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ADVERTISING FEATURE

VISA

VISA: TAKE THE WORRY OUT OF TRAVEL

Everyone who travels overseas worries about money. But Visa has a range of safe
and widely-accepted card options that give you freedom and peace of mind. Take the
hassle and risk out of holiday spending, and enjoy your trip!

Find out more about travelling overseas with Visa.

Splashing cash.

It's true: Cash is accepted everywhere in the world — even by thieves and scam artists.
If you've ever travelled carrying a wad of cash, you'll know the hassle of trying to guess
how much you'll need each day, putting some in pockets, more in a’hidden’ pouch and
leaving the bulk of it stashed in your bag or case where you're staying.

And if any of it gets lost or stolen, it's gone for good.

There’s no better way to ruin a holiday.

Options for everyone.

Leave the risk and annoyance of cash at home; it’s additional baggage you really don't

want to carry. Visa has a range of credit, debit and even prepaid card options that give
you all the flexibility of cash with none of the risks.

Al Visa cards allow you to withdraw cash at ATMs and pay for goods online or over
the counter anywhere. With over 30 million merchants and 1 million ATMs worldwide,
Visa is the safe and convenient alternative to cash:

Visa Credit: Everyone knows about Visa credit cards; accepted in over 170 countries
worldwide. Spread your holiday costs over time, and — for premium card holders —
take advantage of benefits like medical and legal referral, 24-hour replacement service
worldwide for lost cards, and more.

Visa Debit: Al the flexibility and global acceptance of a credit card, but with your
money, straight out of your bank account. Visa Debit is like your normal EFTPOS card,
but you can also use it to pay online and over the phone too.


http://www.visa-asia.com/ap/au/cardholders/tips/travel_resources.shtml
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more people go overseas with Visa. V’SA

VISA: TAKE THE WORRY OUT OF TRAVEL

Visa Prepaid: For ultimate control, save up and pay for your holiday in advance with
a Visa Prepaid card. Accepted everywhere Visa Credit and Debit cards are, you can load
up a card in the currency of the country you're travelling to it so you're holiday money
will not get hit by exchange rate fluctuations and unexpected fees. Plus you have the
flexibility to top it up while you're away, and if you loose it you have the security of a
back-up card linked to the same funds..

Find out which Visa card is right for you.

More people go.

All Visa cards come with 100% payment protection, meaning you get reimbursed
for any spending on a stolen card. Visa offers 24 hour assistance for lost or stolen
| cards. And, of course, Visa is recognised and accepted worldwide, which is why more
people go with VISA.

Learn more tips about using your card abroad.



http://www.visa-asia.com/ap/au/cardholders/tips/travel_money.shtml
http://www.visa-asia.com/ap/au/cardholders/tips/travellers_cheques.shtml
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ADVERTISING FEATURE

VISA

VISA: TAKE THE WORRY OUT OF TRAVEL

Everyone who travels overseas worries about money. But Visa has a range of safe
and widely-accepted card options that give you freedom and peace of mind. Take the
hassle and risk out of holiday spending, and enjoy your trip!

Find out more about travelling overseas with Visa.

Splashing cash.

It's true: Cash is accepted everywhere in the world — even by thieves and scam artists.
If you've ever travelled carrying a wad of cash, you'll know the hassle of trying to guess
how much you'll need each day, putting some in pockets, more in a’hidden’ pouch and
leaving the bulk of it stashed in your bag or case where you're staying.

And if any of it gets lost or stolen, it's gone for good.

There’s no better way to ruin a holiday.

Options for everyone.

Leave the risk and annoyance of cash at home; it’s additional baggage you really don't

want to carry. Visa has a range of credit, debit and even prepaid card options that give
you all the flexibility of cash with none of the risks.

Al Visa cards allow you to withdraw cash at ATMs and pay for goods online or over
the counter anywhere. With over 30 million merchants and 1 million ATMs worldwide,
Visa is the safe and convenient alternative to cash:

Visa Credit: Everyone knows about Visa credit cards; accepted in over 170 countries
worldwide. Spread your holiday costs over time, and — for premium card holders —
take advantage of benefits like medical and legal referral, 24-hour replacement service
worldwide for lost cards, and more.

Visa Debit: Al the flexibility and global acceptance of a credit card, but with your
money, straight out of your bank account. Visa Debit is like your normal EFTPOS card,
but you can also use it to pay online and over the phone too.


http://www.visa-asia.com/ap/au/cardholders/tips/travel_resources.shtml
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more people go overseas with Visa. V’SA

VISA: TAKE THE WORRY OUT OF TRAVEL

Visa Prepaid: For ultimate control, save up and pay for your holiday in advance with
a Visa Prepaid card. Accepted everywhere Visa Credit and Debit cards are, you can load
up a card in the currency of the country you're travelling to it so you're holiday money
will not get hit by exchange rate fluctuations and unexpected fees. Plus you have the
flexibility to top it up while you're away, and if you loose it you have the security of a
back-up card linked to the same funds..

Find out which Visa card is right for you.

More people go.

All Visa cards come with 100% payment protection, meaning you get reimbursed
for any spending on a stolen card. Visa offers 24 hour assistance for lost or stolen
| cards. And, of course, Visa is recognised and accepted worldwide, which is why more
people go with VISA.

Learn more tips about using your card abroad.



http://www.visa-asia.com/ap/au/cardholders/tips/travel_money.shtml
http://www.visa-asia.com/ap/au/cardholders/tips/travellers_cheques.shtml
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‘this is
Thailand,

a country
where the
people have
become
experts at
ignoring
the meta-
phorical
elephants in
their rooms’

Destination Thailand

Technically, elephants are not allowed on the streets of Bangkok, but during
the right time of year (typically after rice farmers have finished harvesting
their crops), you can’t help but come across the giant beasts, wandering the
congested sois with their owners, largely ignored by just about everybody
except foreign tourists. To most visitors it’s inconceivable that a creature so
large can be so casually disregarded. But this is Thailand, a country where
the people have become experts at ignoring the metaphorical elephants in
their rooms.

Since the abolition of the absolute monarchy in 1932, political instability
has essentially been the norm in Thailand. The most recent period of unrest
began in 2006 with the coup d’état (the 18th in 70 years) that saw then Prime
Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra, forcibly removed from office, sent into exile
and replaced by military rule. Unlike elsewhere where such an event might
have had people protesting on the streets, the ‘smooth as silk’ coup hardly
disrupted Bangkok traffic, and Thais, depending on their political allegiances,
appeared to accept the changes with restrained joy or quiet resignation.

The following 15 months of caretaker rule were largely seen as ineffectual,
and spanned lowlights ranging from limits on press freedom to significant
economic slowdown, but public displays of discontent were rare if not non-
existent. Long-awaited elections in late 2007 led to the People’s Power Party
(PPP) of Samak Sundaravej, an alleged Thaksin proxy, gaining a majority
in parliament. This sparked a series of street protests led by the People’s
Alliance for Democracy (PAD), the same anti-Thaksin group whose protests
preceded the 2006 coup.

In less than six months, the largely middle-class Bangkok-based PAD had
boldly taken over Government House and was demanding Samak’s resig-
nation. In response, pro-Thaksin supporters, many of whom are relatively
poor farmers, labourers and taxi drivers from Thailand’s north and north-
east, formed their own pro-government alliance called the United Front of
Democracy Against Dictatorship (UDD). Even moderate Thais began taking
sides, with PAD supporters wearing yellow (a colour associated with the mon-
archy), and government supporters sporting red. For the first time in recent
Thai history, it appeared that at least one elephant - the vast divide between
the urban, educated elite and the rural poor - could no longer be ignored.

In June 2008, after several weeks of PAD occupation of Government
House, the country’s Constitutional Court found Samak guilty of accept-
ing money to host a cooking program, and he was forced to stand down.
Although his dismissal due to this technicality was tantamount to the coup
the PAD demanded, they were anything but placated when Sundaravej was
subsequently replaced by Somchai Wongsawat, Thaksin’s brother-in-law.

Meanwhile, Thaksin and his wife Potjaman remained largely in exile in the
UK, with only sporadic visits to Thailand. However in late 2008, the Supreme
Court found Thaksin guilty of a corruption charge, sentencing him to two
years’ imprisonment. Potjaman was subsequently sentenced to three years
in jail for tax fraud. The couple’s UK visas were later revoked, and any plans
to return to the UK or Thailand were inevitably shelved.

In October and November of 2008 confrontations between the PAD
and police and pro-government supporters became increasingly violent,
leading to the death of two PAD members. Rumours of a military coup
were rampant, and more bloody clashes were feared. Events culminated
in late November when several thousand PAD protesters took over both
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of Bangkok’s airports, bringing tourism to a complete standstill for more
than a week. It wasn’t until the Constitutional Court dissolved the ruling
party that the protesters finally agreed to leave the airports.

After a great deal of political wrangling, a tenuous new coalition was
formed in December, led by Oxford-educated Abhisit Vejjajiva, leader of
the Democrat Party and Thailand’s fifth prime minister of 2008. Although
Abhisit’s appointment ushered a brief period of relative stability, violent pro-
tests in early 2009 by red-shirted Thaksin supporters in Bangkok and Pattaya
showed that, although still in exile, the former Prime Minister remains the
single most influential and polarising figure in Thai politics.

But perhaps the largest elephant of all is the impending but unspoken
reality of a Thailand without its current monarch. Thailand’s king, Bhumibol
Adulyadej, is the world’s longest-serving head of state and a figure literally
worshipped by the vast majority of Thais for more than 60 years. The king
is in his eighth decade now and his health has been failing. It remains to be
seen how the Thais will adapt to life without a ruler whose reign most have
lived their entire lives under. For certain, the grief felt by Thais will be pro-
found, and the lack of the king’s relatively stabilising influence on domestic
politics, and the contentious issue of royal succession will have profound
implications on Thailand’s near future.

Yet, despite the seemingly endless cycle of crises, Thailand continues
to progress towards a modern, wealthy society. Bangkok’s infrastructure
continues to improve, with ambitious plans to expand both the Metro and
Skytrain, and the long-awaited airport link scheduled to begin operations in
2009. Elsewhere in the country, virtually all of the communities devastated by
the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami have fully recovered. Road links to distant parts
of the country are improving, and an abundance of cheap domestic flights
makes it easier than ever for those who wish to get off the beaten track.

Political crises have also done little to alter what makes the country
arguably the most diverse and rewarding destination in Southeast Asia. A
friendly and tolerant population and a solid infrastructure make Thailand
an approachable destination for first-time travellers, while destinations and
activities ranging from tropical beaches to cooking courses will appeal to
even the most jaded traveller.

Throughout Thailand’s lengthy and often rocky experiment with de-
mocracy, the Thai people’s ability to ignore elephants has been a constant
factor. But until issues such as class division, Thaksin Shinawatra’s polarising
influence on politics, and royal succession are acknowledged and dealt with,
political instability is bound to define Thailand’s future, as well as its past.

DESTINATION THAILAND 17

FAST FACTS
Area: 514,000 sq km

Border countries: Cam-
bodia, Laos, Malaysia,
Myanmar (Burma)

Population: 65,493,296
Inflation: 2.2%

GDP per capita: US$8000
Religion: 95% Buddhist
Literacy: 92.6%

Original name: Siam

Number of coups d'état
since 1932: 18

Number of 7-Elevens:
currently 3912

Highest Point: Doi
Inthanon 2565m

Rice exports: 10.02
million tonnes in 2008
(number-one rice
exporter in the world)
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See Climate Charts (p742)
for more information.

HOW MUCH?

2nd-class air-con sleeper
train, Bangkok to Surat
Thani 758-848B

Beach bungalow on Ko
Pha-Ngan 350-5008

One-day Thai cooking
course in Chiang Mai
9008

National park admission
2008

Dinner for two at a
midrange restaurant
300-5008

See also the Lonely
Planet Index, inside front
cover.

Getting Started

Most people find travel in Thailand to be relatively easy and economical.
Of course, a little preparation will go a long way towards making your trip
hassle-free and fun.

WHEN T0 GO

The best time to visit most of Thailand is between November and February,
because it rains the least and it is not too hot. This period is also Thailand’s
main season for festivals, like Loi Krathong and Songkran.

If you plan to focus on the northern provinces, the hot season (March to
May) and early rainy season (June to July) are not bad either, as temperatures
are moderate at higher elevations. Northeastern and central Thailand, on the
other hand, are best avoided from March to May, when temperatures may climb
over 40°C. Because temperatures are more even year-round in the south (be-
cause it’s closer to the equator), the beaches and islands of southern Thailand
are a good choice for respite when the rest of Thailand is miserably hot.

Thailand’s peak tourist season runs from November to late March, with
secondary peaks in July and August. If you want to avoid crowds and take
advantage of discounted room rates, consider travelling during the least
crowded months (typically April to June, September and October).

Although the rainy season (roughly July to October) gets a bad reputa-
tion, there are some bonuses: temperatures tend to be cooler, tourists are
fewer and the landscape is lush and green. Depending on the region and the
month, the rains might be hour-long downpours in the afternoon. October,
however, tends to be the wettest month.

COSTS & MONEY

Thailand is an inexpensive country to visit thanks to advantageous foreign
currency exchanges and an affordable standard of living. Those on a budget
should be able to get by on about 600B to 700B per day outside Bangkok and
the major beach islands. This amount covers basic food, guesthouse accom-
modation and local transport but excludes all-night beer binges, tours, long-
distance transport or vehicle hire. Travellers with more money to spend will
find that for around 1500B or more per day life can be quite comfortable.
Bangkok is a good place to splurge on a hotel for recovery from a long
flight or to celebrate returning to ‘civilisation’. In the provinces, guest-
houses tend to be the best value even for bigger budgets. Market meals

DON’'T LEAVE HOME WITHOUT...

Pack light wash-and-wear clothes, plus a pullover (sweater) or light jacket for chilly bus rides
and the northern mountains. Slip-on shoes or sandals are handy. Laundry is cheap in Thailand,
so you only need to travel with a week’s supply of clothes.

You can buy toothpaste, soap and most other toiletries almost anywhere in Thailand. Inter-
national stores like Boots tend to carry tampons and antiperspirants strong enough to fight the
tropical malady. See p772 for a list of recommended medical items.

Other handy items include: a small torch (flashlight), sarong (dries better than a towel), water-
proof money/passport container (for swimming outings), earplugs and sunscreen (high SPFs are
not widely available outside of big cities).

Be sure to check government travel advisories for Thailand before you leave. See Dangers &
Annoyances (p743) for general security issues.
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Tor PICKS

One of the best ways to get ready for a Thailand tour is to start dreaming about this faraway
land. Here are a few highlights:

BEST ECOTOURISM SPOTS

Chiang Rai - the centre for hill-tribe trekking with a social justice hook; some trekking compa-
nies employ hill-tribe guides or foster community development programs (p350)

Northeastern Thailand - loads of village homestays are sprouting up all over this rural land-
scape to put you in touch with the people and rice paddies (p455)

Chiang Mai - a pretty northern town that is evolving into a cycling mecca for in-town touring
and off-roading (p275)

BEST SCENIC JOURNEYS

Overnight ferry from Chumphon to Ko Tao - it’s just a simple fishing boat with mats on the
upper deck and winking stars overhead (p622)

Mahachai Shortline train - this day’s diversion from Bangkok trundles through forests, marsh-
land and wet markets (p190)

Mae Sa-Samoeng loop - the mountain equivalent of a rollercoaster ride that climbs, dips and
twists along the peaks outside Chiang Mai (p326)

Bus ride from Kanchanaburi to Sangkhlaburi - the local tin-can bus slides in between the
toothy green mountains (p226)

BEST THAILAND MEMORIES

Smells and bells - rice cooking in the morning, perfume of joss sticks, maniacal honking of
long-distance buses, deep bellows of temple bells, 7-Eleven doorbell chimes, barking jing+jok
(house lizards)

Religious accoutrements — jasmine garlands, amulets dangling from rear-view mirrors and
ceremonial cloths tied around sacred trees

Smoke and cough - belching diesel buses, chilli-laden smoke from a street-stall wok, burning
carcasses of gai ydhng (grilled chicken)

Water, water everywhere - fish ponds and roadside water gardens in front of shops and homes,
murky klorng (canals), sweat pouring out of every pore, 5B plastic water bottles, jewel-toned seas

are cheaper and tastier than guesthouse fare but you’ll need a little local
language and an adventurous stomach.

ATMs are widespread and are the easiest ways to get Thai baht. Have a
ready supply of US dollars in cash, if you need to do a border run (crisp
new notes are preferred). Credit cards are accepted in big cities and resort
hotels but not in family-run guesthouses or restaurants.

TRAVEL LITERATURE

Cosy up to the kingdom with tales penned by hapless travellers turned
insightful scribes or by culture-straddling Thais. The bulk of the genre is
B-grade thrillers revolving around bar-girls and gangsters, but the follow-
ing titles are culturally acute page-turners.
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Fieldwork (2008), by Mischa Berlinski, is set in a fictional hill-tribe
village in northern Thailand, with a complicated cast of anthropolo-
gists, missionaries and an aimless journalist all pursuing their own
version of the title.

Sightseeing (2005) is a debut collection of short stories by Rattawut
Lapcharoensap that gives readers a ‘sightseeing’ tour into Thai
households and coming-of-age moments.

Thailand Confidential (2005), by ex—Rolling Stone correspondent Jerry
Hopkins, weaves an exposé of everything expats and visitors love about
Thailand and much they don’t.

Bangkok 8 (2004), by John Burdett, is a hard-boiled whodunit on
the surface, but the lead character, a Thai-Westerner cop, proves an
excellent conduit for understanding Thai Buddhism.

Touch the Dragon (1992) is the diary of Karen Connelly, a Canadian
who worked as a volunteer in a northern Thai village at the age
of 17. Her book about culture and culture shock is well circulated
amongst paperback-swapping expats posted in rural areas.

The Beach (1998), by Alex Garland, is the ultimate beach read about
a backpacker who finds a secluded island utopia off the coast of Ko
Samui.

Jasmine Nights (1995), by SP Somtow, is a coming-of-age novel set in
1960s Bangkok.

Mai Pen Rai Means Never Mind (1965), by Carol Hollinger, is the
classic tale of befriending Thailand, written by a Bangkok-based
housewife in the 1960s.

INTERNET RESOURCES

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com) Country-specific information as well as a user exchange
on the Thorn Tree forum.

One Stop Thailand (www.onestopthailand.com) Comprehensive tourism guide to popular Thai
destinations.

Thai Students Online (www.thaistudents.com) Sriwittayapaknam School in Samut Prakan
maintains the largest and most informative website portal on Thai culture and society.

Thailand Daily (www.thailanddaily.com) Part of World News Network, offering a thorough
digest of Thailand-related news from English news sources.

ThaiVisa.com (www.thaivisa.com) Extensive info on visas as well as user forums and news alerts.
Tourism Authority of Thailand (www.tourismthailand.org) Contains provincial tourism
profiles, travel promotions and festival information from Thailand’s national tourism department.



Religious holidays make up the bulk of Thailand’s
festival line-up but that doesn't mean that these
are solely prayer and incense affairs. Many religious
holidays are based on the lunar calendar, causing
the exact dates to vary. For specific dates, visit the
website of the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT)
at www.tourismthailand.org. Dozens of smaller festi-
vals offer snapshots of provincial culture; see the re-
spective destination chapters for more information.

JANUARY-FEBRUARY

CHINESE NEW YEAR Jan-Feb
Called drut jeen, Thais with Chinese ancestry cel-
ebrate their ancestral lunar new year with a week
of house-cleaning and fireworks. Phuket (p649),
Bangkok (p103) and Nakhon Sawan all host city-
wide festivities, but in general Chinese New Year
is more of a family event.

MAKHA BUCHA Feb-Mar
One of three holy days marking important mo-
ments of Buddha’s life, Makha Bucha (Mah-kd
Booschah), on the full moon of the third lunar
month, commemorates Buddha preaching to
1250 enlightened monks who came to hear him
‘without prior summons’. A public holiday, it's
mainly a day for temple visits. Organisations and
schools will often make merit as a group at a
local temple.

SONGKRAN 12-14 Apr
Thailand’s famous water fight marks the Thai New
Year (12 to 14 April; dates vary). The traditional
religious activities are held in the morning and in-
volve showing respect to elders and sacred temple
images by sprinkling water on them. Afterwards
Thais in Chiang Mai (p302) and Bangkok (p148)
load up their water guns and head out to the
streets for battle: water is thrown, catapulted and
sprayed from roving commandos and outfitted
pick-up trucks at willing and unwilling targets.

ROYAL PLOUGHING CEREMONY May
This royal ceremony employs astrology and
ancient Brahman rituals to kick-off the rice-
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planting season. Sacred oxen are hitched to a
wooden plough and part the ground of Sanam
Luang (p129) in Bangkok. The ritual was revived
in the 1960s by the king, and Crown Prince
Maha Vajiralongkorn has assumed the ceremo-
ny’s helm.

ROCKET FESTIVAL May-Jun
In the northeast, where rain can be scarce, villag-
ers craft bamboo rockets (bdng fai) that are fired
into the sky to encourage the rains to be plenti-
ful for the upcoming rice-planting season. This
festival is celebrated in Yasothon (p542), Ubon
Ratchathani (p481) and Nong Khai (p508).

VISAKHA BUCHA May-Jun
The holy day of Visakha Bucha (Wiesdh<ka
Boo-chah) falls on the 15th day of the waxing
moon in the sixth lunar month and commemo-
rates the date of the Buddha’s birth, enlighten-
ment and parinibbana (passing away). Activities
are centred around the temple.

BUN PHRA WET Jun
This Buddhist holy day is given a Carnival make-
over at the Phi Ta Khon Festival (p525) in Dan Sai
village’. Revellers disguise themselves in garish
‘spirit’ costumes and parade through the village
streets wielding wooden phalluses and down-
ing rice whisky. The festival commemorates a
Buddhist legend in which a host of spirits (pée,
also spelt ‘phi’) appeared to greet the Buddha-to-
be (Prince Vessantara or Phra Wet), the penultimate
birth.

ASALHA BUCHA Jul
The full moon of the eighth lunar month com-
memorates Buddha’s first sermon during Asalha
Bucha (Ahesdhn<ha Boo-chah). During Khao
Phansaa, worshippers make offerings of candles
other necessities to the temples and attend
ordinations.

KHAO PHANSAA Jul
The day after Asalha Bucha marks the beginning
of Buddhist Lent (the first day of the waning moon
in the eighth lunar month), the traditional time
for men to enter the monkhood and the start of
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the rainy season when monks typically retreat
inside the monastery for a period of study and
meditation. In Ubon Ratchathani, candle wax
offerings have grown into elaborately carved
sculptures that are shown off during the Candle
Parade (p484).

HM THE QUEEN’S BIRTHDAY 12 Aug
The Queen’s Birthday (12 August) is a public
holiday and national mother’s day. In Bangkok,
the day is marked with cultural displays at Sanam
Luang (p129) as well as festive lights lining the
royal avenue of Th Ratchadamnoen Klang.

SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER

VEGETARIAN FESTIVAL Sep-Oct
A holiday from meat is taken for nine days (during
the ninth lunar month) in adherence with Chinese
Buddhist beliefs of mind and body purification.
Cities with large Thai-Chinese populations, such
as Bangkok (p163), Trang (p704) and Krabi (p681),
are festooned with yellow banners heralding
vegetarian vendors, and merit-makers dressed
in white shuffle off for meditation retreats. In
Phuket the festival gets extreme, with entranced
marchers turning themselves into human shish
kebabs (p663).

ORK PHANSAA Oct-Nov
The end of the Buddhist lent (three lunar months
after Khao Phansaa) is marked by the ga-tin cere-
mony, in which new robes are given to the monks
by merit-makers. The peculiar natural phenome-
non known as the ‘naga fireballs’ (p514) coincides
with Ork Phansaa.
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NOVEMBER

SURIN ELEPHANT ROUND-UP Nov
Held on the third weekend of November, Thailand’s
biggest elephant show celebrates this northeast-
ern province’s most famous residents. The event
in Surin (p473) begins with a colourful elephant
parade culminating in a fruit buffet for the pachy-
derms. Re-enactments of Thai battles showcase ma-
houts and elephants wearing royal military garb.

LOI KRATHONG Nov-Dec
One of Thailand's most beloved festivals, Loi
Krathong is celebrated on the first full moon of
the 12th lunar month. The festival thanks the river
goddess for providing life to the fields and forests
and asks for forgiveness for the polluting ways of
humans. Small handmade boats (called krathong
or gra-tong) are sent adrift in the country’s water-
ways. The gra-tong are origami-like vessels made
from banana leaves, they're decorated with flow-
ers, and incense, candles and coins are placed in
them. Loi Krathong is a peculiarly Thai festival that
probably originated in Sukhothai (p401). In Chiang
Mai the festival is also called Yi Peng (p302).

DECEMBER

HM THE KING’S BIRTHDAY 5 Dec
Honouring the king's birthday on 5 December, this
public holiday hosts parades and merit-making
events; it is also recognised as national father’s
day. Th Ratchadamnoen Klang in Bangkok (p103)
is decorated with lights and regalia. Everyone
wears yellow shirts, the colour associated with
the king’s birthday. Phuket (p649) also holds the
Kings Cup Regatta during the first week of the
month in honour of the monarch.



Itineraries
CLASSIC ROUTES

JUST A QUICKIE Two Weeks/Bangkok to Bangkok
Even if you’re only doing a Thailand ‘pop-in’, you can still pack in a full
itinerary thanks to the affordability of domestic flights. Start off in Bangkok
(p103) and then fly to the tropical beach resorts of Ko Samui (p575) or
Phuket (p649). Although both are international superstars, there are plenty
of quiet corners, and beaches with personalities to suit every sand hunter.
If you find yourself on a spot that fits like a wet bathing suit, shop around
the island before plotting your escape route to the next destination.

Once you've tired of sand and sun, fly up to Chiang Mai (p275) for a Thai
cooking class and temple-spotting. Then explore the surrounding country-
side filled with high-altitude road trips and hill-tribe trekking. Pay homage
to Thailand’s highest peak at Doi Inthanon National Park (p334).

Return to Bangkok with a tan, a Thai recipe book and lots of travel tales
for the water cooler.

L J
Doi Inthanon

Phuket
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Fly from Bangkok
to Ko Samui or
Phuket. Return

to Bangkok and
fly, train or bus to
Chiang Mai. Rent a
car for trips around
Chiang Mai.
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Train from Bang-
kok to Ayuthaya,
Lopburi and to
Phitsanulok. Bus
to Sukhothai. Bus
to Chiang Mai. Bus
to Pai or Chiang
Rai from Chiang
Mai. Fly, train or
bus to Bangkok,
then train or bus
to Surat Thani and
ferry to the Ko
Samui archipelago,
or fly direct to Ko
Samui or Phuket
from Bangkok. Bus
to Krabi. Ferry to Ko
Phi-Phi. Bus or fly
(from Phuket) back
to Bangkok. Bus
to Nakhon Ratch-
asima, Phimai and
Dan Kwian.
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A LITTLE BIT OF EVERYTHING One Month/Bangkok to Nakhon

Ratchasima
If you’ve got a month to wander through all of Thailand, spend a few days
in Bangkok (p103), then take a slow ride north stopping in the ancient capi-
tal of Ayuthaya (p195) and the monkey town of Lopburi (p205). Visit more
historic ruins in Sukhothai (p397) and then continue to Chiang Mai (p275),
the cultural capital of the north. Be a high-altitude hippie in Pai (p439)
and join a do-good trekking tour in Chiang Rai (p350). For more intensive
northern immersion, see the Altitude Adjustment trip (p26).

By now the beach is calling so transit back through Bangkok to the classic
island stops: Ko Samui (p575) for the party scene, Ko Pha-Ngan (p595) for beach
bumming and Ko Tao (p610) for deep-sea diving.

Hop over to the Andaman Coast to see those famous postcard views of
limestone mountains jutting out of the sea. Phuket (p649) is convenient but
Ko Phi-Phi (p692) is the prettiest of them all; both require stacks of baht to
stay somewhere with an ocean view. Backpackers and rock climbers opt for
Krabi (p681). On the way back north detour to the rainforests of Khao Sok
National Park (p639).

Transit again through Bangkok to dip your toes into the agricultural
northeast. Crawl through the jungle of Khao Yai National Park (p467). Then head
to Nakhon Ratchasima (Khorat; p458), a transit point for trips to the Angkor
ruins at Phimai (p465) and the pottery village of Dan Kwian (p463).

O Chiang Rai

O Chiang Mai

Sukhothai

Nakhon
Ratchasima

Khao Yai
National Park

Ko Phi-Phi
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BEACH BINGING Three Weeks/Surat Thani to Khao Lak
If your bragging buddies back home have sent you to Thailand with a long
list of must-see beaches, then pack light and prepare for a marathon-run
through the islands and coves of the Malay Peninsula. Head to the string
of Gulf islands just off the coast of Surat Thani (p624) and take your pick
from Ko Samui (p575), Ko Pha-Ngan (p595) or Ko Tao (p610).

Then cross the peninsula to conquer the Andaman celebrities of Phuket
(p649), Krabi (p681) and Ko Phi-Phi (p692). Don’t forget about the back-
packer darling Ko Lanta (p698).

Pay your respects to Khao Lak/Lamru National Park (p641), which was badly
bruised by the 2004 tsunami but today boasts long uninterrupted stretches
of dunes facing a turquoise bay. From Khao Lak, you are nearby a global
diving superstar: Similan Islands Marine National Park (p645).

Q. Ko Tao

Similan Islands
Marine
National Park
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Boat to the Gulf
islands from Surat
Thani. Bus from
Surat Thani to
Phuket. From
Phuket boat to
Ko Phi-Phi or bus
to Krabi. Boat to
Ko Phi-Phi or Ko
Lanta from Krabi.
Bus from Krabi to
Khao Lak. Boat to
Similan Islands.
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Bus from Mae Sot
to Mae Sariang,
Mae Hong Son,
Soppong and Pai
to the transport
hub of Chiang Mai.
Bus to Chiang Dao,
Fang and Mae
Salong. Bus to
Chiang Rai.

Roads Less Travlled lonelyplanet.com

ROADS LESS TRAVELLED

ALTITUDE ADJUSTMENT Three Weeks/Mae Sot to Chiang Rai
Climb into the bosom of lush mountains and the ethnic minority villages
that cling to the border between Thailand, Myanmar and Laos.

Mae Sot (p411) is a cross-pollinated town of Thai residents and displaced
Karen and Burmese nationals. There isn’t so much to see but the town is a
border crossing for visa runs and is filled with aid workers and opportuni-
ties to volunteer in refugee camps and schools. Slightly off the main tourist
trail, Mae Sot also has nature tours tailored to flora and fauna fanatics.

Follow the backroads to the trekking towns of Mae Sariang (p451) and
Mae Hong Son (p422) to learn about the ethnic minorities more closely
aligned to Myanmar than Thailand that thrive on these forested moun-
tain peaks. Next is Soppong (p447) and its underground cave sculptures.
Do some hippie-style R&R at Pai (p439), a mountain retreat with lots
of daytime strolls and night-time carousing. Descend out of the winding
mountain route into urban Chiang Mai (p275), a base for meditation and
massage courses.

More mountains await northwards in Chiang Dao (p327), Pai’s more sober
sister. Then take the backdoor to Chiang Rai by busing to Fang (p330) and
zig-zagging up the mountain ridge to Mae Salong (p358), a Yunnanese tea
settlement. Slide into Chiang Rai (p350), which has a socially conscious trek-
king industry run by hill-tribe cooperatives and hill-tribe homestays.

Mae Salon,

Fang Chiang
Rai

Chiang Dao

Mae Hong
Son

Chiang Mai
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TAILORED TRIPS

SOUTHERN COMFORT & CULTURE

You might come to southern Thailand to recharge your vitamin D reserves
on the powdery beaches but take some time to savour southern Thai culture,
which has been spiced by ancient traders from China, India, Malaysia and
Indonesia. From Bangkok, break up the long journey south in Phetchaburi
(p549), where you can explore cave sanctuaries, hilltop palaces or the local
cuisine. Traipse through the Gulf islands described in Beach Binging (p25).
Be a little more adventurous by catching a southern tailwind to Nakhon Si
Thammarat (p628), the cultural keeper of the

southern tradition of shadow puppets. Then drink

up the majesty of the province’s unspoilt coast-

line at Ao Khanom (p627), a nearly deserted bay

as pretty as Samui but without the package tour-

ists. Then follow the windswept coast to Songkhla

(p729) for seafood and Thai-style beachcombing.

Saunter over to Satun (p717), a low-key Muslim

town nearby the port for boats to Ko Tarutao Marine O canefok,
National Park (p720), a collection of beach celebri-

ties like Ko Lipe (p722) and nearly unknowns like

Ko Adang (p726).

Stop in at Trang (p704) for a caffeine buzz at e hammarat
one of its historic Hokkien-style cafes and then TRNgO e hla
wade out to Ko Muk (p709) and its famously Ko Jarutao Marine &3 OSatun

photographed cave lake. Then ricochet be-
tween the Andaman queens described in Beach
Binging (p25).

CULTURE GEEKS

Do you love wandering around old stuff? If so, Thailand has enough crum-
bling fortresses, half-destroyed temples and limbless Buddha statues to fill
a hard drive with pictures. This trip takes in several former royal capitals
and one-time outposts of the Angkor empire, which once stretched into
Thailand from western Cambodia.

Start at the ancient capital of Ayuthaya (p195), an easy day trip from
Bangkok, then continue to Lopburi (p205), one of Thailand’s oldest towns
and a former Angkor centre. Continue north to Sukhothai (p397), which
is considered the first Thai kingdom and
is the best preserved of Thailand’s ancient
ruins. Nearby is Si Satchanalai-Chaliang Historical
Park (p404), another collection of ruins set in
the countryside.

Take an overnight bus to Nakhon Ratchasima g s.icnanatai-chaliang @

(Khorat; p458), a good launching point for the Historical Park = B3 sukhothai
Angkor-era ruins at Phimai (p465). Follow the -

Angkor trail east to Buriram Province where an Ratchasima gy, o;
extinct volcano is topped by the temple complex Lopburi 8 =

of Phanom Rung (p470), the most important and Ayuthaya B phanom Rung &

. . . . Prasat Meuang Tam
visually impressive of the Angkorean temples in

Thailand. It’s a short jaunt from here to Prasat
Meuang Tam (p472) - known for its remoteness
and reflective lily ponds.
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KanchanaburiC

Tailored Tripes lonelyplanet.com

MIGHTY MEKONG RIVER RUN
There aren’t a lot of big-ticket attractions in Thailand’s rural northeast
(known as Isan) but cultural chameleons will find an old-fashioned way
of life, easygoing people and interesting homestays that mix lodging with
lounging around the rice fields. The most scenic route through the region
is along the Mekong River, which divides Thailand and Laos. The border
towns barely recognise the boundary and often share more cultural at-
tributes with their foreign neighbours than their fellow citizens.
Start in the charming town of Nong Khai (p508), a rock-skipping throw
from Laos and an easy border-crossing point.
If the pace here is too fast, follow the river
road east to Beung Kan (p516), a dusty speck of
a town with a nearby temple built on a rocky

Beung Kan outcrop and several neighbouring homestays
oliong Khai with forays into wild-elephant territory. Pass
SN\akhon Phanom through Nakhon Phanom (p527) for its pictur-

esque river promenade but base yourself in tiny
That Phanom (p531), with its famous Lao-style
temple, honoured with a vibrant 10-day festival
in January/February.

For a little urban Isan, check out Ubon
Ratchathani (p481), surrounded by the Pha Taem
National Park, river rapids and handicraft vil-
lages. Afterwards pick up the Culture Geek trip
(p27) in reverse.

Ubon Ratchathani O

THAILAND FOR KIDS

Entertain and enlighten the kids without a lot of marathon travel. Bangkok
(p103) is hyperactive enough for all ages (and it’s all the better if your
hotel has a swimming pool). Nearby you’ll find culture and history bun-
dled into a compact mini-state at Muang Boran (p132).

Let their imaginations run with the wild things in Lopburi (p205), home
to a troop of monkeys who receive (deserved or not) a banquet feast dur-
ing the town’s signature festival. Lopburi is on the train line from Bangkok
- a transport highlight for the locomotive fan in the family. Also accessible
by train, Surin (p473) celebrates an annual elephant round-up with a buffet
breakfast for the pachyderms and mock battles.

If your visit doesn’t coincide with these festivals, Kanchanaburi (p210) is
hugged by thick jungle explored by elephant treks and bamboo rafting. Or
opt for Khao Yai National Park (p467), which is close to Bangkok and filled

with as many monkeys as visitors.

End the trip with a beach romp. Steer clear
of the Thai beaches (like Hua Hin and parts
of Phuket and Samui) dominated by older
European tourists who disapprove of chil-
dren’s deficient volume control. Ko Samet

Lopburi gy in (p245) is a semi-wild island and an easy trip
OBEI’(‘S& zal National Park from Bangkok.

Muang Boran
OKo Samet
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CHINA WILLIAMS Coordinating Author
Getting Started, Events Calendar, Itineraries,
Thailand & You, The Culture, Arts, Chiang Mai Province,
Northern Thailand (Lamphun Province), Directory, Transport, Glossary
For many years China hopped across the Pacific Ocean to work on Lonely
Planet’s guidebooks to Bangkok. But a baby in 2007 segued her career from
dusty backpack to dirty nappies. After a year’s ‘retirement’, China has resumed
the twice annual pilgrimage with her son in tow. With each visit she falls in
love with a different region of Thailand and for now her heart is pledged to
Chiang Mai, a city that suits her post-flower child temperament. She first came
to Thailand to teach English in Surin more than a decade ago. In between trips,
China lives in Baltimore, Maryland, with her husband, Matt, and son, Felix.

MARK BEALES Central Thailand
Mark moved to Thailand in 2004, leaving behind life as a journalist in England.
Various jobs, including English teacher, TV presenter and freelance writer,
have given him a chance to explore almost every part of the country. During
his trips, Mark has swum with whale sharks, been bitten by leeches and
watched gibbons threaten to invade his log cabin. When Mark isn’t on the
road he teaches English near Bangkok and attempts to improve his Thai
with help from his ever-patient wife, Bui.

TIM BEWER Northeastern Thailand
While growing up, Tim didn't travel much except for the obligatory pilgrimage
to Disney World and an annual summer week at the lake. He’s spent most of his
adult life making up for this, and has since visited over 50 countries, including
most in Southeast Asia. After university he worked briefly as a legislative
assistant before quitting Capitol life in 1994 to backpack around West Africa.
It was during this trip that the idea of becoming a freelance travel writer and
photographer was hatched, and he’s been at it ever since. This is his 11th
book for Lonely Planet. During the half of the year that he isn’t shouldering
a backpack somewhere for work or pleasure, he lives in Khon Kaen.

LONELY PLANET AUTHORS

Why is our travel information the best in the world? It's simple: our authors are passionate,
dedicated travellers. They don't take freebies in exchange for positive coverage so you can be
sure the advice you're given is impartial. They travel widely to all the popular spots, and off the
beaten track. They don’t research using just the internet or phone. They discover new places not
included in any other guidebook. They personally visit thousands of hotels, restaurants, palaces,
trails, galleries, temples and more. They speak with dozens of locals every day to make sure you get
the kind of insider knowledge only a local could tell you. They take pride in getting all the details
right, and in telling it how it is. Think you can do it? Find out how at lonelyplanet.com.
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CATHERINE BODRY Southeastern Thailand,

Upper Southern Gulf
Catherine grew up in the Pacific Northwest and moved to Alaska in her
early 20s, so it's no surprise that frequent, extended tropical vacations were
often in order. She first visited Thailand in 2004 as part of a round-the-world
trip (which included only countries where the temperature stayed firmly
above 30°C) and returned a year later to perfect her bargaining skills and
eat as much curry as possible. This research trip marked Catherine’s third
visit to the country, and she’s probably still sweating curry from it. When
Catherine isn't flagging down 2nd-class buses and learning local slang on
Lonely Planet research trips, she’s usually tromping around the mountains
near her home in Seward, Alaska.

AUSTIN BUSH Food & Drink, Bangkok, Northern Thailand
After graduating from the University of Oregon in 1999 with a degree
in linguistics, Austin received a scholarship to study Thai at Chiang Mai
University and has remained in Thailand ever since. After working several
years at a stable job, he made the questionable decision to pursue a career
as a freelance writer and photographer, endeavours that have taken him as
far as Pakistan’s Karakoram Highway and as near as Bangkok’s Or Tor Kor
Market. Austin enjoys writing about and taking photos of food most of all
because it's a great way to connect with people. Samples of his work can
be seen at www.austinbushphotography.com.

BRANDON PRESSER Lower Southern Gulf, Andaman Coast,

Deep South
Growing up in a land where bear hugs are taken literally, this wanderlusty
Canadian always craved swaying palms and golden sand. A trek across
Southeast Asia as a teenager was the clincher - he was hooked, returning
year after year to scuba dive, suntan and savour spoonfuls of spicy sém-dam
(papaya salad). Brandon was primed to research Thailand’s top holiday
destinations, but it wasn't all fun and games - there were beaches to be
judged, curries to be sampled and kiteboards to be test-ridden. Brandon
spends most of the year writing his way around the world and has co-
authored several other Lonely Planet guides to Southeast Asia, including
Thailand’s Islands & Beaches and Malaysia, Singapore & Brunei.

SYOHLNY IHL
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Dr Trish Batchelor is a general practitioner and travel medicine specialist who currently works in Canberra
and is Medical Advisor to the Travel Doctor New Zealand clinics. She has just returned from working
in Vietnam and has previously worked in Nepal and India. Trish teaches travel medicine through the
University of Otago, and is interested in underwater and high-altitude medicine, and the impact of
tourism on host countries. She has travelled extensively through Southeast and East Asia.

David Lukas is a naturalist who lives on the edge of Yosemite National Park. He has contributed chapters
on the environment and wildlife for nearly 30 Lonely Planet guides, including for Vietnam, Cambodia,
Laos & the Greater Mekong, Thailand's Islands & Beaches, Bangkok and the Environment chapter for this
edition of Thailand.

Bhawan Ruangsilp wrote the History chapter. She is a native of Bangkok and a published historian
of the Ayuthaya period at Chulalongkorn University. She finds 17th-century Western travel literature
on Siam fascinating and leapt at the chance to lend her expertise to this edition of Lonely Planet’s
Thailand guide.

© Lonely Planet Publications. To make it easier for you to use, access to this chapter is not digitally
restricted. In return, we think it's fair to ask you to use it for personal, non-commercial purposes
only. In other words, please don’t upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass email it to
everyone you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions on our site for a longer way of saying
the above - ‘Do the right thing with our content.’
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History

PRE-HISTORIC SETTLEMENT

An important question for any history of Thailand is where the Thais origi-
nally came from, and how they became Thai. Older studies claim that the
ancestors of the Thais migrated from southern China into the fertile mainland
of Southeast Asia around the 13th century AD. However, this position has
been challenged by the assertion that Thai history should also include the
life and legacy of people who preceded the new arrivals. Recently discovered
Homo erectus fossils in Thailand’s northern province of Lampang date back
at least 500,000 years. Thailand’s most important prehistoric settlement is
Ban Chiang in the northeastern province of Udon Thani, which reveals
evidence of the development of pottery, bronze tools and rice cultivation as
far back as 4000 to 2500 BC.

THE ARRIVAL OF THE TAI

The people who laid the foundations of the contemporary Thai identity
arrived in the areas of present-day Thailand about a thousand years ago. = Lampang Man provides
They were called “Tai’. the first evidence of the
During the first millennium AD, these immigrants from southern China  existence of Homo erectus
arrived in consecutive waves in the hinterlands of Southeast Asia. They spoke  in Asia outside Indonesia
Tai-Kadai, a family of monosyllabic and tonal languages said to be the most ' and China.
significant ethno-linguistic group in Southeast Asia. They settled in villages
as farmers, hunters and close-distance traders. The core of their village
networks were meu-ang, centres of associations of interrelated villages and
of villages under the rule of a lord. Meu-ang were the technological starting
points for Tai state building.
By the end of the first millennium AD, many Tai were already living in
areas of modern Thailand. They had encountered, displaced, assimilated or
were co-existing with Mon and Khmer people. Other groups of Tai-Kadai
speakers split off and moved through mainland Southeast Asia; into Laos
(the Lao people) and Myanmar (the Shan), for example. In the 9th and 10th
centuries AD, the empires of southern China (Nanzhao), Vietnam (Champa)
and Cambodia (Angkor) were thriving. The Tai, however, with no centralised
administration of their own, were still living in the margins of history.

THE RISE OF THE TAl KINGDOMS

Dvaravati, Angkor & Srivijaya

Before the arrival of the Tai, present-day Thailand had been contested by
Mon and Khmer in the central plain, by Khmer in the northeast and by

Malays in the south.
4000-2500 BC 6th-11th centuries 10th century
N
Prehistoric inhabitants of City-states of Dvaravati thrive Arrival of Tai peoples in Thai-
northeastern Thailand develop in central Thailand, basing their  land.
pottery, rice cultivation and civilisation upon Mon culture

bronze metallurgy. and Theravada Buddhism.
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Thailand: A Short History
(2003) by David K Wyatt
and A History of Thailand
(2005) by Chris Baker
and Pasuk Phongpaichit
are highly recommended
reading.

French historian Georges
Coedés suggested that
‘Indianisation” was a
common experience
among the early states of
Southeast Asia.

Srivijaya was the most
important trading empire
of ancient Southeast Asia.
Its centre is believed to
have been in Palembang
on Sumatra.

1283

Early Thai script invented by
King Ramkhamhaeng of

Sukhothai.

lonelyplanet.com

Thailand’s central and northeastern regions from the 6th to 9th centuries
AD witnessed the formation of a distinctive Buddhist culture associated with
the Mon and the name Dvaravati. The discovery of several coins in Nakhon
Pathom bearing the inscription ‘Lord of Dvaravati’ suggests that Dvaravati
was a kingdom whose centre was Nakhon Pathom. It could have been a loose
association of city-states sharing Mon and Buddhist culture, including Ku
Bua (Ratburi), Srimahosot (Prachinburi), Nakhon Ratchasima and U Thong,
with the centre in Nakhon Pathom. Evidence of recovered artefacts from
Dvaravati sites and present-day mapping of these sites suggests overland
trade routes — west to Burma, east to Cambodia, north to Chiang Mai and
Laos, and toward the northeast and the Khorat Plateau.

The urban civilisation of Dvaravati left behind its distinctive art, architec-
ture and Mon-language stone inscriptions. Indian influences colour several
aspects of Dvaravati civilisation, such as city names, religious beliefs and
material culture. The process of state- and civilisation-building in ancient
Southeast Asia, once understood as ‘Indianising’ or ‘Indianisation,’ is now
often described as ‘localisation,” rather than as a reception of Indian culture
in a pure form.

In the 11th century, the influence of Mon-Dvaravati city-states de-
clined quickly after the Khmer empire expanded westward across present-
day central and northeastern Thailand. Lavo (Lopburi), Sukhothai and
Phimai (Nakhon Ratchasima) were regional Khmer administrative cen-
tres. Between these centres and the capital at Angkor, roads and temples
in Khmer style made travel easier and were a visible symbol of impe-
rial power. Khmer elements — Brahmanism, Theravada Buddhism and
Mahayana Buddhism - mark the cultural products of this period in
Thailand. Relief carvings at Angkor Wat from the early 12th century
depict Tai mercenaries serving in Khmer armies. The Khmer called them
‘Syam’, a term for the Thai Kingdom which may have eventually become
‘Sayam’ or ‘Siam’.

Between the 8th and 13th centuries, southern Thailand was under the
sway of the maritime empire of Srivijaya which controlled trade between
the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. Chaiya (nearby Surat Thani)
was its regional centre. A vital cultural differentiation in Southeast Asia oc-
curred in Srivijaya: the city-state of Tambralinga (Nakhon Si Thammarat)
adopted Buddhism, while the Malay city-states further south converted
to Islam. By the 15th century, a permanent religious frontier existed on
the peninsula between the Buddhist mainland of Southeast Asia and
Muslim Malaya.

While these great empires gradually declined in the 12th to 16th cen-
turies, Tai peoples in the hinterlands of Southeast Asia were successfully
establishing new states. The Buddhist polities of Lanna and Sukhothai were
becoming the centre of the Tai world and were soon joined by Ayuthaya.

1292 1351

Chiang Mai becomes the capi-
tal of Lanna.

Legendary founding of the
Kingdom of Ayuthaya.
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The Kingdom of Lanna

The Lanna kingdom was founded by King Mangrai who established Chiang
Mai (meaning ‘new city’) as his capital in 1292. The king’s success was based
on the creation of a common Tai identity and a network of relationships with
important neighbouring Tai rulers, especially King Ngam Muang of Phayao
and King Ramkhamhaeng of Sukhothai. His legal work, The Judgments of
King Mangrai, was humane and reasonable.

In the second half of the 14th century, the learned King Kii Na established
the Sinhalese sect of Theravada Buddhism. Lanna assumed cultural leader-
ship of the northern Tai (Tai Yuan). The long reign of King Tilok in the 15th
century reinforced the hegemony of Lanna. Another period of generous royal
sponsorship for Buddhism in the 1520s led to the creation of the great Pali-
language chronicle Jinakalamali (which presented the narrative of Buddha’s
life and the spread of Buddhism). However, Lanna was plagued by dynastic
intrigues and many wars, especially against Sukhothai and Ayuthaya. By the
mid-16th century, the kingdom had become a victim of the power struggle
between Laos and Ayuthaya.

The Kingdom of Sukhothai

In the mid-13th century, Tai rulers Pha Muang and Bang Klang Hao com-
bined forces to expel the main Khmer outpost in the Sukhothai region. With
the consent of Pha Muang, Bang Klang Hao was crowned King Sri Indraditya.
Under the leadership of his son Ramkhamhaeng, the kingdom of Sukhothai
became a regional power with dependencies in the east (Phitsanulok and
Vientiane), the south (Nakhon Sawan, Chainat, Suphanburi, Ratburi,
Phetburi and Nakhon Si Thammarat), the west (Pegu and Martaban) and
in the north (Phrae, Nan, and Luang Prabang). These territories were not
necessarily won by force. The southern annexes may have been a product
of marriage or kinship between Ramkhamhaeng and families of the local
rulers. Siamese Tai was becoming the language of the elite. The king is said
to have invented a script variant and earlier version of present-day Thai in
1283. Sukhothai was a major centre of Theravada Buddhism on mainland
Southeast Asia, as documented in works of art and the seminal Buddhist text,
Traiphum Phra Ruang, composed by King Li Thai in 1339. After his death, = rrgiphum phra Ruang

however, Ramkhamhaeng’s empire disintegrated. (The Three Worlds of
. King Ruang) describes
The Long Ayuthaya Period the Buddhist cosmology.

In the mid-14th century a new power, the kingdom of Ayuthaya, arose in | also reinforces social
the Chao Phraya River basin. Contemporary sources outside Thailand often  pierarchy in terms of
call it Siam. Its legendary founder, King U Thong, has obscure origins. While  ynequal religious merit,
he may have been from Phetchaburi or of Chinese origin, sources indicate  thereby justifying the
that he was allied by marriage with the powerful houses of Suphanburi  sykhothai monarchy.

and Lopburi.
1518 1569 1688
O e —
Ayuthaya concludes its first Ayuthaya is defeated by Burma.  King Narai’s death is followed
treaty with a Western nation, a by the Palace Revolution, the
cordial trade agreement with dramatic fall of the Greek
Portugal. Constantine Phaulkon and the

expulsion of the French.
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RAMKAMHAENG’S STONE INSCRIPTION

In an inscription of 1292, King Ramkhamhaeng gives a picture of his kingdom as idyllic and free
of constraints, and of himself as a benevolent patriarch:

In the time of King Ramkhamhaeng this land of Sukhothai is thriving. There are fish in the
water and rice in the fields...whoever wants to trade in elephants, does so; whoever wants
to trade in horses, does so;...if any commoner in the land has a grievance...it is easy; he
goes and strikes the bell which the King has hung there; King Ramkhamhaeng...hears the
call; he goes and questions the man, examines the case, and decides it justly for him.
Translation by AB Griswold and Prasert Na Nagara, Journal of the Siam Society (July 1971)

Some scholars believe
the Ramkhamhaeng
inscription is a 19th-
century forgery,
fabricated to support
claims that the Sukhothai
region was a historic part
of Siam.

Between the 13th

and 15th centuries,
firearms may have been
introduced to Southeast
Asians first by the Chinese
and Arabs and then the
Portuguese.

1767

The disastrous fall of Ayuthaya
at the hands of the Burmese.

The rise of Ayuthaya was based on the ruler’s ability to recruit an essential
labour force and to profit from international trade. Wealth and commercial
links gave Ayuthaya particularly advantageous access to Portuguese firearms
and mercenaries. The fortified capital city was situated on a small island
encircled by rivers.

With 36 kings and five dynasties in a period of 416 years, Ayuthaya’s in-
ternal politics was a history of violence. The more absolute the king’s power
over people, land and resources, the fiercer the challenge. Grotesquely, royal
victims of court manoeuvrings were wrapped up and beaten to death with a
sandalwood club (as sandalwood was rare and luxurious), their sacred blood
prevented from seeping into the earth.

Significantly strengthening the kingdom’s administrative system, King Trailok
(who reigned from 1448 to 1488) promulgated the Law of Civil Hierarchy and
the Law of Military and Provincial Hierarchies. Together, they clarified the ad-
ministrative structure with elaborate lists of official posts with specific titles and
ranks. They also defined the place and position of individuals within Ayuthaya’s
complex hierarchical society. Individual social status was measured in numeri-
cal units of sak-di-nah - the amount of land in his (virtual) possession. Fines
and punishments were proportional to the sak-di-nah of the person involved.
Ayuthayan society consisted, roughly, of royalty, nobility and commoners.
Commoners were prai (freemen) or tdht (slaves). Freemen were assigned to a
royal or noble overseer. For six months of each year, they owed labour to the
ruling elite, doing personal errands, public works or military service. Despite
the clear social hierarchy, social mobility was possible, depending on personal
skills, connections (including marriage) and royal favour.

Ayuthaya’s sphere of influence was reinforced through the frontier towns
of Khorat to the east, Kanchanaburi to the west, Phitsanulok to the north, and
Nakhon Si Thammarat in the south. Having defeated Angkor in 1431-32,
Ayuthaya’s elite adopted Khmer court customs, honorific language and ideas
of kingship. While the monarch styled himself as a Khmer devaraja (divine

1768-82 1782

King Taksin rules from the new
capital of Thonburi.

Death of King Taksin; founding
of the Chakri dynasty; Bangkok
becomes the new capital.
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king) rather than Sukhothai’s dhammaraja (righteous king), Ayuthaya con-
tinued to pay tribute to the Chinese emperor, who rewarded this ritualistic
submission with generous gifts and enviable commercial privileges. The
Siamese kingdom also had vassal states which were obliged, under threat,
to provide troops and tributary gifts. Among these states were the kingdoms
of Songkhla, Cambodia and Pattani. Submission was expressed symbolically
in exquisitely crafted silver and golden trees.

It was an ‘Age of Commerce’ in Southeast Asia. A political and economic
centre, Ayuthaya thrived on maritime trade. It was both the royal city and
the major port. The river system connected the hinterlands as well. Coming
overland or by sea, foreign trade was of great interest. Besides rice, Ayuthaya’s
main export was forest products. Its bureaucracy created the Phra Khlang
ministry to handle foreign affairs and trade. The ministry held monopolies
over selected exports and imports, setting tariffs and prices accordingly. From  Inthe 17th century, ani-
the 17th century, Ayuthaya’s commercial economy expanded. mal skins were exported

The historic presence in Ayuthaya of many foreigners is still discernible = toJapaninhuge numbers
in the remnants of foreign settlements (Japanese, Dutch and French on the  ofaround 100,000 pieces
river banks around the island), and in old maps (Chinese, Moorish and = ayear
English). Accounts by foreign visitors mention Ayuthaya’s cosmopolitan
markets and court. Foreign residents governed themselves, but leaders of
these alien communities were absorbed into the Siamese bureaucracy, making
them ever more dependent on the king’s favour. Contemporary Westerners
were terrified of Siamese law and its harsh physical punishments. In 1664
the Dutch were the first to seek and receive extraterritorial rights, escaping
Siamese jurisdiction.

Siam’s first Treatise on
Victorious Warfare was
composed to guide the
armies of King Ramathi-
bodi Il in 1498. In 2008
an authentic version of

a treatise of the early
Bangkok period was
recovered in Phetchabun.

KING NARAI’'S WORLD

King Narai's interest in the international scene expressed itself in the exchange of embassies in
the 1680s with the great rulers of Persia, France, Portugal and the Vatican. Siamese embassies
to France created great interest. The king was keen to acquire and consume foreign material,
culture and ideas. His court placed orders for items including spyglasses, hourglasses, paper,
walnut trees, cheese, wine and marble fountains. Before he joined the French Jesuits to observe
the eclipse at his palace in Lopburi, the Siamese monarch had received gifts including a globe
from King Louis XIV.

In the 1680s, Narai recruited the services of the Greek adventurer Constantine Phaulkon. While
serving the king as an intermediary between the Siamese and the West, Phaulkon abused his
power as a high minister and royal favourite.

When the heirless King Narai died, Phaulkon was on the losing side and fell victim to Siamese
court scheming during the ‘1688 Palace Revolution’, in which he played an important part. Several
contemporary authors have found inspiration to write about the rise and fall of Constantine

Phaulkon.

1805 1851-68 1855
N
Codification of the Three Seals Reign of King Mongkut (Rama Bowring Treaty concluded
Law. 1IV); waning Chinese influence; between Siam and Britain,

increasing Western influence. stimulating the Siamese mar-
ket economy and granting
extraterritorial rights to British
subjects in Siam.
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Recommended European
accounts of 17th-century
Ayuthaya were written by
Jeremias van Vliet, Simon
de la Loubere, Nicolas
Gervaise and Engelbert
Kaempfer.

King Naresuan is por-
trayed as a national hero
and became a cult figure,
especially worshipped by
the Thai army. His story
inspired a high-budget
film trilogy, King
Naresuan by filmmaker
Chatrichalerm Yukol.

1868-1910

Reign of King Chulalongkorn
(Rama V); modernisation; Euro-

pean imperialism.
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Ayuthaya’s impressive wealth and prosperity deriving from revenues and
trade profits was a major theme in contemporary European travel literature.
The display of wealth was part of the royal propaganda which is still evident
today in the historical areas of Ayuthaya.

The glories of Ayuthaya were interrupted and cut short by the expansionist
Burmese. In 1569 the city had fallen to the great Burmese king, Bayinnaung,
but regained independence under the leadership of King Naresuan.

Then again, in the 1760s, Burma’s ambitious and newly established
Kongbaung dynasty pushed eastward to eliminate Ayuthaya as a political
and commercial rival. Burmese troops laid siege to the capital for a year
before destroying it in 1767. The city was devastated, its buildings and
people wiped out. The surrounding areas were deserted and left uninhab-
ited. So chilling was this historic sacking and razing of Ayuthaya that the
perception of the Burmese as ruthless foes and aggressors still persists in
the minds of many Thais to this day.

THE BANGKOK ERA

The Revival

The line of succession of the kings was thus broken. A former general,
Taksin, claimed his right to rule. After defeating other contenders, in-
cluding a brother of the last king of Ayuthaya, the new monarch chose
Thonburi as his capital, a settlement downriver with a fort constructed
by the French, more defensible and with better access to trade than
Ayuthaya. Consolidating his power, King Taksin, the son of a Chinese
immigrant father and Thai mother, strongly promoted trade with China.
Towards the end of his 15 years on the throne, the king allegedly became
mentally unstable and acted inappropriately toward Buddhist monks. In
1782, two of his leading generals mounted a coup and had him executed.
One of the generals, Chao Phraya Chakri, was crowned as King Yot Fa
(Rama I), founding the Chakri dynasty. Once again, the new monarch
decided to move the capital, this time to the other side of the Chao
Phraya River. This new location, Bangkok, was hailed as ‘Rattanakosin’
(Indra’s Jewel), or as it is more commonly known, ‘Krungthep’ (the City
of Angels).

In the 70 years between the reigns of King Taksin and King Nangklao
(Rama III), the new rulers focused on restoring unity among the Siamese
people and reviving Ayuthayan models. Surviving knowledge and practises
were preserved or incorporated into new laws, manuals of government
practise, religious and historical texts and literature. At the same time, the
new rulers transformed their defence activities into expansion by means
of war, extending their influence in every direction. Destroying the capital
cities of both Laos and Cambodia, Siam contained Burmese aggression
and made a vassal of Chiang Mai, which had suffered Burmese attacks as

1874 1890

Edict abolishing slavery. Siam's first railway, connecting
Bangkok with Nakhon

Ratchasima.
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THAI WOMEN IN HISTORY
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Foreign visitors during the Ayuthaya period noted that women did most of the work in Siam,
including trade. But only in 1868 did King Mongkut (Rama IV) abolish a husband’s right to sell
his wife or her children without her permission. The older provision, it was said, treated the
woman ‘as if she were a water buffalo’. A mid-19th century work, Suphasit Son Ying (Sayings for
Ladies), acknowledged that upper-class women wanted to have an influence on the selection of
a husband and that they contributed to family businesses. The Sayings gave advice to women

on both these matters.

well. Defeated populations were resettled and played an important role in
increasing the rice production of Siam, much of which was exported to
China. King Nangklao was very keen on trading with the Chinese and was
interested in their culture. Unlike the Ayuthayan rulers who identified with
the Hindu god Vishnu, the Chakri kings positioned themselves as defenders
of Buddhism. They undertook compilations and Thai translations of essen-
tial Buddhist texts and constructed many royal temples. In the meantime,
a new social order and market economy was taking shape.

Modernisation & Westernisation

The Siamese elite had admired China, but that fascination died away in the
1850s when Siam opened itself to Western countries. In the process, the
ruling elite adopted a limited version of Western modernisation, includ-
ing scientific knowledge, bureaucratic and military systems, education,
infrastructure and legal systems.

Before his accession, King Mongkut (Rama IV) spent 27 years in the
monkhood. He founded the Thammayut monastic sect, based on the strict
disciplines of the Mon monks he himself had followed. During his long mo-
nastic career, he became proficient not only in Pali and Sanskrit, but also Latin
and English. He also studied Western sciences. During the reign of Rama III,
the first printing press had been brought to Siam by the American missionary
James Low. The possibility of printing documents in Thai script advanced
further when another American missionary, Dan Bradley, published the first
Thai newspaper, the Bangkok Recorder in the 1840s and 1860s. King Mongkut
and some Thai elite were among the subscribers of this newspaper.

An enduring debate inherited from the reign of Rama III centred on
the connected issues of the economy, the social order and the handling of
Western influence. Reformers reasoned, though their position was not shared
by all, that more Western trade, freer labour and access to new technologies
would generate economic growth. While expressing disdain for Christianity,
King Mongkut was genuinely fascinated by the Western idea of mate-
rial progress. One of his advisors, Chaophraya Thiphakorawong, wrote a

1892 1893

French blockade of the Chao
Phraya River (the ‘Paknam
incident’) intensifies the threat
of colonialism.

New administration: a cabinet
government with 12 ministries,
part of which became or were
predecessors of the Ministries
of Defence, Interior Affairs,
Justice and Education.

The Three Seals Laws
were based partly upon
the surviving legal texts
of Ayuthaya in the first
reign of Bangkok. They
set the legal standard in
the early Bangkok period.

The Bangkok Recorder
dealt with local and
foreign news, and various
topics like science,
politics and religion.

Sugar was Siam’s

most important export
commodity until it was
replaced by rice from
the 1870s.

1909
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Anglo-Siamese Treaty settles
Siam’s boundaries.
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During the ‘Paknam
incident’ of 1893 Siam
responded with military
action after the French
annexed its territory

on the east bank of the
Mekong. France sent two
gunboats into the Chao
Phraya River, demanding
concession. The incident
resulted in a French-
Siamese treaty, which
created a clear boundary
between Siam and French
Indochina along the
Mekong River.

Klai Ban is available
in English, French and
German translations.

collection of essays, Sadaeng Kitjanukit, encouraging children to learn
Western science but to reject Christianity.

During this reign, Siam concluded treaties with Western powers. In par-
ticular, the Bowring Treaty of 1855 forced the kingdom to integrate into the
world market system. The Siamese court had to give up royal monopolies
and grant extraterritorial rights to British subjects. Other Western powers
followed the British example.

Mongkut’s son, King Chulalongkorn (Rama V) was to take much greater
steps in replacing the old political order with the model of the nation-state.
He abolished slavery and the corvée system, which had lingered on inef-
fectively since the Ayuthaya period. The control of labour suddenly became
difficult with the unmanageable influx of Chinese immigrants and frontier
peasants, and the extraterritorial rights of the subjects of Western nations.
Chulalongkorn’s reign oversaw the creation of a salaried bureaucracy, a
police force and a standing army. His reforms brought uniformity to the
legal code, law courts and revenue offices. As peasant colonisation on the
frontiers was increasing, agriculture in Siam’s core areas was improved by
new irrigation techniques. Schools were established along European lines.
Universal conscription and poll taxes made all men the king’s men.

In ‘civilising’ his country, Chulalongkorn relied greatly on foreign advisors,
mostly British. Within the royal court, much of the centuries-old protocol
was abandoned and replaced by Western forms. The architecture and visual
art of state, like the new throne halls, were designed by Italian artists. Defying
old traditions, the king allowed himself to be seen in public, photographed,
painted and sculpted, and allowed his image to be reproduced on coins, stamps
and postcards. (Although King Mongkut was the first Siamese monarch to
allow himself to be photographed and seen by commoners in public.)

King Chulalongkorn annexed Lanna, Khorat and Phuket. In 1893 the
Ministry of Interior was created to supervise the provinces, and railways
were built to connect distant population centres. However, Siam was forced
to concede territories to French Indochina (Laos in 1893 and Cambodia in
1907) and British Malaya (three Malayan states in 1909). Siam was becoming

CHULALONGKORN, THE TRAVELLER KING

While still a boy, young King Chulalongkorn travelled to observe the colonial countries of
Singapore, Java, Malaya, Burma and India in order to select ‘what may be safe models for the
future prosperity of Siam’. In 1897, four years after the ‘Paknam incident’ with the French, he
visited Europe, hoping to show that Siam was a civilised country which should be treated like
a European power. His second visit in 1907 resulted in Klai Ban (Far from Home), a compilation
of letters written to his daughter in Siam during his journey. They present an insightful account
of early 20th century Europe.

1913 1916 1917
The Nationality Act and Sur- The first Thai university, Chu- Siam sends troops to join the
name Act enacted by King lalongkorn University, Allies in WWI.

Vajiravudh’s government. established.
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a geographically defined country in a modern sense. By 1902, the country
no longer called itself Siam but Prathet Thai (the country of the Thai) or
Ratcha-anachak Thai (the kingdom of the Thai). By 1913, all those living
within its borders were defined as “Thai’.

In the face of imperialist threats and internal disarray, Western mod-
ernisation seemed to the Siamese elite to be the logical response. However,
establishing a parliament was too great a step for King Chulalongkorn and
his immediate successor to take.

English-educated King Vajiravudh (Rama VI) introduced further reforms,
including compulsory education. He converted the Thai calendar to Western
models and promoted nationalism with a royalist tinge. In 1917, the new
tricolour national flag (red, white and blue representing nation, religion and
king respectively) was designed for the Thai contingent sent to fight on the
side of the Allies in the European war. Thai people were required to use sur-
names. The Thai government feared that the Chinese in Siam would become
involved with the politics of China, and was concerned about the spread of
republican and revolutionary ideas, so it passed the 1913 Nationality Act
allowing descendants of Chinese immigrants to become Thai citizens.

DEMOCRATIC THAILAND
The 1932 Revolution

In 1932 a group of young officers and bureaucrats calling themselves Khana
Ratsadon (People’s Party) mounted a successful, bloodless coup which trans-
formed the government into a constitutional monarchy and Siam into a demo-
cratic state with parliamentary representation. The leaders of the group were
inspired by the democratic ideology they had encountered during their studies in
Europe. After the abdication and voluntary exile to the UK of King Prajathipok
(Rama VII) in 1935, the new democratic government promoted his 10-year-old
nephew, Ananda Mahidol, to the throne as Rama VIII. Successfully suppress-
ing royalist reactionaries, in the years after the coup the two factions within the
People’s Party engaged in their own internal struggle. The military faction was
led by General Phibul Songkhram, the civilians by Pridi Phanomyong.

Pridi Phanomyong (1900-83) was a French-educated lawyer, a civil-
ian leader of the 1932 Revolution, figurehead of Seri Thai and Thai prime
minister. His work on democratic reforms in Thailand was based on con-
stitutional measures and attempts to restrict by law military involvement
in Thai politics. He supported nationalisation of land and labour, state-led
industrialisation and labour protection. In 1934, he founded Thammasat
University. Attacked for being ‘communist’, his direct role in Thai politics
ended in the mid-1950s. He was named one of Unesco’s great personalities
of the 20th-century world in 2000.

By command of force, Phibul dominated the contest. His regime, which
coincided with WWII, was characterised by strong nationalistic tendencies

The People’s Party origi-
nated from a group of
Thai students (including
Phibul and Pridi) in Paris
in the 1920s who shared
a vision of a future demo-
cratic Thailand based on
Western models.

1932 1939 1941
N
Bloodless revolution by young The country’s English name is Japanese forces enter Thailand.
military and civilian officers officially changed from Siam to

ends the absolute monarchy. Thailand.
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In 1950, Thailand was
the first Asian country to
offer troops to support
the US in the Korean
War. In 1954, it joined
the Southeast Asia Treaty
Organization (SEATO),

a US-led international
organisation for collective
defence.

In 1988 the Royal Project
Foundation received

the prestigious Ramon
Magsaysay Award for
development work.

Prem Tinsulanonda serves
as lifelong head of the
Privy Council of King
Bhumibol.

1942
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centring on ‘nation’ and ‘Thai-ness’. In 1939 he changed the English name
of the country to Thailand, the land of the Thai - the free people.

During the WWII Japanese invasion of Southeast Asia, the Phibul govern-
ment sided with Japan, hoping to increase its negotiating power in inter-
national politics, especially in reclaiming territory from France. Thailand
intended to declare war on the US and Britain. Eventually, the anti-Japanese
Thai Liberation Movement, Seri Thai, led by Pridi, forced Phibul’s resigna-
tion. Since Seni Pramoyj, the Thai ambassador in Washington and a member
of Seri Thai, had refused to deliver the formal declaration of war, Thailand
was saved from bearing the serious consequences of defeated-nation status.

The post-war democratic governments were short-lived. Pridi’s government
passed the 1946 Constitution, which created a fully elective legislature. In that
year, young King Ananda Mahidol was shot dead - the circumstances of his
death are still unclear. His younger brother became King Bhumibol (Rama IX).
In 1947, elements in the military who felt threatened by the liberal and socialist
approach of the government overturned it, sending Pridi into exile. Phibul
became the head of a new, more radical anti-communist government.

Military Rule & the Cold War

In 1957, General Sarit Thanarat took over, subjecting Thailand to a true
military dictatorship: abolishing the constitution, dissolving the parliament
and banning all political parties. In the 1950s, the US directly involved itself
in Southeast Asia, attempting to contain communist expansion in the region.
In the context of the Cold War, the US government gave economic and
military support to the Sarit government.

Sarit supported expansion of the royal role, seeing in the king a ‘unifying
authority’ for the nation. King Bhumibol and Queen Sirikit made state visits
abroad, presenting an image of Thailand as a traditional but modernised
nation. At home they engaged in rural development. The Royal Project
Foundation was founded in 1969, to help eradicate opium cultivation among
the northern hill tribes and to encourage a balanced utilisation of land and
forest for sustainable development.

From 1963 to 1973, military rule was continued under Generals Thanom
Kittikachorn and Praphat Charusathien, who allowed the US to station its
troops in Thailand during the Vietnam War. A volatile mixture of capitalism,
US imperialism, military dictatorship and Marxist ideology set in motion
the opposition of intellectuals, students, peasants and workers. In 1973,
more than half a million people in Bangkok and in major provincial towns
demonstrated, demanding a constitution from the military government.
The bloody dispersal of the Bangkok demonstration on 14 October led to
the collapse of the regime.

In the following years, the polarisation of right and left, represented by the
military and extreme right, and the left-oriented student movement, intensified

1945 1946

Communist Party of Thailand WWII ends; Thailand is com- Accession of King Bhumibol

(CPT) re-established.

pelled to return territory seized Adulyadej (Rama IX); Thailand
from Laos, Cambodia and joins the UN.
Malaya.
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in Thai society. Finally, anti-communist forces erupted, leading to the massacre
of students inside Thammasat University on 6 October 1976. Many students
and intellectuals joined with armed communist insurgents in the jungles.

