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Masala talks to broadcast journalists, news reporters, 
and magazine editors about the trials and joys of 

working in a rapidly changing industry.
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Nirmal Ghosh 

The 
Nomad  

With Many 
Lives

Nirmal Ghosh has only been at his Asoke 
apartment for a few years, but already it is 
packed with his many parallel lives. Much of 
the living room furniture is draped in fabrics 
from his travels, and the shelves and bureaux 
are packed with percussion instruments, 
DVDs, music, and books. A yoga mat sits 
loosely rolled on a chair.  
 But most remarkable is the long, messy 
dining table—strewn with newspapers—that 
serves as the Indochina bureau of Singaporean 
daily The Straits Times. This is where Nirmal, the 
bureau chief, writes his stories, listening to his 
enormous world music collection when he gets 
stuck. He writes 12 to 24 stories a month, many 
late at night, when the business of calling people 
all day long is done. 
 Nirmal began as a freelancer in the early 
80s, after obtaining an English Honours 
degree from St. Xavier’s College in Calcutta. 
His day job involved marketing and selling ad 
space for a media house, and it was not until 
12 years later, when a job at the Business Times 
in Singapore opened up, that he was able 
to make a full-time switch. The job kicked 
off a career in correspondent work based in 
Manila, New Delhi, and Bangkok, from where 
he reported on major natural disasters and 
political crises. He has received many citations 
for his coverage of climate change issues. 
 Nirmal is also involved in wildlife 
conservation, a passion that developed on 
childhood trips into the woods with his 
hunter-turned-conservationist father. He 
is an avid hiker and serves on the board of 
trustees at the Corbett Foundation. He has 
also worked on several related books and 
documentaries. 
 Visiting him at his apartment, I talk to 
him about the pressures of working for a daily 
newspaper, the future of journalism, and 
about a scary encounter with Bangladeshi 
intelligence. —MRIGAA SETHI
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What was your first big story?
[In] the early 80s, I did a story on mental asylums in 
Delhi, [which] got a double-page spread in Sunday 
magazine, which was the hottest magazine in the country, 
with MJ Akhbar, the hottest editor. And MJ sent me a 
note saying, “Good story”. I was a freelancer, a kid in the 
marketing department.  
 
What was the hardest story you ever did? 
Disasters are always very hard. I’ve never been able to be 
the clichéd hard-nosed reporter sticking a mic in front 
of someone who has just lost their entire family, saying, 
“How do you feel?” I’ve never been happy with that. 
 
Where were you when the 2004 tsunami happened?
I was in India on leave, so I turned around and came back. 
I reached the third day. I came through Bangkok, landed 
early morning around six or seven o’clock, and took a 10 
o’ clock flight to Phuket, and because I’d been on the road 
without sleep, I had a massive headache. That was the 
day they discovered what had happened in Khao Lak. So 
I went to Khao Lak. They were only just discovering the 
extent of the damage there, and it was pretty awful. I’d 
never seen a tsunami. It reduces everything to porridge. 
The grinding effect of a tsunami is something I’d never 
seen. I never dreamt I’d see this twice in one lifetime. 
Because I went to Japan also.  
 
What are some of the enduring annoyances of your work? 
It’s a 24-hour news cycle. There’s tremendous competition 
for stories. So I envy sometimes the people who write for 
a fortnightly magazine or a weekly magazine, taking two 
weeks over a single story and writing 2,000 words. That’s 
great. I would love to go off on a two-week investigation. 
In theory, editors encourage it, but you’re still expected 
to do other stuff. If something comes up, you can’t say, 
“Sorry, I’m working on a long-term project.” 
 
Do you ever worry about who you piss off? 
No. 
 
Are you ever afraid?
No, but I don’t like it. I got a very nasty letter from the 
Cambodian embassy, over a story about land evictions, 
which by the way was reprinted in The Nation. So The 
Nation published the letter in full. It said I was demonising 
Hun Sen—all complete overreaction. But it’s not nice to 
receive a letter like that. 
 
Have you ever felt in danger?
I was interrogated once by Bangladeshi intelligence. I 
went to do a story on the Rohingyas. I was in Cox’s Bazar. 
I was brought out of my hotel room at 9:30 at night and 
then sat down in the lift lobby. I had a valid journalist 
visa, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Dhaka knew 
exactly what I was doing. It was just that the local guys 
didn’t know, and me having an Indian passport, and a 

Bengali name, and looking like a white guy—they must 
have been kind of freaked out. I was very polite and gave 
them all the information, printouts of emails with the 
Bangladeshi ambassador. But when they said, “You’re here 
illegally,” I got a little more assertive. I said, “No, I’m not 
here illegally. Haven’t you been listening to what I’ve been 
telling you? Look at all this stuff. Make the phone calls. 
Find out.” Then they backed off. But there was some cause 
for apprehension, because it’s a small town. They can 
basically do anything to you.  
 
What’s it like reporting in Thailand? 
Thailand is very challenging because everything is 
subterranean, and you need to know who knows whom and 
what currents are active. There doesn’t seem to be any real 
track record in investigative journalism in Thailand. Issues 
come and get dropped. On the other hand the environment 
is very free. You can go anywhere and meet anybody—
apart from Article 112 and the Computer Crimes Act. For 
example, reporting on the South, I’ve been filmed by army 
people. But they do it quite openly. Nobody’s told me to 
change my story or tried to influence me. 
 
What’s going to happen to print journalism?
We’re all an endangered species, especially foreign 
correspondents. People are cutting back. It’s declining, the 
print industry. We have to adapt to the Internet. 
 
