dates you are planning to study with him and ask him if those dates are alright.  Generally, he will say the dates are fine, and that he will be teaching then.  Classes are Monday through Friday from 9:00 AM to 4:00 PM.  If this is your first time studying with him, plan to start on a Monday and study for a minimum of two weeks.  Lately, he has been making exceptions and allowing students to study for just one week.     

     When you arrive in Chiang Mai, call Pichet to confirm.  He may or may not remember if you called from overseas, and he may not have marked your dates on the calendar.  I recommend that you ask if you may visit his class the week before you plan to start studying with him.  Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays are preferable, as the new class has started to settle in and to run smoothly enough to permit a visitor.  You may stay for the whole day or half day.  Opening prayers are usually around 9:15 - 9:30 AM, followed by a talk by Pichet.  There may be demonstrations of Thai massage as early as 10:00 AM, or there may be little or no Thai massage practice until after lunch.  Lunch is usually for an hour, from 12:00 - 1:00 or 12:30 - 1:30.  There will be closing prayers at around 4:00 - 4:15 PM.  By visiting a class first, you can meet the students and find out which ones are continuing the next week.  That way, you can gauge how big the next week’s class will be, and you may be able to connect with some of the students over the weekend.  They might also offer suggestions on where to stay in Chiang Mai and help you find your way around. 
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