Economic Development & Consequences
The last quarter of the 20th century witnessed skyrocketing economic growth
and Thailand’s subsequent social transformation. Development indicators
such as the rise of consumerism and individualism were accompanied by
new problems - the collapse of rural communities, exploitation of workers
and increased prostitution. Economic growth also impacted Thai politics.
In the 1980s, the government of the ‘political soldier,” General Prem
Tinsulanonda, enjoyed a period of political and economic stability. Prem
managed to dismantle the communist insurgency through military action
and amnesty programs. With economic growth as their priority, the new
generation of business people-politicians began to criticise the military,
their budgets and their role in politics. In 1988, Prem was succeeded by
Chatichai Choonhavan. His Chat Thai Party had close ties with rising
provincial business people able to manipulate the local electorate. Under  Chamlong Srimuang is a
Chatichai, the Ministries of Defence, Interior and Finance were handed  devout Buddhist affiliated
over to elected politicians, rather than technocrats and generals. Chatichai’s  with the anti-materialist,
government attempted to shift power away from the bureaucracy and the  anti-consumerist Santi
military in favour of the Cabinet and business interests. Abandoning the  Asokesect.
Cold War mentality, the government’s regional policy aspired instead to
transform ‘battlefields into marketplaces’, to end hostilities in communist
Indochina and to take advantage of economic liberalisation.
Increasing ‘money politics’ during the 1980s provoked a reaction, espe-
cially within the urban middle class. In 1985, a former soldier, Chamlong
Srimuang, was elected as Bangkok mayor. He promised to clean up corrup-  The Demoarat Party
tion. Chamlong’s Phalang Tham (Moral Power) party also stood for office ~ (Phak Prachathipat)
in national elections. Meanwhile, Chatichai’s government was forced out by~ was founded in 1946 and
a coup in February 1991, undone by excesses such as its notorious ‘buffet  is the longest surviv-
cabinet’, an exploitative rotation of lucrative ministerial posts. ing political party in
While the military was moving to protect its privileged position in the state,  Thailand.
the coup received the assent of the Bangkok business community and the
educated class, who were repelled by the money politics of provincial business
people-politicians. Anand Panyarachun, a former diplomat turned business-
man, was appointed prime minister and worked for liberal economic reforms.
Soon the generals’ abuse of power for personal benefit raised criticism. In the
elections of March 1992, the pro-military party, which included former Chat
Thai members, won the largest number of seats and prepared to form a govern-
ment, only to have their candidate for prime minister discredited by charges
of drug trading. General Suchinda Kraprayoon, the leader of the coup, then
stepped in as the new prime minister, a development quite unacceptable to

1957 1959 1965
N
The successful coup by Sarit The first tourist authority Thailand hosts US military
Thanarat starts a period of long ~ formed. bases during the Vietnam War.

military rule that lasts until
1973.
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Within months of the
1997 crisis, Thai currency
devalued swiftly from
25B to 56B per US$1.

1968

Bangkok’s middle class. Led by Chamlong Srimuang, on 17 May 1992 around
200,000 protestors launched a mass demonstration in Bangkok. They were
dubbed the ‘mobile phone mob’ - their phones identifying them as members
of the rising urban, educated class. In three nights of violence, armed soldiers
of the military tried to suppress the demonstrators, as the Thai and interna-
tional press published full reports of the events. On the night of 20 May, King
Bhumibol summoned Chamlong and Suchinda to the palace and ordered them
to stop the violence. Anand returned to lead an interim government.

After the ‘Black May’ events, democracy activists fervently demanded consti-
tutional reform, balance of power between the state and civil society, freeing of
the electronic media from military control and democratic decentralisation.

For most of the 1990s, the parliament was dominated by the Democrat
Party, which represented the hopes of business and the urban middle
class that Thailand would successfully adapt to the globalising economy.
Its major support came from the southern Thai urban population of old
port towns and a tourism- and export-oriented economy (rubber, tin and
fishing). On the other side of the spectrum were the former pro-military
politicians based in the central plain and the people of the agrarian north-
east in new provincial towns who focused on state-budget distribution to
their provinces.

The Democrat-led government under the leadership of Chuan Leekpai
returned to the traditional system of compromise between bureaucrats and
politicians. Reforms were hardly implemented. The depletion of natural re-
sources, especially in the use of land by government agencies for bureaucratic
and private benefit, provoked protests among local people. The Democrats
lost their popularity. However, the two subsequent governments led by the
Chat Thai and New Aspiration parties were unable to protect Thailand from
the devastating effects of the 1997 Asian economic crisis.

From 1985 to 1996, Thailand’s economic growth averaged over 9% per
year. However, in 1997, the country’s economy, already plagued by the
burdens of foreign debt, was aggravated further by financial overextension in
the real-estate sector. The Thai government failed to defend the baht against
massive international speculation and was forced to float the currency. The
weakened currency resulted in a devalued stock market and falling prices of
other assets. Mushrooming debt in the private sector was coupled with mas-
sive layoffs and personal tragedies. The crisis immediately spread through
Asia. The International Monetary Fund (IMF), while imposing conditions
of financial and legal reforms and economic liberalisation, initiated a rescue
program, using more than US$17 billion to stabilise the Thai currency.

In the aftermath of the crisis, the Democrats returned to power uncon-
tested, but their support evaporated as they failed to prevent the economy
from worsening over the next three years. Business and the urban middle class
strongly voiced their resentment against inefficient politicians, government

1973 1976

Thailand is a founding mem- Thai students, workers and Violent suppression of student
ber state of the Association farmers join together to over- movement by the military and
of Southeast Asian Nations throw the military dictatorship; the rightists.

(ASEAN).

a democratic government is
installed.
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mismanagement and what they perceived as unfair IMF policies (such as the
forced liberalisation/opening up to foreign ownership of Thai business). A
new opportunity seemed to appear in the promise of a constitution which
would create a better political system. This ‘people’s constitution’ was passed
on 27 September 1997. It enshrined human rights and freedom of expression
and granted more power to a civil society to counter corruption.

Disappointed by the results of globalisation, spokespersons for rural
constituencies and people at the grassroots now began to dominate debate
on the country’s pattern of development, for example, how to enable rural
society to re-absorb large numbers of jobless persons returning home. King
Bhumibol emphasised the idea of self-sufficiency in his birthday speech in
December 1997: ‘What is important is to have enough to eat and to live; and
to have an economy which provides enough to eat and live...We need to
move backwards in order to move forwards’.

Thaksinocracy

In 2000, the economic crisis began to ease, leaving Thailand in urgent need of
anew approach to development policy. Business had long since succeeded the
military as the dominant force in politics. In 1998, the telecommunications
billionaire and former police officer, Thaksin Shinawatra, founded the Thai
Rak Thai (TRT or ‘Thai Loving Thai’) party, which corresponded with rising
nationalism in the country after the Asian economic crisis. Thaksin chose to
address two major sectors of society which had been deeply affected by the
crisis — business and the countryside. Promising to help business recover,
TRT gained support, especially from CP Group and Bangkok Bank. The par-
ty’s program included community empowerment and bottom-up grassroots
development (through agrarian debt relief, village capital funds and cheap
health care), which was to earn Thaksin a reputation as a populist.

After winning an almost absolute majority in the national elections of
2001, Thaksin became prime minister. The decisive majority, along with
constitutional provisions designed to strengthen the prime minister, made
his a stable government. Much more than previous prime ministers, he
made use of telecommunications to communicate with his electorate and
dominated press and TV news. He quickly delivered what he had promised
during the election campaign (on community empowerment and grass-
roots development). In 2005, Thaksin won an outright majority in national
elections. His popularity among the grassroots was immense.

Thaksin was criticised nationally and internationally for his ‘war on
drugs’, which began in 2003. It was seen as his means to shake up influential
groups, suspected of having links to drug trafficking, that were dominating
local politics and elections. The ‘war’ took over 2700 lives, many of which
appeared to be extrajudicial killings by Thai police, according to human
rights groups such as Amnesty International.

1979 1980-88

After three years of military
rule, elections and parliament
restored.

Prem Tinsulanonda’s govern-
ment works to undermine the
communist insurgent move-
ment and eventually ends it
with a political solution.

Indochina.
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The Charoen Pokphand
(CP) Group, founded

in the 1920s by the
Chearavanont family,

is Thailand’s largest
business conglomer-

ate and multinational
corporation, consisting
of agribusiness, retailers,
7-Eleven franchising and
telecommunications.

Thaksin was the first
prime minister in Thai
history to complete a
four-year term of office.

1988
I e

Chatichai Choonhavan be-
comes first elected PM since
1976; trade opens with
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In 2002 Thaksin
Shinawatra said ‘There’s
no separatism, no
ideological terrorists; just
common bandits’.

Troubles in the Deep South

In 2001, Muslim separatist insurgents began attacking government property
and personnel in Thailand’s southernmost provinces of Pattani, Narathiwat
and Yala. These three provinces once comprised the area of the historic
kingdom of Pattani until it was conquered by the Chakri kings. Under King
Chulalongkorn’s administrative reforms, the provinces came more directly
under the sway of the centralised bureaucracy, which replaced the local ruling
elite with governors and bureaucrats from Bangkok. During WWIIL, Phibul’s
ultranationalist regime set out to enforce a policy of nation-building from
above, including the transformation of a multi-ethnic society into a unified
and homogenous Thai Buddhist nation. In the 1940s, this policy inflamed
resistance in these southern provinces, and gave birth to a strong separatist
movement fighting for the independence of Pattani. In the 1980s and 1990s,
the Prem administration abolished this forced assimilation policy. Prem
promised support for Muslim cultural rights and religious freedoms, offered
the insurgents a general amnesty, and implemented an economic develop-
ment plan. However, the three provinces continue to rank among the least
developed (economically and educationally) in the country. In the 1990s, the
Chuan government committed to implementing a supposed ‘development
as security’ approach from 1999 to 2003.

However, the Thaksin regime decided to impose greater central control over
the southernmost provinces. This change of government policy was a veiled
attempt to break up the traditional domination of the Democrat Party in the
south. The policy succeeded in weakening relations between the local elite,
southern voters and the Democrats who had served as their representatives
in parliament. However, it did not take into consideration the sensitive and
tenacious Muslim culture of the Deep South. In 2002, the government dissolved
the longstanding Southern Border Province Administration Center, which had
been a joint civilian-police-military office. Instead, they handed the security
of the region over to the police. These tactics displaced the old structure of
dialogue between the Thai government and the southern Muslims, replacing
it with a more powerful Thai provincial police structure that was abhorred by
local Muslim communities. In 2004, in denial of the rebels’ separatist spirit,
Thaksin described the insurgency as part of an insidious attempt to undermine
the country’s tourism industry. The government responded harshly and evaded
responsibility over two incidents that year: a government force launched a
deadly attack on insurgents hiding in the historic Krue Se Mosque, highly
revered by local Muslims; and in Tak Bai, hundreds of local people were ar-
rested after demonstrating to demand a release of suspected insurgents — while
being transported to an army camp for interrogation, 78 of them suffocated
to death in the overcrowded trucks. Those responsible for the two incidents
(which together cost the lives of more than 100 Muslims) received minor
punishments. In 2005, martial law was declared in the area.

1991-92 1995 1997
General Suchinda attempts to First internet service for the Thailand reels under impact of
seize power; King Bhumibol in- Thai public offered by state Asian economic crisis; passage
tervenes to halt civil turmoil sur- enterprises. of ‘people’s constitution’.

rounding ‘Black May’ protests.
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Human rights abuses have been committed by both sides in this dispute, as
reported by various groups including Human Rights Watch. The insurgents
have been attacking not only soldiers and policemen and their bases, but
also teachers, students and state schools. To date, the conflict has cost more
than 3000 lives; most of the casualties have been villagers — Buddhist and
Muslim alike. The insurgents’ identities remain anonymous and no concrete
demands have been put forward by them.

2006-08 POLITICAL CRISIS
In 2006 Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra was accused of conflicts of inter-
est, the most glaring example of which was the Shinawatra family’s sale of
their Shin Corporation stock to the Singaporean government for a tax-free
sum of 73 billion baht (US$1.88 billion), thanks to new telecommunications
legislation that exempted individuals from capital gains tax. These and a
series of lawsuits filed against the prime minister’s critics set off a popular
anti-Thaksin campaign. His call for a snap election to assure his electoral
support was met with a boycott by the opposition Democrats, and the elec-
tion results were subsequently annulled.
In June, the Thai took a short break from overheated politics to celebrate
the 60th year of their king’s accession to the throne, the Golden Jubilee.
Highly respected King Bhumibol is the world’s longest reigning monarch. A 1907 French map put
On 19 September 2006, the military, led by General Sonthi Boonyaratglin,  the Phra Wihan temple,
staged a bloodless coup which forced Thaksin into exile. Retired General  but not the area around
Surayud Chulanont was appointed as interim prime minister. In the following  it, in Cambodia. In 2008
year, the Constitutional Court ruled that as a result of electoral fraud, the  Cambodia wanted to
TRT Party had to be dissolved, barring 111 of the party’s executive members ~ indude the disputed
from politics for five years. A new constitution was approved in a referendum  area around the temple
by a rather thin margin. As promised, the interim government held general  as part of the would-be
elections in December, returning the country to civilian rule. In January = World Heritage Site.
2008, the Thaksin-influenced People’s Power Party (PPP) won a majority
and formed a government led by Samak Sundarave;.
In that year Thailand faced great pressure on various levels: the ongo-
ing insurgency in the Deep South, a territorial conflict with neighbouring
Cambodia, the global economic crisis, rising oil prices and the extreme
political polarisation at home.
After Unesco listed the ancient Khmer temple of Phra Wihan (‘Preah
Vihear’ in Cambodian) as an official World Heritage Site, nationalist emo-
tions ran high on both sides. Cambodia and Thailand moved troops into
the disputed area, but returned to talks.
Ousted PM Thaksin returned to Thailand briefly, but then went back into
exile (at that time to the UK, but he has since been constantly on the move)
to avoid trial, and later, the sentence handed down against him by the Thai
court. His wife also faced charges in court.

The official website of the
royal family is: http://
kanchanapisek.or.th

2001 2003 2004
O e —
Telecommunications tycoon, False media reports that a Thai Renewed insurgent violence in
Thaksin Shinawatra, is elected actress accused Cambodia of the Deep South. A devastating
prime minister. stealing the Angkor Wat com- tsunami hits Thailand’s Anda-
plex from Thailand spurs angry man Coast, killing 5000 and
crowds in Phnom Penh; the damaging tourism and fishing

Thai embassy is burned. industries.
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On 7 October 2008, PAD
protesters surrounded
the Parliament while in
session and demanded
PM Somchai's resignation
as they considered him
Thaksin’s political nomi-
nee; their clash with the
police resulted in some
PAD deaths and many
injured on both sides.

Samak’s PPP-led government was troubled by the extra-parliamentary
tactics of the opposition People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD).
Demonstrations were led by the ex-mayor of Bangkok, Chamlong Srimuang,
and newspaper owner, Sondhi Limthongkul. The movement represented a
mixture of anti-Thaksin, anti-PPP (considered Thaksin’s proxy) and royalist
sentiments. The protesters, wearing yellow (the king’s birthday colour) and
equipped with plastic hand-clappers, were dubbed ‘yellow-shirters’. They
included a wide range of middle-class groups and some of the upper class.
The PAD were well organised and developed strategies on a daily basis to
interrupt the work of the government and cabinet. They seized public spaces
and government complexes, setting up camps for months in places such as the
Government House. The quasi-permanent gathering, supplied with food and
drink and entertained with music and speeches, added to the capital’s traffic
woes, although it eventually became something of a tourist attraction.

The supporters of Thaksin and the PPP government also organised
their own movement, symbolised by red shirts and a formidable trade-
mark of plastic foot-shaped clappers. (A later, milder version was heart-
shaped.) The red-shirt protestors represented TRT and PPP supporters.
They came mostly from the north and northeast, and included anti-coup
activists. Both yellow and red movements found support from politicians
and academics in different camps. Some skirmishes in Bangkok and other
provinces resulted in more than a dozen deaths. This was seen by some
as evidence of the surfacing of a longstanding, suppressed polarisation
between classes and between rural and urban sectors in Thailand.

In September 2008, Samak Sundaravej was unseated as PM by the
Constitutional Court for violating a conflict of interest law by hosting TV
cooking shows while in office. The PAD occupation of Thailand’s main air-
ports, Suvarnabhumi and Don Muang, in November 2008, was the boldest
and riskiest move to force the resignation of Samak’s replacement, Somchai
Wongsawat, Thaksin’s brother-in-law. The occupation led to a week-long
closure of both major airports, causing enormous damage to the Thai econ-
omy, especially its tourism and export industries. Throughout the crisis,
the military claimed to remain ‘neutral’, but when an Army Commander
in Chief, General Anuphong Phaochinda, called publicly for new elections
and a PAD withdrawal, many in the government called it a silent coup.

In the midst of this crisis, Prime Minister Somchai was forced to quit
his office by a Constitutional Court ruling which dissolved the PPP be-
cause of vote buying, and barred its leaders from politics for five years.
After weeks of manoeuvring by the Democrat Party to persuade several
minor parties to switch sides, Democrat Abhisit Vejjajiva was elected in a
parliamentary vote, becoming Thailand’s 27th prime minister. Even as the
pro-Thaksin camp remained hostile and active, Abhisit faced the daunting
task of re-establishing ‘national harmony’ and restoring confidence in the
Thai economy in the face of the global economic recession.

2006 2007 2008
The nation celebrates King Democratic elections return A nation in crisis: anti-
Bhumibol’s 60th year on civilian rule to Thailand in government demonstrations;
the throne. Demonstrations December, Samak is announced  dispute with Cambodia over the
against Thaksin Shinawatra are as Prime Minister the following Phra Wihan temple; the closing
followed by the September month. of Bangkok’s two main airports
coup ending his government. due to demonstrators; the

global economic recession.
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RESPONSIBLE TRAVEL

It is easy to love Thailand: the pace of life is unhurried, the people are gener-
ally friendly and the pressures on the short-term visitor are relatively few.
A smile goes a long way, chitchat is more important than a to-do list and
doling out compliments is a national sport.

That doesn’t mean that every Thai is a cheery Pollyanna. So many for-
eigners pass through the country completely oblivious of the culture and
customs that many Thais in the tourism industry suffer from ‘foreigner
fatigue’. Further complicating matters is that tourism is a relatively lucrative
industry attracting sound business people as well as fast operators and con
artists. Handicapped by language and culture, many visitors have a hard time
spotting the genuine sweethearts from the shysters.

Knowing a little bit more about this place will make you a smarter traveller
and a better guest. Emanate a sense of warmth and happiness and the Thais
will instinctively respond in kind. Know how to behave politely in public
and you’ll coax a smile from the disapproving schoolmarms. Learn some of
the language and you’ll become a fast friend with everyone from the noodle
vendor to the taxi driver.

THE CULTURE

Thais are generally tolerant of most kinds of behaviour and assume that
the majority of foreigners know nothing about their country. When you
do exhibit the slightest bit of etiquette mastery, Thais will beam with
gratitude. For information on how to understand Thai culture as a whole,
see p54.

Monarchy Etiquette

If you do nothing else, remember to treat the monarchy and the religion
(which are often viewed as interconnected) with extreme deference. Thais
regard any image of the king and the royal family with religious devotion.
Money, which bears images of the king, is never stepped on (in the case of
a dropped bill) or kept in one’s shoe.

In addition, avoid criticising or disparaging the royal family. Thais are
very guarded about discussing negative aspects of the monarchy for fear of
offending someone or worse, being charged for lese-majesty, which carries
a jail sentence.

It’s also considered a grave insult to Thai nationhood, and to the monar-
chy, not to stand when you hear the national or royal anthems. Radio and
TV stations in Thailand broadcast the national anthem daily at 8am and
6pm; in towns and villages this can be heard over public loudspeakers in
the streets or in bus and train stations. In Bangkok, the national anthem
is played in Skytrain and subway stations. The Thais stop whatever they’re
doing to stand during the anthem and visitors are expected to do likewise.
(It is not necessary to stand if you’re inside a home or business.) The royal
anthem is played just before films are shown in public cinemas; again, the
audience always stands until it’s over.

Temple Etiquette

When visiting a temple, it is very important to dress modestly (covered to
the elbows and the ankles) and to take your shoes off when you enter any
building that contains a Buddha image. Buddha images are sacred objects, so
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To be super polite, lower
your head slightly when
passing between two
people having a conver-
sation or when passing
near a monk.

Bring a gift if you're
invited to a Thai home.
Something simple like
fruit or beverages (eg
beer, wine or Fanta, de-
pending on the economic
level) can be bought from
the market.
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don’t pose in front of them for pictures and definitely do not clamber upon
them. When sitting in a religious edifice, keep your feet pointed away from
any Buddha images. The usual way to do this is to sit in the ‘mermaid’ pose in
which your legs are folded to the side, with your feet pointing backwards.

The dress code at royally associated temples is strictly enforced and trousers
or long sarongs are available to rent if tourists are dressed in shorts.

Monks are not supposed to touch or be touched by women. If a woman
wants to hand something to a monk, the object should be placed within
reach of the monk or on the monk’s ‘receiving cloth’ and not handed directly
to him.

Since most temples are maintained from the donations received, when
you visit a temple remember to make a contribution.

Social Conventions & Gestures

The traditional Thai greeting is with a prayerlike palms-together gesture
known as a wdi. If someone shows you a wdi, you should return the gesture,
unless the greeting comes from a child or a service person. Overusing the
wai or placing your hands too low in respect to your face trivialises a very
intricate custom.

A smile and a cheery sa-wat-dee krdp if you're male or sd-wat-dee ka if you’re
female (the all-purpose Thai greeting) goes a long way towards calming the
initial trepidation that locals may feel upon seeing a foreigner.

In the more traditional parts of the country, it is not proper for members
of the opposite sex to touch one another, either as lovers or as friends.
Hand-holding is not acceptable behaviour outside of the major cities such
as Bangkok. But same-sex touching is quite common and is typically a sign
of friendship, not sexual attraction. Older Thai men might grab a younger
man’s thigh in the same way that buddies slap each other on the back. Thai
women are especially affectionate with female friends, often sitting close to
one another or linking arms.

When hailing a bus or a taxi, Thais extend their arms slightly, with their
hand below their waists and wave downward. In the West, we summons
someone with a hand gesture that involves waving the hand with the palm
towards our faces. In Thailand the same hand gesture is used only to call
animals. People are assigned a slightly different gesture: the palm is turned
away from the caller’s face.

When handing an object to another person or receiving something, the
ultimate in polite behaviour is to extend the right hand out while the left
hand gently grips the right elbow.

Dress & Hygiene

The Thais hold modesty in personal dress in high regard. Shorts above the
knee, sleeveless shirts, tank tops (singlets) and other beach-style attire are not
appropriate when you're not at the beach or sporting events, or when you're
outside Bangkok. If you insist on wearing less, do it in Bangkok where inter-
national standards of skin exhibition are more accepted. And don’t exempt
yourself because of the humid climate. Covering up with light, loose fabric
offers protection from the sun, and frequent showers act as better natural
air-conditioning than spaghetti-strap tops.

The importance of modesty extends to the beach as well. Except
for urban Bangkokians, most Thais swim fully clothed. For this rea-
son, sunbathing nude or topless is not acceptable and in some cases is
even illegal.

Thais are also fastidious in their personal appearance and even in the
hottest weather rarely sweat, whereas new arrivals are in a constant state
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VISITING HILL-TRIBE VILLAGES

The minority tribes of Thailand living in the northern mountains have managed to maintain their
own distinct cultural identity despite increased interaction with the majority culture over the last
30 years. Even with the adoption of outside influences, like Christianity or Buddhism or donated
Western-style clothes, many hill-tribe villages continue their animistic traditions, which define
social taboos and conventions. If you're planning on visiting hill-tribe villages on an organized trek,
talk to your guide about do’s and don’ts. Here is a general prescription to get you started.

Always ask for permission before taking any photos of tribespeople, especially at private moments
inside their dwellings. Many traditional belief systems view photography with suspicion.

Show respect for religious symbols and rituals. Don’t touch totems at village entrances or
sacred items hanging from trees. Don’t participate in ceremonies unless invited to join.

Avoid cultivating a tradition of begging, especially among children. Don’t hand out candy
unless you can also arrange for modern dentistry. Talk to your guide about donating to a local
school instead.

Avoid public nudity and be careful not to undress near an open window where village chil-
dren might be able to peep in.

Don't flirt with members of the opposite sex unless you plan on marrying them. Don’t drink
or do drugs with the villagers; altered states sometimes lead to culture clashes.

Smile at villagers even if they stare at you. And ask your guide how to say ‘hello’ in the tribal
language.

Avoid public displays of affection, which in some traditional systems are viewed as offensive
to the spirit world.

Don't interact with the villagers’ livestock, even the free-roaming pigs; these creatures are
valuable possessions, not entertainment oddities. Also avoid interacting with jungle animals,
which in some belief systems are viewed as visiting spirits.

Don't litter.

Adhere to the same feet taboos that apply to Thai culture (see below). Plus don't step on the
threshold of a house, prop your feet up against the fire or wear your shoes inside.

of perspiration. One way to avoid the continual drip is to bathe often.
Talcum powder is another antidote to moisture and stink and helps prevent
prickly heat.

Sandals or slip-on shoes are perfectly acceptable for almost any but the
most formal occasions.

Head & Feet Taboos

From practical and spiritual viewpoints, Thais regard the head as the high-
est and most sacred part of the body and the feet as the dirtiest and lowest
part of the body. Many of the taboos associated with the feet have a practical
derivation as well. Traditionally Thais ate, slept and entertained on the floor
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of their homes with little in the way of furniture. To keep their homes and = Master Thai etiquette

eating surfaces clean, the feet (and shoes) contracted a variety of rules. All  like a diplomat wi
feet and head taboos in Thailand come with certain qualifiers and exceptions  this handy online

th
quide

that will make more sense as you become more familiar with the culture. In (www.ediplomat.com).

the meantime, err on the side of caution with the following tips.

One of the most considerate things you can do in Thailand is to take off
your shoes inside private homes or some guesthouses and businesses. (When
entering temple buildings, removing your shoes is an absolute must.) Not
every establishment asks for shoe removal, but a good sign that this is re-
quired is a pile of shoes left at or near the entrance. To Thais, wearing shoes
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Chiang Mai (p275) is
Thailand’s ‘classroom’,
where you can study
language, culture and
cooking.

indoors is disgusting. Also avoid stepping on the threshold, which is where
the spirit of the house is believed to reside.

Don’t prop your feet on chairs or tables while sitting, especially at a restau-
rant or in a guesthouse. This is an obvious one as you wouldn’t treat a public
place back home like your living room, so why start now in a culture that is
foot-phobic? On some buses and 3rd-class trains, you’ll see Thais prop up
their feet; while this isn’t the height of propriety, do notice that they always
remove their shoes before doing so. Thais also take off their shoes if they
need to climb up onto a chair or seat.

Never step over someone or their personal belongings, even on a crowded
3rd-class train; instead squeeze around them or ask them to move. The same
holds for food that might be served on a mat or on the floor, as is commonly
seen in rural areas or at temple fairs. When sitting with a group of Thais,
remember to use the mermaid pose, with your feet tucked behind you to
one side so that the bottoms of your feet aren’t pointed at sacred images or
people of high status.

Also avoid tying your shoes to the outside of your backpack where they
might accidentally brush against someone (like, totally gross) or worse touch
someone’s head (shame on you).

Westerners often use their feet informally as secondary hands: we might
close the refrigerator door with our feet, stop something from blowing away
with our feet or point at something with our feet. These are all no-nos in
Thailand and will cause gasps from onlookers. If you need to move, motion
or touch something, do it with your hands. With enough consideration, all
of this will become second nature and you’ll soon feel embarrassed when
you see these conventions broken.

Now for the head taboos: don’t touch Thais on the head or ruffle their hair.
This is perceived as an insult, not a sign of affection. Occasionally you’ll see
young people touching each other’s head, which is a teasing gesture between
friends. Don’t sit on pillows meant as headrests, as this represents a variant
of the taboo against head touching.

LOCAL COMMUNITIES

Hair-raising adventures and postcard snapshots make great souvenirs from
a trip, but the travel experiences that become lifelong companions are the
moments when you stop being an invading alien and connect with someone
who may not speak your language or share your culture. A conversation at
a bus stop or an invitation to join a family picnic - these are all open doors
for ‘snapshot’ friendships, a temporary connection between strangers that
teaches appreciation and commonality. These unscripted interactions aren’t
available in the midst of a tourist ghetto. You must first place yourself in
local communities where people have the time and the curiosity to befriend
a stranger.

Community immersion can range from a solo foray into a town or an area
of town off the tourist circuit, or better yet you can temporarily adopt a Thai
address while giving something back through a volunteer program.

Volunteering
When you travel to another country it is easier to see the divide between
the rich and poor and to feel compassion for those trapped at the bottom.
A myriad of organisations exist in Thailand to address both the needs of the
locals and visitors’ desire to help.

Education is the primary source for volunteer opportunities. In
Thailand, the public schools offer tuition-free education for 12 years to
anyone living legally in the country. The definition of a legal resident
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excludes some hill-tribe villagers in the northern mountains and un-
documented Burmese refugees and immigrants, mainly concentrated in
the north or in urban centres like Bangkok. Even for members of these
groups who do have the proper documentation, the associated fees for
attending school (uniforms, supplies, books etc) are often too expensive for
families to afford. The incidental fees of an education also exclude many
fully recognised but poor citizens living in the northeast. It is estimated
that 1.3 million children don’t attend school due to economic, geographic
or citizenship reasons.

Taking on a teaching position in Thailand elevates your status from
forgettable tourist to honourable guest, and it gives you insight and ac-
cess into a community pleased to have you. Teachers in Thailand are
revered professionals and a foreigner who speaks Thai is often assumed
to hold this position, which in turn encourages Thais to be on their
‘Sunday-best’ behaviour.

Finding a teaching job is fairly easy, as native English speakers are always
in demand. But finding an experience that suits your interests takes some
research. If you want more of a cultural challenge than just a job overseas,
look into programs in rural areas where English is limited and foreigners are
few. In these situations, you’ll learn Thai more quickly and observe a way of
life with deeper connections to the past.

The following volunteer opportunities are subdivided into their regional
placement locations and should be contacted for details on position placements
and program costs.

NORTHEASTERN THAILAND

Most volunteer opportunities in the northeast work in rural schools in the
country’s agricultural heartland.

LemonGrass Volunteering (@) 08 1977 5300; www.lemongrass-volunteering.com) is a Thai-
run organisation that links volunteers teaching English in classrooms and student camps around
the Surin area.

Open Mind Projects (@) 0 4241 3578; www.openmindprojects.org; 856/9 Mu 15, Th
Prachak, Nong Khai) offers a lengthy list of volunteering positions, including IT positions, com-
munity-based ecotourism projects and English-teaching assignments in schools, temples and
orphanages. All volunteers get an ambitious three-day training program before beginning their
work.

Travel to Teach (@ 08 4246 0351; www.travel-to-teach.org; 1161/2 Soi Chitta Panya, Th
Nong Khai-Phon Phisai, Nong Khai) offers flexible volunteering positions from two weeks to

six months in schools, English camps or in temples teaching monks. Volunteers receive teacher
training and there are homestay options and placements in Nong Khai, Mae Hong Son and
Chiang Mai.

Volunthai (www.volunthai.com; 86/124 Soi Kanprapa, Bang Sue, Bangkok) is a homey operation
that places volunteers in teaching positions at rural schools with homestay accommodation. No
previous teaching experience is necessary and the program is best suited for cultural chameleons
who want to experience a radically different way of life.

NORTHERN THAILAND

Northern Thailand, especially Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai, has a number
of volunteer opportunities working with disadvantaged hill-tribe groups.
Chiang Mai and Mae Sot also have distressed communities of Burmese
refugees and migrants needing access to schooling and health care.

Akha Association for Education and Culture in Thailand (Afect; @& 0 53714250, 08
1952 2179; www.akhaasia.multiply.com; 468 Th Rimkok, Chiang Rai) runs a Life Stay program
in which volunteers live and work in an Akha village with a local family. Depending on the
agricultural season, the days can be quite physical: working in the fields, helping build a house

You can help villagers
create jobs in their back-
yards by buying locally
produced coffee, textiles
and handicrafts.
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production. About 274
villages in six provinces
grow mainly chemical-
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project.
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or gathering food in the forest. Stays are from seven days, and places are limited so it is best
to arrange in advance of travel. Proceeds from Life Stay are put back into the community for
health and education programs.

Cultural Canvas Thailand (@ 08 6920 2451; www.culturalcanvas.com; Chiang Mai) unites
volunteers with positions in a variety of Chiang Mai—based social-justice organisations, such as mi-
grant learning centres and hill-tribe schools. Time commitments vary from one-day art workshops
to month-long stints teaching English.

Hill Area and Community Development Foundation (& 0 5371 5696; www.hadf.or.th;
129/1 Mu 4, Th Pa-Ngiw, Soi 4, Rop Wiang, Chiang Rai) helps hill tribes deal with problems ranging
from environmental management to social development. Currently, volunteering opportunities
include teaching English in the Mae Chan/Mae Salong area for six months, but shorter stays may
be possible.

Mae Tao Clinic (Dr Cynthia’s Clinic; @ 0 5556 3644; www.maetaoclinic.org, Mae Sot) was
established in 1989 by Dr Cynthia Maung, a Karen refugee, and provides free medical treatment to
around 80,000 Burmese migrants a year. The clinic also helps pay for medical care at one of Mae
Sot’s hospitals if the treatment is beyond its capabilities. If you have medical training, the clinic
offers volunteer positions for a minimum of six months. There are also administrative and English-
teaching opportunities with three-month commitments.

Mirror Art Group () 0 5373 7412-3; www.mirrorartgroup.org; 106 Moo 1, Ban Huay Khom,
Tambon Mae Yao, Chiang Rai) is an NGO working with hill tribes in the Mae Yao area, 15km west of
Chiang Rai. Its volunteer teaching program focuses on developing English-language and IT skills. The
program goes for a minimum of five days. Donations of books, toys and clothes are also appreciated.

Ban Thai Guest House (p415) in Mae Sot can help visitors find informal
volunteer spots in schools, child care and at HIV centres. The minimum
commitment is usually one month.

CENTRAL & SOUTHEASTERN THAILAND
Hilltribe Learning Centre is set on a remote hillside 10km south of
Sangkhlaburi and is where Buddhist nun Pimjai Maneerat built her out-
reach school for ethnic minorities. It was a spot where she used to medi-
tate and where she was approached by villagers hoping to obtain a basic
education. The rudimentary school has 70 children, mostly ethnic Karen,
and they learn Thai language and basic life skills. Mae Chee Pimjai runs
the place virtually single-handedly, welcomes volunteers who can teach,
especially English language, or help with daily chores. Basic accommoda-
tion is available for anyone wanting to stay a few days (contact P Guest
House, p225).

Baan Unrak (p225), in Sangkhlaburi, and Pattaya Orphanage (p238), in the
resort town of Pattaya, are orphanages with long-term volunteer positions.

Homestays
You can travel independently without isolating yourself from the culture
by staying at one of Thailand’s local homestays. More popular with
domestic tourists, homestays differ from guesthouses in that visitors
are welcomed into a family’s home, typically in a small village that isn’t
on the tourist trail. Accommodation is basic: usually a mat or foldable
mattress on the floor, or occasionally a family will have a private room.
Rates include lodging, meals with the family and cultural activities that
highlight a region’s traditional way of life, from rice farming to silk
weaving. English fluency varies, so homestays are also an excellent way
to exercise your spoken Thai.

Every regional Tourist Authority of Thailand (TAT) office has a list of reg-
istered homestays; however, do note that the term ‘homestay’ is sometimes
loosely applied to generic guesthouses rather than cultural immersions.
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EXPLOITED CHILDREN

A struggling or fractured family relies on all members of the family to work, a situation that
often leads to children working in the sex industry. Although technically illegal, prostitution in
Thailand is a well-established cultural phenomenon that employs many consenting adults. But a
disturbing subset of this industry is the brothels and karaoke bars that employ children as well
as the street prostitution of children.

Urban job centres such as Bangkok and Chiang Mai and border towns such as Mae Sai and
Mae Sot have large populations of displaced and marginalised people (Burmese immigrants,
ethnic hill-tribe members and impoverished rural Thais) and an attendant occurrence of under-
age prostitution (younger than 18) that caters both to a domestic and international clientele.
Thailand is also a conduit and destination for people trafficking (including children) from poorer
countries like Myanmar and Cambodia.

The Thai authorities have shown some commitment to stopping underage prostitution, which
attracts an unwanted type of overseas tourist. Many countries also have extraterritorial legislation
that allows nationals to be prosecuted in their own country for such crimes. Responsible travel-
lers can help to stop child-sex tourism by reporting suspicious behaviour on a dedicated hotline
({3 1300) or reporting the individual directly to the embassy of the offender’s nationality.

Organisations working across borders to stop child prostitution include ECPAT (End Child
Prostitution & Trafficking; www.ecpat.net) and its Australian affiliate Child Wise (www.childwise.net),
which has been involved in providing training to the tourism industry in Thailand to counter
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child-sex tourism.

The majority of genuine homestays are in the northeast, including the
award-winning program in Ban Prasat (p463). Another well-organised option
is at Ban Kham Pia (p517), which is walking distance to an elephant wildlife
reserve. The village around the Angkor ruins of Prasat Meuang Tam (p472)
offers homestays as well. The elephant-raising village of Ban Tha Klang
(p476) can find a bed and some elephant encounters for visitors. Dan Sai
(p524), the village known for its wild spirit festival, has an English-speaking
homestay program that gets rave reviews.

The homestay program on Ko Yao Noi (see p680), a Muslim fishing island,
has also been recognised as a sustainable alternative to beach-style tourism.
Just a short distance from Chiang Mai, Ban Mae Kampong (p332) is a high-
altitude village (free of mosquitoes) with homestay options and glimpses
into a community that makes its living from the forest.

THE ENVIRONMENT

Most visitors to Thailand have fairly sophisticated views about the envi-
ronmental impact of human habitation on sensitive natural environments.
If the soporific atmosphere of the Thai beaches has caused environmental
amnesia, just take an early morning stroll along the beach before the vendors
have had time to do their morning sweep of the litter left behind by high tide
and you’ll be jolted out of your stupor.

Thailand has made great headway in protecting its natural beauty by
enforcing bans on coral dynamiting and creating national parks, but the
country has not been as successful at implementing restrictions on com-
mercial development and building the infrastructure needed to properly
treat the waste produced by an increased population, especially in tourist
centres where visitors often outnumber the full-time residents.

The conscientious visitor might hope for a few incremental do-it-yourself
measures to reduce the impact of tourism but these rarely counterbalance
the shortcomings of policy and enforcement. One fairly radical approach is
to avoid visiting areas that have not yet developed the sanitation systems to

A wonderful online tool
for learning more about
Thailand through its
language can be found at
www.thai-language.com.

Planes, trains and
automobiles generate (0,
emissions that contribute
to global climate change.
To determine the ‘carbon
footprint’ generated by
your flight to Thailand,
dlick on the C0, calculator
at www.co2balance
.com.
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TIPS FOR BEING NICE TO THE PLANET

Use public transport or rent a bicycle to cut down on petrol consumption.

Team up with other travellers to share chartered transport.

Turn down the air-conditioning by a few degrees.

Opt for a cold shower.

Use biodegradable soap to reduce water pollution.

Leave plastic packaging in your home country to lighten your garbage load.
Reuse plastic bags or carry your own canvas bags for trips to the market.

Throw away cigarette butts in the rubbish bin not on the beach, street or ocean.

Skip the jet skis and motorised vehicles through the jungle, which create noise pollution and
disturb animal habitats.

Pack out all rubbish you brought into a natural environment.
Don't feed wildlife or marine animals.

Avoid collecting or buying corals or shells.

TIPS FOR ECO-DIVING

The popularity of Thailand’s diving industry places immense pressure on fragile coral sites. To
help preserve the ecology, adhere to these simple rules.

Avoid touching living marine organisms, standing on coral or dragging equipment (such as
fins) across the reef. Coral polyps can be damaged by even the gentlest contact.

When treading water in shallow reef areas, be careful not to kick up clouds of sand, which can
easily smother the delicate reef organisms.

Take great care in underwater caves where your air bubbles can be caught within the roof
and leave previously submerged organisms high and dry.

Join a coral clean-up campaign, sponsored by dive shops on Ko Tao and Ko Samui.

accommodate tourists. In the case of the islands, well-touristed places like
Phuket, and to a lesser-extent Phi-Phi, Samui and Samet are better equipped
to deal with tourism than the smaller, less-visited islands.

Also consider keeping your outdoor adventures as close as possible to
your hotel or guesthouse. For example, dive shops on Ko Samui shuttle
divers to sites off the coast of Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao, a journey of two
hours in one direction. Meanwhile, visitors who base themselves on Ko
Tao need only travel 30 minutes at the most to reach these sites. The same
scenario occurs in Chiang Mai, where tour operators will take trekkers on
far-flung hiking and caving trips in Mae Hong Son Province. Instead of
spending your vacation ‘commuting’, why not stay where you play: stick
to the general guideline of no more than one hour’s travelling time from
your hotel or guesthouse for any trip or activity.

Volunteering

Many grassroots organisations in Thailand need volunteers to help in animal
rescue and environmental conservation efforts.

Elephant Nature Park ( @ 0 5320 8246; www.elephantnaturepark.org; Mae Taeng) Sangduen
Chailert’s award-winning sanctuary. The park accepts volunteers to help care for the resident
elephants. Those with veterinary experience are most welcome but others with strong backs can
help out too. Positions are for one, two and four weeks. For more information, see p298.
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BANGKOK’S STREET WALKERS

The heat, the hawkers, the hookers - Bangkok is already a zoo at night, and then you'll spot an
elephant plodding down the road with a flashing light tied to its tail. The skinny mahout will
thrust a bunch of bananas in your hands to feed to the animal in exchange for a fistful of baht.
Surreal, indeed. Heartbreaking, most certainly.

Thailand has a pachyderm crisis. Throughout Thai history, these animals were revered for
their strength, endurance and intelligence, working alongside their mahouts harvesting teak
or transporting goods through mountainous terrain. And then the modern world invaded and
promptly made the elephant redundant.

In 1989 logging was banned in Thailand, resulting in decreased demand for trained elephants.
Working elephants have a career of about 50 years and are trained at a young age by two
mahouts, usually a father-and-son team, who can see the animal through its lifetime. Thai law
requires that elephants be retired and released into the wild at age 61. They often live for 80
years or more.

But without a job, the elephants and their dependent mahouts come to the big city, like the
rest of the country’s economic refugees, in search of work. And what can an elephant do in this
era of planes, trains and automobiles? One option is to roam the streets like a beggar.

A promising alternative is the elephant rescue preserves that support themselves through
tourism. Pattaya’s Elephant Mahout Project (see boxed text, p239), Lampang’s Thai Elephant
Conservation Center (p348), Chiang Mai’s Elephant Nature Park (p298) and Patara Elephant
Farm (p298) are just a few of the creative solutions for ensuring these animals’ dignity and
quality of life.

Highland Farm Gibbon Sanctuary (@) 0 9958 0821; www.highland-farm.or; Mae Sot) Gives
a permanent home to orphaned, abandoned and mistreated gibbons, a monkey species that has
long been hunted in Thailand. Volunteers are asked for a one-month commitment and help with
daily farm chores.

Starfish Ventures (@ 44 800 1974817; www.starfishvolunteers.com) Arranges for volunteers
to assist in the Turtle Conservation Centre (p244), a Thai-run, sea-turtle program on a protected
island off the coast of Rayong. Other volunteer opportunities include working at a gibbon rehabili-
tation centre in Phuket, helping to build and repair poor rural schools, and teaching opportunities.
Wild Animal Rescue Foundation (WAR; www.warthai.org) Thai NGO, operates the Phuket
Gibbon Rehabilitation Centre (p658) and a sea-turtle conservation project as well as a conserva-
tion education centre in Ranong Province on the Andaman Coast. The foundation runs entirely on
volunteer labour and donations. Job placements include assisting in the daily care of gibbons that
are being rehabilitated for life in the wild or counting and monitoring sea-turtle nests.

Wildlife Friends of Thailand Rescue Centre (p557) Puts volunteers to work caring for sun
bears, macaques and gibbons who have been rescued from animal shows or abusive owners.

On the resort islands of Ko Chang and Ko Samui, devoted animal lovers run
dog rescue centres (see p262 for Ko Chang and p580 for Ko Samui).
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Very Thai (2005), by
Philip Cornwell-Smith,
explains all the quirks in
Thailand that you ever
wondered about, ac-
companied by evocative

photos shot by John Goss.

Culture Shock: Thailand
(2008), by Robert and
Nanthapa Cooper, ex-
plains Thailand’s quirky,
curious and practical
customs.

The Culture

THE NATIONAL PSYCHE

Much of Thailand’s cultural operating system is hinged upon a value system
that emphasises respect for the family, religion and monarchy. Within that
system each person knows his or her place and Thai children are strictly
instructed in the importance of group conformity, respecting elders and
suppressing confrontational views. Thais are also notorious for indifference,
especially in public situations where chaos could be avoided with a queue and
a dash of chivalry (both foreign concepts in Thailand). But you’ll find that
most Thais are kind-hearted and place a high value on enjoying life.

Sa-nuk

The Thai word sa-nitk means ‘fun’ and is often regarded as a necessary un-
derpinning of anything worth doing. Even work and studying should have
an element of sa-niik, otherwise they automatically become drudgery. This
doesn’t mean Thais don’t want to work, but they labour best as a group,
so as to avoid loneliness and ensure an element of playfulness. Nothing
condemns an activity more than mdi sa-nitk (not fun). The back-breaking
work of rice farming, the tedium of long-distance bus driving, the dangers
of a construction site: Thais often mix their job tasks with a healthy dose of
socialising. Watch these workers in action and you’ll see them flirting with
each other, trading insults or cracking jokes. The famous Thai smile comes
partially out of their desire to enjoy themselves.

Saving Face

Thais believe strongly in the concept of saving face, ie avoiding confrontation
and endeavouring not to embarrass themselves or other people (except when
it’s sa-nitk to do so). The ideal face-saver doesn’t bring up negative topics
in conversation, doesn’t express firm convictions or opinions, and doesn’t
claim to have an expertise. Agreement and harmony are considered to be
the most important social graces.

While Westerners might find a heated discussion to be good sport,
Thais avoid such confrontations and regard any instance where voices are
raised as rude and potentially volatile. Losing your temper causes a loss of
face for everyone present and Thais who have been crossed often react in
extreme ways.

Minor embarrassments, like tripping or falling, might elicit giggles from
a crowd of Thais. In this case they aren’t taking delight in your mishap, but
helping you save face by laughing it off.

Status & Obligation
All relationships in traditional Thai society — and those in the modern Thai
milieu as well - are governed by social rank defined by age, wealth, status
and personal or political position. The elder position is called pdo yai (liter-
ally the ‘big person’) and is used to describe parents, bosses, village heads,
public officials etc. The junior position is called pdo ndy (little person) and
describes anyone who is subservient to the péo ydi. Although this tendency
towards social ranking is to some degree shared by many societies around
the world, the Thai twist lies in the set of mutual obligations linking the
elder to the junior.

Pébo ndy are supposed to show obecience and respect (together these con-
cepts are covered by the single Thai term greng jai) towards pdo yai. Those
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THAI TEE-O

When it comes to wan yut (holidays), Thais don’t stay at home and curl up with a book. Instead
they gather up their friends and go on a tée-o (trip or journey). University students might pack
up their guitars and bottles of whisky for a camping trip at a nearby national park. Middle-class
matrons dress up in their most beautiful silk dresses to make merit at a famous temple. And
villagers climb into the back of pick-up trucks to go shopping at a secondhand border market.
Regardless of the destination, all tée-o have a few commonalities. There’s usually a lot of chaotic
driving (if invited on a tée-o, don't sit in the front seat) and more time spent eating than actu-
ally visiting the intended destination. Of course every road trip has the obligatory lunch stop
and then there are the pit stops for speciality snacks. Before departing, so much time is spent
driving around town picking up friends and running unrelated errands that it begins to feel like
an episode of the Keystone Cops. But the waiting and detours are part of the excursion and go

unnoticed by chatting friends.

with junior status are not supposed to question or criticise those with elder
status be it in the office, the home or the government. In the workplace, this
means younger staff members are not encouraged to speak during meetings
and are expected to do their bosses’ bidding.

In return pdo yai are obligated to care for or ‘sponsor’ the pdo ndy. It is
a paternalistic relationship in which péo néy can, for example, ask péo yai
for favours involving money or job access. Pdo yai reaffirm their rank by
granting requests when possible; to refuse would be to risk a loss of face and
status. When dining, touring or entertaining, the pdo yai always picks up
the tab; if a group is involved, the person with the most social rank pays the
bill for everyone, even if it empties his or her wallet. For a péo néy to try and
pay would ‘ruin our culture’ as a Thai friend once explained. Sharing one’s
wealth within one’s social circle or family affirms a person’s position as an
elder. This component of familial obligation is often a source of confusion
in mixed marriages between Thais and Westerners.

The protocol defined by the social hierarchy governs almost every aspect of
Thai behaviour within family units, business organisations, schools and the
government. Elected or appointed officials occupy one of the highest rungs
on the social ladder and often regard themselves as caretakers of the people,
a stark contrast to the democratic ideal of being the voice of the people. The
complicated personal hierarchy in Thailand often prevents collaboration,
especially between those with competing status.

Most foreign visitors will interact with a simplified version of this elder-
junior relationship in the form of pée (elder sibling) and ndrng (younger
sibling). All Thais refer to each other using familial names. Even people un-
related by blood quickly establish who’s pée and who’s nérng. This is why one
of the first questions Thais ask new acquaintances is ‘How old are you?’.

LIFESTYLE

Individual lifestyles vary tremendously according to family background, in-
come and geography. In many ways Bangkok is its own phenomenon where
middle-class Thais wake up to all the mod cons: SMS, instant messaging, fast-
food, J-pop music and fashion addictions. The amount of disposable income
in Bangkok is unparalleled elsewhere in the country. Meanwhile Bangkok’s
working classes are usually economic migrants from the northeast provinces
or increasingly from across the border in Myanmar. While the rice fields lay
fallow, Isan farmers saddle up a Bangkok taxis or join a construction crew
catered at lunchtime by an enterprising Isan housewives who whips up north-
eastern specialities that were merely culinary fables in the capital some 20 years

Thai World View (www
thaiworldview.com) is

a culture lesson with

lots of handy vocabulary
covering everything from
body gestures to soap
operas.
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ago. The young 20-somethings from such provinces as Roi Et and Si Saket who
aren’t college-bound head to service-industry jobs in the guesthouses and
form their own urban tribes. The southern resort islands have seen a similar
migration pattern: Isan Thais working as housekeeping staff and construction
crews, locals working as security guards and educated Bangkokians filling the
managerial positions. Regardless of the job, most Thais send a portion of their
pay home to struggling parents or to support dependent children.

More traditional family units and professions can be found in the provin-
cial capitals across the country. The civil servants - teachers and government
employees who make up the backbone of the Thai middle class — mainly
live in nuclear families in terrace housing estates outside the city centre.
Some might live in the older neighbourhoods filled with front-yard gardens
growing papayas, mangoes and other fruit trees. The business class lives in
the city centre, usually in apartments above shopfronts, making for an easy
commute but a fairly urban life. In the cool hours of the day, the wage earn-
ers and students head to the nearest park to jog, play badminton or join in
the civic-run aerobics classes.

Though fewer people toil in the rice paddies than in the past, the villages
still survive on the outskirts of the urban grid. Here life is set to the seasons,
the fashions are purchased from the market and if the water buffaloes could
talk they’d know all the village gossip. In rural areas, female members of a
family typically inherit the land and throughout Thailand women tend to
control the family finances.

Across the country, motorcycles are emblematic of modern Thai life.
Babies are balanced on the handlebars along with the groceries. Students
still in short pants scoot around the back alleys. A Thai expression says
that if you’re old enough to laugh, you’re old enough to drive, a social am-
bivalence that the government has tried to combat with various public-
safety campaigns. Cars are still a sign of wealth, and due to favourable taxes
pick-up trucks make up the bulk of automobile sales. Mobile phones have
infiltrated the daily lives of just about everyone, even humble villagers and
lowly market vendors.

In general, Thais are enjoying a higher standard of living than in decades
past. The long-distance fan buses that once stopped at every shade tree and
collected toothless grannies and young men carrying fighting cocks have been
phased out. These days people have their own transport or can afford the air-
con bus. From a demographic perspective Thailand is at a crossroads, being
transformed from a developing nation to a developed one. Life expectancy
has risen to a median age of 70 years for men and 75 years for women,; fertility
rates have held steady at 1.82. The country’s median age is 33, meaning that
for the time being there is a workforce that can counterbalance declining
birth rates and an ageing population.

Social norms between the sexes are also changing. A decade ago it was
considered shameful for women to drink and smoke, and at a proper middle-
class party socialising would be segregated by sex. Today much of those
taboos have been tossed out. One sign of the times is the popularity of the
word gik, a slang term that originally meant ‘part-time lover’ (now it is more
broadly used to mean ‘girl/boyfriend’), applied to someone with whom you
have sex without any emotional or financial responsibility, a relatively new
concept distinct from that of traditional sexual partners: a mistress, girlfriend
or prostitute. Gik can be applied to either gender and is increasingly a source
of frustration for married couples who in previous generations might have
fought over too many visits to the brothels or the discovery of a mistress.
This sexual revolution has begun to take its toll on the domestic prostitution
industry as well. According to a 2001 government public health study, sex
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DEMOGRAPHIC STATS

Average age for a Thai man/woman to get married: 27/24 years
Bangkok’s minimum daily wage: 203B

Nakhon Ratchasima’s minimum daily wage: 170B

Entry-level government workers earn around 9000B per month
Service workers earn between 4500B to 6500B per month

Teachers with two decades of seniority make 24,000B per month

workers averaged one customer a night instead of 1.5 customers in 1997 and
fewer men in their 20s surveyed by the study admitted to visiting brothels,
from 55% in 1995 to 10% in 2001.

Despite the unloosening of Thailand’s Victorian corset, religion still
plays an active and important role in modern society and Thais have yet
to adopt a secular world view like their European counterparts. See p65 for
more information.

ECONOMY

Thailand is classified as a developing economy with exports constituting
about 70% of the gross domestic product (GDP). It is the second-largest
economy in Southeast Asia (Indonesia is the largest) and manufactured
exports, especially electronics and automobiles, are beginning to eclipse tra-
ditional agricultural products, like rice and rubber. Its largest trade partners
are the USA, Japan and China.

The country is often touted as the rice basket of the world, though Vietnam
and Thailand often vie for the top slot. Agriculture accounts for 11% of the
GDP and employs about 37% of the workforce. Other agricultural export
products include farm-raised shrimp and cassava. Food processing is also
becoming an important industry.

A more recent accolade has described Thailand as the ‘Detroit of Asia’.
The automobile industry constitutes 15% of the GDP and Thailand is the
largest automobile market and producer among the Asean nations. It is
particularly strong in the production and domestic sales of 1-tonne pick-up
trucks. Toyota and Isuzu are the largest car manufacturers in Thailand with
factories in the industrial suburbs of Bangkok. About half of the 1.2 million
vehicles produced in 2006 were exported to foreign markets. However, the
recent downturn in the global economy has seen lowered production and
sales numbers for automobiles in Thailand.

Despite a fairly robust economy, Thailand’s ongoing political stand-off
resulting from the military coup in 2006 has compromised the country’s pro-
jected economic growth rate. It was hoped that 2008 would see a growth rate
of 4% to 5%, but this figure was decreased to 2% after the week-long closure
of Bangkok’s two airports by anti-government protestors in late 2008.

The industry most affected by the political and economic crises is tour-
ism, which made up 6% of the economy and attracted 14 million people in
2007. At the start of 2008, the government hoped to increase the number
to 15 million, but by early 2009 a more realistic figure was a contracted 10
million visitors. The closure of BangkoK’s airports is estimated to have cost
US$3.8 billion in lost revenue and affected cargo shipping, import/export,
and passenger services and tourism. The tourism industry is expected to
experience a greater and more prolonged slump than it did following the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami.

Many Thais will consult
with a monk or fortune-
teller to determine an
auspicious astrological
date for a wedding or
the opening of a new
business.
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Thailand is the world’s
second-largest pick-up
truck market after the US.

Thailand has a penchant
for Guinness World
Records, including
longest condom chain,
most couples married
underwater and most
Mini Coopers in a convoy
(444 cars parked to spell
out ‘Long Live the King').

Letters from Thailand
(1969), by Botan, is about
a Chinese immigrant who
came to Thailand after
WWII. The hero tells his
story of finding success

in business and marriage
through letters to his
mother.
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Economists are predicting troubled times for Thailand with an estimate
of 2% of the workforce (or about one million people) filing as unemployed
in 2009, still considerably less than the record high of 4.4% during the 1997
Asian financial crisis.

POPULATION

Estimated to have 63 million people, Thailand is the most populous of
the mainland Southeast Asian countries. Over one-third of all Thais live
in urban areas, mainly in the capital of Bangkok (6.3 million people)
and its industrial suburbs of Samut Prakan (379,000) and Nonthaburi
(292,000). Although known for its rural character, the northeast claims
two of Thailand’s largest cities: Udon Thani (222,000) and Nakhon
Ratchasima (205,000). The southern crossroads town of Hat Yai (188,000)
and the coastal town of Chonburi (183,000) are other population centres.
Meanwhile Chiang Mai (174,000), often considered a cultural capital,
barely cracks the top 10 list.

Thailand is categorised as being a homogeneous country but the reality is
more complex, especially in provinces that border neighbouring countries
or areas that have an historical allegiance to other nations. Thailand’s im-
migrant population consists of mainly Chinese and more recently economic
refugees from Myanmar.

The Thai Majority

Some 75% of citizens are ethnic Thais, who can be divided into four groups:
Central Thais (Siamese) of the Chao Phraya delta; Thai Lao of the northeast;
Thai Pak Tai of the south; and northern Thais. Each group speaks its own dia-
lect and to a certain extent practises customs unique to its region. Politically
and economically the Central Thais are the dominant group.

Small minority groups who speak Thai dialects include the Lao Song
(Phetchaburi and Ratchaburi); the Phuan (Chaiyaphum, Phetchaburi,
Prachinburi); the Phu Thai (Sakon Nakhon, Nakhon Phanom, Mukdahan);
the Shan (Mae Hong Son); the Thai Khorat or Suay (Khorat); the Thai Lii
(Nan, Chiang Rai); the Thai-Malay (Satun, Trang, Krabi); and the Yaw
(Nakhon Phanom, Sakon Nakhon).

The Chinese

People of Chinese ancestry — second- or third-generation Hakka, Teochew,
Hainanese or Cantonese — make up 14% of the population. Bangkok and
the nearby coastal areas have a large population of immigrants from China
who came for economic opportunities in the early to mid-20th century.
In northern Thailand there is also a substantial number of Hui-Chinese
Muslims who emigrated from Yunnan in the late 19th century to avoid
religious and ethnic persecution during the Qing dynasty.

Ethnic Chinese in Thailand probably enjoy better relations with the
majority of the population than they do in any other country in Southeast
Asia. Many families have intermarried with Thais and have interwoven
traditional Chinese customs into the predominant Thai culture. Historically
wealthy Chinese introduced their daughters to the royal court as consorts,
developing royal connections and adding a Chinese bloodline that extends
to the current king.

Other Minorities

The second-largest ethnic minority are the Malays (4.6%), most of
whom reside in the provinces of the deep south. The remaining minority
groups include smaller percentages of non-Thai-speaking people like the
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Vietnamese, Khmer, Mon, Semang (Sakai), Moken (chow lair; people of
the sea, or ‘sea gypsies’), Htin, Mabri, Khamu and a variety of hill tribes.
A small number of Europeans and other non-Asians reside in Bangkok
and the provinces.

Hill Tribes

Ethnic minorities in the mountainous regions of northern Thailand are
often called ‘hill tribes’, or in Thai vernacular, chow kow (mountain peo-
ple). Each hill tribe has its own language, customs, mode of dress and
spiritual beliefs.

Most are of semi-nomadic origin, having come from Tibet, Myanmar,
China and Laos during the past 200 years or so. They are ‘fourth world’
people in that they belong neither to the main aligned powers nor to the
developing nations. Rather, they have crossed and continue to cross na-
tional borders, often fleeing oppression by other cultures, without regard
for recent nationhood.

Population 59

Queen of Langkasuka
(2008), by Nonzee
Nimibutr, is a lavish pe-
riod piece loosely based
on the Malay kingdom

of Pattani, a segment of
history few non-Malay
Thais know much about.
The opening weeks of the
movie positioned it as the
year's highest-grossing
movie.

A MODERN PERSPECTIVE ON THE HILL TRIBES

Hill tribes tend to have among the lowest standards of living in Thailand. Although it could be
tempting to correlate this quality of life with traditional lifestyles, their situation is compounded,
in most cases, by not having Thai citizenship. Without the latter, hill tribes don’t have the right to
own land, educate their children, earn minimum wages or access health care. In the last couple
of decades some members of hill-tribe groups have been issued Thai identification cards, which
enable them to access national programs (in theory, though often extra ‘fees’ might prevent
families from being able to afford public schooling and health care). Other hill-tribe families
have received residency certificates that restrict travel outside of an assigned district, in turn
limiting access to job opportunities and other necessities associated with a highly mobile mod-
ern society.

Furthermore, the Thai government has pursued a 30-year policy of hill-tribe relocation, often
moving villages from fertile agricultural land to infertile land, in turn removing the tribes from a
viable subsistence system in which tribal customs were intact to a market system in which they
can't adequately compete and in which tribal ways have been fractured.

Some suggest that the revenue generated by Thai trekking companies helps the hill-tribe
groups maintain their separate ethnic identity. Most agree that a small percentage of the profits
from trekking filters down to individual families within hill-tribe villages, giving them a small
source of income that might prevent urban migration. One guide we spoke to estimated an
optimistic 50% of the tour budget was spent on purchasing food, lodging and supplies from
hill-tribe merchants at the host village.

In general the trekking business has become more socially conscious than in previous decades.
Most companies now tend to limit the number of visits to a particular area to lessen the impact
of outsiders on the daily lives of ordinary villagers. But the industry still has a long way to go.
It should be noted that trekking companies are Thai-owned and employ Thai guides, another
bureaucratic impediment regarding citizenship for ethnic minorities. Without an identification
card, guides from the hill tribes do not qualify for a Tourist Authority of Thailand (TAT) tour
guide license and so are less than desirable job candidates.

In the past decade, the expansion of tourism into the mountainous regions of the north
presents a complicating factor to the independence of hill-tribe villages. City speculators will
buy land from hill-tribe farmers for fairly nominal sums only to be resold, usually to resorts,
for much higher costs if the documentation of ownership can be procured. (In many cases
the hill-tribe farmer doesn’t own the land rights and has very little bargaining power when
approached by outsiders.) The displaced farmer and his family might then migrate to the city,
losing their connection to their rural and tribal lifestyle with few resources to succeed in the
lowland society.
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Hilltribe.org (www.hill
tribe.org) is an informa-
tive resource on hill-tribe
culture and history.

Language and culture constitute the borders of their world. Some groups
are caught between the 6th and 21st centuries, while others are gradually
being assimilated into modern life. Many tribespeople are also moving into
lowland areas as montane lands become deforested.

The tribes most likely to be encountered by visitors fall into three main
linguistic groups: the Tibeto-Burman (Lisu, Lahu, Akha), the Karenic (Karen,
Kayah) and the Austro-Thai (Hmong, Mien). Within each group there may
also be several subgroups, eg Blue Hmong, White Hmong; these names usually
refer to predominant elements of clothing that vary between the subgroups.

The Tribal Research Institute in Chiang Mai recognises 10 different hill
tribes but there may be up to 20. The population figures are taken from the
most recent estimates. The following comments on dress refer mostly to the
females, as hill-tribe men tend to dress like rural Thais, although increas-
ingly hill-tribe villagers wear donated clothes rather than traditional garb.
The traditional method of home construction is sometimes replaced with
modern materials, like corrugated metal.

AKHA (I-KAW)

Population: 68,600

Origin: Tibet

Present locations: Thailand, Laos, Myanmar, Yunnan

Economy: dry rice, corn, beans, peppers

Belief system: animism with an emphasis on ancestor worship; some groups
are Christian

Cultural characteristics: The Akha are among the poorest of Thailand’s ethnic
minorities and reside mainly in Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai provinces,
along mountain ridges or steep slopes 1000m to 1400m in altitude. They
are regarded by most Thais as skilled farmers but are often displaced
from arable land by government intervention. Their traditional clothing
consists of a headdress of beads, feathers and dangling silver ornaments.
The well-known Akha Swing Ceremony takes place from mid-August
to mid-September, between planting and harvest time. Akha houses are
constructed of wood and bamboo, usually atop short wooden stilts and
roofed with thick grass. At the entrance of every traditional Akha village
stands a simple wooden gateway consisting of two vertical struts joined by
a lintel. Akha shamans affix various charms made from bamboo strips to
the gateway to prevent malevolent spirits from entering. Standing next to
each village gateway are the crude wooden figures of a man and a woman,
each bearing exaggerated sexual organs, in the belief that human sexuality
is abhorrent to the spirit world.

LAHU (MUSOE)

Population: 102,876

Origin: Tibet

Present locations: south China, Thailand, Myanmar

Economy: dry rice, corn

Belief system: theistic animism (supreme deity is Geusha); some groups are
Christian

Cultural characteristics: The Thai term for this tribe, moo-seu, is derived from a
Burmese word meaning ‘hunter’, a reference to their skill in the forest. The
Lahu tend to live at about 1000m altitude and can be found in remote areas of
Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Tak provinces. There are five main groups - Red
Lahu, Black Lahu, White Lahu, Yellow Lahu and Lahu Sheleh. Traditional
dress consists of black-and-red jackets with narrow skirts worn by women;
bright green or blue-green baggy trousers worn by men. Houses are built of
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wood, bamboo and grass, and usually stand on short wooden posts. Lahu
food is probably the spiciest of all the cuisines.

LISU (LISAW)

Population: 55,000

Origin: Tibet

Present locations: Thailand, Yunnan

Economy: rice, corn, livestock

Belief system: animism with ancestor worship and spirit possession

Cultural characteristics: Lisu villages are usually in the mountains at an el-
evation of about 1000m and occur in eight Thai provinces: Chiang Mai,
Chiang Rai, Mae Hong Son, Phayao, Tak, Kamphaeng Phet, Sukhothai
and Lampang. The women wear long multicoloured tunics over trou-
sers and sometimes black turbans with tassels. Men wear baggy green
or blue pants pegged in at the ankles. Patrilineal clans have pan-tribal
jurisdiction, which makes the Lisu unique among hill-tribe groups (most
of which have power centred with either a shaman or a village headman).
Homes are built on the ground and consist mostly of bamboo and thatched
grass. Older homes - today quite rare — may be made from mud brick or
mud-and-bamboo thatch.

MIEN (YAO)

Population: 45,500

Origin: central China

Present locations: Thailand, south China, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam

Economy: dry rice, corn

Belief system: animism with ancestor worship and Taoism

Cultural characteristics: The Mien are highly skilled at crafts such as embroidery
and silversmithing. They settle near mountain springs at between 1000m and
1200m with a concentration in Nan, Phayao and Chiang Rai provinces and
a few communities in Chiang Mai, Lampang and Sukhothai. Migration into
Thailand increased during the American War era when the Mien collaborated
with the CIA against Pathet Lao forces; 50,000 Mien refugees have been
resettled in the US. Women wear trousers and black jackets with intricately
embroidered patches and red furlike collars, along with large dark-blue or
black turbans. The Mien are heavily influenced by Chinese traditions and
they use Chinese characters to write their language. Kinship is patrilineal
and marriage is polygamous. Houses are built at ground level, out of wood
or bamboo thatch.

HMONG (MONG OR MAEW)

Population: 151,000

Origin: south China

Present locations: south China, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam

Economy: rice, corn, cabbages, strawberries

Belief system: animism

Cultural characteristics: The Hmong are Thailand’s second-largest hill-tribe
group and are especially numerous in Chiang Mai Province with smaller
enclaves in the other northern Thai provinces. They usually live on moun-
tain peaks or plateaus above 1000m. Tribespeople wear simple black jackets
and indigo or black baggy trousers (White Hmong) with striped borders or
indigo skirts (Blue Hmong) and silver jewellery. Sashes may be worn around
the waist, and embroidered aprons draped front and back. Most women
wear their hair in a large bun. Houses are built on ground level. Kinship is
patrilineal and polygamy is permitted.

61
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Panrit ‘Gor’ Daoruang
started documenting his
student days on www
thailandlife.com at the
age of 12. Now 22 years
old, he is serving a three-
year prison sentence

for drug possession

and periodically posts
firsthand accounts on
www.thaiprisonlife.com.
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KAREN (YANG OR KARIANG)

Population: 428,000

Origin: Myanmar

Present locations: Thailand, Myanmar

Economy: rice, vegetables, livestock

Belief system: animism, Buddhism, Christianity, depending on the group
Cultural characteristics: The Karen are the largest hill-tribe group in Thailand
and number about 47% of the total tribal population. They tend to live in
lowland valleys and practise crop rotation rather than swidden agriculture.
Their numbers and proximity to mainstream society have made them the
most integrated and financially successful of the hill-tribe groups. Thickly
woven V-neck tunics of various colours (unmarried women wear white) are
typically worn. Kinship is matrilineal and marriage is monogamous. Karen
homes are built on low stilts or posts, with the roofs swooping quite low.
There are four distinct Karen groups — the Skaw (White) Karen, Pwo Karen,
Pa-O (Black) Karen and Kayah (Red) Karen.

EDUCATION

Free public schooling is compulsory for nine years and is available for
12 years. Prior to the creation of a ministry of education in the late 19th
century, the Buddhist temples provided the bulk of public education to
boys who had entered the monastery. Although education is highly re-
garded, Thailand’s public schools are often criticised for emphasising rote
learning over critical thinking. Several attempts to reform the system in
the early 2000s introduced child-focused learning methods but the efforts
were regarded as having little tangible results. Thai public schools are par-
ticularly successful in creating citizens with a cohesive Siamese (or Central
Thai) national identity, though this is a point of contention with minority
groups like the Malay Muslims in the southern provinces. The classroom is
one of the primary microcosms of the deeply ingrained societal hierarchy:
students believe that teachers occupy the honoured ‘elder’ position, which
requires compliance and respect. This educational culture is an asset when
it comes to interacting within Thai society but is sometimes a handicap
when competing academically against other nations.

Thailand’s public school system is organised around six years at the
ba-tom (primary) level, beginning at the age of six, followed by either
three or six years of md-td-yom (secondary) education. The three-year
course is for those planning to follow school with three to five years of
wi-chah-chéep (trade school), while the md-td-yom (six-year course) is for
students planning to continue at the &-dom (tertiary) level, ie university.
About 69% of the population continues past the mandatory nine years and
15% receives little to no education at all.

Private and international schools for the foreign and local elite are found
in Bangkok and Chiang Mai, and in the other large provincial cities. The
country boasts over 30 public universities plus roughly 41 teacher train-
ing schools (Rajabhat) and nine technical schools (Rajamangala), both
of which have been promoted from college to university status. There
are also numerous trade schools and technical colleges. Thammasat and
Chulalongkorn are two of the country’s most prestigious universities.

SPORT

Moo-ay tai

Almost anything goes in this martial sport, both in the ring and in the
stands. Moo-ay tai (Thai boxing; also spelt muay thai) is an intense con-
tact sport accompanied by a folksy musical orchestra, a flamboyant cer-
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emonial ritual dance before each match and frenzied betting throughout
the stadium.

All surfaces of the body are considered fair targets and any part of the
body, except the head, may be used to strike an opponent. Common blows
include high kicks to the neck, elbow thrusts to the face and head, knee
hooks to the ribs and low crescent kicks to the calf. Punching is considered
the weakest of all blows and kicking merely a way to ‘soften up’ one’s op-
ponent; knee and elbow strikes are decisive in most matches.

A ram moo-ay (boxing dance) precedes every match. This ceremony
usually lasts about five minutes and expresses obeisance to the fighter’s
guru (kroo), as well as to the guardian spirit of Thai boxing. The complex
series of gestures and movements is performed to the ringside musical
accompaniment of Thai bée (oboe) and percussion.

Fighters wear sacred headbands and armbands into the ring for good
luck and divine protection. The headband is removed after the ram moo-ay,
but the armband, which contains a small Buddha image, is worn through-
out the match.

From championship fights to novice spars, matches are staged at provin-
cial rings and temple fairs all over the country. The most competitive are
fought at two Bangkok stadiums, Ratchadamnoen and Lumphini.

Gra-bée Gra-borng
Another traditional martial art, gra-bée gra-borng focuses on hand-held weap-
ons using the gra-bée (sword), plorng (quarter-staft), ngéw (halberd), dahp
sorng meu (a pair of swords held in each hand) and madi siin-sork (a pair of
clubs). Nowadays the sport is merely a ritual to be displayed during festivals
or at tourist venues but it is still solemnly taught according to a 400-year-old
tradition handed down from Ayuthaya’s Wat Phutthaisawan. The king’s elite
bodyguards are trained in gra-bée gra-borng; many Thai cultural observers
perceive it as a purer and more aristocratic tradition than moo-ay tai.
Modern matches are held within a marked circle, beginning with a wai
kroo ceremony and accompanied throughout by a musical ensemble. Thai-
boxing techniques and judo-like throws are employed in conjunction with
weapons techniques. Although sharpened weapons are used, the contestants
refrain from striking their opponents - the winner is decided on the basis of
stamina and the technical skill displayed.

Pa-gror
Sometimes called Siamese football in old English texts, da-grér involves kick-
ing a woven rattan ball (about 12cm in diameter) between opponents.

The traditional way to play is for players to stand in a circle (the size
depends on the number of players) and simply try to keep the ball airborne
by kicking it soccer-style. Points are scored for style, difficulty and variety
of kicking manoeuvres. This form of the game is often played by friends
and office colleagues wherever there’s a little room: a vacant lot, school
playground and sandy beaches.

A popular variation on da-grér — and the one used in intramural or
international competitions - is played like volleyball, with a net, but with
only the feet and head permitted to touch the ball. It's amazing to see the
players perform aerial pirouettes, spiking the ball over the net with their feet.
Another variation has players kicking the ball into a hoop 4.5m above the
ground - basketball with feet, and no backboard!