Will you be adapting to the Internet?
I do a lot of blogging. I have a public Facebook page. It’s 
great fun, especially if you want to push a particular story 
or get into advocacy. You can do more today than you ever 
could before. 
 
What kinds of things are you pushing?
I did this story a few years ago on the Montreal Protocol. 
I wrote an op-ed for The Straits Times. It was password-
protected online. And the printed paper of course lasts 
one day. I asked for permission from my editors—which 
they gave—to give this article to a website Counterpunch, 
which is pro-bono. So they printed it, and immediately 
it was shared on Facebook, and Twitter, and the climate 
change mafia got hold of it. It got this huge worldwide 
buzz, and I got lots of response.  
 
What’s your life in Bangkok like?
Sometimes I feel like it’s work-work-work all the time. 
Contacts become your friends. I feel I live in a parallel 
universe. I have one life in India—my father lives there, 
he’s 83 years old. I have all my conservation work and my 
old friends in India. And my daughter lives in New York. 
It’s a parallel existence here. I’m not as social as I used to 
be. I like small gatherings. I don’t like major parties. And 
I like my place, so I don’t feel the need to go out to other 
places, and drink, and listen to music. I have my own 
music. I listen to a lot of African music. Latin music. And 
I collect films. 
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Umesh Pandey 

The 
Business  

Brain
At our meeting at the Intercontinental 
Bangkok, Umesh Pandey ordered a 12 
year–old Chivas and jumped right into 
talking about people’s attitude toward 
journalists. Umesh’s straightforward style 
can be misunderstood for egotism, but his 
boyish charm and laid-back manner suggest 
otherwise.  
 Born in Bangkok and raised in India, 
Umesh always had a fascination for 
journalism. His road to getting here, however, 
wasn’t the smoothest one. His family wanted 
him to be a doctor, but his hemophobia 
wouldn’t have allowed it. The teenage Umesh 
didn’t see a future in journalism either, 
especially after a mediocre grade in English 
literature. So he majored in finance.     
 After a brief stint in a finance company, 
Umesh started his career in journalism at 
Bangkok Post, leaving once in the late 90s, 
only to come back to serve as the editor of its 
eight-page weekly business section Asia Focus. 
 During the course of his 15-year career 
as a business journalist—working with 
Reuters, Bloomberg, Thai Day, and Wall Street 
Journal—he has covered everyone from the 
common man to politicians and big shots of 
commerce, but not without the occasional 
run-ins—he sheepishly admits by sticking his 
tongue out—with management and public 
relations executives due to his zero tolerance 
for disrespect. 
 Here, Umesh tells us what it’s like 
working in print media and why he doesn’t 
give news for free. —REENA KARIM

 
What sparked your interest in journalism?
I had a fascination for news as a kid. I loved 
to be updated about everything that happened 
in the world. Back in the day, we didn’t have 
cable television. So I would tune the big dish 
antenna to watch BBC. When I was studying 
in boarding school in Shimla, my friends 
would call me budda [old man], because I used 
to read India Today and Front Line magazines. 
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How did you get started in the field?
I came back to Bangkok after completing my master’s at 
Bentley College in Boston. I started working as a finance 
analyst in 1997. After six months, I quit because it was 
very monotonous. A few days after I left my job, I saw an 
ad in the Bangkok Post, looking for a subeditor. I applied, 
even though I had no experience. But my English was 
decent and I enjoyed news, so I think I had two of the 
main qualities needed to be in this business. When 
I started subediting, I didn’t like it at all. I felt I was 
cleaning up others’ work. So I decided that I wanted to 
go into reporting, even though it was a 60 percent pay cut 
from my finance job.

 
Tell us about your first political story.
It was on the Burmese Embassy siege in Bangkok in the 
late 90s. My bureau chief asked me to cover the story 
on a Sunday because everyone was on shifts covering it 
during the week. So I went there just in case something 
broke out. I was hoping nothing would happen because I 
had never done any political stories. As it turns out, a lot 
happened that day. All the negotiations were done; the 
terrorists were taken out of the country. So I had to write 
about that.

How was the family support when you switched careers 
to journalism? 
Initially my dad was not happy. He thought I would 
never make a living of it and that it doesn’t make sense 
in the long run in case I had a family. The perception 
of journalism is that you get minimum salary and carry 
around an Indian jhola [cloth bag]. Now my dad is much 
better. The only one who supported me was my sister.  
She encouraged me to try.  
 
What was people’s attitude toward journalists when  
you started out?
I wasn’t raised in a high society setting, but I have always 
been a person who has a certain degree of self-respect. 
When people treat me like crap—and some do—I don’t 
tolerate it. In journalism, I have experienced that a lot. 
Back in those days, they would treat journalists very 
badly. For instance, once I was at a five-star hotel for a 
conference. During lunch break, the entire delegation 
was moved into the grand ballroom for lunch. But for us 
journalists, they offered one or two dishes and asked us 
to eat outside. The attitude has changed over the recent 
years. But I still do not like it when people treat others 
like second-grade citizens. 

 
How did you make it as a Thai-Indian journalist ?
It was tough. People look down on you because you are 
Indian. Also, I am a little more aggressive than Thais, 
so you get shunned for being too outspoken. But it is 

not very difficult as long as you have the skills and the 
knowledge. But knowing Thai makes a lot of difference.  

How did Asia Focus happen?
I had proposed the idea to Bangkok Post in 2006. I felt that 
there is a market that they can tap. Today, Asia Focus is 
one of the best money-making sections of the Bangkok 
Post. I built up the team and the network.