Popular in several neighbouring countries, da-grér was introduced to the
Southeast Asian Games by Thailand, and international championships tend
to alternate between the Thais and Malaysians.

Thailand won two gold
medals at the 2008
Beijing Olympics, one
for female weightlifting
and the other for male
boxing.
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MEDIA

Southeast Asian governments are not typically fond of uncensored media
outlets but Thailand often bucked this trend throughout the 1990s, even
ensuring press freedoms in its 1997 constitution, albeit with fairly broad
loopholes. That era came to end with the ascension of Thaksin Shinawatra,
a telecommunications tycoon, and his Thai Rak Thai (TRT) party at the
beginning of the new millennium. Just before the decisive 2001 general elec-
tion, Thaksin’s company, Shin Corp, bought a controlling interest in iTV,
Thailand’s only independent TV station. Shortly thereafter the new board
sacked 23 iTV journalists who complained that the station was presenting
biased coverage of the election to favour Thaksin and TRT. Almost overnight,
the station was transformed from an independent, in-depth news channel
to a pro-Thaksin mouthpiece.

With Thaksin winning the prime minister position and his party holding
a controlling majority, the press encountered the kind of censorship and
legal intimidation not seen since the 1970s era of military dictatorships. In
2002, two Western journalists, Shawn W Crispin and Rodney Tasker work-
ing for the Far Eastern Economic Review, were threatened with expulsion
after the Thai authorities deemed a 10 January 2002 article to be offensive to
the country. In 2004, Veera Prateepchaikul, editor-in-chief of the Bangkok
Post, was removed from his job due to direct pressure from board members
with allegiances to TRT, after Prateepchaikul’s critical remarks of Thaksin’s
handling of the 2003-04 bird flu crisis. The TRT government also filed a litany
of defamation lawsuits against critical individuals, publications and media
groups who printed embarrassing revelations about his regime.

After the 2006 ousting of Thaksin, the media managed to retain its guaran-
tees of press freedoms in the newly drafted constitution but this was a ‘paper
promise’ that did little to rescue the press from intimidation, lawsuits and
physical attacks. The military junta and its interim government took great
liberties in silencing any pro-Thaksin reports. For example, the military
blocked Thai cable and the internet from transmitting a 2007 CNN interview
Thaksin gave months after the coup. The pro-Thaksin iTV channel was
seized by the military and re-established as Thai PBS, a commercial-free
public station. The post-coup election restored power to Thaksin’s former
party, which inflicted censorship on media outlets that covered the other
side of the political divide - the antigovernment protests. The new govern-
ment also introduced the state-controlled National Broadcasting Thailand
(NBT) channel, as a competing ‘public’ station to Thai PBS, though it was
viewed by the public as a government mouthpiece during the brief return
of the former TRT in 2008. On two occasions in 2008 the antigovernment
Peoples Alliance for Democracy (PAD) protestors stormed the NBT station,
disrupting broadcasts and assaulting newscasters.

The country’s political strife is essentially a showdown between two
media moguls and both have used their own outlets as political tools. The
government opposition is co-organised by Sondhi Limthongkul, a former
journalist who built a print and broadcast empire that he has used to rally
opposition to the Thaksin regime and the post-coup elected government.
His privately owned Asia Satellite Television (ASTV) station aired nearly
24-hour live broadcasts of PAD rallies and used the channel to mobilise
supporters against police intervention.

Press intimidation in Thailand is made easier because of the country’s lese
majesté laws — causing offence against the dignity of the monarchy - which
carries a jail term of between three and 15 years. Often the media exercises
self-censorship with regard to the monarchy, mainly out of respect for the
crown, but also out of fear that political enemies will file 1ése majesté charges.
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Since 2006, there have been eight charges of 1ése majesté filed, most notably
by Thaksin and Sondhi against each other, as well as against Thai and foreign
journalists. Most charges are never pursued but a recent recipient of a jail
sentence was Harry Nicolaides, an Australian national who was sentenced to
three years in a Thai jail for putting into print otherwise unprintable stories
about the crown prince’s indiscretions into a work of fiction. He served a
little more than a month of his sentence before receiving a royal pardon and
returning home to Australia. More indicative of information suppression is
the banning of historical books (and lése majesté charges filed against the
authors) that the government views as presenting a manipulative role by the
monarchy in modern politics.

RELIGION

Religion is alive and well in Thailand and colourful examples of daily worship
can be found on nearly every corner. Walk the streets early in the morning
and you’ll see the solemn progression of the Buddhist monks, with shaved
heads and orange-coloured robes, engaged in bin-dd-baht, the daily house-
to-house alms food gathering.

Although the country is predominantly Buddhist, the minority religions
often practice alongside one another. The green-hued onion domes of the
mosques mark a neighbourhood as Muslim in pockets of Bangkok and in
southern towns. In urban centres, large rounded doorways inscribed with
Chinese characters and flanked by red paper lanterns mark the location of
sahn jow, Chinese temples dedicated to the worship of Buddhist, Taoist and
Confucian deities.

Buddhism

Approximately 95% of Thai people are Theravada Buddhists, a branch of
Buddhism that came from Sri Lanka during the Sukhothai period. The
Theravada school is often called the southern school because it travelled
from the Indian subcontinent to Southeast Asia, while Mahayana Buddhism
was adopted throughout the northern regions of Nepal, Tibet, China and
the rest of East Asia.

Prior to the arrival of Sinhalese monks in the 13th century to Thailand,
an Indian form of Theravada existed during the Dvaravati kingdom (6th to
10th centuries), while Mahayana Buddhism was known in pockets of the
northeast under Khmer control in the 10th and 11th centuries.

Theravada doctrine stresses the three principal aspects of existence: dukkha
(stress, unsatisfactoriness, disease), anicca (impermanence, transience of
all things) and anatta (insubstantiality or nonessentiality of reality - no
permanent ‘soul’). These three concepts, outlined by Siddhartha Gautama
in the 6th century BC, were in direct contrast to the Hindu belief in param-
atman, an eternal, blissful self, and are considered a ‘heresy’ against India’s
Brahmanic religion. Gautama, an Indian prince-turned-ascetic, subjected
himself to many years of severe austerity before he realised that this was not
the way to reach the end of suffering. He became known as Buddha, ‘the
enlightened” or ‘the awakened” and spoke of four noble truths that had the
power to liberate any human being who could realise them.

The ultimate end of Theravada Buddhism is nibbana (‘nirvana’ in
Sanskrit), which literally means the ‘blowing out’ or extinction of all
grasping and thus of all suffering (dukkha). Effectively, nibbana is also
an end to the cycle of rebirths (both moment-to-moment and life-to-life)
that is existence.

In reality, most Thai Buddhists aim for rebirth in a ‘better’ existence
rather than the supramundane goal of nibbana. By feeding monks, giving

One of the most complete
selections of material

on Theravada Buddhism
is available at Access to
Insight (www.accesstoin
sight.org).
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TEMPLE VISITS

Because Thai Buddhists don’t adhere to strict weekly congregational days (though there are lunar
holy days), a Thai temple is always open to individuals wishing to make merit. On such visits
a worshipper will buy the traditional offering of lotus buds, incense and candles from nearby
vendors. They'll place the flowers on the altar, kneel (or stand, in the case of outdoor altars) be-
fore the Buddha image and light the three incense sticks, placing these between two palms in a
prayerlike gesture. The head is bowed and the hands are then raised between the heart and the
forehead three times before the incense is planted at the altar. It is a simple and individualistic
ritual. Other merit-making activities include offering food to the temple sangha (community);
meditating (individually or in groups); listening to monks chanting suttas (Buddhist discourse); and
attending a téht or dhamma (teachings) talk by the abbot or some other respected teacher.

donations to temples and performing regular worship at the local wét
(local monastery) they hope to improve their lot, acquiring enough merit
(pufifia in Pali; bun in Thai) to prevent or at least reduce their number of
rebirths. The concept of rebirth is almost universally accepted in Thailand,
even by non-Buddhists, and the Buddhist theory of karma is well expressed
in the Thai proverb tam dee, ddi dee; tam chéoa, ddi chéoa (good actions
bring good results; bad actions bring bad results).

All the Tiratana (Triple Gems) revered by Thai Buddhists - the Buddha,
the dhamma (the teachings) and the sangha (the Buddhist community) -
are quite visible in Thailand. The Buddha, in his myriad sculptural forms,
is found on a high shelf in the lowliest roadside restaurants as well as in
the lounges of expensive Bangkok hotels. The dhamma is chanted morning
and evening in every temple and taught to every Thai citizen in primary
school. The sangha is seen everywhere in the presence of orange-robed
monks, especially in the early morning hours when they perform their
alms rounds.

Thai Buddhism has no particular Sabbath day when Thais are supposed
to make temple visits. Instead, Thai Buddhists visit whenever they feel like
it, most often on wan prd (holy days), which occur every seventh or eighth
day depending on phases of the moon.

MONKS & NUNS
Socially, every Thai male is expected to become a monk (bhikkhu in Pali;
pra or prd pik-sit in Thai) for a short period in his life, optimally between

Being Dharma: The the time he finishes school and the time he starts a career or marries. Men
Essence of the Buddha’s or boys under 20 years of age may enter the sangha as a 10-vow novice
Teachings (2001) is an (samanera in Pali; nairn in Thai). A family earns great merit when one of
inspiring collection of its sons ‘takes robe and bow!’. Traditionally, the length of time spent in the

talks on Buddhist practice ~ wat is three months, during the pan-sdh (Buddhist lent), which begins in July
given by the late Thai for-  and coincides with the rainy season. However, nowadays men may spend as
est monk, Ajahn Chah. little as a week to accrue merit as monks.

Monks who live in the city usually emphasise study of the Buddhist
scriptures, while those who opt for the forest temples tend to emphasise
meditation.

In Thai Buddhism, women who seek a monastic life are given a minor role
in the temple that is not equal to full monkhood. A Buddhist nun is known
as mda chee (mother priest) and lives as an atthasila (eight-precept) nun, a
position traditionally occupied by women who had no other place in society.
Thai nuns shave their heads, wear white robes and take care of temple chores.
Generally speaking, mda chee aren’t considered as prestigious as monks and
don’t have a function in the laypeople’s merit-making rituals.
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Over the years there have been some rebels who have sought equal ordina-
tion status as monks. One of the most prominent was Voramai Kabilsingh,
who went to Taiwan to receive full ordination as a bhikkhuni (the female
version of a bhikku, or male monk) through the Mahayana tradition. She
returned to Thailand to found Wat Songtham Kalayanee in Nakhon Pathom.
Her daughter, Chatsumarn Kabilsingh, has continued the tradition by seeking
a Theravada ordination in Sri Lanka in 2003; she is now the director of the
temple her mother founded. Reviving the long-extinct tradition of female
monks in Thai Buddhism has caused controversy among the established
order, but the quiet resistance continues at the temple with the first ordina-
tion of a woman on Thai soil in 2002.

MONARCHY

Historically the Thai king has occupied a revered position in the funda-
mentals of the country and the religion, often viewed as semi-divine. The
present Thai king, His Majesty Bhumibol Adulyadej, has held the posi-
tion for 62 years, making him the world’s longest-reigning monarch. Thai
royal ceremonies remain almost exclusively the domain of one of the most
ancient religious traditions still functioning in the kingdom, Brahmanism.
White-robed, top-knotted priests of Indian descent keep alive an arcane
collection of rituals that, it is believed, must be performed regularly to
sustain the three pillars of Thai nationhood, namely sovereignty, religion
and the monarchy. Such rituals are performed regularly at a complex of
shrines near Wat Suthat in Bangkok.

Other Religions

About 4.6% of the population are followers of Islam. The remainder are
Christian, including missionised hill tribes and Vietnamese immigrants, as
well as Confucianists, Taoists, Mahayana Buddhists and Hindus.
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Thai House: History and
Evolution (2002), by
Ruethai Chaichongrak,
explains the decorative
and functional aspects of
residential architecture.

Arts

Thailand has an intensely visual culture and an appreciation of beauty that
infuses the audacious temple buildings, the humble old-fashioned houses
and the high arts developed for the royal court.

ARCHITECTURE

Traditional Residential Architecture

A harmonious blend of function and style, traditional Thai homes were
adapted to the weather, the family and artistic sensibilities. These antique
specimens were humble dwellings consisting of a single-room wooden house
raised on stilts. More elaborate homes, of the village chief or minor royalty
for instance, might link a series of single rooms by elevated walkways. Since
many Thai villages were built near rivers, the elevation provided protec-
tion from flooding during the annual monsoon. During the dry season the
space beneath the house was used as a hideaway from the heat of the day, an
outdoor kitchen or as a barn for farm animals. Later this all-purpose space
would shelter bicycles and motorcycles. Once plentiful in Thai forests, teak
was always the material of choice for wooden structures and its use typically
indicates that a house is at least 50 years old.

Rooflines in central, northern and southern Thailand are steeply pitched
and often decorated at the corners or along the gables with motifs related to
the naga, a mythical sea serpent long believed to be a spiritual protector of
Tai cultures throughout Asia.

Geographic differences abound and often reflect influences from neigh-
bouring countries. In Thailand’s southern provinces it’s not unusual to come
upon houses of Malay design, using high masonry pediments or foundations
rather than wooden stilts. Residents of the south also sometimes use bamboo
and palm thatch, which are more plentiful than wood. In the north, the homes
of community leaders were often decorated with an ornate horn-shaped
motif called galare, a decorative element that has become shorthand for old
Lanna architecture. Roofs of tile or thatch tend to be less steeply pitched,
and rounded gables (a feature inherited from Myanmar) can also be found
further north.

Temple Architecture

Most striking of Thailand’s architectural heritage are the Buddhist temples,
which dazzle in the tropical sun with wild colours and soaring rooflines.
Thai temples (wét) are compounds of different buildings serving specific
religious functions. The most important structures include the uposatha
(boht in central Thai, sim in northern and northeastern Thai), which is a
consecrated chapel where monastic ordinations are held, and the wi-hdhn,
where important Buddha images are housed.

Another classic component of temple architecture is the presence of one or
more stupas (chedi in Thai), a solid mountain-shaped monument that pays
tribute to the enduring stability of Buddhism. Chedi come in a myriad of
styles, from simple inverted bowl-shaped designs imported from Sri Lanka
to the more elaborate octagonal shapes found in northern Thailand. Many
are believed to contain relics (often pieces of bone) belonging to the histori-
cal Buddha. In northern and northeastern Thailand such stupas are known
as taht. A variation of the stupa inherited from the Angkor kingdom is the
corn cob-shaped prang, a feature in the ancient Thai temples of Sukhothai
and Ayuthaya. Dotting the grounds of most temples are smaller squarish
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HOUSES OF THE HOLY

Many homes or inhabited dwellings in Thailand have an associated ‘spirit house’, built to provide
a residence for the plot of land’s prd poom (guardian spirits). Based on animistic beliefs that pre-
date Buddhism, guardian spirits are believed to reside in rivers, trees and other natural features
and need to be honoured (and placated). The guardian spirit of a particular plot of land is the
supernatural equivalent of a mother-in-law, an honoured but sometimes troublesome family
member. To keep the spirits happily distracted, Thais erect elaborate dollhouse-like structures
on the property where the spirits can ‘live’ comfortably separated from human affairs. To further
cultivate good relations and good fortune, daily offerings of rice, fruit, flowers and water are made
to the spirit house. If the human house is enlarged the spirit house must also be enlarged, so that
the spirits do not feel slighted. Spirit houses must be consecrated by a Brahman priest.

More elaborate spirit shrines stand alongside hotels and office buildings and are sometimes
dedicated to a Hindu deity, such as Brahma or Shiva. In Bangkok especially, many of these
mega-site spirit houses have earned a reputation for expediting certain types of prayers and
have become city-wide shrines filled with beseeching visitors.

chedi, known as tdht gra-dook (bone reliquaries) that contain the ashes of
deceased worshippers.

Other structures typically found in temple compounds include one or
more sdh-lah (open-sided shelters) that are used for community meetings
and dhamma lectures; a number of gii-di (monastic quarters); a hor drai
(Tripitaka library), where Buddhist scriptures are stored; a hor glorng (drum
tower), sometimes with a hor rd-kang (bell tower); plus various ancillary
buildings, such as schools or clinics.

The architectural symbolism of these temple buildings relies heavily on  'Thea
Hindu-Buddhist iconography. Naga, the mythical serpent that guarded .
Buddha during meditation, is depicted in the temple roofline where the green architectural
and gold tiles are said to represent the serpent’s scales (others say that the tiles  symbolism
represent the land and the king) and the soaring eaves represent its diamond-  of these
shaped head. On the tip of the roof is the silhouette of the chor fdh: often bird-
shaped decorations the colour of gold. Rooflines are usually tiered into three temple
levels, representing the triple gems of Buddhism: the Buddha, the dhamma  buildings
(Buddhist philosophy) and the sangha (the Buddhist community). relies heavily

The lotus bud is another sacred motif that is used to decorate the .
tops of the temple gates, veranda columns and spires of Sukhothai-era  ©" Hindu-
chedi. Images of the Buddha often depict him meditating in a lotus blos- Buddhist
som-shaped pedestal. The lotus bud was extensively used before the in- iconogra-
troduction of monk-like figures depicting the Buddha. It carries with it a
shorthand reminder of the tenets of Buddhism. In a practical sense, the phy
lotus plant can create a dramatic flower even in the most rancid pond - a
natural phenomenon reminding the faithful of religious perfection. Many
Thai markets sell lotus buds, which are used solely for merit-making in
Thailand not as secular decorations.

’

Contemporary Architecture
Thais began mixing traditional architecture with European forms in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, as exemplified by Bangkok’s Vimanmek
Teak Mansion (p138), and certain buildings of the Grand Palace (p126).
The port cities of Thailand, including Bangkok and Phuket, acquired
fine examples of Sino-Portuguese architecture — buildings of stuccoed brick
decorated with an ornate facade - a style that followed the sea traders
during the colonial era. In Bangkok this style is often referred to as ‘old
Bangkok’ or ‘Ratanakosin’.
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HEAVEN ON EARTH

Wander into a temple and you might think that the layout is as haphazard as everything else in
Thailand. But if you had a bird’s-eye view, you'd look down on an ancient and sacred mandala
based on the Hindu-Buddhist belief of a universe composed of different vertical and horizontal
planes roughly corresponding to heaven, earth and hell. In the centre of the universe is Mt Sumeru
(or Mt Meru in Hindu texts), where Brahma and other important deities reside and around which
the sun and moon orbit. Mt Sumeru is often symbolised by a central chedi with minor chedi placed
at the cardinal points to represent minor peaks and oceans encircling Sumeru. The central chedi
in a Thai temple is often one of the most revered structures and displays distinct characteristics
that have defined the various artistic periods (see opposite for more information).

Bangkok: Thai Interior
Design (2006), by Brian
Mertens, documents the
country’s design boom
and profiles artists as
well as artisans.

Bangkok's National
Museum (p128) offers a

comprehensive compara-

tive look at Buddhist art
through the ages.

Buildings of mixed heritage in the north and northeast exhibit French
and English influences, while those in the south typically show Portuguese
influence. Shophouses (hérng tda-ou) throughout the country, whether 100
years or 100 days old, share the basic Chinese shophouse design, where the
ground floor is reserved for trading purposes while the upper floors contain
offices or residences.

In the 1960s and ’70s the trend in modern Thai architecture, inspired by
the European Bauhaus movement, shifted towards a stark functionalism -
the average building looked like a giant egg carton turned on its side. When
Thai architects began experimenting with form over function during the
building boom of the mid-1980s, the result was high-tech designs such as
ML Sumet Jumsai’s famous Robot Building on Th Sathon Tai in Bangkok.
Rangsan Torsuwan, a graduate of Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT), introduced the neoclassic (or neo-Thai) style. A traditional-building
specialist, Pinyo Suwankiri designs temples, government buildings and shrines
for hospitals and universities. His work is ubiquitous and the blueprint for
an institutional aesthetic of traditional architecture.

In the new millennium, Duangrit Bunnag has excited the design world
with his nearly undressed glass boxes offering a contemporary twist on
mid-century modernism. The H1 complex on Soi Thonglor in Bangkok is a
series of interconnected geometric cubes with flat cantilevered roofs, glass
curtain windows and exposed steel ribs, arranged around a courtyard much
like a traditional Thai house. Encore performances include the Pier restau-
rant on Ko Samui and Costa Lanta on Ko Lanta. He has now even built his
way into interior design with his minimalist Anyroom design label.

PAINTING & SCULPTURE

Traditional Art

Thailand’s artistic repository remains mainly in the temples where you’ll
find ornate murals depicting Hindu-Buddhist mythology and Buddha sculp-
tures, which define Thailand’s most famous contribution to the world of
religious art.

Always instructional in intent, temple murals often show depictions of
the jataka (stories of the Buddha’s past life) and the Thai version of the
Hindu epic Ramayana. Reading the murals requires both knowledge of these
religious tales and an understanding of the mural’s spatial relationship and
chronology. Most murals are divided into scenes, in which the main theme
is depicted in the centre with resulting events taking place above and below
the central action. Usually in the corner of a dramatic episode between the
story’s characters are independent scenes of Thai village life: women carrying
food in bamboo baskets, men fishing, or a happy communal get-together;
all of these simple village folk wear the ubiquitous Thai smile.
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THE BUDDHA LINE-UP

Like other Buddhist cultures, Thailand borrowed and adapted the religious iconography and
symbolism that first developed in India. Based on rules defined by Indian artists, the Buddha
is depicted in poses (mudra) that are symbolic of a particular episode in his life or of certain
religious precepts. For example, a standing Buddha with one or both hands raised and the palms
facing the viewer represents dispelling fear from his followers. Buddha sitting in the lotus posi-
tion with hands folded and palms facing upwards represents meditation. When the Buddha is
in the basic meditation position, but with the right hand pointing towards the earth, then the
figure is subduing Mara, a demon who tried to tempt Buddha. A reclining Buddha represents

his dying moment.

Lacking the durability of other art forms, pre-20th century religious
painting is limited to very few surviving examples. The earliest examples
are found at Ayuthaya’s Wat Ratburana (1424; p198), Wat Chong Nonsi
in Bangkok (1657-1707; p129) and Phetchaburi’s Wat Yai Suwannaram
(late 17th century).

Nineteenth-century religious painting has fared better. Ratanakosin temple
artis, in fact, more highly esteemed for painting than for sculpture or archi-
tecture. Typical temple murals feature rich colours and lively detail. Some
of the finest are found at the Buddhaisawan Chapel at Bangkok’s National
Museum and at Thonburi’s Wat Suwannaram. For more information about
Bangkok’s temple murals see p129.

The study and application of mural painting techniques have been kept
alive, and today’s practitioners often use improved techniques and paints that
promise to hold fast much longer than the temple murals of old.

Alongside the vivid murals in the sacred temple spaces are revered Buddha
images that trace Thailand’s sculptural evolution. The country is most famous
for its graceful and serene Buddhas that emerged during the Sukhothai era,
and today the country is a pilgrimage site for art collectors and connoisseurs
of religious sculpture.

ARTISTIC PERIODS

The development of Thai religious art and architecture is broken into differ-
ent periods or schools defined by the patronage of the ruling capital. The best
examples of a period’s characteristics are seen in the variations of the chedi
shape and in the features of the Buddha sculptures. Chedi styles often vary in the
shape of the pedestal and of the central bell before it begins to taper. For Buddha
sculpture, artistic periods often show differences in the facial features, the top
flourish on the head, the dress and the position of the feet in meditation.

Dvaravati Period (7th-11th Centuries)

This period refers to the Mon kingdom that occupied areas of northwestern
and central Thailand. The Buddha sculptures borrowed heavily from the
Indian periods of Amaravati and Gupta, with the Buddha’s body shape being
thick, along with large hair curls, arched eyebrows to represent a flying bird,
protruding eyes, thick lips and a flat nose. Examples can be seen at Phra
Pathom Chedi (p189) in Nakhon Pathom. Lamphun (p339) in northern
Thailand was also an outpost of the Mon kingdom and today contains several
temples displaying the needle-like chedi spires associated with this period.

Srivijaya Period (7th-13th Centuries)
A southern kingdom that extended throughout the Malay peninsula and
into parts of Indonesia, Srivijaya’s artistic creations were closely linked

Steven Van Beek's The
Arts of Thailand (1999) is a
thorough account of artis-
tic movements in Thailand
from the Bronze Age to
the Ratanakosin era.



72 ARTS .- Painting & Sculpture lonelyplanet.com

Rama IX Art Museum
(www.rama9art.org) is
an online reference focus-
ing on Thai contemporary
artists and galleries.

to Indian forms and were more sensual and stylised than what is found
in central and northern Thailand. Examples can be found in Chaiya’s
Wat Phra Boromathat and Nakhon Si Thammarat’s Wat Phra Mahathat
Woramahawihaan (p629).

Khmer Period (9th-11th Centuries)

The great Angkor empire based in present-day Cambodia, which once carved
its artistic signature into Thai soil, is reflected in images of Buddha medi-
tating under a canopy of the seven-headed naga and atop a lotus pedestal.
The most famous Khmer contribution to temple architecture is the central
corn cob-shaped stupa, called a prang. Examples can be seen at Sukhothai
Historical Park (p398) and Phimai (p465).

Chiang Saen-Lanna Period (11th-13th Centuries)

This northern Thai kingdom drew inspiration from its Lao, Shan and
Burmese neighbours in depicting Buddha, who appears with a plump fig-
ure and round, smiling face, with both pads of the feet facing upward in
the meditation position. Standing Buddhas were often shown in the pose
of dispelling fear or giving instruction. Lanna-style temples were typically
made of teak and the chedi are often indented. Examples can be found in the
temples and museums of Chiang Mai (p275) and at Chiang Saen National
Museum (p367).

Sukhothai Period (13th-15th Centuries)

Often regarded as the first “Thai’ kingdom, Sukhothai set forth the under-
lying aesthetic of successive Thai art. Buddha images were graceful and
serene and were often depicted ‘walking’, but without anatomical human
detail. The intention was to highlight the Buddha’s spiritual qualities rather
than his human status. The telltale Sukhothai chedi are fairly slim spires
topped with a lotus-bud motif. Examples can be seen at Sukhothai Historical
Park (p398).

Ayuthaya Period (14th-18th Centuries)

Incorporating elements inherited from the Khmer and Sukhothai kingdoms,
Ayuthaya morphed the Buddha image into a king wearing a gem-studded
crown and royal regalia instead of an austere monk’s robe. The period’s
bell-shaped chedi, with an elongated, tapering spire, can be seen at Ayuthaya
Historical Park (p198).

Bangkok-Ratanakosin Period (19th Century-)

The religious artwork of the modern capital is noted for merging traditional
Thai styles with Western influences. Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace
(p126) are a good starting point.

Contemporary Art
Adapting traditional themes and aesthetics to the secular canvas began
around the turn of the 20th century as Western influence surged in the region.
In general, Thai painting favours abstraction over realism and continues to
preserve the one-dimensional perspective of traditional mural paintings.
There are two major trends in Thai art: the updating of religious themes
and tongue-in-cheek social commentary. Some of the younger artists often
overlap the two.

Italian artist Corrado Feroci is often credited as the father of modern Thai
art. He was first invited to Thailand by Rama VI in 1924 and built Bangkok’s
Democracy Monument and the militaristic Rama I monument that stands at
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the entry to Memorial Bridge. Feroci founded the country’s first fine arts in-
stitute in 1933, a school that eventually developed into Silpakorn University,
Thailand’s premier training ground for artists. In gratitude, the Thai govern-
ment made Feroci a Thai citizen, with the Thai name Silpa Bhirasri.

In the 1970s, Thai artists began to tackle the modernisation of Buddhist
themes through abstract expressionism. Leading works in this genre include
the colourful surrealism of Pichai Nirand, the mystical pen-and-ink draw-
ings of Thawan Duchanee, and the fluid naturalist oil and watercolours
of Pratuang Emjaroen. Receiving more exposure overseas than at home,
Montien Boonma used the ingredients of Buddhist merit-making, such
as gold leaf, bells and candle wax, to create abstract temple spaces within
museum galleries. Other recognised names include Songdej Thipthong
with his spare mandalas, Surasit Saokong with his realist paintings of rural
temples, and Monchai Kaosamang with his ephemeral watercolours. Jitr
(Prakit) Buabusaya painted in the French impressionist style but is best
remembered as an art teacher.

Politically motivated artwork defines a parallel movement in Thai con-
temporary art. In Thailand’s quickly industrialising society, many artists
have watched as the rice fields became factories, the forests became asphalt
and the spoils went to the politically connected. During the student activist
days of the 1970s, the Art for Life Movement was the banner under which
creative discontents — including musicians, intellectuals and painters - rallied
against the military dictatorship and embraced certain aspects of communism
and workers’ rights. Sompote Upa-In and Chang Saetang are two important
artists from that period.

During and after the boom times of the 1980s, an anti-authority attitude
emerged in the work of the artists known as the Fireball school. Manit
Sriwanichpoom is best known for his Pink Man on Tour series, in which
he depicted artist Sompong Thawee in a pink suit and with a pink shop-
ping cart amid Thailand’s most iconic attractions. Less famous are Manit’s
evocative black-and-white photographic pieces denouncing capitalism and
consumerism, typically identified as unwelcome Western imports. Vasan
Sitthiket is more blatantly controversial and uses mixed-media installations
to condemn the players he views as corrupt. His works have been banned in
Thailand and widely criticised as anti-Thai.

In the 1990s there was a push to move art out of the dead zones of the
museums and into the public spaces. An artist and art organiser, Navin
Rawanchaikul started his ‘in-the-streets’ collaborations in his hometown
of Chiang Mai and then moved his big ideas to Bangkok where he filled
the city’s taxi cabs with art installations, a show that literally went on
the road. His other works have had a way with words, such as the mixed
media piece We Are the Children of Rice (Wine) in 2002 and his rage
against the commercialisation of museums in his epic painting entitled
Super (M)art Bangkok Survivors (2004), which depicts famous artists,
curators and decision makers in a crowded Paolo Veronese setting. The
piece was inspired by the struggles the Thai art community had getting
the new contemporary Bangkok art museum to open without becoming
a shopping mall in disguise.

The works of Thaweesak Srithongdee are pure pop. He paints flam-
boyantly cartoonish human figures woven with elements of traditional
Thai handicrafts or imagery. In a similar vein, Jirapat Tasanasomboon pits
traditional Thai figures in comic book-style fights or in sensual embraces
with Western icons. In Hanuman is Upset!, the monkey king chews up the
geometric lines of Mondrian’s famous grid-like painting.

Steven Pettifor focuses
on the work of some

of Thailand’s most
prominent contemporary
artists in Flavours — Thai
Contemporary Art (2003).
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THAI-ED UP IN DESIGN

Thailand has a long history of handicrafts, from woven bamboo baskets used to carry tools and
freshly caught fish to ornate lacquerware and celadon pottery that was used to serve the royal
court. Although a great deal of the ‘traditional’ crafts are now mass-produced for tourist markets,
the artistic sensibilities remain and have been channelled into a wave of modern industrial design,
mainly centred in Bangkok. Many of this movement’s designers studied overseas during the boom
times of the 1990s and returned to Thailand during the Asian financial crisis to infuse the country
with a shot of creative energy. The result is an engaging fusion of such styles as Scandinavian
minimalism with tropical materials such as rattan and water hyacinth.

There are now a number of well-known companies and creative individuals working in this new
wave today. The design firm Yothaka was one of the first to pioneer the use of water hyacinth, an
invasive plant that has long clogged the country’s waterways. Planet 2001 has developed some of
Thailand’s most iconic haute-design rattan chairs, while Jitrin Jintaprecha’s award-winning i-Kon
Revolving Lounge Chair turns water hyacinth into an artistic version of a beanbag seat. Crafactor
is a leading design firm that claims such talent as Eggarat Wongcharit, Thailand’s Frank Gehry
of furniture design, who creates non-linear moulded plastic pieces; and Paiwate Wangbon, who

prefers contorting natural materials into curvaceous shapes.

Kritsana Chaikitwattana works in moody paint-and-collage abstracts,
including a series of self-portraits inspired by his years as a Buddhist monk.
In contrast, Jaruwat Boonwaedlom explores modern realism, a genre not
well populated by Thai artists, with her prism-like paintings of Bangkok
street scenes.

Although lacking in commercial attention, Thai sculpture is often consid-
ered to be the strongest of the contemporary arts, not surprising considering
the country’s relationship with Buddha figures. Moving into nonreligious
arenas, Khien Yimsiri is the modern master creating elegant human and
mythical forms out of bronze. Sakarin Krue-On is often applauded for
adapting sculpture and installation. His work Phawang Si Leuang (Yellow
Simple) fashioned a huge, hollow Buddha head from a mixture of clay,

‘Classical mud, papier-maché and turmeric. Manop Suwanpinta similarly moulds
the human anatomy into fantastic shapes that often intersect with techno-
pleng logical features, such as hinged faces that open to reveal inanimate content.
tai deum Kamin Lertchaiprasert explores the subject of spirituality and daily life in his
(central- sculptural installations, which often include a small army of papier-méaché
. . figures. One of his most recent exhibitions, ‘Ngern Nang’ (Sitting Money),
Thai music) included a series of figures made of discarded paper bills from the national
features a bank embellished with poetic instructions on life and love.
dazzling MUSIC
array of tex- Throughout Thailand you’ll find a diversity of musical genres and styles,
tures and from the serene court music that accompanies classical dance-drama to the
subtleties, chest-thumping house music played at dance clubs.

hair-raising
tempos and
pastoral
melodies’

Traditional Music

Classical pleng tai deum (central-Thai music) features a dazzling array of
textures and subtleties, hair-raising tempos and pastoral melodies. The
classical orchestra is called the bée piht and can include as few as five play-
ers or more than 20. Among the more common instruments is the bée, a
woodwind instrument that has a reed mouthpiece; it is heard prominently
at Thai-boxing matches. The four-stringed pin, plucked like a guitar, lends
subtle counterpoint, while the rd-naht éhk, a bamboo-keyed percussion in-
strument resembling the xylophone, carries the main melodies. The slender
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sor, a bowed instrument with a coconut-shell soundbox, provides soaring
embellishments, as does the kloo-i (wooden Thai flute).

One of the more attention-drawing instruments is the kérng wong yai,
which consists of tuned gongs arranged in a semicircle and played in simple
rhythmic lines to provide a song’s underlying fabric. Several types of drums
carry the beat, often through multiple tempo changes in a single song. The
most important is the da-pohn (tohn), a double-headed hand-drum that
leads the entire ensemble. Prior to a performance the players offer incense
and flowers to the dd-pohn, considered to be the conductor of the music’s
spiritual content.

The standard Thai scale divides the eight-note octave into seven full-tone
intervals, with no semitones. Thai scales were first transcribed by the Thai-
German composer Peter Feit (also known by his Thai name, Phra Chen
Duriyanga), who composed Thailand’s national anthem in 1932.

The bée paht ensemble was originally developed to accompany classical
dance-drama and shadow theatre, but can be heard these days in straight-
forward performances at temple fairs and concerts.

Classical Thai music has not been forgotten in the dusty annals of his-
tory, but has been fused with international jazz elements. Fong Nam, a Thai
orchestra led by American composer Bruce Gaston, performs an inspiring
blend of Western and Thai classical motifs that have become a favourite
choice for movie soundtracks, TV commercials and tourism promotion.
Another leading exponent of this genre is the composer and instrumentalist
Tewan Sapsanyakorn (also known as Tong Tewan), who plays soprano and
alto sax, violin and kldo-i with equal virtuosity.

Look Tiing & Mor Lam

The bestselling of all modern musical genres in Thailand remains ldok tiing
(literally ‘children of the fields’), which dates back to the 1940s. Analogous
to country and western music in the USA, it’s a genre that tends to appeal
most to working-class Thais. Subject matter almost always cleaves to tales of
lost love, tragic early death, and the dire circumstances of farmers who work
day in and day out and at the end of the year are still in debt. There are two
basic styles: the original Suphanburi style, with lyrics in standard Thai; and
an Ubon style sung in Isan dialect.

If lok tiing is Thailand’s country and western, then mor lam is the blues.
Mor lam is a folk tradition firmly rooted in the northeast of Thailand and is
based on the songs played on the Lao-Isan kaan (a wind instrument devised
of a double row of bamboo-like reeds fitted into a hardwood soundbox).
The oldest style is most likely to be heard at a village gathering or parade,
has a simple but very insistent bass beat topped by vocal melodies, and
is often sung in Isan dialect. It has traditionally had a ‘country bumpkin’
image, often the source of comedic music videos and self-effacing lyrics.
Mor lam has jumped the generational fence and now has an electrified
pop version.

Within the past decade, as economic migrants from Isan moved to
Bangkok, the two genres have begun to merge, creating a brew called
look tiing Drd-yiik. Contemporary singers often cross from one style to
another with a few songs in between and the terms are often inconsist-
ently applied.

Thailand’s most famous ldok tiing singer was Pumpuang Duangjan, who
rated a royally sponsored cremation when she died in 1992 and a major
shrine at Suphanburi’s Wat Thapkradan, which receives a steady stream of
worshippers. When she died many feared that the genre would pass with her,
but gravelly voiced Siriporn Amphaipong helped carry the tradition and is

Want to know more
about Thai music? Check
out www.ethaimusic
.com where you can
read transliterated and
translated lyrics and buy
popular songs.
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Check out 365 Jukebox
(www.365jukebox.com),
which charts the hits

for all the popular radio
stations including Fat FM
104.5 (alt-rock), Seed FM
97.5 (T-pop), and Luk
Thung FM95.0 (IGok tiing
and mar lam).

GMM Grammy Enter-
tainment is Thailand’s
leading music producer
having manufactured
pop stars for decades.
But a few new crooners
are bubbling up through
TV singing competitions
like ‘Star" and ‘Academy
Fantasia’.

Thais love to sing and
every major band or
singer releases video (Ds
(VCD) specially format-
ted for karaoke-style
singalongs.
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still one of the most beloved ldok tiing superstars, although she is beginning
to approach retirement age. A promising young replacement is Tai Orathai
who can vibrate those dramatic notes like a plaintive cry.

Jintara Poonlarp is a current fixture in the mdr lam/léok tiing brd-yiik
constellation; she’s quite nouveau with a trendy haircut and Bangkok-style
fashions instead of the farm-girl look. Mike Pirompon excels with the oh-
so-sad look tiing tunes, while Rock Salaeng brings denim cool to the mor
lam stage with songs that are more rock than léok tiing.

Thai Rock & Pop

The 1970s ushered in a new style inspired by the politically conscious folk
rock of the USA and Europe, which the Thais dubbed pleng péu-a chee-wit
(‘songs for life’). Chiefly identified with the Thai band Caravan, this style
remains the most major musical shift in Thailand since l6ok tiing arose in the
1940s. Songs of this nature have political and environmental topics rather
than the usual love themes. During the authoritarian dictatorships of the
’70s many of Caravan’s songs were officially banned. Another longstanding
example of this style, Carabao, took pleng péu-a chee-wit, fused it with 6ok
tiing, rock and heavy metal, and spawned a whole generation of imitators
as well as a chain of barnlike performance venues.

Thailand also has a thriving teen-pop industry — sometimes referred to as
T-pop - centred on artists chosen for their good looks, which often means
they are 6ok kréung (half-Thai, half-fa-rang) and sport English names.
Thailand’s king of pop is Thongchai ‘Bird’ Mcintyre (also known as Pi Bird).
His first album came out in 1986 and he has followed up with an album
almost every year since. He has Madonna’s staying power coupled with a
nice-guy persona. Among Thais in their 30s and 40s, Pi Bird often makes
up the bulk of their CD collections.

Pop queens used to be cute ‘girls next door’, but Tata Young matured
from a pop princess into a tart queen with her album Sexy, Naughty, Bitchy.
In 2006 she started courting overseas approval with the release of two
English-language albums and these days Thai teens sniff that she is more
of a celebrity than a singer. A counterpoint to Tata is soulful Palmy (half-
Thai, half-Belgian), who has cultivated a successful hippy persona. In the
heart-throb boys section is Golf + Mike, two teen brothers with a crossover
career in Japan. Also popular is Aof Pongsak who melts the girls’ hearts
with his sweet voice and sensitive songs.

The 1990s gave birth to an alternative pop scene - known as glorng sdir-ree
(free drum), pleng dai din (underground music) or more simply just as
‘indie’ - pioneered by the independent record label Bakery Music, which
captured a youth revolution more musically sophisticated than Grammy’s
mainstream machine. Bakery Music upstaged Grammy at the 2002 MTV
Asia Awards but it has since gone corporate when it was bought by a larger
conglomerate. During indie’s heyday, Modern Dog, composed of four
Chulalongkorn University graduates, orchestrated the generation’s musical
coming of age. After 10 years on the alt-rock scene, Modern Dog is still a
beloved veteran with a much-anticipated album released in 2008. Another
indie fixture is Loso (from ‘low society’ as opposed to ‘hi-so’ or socialites),
which updated Carabao’s affinity for Thai folk melodies and rhythms. Both
bands are known for their anthem status — most twenty-something Thais
can sing their greatest hits by heart.

There is still a thriving underground scene in Bangkok thanks to smaller
record labels like Mind the Gap and compilations of unsigned artists from
Sanamluang Zine. Abuse the Youth, the Papers and Slur are all chart toppers
at the indie station Fat 104.5 and have MySpace fame. The Kai-Jo Brothers
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THAI SOUNDTRACK
Looking for tunes from the kingdom? Check out these hits and oddities:
Ting Nong Noy (Modern Dog) - Latest album from Thailand’s alt-rock gurus.

Thai Pop Spectacular 1960s-1980s — Sublime Frequencies’ LP compilation with such doo-wop
hits as ‘Look Who's Underwear is Showing'.

Made in Thailand (Carabao) — Thailand’s classic classic-rock album.
Best (Pumpuang Duangjan) — Compilation of the late I6ok ting diva’s most famous tunes.

Captain Loma (Captain Loma) - Easy listening sans the cheesiness; the Captain rocks the toe-
tappers too mature to head bang.

Newbie Party — A compilation series of new indie rockers, like Abuse the Youth, Tabasco and
other Mind the Gappers.

have outfitted the Thai language with a reggae beat and Blue on Blue chan-
nels an Asian version of BB King.

THEATRE & DANCE

Traditional Thai theatre consists of six dramatic forms: kohn (formal masked
dance-drama depicting scenes from the Ramakian - the Thai version of
India’s Ramayana); ld-kon (a general term covering several types of dance-
drama); li-gair (a partly improvised, often bawdy folk play featuring dancing,
comedy, melodrama and music); md-noh-rah (the southern Thai equivalent
of li-gair, but based on a 2000-year-old Indian story); ndng (shadow plays
limited to southern Thailand); ld-kon Iék or hun l60-ang (puppet theatre)
and ld-kon péot (contemporary spoken theatre).

Kohn

In all kohn performances, four types of characters are represented - male
humans, female humans, monkeys and demons. Monkey and demon figures
are always masked with the elaborate head coverings often seen in tourist
promotional material. Behind the masks and make-up, all actors are male.
Traditional kohn is a very expensive production - Ravana’s retinue alone
(Ravana is the Ramakian’s principal villain) consists of over 100 demons,
each with a distinctive mask.

Scenes performed in traditional k6hn (and ld-khon performances) come
from the epic-journey tale of the Ramayana, known as the Ramakian in
Thai. The central story revolves around Prince Rama’s search for his beloved
Princess Sita, who has been abducted by the evil 10-headed demon Ravana
and taken to the island of Lanka.

Perhaps because it was once limited to royal venues and hence never
gained a popular following, the kohn or Ramakian dance-drama tradition
nearly died out in Thailand. See the Bangkok chapter (p173) for information
on kohn performances.

La-kon

The more formal ld-kon nai (‘inner’ ld-kon, performed inside the palace)
was originally performed for lower nobility by all-female ensembles. Today
it’s a dying art, even more so than royal kohn. In addition to scenes from
the Ramakian, ld-kon nai performances may include traditional Thai folk
tales; whatever the story, text is always sung. Ld-kon nork (‘outer’ ld-kon,
performed outside the palace) deals exclusively with folk tales and features a
mix of sung and spoken text, sometimes with improvisation. Both male and
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One of the sole surviving
Thai puppet masters,
Sakorn Yangkhiawsod
(nicknamed Joe Louis)
helped revive the dying
hiin lék tradition in the
latter half of the 20th
century with his popular
puppet troupe based in
Bangkok. The patriarch
died in 2007 but his
children continue the
tradition at the Aksra
Theatre (p174).
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female performers are permitted. Like k6hn and ld-kon nai, performances
are becoming increasingly rare.

Much more common these days is the less-refined ld-kon chah-dree, a
fast-paced, costumed dance-drama usually performed at upcountry temple
festivals or at shrines (commissioned by a shrine devotee whose wish was
granted by the shrine deity). Chah-dree stories have been influenced by the
older md-noh-rah theatre of southern Thailand.

A variation on chah-dree that has evolved specifically for shrine worship,
ld-kon gaa bon involves an ensemble of around 20 members, including mu-
sicians. At an important shrine like Bangkok’s Lak Meuang, four different
gda bon troupes may alternate performances and there is usually a list of
worshippers waiting to hire them.

Li-gair

In outlying working-class neighbourhoods in Bangkok you may be lucky
enough to come across the gaudy, raucous l7-gair. This theatrical art form is
thought to have descended from drama rituals brought to southern Thailand
by Arab and Malay traders. The first native public performance in central
Thailand came about when a group of Thai Muslims staged a li-gair for Rama
V in Bangkok during the funeral commemoration of Queen Sunandha. Li-gair
grew very popular under Rama V1, peaked in the early 20th century and has
been fading slowly since the 1960s.

Most often performed at Buddhist festivals by troupes of travelling per-
formers, li-gair presents a colourful mixture of folk and classical music,
outrageous costumes, melodrama, slapstick comedy, sexual innuendo and
up-to-date commentary on Thai politics and society. Foreigners — even
those who speak fluent Thai - are often left behind by the highly idiomatic,
culture-specific language and gestures.

Marionettes
La-kon Iék (little theatre), also known as hun loo-ang (royal puppets), like
kohn, was once reserved for court performances. Metre-high marionettes
made of koi paper and wire, wearing elaborate costumes modelled on those of
the kohn, are used to convey similar themes, music and dance movements.
Two to three puppet masters are required to manipulate each hiin l60-ang
by means of wires attached to long poles. Stories are drawn from Thai folk
tales, particularly Phra Aphaimani, and occasionally from the Ramakian. The
him [60-ang puppets themselves are highly collectable; the Bangkok National
Museum has only one example in its collection. A smaller, 30cm court version
called hiin Iék (little puppets) are occasionally used in live performances.
Another Thai puppet theatre, hiin gra-bork (cylinder puppets) is based
on popular Hainanese puppet shows. It uses 30cm hand puppets carved
from wood.

Nang
Shadow-puppet theatre — in which two-dimensional figures are manipulated
between a cloth screen and a light source at night-time performances - has
been a Southeast Asian tradition for perhaps five centuries. Originally brought
to the Malay Peninsula by Middle Eastern traders, the technique eventually
spread to all parts of mainland and peninsular Southeast Asia; in Thailand it
is mostly found in the south. As in Malaysia and Indonesia, shadow puppets
in Thailand are carved from dried buffalo or cow hides (ndng).

Two distinct shadow-play traditions survive in Thailand. The most com-
mon, ndng da-lung, is named after Phattalung Province, where it developed
around Malay models. Like their Malay-Indonesian counterparts, Thai
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shadow puppets represent an array of characters from classical and folk
drama, principally the Ramakian and Phra Aphaimani in Thailand. A single
puppet master manipulates the cut-outs, which are bound to the ends of buf-
falo-horn handles. Nding da-lung is still occasionally seen at temple festivals
in the south, mostly in Songkhla and Nakhon Si Thammarat provinces.
Performances are also held periodically for tour groups or visiting dignitar-
ies from Bangkok.

The second tradition, ndng yai (big hide), uses much larger cut-outs, each
bound to two wooden poles held by a puppet master; several masters may
participate in a single performance. Ning ydi is rarely performed nowadays
because of the lack of trained ndng masters and the expense of the shadow
puppets. Most ndng yai that are made today are sold to interior designers
or tourists.

CINEMA

When it comes to Thai cinema, there are usually two concurrent streams:
the movies that are financially successful and the movies that are considered
cinematically meritorious; only occasionally do these overlap.

Popular Thai cinema ballooned in the 1960s and 70, especially during the
period when the government levied a tax on Hollywood imports thus spawn-
ing a home-grown industry. The majority of films were cheap action flicks
that were often dubbed ‘ndm néw’ (stinking water); but the fantastic, even
nonsensical, plots and rich colours left a lasting impression on modern-day
Thai filmmakers, who have inserted these elements into modern contexts.

The leading couple of the action genre was Mitr Chaibancha and Petchara
Chaowarat, a duo who starred in some 75 films together. Their last film
was Insee Thong (Golden Eagle), in which Mit, playing the film’s hero, was
tragically killed during the filming of a helicopter stunt.

Another beloved film of the era was Mon Rak Luk Thung, a musical
rhapsodising Thai rural life. Isan musicals were a theatre darling during
this era and re-emerged in 2001 with Monpleng Luk Thung FM (Hoedown
Showdown) and Pen-Ek Ratanaruang’s Monrak Transistor, which paid
tribute to the music of Suraphol Sombatcharoen. In 2005 comedian-actor-
director Petchtai Wongkamlao wrote, directed and starred in Yam Yasothon,
a colourful homage to the 1970s musicals.

For a country renowned for its sense of fun, comedy will always be a
guaranteed local moneymaker. The classic comedy flick of the 1960s was
Ngern Ngern Ngern (Money, Money, Money), starring comedian Lor Tork.
The modern comedies invariably feature ga-tfeu-i (transvestites and trans-
sexuals), another guaranteed laugh in Thai humour. The 2000 film Satree Lek
(Iron Ladies), directed by Yongyoot Thongkongtoon, dramatised the real-life
exploits of a Lampang volleyball team made up almost entirely of ga-teu-i.

More important as an artistic inspiration, the director Rattana Pestonji
is often credited as the father of Thai new wave. His 1957 movie Rong Raem
Narok (Country Hotel) is a dark comedy set in a Bangkok bar and filmed
using only one camera.

The current era boasts several generations of seriously good directors, a
number of whom studied film abroad and are beloved in international film
festivals. Nonzee Nimibutr is regarded as the most mainstream (and profit-
able) of the so-called new wave filmmakers. His 1998 release of Nang Nak
was a retelling of a famous Thai spirit tale that had seen no fewer than 20
previous cinematic renderings. The film became one of the largest-grossing
films in Thai history, out performing even Titanic. His follow-up films, like
Ok Baytong (2003) and Queens of Langkasuka (2008), invited the Buddhist
majority to learn more about the Muslim minority regions of Thailand.

Criticine (www.criticine
.com) is an online maga-
zine about Southeast
Asian cinema featuring
Bangkok-based movie
critics writing in English
about new releases and
industry news.

A Century of Thai Cinema,
by Dome Sukwong, is a
glossy coffee-table book
giving a visual history of
film in the kingdom.
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All film and print depic-
tions of Anna Leowens in
the court of Siam, best
known through the 1950s
musical The King &1, are
banned in Thailand.

Queens of Langkasuka (2008) was an expensive blockbuster that caught the
imagination of domestic and international film-goers; not a surprise, since
grand historical epics tend to rake in the baht.

Director Pen-Ek Ratanaruang’s films are gritty and satirical, and garner
fans of cinema not just fans of Thailand. His debut film was Fun Bar Karaoke,
a 1997 farce of Bangkok life in which the main characters are an ageing Thai
playboy and his daughter. But it is Ruang Rak Noi Nid Mahasan (Last Life
in the Universe; 2003), written by Prabda Yoon, that will secure him a posi-
tion in the vault of international cinema classics. His most recent film Kham
Phiphaksa Khong Mahasamut (Invisible Waves; 2006) has been described as
the darkest yet and is set in Macau and Phuket.

One of Thai cinema’s proudest moments arrived when Cannes 2002 chose
Sut Sanaeha (Blissfully Yours) for the coveted Un Certain Regard screening.
Helmed by Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Thailand’s leading cinéma-vérité
director, the film dramatises a romance between a Thai woman and an illegal
Burmese immigrant. Just two years later Apichatpong’s dreamlike Sut Pralat
(Tropical Malady) won the Cannes Jury Prize. His highly anticipated movie
Sang Satawat (Syndromes and a Century; 2006) was flagged by Thai censors
for inappropriate scenes involving doctors drinking whiskey and kissing in a
hospital. Rather than remove the scenes, as requested, the director withdrew
the movie from screening in Thailand, which in turn sparked a protest move-
ment against film censorship by the country’s independent filmmakers.

Apichatpong has become a role model for the next generation of new
wavers, many of whom are working in short films due to budget restrictions.
Pimpaka Tohveera has garnered praise for One-Night Husband (2003).
Thunska Pansittivorakul was recently honoured in 2003 with a government-
sponsored Silpathorn Award given to contemporary artists. His documentary
Happy Berry (2003) follows four hip friends trying to live the Bangkok dream
of fashion and music.

Colourful tales that merge myth and reality are vital parts of the Thai
imagination. Fah Talai Jone (Tears of the Black Tiger; 2000), directed by
Wisit Sasanatieng, bridged the gap between new wave and the 1960s action
genre with a campy homage, while Jira Malikul’s Mekhong Sipha Kham
Deuan Sip-et (Mekong Full Moon Party; 2002) juxtaposes folk beliefs about
mysterious ‘dragon lights’ emanating from Mekong River with the sceptical
Bangkok scientists.

With a tradition of martial arts and a thriving mafia, Thailand is fertile
ground for home-grown action flicks. The Pang Brothers (Danny and Oxide)
imported movie know how from Hong Kong to Thailand with their 1999 hit
Bangkok Dangerous, about a deaf-mute hit man. The movie was remade in
2008 and starred Nicholas Cage in the lead (albeit speaking) role. Prachya
Pinkaew’s Ong Bak (2004) and his follow-ups Tom-Yum-Goong (2005) and
Ong Bak 2 (2008) created an international moo-ay tai hero in Tony Jaa, often
likened to a younger Jackie Chan.

The up-and-coming generation of filmmakers have a penchant for horror
thanks to Thailand’s wealth of ghost stories and occult arts to mine for material.
Art of the Devil I and II (2004/2005) is a set of movies, unrelated except by name,
made by a collective of Thai filmmakers called the Ronin Team, specialising
in grotesque gore and black magic. Picking from a crowded field, See Phrang
(4bia) is considered one of 2008’s best fright fests with four directors, including
Yongyoot Thongkongtoon, telling suspense-filled tales about phobias.

A startling cinema hit, Rak Haeng Siam (Love of Siam; 2007), directed
by Chookiat Sakveerakul, engaged both the art-house snobs and the love-
struck teens. The story is a sombre drama about a family limping along
after the loss of a daughter. Character-driven movies are on a roll thanks
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to screenwriter-turned-director Kondej Jaturanrasamee’s Kod (Handle Me
with Care; 2008), about a three-armed boy and his journey to Bangkok to
get surgery to remove his extra appendage.

LITERATURE

The written word has a long history in Thailand, dating back to the 11th or
12th century when the first Thai script was fashioned from an older Mon
alphabet. The first known work of literature to be written in Thai is thought to
have been composed by Sukhothai’s Phaya Lithai in 1345. This was Traiphum
Phra Ruang, a treatise that described the three realms of existence according
to a Hindu-Buddhist cosmology. According to contemporary scholars, this
work and its symbolism was, and continues to be, of considerable influence
on Thailand’s artistic and cultural universe.

Classical

The 30,000-line Phra Aphaimani, composed by poet Sunthorn Phu in the
late 18th century, is Thailand’s most famous classical literary work. Like
many of its epic predecessors around the world, it tells the story of an exiled
prince who must complete an odyssey of love and war before returning to
his kingdom in victory.

Of all classical Thai literature, however, Ramakian is the most pervasive
and influential in Thai culture. The Indian source, Ramayana, came to
Thailand with the Khmers 900 years ago, first appearing as stone reliefs on
Prasat Hin Phimai and other Angkor temples in the northeast. Eventually
the Thais developed their own version of the epic, which was first written
down during the reign of Rama I. This version contained 60,000 stanzas and
was a quarter longer than the Sanskrit original.

Although the main themes remained the same, the Thais embroidered
the Ramayana with more biographical detail on arch-villain Ravana (called
Thotsakan, or ‘10-necked’ in the Ramakian) and his wife Montho. Hanuman,
the monkey god, differs substantially in the Thai version in his flirtatious
nature (in the Hindu version he follows a strict vow of chastity). One of the
classic Ramakian reliefs at Bangkok’s Wat Pho depicts Hanuman clasping
a maiden’s bared breast as if it were an apple.

Also passed on from Indian tradition are the many jataka (chah-dok in Thai):
life stories of the Buddha. Of the 547 jataka in the Pali Tripitaka (Buddhist
canon), each one chronicling a different past life, most appear in Thailand
almost word for word as they were first written down in Sri Lanka.

A group of 50 extra stories, based on Thai folk tales of the time, were
added by Pali scholars in Chiang Mai about 300 to 400 years ago. The most
popular jataka in Thailand is one of the Pali originals known as the Mahajati
or Mahavessantara, the story of the Buddha’s penultimate life.

During the Ayuthaya period, Thailand developed a classical poetic tradi-
tion based on five types of verse — chdn, gahp, klong, glorn and rdi. Each of
these forms uses a complex set of strict rules to regulate metre, rhyming
patterns and number of syllables. Although all of these poetic systems use
the Thai language, chdn and gahp are derived from Sanskrit verse forms from
India, while klong, glorn and rai are native forms. The Indian forms have all
but disappeared from 21st-century use.

Contemporary

The first Thai-language novel appeared in direct imitation of Western
models. Unfortunately much of Thai fiction, both past and present, has
not been translated into English. For recommendations on travel literature
in English see p19.

Thailand’s literacy rate
is a whooping 92.6%,
though reading anything
other than the news-
paper or comic books is
regarded as an eccentric
hobby.
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Considered the first Thai novel of substance, The Circus of Life (Thai
1929; English 1994), by Arkartdamkeung Rapheephat, follows a young,
upper-class Thai as he travels the world. The fact that the author, himself
a Thai prince, took his own life at the age of 26 has added to the mystique
surrounding this work.

The late and revered Kukrit Pramoj, former ambassador and Thai prime
minister, novelised Bangkok court life from the late 19th century through
to the 1940s in Four Reigns (Thai 1935; English 1981), the longest novel
ever published in Thai. The Story of Jan Darra (Thai 1966; English 1994),
by journalist and short-story writer Utsana Phleungtham, traces the sexual
obsessions of a Thai aristocrat. Praphatsorn Seiwikun’s well-tuned, rapid-
paced Time in a Bottle (Thai 1984; English 1996) turned the life dilem-
mas of a fictional middle-class Bangkok family into a bestseller. Writing
under the pen name - a common conceit with Thai writers - Siburapha,
Kulap Saipradit spun many romantic tales, including the novel Behind the
Painting (1937), about a student who falls in love with a married aristocrat
during the postwar era.

In the later half of the 20th century, Thai fiction took a turn towards
the grassroots due in part to writers with humble origins having earned
Bangkok University degrees. Instead of privileged aristocrats, their stories
looked to their parents and neighbours for inspiration and followed the
dramatic turns of ordinary, often working-class, Thais in remote corners
of the country. Known as a social critic in narrative form, Chart Korbjitti
is a two-time winner of the Southeast Asian Writers Award (SEA Write)
for The Judgement (1981), about a young village man wrongly accused by
his nosy neighbours, and for his novel Time (1993). The plight of Noi, a
widowed fish-gutter, is bittersweetly told in Of Time and Tide (1985), by
Atsiri Thammachoat, a journalist and newspaper editor often hailed as
Thailand’s ‘bard of the sea’. Writing entirely in English in order to reach
a worldwide audience, Pira Sudham captures the struggles of the impover-
ished northeast in his books The Force of Karma, Monsoon Country, People
of Esarn and Shadowed Country. He was born into a poor farming family
and was sent to Bangkok to get an education as a temple boy.

Even middle-class Thais put pen to paper during the later half of the
20th century. In Married to the Demon King, Sri Daoruang adapted the
Ramakian into modern-day Bangkok casting a middle-class family into
the epic’s lead roles. A fine collection of modern short stories by women
writers can be found in A Lioness in Bloom, translated by Susan Kepner,
which includes helpful cultural and historical notes for context.

Few of the postmodern writers have been translated into English but
their subject matter ranges from themes of isolation and modern disloca-
tion to individual perspectives on current events. Prabda Yoon’s short story
‘Probability’ won the 2002 SEA Write award. English-speaking audiences
know him best through his screenplay for the Last Life in the Universe and
other Pen-ek Ratanaruang-directed films.

The ongoing political crisis has provided Thai writers with an op-
portunity to tap into the collective psyche. Chartvut Bunyarak explores
the political tensions preceding the 2006 ouster of then-prime minis-
ter Thaksin Shinawatra in the short story ‘Thor Sor 2549’ (‘Taxi 2006’),
about a customer ejected from a cab for disagreeing with the pro-Thaksin
driver. Writer and poet, Siriworn Kaewkan won the government-sponsored
Silpathorn Award for contemporary literature thanks to his wordily titled
book, roughly translated as Tales from a Scribe that a Storyteller Once
Told Him.
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Food & Drink

There’s an entire universe of amazing dishes once you get beyond ‘pad thai’
and green curry, and for many visitors, food is one of the main reasons for
choosing Thailand as a destination. Even more remarkable, however, is the
love for Thai food among the locals; Thais become just as excited as tour-
ists when faced with a bowl of well-prepared noodles or when seated at a
renowned hawker stall. This unabashed enthusiasm for eating, not to mention
an abundance of fascinating ingredients and influences, has generated one
of the most fun and diverse food scenes anywhere in the world.

STAPLES & SPECIALITIES

Rice

Rice is so central to Thai food culture that the most common term for

‘eat’ is gin kow (literally, ‘consume rice’) and one of the most common

greetings is Gin kow réu yang? (Have you consumed rice yet?). To eatis = Appon’s Thai Food (www

to eat rice, and for most of the country, a meal is not acceptable without  khiewchanta.com)

this staple. features a wealth of
There are many varieties of rice in Thailand and the country has been  authentic and well-

among the world leaders in rice exports since the 1960s. The highest grade  organised Thai recipes,

is kow horm md-li (jasmine rice), a fragrant long grain that is so coveted  written by a native Thai.

by neighbouring countries that there is allegedly a steady underground

business in smuggling out fresh supplies. Residents of Thailand’s north

and northeast eat kow née-o, ‘sticky rice’, a glutinous short-grained rice

that is cooked by steaming, not boiling. In Chinese-style eateries, kow dom,

‘boiled rice’, a watery porridge sometimes employing brown or purple rice,

is a common carb.

TASTY TRAVEL

Thailand’s cuisine is intensely regional and virtually every town is associated with a specific dish
not available (or at least not as tasty) outside the city limits. To help you look (and eat) like local,
we've listed a few of the more delicious regional specialties:

Ayuthaya: géo-ay dée-o reu-a (‘boat noodles’) Rice noodles served with a dark, intense
spice-laden broth.

Chiang Mai: ndm prik num and kdab méo (roast chilli ‘dip’ and deep-fried pork crackling)
Available at virtually every market in the city, the two dishes go wonderfully together, ideally
accompanied by par-boiled veggies and sticky rice.

Hat Yai: gai tért haht yai This city’s namesake fried chicken is marinated in a dried-spice
mixture, giving it a distinctive red hue.

Khon Kaen: gai yahng Marinated free-range chicken (gai bahn) grilled over hot coals - a
northeastern speciality said to be best in this town.

Lampang: kéw taan Sticky rice cakes made with watermelon juice and drizzled with palm
sugar are a popular treat in this northern town.

Nong Khai: ndam neu-ang This Vietnamese dish of balls of pork served with rice paper
wrappers and a basket of herbs has found a home in northeastern Thailand.

Phetchaburi: k6w chda This odd but delicious Mon dish of chilled fragrant rice served with
sweet/savoury sides is said to be best in this central Thai town.

Trang: méo ydhng Roast pig, skin and all, typically eaten as part of a dim sum brunch, is a
speciality of this southern town.
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(CON)FUSION CUISINE

A popular dish at restaurants across Thailand is kéw pat a-me-ri-gan, '‘American fried rice’. Taking
the form of rice fried with ketchup, raisins and peas, sides of ham and deep-fried hot dogs, and
topped with a fried egg, the dish is, well, every bit as revolting as it sounds. But at least there’s
an interesting history behind it: American fried rice apparently dates back to the Vietnam War
era, when thousands of US troops were based in northeastern Thailand. A local cook apparently
decided to take the ubiquitous ‘American Breakfast’ (also known as ABF, fried eggs with ham
and/or hot dogs, and white bread, typically eaten with ketchup) and make it ‘Thai’ by frying the
various elements with rice.

This culinary cross-pollination is only a recent example of the tendency of Thai cooks to pick
and choose from the variety of cuisines at their disposal. Other (significantly more palatable)
examples include gaang madt-sa-man, ‘Muslim curry’, a now classic blend of Thai and Middle
Eastern cooking styles, and the famous pat tai, essentially a blend of Chinese cooking methods
and ingredients (frying, rice noodles) with Thai flavours (fish sauce, chilli, tamarind).

Rice is customarily served alongside main dishes like curries, stir-fries or
soups, which are lumped together as gap kéw (with rice). When you order
plain rice in a restaurant you use the term kéw blow, ‘plain rice’ or kéw sdoay,
‘beautiful rice’, and the grains are usually served by the plate (jahn) or in a
toh, a large bowl, lidded to keep the rice warm and moist.

Noodles

It shouldn’t take too long in Thailand before you get your tongue around
goo-ay dée-o, the intimidating and all-encompassing word for noodle soup.
Despite being an import from China, noodles have been entirely integrated
into the Thai repertoire of foods, and for most Thais, a day hardly passes
without a bowl or two.

You'll find four basic kinds of noodle in Thailand. Hardly surprising, given
the Thai fixation on rice, is the overwhelming popularity of sén géo-ay dée-o,
noodles made from rice flour mixed with water to form a paste, which is then
steamed to form wide, flat sheets. The sheets are folded and sliced into sén yai
(flat ‘wide line’ noodles 2cm to 3cm wide), sén [ék (‘small line’ noodles about
5mm wide) and sén mée (‘noodle line’ noodles only Imm to 2mm wide). At
most restaurants or vendor stands specialising in gdo-ay dée-o, when ordering
you are expected to specify which noodles you want.

The simplest and most ubiquitous dish is géo-ay dée-o ndm, a bowl of
noodles served most commonly with pork stock along with meatballs and
various vegetables, including a garnish of pdk chee (coriander leaf). This
dish is eaten around the clock as a quick snack before work, after shopping,
post-clubbing or in between the real meals.

The most famous goo-ay dée-o dish among foreigners is undoubtedly
goo-ay dée-o pat tai, usually called pat tai for short. Taking the form of thin
rice noodles stir-fried with dried or fresh shrimp, bean sprouts, tofu, egg and
seasonings, the dish is traditionally served with lime halves and a few stalks
of Chinese chives and a sliced banana flower.

Another kind of noodle, kd-nom jeen, is produced by pushing rice-flour
paste through a sieve into boiling water, much the way Italian-style pasta is
made. Ka-nom jeen is a popular morning market meal that is eaten doused
with various spicy curries and topped with a self-selection of fresh and
pickled vegetables and herbs.

The third kind of noodle, ba-meée, is made from wheat flour and egg. It’s
yellowish in colour and is sold only in fresh bundles. After being briefly par-
boiled, the noodles are mixed with broth and meat, typically barbecued pork
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or crab, and you have bd-mée ndm. Served in a bowl with a small amount
of garlic oil and no broth, it’s ba-mée hdang. Restaurants or vendors selling
ba-mée typically also sell gée-o, a square of ba-mée dough wrapped around
ground meat.

Finally there’s wiin-sén, an almost clear noodle made from mung-bean
starch and water. Sold only in dried bunches, wiin-sén (literally ‘jelly thread’)
is prepared by soaking in hot water for a few minutes. The most common
use of the noodle is in yam wiin sén, a hot and tangy salad made with lime
juice, fresh sliced prik kée noo (tiny chillies), shrimp, ground pork and vari-
ous seasonings. Other uses include boo op wiin-sén, bean-thread noodles
baked in a lidded clay pot with crab (or sometimes shrimp) and seasonings,
or gaang jéut, a bland, Chinese-influenced soup containing ground pork,
soft tofu and a handful of the noodles.

Curries & Soups

In Thai, gaang (it sounds somewhat similar to the English ‘gang’) is often
translated as ‘curry’, but it actually describes any dish with a lot of liquid
and can thus refer to soups (such as gaang jéut) as well as the classic chilli
paste-based curries for which Thai cuisine is famous. The preparation of
the latter begins with a kré-uang gaang, created by mashing, pounding and
grinding an array of fresh ingredients with a stone mortar and pestle to
form an aromatic, extremely pungent-tasting and rather thick paste. Typical
ingredients in a kré-uang gaang include dried chilli, galangal, lemon grass,
kaffir lime zest, shallots, garlic, shrimp paste and salt.

Thai curry cuisine revolves around three primary gaang. Gaang pét (hot
curry) is the most traditional and is often used as a base to create other cur-
ries. This curry paste should be quite spicy, with its deep red colour coming
from a copious number of dried chillies. Gaang pd-naang, by contrast, is
a relatively mild curry where the heat is brought down by the presence of
ground peanuts. Gaang kée-o wihn, literally ‘sweet green curry’, substitutes
fresh green chillies for red, and somewhat unusually, dried spices such as
cumin and coriander. A few extra seasonings such as bai md-groot (kaffir
lime leaves), bai hoh-rd-pah (sweet basil leaves) and ndm blah (fish sauce)
may be added to taste just before serving.

Most gaang are blended in a heated pan with coconut cream, to which the
chef adds the rest of the ingredients (meat, poultry, seafood and/or vegeta-
bles), along with diluted coconut milk to further thin and flavour the gaang.
Some recipes omit coconut milk entirely such as gaang Bah (jungle curry),
a fiery soup that combines a mixture of vegetables and meat.

Most Thais eat curries only for breakfast or lunch, and the average curry
shop is open 7am to 2pm only. Among the Thais it is considered a bit odd

NOODLE MIXOLOGY

Thai Food by David
Thompson is widely
considered the most
authoritative book on
Thai cooking.

If you see a steel rack containing four lidded glass bowls or jars on your table, it's proof that the
restaurant you're in serves goo-ay dée-o (rice noodle soup). Typically these containers offer four
choices: ndm sém prik (sliced green chillies in vinegar), ndm blah (fish sauce), prik bon (dried red

chilli, flaked or ground to a near powder) and ndm-dahn (plain white sugar).

In typically Thai fashion, these condiments offer three ways to make the soup hotter - hot

and sour, hot and salty, and just plain hot - and one to make it sweet.

The typical noodle-eater will add a teaspoonful of each one of these condiments to the noodle
soup, except for the sugar, which in sweet-tooth Bangkok usually rates a full tablespoon. Until
you're used to these strong seasonings, we recommend adding them a small bit at a time, tasting

the soup along the way to make sure you don’t go overboard.
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Thai Food Tonight (www
thaifoodtonight.com)
includes several cooking
videos accompanied by
detailed recipes.

Thais are among the most
prolific consumers of
garlicin the world.

to eat curries in the evening, and hence most restaurants (tourist restaurants
excepted) don’t offer them on the evening menu.

Another food celebrity that falls into the soupy category is dém yam, the
famous Thai spicy and sour soup. Fuelling the fire beneath dom yam’s often
velvety surface are fresh prik kée ndo (tiny chillies) or, alternatively, half a
teaspoonful of ndm prik pow (a roasted chilli paste). Lemon grass, kaftir
lime leaf and lime juice give dom yam its characteristic tang. Galangal is also
added to dom yam, and like its friends, is not meant to be eaten, but rather
simply to add flavour — much like bay leaf in Western cooking. Keep also in
mind that dom yam, as with all Thai soups and curries, is meant to be taken
with rice, not sipped alone.

Of the several variations on dém yam that exist, probably the most popular
with Westerners is the milder dom kah gai (literally ‘boiled galangal chicken’,
but often translated as ‘chicken coconut soup’). The chilli is considerably
muted in this soup by the addition of coconut milk.

Stir-Fries & Deep-Fries

The simplest dishes in the Thai culinary repertoire are the various stir-fries
(pat), introduced to Thailand by the Chinese, who are world famous for
being able to stir-fry a whole banquet in a single wok.

The list of pat dishes seems endless. Many cling to their Chinese roots,
such as the ubiquitous pat pak biing fai daang (morning glory flash-fried
with garlic and chilli), the preparation of which is often accompanied
by an impressive burst of flame. Some are Thai-Chinese hybrids, such
as gai pat prik king, in which chicken is stir-fried with ginger and garlic
- ingredients shared by both traditions - but seasoned with chilli paste
and fish sauce.

Perhaps the most Thai-like pat dish is the famed lunch meal pat gd-prow,
a chicken or pork stir-fry with garlic, fresh sliced chilli, soy and fish sauce,
and lots of holy basil. Another classic Thai stir-fry is pat pét (literally ‘hot
stir-fry’), in which the main ingredients, typically meat or fish, are quickly
stir-fried with red curry paste and tossed with sweet basil leaves.

Tort (deep-frying in oil) is mainly reserved for snacks such as gléo-ay
tort (deep-fried bananas) or bo-bée-a (egg rolls). An exception is blah
tort (deep-fried fish), which is a common way to prepare fish. And a
very few dishes require ingredients to be dipped in batter and then
deep-fried, such as gai tort (fried chicken) and ging chip Dbaang tort
(batter-fried shrimp).