 
As an editor, what makes a story stand out for you? 
In-depth analysis. If you don’t go in-depth for anybody, 
then you don’t survive, and you cannot be in competition 
with Twitter or Facebook and Instagram.  
 
How has the newspaper industry changed in the time 
you’ve worked there? 
More readership, more customer-centric. And it is 
gradually adapting to the changing environment. The 
editorial process is a lot more online and responsive. It 
is good in the long run. As a competitor of The Nation, I 
like that [their] journalists can actually take pictures and 
upload them on the system, which is what everyone is 
looking at these days. The Times of India has had it now for 
a year, and it is doing well. I wish we could do it.  
 
As an editor, how do you react to continuing 
digitalisation of the media?
India is the only market in the world where print media 
is still thriving. But personally, I feel that print media is 
going to die. I am preparing myself for that, which is why  
I invest heavily on different things, so that I have a back-
up. I still have 20 to 30 years of working life left. People 
in their 20s and 30s these days prefer having everything 
on their tablet. So I have had to change myself to read the 
newspaper on a tablet.  
 
How do you use social media such as Twitter and 
Facebook for your work?
I don’t use it at all. I don’t use my personal account to 
write any news pieces because I do not believe in giving 
free information to the world. You have to pay for it, 
otherwise who is going to pay for your salary or mine? I 
see it as adding value. If Bangkok Post starts giving out free 
information, then there will be no increase in circulation 
for them in the upcoming years.  
 
What do you love most about being a journalist?
To me, it’s a place to get my name in the public domain.  
I was born in an immigrant family. My dad worked hard 
to put me through school and college. He is nobody in 
the Indian society here, and so was I. But now, I would say 
about 50 to 60 percent of Indians know me, and that is 
because of my work.
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Neetinder Dhillon 

Gavin Nazareth

From  
Riots to 
Resorts

Both Neetinder Dhillon and Gavin Nazareth 
had wanted to become something else—
Gavin, a chef, Neetinder, an anthropologist. 
But both ended up at the same newspaper, 
where they met and fell in love.  
 After being turned down by Mumbai’s 
only catering college, Gavin did his master’s 
in mass communications before starting at 
a teen magazine. He moved on to the now-
defunct Indian Post. Following a long strike 
and the subsequent folding of the newspaper, 
Gavin joined Indian Express and soon became 
a features editor, then moving to the night 
news desk and becoming Chief Subeditor and 
Senior Reporter. 
 Neetinder was waiting for her Ph.D 
programme in anthropology to begin when 
her mother spotted an announcement in 
Indian Express looking for new journalists. She 
applied and, to her surprise, she was one of 
two people who got hired from a pool of 500 
applicants. She accepted, got hooked, and 
never looked back. 
 During the interview at their home, the 
chatty, passionate couple poured out stories of 
their adrenaline-filled days at Indian Express. 
The two of them were trained as journalists 
in a high-pressure, no-nonsense yet open and 
supportive environment. But when they came 
to Thailand in the 1990s, they were faced with 
the corporate atmosphere of the magazine 
world. They may no longer be covering 
Mumbai riots or Indian politics, and although 
they miss that life, both have found travelling, 
meeting renowned artists, and interviewing 
upcoming chefs to be no less exciting.  
 Neetinder now edits Expression and 
Beyond magazines. And after editing Living in 
Thailand and Lifestyle and Travel magazines, 
Gavin now freelances. Here, they give us 
a glimpse into Indian news culture in the 
80s and 90s, their lives as magazine editors, 
and how they edit each other’s stories.                  
—AMITHA AMRANAND 



Masalathai.com | 49 

How were you treated as young reporters?
GN In any organisation, there is some kind of hierarchy, 
but I think we were given equal opportunities to cover 
stories by ourselves.  
ND There were times we would go to senior reporters 
and ask for guidance. I once got a major story [that] 
came out of the Legislative Assembly. Though I had 
been working for about seven years by then, I had never 
covered the Legislative Assembly. So I went to the senior 
correspondent and said, “I’ve got this story. Do you want 
it?” And he said, “No, you do it. I will guide you.” 
 
You have been journalists since the 80s. How has the 
writing changed since the Internet?
GN I think the style of writing has changed because the 
New York Times and all these big newspapers are accessible 
to you. Before this, you never saw them unless you went 
into a big hotel. 
ND As a journalist in India, we would get five newspapers 
allowance a day per person. And you’re supposed to 
subscribe to your competitors, not your own newspapers. 
Your editor would say, “Your story went to print, but 
how did the competitor cover it? What angle did the 
competitor take? Why did you miss that?” 
 
Why did you guys move to Thailand when you were 
having so much fun?
GN I got offered a subediting job here. I wanted to travel. 
A lot of journalists go to the Middle East from India. 
Also at that time, I got offered a job in Bahrain as well. 
But I thought since everyone was going to that side, the 
opposite direction would be a good choice. 
ND I came two years [after he did]. I had gone off to the 
US to cover the Billboard Awards for the Indian Express. 
On the way back, Gavin was like, “Come back via 
Bangkok so you can come and see if you like it.” I liked 
the place. So I dropped my resumes off at The Nation and 
Media Transasia. And within a week, I got a call from 
Media Transasia. I went to meet them, and on the spot, 
they offered me a job. 
 
Why did you apply for a travel publication?
ND I thought this would be the time for me to go more 
into features, get into travel writing, see a different 
aspect of journalism completely. Though I had been 
doing features, there was always hard news surrounding 
everything. [The rhythm] was very hard news. Sometimes 
you would have half-hour deadlines. It was good training. 
 
What was your attitude toward magazine features?
ND We have always done features, so that was not an 
issue. For us, it was more like, Oh, this is going to be so much 
easier. For me, it is still serious journalism. It may not be 
hard news, but we bring in our hard news sensibilities 
into our feature stories, especially when it comes to fact-
checking and keeping our deadlines. Everything is based 
on the training that we got. 
 

Tell us about working in magazines in Thailand.
GN Here, it was more like a corporate office…[But] I’d 
already decided that I wanted a change from that job in 
India. I was hoping that this would be the stepping stone 
to other things. If nothing else, I could travel. I had to 
make some sacrifices. Even today, when there’s breaking 
news, I’m always like, Damn, I left the hard news journalism 
for what? 
ND Within the first month, I knew I was going to miss the 
newspaper life a lot. It was, like he said, very corporate. 
It was calm; it wasn’t exciting. And I realised I had to 
create my own excitement within the magazine if I wanted 
to keep my interest alive. I used the magazine firstly to 
discover Thailand. I travelled a lot in Thailand, went 
everywhere by myself.  
 
How do you define editorship?
ND Editorship involves giving a personality to the 
magazine, keeping the stories in sync with the personality 
yet not letting it become stale, guiding my writers, 
sometimes working with them to get the story to a certain 
level. And at one level, passing on the skills that I have 
learnt; I think that’s very essential because just me doing it 
is not enough. I like to train my writers to get to that level.  
GN When I was an editor, it was about keeping brand 
identity. As an editor of a magazine, you have to be the 
face of the whole magazine. [At Indian Express], you went 
out for functions, but they knew you were part of the 
hierarchy. But here, you’re at the top of the pyramid. You 
also try and bring your personality into the magazine, 
try to make it a good read, and yes, you have to play 
the balance between the marketing department and 
the clients and the management of the company, and 
networking. And here, it’s all about networking.  
 
As editors, do you find younger journalists have 
different attitude toward their work? 
ND I know plenty of really good writers here, both Thai 
and expats, but increasingly the younger lot that’s coming 
in is almost impatient. Nobody wants to go through the 
training process. They don’t realise that learning to edit 
is the first step in actually writing. Even simple style guide 
things, [they] keep forgetting. No, you can’t forget. You’re 
not allowed to forget these things.  
GN For us, [getting] from a reporter or subeditor to senior 
subeditor or senior reporter takes at least six or seven 
years. There was an editorial assistant. One day she came 
in and was like, “My mom [asked if] I could become an 
assistant editor, because it suits our social standing.”

Do you still work with each other on your stories?
ND If I’m an editor, and I’m writing my story, there’s 
nobody else who’s going to edit it. I need somebody who 
will be critical and go through it.  
GN Neither of us is worried about being over-critical. 
We’re just very blunt with each other. 
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Varin Sachdev

The  
Thai Voice  
of Indians

After a short stint in the finance sector, he 
flew to Boston as a Fulbright scholar in pursuit 
of a degree in media communications at 
Emerson College. Two decades later, Varin 
Sachdev is the only Indian anchor on Thai 
television, hosting World News on channel 
TNN 24. In addition to several successful 
radio shows, like Radio Thailand Morning, 
Insight Thai Insight World, and 101 Degree 
News, he also hosts the annual Oscar and 
Emmy events in Bangkok and had a small part 
in the 2003 Thai film Angulimala.
 Fame aside, this media personality enjoys 
spending time with family, entertaining 
friends with Bollywood-themed parties, 
and trying out new restaurants in Bangkok. 
Unpretentious and good-humoured, he is 
quick to shed his deep radio voice for a gleeful 
laugh    , something he confesses he has done on 
live television a few times by accident. 
 When not on camera, he also 
finds time to teach media classes at 
Thammasat University. With a fair share of 
accomplishments, this multifaceted media 
personality feels he still has a long way to go. 
In an interview on the set of his news show, 
he talks of his multiple roles and how he made 
it as an Indian in a Thai-dominated industry.  
—R.K.

 
 
How did you make your way from a career 
in finance to media?
I have always known that I have a passion 
for showbiz, but then my education took a 
detour. I did my bachelor’s in economics and 
then a master’s in finance. My first job was as 
a finance analyst with Procter and Gamble. 
I took the job because I liked my boss, and 
I could see myself in him. But I was clueless 
about corporate life. But soon after, he got 
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headhunted. When the new boss came in, everything 
turned upside down. I no longer enjoyed working there 
and started looking for part-time jobs in classifieds. I was 
particularly interested in doing radio even though I did 
not have any experience. But I was confident because I 
had some background as an emcee and spokesperson for 
different clubs and organisations while I was at school. 
Then at some point, I planned to do my second master’s 
in media communications because I knew that to make 
it in this industry, you need to have a degree in mass 
communications. It was in 1995 that I decided to change 
careers; I was 25 then. Then coincidentally, I got a job as 
a writer for the Sunday magazine. Even though it was in 
print, I took the job because I knew it would open doors 
for me.  
 
What did you find most challenging when you started 
out as a journalist?
I was reporting for stock and business. I had gotten 
this job because of my finance background. But the 
challenge was to be accepted by the guests on the show. 
Even though I spoke the same language as them, I was 
intimidated because they were all CEOs and big shots, 
and I was just out of school with only a year of experience 
behind me.  
 