Hot & Tangy Salads
Standing right alongside curries in terms of Thai-ness is the ubiquitous
yam, ahot and tangy ‘salad’ typically based around seafood, roast vegetables
or meats.

Lime juice provides the tang, while the abundant use of fresh chilli gener-
ates the heat. Other ingredients vary considerably, but plenty of leafy vegeta-
bles and herbs are usually present, including lettuce (often lining the dish)

SCHOOLS IN SESSION

Do you spend more time hanging around the markets than the temples? Are you packing in four
or more meals a day? Then you are a good candidate for a cooking course, which can range from
formal, equipment-oriented instructions to simple chop-and-talk introductions. Bangkok, Chiang
Mai and the popular tourist islands offer different types of cooking classes, most of which include
a market tour. See the respective destination chapters for more information.
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THE CULT OF SOM-DAM

Green papaya salad, known in Thai as sém-dam, probably has its origins in Laos, but is today one
of the most popular dishes in Thailand. It is made by taking strips of green unripe papaya and
bruising them in a clay or wood mortar along with garlic, palm sugar, green beans, tomatoes,
lime juice, fish sauce and a typically shock-inducing amount of fresh chillies. S6m-dam low, the
‘original’ version of the dish, employs heartier chunks of papaya, sliced eggplants, salted field
crabs, and a thick unpasteurised fish sauce known as blah rdh. Far more common in Bangkok
is dam tai, which includes dried shrimp and peanuts, and is seasoned with bottled fish sauce.
Almost always made by women, sém-dam is also primarily also enjoyed by women, often as a
snack rather than an entire meal - the intense spiciness providing a satisfying mental ‘full’.

and kéun chai (Chinese celery). Most yam are served at room temperature or
just slightly warmed by any cooked ingredients. The dish functions equally
well as part of a meal, or on its own as gap gldam, snack food to accompany
a night of boozing.

Perhaps the zenith of this style of cooking is northeastern Thailand’s
som-dam (see boxed text, above).

Fruits

Being a tropical country, Thailand excels in the fruit department with ex-
ceptionally delicious sap-ba-rot (pineapple), md-ld-gor (papaya) and daang
moh (watermelon) sold from ubiquitous vendor carts, often accompanied by
a dipping mix of salt, sugar and ground chilli. You'll find more exotic fruits
sold in produce markets. The king of fruits is the spiky-shelled ti-ree-an
(durian), an acridly pungent delicacy in Southeast Asia. The fruit smells so
strong that it is banned from airlines, air-conditioned buses and some ho-
tels. Other seasonal fruits that you deserve to meet include creamy ndy nah
(custard apple), the Velcro tennis-ball shaped ngé (rambutan), the purplish
skinned mang kit (mangosteen), and the grape-shaped ld-muit (sapodilla)
and lam yai (longan).

Md-mbo-ang (mangoes) come in a dozen varieties that are eaten at differ-
ent stages of ripeness. Some are served green and crisp and taste like apples,
while others are ripe and luscious and served in the intoxicating dessert kow
née-o md-moo-ang (mangoes and sticky rice).

Sweets

English-language Thai menus often have a section called ‘Desserts’, but
the concept takes two slightly different forms in Thailand. Korng wdihn,
which translates as ‘sweet things’, are small, rich sweets that often boast
a slightly salty flavour. Prime ingredients for kérng wdhn include grated
coconut, coconut milk, rice flour (from white rice or sticky rice), cooked
sticky rice (whole grains), tapioca, mung-bean starch, boiled taro and
various fruits. Coconut milk also features prominently in several soupier
korng wahn, to which crushed ice is often added to cool the mixture.
Egg yolks are a popular ingredient for many korng wdhn - including the
ubiquitous foy torng (literally ‘golden threads’) — probably influenced by
Portuguese desserts and pastries introduced during the early Ayuthaya
era (see boxed text, p88).

Thai sweets similar to the European concept of pastries are called ka-nom.
Here again the kitchen-astute Portuguese were influential. Probably the
most popular type of ka-ném in Thailand are the bite-sized items wrapped
in banana leaves, especially kow dom ga-ti and kéw dom mdt. Both consist
of sticky rice grains steamed with ga-t (coconut milk) inside a banana-leaf
wrapper to form a solid, almost taffylike, mass.
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MUITO OBRIGADO

Try to imagine a Thai curry without the chillies, pat tai without the peanuts, or papaya salad
without the papaya. Many of the ingredients used on a daily basis by Thais are in fact relatively
recent introductions courtesy of European traders and missionaries. During the early 16th century,
while Spanish and Portuguese explorers were first reaching the shores of Southeast Asia, there
was also subsequent expansion and discovery in the Americas. The Portuguese in particular were
quick to seize the exciting new products coming from the New World and market them in the East,
thus introducing modern-day Asian staples such as tomatoes, potatoes, corn, lettuce, cabbage,
chillies, papayas, guavas, pineapples, pumpkins, sweet potatoes, peanuts and tobacco.

Chillies in particular seem to have struck a chord with Thais, and are thought to have first
arrived in Ayuthaya via the Portuguese around 1550. Before their arrival, the natives got their
heat from bitter-hot herbs and roots such as ginger and pepper.

And not only did the Portuguese introduce some crucial ingredients to the Thai kitchen, but
also some enduring cooking techniques, particularly in the area of sweets. The bright-yellow duck
egg and syrup-based treats you see at many Thai markets are direct descendants of Portuguese
desserts known as fios de ovos (‘egg threads’) and ovos moles. And in the area surrounding
Bangkok’s Church of Santa Cruz (p133), a former Portuguese enclave, you can still find ka-ném
fa-rang, a bunlike snack baked over coals.

Although foreigners don’t seem to immediately take to most Thai sweets,
one dish few visitors have trouble with is ai-dim ga-ti, Thai-style coconut ice
cream. At more traditional shops, the ice cream is garnished with toppings
such as kidney beans or sticky rice, and is a brilliant snack on a sweltering
Thai afternoon.

DRINKS

Written and photo-

vt by theauthorof COffee, Tea & Fruit Drinks

this chapter, www Thais are big coffee drinkers, and good-quality arabica and robusta are
austinbushphotography ~ Cultivated in the hilly areas of northern and southern Thailand. The
com/category/foadblog traditional filtering system is nothing more than a narrow cloth bag

details food and dining in
Thailand.

attached to a steel handle. The bag is filled with ground coffee, and hot
water poured through producing gah-faa tiing (bag coffee) or gah-faa
boh-rahn (traditional coffee). The usual gah-faa tiing is served in a glass,
mixed with sugar and sweetened with condensed milk - if you don’t want
either, be sure to specify gah-faa dam (black coffee) followed with mdi sai
ndam-dahn (without sugar).

Black tea, both local and imported, is available at the same places that
serve real coffee. Chah tai derives its characteristic orange-red colour from
ground tamarind seed added after curing. Chah rérn (hot tea) and chah yen
(iced tea) will almost always be sweetened with condensed milk and sugar.

Fruit drinks appear all over Thailand and are an excellent way to rehydrate
after water becomes unpalatable. Most ndm pon-ld-mdi (fruit juices) are
served with a touch of sugar and salt and a whole lot of ice. Many foreigners
object to the salt, but it serves a metabolic role in helping the body to cope
with tropical temperatures.

Beer & Spirits

There are several brands of beer in Thailand but they are largely indistin-
guishable in terms of taste and quality. The Singha label is considered the
quintessential ‘Thai’ beer and like all others, is an alcohol-strong pilsner.
Pronounced sing (not ‘sing-ha’), it claims about half the domestic market, and
has an alcohol content of 6%. Beer Chang matches the hoppy taste of Singha
but pumps the alcohol content up to 7%. There are other varieties of beer,
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like Leo, that offer more alcohol for the baht. Dutch-licensed but Thailand-
brewed Heineken and Singapore’s Tiger brand are also popular selections.

When in the company of Thais, beer is rarely consumed directly from the
bottle but instead enjoys yet another communal ritual. Each drinker gets a
glass, filled with ice, into which the brew is poured. A toast goes round and
the younger member of the group is usually in charge of keeping everyone’s
glass filled with ice and beer. The ice helps keep the beverage cool in a hot
climate and combats the dehydrating effects of a hangover.

Rice whisky is a favourite of the working class, struggling students and
family gatherings as it’s more affordable than beer. Most rice whiskies are
mixed with distilled sugarcane spirits and thus have a sharp, sweet taste not
unlike rum. The most famous brands are Mekong and Sang Som, which are
typically sold in a large bottle (glom) or a flask-sized bottle (baan), and are
mixed with ice, soda water and a splash of Coke.

Once spending money becomes a priority, Thais prefer to upgrade to the
whiskies produced from barley. Johnnie Walker is of course an immediate
status symbol, but for more modest means there are a few cheaper Thai
versions (see boxed text, p90).

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK

Prepared food is available just about everywhere in Thailand, and it shouldn’t
come as a surprise that the locals do much of their eating outside the home.
In this regard, as a visitor, you'll fit right in.

Open-air markets and food stalls are among the most popular places
where Thais eat. The changing landscape of the vendor carts provides a
sun-dial service for judging the time of day. In the mornings stalls selling
coffee and Chinese-style doughnuts spring up along busy commuter cor-
ridors. At lunchtime, midday eaters might grab a plastic chair at yet another
stall for a simple stir-fry, or pick up a foam box of noodles to scarf down at
the office. In most small towns, night markets are the provincial equivalent
of a restaurant row. These hawker centres set up in the middle of town
with a cluster of vendors, metal tables and chairs, and some shopping as an
after-dinner mint.

There are, of course, restaurants (rdhn ah-hdhn) in Thailand that range
from simple food stops to formal affairs. Lunchtime is the right time to
point and eat at the rdhn kow gaang (rice-and-curry shop), which sells a
selection of pre-made dishes. The more generic rdhn ah-hdhn dahm sang
(food-to-order shop) can often be recognised by one or more tall refriger-
ated cabinets with clear glass windows at the front of the shop. These will be
filled with many of the raw ingredients — Chinese kale, tomatoes, chopped

CAN I DRINK THE ICE?

Among the most common concerns we hear from first-time visitors to Thailand is the safety of the
country’s ice. At the risk of sounding fatalistic, if it's your first time in Thailand, the ice probably is
the least of your concerns - you're almost certainly going to get sick at some point. Considering
that you're exposing yourself to an entirely different cuisine and a new and unfamiliar family of
bacteria, it's virtually inevitable that your body will have a hard time adjusting.

On the good side, in most cases this will mean little more than an upset tummy that might
set you back a day or two. You can avoid more serious setbacks, at least initially, by trying to
frequent popular restaurants/vendors where dishes are prepared to order, and only drinking
bottled water.

And the ice? We've been lacing our drinks with it for years and have yet to trace it back to
any specific discomfort.
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THE WHISKY SET

Thai beer is generally more miss than hit, so the next time you're out on the town, why not drink
like the Thais do and order a bottle of whisky?

Your first step is to choose a brand. For a particularly decadent night out, the industry stand-
ard is a bottle of bldak (Johnny Walker Black Label). Those on a budget can go for the cheaper
imported labels such as Red Label or Benmore, and a rock-bottom cheap but fun night can be
had on domestic spirits such as 100 Pipers or Sang Som. And it's not unusual to bring your own

bottle to many Thai bars, although some might charge a modest corkage fee.

As any Thai can tell you, your next immediate concern is mixers. If you're drinking whisky,
these will take the form of several bottles of soda water and a bottle or two of Coke, along with
a pail of ice. Most waitresses will bring these to you as a matter of course.

Mixing is the easiest step and requires little or no action on your part; your skilled waitress
will fill your glasses with ice followed by a shot of whisky, a splash of soda, a top-off of Coke,
and finally, a swirl with the ice tongs to bring it all together.

If you can't finish your bottle, shame on you, but don't fret, as it's perfectly normal to keep it
at the bar. Simply tell your trusted waitress, and she will write your name and the date on the
bottle and keep it for your next visit.

Thai Hawker Food by
Kenny Yee and Catherine
Gordon is an illustrated
quide to recognising and
ordering street food in
Thailand.

pork, fresh or dried fish, noodles, eggplant, spring onions - for a standard
repertoire of Thai and Chinese dishes. As the name implies, the cooks at-
tempt to prepare any dish you can name, a slightly more difficult operation
if you can’t speak Thai.

For many years, Thais celebrated special occasions with a meal at a
Chinese banquet restaurant, a cuisine viewed as more refined than their
own, or Chinese-style seafood restaurant. In recent years, Bangkok,
Chiang Mai and other internationally influenced cities tend to have
more of a Western-style restaurant scene with hip decor and nouveau or
imported cuisine.

VEGETARIANS & VEGANS

Vegetarianism isn’t a widespread trend in Thailand, but many of the tourist-
oriented restaurants cater to vegetarians. That doesn’t mean that all Thais
are monogamous carnivores; there are, however, home-grown practices of
vegetarianism and veganism rooted in a strict interpretation of Buddhism
made popular by Bangkok’s ex-Governor Chamlong Srimuang. Now there
are several nonprofit rdhn ah-hdhn mang-sa-wi-rdt (vegetarian restaurants)
in Bangkok and several provincial capitals where the food is served buffet-
style and is very inexpensive. Dishes are almost always 100% vegan (ie no
meat, poultry, fish or fish sauce, dairy or egg products).

During the Vegetarian Festival, celebrated by Chinese Buddhists in
October, many restaurants and street stalls in Bangkok, Phuket and in
the Chinese business districts of most Thai towns go meatless for one
month. Other easy, though less common, venues for vegetarian meals
include Indian restaurants, which usually feature a vegetarian section on
the menu.

The phrase Tm vegetarian’ in Thai is pom gin jair (for men) or di-chdn gin
jair (for women). Loosely translated this means ‘I eat only vegetarian food’,
which includes no eggs and no dairy products - in other words, total vegan.

EATING WITH KIDS

Dining with children, particularly with infants, in Thailand is a liberating
experience as the Thais are so fond of kids. Take it for granted that your ba-
bies will be fawned over, played with, and more than not, carried around, by
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restaurant wait staff. Regard this as a much-deserved break, not to mention
a bit of free cultural exposure.

Because much of Thai food is so spicy, there is also an entire art devoted to
ordering ‘safe’ dishes for children, and the vast majority of Thai kitchens are
more than willing to oblige. Many a child in Thailand has grown up on a diet
of little more than gaang jéut, a bland, Chinese-influenced soup containing
ground pork, soft tofu and a handful of the noodles, or variations on kow
pat, fried rice. Other mild options include kow man gai, Hainanese chicken
rice, and jéhk, rice porridge.

HABITS & CUSTOMS

Like most of Thai culture, eating conventions appear relaxed and infor-
mal but are orchestrated by many implied rules. Dining is considered an
important social occasion not only to chat with friends but to enjoy many
different dishes, which is made easier if there are more mouths interested
in sampling. You'll rarely see a Thai dining alone, and solo diners are more
common at Thailand’s original version of ‘fast-food’ restaurants, places that
serve one-plate dishes.

Whether at home or in a restaurant, Thai meals are always served ‘family-
style’, that is from common serving platters, and the plates appear in
whatever order the kitchen can prepare them. Another important factor in
a Thai meal is achieving a balance of flavours and textures. Traditionally,
the party orders a curry, a steamed or fried fish, a stir-fried vegetable dish
and a soup, taking great care to balance cool and hot, sour and sweet, salty
and plain.

When eating Thai family-style, all the dishes are arranged on the table For the best of Lonely
and everyone digs in rather than passing the plates to each diner. Reaching  planet's culinary wisdom,
over someone to a plate is customary. If you can’t reach the platter at all, it’'s ek out World Food Thai-
best to hand your plate to someone near the serving platter, who can then  fand by Joe Cummings.
place some food on your plate. Most Thais will do this automatically if they
notice you're out of platter range. When serving yourself from a common
platter, put no more than one spoonful onto your plate at a time. Heaping
your plate with all ‘your’ portions at once will look greedy to Thais unfamiliar
with Western conventions.

Originally Thai food was eaten with the fingers, and it still is in certain
regions of the kingdom. In the early 1900s, Thais began setting their tables
with fork and spoon to affect a ‘royal’ setting, and it wasn’t long before fork-
and-spoon dining became the norm in Bangkok and later spread throughout

BEYOND THE STREET STALL

Read any food magazine article about eating in Thailand, and you will inevitably find gush-
ing references to the glories of the country’s street food. While much of the food sold from
mobile carts and streetside stalls is indeed very tasty, it certainly isn't the case that only street
food is good. In fact, in our research, we've found that the best places to eat are anything
but mobile, but rather are the long-standing, family-owned restaurants typically found in aged
Sino-Portuguese shophouses. The cooks at such places have likely been serving the same dish,
or limited repertoire of dishes, for several decades, and really know what they’re doing. The
food may cost slightly more than on the street, but the setting is usually more comfortable and
hygienic, not to mention the fact that you're eating a piece of history. While such restaurants
rarely have English-language menus, you can usually point to a picture or dish. If that fails, turn
to p92 and practise your Thai.

So do indulge in a street cart or two, they're a fun part of the Thailand experience, but be
sure to try a few old-school restaurants as well.
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THE RIGHT TOOL FOR THE JOB

If you're not offered chopsticks, don't ask for them. Thai food is eaten with fork and spoon, not
chopsticks. When fa-rang (Westerners) ask for chopsticks to eat Thai food, it only puzzles the
restaurant proprietors.

Chopsticks are reserved for eating Chinese-style food from bowls, or for eating in all-Chinese
restaurants. In either case you will be supplied with chopsticks without having to ask. Unlike their
counterparts in many Western countries, restaurateurs in Thailand won’t assume you don’t know
how to use them.

the kingdom. To use these tools the Thai way, use a serving spoon, or alter-
natively your own, to take a single mouthful of food from a central dish, and
ladle it over a portion of your rice. The fork is then used to push the now food-
soaked portion of rice back onto the spoon before entering the mouth.

EAT YOUR WORDS

While some restaurants in Thailand may have English-language menus,
most will not. So you’ll need to have some stock phrases on hand to tell pat
tai from kow pat. For pronunciation guidelines, see p781.

Useful Phrases

EATING OUT
Not too spicy please. kor mai pet mahk
I'd like... kar...
glass gdaou
cup too-ay
fork sorm
spoon chdm
plate jahn blow
napkin gra-daht chét bahk
Thank you, that was delicious. korp kun mahk, aroy mahk
Bring the bill, please. kor bin
VEGETARIAN & SPECIAL MEALS
I'm allergic to... pom/di-chan pda . ..
I don't eat ... pom/di-chan gin ... mdi ddi
meat néu-asat
chicken qgai
fish blah
seafood ah-hahn td-lair
pork mdo
Does this dish have meat? ah-hdhn jahn née sai néu-a sat mdi
Please don't use fish sauce. ga-ri-nah mdi sai ndm blah
Please don’t use MSG. ga-rd-nah mdi sai pong choo rét
Don’t add salt. mdi sai gleu-a
Food Glossary
STAPLES
ah-hdhn td-lair 01T N1 seafood
Jjohk T80 thick rice soup or congee
gai 1A chicken
kai 1 eqq
ka-ném UL sweet pastries or desserts
kow jow 4190 white rice

kéw glrng 41ndd brown rice
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kéw pat QAR it
kéw blow 417lan
kow |
goo-ay dée-o ANgRg)
ging A

mado 1y

néu-a 1110

bet 1ila

blah an

blah méuk Uaniin
boo 1
VEGETABLES

pak

het

md-kéua

md-kéua-tét HelTDLNA
man fa-rang Hues
dow hdo 1A

too-a fak yow 02lng1n
too-a léu-ang DN
t00-a ngork flen
kd-ndh Azt

pak bing 1]
CONDIMENTS & SEASONINGS
king J

gleu-a Indo

ndm jim TREHY
ndm blah uian
ndm see-éw 11307
ndm som sdi chuu oy
ndm dahn 10
pak chee 1Ny
pong choo rét fyse
prik nIn
sd-rd-nda LEREIN
FRUIT

pon-ld-mdi 'l
fa-rang Hy
gléo-ay naNg
md-kahm FIERTREY
md-ld-gor HELER)]
md-méo-ang 1A
md-now UzU1D
mang-kit iine
md-prow =N
ngé e

daang moh uiTu
DRINKS

bee-a 1oy
chah %1

gah-faa NN

kréu-ang deum eI
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fried rice

plain rice

rice

rice noodles

variety of shrimp, prawn and lobster
pork

beef, meat

duck

fish

squid; cuttlefish (generic)
crab

vegetables

mushrooms

eggplant/aubergine

tomatoes

potatoes

tofu

long bean, yard bean, green bean
soybean

mung bean sprouts

Chinese kale

morning glory (a crispy green vegetable)

ginger

salt

dipping sauces
fish sauce

S0y sauce
vinegar

sugar
coriander leaf
monosodium glutamate (MSG)
chilli

mint

fruit

guava
banana
tamarind
papaya
mango

lime
mangosteen
coconut
rambutan
watermelon

beer

tea

coffee
beverages
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ndm

ndm oy

ndm déum
ndm kdang
ndm sém
ndm dow héo
nom jeut

1
ndoy
REHY
PRI
IRGET
iy
wida

METHODS OF PREPARATION

dip
néung
pow

pat
dém
tort
ydhng

Ay
il
LN

Q= Be T
Slo 2
B}

lonelyplanet.com

water or juice
sugar-cane juice
drinking water
ice

orange juice
soy milk

milk

raw
steamed

grilled (chillies, vegetables, fish and
shrimp only)

stir-fried

boiled

deep fried

grilled or roasted



Environment

THE LAND

Thailand’s odd shape is often likened to the head of an elephant with the
shaft of the trunk being represented by the Malay peninsula. More practically,
the Thai boundary encompasses 514,000 sq km, making it about the size of
France. The capital of Thailand, Bangkok, sits at about N14° latitude - level
with Madras, Manila, Guatemala and Khartoum. Because its north-south
length of 1650km spans 16 latitudinal degrees, Thailand ends up having the
most diverse climate of any country in Southeast Asia.

Northern Thailand is dominated by the Dawna-Tenasserim mountain
range, a southeast-trending extension of the Himalayan mountains. Dropping
from there into the central region, the topography mellows into a flat rice
basket fed by rivers that are as revered as the national monarchy. Thailand’s
most exalted river is the Chao Phraya, which is formed by the northern
tributaries of the Ping, Wang, Yom and Nan - a lineage as notable as any
aristocrat’s. The country’s early kingdoms emerged around the Chao Phraya
basin, still the seat of the monarchy today. The river delta spends most of the
year in cultivation - changing with the seasons from fields of emerald green
rice shoots to the golden harvests. Elegant white egrets dotting the fields add
a nice visual accent, but are practically the last wild animals in this highly
modified part of the country.

Tracing the contours of Thailand’s northern and northeastern border is
another celebrated river: the Mekong River. As the artery of Southeast Asia,
the Mekong both physically separates and culturally fuses Thailand with its
neighbours. It is a workhorse river that has been dammed for hydroelectric
power and swells and contracts based on the seasonal rains. In the dry season,
riverside farmers plant vegetables in the muddy floodplain, harvesting the
fruits of their labour before the river reclaims its territory.

The landscape of Thailand’s northeastern border is occupied by the arid
Khorat Plateau rising some 300m above the central plain. This is a hardscrab-
ble land where the rains are meagre, the soil is anaemic and the red dust stains
as stubbornly as the betel nut chewed by the ageing grandmothers.

The kingdom’s eastern rivers dump their waters and sediment into the
Gulf of Thailand, a shallow basin off the neighbouring South China Sea.
The warm, gentle waters of the gulf are an ideal cultivation ground for
brilliantly coloured coral reefs that help temper the rollicking tendencies
of the open ocean.

From the north, Thailand stretches its long slender ‘trunk’ of land south
along the Malay peninsula, where it is bordered on the east by the Gulf of
Thailand and on the west by the Andaman Sea. The Andaman Coast is an
especially splendid tropical setting of stunning blue waters and dramatic
limestone islands. Onshore, the Malay peninsula is dominated by some
final remaining stands of rainforest and ever-expanding rubber and palm-
oil plantations.

WILDLIFE

Thailand is 1650km long from north to south with such varied climate and
topography that it should come as no surprise this is home to a remarkable
diversity of flora and fauna. What is more surprising is that Thailand’s
environment is still in good shape given the country’s long history of re-
source extraction and an ever-growing push to develop its resources. In
part this is the result of courageous environmental heroes such as Seub
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Thailand'’s tallest
mountain is Doi Inthanon
(2565m).
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THAILAND’S BEST NATIONAL PARKS: SWEATY HIKES & GREAT VIEWS

Doi Inthanon (p334) Tall granite mountains, views of misty valleys and lots of birdlife; it is
best visited November to May.

Doi Phu Kha (p388) A steep mountain summit overlooking misty valleys, karst caves and
silvery waterfalls; it is best visited November to May.

Um Phang Wildlife Sanctuary (p418) Thailand’s biggest, most beautiful waterfall.

Thung Salaeng Luang National Park, Phetchabun/Phitsanulok (p396) Massive grasslands
are home to carpets of flowers (after the rainy season) and varied wild animals and birdlife.

Khao Yai (p467) A dense monsoon forest famed for its waterfalls, and bird and monkey popu-
lations; it is best visited November to April.

Phu Kradung (p526) A popular mountain hike rewarded with sunset views and lots of camp-
ing camaraderie; it is best visited January to May.

Kaeng Krachan (p552) An energy-sapping 6km hike delivers you to the summit of Phanoen
Tung for breathtaking views of misty morning valleys.

Khao Sok (p639) A pristine southern rainforest, well-suited for jungle safaris and kayak trips;
monkeys and hornbills are commonly spotted and if timed just right so is the rafflesia; it is
best visited February to May.

Thailand's rainforests
are so luxuriant that 200
species of trees have
been found growing on a
single 100 sq metre plot.

Thai Birding (www
.thaibirding.com) is a
great online resource for
bird-spottings and trip
reports.

Nakasathien (p101) as well as conscientious efforts by governmental and
environmental organisations.

Animals

In the northern half of Thailand most indigenous species are classified
zoologically as Indo-Chinese, referring to fauna originating from mainland
Southeast Asia, while that of the south is generally Sundaic, typical of pe-
ninsular Malaysia, Sumatra, Borneo and Java. An extensive overlap between
the two zoogeographical and vegetative zones, starting around Prachuap
Khiri Khan on the southern peninsula and extending north to Uthai Thani,
provides habitat for plants and animals from both zones.

Thailand is particularly rich in birdlife, with over a thousand recorded
resident and migrating species — approximately 10% of the world’s bird spe-
cies. The cool mountains of northern Thailand are populated by montane
species and migrants with clear Himalayan affinities such as flycatchers
and thrushes. The arid forests of Khao Yai National Park in northeastern
Thailand are a favourite for hornbills. Marshland birds prefer the wetlands
of the central region, while Sundaic species like Gurney’s Pitta flock to the
wetter climate of southern Thailand.

Besides abundant birdlife, visitors to the country’s national parks are most
likely to spot monkeys. Thailand is home to five species of macaque, four species
of the smaller leaf-monkey and three species of gibbons. Although they face the
same habitat loss as other native species, monkeys sometimes survive by living
in varying states of domestication with humans. The long-armed gibbons were
once raised alongside children in rural villages and macaques can be found living
in small wooded patches or unused temples in the midst of human population
centres. Monkeys are also used to harvest coconuts in family plots. But Thais’
relationship with the monkey see-saws between generosity and cruelty: food is
often given to resident monkey troops as an act of Buddhist merit-making, while
it isn’t unusual to see a monkey kept in a small cage as an ignored pet.

Other species found in the kingdom’s parks and sanctuaries include gaur
(Indian bison), banteng (wild cattle), serow (an Asiatic goat-antelope), sam-
bar deer, muntjac (barking deer), mouse deer and tapir - to name a few.
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Thailand has six venomous snakes: common cobra, king cobra, banded
krait, green viper, Malayan viper and Russell’s pit viper. Although the rela-
tively rare king cobra can reach up to 6m in length, the nation’s largest snake
is the reticulated python, which can reach a whopping 10m. The country’s
many lizard species include two commonly seen in homes - diik-gaa, a re-
clusive and somewhat homely gecko that is usual heard in the early evening
coughing its name; and jing-jok, a spirited house lizard that is usually spotted
on ceilings and walls chasing after bugs. The black jungle monitor, which
looks like a miniature dinosaur, lives in some of the southern forests.

The oceans on either side of the Malay peninsula are home to hundreds
of species of coral, and the reefs created by these tiny creatures provide the
perfect living conditions for hundreds of species of fish, crustaceans and
tiny invertebrates. You can find the world’s smallest fish (the 10mm-long
goby) and the largest (the 18m-long whale shark), plus reef denizens such
as clownfish, parrotfish, wrasse, angelfish, triggerfish and lionfish. Deeper
waters are home to larger species such as grouper, barracuda, sharks,
manta rays, marlin and tuna. You might also encounter turtles, whales
and dolphins.

Thailand’s most famous animals are also its most endangered. The
Asian elephant, a smaller cousin to the African elephant, once roamed
the forests of Indochina in great herds. The elephant’s massive size and
intelligence made it a reliable beast of burden, often corralled during im-
portant cultural festivals for the purposes of domestication. The elephant
is still a national symbol and has served many roles in Thailand’s history:
war machine, timber logger, royal transport and godlike character in the
Hindu-inherited myths. But both the wild and domesticated elephants
face extinction and displacement as Thailand’s human population in-
creases and modernises. The population of wild elephants in Thailand
is estimated at about 2000, but agricultural villages often border the few
remaining stands of elephant habitat resulting in battles between farmers
and wild elephants who are prone to raiding crops instead of foraging in
the forest. Despite the animals’ protected status, retaliation or poaching
is often seen by struggling farmers as the only solution to this threat to
their livelihood.

The domesticated elephant has become increasingly obsolete in modern
society. No longer employable in the timber industry or honoured in ceremo-
nial processions, these elephants and their mahout handlers often wander
the streets of the kingdom’s major cities reduced to beggars and sideshows.
See (p52) for information about elephant sanctuary programs.

Reclusive wild tigers stalk the hinterlands between Thailand and Myanmar
but in ever-decreasing numbers. It is difficult to obtain an accurate count

THAILAND’S BEST NATIONAL PARKS: BEACHES & CORAL GARDENS

A Field Guide to the Birds
of Thailand (2002), by
Craig Robson, is the
must-have guide for
birders.

Similan Islands (p645) A well-protected preserve famed for snorkelling and diving; it is best

visited November to May.

Ko Tarutao (p720) A series of islands that range from deserted to developed for back-to-

naturalists, coral exploration and hiking; best visited November to May.

Khao Lak/Lamru (p641) A coastal park with blonde beaches, crystal-clear water for snorkel-

ling and rainforest hikes; it is best visited January to May.

Ko Lanta (p698) A low-key island combing rainforest hiking with beach-bum activities.

Khao Sam Roi Yot (p562) A coastal mangrove forest filled with birdlife.
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0f Thailand's 280

species of mammals, the
smallest is called the
Kitti's hog-nosed bat, and
the largest is the Asian
elephant.

The Elephant Keeper
(1987; directed by Prince
Chatrichalerm Yukol) tells
the story of an honest
forestry chief who tries

to protect the wilderness
from illegal logging
interests; he is assisted by
a courageous mahout and
his faithful elephant.

of surviving tigers, but experts estimate that around 200 to 300 wild tigers
remain in Thailand. Although tiger hunting and trapping is illegal, poachers
continue to kill the cats for the lucrative overseas wildlife trade.

The rare dugong (also called manatee or sea cow), once thought extinct
in Thailand, is now known to survive in a few small pockets, mostly around
Trang in southern Thailand, but is increasingly threatened by habitat loss
and the lethal propellers of tourist boats.

Roughly 250 animal and plant species in Thailand are on the International
Union for Conservation of Nature (TUCN) list of endangered or vulnerable
species with fish, bird and plant species being the most affected. However,
the Thai government is slowly recognising the importance of conservation,
perhaps due to the efforts and leadership of Queen Sirikit. Many of the
kingdom’s zoos now have an active breeding and conservation program, and
wildlife organisations such as the Phuket Gibbon Rehabilitation Centre are
working to educate the public about native wildlife or have initiated wildlife
rescue and rehabilitation projects.

Plants

The days of Thailand as a vast jungled landscape are long gone, with the
cultivating hand of the farmer and more recently the industrialist, moulding
the canopy into field and city. In the remaining protected areas, there are two
types of primary forests: monsoon (with a distinct dry season of three months
or more) and rainforest (where rain falls more than nine months per year).
The most heavily forested provinces are Chiang Mai and Kanchanaburi.

Monsoon forests in the northern parts of the country are comprised of
deciduous trees, which are green and lush during the rainy season but dusty
and leafless during the dry season. Teak is one of the most highly valued
monsoon forest trees but it now exists only in limited quantities.

In southern Thailand, where rainfall is plentiful and distributed evenly
through the year, forests are classified as rainforests with a few areas of
monsoon forest. One remarkable plant found in some southern forests is
Rafflesia kerrii, a squat plant with a huge flower that reaches 80cm across;
you can see it at Khao Sok National Park (p639) near Surat Thani.

Most coastal areas are fringed with wetland mangroves that proved to
be a helpful buffer during the unexpected 2004 Asian tsunami. Thailand is
home to nearly 75 species of these small salt-tolerant trees that are highly
adapted to living at the edge of salt water. Unfortunately, mangrove forests
are easily dismissed as wastelands and have been heavily depleted by urban
development and commercial farming, despite the forests’ role as a protective
incubator for many coastal fish and animal species.

Flourishing in every backyard large enough to claim sunshine is an incred-
ible array of fruit trees (mango, banana, papaya, jackfruit and occasionally
durian). Common in the forests are 60 species of bamboo (more than any
other country outside China), tropical hardwoods and over 27,000 flowering
species, including Thailand’s national floral symbol, the orchid, of which
there are 1300 varieties. Commercial plantings in the south include coconut,
palm oil, cashew and rubber. In the denuded northeast eucalyptus is planted
to prevent erosion and as a cheap and quick timber source, though sadly
these plantations have no ecological value.

NATIONAL PARKS & PROTECTED AREAS

With 15% of the kingdom’s land and sea designated as park or sanctu-
ary, Thailand has one of the highest percentages of protected areas of
any nation in Asia. There are over 100 national parks, plus over a thou-
sand ‘nonhunting areas’, wildlife sanctuaries, forest reserves, botanical
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gardens and arboretums. Twenty-six of the national parks are marine
parks that protect coastal, insular and open-sea areas. Thailand began
its conservation efforts in 1960 with the creation of a national system of
wildlife sanctuaries under the Wild Animals Reservation and Protection
Act, followed by the National Parks Act of 1961. Khao Yai National
Park was the first wild area to receive this new status. In 2005, Khao
Yai, along with four other neighbouring parks and sanctuaries were
designated a Unesco World Heritage Site, spanning 230km of habitat
from Ta Phraya National Park in Cambodia to Khao Yai National Park
in Thailand.

Despite promises, official designation as a national park or sanctuary
does not always guarantee protection for habitats and wildlife. Local farm-
ers, well-moneyed developers and other business interests easily win out,
either legally or illegally, over environmental protection in Thailand’s na-
tional parks. Few people adhere to the law and there is little government
muscle to enforce regulations. Ko Chang, Ko Samet and Ko Phi-Phi are
examples of coastal areas that are facing serious development issues despite
being national parks.

Thailand’s parks are administrated by the National Park, Wildlife & Plant
Conservation Department (DNP; www.dnp.go.th), which assumed control in 2002
from the Royal Forest Department. Its website helps you to book camp-
sites and accommodation in advance, as well as providing lots of other
park-related information.

Marine national parks (as well as unprotected areas) along the Andaman
coast experienced varying amounts of damage from the 2004 tsunami.
Roughly 5% to 13% of the coral in reef systems associated with these
parks was estimated to have been heavily damaged by the waves or by
debris brought by the waves. None of the damage was extensive enough to
interfere with park activities in the long run, and in many areas the reefs
seem to be bouncing back.

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

Deforestation, Flooding & Species Loss

Typical of countries with high population densities, Thailand has put enor-
mous pressure on its ecosystems. Natural forest cover now makes up about
32% of the kingdom’s land area as compared to 70% some 50 years ago.
The rapid depletion of the country’s forests coincided with the modern
era’s shift toward industrialisation, urbanisation and commercial logging.
Although these statistics are alarming, forest loss has slowed since the turn
of the millennium to about 0.2% per year according to statistics published
by the World Bank in 2008.

In response to environmental degradation, the Thai government has
created a large number of protected areas since the 1970s and set a goal
of 40% forest cover by the middle of this century. In 1989 all logging was
banned in Thailand following a disaster the year before in which hundreds
of tonnes of cut timber washed down deforested slopes in Surat Thani
Province, burying villages and killing more than a hundred people. It is
now illegal to sell timber felled in the country, but unfortunately this law
merely sent Thai logging companies into neighbouring countries where
there is lax enforcement of environmental laws.

Seasonal flooding is a common natural disaster in Thailand, but 2006
was an exceptionally destructive year, especially in Nan Province, which
experienced its worst occurrence in 40 years after days of incessant rains.
Monsoon rains during this period caused flooding in 46 provinces in
northern and central Thailand. Another flood on the Mekong in August

ALand on Fire: The Envi-
ronmental Consequences
of the Southeast Asian
Boom (2003), by James
David Fahn, reports

on the environmental
outcome of Thailand and
its neighbours’ conversion
into modern, tourist-
oriented countries.
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YOU CALL THIS A PARK?

Why do some Thai national parks look more like tourist resorts? To be perfectly honest, the
government’s commitment to enforcement of environmental protection is more firm on paper
than practice. Back when forests were natural resources not natural treasures, the Royal Forest
Department (RFD) managed the profitable teak concessions. How does a government replace a
money-making venture like logging with a money-losing venture like conservation? A sizeable
enforcement budget would be a good start, but rarely did the necessary funds materialise to
bar moneyed interests from operating surreptitiously in public lands. The conflict between paper
legislation and economic realities became most acute in the late 1990s after the Asian currency
crisis crippled the RFD’s enforcement budget.

Another loophole arises around land ownership and land use: many of Thailand’s parks contain
local communities, in some cases marginalised ethnic minorities, subsistence farmers or fisherfolk,
whose presence pre-dates the area’s park status. Villagers can be disrespectful of forest-protection
rules that conflict with traditional practices like slash-and-burn agriculture or firewood collection;
some even augment incomes through illegal poaching. More obvious though are the southern
marine parks where coastal villagers have turned their fishing shacks into bungalows for the
emerging tourism industry. In the case of Ko Chang, for example, commercial development of
the park was orchestrated by business interests connected to the Thaksin government. The island
was once a rural community with a few basic guesthouses and intermittent electricity, but during
the Thaksin era the island was given special economic status and touted as an ecotourism model.
The end result was a sizeable profit for politically connected land buyers and a mini-Samui.

It is easy to judge Thailand for mismanaging its natural endowments when the West has, in
many cases, squandered and auctioned off their own, but the Thai government is still figuring
out its commitment to environmental protection and how to deal with temptations of a new

revenue source: tourism.

Ecology Asia (www
.ecologyasia.com) has
an econews section that
archives green headlines
in Thailand.

2008 inundated more than 2200 villages and was considered the worst in
a century for some areas.

Many environmental experts suspect human alteration of natural flood
barriers and watercourses could be responsible for increased occurrences
of severe flooding. Increased incidents of flooding along the Mekong
River is often linked to upstream infrastructure projects, like dams and
removal of rapids for easier navigation, and increasing human popula-
tions along the river. Deforestation and destruction of wetlands and river
margins are some of the many compounding factors. Another emerg-
ing component is the role of climate change in the increase of seasonal
rains that overload the ability of the ecosystem to absorb and transport
excess water.

Thailand is a signatory to the UN Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species (Cites), and although Thailand has a better record than
most of its neighbours, corruption hinders government attempts to protect
‘exotic’ species from the lucrative global wildlife trade, which is the third
largest black-market activity after drugs and arms dealing. As the border
between Thailand and Myanmar becomes more stable, it becomes easier
for poachers and illegal loggers to move contraband from the unregulated
forests of Myanmar into the markets of Thailand and beyond. Southeast
Asia is a poaching hot-spot due to the region’s biodiversity and because of
inconsistent enforcement of wildlife protection laws.

In any case wildlife experts agree that the greatest danger faced by Thai
fauna is neither hunting nor the illegal wildlife trade but rather habitat loss
— as is true worldwide. Species that are notably extinct in Thailand include
the kouprey (a type of wild cattle), Schomburgk’s deer and the Javan rhino,
but innumerable smaller species have also disappeared with little fanfare.
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Coastal Development & Overfishing

Coastal development is putting serious pressure on Thailand’s diverse coral
reef system and marine environment. It is estimated that about 40% of
Thailand’s coral reefs have died and that the annual loss of healthy reefs
will continue at a rate of 20% a year. Coral’s biggest threat is sedimenta-
tion from coastal development, like new condos, hotels, roads and houses.
Other common problems include pollution from anchored tour boats,
rubbish and sewage dumped directly into the sea, and agricultural and
industrial run-off. Coastal development and the attendant light pollution
also threaten the breeding cycles of the marine turtles who rely on a dark
night sky lit by the moon.

The overall health of the ocean is further impacted by large-scale fishing
undertaken by Thailand and its neighbours. Fish catches have declined by
up to 33% in the Asia-Pacific region and the upper portion of the Gulf
of Thailand is no longer as fertile as it once was. Most of the commercial
catches are sent to overseas markets and rarely see a Thai dinner table.
The seafood sold in Thailand is typically from fish farms, another large
coastal industry for the country.

Air & Water Pollution

Bangkok is once one of the most polluted cities in the world with at least

a million Bangkok residents suffering from respiratory problems or al-

lergies triggered by air pollution. However, over the past couple years | There are over five
Bangkok has dramatically cut back on air pollution and become a role  illion registered cars
model in Asia for its remarkable efforts. Even as the number of cars on i pangkok.
Bangkok’s roads rose by 40%, the average level of air pollution was cut

by 47%, placing BangkoKk’s air quality within permissible standards for

cities in the USA.

CHAMPION OF THE FOREST: SEUB NAKASATHIEN

Civil servants, no matter their dedication, rarely leave a legacy beyond their professional circle.
But Seub Nakasathien turned his salaried position with the Royal Forest Department into an
inspiration for stewardship.

In the mid-1970s, Seub Nakasathien began working for the Wildlife Conservation Division of
the Royal Forest Department (RFD) at a small wildlife sanctuary in Chonburi Province, where he
first encountered the impediments to conservation in Thailand’s parks: underpaid staff charged
with protecting the forests from exploitative interests, often acting with consent from forestry
officials. Many low-rung employees chose to avoid conflict (that could often result in death) by
overlooking blatantly illegal activity. Seub managed to find a middle path in which he earned
the respect of both his peers and his adversaries.

After completing a master’s degree in environmental conservation overseas, Seub returned
to Thailand and was promoted to the chief management position at Huay Kha Khaeng Wildlife
Sanctuary in 1989. This remote sanctuary is on the border with Myanmar and is one of the hot
spots for illegal logging and wildlife poaching. In an attempt to block an RFD-supported logging
concession, Seub appealed to Unesco to designate the Thung Yai/Huay Kha Khaeng Wildlife
Sanctuary a World Heritage Site.

The sanctuary was approved for World Heritage status a year later but by then Seub had
resigned from his struggles by taking his own life in September 1990, or at least it is popularly
believed that his death was suicide. Prior to his death, he donated his research gear to a wildlife
centre and built a shrine dedicated to the park rangers who had given their lives to protect Huay
Kha Khaeng. He was adopted as a martyr and hero of Thailand’s environmental movement in the
1990s, and the Seub Foundation (www.seub.or.th, in Thai) established in his memory continues the
work of conservation and protection for park rangers who stand up to illegal activities.
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Chiang Mai, Thailand’s second largest city, is also heading towards air
pollution issues due to traffic pressures and further augmented by agri-
cultural burning and household rubbish fires, but this city could turn the
situation around if it made a commitment similar to BangkoKk’s.

Water pollution varies according to region but is, as would be expected,
most acute in the Bangkok metropolitan area because of the relatively high
concentration of factories, particularly east of the city. Chemical run-off
from agribusiness, coastal shrimp farming and untreated sewage also pol-
lutes groundwater and coastal areas.

ENVIRONMENTAL ORGANISATIONS

There are a number of nongovernmental organisations (NGO) working
on rural- and forest-related issues in Thailand, especially environmental
justice regarding minority hill tribes. International funding, research and
policy organisations are typically headquartered in Bangkok. Along the
Gulf and Andaman coasts are informal village associations that regard the
ocean as their backyard and periodically orchestrate beach clean-ups or
animal rescues. The following activist or research organisations work on
environmental and conservation issues in Thailand. For information on
environmental volunteer opportunities, see p52.

Bird Conservation Society of Thailand (@ 0 2691 4816; www.bcst.or.th/eng) Works to
preserve birding sites through public and government outreach.

Friends of Asian Elephant (&) 0 2509 1200; en.elephant-soraida.com) A Thai NGO that
operates an animal hospital in Mae Yao National Park in Lampung Province, treating abused and
injured elephants.

Sanithirakoses-Nagapateepa Foundation (www.sulak-sivaraksa.org) An umbrella group
working on numerous environmental and social justice issues in the spirit of the 1995 Alternative
Nobel Prize winner, Sulak Sivaraksa.

Southeast Asia Rivers Network (Searin; @) 0 5340 8873; www.livingriversiam.org/indexE
.htm) An activist group working to maintain local communities’ access to rivers and waterways
and to oppose the development of large-scale damming projects. Its projects focus on the
Mekong, Mun and Salween Rivers.

Thailand Environment Institute (TEI; @ 0 2503 3333; www.tei.or.th) A nonprofit research
institute devoted to sustainable human development and promoting green business models.

Wild Animal Rescue Foundation of Thailand (WAR; (@& 0 2712 9715; www.warthai.org)
One of Thailand’s leading conservation NGOs working to protect native species through rehabilita-
tion programs and conservation projects.

World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF; & 0 2524 6128; www.wwfthai.org) Has a Thailand-
based office working on reducing human—-wild elephant conflicts and protecting the ecosystem of
the Mekong River and marine environment.

© Lonely Planet Publications. To make it easier for you to use, access to this chapter is not digitally
restricted. In return, we think it’s fair to ask you to use it for personal, non-commercial purposes
only. In other words, please don’t upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass email it to
everyone you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions on our site for a longer way of saying
the above - ‘Do the right thing with our content.’
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Bangkok

Formerly the epitome of the steamy Asian metropolis, in recent years Bangkok has gone
under the knife and emerged as a rejuvenated starlet, defiantly daring people to guess
her age. Her wrinkles haven't totally been erased, but you might not notice them in the
ever-expanding and efficient public transportation system, air-conditioned mega-malls and
international-standard restaurants. A diverse international community, a burgeoning art scene
and a brand-new airport complete the new look, making even frequent visitors wonder what
happened to the girl they once knew.

But don't take this to mean that there’s no ‘real’ Bangkok left. The Royal Palace and Wat
Phra Kaew still sparkle just as they did more than 200 years ago. You can still taste classic
Bangkok cuisine in the shophouses of Banglamphu, and Skytrains and the Metro have had
little impact on the canalside houses of Thonburi. The traditional framework that made this
city unique is still very much alive and kicking, and can be found a short walk from any
Skytrain station or probably just around the corner from your hotel.

To really experience the Bangkok of today, it's necessary to drop all preconceived notions
of what the city ‘should’ be like and explore both of these worlds. Take the air-conditioned
Metro to sweltering, hectic Chinatown, or the soggy klorng boat ride to the chic Central
World mall. Along the way we're sure you'll find that the old personality and the new face
culminate in one sexy broad indeed.

HIGHLIGHTS

Skipping between sightseeing spots
aboard the Chao Phraya Express (p185)

Exploring the streets of old Bangkok, includ-
ing Ko Ratanakosin (p141), on foot

Learning to make authentic Thai dishes
at one of Bangkok’s numerous cooking
schools (p144)

. S % Ko Ratanakosin
Toasting the stars and the twinkling skyscraper

lights atop a rooftop bar, such as Moon Bar at
Vertigo (p169) or Sirocco Sky Bar (p169) T Chao Phraya Express

% Chinatown

Getting blissfully pounded into submission *

. " Kirocco Moon Bar
at one of the city’s terrific value massage Sky Bar at Vertigo
parlours (p140)

Eating yourself into a stupor on the streets
of Chinatown (p164)

Getting out of the city and visiting the
nearby canalside town of Amphawa (p190)

BEST TIME TO VISIT: NOVEMBER-FEBRUARY POPULATION: 7.7 MILLION
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HISTORY

The centre of government and culture in
Thailand today, Bangkok was a historical
miracle during a time of turmoil. Following
the fall of Ayuthaya in 1767, the kingdom
fractured into competing forces, from which
General Taksin emerged as a decisive uni-
fier. He established his base in Thonburi, on
the western bank of Mae Nam Chao Phraya
(Chao Phraya River), a convenient location
for sea trade from the Gulf of Thailand.
Taksin proved more of a military strategist
than a popular ruler. He was later deposed
by another important military general, Chao
Phraya Chakri, who moved the capital across
the river in 1782 to a more defensible loca-
tion in anticipation of a Burmese attack. The
succession of his son in 1809 established the
present-day dynasty, and Chao Phraya Chakri
is referred to as Rama L.

Court officials envisioned the new capital
as a resurrected Ayuthaya, complete with an
island district (Ko Ratanakosin) carved out of
the swampland and cradling the royal court
(the Grand Palace) and a temple to the auspi-
cious Emerald Buddha (Wat Phra Kaew). The
emerging city, which was encircled by a thick
wall, was filled with stilt and floating houses
ideally adapted to seasonal flooding.

Modernity came to the capital in the late
19th century as European aesthetics and
technologies filtered east. During the reigns
of Rama IV (King Mongkut) and Rama V
(King Chulalongkorn), Bangkok received
its first paved road (Th Charoen Krung)
and a new royal district (Dusit) styled after
European palaces.

Bangkok was still a gangly town when
soldiers from the American war in Vietnam
came to rest and relax in the city’s go-go bars
and brothels. It wasn’t until the boom years
of the 1980s and *90s that Bangkok exploded
into a fully fledged metropolis crowded with
hulking skyscrapers and an endless spill of
concrete that gobbled up rice paddies and
green space. The city’s extravagant tastes were
soon tamed by the 1997 economic meltdown,
the effects of which can still be seen a decade
later in the numerous half-built skyscrapers.

In recent years Bangkok has yet again
started to redefine itself, and projects such
as the Skytrain and Metro have begun to
address the city’s notorious traffic prob-
lems, while simultaneously providing the
city with a modern face. A spate of giant
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air-conditioned mega-malls has some parts
of the city looking a lot like Singapore, and
it’s only a matter of time before Bangkok’s
modernisation reaches the level of other
leading Asian capitals.

ORIENTATION

Occupying the east side of Mae Nam Chao
Phraya, Bangkok proper can be divided in two
by the main north-south railway terminating
at Hualamphong train station.

The portion between the serpentine river and
the railway is old Bangkok, a district of holy tem-
ples, crowded markets and family-owned shop-
houses. Swarming either side of the train station
is the dense neighbourhood of Chinatown, a
frenzy of red, gold and neon. Chinatown’s chaos
is subdued by Ko Ratanakosin, the former royal
enclave and Bangkok’s most popular tourist
district. Charming Banglamphu and the back-
packer strip of Th Khao San (Khao San Rd)
are north up the river. Crowning the old city is
Dusit, a planned homage to the great European
capitals, and the easy-going neighbourhood
of Thewet.

East of the railway is new Bangkok,
a modern Asian city with little charm.
Around Siam Square is a universe of boxy
shopping centres that attracts fashion-savvy
Thai teenagers and shopping-holiday tour-
ists. Th Sukhumvit runs a deliberate course
from the geographic city centre to the Gulf
of Thailand, and has limblike tributaries
reaching into corporate-expat cocoons and
the girly-bar scene at Soi Cowboy and Nana
Entertainment Plaza.

BangkoK’s financial district centres along
Th Silom, which cuts an incision from the river
to Lumphini Park. Intersecting Th Silom near
the river is Th Charoen Krung, Bangkok’s first
paved road that was once the artery for the
city’s mercantile shipping interests. Its narrow
sois (lanes) branch off through the old fa-rang
(foreigners of European descent) quarters that
are littered with decaying Victorian monu-
ments, churches and the famous Oriental
Hotel. True to the city’s resistance to effi-
ciency, there are two main embassy districts:
Th Withayu/Wireless Rd and Th Sathon.

On the opposite (west) side of the river is
Thonburi, which was Thailand’s capital for 15
years, before Bangkok was founded. Fang ton
(Thonburi Bank), as it’s often called by Thais,
seems more akin to the provincial capitals
than Bangkok’s glittering high-rises.
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Bangkok’s main international airport,
Suvarnabhumi (pronounced si-wan-nd-poom),
is located 30km east of the city centre. Some
domestic flights still use the old Don Muang
Airport, north of the city. For details on how
to get to and from these equidistant ports,
see p183.

Bangkok Addresses

Any city as large and unplanned as Bangkok
can be tough to get around. Street names are in-
timidating, and the problem is compounded by
the inconsistency of romanised spellings as well
as a mystifying array of winding streets that
never lead where a map dares to propose.

The Thai word thandn (Th) means road,
street or avenue. Hence Ratchadamnoen Rd
(sometimes called Ratchadamnoen Ave) is
always Th Ratchadamnoen in Thai.

A soi is a small street or lane that runs off a
larger street. So, the address referred to as 48/3-
5 Soi 1, Th Sukhumvit, will be located off Th
Sukhumvit on Soi 1. Alternative ways of writing
the same address include 48/3-5 Th Sukhumvit
Soi 1 or even just 48/3-5 Sukhumvit 1. Some
Bangkok sois have become so large that they
can be referred to both as thanon and soi, eg
Soi Sarasin/Th Sarasin and Soi Asoke/Th Asoke.
Smaller than a soi is a trok (drork; alleyway).

Building numbers are equally confounding;
the string of numbers divided by slashes and
dashes (eg 48/3-5 Soi 1, Th Sukhumvit) indicate
lot disbursements rather than sequential geog-
raphy. The number before the slash refers to the
original lot number; the numbers following the
slash indicate buildings (or entrances to build-
ings) constructed within that lot. The preslash
numbers appear in the order in which they were
added to city plans, while the postslash numbers
are arbitrarily assigned by developers.

Maps

A map is essential for finding your way around
Bangkok. The long-running and oft-imitated
Nancy Chandler’s Map of Bangkok is a schematic
guide to the city, with listings of out-of-the-way
places, beloved restaurants, and colourful an-
ecdotes about neighbourhoods and markets.
It is an entertaining visual guide but should be
complimented by a more hard-nosed navigator,
such as Think Net’s Bangkok bilingual map with
accompanying mapping software. To master the
city’s bus system, purchase Roadway’s Bangkok
Bus Map. The Thai Marine Department prints
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the free map Boat to All Means, which shows the
routes of all water-bound transport in Bangkok.
Ask for a copy at any large river or canal boat
pier. For visitors who consider eating a part of
sightseeing, check out Ideal Map’s Good Eats
series, which has mapped legendary mom-and-
pop restaurants in three of Bangkok’s noshing
neighbourhoods. For nightcrawlers, Groovy
Map’s Bangkok Map ’n’ Guide series makes a
good drinking companion.

If travelling to districts outside central
Bangkok, invest in Bangkok & Vicinity A to
Z Atlas, which covers the expressways and
surrounding suburbs.

INFORMATION

Bookshops

For a decent selection of English-language
books and magazines, branches of Bookazine
(www.bookazine.co.th) and B2S (www.b2s.co.th) can
be found at nearly every mall in central
Bangkok. The Banglamphu area is home to
nearly all of Bangkok’s independent book-
stores, in addition to at least three branches
of Bookazine. Th Khao San is virtually the
only place in town to go for used English-
language books. You’re not going to find any
deals there, but the selection is decent.

Asia Books (www.asiabook.com) Soi 15 (Map pp122-3; Soi
15,221 Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Asoke); Siam Discovery Center
(Map pp120-1; 4th fl, Th Phra Ram [; Skytrain Siam) Also a
branch in the Emporium Shopping Centre on Th Sukhumvit
(Map pp122-3).

Dasa Book Café (Map pp122-3; & 0 26612993; 710/4
Th Sukhumvit, btwn Soi 26 & 28; Skytrain Phrom Phong)
Multilingual used bookstore.

Kinokuniya Siam Paragon (Map pp120-1; (@) 0 2610
9500; www.kinokuniya.com; 3rd fl, Th Phra Ram I;
Skytrain Siam) Emporium (Map pp122-3; @) 0 2664
8554; 3rd fl, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Phrom Phong) The
country’s largest book store has two branches, both
featuring multilanguage selections, magazines and
children’s books.

RimKhobFah Bookstore (Map pp114-15; (@) 0 2622
3510; 78/1 Th Ratchadamnoen) This shop specialises in
scholarly publications from the Fine Arts Department on
Thai art and architecture.

Saraban (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2629 1386; 106/1 Th
Rambutri) Stocking the largest selection of international
newspapers and new Lonely Planet guides on Th Khao San.
Shaman Bookstore (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2629 0418;
D&D Plaza, 71 Th Khao San) With two locations on Th
Khao San and one at 127 Th Tanao, Shaman has the area’s
largest selection of used books; titles here can
conveniently be searched using a computer program.
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BANGKOK IN...

For the best of what this city has to offer, try mixing and matching these suggestions.

One Day
Get up as early as you can and take the Chao Phraya Express (p185) to Nonthaburi Market
(p180). On your way back, explore the ancient sites of Ko Ratanakosin (p109), followed by an
authentic lunch in Banglamphu (p161).

After freshening up, get a new perspective on the city with sunset cocktails at one of the
rooftop bars (p169), followed by dinner downtown such as upscale Thai at Bo.lan (p166) or
flawless international cuisine at Cy’an (p167).

Three Days

Allow the Skytrain (p184) to whisk you to various shopping (p175) destinations, punctuated by
a buffet lunch (p168) at one of the city’s hotels. Wrap up the daylight hours with a traditional
Thai massage (p140). Then work off those calories at the dance clubs of RCA (p172).

One Week

Now that you're accustomed to the noise, pollution and traffic, you're ready for Chinatown (p143).
Spend a day at Chatuchak Weekend Market (p179) or enrol in a cooking school (p144). Fresh
air fiends can escape the city at Ko Kret (p192), a car-less island north of Bangkok, or charter a
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long-tail boat to ride through Thonburi’s canals (p141).

Cultural Centres

Various international cultural centres in
Bangkok organise film festivals, lectures, lan-
guage classes and other educational liaisons.
Alliance Francaise (Map p124; @& 0 2670 4200; www
.alliance-francaise.or.th; 29 Th Sathon Tai; Metro Lumphini)
British Council (Map pp120-1; @ 0 2652 5480; www
britishcouncil.or.th; Siam Sq, 254 Soi Chulalongkorn 64, Th
Phra Ram I; Skytrain Siam)

Foreign Correspondents Club of Thailand (FCCT; Map
pp120-1; (&) 02652 0580; www.fccthai.com; Penthouse,
Maneeya Center, 518/5 Th Ploenchit; Skytrain Chitlom)
Goethe Institut (Map p124; @ 0 2287 0942; www
.goethe.de; 18/1 Soi Goethe, btwn Th Sathon Tai & Soi
Ngam Duphli; Metro Lumphini)

Japan Foundation (Map pp122-3; @& 0 2260 8560;
Serm-mit Tower, 159 Soi Asoke/21, Th Sukhumvit; bus
136, 206)

Emergency

If you have a medical emergency and need
an ambulance, contact the English-speaking
hospitals listed on opposite. In case of a police
or safety issue, contact the city hotlines for the
following emergency services:

Fire (@ 199)

Police/Emergency () 191)

Tourist police (@ 1155; £ 24hr) An English-speaking
unit that investigates criminal activity involving tourists,
including gem scams. It can also act as a bilingual liaison
with the regular police.

Internet Access
There’s no shortage of internet cafes in
Bangkok competing to offer the cheapest and
fastest connection. Rates vary depending on
the concentration and affluence of net-heads -
Banglamphu is infinitely cheaper than
Sukhumvit or Silom, with rates as low as 20B
per hour. Many internet shops are adding Skype
and headsets to their machines so that interna-
tional calls can be made for the price of surfing
the web. A convenient place to take care of your
communication needs in the centre of Bangkok
is the TrueMove Shop (Map pp120-1; &) 02658 4449; www
truemove.com; Soi 2, Siam Sq; £ 7am-8pm; Skytrain Siam). Tt
has high-speed internet computers equipped
with Skype, sells phones and mobile subscrip-
tions, and can also provide information on city-
wide wi-fi access for computers and phones.
Wi-fi, mostly free of charge, is becom-
ing more and more ubiquitous around
Bangkok and is available at more businesses
and public hotspots than we have space to
list here. For relatively authoritative lists
of wi-fi hotspots in Bangkok, go to www
.bkkpages.com (under ‘Bangkok Directory’)
or www.stickmanbangkok.com.

Libraries

Although Bangkok’s libraries may not im-
press you with their stock, they make a
peaceful escape from the heat and noise.
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National Library (Map pp112-13; @ 0 2281 5212; Th
Samsen; admission free; £} 9am-6.30pm Mon-Fri, to 5pm
Sat & Sun; river ferry Tha Thewet) A few foreign-language
resources, but the library’s strength is in its astrological
books and star charts, as well as recordings by the king
and sacred palm-leaf writings and ancient maps.

Neilson Hays Library (Map pp118-19; @& 02233 1731;
www.neilsonhayslibrary.com; 195 Th Surawong; family
membership 3300B; %} 9.30am-5pm Tue-Sun; Skytrain
Surasak) The oldest English-language library in Thailand,
with many children’s books and a decent selection of titles
on Thailand.

Media

Daily newspapers are available at streetside
newsagents. Monthly magazines are available
in most bookstores.

Bangkok 101 (www.bangkok101.com) A monthly city
primer with photo essays and reviews of sights, restau-
rants and entertainment.

Bangkok Post (www.bangkokpost.net) The leading
English-language daily with Friday and weekend supple-
ments covering city events.

BK Magazine (www.bkmagazine.com) Free weekly
listings mag for the young and hip.

The Nation (www.nationmultimedia.com) English-
language daily with a heavy focus on business.

Medical Services

Thanks to its high standard of hospital care,
Bangkok is fast becoming a destination for
medical tourists shopping for more afford-
able dental check-ups, elective surgery and
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cosmetic procedures. Pharmacists (chemists)
throughout the city can diagnose and treat
most minor ailments (Bangkok belly, sinus
and skin infections etc). The following hospi-
tals offer 24-hour emergency services, and the
numbers below should be contacted if you
need an ambulance or immediate medical
attention. Most of these hospitals also have
daily clinics with English-speaking staff.
Bangkok Christian Hospital (Map pp118-19; &) 02235
1000-07; 124 Th Silom; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom)
BNH (Map pp118-19; @) 0 2686 2700; 9 Th Convent, off
Th Silom; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom)

Bumrungrad Hospital (Map pp122-3; @ 02667 1000;
33 Soi Nana Neua/3, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Ploenchit)
Samitivej Hospital (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2711 8000; 133
Soi 49, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Phrom Phong)

St Louis Hospital (Map pp118-19; @ 0 2675 9300; 215
Th Sathon Tai; Skytrain Surasak)

Rutnin Eye Hospital (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2639 3399;
80/1 Soi Asoke/21, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Asoke, Metro
Sukhumvit) Contact this hospital for urgent eye care.

Money

Regular bank hours in Bangkok are 10am to
4pm, and ATMs are common in all areas of
the city. Many Thai banks also have currency-
exchange bureaus; there are also exchange
desks within the Skytrain stations and within
eyeshot of most tourist areas. Go to 7-Eleven
shops or other reputable places to break 1000B
bills; don’t expect a vendor or taxi to be able to
make change on a bill 500B or larger.

Several Bangkok residents, both local and foreign, have taken their experiences to the ‘small
screen’ and maintain blogs and websites about living in Bangkok. Some of the more informative

or entertaining include:

2Bangkok (www.2bangkok.com) News sleuth and history buff follows the city headlines from

today and yesterday.

Absolutely Bangkok (www.absolutelybangkok.com) Bangkok news, views and links to several

other good blogs and sites.

Austin Bush Food Blog (www.austinbushphotography.com/category/foodblog) Written by the author
of this chapter, the blog focuses on food culture and eating in Bangkok and elsewhere.

Bangkok Jungle (www.hangkokjungle.com) A blog on the city’s live music scene.

Gnarly Kitty (www.gnarlykitty.blogspot.com) Written by a female native of Bangkok, a place
where ‘there are always things worth ranting about'.

Newley Purnell (www.newley.com) This Bangkok-based American freelance writer comments on
everything from local politics to his profound love for pat ga-prow stir-fry.

Stickman (www.stickmanbangkok.com) Formerly associated with naughty Bangkok nightlife, the
‘new’ Stickman is a more general blog about life, work and love in Bangkok.

[
=
=
(o)
=
o
=




BANGKOK

108 BANGKOK -+ Dangers & Annoyances

Post

Main post office (Map pp118-19; Th Charoen Krung;
£%4 8am-8pm Mon-Fri, to Tpm Sat & Sun; river ferry Tha
Si Phraya) Services include poste restante and packaging
within the main building. Do not send money or valuables
via regular mail. Branch post offices throughout the city
also offer poste restante and parcel services.

Telephone & Fax

BangkoK’s city code (@ 02) is incorporated
into all telephone numbers dialled locally
or from outside the city. Public phones for
both domestic and international calls are well
distributed throughout the city.
Communications Authority of Thailand (CAT; Map
pp118-19; @& 02573 0099; Th Charoen Krung; ¥ 24hr;
river ferry Oriental) Next door to the main post office;
offers Home Country Direct service, fax transmittal and
phone-card services.

Telephone Organization of Thailand (TOT; Map
pp120-1; @ 02251 1111; Th Ploenchit; Skytrain Chitlom)
Long-distance calling services and an English version of
Bangkok's Yellow Pages.

Toilets

Public toilets in Bangkok are few and far
between and your best bet is to head for a
shopping centre, hotel or fast-food restaurant.
Shopping centres might charge 2B to 5B for a
visit; some newer shopping centres have toi-
lets for the disabled. Despite what you’ll hear,
squat toilets are a dying breed in Bangkok.

Tourist Information

Official tourist offices distribute maps, bro-
chures and advice on sights and activities.
Don’t confuse these free services with the
licensed travel agents that book tours and
transport on a commission basis. Often, travel
agencies incorporate elements of the official
national tourism organisation name (Tourism
Authority of Thailand; TAT) into their own
to purposefully confuse tourists.

Bangkok Information Center (Map pp114-15;

@) 0 2225 7612-5; www.bangkoktourist.com; 17/1 Th
Phra Athit; £ 9am-7pm; river ferry Tha Phra Athit)
City-specific tourism office provides maps, brochures and
directions; yellow information booths staffed by student
volunteers are located throughout the city.

Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT, @) 1672 for
assistance 8am-8pm; www.tourismthailand.org) Head Of-
fice (Map pp112-13; @ 0 2250 5500; 1600 Th Petchaburi
Tat Mai; £¥4 8.30am-4.30pm; Skytrain City Air Terminal,
Metro Phetburi); Banglamphu (Map pp114-15; @) 02283
1555; cnr Th Ratchadamnoen Nok & Th Chakrapatdipong;
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FREE RIDE

Launched in 2008, Green Bangkok Bike is a
municipally sponsored program encouraging
visitors to explore parts of old Bangkok by bi-
cycle. The small green bikes can be borrowed
for free, and an expansive tourist route en-
compassing the area’s major sites has been
marked by relatively clear road signs and
occasional green bike lanes. There are eight
stations spread out between Ko Ratanakosin
and Banglamphu, and the suggested start-
ing/ending point is at the southwest corner
of Sanam Luang (p129), across from the
main entrance to Wat Phra Kaew. Bikes are
available from 10am to 6pm, and you'll need
some form of ID to borrow one.

£%9 8.30am-4.30pm) Opposite the boxing stadium;
Suvarnabhumi International Airport ( & 0 2134 4077; 2nd fl,
btwn Gates 2 & 5; ¥} 8am-4pm).

Travel Agencies
Bangkok is packed with travel agencies where
you can book bus and air tickets. Some are
reliable, while others are fly-by-night scams
issuing bogus tickets or promises of (unde-
livered) services. Ask for recommendations
from fellow travellers before making a major
purchase from a travel agent. Generally, it’s
best to buy bus and train tickets directly from
the station rather than via travel agents.

The following are some long-running
agencies:
Diethelm Travel (Map p124; (@) 0 2660 7000; www
.diethelmtravel.com; 12th fl, Kian Gwan Bldg II, 140/1 Th
Withayu/Wireless Rd; Skytrain Phloenchit)
STA Travel (Map pp118-19; @& 0 2236 0262; www.sta
travel.co.th; 14th fl, Wall Street Tower, 33/70 Th
Surawong; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom)
Vieng Travel (Map pp114-15; @) 0 2280 3537; www
.viengtravel.com; Trang Hotel, 97/3 Th Wisut Kasat; bus 49)

DANGERS & ANNOYANCES

You are more likely to be charmed rather
than coerced out of your money in Bangkok.
Practised con artists capitalise on Thailand’s
famous friendliness and a revolving door of
clueless tourists. Bangkok’s most heavily tour-
isted areas — Wat Phra Kaew, Wat Pho, Jim
Thompson’s House, Th Khao San, Erawan
Shrine - are favourite hunting grounds for
these scallywags. The best prevention is
knowledge, so before hitting the ground, be-



lonelyplanet.com

COMMON BANGKOK SCAMS

BANGKOK -« Sights 109

Commit these classic rip-offs to memory and join us in our ongoing crusade to outsmart Bangkok’s
crafty scam artists. For details on the famous gem scam, see the boxed text on p180.

Closed today Ignore any ‘friendly’ local who tells you that an attraction is closed for a Bud-
dhist holiday or for cleaning. These are set-ups for trips to a bogus gem sale.

Tuk-tuk rides for 10B Say goodbye to your day'’s itinerary if you climb aboard this ubiquitous
scam. These alleged ‘tours’ bypass all the sights and instead cruise to all the fly-by-night gem

and tailor shops that pay commissions.

Flat-fare taxi ride Flatly refuse any driver who quotes a flat fare (usually between 100B and
150B for in-town destinations), which will usually be three times more expensive than the
reasonable meter rate. Walking beyond the tourist area will usually help in finding an honest
driver. If the driver has ‘forgotten’ to put the meter on, just say, ‘Meter, kha/khap’.

Tourist buses to the south On the long journey south, well-organised and connected thieves
have hours to comb through your bags, breaking into (and later resealing) locked bags, search-
ing through hiding places and stealing credit cards, electronics and even toiletries. This scam has
been running for years but is easy to avoid simply by carrying valuables with you on the bus.

Friendly strangers Be wary of smartly dressed men who approach you asking where you're
from and where you're going. Their opening gambit is usually followed with: ‘Ah, my son/
daughter is studying at university in (your city)’ — they seem to have an encyclopaedic knowl-
edge of major universities. As the tourist authorities here pointed out, this sort of behaviour
is out of character for Thais and should be treated with suspicion.

come familiar with the more common local
scams listed in the boxed text, below.

If you've been scammed, the tourist police
can be effective in dealing with some of the
‘unethical’ business practices and crime. But in
general you should enter into every monetary
transaction with the understanding that you
have no consumer protection or recourse.

SIGHTS

Ko Ratanakosin, Banglamphu

& Thonburi

(M=TauTAdUNT /N IdauYs

Welcome to Bangkok’s birthplace. The vast city
we know today emerged from Ko Ratanakosin,
a tiny virtual island (‘Ko’) made by dredging
a canal around Mae Nam Chao Phraya dur-
ing the late 18th century. Within this area
you'll find the glittering temples and palaces
that most visitors associate with the city. Ko
Ratanakosin’s riverfront setting is also home to
several museums, markets and universities. All
these sights are within walking distance of each
other and are best visited early in the morning
before the day comes to a boil.

Adjacent Banglamphu suffers from an ex-
treme case of bipolar disorder, encompassing
both the most characteristically old-school
Bangkok part of town as well as Th Khao San,

a brash, neon-lit decompression zone for in-
ternational backpackers. Depending on which
one you fancy, it’s not difficult to escape the
other - another of Banglamphu’s charms.
The bulk of Bangkok’s classic buildings are
found in this area, as well as lots of authentic
Bangkok cuisine and culture.

Directly across the river is Thonburi, which
served a brief tenure as the Thai capital after
the fall of Ayuthaya. Today the area along
the river is easily accessed from Bangkok’s
cross-river ferries, and there are museums and
temples here that are historical complements
to those in Ko Ratanakosin.

Despite the abundance of attractions, both
areas are still isolated from the more modern
forms of public transport. The Chao Phraya
River Express is probably the most efficient
way of reaching the area, and the klorng (canal;
also spelt khlong) taxi along Khlong Saen Saeb
is another convenient option if you're coming
from Siam Square or Sukhumvit. The closest
Skytrain station is Ratchathewi. If you're plan-
ning on doing some extensive exploring in the
area, consider borrowing one of the free Green
Bangkok Bikes (see the boxed text, opposite)
available at eight stations around the district.

(Continued on page 126)
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(Continued from page 109)

KO RATANAKOSIN

Bangkok’s biggest and gaudiest tourist sites
float regally on this artificial island. The river
ferry pier at Tha Chang is the most convenient
access point.

Wat Phra Kaew & Grand Palace
AANTEUAYNTEUTUUMITIY T

Also known as the Temple of the Emerald
Buddha, Wat Phra Kaew (Map pp114-15; &0 2224
1833; admission 3508; £V} 8.30am-3.30pm; bus 508, 512,
river ferry Tha Chang) is the colloquial name of the
vast, fairy-tale compound that also includes
the former residence of the Thai monarch,
the Grand Palace.

This ground was consecrated in 1782,
the first year of Bangkok rule, and is today
Bangkok’s biggest tourist attraction and a
pilgrimage destination for devout Buddhists
and nationalists. The 94.5-hectare grounds
encompass more than 100 buildings that
represent 200 years of royal history and ar-
chitectural experimentation. Most of the ar-
chitecture, royal or sacred, can be classified as
Ratanakosin (or old-Bangkok style).

Housed in a fantastically decorated boht and
guarded by pairs of yaksha (mythical giants),
the Emerald Buddha is the temple’s primary at-
traction. It sits atop an elevated altar, barely
visible amid the gilded decorations. The dimin-
utive figure is always cloaked in royal robes,
one for each season (hot, cool and rainy). In a
solemn ceremony, the king (or in recent years,
the crown prince) changes the garments at the
beginning of each season. For more details
about this sacred statue, see the boxed text,
opposite. Recently restored Buddhist murals line
the interior walls of the boht, and the murals of
the Ramakian (the Thai version of the Indian

DRESS FOR THE OCCASION
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epic the Ramayana) line the inside walls of
the temple compound. Originally painted dur-
ing the reign of Rama I (1782-1809) and also
recently restored, the murals illustrate the epic
in its entirety, beginning at the north gate and
moving clockwise around the compound.

Except for an anteroom here and there,
the buildings of the Grand Palace (Phra Borom
Maharatchawong) are now put to use by the
king only for certain ceremonial occasions,
such as Coronation Day (the king mostly
resides in Hua Hin).

Borombhiman Hall (eastern end), a French-in-
spired structure that served as a residence for
Rama VI, is occasionally used to house visit-
ing foreign dignitaries. In April 1981 General
San Chitpatima used it as headquarters for an
attempted coup. The building to the west is
Amarindra Hall, originally a hall of justice but
used today for coronation ceremonies.

The largest of the palace buildings is the Chakri
Mahaprasat, the Grand Palace Hall. Built in 1882
by British architects using Thai labour, the exte-
rior is a peculiar blend of Ttalian Renaissance and
traditional Thai architecture. It’s a style often
referred to as fa-rang sai chd-dah (Westerner
in a Thai crown) because each wing is topped
by a mon-dop - a heavily ornamented spire
representing a Thai adaptation of the Hindu
mandapa (shrine). The tallest mon-dop, in the
centre, contains the ashes of Chakri kings; the
flanking mon-dop enshrine the ashes of Chakri
princes. Thai kings housed their huge harems
in the inner palace area, which was guarded by
combat-trained female sentries.

Last, from east to west, is the Ratanakosin-
style Dusit Hall, which initially served as a
venue for royal audiences and later as a royal
funerary hall.

Guides can be hired at the ticket kiosk; ignore
anyone outside. Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand

Most of Bangkok’s biggest tourist attractions are in fact sacred places, and visitors should dress and
behave appropriately. In particular at Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace and in Dusit Park, you
won't be allowed to enter unless you're well covered. Shorts, sleeveless shirts or spaghetti-strap
tops, capri pants — basically anything that reveals more than your arms (not your shoulders) and
head - are not allowed. This applies to men and women. Violators can expect to be shown into
a dressing room and issued with a sarong before being allowed in. For walking in the courtyard
areas you are supposed to wear shoes with closed heels and toes, although these rules aren't as
zealously enforced. Regardless, footwear should always be removed before entering any main boht
(chapel) or wi-hdhn (sanctuary). When sitting in front of a Buddha image, tuck your feet behind
you to avoid the highly offensive pose of pointing your feet towards a revered figure.
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Palace are best reached either by a short walk
south from Banglamphu, via Sanam Luang, or
by Chao Phraya Express boat to Tha Chang.
From the Siam Square area (in front of the
MBK Center, Th Phra Ram I), take bus 47.

The admission charge for the complex in-
cludes entrance to Dusit Park (p138), which
includes Vimanmaek Teak Mansion and
Abhisek Dusit Throne Hall.

Wat Pho

FaTwE(Fansztvanu)

You'll find significantly fewer tourists here
than at Wat Phra Kaew, but Wat Pho (Wat Phra
Chetuphon; Map pp114-15; @& 0 2221 9911; Th Sanamchai;
admission 508; £ 8am-5pm; bus 508, 512, river ferry Tha Tien)
is our personal fave among Bangkok’s biggest
temples. In fact, the compound incorporates
a host of superlatives: the largest reclining
Buddha, the largest collection of Buddha im-
ages in Thailand and the country’s earliest
centre for public education.

Almost too big for its shelter, the genuinely
impressive Redining Buddha, 46m long and 15m
high, illustrates the passing of the Buddha into
nirvana (ie the Buddha’s death). The figure is
modelled out of plaster around a brick core and
finished in gold leaf. Mother-of-pearl inlay or-
naments the feet, displaying 108 different auspi-
cious ldk-sa-na (characteristics of a Buddha).

The Buddha images on display in the other
four wi-hdhn (sanctuaries) are worth a nod.
Particularly beautiful are the Phra Chinnarat
and Phra Chinnachai Buddhas, both from
Sukhothai, in the west and south chapels. The
galleries extending between the four chap-
els feature no less than 394 gilded Buddha
images, many of which display Ayuthaya or
Sukhothai features. The remains of Rama I are

TRAVELS OF THE EMERALD BUDDHA
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interred in the base of the presiding Buddha
image in the boht.

Wat Pho is also the national headquarters
for the teaching and preservation of traditional
Thai medicine, including Thai massage, a man-
date legislated by Rama III when the tradition
was in danger of extinction. The famous mas-
sage school has two massage pavilions without
air-con located within the temple area and air-
con rooms within the training facility outside
the temple (p140). Nearby stone inscriptions
showing yoga and massage techniques still
remain in the temple grounds, serving their
original purpose as visual aids.

The rambling grounds of Wat Pho cover
8 hectares, with the major tourist sites oc-
cupying the northern side of Th Chetuphon
and the monastic facilities found on the
southern side.

Amulet Market

AONANTLIATDIIAUNITIR

This equal parts bizarre and fascinating market
(Map pp114-15; Th Maharat; (%4 9am-5pm; river ferry Tha Chang)
claims both the sidewalks along Th Maharat
and Th Phra Chan, as well as a dense network
of covered market stalls near Tha Phra Chan.
The trade is based around small talismans care-
fully prized by collectors, monks, taxi drivers
and people in dangerous professions. Potential
buyers, often already sporting tens of amulets,
can be seen bargaining and flipping through
magazines dedicated to the amulets, some of
which command astronomical prices.

Also along this strip are handsome shop-
houses overflowing with family-run herbal-
medicine and traditional-massage shops, and
additional street vendors selling used books,
cassettes and, oddly enough, dentures.

The Emerald Buddha (Phra Kaew Morakot) holds a prominent position in Thai Buddhism in spite
of its size (a mere 66cm) and original material (probably jasper quartz or nephrite jade rather
than emerald). In fact, the Emerald Buddha was just another ordinary image, with no illustrious
pedigree, until its monumental ‘coming out’ in 15th-century Chiang Rai. During a fall, the image
revealed its luminescent interior, which had been covered with plaster (a common practice to
safeguard valuable Buddhas from being stolen). After a few successful stints in various temples
throughout northern Thailand, the image was stolen by Laotian invaders in the mid-16th century

and remained in that country for 200 years.

In 1778 Thailand’s King Taksin waged war against Laos, retrieving the image and mounting
it in Thonburi. Later, when the capital moved to Bangkok and General Chakri took the crown,
the Emerald Buddha was honoured with one of the country’s most magnificent monuments,

Wat Phra Kaew.
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FARE OR UNFAIR?
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If you can read Thai, you'll notice that the entrance fees to many state-run museums, temples,
galleries and national parks are significantly cheaper for Thai nationals. Until recently, foreigners
generally paid twice as much as the Thais; fair enough, we thought, considering that domestic
tax baht fund such important institutions. However, in late 2008 fees were increased significantly,
and now foreign visitors pay at least four times as much as domestic visitors. Although museum
entrance fees are still generally less than those in the west, a fee of 100B or even 200B may
cause some foreign visitors to think twice about visiting a small provincial museum or low-key

national park.

On the bright side, if you're in Bangkok and want to visit the Royal Barge Museum, the National
Gallery and the National Museum, there’s a reduced-price entrance ticket that allows access to
all three locales for only 350B (a savings of 150B). The 300B entrance fee for Wat Phra Kaew also
allows access to the wide variety of attractions at Dusit Palace Park (p138).

National Museum

RGN KR ]

Often touted as Southeast Asia’s biggest
museum, the National Museum (Map pp114-
15; @ 0 2224 1333; 4 Th Na Phra That; admission 200B;
£%9am-3.30pm Wed-Sun; bus 503, 506, 507, 53, river ferry
Tha Chang) is home to an impressive collec-
tion of religious sculpture, best appreciated
on one the museum’s twice weekly guided
tours (¥4 9.30am Wed & Thu, in English, German, Japanese
& French).

Most of the museum’s structures were
built in 1782 as the palace of Rama Is vice-
roy, Prince Wang Na. Rama V turned it into
a museum in 1874, and the current museum
consists of three permanent exhibitions
spread out over several buildings.

The historywing has made impressive bounds
towards mainstream curatorial aesthetics with a
succinct chronology of prehistoric, Sukhothai-,
Ayuthaya- and Bangkok-era events and figures.
Gems include King Ramakamhaeng’s inscribed
stone pillar, said to be the oldest record of Thai
writing; King Taksin’s throne; the Rama V sec-
tion; and the screening of King Prajadhipok’s
movie The Magic Ring.

The decorative arts and ethnology exhibit covers
every possible handicraft: traditional musical
instruments, ceramics, clothing and textiles,
woodcarving, regalia and weaponry. The ar-
chaeology and art history wing has exhibits rang-
ing from prehistoric to the Bangkok period.

In addition to the main exhibition halls, the
Buddhaisawan (Phutthaisawan) Chapel includes
some well-preserved original murals and one
of the country’s most revered Buddha images,
Phra Phut Sihing. Legend says the image came
from Sri Lanka, but art historians attribute it
to 13th-century Sukhothai.

Museum of Siam
aMURAE AN TIToufur A

This fun new museum (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2225
2777; Th Maharat; admission free; 10am-6pm Tue-Sun;
bus 508, 512, river ferry Tha Tien) employs a variety of
media to explore the origins and culture of
the Thai people. Housed in a Rama III-era
palace, the exhibits are superinteractive, well
balanced and entertaining; highlights include
the informative and engaging narrated videos
in each exhibition room, and an interactive
Ayuthaya-era battle game. The buzz runs low
on steam as you reach the latter exhibits, but
it’s still a worthwhile destination, particularly
for those travelling with children.

Lak Meuang (City Pillar)

Fananiio

Serving as the spiritual keystone of Bangkok,
Lak Meuang (Map pp114-15; cnr Th Ratchadamnoen Nai & Th
Lak Meuang; admission free; {%} 6.30am-6.30pm; bus 506, 507,
river ferry Tha Chang) is a phallus-shaped wooden
pillar erected by Rama I during the founding of
the new capital city in 1782. Today the struc-
ture shimmers with gold leaf and is housed in
a white cruciform sanctuary. Part of an ani-
mistic tradition, the pillar embodies the city’s
guardian spirit (Phra Sayam Thewathirat) and
also lends a practical purpose as a marker of
the town’s crossroads and measuring point
for distances between towns.

The pillar was once one of a pair. Its taller
counterpart, carved from chai-yd-préuk (tree of
victory; laburnum wood), was cut down in effigy
following the Burmese sacking of Ayuthaya dur-
ing 1767. Through a series of Buddhist-animist
rituals, it is believed that the felling of the tree
empowered the Thais to defeat the Burmese
in battle. Thus it was considered an especially
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talismanic choice to mark the founding of the
new royal capital. Two metres of the pillar’s
4.7m total length are buried in the ground.

If you're lucky, a ld-kon gda bon (commis-
sioned dance) may be in progress. Brilliantly
costumed dancers measure out subtle move-
ments as thanks to the guardian spirit for
granting a worshipper’s wish.

Sanam Luang

AUNNAI

The royal district’s green area is Sanam Luang
(Royal Field; Map pp114-15; bordered by Th Na Phra That, Th Na
Phra Lan, Th Ratchadamnoen Nai, Th Somdet Phra Pin Klao; admis-
sion free; ¥4 6am-8pm; bus 30, 32, 47, 53, riverferry Tha Chang),
which introduces itself to most visitors as a
dusty impediment to Wat Phra Kaew and other
attractions. The park’s more appealing attributes
are expressed during its duties as a site for the
annual Ploughing Ceremony, in which the king
officially initiates the rice-growing season. A
large kite competition is also held here during
the kite-flying season (mid-February to April).
Most recently, the park was the setting for the

TEMPLE MURALS
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elaborate cremation ceremony of Princess
Galayani Vadhana, the king’s older sister. On
a daily basis Sanam Luang is home to a large
number of Bangkok’s homeless population, as
well as, at night, streetwalking prostitutes.

National Gallery
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The humble National Gallery (Map pp114-15; = 0
2282 2639; Th Chao Fa; admission 2008; ¥} 9am-4pm Wed-
Sun; river ferry Tha Phra Athit) belies the country’s
impressive tradition of fine arts. Decorating
the walls of this early Ratanakosin-era build-
ing are works of contemporary art, mostly
by artists who receive government support.
The permanent exhibition is rather dated and
dusty, but the temporary exhibitions, held in
spacious halls out back, can be good.

BANGLAMPHU

Although slightly less grand than its neigh-
bour, Banglamphu’s sights are a window into
the Bangkok of yesterday, a city that’s largely
starting to disappear.
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Because of the relative wealth of Bangkok, as well as its role as the country’s artistic and cultural
centre, the artists commissioned to paint the walls of the city’s various temples were among the
most talented around, and Bangkok’s temple paintings are regarded as the finest in Thailand.
Some particularly exceptional works:

Wat Bowonniwet (p130) Painted by an artist called In Kong during the reign of Rama I, the
murals in the panels of the ubosot (chapel) of this temple show Thai depictions of Western life
(possibly copied from magazine illustrations) during the early 19th century.

Wat Chong Nonsi (Map pp110-11; Th Nonsi, off Th Phra Ram I1I; £ 8am-6pm; access by taxi from Metro
Khlong Toei) Dating back to the late Ayuthaya period, Bangkok’s earliest surviving temple paint-
ings are faded and missing in parts, but the depictions of everyday Thai life, including bawdy
illustrations of a sexual manner, are well worth visiting.

Buddhaisawan (Phutthaisawan) Chapel (opposite) Although construction of this temple
located in the National Museum began in 1795, the paintings were probably finished during
the reign of Rama Il (1824-51). Among other scenes, the graceful murals depict the
conception, birth and early life of the Buddha - common topics among Thai temple murals.

Wat Suthat (p130) Almost as impressive in their vast scale as for their quality, the murals at
Wat Suthat are among the most awe-inspiring in the country. Gory depictions of Buddhist
hell can be found on a pillar directly behind the Buddha statue.

Wat Suwannaram (Map pp110-11; @) 0 2434 7790; 33 Soi 32, Th Charoen Sanitwong, Khlong Bangkok
Noi; % 8am-6pm; Khlong taxi from Tha Chang) These paintings inside a late Ayuthaya-era temple
in Thonburi contain skilled and vivid depictions of battle scenes and foreigners, including
Chinese and Muslim warriors.

Wat Tritosathep Mahaworawihan (Map pp114-15; Th Prachatipatai; bus 12, 19, 56) Although still a
work in progress, Chakrabhand Posayakrit’s postmodern murals at this temple in Banglamphu
have already been recognised as masterworks of Thai Buddhist art.
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Wat Saket & Golden Mount
IAATENA/HIVIND I

Even if you're wat-ed out, you should take a
brisk walk to Wat Saket (Map pp114-15; @& 02223
4561; btwn Th Wora Chak & Th Boriphat; admission to Golden
Mount 10B; £} 8am-5pm; bus 508, 511, klorng taxi to Tha
Phan Fah). Like all worthy summits, the temple’s
Golden Mount (Phu Khao Thong), which is
visible from Th Ratchadamnoen, plays a good
game of optical illusion, appearing closer than
its real location. Serpentine steps wind through
an artificial hill shaded by gnarled trees, some
of which are signed in English, and past graves
and pictures of wealthy benefactors. At the
peak, you'll find a breezy 360-degree view of
Bangkok’s most photogenic side.

This artificial hill was created when a large
stupa, under construction by Rama III, col-
lapsed because the soft soil beneath would not
support it. The resulting mud-and-brick hill
was left to sprout weeds until Rama IV built a
small stupa on its crest. Rama V later added to
the structure and housed a Buddha relic from
India (given to him by the British government)
in the stupa. The concrete walls were added
during WWII to prevent the hill from eroding.
Every year in November there is a big festival
on the grounds of Wat Saket, which includes a
candlelit procession up the Golden Mount.

If you’re coming from the eastern end of
the city, the Golden Mount is a short walk
from the klorng boats” western terminus at
Tha Phan Fah.

Wat Suthat & Sao Ching-Cha
Jagiminan® i

Brahmanism predated the arrival of Buddhism
in Thailand and its rituals were eventually in-
tegrated into the dominant religion. This tem-
ple (Map pp114-15; @ 02224 9845; Th Bamrung Meuang;
admission 20B; ¥4 9am-8pm; bus 508, klorng taxi to Tha Phan
fah) is the headquarters of the Brahman priests
who perform the Royal Ploughing Ceremony
in May. Begun by Rama I and completed in
later reigns, Wat Suthat boasts a wi-hdhn with
gilded bronze Buddha images (including Phra
Si Sakayamuni, one of the largest surviving
Sukhothai bronzes) and incredibly expansive
jataka (stories of the Buddha’s previous lives)
murals (see the boxed text, p129). The wat also
holds the rank of Rachavoramahavihan, the
highest royal-temple grade; the ashes of Rama
VIII (Ananda Mahidol, the current king’s de-
ceased older brother) are contained in the base
of the main Buddha image in the wi-hdhn.
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Wat Suthat’s priests also perform rites at
two nearby Hindu shrines: Thewa Sathaan
(Deva Sathan), which contains images of Shiva
and Ganesh; and the smaller Saan Jao Phitsanu
(Vishnu Shrine), dedicated to Vishnu.

The spindly red arch in the front of the
temple is Sao Ching-Cha (Giant Swing), as much
a symbol of Bangkok as Wat Phra Kaew. The
swing formerly hosted a spectacular Brahman
festival in honour of Shiva, in which partici-
pants would swing in ever-higher arcs in an
effort to reach a bag of gold suspended from
a 15m bamboo pole. Many died trying and
the ritual was discontinued during the reign
of Rama VII. In 2007 the decaying swing was
officially replaced with the current model,
made from six specially chosen teak logs from
Phrae Province in northern Thailand.

The temple is within walking distance of
the klorng boats’ terminus at Tha Phan Fah.

Other temples

Founded in 1826, Wat Bowonniwet (Map pp114-15;
¢nr Th Phra Sumen & Th Tanao; (% 8am-5.30pm; bus 15, 53,
river ferry Tha Phra Athit) is the national headquar-
ters for the Thammayut monastic sect. King
Mongkut, founder of this minority sect, began
aroyal tradition by residing here as a monk -
in fact, he was the abbot of Wat Bowonniwet
for several years. King Bhumibol and Crown
Prince Vajiralongkorn, as well as several
other males in the royal family, have been
temporarily ordained as monks. The ubosot
(chapel) has some interesting wall murals (see
the boxed text, p129) Because of the temple’s
royal status, visitors should be particularly
careful to dress properly for admittance to this
wiét — no shorts or sleeveless shirts.

Across Th Mahachai from Wat Saket, Wat
Ratchanatdaram (Map pp114-15; & 0 2224 8807; cnr Th
Ratchadamnoen Klang & Th Mahachai; £% 9am-5pm; bus 56, 505,
klorg taxi to Tha Phan Fah) dates from the mid-19th
century and today is home to a well-known
market selling Buddhist prd pim (magical charm
amulets) in all sizes, shapes and styles. The amu-
lets not only feature images of the Buddha, but
also famous Thai monks and Indian deities.
Buddha images are also for sale.

Th Bamrung Meuang
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One of the city’s earliest thoroughfares (the
street was originally an elephant path leading
to the royal palace), today the stretches of Th
Bamrung Meuang (Map pp114-15; bus 508, klorg taxi to Tha
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Phan Fah) that extend directly west and east of Wat
Suthat form an open-air shopping centre for all
manner of religious paraphernalia. In the shops,
the contents of which pour out onto the street,
you'll see care packages that are typically bought
and donated to temples, models of famous
monks, monk robes and other devotional items.
The large Buddha statues that are wrapped in
plastic are particularly photogenic.

Ban Baht (Monk’s Bowl Village)
DRITSTRICH
Just when you start to lament the adverse ef-
fects of tourism, pay a visit to this handicraft
village (Map pp114-15; Soi Ban Baht, Th Bamrung Meuang;
£%4 10am-6pm; bus 508, klorng taxi to Tha Phan Fah). This is
the only surviving village established by Rama
I to make the baht (rounded bowls) that the
monks carry to receive food alms from faithful
Buddhists every morning. Today the aver-
age monk relies on a bowl mass-produced in
China, but the traditional technique survives
in Ban Baht thanks to patronage by tourists.
About half a dozen families still hammer
the bowls together from eight separate pieces
of steel representing, they say, the eight spokes
of the Wheel of Dharma (which symbolise
Buddhism’s Eightfold Path). The joints are
fused in a wood fire with bits of copper, and
the bowl is polished and coated with several
layers of black lacquer. A typical output is
one bowl per day. If you purchase a bowl, the
craftsperson will show you the equipment and
process used.

Democracy Monument
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One of the first striking landmarks you’ll no-
tice on your way into Banglamphu is this large
Art Deco monument (Map pp114-15; Th Ratchadamnoen
Klang, Th Din So; bus 44, 511, 512, river ferry Tha Phra Athit)
occupying the avenue’s traffic circle. It was
erected in 1932 to commemorate Thailand’s
momentous transformation from absolute
to constitutional monarchy. Italian artist
Corrado Feroci designed the monument and
buried 75 cannon balls in its base to signify
the year Buddhist Era (BE) 2475 (AD 1932).
Before immigrating to Thailand to become
the nation’s ‘father of modern art’, Feroci de-
signed monuments for Italian dictator Benito
Mussolini. In recent years the monument has
become a symbolic spot for public demonstra-
tions, most notably during the antimilitary,
prodemocratic protests of 1992.
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October 14 Memorial
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This peaceful amphitheatre (Map pp114-15; Khok Wua
intersection, Th Ratchadamnoen Klang; bus 2, 82, 511, 512)
commemorates the civilian demonstrators
who were killed on 14 October 1973 (remem-
bered in Thai as sip-sée dii-lah, the date of the
event) by the military during a prodemocracy
rally. More than 200,000 people assembled
at the Democracy Monument and along Th
Ratchadamnoen to protest the arrest of politi-
cal campaigners and to express their discon-
tent over the continued military dictatorship;
more than 70 demonstrators were killed when
the tanks met the crowd. The complex is an
interesting adaptation of Thai temple archi-
tecture for a secular and political purpose. A
central chedi (stupa) is dedicated to the fallen,
and a gallery of historic photographs lines the
interior walls.

THONBURI

It’s calm enough on the right bank of the Mae
Nam Chao Phraya to seem like another prov-
ince - because it is! The attractions here are
relatively few, but Fang ton is a great area for
aimless wandering among leafy streets.

Wat Arun

RELRIE

Striking Wat Arun (Map pp114-15; 02891 1149; Th
Arun Amarin; admission 208; £} 9am-5pm; river ferry Tha Thai
Wang) commands a martial pose as the third
point in the holy trinity (along with Wat Phra
Kaew and Wat Pho) of Bangkok’s early his-
tory. After the fall of Ayuthaya, King Taksin
ceremoniously clinched control here on the
site of a local shrine (formerly known as Wat
Jaeng) and established a royal palace and a
temple to house the Emerald Buddha. The
temple was renamed after the Indian god of
dawn (Aruna) and in honour of the literal and
symbolic founding of a new Ayuthaya.

It wasn’t until the capital and the Emerald
Buddha were moved to Bangkok that Wat
Arun received its most prominent charac-
teristic: the 82m-high prang (Khmer-style
tower). The tower’s construction was started
during the first half of the 19th century by
Rama II and later completed by Rama III.
Not apparent from a distance are the ornate
floral mosaics made from broken, multi-
hued Chinese porcelain, a common temple
ornamentation in the early Ratanakosin pe-
riod, when Chinese ships calling at the port

(-
=
=
(o)
=
o
=




BANGKOK

132 BANGKOK - Sights

of Bangkok used tonnes of old porcelain
as ballast.

Also worth an inspection is the interior
of the boht. The main Buddha image is said
to have been designed by Rama II himself.
The murals date from the reign of Rama V;
particularly impressive is one that depicts
Prince Siddhartha encountering examples of
birth, old age, sickness and death outside his
palace walls, an experience that led him to
abandon the worldly life. The ashes of Rama
IT are interred in the base of the presiding
Buddha image.

Cross-river ferries run over to Wat Arun
every few minutes (3.50B per person) from
Tha Tien to Tha Thai Wang.

Sunset views of the temple compound
can be caught from across the river at Tha
Maharat or from the riverfront warehouses
that line the street of the same name. Another
great viewpoint is from the elevated patio
restaurant at the Deck (p162).

Royal Barges National Museum
WisAMINIToNT MY

The royal barges are slender, fantastically orna-
mented vessels used in ceremonial processions
along the river. The tradition dates back to the
Ayuthaya era, when most travel (for common-
ers and royalty) was by boat. Today the royal
barge procession is an infrequent occurrence,

OFFBEAT BANGKOK MUSEUMS
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most recently performed in 2006 in honour of
the 60th anniversary of the king’s ascension to
the throne. When not in use, the barges are on
display at this Thonburi museum (Map pp114-15;
S 02424 0004; Khlong Bangkok Noi; admission 100B, photo per-
mit 1008; £ 9am-5pm; river ferry Tha Saphan Phra Pin Klao).

Suphannahong, the king’s personal barge, is
the most important of the boats. Made from a
single piece of timber, it’s the largest dugout in
the world. The name means ‘Golden Swan’, and
ahuge swan head has been carved into the bow.
Lesser barges feature bows that are carved into
other Hindu-Buddhist mythological shapes
such as naga (mythical sea serpent) and garuda
(Vishnu’s bird mount). Historic photos help
envision the grand processions in which the
largest of the barges would require a rowing
crew of 50 men, plus seven umbrella bearers,
two helmsmen and two navigators, as well as a
flagman, rhythm-keeper and chanter.

The most convenient way to get to the
museum is by taking a taxi (ask the driver to
go to reu-a prd tée nang) from Tha Saphan
Phra Pin Klao. Another alternative is walk-
ing from the Bangkok Noi train station
(accessible by ferrying to Tha Rot Fai), but
the walk is tricky and unpleasant and you’ll
encounter uninvited guides who will charge
for their services. The museum is also an
optional stop on long-tail boat trips through
Thonburi’s canals.

If looking at stuffed tigers and Buddha statues is not doing it for you, then consider a visit to

one of these quirky institutions.

Ancient City (Muang Boran; Map p189; @) 0 2709 1644; www.ancientcity.com; 296/1 Th Sukhumvit, Samut
Prakan; adult/child 300/1508; €% 8am-5pm) Claiming to be the largest open-air museum in the
world, the site covers more than 80 hectares of peaceful countryside littered with 109 scaled-
down facsimiles of many of the kingdom’s most famous monuments. It's an excellent place
to explore by bicycle (daily rental 50B), as it is usually quiet and never crowded. Ancient City
lies outside Samut Prakan, which is accessible via air-con bus 511 from the east end of Th
Sukhumvit. Upon reaching the bus terminal at Pak Nam, board minibus 36, which passes the

entrance to Ancient City.

Bangkok Folk Museum (Map pp118-19; @& 0 2233 7027; 273 Soi Saphan Yao/43, Th Charoen Krung;
admission free; ¥4 10am-4pm Wed-Sun; river ferry Tha Si Phraya) Consisting of three wooden houses,
this family-run museum is a window into Bangkok life during the 1950s and '60s. Particularly

interesting is the traditional Thai kitchen.

Corrections Museum (Map pp114-15; @& 02226 1706; 436 Th Mahachai; admission free; ¥} 9.30am-4pm
Mon-Fri; bus 508, klorng taxi to Tha Phan Fah) Learn about the painful world of Thai-style punish-
ment at what's left of this former jail. Life-sized models re-enact a variety of horrendous
executions and punishments, encouraging most visitors to remain law-abiding citizens for the

remainder of their stay.
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Erawan Museum (Map pp110-11; @& 0 2371 3135; www.erawan-museum.com; Soi 119, Th Sukhumvit;
adult/child 150/508; %) 8am-5pm) The centrepiece here is a five-storey sculpture of Erawan,
Indra’s three-headed elephant mount from Hindu mythology, built by the same benefactor
and cultural preserver who built the Ancient City (opposite). Inside the building is a collection
of sacred antiques. The museum is 8km from Bangkok’s Ekamai bus station and any Samut
Prakan-bound bus can drop you off; just tell the driver your destination (Chang Sam Sian).

Museum of Counterfeit Goods (Map pp110-11; @ 0 2653 5555; www.tillekeandgibbins.com/museum
/museum.htm; Tilleke & Gibbins, Supalai Grand Tower, 1011 Th Phra Ram III; admission free; %} 8am-5pm Mon-
Fri by appointment only; access by taxi from Metro Khlong Toei) This private collection displays all the
counterfeit booty that has been collected by the law firm Tilleke and Gibbins over the years.
Many of the fake items are displayed alongside the genuine ones. Visits by appointment only.

Songkran Niyosane Forensic Medicine Museum & Parasite Museum (Map pp114-15; @& 0
2419 7000; 2nd fl, Forensic Pathology Bldg, Siriraj Hospital, Th Phrannok, Thonburi; admission 40B; £ 8.30am-
4.30pm Mon-Fri; river ferry Tha Wang Lang) This gory institution contains the various appendages
and remnants of famous murders, including the bloodied T-shirt from a victim who was
stabbed to death with a dildo. The adjacent Parasite Museum is also worth a visit, much

for the same reasons as above. The easiest way to reach the museum is by taking the river-
crossing ferry from Tha Chang or Tha Phra Chan. At the exit of the pier, turn right to enter
Siriraj Hospital, and follow the signs to the museum.

Thai Human Imagery Museum (Map p189; @) 0 3433 2607; Nakhon Pathom; admission 2508; £ 9am-
5.30pm Mon-Fri, 8.30am-6pm Sat & Sun) Contains an exhibition of 120 lifelike fibreglass sculptures.
A group of Thai artists reportedly spent 10 years studying their subjects and creating the
figures, which range from famous Buddhist monks of Thailand to Winston Churchill. The
museum is outside town at the Km31 marker on Th Pinklao-Nakhon Chaisi. Any Nakhon
Pathom-Bangkok or Salaya bus can drop you off here.

Church of Santa Cruz
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Dating back to 1913, this Catholic church
(Map pp116-17; @ 0 2466 0347; Th Kuti Jiin; (¥ Sat &
Sun; cross-river ferry from Tha Pak Talat/Atsadang) holds
relatively little interest unless you visit on
a Sunday. But the surrounding neighbour-
hood, a former Portuguese concession dat-
ing back to the Ayuthaya period, is worth
a wander for its old-school riverside at-
mosphere and Portuguese-inspired cakes,
ka-nom fa-rang.

Chinatown & Phahurat
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Bangkok’s Chinatown (called Yaowarat after
its main thoroughfare, Th Yaowarat) is the
urban explorer’s equivalent of the Amazon
Basin. Unlike neighbouring Ko Ratanakosin
and Banglamphu, the highlights here aren’t
tidy temples or museums, but rather a compli-
cated web of tiny alleyways, crowded markets
and delicious street stalls. And unlike other
Chinatowns around the world, Bangkok’s is
defiantly ungentrified, and getting lost in it
is probably the best thing that could happen

to you. However, if you do need a guide, you
can always refer to our walking tour of the
area (see p143).

The neighbourhood dates back to 1782
when Bangkok’s Chinese population, many
of them labourers hired to build the new
capital, were moved here from today’s Ko
Ratanakosin area by the royal government.
Relatively little has changed since then, and
you can still catch conversations in various
Chinese dialects, buy Chinese herbal cures or
taste Chinese dishes not available elsewhere in
Thailand. For those specifically interested in
the latter, be sure to check out our food-based
walking tour of the district (p164).

Getting in and out of Chinatown is hin-
dered by horrendous traffic, and the Chao
Phraya Express stop at Ratchawong was pre-
viously the easiest way to reach the district.
However, the advent of the Metro has put
the area a brief walk from Hualamphong
station.

At the western edge of Chinatown is a small
but thriving Indian district, generally called
Phahurat. Here, dozens of Indian-owned
shops sell all kinds of fabric and clothes.
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THE CHINESE INFLUENCE

In many ways Bangkok is as much a Chinese city as it is Thai. The presence of the Chinese in
Bangkok dates back to before the founding of the city, when Thonburi Si Mahasamut was little
more than a Chinese trading outpost on the Chao Phraya River. In the 1780s, during the con-
struction of the new capital under Rama |, Hokkien, Teochiew and Hakka Chinese were hired as
coolies and labourers. The Chinese already living in the area were relocated to the districts of
Yaowarat and Sampeng, today known as Bangkok’s Chinatown.

During the reign of King Rama |, many Chinese began to move up in status and wealth. They
controlled many of Bangkok’s shops and businesses, and because of increased trading ties with
China, wereresponsible foranimmense expansionin Thailand’s market economy. Visiting Europeans
during the 1820s were astonished by the number of Chinese trading ships in the Chao Phraya
River, and some assumed that the Chinese formed the majority of Bangkok’s population.

The newfound wealth of certain Chinese trading families created one of Thailand’s first elite
classes that was not directly related to royalty. Known as jéw séo-a, these ‘merchant lords’ eventu-
ally obtained additional status by accepting official posts and royal titles, as well as offering their
daughters to the royal family. Today it is thought that more than half of the people in Bangkok
can claim some Chinese ancestry.

During the reign of King Rama Ill, the Thai capital began to absorb many elements of Chinese
food, design, fashion and literature. The growing ubiquity of Chinese culture, coupled with the
tendency of the Chinese men to marry Thai women and assimilate into Thai culture, meant that
by the beginning of the 20th century there was relatively little that distinguished many Chinese

from their Siamese counterparts.

TALAT MAI

Aanalnl

With nearly two centuries of commerce under
its belt, ‘New Market’ is no longer an entirely
accurate name for this market (Map pp116-17;
Trok Itsaranuphap/Soi 16; river ferry Tha Ratchawong, Metro
Hualamphong). Essentially it’s a narrow covered
alleyway between tall buildings, but even if
you're not interested in food the hectic atmos-
phere and exotic sights and smells culminate
in something of a surreal sensory experience.
Be sure to get there early, ideally before 8am,
and always keep an eye open for the motor-
cycles that are constantly squeezing through
the crowds.

While much of the market centres on
cooking ingredients, the section north of
Th Charoen Krung (equivalent to Soi 21,
Th Charoen Krung) is known for selling in-
cense, paper effigies and ceremonial sweets —
the essential elements of a traditional Chinese
funeral.

WAT MANGKON KAMALAWAT
FaanTANaIN

Clouds of incense and the sounds of chant-
ing form the backdrop at this Chinese-style
Mahayana Buddhist temple (Neng Noi Yee;
Map pp116-17; Th Charoen Krung; ¥} 9am-6pm; Metro
Hualamphong, bus 73, 501, 507, river ferry Tha Ratchawong).

Dating back to 1871, it’s the largest and most
important religious structure in the area, and
during the annual Vegetarian Festival (see
the boxed text, p163), religious and culinary
activities are particularly active here.

WAT TRAIMIT
Jn'lasiiag
The attraction at Wat Traimit (Temple of the Golden
Buddha; Map pp116-17; @ 0 2225 9775; cnr Th Yaowarat
& Th Charoen Krung; admission 20B; %4 9am-5pm; Metro
Hualamphong, bus 53) is undoubtedly the impres-
sive 3m-tall, 5.5-tonne, solid-gold Buddha
image, which gleams like, well, gold. Sculpted
in the graceful Sukhothai style, the image
was ‘discovered” some 40 years ago beneath
a stucco or plaster exterior, when it fell from
a crane while being moved to a new build-
ing within the temple compound. It has been
theorised that the covering was added to pro-
tect it from marauding hordes, either dur-
ing the late Sukhothai period or later in the
Ayuthaya period when the city was under
siege by the Burmese. The temple itself is said
to date from the early 13th century.
Donations and a constant flow of tour-
ists have proven profitable, and the temple
is currently building an immense golden
stupa that, when finished, will tower over
Chinatown.
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TALAT NOI

AanAtloy

Bordered by the river, Th Songwat, Th Charoen
Krung and Th Yotha, this ancient neighbour-
hood is a fascinating jumble of tiny alleys, greasy
machine shops and traditional architecture.
Located opposite the River View Guest House
(p152), San Jao Sien Khong (Map pp116-17; admission by
donation; £ 6am-6pm; river ferry Tha Krom Chao Tha) is one
of the city’s oldest Chinese shrines, and also
one of the best areas to be during the annual
Vegtarian Festival (see the boxed text, p163).

PHAHURAT MARKET

ANAIYIA

Hidden behind the new and astonishingly
out of place India Emporium mall is Phahurat
Market (Map pp116-17; Th Phahurat & Th Chakraphet; bus
73, river ferry Tha Saphan Phut), an endless bazaar
uniting flamboyant Bollywood fabric, pho-
togenic vendors selling paan (betel nut for
chewing) and several shops stocked with
delicious northern Indian-style sweets.

In an alley off Th Chakraphet is Sri
Gurusingh Sabha (Map pp116-17; Th Phahurat; (% 9am-
5pm; bus 53, 73, river ferry Tha Saphan Phut), a large
Sikh temple reminiscent of a mosque in-
terior, devoted to the worship of the Guru
Granth Sahib, the 16th-century Sikh holy
book, which is itself considered to be a ‘liv-
ing’ guru and the last of the religion’s 10
great teachers. Reportedly, the temple is the
second-largest Sikh temple outside India.
Visitors are welcome, but they must remove
their shoes.

Silom, Sathon & Riverside
don/anns/Funiindmy=o
The business district of Th Silom has only
a handful of tourist attractions scattered
among the corporate hotels, office tow-
ers and wining-and-dining restaurants.
As you get closer to the river, the area be-
comes spiced with the sights and smells of
its Indian and Muslim residents. Moving
north along Th Charoen Krung, the area
adjacent to the river was the international
mercantile district during Bangkok’s ship-
ping heyday. The odd crumbling Victorian
building and several of Bangkok’s luxury
hotels now occupy this neighbourhood of
tributary sois.

Traffic is notorious in this part of town,
but the Skytrain, subway and Chao Phraya
Express provide some transport relief.
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SRI MAHARIAMMAN TEMPLE
Fans=ATumguni(lauundan)
Standing out, even among Bangkok’s golden
wiat, this Hindu temple (Wat Phra Si Maha Umathewi;
Map pp118-19; cnr Th Silom & Th Pan; donations accepted;
6am-8pm; Skytrain Surasak) virtually leaps off the
block. Built in the 1860s by Tamil immigrants
in the centre of a still thriving ethnic enclave, the
structure is a stacked facade of intertwined, full-
colour Hindu deities. In the centre of the main
shrine is Jao Mae Maha Umathewi (Uma Devi,
also known as Shakti, Shiva’s consort); her son
Phra Khanthakuman (Subramaniam) is on the
right; and on the left is her other son, elephant-
headed Phra Phikkhanet (Ganesh). Along the
left interior wall sit rows of Shiva, Vishnu and
other Hindu deities, as well as a few Buddhas,
so that just about any non-Muslim, non-
Judaeo-Christian Asian can worship here.
Thais call this temple Wat Khaek - kaak is
a colloquial expression for people of Indian
descent. The literal translation is ‘guest’, an
obvious euphemism for a group of people
you don’t particularly want as permanent resi-
dents; hence most Indians living permanently
in Thailand don’t appreciate the term.

M R KUKRIT PRAMOJ HOUSE

Thuntions 162 38N NE U1 T

Author and statesman Mom Ratchawong (M
R, an honorary royal title) Kukrit Pramoj once
resided in this charming Thai house, now open
to the public as a museum (Map pp118-19; &0
2286 8185; Soi Phra Phinij/7, Th Narathiwat Rachananakharin;
admission 50B; £ 10am-5pm Sat & Sun; Skytrain Chong Nonsi).
European-educated but devoutly Thai, M R
Kukrit surrounded himself with the best of
both worlds: five traditional teak buildings,
Thai art, Western books and lots of heady
conversations. A guided tour is recommended
for a more intimate introduction to the former
resident, who authored more than 150 books
and served as prime minister of Thailand.

QUEEN SAOVABHA MEMORIAL INSTITUTE
(SNAKE FARM)

anuanIa(@iuy)

Snake farms tend to gravitate towards carniva-
lesque rather than humanitarian, except at the
Queen Saovabha Memorial Institute (Map pp118-19;
@ 0225201671; cnr Th Phra Ram IV & Th Henri Dunant; adult/
child 200/50B; ¥4 9.30am-3.30pm Mon-Fri, to Tpm Sat & Sun;
Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom). Founded in 1923, the
snake farm prepares antivenin from venomous
snakes — common cobra, king cobra, banded
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krait, Malayan pit viper, green pit viper and
Russell’s viper. This is done by milking the
snakes’ venom, injecting it into horses, and
harvesting and purifying the antivenom that
they produce. The antivenoms are then used
to treat human victims of snake bites.

The leafy grounds are home to a few caged
snakes (and a constant soundtrack of Western
rock music), but the bulk of the attractions are
found in the Simaseng Building, at the rear of
the compound. The ground floor houses sev-
eral varieties of snakes in glass cages. Daily milk-
ings (" 11am) and snake-handling performances
(%4 2.30pm Mon-Fri) are held on the 2nd floor.

Siam Square & Pratunam
HMAUAIT/UT=RUN

Commerce, mainly in the form of multistorey
mega-malls, forms the main attraction in this
part of town, but there are a couple of sights
that don’t involve credit cards. Skytrain and
the klorng taxis provide easy access to most
attractions here.

JIM THOMPSON’S HOUSE

Muduneutlau

Jim Thompson’s House (Map pp120-1; (& 0 2216 7368;
www.jimthompsonhouse.com; 6 Soi Kasem San 2; adult/child
100/50B; % 9am-5pm, compulsory tours in English & French
every 10min; Skytrain National Stadium, bus 73, 508, klorng taxi to
ThaRatchathewi) is an unlikely but stunning outpost
of Thai architecture and Southeast Asian art.

The leafy compound is the former home of
the eponymous American silk entrepreneur
and art collector. Born in Delaware in 1906,
Thompson briefly served in the Office of
Strategic Services (forerunner of the CIA) in
Thailand during WWIL. Settling in Bangkok
after the war, his neighbours” handmade silk
caught his eye and piqued his business sense;
he sent samples to fashion houses in Milan,
London and Paris, gradually building a steady
worldwide clientele.

In addition to exquisite Asian art,
Thompson also collected parts of various der-
elict Thai homes in central Thailand and had
them reassembled in their current location in
1959. One striking departure from tradition is
the way each wall has its exterior side facing
the house’s interior, thus exposing the wall’s
bracing system. His small but splendid Asian
art collection and his personal belongings are
also on display in the main house.

Thompson’s story doesn’t end with his
informal reign as Bangkok’s best-adapted
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foreigner. While out for an afternoon walk in
the Cameron Highlands of western Malaysia
in 1967, Thompson mysteriously disappeared.
That same year his sister was murdered in the
USA, fuelling various conspiracy theories.
Was it communist spies? Business rivals? Or a
man-eating tiger? The most recent theory - for
which there is apparently some hard evidence -
has it that the silk magnate was accidentally
run over by a Malaysian truck driver who hid
his remains. Jim Thompson: The Unsolved
Mpystery, by William Warren, is an excellent
book on Thompson, his career, residence and
subsequent intriguing disappearance.

BAAN KRUA

DRI !

This atmospheric community between Khlong
Saen Saeb, Th Phayathai and Th Phra Ram I is
one of Bangkok’s oldest Muslim neighbour-
hoods, and its skilled silk weavers allegedly
inspired Jim Thomspon to start selling the
stuff abroad (see left). Today production has
largely moved elsewhere, but the area retains
its Muslim character, and at least one of the
original family outfits, Phamai Baan Krua (3 0
22157458; Klorng taxi to Tha Hua Chang), is still weaving
silk on old teak looms.

ERAWAN SHRINE

FIANT=NTHY

A seamless merging of commerce and religion
occurs at all hours of the day at this bustling
shrine (San Phra Phrom; Map pp120-1; cnr Th Ratchadamri &
Th Ploenchit; admission free; £} 8am-7pm; Skytrain Chitlom).
Claiming a spare corner of the Grand Hyatt
Erawan hotel, the four-headed deity Brahma
(Phra Phrom) represents the Hindu god of cre-
ation and was originally built to ward off bad
luck during the construction of the first Erawan
Hotel (see the boxed text, opposite). The shrine
was later adopted by the lay community as it
gained a reputation for granting wishes.

LINGAM SHRINE AT NAI LERT PARK

Clusters of carved stone and wooden phalli
surround a spirit house and shrine (Saan Jao Mae
Thap Thim; Map pp120-1; Nai Lert Park Hotel, Th Withayu/
Wireless Rd; Skytrain Ploenchit, klorng taxi to Tha Withayu)
built by millionaire businessman Nai Lert to
honour Jao Mae Thap Thim, a female deity
thought to reside in the old banyan tree on
the site. Someone who made an offering
shortly thereafter had a baby, and the shrine
has received a steady stream of worshippers —
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AN ELEPHANT’S MEMORY

One of the more clichéd tourist images of Bangkok is that of elaborately dressed classical Thai
dancers performing at the Hindu shrine in front of the Grand Hyatt Erawan hotel. As with many
things in Thailand, there is great deal hidden behind the serene facade.

The shrine was originally built in 1956 as something of a last-ditch effort to end a string of misfortunes
that occurred during the construction of the hotel, at that time known as the Erawan Hotel. After several
incidents ranging from injured construction workers to the sinking of ship carrying marble for the hotel,
a Brahmin priest was consulted. Since the hotel was to be named after the elephant escort of Indra in
Hindu mythology, the priest determined that Erawan required a passenger, and suggested it be that
of Lord Brahma. A statue was built, and lo and behold, the misfortunes miraculously ended.

Although the original Erawan Hotel was demolished in 1987, the shrine still exists, and today
remains an important place of pilgrimage for Thais, particularly those in need of some material
assistance. Those making a wish from the statue should ideally come between 7am and 8am, or
7pm and 8pm, and should offer a specific list of items that includes candles, incense, sugar cane
or bananas, all of which are almost exclusively given in multiples of seven. Particularly popular are
teak elephants, the money gained through the purchase of which is donated to a charity run by
the current hotel, the Grand Hyatt Erawan. And as the tourist brochures depict, it is also possible
to charter a classical Thai dance, often done as a way of giving thanks if a wish was granted.

After 40 years of largely benign existence, the Erawan shrine became a point of focus when just
after midnight on 21 March 2006, 27-year-old Thanakorn Pakdeepol destroyed the gilded plaster
image of Brahma with a hammer. Pakdeepol, who had a history of mental illness and depression, was
almost immediately attacked and beaten to death by two Thai rubbish collectors in the vicinity.

Although the government ordered a swift restoration of the statue, the incident became
a galvanising omen for the anti-Thaksin movement, which was in full swing at the time. At a
political rally the following day, protest leader Sondhi Limthongkul suggested that the prime
minister had masterminded the Brahma image’s destruction in order to replace the deity with a
‘dark force’ allied to Thaksin. Rumours spreading through the capital claimed that Thaksin had
hired Cambodian shamans to put spells on Pakdeepol so that he would perform the unspeak-
able deed. In response, Pakdeepol’s father was quoted as saying that Sondhi was ‘the biggest
liar I have ever seen’. Thaksin, when asked to comment on Sondhi’s accusations, simply replied:
‘That’s insane’. A new statue, built using bits of the previous one, was installed a month later,
and at press time Thaksin is in exile and has yet to return to Thailand.
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mostly young women seeking fertility — ever
since. To get here if facing the entrance of the
hotel, follow the small concrete pathway to the
right which winds down into the bowels of the
building beside the car park. The shrine is at
the end of the building next to the canal.

Sukhumvit

quuin

More time will be spent here eating, drink-
ing and perhaps sleeping (as there is a high
concentration of hotels here) rather than
sightseeing. The Skytrain is the primary
public-transport option.

BAN KAMTHIENG

TuAng

An engaging house museum (Map pp122-3; @0
2661 6470; Siam Society, 131 Soi Asoke/21, Th Sukhumvit;
adult/child 100/50B; £ 9am-5pm Mon-Sat; Skytrain Asoke,

Metro Sukhumvit), Ban Kamthieng transports
visitors to a northern Thai village complete
with informative displays of daily rituals, folk
beliefs and everyday household chores, all
within the setting of a traditional wooden
house. This museum is operated by and shares
space with the Siam Society, the publisher of
the renowned Journal of the Siam Society and a
valiant preserver of traditional Thai culture.

KHLONG TOEY MARKET

This wholesale market (Map pp122-3; cnr Th
Ratchadaphisek & Th Phra Ram IV; ¥ 5-10am; Metro Khlong
Toei), one of the city’s largest, is inevitably the
origin of many of the meals you'll eat during
your stay in Bangkok. Get there early, and
although some corners of the market can’t
exactly be described as photogenic, be sure
to bring a camera to capture the stacks of
durians or cheery fishmongers.
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THAILAND CREATIVE & DESIGN CENTER
Modern design is all the rage in Bangkok
and this new museum (TCDC; Map pp122-3; &0
2664 8448; www.tcdc.or.th; 6th fl, Emporium Shopping
Centre, Th Sukhumvit; admission free; % 10.30am-10pm
Tue-Sun; Skytrain Phrom Phong) hosts rotating ex-
hibits, houses a cool shop and cafe, and for
members has a design library stocked with
books, computers and other resources.

Lumphini Park & Th Phra Ram IV
AU/ OUUNT =T 114

The main attraction in this hyper-urban
part of town is the city’s single largest green
zone. The Metro, with stops at Lumphini,
Silom and Th Phra Ram IV, is the best way
to reach this area.

LUMPHINI PARK

aduquiii

Named after the Buddha’s place of birth in
Nepal, Lumphini Park (Map p124; Th Phra Ram IV, btwn Th
Withayu/Wireless Rd & Th Ratchadamri; admission free; ¥} 5am-
8pm; bus 13, 505, Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Lumphini) is the
best way to escape Bangkok without leaving
town. Shady paths, a large artificial lake and
swept lawns temporarily blot out the roaring
traffic and hulking concrete towers.

One of the best times to visit the park is be-
fore 7am when the air is fresh (well, relatively
so for Bangkok) and legions of Thai-Chinese
are practising taijiquan (tai chi). The park re-
awakens with the evening’s cooler tempera-
tures — aerobics classes collectively sweat to a
techno soundtrack. Late at night the borders
of the park are frequented by streetwalking
prostitutes, both male and female.

Central Bangkok

1A INT AN

Central Bangkok covers a lot of land, but
a minimum of visit-worthy sites. The most
worthwhile area is Dusit, the royal district of
wide streets, monuments and greenery.

WANG SUAN PHAKKAT

Faauanma

An overlooked treasure, Lettuce Farm Palace (Map
pp112-13; @& 02245 4934; Th Sri Ayuthaya; admission 1008;
£%4 9am-4pm; Skytrain Phayathai) near Th Ratchaprarop
is a collection of five traditional wooden Thai
houses that was once the residence of Princess
Chumbon of Nakhon Sawan and before that
a lettuce farm - hence the name. Within the
stilt buildings are displays of art, antiques and
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furnishings, and the landscaped grounds are a
peaceful oasis complete with ducks, swans and
a semi-enclosed garden.

The diminutive Lacquer Pavilion, at the back of
the complex, dates from the Ayuthaya period
and features gold-leaf jataka and Ramayana
murals, as well as scenes from daily Ayuthaya
life. The building originally sat in a monas-
tery compound on Mae Nam Chao Phraya,
just south of Ayuthaya. Larger residential
structures at the front of the complex contain
displays of Khmer-style Hindu and Buddhist
art, Ban Chiang ceramics and a very interest-
ing collection of historic Buddhas, including a
beautiful late U Thong-style image.

WAT BENCHAMABOPHIT

Aarueyanuies (Fatuey)

You might recognise this temple (Marble Temple;
Map pp112-13; cnr Th Si Ayuthaya & Th Phra Ram V; admission
20B; {% 8am-5.30pm; bus 72, 503) from the back of the
5B coin. Made of white Carrara marble, Wat
Ben, as it’s colloquially known, was built in
the late 19th century under Rama V. The large
cruciform boht is a prime example of modern
Thai wat architecture. The base of the central
Buddha image, a copy of Phitsanulok’s Phra
Phuttha Chinnarat, contains the ashes of Rama
V. The courtyard behind the boht exhibits 53
Buddha images (33 originals and 20 copies)
representing famous figures and styles from all
over Thailand and other Buddhist countries.

DUSIT PALACE PARK
Fauada
Following Rama V’s first European tour in
1897 (he was the first Thai monarch to visit
the continent), he returned home with vi-
sions of European castles swimming in his
head and set about transforming these styles
into a uniquely Thai expression, today’s Dusit
Palace Park (Map pp112-13; @) 0 2628 6300; bounded by
Th Ratchawithi, Th U-Thong Nai & Th Ratchasima; adult/child
100/50B or free with Grand Palace ticket; £ 9.30am-4pm; bus
70,510). The royal palace, throne hall and minor
palaces for extended family were all moved
here from Ko Ratanakosin, the ancient royal
court. Today the current King has yet another
home and this complex now holds a house
museum and other cultural collections.
Originally constructed on Ko Si Chang in
1868 and moved to the present site in 1910,
Vimanmaek Teak Mansion contains 81 rooms,
halls and anterooms, and is said to be the
world’s largest golden-teak building, appar-
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NEWLEY PURNELL & KHUN JU

An interview with a student of Thai language and a Thai language tutor.

Is it really necessary to be able to speak Thai while in Bangkok? Newley: You can certainly
get by without it. But | think it's important to make an effort to learn the local language - it's
a sign of respect.

What kind of mistakes do foreigners commonly make when speaking Thai? Khun Ju: A lot
of foreigners cannot pronounce the ‘ng’ and ‘d’ sounds at the beginning of words, and speak
Thai in the wrong tones.

Newley, have you got the tone thing down? I'm getting there! It comes naturally over time,
the more you practice words, but it's difficult, to be sure.

Other than pronunciation, what’s the hardest thing about learning a language like Thai?
Newley: The lack of cognates. This doesn’t happen in Thai, of course. So memorising new words
can take time.

Which language is harder, Thai or English? Khun Ju: Thai language is harder because of the
tones. In Thai, the same word pronounced in different tones can have different meanings.
Newley: Thai grammar is very simple. Verbs aren’t conjugated, for example, which makes things
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a bit easier than learning English.

ently built without the use of a single nail.
The mansion was the first permanent building
on the Dusit Palace grounds, and served as
Rama V’s residence in the early 1900s. The
interior of the mansion contains various per-
sonal effects of the king and a treasure trove
of early Ratanakosin art objects and antiques.
Compulsory tours (in English) leave every
half-hour between 9.30am and 3pm, and last
about an hour. Free performances of Thai
classical dances are staged in a pavilion on the
side of the mansion at 10am and 2pm.

The nearby Ancient Cloth Museum presents a
beautiful collection of traditional silks and cot-
tons that make up the royal cloth collection.

Originally built as a throne hall for Rama
V in 1904, the smaller Abhisek Dusit Throne Hall
is typical of the finer architecture of the era.
Victorian-influenced gingerbread architec-
ture and Moorish porticoes blend to create a
striking and distinctly Thai exterior. The hall
houses an excellent display of regional handi-
work crafted by members of the Promotion
of Supplementary Occupations & Related
Techniques (SUPPORT) foundation, an
organisation sponsored by Queen Sirikit.

Near the Th U-Thong Nai entrance, two
large stables that once housed three white el-
ephants — animals whose auspicious albinism
automatically make them crown property - are
now the Royal Elephant Museum. One of the struc-
tures contains artefacts and photos outlining
the importance of elephants in Thai history
and explaining their various rankings according
to physical characteristics. The second stable

holds a sculptural representation of a living
royal white elephant (now kept at the Chitlada
Palace, home to the current Thai king). Draped
in royal vestments, the statue is more or less
treated as a shrine by the visiting Thai public.

Because this is royal property, visitors
should wear long pants (no capri pants) or
long skirts and shirts with sleeves.

RAMA V MEMORIAL
WI=UTHFUNT AN
A bronze figure (Map pp112-13; Royal Plaza, Th U-Thong
Nai; bus 70, 510) of a military-garbed leader may
seem like an unlikely shrine, but Bangkokians
are flexible in their expression of religious
devotion. Most importantly, the figure is
no forgotten general - this is Rama V (King
Chulalongkorn; 1868-1910), who is widely
credited for steering the country into the
modern age and for preserving Thailand’s
independence from European colonialism.
He is also considered a champion of the com-
mon person for his abolition of slavery and
corvée (the requirement that every citizen be
available for state labour when called). His
accomplishments are so revered, especially by
the middle class, that his statue attracts wor-
shippers (particularly on Tuesdays, the day
of his birth), who make offerings of candles,
flowers (predominantly pink roses), incense
and bottles of whisky. The statue is also the
site of a huge celebration on 23 October, the
anniversary of the monarch’s death.

The domed neoclassical building behind the
statue is Ananta Samakhom Throne Hall, today a



BANGKOK

140 BANGKOK .- Activities

part of Dusit Palace Park (p138), which was
built in the early 1900s by Italian architects in
the style of European government houses. Used
today for ceremonial purposes, the throne hall
also hosted the first meeting of the Thai parlia-
ment until their meeting place was moved to a
facility nearby. Visitors with a ticket from the
Dusit Palace Park can explore the architecture
of the building and view rotating exhibits.

ACTIVITIES

Traditional Massage

A good massage is the birthright of every
Bangkokian, and the joy of every visitor.
Correspondingly, massage parlours are every-
where in Bangkok, and they range in quality,
depending largely if they offer massage or
‘massage’. To avoid the latter, stay clear of
the places in the seedier parts of town that
advertise via scantily dressed women.

If it’s your first time in the hands of a Thai
masseur/masseuse, discard any preconceived
notions, as many visitors find authentic Thai
massage equal parts painful and relaxing. A
traditional Thai massage often also involves
herbal heat compresses (oil treatments are
typically associated with ‘sexy’ massage).

Depending on the neighbourhood, prices
for massages tend to stay fixed: at about 250B
for a foot massage and around 500B for a full
body massage. Most of the spas listed below
also have massage services.

Buathip Thai Massage (Map pp122-3; @ 02251
2627; 4/13 Soi 5, Th Sukhumvit; Thr massage 2708, foot
250B; % 10am-midnight; Skytrain Nana) Located in a
part of town where massage is typically a euphemism for
something else, the experts here are both legitimate and
lauded. Buathip is located on a small sub-soi behind the
Amari Boulevard Hotel.

Coran Boutique Spa (Map pp122-3; @& 0 2651 1588;
www.coranbangkok.com; 27/1-2 Soi 13, Th Sukhumvit;
1hr traditional massage 400B; (¥ 11am-10pm; Skytrain
Nana) Offers traditional Thai massage by graduates of the
adjacent Thai Traditional Medical Services Society, which
also offers courses in Thai massage (see p146).
Ruen-Nuad Massage Studio (Map pp118-19; = 0
2632 2662; Th Convent, Th Silom; 1hr traditional massage
3508, foot 350B; ¥ 10am-10pm; Skytrain Sala Daeng,
Metro Silom) Set in a refurbished wooden house, this
charming place successfully avoids both the tackiness and
New Agedness that characterise most Bangkok massage
joints. Prices are approachable too.

Wat Pho Thai Traditional Medical and Massage
School (Map pp114-15; @ 02221 2974; Soi Pen Phat, Th
Sanamchai; Thr massage 220B; ¥4 8am-10pm; river ferry
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Tha Tien); The primary training ground for the masseuses
who are deployed across the country; there are also
massage pavilions inside the temple complex (see p127).

Spas

Unless you’ve spent your entire visit in an
air-conditioned bubble (entirely possible in
today’s Bangkok), at some point you're going
to need to rid yourself of the negative effects
of the city’s urban environment. This can take
the form of a simple scrub or can involve
multistage treatments involving a custom-
ised choice of aromas and oils, a team of staff
and possibly even acupuncture needles. There
are countless spas in Bangkok now, many of
them located in the city’s high-end hotels with
high-end price tags to match. To round down
your choices, visit www.spasinbangkok.com
or consider one of the following.

Divana Spa (Map pp122-3; @ 02261 6784; www
.divanaspa.com; 7 Soi 25, Th Sukhumvit; spa treatments
from 25008; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit) Retains a
unique Thai touch with a private and soothing setting in a
garden house.

Health Land (Map pp118-19; @) 0 2637 8883; www
.healthlandspa.com; 120 Th Sathon Neua; spa treatments
from 8508; %} 9am-midnight; Skytrain Chong Nonsi) A
winning formula of affordable prices and expert treat-
ments has created a small empire of Health Land centres
throughout the city.

Oriental Spa (Map pp118-19; &) 02659 9000, ext 7440;
www.mandarinoriental.com/bangkok/spa; 48 Soi 38, Th
Charoen Krung; spa package from 1650B) Regarded as
among the premier spas in the world, the Oriental Spa also
set the standard for Asian-style spa treatment. After 15 years
and a recent renovation, the spa’s setting in a wooden house
by the Chao Phraya River is better than ever. Depending on
where you flew in from, the Jet Lag Massage might be a
good option, but all treatments require advance booking.

S Medical Spa (Map pp120-1; B 02253 1010; www
.smedspa.com; Th Withayu/Wireless Rd; spa treatments
from 10008; Skytrain Ploenchit) Part of the new genera-
tion of Bangkok spas merging alternative medicine with
relaxation techniques and cosmetic treatments. The centre
has a textbook menu of possible treatments, including
acupuncture, hydrotherapy, nutritional counselling and
exercise programs.

Spa 1930 (Map pp120-1; B 0 2254 8606; www
.spa1930.com; Soi Tonson, Th Ploenchit; a la carte from
12008, packages from 3800B; ¥4 9.30am-9.30pm;
Skytrain Chitlom) Rescues relaxers from the contrived spa
ambience of New Age music and ingredients you'd rather
see at a dinner party. The menu is simple (face, body care
and body massage) and all scrubs and massage oils are
based on traditional Thai herbal remedies.
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Thann Sanctuary (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2658 0550; 3rd
fl, Gaysorn Plaza, cnr Th Ploenchit & Th Ratchadamri; spa
treatments from 900B; V3 10am-10pm; Skytrain Chitlom)
An offshoot of the fragrant herbal health products brand
next door, this dark day spa offers a variety of treatments
for post-shopping therapy. Also at Siam Discovery Center
(corner Th Phra Ram | and Th Phayathai, Skytrain National
Stadium).

River & Canal Trips

Glimpses of Bangkok’s past as the ‘Venice of
the East’ are still possible today, even though
the motor vehicle has long since become the
city’s conveyance of choice. Along the river
and the canals is a motley fleet of watercraft,
from paddled canoes to rice barges. In these
areas many homes, trading houses and tem-
ples remain oriented towards life on the water,
providing a fascinating glimpse into the past
when Thais still considered themselves jow
ndm (water lords).

The most obvious way to commute be-
tween riverside attractions is the Chao Phraya
Express (Map p186; @ 02623 6001; www.chaophrayaboat
«o.th; tickets 9-32B). The terminus for most north-
bound boats is Tha Nonthaburi and for most
southbound boats it’s Tha Sathon (also called
Central Pier), near the Saphan Taksin Skytrain
station, although some boats run as far south
as Wat Ratchasingkhon. See p185 for more
information about boat travel.

For an up-close view of the city’s famed
canals, numerous long-tail boats are avail-
able for charter at Tha Chang, Tha Tian and
Tha Phra Athit. Most trips spend an hour
along the scenic Nonthaburi canals Khlong
Bangkok Noi and Khlong Bangkok Yai, with stops
at the Royal Barges National Museum and
Wat Arun. Longer trips diverge into Khlong
Mon, between Bangkok Noi and Bangkok Yai,
which offers more typical canal scenery, in-
cluding orchid farms. It usually costs 1000B
for the entire boat for one hour, excluding
admission and various mooring fees. Most
operators have set tour routes, but if you
have a specific destination in mind you can
request it.

For dinner cruises along the Chao Phraya
River, see p147.

Sports Facilities

If you're dedicated to the cause of athletics in
this energy-sucking climate, you need access
to an air-conditioned facility. Most member-
ship gyms and top-end hotels have fitness

BANGKOK .- Walking Tours 141

centres and swimming pools. Some hotels
offer day-use fees but these policies vary
per establishment.

Clark Hatch Physical Fitness Centers (www
.larkhatchthailand.com) is a top-class operation
with more than 14 locations throughout the
city. All branches have weight machines, aero-
bics classes, pool, sauna and massage. Other
commercial gyms include California Wow (www
.californiawowx.com), with 13 branches, and Fitness
First (www fitnessfirst.co.th), with seven.

These days Bangkok has every imaginable
fitness trend: Pilates, kickboxing and even
salsa dancing. Most exercise options are cent-
red on the business district on Th Ploenchit
or Th Sukhumvit, but there are also studios
directly on Th Khao San.

Absolute Yoga (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2252 4400; www
.absoluteyogabangkok.com; 4th fl, Amarin Plaza, Th Ploenchit;
Skytrain Chitlom) offers yoga for the gym rat, not
the spiritualist, with classes in hot yoga, Pilates
and vinyasa.

Yoga Elements Studio (Map pp120-1; @ 02655 5671;
www.yogaelements.com; 23rd fl, 29 Vanissa Bldg, Th Chitlom;
Skytrain Chitlom) teaches classes in vinyasa and
ashtanga and offers attractive introductory
rates.

One of Bangkok’s longest-running sports
groups is the Hash House Harriers (www.bangkokhhh
.com), who pride themselves both on their
dedication to running and their ability to
subdue dehydration with massive amounts
of beer. If you've got commitment issues with
either pursuit, start with a simple jog at a local
park, like Lumphini (p138) or Sanam Luang
(p129). Every imaginable hometown sport -
be it softball, ice hockey (yes, really), rugby
or biking - attracts a loyal group of expat
participants. Most clubs have websites with
more information.

WALKING TOURS

Ko Ratanakosin

Most of Bangkok’s ‘must-see’ destinations are
found in Ko Ratanakosin, the former royal
district, so we’ve put together a walking tour
that links them in the better part of a day
(around five hours with stops). It’s best to
start early to beat the heat and get in before
the hordes have descended. Remember to
dress modestly (long pants and skirts, shirts
with sleeves and closed-toed shoes) in order
to gain entry to the temples. Also ignore any
strangers who approach you offering advice
on sightseeing or shopping.
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WALK FACTS

Start Tha Chang

Finish Deck

Distance approximately 5km
Duration three hours

Start at Tha Chang (1) and follow Th Na Phra
Lan east with a quick diversion to Silpakorn
University (2, ThNaPhralan), Thailand’s premier fine-
arts university. Originally founded as the School
of Fine Arts by Italian artist Corrado Feroci, the
university campus includes part of an old palace
built for Rama I. Continue east to the main gate
into Wat Phra Kaew & Grand Palace (3; p126), two of
Bangkok’s most famous attractions.
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Backtrack to Th Maharat and turn right.
Staying on the west side of the street, the
fourth doorway on the left is Ah Khung (4; no
roman-script sign; @) 081775 2540; Th Maharat), a vendor
of incredibly refreshing bowls of iced chow
gooay, grass jelly, your well-deserved first
snack stop.

Continue north along Th Maharat, which
is a centre of herbal apothecaries and side-
walk amulet sellers. Immediately after pass-
ing the cat-laden newsstand (you’ll know it
when you see it), turn left into Trok Tha Wang
(5), a narrow alleyway holding a seemingly
hidden classic Bangkok neighbourhood.
Returning to Th Mahathat, continue mov-
ing north. On your right is Wat Mahathat
(6; p145), one of Thailand’s most respected
Buddhist universities.

After a block or so, turn left into crowded
Trok Mahathat to discover the cramped amu-
let market (7; p127). Follow the alley all the way
towards the river to appreciate how extensive
the amulet trade is.

As you continue north alongside the river,
amulets soon turn to food vendors. The emer-
gence of white-and-black uniforms is a clue
that you are approaching Thammasat University
(8; Th Phra Chan), known for its law and political
science departments. The campus was also the
site of the bloody October 1976 prodemocracy
demonstrations, when Thai students were
killed or wounded by the military.

Exiting at Tha Phra Chan, cross Th Maharat
and continue east towards Sanam Luang (9;
p129), the ‘Royal Field’. Cross Sanam Luang,
being sure to get a pic of the royal skyline at
Wat Phra Kaew. Cross Th Ratchadamnoen
Nai and go south towards the home of
BangkoK’s city spirit, Lak Meuang (10; p128),
which is generally alive with the spectacle of
devotion - including burning joss sticks and
traditional dancing.

It’s time for lunch, and at this point you're
only a couple of blocks west of Th Tanao,
one of old Bangkok’s premier eating areas.
Consider an air-conditioned lunch at Poj
Spa Kar (p161) or classic Bangkok-style cui-
sine at Chote Chitr (p161), either of which
is just a five-minute walk east along Th
Kanlaya Lamit.

Returning at Th Sanamchai, continue south
for 500m and turn right onto Th Chetuphon,
where you’ll enter WatPho (11; p127), home of
the giant reclining Buddha and lots of quiet
nooks and crannies.



lonelyplanet.com

After a restorative drink or snack at Rub
Aroon (12; p161), head to adjacent Tha Tien
to catch the cross-river ferry to Khmer-influ-
enced WatArun (13; p131)
Cross back to Bangkok to end your journey
with celebratory drinks at the Deck (14; p162) —
if you're there at the right time, you can catch
one of Bangkok’s premier sunset views.

Chinatown

This walking tour takes in the hectic markets
and main streets of Bangkok’s most congested
neighbourhood, as well as its lesser-visited

riverfront area; it’s around three hours, or

five with stops.
Take the Metro to Hualamphong (1). Explore
d

the city’s largest train terminal, or procee
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directly to Metro exit 1. Emerging on Th Phra
Ram IV, cross the klorng and turn left into Th
Traimit. Continue about 200m until you reach
your first stop, Wat Traimit (2; p134), with its

famous golden Buddha statue
Continuing along Th Traimit, go right
at the Chinese gate and cross over to Th
Yaowarat, Chinatown’s main artery. On the
opposite side of the street is a Kuan Im Shrine (3).

WALK FACTS
Start Hualamphong Metro station
Finish River City Shopping Centre
Distance approximately 5km
Duration three hours

CHINATOWN WALKING TOUR

Y
& °§ )
‘é'o 7 ¥ & =
& ou, &§ Z o
& Yo & & / % $§
N @* o s s e & £ g
& S A S g 2
Ve, g N - S
KW W o s
% Th Sannphap ong 3 £
s, @ Wian 22 2 5
“ly, &3 Karakada = 1=
% N s = I
2 & & E
Chinatown & 2
@ S <
& & 3
A \/ g $ <
/s NS g
™ S § & 2
4'7u;,, @5@ N < E
"9 R R =
& s, "
S o4
e & [EHualamphong
1 N
1
=0 Samphan
Tha Thawong [START]
Ratchawong D < dﬂ; Hualamphong
75 Jon
9»1,6
r
“,
3] e
%
)
%
> 2
& @
&0 \ 3
& 2
& 3 Zalag Nat
A 2, £
=\ Soi22 5
S
s E
Tha Krom Chao s
(Harbour &3 §
Department Pier)
4 ) 15 qootha s
>
55
'Q‘\(_,"D‘
¥ River City
40 +Complex ThsiPhray?
0.2 miles 16




BANGKOK

144 BANGKOK -« Courses

Dating back to 1902, it is home to an ancient
teak statue of the eponymous Buddhist deity,
as well as the headquarters of the charitable
Thian Fah Foundation.

Continue north along Th Yaowarat until
you reach the Chaloem Buri Intersection (4), on
the corner of Th Songsawat. The north side
of Th Yaowarat is the best place to view the
jumble of neon signs that many associate with
Bangkok’s Chinatown.

Turn left into Th Phadungdao, turning
right at the T-intersection. After about 50m
you’ll see a small Chinese shrine on your
right; opposite this you’ll see a shopfront
cafe invariably populated by old Chinese
men. This is la Sae (5; Th Phat Say), one of the
city’s oldest coffee houses and your first
drink or snack break.

Backtracking along Th Phat Sai, turn
down Trok Khao San. Follow this tiny, at-
mospheric alleyway until you emerge at the
first large intersection; this is Sampeng (6;
Soi Wanit 1), Chinatown’s busy market street.
Follow the commerce west until the second
large intersection. Turn right and continue
north until you emerge back at Th Yaowarat.
Cross over into Soi 6, the fresh market lane
known locally as Talat Mai (7; p134). Emerging
at Th Charoen Krung, cross the street and
continue straight along the alleyway, taking
the first right. This section of the market is
known for selling the paper offerings burnt
at Chinese funerals. Loop around back to Th
Charoeng Krung. Moving north, this stretch
of Chinese medicine shops, coffin makers,
vendors of dry goods and bird nest soup
restaurants is classic Chinatown.