You are the only Thai-Indian reporter in the local 
news. Was it a struggle to get here?
I got my first job because of my qualifications. They didn’t 
judge me because I was Indian, and I have to give credit 
to the Nation Group. They were my first employers and 
gave me assignments for television. It was easy to get the 
first gig, but it has been a struggle to advance. My biggest 
obstacle was to be accepted as an Indian-looking anchor 
on Thai television, even though Thai is my first language. 
Initially, I thought it was my looks that stopped me from 
going ahead in this industry. Even though I am sure that 
there is a certain degree of racial discrimination in this 
country, there is no way of knowing because they won’t 
say it to your face. [But] the attitude is changing and so is 
the perception of people living in big cities.  
 
Why do you think we don’t see many Indian anchors 
on local news channels?
Many Indian people I know who want to be in this 
industry did not go to schools here; they went to India 
to study. They can speak Thai, but it is not as fluent as 
mine. To be a broadcaster on television or radio, you are 
required to pass the announcer’s test. It is a legitimate 
certification, and I have that. 
 
Sawasdee India radio show was your tribute to your 
origins, but was later discontinued. Would you consider 

restarting it? 
It was a community radio, and we received a good 
response from the community. But I put it on 
hold because the reception was bad. The National 
Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission are 
rearranging the frequency, so the problems we had in 
2006 won’t exist anymore. So I may consider putting it 
back on. But I will call it Rich India and change the focus 
to educating Thais on Indian culture and heritage.

Do you see yourself as a bridge between Thais and 
Indians?
Yes, I would gladly accept it if the Indian community in 
Thailand gives me the honour. That title should be given 
to me. I won’t just claim it.

Who has been your favourite interviewee and why?
My favourite interviewee would be former Prime Minister 
Abhisit Vejjajiva because he used to be my teacher at 
Thammasat. I had studied three courses under him. At 
that time, even though I was graduating in economics, 
he predicted that I would one day be in show biz. When I 
interviewed him for the first time, he was an MP, and he 
was very proud of me. Now when I interview him, I have 
to put aside my personal relations with him and wear the 
cap of a media person. That I think is a challenge for me.

You also teach media classes at Thammasat University. 
Why did you decide to teach?
You cannot change the mindsets of people in the media 
industry, but you can invest in the future. It is possible to 
change the students’ mind to help them open up towards 
newer thinking. I see myself as their mentor and I try to 
share my experiences with them.

You wear many hats. Which one is your favourite?
All of my jobs complement each other. But my favourite 
has to be emceeing. I am a communicator, so I need to 
see my audience and interact. I do quite a few events in 
a year. The ones that I look forward to the most are the 
Oscars and the Emmys. It’s really fun because you always 
dream of walking down the red carpet, so you get one step 
closer to it. I used to do it on television as a live narrator. 
But now we do it here with Major Cineplex, who hosts an 
Oscar party every year on the big screen. 

You are very fashion-conscious. What’s your style?
As a professional on TV, you have to dress well in order 
to be taken seriously. I think dark colours look dapper 
on TV. I am an avid collector of sunglasses and neckties. 
I usually get my neckties from abroad, and my favourite 
designer for them is Satya Paul.

What is the real Varin like off-camera?
I am passionate and friendly. I have a good sense of 
humour, and I love to laugh. 
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Imtiaz Muqbil 

The  
Weary 

Traveller
Imtiaz Muqbil has travelled to many 
destinations around the world, but this 
Mumbai-born journalist does not like to 
report his travels like they are exotic dreams. 
His journalistic work has always been about 
exposing the problems that the tourism 
industry and travel publications prefer to 
sidestep—from the AIDS pandemic in 
the 1980s, poverty, and global warming to 
religious and ethnic conflicts. 
 Imtiaz has had a penchant for language 
and literature since a young age. When 
consulting his teachers on careers, one of 
them quoted George Bernard Shaw in reply: 
“Happy is the man who can make a living by 
his hobby.” Imtiaz then pursued journalism at 
London School of Journalism.  
 His first post was in Kuwait, where his 
parents had been since the 50s. There, during 
the Arab-Israeli War and the oil boom, Imtiaz 
worked for English-language newspapers and 
was a correspondent for publications like 
Newsweek and agencies such as Reuters. 
 In 1978, two years after marrying Thai-
Indian Rosni Muqbil, Imtiaz relocated to 
Thailand. He began as a subeditor/writer 
for Bangkok Post before foraying into travel 
journalism with Travel Trade Gazette Asia 
(TTG Asia), where he later became the 
Thailand Bureau Chief. He then went on 
to edit publications under Pacific Asia Travel 
Association (PATA) and wrote two columns, 
“Travel Monitor” and “Soul Searching”, for 
the Bangkok Post until last year. 
 Today, from the comfort of his own home, 
Imtiaz edits and writes Travel Impact Newswire, 
an email newsletter he founded in 1998. With 
his own publication, Imtiaz feels he finally has 
the freedom to write what he wants. Through 
email correspondence and a conversation at 
his home office, Imtiaz talks about what the 
Middle East and Thailand were like in the 
1970s and why spiritual travel is so important 
to him. —A.A.
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What do you think are some of the nightmares that the 
tourism industry and travel journalists can address more 
without compromising their businesses?
No shortage of those kinds of issues. The AIDS pandemic, 
when it broke out here, is a classic example. Nobody in 
Thailand wanted to deal with that. These days, one of the 
biggest issues facing the industry is the impact of ethnic, 
religious, cultural clashes, because on the one hand, to 
promote ethnic cultural harmony is a fundamental asset of 
tourism. But on the other hand, if you’re seeing religions 
and ethnic groups going at each other, you can’t actually 
promote that country as being a place of religious and 
cultural harmony. Does the travel and industry want to 
deal with that? Not to the level that I think it should.