Just after Soi 21, turn right into Wat
Mangkon Kamalawat (8; p134), Chinatown’s
largest and liveliest temple.

Follow Th Mangkorn south, crossing Th
Yaowarat. Continue in the same direction
and two blocks into the street, on either side
of the intersection are two of Bangkok’s old-
est commercial buildings: a Bangkok Bank (9)
and the venerable Tang To Kang (10) gold shop.
Both are more than 100 years old, and classic
examples of early Ratanakosin architecture.

Turn right at Sampeng Lane (Soi Wanit 1)
and continue until you reach the main street,
Th Ratchawong. Turn left and walk all the way
to the dead end; this is Tha Ratchawong, home
to Wan Fah (11; &) 02622 7657; 292 Th Ratchawong;
%3 lunch & dinner), a blissfully air-conditioned
potential lunch break.
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Backtrack along Th Ratchawong and turn
right down Th Songwat. This street holds
many of Bangkok’s remaining antique build-
ings. Turn right into Th Phanurangsi, you are
now in Talat Noi (12; p135). Follow the virtual
path of engines and other hardware left into Th
Wanit 2 and turn right into Soi Chow Su Kong.
Follow this alleyway until you reach San Jao Jo
Sue Kong (13), a Chinese shrine. Locate the signs
that lead to River View Guest House and follow
them until you reach two large banyan trees
tied with ribbons and laden with offerings.
Follow the garbage-strewn path behind them
to Chao Sua Son’s house (14), the only remaining
traditional Chinese residence in Bangkok.

Making your way back to Th Wanit 2, follow
the path south, passing the Holy Rosary Church
(15;ThYotha), the city’s oldest place of Christian
worship. Continue about 200m and end your
walk with a well-deserved espresso and tarte
citron at Folies (16; Captain Bush Lane), an open-air
French cafe located between River City shop-
ping centre and the Royal Orchid Sheraton.

COURSES

Culture and cooking courses dominate
Bangkok’s continuing-education syllabus.

Cooking

Imagine the points you'll rack up if you can
make authentic Thai dishes for your friends
back at home. A visit to a Thai cooking school
has become a must-do for many Bangkok itin-
eraries, and for some visitors it’s a highlight
of their trip.

Courses range in price and value, but a
typical half-day course should include at least
a basic introduction to Thai ingredients and
flavours, and a hands-on chance to both pre-
pare and cook several dishes. Most schools
offer a revolving cast of dishes that changes
on a daily basis, making it possible to study
for a week without repeating a dish. Many
courses include a visit to a market, and nearly
all lessons include a set of printed recipes and
end with a communal lunch consisting of
your handiwork. Many Bangkok hotels, from
the opulent Oriental (p155) to humble Thai
House (p160), also offer cooking courses.
Baipai Thai Cooking School (Map pp110-11; @& 0
2294-9029; www.baipai.com; 150/12 Soi Naksuwan,

Th Nonsee; lessons 1800B; £ 9.30am-1.30pm & 1.30-
5.30pm Tue-Sun) Housed in an attractive suburban villa,
and taught by a small army of staff, Baipai offers two daily
lessons of four dishes each. Transportation is available.
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Blue Elephant Thai Cooking School (Map pp118-19;
@ 02673 9353; www.blueelephant.com; 233 Th Sathon
Tai; lessons 28008B; % 8.45am-12.30pm & 1.15-5pm Mon-
Sat; Skytrain Surasak) Bangkok’s most chi-chi Thai cooking
school offers two lessons daily. The morning class squeezes
in a visit to a local market, while the afternoon session
includes a detailed introduction to Thai ingredients.
Epicurean Kitchen Thai Cooking School (Map pp118-
19; @) 02631 1119; www.thaikitchen.com; 10/2 Th Con-
vent, Th Silom; lessons 20008; ¥4 9.30am-1pm Mon-Fri;
Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) This cramped but classy
school offers daily lessons that encompass a whopping eight
dishes, as well as a one-hour ‘short course” of four dishes.
Khao (Map pp114-15; (@) 089111 0947; khaocooking
school@gmail.com; D&D Plaza, 68-70 Th Khao San; lessons
1200B; £V 8.30am-12.30pm & 2.30-6.30pm Mon-Sat)
Although it's located smack dab in the middle of Khao San,
this new cooking school was started up by an authority

on Thai food and features instruction on a wide variety of
authentic dishes. Located directly behind D&D Inn.

Silom Thai Cooking School (Map pp118-19; &0
84726 5669; www.bangkokthaicooking.com; 68 Trok
Vaithi/Soi 13, Th Silom; lessons 1000B; (¥ 9.30am-1pm;
Skytrain Chong Nonsi) The facilities are basic but Silom
crams a visit to a local market and instruction of six dishes
into three and a half hours, making it the best bang for
your baht. Transportation available.

Meditation

Although at times Bangkok may seem like the
most un-Buddhist place on earth, there are
several places where foreigners can practise
Theravada Buddhist meditation. For back-
ground information on Buddhism, see p65;
for temple etiquette, see p45.

House of Dhamma (Map pp110-11; @) 0 2511 0439;
www.houseofdhamma.com; 26/9 Soi 15, Th Lat Prao;
Skytrain Mo Chit, Metro Phahonyothin) This meditation
centre in the northern suburbs of Bangkok hosts monthly
introduction courses to vipassana meditation as well as
weekend retreats in cooperation with the Young Buddhists
Association of Thailand.

International Buddhist Meditation Center (Map
pp114-15; @) 0 2623 5881; www.mcu.ac.th/IBMC; Vipas-
sana Section Room 106, Mahachula Bldg, Wat Mahathat, 3 Th
Maharat; bus 47, 53, 503, 508, 512, river ferry Tha Phra Chan)
Located at Wat Mahathat, this institute holds regular lectures
on Buddhist topics in English, and meditation classes.

Wat Mahathat (Map pp114-15; @ 02222 6011; 3 Th
Maharat; £ 7am-9pm; bus 47, 53, 503, 508, 512, river
ferry Tha Phra Chan) Provides daily meditation sessions
every three hours starting at 7am and ending at 9pm.
Accommodation for long-term meditation is also available;
just stop by and fill out an application. Phra Suphe, the
monk who runs the centre, speaks flawless English, and
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there are often Western monks or long-term residents
available to interpret.

Wat Rakhang (Map pp114-15; @) 0 81622 4507; Soi
Wat Rakhang, Thonburi; £ 12.30pm-3.30pm 2nd & 4th
Sun every month; river ferry Tha Wat Rakhang) Offers a
regular schedule of dhamma and vipassana meditation
talks in English.

Additional sources of information include
Dharma Thai (www.dhammathai.org), which has a
rundown on several prominent wat and medi-
tation centres, or speak to the World Fellowship
of Buddhists (WFB; Map pp122-3; @ 02661 1284; www
wfb-hq.org; 616 Benjasiri Park, Soi 24, Th Sukhumvit;
£V 8.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri; Skytrain Phrom Phong), which
also hosts occasional meditation classes.

Thai Boxing

Training in moo-ay tai (also spelt muay thai)
for foreigners has increased in popularity in
the past five years and many camps all over
the country are tailoring their programs for
English-speaking fighters. The following
camps provide instruction in English and ac-
cept men and women. Food and accommoda-
tion can often be provided for an extra charge.
The website www.muaythai.com contains
loads of information on training camps.
Fairtex Muay Thai (off Map pp110-11; (@ 02755 3329;
www.muaythaifairtex.com; 99/5 Mu 3, Soi Buthamanuson,
Th Thaeparak, Bangpli, Samut Prakan; tuition per day
1100B) A popular, long-running camp south of Bangkok.
Muay Thai Institute (Map p189; &) 0 2992 0096;
www.muaythai-institute.net; Rangsit Stadium, 336/932

Th Prachatipat, Pathum Thani; tuition for 1st level 6400B)
Associated with the respected World Muay Thai Council,
the institute offers a fundamental course (consisting of
three levels of expertise), which can be completed in 120
days, as well as courses for instructors, referees and judges.
If you're interested, make an appointment to visit the
facility, which is north of Bangkok, and watch the teachers
and students at work.

Sor. Vorapin Gym (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2282 3551;
www.thaiboxings.com; 13 Trok Krasab, Th Chakraphong;
tuition per day/month 500/9000B) Specialises in training
foreign students of both genders; the gym is sweating
distance from Th Khao San and more serious training is
held at a gym outside the city.

Thai Language

AAA Thai Language Center (Map pp120-1; &) 0 2655
5629; www.aaathai.com; 6th fl, 29 Vanissa Bldg, Th Chit-
lom; Skytrain Chitlom) Opened by a group of experienced
Thai language teachers from other schools, good-value
AAA Thai has a loyal following.
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American University Alumni Language Centre
(AUA; Map pp120-1; (@) 02252 8170; www.auathai.com;
179 Th Ratchadamri; tuition per hr 102B; Skytrain Ratchad-
amri) Run by the American University Alumni and one of the
largest English-language teaching institutes in the world.
There are 10 levels consisting of 200 hours’ worth of class
time that can be completed within a sliding timescale. The
teaching method is based on the natural language acquisi-
tion of children, first focusing on listening and comprehen-
sion, and then advancing to speaking and reading.
Chulalongkorn University Intensive Thai Program
(Map pp120-1; @ 02218 4640; www.inter.chula.ac.th;
Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University, Th Phayathai; Sky-
train Siam) Offers three different levels (basic, intermediate
and advanced) of Thai-language coursework with each level
lasting five weeks (100 hours of study). Contact the depart-
ment for tuition, enrolment and accommodation queries.
Pro Language (Map pp122-3; @ 02250 0072; www
.prolanguage.co.th; 10th fl, Times Square Bldg, 246 Th Su-
khumvit; Skytrain Asoke) A favourite of expat professionals.
Pro Language starts with the basics and increases in difficulty
to the advanced level, which involves studying examples

of Thai literature. Classes are thematically designed: asking
questions, giving opinions, business Thai, and the like.

Siri Pattana Thai Language School (Map p124; @0
2677 3150; siri_pattanathai@hotmail.com; Bangkok Insur-
ance Bldg, 13 Th Sathon Tai; tuition from 7500B) Located
in front of the YWCA building, offers Thai-language courses
that cover 30 hours broken into one- or two-hour classes
per day, as well as preparation for the bor hok (teaching
proficiency exam).

Union Language School (Map pp120-1; & 02214
6033; www.unionlanguageschool.com; 7th fl, 328 (CT
Office Bldg, Th Phayathai; tuition from 72008; Skytrain
Ratchathewi) Generally recognised as having the best and
most rigorous courses (many missionaries study here).
Union employs a balance of structure- and communication-
oriented methodologies in 80-hour, four-week modules.

Thai Massage

Thai Traditional Medical Services Society (Map
pp122-3; @) 02651 1587; www.school-thaimassage.com;
Coran Boutique Spa, 27/1-2 Soi 13, Th Sukhumvit; tuition
from 7500B; £ 11am-10pm; Skytrain Nana) Authorised by
the Thai Ministry of Health, this institute offers scholarship
in a variety of massage and holistic cures culminating in
certification. Located at Coran Boutique Spa (p140).

Wat Pho Thai Traditional Medical and Massage
School (Map pp114-15; @ 02622 3533; www.watpo
massage.com; 392/25-28 Soi Phen Phat; tuition from
6500B; 3 8am-6pm; river ferry Tha Tien) Offers basic and
advanced courses in traditional massage; basic courses offer
30 hours spread out over five-days and cover either general
massage or foot massage. The advanced level spans 60
hours, requires the basic course as a prerequisite, and covers
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therapeutic and healing massage. Other advanced courses
include oil massage and aromatherapy, and infant and child
massage. The school is outside the temple compound ina
restored Bangkok shophouse near Tha Tien, and now has
branches in northern and eastern Bangkok and Chiang Mai.

BANGKOK FOR CHILDREN

There aren’t a whole lot of attractions in
Bangkok meant directly to appeal to the little
ones, but there’s no lack of locals willing to pro-
vide attention. The website www.bambiweb.org
is a useful resource for parents in Bangkok.

Housing a colourful selection of traditional
Thai dolls, both new and antique, is the Bangkok
Doll Factory & Museum (Map pp112-13; (@ 022453008; 85
Soi Ratchataphan/Mo Leng; admission free; £% 8am-5pm Mon-
Sat). The downside is that it can be really hard
to find: approach via Th Si Ayuthaya heading
east. Cross under the expressway past the in-
tersection with Th Ratchaprarop and take the
soi to the right of the post office. Follow this
windy street until you start seeing signs.

Disguising learning as kid’s play, most ac-

tivities at the Children’s Discovery Museum (Map
pp110-11; @) 0 2618 6509; www.bkkchildrenmuseum.com;
Queen Sirikit Park, Th Kamphaeng Phet 4; adult/child 70/508;
9am-5pm Tue-Fri, 10am-6pm Sat & Sun) are geared
to early elementary-aged children. There is
also a toddler-aged playground at the back
of the main building. Opposite Chatuchak
Weekend Market.

Although not specifically child-targeted,
the Museum of Siam (p128) has lots of inter-
active exhibits that will appeal to children.

Dusit Zoo (Map pp112-13; @ 022819027; www.zoothai
land.org; Th Ratchawithi; adult/child 100/50B; ¥ 8am-6pm Mon-
Thu, to 9pm Fri-Sun; bus 18,510) covers 19 hectares with
caged exhibits of more than 300 mammals, 200
reptiles and 800 birds, including relatively rare
indigenous species such as banteng, gaur, serow
and some rhinoceros. There are shady grounds
plus a lake in the centre with paddleboats for
hire, a small children’s playground, and a Night
Zoo (open 6pm to 9pm Friday to Sunday).

A massive underwater world has been
re-created at the Siam Ocean World (Map pp120-1;
@ 02687 2000; www.siamoceanworld.co.th; basement, Siam
Paragon, Th Phra Ram |; adult/child 350/2508; £% 10am-7pm;
Skytrain Siam) shopping-centre aquarium. Gaze
into the glass-enclosed deep-reef zone or view
the daily feeding of penguins and sharks.

Lumphini Park (Map p124; Th Phra Ram IV, btwn Th
Withayu/Wireless Rd & Th Ratchadamri; admission free; (% 5am-
8pm; bus 13, 505, Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Lumphini) is a
trusty ally in the cool hours of the morning
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and evening for kite-flying (in season) as well
as stretching of the legs and lungs. Kids can
view lethal snakes become reluctant altruists
at the adjacent antivenin-producing Snake
Farm (p135).

Join the novice monks and other chil-
dren as they sprinkle tiny pellets of fish food
(which are sold on the pier) into the river at
Tha Thewet (Map pp112-13; Th Samsen; (¥ 7am-7pm),
transforming the muddy river into a brisk
boil of flapping bodies.

Near the old Portuguese quarter in Thonburi,
Wat Prayoon (Map pp116-17; 24 Th Prachathipok, cnr Thetsaban
Soi 1; admission free; £ 8am-6pm; cross-river ferry from Tha Pak
Talaat/Atsadang) is an artificial hill cluttered with
miniature shrines and a winding path encircling
aturtle pond. Vendors sell cut fruit for feeding to
the resident turtles. It’s near Memorial Bridge.

MBK Center (p176) and Siam Paragon (p177)
both have bowling alleys to keep the older ones
occupied. Krung Sri IMAX (Map pp120-1; @& 02129
4631; www.imaxthai.com; Siam Paragon, Th Phra Ram [; adult/
child 600/250B) screens special-effects versions of
Hollywood action flicks and nature features.

TOURS

Dinner Cruises

Perfect for romancing couples or subdued
families, dinner cruises swim along Mae Nam
Chao Phraya basking in the twinkling city
lights at night, far away from the heat and
noise of town. Cruises range from down-
home to sophisticated, but the food generally
ranges from mediocre to forgettable.

Loy Nava (Map pp116-17; (@ 02437 4932; www.loynava
.com; setmenu 1618B; £%) 6-8pm & 8-10pm) Operating
since 1970, and quite possibly the original Bangkok dinner
cruise, Loy Nava offers two daily excursions, both departing
from the River City Complex. Vegetarian menu available.
Manohra Cruises (Map pp110-11; @ 0 2477 0770;
www.manohracruises.com; Bangkok Marriott Resort & Spa,
Thonburi; cocktail/dinner cruise 900/1990B; V4 cocktail
cruise 6-7pm, dinner cruise 7.30-10pm) Commands a fleet
of converted teak rice barges that part the waters with
regal flair. Boats depart from the Marriott Resort, acces-
sible via a free river shuttle that operates from Tha Sathon
(near Skytrain Saphan Taksin).

Wan Fah Cruises (Map pp116-17; @ 02222 8679; www
.wanfah.in.th; cruises 12008; £ 7-9pm) Departing from
the River City Complex, Wan Fah runs a buxom wooden

boat that floats in style with accompanying Thai musicand
traditional dance. Dinner options include a standard or
seafood set menu and hotel transfer is available.

Yok Yor Restaurant (Map pp112-13; (@ 024393477;
www.yokyor.co.th; dinner 300-550B plus 140B surcharge;
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£¥4 8-10pm) This long-running floating restaurant on the
Thonburi side of the river also runs a daily dinner cruise, as
well as several boats that can be hired for private functions.

Bang Pa-In & Ayuthaya Cruises

A little faster than the days of sailing ships,
river cruises from Bangkok north to the ruins
of the former royal capital of Ayuthaya (p195)
take in all the romance of the river. Most trips
include a guided tour of Ayuthaya’s ruins
with a stop at the summer palace of Bang
Pa In (p204). Normally only one leg of the
journey between Bangkok and Ayuthaya is
aboard a boat, while the return or departing
trip is by bus.

Asian Oasis (Map pp110-11; (@ 0 2651 9101; www
.asian-oasis.com; 2-day trip 9050-14,1008 depending on
season & direction) Cruise the Chao Phraya River aboard

a fleet of restored rice barges with old-world charm and
modern conveniences. Trips include either an upstream or
downstream journey to/from Ayuthaya with bus transfer in
the opposite direction.

Chao Phraya Express Boat (Map pp118-19; & 0
2623 6001; www.chaophrayaboat.co.th; adult/child
1400/1200B) The municipal boat operator offers a once-
monthly guided tour to Ayuthaya. For departure date and
other details, go to the website or stop by the information
desk at Tha Sathon (Skytrain Saphan Taksin).

Manohra Cruises (Map pp110-11; @ 0 2477 0770;
www.manohracruises.com; Bangkok Marriott Resort & Spa,
Thonburi; 3-day trip 64,0008) The nautical equivalent of
the Eastern & Oriental Express train, the Mahnora Song is a
restored teak rice barge decorated with antiques, Persian
carpets and four luxury sleeping berths. The trip is a three-
day, two-night excursion to Ayuthaya, and the package
price is all-inclusive except for tax and service. The Mano-
hra Dream, an even more luxurious boat for a maximum of
two couples, is also available for longer excursions.

Bicycle & Segway Tours

Although some cycling tours tackle the city’s
urban neighbourhoods, many take advan-
tage of the nearby lush, undeveloped district
known as Phra Pradaeng (Map pp110-11),
where narrow walkways crisscross irrigation
canals that feed small-scale fruit plantations
and simple villages.

To tour the sites of old Bangkok by free bor-
rowed bicycle, see the boxed text on p108.
ABC Amazing Bangkok Cyclists (Map pp122-3; &0
2665 6364; www.realasia.net; 10/5-7 Soi 26, Th Sukhumvit;
tours from 1000B; £¥ daily tours depart at 10am or Tpm;
Skytrain Phrom Phong) Operating for more than a decade,
the bike-based tours here purport to reveal the ‘real’ Asia by
following the elevated walkways of the city’s rural canals.
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Bangkok Bike Rides (Map pp122-3; (@ 0 2712 5305;
www.bangkokbikerides.com; 14/1-B Soi Phromsi 2, off Soi
Phrompong/39, Th Sukhumvit; tours from 1000B) A divi-
sion of the tour company Spice Roads, offering a variety of
tours, both urban and rural.

Thailand Segway Tours (@ 0 86890 5675; www
.thailandsegwaytours.com; 90min tours from 3100B) Not
into tropical exertion? Segway offers several tours on the
eponymous non-motorised scooter through Bangkok’s
parks, and to the Ancient City in Samut Prakan (p132).
Velothailand (Map pp114-15; @ 0 89201 7782; www
velothailand.com; Soi 2, Th Samsen; tours from 1100B)
This small outfit offers unusual programs including a night
tour of Thonburi. Bike rentals, repairs and sales are also
available at the Banglamphu office.

Walking Tours

Although the pollution and heat are sig-
nificant obstacles, Bangkok is a fascinating
city to explore on foot. If you’d rather do
it with an expert guide, Bangkok Private Tours
(www.bangkokprivatetours.com; full-day walking tour 8000B)
conducts customised walking tours of the
city, including food-based tours.

FESTIVALS & EVENTS

In addition to the national holidays, there’s
always something going on in Bangkok.
Check the website of TAT (www.tourismthailand.org)
or the Bangkok Information Center (www.bangkok
tourist.com) for exact dates. The cultural centres
also host various international festivals.

January

Bangkok International Film Festival (www.bangkok
film.org) Home-grown talent and overseas indies arrive
on the silver screens. If you haven't heard, Bangkok is fast
becoming a Bollywood and Hong Kong movie hybrid. Held
in mid-January.

February/March

Chinese New Year Thai-Chinese celebrate the lunar
New Year with a week of housecleaning, lion dances and
fireworks. Most festivities centre on Chinatown. Dates vary.

March

Kite-Flying Season During the windy season, colour-
ful kites battle it out over the skies of Sanam Luang and
Lumphini Park.

April

Songkran The celebration of the Thai New Year has
morphed into a water war with high-powered water guns
and water balloons being launched at suspecting and
unsuspecting participants. The most intense water battles
take place on Th Khao San. Held in mid-April.
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May

Royal Ploughing Ceremony His Majesty the King
commences rice-planting season with a ceremony at
Sanam Luang. Dates vary.

Miss Jumbo Queen Contest With fat trends creeping
across the globe, Thailand hosts a beauty pageant for
extra-large women (over 80kg) who display the grace of
an elephant at Nakhon Pathom'’s Samphran Elephant Park.
Held in early May.

June

International Festival of Music & Dance An ex-
travaganza of arts and culture sponsored by the Thailand
Cultural Centre. Held twice a year in June and September.

August

Queen’s Birthday The queen’s hirthday is recognised as
Mother's Day throughout the country. In Bangkok, festivi-
ties centre on Th Ratchadamnoen and the Grand Palace.
Held on 12 August.

September/October

Vegetarian Festival A 10-day Chinese-Buddhist festival
wheels out yellow-bannered streetside vendors serving
meatless meals. The greatest concentration of vendors is
found in Chinatown. Dates vary.

October/November

King Chulalongkorn Day Rama V is honoured on the
anniversary of his death at the Royal Plaza in Dusit. Crowds
of devotees come to make merit with incense and flower
garlands. Held on 23 October.

November

Loi Krathong A beautiful festival where, on the night of
the full moon, small lotus-shaped boats made of banana
leaf and containing a lit candle are set adrift on Mae Nam
Chao Phraya. Held in early November.

Fat Festival Sponsored by FAT 104.5FM radio, Bangkok'’s
indie-est indie bands gather for an annual fest. Held in
early November.

Bangkok Pride (www.utopia-asia.com) A week-long festi-
val of parades, parties and awards is organised by the city’s
gay businesses and organisations. Held in mid-November.

December
King's Birthday Locals celebrate their monarch’s birth-
day with lots of parades and fireworks. Held on 5 December.

SLEEPING

At first glance, deciding where to lay your
head in Bangkok appears an insurmountable
task; there are countless hotels in virtually
every corner of this sprawling city. Making
it slightly easier is the fact that where you
stay is largely determined by your budget.
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Banglamphu and the tourist ghetto of Th
Khao San still hold the bulk of Bangkok’s
budget accommodation, although the down-
side is that it can be difficult to get to other
parts of town. Cheap rooms are also avail-
able around lower Sukhumvit, although you’ll
have to put up with sex tourists and touts.
Chinatown also has its share of hotels in this
category, with the added bonus of anonymity.
And there’s a good selection of budget digs on
Soi Ngam Duphli, near Th Sathon.

Those willing to spend a bit more can
consider staying in ‘downtown’ Bangkok.
Both Th Sukhumvit and Th Silom have
heaps of midrange options, often within
walking distance of the Skytrain or Metro.
The sois opposite the National Stadium, near
Siam Square, have some good midrange op-
tions, and have the benefit of being close to
the Skytrain.

Upper Sukhumvit is home to many of
Bangkok’s boutique and upscale designer
hotels. And the city’s most famous hotels
are largely found along the riverside near
Th Silom.

Ko Ratanakosin & Banglamphu

Ko Ratanakosin, the most touristed area of
Bangkok was until relatively recently utterly
devoid of lodging options. But with the ad-
vent of the boutique hotel craze, a few river-
side shophouses are being transformed into
charming tourists’ nests.

Banglamphu, in particular the neighbour-
hood that includes the backpacker street of Th
Khao San, is ground zero for accommodation
in Bangkok. This doesn’t necessarily mean
it’s the only or even the best place to stay in
town, but prices are generally low, and serv-
ices such as internet shops, travel agents and
beer stalls are available in abundance, making
it a convenient base.

In recent years many longstanding
Banglamphu guesthouse owners have con-
verted their former hovels into small hotels,
leading to an abundance of new, good-value
midrangers. Although some see this as the
gentrification of Th Khao San, it’s added
a dimension of accommodation that was
previously lacking.

Regardless of your budget, keep in mind
that Th Khao San is just one street in a large
neighbourhood; there are increasingly attrac-
tive options spanning all price levels on out-
lying streets such as riverside Th Phra Athit,
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leafy Soi Rambutri and the residential side
streets off Th Samsen.

It would be impossible to list all of
Banglamphu’s accommodation options in
this format; we’ve chosen a select few that
stand out, typically those away from the main
strip, which can get pretty noisy. If you’ve got
the time, explore a bit and check out a few
guesthouses before making a decision; dur-
ing the high season (December to February),
however, it’s probably a wise idea to take
the first vacant bed you come across. The
best time of day to find a vacancy is around
check-out time, 10am or 11am.

BUDGET
The following are just a few of the budget
options on and around Th Khao San; just
because we haven’t included the one you’re
considering doesn’t mean it’s no good. If
you’re having trouble locating a cheapie, other
budget options include Soi Rambutri, the sois
off Th Samsen, and the alley running parallel
between Th Khao San and Th Ratchadamnoen
Klang, where you’ll find the area’s few remain-
ing old-style wooden guesthouses.

(XTI New Merry V Guest House (Map pp114-15;
) 022803315; 18-20 Th Phra Athit; r 150-7008; bus 53, 506,
river ferry Tha Phra Athit; (€3 (B) The interior of this
vast place looks as if it underwent a recent
renovation, but it is in fact just exceptionally
well maintained. The cheap rooms are as bare
as it gets, but are spotless and have ample nat-
ural light and the odd view or two. The more
expensive rooms, although equipped with
amenities, don’t represent as good value.

Baan Sabai (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2629 1599; baan
sabai@hotmail.com; 12 Soi Rongmai; r 190-600B; bus 53, 506,
river ferry Tha Phra Athit; (€& (&) Truly living up to
its name (Comfortable House), this rambling
old building holds dozens of plain but comfy
rooms, at a variety of prices. There’s a palpable
old-school atmosphere here, particularly at the
fun open-air restaurant/bar area downstairs.

Wild Orchid Villa (Map pp114-15; (&) 0 2629 0046;
www.wild-orchidvilla.com; 8 Soi Chana Songkhram; r 280-
950B; bus 53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; @ (&) The
cheapies here are some of the tiniest we’ve
seen anywhere, but all rooms are clean and
neat, and come in a bright, friendly package.
This place is exceedingly popular, so it’s best
to book ahead.

Rambuttri Village Inn (Map pp114-15; & 0 2282
9162; www.khaosan-hotels.com; 95 Soi Rambutri; r 290-
9508; bus 30, 53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit) If you’re
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WHAT TO EXPECT IN BANGKOK

Hotel rooms are generally more expensive in Bangkok than elsewhere in Thailand, but don't fret
as there’s a huge variety and discounts can be had, making accommodation generally good value
overall. We have divided rooms into the following three categories:

Budget under 1000B

Midrange 1000B to 30008

Top End over 30008

The prices listed are high-season rack rates, but it's worth noting that significant discounts can
be found by booking online. See the boxed text on p158 for recommended sites.

So what do you get for your money? At the budget end, the days of 50B beds in Banglamphu
are over, but those counting every baht can still get a fan-cooled dorm bed (or a closet-like
room) for between 150B and 200B with a shared bathroom. The more you're willing to pay,
the more likely you are to get a towel, hot water and air-con. If you require privacy and your
own bathroom, paying in the realm of 700B or so can get you a capable, although generally
characterless, room.

The biggest mixed bag of all, the midrange level starts out with the high-quality guesthouses,
then moves into a grey area of mediocrity. Above 1000B, the hotels have all the appearance of
a hotel back home - a bellboy, uniformed desk clerks and a well-polished lobby - but without
the predictability. If you're on a lower midrange budget, and aren’t so keen on aesthetics, some
very acceptable rooms can be had for between around 1500B and 2000B. If your budget is
near the higher end of the scale, it really pays to book ahead, as online discounts here can be
substantial.

Bangkok’s growing array of top-end hotels typically include amenities such as pool, spa, fitness
and business centres and overpriced internet connections. The famous brands generally provide
more space, while ‘boutique’ hotels emphasise ambience. In the top tier rooms start at more
than 10,0008, but in most of the luxurious design and boutique hotels, and the vast majority of
the international brands, you're looking at about 6000B to 9000B, before hefty online discount-
ing. Keep in mind that the hotels in this category will generally add a 10% service charge plus

7% tax to hotel bills.

willing to subject yourself to the relentless
gauntlet of tailors (‘Excuse me, suit?’), this
newish hotel has an abundance of good-
value rooms. A ground-floor courtyard with
restaurants and shops makes this a conven-
ient place to stay.

Bella Bella Riverview (Map pp114-15; @0 2628
8077; 6 Soi 3, Th Samsen; r 300-5708; bus 53, 506, river ferry
Tha Phra Athit; €2 (@) Wind your way through
an atmospheric Bangkok neighbourhood to
this gangly guesthouse. River views are slim,
and the rooms are bare and largely devoid
of amenities, but it’s a good choice for those
who want to stay near Th Khao San, but not
too close.

Villa Guest House (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2281 7009;
230 Soi 1, Th Samsen; s/d 300/600B; bus 30, 53, 506, river
ferry Tha Phra Athit) A quiet older couple have
opened their 100-year-old teak house to
foreign guests. The 10 fan rooms (all with
shared bathrooms) are outfitted with antique
furniture, including canopy beds. By the time

this book is published a few additional rooms
should also be finished.

Penpark Place (Map pp114-15; @ 022814733; www
.penparkplace.com; 22 Soi 3, Th Samsen; s/d 350/4008B; bus
53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; @& (2)) This former
factory has been turned into a good-value
budget hotel. Rooms are little more than a
bed and a fan, and only one has an ensuite
bathroom, but all are spotless. There’s a com-
munal rooftop area, and plans to add even
more rooms in the near future.

Boworn BB (Map pp114-15; & 02629 1073; www.boworn
bb.com; 335 Th Phra Sumen; s/d 600/700B; river ferry to Tha
Phra Athit; () @) Viewed from the outside, this
place looks like a quaint, Banglamphu shop-
house. But a peek inside reveals a huge array of
mostly bland but tidy rooms. There’s an invit-
ing rooftop garden for communal chilling.

Rikka Inn (Map pp114-15; @0 2282 7511; www
.rikkainn.com; 259 Th Khao San; s/d 600-950B; bus 53, 506,
river ferry Tha Phra Athit; (¢2 (B &)) Boasting tight
but attractive rooms, a rooftop pool and a
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central location, the new Rikka is one of sev-
eral great-value hotels changing the face of
Th Khao San.

Baan Dinso (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2622 0560; www
.baandinso.com; 113 Trok Sin, Th Dinso; r 942-20008; bus 53,
506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; €8 (B)) Considering that
all the bathrooms here are shared, Baan Dinso
doesn’t rank high on the value scale, but this im-
maculately refurbished 85-year-old Thai house
in a classic Bangkok neighbourhood is among
the most unique accommodation experiences in
town. The nine rooms are truly homey, and the
shared bathrooms are absolutely spotless.

MIDRANGE

This is the fastest growing price bracket in the
neighbourhood, and there are some fantastic
bargains to be had if you can afford it.

Bhiman Inn (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2282 6171; www
.bhimaninn.com; 55 Th Phra Sumen; r 1000-1700B; bus 30,
53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; (¢ (B &)) With an
exterior that combines elements of a modern
church and a castle, and an interior that re-
lies on copious mirrors and pop-art floor tile
patterns, the design concept of this unique
hotel is a bit hard to pin down. The rooms are
slightly more predictable, although the cheap-
est are hardly larger than closets. An inviting
restaurant and a pool fill out the package.

TR Lamphu Tree House (Map pp114-15; @0
2282 0991; www.lamphutreehotel.com; 155 Wanchat Bridge,
Th Prachatipatai; r 1200-18008; klorng taxi to Tha Phah Fah;
@Y @ ®)) Despite the name this attractive
midranger has its feet firmly on land, and as
such represents brilliant value. Rooms are at-
tractive and inviting, and the rooftop bar, pool,
internet, restaurant and quiet location ensure
that you may never feel the need to leave.

New Siam Riverside (Map pp114-15; & 02629 3535;
www.newsiam.net; 21 Th Phra Athit; rincl breakfast 1390-2390B;
bus 53,506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; (&2 (2 &)) One of a
couple of new places along Th Phra Athit tak-
ing advantage of the riverside setting, this hotel
has comfortable rooms with tiny bathrooms.
But the real value is the amenities (internet,
travel agent, restaurant) and the location on
one of the city’s more pleasant streets.

Hotel Dé Moc (Map pp114-15; @) 0 2282 2831; www
.hoteldemoc.com; 78 Th Prachatipatai; r incl breakfast 1500-
1700B; bus 12, 56; 2 (@) &)) The rooms at this
classic hotel are large, with high ceilings
and generous windows, but the furnishings
could certainly use an update. Complimentary
transport to Th Khao San and Wat Phra Kaew,
and free bike rental are thoughtful perks.
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IR Diamond House (Map pp114-15; @) 02629
4008; www.thaidiamondhouse.com; 4 Th Samsen; r 2000-2800,
ste 3600; bus 30, 53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; &2 [2))
Despite sharing building space with a rather
brash Chinese temple, there’s no evidence of
design conflict at this eccentric, funky hotel.
Most rooms are loft style, with beds on raised
platforms, and are outfitted with stained
glass, dark, lush colours and chic furnishings.
There’s a lack of windows, and some of the
suites aren’t that much larger than the cheaper
rooms, but a rooftop sunbathing deck and an
outdoor Jacuzzi (!) make up for this.

Buddy Boutique Hotel (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2629
4477; www.buddylodge.com; 265 Th Khao San; r 2000-
26008; bus 53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; (3 & &)
This gigantic complex, which includes a
pool, fitness room and, ahem, a branch of
McDonald’s, is, as far as we’re aware, the
most expensive place to stay on Th Khao
San. Rooms are evocative of a breezy tropi-
cal manor house and outfitted with tradi-
tional Thai designs.

Viengtai Hotel (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2280 5434; www
.viengtai.co.th; 42 Th Rambutri; r 2200-30008, ste 52008; bus
53,506, ferry Tha Phra Athit; € &) &)) Long before
Th Khao San was ‘discovered’, this was an
ordinary Chinese-style hotel in a quiet neigh-
bourhood. It now sits comfortably in the mid-
range with reliable but unstylish rooms. Make
advance bookings for cheaper rates.

Baan Chantra (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2628 6988; www
.baanchantra.com; 120 Th Samsen; rincl breakfast 2700-40008;
bus 30, 53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; 2 &) This
beautiful converted house is without preten-
sions, preferring to be comfortable and roomy
rather than fashionable and pinched. Many of
the house’s original teak details remain, and
the deluxe room boasts a sunny patio.

TOP END
Navalai River Resort (Map pp114-15; & 0 2280 9955;
www.navalai.com; 45/1 Th Phra Athit; r incl breakfast 3000-
45008; bus 53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit; (¢ & &)
The latest thing to go up on breezy Th Phra
Athit, this chic hotel has 74 modern rooms,
many looking out over the Chao Phraya River.
There are attractive Thai design touches
throughout, but you might end up spending
much of your time checking out the views
from the rooftop pool.

0ld Bangkok Inn (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2629 1787,
www.oldbangkokinn.com; 609 Th Phra Sumen; r incl break-
fast 3190-6590B; bus 2, 82, 511, 512, klorng taxi to Tha Phan
Fah; @2 (@) The 10 rooms in this refurbished
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antique shophouse are decadent and sumptu-
ous, combining rich colours and heavy wood
furnishings. All have computers for personal
use, and some have semi-outdoor bathrooms.
The perfect honeymoon hotel.

IR Arun Residence (Map pp114-15; @0 2221
9158; www.arunresidence.com; 36-38 Soi Pratu Nok Yung, Th
Maharat; r/ste incl breakfast 3500/55008; river ferry Tha Tien;
¢ @) Strategically located across from Wat
Arun, this multilevel wooden house on the river
boasts much more than just brilliant views. The
seven rooms here manage to feel both homey
and stylish, some being tall and loftlike, while
others cojoin two rooms (the best is the top-
floor suite with its own balcony). There are
inviting communal areas, including a library, a
rooftop bar and the Deck restaurant (p162).

Aurum: The River Place (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2622
2248; www.aurum-bangkok.com; 394/27-29 Th Maharat; rincl
breakfast 3950-49008; river ferry Tha Tien; (¢& (&) The 12
modern rooms here don’t necessarily reflect
the grand European exterior of this refur-
bished shophouse. Nonetheless they’re com-
fortable and well appointed, and most offer
fleeting views of the Chao Phraya. Online
discounts available.

Chakrabongse Villas (Map pp114-15; @ 02622 3356;
www.thaivillas.com; 396/1 Th Maharat; r incl breakfast 5000-
55008, ste incl breakfast 10,000-25,0008; river ferry Tha Tien;
@Y (@ ®)) An occasionally inhabited com-
pound of Thai royalty dating back to 1908,
this unique hotel incorporates three sump-
tuous but cramped rooms and four larger
suites and villas. There’s a pool, jungle-like
gardens and an elevated deck for romantic
riverside dining.

Chinatown & Phahurat

Yaowarat, Bangkok’s Chinatown, isn’t the
most hospitable part of town, but for those
who wish to stay off the beaten track it’s
an area where travellers can remain largely
anonymous. There’s a decent selection of
accommodation, much of it just off busy
streets, so be sure to assess the noise situa-
tion before choosing your room. The area
used to be a nightmare to get to, but the
Metro stop at Hualamphong has improved
things immensely.

Baan Hualampong (Map pp116-17; @ 0 2639 8054;
www.baanhualampong.com; 336/20 Soi 21, Th Charoen Krung;
dm/s 220/2908, d 520-700B; Metro Hualamphong; (¢ &)
Repeat visitors rave about the homey setting
and warm, personal service at this guesthouse.
Located a short walk from Hualamphong sta-
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tion, kitchen and laundry facilities are also
available, and there are lots of chill-out areas
and computers.

River View Guest House (Map pp116-17; @) 0 2234
5429; www.riverviewbkk.com; 768 Soi Phanurangsi, Th
Songwat; d 250-950B; river ferry Tha Krom Chao Tha; (d))
You’ve probably seen this tall building from
the river, but it’s a bit harder to find on land.
Rooms are basic, suiting the abandoned feel of
the place, and only the more expensive rooms
on the upper floors have river-view balconies.
To get there, heading north on Th Charoen
Krung from Th Si Phraya, take a left onto Th
Songwat (before the Chinatown Arch), then
the second left onto Soi Phanurangsi. You'll
start to see signs at this point.

Train Inn (Map pp116-17; @& 0 2215 3055; www
.thetraininn.com; 428 Th Rong Muang/Hualamphong; r
450-900B; Metro Hualamphong; @2 (B)) Located di-
rectly behind Hualamphong, the city’s main
train station, this tidy guesthouse is a good
place to base yourself if you’ve got an early
departure or a late arrival. Only the more
expensive rooms have attached bathrooms,
but free wi-fi and small design touches are
available throughout.

Krung Kasem Srikung Hotel (Map pp116-17; @0
22250132; fax 02225 4705; 1860 Th Krung Kasem; d 650-7008;
Metro Hualamphong; (€3)) The rooms at this old-
timer are slightly more hospitable than the
exterior (and the neighbourhood) suggest. All
have balconies, and those on the upper floors
offer great views of Chinatown. Located a
brief walk from Hualamphong train station.

China Town Hotel (Map pp116-17; @& 02225 0204;
www.chinatownhotel.co.th; 215 Th Yaowarat; r 1390-1800B, ste
2200-28008; river ferry Tha Ratchawong; €2 (E)) Popular
with Chinese tourists, the lobby here plays
on the theme suggested by the hotel’s name,
but the rooms are largely devoid of any de-
sign concept. Some suites have recently been
remodelled and offer decent value.

TR Shanghai Inn (Map pp116-17; @ 0 2221
2121; www.shanghai-inn.com; 479-481 Th Yaowarat; r 2900-
40008; river ferry Tha Ratchawong; €2 () Easily the
most stylish place to stay in Chinatown, if
not in Bangkok. This boutique hotel suggests
Shanghai ¢ 1935 via stained glass, an abun-
dance of lamps, bold colours and tongue-in-
cheek Chinatown kitsch. There’s free wi-fi,
and the number of rooms here will have in-
creased 50% by the time this goes to print. If
you’re willing to splurge, ask for one of the
bigger streetside rooms with tall windows that
allow more natural light.
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Grand China Princess (Map pp116-17; @ 0 2224
9977; www.grandchina.com; 528 Th Yaowarat; r 4200-4800B,
ste 8400-9000B; river ferry Tha Ratchawong; (&2 (E &))
This characterless but spotless hotel is the
conservative choice in Chinatown. Rooms are
huge, and those on the top floors offer great
views of the city. A rooftop pool and revolving
restaurant also take advantage of the sights.
Book online for significant discounts.

Silom, Sathon & Riverside
The city’s financial district along Th Silom is
not the most charming area of town, but it is
convenient to nightspots and to the Skytrain
and Metro for quick access to modern parts
of Bangkok. There’s a distinct lack of budget
accommodation around Th Silom, but some
good-value boutique midrangers can be found
on Soi Sala Daeng. Some of Bangkok’s most
famous top-enders are also located along this
stretch of the river; they can be reached via the
complimentary hotel ferries at Tha Sathon.
Th Sathon is home to several top-end ho-
tels, but lacks in atmosphere, the primary
feature being the vast eponymous road. If
you need to stay around this area be sure to
see p159 for a few more hotel options around
lower Th Sathon.

BUDGET & MIDRANGE

New Road Guesthouse (Map pp118-19; @ 02630 6994;
fax 0 2237 1102; 1216/1 Th Charoen Krung; dm fan/air con
130/220B, d 280-15008; river ferry Tha Si Phraya; €2 (&)
Just far enough from cacophonous Th
Charoen Krung (previously known as New
Rd) to be quiet, this Danish-run backpacker
hostel offers a wide variety of plain but neat
rooms. For those on tight budgets, the clean
fan dorms are among the cheapest accom-
modation in town. The attached JYSK travel
agency is reputable.

Lub*d (Map pp118-19; @& 026347999; www
Jlubd.com; 4 Th Decho; dm/s/d 520/1280/18008; Skytrain
Chong Nonsi; (3 [&)) The title is a play on the
Thai lap dee, meaning ‘sleep well’, but the fun
atmosphere at this backpacker hostel might
make you want to stay up all night. There are
four storeys of dorms (including a ladies-only
wing) and a few private rooms, both with and
without bathrooms. The communal area, with
informative maps painted on the walls, boasts
free internet, games and a bar.

P&R Residence (Map pp118-19; (@ 0 2639 6091-93;
pandrresidence@gmail.com; 34 Soi 30, Th Charoen Krung; r
1000-12008; river ferry Tha Si Phraya; ©2)) Located on a
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quiet street near the old Portuguese embassy,
there’s nothing fancy about the P&R, but its
rooms are comfortable and clean and it’s very
fairly priced for this relatively atmospheric
corner of town. Breakfast is 80B extra, and
payments are by cash only.

Bangkok Christian Guest House (Map pp118-19;
@) 0 2233 2206; www.bcgh.org; 123 Soi Sala Daeng 2, Th
Convent; s/d 1100/1540B; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom;
@2 (@) This austere guesthouse dates back
to 1926, but today resembles any other mod-
ern building in Bangkok. Great for families,
as some rooms have five beds, and there’s
a 2nd-floor children’s play area and lots of
tourist information.

La Résidence Hotel (Map pp118-19; (@ 02233 3301,
www.laresidencebangkok.com; 173/8-9 Th Surawong; s/d
1200-2000B, ste 27008; Skytrain Chong Nonsi; €2 (2)) La
Résidence is a boutique inn with playfully
and individually decorated rooms. A standard
room is very small and fittingly decorated like
a child’s bedroom. The next size up is more
mature and voluptuous with blood-red walls
and modern Thai motifs.

Swan Hotel (Map pp118-19; & 02235 9271;
www.swanhotelbkk.com; 31 Soi 36, Th Charoen Krung; s/d
1200-15008; river ferry Tha Oriental; &3 (&) &)) Despite
its relatively large size, this classic Bangkok
hotel is able to maintain a homey feel. A re-
cent facelift has it looking better than ever,
although the room furnishings are still stuck
in the 1970s. The inviting pool area is a bit
more timeless, and the entire place is virtually
spotless. An excellent midrange choice.

Inn Saladaeng (Map pp118-19; @& 0 2637 5522; www
.theinnsaladaeng.com; 5/12 Soi Sala Daeng; d 1400-1800B;
Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom; €2 (&)) One of sev-
eral boutique hotels in the area, the Inn is the
newest and most conveniently located. The
lobby’s bright floral theme carries on into the
38 tight but well-equipped rooms, making up
for the lack of windows. Free wi-fi and self-
serve breakfast are other perks.

Rose Hotel (Map pp118-19; @ 0 2266 8268-72; www
.rosehotelbkk.com; 118 Th Surawong, r from 1800B; Skytrain
SalaDaeng, Metro Silom; ©2) (2 &)) Don’t let the un-
remarkable exterlor fool you; a recent renova-
tion has the lobby and rooms of this Vietnam
War vet looking quite modern. With a gym,
sauna and breakfasts included, it’s one of the
best deals in town.

Heritage Baan Silom (Map pp118-19; @ 02236 8388;
www.theheritagehotels.com; Baan Silom Shopping Centre, 669
Soi 19, Th Silom; r 2750-32508; Skytrain Surasak; (& &)
Tucked behind a ‘lifestyle arcade’ (ie shopping
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LATE-NIGHT TOUCHDOWN

A lot of nail-biting anxiety is expended on international flights arriving in Bangkok around mid-
night. Will there be taxis into town, will there be available rooms, will my family ever hear from
me again? Soothe those nagging voices with the knowledge that most international flights arrive
late and that Bangkok is an accommodating place. Yes, there are taxis and even an airport bus
service (see p183).

If you haven't already made hotel reservations, a good area to look for a bed is lower Sukhumvit;
it's right off the airport expressway and hotels around Soi Nana such as the Swiss Park (p158) and
the Federal (p157) are used to lots of late-night traffic, and won't break the bank. Alternatively,
you could always go to Th Khao San, which stays up late, is full of hotels and guesthouses, and
sees a near-continuous supply of ‘fresh-off-the-birds’ just like you.

If, for some reason, you can't stray too far from the airport, these places provide a more than
adequate roof.

Suvarnabhumi International Airport

Refill Now! The nearest good budget option (see p160).

Grand Inn Come Hotel (off Map pp110-11; (@ 0 2738 8189-99; www.grandinncome-hotel.com; 99 Moo 6, Th
Kingkaew, Bangplee; r from 20008; €2 (B)) Solid midranger 10km from the airport, with airport shuttle and ‘lively’
karaoke bar.

All Seasons Bangkok Huamark (Map pp110-11; (@) 0 2308 7888; 5 Soi 15, Th Ramkhamhaeng; r 2040B;

(¢ (B &) Only 20km from the airport, this midranger has 268 rooms to choose from.

Novotel Suvarnabhumi Airport Hotel (off Map pp110-11; & 02131 1111; www.novotel.com; r from
50008; (&3 (E)) With 600-plus luxurious rooms in the airport.

Don Muang Airport
We-Train International House (Map pp110-11; @ 0 2967 8550-54; www.we-train.co.th; 501/1 Th Decha-
tungkha, Don Muang; dm 2008, r 800-1100B; &2 &) ) Run by the Association for the Promotion of the Status of

Book your stay at lonelyplanet.com/hotels

Women, this place offers good-value rooms a short taxi ride from the airport.
Amari Airport Hotel (Map pp110-11; @ 0 2566 1020; www.amari.com; 333 Th Choet Wutthakat; r from
2263B; (¥ () &)) Directly opposite Don Muang, this most popular airport hotel also has well-equipped day-use

rooms.

Rama Gardens Hotel (Map pp110-11; @ 0 2561 0022; www.ramagardenshotel.com; 9/9 Th Vibhavadi
Rangsit; r from 4708B; (&2 (B &)) Tranquil garden setting and very comfortable deluxe wings with deep-soak

tubs. Shuttle buses to airport.

centre), this wannabe top-ender is a mod-
ern interpretation of an English colonial-era
mansion. Carefully designed with attractive
wood and wicker furnishings, the rooms here
are bright and airy, each featuring a different
colour theme and custom wall prints.

TOP END
LUXX (Map pp118-19; (@) 0 2635 8800; www.staywithluxx
.com; 6/11 Th Decho; r 3300-61008; Skytrain Chong Nonsi;
(¢ (@) Despite their location in a nondescript
leafy Bangkok street, the 13 rooms here ooze
with a minimalist hipness that wouldn’t be out
of place in London or New York. Some rooms
don’t have windows, but rather glass walls that
overlook an enclosed courtyard.

Triple Two Silom (Map pp118-19; @& 02627 2222; www
tripletwosilom.com; 222 Th Silom; r/ste 4800/5500B; Skytrain

Chong Nonsi; (€2 (@) Rooms here resemble sleek
modern offices - in a good way. But don’t
worry, with huge bathrooms and inviting-
looking beds, you’ll be inspired to relax, not
work. Guests can use the rooftop garden, but
have to go next door to the sister Narai Hotel
for the swimming pool and fitness centre.
Millennium Hilton (Map pp118-19; @ 0 2442 2000;
www.bangkok.hilton.com; 123 Th Charoen Nakorn, Thonburi;
r 6800-73008, ste 12,000-26,0008; hotel shuttle boat from
River City & Tha Sathon/Central Pier; 2 (H &)) As soon
as you enter the dramatic lobby, it’s obvious
that this is Bangkok’s youngest, most modern
riverside hotel. Rooms, all of which boast wide-
screen river views, follow this theme, and are
decked out with funky furniture and Thai-
themed photos. A glass elevator and an artifi-
cial beach are just some of the fun touches.
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Lebua (Map pp118-19; @ 0 2624 9999; www.lebua
.com; State Tower, cnr Th Silom & Th Charoen Krung; d/ste from
US$200/300; Skytrain Saphan Taksin; (¢ (2) &)) One of
Bangkok’s tallest and most distinctive build-
ings is also a luxury hotel. Suites here are huge,
some with two balconies, and if you book
online the discounts can be equally large.

Dusit Thani (Map pp118-19; (@ 0 2200 9000; www
.dusit.com; 946 Th Phra Ram IV; r 10,000-17,000B, ste 19,500~
79,0008; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom; &2 (E) &)) At
one point the tallest building in the country,
this venerable luxury hotel is a testament to
how much things have changed in Bangkok.
Despite the flagrantly 1970s exterior, the
rooms, like the lobby, are blandly modern.
The hotel’s vast ballroom is a popular wed-
ding venue for upper-class locals, and its res-
taurants are favourite dining destinations for
members of the Thai royal family.

Oriental Hotel (Map pp118-19; &) 0 2659 9000; www
.mandarinoriental.com; 48 Soi Oriental/38, Th Charoen Krung;
rincl breakfast US$420-600, ste incl breakfast US$600-3000;
hotel shuttle boat from Tha Sathon/Central Pier; (¢ (3) &)
For the true Bangkok experience, a stay at
this grand old riverside hotel is a must; see
the boxed text on p156 for a brief history.
The majority of rooms are located in the
modern New Wing, but we prefer the old-
world ambiance of the Garden and Authors’
Wings. The hotel is home to the city’s most
longstanding fine dining restaurant, Le
Normandie (p164), and across the river in
Thonburi the hotel also maintains one of
the region’s most acclaimed spas (p140) and
a cooking school.

Peninsula Hotel (Map pp118-19; @ 02861
2888; www.peninsula.com; 333 Th Charoen Nakhon, Thonburi;
r 12,000-15,000B, ste 20,000-120,000B; hotel shuttle boat
from Tha Sathon/Central Pier; @2 (B &)) After a dec-
ade in Bangkok, the Pen still seems to have
it all: the location (towering over the river
in Thonburi), the rep (it’s consistently one
of the highest-ranking luxury hotels in the
world) and one of the highest levels of service
in town. If money is no obstacle, stay on one
of the upper floors (there are 38) where you
literally have all of Bangkok at your feet.

Siam Square & Pratunam

For centrally located accommodation, there’s
really no better destination than the area sur-
rounding Siam Square. Home to the inter-
section of the two Skytrain lines, and only a
brief-ish (depending on traffic) taxi ride to
Banglamphu, this is about as good as it gets
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in ever-expanding Bangkok. The only draw-
back is that nightlife is nonexistent, but again
you’re only a short taxi ride to nightspots in
Silom or Sukhumvit.

For those on a budget who also need a cen-
tral location, a low-key backpacker community
exists along Soi Kasem San 1 (say ‘ga-sdirm’),
across from the National Stadium.

BUDGET & MIDRANGE

Bed & Breakfast Inn (Map pp120-1; @ 0 2215 3004;
Soi Kasem San 1; s/d incl breakfast 600/700B; Skytrain
National Stadium, klorng taxi to Tha Ratchathewi; (¢2))
This mazelike guesthouse has standard but
comfortable rooms. Rates, not surprisingly,
include breakfast.

A-One Inn (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2215 3029; www
.aoneinn.com; 25/13-15 Soi Kasem San 1; d from 650B;
Skytrain National Stadium, klorng taxi to Tha Ratchathewi;
&) The lobby is a bit messy here, but
a peek into the rooms proves that they are
well proportioned and good value. A-One
sees a lot of return business.

Wendy House (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2214 1149; www
.wendyguesthouse.com; 36/2 Soi Kasem San 1; d incl break-
fast from 10008; Skytrain National Stadium, klorng taxi to Tha
Ratchathewi; @2 (B ) The rooms here are small
and basic, but well stocked (TV, fridge) for
this price range. There’s a cafe downstairs and
service is exceedingly friendly.

Reno Hotel (Map pp120-1; @0 2215 0026; www
.renohotel.co.th; 40 Soi Kasem San 1; d 1280-16508; Skytrain
National Stadium, klorng taxi to Tha Ratchathewi; (¢2 (&) &)
Only some of the rooms reflect the renova-
tions evident in the lobby and exterior, but the
cafe and classic pool of this Vietnam War-era
vet still cling to the past.

Golden House (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2252 9535; www
.goldenhouses.net; 1025/5-9 Th Ploenchit; d 1650B; Skytrain
Chitlom; (& B)) With parquet flooring and
built-in wooden furniture, the 27 rooms
here are more like modern Thai condos than
hotel rooms. The beds are huge, but just like
at Thai condos they have the potential to
sag. Golden House is located just steps from
Skytrain Chitlom; look for the sign that says
VIP Guest House.

Indra Regent Hotel (Map pp120-1; &) 0 2208 0022-
33; www.indrahotel.com; 120/126 Th Ratchaprarop; d from
27208; Skytrain Chitlom, klorng taxi to Tha Pratunam; (62 &)
This soot-stained *70s-era box doesn’t look
like much from the outside, but the interior
offers one of the better-value stays in this
price range. Junior suites are touted as the
best buys.
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BANGKOK’S GRANDE DAME

The Oriental Hotel started out as a roughshod boarding house for European seafarers in the
late 19th century, but was transformed into an aristocratic magnet by Hans Niels Anderson,
the founder of the formidable East Asiatic Company (which operated between Bangkok and
Copenhagen). He hired an Italian designer to build what is now known as the Authors’” Wing,
which was the city’s most elaborate secular building; all other grand architecture at the time
was commissioned by the king.

With a dramatic setting beside Mae Nam Chao Phraya, the hotel has gained its reputation from
its famous guests. A Polish-born sailor named Joseph Conrad stayed here in between nautical
jobs in 1888. W Somerset Maugham stumbled into the hotel with an advanced case of malaria
contracted during his overland journey from Burma. In his feverish state, he heard the German
manager arguing with the doctor about how a death in the hotel would hurt business. Maugham'’s
recovery and completion of Gentleman in the Parlour: A Record of a Journey from Rangoon to Haiphong
contributed to the long-lasting literary appeal of the hotel. Other notable guests have included
Noél Coward, Graham Greene, John le Carré, James Michener, Gore Vidal and Barbara Cartland.
Some modern-day writers even claim that a stay in the Oriental will overcome writer’s block.

To soak up the ambience of old seafaring Bangkok, stop by for a cocktail at the Bamboo Bar or
toast the ‘swift river’ as Noél Coward did from the riverside terrace. For teetotallers, an afternoon
brew is served in a frilly Victorian lounge filled with black-and-white photographs of Rama V. To
ensure its aristocratic leanings in a less formal age, the hotel enforces a dress code (no shorts,
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sleeveless shirts or sandals allowed).

Asia Hotel (Map pp120-1; (@0 2215 0808; www
.asiahotel.co.th; 296 Th Phayathai; r from 29008; Skytrain
Ratchathewi, klorng taxi to Tha Ratchathewi; &2 () &)
The epitome of an Asian midranger, this
huge hotel has plain but large rooms with
generous-sized bathrooms. Connoisseurs of
kitsch will appreciate the dual presence of
Calypso Cabaret (see the boxed text, p173)
and an Elvis show. Significant discounts
available online.

TOP END

Novotel Bangkok on Siam Square (Map pp120-1; &0
2255 6888; www.accorhotels-asia.com; Soi 6, Siam Sq; d from
3655B; Skytrain Siam; @2 (B &) For business or
leisure, Novotel Siam is conveniently located
near the Skytrain and shopping. Rooms
are spitting images of corporate class back
home, but the deluxe ones are better suited
for business purposes.

Nai Lert Park Hotel (Map pp120-1; @& 02253 0123;
www.swissotel.com/bangkok-nailertpark; 2 Th Withayu/
Wireless Rd; d from 5300B; Skytrain Ploenchit, klorng taxi
to Tha Withayu; @8 (2) &)) This hotel has seen
a few reincarnations during its 25-year
history, but we like the current one; the
suites follow the sleek design theme laid
out in the lobby, while cheaper rooms fol-
low a more conservative wood-heavy ‘clas-
sic’ theme. Regardless, all are huge and
include balconies.

Siam@Siam (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2217 3000; www
siamatsiam.com; 865 Th Phra Ram [; r 5700-8400B; Skytrain
National Stadium; (¢ (@ &) The lobby of this new
hotel is more amusement park than accom-
modation, but that’s what makes it so fun.
A seemingly random mishmash of colours
and materials result in a style one could only
describe as junkyard’ - but in a good way, of
course. The rooms, which continue the theme,
and which are located between the 14th and
25th floors, offer terrific city views, free wi-fi
and breakfast. There’s also a spa, a rooftop
restaurant and a pool on the 8th floor.

Conrad Hotel Bangkok (Map pp120-1; @ 02690 9999;
www.conradhotels.com; 87 Th Withayu/Wireless Rd; d from
70628; Skytrain Ploenchit; €2 (2) &) When built in
2003, the Conrad was one of the first hotels
in Bangkok to consciously make an effort to
appeal to the young and hip. It has since been
surpassed in this area, but still offers attrac-
tive accommodation. The interior is decked
out in Jim Thompson silks and a vaguely
Asian theme. The attached Diplomat Bar is
a great place to chill out with a martini and
live jazz.

Grand Hyatt Erawan (Map pp120-1; (@) 02254 1234;
www.bangkok.hyatt.com; cnr Th Ratchadamri & Th Ploenchit;
dfrom 10,4008; Skytrain Chitlom; (&2 (2) &) This long-
standing luxury staple boasts 380 functional
and handsome rooms in the virtual centre of
Bangkok’s commercial zone. The rooms are
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seemingly designed for those who wish to
work, with inviting and well-positioned desks.
For those on holiday (and not constrained
by budgets), six new Spa Cottages include a
city-view balcony, an attached spa, and com-
plimentary massage and spa services.

Sukhumvit

This seemingly endless urban thoroughfare is
Bangkok’s unofficial International Zone and
also boasts much of the city’s accommodation.
There’s a bit of everything here, from the odd
backpacker hostel to sex tourist hovels and
five-star luxury. The former two are largely
located between Sois 1 and 4, while the lat-
ter doesn’t begin to appear until you reach
Soi 12 or so.

In general, because visitors with larger budg-
ets stay in Sukhumvit, tourist services are more
expensive here than in Banglamphu. The trade-
off is access to food from virtually every corner
of the globe, heaps of nightlife options and easy
access to both the Skytrain and subway.

BUDGET

Suk 11 (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2253 5927; www.suk11.com;
1/33 Soi 11, Th Sukhumvit; dm/s/d/ste 250/500/750/20008;
Skytrain Nana; (¢ (&) Extremely well run and ex-
tremely popular, this guesthouse is an oasis of
woods and greenery in the urban jungle that
is Th Sukhumvit. Although they’ve some-
how managed to stuff nearly 100 rooms in
there, you'll still need to book at least two
weeks ahead.

HI-Sukhumvit (Map pp122-3; @0 2391 9338; www
.hisukhumvit.com; 23 Soi 38, Th Sukhumvit; dm 3008, s 550-
600B, d 800-850B; Skytrain Thong Lo; (¢ (H)) Located
in a quiet residential street a brief walk from
the Skytrain, this friendly hostel excels with
its neat dorms and accompanying immense
bathrooms. There is lots of tourist informa-
tion, a rooftop deck, laundry and kitchen.

Soi 1 Guesthouse (Map pp122-3; @) 02655 0604; www
.soi1questhouse.com; 220/7 Soi 1, Th Sukhumvit; dm 350B;
Skytrain Ploenchit; €3 (E)) Boasting the somewhat
intimidating motto ‘See the world before it
seizes you’, this narrow building has four clut-
tered dorm rooms. When not outside see-
ing the world, let yourself be ‘seized” by the
chummy communal area with pool table, TV
and computers.

Nana Chart (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2259 4900; www
.thailandhostel.com; cnr Soi 25, Th Sukhumvit; dm 3908, r 1200-
1800B; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit; &2 & ) This
tidy, newish backpacker hostel packs 90 plain
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but more-than-adequate budget rooms, as well
as some of the better dorms around featuring
ensuite bathrooms. Restaurants and a travel
agency are also located in the compound.

Atlanta (Map pp122-3; @) 02252 1650/6069; fax 0 2656
8123; 78 Soi Phasak/2, Th Sukhumvit; r 535-650B, ste 18208;
Skytrain Ploenchit; (€2 &)) Defiantly antiquated
and equally frumpy, this crumbling gem has
changed very little since its construction in
1952. The opulent lobby stands in contrast to
the simple rooms, but the inviting pool (the
country’s first hotel pool) and delightful res-
taurant are incentive enough. The rather fa-
natical anti-sex-tourist policy may leave Thai
friends of either gender waiting outside. Miami
Hotel (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2253 0369; www.thaimiami
.com; 2 Soi 13, Th Sukhumvit; s/d 800/1000B; Skytrain Nana;
©Y ®)) Definitely showing its 40 years, and
currently surrounded by the noisy construc-
tion of things much grander, the Miami still
manages to carry an element of old-school
Bangkok charm. Ask for one of the original
business cards while they last.

MIDRANGE
Golden Palace Hotel (Map pp122-3; &) 02252 5115; www
.goldenpalacehotel.com; 15 Soi 1, Th Sukhumvit; r 1110-13508;
Skytrain Ploenchit; @) %)) The abundance of
mirrors in the ground-floor rooms gives this
away as a former tryst hotel, but for just a
couple of hundred baht more, you can get one
of the simple but airy rooms upstairs. A pool,
coffee shop and nearby spa ensure that you
won’t need to go very far to be entertained.
Federal Hotel (Map pp122-3; @& 02253 0175; www.fed
eralbangkok.com; 27 Soi 11, Th Sukhumvit; r 1200-15008; Skytrain
Nana; €2 (B &)) You wouldn’t know it from the
exterior, but after 40 years ‘Club Fed’ finally
decided to get a makeover. The upstairs rooms
are comfortable and almost contemporary, but
the rooms at ground level still scream 1967. The
real draws are the frangipani-lined pool and
time-warped American-style coffee shop.
Stable Lodge (Map pp122-3; B0 2653 0017; www
stablelodge.com; 39 Soi 8, Th Sukhumvit; r 1495-1695B;
Skytrain Nana; & & &)) To be honest, we were
slightly disappointed that the faux-Tudor
theme of the downstairs restaurant didn’t
carry on into the rooms, but could find no
other faults. A recent renovation has given a
bit of life to the simple rooms here, and the
spacious balconies still offer great city views.
Baan Sukhumvit (Map pp122-3; & 02258 5625; www
.baansukhumvit.com; 392/38-39 Soi 20, Th Sukhumvit; s/d
1540/1760B; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit; €2 (E)) One
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THINKING AHEAD
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The rates listed in this chapter are high-season rack rates; ie the highest price a hotel will generally
charge for a room. However, there’s no reason you should be paying this much, especially if you
know ahead of time when you'll be in town. Booking rooms online can lead to savings of at least
20%, and often more, at many of Bangkok’s leading hotels. This can be done directly through the
hotel websites or via sites such as Lonely Planet’s Hotels & Hostels (www.lonelyplanet.com), which
features thorough reviews from authors and traveller feedback, and a booking facility.

It can also work to your advantage to simply call and book ahead; sometimes hotel desk staff
collect commission on walk-ins and are reluctant to discount, something that can be remedied
by a pre-emptive phone call and an inquiry about the lowest possible rate.

of three similarly priced hotels located on this
small side street off Soi 20, Baan Sukhumvit’s
12 rooms exude a homey, cosy atmosphere.
A newer branch is located around the corner
on Soi 18.

Swiss Park Hotel (Map pp122-3; @) 0 2254 0228;
155/23 Soi Chaiyot/11, Th Sukhumvit; r 1900-2350B, ste
33508; Skytrain Nana; (¢ &)) The rooms here are
workaday and largely forgettable, but the con-
venient location and friendly and competent
staff make this a good midrange find.

Citichic (Map pp122-3; [@ 0 2342 3888; www.citichic
hotel.com; 34 Soi 13, Th Sukhumvit; r 2700-3000B; Skytrain
Nana; (¢2 (@ &) The name and lobby of this
stylish midranger ooze self-confidence. And
justifiably so; although they are a bit of a tight
squeeze, the rooms here come fully equipped
with flat-screen TVs and all other amenities -
and all of it done with style.

Napa Place Bed & Breakfast (Map pp122-3; @ 02661
5525; www.napaplace.com; 11/3 Sap 2, Soi 36, Th Sukhumvit;
d 2750-48008; Skytrain Thong Lo; @2 (@) Seemingly
hidden in the confines of a typical Bangkok
urban compound is what must be the city’s
homiest accommodation. The 12 expansive
rooms here have been decorated with dark
woods from the family’s former business and
light brown cloths from the hands of Thai
weavers. The communal areas couldn’t be
much different from the suburban living
room you grew up in.

TOP END

Seven (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2662 0951; www.sleepatseven
.com; 3/15 Soi Sawasdee/31, Th Sukhumvit; r 3296-60008;
Skytrain Phrom Phong; €2 (B)) This tiny hotel some-
how manages to be chic and homey, stylish
and comfortable, Thai and international all
at the same time. Each of the six rooms is
decked out in a different colour that cor-
responds to Thai astrology, and thoughtful
amenities abound.

Davis (Map pp122-3; @) 02260 8000; www.davisbangkok
.net; Soi 24, Th Sukhumvit; d from 5000B; 2 (@ &) If
it’s hard to pinpoint the design of this young-
feeling hotel it’s probably because it seems
to have covered all the bases with Chinese-,
Japanese-, Myanmar- and Balinese-themed
rooms. Domestically speaking, there are also
seven Thai-style villas surrounding a pool.
It’s located way out near Th Phra Ram IV,
but there are tuk-tuks (pronounced duk duk;
motorised transport) to whisk you to the civi-
lisation of Th Sukhumvit.

TR Eugenia (Map pp122-3; @& 0 2259 9017-19;
www.theeugenia.com; 267 Soi Sawasdee/31, Th Sukhumvit; r
5800-7200B; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit; (¢ (& &)
Although Thailand was never anybody’s
colony, there’s no doubt about the design in-
fluence of this character-laden hotel. Decked
out in antique furniture and an abundance of
animal skins, a stay here is like travelling to
Burma c 1936. Don’t fear though; you won’t
have to ask the ‘boy’ to draw you a bath -
modern amenities such as flat-screen TVs and
free domestic and international calls are also
provided (although the baths are beautiful and
made of copper). Ask about the vintage-car
airport transfers.

Dream Bangkok (Map pp122-3; @ 02254 8500; www
.dreambkk.com; 10 Soi 15, Th Sukhumvit; r from US$200;
Skytrain Asoke; (2 (@) &) If your idea of interior
design involves stuffed tigers, copious mirrors
and slick leather, you'll feel at home here. The
perfect place for the travelling rock star -
real or otherwise — the Dream is Bangkok’s
most outlandish hotel. The standard rooms
are a tight fit, but include ample and quirky
amenities such as the Dream signature blue
light to aid in sleeping.

Sheraton Grande Sukhumvit (Mappp122-3; @ 02649
8888; www.sheratongrandesukhumvit.com; 250 Th Sukhumvit;
r from 87008; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit; (¢ (& &)
This business-oriented hotel offers some of the
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most spacious rooms in town and fills them
with a generous array of amenities. An elevated
walkway connecting the hotel to Asoke Skytrain
station makes this the convenient choice for
those on generous expense accounts.

Ma Du Zi (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2615 6400; www
.maduzihotel.com; cnr Th Ratchadapisek & Soi 16, Th
Sukhumvit; r 17,200-33,0008; Skytrain Asoke, Metro
Sukhumvit; @ (@) The name is Thai for ‘come
take a look’, somewhat of a misnomer for
this reservations-only, no walk-ins hotel. If
you've gained access, behind the gate you’ll
find an attractive midsized hotel steeped in
dark, chic tones and designs. We fancied the
immense bathrooms, with a walk-in tub and
minimalist shower. There’s no pool, but the
rack rate includes everything from airport
transfer, breakfast and dinner to domestic
and international calls.

Lumphini Park & Th Phra Ram IV

If you were hitting the Asian hippie trail back
in the 1970s, you would have laid your love
beads at a guesthouse in Soi Ngam Duphli, off
Th Phra Ram IV, not too far from Lumphini
Park. Despite the decades that have passed,
it’s still a good area to go to for supercheap
accommodation, particularly along Soi Sri
Bamphen. And getting there has been made
even easier by the Metro stop at Lumphini.

Café des Arts Guest House (Map p124; @ 02679 8438;
27/39 Soi Sri Bamphen; fan/air-con 350/4508; Metro Lumphini;
@Y &) Run by a French/Thai couple, there’s
seemingly no cafe (nor art) here, but rather a
downstairs Korean barbecue restaurant and
eight simple rooms upstairs.

Malaysia Hotel (Map p124; @ 0 2679 7127; www
.malaysiahotelbkk.com; 54 Soi Ngam Duphli; d 798-998B;
Metro Lumphini; @ & &)) The Malaysia was
once Bangkok’s most famous budget lodge
and even gave shelter to Maureen and Tony
Wheeler on their maiden shoestring trip
through Southeast Asia. Our sources tell
us that the couple stay elsewhere when in
Bangkok nowadays, but the Malaysia is still a
good choice for the rest of us for its fair prices
and frozen-in-time atmosphere.

Penguin House (Map p124; @) 0 2679 9991; www
.geocities.com/penguinhouses; 27/23 Soi Sri Bamphen; r 800-
9508, 2-night minimum; Metro Lumphini; () The oddly
named Penguin is a breath of fresh air in this
area of tired old-timers. Rear rooms will be
quieter, and there are a couple of interior
rooms that sleep two couples. Weekly and
monthly rates are also available.
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All Seasons Sathorn (Map p124; &) 02343 6333; www
.allseasons-sathorn.com; 31 Th Sathon Tai; r 1800-25008; Metro
Lumphini; @3 &) The former King’s Hotel has
been reborn as this modern attractive choice,
right in the middle of the embassy district.
The primary colours and bold lines of the
design scheme make up for the lack of natural
light in some rooms. To see what the hotel
(and Th Sathon) used to look like, check out
the photos in the dining room.