What was censorship like when you started out 
compared to today? 
Censorship remains the same, only the censors change. 
In those days, it used to be mainly governments. Today, 
it’s just about everyone, especially private companies and 
the corporations. They are the worst. Their ability to 
bribe, blackmail, and bludgeon journalists into silence is 
unparalleled. And shameful. Unfortunately, some of these 
large companies have become media-owners themselves.

You’ve been to many spiritual destinations in the world. 
Why is this kind of travelling important to you?
Spirituality is part of my psyche. I grew up in an 
environment where you’re surrounded by the world’s 
great religions. So you see the fundamental teachings of 
these religions as being assets. Yet you have at the same 
time politicians, ethnic groups, and others who insist on 
converting these assets into liabilities by pitting groups 
against each other, creating superiority complexes, mainly 
for selfish and personal gains. It’s fascinating to see the 
inter-linkages between what was taught [thousands of] 
years ago and humanity’s inability to learn from the 
mistakes of the past. So when the travel and tourism 
industry is unable to find ways to preserve its fundamental 
assets and does nothing about the many people trying to 
convert that into liabilities, there is a problem. And that’s 
what I enjoy [covering] because there is a state of denial 
on these issues.

How do you travel now that it is your work as well?
I’ve been travelling constantly since I got into this line 
of work. By God’s grace, I’m very fortunate to have 
visited the holy spots of all the major world religions and 
many other places that most people won’t see in several 
lifetimes...[Travelling] was much easier [in the 70s and 
80s]. You didn’t have to fill 16 pages of visa application 
forms. You didn’t get racially profiled at the airport. The 
visa and the airport experience today have become the 
worst part of travel. And if you’re constantly travelling, 
then after some time, that becomes a monumental 
nuisance. Today, I just prefer to stay at home.

What was it like working in the Middle East?
It was fabulous. I loved it. Trying to find people who will 
talk and tell you the truth in an atmosphere of secrecy 
and cover-ups is always exciting. I was young and hugely 
inspired by the Watergate scandals. I covered everything 
from the economics of petrodollars to the politics of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict. 

Tell us about your move to Thailand. 
My wife is a Thai-Indian from Bangkok. After we got 
married, she did not like it there. Freedom here for a 
woman is different from freedom there for a woman. So 
it was either my marriage going down the drain or me 
moving. I didn’t want my marriage going down the drain.

When you came to Thailand in 1978, what interested 
you right away about the country?
To move from a desert country, which is entirely funded by 
oil, to an agricultural country, which had a whole different 
set of parameters, was quite interesting. The parallels 
in those days were that in the 1970s, both regions were 
involved in major wars—in 1973, the Arab-Israeli war, and 
over here, the end of the Vietnam War. So for a journalist, 
it was very exciting to watch how societies change when 
they are in the aftermath of a conflict situation.

How is working in Southeast Asia different from in the 
Middle East?
Not different at all. I am privileged to have worked in 
both [places] at crucial stages of their history. In the 
Middle East, I watched what happened to societies 
when their people shift from being pearl divers and 
camel herders to oil barons. In the Far East, I watched 
what happened when people shift from being farmers 
to stockbrokers. Getting too rich too quickly can go to 
anyone’s head.

How did you get into travel journalism?
I was stringing for a computer publication in Singapore. 
The same group also had a weekly travel newspaper. 
When an opening came up at the travel newspaper [for a] 
a reporter in Bangkok, I was offered the job. 

Did you feel conflicted about the transition from hard 
news to travel journalism?
I think journalism is not about issues. It’s about covering 
human nature. And human nature is human nature 
whether it’s in travel or politics or economics. That’s the 
beauty of journalism. You’re looking at humanity and how 
it’s affected by changes around you. 

What kind of space is there for the kind of travel 
journalism that you do—the kind that is more critical 
toward the travel industry?
Sadly, not as much space as I would like to see it being 
given. An industry that sells dreams for a living has great 
difficulty coping with nightmares.   
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Anasuya Sanyal

The 
Literature  
of Politics

A quick glance around Anasuya Sanyal’s 
airy apartment, which she shares with her 
husband Newley Purnell, reveals the couple’s 
eclecticism—antique furniture, a bookshelf 
stacked with volumes on food, fashion, 
football, and art, and walls colourful with 
old maps and artwork. With her obvious 
fascination with history, it comes as no 
surprise that Anasuya finds excitement 
in reporting on Thailand’s fast-changing 
political landscape for Channel News Asia, 
where she started as a reporter in 2006 and is 
now its Indochina Bureau Chief. 
 Anasuya got her first taste of journalism 
as a teenager interning at a newspaper in 
India and later at her hometown paper 
in Pennsylvania. She only returned to 
journalism in her late 20s after two degrees 
in comparative literature and some years 
of teaching English and Italian to adults. 
Following courses in broadcast journalism, 
she landed an entry-level job as a production 
assistant at the ABC News headquarters in 
New York City. Anasuya moved to Thailand 
in 2005 and began working at the English-
language Thai-Asean News Network 
(formerly Thailand Outlook Channel) and 
the now-defunct Thai Day, correcting scripts 
and subediting.  
 When it comes to stories and narratives, 
Anasuya also has a lighter side. The 
American-born TV news reporter is a 
familiar face, and a favourite, at the Bombyx 
storytelling event in Bangkok, where she has 
charmed and tickled the English-speaking 
expat crowd with her natural warmth and the 
breezy way in which she brings her personal 
accounts to life.  
 Recently elected President of the Foreign 
Correspondents Club of Thailand (FCCT), 
Anasuya discusses the newsroom cultures in 
the US and Thailand and why she wants to 
be Tina Fey. —A.A.
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What got you hooked to broadcast journalism?
What I love about journalism, and news journalism in 
particular, is there’s something new every day. And what 
I’ve always liked is that every subject area has potential for 
stories. I really like that variety. A famous journalist called 
what we do the “best continuing education programme 
that there is”. I like being the one who can ask questions. 
I also like learning a lot of different topics. 
 
Do your literature degrees help you in journalism? 
I think that it helps. They say journalism is the first draft 
of history, and so with literature, you read a lot about 
history; you read a lot about narratives. And people say 
there’s nothing new under the sun, and you can kind of 
see these stories play out again and again through works 
of literature. You can equate what’s happening in modern 
politics or in the modern political context through what 
you learnt studying the humanities. 

Why did you move to Thailand?
I had a friend who was a journalist here, and she invited a 
group of us from New York to [her] wedding. She went to 
Columbia Journalism School and thought, You know what? 
I’m going to go to Asia because there are fewer people with my 
qualifications. And I met a lot of her friends. It was 2004, 
a time when there were a ton of foreign correspondents 
around. And as you do when you’re on holiday, and you 
fall in love with the place, and you need a change, I 
looked around and talked to people. And it seemed to 
me people were having fun and doing interesting stories. 
But it wasn’t as if I was trying to make a huge leap, like I 
wasn’t going to Iraq, or I wasn’t going to some place where 
there wouldn’t really be other things that I could do or 
some kind of community for me. 

Is politics the beat you’ve always wanted to cover?
That’s what I’ve most been interested in. It’s very 
dynamic. It’s always changing. It’s always bizarre. But like 
I said, there’s a not only historical context for things that 
happen, but you can see those as patterns. You see the 
populist leader who subverts the order of things. You see 
that play out again. It’s fascinating because in politics, 
especially in Thailand, there are so many academics who 
study it, and you can go in so many directions. 

What was the culture like at ABC News compared to 
Channel News Asia?
ABC News in New York City is super high-adrenaline. 
It could be very competitive, very aggressive, very cut-
throat. It’s a very in-your-face place. In an Asian company, 
I feel the work ethic is there, but the real emphasis is on 
getting along with each other, as well as working together. 
You see it sometimes when there’s a tough economic time. 
I think there’s still that Asian mentality of Let’s get through 
lean times together. So it’s a nice atmosphere to work in. I 
think moving back to America to continue in journalism 
would be quite difficult or risky. I wouldn’t feel that 

here necessarily. Also, people [here] are hesitant to talk. 
Americans are always want to get on TV. There’ve been 
stories we just can’t do. That’s less of a man-on-the-streets 
thing than a government thing. The favourite word here 
is “sensitive”—“It’s a very sensitive issue”. I think there 
[can be] a happy medium. It doesn’t have to be American-
style—tell-all and over dramatic.

You also love storytelling. You’re a regular at Bombyx.
I love narrative history. I think Bombyx is so great. And 
it’s an extension of what we do—telling stories, telling 
your personal narrative. And I like to encourage that. I 
like public speaking. I like making people laugh. I really 
want to be Tina Fey. Unfortunately, I don’t think my 
Asian parents really would have been okay with that, so I 
get to do that a little bit at Bombyx.

What does it mean for you to be part of this community 
of foreign correspondents?
I think that in our profession, collegiality means a lot. 
We rely on each other for something as simple as a phone 
number or a contact, and more support. We usually 
operate either by ourselves or with a small team. There’s a 
lot of sharing things, friendship, talking out things. A lot 
of understanding of the story or the stories here has been 
talking to my colleagues, how they report, and how their 
stories turn out. 

What’s it like being the president of the FCCT?
We just did our annual Prime Minister Dinner with 
Yingluck [Shinawatra]. Somebody pointed out to me that 
it was the first time a female president of the FCCT is 
meeting a female prime minister of Thailand. I knew that 
going in, but I reflected on that later, and I was like, Wow! 
That is really rare. There aren’t very many women leaders. 
And it’s been an interesting adjustment to be in Thailand, 
where there’s a really entrenched gender inequality.  

Even in your profession?
There’s a stereotype of tough female reporters that [has 
become] a stereotype because you do have to be a bit 
tough. We see more and more women in the media, and I 
have quite a few female colleagues, both here in Bangkok 
and [elsewhere], who are top-notch. But it is a little bit of 
an old boys’ club. It can be at times. That’s neither good 
nor bad, once you’ve scratched the surface.

Where do you want to go next as a journalist?
I don’t know. I’m enjoying [doing] this documentary series 
[on the new Myanmar], so hopefully there’s more of that 
in my future. I’m one of those reporters who think that 
being a reporter is the best job in the world. It’s something 
new every day. The more you do it, the more you like it. I 
think you can burn out on it. Circumstances can change, 
but for now, I love what I do. I’m just waiting for stuff to 
happen again in Thailand. It’s a good feeling to use the 
knowledge that you’ve built up.
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Sumati Sivasiamphai

Laughing  
and 

Lifestyle 
Distributed every Friday via the Bangkok 
Post, Guru is arguably the city’s most visible 
English-language lifestyle magazine, and 
Sumati Sivasiamphai, its witty Thai-Indian 
editor, is the driving force behind it. Sumati 
majored in English and psychology at Emory 
University in Georgia, and though she always 
loved to read and write, she didn’t see any 
related career possibilities. That all changed 
when, after a brief teaching and freelancing 
stint, she became a staff writer at Guru. A 
couple years later, after the departure of 
former editor Arglit Boonyai in late 2010, she 
became the youngest editor ever at Bangkok 
Post’s family of publications. 
 Lifestyle writing is worlds away from 
the hard news many of her colleagues at 
other sections are doing, but Sumati prefers 
observational humour, nurturing her small 
team of writers, and guiding the tone of her 
snarky, irreverent magazine. 
 Chatting over coffee after work, she tells 
me—with some funny asides—about life at 
the office, dealing with angry readers, and 
what aunties in the community think she 
does for a living. —M.S.