Ibis Sathon (Map p124; @ 02659 2888; Soi Ngam Duphli;
rindl breakfast 20408; Metro Lumphini; (€2 &)) Business-
friendly Ibis delivers comfort and convenience
without corporate expense-account prices.

Metropolitan (Map p124; @ 0 2625 3333; www
.metropolitan.como.bz; 27 Th Sathon Tai, r incl break-
fast US$145-185, ste incl breakfast US$210-2000; Metro
Lumphini; &3 () &) The exterior of the former
YMCA has changed relatively little, but a
peek inside reveals Bangkok’s sleekest hotel.
Urban minimalism rules here, except where
it concerns the size of the two-storey suites.
Breakfast is either American or ‘organic’, and
attached Cy’an (pl167) is among Bangkok’s
best upscale restaurants.

Sukhothai Hotel (Map p124; @ 0 2344 8888; www
.sukhothai.com; 13/3 Th Sathon Tai; r 9500-10,700B, ste 12,900-
100,0008; Metro Lumphini; (€2 (2 &)) As the name
suggests, this hotel employs brick stupas,
courtyards and antique sculptures to create a
historical, temple-like atmosphere. The rooms
are exquisitely decorated and have hardwood
floors and war-room-sized bathrooms.

Central Bangkok
Many of the following hotels lie outside our
neat neighbourhood designations, so they often
require a little more effort to reach. This also
means that they tend to be located in less hectic
parts of the city, and are perfect for those who’d
rather not stay in the thick of it. Thewet, the
district north of Banglamphu near the National
Library, is a pleasant backpacker enclave, par-
ticularly popular with families and the over-30
crowd. It is a lovely leafy area, but during the
rainy season it can be prone to flooding.
Bangkok International Youth Hostel (Map pp112-
13; @) 02282 0950; www.hihostels.com; 25/2 Th Phitsanulok,
Dusit; dm 170B, r 600-24008; bus 16, 509, river ferry Tha Thewet;
€Y &) One of the only options if you want to
stay in the quiet Dusit area, this recently refur-
bished hostel has cheaper rooms in the origi-
nal building and new but cramped rooms in a
tall structure facing Th Phitsanulok. There’s a
pleasant rooftop balcony and a travel library.
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Shanti Lodge (Map pp112-13; (@ 0 2281 2497; 37 Soi
Thewet, Th Si Ayuthaya, Thewet; dm 2008, r 400-29508; bus
30,503, river ferry Tha Thewet; &8 (&) This family-run
place exudes a peaceful, dharmic aura. It’s
also a true guesthouse, so there are misplaced
baskets of the owners’ laundry, an abandoned
exercise bike and other ‘homey’ touches.
Walls are bamboo-thin in the cheaper rooms,
but there’s a huge variety of accommodation;
check out a few before making a decision.

Taewez Guest House (Map pp112-13; & 02280 8856;
23/12Th Si Ayuthaya, Thewet; s/d 250/5308; bus 30, 503, river
ferry Tha Thewet; @2)) Popular with French travel-
lers, the cheapest rooms here are plain and
share bathrooms, but are good value.

Sri Ayuttaya Guest House (Map pp112-13; @& 02282
5942; 23/11 Th Si Ayuthaya, Thewet; s 4008, d 600-850B; bus
30, 503, river ferry Tha Thewet; (2} (2)) The wood and
brick theme here is a nice break from the
usual, less permanent-feeling guesthouse
design. The rooms, half of which share bath-
rooms, also feel sturdy and inviting.

Phra-Nakorn Norn-Len (Map pp112-13; @ 0 2628
8600; www.phranakorn-nornlen.com; 46 Soi 1, Th Thewet,
Thewet; s incl breakfast 18008, d incl breakfast 2200-24008;
bus 30, 503, river ferry Tha Thewet; (¥ (&) Set in an
expansive garden compound decorated like
the Bangkok of yesteryear, this bright and
cheery hotel is an atmospheric if not neces-
sarily great value place to stay. Rooms are
simply furnished, but generously decorated
with antiques and wall paintings, and there’s
internet, massage and endless opportunities
for peaceful relaxing. Breakfast originates
from the hotel’s organic rooftop garden.

All Seasons Bangkok Siam (Map pp112-13; @& 0
2209 3888; www.accorhotels.com/asia; 97 Th Ratchaprarop;
rincl breakfast 20008; Skytrain Victory Monument, bus 513;
% ®)) Part of a new line-up of business-
friendly hotels for modest budgets. Shop the
website for plumper discounts.

Greater Bangkok

If you need to stay near one of Bangkok’s two
airports, check the accommodation options in
our boxed text on p154.

Refill Now! (Map pp110-11; @) 0 2713 2044; www
refillnow.co.th; 191 Soi Pridi Banhom Yong 42/71, Th
Sukhumvit, Phra Khanong; dm/s/d 560/1085/1470B; Skytrain
Phra Khanong; (¢J &) &)) Sporting a look that
blends the Habitat catalogue and a Kubrick
movie, this is the kind of place that might
make you think twice about sleeping in a
dorm. The spotless white private rooms and
dorms have flirtatious pull screens between
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each double-bunk; women-only dorms are
also available. There’s an achingly hip chill-
out area, and a massage centre upstairs. If you
decide you need to leave, there’s a tik-tik
(30B per passenger) to Thong Lo and Phra
Khanong Skytrain stations.

Thai House (Map pp110-11; @0 2903 9611;
www.thaihouse.co.th; 32/4 Mu 8, Bang Yai, Nonthaburi;
s/d 1500/17008) North of central Bangkok in
Nonthaburi is this traditional Thai home
surrounded by fruit trees, which has been
converted into a guesthouse. Contact the pro-
prietors for transport details. The guesthouse
also conducts cooking courses open to non-
guests (see p144).

Reflections Rooms (Map pp110-11; @0 2270
3344; www.reflections-thai.com; 224/2-18 Th Pradiphat, Th
Phahonyothin, Saphan Kwai; r 2250-32508; Skytrain Saphan
Kwai; 2 (@) Now at a new location on noisy
Th Pradiphat, this hotel unites 34 rooms,
each of which is individually and playfully
designed. One of the rooms we checked out
combined a chair upholstered with stuffed
animals and walls covered with graffiti. Heaps
of fun and perpetually popular, so be sure to
book ahead.

Bangkok Marriott Resort & Spa (Mappp110-11; i@ 0
2476 0022; www.marriott.com; 257/1-3 Th Charoen Nakhon,
Thonburi; d from 5800B; hotel shuttle boat from Tha Sathon & Tha
Oriental; € B 8)) Located south of the city on
the banks of Mae Nam Chao Phraya, ‘resort’ is
in this case at least an accurate moniker for this
expansive, relax-oriented hotel. Lest the gardens
and pools give the impression you're in another
province (well, technically you are), you're eas-
ily connected to the rest of Bangkok by a hotel-
operated shuttle boat to Saphan Taksin.

EATING

Invariably the safest of Bangkok’s infamous
carnal pleasures, food is serious business in
this city. Attracting hungry visitors from
across the globe, Bangkok’s eats also draw
natives from disparate ends of the city, happy
to brave traffic or floods for a bowl of noodles
or a plate of rice.

The selection is enormous, with eating
places in Bangkok ranging from wheeled carts
that set up shop on a daily basis to chic dining
rooms in five-star hotels. In our experience the
tastiest eats are generally found somewhere in-
between, at family-run shophouse restaurants
serving a limited repertoire of dishes.

The influences are also vast, and you’ll
find everything from Thai-Chinese to Thai-
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Muslim, not to mention most regional Thai
cuisines. And if at some point you do tire
of goo-ay dée-o (rice noodles) and curries,
Bangkok has an ever-expanding selection
of high-quality international restaurants,
encompassing everything from hole-in-the-
wall French bistros to authentic Japanese
ramen houses.

Ko Ratanakosin & Banglamphu
Bangkok’s royal district has an abundance
of sights but a dearth of restaurants - a pity,
considering the potential views.

Despite its proximity to the faux pat tai and
tame dom yam of Th Khao San, Banglamphu
is one of the city’s most legendary eating
areas. Decades old restaurants and legendary
hawkers line the streets in this leafy corner
of Olde Bangkok, and you could easily spend
an entire day grazing the southern end of Th
Tanao alone.

Although you’d be wisest to get your do-
mestic nosh away from the main drag, the
foreign influence on Th Khao San has led to
a few import standouts.

THAI

Nang Loeng Market (Map pp114-15; Btw Soi 8-10, Th
Nakhon Sawan; €% 10am-2pm Mon-Sat; bus 72) Dating
back to 1899, this atmospheric market is pri-
marily associated with Thai sweets, but at
lunchtime it’s also an excellent place to fill
up on savouries. Try a bowl of handmade
egg noodles at Rung Reuang or the wonderful
curries across the way at Ratana.

Chote Chitr (Map pp114-15; @0 2221 4082; 146 Th
Phraeng Phuthon; dishes 30-2008; ¥4 lunch & dinner Mon-
Sat; bus 15, klorng taxi to Tha Phan Fah) This third-
generation shophouse restaurant boasting just
six tables is a true Bangkok foodie landmark.
The kitchen can be inconsistent, but when
they’re on, dishes like mée grorp (crispy fried
noodles) and yam tooa ploo (wing-bean salad)
are in a class of their own.

Kim Leng (no roman-script sign; Map pp114-15; @0
2622 2062; 158-160 Th Tanao; dishes 40-100B; %3 lunch &
dinner Mon-Sat; bus 15, klorng taxi to Tha Phan Fah) This
tiny family-run restaurant specialises in the
dishes of central Thailand. The grumpy owner
doesn’t speak English, so simply point at what-
ever looks good from the well-stocked glass
case, or refer to the English-language menu.

Pan (Map pp114-15; @) 0 83817 4227; Th Rambutri;
dishes 50-90B; % 11.30am-10pm; bus 30, 53, 506, river
ferry Tha Phra Athit) If you’re looking for authen-
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tic Thai, but don’t want to stray far from Th
Khao San, this streetside eatery is your best
bet. Simply look for the overflowing tray of
raw ingredients, point to whatever looks tasty,
and Pan will fry it up for you.

Rub Aroon (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2622 2312; 310-312
Th Maharat; dishes 60-95B; ¥} 8am-6pm; river ferry Tha
Tien) Strategically located across from Wat
Pho, this tastefully restored shophouse is the
perfect temple-exploring pit stop. Basic one-
plate dishes and refreshing drinks bulk out
the menu.

Krua Noppharat (Map pp114-15; @) 0 2281 7578;
130-132 Th Phra Athit; dishes 60-1008B; lunch & dinner
Mon-Sat; bus 30, 53, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit) A few
dusty paintings are the only effort at interior
design at this family-run standby. Where it
concerns flavour, however, Krua Noppharat
is willing to expend considerably more energy,
and thankfully does not tone down its excel-
lent central- and southern-style Thai fare for
foreign diners.

Rachanawi Samosorn (Khun Kung Kitchen; Map
pp114-15; @0 2222 0081; 77 Th Maharat; dishes 70-150B;
£%9 10am-6pm; bus 508, 512, bus 32, 53, river ferry Tha
Chang) The restaurant of the Royal Navy
Association has one of the few coveted river-
front locations along this stretch of the Chao
Phraya. Locals come for the combination of
riverfront views and cheap and tasty seafood-
based eats. The entrance to the restaurant is
near the ATM machines at Tha Chang.

Hemlock (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2282 7507; 56 Th Phra
Athit; dishes 60-220B; £%J 4pm-midnight; bus 30, 53, 506,
river ferry Tha Phra Athit) Taking full advantage
of its cosy shophouse setting, this white-
tablecloth local is an excellent intro to Thai
food. The vast menu has the usual suspects,
but also includes some dishes you’d be hard
pressed to find elsewhere, as well as a strong
veggie section.

Poj Spa Kar (Map pp114-15; & 0 2222 2686; 443
Th Tanao; dishes 100-200B; ¥4 lunch & dinner; bus 15,
klorng taxi to Tha Phan Fah) Pronounced pdht
sa-pah kahn, this is the oldest restaurant in
Bangkok, and continues to maintain recipes
handed down from a former palace cook. Be
sure to order the simple but tasty lemon-
grass omelette or the deliciously sour/sweet
gaang som, a traditional central Thai soup.

INTERNATIONAL

Shoshana (Map pp114-15; @0 2282 9948; 88 Th
Chakraphong; dishes 30-150B; £¥3 10am-11.30pm; bus 30,
53,506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit) Although prices have
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VEGGING OUT IN BANGKOK

Vegetarianism is a growing trend among urban Thais, but veggie restaurants are still generally
few and far between.

Banglamphu has the greatest concentration of vegetarian-friendly restaurants, thanks to the
nonmeat-eating fa-rang; these are typically low-scale stir-fry shops that do something akin to
what your hippie roommates have cooking in their kitchens. Examples include May Kaidee (Map
pp114-15; @) 0 89137 3173; www.maykaidee.com; 33 Th Samsen; dishes 50B; %3 lunch & dinner; bus 56, 506, river
ferry Tha Phra Athit), which also offers a veggie Thai cooking school, and Ranee Guesthouse (Map
pp114-15; 77 Trok Mayom; dishes 70-120B; ¥ breakfast, lunch & dinner; bus 56, 506, river ferry Tha Phra Athit).

An indigenous vegetarian movement can be found in the food centres operated by the Santi
Asoke community, an ascetic Buddhist sect that practises self-sufficiency through agriculture
and strict vegetarian diets. The food centres are operated in conjunction with Bangkok’s former
governor Chamlong Srimuang, who popularised both the sect and vegetarianism during his
corruption-reducing tenure in the 1980s and '90s. Baan Suan Pai (Map pp112-13; (@ 0 2615 2454;
Th Phahonyothin; dishes 25B; %4 lunch & dinner; Skytrain Ari), Chamlong’s Asoke Café (Map pp110-11;
@ 02272 4282; 580-592 Th Phahonyothin, Chatuchak; dishes 20-308; £ lunch Sat & Sun; Metro Chatuchak Park)
and Arawy (Map pp114-15; 152 Th Din So, Phra Nakhon; dishes 20-30B; £ 7am-8pm; bus 15, klorng taxi to Tha
Phan Fah) are all affiliated centres.

Upscale-ish Thai- and Italian-style veggie eats can be found at Anotai (Map pp110-11; (@ 0 2641
5366; 976/17 Soi Rama 9 Hospital, Rama 9; dishes 55-150B; 10am-9.30pm Thu-Tue; Metro Phra Ram 9), which
also has an organic vegetable market.

Indian restaurants, particularly those featuring southern Indian cuisine such as Chennai Kitchen
(opposite), are also largely veggie.

MBK Food Court (p166) has a delicious vegetarian stall (stall C8) that requires mastery of the
Asian queue in order to sneak in an order.

During the vegetarian festival in October, the whole city goes mad for tofu (see the boxed text,
opposite). Stalls and restaurants indicate their nonmeat menu with yellow banners; Chinatown
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has the highest concentration of stalls.

gone up slightly since it began back in 1982,
Shoshana still puts together a cheap but tasty
Israeli meal. Feel safe ordering anything deep-
fried - it does an excellent job of it — and don’t
miss the eggplant dip.

Ricky’s Coffeeshop (Map pp114-15; & 0 2629 0509;
18 Th Phra Athit; dishes 50-1808; £\ 8am-11pm; river ferry
Tha Phra Athit) This cosy cafe has moved - a
door down - and now serves Mexican food
in addition to authentic coffee drinks, hearty
breakfasts and baguette sandwiches.

Oh My Cod! (Map pp114-15; B0 2282 6553; 95d
Rambuttri Village Inn, Soi Rambuttri I; dishes 70-2008B;
£ breakfast, lunch & dinner; bus 30, 53, 506, river ferry Tha
Phra Athit) Fish and chips, the signature dish
here, takes the form of an immense, puffy
fillet accompanied by thick-cut chips and
peas. Breakfast is served all day, and parched
Anglophiles can enjoy a proper cuppa in the
sunny courtyard dining area.

Ann’s Sweet (Map pp114-15; &) 086889 1383; 138 Th
Phra Athit; dishes 75-150B; £¥4 11.30am-8pm; bus 53, 506,
river ferry Tha Phra Athit) Ann, a native of Bangkok
and a graduate of the Cordon Bleu cooking

program, makes some of the most authentic
Western-style cakes you'll find anywhere in
town. Lavazza coffee and iBerry ice creams
fill out the tasty menu.

Deck (Map pp114-15; @& 02221 9158; Arun Residence,
36-38 Soi Pratu Nok Yung, Th Maharat; dishes 170-690B;
%4 lunch & dinner; river ferry Tha Tien) The Deck’s claim
to fame is its commanding views over Wat
Arun, but the restaurant’s short but diverse
menu, ranging from duck confit to Thai-style
pomelo salad, sweetens the pot. After din-
ner, drinks are served at the hotel’s open-air
rooftop bar.

Chinatown & Phahurat

When you mention Chinatown, most
Bangkokians immediately dream of street
food, the best of which we’ve included in our
‘Eats Walk’ on p164. The area is also famous
as ground zero for the yearly Vegetarian
Festival (see the boxed text, opposite). On
the western side of the neighbourhood is
Bangkok’s Little India, the fabric district
of Phahurat, filled with small Indian and
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Nepali restaurants tucked into the soi off
Th Chakraphet.

01d Siam Plaza (Map pp116-17; ground fl, 0ld Siam Plaza,
cnr Th Phahurat & Th Triphet; dishes 15-508; £ lunch; river
ferry Tha Saphan Phut) Sugar junkies, be sure to in-
clude this stop on your Bangkok eating itiner-
ary. The ground floor of this shopping centre
is a candyland of traditional Thai sweets and
snacks, most made right before your eyes.

Royal India (Map pp116-17; B 022216565;392/1Th
Chakraphet; dishes 40-130B; £} lunch & dinner; river ferry Tha
Saphan Phut) Yes, we realise that this legendary
hole in the wall has been in every edition of
our guide since the beginning, but after all
these years it’s still the most reliable place to
eat in BangkoK’s Little India. Try any of the de-
licious breads or rich curries, and don’t forget
to finish with a homemade Punjabi sweet.

Tang Jai Yuu (no roman-script sign; Map pp116-17; @ 0
22242167, 85-89 Th Yaowaphanit; dishes 120-5008; ¥ lunch
& dinnner; Metro Hualamphonyg, river ferry Tha Ratchawong)
In Bangkok, policemen and big-haired women
are usually a tip-off for good eats, not suspi-
cious activity. This longstanding fave is great
for a decadent night out, and specialises in
Teo Chew and Chinese-Thai specialties with
an emphasis on seafood.

Silom, Sathon & Riverside

Th Silom has a bit of everything, from truly
old-skool Thai to some of the city’s best upscale
international dining. The western end of the
street, near the Chao Phraya River, is home to
several Indian and Thai-Muslim restaurants.

THAI

Soi 10 Food Centres (Map pp118-19; Soi 10, Th Silom;
dishes 20-60B; %3 lunch Mon-Fri; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro
Silom) These two adjacent hangarlike buildings

WAVING THE YELLOW FLAG
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tucked behind Soi 10 are the main lunchtime
fuelling stations for this area’s office staff.
Choices range from southern-style kow gaang
(point-and-choose curries ladled over rice) to
virtually every form of Thai noodle.

Khrua Aroy Aroy (Map pp118-19; [&) 0 2635 2365; Th
Pan; dishes 30-70B; (%} 6am-6pm; Skytrain Surasak) It can
be crowded and hot, but Khrua Aroy Aroy
(‘Delicious Delicious Kitchen’) rarely fails to
live up to its lofty name. Stop by for some of
BangkoK’s richest curries, as well as a revolv-
ing menu of daily specials.

Home Cuisine Islamic Restaurant (Map pp118-19;
@0 2234 7911; 196-198 Soi 36, Th Charoen Krung; dishes
45-130B; £ 11am-10pm Mon-Sat, 6-10pm Sun; river ferry
Tha Oriental) This bungalow-style restaurant does
tasty Thai-Muslim with an Indian accent. Sit
out on the breezy patio and try the rich and
sour fish curry, ideally accompanied by a flaky
roti or three.

Kalapapruek (Map pp118-19; (@ 02236 4335; 27 Th
Pramuan; dishes 60-120B; £\} 8am-6pm; Skytrain Surasak) This
venerable Thai eatery has numerous branches
and mall spin-offs around town, but we still
like the quasi-concealed original branch. The
diverse menu spans regional Thai specialties
from just about every region, daily specials and,
occasionally, seasonal treats as well.

INTERNATIONAL

Chennai Kitchen (Map pp118-19; @) 0 2234 1266; 10
Th Pan; dishes 50-1508; ¥ 10am-3pm; Skytrain Surasak)
This thimble-sized restaurant puts out some
of the most solid southern Indian vegetar-
ian around. The arm-length dosais (a crispy
southern Indian bread) are always a good
choice, but if you're feeling indecisive go for
the thali set that seems to incorporate just
about everything in the kitchen.
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During the annual Vegetarian Festival in September/October, Bangkok’s Chinatown becomes a
virtual orgy of nonmeat cuisine. The festivities centre on Chinatown’s main street, Th Yaowarat,
and the Talat Noi area (see p135), but food shops and stalls all over the city post yellow flags
to announce their meat-free status.

Celebrating alongside the ethnic Chinese are Thais who look forward to the special dishes
that appear during the festival period. Most restaurants put their normal menus on hold and
instead prepare soy-based substitutes for standard Thai dishes like @m yam and gaang kée-o
wdhn. Even Thai regional cuisines are sold, without the meat, of course. Of the special festival
dishes, yellow Hokkien-style noodles appear in stir-fried dishes along with meaty mushrooms
and big hunks of vegetables.

Along with abstinence from meat, the 10-day festival is celebrated with special visits to the
temple, often requiring worshippers to dress in white.
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CHINATOWN EATS WALK

Street food rules in this part of town and many of Chinatown’s best kitchens don’t require walls
or a roof, making the area ideal for a food-based walking tour.

Although many vendors stay open until the wee hours, the more popular stalls tend to sell
out quickly, and the best time to feast in this area is from approximately 7pm to 9pm. Avoid
Mondays, when most of the city’s street vendors stay at home.

Start your walk at the intersection of Th Yaowarat and Th Phadungdao. Moving west, turn right
into Th Plaeng Nam. Immediately on your right is Burapa Birds Nest (Map pp116-17; @ 0 2623 0191; Th
Plaeng Nam), as good a place as any to try the very Chinatown dish, birds’ nest soup. Directly across from
Burapa you'll see a gentleman on the street working three coal-fired stoves. This stall, Khrua Phornlamai
(TN 0=350; Map pp116-17; @ 081823 0397; Th Plaeng Nam), is a great place for greasy but delicious fried
faves such as pat kée mow (wide rice noodles fried with seafood, chillies and Thai basil).

Continue down Th Plaeng Nam and cross Th Charoen Krung. Go straight, staying on the right-
hand side for about 50m, until you reach Nay Mong (U&¥il; Map pp116-17; @& 0 2623 1890; 539 Th
Phlap Phla Chai), a minuscule restaurant renowned for its delicious hdy tért, mussels or oysters fried
with egg in a sticky batter.

Backtrack to Th Charoen Krung and turn right. Upon reaching Th Mangkorn make a right and
immediately on your left-hand side you're bound to see a row of people waiting in line, as well
as several more sitting on plastic stools holding plates of rice and curry in their hands. This is
Jék Pai (Lﬁﬂ‘i]ﬂ; Map pp116-17; @ 0 81850 9960; Th Mangkorn), a stall known for its Chinese-style Thai
curries, and also for the fact that it has no tables.

lonelyplanet.com

Souvlaki (Map pp118-19; (@ 0 2632 9967; 114/4 Soi 4,
Th Silom; dishes 120-2808; £ lunch & dinner; Skytrain Sala
Daeng, Metro Silom) Greek is among Bangkok’s
most elusive cuisines, and this new eatery has
finally brought Hellenic flava to town. The
menu runs the predictable gamut of Greek-
style fast food and mezze, but also offers in-
teresting daily specials. Warning: serving sizes
are truly Olympian.

Scoozi (Mappp118-19; &) 022346999; 174 Th Surawong;
dishes 150-3508; £ lunch & dinner; Skytrain Chong Nonsi)
Now boasting several locations across Bangkok,
we still think the wood-fired pizzas taste best
at this, the original branch. However, if you
find yourself elsewhere with a dough craving,
you can also get your pizza pie on at Th Khao
San (Map pp114-15; @0 2280 5280; 201 Soi
Sunset) and Thonglor (Map pp122-3; @0
2391 5113; Fenix Thonglor, Soi 1, Soi 55/Thong
Lor, Th Sukhumvit).

Le Bouchon (Map pp118-19; @ 02234 9109; Soi 2, Th
Patpong; dishes 150-8408; ¥4 noon-3pm & 6pm-midnight;
Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Lumphini) The Patpong ad-
dress alone is a tip-off that this is anything
but haute cuisine. Instead, this homey bistro
is the kind of place where Bangkok’s French
population comes to forget where they really
are. Choose your dishes from the chalkboard
menu toted around by the cheery staff, but it'd
be a shame to miss the garlicky frogs’ legs or
savoury foie gras paté.

Le Normandie (Map pp118-19; @& 02659 9000; www
.mandarinoriental.com; 48 Soi Oriental/38, Th Charoen Krung;
dishes 750-3900B; £¥4 lunch & dinner; hotel shuttle boat from
Tha Sathon/Central Pier) When it opened in 1962, Le
Normandie was Bangkok’s only destination
for fine dining. Despite the passing of more
than four decades, it wouldn’t be entirely
incorrect to say that little has changed. As the
menu, which boasts an entire foie gras sec-
tion, suggests, this is classic French cuisine,
and no fewer than 20 three-starred Michelin
chefs have helped to prepare it over the years.
To see these influences firsthand, try the de-
gustation menu (4400B), which is also avail-
able with a selection of wines (7400B).

Siam Square & Pratunam

If you find yourself hungry in this part of
central Bangkok, you're largely at the mercy
of shopping-mall food courts and chain res-
taurants. However, this is still Thailand, and if
you can ignore the prefabricated atmosphere,
the food can often be quite good. If you don’t
need air-conditioning, stop by the numerous
food stalls (Map pp120-1; btwn Sois 5 & 6, Siam Sg; dishes
30-40B; £¥9 10am-2pm; Skytrain Siam) at Siam Square
for a quick Thai lunch.

Sanguan Sri (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2252 7637; 59/1 Th
Withayu/Wireless Rd; dishes 60-1508; {4 10am-3pm Mon-Sat;
Skytrain Ploenchit) If you don’t manage to walk right
past it, join the area’s hungry office workers at
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Head left down Th Charoen Krung again and continue east until you reach Trok Itsaranuphap
(Soi 16). This narrow alleyway is also known as Talat Mai (Glmﬂ“lml'; Map pp116-17), and is the
area’s most famous strip of commerce. Although morning is the best time to visit, if you're not
too late you can still get a good idea of the exotic ingredients that make up the area.

At the end of the alley you'll see a gentleman frying noodles with a brass wok and a spoon.
He's making géo-ay d&eo kéoa gali (1917021 2'1A), a simple but delicious dish of rice noodles
fried with chicken, egg and garlic oil.

Upon emerging at Th Yaowarat, cross over to the busy market area directly across the street.
The first vendor on the right, Nay Lék Uan (UW9L1AnS21; Map pp116-17; @& 0 2224 3450; Soi 11, Th
Yaowarat), is among the most popular stalls in Bangkok, and sells géo-ay jdp ndm sdi, a thick,
intensely peppery broth containing noodles and pork offal. There are several more stalls here,
selling everything from pat tai to satay.

Walk east down Th Yaowarat, and on the corner of Th Yaowaphanit and Th Yaowarat you'll
see a stall with yellow noodles and barbecued pork. This is Mangkorn Khao (iin312; Map
pp116-17; @) 0 2682 2352), a respected vendor of ba-mée, Chinese-style wheat noodles, and deli-
cious wontons.

Keep walking down Th Yaowarat and you'll be back to where you started. By now the two
opposing seafood places, Lek & Rut (Map pp116-17; @ 0 81637 5039) and T&K (Map pp116-17; & 0
2223 4519) should be buzzing. You could join the tourists for grilled prawns and fried rice, but
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hopefully by this point you've had your fill of what Chinatown really has to offer.

this old-school Thai eatery. There’s a limited
English-language menu, but simply pointing
to the delicious dishes being consumed around
you is probably a better strategy.

Coca Suki (Map pp120-1; @ 02251 6337; 416/3-8 Th
Henri Dunant; dishes 60-200B; £} 11am-11pm; Skytrain Siam)
Immensely popular with Thai families, sii-gée
takes the form of a bubbling hotpot of broth
and the raw ingredients to dip therein. Coca
is one of the oldest purveyors of the dish, and
the Siam Square branch reflects the brand’s
efforts to appear more modern. Fans of spice
be sure to request the tangy tom yam broth.

New Light Coffee House (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2251
9592; 426/1-4 Siam Sq; dishes 60-200B; £V 8am-11.30pm;
Skytrain Siam) Travel back in time to 1960s-
era Bangkok at this vintage diner popular
with students from nearby Chulalongkorn
University. Try old-style Western dishes, all
of which come accompanied by a soft roll
and green salad, or choose from the exten-
sive Thai menu.

Crystal Jade La Mian Xiao Long Bao (Map pp120-1;
S 02250 7990; Urban Kitchen, Basement, Erawan Bangkok,
494 Th Ploenchit; dishes 120-300B; % lunch & dinner; Skytrain
Chitlom) The tongue-twistingly long name of
this excellent Singaporean chain refers to the
restaurant’s signature wheat noodles (la mian)
and the famous Shanghainese steamed dump-
lings (xiao long pao). If you order the hand-

pulled noodles, allow the staff to cut them
with kitchen shears, otherwise you'll end up
with evidence of your meal on your shirt.

Sukhumvit

This endless ribbon of a road is where to go if
you wish to forget you're in Thailand. From
Korean to Middle Eastern, just about every
cuisine has an outpost here. We’ve mentioned
a few Thai places below, but most domestic
eats in this area are more miss than hit, and
it’s really the place to indulge in the flavours
you left at home.

THAI
Soi 38 Night Market (Map pp122-3; Soi 38, Th Sukhumvit;
dishes 30-60B; {4 8pm-3am; Skytrain Thong Lo) After a hard
night of clubbing, this gathering of basic Thai-
Chinese hawker stalls will look like a shimmer-
ing oasis. If you're going sober, stick to the knot
of ‘famous’ vendors tucked into an alley on the
right-hand side as you enter the street.

Pharani Home Cuisine (Sansab Boat Noodle; Map pp122-
3; (@ 0 2664 4454; Soi Prasanmit/23, Th Sukhumvit; dishes
35-2008; £ 10am-10pm; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit)
This cosy Thai restaurant dabbles in a bit of
everything, from ox-tongue stew to rice fried
with shrimp paste, but the real reason to come
is for the rich, meaty ‘boat noodles’ - so called
because they used to be sold from boats plying
the klorngs of Ayuthaya.
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Thonglee (Map pp122-3; & 0 2258 1983; Soi 20, Th
Sukhumvit; dishes 40-70B; %9 10am-8pm, closed 3rd Sun
of the month; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit) One
of the few remaining mom-and-pop Thai
places on Sukhumvit, this tiny kitchen of-
fers a few dishes you won’t find elsewhere,
like mdo pat ga-bi (pork fried with shrimp
paste), and mée grorp (sweet-and-spicy crispy
fried noodles).

Face (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2713 6048; 29 Soi 38, Th
Sukhumvit; dishes 190-680B; £¥} 6.30-10pm Mon-Fri, 6.30-
11pm Sat & Sun; Skytrain Thong Lo) This handsome
dining complex is essentially two very good
restaurants in one: Lan Na Thai does some of
the best upscale Thai around, while Hazara
dabbles in exotic-sounding ‘North Indian
frontier cuisine’. To make matters even bet-
ter, Visage, the cafe/bakery next door, pre-
pares some of the best cakes and chocolates
in Bangkok.

TR Bo.lan (Map pp122-3; & 02260 2962; www
.bolan.co.th; 42 Soi Rongnarong Phichai Songkhram, Soi 26, Th
Sukhumvit; set meal 15008; £ lunch & dinner; Skytrain Phrom
Phong) Upscale Thai is usually more garnish

FOOD COURT FRENZY
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than flavour, but this chic new restaurant,
started up by two former chefs of London’s
Michelin-starred Nahm, is the exception. Bo
and Dylan (Bo.lan, a play on words that also
means ‘ancient’) take a scholarly approach to
Thai cuisine, and perfectly executed set meals
featuring full-flavoured regional Thai dishes
are the results of this tuition.

INTERNATIONAL

Duc de Praslin (Map pp122-3; (@ 0 2258 3200; ground
fl Fenix Tower, Soi 31/1, Th Sukhumvit; dishes 20-120B;
%9 9am-9pm; Skytrain Phrom Phong) Travel from
sweaty Bangkok to Olde Europe in one step
at this classy cafe-slash-chocolatier. Other
than the spot-on bonbons and good coffee,
try a hot cocoa, made in front of your eyes
by combining steaming milk with shards of
rich chocolate.

AH! (Map pp122-3; @) 02252 6069; Atlanta Hotel, 78 Soi
Phasak/2, Th Sukhumvit; dishes 60-1508; (V3 breakfast, lunch
&dinner; Skytrain Ploenchit) The Atlanta Hotel’s de-
lightful vintage diner is one of the few places
that excels both in atmosphere and cuisine.

Every Bangkok mall worth its escalators has some sort of food court. In recent years many have
gone upscale, and the setting, cuisine and service have also elevated accordingly. The following

are some of the better choices.

Big C Food Court (Map pp120-1; @ 02250 4888; 5th floor, Big C Department Store, 97/11 Th Ratchadamri;
%4 9am-10pm; Skytrain Chitlom) Big C’s food court is the proletariat of the genre. The food selec-
tions here are not going to inspire you to move east, but they are numerous and cheap, and
representative of the kind of ‘fast food’ Thais enjoy eating. To pay you must first exchange
your cash for a temporary credit card at one of several counters; your change is refunded at
the same desk.

Food Loft (Map pp120-1; 6th floor, Central Chit Lom, 1027 Th Ploenchit; %3 10am-10pm; Skytrain Chitlom)
Central Chit Lom pioneered the concept of the upscale food court, and mock-ups of the
various Indian, Italian, Singaporean and other international dishes aid in the decision-making
process. Upon entering, you'll be given a temporary credit card and will be led to a table. You
have to get up again to order, but the dishes will be brought to you. Paying is done on your
way out.

MBK Food Court (Map pp120-1; 6th floor, MBK Center, cnr Th Phra Ram | & Th Phayathai; 10am-9pm;
Skytrain National Stadium) The granddaddy of the genre offers dozens of vendors selling food
from virtually every corner of Thailand and beyond. Standouts include an excellent vegetarian
food stall (stall C8) and a very decent Isan food vendor (C22).

Park Food Hall (Map pp122-3; 5th floor, Emporium Shopping Centre, 622 Th Sukhumvit, cnr Soi 24;

£%9 10am-10pm; Skytrain Phrom Phong) Emporium brings together some of the city’s best-known
international restaurants. The Emporium Food Hall, on the same floor, features cheaper,
mostly Chinese/Thai food, and what must be the cheapest meal with a view in town. Paying
is done by buying coupons at the windows in the entrance. Be sure to leave these in your
pocket until the next day, when it's too late to get a refund - it’s an integral part of the food
court experience.
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Delve back into 1950s-era ‘continental’ dishes,
such as Hungarian goulash or wiener schnit-
zel, or acclaimed vegetarian Thai.

Boon Tong Kiat Singapore Hainanese Chicken
Rice (Map pp122-3; (@0 2390 2508; 440/5 & 396 Soi 55/
Thong Lor, Th Sukhumvit; dishes 60-150B; %4 lunch & dinner;
Skytrain Thong Lo) Order a plate of the restaurant’s
namesake and bear witness to how a dish can
be simultaneously simple and profound. And
while you're there you'd be daft not order
rojak, the spicy/sour fruit ‘salad’, which here
is called ‘Singapore Som Tam’.

Nasser Elmassry (Map pp122-3; &0 2253 5582; 4/6
Soi 3/1, Th Sukhumvit; dishes 80-3508; £} 8am-5am; Skytrain
Nana) One of several similar Middle Eastern
restaurants on Soi 3/1, Nasser Elmassry is
easily recognisable by its genuinely impressive
floor-to-ceiling stainless-steel ‘theme’. Middle
Eastern food generally means meat, meat and
more meat, but there are also several delicious
veggie-based mezze.

Tapas Café (Map pp122-3; @) 0 2651 2947; 1/25 Soi 11,
Th Sukhumvit; dishes 90-5508; ¥4 11.30am-11.30pm; Skytrain
Nana) Vibrant tapas, refreshing sangria and an
open, airy atmosphere make this new Spaniard
on the block worth the visit. Come before
7pm when tapas are buy-two, get-one-free.

Ramentei (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2662 0050; 593/23-24
Soi 33/1, Th Sukhumvit; dishes 120-3008; % lunch & din-
ner; Skytrain Phrom Phong) Located smack dab in
the middle of Bangkok’s de facto Japanese
district, this workaday ramen joint serves up
a variety of authentic noodle dishes for the
city’s Japanese expat community. Katsudon
(breaded pork cutlet served over rice) and
other basic rice dishes are also available.

Sukhumvit Plaza (Korean Town; Map pp122-3; cnr Soi
12 & Th Sukhumvit; £ lunch & dinner; Skytrain Asoke, Metro
Sukhumvit) Known around town as ‘Korean
Town’, this multistorey complex is the city’s
best destination for authentic ‘Seoul’ food.
Local residents swear by Arirang (@0 2653
0177, dishes 120B to 350B) on the 1st floor,
although there are slightly cheaper places in
the complex as well.

Bed Supperclub (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2651 3537;
www.bedsupperclub.com; 26 Soi 11, Th Sukhumvit; 3-course
a la carte dinner Sun-Thu 14508, 4-course set dinner Fri &
Sat 1850B; ¥7.30-10.30pm Sun-Thu, dinner 9pm Fri &
Sat; Skytrain Nana) Kiwi chef Paul Hutt and his
army of talented Thai chefs are creating the
most cutting-edge cuisine in town. Tools
and techniques ranging from liquid nitro-
gen to sous-vide have resulted in creations
such as tomato hops-infused broth with
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DAY OFF

Fans of street food be forewarned that all
of Bangkok'’s stalls close on Monday for
compulsory street cleaning (the results
of which are not entirely evident come
Tuesday morning). If you happen to be in
the city on this day, take advantage of the
lull to visit one of the city’s upscale hotel
restaurants, which virtually never close.

pure haloumi cheese noodle, avocado snow
and basil oil. Dinner is a la carte except on
Fridays and Saturdays when Hutt does a
four-course surprise menu at 9pm sharp.

Lumphini Park & Th Phra Ram IV

Kai Thort Jay Kee (Soi Polo Fried Chicken; Map p124; @ 0
2655 8489; 137/1-3 Soi Polo, Th Withayu/Wireless Rd; dishes 30-
1508; £¥ breakfast, lunch & dinner; Skytrain Ploenchit, Metro
Lumphini) Although the sém -dam (spicy green
papaya salad), sticky rice and ldhp (a Thai-
style ‘salad’ of minced meat) give the impres-
sion of a northeastern Thai-style eatery, the
restaurant’s namesake deep-fried bird is more
southern in origin. Regardless, smothered in
a thick layer of crispy deep-fried garlic, it is
none other than a truly Bangkok experience.

Café 1912 (Map p124; (@ 02679 2056; Alliance Francaise,
29 Th Sathon Tai; dishes 60-120B; % 7am-7pm Mon-Sat, to
2pm Sun; Metro Lumphini) Part of the French cultural
centre, and with food provided by a good local
bakery, this cafeteria is a great place to fuel up
while on an embassy run. Both French and
Thai dishes are available, as well as coffee and
delicious cakes and sweets.

Ngwan Lee Lang Suan (Map p124; @ 02250 0936; cnr
Soi Lang Suan & Soi Sarasin; dishes 60-180B; %} 10am-2am;
Skytrain Ratchadamri) This cavernous food hall is
centrally located and open late, making it a
perfect post-clubbing destination. It’s also a
great place to try those dishes you never dare
to order elsewhere such as jap chdi, Chinese-
style stewed veggies, or the delicious bét diin,
duck stewed in Chinese spices.

CXITITER Cy'an (Map p124; (@ 02625 3333; Metropolitan
Hotel, 27 Th Sathon Tai; 9-course set dinner 3100B; ¥4 lunch
& dinner; Metro Lumphini) The city’s best chefs rave
about this teal and grey den of gastronomic
delight — always a good sign. Combining vi-
brant Mediterranean and Moroccan flavours,
a healthy obsession with the finest seafood,
and a stylish and intimate atmosphere, this is
one of the best destinations for a splurge.
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HOTEL BUFFET BONANZA

Sunday brunch has become something of a Bangkok institution among resident foreigners, and
virtually every large hotel in town puts together decadent buffets on every other day as well.
The following choices will leave you with more than simply a distended stomach.

The highly regarded restaurants at the Four Seasons (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2250 1000; Four Seasons
Hotel, 155 Th Ratchadamri; buffet 23508; £¥4 11.30am-3pm Sun; Skytrain Ratchadamri) set up steam tables
for their decadent Sunday brunch buffet - reservations are essential. Even if you can't afford
to stay at the Oriental Hotel, you should save up for the riverside seafood buffet at Lord Jim
(Map pp118-19; (@ 0 2659 9000; www.mandarinoriental.com; 48 Soi Oriental/38, Th Charoen Krung; buffet 15008;
¥4 noon-2pm Mon-Sat, 11am-3pm Sun; river ferry Tha Oriental).

The award-winning buffet at JW Marriott (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2656 7700; ground fl, JW Marriott Hotel, 4
Soi Phasak/2, Th Sukhumvit; buffet 16378; ¥ 11am-3pm Sat & Sun; Skytrain Nana) is likened to Thanksgiving
all year-round, and generous options for free-flowing beer or wine are also available. Rang Mahal
(Map pp122-3; @ 02261 7100; 26th fl, Rembrandt Hotel, 19 Soi 20, Th Sukhumvit; buffet 8488; (¥} 11am-2.30pm
Sun; Skytrain Asok, Metro Sukhumvit), on the top of the Rembrandt Hotel, couples great views with an
all-Indian buffet every Sunday. And for those who love the sweet stuff, the Sukhothai Hotel (Map

p124; @ 0 2344 8888; www.sukhothai.com; 13/3 Th Sathon Tai; buffet 7908; % 2-6pm Fri-Sun; Metro Lumphini)
offers a unique, entirely cocoa-based chocolate buffet.

Central & Greater Bangkok

Phat Thai Ari (Map pp110-11; @& 0 2270 1654; 2/1-2 Soi
Ari/7, Th Phahonyothin; dishes 40-958; %3 11am-10pm;
Skytrain Ari) One of the city’s better-known
pat tai shops is just steps away from the Ari
Skytrain station. Try the innovative ‘noodle-
less’ version, where long strips of crispy green
papaya are substituted for the traditional rice
noodles from Chanthaburi.

Pathé (Map pp110-11; &) 02938 4995; cnr Th Lad Phrao
& Th Viphawadee; dishes 40-1208; % 10am-Tam; Metro
Phahonyothin) The Thai equivalent of a 1950s-era
American diner, this popular place combines
solid Thai food, a fun atmosphere and a juke-
box playing scratched records. Don’t miss the
deep-fried ice cream.

Mallika (Map pp112-13; @ 0 248 0287; 21/36 Th Rang
Nam; dishes 70-180B; £ 10am-10pm Mon-Sat; Skytrain Victory
Monument) A dream come true: authentic regional
Thai (southern, in this case), with a legible
English menu, good service and tidy setting.
The prices are slightly high for a mom-and-pop
Thai joint, but you're paying for quality.

RiverBar Café (Mappp110-11; @& 02879 1747;405/1Soi
Chao Phraya, Th Ratchawithi, Thonburi; dishes 90-2408; £} 5pm-
midnight; klorng taxi to Tha Krung Thon Bridge pier) Sporting
a picture-perfect riverside location, good food
and live music, River Bar Café combines all the
essentials for a perfect Bangkok night out.

DRINKING

Once infamous as an anything-goes nightlife
destination, in recent years Bangkok has been
edging towards teetotalism with strict regula-

tions limiting the sale of alcohol and increas-
ingly conservative closing times. Regardless,
the city still boasts a diverse and fun bar scene,
and there are even a few places to go if you
find 1am too early to get back on the wagon.

Keep in mind that smoking has been out-
lawed at all indoor (and some quasi-outdoor)
entertainment places since 2008; surprisingly
for Thailand, the rule is strictly enforced.

Ko Ratanakosin & Banglamphu
During the day, Th Khao San is dominated by
just about everybody but Thais. At night the
natives deem it safe to join the crowds, giving
the area an entirely different atmosphere. In
addition to the main strip, Th Rambutri and
Th Phra Athit also draw drinkers and fun
seekers from across the city, and the world.

Hippie de Bar (Map pp114-15; @ 02629 3508; 46 Th
Khao San; river ferry Tha Phra Athit) Popular with the
domestic crowd, Hippie boasts several levels
of fun, both indoor and outdoor. There’s food,
pool tables and a soundtrack you’re unlikely
to hear elsewhere in town.

0ld Phra Arthit Pier (Map pp114-15; (@0 2282 9202;
23 Th Phra Athit; river ferry Tha Phra Athit) This self-
proclaimed ‘Gastronobar’ consists of an attrac-
tive wooden loungelike bar and an open-air
deck with fleeting views of the river. As the name
apparently suggests, there’s food as well.

Taksura (Map pp114-15; (@& 0 2622 0708; 156/1 Th Tanao;
klorg taxi to Tha Phan Fah) There are no signs to lead
you to this seemingly abandoned century-old
mansion in the heart of old Bangkok, which is
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all the better, according to the cool uni-artsy
crowd who frequent the place. Take a seat out-
side to soak up the breezes, and go Thai and
order some spicy nibbles with your drinks.

Phranakorn Bar (Map pp114-15; (@ 0 2282 7507,
58/2 Soi Damnoen Klang Tai; klorng taxi to Tha Phan Fah) It
must have taken a true visionary to trans-
form this characterless multilevel building
into a warm, fun destination for a night out.
Students and arty types make Phranakorn
Bar a home away from hovel with eclectic
decor and changing gallery exhibits.

Bars tend to segregate into foreigner and
Thai factions, but you can always reverse
that trend. Here are a few popular options:
Buddy Bar (Map pp114-15; Th Khao San; river ferry Tha
Phra Athit) Spotless colonial-themed bar for when only
air-conditioning will do.

Center Khao San (Map pp114-15; Th Khao San; river
ferry Tha Phra Athit) One of many front-row views of the
human parade on Th Khao San; the upstairs bar hosts
late-night bands.

Molly Bar (Map pp114-15; Th Rambutri; river ferry Tha
Phra Athit) Packed on weekends for Thai local bands; more
mellow on weekdays with outdoor seating.

Roof Bar (Map pp114-15; Th Khao San; river ferry Tha Phra
Athit) Although the live acoustic soundtrack is hit and miss,
the views are solid from this elevated pub.

Susie Pub (Map pp114-15; 108/5-9 alley, btwn Th Khao
San & Th Rambutri; river ferry Tha Phra Athit) Thai pop and
pool tables.

Silom, Sathon & Riverside

Sirocco Sky Bar (Map pp118-19; (@ 02624 9555; The Dome,
1055 Th Silom; Skytrain Saphan Taksin) Bangkok seems to
be one of the only places in the world where
nobody minds if you slap a bar on top of a

OUT ALL NIGHT
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skyscraper. Enjoy this liberty while it lasts, and
preferably with one of Sky Bar’s tasty drink cre-
ations. But be sure to dress the part; shorts and
sandal wearers have to stay at ground level.

Moon Bar at Vertigo (Map p124; & 0 2679 1200;
Banyan Tree Hotel, 21/100 Th Sathon Tai; Metro Lumphini)
Also precariously perched on top of a sky-
scraper, Moon Bar offers a slightly different
bird’s-eye view of Bangkok. Things can get a
bit crowded here come sunset, so be sure to
show up a bit early to get the best seats.

Vino di Zanotti (Map p124; (@ 0 2636 3366; 41 Soi
Yommarat; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) A branch
of the nearby Italian restaurant of the same
name, Vino keeps it casual with live music, a
huge wine list and lots of delicious nibbles.

Barbican Bar (Map pp118-19; @) 0 2234 3590; 9/4-
5 Soi Thaniya, Th Silom; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom)
Surrounded by massage parlours with teenage
prom queens cat-calling at Japanese business-
men, this is a straight-laced yuppie bar where
office crews come for some happy-hour drinks
and stay until closing time.

Coyote on Convent (Map pp118-19; (@ 0 2631 2325;
1/2Th Convent, Th Silom; £ 11am-1am; Skytrain Sala Daeng,
Metro Silom) Forget the overpriced Tex-Mex cui-
sine; the real reason to visit Coyote is for its
75+ varieties of margaritas. On Wednesdays
from 6pm to 8pm and Saturdays from 10pm
to midnight, the icy drinks are distributed free
to all women who pass through the door.

Molly Malone’s (Map pp118-19; (@ 02266 7160; 1/5-6
Th Convent, Th Silom; £ 11-1am; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro
Silom) A recent makeover has this longstanding
local leaning perilously towards Irish kitsch,
but it still pulls a fun crowd and the service is
friendly and fast.

With most pubs and dance clubs closing around 1am, One Night in Bangkok is not quite what it
used to be. Thankfully, there are a few places around town that have gained sufficient ‘permis-
sion’ to stay open until the morning hours.

Off Soi Ngam Duphli, Wong’s Place (Map p124; 27/3 Soi Sri Bumphen, Th Phra Ram IV; £¥4 8pm until
late; Metro Lumphini), a longstanding backpacker bar, is so late-night, it's best not to show up be-
fore midnight. Vaguely Middle-Eastern-themed Gazebo (Map pp114-15; @& 0 2629 0705; 3rd fl, 44 Th
Chakraphong; ¥ 7pm-late; river ferry Tha Phra Athit) represents the posh side of Th Khao San. This bar’s
elevated setting appears to lend it some leniency with the city’s strict closing times.

If you can manage to find it, the ‘unique’ location under a tollway also seems to protect Rain
Dogs (Map pp122-3; @ 0817206 989; 16 Soi Phrya Phiren, off Soi Sawan Sawat, off Th Phra Ram IV; £ 7pm-late;
Metro Khlong Toei) from late-night scrutiny by the Men in Brown. Also following the canine theme,
Scratch Dog (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2262 1234; Windsor Suites Hotel, 8-10 Soi 20, Th Sukhumvit; % 8pm-late;
Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit), a hotel disco, employs a hip-hop theme to propel partiers into the
morning hours.
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GAY & LESBIAN BANGKOK

Bangkok is so gay it makes San Francisco look like rural Texas. With out-and-open nightspots and
annual pride events, the city’s homosexual community enjoys an unprecedented amount of toler-
ance considering attitudes in the rest of the region. It should be mentioned, however, that recent
years have seen a sharp rise in HIV and other STDs among gay men in Bangkok; when in town, be
sure to play it safe.

Utopia (www.utopia-asia.com) is an online resource for the Southeast Asian gay community, listing
Bangkok entertainment venues, news and views, and providing travel services. Dreaded Ned (www
.dreadedned.com) and Fridae (www.fridae.com)also have up to date listings and events. The Lesbian Guide
to Bangkok (www.bangkoklesbian.com) is the only English-language tracker of the lesbian scene.

Gay women and men are well advised to visit Bangkok in mid-November, when the city’s
small but fun Pride Festival (www.bangkokpride.org) is in full swing. Dinners, cruises, clubbing
and contests are the order of the week. For details visit the website.

Bed Supperclub (see p172) hosts a hugely popular ‘pink’ night on Sundays, and other posh
locales often play host to weekend-long ‘circuit parties’. Visit G Circuit (www.gcircuit.com) to find
out when and where the next one is.

All of Soi 2 on Th Silom is lined with dance clubs, such as DJ Station (Map pp118-19; @& 0 2266
4029; 8/6-8 Soi 2, Th Silom; % 10.30pm-2am; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom), where the crowd is a
mix of Thai guppies (gay professionals), money boys and a few Westerners. Just half a soi over
is G.0.D. (Guys on Display; Map pp118-19; @& 0 2632 8032; Soi 2/1, Th Silom; cover 280B; £} 11.30pm-late;
Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom), which as the name suggests is not averse to a little shirtless
dancing. Traipse on over to Soi 4 to find the old-timer conversation bars, such as Balcony (Map
pp118-19; @& 0 2235 5891; 86-88 Soi 4, Th Silom; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) and Telephone (Map
pp118-19; @ 0 2234 3279; 114/11-13 Soi 4, Th Silom; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom). The gay men’s
equivalent of Patpong’s go-go bars can be found on nearby Soi Anuman Ratchathon, also
known as Soi Twilight.

Th Sarasin, behind Lumphini Park, is lined with more loungey options, such as 70s Bar (Map
p124; @ 0 2253 4433; 231/16 Th Sarasin; no cover; %} 6pm-1am; Skytrain Ratchadamri), a small dance
club that resuscitates the era of disco, and Kluen Saek (Map p124; @ 0 2254 2962; 297 Th Sarasin;
Skytrain Ratchadamri), both part of a strip of formerly ‘hetero’ bars that are becoming gayer by
the day.

Further out of town is a more local scene, where a little Thai will make you feel more welcome.
Several of the bars along Th Kamphaeng Phet, including ICQ (Map pp110-11; (@) 02272 4775; ThKamphaeng
Phet, Chatuchak; Skytrain Mo Chit, Metro Kamphaeng Phet), are favourites for loud and lushy behaviour.

After all these years, Bangkok finally has something of a lesbian scene. E Fun (Map pp110-11;
Royal City Ave/RCA, off Phra Ram IX; no cover; %} 10pm-2am; Metro Ram IX) and Zeta (Map pp110-11; &0
2203 0994; 29 Royal City Ave/RCA, off Phra Ram IX; no cover; £¥4 10pm-2am; Metro Ram IX) are both easy-going
clubs for the girls with a nightly band doing Thai and Western covers. E Fun tends to attract an
older crowd, while young tom dees stick to the flashier Zeta.
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Siam Square & Pratunam

Diplomat Bar (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2690 9999; Conrad
Hotel, 87 Th Withayu/Wireless Rd; Skytrain Ploenchit)
This is one of the few hotel lounges that
the locals make a point of visiting. Choose
from an expansive list of innovative marti-
nis and sip to live jazz, played gracefully at
conversation level.

To-Sit (Map pp120-1; @) 02658 40071; Soi 3, Siam Sq, Th
Phra Ram 1; Skytrain Siam) To-Sit epitomises every-
thing a Thai university student could wish for
on a night out: sappy Thai music and cheap,
spicy eats. There are branches all over town, but

the Siam Square location has the advantage of
being virtually the only option in an area that’s
buzzing during the day, but dead at night.
CaféTrio (Mappp120-1; @) 022526572;36/11-12Soi Lang
Suan; Skytrain Chitlom) Spend an evening at this cosy
jazz bar and you'll go home feeling like a local.
Live music is featured on an irregular basis -
best to call ahead to find out who and when.

Sukhumvit

Tuba (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2622 0708; 30 Ekamai Soi 21, Soi
Ekamai/63, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Ekamai) Part storage
room for over-the-top vintage furniture, part
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friendly local boozer, this bizarre bar certainly
doesn’t lack in character. Indulge in a whole
bottle for once, and don’t miss the delicious
chicken wings.

Spring (Map pp122-3; @& 0 2392 2747; 199 Soi Promsti
2, Soi Phrompong/39, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Phrom Phong)
Although not technically a bar, the expan-
sive lawn of this smartly reconverted 1970s-
era house is probably the only chance you’ll
ever have to witness Bangkok’s fair and
beautiful willingly exposing themselves to
the elements.

Cheap Charlie’s (Map pp122-3; Soi 11, Th Sukhumvit;
t%) Mon-Sat; Skytrain Nana) There’s never enough
seating, and the design concept is best clas-
sified as ‘junkyard’, but on most nights this
chummy open-air beer corner is a great place
to meet everybody, from package tourists to
resident English teachers.

Bull's Head (Map pp122-3; (@) 02259 4444; 595/10-11
Soi 33/1, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Phrom Phong) Bangkok
boasts several English-style pubs, and this is
probably the most ‘authentic’ of the lot. With
friendly management and staff, and more
events and activities than a summer camp, it’s
also a good place to meet people, particularly
those of the British persuasion.

HOBS (House of Beers; Map pp122-3; &) 02392 3513;
522/3 Soi 16, Soi Thong Lor/55, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Thong
Lo) Arguably the word’s best brews, Belgian
beers have been fleetingly available around
Bangkok for a while now, but have found
a permanent home at this new pub. Be
sure to accompany your beer with a bowl
of crispy frites, served here Belgian-style
with mayonnaise.

ENTERTAINMENT

Shame on you if you find yourself bored in
Bangkok. And even more shame if you think
the only entertainment options involve the
word ‘go-go’. Nowadays Bangkok’s nightlife
is as diverse as that of virtually any modern
city - but a lot cheaper. Even if you’re usually
in bed by 9pm, Bangkok still offers interesting
postdinner diversions, from flash cinemas to
traditional cultural performances.

Live Music

Music is an essential element of a Thai
night out, and just about every pub worth
its salted peanuts has a house band of vary-
ing quality. For the most part this means
perky Thai pop covers or tired international
standards (if you've left Bangkok with-
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out having heard a live version of ‘Hotel
California’, well, you haven’t really been
to Bangkok), but an increasing number
of places are starting to deviate from the
norm with quirky and/or inspired bands and
performances. Nightly line-ups at smaller
venues can be found online at Bangkok Gig
Guide (www.bangkokgigguide.com).

Brick Bar (Map pp114-15; (@ 0 2629 4477; basement,
Buddy Lodge, 265 Th Khao San; river ferry Tha Phra Athit)
This cavelike pub hosts a nightly revolving
cast of live music for an almost exclusively
Thai crowd. Come before midnight, wedge
yourself into a table a few inches from the
horn section, and lose it to Teddy Ska, one of
the most energetic live acts in town.

Living Room (Map pp122-3; @ 02 649 8888; Level
I, Sheraton Grande Sukhumvit, 250 Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain
Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit) Don’t let looks deceive you;
every night this bland hotel lounge transforms
into the city’s best venue for live jazz. Contact
ahead of time to see which sax master or hide
hitter is currently in town.

Parking Toys (Map pp110-11; & 02907 2228; 17/22
Soi Mayalap, Kaset-Navamin Hwy) Essentially a ram-
bling shed stuffed with vintage furniture,
Parking Toys hosts an eclectic revolving cast
of fun bands ranging in genre from acous-
tic/classical ensembles to electro-funk jam
acts. To get here, take a taxi heading north
from Mo Chit Skytrain station and tell the
driver to take you to Th Kaset-Navamin.
Immediately upon passing the second stop
light on this road, look for the Heineken sign
on your left.

Saxophone Pub & Restaurant (Map pp112-13; @ 0
2246 5472;3/8 Th Phayathai; Skytrain Victory Monument) This
nightlife staple is the big stage of Bangkok’s
live music scene. It’s a bit too loud for a first
date, but the quality and variety of the music
makes it a great destination for music-loving
buddies on a night out.

Raintree (Map pp112-13; @ 022457230; 116/63-64 Soi
Ruam Mit, Th Rang Nam; Skytrain Victory Monument) This
atmospheric pub is one of the few remaining
places in town to hear ‘songs for life’, Thai folk
music with roots in the communist insurgency
of the 1960s and ’70s.

Ad Here the 13th (Map pp114-15; 13 Th Samsen; river
ferry Tha Phra Athit) Beside Khlong Banglamphu,
Ad Here is everything a neighbourhood joint
should be: lots of regulars, cold beer and heart-
warming tunes delivered by a masterful house
band starting at 10pm. Everyone knows each
other, so don’t be shy about mingling.
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Tawan Daeng German Brewhouse (Map pp110-
11; (@ 02678 1114; cnr Th Phra Ram Il & Th Narathiwat
Ratchanakharin) It’s Oktoberfest all year round
at this hangar-sized music hall. The Thai-
German food is tasty, the house-made brews
are entirely potable, and the nightly stage
shows make singing along a necessity. Music
starts at 8.30pm; take a taxi.

Brown Sugar (Map p124; (@ 02250 1825; 231/20 Th
Sarasin; Skytrain Ratchadamri) Plant yourself in a
corner of this cosy, mazelike pub, and bump
to Zao-za-dung, the nine-piece house band.
The tables are so close that you can’t help
but make new friends.

Bamboo Bar (Map pp118-19; @& 0 2236 0400;
Oriental Hotel, 48 Soi Oriental/38, Th Charoen Krung;
river ferry Tha Oriental) The Oriental’s Bamboo
Bar is famous for its live lounge jazz,
which holds court inside a colonial-era
cabin of lazy fans, broad-leafed palms and
rattan decor.

Dance Clubs

Bangkok’s discos are largely fly-by-night
outfits, and that really fun club you found
on your last trip two years ago is most
likely history today. To find out what is
going on, check Dude Sweet (www.dudesweet.
org), organisers of hugely popular monthly
parties, and Bangkok Recorder (www.bangkokre-
corder.com) for rotating theme nights and vis-
iting celeb DJs.

Cover charges for clubs and discos range
from 250B to 600B and usually include a
drink. Don’t even think about showing up be-
fore 11pm, and always bring ID. Most clubs
close at 2am. You’'ll see more Thais out on
the town at the beginning of the month (pay
day) than other times.

Tapas Room (Map pp118-19; & 0 2234 4737; 114/17-
18 Soi 4, Th Silom; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) You
won’t find food here, but the name is an ac-
curate indicator of the Spanish/Moroccan-
inspired vibe of this multilevel den. Come
Thursday to Saturday when the combination
of DJs and live percussion brings the body
count to critical level.

Club Culture (Map pp112-13; 089497 8422; Th Sri
Ayuthaya; ¥4 7pm-late Wed, Fri & Sat; Skytrain Phayathai)
Housed in a unique 40-year-old Thai-style
building, Club Culture is the biggest and
quirkiest recent arrival on Bangkok’s club
scene. Come to shake to internationally
recognised DJs and the most-touted system
in town.
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Glow (Map pp122-3; @) 0 2261 3007; 96/4-5 S0i 23, Th
Sukhumvit; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit) Glow is a
small venue with a big reputation. Boasting
a huge variety of vodkas and a recently up-
graded sound system, the tunes range from
hip-hop (Fridays) to electronica (Saturdays),
and just about everything in between.

Nung-Len (Map pp122-3; B0 2711 6564; 217 Soi
Ekamai/63; Skytrain Ekamai) Young, loud and Thai,
Nung-Len (literally ‘sit and chill’) is a ridicu-
lously popular sardine tin of live music and
uni students on popular Th Ekamai. Make
sure you get in before 10pm or you won’t
getin atall.

Bed Supperdub (Map pp122-3; @) 02651 3537, www
.bedsupperclub.com; 26 Soi 11, Th Sukhumwit; Skytrain Nana)
This illuminated tube has been a literal high-
light of the Bangkok club scene for a good
while now. Arrive early to squeeze in din-
ner (pl67), or if you've only got dancing on
your mind, come on Tuesday for the popular
hip-hop nights.

Soi 11 is now also home to longstanding
QBar (Map pp122-3; @) 02252 3274; Soi 11, Th Sukhumvit;
Skytrain Nana) and newer Twisted Republic (Map
pp122-3; @ 02651 0800; www.twistedrepublic.com; 37 Soi
11, Th Sukhumvit; cover 300B; Skytrain Nana).

Royal City Avenue (RCA; Map pp110-11; off Th Phra
Ram IX) is well and truly Club Alley. Formerly
a bastion of the teen scene, this Vegas-like
strip has finally graduated from high school
and at such clubs as the following now hosts
partiers of every age.

808 Club (Map pp110-11; www.808bangkok.com)
Currently the leader of the pack with big-name DJs and
insanely crowded events.

Cosmic Café (Map pp110-11; ([T 0 2641 5619) Some-
where between a pub and disco, come on Wednesday
nights when the DJ spins Thai music from the 1980s.
Flix/Slim (Map pp110-11; &) 0 2203 0377) The poshest
choice on the strip with big thumping house beats and a
more club-jaded clientele.

Route 66 (Map pp110-11; @ 0 1440 9666; www.route
66club.com) It rocks to a younger beat with hip-hop and
R&B to the ‘east’ and varying shades of house to the ‘west’.

Go-Go Bars

All those things your dodgy Uncle Larry
told you about Bangkok are true. Although
technically illegal, prostitution is fully ‘out’
in Bangkok, and the influence of organised
crime and healthy kickbacks means that it
will be a long while before the laws are ever
enforced. Yet, despite the image presented by
much of the Western media, the underlying
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atmosphere of Bangkok’s red light districts
is not one of illicitness and exploitation (al-
though these do inevitably exist), but rather
an aura of tackiness and boredom. Stages
where ambivalent-looking women perform
fabled feats with their genitalia are found at
Patpong, and are nowadays largely shows for
tourists. Men strictly looking for women (or
ladyboys; ga-teu-i, also spelt kathoey) have
mostly moved to Soi Cowboy or Nana.

Patpong (Map pp118-19; Soi Patpong 1 & 2, Th Silom;
Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) Possibly one of the
most famous red-light districts in the world,
but today any ‘charm’ that the area used to
possess has been eroded by modern tourism,
and fake Rolexes and Diesel t-shirts are more
ubiquitous than flesh. There is, of course, a
considerable amount of naughtiness going
on, although much of it takes place upstairs
and behind closed doors. If you must, be-
fore taking a seat at one of Patpong’s ‘pussy
shows’, be sure to agree to the price before-
hand, otherwise you're likely to receive an
astronomical bill.

Soi Cowboy (Map pp122-3; btwn Soi 21 & Soi 23, Th
Sukhumvit; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit) This single-
lane strip of raunchy bars claims direct lineage
to the post-Vietnam War R&R era. A real flesh
trade functions amid the flashing neon.

Nana Entertainment Plaza (Map pp122-3; Soi
4/Nana Tai, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Nana) Much like
Soi Cowboy, this three-storey complex is
where the sexpats are separated from the
gawking tourists. It’s also home to a few
ladyboy bars.

Soi Twilight (Soi Pratuchai; Map pp118-19; Soi Pratuchai,
Th Surawong; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) Patpong’s
queer little brother, the shows here range in
scope from muscle boy to ladyboy.

Cinemas

Escape the smog and heat at one of the city’s
high-tech cinemas. All of Hollywood’s big
releases plus a steady diet of locally bred
comedies and horror flicks hit Bangkok’s cin-
emas in a timely fashion. The foreign films are
sometimes altered by Thailand’s film censors
before distribution; this usually involves ob-
scuring nude sequences. Film buffs may prefer
the offerings at Bangkok’s foreign cultural
centres; for contact details, see p106. For the
royal treatment, opt for the VIP amenities that
only Bangkok would provide (see the boxed
text, p174). All movies screened in Thai cin-
emas are preceded by the Thai royal anthem
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and everyone is expected to stand respectfully
for its duration.

At the following cinemas, English mov-
ies are shown with Thai subtitles rather than
being dubbed. The shopping-centre cinemas
have plush VIP options, while Lido and Scala
are older and artier. House is Bangkok’s first
‘art-house’ theatre. Visit Movie Seer (www.movie
seer.com) for show times.

EGV Grand (Map pp120-1; @& 02515 5555; Siam
Discovery Center, Th Phra Ram [; Skytrain Siam)

House (Map pp110-11; @ 0 2641 5177; www.house
rama.com; UMG Bldg, Royal City Ave, near Th Petchaburi;
Metro Phetburi)

Lido Cinema (Map pp120-1; @) 0 2252 6498; Siam Sq,
Th Phra Ram [; Skytrain Siam)

Paragon Cineplex (Map pp120-1; @& 0 2515 5555;
Siam Paragon, Th Phra Ram [; Skytrain Siam)

Scala Cinema (Map pp120-1; @) 02251 2861; Siam Sq,
Soi 1, Th Phra Ram [; Skytrain Siam)

SF Cinema City (Map pp120-1; @) 0 2268 8888; 7th fl,
MBK Center, cnr Th Phra Ram | & Th Phayathai; Skytrain
National Stadium)

SFX Cinema (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2268 8388; 6th f,
Emporium Shopping Centre, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Phrom
Phong)

Traditional Arts Performances
As Thailand’s cultural repository, Bangkok
offers an array of dance and theatre perform-
ances. For background information about
these ancient traditions, see p74 and p77.
Chalermkrung Royal Theatre (Sala Chaloem Krung;
Map pp116-17; @& 02222 0434; www.salachalermkrung.com;
cnr Th Charoen Krung & Th Triphet; tickets 1000-2000B; river
ferry Tha Saphan Phut) In a Thai Art Deco building

GA-TEU-I CABARET

Watching men dressed as women perform
tacky show tunes has, not surprisingly,
become the latest ‘must-do’ fixture on
the Bangkok tourist circuit. Both Calypso
Cabaret (Map pp120-1; @ 0 2653 3960; www
.calypsocabaret.com; Asia Hotel, 296 Th Phayathai;
tickets 12008; ¥ show times 8.15pm & 9.45pm;
Skytrain Ratchathewi) and Mambo Cabaret
(Map pp122-3; @0 2259 5128; Washington
Theatre, Th Sukhumvit, btwn Soi 22 & 24; tickets
800B; ¥ show times 8.30pm & 10pm; Skytrain
Phrom Phong) host choreographed stage
shows featuring Broadway high kicks and
lip-synched pop tunes by the most well-
endowed dudes you'll find anywhere.
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CINEMA STRATEGY
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Going to the movies is a big deal in Bangkok. It's unlikely that any other city in the world has
anything like EGV's Gold Class, a ticket that grants you entry into a cinema with fewer than 50
seats, and where you're plied with blankets, pillows, foot-warming stockings and, of course, a
valet food-and-drink service. There's also Major Cineplex’s Emperor Class seat, which for the
price of a sticky stool back home entitles you to a sofa-like love seat designed for couples. And
if you find Paragon Cineplex’s 16 screens and 5000 seats a bit plebeian, you can always apply

for Enigma, a members-only theatre.

And despite the heat and humidity on the streets, keep in mind that all of Bangkok’s movie
theatres pump the air-conditioning with such vigour that a jumper or sweater is an absolute
necessity — unless you're going Gold Class, that is.

at the edge of the Chinatown-Phahurat dis-
trict, this theatre provides a striking venue for
kohn (masked dance-drama based on stories
from the Ramakian, the Thai version of the
Ramayana). When it opened in 1933, the roy-
ally funded Chalermkrung was the largest and
most modern theatre in Asia. Kohn perform-
ances last about two hours plus intermission;
call for the schedule. The theatre requests that
patrons dress respectfully, which means no
shorts, tank tops or sandals. Bring along a
wrap or long-sleeved shirt in case the air-con
is running full blast.

Aksra Theatre (Map pp112-13; @) 0 2677 8888, ext
5604; www.aksratheatre.com; King Power Complex, 8/1 Th
Rang Nam; tickets 800B; £ shows 7pm Tue-Fri, Tpm & 7pm
Sat & Sun; Skytrain Victory Monument) The former Joe
Louis Puppet Theatre has moved house and
is starting a new life here as the Aksra Hoon
Lakorn Lek. A variety of performances are
now held at this modern theatre, but the
highlight are performances of the Ramakian
by using knee-high puppets requiring three
puppeteers to strike humanlike poses.

National Theatre (Map pp114-15; @0 2224 1352,
Th Na Phra That; tickets 50-1008; river ferry Tha Phra Chan)
When its seemingly never-ending recon-
struction is eventually finished, the National
Theatre will host monthly performances of
the royal dance traditions of ld-kon (classical
dance-drama) and kohn. The nearby Bangkok
Information Center (p108) can provide an
English-language calendar of performances.

Patravadi Theatre (Map pp114-15; @ 0 2412 7287,
www.patravaditheatre.com; 69/1 Soi Tambon Wanglang
1; tickets 5008; cross-river ferry from Tha Maharat) This
open-air theatre is Bangkok’s leading pro-
moter of avant-garde dance and drama. The
new Studio 9 annexe offers dinner theatre
on Friday and Saturday nights. A free river
shuttle picks up patrons at Tha Mahathat,

near Silpakorn University; reservations for
performances are recommended.

Thailand Cultural Centre (Map pp110-11; &0
2247 0028; www.thaiculturalcenter.com; Th Ratchadaphisek
btwn Th Thiam Ruammit & Th Din Daeng; Metro Thailand
Cultural Centre) Occasionally, classical dance
performances are held at this venue featur-
ing a concert hall, art gallery and outdoor
studios. International dance and theatre
groups are also profiled, especially during the
International Festival of Music & Dance, held
twice a year in June and September. Call for
upcoming events as the website doesn’t carry
an up-to-date schedule.

Dusit Palace Park (p138) also hosts daily clas-
sical dance performances at 10am and 2pm.