 
 
Talk me through a day at the office.
I’ll talk you through a deadline day. We go 
to print on Tuesday, and we come out on 
Friday. I should wake up in a panic, but I 
keep snoozing first. In the shower, I’m like, 
“Oh great, I have nothing to write about for 
my column.” I write my column the morning 
of deadline day. I just tell people that’s how 
I stay relevant! I get to my desk, and I love 
that every week without fail, it all just comes 
together. And then I just sit there all day 
proofing every single story. 
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What are some professional rules you’ve accrued? 
Somebody said, “My only rule is to never let down  
my editor.”
Aw, I wish my writers said that! We’re a team of four 
people—it’s myself, my sub-editor, and two writers. My rule 
is to always give them feedback on their stories, tell them 
what I changed and why I changed it, what they can do 
better for next time. It’s not just, “Hey, meet the deadline.” 
I want them to learn, I want them to grow, and I want 
them eventually to be able to take over my job. It’s really 
important for me, because my last editor did that for me.  
 
Other than guiding your writers, what does editorship 
mean to you?
It means giving the magazine the voice you want it to 
have. You direct and guide the voice of the magazine, and 
whether people like it or don’t like it is a reflection of the 
direction you’ve taken.  
 
How would you describe that voice?
It’s very quirky, and definitely edgy is where I want it to 
go. We get cheeky a lot, and I like cheeky. 
 
What about in terms of subject matter?
We write about things very casually. We write like we 
speak, and in a way that we think readers can connect 
with. We’re on the periphery of things looking in. We 
don’t stand in the middle of a trend, and say, “This is the 
best trend ever.” We’ll be on the outskirts, saying, “Are 
you serious? Big-eye contacts? That’s what you guys want 
to do?” Not to say that everything is negative, but there’s 
humour to be found in a lot of things in Bangkok. 
 
What are some magazines you admire?
I love Vanity Fair. I love reading all their commentaries. 
Everyone loves Vogue for the pictures. And I read a lot of 
stuff online. I love Esquire. Their features are amazing, and 
I make all my writers read it. 
 
Do you consider yourself a journalist?
I consider myself a writer. I’ve written research pieces 
and features, but I would say I’m a writer because I write 
whatever I feel like that crazy Tuesday morning. It’s very 
opinionated, purely my point of view. I’m not going out 
and getting experts to support my point of view.  
 
What negative feedback does Guru get that you have to 
grapple with?
Sometimes readers get offended by stereotypical jokes, or 
how we write something. Anything can set a reader off, 
depending on where they’re coming from. So that’s the 
consistent negativity we have to deal with. Readers are 
entitled to their opinion. I would never provoke a fight 
with them. They have their opinion, we have ours, and we 
leave it at that. 
 

There aren’t that many Indian editors at mainstream 
magazines. Are you conscious of your Indian side? 
Since I’ve started working at Guru, it has drawn more 
members of our community to the magazine. And even if 
they already knew of the magazine, they might be more 
likely to pick it up now because one of theirs is working 
for it, which is something I appreciate so much. I’ve had 
features and columns that I’ve dedicated to Indian topics, 
not because of the readers, but more because I could write 
about it, because that’s who I am. I’ve broken down eight 
categories of Thai-Indians. Some Indians looked at it and 
said, “Haha, I know people exactly like this.” Some people 
hated it and said, “How dare you write things about our 
culture?” But it’s good to laugh at yourself. I laugh  
at myself.  
 
What do you think you’ll do next?
I definitely want to stay in the industry. I love creative 
writing. I love observational humor and writing.  Right 
now my subject is Bangkok. The reason I think I’m 
succeeding at Guru is that I’ve always been an [observant] 
person. So I see things and get stories out of them. I want 
to continue to do that, in a more mature way. So more 
features about interesting people or street art or whatever. 
With Bangkok as your subject, you can do anything. You 
might have to just change the tone. 
 
Do you feel like you became an editor too soon?
No, because most Guru editors have been 26 or 27. 
They said I was the youngest editor the Bangkok Post has 
ever had. That was definitely cool. I think that was my 
Facebook status for a day. I wouldn’t consider myself the 
most high-strung, serious people. I like to laugh at things. 
And to be able to write about it and have other people 
laugh about it too is pretty rewarding. 
 
Let’s play that game: what people think I do versus what 
I actually do.
I think my writers think I’m playing solitaire all day, 
which is sometimes true. In the community, aunties who 
might not know me that well think I just staple the pages 
together. Because they ask me, “So what do you do? You 
don’t write anymore?” I do, on the first page. My parents 
think I’m amping up my supply of bad words to use 
every week. What I actually do is lovingly cultivate this 
flower which is Guru. I just edit stories, give story ideas, 
work with [writers] one-on-one to develop their story, 
commission the cover every week, do the pagination, work 
with sales, do the ad placements, write my own column, 
rewrite stories, rewrite stories again, proof every single 
page, and then send it to print and still have time to go to 
the gym—and without a drop of alcohol to help me. Not 
on deadline days.