Thai Boxing
Thai boxing’s best of the best fight it out at
Bangkok’s two boxing stadiums: Lumphini
Stadium (Sanam Muay Lumphini; Map p124; @0
2251 4303; Th Phra Ram IV; tickets 3rd/2nd class/ringside
1000/1500/20008; Metro Lumphini) and Ratchadamnoen
Stadium (Sanam Muay Ratchadamnoen; Map pp114-15; @ 0
22814205; Th Ratchadamnoen Nok; tickets 3rd/2nd class/ring-
side 1000/1500/20008; bus 70, 503, 509). You’ll note
that tickets are not cheap, and these prices
are exponentially more than what Thais pay.
To add insult to injury, the inflated price
offers no special service or seating, and at
Ratchadamnoen Stadium foreigners are some-
times corralled into an area with an obstructed
view. As long as you are mentally prepared for
the financial jabs from the promoters, you’ll
be better prepared to enjoy the real fight.
Ringside puts you right up in the central
action but amid a fairly subdued crowd
where gambling is prohibited. Second-
class seats are filled with backpackers and
numbers runners who take the bets from
the crowd. Like being in the pit of a stock
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exchange, hand signals fly between the 2nd-
and 3rd-class areas communicating bets
and odds. The 3rd-class area is the rowdiest
section. Fenced off from the rest of the sta-
dium, most of the die-hard fans follow the
match (or their bets) too closely to sit down.
If you're lukewarm on watching two men
punch and kick each other, then 3rd-class
offers the diversion of the crowd.

Fights are held throughout the week,
alternating between the two stadiums.
Ratchadamnoen hosts the matches on
Monday, Wednesday and Thursday at 6pm
and on Sunday at 5pm. Lumphini hosts
matches on Tuesday, Friday and Saturday at
6pm. Aficionados say the best-matched bouts
are reserved for Tuesday nights at Lumphini
and Thursday nights at Ratchadamnoen.
There is a total of eight to 10 fights of five
rounds a piece. The stadiums don’t usually
fill up until the main events, which usually
start around 8pm or 9pm.

There are English-speaking ‘staff’ stand-
ing outside the stadium who will practically
tackle you upon arrival. Although there have
been a few reports of scamming, most of
these assistants help steer visitors to the for-
eigner ticket windows and hand out a fight
roster; they can also be helpful in telling you
which fights are the best match-ups between
contestants. (Some say that welterweights,
between 135lb and 1471b, are the best.) To
keep everyone honest, though, remember to
purchase tickets from the ticket window, not
from a person outside the stadium.

As a prematch warm-up, grab a plate of
gai yahng (grilled chicken) and other north-
eastern dishes from the restaurants sur-
rounding the Ratchadamnoen Stadium.

SHOPPING

Welcome to a true buyer’s market. Home to
one of the world’s largest outdoor markets,
numerous giant upscale malls, and side-
walk-clogging bazaars on nearly every street,
it’s impossible not to be impressed by the
amount of commerce in Bangkok. However,
despite the apparent scope and variety,
Bangkok really only excels in one area when
it comes to shopping: cheap stuff. The city is
not the place to buy a new Nikon SLR or a
(real) Fendi handbag - save those for online
warehouses in the US or bargain-basement
sales in Hong Kong. Ceramics, dirt-cheap
T-shirts, fabric, Asian knick-knackery and
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yes, if you can deal with the guilt, pirated
software and music - these are the things to
stock up on in Bangkok. Other worthwhile
purchases include locally made and designed
fashion and decor items. See the boxed text
on pl82 for a few recommended brands.

The difficulty is finding your way around,
since the city’s intense urban tangle some-
times makes orientation difficult. A good
shopping companion is Nancy Chandler’s
Map of Bangkok, with annotations on all sorts
of small and out-of-the-way shopping venues
and da-laht (markets).

Antiques

Real Thai antiques are rare and costly. Most
Bangkok antique shops keep a few authen-
tic pieces for collectors, along with lots of
pseudo-antiques or traditionally crafted items
that look like antiques. The majority of shop
operators are quite candid about what’s really
old and what isn’t.

River City Complex (Map pp116-17; Th Yotha, off
Th Charoen Krung; river ferry Tha Si Phraya) Near the
Royal Orchid Sheraton Hotel, this multi-
storey shopping centre is an all-in-one stop
for old-world Asiana. Several high-quality
art and antique shops occupy the 3rd and
4th floors. Old Maps & Prints offers one-of-
a-kind rare maps and illustrations, with a
focus on Asia. Although the quality is high,
the prices are too, as many wealthy tour-
ists filter in and out. Many stores here close
on Sunday.

Amantee (Mappp110-11; B 02982 8694; www.amantee
.com; 131/3 Soi 13, Th Chaeng Wattana; £ 9am-8pm; access
by taxi from Skytrain Mo Chit) Although well outside
of the city centre, this ‘repository of Oriental
and Tibetan art and antiques’ is well worth
the trip. Consisting of several interconnect-
ing wooden Thai houses holding a variety
of classy items, the peaceful compound also
boasts a cafe (open 9am to 5pm), accom-
modation and occasional cultural events. A
Thai-language map for taxi drivers can be
downloaded at the website.

House of Chao (Map pp118-19; (& 026357188;9/1Th
Decho; %3 9am-7pm; Skytrain Chong Nonsi) This three-
storey antique shop, housed, appropriately,
in an antique house, has everything necessary
to deck out your fantasy colonial-era man-
sion. Particularly interesting are the various
weatherworn doors, doorways, gateways and
trellises that can be found in the covered area
behind the showroom.
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ART ATTACK
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Although Bangkok’s hyper-urban environment seems to cater to the inner philistine in all of
us, the city has a significant but low-key art scene. In recent years, galleries seem to have been
opening on a weekly basis, and Bangkok also acts as something of a regional art hub, with
works by emerging artists from places like Myanmar and Cambodia. To find out what's happen-
ing while you're in town, pick up a free copy of the excellent BAM! (Bangkok Art Map). Some

of the better galleries:

100 Tonson Gallery (Map pp120-1; @ 0 2684 1527; www.100tonsongallery.com; 100 Soi Tonson, Th Ploen-
chit; %4 11am-7pm Thu-Sun; Skytrain Chitlom) Atmospheric gallery showcasing the work of domestic
and international emerging and high-profile painters, sculptors and conceptual artists.

Bangkok Art and Culture Centre (BACC; Map pp120-1; (@ 0 2214 6630; www.bacc.or.th; cnr Th
Phayathai & Th Phra Ram 1; Skytrain Siam) This brand-new state-owned complex combines art and
commerce in a multistorey building smack-dab in the centre of Bangkok.

Bangkok University Art Gallery (BUG; Map pp110-11; (@ 0 2350 3500; http://fab.bu.ac.th/buggallery;
3rd fl, Bldg 9, City Campus, Th Phra Ram IV; ¥4 9.30am-7pm Tues-Sat) This spacious new compound is
located at what is currently Thailand’s most cutting-edge art school. Recent exhibitions have
encompassed a variety of media by some of the country’s top names, as well as the work of
internationally recognised artists.

H Gallery (Map pp118-19; @ 0 1310 4428; www.hgallerybkk.com; 201 Soi 12, Th Sathon; % noon-6pm
Wed-Sat; Skytrain Surasak) Leading commercial gallery for emerging Thai abstract painters.
Jamjuree Art Gallery (Map pp120-1; (@ 0 2218 3708; Jamjuree Bldg, Chulalongkorn University, Th Phayat-
hai; £% 10am-7pm Mon-Fri, noon-6pm Sat & Sun; Skytrain Siam) Modern spiritual themes and brilliantly
coloured abstracts from emerging student artists.

Kathmandu Photo Gallery (Map pp118-19; @) 0 2234 6700; www.kathmandu-bkk.com; 87 Th Pan;

£%9 11am-7pm Sun-Fri; Skytrain Surasak) Bangkok’s only truly dedicated photography gallery is
located in a restored Sino-Portuguese shophouse. The small upstairs gallery plays host to
changing exhibitions by local and international artists and photographers.

Queen’s Gallery (Map pp114-15; @ 02281 5360; www.queengallery.org; 101 Th Ratchadamnoen Klang;

admission 20B; £} 10am-7pm Tue-Mon; klorng taxi to Tha Phan Fah) This royally funded museum
presents five floors of rotating exhibitions of modern and traditionally influenced art.
Surapon Gallery (Map p124; 02638 0033; www.rama%art.org/gallery/surapon/index.html; Tisco Tower,
1st fl, Th Sathon Neua; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) Unique contemporary Thai art.

Tang Gallery (Map pp118-19; @ 02630 1114; basement, Silom Galleria, 919/1 Th Silom; % 11am-7pm
Mon-Sat; Skytrain Surasak) Bangkok’s primary venue for modern artists from China has also edged
its way up to become among the city’s top contemporary galleries. Check the posters in the

lobby of the Galleria to see what's on.

Department Stores & Shopping Centres
Bangkok may be crowded and polluted, but
its department stores are modern oases of
order. They’re also downright frigid, and
Sunday afternoons see a significant part of
Bangkok’s entire population crowding into
the city’s indoor malls to escape the heat. By
no accident, the Skytrain stations also have
shaded walkways delivering passengers di-
rectly into nearby stores without ever having
to set foot on ground level. Most shopping
centres are open from 10am or 11am to 9pm
or 10pm.

The selection is surprisingly good at
Bangkok’s shopping centres, but don’t expect
any bargains; most imported items cost more
than they would elsewhere. Another quirk is
that shop assistants follow you around the
store from rack to rack. This is the definition
of Thai ‘service’ rather than an indication that
they’ve sniffed you out as a shoplifter. And be
sure you're satisfied with an item, as returns
are largely unheard of.

MBK Center (Mahboonkhrong; Map pp120-1; @ 0
22179117; cnr Th Phra Ram | & Th Phayathai; Skytrain National
Stadium) This colossal mall has become a tourist



lonelyplanet.com

destination in its own right. Swedish and other
languages can be heard as much as Thai, and
on any given weekend half of Bangkok can be
found here combing through an inexhaust-
ible range of small stalls and shops. This is the
cheapest place to buy contact lenses, mobile
phones and accessories, and name-brand
knock-offs. It’s also one of the better places to
stock up on camera gear, both new and used.

Siam Center & Siam Discovery Center (Map pp120-1;
cnr Th Phra Ram | & Th Phayathai; Skytrain National Stadium)
These linked sister centres feel almost mo-
nastic in their hushed hallways compared
to frenetic MBK, just across the street. Siam
Discovery Center excels in home decor,
with the whole 3rd floor devoted to Asian-
minimalist styles and jewel-toned fabrics.
The attached Siam Center, Thailand’s first
shopping centre built in 1976, has recently
gone under the redesign knife for a younger,
hipper look. Youth fashion is its new focus,
and several local labels can be found on the
2nd floor.

Siam Paragon (Map pp120-1; @0 2610 8000;
Th Phra Ram [; Skytrain Siam) The biggest, newest
and glitziest of Bangkok’s shopping malls,
Siam Paragon is more of an urban park
than shopping centre. Astronomically luxe
brands occupy most floors, while the majority
of shoppers hang out in the reflecting pool
atrium or basement-level food court. The 5th
floor is home to Kinokuniya, Thailand’s larg-
est English-language bookstore.

Central World Plaza (Map pp120-1; @ 02635 1111;
Th Ratchadamri & Th Phra Ram I; Skytrain Chitlom) After
being left behind in the mall race, this behe-
moth box has gutted itself and transformed
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from ho-hum shopping mall to extrahuge
‘lifestyle’ scene. An elevated walkway links
the mall to the Skytrain and several other
local mega-malls.

Gaysorn Plaza (Map pp120-1; cnr Th Ploenchit & Th
Ratchadamri; Skytrain Chitlom) A haute couture
catwalk, Gaysorn’s spiralling staircases and
all-white halls preserve all of fashion’s be-
loved designers in museum-curatorship style.
Local fashion leaders occupy the 2nd floor,
while the top floor is a stroll through chic
home decor.

Central Chit Lom (Map pp120-1; & 02655 1444; 1027
Th Ploenchit; Skytrain Chitlom) Generally regarded
as the all-round best for quality and selec-
tion, Central has 13 branches in Bangkok
in addition to this chi-chi flagship. If you're
curious about local hooks, look for Thai de-
signers such as Tube and the Thai cosmetic
brand Erb.

Emporium Shopping Centre (Map pp122-3; 622 Th
Sukhumvit, cnr Soi 24; Skytrain Phrom Phong) You might
not have access to the beautiful people’s
nightlife scene, but you can observe their
spending rituals at this temple to red hot
and classic cool. Robust expat salaries and
trust funds dwindle amid Prada, Miu Miu,
Chanel and Thai brands such as Greyhound
and Propaganda.

Pantip Plaza (Map pp120-1; 604 Th Petchaburi; Skytrain
Ratchathewi) North of Siam Square, this is five
storeys of computer and software stores rang-
ing from legit to flea market. Many locals
come here to buy ‘pirated” software and com-
puter peripherals, but the crowds and touts
(‘DVD sex?’) make it among the more tiring
shopping experiences in town.
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Many of your purchases in Bangkok will involve an ancient skill that has long been abandoned
in the West: bargaining. Contrary to what you'll see on a daily basis on Th Khao San, bargaining
(in Thai, gahn dor rahkah) is not a terse exchange of numbers and animosity. Rather, bargaining
Thai style is a generally friendly transaction where two people try to agree on a price that is
fair to both of them.

The first rule to bargaining is to have a general idea of the price. Ask around at a few vendors
to get a rough notion. When you're ready to buy, it's generally a good strategy to start at 50%
of the asking price and work up from there. If you're buying several of an item, you have much
more leverage to request and receive a lower price. If the seller immediately agrees to your first
price you're probably paying too much, but it's bad form to bargain further at this point. In
general, keeping a friendly, flexible demeanour throughout the transaction will almost always
work in your favour. And remember, only begin bargaining if you're really planning on buying
the item. Most importantly, there’s simply no point in getting angry or upset over a few baht.
The locals, who inevitably have less money than you, never do this.
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Fashion & Textiles

In recent years Bangkok has become some-
thing of a fashion-conscious and, increas-
ingly, fashion-generating city. Local designers
such as senada*, Fly Now and Tango have
shown that the city harbours a style scene
that can compete on the international cat-
walk. More affordable looks are exhibited
by the city’s trendy teens who strut their
distinctive ‘Bangkok’ look in the various
shopping areas.

Siam Square (Map pp120-1; btwn Th Phra Ram | & Th
Phayathai, Skytrain Siam) This low-slung commercial
universe is a network of some 12 soi lined with
trendy, fly-by-night boutiques, many of which
are the first ventures of young designers. It’s a
great place to pick up designs you’re guaran-
teed not to find anywhere else, not to mention
the best place for urban naturalists to observe
Bangkok teens in their natural habitat.

It's Happened to be a Closet (Map pp114-15; &0
2629 5271; 32 Th Khao San; %4 1-11pm; river ferry Tha Phra
Athit) Garbled grammar aside, this is a brilliant
place to stock up on locally designed and made
togs. Bright colours and bold patterns rule and
the eclectic shop even features a restaurant
and cafe, a hair and nail salon, and private
rooms for movie viewing. The forebodingly
black complex is located in the same off-street
courtyard as Tom Yam Kung restaurant .

Fly Now (Map pp120-1; &) 0 2656 1359; 2nd fl, Gaysorn
Plaza, cnr Th Ploenchit & Th Ratchadamri; Skytrain Chitlom) A
longstanding leader in Bangkok’s home-grown
fashion scene, Fly Now creates feminine cou-
ture that has caught the eyes of several inter-
national shows. Also available at Siam Center
(p177) and Central World Plaza (p177).

Tango (Map pp120-1; [@ 0 2656 1047; www.tango
.o.th; Gaysorn Plaza, cnr Th Ploenchit & Th Ratchadamri;
Skytrain Chitlom) This home-grown brand special-

SPEND FRIEND

Gaysorn Plaza (p177) is probably Bangkok's
most upscale mall, and the selection of
high-end luxury brands must have over-
whelmed more than one potential shopper
because the shopping centre now offers a
Lifestyle Consultant (& 0 2656 1177) serv-
ice. Available by appointment, but free of
charge, the team consists of two ‘experts’, a
local fashion designer and a makeup artist,
whose goal is to guide you to that perfect
outfit, shade of mascara or spa treatment.
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ises in funky leather goods, but you may not
even recognise the medium under the layers
of bright embroidery and chunky jewels. Also
available at Siam Center (p177).

Jim Thompson (Map pp118-19; & 0 2632 8100; 9 Th
Surawong; £ 9am-6pm; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom) The
surviving business of the international promoter
of Thai silk, this, the largest Jim Thompson
shop, sells colourful silk handkerchiefs, place-
mats, wraps and pillow cushions. Just up the
road at 149/4-6 Th Surawong (Map pp118-19;
@ 02235 8931) is a factory outlet that sells dis-
continued patterns at a significant discount.

Handicrafts & Decor

The tourist markets have tons of factory-made
pieces that pop up all along the tourist route.
The shopping centres sell products with a little
better quality at proportionally higher prices,
but the independent shops sell the best items
all round. See the boxed text on p182 for a few
more design-oriented shops.

Thai Home Industries (Map pp118-19; (& 02234 1736;
35 Soi Oriental, Th Charoen Krung; €% 9am-6.30pm Mon-Sat;
river ferry Tha Oriental) A visit to this temple-like
building, a former monks” quarters, is like dis-
covering an abandoned attic of Asian booty.
Despite the odd assortment of items (our
last visit revealed items ranging from elegant
handmade flatware to wooden model ships)
and lack of order, it’s heaps more fun than the
typically faceless Bangkok handicraft shop.

Narai Phand (Map pp120-1; (@ 0 2656 0398; www
.naraiphand.com; ground fl, President Tower, 973 Th Ploenchit;
£%3 10am-8pm; Skytrain Ploenchit) Souvenir-quality
handicrafts are given fixed prices and com-
fortable air-conditioning at this government-
run facility. You won’t find anything here that
you haven’t already seen at all of the tourist
street markets, but it is a good stop if you're
pressed for time or spooked by haggling.

Nandakwang (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2258 1962; 108/2-
3 Soi Prasanmit/23, Th Sukhumvit; % 9am-6pm Mon-Sat,
10am-5pm Sun; Skytrain Asoke, Metro Sukhumvit) A
Bangkok satellite of a Chiang Mai-based store,
Nandakwang sells a fun and handsome mix
of cloth, wood and glass products. The cheery
hand-embroidered pillows and bags are par-
ticularly attractive. There is also a branch in
Siam Discovery Center (p177).

Taekee Taekon (Map pp114-15; &) 02629 1473; 118 Th
Phra Athit; £\ 8.30am-6pm Mon-Sat; river ferry Tha Phra Athit)
Representing Thailand’s main silk-producing
regions, this charming store has a beautiful
selection of table runners and wall hangings.
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7-ELEVEN FOREVER

Be extremely wary of any appointment that involves the words ‘meet me at 7-Eleven’. According
to the company’s website there are 3912 branches of 7-Eleven in Thailand alone (there will in-
evitably be several more by the time this book has gone to print) - more than half the number
found in the entire USA. In Bangkok, 7-Elevens are so ubiquitous that it's not uncommon to see
two branches staring at each other from across the street.

The first sewén (as it's known in Thai) in Thailand was installed in Patpong in 1991. The brand
caught on almost immediately, and today Thailand ranks behind only Japan and Taiwan in the
total number of branches in Asia. The stores are either owned directly by the company or are
franchises, owned and managed by private individuals.

Although the company claims that its stores carry more than 2000 items, the fresh flavours of
Thai cuisine are not reflected in the wares of a typical Bangkok 7-Eleven, whose food selections
are even junkier than those of its counterparts in the West. Like all shops in Thailand, alcohol
is only available from 11am to 2pm and 5pm to 11pm, and branches of 7-Eleven located near
hospitals, temples and schools do not sell alcohol or cigarettes at all (but do continue to sell
unhealthy snack food).

We love 7-Eleven for the wide selection of drinks, a godsend in sweltering Bangkok. You can
conveniently pay most of your bills at the Service Counter, and all manner of phone cards, prophy-
lactics and literature’ (although, oddly, not most newspapers) are also available. And sometimes
the blast of air-conditioning alone is enough reason to stop by. But our single favourite 7-Eleven
item must be the dirt-cheap chilled scented towels for wiping away the accumulated grime and
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sweat before your next appointment.

Alongside silk products, you will also find
small examples of celadon pottery and a ter-
rific selection of postcards.

Gems & Jewellery
Although it is common wisdom that Thailand
is a bonanza for gems and jewellery, the risk
of a rip-off is much greater than finding a
bargain. For details on the numerous scams
that exist see the boxed text, p180.

Two longstanding and reputable gem
vendors:
Johnny's Gems (Map pp116-17; @& 0 2224 4065; 199
Th Fuang Nakhon; ¥ Mon-Sat; river ferry Tha Saphan
Phut) A long-time favourite of Bangkok expats, Johnny's
Gems is a reliable name in an unreliable business.
Uthai's Gems (Map pp120-1; @ 02 253 8582; 28/7
Soi Ruam Rudi; %9 Mon-Sat; Skytrain Ploenchit) With 40
years in the business, Uthai’s fixed prices and good service,
including a money-back guarantee, make him a popular
choice among expats.

Markets

Although air-conditioned malls have better
PR departments, open-air markets are the true
face of commercial Bangkok, and are where
you’ll find the best bargains.

ALL-PURPOSE MARKETS
Among the largest markets in the world,
Chatuchak Weekend Market (Talat Nat Jatujak; Map

pp110-11; £ 9am-6pm Sat & Sun; Skytrain Mo Chit, Metro
Chatuchak Park) seems to unite everything buy-
able, from used vintage sneakers to baby
squirrels. JJ, as it’s also known, is the ideal
place to finally pick up those gifts for peo-
ple back home, not to mention a pretty item
or two for your own home. The market is
roughly divided into thematic sections, the
best guide to these being Nancy Chandler’s
Map of Bangkok. Because Chatuchak is a Thai
institution, food also plays a significant role,
and there are numerous drinks and snack
vendors, and several good restaurants on the
outside edges of the market. Plan to spend a
full day, as there’s plenty to see, do and buy.
But come early, ideally around 9am to 10am,
to beat the crowds and the heat.

There is an information centre and a bank
with ATMs and foreign-exchange booths at
the Chatuchak Park offices, near the north-
ern end of the market’s Soi 1, Soi 2 and Soi
3. Schematic maps and toilets are located
throughout the market.

There are a few vendors out on weekday
mornings, and a daily vegetable, plant and
flower market opposite the market’s southern
side. One section of the latter, known as the
Or Tor Kor Market, sells fantastically gargan-
tuan fruit and seafood, and has a decent food
court as well.
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Pak Khlong Market (Map pp116-17; Th Chakkaphet &
Th Atsadang; £%) 24hr; river ferry Tha Saphan Phut) Every
night this market near the Chao Phraya River
becomes the city’s largest depot for wholesale
flowers. Arrive as late as you're willing to stay
up, and be sure to take a camera, as the techni-
colour blur of roses, lotuses and daisies on the
move is a sight to behold. During the day, Pak
Khlong is a wholesale vegetable market.

Vespa Market (Map pp110-11; cnr Th Ratchadaphisek &
Th Lad Phrao, Greater Bangkok; ¥} 6pm-midnight Sat; Metro
LatPhrao) Uniting urban cowboys, hip-hoppers,
wannabe mods and pissed-off punks, this ex-
pansive outdoor market is a virtual melting
pot of Bangkok youth subculture. The original
emphasis was on vintage vehicles, but quirky
T-shirts, used sneakers and modern antiques
form the bulk of this fun market.

Nonthaburi Market (Map pp110-11; Tha Nam Non,
Nonthaburi; %4 5am-8am; river ferry Tha Nonthaburi) Located
a short walk from Nonthaburi Pier, the north-
ernmost extent of the Chao Phraya Express
boats, this is one of the most expansive and at-
mospheric produce markets in the area. Come
early, as most vendors are gone by 9am.

Pratunam Market (Map pp120-1; cnr Th Petchaburi &
Th Ratchaprarop; (% 8am-6pm; klorng taxi to Tha Pratunam)
The city’s biggest wholesale clothing market,
Pratunam is a tight warren of stalls trickling
deep into the block. In addition to cheap T-
shirts and jeans, luggage, bulk toiletries and
souvenirs are also available.

Soi Lalai Sap (Map pp118-19; Soi Lalai Sap/5, Th Silom;
t%3 8am-6pm; Skytrain Chong Nonsi) The ‘money-
melting’ street has a number of vendors sell-
ing all sorts of cheap clothing, watches and
homewares during the day. Regular perusers
say that imperfections from name-brand fac-
tories often appear in the stacks.

THE WAR ON THE GEM SCAM
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Phahurat Market (Map pp116-17; Th Phahurat & Th
Triphet; river ferry Tha Saphan Phut) Across from Old
Siam Plaza, the Indian-fabric district prefers
boisterous colours, faux fur, neon sparkles
and everything you’ll need for a Halloween
costume or a traditional Thai dance drama.
Deeper into the market are cute clothes for
kids and good deals on Thai textiles.

Sampeng Lane (Map pp116-17; Sampeng Lane/Soi Wanit
1, Chinatown; river ferry Tha Ratchawong) This wholesale
market runs roughly parallel to Th Yaowarat,
bisecting the two districts of Chinatown and
Phahurat. Pick up the narrow artery from Th
Ratchawong and follow it through its many
manifestations — handbags, homewares, hair
decorations, stickers, Japanese-animation
gear, plastic beeping key chains. Unless you're
shopping for a grassroots import-export
group, Sampeng is more for entertainment
than for purchases.

TOURIST MARKETS

The souvenir sellers have an amazing knack
for sniffing out what new arrivals want to
haul back home - perennial favourites in-
clude raunchy T-shirts, mérn kwdhn (tradi-
tional Thai wedge-shaped pillow), CDs and
synthetic sarongs. Not all tourist markets are
created equal: porn is hard to come by on Th
Khao San but plentiful on Th Sukhumvit;
and hemp clothing is noticeably absent
from Patpong.

Th Sukhumvit Market (Map pp122-3; Th Sukhumvit
btwn Soi 2 & 12, 3 & 15; {% 11am-10.30pm; Skytrain Nana)
Knock-offs bags and watches, stacks of skin-
flick DVDs, Chinese throwing stars and other
questionable gifts for your high-school-aged
brother dominate at this market peddling to
package and sex tourists.

We're begging you, if you aren’t a gem trader, then don’t buy unset stones in Thailand - period.
Countless tourists are sucked into the prolific and well-rehearsed gem scam in which they are
taken to a store by a helpful stranger and tricked into buying bulk gems that can supposedly be
resold in their home country for 100% profit. The expert con artists (part of a well-organised cartel)
seem trustworthy and convince tourists that they need a citizen of the country to circumvent
tricky customs regulations. Guess what, the gem world doesn’t work like that; and what most
tourists end up with are worthless pieces of glass. By the time you sort all this out, the store has
closed, changed names and the police can do little to help. Want to know more or want to report
a scam? Visit www.2bangkok.com and navigate to the ‘Gem Scam’ page for five years’ worth of
tracking the phenomenon, or go to Thai Gems Scam Group (www.geocities.com/thaigemscamgroup)
for photos of touts who troll the temples for victims. The tourist police can also help to resolve
some purchase disputes, but don’t expect miracles.
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MARKETING STRATEGY
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Open-air markets are the heart and soul of Bangkok-style commerce, but the options can be a
bit overwhelming. To help you burn your baht more efficiently, we've put together a brief cheat

sheet of the most interesting options.

Chatuchak Weekend Market (p179) Stock up on souvenirs, or invest in a vintage tracksuit —

they're all here.

Nonthaburi Market (opposite) The most picturesque fresh market in the area, but get there

early, ideally before 7am.

Pak Khlong Market (opposite) Show up late-late for the visual poetry that is the nightly

flower market.

Pratunam Market (opposite) Acres of cheap togs, much of it for less than you'd pay for a pair

of socks at home.

Vespa Market (opposite) Antique vehicles and urban hipsters unite here every Saturday night.

Th Khao San Market (Map pp114-15; Th Khao San;
4 11am-11pm; river ferry Tha Phra Athit) The main
guesthouse strip in Banglamphu is a day-
and-night shopping bazaar for serious baht
pinchers, with cheap T-shirts, ‘bootleg’ CDs,
wooden elephants, hemp clothing, fisherman
pants and other goods that make backpackers
g0 ga-ga.

Patpong Night Market (Map pp118-19; Patpong Soi 1 &
2, Th Silom; £%4 7pm-1am; Skytrain Sala Daeng, Metro Silom)
Drawing more crowds than the ping-pong
shows, this market continues the street’s il-
licit leanings with a deluge of pirated goods,
particularly watches and clothing. Bargain
with intensity as first-quoted prices tend to
be astronomically high.

Tailors

Although Bangkok’s diplomatic corps pro-
vides a steady clientele for the city’s es-
tablished tailors, the continuous supply of
tourists also provides a lot of ‘fresh meat’
for the less-scrupulous businesses. Common
scams range from commission-hungry tak-
tuk drivers to shoddy workmanship and in-
ferior fabrics. In general, good tailors don’t
need to call the customer — the customers
come to them.

Shirts and trousers can be turned around
in 48 hours or less with only one fitting. But
no matter what a tailor may tell you, it takes
more than one or two fittings to create a good
suit, and most reliable tailors will ask for two
to five sittings.

Some reputable tailors:

Pinky Tailors (Map pp120-1; @ 0 2252 9680; www
.pinkytailor.com; 888/40 Mahatun Plaza Arcade, Th Ploenchit;
£%410am-7.30pm Mon-Sat; Skytrain Ploenchit) Custom-

made suit jackets have been Mr Pinky’s
speciality for 35 years. Located behind the
Mahatun Building.

Marco Tailors (Map pp120-1; (@ 022517633;430/33 Soi
7,Siam Sq; €3 10am-5pm Mon-Fri; Skytrain Siam) Dealing
solely in men’s suits, this longstanding and
reliable tailor has a wide selection of banker-
sensibility wools and cottons.

Manhattan Custom Tailor (Map pp122-3; @ 02253
0173;155/9 Soi 11/1, Th Sukhumvit; (¥ 10am-7pm Mon-Sat;
Skytrain Nana) One of an abundance of tailors
located around the lower Sukhumvit area,
Manhattan gets good reviews.

GETTING THERE & AWAY

Air

Bangkok has two airports. Suvarnabhumi
International Airport (Map p189; (@ 02723 0000; www
airportthai.com), 30km east of Bangkok, began
commercial international and domestic
service in September 2006 after several years
of delay. The airport’s name is pronounced
si-wan-nd-poom, and it inherited the airport
code (BKK) previously used by the old airport
at Don Muang. The unofficial airport website
www.bangkokairportonline.com has practical
information in English, as well as real-time
details of arrivals and departures.

Bangkok’s former international and do-
mestic Don Muang Airport (Map pp110-11; &) 0 2535
1111; www.airportthai.co.th), 25km north of central
Bangkok, was retired from commercial service
in September 2006, only to be partially reo-
pened five months later to handle overflow
from Suvarnabhumi. At the time of writing
rumours of the airport’s imminent closure
had been circulating, but for now it’s still
serving some domestic flights. The unofficial
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LOCAL BUYS
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Right, so you've got your embroidered elephant, silk runners and one of those croaking wooden

frogs, but there are loads of local buys that you might still be proud to be displaying next year.

D&O Shop This open-air gallery is the first retail venture of an organisation created to en-
courage awareness of Thai design abroad. The items are modern and funky, and give a new
breath of life to the concept of Thai design. Available at Gaysorn (p177).

Doi Tung/Mae Fah Luang This royally funded project sells beautiful hand-woven carpets,
classy ceramics and Thailand’s best domestic coffee beans. Available at Siam Discovery Center
(p177).

Harnn & Thann Smell good enough to eat with these botanical-based spa products: lavender
massage lotion, rice bran soap and jasmine compresses. Products are all natural, rooted in
Thai traditional medicine, and stylish enough to share space with brand-name beauty. Avail-
able at Gaysorn (p177).

Niwat Cutlery Born out of the ancient sword-making traditions of Ayuthaya Province, the NV
Aranyik company, a family-owned business, produces distinctively Thai stainless-steel cutlery.
Available at Gaysorn (p177).

Propaganda Thai designer Chaiyut Plypetch dreamed up this brand’s signature character, the
devilish Mr P who appears in anatomically correct cartoon lamps and other products. Avail-

able at Siam Discovery Center (p177) and Emporium (p177).

airport website www.donmuangairportonline
.com has real-time details of arrivals and
departures.

For hotels near either airport, see the boxed
text, p154. For details on getting to and from
the airports, see opposite.

AIRLINES

The following carriers service domestic desti-
nations; a few also ﬂy routes to international
destinations. For a list of international carri-
ers, see p756.

Air Asia (3 0 2515 9999; www.airasia.com; Suvarnab-
humi International Airport) Suvarnabhumi to Chiang Mai,
Chiang Rai, Hat Yai, Krabi, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Narathi-
wat, Phuket, Ranong, Surat Thani, Ubon Ratchathani and
Udon Thani.

Bangkok Airways (Map pp110-11; @& 0 2265 5555,

call centre 1771; www.bangkokair.com; 99 Moo 14, Th
Viphawadee) Suvarnabhumi to Chiang Mai, Phuket, Ko
Samui, Sukhothai and Trat. Branch at Suvarnabhumi
International Airport.

Nok Air (Map pp118-19; @& 1318; www.nokair.co.th;
17th fl, Rajanakarn Bldg, Th Sathon) This subsidiary of Thai
flies from Don Muang to Chiang Mai, Hat Yai, Nakhon Si
Thammarat, Phuket, Trang and Udon Thani. Nok Air also
operates code-share flights with PB Air from Suvarnabhumi
to Buriram, Lampang, Nakhon Phanom, Nan, Roi Et and
Sakon Nakhon. Branches at both airports.

One-Two-Go (Map pp122-3; @ 0 2229 4260, call centre
1126; www.fly12go.com; 18 Th Ratchadaphisek) Domestic
arm of Orient Thai; flies from Don Muang to Chiang Mai,

Chiang Rai, Hat Yai, Nakhon Si Thammarat and Phuket.
Branch at Don Muang Airport.

PB Air (Map pp122-3; @& 02261 0222; www.pbair.com;
UBC I Bldg, 591 Soi Daeng Udom/33, Th Sukhumvit) Su-
varnabhumi to Buriram, Chumphon, Lampang, Mae Hong
Son, Nan, Nakhon Phanom, Roi Et and Sakon Nakhon.
Branch at Suvarnabhumi International Airport.

SGA Airlines (Map pp110-11; @& 0 2664 6099; www
.sga.co.th; 19/18-19 Royal City Ave/RCA, off Th Phra Ram
1X) A subsidiary of Nok Air (making the airline a subsidiary
of a subsidiary), SGA flies tiny prop planes from Suvarnab-
humi to Hua Hin, and from Chiang Mai to Chiang Rai, Mae
Hong Son and Pai. Branch at Suvarnabhumi International
Airport.

Thai Airways International (THAI; & 02356 1111;
www.thaiairways.co.th) Silom (Map pp118-19; &) 0 2232
8000; temp address ground fl, BUI Building, 175-77 Soi
Anuman Rachathon, permanent address 485 Th Silom);
Banglamphu (Map pp114-15; @& 0280 0110; 6 Th Lan
Luang) Operates domestic air services to many provincial
capitals. Branches at both airports.

Bus

Bangkok is the centre for bus services that
fan out all over the kingdom. For long-
distance journeys to popular tourist desti-
nations, it is advisable to buy tickets directly
from the bus companies located at the bus
stations, rather than through travel agents
in tourist centres such as Th Khao San. See
the boxed text p109 for common transport
scams to keep an eye open for.
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BUS STATIONS

There are three main public bus terminals,
two of which are located an inconvenient
distance from the centre of the city. Allow an
hour to reach all terminals from most parts
of Bangkok.

Eastern bus terminal (Ekamai; Map pp122-3; &0
2391 6846; Soi Ekamai/40, Th Sukhumvit; Skytrain Ekamai)
is the departure point for buses to Pattaya,
Rayong, Chanthaburi and other points east.
Most people call it sa-tdh-nee ék-ga-mai
(Ekamai station).

Northern & Northeastern bus terminal (Mo Chit;
Map pp110-11; (@ for northern routes 0 2936 2852, ext
311/442, for northeastern routes 0 2936 2852, ext 611/448;
Th Kamphaeng Phet) is just north of Chatuchak
Park. It’s also commonly called kon song mor
chit (Mo Chit station) - not to be confused
with Mor Chit BT station. Buses depart from
here for all northern and northeastern desti-
nations. Buses to Aranya Prathet (near the
Cambodian border) also leave from here, not
from the Eastern bus terminal as you might
expect. To reach the bus station, take Skytrain
to Mo Chit and transfer onto city bus 3 or hop
on a motorcycle taxi.

The city’s new Southern bus terminal (Sai Tai Mai;
Map pp110-11; @ 02435 1200; cnr Th Bromaratchachonanee
& Th Phuttamonthon 1, Thonburi) lies quite far from
the centre of Bangkok. Commonly called
sdi dai mai, i's among the more pleasant
and orderly in the country. Besides serving
as the departure point for all buses south of
Bangkok, transport to Kanchanaburi and
western Thailand also departs from here.
To reach the station, take bus 503 from Th
Phra Athit, or hop on a river-bound taxi at
Th Ratchadamnoen.

Train
Bangkok’s Hualamphong station (Map pp116-17;
3 02220 4334, general information & advance booking 1690;
www.railway.co.th; Th Phra Ram IV; Metro Hualamphong) is
the terminus for the main rail services to the
south, north, northeast and east. See p768 for
information about train classes and services.
Bookings can be made in person at the
advance booking office (just follow the signs;
open from 8.30am to 4pm). The other ticket
windows are for same-day purchases, mostly
3rd class. From 5am to 8.30am and 4pm to
11pm, advance bookings can also be made
at windows 2 to 11. You can obtain a train
timetable from the information window.
Avoid smiling ‘information’ staff who try to
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direct all arrivals to a travel agency in the
mezzanine level.

Hualamphong has the following services:
shower room, mailing centre, luggage stor-
age, cafes and food courts. To get to the
station from Sukhumvit take the Metro to
the Hualamphong stop. From western points
(Banglamphu, Thewet), take bus 53.

Bangkok Noi station (Map pp114-15; next to Siriraj
Hospital, Thonburi) handles infrequent (and over-
priced for foreigners) services to Nakhon
Pathom, Kanchanaburi and Nam Tok.
The station can be reached by river ferry
to Tha Rot Fai. Tickets can be bought at
the station.

GETTING AROUND

Although Bangkok’s rush-hour traffic is
the stuff of nightmares, seemingly random
acts of embouteillage can impede even the
shortest trip, any day, any time. If it’s an
option, going by river, canal or Skytrain is
always the best choice; otherwise assume a
45-minute journey for most outings.

To/From the Airport
At the time of writing there were still two
functioning airports in Bangkok; the vast
majority of flights are relegated to shiny new
Suvarnabhumi, but some domestic flights
still fly in and out of the old Don Muang
Airport. If you need to transfer between the
two, pencil in at least an hour, as the two
airports are at polar opposite ends of town.
The following ground transport options are
allowed to leave directly from the airport ter-
minal to in-town destinations: metered taxis,
hotel limousines, the airport express bus, pri-
vate vehicles and private buses. If there are no
metered taxis available kerbside or if the line
is too long, you can take the airport shuttle to
the taxi stand at the public transport centre.
The public transport centre is 3km from
the airport terminal and includes a public
bus terminal, metered taxi stand, car rental
and long-term parking. A free airport shut-
tle running both an ordinary and express
route connects the transport centre with the
passenger terminals.

SUVARNABHUMIINTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
Airport Bus

Airport Express runs four useful routes between
Suvarnabhumi and Bangkok. They operate
from 5am to midnight and cost 150B, meaning
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a taxi will be a comparable price if there are two
of you heading to central Bangkok, but slightly
more expensive if you're going to Banglamphu.
The Airport Express counter is near entrance
8 on level 1. Routes stop at Skytrain stations,
major hotels and other landmarks.

AE-1 to Silom (by expressway) Via Pratunam, Central
World Plaza, Ratchadamri Skytrain, Lumphini Park, Th Sala
Daeng, Patpong, Plaza Hotel and others, finishing at Sala
Daeng Skytrain.

AE-2 to Banglamphu (by expressway) Via Th Petchaburi
Soi 30, Democracy Monument, Royal Hotel, Th Phra Athit,
Th Phra Sumen and Th Khao San.

AE-3 to Sukhumvit Via Soi 52, Eastern bus terminal, Soi
34,24, 20,18, 10, 6, Central Chit Lom, Central World Plaza
and Soi Nana.

AE-4 to Hualamphong train station Via Victory
Monument, Phayathai Skytrain, Siam Square, MBK and
Chulalongkorn University.

Local Transport

With more time and less money, you could
take the Skytrain to On Nut (40B), then from
near the market entrance opposite Tesco take
the BTS minivan (25B, about 40 minutes; look
for the yellow BT'S 522 Suvarnabhumi on the
window) to the airport.

Several other air-con local buses serve the
airport’s public transport centre, a 3km ride on
a free shuttle bus from Suvarnabhumi, charg-
ing a flat 35B fare. The most useful routes:
Bus 551 Siam Paragon Via Victory Monument.

Bus 552 Klong Toei Via Sukumvit 101 and On Nut
Skytrain.

Buses 554 & 555 Don Muang Airport

Bus 556 Southern bus terminal Via Democracy Monu-
ment (for Th Khao San) and Thammasat University.

Intercity buses to destinations east including
Pattaya, Rayong and Trat stop at the public
transport centre, reached via a free shuttle
from the airport.

Minivan

If you are heading to the airport from
Banglamphu, the hotels and guesthouses
can book you on air-con minivans. These
pick up from hotels and guesthouses, and
cost about 180B per person (you're better
off using the Airport Express bus).

Skytrain

From late 2009 a new Skytrain line will run
from downstairs at the airport to a huge new
City Air Terminal in central Bangkok, near
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Soi Asoke/21 and Th Petchaburi. There will
be an express service (pink line) that will take
15 minutes, and a local service (red line) tak-
ing 27 minutes.

Taxi

As you exit the terminal, ignore the touts and
all the yellow signs pointing you to ‘official air-
port taxis’ (which cost 700B flat). Instead, walk
outside on the arrivals level and join the fast-
moving queue for a public taxi. Cabs booked
through this desk should always use their
meter, but they often try their luck so insist
by saying, ‘Meter, please’. You must also pay
a 50B official airport surcharge and reimburse
drivers for any toll charges (usually about 60B);
drivers will always ask your permission to use
the tollway. Depending on traffic, a taxi to
Asoke should cost 200B to 250B, to Silom 300B
to 350B and to Banglamphu 350B to 425B.
Fares are per vehicle, not per person.

DON MUANG AIRPORT
There are no longer any express airport buses
to/from Don Muang.

Bus

Slow, crowded public bus 59 stops on the
highway in front of the airport and carries
on to Banglamphu, passing Th Khao San and
the Democracy Monument; luggage is not al-
lowed. Air-con buses are faster, and you might
actually get a seat. Useful air-con routes:

Bus 510 Victory Monument and Southern bus terminal.
Bus 513 Th Sukhumvit and Eastern bus terminal.

Bus 29 Northern bus terminal, Victory Monument, Siam
Square and Hualamphong train station.

Taxi

As at Suvarnabhumi, public taxis leave from
outside the arrivals hall and there is a 50B
airport charge added to the meter fare. A
trip to Banglamphu, including airport
change and tollway fees, will set you back
about 400B. The fare will be slightly less for
a trip to Sukhumvit or Silom.

Train

The walkway that crosses from Terminal 1 to
the Amari Airport Hotel also provides access
to Don Muang train station, which has trains
to Hualamphong train station every one to 1%
hours from 4am to 11.30am and then roughly
every hour from 2pm to 9.30pm (3rd-class
ordinary/express 5/10B, one hour).
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Boat

Once the city’s dominant form of trans-
port, public boats still survive along the
mighty Mae Nam Chao Phraya and on a few
interior klorng.

RIVER ROUTES

Chao Phraya Express (Map p186; @) 02623 6001; www
.chaophrayaboat.co.th) provides one of the city’s
most scenic (and efficient) transport options,
running passenger boats along Mae Nam
Chao Phraya to destinations both south and
north of Bangkok. The central pier is known
varyingly as Tha Sathon and Saphan Taksin,
and connects to the Saphan Taksin Skytrain
station, at the southern end of the city. Visitors
are most likely to go northwards, to the stops
designated with an N prefix.

Tickets range from 13B to 34B and are gen-
erally purchased on board the boat, although
some larger stations have ticket booths.
Either way, hold on to your ticket as proof
of purchase.

The company operates express (indicated
by an orange, yellow or yellow and green
flag), local (without a flag) and tourist boat
(larger boat) services. During rush hour, pay
close attention to the flag colours to avoid an
unwanted journey to a foreign province. See
the map on p186 for routes and piers, or ask
for one of the maps provided at some of the
larger piers.

Local (4 6-8.30am & 3-6pm Mon-Fri; 9-13B) The local
line (no flag) serves all company piers between Wat Ratch-
asingkhon, in south-central Bangkok, north to Nonthaburi,
stopping frequently.

Tourist (4 9.30am-4pm; 198, one-day pass 150B)

The more expensive tourist boat offers heaps of seating
and English-language commentary (some of it actually
comprehensible); it operates from Tha Sathon to 10 major
sightseeing piers, only going as far north as Tha Phra Athit
(Banglamphu).

Orange Express (¥ 5.50am-6.40pm Mon-Fri, 6am-
6.40pm Sat & Sun; 14B) This, the most frequent line,
operates between Wat Ratchasingkhon and Nonthaburi
with frequent stops.

Yellow Express ( (¥ 6.10-8.40am & 3.45-7.30pm
Mon-Fri; 19-28B) The yellow express line operates between
Ratburana to Nonthaburi with stops at major piers.
Green-Yellow Express (% 6.15-8.05am & 4.05-6.05pm
Mon-Fri; 11-32B) This rush-hour-only boat takes commut-
ers to the Pakkret Pier, far north of Bangkok.

Blue Express ( (¥ 7-7.30am & 5.35-6.05pm Mon-Fri;
11-32B) Another rush-hour-only boat takes commuters
directly to Nonthaburi.
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There are also flat-bottomed cross-river ferries
that connect Thonburi and Bangkok. These
piers are usually next door to the Chao Phraya
Express piers and cost 3B per crossing.

CANAL ROUTES

Over the years boat services along Bangkok
and Thonburi’s klorng have diminished,
but with mounting traffic woes there may
be plans to revive these water networks. For
now, canal taxi boats run along Khlong Saen
Saeb (Banglamphu to Ramkhamhaeng) and
are an easy way to get from Banglamphu to
Jim Thompson’s House, the Siam Square
shopping centres (get off at Tha Hua Chang
for both), and other points further east along
Sukhumvit - after a mandatory change of boat
at Tha Pratunam. These boats are mostly used
by daily commuters and pull into the piers for
just a few seconds - jump straight on or you’ll
be left behind. Fares range from 7B to 20B.

Bus

The city’s public bus system is operated by
Bangkok Mass Transit Authority (& 02246 4262; www
.bmta.co.th); the website is a great source of in-
formation on all bus routes. Air-con bus fares
typically start at 12B and ordinary (fan) buses
start at 7.5B. Smaller privately operated green
buses cost 5B.

Most of the bus lines run between 5am
and 10pm or 1lpm, except for the ‘all-
night’ buses, which run from 3am or 4am
to midmorning.

Bangkok Bus Map by Roadway, available
at Asia Books (p105), is the most up-to-date
route map available. The following bus lines
are useful for tourists travelling between
Banglamphu and the Siam Square area:

Bus 15 From Tha Phra, on the Thonburi side of the river,
to Sanam Luang (accessible to Wat Phra Kaew) with stops
at MBK Center (connect to Skytrain) and Th Ratchadam-
noen Klang (accessible to Th Khao San).

Bus 47 Khlong Toei Port to Department of Lands, along
Th Phahonyothin, in northern Bangkok, with stops along
Th Phra Ram IV, MBK Center, Th Ratchadamnoen and
Sanam Luang.

Bus 73 Huay Khwang to Saphan Phut (connect to Chao
Phraya Express) with stops at MBK Center, Hualamphong
(connect to train or Metro) and Chinatown.

Car

For short-term visitors, you will find parking
and driving a car in Bangkok more trouble
than it is worth. If you need private transport,
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consider hiring a car and driver through your
hotel or hire a taxi driver that you find trust-
worthy. One reputable operator is Julie Taxi
({3 081846 2014; www.julietaxitour.com), which offers
a variety of vehicles and excellent service.

If you’re not dissuaded, cars and motor-
cycles can be rented throughout town, includ-
ing through such international chains as Avis
(Map pp120-1; @) 02255 5300; 2/12 Th Withayu/Wireless Rd)
or local chains such as Thai Rent A Car (Map pp110-
11; @0 2737 8787; www.thairentacar.com; Th Petchaburi
Tat Mai), which has a branch at Suvarnabhumi
International Airport. Rates start at around
1000B per day, excluding insurance. An
International Driving Permit and passport
are required for all rentals.

Metro (MRT)

BangkoK’s first subway line opened in 2004
and is operated by the Metropolitan Rapid Transit
Authority (MRTA; 3 02624 5200; www.mrta.co.th). Thais
call the metro rot fai féh dai din.

The 20km Blue Line goes from Hualamphong
train station to Bang Sue, stopping at 18 sta-
tions, including four that link up with the
Skytrain, and one that connects with the air-
port link. Fares cost 15B to 39B; child and con-
cession fares can be bought at ticket windows.
The trains run every seven minutes from 6am
to midnight, except during peak hours - 6am
to 9am and 4.30pm to 7.30pm - when fre-
quency is less than five minutes. The main ad-
vantage for visitors is that the Sukhumvit hotel
area is now easily connected to Hualamphong
train station and Chinatown at one end, and
Chatuchak weekend market and the Northern
bus terminal at the Bang Sue end.

There are ambitious plans to extend the
MRT by more than four times its present
length with stabs into northern Bangkok,
Samut Prakan and Th Ramkhamhaeng, al-
though if the airport link is anything to judge
by, it could be a very long wait indeed.

Motorcycle Taxi
Forming the backdrop of modern Bangkok,
teams of cheeky, numbered and vested mo-
torcycle taxi drivers can be found at the end of
just about every long street. A ride to the end
(sitt soy) or mouth (‘bahk soy) of an average
soi usually costs 10B to 15B. Longer journeys
should be negotiated in advance, and can
range from 20B to 100B.

Helmets are occasionally available upon
request, although considering the way some
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of these guys drive, any body part is at risk.
In particular, keep your legs tucked in -
the drivers are used to carrying passengers
with shorter legs than those of the average
Westerner. Women wearing skirts should sit
side-saddle and gather any extra cloth to avoid
it catching in the wheel or drive chain.

Skytrain (BTS)

The most comfortable option for travelling in
‘new’ Bangkok (Silom, Sukhumvit and Siam
Square) is the rot fai fah (Skytrain), an elevated
rail network that sails over the city’s notorious
traffic jams. The Skytrain has revolutionised
travel in the modern parts of Bangkok. Trips
that would have taken an hour now take 15
minutes. Another advantage of the Skytrain is
that it offers a pleasant bird’s-eye view of the
city, allowing glimpses of greenery and his-
toric architecture not visible at street level.

So far two lines have been built by the
Bangkok Mass Transit System Skytrain (BTS; @0
2617 7300; www.bts.co.th) — the Sukhumvit and
Silom lines.

The Sukhumvit Line terminates in the
north of the city at the Mo Chit Skytrain sta-
tion, next to Chatuchak Park, and follows
Th Phayathai south to the Siam interchange
station at Th Phra Ram I and then swings
east along Th Ploenchit and Th Sukhumvit
to terminate at the On Nut station, near
Soi 81. Construction has already begun on
an extension that will lengthen the line an
additional 5.2km, terminating at Soi 107,
Th Sukhumvit.

The Silom Line runs from the National
Stadium station, near Siam Square, and soon
after makes an abrupt turn to the southwest,
continuing above Th Ratchadamri, down Th
Silom to Th Narathiwat Ratchanakharin, then
out Th Sathon until it terminates next to the
foot of Saphan Taksin on the banks of Mae
Nam Chao Phraya. Construction has already
begun on a project to extend this line an addi-
tional 2km, crossing over the Mae Nam Chao
Phraya and terminating in Thonburi.

Trains run frequently from 6am to mid-
night along both lines. Fares vary from 10B
to 40B, depending on your destination. Most
ticket machines accept 5B and 10B coins only,
but change is available from the information
booths. The staffed booths are also where you
buy value-stored tickets. Brochures available
at the information booths detail the various
commuter and tourist passes.

-]
=
=
(o)
=
o
=




BANGKOK

188 AROUND BANGKOK -+ Floating Markets

Taxi

Tdak-see mee-déu (metered taxis) were in-
troduced in Bangkok in 1993 and the cur-
rent flag fare of 35B is only a slight increase
from that time, making us wonder how these
guys (and there are a lot of them) earn any
money. Although many first-time visitors are
hesitant to use them, in general Bangkok’s
taxis are new and spacious, and the drivers
are courteous and helpful, making them an
excellent way to get around. Fares to most
places within central Bangkok cost 60B to
80B, and freeway tolls - 20B to 45B de-
pending where you start - must be paid by
the passenger.

Taxi Radio (& 1681; www.taxiradio.co.th) and
other 24-hour ‘phone-a-cab’ services are
available for 20B above the metered fare.
Taxis are usually plentiful except during
peak commute hours, when bars are clos-
ing (lam to 2am), or when it is raining
and your destination requires sitting in too
much traffic.

Taxis that hang around tourist centres
typically refuse to use the meter and will
quote an exorbitantly high rate. You are
more likely to find an honest driver if you
walk out to a main thoroughfare.

Tuk-Tuk

A ride on Thailand’s most emblematic three-
wheeled vehicle is an experience particularly
sought after by new arrivals, but it only takes
a few seconds to realise that most foreign-
ers are too tall to see anything beyond the
low-slung roof.

Tuk-tuk drivers also have a knack for
smelling crisp bills and can potentially take
you and your wallet far beyond your desired
destination. In particular, beware of drivers
who offer to take you on a sightseeing tour for
10B or 20B - it’s a touting scheme designed
to pressure you into purchasing overpriced
goods. A short trip on a tik-tuk should cost
at least 40B.

Although it seems unlikely, tiuk-tuk do
serve a very useful purpose besides hassling
tourists. Locals use the three-wheelers when
their destination is closer and cheaper than
a metered-taxi flag fall or when gridlock re-
quires a more nimble vehicle. Unfortunately,
the recent rise in petrol prices means that
tik-tdk quotes often start at 100B, some-
times even 200B, making it difficult to ne-
gotiate a fair price.

lonelyplanet.com
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If you're itching to get out of the capital
city, but don’t have a lot of time, consider a
day trip to some of the neighbouring towns
and provinces. On Bangkok’s doorstep are
all of Thailand’s provincial charms - you
don’t have to go far to find ancient religious
monuments, floating markets, architectural
treasures and laid-back fishing villages.

FLOATING MARKETS

Aa1AIN

The photographs of Thailand’s floating
markets - wooden canoes laden with mul-
ticoloured fruits and vegetables, paddled by
women wearing indigo-hued clothes and
wide-brimmed straw hats - have become an
iconic and alluring image for the kingdom. It is
also a sentimental piece of history. In the past
20 years, Thailand has modernised, replacing
canals with roads, and boats with motorcycles
and cars. The floating markets, which were
once lively trading posts for produce farmers
and local housewives, have crawled ashore.

The most heavily promoted floating market
is Damnoen Saduak ( ©¥} 7am-4pm Sat & Sun), 104km
southwest of Bangkok between Nakhon
Pathom and Samut Songkhram. Though lit-
tle more than a souvenir market catering to
tourists, it is one of the most accessible mar-
kets from Bangkok and is ideal for those who
haven’t yet filled their suitcases with touristy
gifts. Air-con buses 78 and 996 go direct from
the Southern bus terminal in Thonburi to
Damnoen Saduak (80B, two hours, every 20
minutes from 6am to 9pm). Most buses will
drop tourists off directly at the piers that line
Th Sukhaphiban 1, which is the land route to
the floating market area. The going rate for
boat hire is about 300B per person per hour.
A yellow sorng-taa-ou (also spelt sawngthdew;
5B) does a frequent loop between the floating
market and the bus stop in town.

A closer descendant of the original floating
markets, Taling Chan (Map pp110-11; £ 7am-4pm Sat
&Sun) offers less of a sales pitch than Damnoen
Saduak. On the access road to Khlong Bangkok
Noi, Taling Chan looks like any other fresh
food market busy with produce vendors from
nearby farms. But the twist emerges at the canal
where several floating docks serve as informal
dining rooms, and the kitchens are canoes teth-
ered to the docks. Many local Thai families
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come to feast on grilled shrimp and noodles,
all produced aboard a bobbing boat. Taling
Chan is in Thonburi and can be reached from
Bangkok’s Th Ratchadamnoen Klang or Th
Ratchaprasong via air-con bus 79 (16B, 25 min-
utes). Long-tail boats from any large Bangkok
pier can also be hired for a trip to Taling Chan
and the nearby Khlong Chak Phra.

Not technically a swimmer, Don Wai Market
(Talat Don Wai; ¥ 6am-6pm) claims a riverbank lo-
cation in Nakhon Pathom Province, having
originally started out in the early 20th century
as a floating market for pomelo and jackfruit
growers and traders. Like many tourist attrac-
tions geared towards Thais, the main draw here
is food, such as fruit, traditional sweets and beét
pdléh (five-spice stewed duck), which can be
consumed onboard large boats that cruise the
Nakhon Chaisi River (60B, one hour). The easi-
est way to reach Don Wai Market is to take a
minibus (45B, 35 minutes) from beside Central
Pinklao (Map pp110-11) in Thonburi.

The Amphawa Floating Market (Talat Naam
Amphéawaa; %3 4-9pm Fri-Sun), about 7km north-
west of Samut Songkhram, convenes near Wat
Amphawa (see p190). There are other floating

markets nearby that meet in the mornings
on particular lunar days, including Tha Kha
Floating Market (¥ 7am-noon weekends on 2nd, 7th
& 12th day of waxing & waning moons). Tha Kha con-
venes along an open, breezy klornglined with
greenery and old wooden houses.

NAKHON PATHOM

uAYlgu

pop 120,657

Nakhon Pathom is a typical central Thai city,
with the Phra Pathom Chedi as a visible link
to its claim as the country’s oldest settlement.
The town’s name, which derives from the Pali
‘Nagara Pathama’ meaning ‘First City’, appears
to lend some legitimacy to this boast.

The modern town is quite sleepy, but it is
an easy destination to see everyday Thai ways
and practise your newly acquired language
skills on a community genuinely appreciative
of such efforts.

Sights

In the centre of town, Phra Pathom Chedi, rising
to 127m, is the tallest Buddhist monument
in the world. The original stupa, which is
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THE LONG WAY TO AMPHAWA

The quaint canalside village of Amphawa in Samut Songkhram is less than 100km from Bangkok,
but if you play your cards right, you can reach the town via a multihour journey involving trains,
boats and a short ride in the back of a truck. Why? Because sometimes the journey is just as
important as the destination.

Your adventure begins when you take a stab into Thonburi looking for the Wong Wian Yai train
station (Map pp112-13). Just past the traffic circle (Wong Wian Yai) is a fairly ordinary food market
that camouflages the unceremonious terminal of this commuter line, known in English as the Mahachai
Shortline. Hop on one of the hourly trains (12B) to Samut Sakhon and you're on your way.

Only 15 minutes out of the station and the city density yields to squatty villages where you can
peek into homes, temples and shops, many of which are only arm’s length from the tracks. Further
on palm trees, small rice fields and marshes filled with giant elephant ears and canna lilies line the
route, tamed only briefly by little whistle-stop stations. The backwater farms evaporate quickly as
you enter Samut Sakhon, a bustling port town several kilometres from the Gulf of Thailand and
the end of the first rail segment.

After working your way through what must be one of the most hectic fresh markets in the country,
you'll come to a vast harbour clogged with water hyacinth and wooden fishing boats. A few rusty
cannons pointing towards the river testify to the town’s crumbling fort, built to protect the kingdom
from sea invaders. Before the 17th century, the town was known as Tha Jiin (Chinese Pier) because
of the large number of Chinese junks that called here. Board the ferry to Ban Laem (3B).

Arriving on the opposite side, the Jao Mae Kuan Im Shrine at Wat Chong Lom is a 9m-high
fountain in the shape of the Mahayana Buddhist Goddess of Mercy. To get here, take a motorcycle
taxi (10B) from the pier for the 2km ride to Wat Chong Lom. Conveniently located just beside the
shrine is Tha Chalong, a train station with two afternoon departures for your next destination,
Samut Songkhram (10B, 1.30pm and 4.40pm).

You'll know you've reached Samut Songkhram when it looks like you've crashed into the town’s
wet market. In fact, the market is held directly on the train tracks, and vendors must frantically
scoop up their wares as the daily comes through.

At the mouth of Mae Nam Mae Klong is the province’s most famous tourist attraction: a bank of
fossilised shells known as Don Hoi Lot. The shell bank can really only be seen during the dry season
when the river surface has receded to its lowest level (typically April and May), but most visit for the
perennial seafood restaurants that have been built at the edge of Don Hoi Lot. To get there you can hop
into a sérng-tda-ou in front of Somdet Phra Phuttalertla Hospital at the intersection of Th Prasitwatthana
and Th Thamnimit; the trip takes about 15 minutes (10B). Or you can charter a boat from the Mae
Klong Market pier (tdh da-laht mda glorng), a scenic journey of around 45 minutes (1000B).

To reach your final destination, charter a boat (1000B) or hop in a sérng-tda-ou (9B) near the
market for the 10-minute ride to Amphawa. This canalside village has become a popular des-
tination among city folk who seek out its quintessentially ‘Thai’ setting. This urban influx has
sparked a few signs of gentrification, but the canals, old wooden buildings, atmospheric cafes
and quaint waterborne traffic still retain heaps of charm. On weekends Amphawa puts on a
reasonably authentic floating market (p188). Alternatively, visit on a weekday and you'll have the
whole town to yourself.

buried within the massive orange-glazed
dome, was erected in the early 6th century
by Theravada Buddhists of Dvaravati (pos-
sibly at the same time as Myanmar’s famous
Shwedagon stupa). But, in the early 11th
century the Khmer king, Suriyavarman I
of Angkor, conquered the city and built a
Brahman prang (Hindi/Khmer-style stupa)
over the sanctuary. The Burmese of Bagan,
under King Anawrahta, sacked the city in
1057 and the prang lay in ruins until Rama

IV (King Mongkut) had it restored in 1860.
The temple is best visited on weekends when
local families come to make merit.

On the eastern side of the monument, in
the boht, is a Dvaravati-style Buddha seated
in a European pose similar to the one in Wat
Phra Meru in Ayuthaya. It may, in fact, have
come from there.

Also of interest are the many examples
of Chinese sculpture carved from a green-
ish stone that came to Thailand as ballast in
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Steps from Amphawa'’s central footbridge is Wat Amphawan Chetiyaram, a graceful temple believed
to be located at the place of the family home of Rama II, and which features accomplished murals. A
short walk from the temple is King Buddhalertla (Phuttha Loet La) Naphalai Memorial Park (Km63,
Route 35, Samut Songkhram; admission 20B; £ park 9am-6pm daily, museum 9am-6pm Wed-Sun), a museum housed
in a collection of traditional central Thai houses set on 1.5 landscaped hectares. Dedicated to Rama II,
the museum contains a library of rare Thai books and antiques from early-19th-century Siam.

At night long-tail boats zip through Amphawa’s sleeping waters to watch the star-like dance of
the hing hdy, fireflies. Several operators lead tours, including Niphaa ( (&) 081422 0726), an experienced
and well-equipped outfit located at the mouth of the canal, near the footbridge.
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Sleeping & Eating

Amphawa is popular with Bangkok’s weekend warriors, and it seems like virtually every other house
has opened its doors to tourists in the form of homestays. These can range from little more than a
mattress on the floor and a mosquito net to upscale guesthouse-style accommodation.

Baan Song Thai Plai Pong Pang (@) 0 3475 7333; Amphawa) organises basic homestays and has
been recognised for ecotourism excellence. A good middle ground is Reorn Pae Amphawa ( @) 03475
1333; 139-145 Rim Khlong Amphawa; d 800B; (¢2)), a generations-old wooden home with tidy rooms. For
something a bit more upscale there’s Baan Ku Pu (@) 0 3472 5920; Th Rim Khlong, Amphawa; d 1000B;

(¢3), a self-styled ‘resort’ featuring wooden bungalows, and Baan Tai Had Resort () 0 3476 7220;

www.baantaihad.com; 1 Moo 2, Th Tai Had, Samut Songkhram; r 1750-50008; (@2 &), a sleek new riverside
resort boasting heaps of activities.

Occupying the imposing ferry building, the seafood Tarua Restaurant (@) 0 3441 1084; Ferry
Terminal Bldg, 859 Th Sethakit, Samut Sakhon; dishes 60-200B) offers views over the harbour and an English-
language menu.

The open-air seafood restaurant Khrua Chom Ao (@ 0 85190 5677; Samut Sakhon; dishes 60-200B)
looks over the gulf and has a loyal local following. It is a brief walk from Wat Chawng Lom, down the
road running along the side of the temple opposite the statue of the Chinese goddess Kuan Im.

If you're in town on a weekend, get your eats on at the fun Amphawa Floating Market (da-laht
ndm am-pd-wah; dishes 20-40B; ¥4 4-9pm Fri-Sun), where pat tai and other noodle dishes are served
directly from boats.

Getting There & Away

Trains leave Thonburi's Wong Wian Yai station (Map pp112-13) for Samut Sakhon roughly every
hour starting at 5.30am. You'll need to leave Thonburi before 8.30am in order to reach Samut
Songkhram by train.

Samut Songkhram is the southernmost terminus of the Mahachai Shortline. There are four de-
partures from Ban Laem to Samut Songkhram (10B, one hour, approximately 7.30am, 10.10am,
1.30pm and 4.40pm) and four return trips (6.20am, 9am, 11.30am and 3.30pm).

Between Bangkok and Amphawa, buses run every 40 minutes from Thonburi’s Southern bus
terminal (Map pp110-11; 72B). There are also regular buses from Samut Sakhon (44B) and Samut
Songkhram (65B). Alternatively, you can catch one of several buses to/from Damnoen Saduak (80B)
that ply the highway near Amphawa.

the bottom of some 19th-century Chinese
junks. Opposite the boht is a museum (admis-
sion by donation; %) 9am-4pm Wed-Sun), with some
interesting Dvaravati sculpture and lots of
old junk. Within the chedi complex is Lablae
Cave, an artificial tunnel containing the shrine
of several Buddha figures.

The wat surrounding the stupa en-
joys the kingdom’s highest temple rank,
Rachavoramahavihan; it’s one of only six
temples so honoured in Thailand. King

Rama VT’s ashes are interred in the base of
the Sukhothai-era Phra Ruang Rochanarit,
a large standing Buddha image in the wat’s
northern wi-hdhn.

Southeast of the city stands Phra
Phutthamonthon, a Sukhothai-style stand-
ing Buddha designed by Corrado Feroci. At
15.8m, it is reportedly the world’s tallest, and
it’s surrounded by a 400-hectare landscaped
park that contains sculptures representing
the major stages in the Buddha’s life (eg a
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BANGKOK'S ISLAND GETAWAY

Soothe your nerves with a half-day getaway to Ko Kret, a car-free island in the middle of Mae
Nam Chao Phraya, at Bangkok’s northern edge. Actually an artificial island, the result of dredging
a canal in a sharp bend in the river, the island is home to one of Thailand’s oldest settlements
of Mon people, who were the dominant culture in central Thailand between the 6th and 10th
centuries AD. The Mon are also skilled potters, and Ko Kret continues the culture’s ancient tradi-
tion of hand-thrown earthenware, made from local Ko Kret clay.

If you come on a weekday you'll likely have the entire island to yourself. There are a couple
of temples worth peeking into and a few places to eat, but the real highlight is taking in the
bucolic riverside atmosphere. On weekends things change drastically and Ko Kret is an extremely
popular destination for urban Thais. There’s heaps more food, drink and things for sale, but with
this come the crowds.

The most convenient way to get there is by taxi or bus (33 from Sanam Luang) to Pak Kret,
before boarding the cross-river ferry that leaves from Wat Sanam Neua. Alternatively, if you're
willing to brave a weekend visit, you can join one of the weekend tours operated by Chao
Phraya Express (@ 0 2623 6001; www.chaophrayaboat.co.th; adult/child 300/250B; %3 10am-4.45pm Sat &

lonelyplanet.com

Sun) that depart from Tha Sathon.

6m-high dharma wheel, carved from a single
slab of granite).

All Bangkok-Nakhon Pathom buses
pass by the access road to the park at Phra
Phutthamonthon Sai 4; from there you can
walk, hitch or flag down a sérng-tda-ou into
the park itself. From Nakhon Pathom you
can also take a white-and-purple Salaya
bus; the stop is on Th Tesa across from the
post office.

Don Wai Market, on the banks of Mae
Nam Nakhon Chaisi, is another worth-
while destination. See p189 for details on
getting there.

Eating

Nakhon Pathom has an excellent market
along the road between the train station and
Phra Pathom Chedj; its kow ldhm (sticky rice
and coconut steamed in a length of bamboo)
is reputed to be the best in Thailand. There

are many good, inexpensive food vendors and
restaurants in this area.

Getting There & Away

Nakhon Pathom is 64km west of Bangkok.
The city doesn’t have a central bus station,
but most transport arrives and departs from
near the market and train station.

The most convenient and fastest way to
get to Nakhon Pathom is on a rét d6o (shared
minivan) from Central Pinklao (30B) or the
Victory Monument (60B). Vans leave when full,
generally from 6am to approximately 6pm.

There are also more frequent trains from
Bangkok’s Hualamphong station (3rd/2nd/1st
class 14/31/60B, one hour) throughout the day.
Nakhon Pathom is also on the spur rail line that
runs from Thonburi’s Bangkok Noi station to
Kanchanaburi’s Nam Tok station, although
because of the route’s status as a ‘tourist line’
the fares are exorbitantly high for foreigners.
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Central Thailand

Both the geographic and cultural heart of the kingdom, the central region is the birthplace of
modern-day Thailand. Kings ruled, empires grew and merchants traded from here, aided by the
area’s extraordinary natural features. The soaring mountain ranges separating Thailand from My-
anmar (Burma) are the source of several major rivers flowing down to the area’s fertile plains.

As well as being historically important, the region is environmentally significant, with some
of the largest protected territories in Southeast Asia. Logging and deforestation have reduced
much of the natural landscape, but the majority of terrain is still wild forest, jungle and grass-
land. Deep within the dense vegetation dwell tigers, elephants and leopards.

Just north of Bangkok is the former Siam royal capital of Ayuthaya, home to fabled palace
and temple ruins. Once one of the world’s great cities, at its peak it was a major hub for
trade, art and culture, but these days the pace is far more genteel. Slightly further north is the
small town of Lopburi, where monkeys play and scavenge among the Khmer-style ruins.

Northwest from Bangkok is Kanchanaburi, the country’s third-largest province. Its natural
beauty makes it a popular destination for Thais and tourists, who come to bathe in waterfalls, trek
through jungles and kayak along rivers. War veterans make pilgrimages here to remember those
who died in WWII when Japanese forces used prisoners of war to build the ‘Death Railway'.

In the mountains of northwest Kanchanaburi are sleepy Thong Pha Phum and Sangkhlaburi.
Many ethnic groups live in and around these towns near the border. Few travellers make it this
far, but those that do are richly rewarded with a fascinating blend of cultures and beliefs.

HIGHLIGHTS

Exploring the grassy ruins of Ayuthaya
(p198), Unesco World Heritage Site and
former capital of Siam

Clambering up the seven-tiered waterfall at
Erawan National Park (p218) * sangkhlaburi

Snapping pictures of the mischievous monkeys in % Thong Pha Phum National Park * Lopburi
Lopburi (p207)

Visiting the WWII memorials in easygoing
Kanchanaburi (p212)

Erawan
% National Park % Ayuthaya

% Kanchanaburi
Living among the treetops and exploring nature
trails in Thong Pha Phum National Park (p222)

Taking a dawn boat along the misty morning waters in
sleepy Sangkhlaburi (p225)

BEST TIME TO VISIT: OCTOBER-DECEMBER POPULATION: 2.3 MILLION
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Some of the earliest recorded history in the
region is made up of Neolithic stone tools
and weapons found at the delta of Mae Nam
Khwae Noi and Mae Nam Khwae Yai rivers.

Several empires, including the Dvaravati
and Khmer, later used this region as an im-
portant base. During the 400-year Ayuthaya
period the area flourished and many Western
nations established settlements, but none ever
subjugated their hosts.

In WWII the Japanese army forced Allied
prisoners of war (POWs) and Asian con-
scripted labourers to build the ‘Death Railway’
around Kanchanaburi. More than 100,000
workers died during the construction due to
disease and the brutal treatment meted out
by their captors.

Climate

Central Thailand experiences the country’s
three seasons in equal measure; Kanchanaburi
can be basking in sunshine while torrential
rain buffets Sangkhlaburi. It is hot from
February to June, rainy from June to October,
and cool (relatively speaking) from October to

the region there are some variations. Because
of altitude, it can be significantly cooler in
Sangkhlaburi and surrounding national parks
than in other parts of the region. Ayuthaya
and Lopburi sit in a wide-open plain that
receives similar amounts of rain and heat
as Bangkok.

National Parks

Most of Kanchanaburi Province is covered
by forest, grasslands and mountain ranges.
These areas are divided up into national parks,
the most popular of which are Erawan and
Sai Yok. Si Nakharin, Chaloem Ratanakosin,
Khao Laem and Thong Pha Phum parks have
fewer visitors but all have accommodation
and guides available.

Language

The people of central Thailand share a com-
mon dialect that is considered ‘standard’ Thai
simply because Bangkok, the seat of power,
happens to be in the 